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Can paper books and e-books coexist?

A fter several years of being the 
perpetual “next big thing,” electronic 
books have finally hit the 

mainstream. Classic books such as 
Treasure Island are being posted to the 
Internet, best-selling crime novels and 
romances are being released in electronic 
form, and so-called indie books, such as 
those by best-selling fantasy author 
Amanda Hocking, are being sold directly 
to readers by the authors.

Consumers have been justifiably nervous 
about jumping into e-books for technical 
and logistical reasons. And then there is 
the whole question of “Why?” What do 
you get out of an e-book that you can’t 
get from a traditional paper book?

Superstar author Jonathan Franzen, 
famous for his novels The Corrections 

and Freedom, came out in 2012 solidly 
opposed to e-books. Why? It would 
seem that Franzen’s main objection to 
e-books is their lack of permanence. 
Commenting at the Hay cultural festival in 
Colombia, he said:

The technology I like is the 
American paperback edition of 
Freedom. I can spill water on it and 
it would still work! So it’s pretty 
good technology. And what’s more, 
it will work great 10 years from now. 
So no wonder the capitalists hate it. 
It’s a bad business model. . . . I 
think for serious readers, a sense of 
permanence has always been part 
of the experience. Everything else in 
your life is fluid, but here is the text 
that doesn’t change.86

Central to Franzen’s critique is that books 
ought to be in a fixed format that doesn’t 
need to be updated; therefore, they don’t 
need to be delivered on a platform that 
lets them be changed. 

Author and commentator Jonathan Segura 
admits that there are limitations to 
e-books. As he writes at the blog Monkey 
See: “I am a scribbler, and you cannot 
scribble in the margins of an ebook. Not all 
books are available in digital editions. . . .  
E-books do not allow you to advertise your 
literary affectedness on the subway.”87 But 
Segura does not buy the argument that 
there is a conflict between traditional paper 
books and e-books:

You can choose to have your text 
delivered on paper with a pretty 
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E-books and print books
live happily together … for now
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30% of all book sales 
in the U.S. are e-book 
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Between 2008 and 2012, revenues from
sales of all types of books have increased ...

$5.25 billion  Amazon’s revenue
for all book sales, print and electronic 

$265 to $530 million  Amazon’s
revenue from just e-book sales

But while print book sales   
have decreased overall ...

... e-book sales have
 risen exponentially

Not all print books sell equally 
well. Hardcover sales have 
declined, while sales of both 
trade and mass market paperbacks 
continue to increase, if slowly.

E-booksPrinted books
E-books make up an 
increasingly large share of 
the top publishers’ sales.

Much of e-book revenue comes from 
the sheer volume of sales, as the 
average price of ebooks remains 
relatively low:

E-book technology and distribution 
channels also allows authors to 
bypass publishers altogether
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In the U.S., books
are a $15 billion

business, and
Amazon gets a

big bite of the pie


