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I lead a double life. It gives me something in common with spies, weekend cross-dressers and fugitives from the law, 
but in my case the reality is much more boring. As an academic, I spend much of my time thinking and writing about 
the internet economy, wondering about innovation and access and the transformations that “dis-intermediation” – the 
cutting out of middle men – will have on market and society. But since the centre I run also sells its publications online, 
(not for profit, I hasten to add) I have a very different, worm’s eye view of the process. This is an attempt to merge the 
two, to provide a stereoscopic perspective on the new economy.  

The academic in me has been very interested by the much hyped arrival of the “long tail” economy – the idea that the 
future lies in using the efficiency of the internet to sell smaller quantities of more goods (think of the astounding range 
of books on Amazon.com). One optimistic image is that thousands of small producers and entrepreneurs worldwide 
will be able to bypass the need for large chunks of capital and complex distribution schemes. Instead, they will be able 
to offer their wares direct to the public, producing a massive democratisation of production and distribution (think of 
Ebay).  

The bookseller in me finds a rather different reality. Our centre sells books through Amazon. It was an easy choice – 
ubiquitous, trusted, familiar and that fabulous customer service! The speed! The responsiveness! I sometimes 
imagined the Amazon customer service folk borrowing the Tardis to deliver apologies for their incredibly rare mistakes 
before they even happened. But that was as a purchaser. As a vendor I entered into a shadowy different universe. 
Where Amazon’s normal customer service seems to be run by suspiciously cheerful MBAs from Stanford, who break 
off from counting their stock options to write apologies and deliver refunds, “Amazon Advantage”, the ironically named 
system for selling wares, is clearly based on the last days of the Soviet system.  

The problem with their representatives is not that their native language is not English, it is that their native planet is not 
Earth. Only that could explain the strange delays of weeks in replying to emails, the apparent time distortions that will 
suddenly lead them to re-enter a months-long dispute in the middle, and the curiously non-terrestrial logic of their 
replies. When the Amazon system inserted random hieroglyphics into the description of our comic book it took many e-
mails to reach a human – or at least sapient – being. When we did we were told reassuringly that Amazon’s system for 
updating web pages was broken and that there was no prospect of fixing it. For this, we give them 55 cents out of 
every dollar and an annual fee? “In the new economy,” I told my colleague, “deft intermediaries will compete with 
laser-like efficiency and stunning technology to capture customers worldwide!”  

“They’ve messed up the picture of the heroine, too,” she replied mordantly “it makes her look really fat.” Ezra W. and 
Mansoor, the earth names that our customer service reps use, just ceased replying at all at that point – being replaced 
by an automated response. That happens a lot. And as for the “search inside the book” people, it’s a tragedy. They 
have disappeared altogether. Perhaps a star portal went out.  

As an academic, I am very interested in network effects – the curious economic features of networks, which increase 
in value as they increase in size. Does this mean that customers will be “locked in” to the system that achieves 
ubiquity – Microsoft Word, or the QWERTY keyboard? Does this threaten the efficiency that the networked economy 
was supposed to provide? As a vendor, I fume and rant, but am unable to convince myself that we can shift 
distributors: will the people who want our books trust an unfamiliar name?  

As an academic, I worry about the effect of electronic commerce on privacy and particularly about the danger that the 
state and private entities will pool the massive amounts of information we leave behind us in cyberspace. As a 
merchant, reading the material Amazon helpfully provides us, I just really want to know whether the person who 
bought the “Wonder Woman cami and panty set” did so before or after reading our work on the public domain? And 
what about the guy buying all those books about “the hidden tricks of locksmiths”. What is he up to? Do they know 
each other?  

As an academic, I have railed against “business method patents” which are now being filed in stunning numbers by 
online retailers and financial services companies. There are patents over auctions, selling with one click, even over 
what appears to be pretty basic arithmetic. Will this undermine the competitive forces the web was supposed to 
unleash? As a vendor, I just think of Ezra W. and Mansoor frolicking on the other side of the universe and wish they 
would return our emails.  

James Boyle is a professor of law at Duke Law School, the co-founder of the Center for the Study of the Public 
Domain. His books Bound By Law and Collected Papers on the Public Domain are occasionally available on 
Amazon.com.  
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