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BRIEF REVIEWS OF BOOKS AND PRODUCTS 

Book Review: Eve, M.P. (2024). Theses on The Metaphors of Digital-Textual History. 
Stanford University Press. 436 pp. ISBN: 9781503614888. ($35 USD list price). 

Theses on the Metaphors of Digital-Textual History is an exploration of seven key metaphors that 
Martin Paul Eve, Professor of Literature, Technology, and Publishing at Birkbeck College, 
University of London, argues have structured our cultural and linguistic understandings of 
the world around us. Eve organizes the book around eight chapters (“theses”), with each 
metaphor comprising a separate chapter. The theses are connected thematically in pairs, 
save for the closing chapter. Eve decodes each metaphor into its basic elements and interweaves 
the complex digital and textual histories behind each metaphor. Overwhelmingly, Eve wants 
readers to recognize how striking the parallels are between digital and textual technologies, in 
addition to how profoundly they affect us in our work and everyday lives. 

The first and second metaphors (Chapters 2 and 3) interrogate why we utilize certain physical/ 
print terms to represent interactions with digital technologies (e.g., how the PgUp (page up) 
and PgDown (page down) keys are analogous to “flip left” and “flip right”). In examining these 
connections, Eve postulates that the application of print/physical terms to digital formats was 
never certain–the creation of print terminology was actually a function of the existing 
technology of the time. This historical context explains the evolution of print to the digital 
and provides updated and nuanced analyses of book history as a field. 

Chapters 4 and 5 explore how alphanumeric characters (Unicode) work internationally and 
multidimensionally. Eve argues that Unicode is a function of linguistic colonialism, a system 
that privileges English characters over other languages. Because Unicode is ubiquitous in the 
technology sphere, the creators of Unicode end up dictating the creation of meaning that 
erases marginalized (re: non-English) histories, cultures, and experiences. Additionally, 
Chapter 5, where Eve explores how digital software mediates human-machine interactions, 
argues that the language of tabs and windows from browsers mirrors the development of 
multidimensionality. The metaphor suggests that multidimensionality has always existed; 
our senses have always helped us navigate the world through different spatial and temporal 
dimensions. 

Chapters 6 and 7 wrestle with the political and cultural ramifications of digital-textual 
metaphors, focusing on w/Windows and libraries. Chapter 7 specifically focuses on the 
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role of libraries in digital-textual metaphors. In this, Eve argues that the common 
“mythical” attributes of libraries—that libraries are free and open for all, encourage 
community-building—mirror how digital libraries actually function. Eve makes clear, 
though, that while libraries do function in this way, they are also products of a capitalist, 
neoliberal environment that privileges personal growth and “prestige economics” (249). 
Eve also points to four characteristics of digital libraries that have informed non-digital 
libraries: borrowing, learning, improvement, and compatibility. Through interrogating 
the intricacies of open access texts vs open-source code, Eve argues that digital libraries 
actually function more like the mythology of public libraries. 

Chapter 8 closes the book by situating copyright law within a preservation and access lens. 
Thinking through questions of safety and protection in a digital landscape, Eve examines UK 
public access policies on digital objects and Google’s own policies on preservation, both of 
which reify hierarchies that privilege publisher profits and set up librarians and archivists 
as gatekeepers of knowledge. Eve concludes this chapter with a reminder that, perhaps, 
our desire to save everything is a symptom of an inability to recognize who determines 
what should and should not be saved. 

The goals of this book are manifold. Eve primarily wants to map the development of digital 
technologies without losing sight of the importance of print/the physical. He also wants to 
shift from a primacy on print or digital and instead focus on an approach that melds the 
two. Finally, Eve wants to provide clear and nuanced analyses to help us improve, with 
the intent that deconstructing the language we use can help reveal the exact makeup of 
our current system. This approach finds new ways to solve longstanding societal and cultural 
issues, as well as library- and archive-specific issues related to access. 

The audience for this book is primarily an academic audience, especially researchers and 
librarians who work on topics concerning scholarly communication, digital scholarship, 
textual studies, and critical theory. Eve himself is a scholar in these areas, and with publications 
in scholarly communication journals like UKSG, JLSC, and LIBER, Eve’s work is incredibly 
relevant to librarians. This book, then, can serve as a guide to creating more equitable and open 
institutions. Eve’s analysis helps librarians reconsider what “openness” really means in the 
library world. Specifically, in Chapter 7, Eve highlights how open access’s goal is to broaden 
research but often utilizes a financial model built on systemic barriers that actually prevent 
openness. Highlighting this inherent inequity is critical to working towards a truly equitable 
open access ecosystem. 

Librarians will also find Chapter 8’s discussions on authors’ rights particularly relevant. Eve 
uses foundational copyright tenets—e.g., facts are not copyrightable, but the expression of 
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facts is—to demonstrate how the academic publishing system, which prides itself on sustain-
ing truth and inquiry, effectively erodes authors’ rights. This, in turn, hampers the dissemi-
nation and production of research. In this discussion, Eve interweaves copyright into 
discussions on LOCKSS and other digital preservation strategies, illuminating the complex 
situations scholarly communication librarians often find themselves in when navigating 
authorial, institutional, and publisher interests. 

The main strength of this book is its challenge of digital/computational metaphors and how 
those metaphors can work to decode the digital-textual world in which we find ourselves. 
However, for librarians, this book would have benefited from more practical and tangible de-
constructions/applications of the new metaphors that Eve devises. Nevertheless, Eve’s theses 
(Chapters 7 and 8) do build upon pre-existing library conversations (e.g., open access and 
copyright) and can therefore help librarians chart the future of library work, especially in terms 
of bridging equity and accessibility. This will be especially prescient as libraries continue to 
determine their role, value, and impact in light of new technologies like AI. 
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