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T he idea of hypertext — nonsequential
 writing on computer screens — 
so easily sets people aflame. 

It set me on fire about thirty years 
ago, and I have preached the word since 
then. Lately, I have been told by those 
who heard me in the mid-sixties that the 
idea excited them too, except they 
didn’t really think it was possible. 

Now, finally, hypertext is an idea 
whose time has come. With the advent 
of GUIDE, the hypertext system from 
Owl, and HyperCard, Apple’s wonderful
software construction set, even 
beginners can create text, graphics, 
even movies that respond and branch to 
the user’s pokes of the mouse. Hypertext,
 hypergraphics, hypermedia have 
reached our fingertips. And in the 
magic aura of this form of interaction, 
we can see a whole new world beckoning. 

It is possible to look beyond today’s 
scrambled and fragmented computer 
world, where so little is compatible, so 
little can be tied together, and so much 
is junk, to a tomorrow that joins our 
work and writings in a new electronic 
literature — a sweeping, universal, 
accessible, collaborative and yet 
individualistic whole. 

Imagine everything available and tied 



together. Grand visions come to mind of 
what things will be like when “it’s all 
there and linked.” The thought of that 
great body of material calls to us, calls 
to us like the ocean. 

Many beginners think that “hypertext” 
automatically means such an enormous
 body of material. I must hasten to 
point out that something can be “hypertext” 
without being big. My trusty old 
definition of hypertext is non-sequential 
writing where the user may move freely,
 and to have hypertext connections in 
even a small body of material can be 
powerfuly useful. 

=== Imagine the 
millions of books 
and magazines that 
are now on paper... 
cross connected in 
many directions, and 
all available at once 
through your screen. ===

But once you have thought about it, 
there can be no substitute for that 
greater dream — the enormous collection, 
that great ocean of writings, 
graphics and data that everyone can 
reach. It’s deeply moving. 

Universal Hypertext 

And that is the vision of universal hypertext: 
a world in which everything 
that is published becomes electronically 
available, in an ever-growing interconnected
 whole. Imagine the millions of 
books and magazines that are now on 
paper, all the published photographs 
and paintings and sheet music, now 



cross-connected in many directions, and 
all available at once through your screen 
— streaming over wires or microwave as 
you summon them in whole or part. 

Universal or grand hypertext, then, 
means a new publishing system — 
an accessible great universe of linked documents
and graphics (and audio recordings
and video and movies.). This is a 
dream many people now share. The idea 
that we can get to everything, keep track 
of everything, add to everything, tie 
everything together, that we can have it 
all. 

How do you have it all? Not by physically
 possessing copies of everything: it 
won’t be reasonable, you won’t need to. 
Because it will all be there whenever 
you look, like your favorite city. Or the 
South Pacific. 

Imagine making your own notes and 
connections any way you choose in this 
great interconnected corpus; so that any 
time you want to reopen this great
hypertext world at any of these private 
annotations that make it your own, it will 
be like opening a book to a bookmark. 

Imagine dropping your bookmarks 
wherever you choose, with those places 
being always yours thereafter. 

Imagine also publishing new connec¬ 
tions and comments between things to 
show their interconnections every 
which way. 

You will of course be able to buy 
small fragments from the network on 
demand. (Some people have thought 



that electronic publishing would only be 
for whole documents. This is absurd. 
There’s no sense in sending for a 
200,000-word book just to pursue a 
reference to its Chapter 30.) So we will 
have fragmentary publishing — that is, a 
system which allows users to draw forth 
any part of what is published, without 
having to pay, or wait, for anything but 
what they ask for. 

But who will make the links, and what 
kinds of links will there be? Even if 
there is a single, universal publishing 
system, the different forms of linkage 
can lead to very different worlds. There 
could be many different connection 
rules in such a universe. And such 
different connection rules will have deep 
continued on following page 
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consequences for the power and useful¬ 
ness of the medium. 

Open Hypertext and Hypermedia 

But the ocean of universal hypertext is 
not enough: we want free sailing on it. 
Universal hypertext does not necesarily 
mean open hypertext, by which I mean 
an assemblage to which anyone may 
contribute, and in which anyone may 
publish new connections. We want a 
hypertext system that is both universal and 
open. (I will get to specifics a little 
later.). 

A world of open hypertext publishing 
promises extraordinary new freedom 
for the mind, a new empowerment of 
humanity. But not everyone wants to 



see it happen just this way; partly 
because no one understands yet. 

The Anointed 

The most fundamental issue is the 
question of who may contribute. 

Some think that “real literature” consists
of a few monolithic works, standing
high above a rabble. It is easy to go 
from this to the view that only anointed 
contributors and their works should be 
allowed, on the assumption that those 
outstanding works can be recognized in 
advance. 

Some believe that participants must 
have special qualifications, that only 
certain persons anointed in some way 
are truly worthy of contributing; that 
iniformation should be monopolized and 
that only some should be allowed to 
write and publish; that information 
should be a monopoly resource. They 
see the world of literature as something 
that has to be carefully controlled. 

This view arrives under various 
pretexts. Sometimes it comes wearing 
the mortarboard of Professionalism, the 
view that only some are “qualified.” 
Sometimes it comes wearing the homburg
of the publishing industry, the 
view that only salaried editors have the 
taste and judgment to decide what the 
public should see. 

But these are essentially styles of 
information monopoly, the assumption 
that Information Lords will decide what 
is to be available, and that the 
Information Peons (the rest of us) will have to 



accept what’s dished out. 

“Definitive Versions” 

An interesting variant of this is the 
view that the world should be restricted 
to the definitive and authoritative; only 
a few monolithic works should be made 
available because otherwise there is no 
stability, no solid reference point, no 
definite version of anything. Consider 
the King James Bible, the Oxford 
English Dictionary — works so portentous, 
upright and important. Where 
would we be without them? What would 
happen if their central position were to 
erode? What if everybody got to do 
their own? 

The open hypertext answer is this: the 
King James Bible is only one among 
many holy books; a very good one but 
just as arguable as the rest; the Oxford 
English Dictionary is only one among 
many dictionaries — a specially good 
one, but just as arguable as the rest. All 
the holy books, and all the dictionaries, 
should be available; as well as all the 
comments made on them. The important
thing is for each viewpoint to be 
available in its pristine state, with no 
comments or corrections; and to have 
shutters that open selectively to what¬ 
ever linked material the user wants to 
see. 

Different Linking and Access Rules 

For there to be grand and universal 
hypertext, it is only required that things 
be connected in some way. 

A universal hypertext system could 



have a huge body of text (and whatnot) 
with many links across it. But what 
rules prevail in such a universal system 
will determine what kind of a world it 
is. 

1. Quotations and Context Control 

In the age of paper publishing, 
copyright law has been used both to 
profit the creators and to restrict other use. 
In the age of demand electronic pub¬ 
lishing, such restriction will not be so 
easy: the use of quotations will be pos¬ 
sible without explicit permission. In the 
coming world of electronic publishing, 
it will no longer be possible to control 
the context in which a work is seen, or 
who may quote from it, because the 
publisher will not be able to control 
connections and comments from other 
documents. 

This is inherent in the nature of user- 
controlled reading and writing on 
screens. For if a work is available on 
line, any reader may draw it into his or 
her screen machine and place it on the 
screen near anything, where it may be 
seen, commented on, and connected at 
pleasure. 

Moreover, to quote from a work will 
only be to state a computer storage 
address where that quotation is to be 
found, saying in effect, “when the 
reader gets to this point, go buy a copy 
of the quotation that goes here and place 
it on the screen.” Thus a work may be 
quoted without permission, provided it 
is available on line. 

We may state this briefly as follows: 



the original publisher maintains content 
control of the original, but no longer has 
context control of how it is seen. 

There are two sides of this issue to be 
resolved. The publishers’ concerns may 
best be summarized as (1) appropriate 
remuneration and (2) the integrity of the 
original. The public’s concern is what 
we may call freedom of fair use. 

The best way to resolve these two 
needs is to guarantee them both. The 
publisher or author must be able to con¬ 
trol what is in the original work; and 
this must remain available and identifi¬ 
able in its pure, unmarked and original 
form. But it is also vital that others be¬ 
sides the original publishers be allowed 
to rework that material freely, in whatever
ways they want and need. We need 
to be able to use and adapt anything in 
our own ways. 

This is precisely why legendary 
superhacker Richard Stallman has 
demanded an end to copyright. Existing 
copyright law, says Stallman, prevents 
people from being able to use things 
freely; particularly in the realm of 
computer programs, where present-day 
licensing and trade secret practice deny 
the user access to source code and the 
chance to adapt it as he or she sees fit. 

The important thing is for each 
viewpoint to be available in its pristine 
state... to have shutters that open 
selectively to whatever linked material the 
user wants to see. 
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Thus the first published form of a thing 
is not the only form it may take — a vital 
matter for the improvement of our 
thought and work. 

The alternative (which I have argued 
extensively with Stallman) is to have a 
full-access storage system that allows 
you to create your own versions freely 
from other works, but still maintains all 
the linkages and connections the 
original may have. (This also permits 
copyright and royalty to be handled 
unobtrusively.) Thus everyone may paint 
their own mustaches on the Mona Lisa 
— so long as the original remains 
unscathed and available to all. 

2. Freedom of the Links: Reverse 
Link-Following 

Open hypertext means special freedom
of the links. I already defined 
hypertext as non-sequential writing with 
free user movement. This means not 
just the ability to follow connections in 
the direction they were originally made, 
but to follow them backwards as well. 
This is both hard to explain and hard to 
arrange for, but in future years it will be 
recognized as vital to our understandings
and to our freedoms. 

In the hypertext systems we see now, 
it is possible to jump from a marker in 
one place to something else. It is not always 
possible to jump back; there may 
be no symbolic marker to permit this, 
and there may have been no intent by 
the author that you should. 

This inability can be multiplied a millionfold 
in hypertext publishing, where 



vast numbers of documents offer jumps 
to other documents. You want to be able 
to go back, to undo these jumps and 
returm to your previous context. 

But more than that. You want to be 
able to look at a document and say, 
“Who has links to this document?” 
These are the in- links, not authorized 
by the original author, and you want to 
be able to ride them backwards across 
the great corpus of published electronic 
writings. 

There are many reasons you could 
want to do this. Usually, the target 
document will be older; you want to see 
the more recent work related to it. Or 

you want to see what comments have 
been made on it, or what quotes it. 

These things may tell you what work 
has come later, what items followed, 
what criticism occurred, what summaries may 
be found of this work, 
where it fits into others’ summaries of 
the field, who said what and when. And 
on and on. 

The same applies to quotations. Being 
able to ask, “Who has quoted this?” 
will be a vital facility for essentially the 
same reasons. 

Creators of text systems generally 
begin by assuming that reverse link-following
is not necessary. (They may then 
decide to add it afterwards.) However, 
it is a difficult feature to add on serious¬ 
ly, and only if it is built in at the very 
bottom can we include in our reverse 
link-following everything that is pub¬ 



lished, and not have this capability 
restricted. 

3. Boundaries and Access 

You could have a universal hypertext 
system with strong cost boundaries and 
access gradients — whether of convenience,
time or financial cost. For instance, 
things stored near you might be 
accessible very cheaply, but things 
more remote might cost substantially 
more in one way or other — thus strongly 
discouraging the use of that which is 
over the hill and far away. 

Many enthusiasts of CD-ROM, for 
instance — the permanently-etched 
disks that hold a lot and fit in your palm 
— seem to want a world much more like 
the present one. In this CD-ROM 
world, you will only have access to the 
things that you buy in advance, on your 
own private disk; you will only be able 
to roam among those parts that you 
personally own and have physically present 
at your computer, local and prepaid. 

Whereas the network view, which I 
urge, is that you can use it all without 
boundaries, and without regard to 
where the material is physically stored, 
paying for use at the moment you draw 
forth material, not having to buy a huge 
block at the outset. A seamless world of 
accessibility will be very different from 
one with hurdles and tollbooths, and 
profoundly more useful. 

Toward a Singular Tomorrow 

The long-term issue is not to create 
many separate functions, or “functionalities”, 



for handling separate kinds 
of textual work. (This is what we have 
been drifting into, with absurd distinctions 
between programs called “word 
processors” and “outline processors” 
and “desktop publishing programs”.) 
The long-term issue is to provide an 
electronic literature. 

Today there are thoughtful, intelligent 
and literate people everywhere. Many 
of them have something to contribute, 
but only they know it. The hurdles are 
pretty high. Today, on paper, a person 
can ordinarily only publish fairly large 
and completed works — books and articles. 
(There is also the genre of the 
“letter to the editor”, but only a few 
make it to print.) 

In tomorrow’s open hypertext world, 
however, with anyone free to publish 
links, we may expect an extraordinary 
blossoming of addenda and new forms 
of useful contributions - as we are already 
seeing on the computer networks, 
albeit in forms that are still extremely 
clumsy. 

What I have been trying to communicate 
here is a sense of manifest destiny: 
we must recognize that the hypertext future 
is destined to be open, vast, free, 
and without restriction; with all partici¬ 
pants and all links on a formally equal 
footing; in which intellectual property 
will not be an encumbrance but (like 
other property rights) a simple 
precondition, handled by a simple 
mechanism for automatic royalty pay¬ 
ments and acknowedgment of origins. 
All this will bring a vast, new, practical 
and intellectual freedom: What I call 



open hypertext publishing. 

Extraordinary freedom of information 
lies ahead of us, a world little dreamed 
of before now. But it will lie beyond 
mere hypertext, and will have to be 
more than simply a universal hypertext 
network. As a free people we will want 
an open universal hypertext network. 
And that requires that we understand the 
freedoms that are possible — and dem¬ 
and them, and create them. And under¬ 
standing this, we can proceed directly to 
the creation of that world, without wast¬ 
ing precious decades, and without 
entrenching bad or inappropriate 
systems which might encumber those 
freedoms. 

Can’t you hear the sound of the 
ocean? We’re getting nearer. 

=== Ted Nelson coined the word ‘ ‘hyper¬ 
text” and “hypermedia ” over two 
decades ago. An overview of his hyper¬ 
text views will be found in his books 
Computer Lib (Microsoft Press, 1987) 
and Literary Machines (available from 
Project Xanadu for $25), which also 
descrbies the Xanadu* storage and pub¬ 
lishing system — that ideal hypertext 
system variously discussed in these col¬ 
umns. 

He may be reached at Project Xanadu, 
8480 Fredericksburg #138, San Antonio 
TX 78229. 
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