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Diktuon: Finding e-books
by Andrew Keck

I ndividuals and libraries selecting e-books have a perplexing set of choices among the new e-book devices, 
distributors, and licensing schemes that have continued to flood the market. Following Beth Sheppard’s 
excellent column on the Amazon Kindle in our last issue of Theological Librarianship, the Amazon Kindle has 

expanded beyond its own hardware to include software clients for PC and Mac computers, the new Apple iPad, 
and several phones, including the iPhone and Blackberry. However, we continue to live in a world where you can 
buy a book from the Amazon Kindle store to read on your Apple iPad but the book you buy on the Apple iBooks 
store can’t be read on your Amazon Kindle. Similarly, libraries can license an e-book from ebrary or NetLibrary 
only to have patrons unable to download them to their own e-book device, read the e-book without a special 
plug-in, or have access while the book is “checked out” by another patron. Selecting e-books for individuals and 
libraries can be bewildering. 

What is an e-book?
Before we dive too deeply into selecting e-books, it may be useful to step back and define what is meant by an 
e-book. The most simple definition would include the idea of a “book” whose text is available in an “electronic” 
format. The ways of providing text in an electronic format include some of the standard e-book formats such 
as MOBI, EPUB, and AZW (Kindle). One could also include more generic formats such as HTML, PDF, and 
TXT; or the formats of word processors such as DOC, WPS, and ODT; or any number of proprietary formats 
imagined by vendors. Some might seek to add audiobooks as another e-book format. Even with all the possibilities 
for electronic format, determining a “book” can be equally problematic. Is it a certain number of pages? Must 
it have or be capable of having a print analog? Does it have to have page numbers, tables of contents, and other 
conventions? Can it contain multimedia and still be considered a book?

What can you do with an e-book? 
When selecting e-books, a very important question or set of concerns regard the features and restrictions of a 
particular e-book. You can buy a book from the Amazon Kindle Store and read it on your PC, your phone, or your 
Kindle. You can also search within the book, highlight, and make notes on the text. However, you can’t read it on 
your Barnes & Noble Nook nor pass it on to a friend with her own PC, phone, or Kindle, nor can you transform 
it into another format, copy and paste from it, or print a portion of it. 
E-book restrictions often begin with access limits to a particular device or account. E-books are typically limited 
both by format and Digital Rights Management software. Certain formats will be incompatible with certain 
devices, computer browsers, or operating systems. Digital Rights Management (DRM) limits how one can “share” 
or “copy” an e-book. A combination of format and DRM limits your ability to transform your e-book into another 
format, copy and paste from it, or print.
E-book features most often include searching, an often-touted advantage of using an e-book. The search features 
can be quite sophisticated and allow you to search across a wide corpus of materials. In other cases, searching is 
simply by keyword through whatever e-book you are currently reading. E-books created through the digitizing of 
physical books may have limited searching due to problems with optical character recognition (OCR). This may 
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be particularly the case with unusual or non-Roman scripts. In addition to searching, e-book vendors and devices 
have added features such as the ability to highlight or add notations to the text. These highlights and notes are 
usually limited to a particular device and/or maintained through a personal account. 

Where can you find free e-books? 
One type of e-book can be found among books that have been digitally scanned. The mass-digitization efforts of 
the Internet Archive and Google Books are well known. Their scanned volumes in the public domain are easily 
available through on-site viewers and downloadable in PDF as well as other formats. Beyond these two large 
projects, there are any number of smaller projects sponsored by various libraries focused around a particular topic, 
text, or person. In some cases, great effort has been made to display the artistic character and features of particular 
books.
A second type of e-book can be found among books that have had their texts re-keyed or carefully proofread. A 
greater emphasis here is upon producing or reproducing the text itself. In some cases, the texts are carefully tagged, 
annotated, or translated into multiple languages. Project Gutenberg and Documenting the American South are 
two examples of sources with many texts. 
A third type of e-book is those born digital. While they may be available in print or through print-on-demand, 
they have been created and made available digitally through open access licensing. Institutional repositories 
include student and faculty work. A number of scholarly societies, commercial publishers, and university presses 
are experimenting with models of presenting monographs in this way. Prominent examples include the Society of 
Biblical Literature and Columbia University Press’s e-Gutenberg. 

Where can you license e-books?
The word “license” is used intentionally as the rights in purchasing an e-book can differ substantially from the 
rights that come from purchasing a physical volume. Some individual and library packages of digital content 
seem more like e-book packages than others. Bibleworks and Accordance are often thought of primarily as “Bible 
software” but they are each e-book platforms in their own right—hosting not only different Bible versions but 
other e-book resources. Similarly, Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Patrologia Latina, and Dissertations and 
Theses are all providers of e-books in one sense but provide very different interfaces and tools unique to their corpus 
of materials. 
One source for licensing e-books is library database vendors whose primary market includes libraries and other 
institutions. In some cases, such as Eighteenth Century Collections Online, e-book packages are sold as a whole—
one can either buy all of the package or none of it. In many cases, such as Past Masters Library or Oxford Reference 
Online, libraries can choose to license thematic portions or individual titles. While some publishers are licensing 
their own works in e-book format directly to libraries, vendors such as NetLibrary, ebrary, and OverDrive, license 
e-books to libraries from a variety of publishers.
Another source for licensing e-books are those vendors primarily set up for individuals. In cases such as iPreach, 
publishers are willing to negotiate special licenses for libraries, although often login and authentication systems are 
incompatible with library protocols. In the majority of cases, e-books must be licensed for a particular device—
either an e-book reader like the Kindle or a specific individual computer. Sometimes the device and license terms 
allow you “share” this e-book with a limited number of other devices sharing the same account. 
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Amazon, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Sony, and others have dedicated stores to license e-books for their devices which 
may not work on other devices, software clients, or platforms. Individual publishers like Zondervan and Abingdon 
will sell e-books directly, usually in a limited number of formats. A growing number of stores—ebooks.com, 
kobobooks.com, and diesel-ebooks.com—collect content from various publishers and sell e-books in a variety of 
formats. 

Conclusion

The varied choices and limitations of e-books are bewildering for both libraries and individuals. There is no 
universal format, e-book device, or software that will handle every possible e-book and provide all the features of 
access and use one might desire. The selection of e-books will not only need to be weighed against the selection of 
physical volumes but also among the many difficult choices among e-books themselves. Unless (or until) standards 
emerge, libraries will likely select e-books in a variety of formats, with a variety of restrictions, and for a variety of 
devices.   


