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[Saure Bummer]:  "Why do you speak of certain reversals -- machinery connected wrong, for instance, as being 'ass backwards'?  I can't understand that.  Ass usually is backwards, right?  You ought to be saying 'ass forwards,' if backwards is what you mean."

"Uh," sez Slothrop.

"This is only one of many American Mysteries," Saure sighs, "I wish somebody could clear up for me.  Not you, obviously."
"ON THE PHRASE 'ASS BACKWARDS'", Gravity's Rainbow p. 683
1: Eurt Mok Smaerd Eym Kaem Uoy
This talk takes on serious subjects: a possible future for English studies, and by extension, the fate of literature, criticism, and other practices involving deep investment of attention, in a media environment increasingly biased toward the shrill, the fast, and the apparently trivial.  Given such seriousness of purpose, it is absolutely necessary to begin with entertainment.  In saying this, I am not attempting the usual bait-and-switch of instruction and delight.  What you are about to see may prove delightful (it is to me), but it is not meant in any sense of the word as a diversion.  It is the thing itself.
As DeLillo's Jack Gladney says, updating Saure Bummer, "the American mystery deepens."  This remark has always seemed not diegetic but ontological, describing a process that is constantly ongoing.  Deepen is what your American mystery does.  Our enigmas cannot be cleared up, but must instead be sounded, or taken to the depths.  For instance, why are the children singing backwards?
Screen excerpt from "Shorewood Lip Dub," 2009.  Full video available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T7TI-AJi2O8.  See also http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bAWFWG8eYw.
You have just seen part of a recent Internet video sensation, a massive lip-synching maneuver put on by students at Shorewood High School near Seattle, Washington, in response to a challenge from their cross-town rival, Shorecrest.  At first glance, the video may seem neither important nor original: lip-synching, after all, is at least as old as Edison, and its current vogue has much to do with a popular television series (Glee).  The song is one we've heard before, and corny to boot.
The Shorewood video is mere entertainment, then; but like most words of real weight, entertainment carries a special charge of meaning that overflows its everyday sense.  To entertain, etymologically speaking, is to arrest the attention, to seize and hold your interlocutor, presumably for some purpose.  In this sense, the Ancient Mariner is the archetypal Entertainer (as Conan O'Brien has perhaps learned to his chagrin).  It is this second sense of entertainment, the one that is not simply the negation of seriousness, that I wish to put in play.
You will probably have noticed in the Shorewood video certain special effects: papers springing off the ground into people's hands, banknotes flying back into a pocket, a cloud of water that becomes a water balloon.  These tricks were not produced with composite editing or digital overlays, but in a much simpler way: the Shorewood students acted out the entire video in reverse, including all the singing, which was done with a phonetic transposition of the Hall and Oates lyrics.  The video data were then simply inverted, the 21st century equivalent of running the film backwards.
On one level this procedure is simply a gimmick, manifesting that knack for industrial innovation extolled by the pedagogical strippers in Gypsy:
You can sacrifice your saccro
Working in the back row.
Bump in a dump till you're dead.
Kid, you gotta have a gimmick
If you wanna get ahead.
But just as entertainment cannot be reduced to mindless pleasure, so we should recognize a larger potential for significance in gimmickry.  There is bumping-it-with-a-trumpet, as Miss Mazzeppa instructs; but in the later, greater Burlesque that is the Internet, we might also recognize something called a nice hack.  This is a technical manipulation whose ingenuity and grace goes beyond the ordinary rules of the game, possibly opening fresh fields of play.

The Shorewood Lip Dub is a very nice hack indeed, revealing several important truths about where we find ourselves as constituents of information culture, and even as teachers of English.  For starters, the Shorewood video could only have been done by people who see past CONTENT -- information packaged for simple consumption -- to discover that these days, content can usually be converted to DATA -- information given over to a system of encoding that also permits manipulation.  Any film can be run backward, any tune can be sung in reverse.  You and the rest of your high school can make a video that a few million people will eventually see.  No entertainment product is definitive, no matter what the copyright attorneys say.  In this age of digital production and broadband access, every consumer is invited to produce; or at least, to direct.
Something needs to be said as well about the social aspect of the Shorewood project.  Scores of students appear on camera, including at least one class, two athletic teams, and the population of a pep rally.  That director Javier Cáceres and his crew managed to avoid mistakes, not to mention accident or injury, while coordinating so many backward-stepping bodies, says something not only about the participants, but about the community to which they belong.  Somewhat unsettlingly, these eminently reversible troupers have recovered what was once called teen spirit.
High school was not like this in the seventies and eighties.  Somewhere in my soul, a voice cries: What is wrong with these kids?  Where is the angst, the alienation, the aimless self-absorption?  All these bright, bouncy, backwards-singing children must confound anyone whose musical memories incline more to Patti Smith and Curt Cobain than Hall and Oates; and this could be a problem.  For these clever media hackers, this smart mob who haven't met a system they can't reverse-engineer, are about to show up in our classrooms; perhaps they're already here.
What's an English teacher to do?

2:  Read the Signs
One answer is simply to get on with our lives, assuming that every modern generation, like our own, belongs to an alien species.  Or if we are inclined to worry about the larger circumstances that define our profession, we might turn to matters apparently more urgent, such as the ongoing debate about the future of reading.  
As will be apparent, this is not really a change of subject.  We'll return to the backward-singers of Shorewood eventually; but first a word from our former government.
You will probably remember the gloomy news delivered by the National Endowment for the Arts in the middle of the old Reign of Error.  In a notably joyless report called Reading at Risk, NEA chairman Dana Gioia cited research purporting to show reading of all sorts in general decline, with literary reading especially imperiled.  According to his numbers, demand for literary works -- curiously defined only as realist fiction and book-length poetry -- would reach zero by 2050.  From this loss of interest in literature would come a corresponding erosion of society, as literary reading was allegedly correlated with such forms of civic engagement as attending museums and symphonies, joining clubs, and volunteering for community service.   (No clear explanation for this relationship was offered.)
The NEA account has come in for correction.  It seems predictions about the imminent mass destruction of reading were about as accurate as certain assessments of Saddam Hussein's arsenal.  Before returning to the private sector, the Bush NEA issued its own report celebrating the triumph of its "Big Read" initiative, which it credited with a miraculous turn-around in the previously dismal numbers.  More plausibly, a report released at the end of 2009 by the Global Information Industry Center at the University of California, San Diego points to a longer-term trend:

In the past, information consumption was overwhelmingly passive, with telephone being the only interactive medium. Thanks to computers, a full third of words and more than half of bytes are now received interactively. Reading, which was in decline due to the growth of television, tripled from 1980 to 2008, because it is the overwhelmingly preferred way to receive words on the Internet.  (Bohn and Short, 7; emphasis added)
As many pointed out at the time, the NEA's restriction of reading to a narrow band of literature, and its refusal to think about forms that do not involve printed pages, produced a skewed and deceptive picture.  Generally speaking, reading is on the rise, not at risk; but this judgment requires that we recognize the importance of the Internet, where among many other things, the children of America are singing backwards.

The NEA's report describes something we might call reading in the dust -- the remains of an all but extinct book market -- or as some of us would argue, of a middle class with sufficient time for fiction and poetry.  By contrast, the UCSD report speaks of reading in the zettabyte cloud: for its offhand remark about the increase in word consumption belongs to a larger accounting of information taken in by the average American household in 2008.  This sum is given as 3.6 zettabytes, or 3.6 million terabytes of data -- 3.6 million million bytes.  Books, we might remember, tip the scale in the very low megabytes, many orders of magnitude smaller than zettabytes.  The zettabyte cloud is a cosmic mass of ones and zeroes that hovers around us like the aurora.  It consists mainly of images -- much of which make up television programs, with a full third devoted to video games.
What, we might ask, does the Z-Cloud have to do with the future of reading?

3:  Responses
It is of course possible for both the NEA's initial gloom and UCSD's expansive census to be true, as far as they go.  The NEA argued that "[p]rint culture affords irreplaceable forms of focused attention and contemplation that make complex communications possible."  Gioia and company saw the rapid expansion of non-print media as a major cause for the decline of the book market.  They were wrong on the facts, but perhaps more plausible in their intuitions. If reading is on the rise because of the Internet, there may yet be no joy for those who love literature, as the verbal contents of the Z-Cloud consist largely of e-mail, Web logs, and today's particular bête noir, tweets.
Speaking of Twitter, the poet and theorist John Cayley recently wrote:
[My] literary sensibilities are corrosively challenged by social networking’s inscriptions of private thought and feeling.... [E]ver younger minds may have machinic familiars and mediators who will help them to remove any mystery from their secrets. When that happens, the ‘electronic’ will be long dead and literature will die.  (Cayley 2008)
It is very important to distinguish John Cayley from Dana Gioia and company.  Cayley is Electronic Writer in Residence in the Creative Writing Program at Brown University, and one of the most influential and celebrated writers of digital poetry.  He is best known for works with substantial computational components, which cannot be reproduced in print.  Though he has a deep attachment to conventional writing, particularly the classical Chinese poetry of which he is an accomplished translator, Cayley would almost certainly reject Gioia's claim that affordances of print culture are "irreplaceable."
4:  One Cheer for Curmudgeons
Yet here is Cayley inveighing against Twitter, Facebook, and whatever else the backwards-singing children have up (or is it down?) their sleeves.  Even if we face the mortal truth that no one and nothing is "irreplaceable," it does not follow that literature, or any aspect of culture for that matter, will automatically survive the process of replacement.  In particular, we might transfer our concern from "print culture" (whatever that is supposed to mean) to the mental and social faculties this culture is thought to support: "focused attention and contemplation"; and we might add, the capacity to construct complex structures of relationship and meaning.  To the extent that reading and writing in the zettabyte cloud consist of nothing more than quips, clichés, and existential bleats, then perhaps Cayley is right to feel something eating away at his literary sensibilities.  Often, so do I.
Remember, though, that while all curmudgeons may look alike to those outside the tribe, we really are distinct individuals.  John Cayley is not Dana Gioia, anymore than I am John Cayley (il miglior fabbro, by orders of magnitude).  When Cayley speaks of the death of literature, he also mourns the possible passing of "the electronic," as in electronic literature.  The corrosive effects of the zettabyte cloud operate as much on one as the other.  Or to put this in more positive, pro-active terms, the defense of focused attention and complex expression may be better conducted through critical and creative engagement with digital media than by jeremiads that demonize or deny them.
5:  Engage

In other words, it is possible to view the encounter of English departments with digital culture not as a sad concession to the passing of the printing press, or an inevitable consequence of memetic drift, but rather as a positive opportunity to preserve those affordances which even the old NEA knew enough to value.  As the media philosopher Pierre Lévy argues, the general tendency of digital media, or in the newly quaint term cyberspace, favors engagement:

[C]yberspace dissolves the pragmatics of communication, which, since the invention of writing, has conjoined the universal and totality.... This universal does not totalize through meaning; it unites us through contact and general interaction. (Lévy 2001, 199)
If this "contact and general interaction" has often manifested as 140-character apperçus on the order of OMG ep1c F4!L suxxor, other possibilities are not excluded.  Lévy's "universal without totality" describes the structure of the Internet itself, a system of standard protocols whose operations permit a large if not infinite variety of applications, ideally not limited or totalized around a single discursive scheme.
The mysterious flows and energies of the Z-Cloud may be used for many purposes, not all of them trivializing or "corrosive."  Perhaps they can even be adapted to the purposes of literature as we have known it,  and will know it hence.  To test this hypothesis, it will first be necessary to join Cayley in supposing there can be something worth defending under the name electronic literature.    Then, if you are still persuadable, you might join me in supposing that this electronic literature can converge with a critical understanding of play and games, and that all these things have something important to do with English.  Ultimately, we should able to look at specific proposals, and even ideas about teaching and curriculum.
6:  Theorems
Before getting to specifics, however, it will be necessary to sketch a conceptual framework.  The universal of cyberspace may lack an absolute or totalizing principle, aside from its inherent affinity for connection.  It does not follow, however, that cyberspace is without qualities or properties, at least insofar as it intersects with reading, writing, and textuality.  There may be no absolute laws of cyberspace, beyond the "pragmatics" of Internet protocols, but we can identify some postulates or theorems.

In order to build a rationale for engagement of English studies with digital culture, I propose three theorems in particular.  One of these has to do with reading, the second with the relationship of reading to writing, and the third (which leads back to the first) describes the transformation of writing through computational systems into what we now mean by code.

(1) Communication in cyberspace is ergodic.   Espen Aarseth, the first comprehensive theorist of interactive expression or cybertext, appropriated the term ergodic to indicate how communication in digital systems generally involves articulated traversal of complex information spaces, such as databases and networks.  Where conventionally written texts are read from a stable glyphic medium (the page), cybertexts are instead assembled for presentation in actu.  When traversing the textual spaces of the World Wide Web, or the spatial simulation of a video game, digital subjects must make decisions and take actions in order to progress.  They search, navigate, explore, maneuver, and otherwise configure systems that encompass their own understanding and intention, external structures of logic (code and processors), and an emergent set of conditions and relations called state.  Where reading was, we now also find something called path work, a term that renders into plain English the Greek roots of ergodic.
(2)  Information is both CONTENT and DATA.  Cybertextual discourse involves the transformation of data (which Aarseth calls textons) into legible or presentable marks (scriptons).  That is, impulses encoded in some way not easily intelligible by humans (e.g., binary code) are transformed by a computing machine into letters, numbers, pixels, polygons, and the like.  The product of this transformation can be thought of as content, or the contents of some local structure (e.g., a window or screen).  However, as Lev Manovich points out, this process is always and everywhere reversible: any appearance of content presumes the existence somewhere of data.  Content and data thus assume a complementary relationship, roughly like the particles and waves of elementary quantum theory.  As we have noted, the re-conversion of content into data often implies an interest in modifying or re-purposing the information, submitting it to some process or discourse.  Indeed, the difference in fundamental metaphors between the two terms has profound significance.  CONTENT derives from withholding (con + tenere), while DATA is the participial form of dare, to give.  Where content is held within a frame, buffer, or other localizing structure, data is given, both IN to the system, and implicitly or explicitly OUT to the user of the system.  To read, or navigate the pathways of ergodic texts, is thus always to approach (and sometimes enter) the condition of writing.
(3) Cybertexts must re-member their futures.  Writing was originally a way to recall or record the past -- with maddening consistency, as Socrates complained.  In cybertext, however, the better spirit guide is not the Socrates of the Phaedrus, but the Borges of "The Garden of Forking Paths," who imagines a character who can leave a legacy to some, but not all of the possible futures.  Considered as manipulation of data that will be given back to the system to become content, writing assumes a new function; it must also re-member its futures, in the sense of providing contiguity between a specific intention or design, and the emergent vagaries of user interaction and system state.  Programming -- of which writing computable code is a special case -- thus implies a writing-forward, for a program or any other form of cybertext must be constructed such as to provide for multiple means of traversal.  In addition to writing of the traditional kind, we now have writing-forward, or coding.
7:  Phases of Engagement
We are now ready to address a very practical question about English studies and digital culture: How can scholarship and pedagogy proceed from these theorems of cyberspace?

As any good cybertextualist must admit, there are always many ways to work the paths, so the answers proposed cannot foreclose other constructions and approaches.  Indeed, the framework presented here is intended both to accommodate alternatives and to integrate with traditional approaches and existing curriculum.  It responds to the influences and affordances of digital media, exploring ergodics, the content-data continuum, and the convergence of writing with code; but in a fourth movement, it also closes the circle, returning to and perhaps re-invigorating the book. The scheme consists of four phases of engagement:
I.  Theory and Critique
II.  Rhetorics of Interaction

III.  Writing-Forward

IV.  Revising Ourselves

The first three phases advance by stages into the zettabyte cloud, and the fourth either finds a home there, or returns us safely to the earth.  For each phase, I include a minimal sketch of an appropriate course offering.  These are meant chiefly for illustration, or as openings to discussion.  They are anything but definitive, and while I would be willing to teach any or all of them, they could certainly be re-interpreted by others. 
8:  Phase I - Theory and Critique

This phase would add to existing curriculum in critical-cultural studies one or more courses examining the theory that has emerged around the so-called new media, especially video games, blogging, and social networks.  As will be obvious, this is the least radical and most integrative stage of the process, though it is no less important than those that follow.  The department's current offerings -- for instance, Tasha Oren's Film, Television, and the Ludic Turn -- provide good foundation, and suggest that more could be done in this area.
The need for such development is clear.  As the rationale for the proposed Ph.D. in Media Study at the State University of New York recently argued, new media formations are rapidly advancing in sophistication and social impact, yet only a handful of graduate programs offer opportunities to study these developments with focus and rigor.  Important theoretical groundwork has been laid, by the likes of Aarseth, Jesper Juul, Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, Mary Flanagan, Jill Walker Rettberg, and others, but their work needs to be made available to new generations of scholars. 
In particular, the need for socially responsible critique of digital media seems acute.  The complicity of complex information systems with exploitative globalization and dangerous virtualization of assets should be subjected to analysis.  Examination of the effects of video games ought to go beyond the obsession with desensitization to violence to explore the way these productions inculcate an economy of obsessiveness and voluntary un-pleasure that serves the interests of the corporate order.  In short, the traditional work of English teachers -- to promote a critical, socially engaged understanding of powerful sign systems -- ought to continue in cyberspace.
The specimen course here is Theory and Critique of Interactive Media.  It would have two main objectives: to acquaint students with major foundational work in cybertext theory (Aarseth, Bolter, Manovich, Hayles, Juul, and others), and through sustained analysis of some new media product, e.g. , a video game such as Assassin's Creed or Portal, model and develop critical strategies for responding to such objects.  Implicit in this work would be a third objective: to theorize the relationship of scholarly critique (writing) to ergodic systems that operate in a very different pragmatics.
 9:  Phase II - Rhetorics of Interaction
The UWM English Department's current interest in digital culture is no doubt informed by its notable strength in multi-modal and multi-mediated rhetorics.  The second phase of engagement would build from this strength, evident in courses like Dave Clark's Information Design and Anne Wysocki's Contemporary Rhetorical Theory, by offering at least one course that goes beyond traditional research and writing to the design of persuasive games.

Aarseth has famously insisted that "[g]ames are both object and process.  Playing is integral, not coincidental like the appreciative reader or listener.  The creative involvement is a necessary ingredient in the uses of games" (2001).  By "creative involvement," Aarseth means play, and perhaps the sort of reflective play that is envisioned in the first phase outlined here.  For the second phase, I propose to raise Aarseth's creative bar, shifting the theoretical focus from general approaches like Aarseth's and Juul's, to the particular emphasis on games as rhetorical instruments that is currently being developed by Ian Bogost, Gonzalo Frasca, Mary Flanagan, and others.  The practical agenda of this course would also differ from the theory and criticism course, by moving toward the creation of derivative product based on one or more existing video games.  This move seems natural or inevitable, considering that the three theorists mentioned above are also themselves practicing game designers, engaged in the sort of higher-level "creative involvement" that would be undertaken here.
The specimen course for this phase is called Serious Play, and its objectives would be (1) to familiarize students with key work on the rhetorical dimension of interactive texts (Bogost, but also textual and cultural theorists such as J.P. Gee, Alan Liu, and Gunther Kress); (2) to provide sufficient mastery of a game-modification system such as Unreal Tournament or CryEngine to allow students to intervene significantly in existing game structures; and (3) to articulate and experiment with various game designs for specific persuasive purposes.
This course might be modified or expanded to examine the increasingly controversial practice of content-creation-as-play in multi-player online spaces (World of Warcraft, EVE Online, Spore, Second Life), as well as the perhaps more radical possibilities of game-based media creation, or machinima.
10:  Phase III - Writing-Forward
This third phase responds to the last of our theorems about communication in cyberspace: the transformation of writing into writing-forward, or the convergence of discursive structures with code.  It carries Aarseth's notion of "creative involvement" yet another step further from reflective play, and would offer students the means to create original cybertextual systems.
Notably, the focus in this phase does not fall on video games.  Like film, game production is complex and multi-disciplinary.  A graduate program in game design and production (similar to theoretically informed film production degrees) might be interesting and valuable, but it probably belongs in an interdisciplinary school, not a single department.  Instead, the emphasis here is on electronic literature, in particular a relatively new genre in which I have done some early work, called instruments and playable texts.  John Cayley first spoke of textual instruments as interactive structures that could involve play without being games.  Noah Wardrip-Fruin, another key contributor, has expanded Cayley's terms somewhat in his concept of playable texts.  These include more conventional cybertexts like text adventures and hypertexts, but also algorithmic text generators, parsers, and software agents.
The specimen course here is Playable Texts.  It also has multiple objectives, operating in both theoretical and practical dimensions.  The theory component will survey major work in electronic poetics, including contributions by Wardrip-Fruin, Nick Montfort, Loss Glazier, Stephanie Strickland, N. Katherine Hayles, and Mark Amerika.  The practical element of the course will involve an encounter with some easily approachable production environment, possibly Web scripting, or a programming language intended for creative uses, such as Processing.  The major work would involve designing and implementing textual instruments that open fields of expression and test specific concepts, such as the valence of time in interactive systems, the status of rules, and the roles of reader, player, and author.  Along the way, we would reflect on the nature and design principles of cybernetic code, and the aesthetics of computational structures.  The overall aim of the course would be to provide students with a deeply informed understanding of ergodics, or the need to conceptualize texts as architectures, rather than statements.
11:  Phase IV - Revising Ourselves
I once asked the notable scholar of games and literacy, James P. Gee, if he thought those of us now in the senior faculty were the last generation of tenured professors.  He answer was: "Yes, as we know them."  In the fourth phase of engagement with the digital, having followed the three theorems deep into the zettabyte cloud, we attempt to close the circle, meeting ourselves coming and going, as we might ass-backwardly say.  I suggest that the best response to Gee's dire but honest judgment is not to hold a wake for ourselves (however appealing that might seem), but rather to approximate our own posterity.  We may not be able literally to become the people we have been waiting for, but it may be possible to open a space for a new kind of tenured faculty, such as we have not yet known.
Much of this process is less radical than progressive, as it would involve extending interdisciplinary connections already in place, particularly with the schools of Art, Information Sciences, Architecture, and the Center for 21st Century Studies.  Collaborations with programs in Communication also seem important, as well as anything that intersects meaningfully with the nascent field called computational studies, which seems to be assembling itself on many campuses outside the old walls of Computer Science.
However, perhaps the most interesting self-revision we might consider involves that activity that is closest to our professional core, and whose polemics I touched on earlier: namely, reading.

12:  It Takes a Wiki
As I noted, the most striking aspect of the Shorewood students' backward-facing aria may be their capacity for coordinated action.  On reflection, though, the phenomenon ought not to seem surprising: these students have been steeped in always-on, increasingly intimate communications media throughout their young lives.  As Lévy says, the tendency of cyberspace is toward connection; and we should remember that connection always has a human dimension, a drive to associate and socialize.
This community-forming tendency in digital media might be powerfully important for English studies.  Among other things, it suggests a way to deal with the problem raised by those Cassandras of the old NEA: the decline of "focused attention."  In traditionalist accounts of reading (e.g., Sven Birkerts or Alberto Manguel), focus is defined with reference to an individual subject.  Reading is an encounter between two minds, author and reader, mediated by the definitive text. However, as rhetorical theory has long known, there are other valid ways to theorize focus or depth of attention, some of them involving multiple subjects.

The course that illustrates this fourth and (for the moment) ultimate phase of digital engagement is called It Takes a Wiki to Read This Book.  The title refers to the popular Web technology for open, collaborative authoring (wikis), implemented in various systems and approaches, and most famously or notoriously represented by Wikipedia.  The course in question would center on one notably complex and demanding text, such as Pynchon's Against the Day, Mark Danielewski's House of Leaves, U.K. Le Guin's Always Coming Home, or (somewhat more radically) Moore and Gibbons' graphic novel Watchmen, with which I have done some early experiments.  Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl would also be an interesting candidate, though it would support only part of the intended technical treatment, since it is not a book.
From a literary-critical or -historical standpoint, the approach might be quite conventional, emphasizing strategies of interpretation, narrative structure, resonance with social and economic history, and integration with prior and later texts.  However, the business of interpretation and understanding would be supported by two innovations.  One is the wiki indicated in the title.  This writing system would initially be accessible only by members of the class, who would develop and edit its content.  This might include articles on major themes and controversies, particular readings, annotations intended to make the text more accessible to later readers, as well as other types of intervention.
There would also be a second technical component in the course, based on more recent developments in shared or sociable reading.  This strategy might use the commercially available BookGlutton system, or perhaps a variation of Alph, a tool for shared annotation developed by my colleagues at the University of Baltimore (see Kaplan et al., 2006).  These sociable reading systems make the central text of the course available for shared annotation via the Internet, supporting conversations and inquiries that are co-extensive with the text.
Though initially private spaces, eventually both the wiki and the social annotation system would be made available to other readers and writers: students in succeeding classes, all faculty and students in the department, and eventually the Internet at large.  The overall aim of the course would be to create a sustainable structure for continuing discussion and investigation of the chosen text, one that would contribute in some significant way to the larger scholarly community.  This would involve both analysis and practical implementation of assumptions about writing, editing, and the design of shared textual systems (which might lean strongly on students in technical communication and information design).  The course thus has potential to inspire transformative thinking about the roles of students and faculty in a hyper- or cybertextual context.  In a small way, it might suggest ways in which those roles could co-evolve or converge.
13:  Why Bother?
Everything said so far has been intended to answer the crucial question, can literature and literary studies survive the age of children singing backwards -- can these commitments of ours thrive in the zettabyte cloud?  Does our struggle to understand literary expression and its social purposes relate to our culture's more recent encounters with video games, hypertext, and social media?  Should we respond seriously when our children play the film backwards, play fast and loose with copyright, or play nicely with others in all sorts of curious, real-world games?  Can the work of literary study, not to mention the work of teaching, embrace this aesthetic (or epistemology) of play? 
For all the reasons just presented, I would answer yes; but if stronger affirmation is needed, we might turn to a recent study that addresses many of these questions, on the way to a theory of narrative that reaches from novels to video games and beyond.  The work is Travels in Cybertextuality, a doctoral dissertation by the Finnish novelist and cultural critic Markku Eskelinen, who writes:  
In digital games [metarules] affect the settings of the other rules and they are not supposed to be the target of the gameplay. In broad cultural terms this may be because games are supposed to be fair, but as we all know literature is perhaps the best aesthetic instrument to deal with the unfair, the uncanny, and the unbalanced. Consequently one could suggest that textual instruments should allow the players to play not only according to ...rules... but also about them, through metarules that they may learn to tweak and affect for their amusement and enlightenment. (Eskelinen 2009, emphasis added)
I suppose we do know, deep in our hearts and minds, that literature is indeed "the best aesthetic instrument to deal with the unfair, the uncanny, and the unbalanced."  However, living through any stretch of U.S. history has a way of distorting or suppressing that knowledge, and recent years have brought both a marked disruption of social balance, and a growing sense that literature might be threatened with eclipse, at least if it remains wholly identified with print publishing.  Eskelinen's insistence on the importance of "metarules" -- principles of play that allow us to revise and renegotiate prior rules -- may repair or renew our sense of purpose.  It reminds us that literature, which has no reason to vanish with "print culture," continues to serve a crucial social mission; and further, that digital games and textual instruments, along with many other modalities, may point the way to an extended literary practice where that mission can be properly pursued, even into the depths of the American Mystery, or the data cloud, assuming that's a distinction you observe.

14:  Singing Backwards, Dreaming Ahead
If commitment to a seriously playful literature holds some hope for fighting injustice, exposing the uncanny, and righting imbalance, then perhaps it is time to make it.  As we are learning in the bittersweet sequel of misrule and economic disaster, the forces of ignorance and oppression seem tidal or geologic in their persistence.  Our national commitment to an educated, critically aware middle class has not been so deeply endangered in at least a century.  Global free-marketeering, augmented locally by the ongoing perversion of Constitutional principles, poses increasingly dire threats not just to democracy, but to the planet itself.
This may seem a very odd time to be thinking about games and gimmicks, metarules and textual play; and yet it does mean something when the children start singing backwards, when they join together in teams and sodalities, when they hack our reality by scripting their own new mysteries.  Among other things, the meaning of these signs and portents reminds us that our agenda as writers, critics, and teachers remains what it always was: to interrogate sacred truths, deconstruct the uncanny, and confront the unbalanced and unjust.  Serious thought and action -- intellectually deep and socially broad -- can indeed persist in the zettabyte cloud, along with all the trash and detritus of wardrobe malfunctions, MafiaWars, and the Twitterverse, though it will take our action and commitment to achieve that end.

We have only to engage.

Works Cited or Mentioned in Passing
Aarseth, Espen (1997).  Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP.

Aarseth, Espen (2001).  "Computer Game Studies Year One."  Game Studies 1:1 (July, 2001).  http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/editorial.html (accessed 2-02-10). 
Birkerts, Sven (1994).  Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age.  New York: Faber and Faber. 
Bogost, Ian (2007).  Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Videogames.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Bohn, Roger E. and James E. Short (2009).  "How Much Information?  2009 Report on American Consumers."  San Diego: Global Information Industry Center.  http://hmi.ucsd.edu/pdf/HMI_2009_ConsumerReport_Dec9_2009.pdf (accessed 2-02-10). 
Bolter, Jay and Richard Grusin (1999). Remediation. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

BookGlutton.  http://www.bookglutton.com (accessed 2-02-10).

Cáceres, Javier int. al. (2009).  Shorewood Lip Dub. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T7TI-AJi2O8.  See also the video before reversal, at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bAWFWG8eYw (both versions accessed 2-02-10) .

Cayley, John. "Weapons of the Deconstructive Masses: Whatever ELECTRONIC LITERATURE May or May Not Mean." Keynote Address, Visionary Landscapes Conference, 1 June 2008.

DeLillo, Don.  White Noise (1985).  New York: Penguin.

Eskelinen, Markku (2009).  Travels in Cybertextuality: The Challenge of Ergodic Literature and Ludology to Literary Theory.  Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Jyväskylä, Finland.
Flanagan, Mary.  Critical Play: Radical Game Design.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Frasca, Gonzalo (2007).  Play the Message: Play, Game, and Videogame Rhetoric.  Ph.D. Dissertation, Information Technology University, Copenhagen, Denmark.

Gee, James P. (2003).  What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy.  New York: Palgrave.
Hayles, N. Katherine (2005).  My Mother Was a Computer: Digital Subjects and Literary Texts.  Chicago: U. Chicago Press.

Hayles, N. Katherine (2008).  Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary.  Columbus: Ohio State UP.

Jackson, Shelley (1993).  Patchwork Girl.  Boston: Eastgate Systems.
Juul, Jesper (2005).  Half Real.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Kaplan, Nancy et al. (2006).  The Sociable Literacy Project.  http://iat.ubalt.edu/kaplan/sociableliteracy/literacy.html (accessed 2-02-10).
Kress, Gunther (2003).  Literacy in the New Media Age.  New York: Routledge.

LeGuin, U.K. (1985).  Always Coming Home.  New York: Harper and Row.
Lévy, Pierre (2001).  Cyberculture.  Trans. Richard Bonnono.  Minneapolis: U. Minnesota Press.

Liu, Alan (2004).  The Laws of Cool: Knowledge Work and the Culture of Information.  Chicago: U. Chicago Press.

Manguel, Alberto (1997).  A History of Reading.  New York: Penguin.
Manovich, Lev (2000).  The Language of New Media.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Montfort, Nick (2005).  Twisty Little Passages: An Approach to Interactive Fiction.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
National Endowment for the Arts (2004).  Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America.  http://www.nea.gov/pub/ReadingAtRisk.pdf (accessed 2-02-10).
National Endowment for the Arts (2009).  Reading on the Rise: A New Chapter in American Literacy. http://www.arts.gov/research/readingonRise.pdf (accessed 2-02-10).
Pynchon, Thomas (1973).  Gravity's Rainbow.  New York: Viking.

Pynchon, Thomas (2006).  Against the Day.  New York: Penguin.

Rettberg, Jill Walker (2008).  Blogging.  New York: Polity.
Salen, Katie and Eric Zimmerman (2003).  Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Sondheim, Stephen.  "You Gotta Get a Gimmick."  Lyrics at http://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/gypsy/yougottagetagimmick.htm (accessed 2-02-10).

Wardrip-Fruin, Noah (2009).  Expressive Processing: Digital Fictions, Computer Games, and Software Studies.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
1

