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We must hope t h at in coming years more people, h e re
and abro a d , will re a l i ze how dange rous it is to live in a
c u l t u re with a limited choice of ideas and alternat i ve s,
and how essential it is to maintain a wide ra n g i n g
d e b at e. In short , to remember how import a nt b o o ks
h ave always been in our live s .

A n d ré Schiff r i n , 'The Business of Books ' , Verso 2000

H ow important are books to us?  Hand in hand
with S t a r bu ck s and Sushi bars , bookshops have
been spreading over the UK with irre p re s s i b l e
haste over the last decade. Our free time has
n ever been so erudite. Or so it would seem.
H oweve r, the growth in bookselling masks a deep-
er malaise.

Bookselling is a business, and like any other
b u s i n e s s , the smart money moves where the pick-
ings are rich e s t . This seems obvious; not at all
c o n t rove rs i a l . Th e re is, t h o u g h , a big differe n c e
b e t ween bookselling and pretty mu ch any other
business; one that is in danger of being fo rg o t t e n
in the rush for immediate re t u r n s . The bestsellers
of the future are ra re ly those of the pre s e n t ,a n d
for books the future can be a long time (the Epic
of Gilgamesh is nigh on three thousand ye a rs old,
for ex a m p l e ) . Book production is inhere n t ly entre-
p re n e u r i a l , and yet the returns are not gre a t ,i f
you are unable to focus beyond today's sales'
s p re a d s h e e t .

This article is not an argument against good
business sense. On the contra ry, it is an arg u m e n t
for the long and sustainable future books demand
of us. This article is, t h o u g h , an argument against
the prevailing business sense—one that is willfully
undermining that future in order to pursue the
q u i ck returns share h o l d e rs demand.

This article is also a reminder of the important
role books have played in the development of our
d e m o c ra cy; such as it is. In his book of 1942,
"English Social History" (Penguin Classic History,
2 0 0 0 ) ,G . M .Treve lyan has the ghost of Chaucer
peeping "over the shoulder of Edwa rd IV at the
m a chine which Mister Caxton had brought fro m
F l a n d e rs , as it stamped off. . . copies of the
C a n t e r b u ry Tales..." he "would have smiled at so
pleasant a toy. He would hard ly have fo reseen in
it a battering-ram to bring abb eys and castles
c rashing to the gro u n d , a tool that would ere long
re - fashion the religion and commonwealth of
E n g l a n d . "

U n l i ke other media, books last. Their future
re l evance is potentially greater than their pre s e n t
i m p o r t a n c e . U n l i ke politicians and businessmen,
t h ey do not mere ly give the impression of revo l u-
t i o n . That makes them dangero u s ,d i f ficult and
challenging: a marketing exec's nightmare . It is
vital that attempts to shackle book production to
a ny single ideology be fo u g h t .

Bookselling is one of the UK's strong points.
A c c o rding to recent tabloid survey s , we are a land
of bookish types, m o re interested in reading than
p retty mu ch any t h i n g . Britain produces more
books per head of population than any other
nation (a total of 3 billion pounds worth per ye a r ) .
Bookselling accounts for 0.35% of the country ' s
GDP (some 2.2 billion pounds, way less than the
I raq Wa r, but still considerab l e ) . The sector has
seen year on year expansion over the past decade.
M o re importantly, some would say, the quality and
d ive rsity of publishing in Britain is without para l-
l e l .

I qualify that last sentence, b e c a u s e , as we
shall see, some do not view the quality of publish-
ing as of paramount importance. M o re pernicious-

ly, some see the dive rsity of publishing as a thre a t .
U n fo r t u n a t e ly, these people have huge re s o u rc e s
and sway. Wo rse still, t h ey sit on the boards of
m a ny of the wo rld's biggest publishing houses. I n
the next few ye a rs , their agenda will effect what
we read as never befo re . Britain's great success
s t o ry is about to hit the buffers , not for lack of
s k i l l s , but as part of a wider political agenda.

In his autobiogra p hy "The Business of Books"
(Ve r s o, 2000) former head of Pantheon Books,
André Sch i f f r i n ,c l e a rly sets out the back d ro p
against which developments in the business of
bookselling will take place. It is not an edifying
p ro s p e c t .

By the end of 2000, five multinational super-
companies gained control of over 80% of the
American book market (in Britain, the situation
isn't mu ch better, with the top six companies boss-
ing just over 50% of market share—things alway s
lag behind here—the trend towa rds merger and
t a ke over is gathering pace). This has had a detri-
mental effect on the breadth of what is considere d
p u b l i s h ab l e . On Harper Collins' ab s o rption into
Rupert Murd o ch's N ews International fo l d ,b o o k s
with a critical slant on China we re cancelled.
China is Murd o ch's most important future marke t ,
and any ro cking of the boat from within his ow n
e m p i re is not tolera t e d . Though there are many
s u ch instances of political interference across the
publishing wo rl d ,i n d ividual cases do not make a
t re n d . If there we re plenty of other outlets fo r
n ew or difficult ideas, major label anti-democra cy
would be easily fo u g h t . H owever with the "big
b oys" incre a s i n g ly acting as a cartel (unques-
tioned by both the Monopolies and Merg e rs
Commission or the A t t o r n ey Genera l ) , the possi-
bilities of writers , whose wo rk does not fit , fin d i n g
an outlet are diminishing year on ye a r.

The trend away from plurality towa rds the mid-
dle ground is found in an analysis of UK book
s a l e s . It makes for unhappy re a d i n g . I apolog i s e
in advance—loading an article with fig u res is
against all conventions of decency—but please
bear with me on this. All fig u res are based on
those ava i l able on the Bookseller's Associat i o n web
s i t e .

If one looks at trends in the market share of
b o o k s h o p s , a picture of how publishers are being
s q u e e zed into less outlets takes shape. In 1998,
chain stores (Wat e r s t o n e ' s ,B o r d e r s ,O t t a k e r s e t c . )
accounted for 15.2% of total book sales. By 2001
that fig u re had risen to 18%. The projected fig u re
for 2004 is 21.2%. That means an increase in mar-
ket share of 6% in 6 ye a rs . Th e re have also been
i n c reases in the internet (contro l l e d ,i n c i d e n t a l ly,
by B o r d e r s and Barnes and Noble) and in the bar-
gain books' sectors .

H oweve r, the tale in small book outlets—mu s e-
u m s ,g a l l e r i e s , independents (excluding second
h a n d ,b a rgain and stationary outlets)—is ve ry dif-
f e re n t . In 1998 they accounted for 14% of book
s a l e s . By 2004 that fig u re will be around the 8.8%
m a rk . A drop of 5.2%.

If we now look at the types of books being pro-
d u c e d , a picture echoing that of bookshops is
s e e n . This illustrates how publishers have re a c t e d
to meet the demands of the re t a i l e rs . In 1990,
"mass appeal" books accounted for 66.87% of pro-
duced books, and academic books for 26.46%. B y
2004 mass books will have increased their share of
the market by 2.14%, whilst academic books will
h ave fallen by 3.45%.

This is bad of itself, and with current re t a i l
thinking as it is, this situation will deteriora t e .
Shops incre a s i n g ly allocate shelf space accord i n g
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to market share . In a shop the size of the Glasgow
b ra n ch of B o r d e r s ( a round 40,000 square feet) this
means a fall in market share of 3.45% fro m
26.46% would lose academic books 1,380 sq feet, a
fall of 13.04% from their 1990 allocated space. A
"spine out" hard b a ck book takes up about thre e
i n ch e s . Wo rk it out from there—that is a lot of
books no longer on the shelve s .

Of course space is not the only factor in influ-
encing the sale of books. The placement and mer-
chandising are vital. H oweve r, the same logic runs
for this as for space allocation. If an area is doing
b a d ly, under performing against other areas (or
m o re like ly against targets set by the fin a n c e
" g u y s " ) , it will tend to be moved to less visible
places in the shop. The signage goes AWO L ,
junior booksellers end up with the section (not
that booksellers do mu ch buying any m o re ) ,i n
s h o r t , the subject drifts into neglect. N ext time
you are in your local chain store , seek out these
a re a s , see for yo u rs e l f.

The consequences of shrinking and deteriora t-
ing space are obv i o u s . Sales in that area will fur-
ther dw i n d l e ,u n t i l ,l i ke "local interest" books, a
b a re minimum of shelf space will be allocated, a
t o ken gesture ,e a s i ly dro p p e d .

In the past few ye a rs the book market has been
wo rking under benign economic circ u m s t a n c e s .
High street spending has been increasing and
ove rall book sales (even academic) are up. Th e
implications of the underlying trends highlighted
ab ove will only be felt when the sector drops into
re c e s s i o n . The twin effects of decreasing marke t
s h a re and decreasing ove rall sales will be cata-
s t rophic for many academic lists. A dd into this
the increasing reluctance (or inability) of mu s e-
u m s , galleries and unive rsities to bank role eco-
n o m i c a l ly uncertain retail ve n t u res and their
i n c reasing reliance on "adv i s o rs" with high stre e t
retail and main stream publishing back gro u n d s ,
and the situation is parl o u s . The recent collapse
of Z w e m m e r ' s, b a d ly run though that company
wa s , should be a wa ke up call to eve ryone con-
cerned with museum and gallery bookselling.

For small scale and specialist publishers and
re t a i l e rs alike , the future is bleak. M a ny will go
b u s t . M a ny great books will go unpublished. Th e
d ive rsity of ideas will be lost and talent squan-
d e re d . Some would say the market is only taking
c a re of itself. That may well be the case, but we
must remember that without specialist and small
scale publishers ," Trainspotting" would pro b ab ly
h ave never seen the light of day. Not to mention
most poetry, most great wo rks of litera t u re ,t h e
women's move m e n t ,M a r x i s m ,f re e - m a rket libera l-
i s m , Matt Groening etc. e t c .e t c . Treve lya n ' s
assessment of publishing as the medium for social
change cannot be ove rs t a t e d . H owever good
Zadie Smith or Robert Ludlum may be, t h ey hard-
ly buck any tre n d s , even within today's publishing.

What ex a c t ly will a small scale specialist book-
seller face in the coming ye a rs?  As publishers
limit their risks, the proportion of ch a l l e n g i n g
titles will be cut, or the margins will be slashed.
M a ny publishers will be "merged" within larg e r
c o rp o rations (reps will be withdraw n ,c o n t ra c t s
will be re - n e g o t i a t e d ) . M a ny companies will go
u n d e r. The potential for specialization will be lim-
i t e d . "Uniqueness" will be a pitch ve ry difficult to
p l ay. Small shops will be fo rced to compete with
the chain stores on unequal terms.

This future is echoed by that facing publishers
of more contentious lists. The chain store outlets
will limit the space ava i l able to their books. I t
will become incre a s i n g ly difficult to sell academic
l i s t s , and books by unknown or difficult authors .
The amount of independent and freer thinking
bookshops will begin to shrink. The little publish-
e rs will be fo rced to compete with mu l t i n a t i o n a l
c o n g l o m e rates on unequal terms, for space in
unsympathetic store s .

It is unlike ly the whole sector will disappear
overnight: business' worth £700million or so just
don't do that (maybe I should go back to the coal
fields of South Wa l e s , w h e re I spent my teenage
ye a rs , and say that!). S o, in an optimistic scenario,
what will remain of the academic and indepen-
dent book tra d e ?

P u b l i s h e rs owned by the "super-league" will
retain a vestige of more difficult material. Th e

m o re popular series (for example books like the
" For Beginner's" series) and reading list standard s
will always be worth ke e p i n g . Certain subjects
will also retain their hold. Ti ny publishers ,w h o
manage their costs, and focus on meeting a tight
sectorial demand may find the small pro fits sus-
t a i n ab l e . Soccer is a good illustration of this.
Since the collapse of T. V. deals in fo o t b a l l , some of
the better run little clubs have even turned in
p ro fits this ye a r. It doesn't make for a healthy
business sector, but some get by. For a perc e n t a g e
of well structured companies, s t aying small, avo i d-
ing take over and hoping enough retail outlets hold
their pro d u c t , is a future of sorts, but it is pre c a r i-
o u s .

Internet publishing is—to a far lesser ex t e n t — a
way to go, c e r t a i n ly for arch ival type ve n t u re s .
H oweve r, the publishing of lucra t ive back list
material on the web is something of a contentious
i s s u e . I re c e n t ly found a massive ly influential phi-
l o s o p hy title, in its bi-lingual entirety on the web .
No mention given to the book's publisher any-
w h e re . This may be great for some re a d e rs ,e s p e-
c i a l ly students, but someone must be losing out.

Institutions have always supplied the academic
sector with the best quality books, both in pro d u c-
tion and subject terms. This is ch a n g i n g , and not
for the better. As the chairman of the A m e r i c a n
A s s o c i ation of University Pre s s e s re c e n t ly said, i n -
house publishing was beginning to re c e ive "nega-
t ive support" from parent institutions. In Britain,
museums and galleries are finding the economics
of free access onorous to say the least. The low
returns and high investment of publishing is not a
model which fits in the business plans of many.
The books that will be produced in the coming
will either be sure fire ," cheap as chips" or funded
by a shrinking pool of benefa c t o rs .

E ve ry now and again an independent in the
book wo rld will make it. It is then that the old
realities of the book business will take ove r. Th e s e
affect publishing genera l ly, big business or small.
You can wo rk in bookselling as a hobby for a
w h i l e , but a couple of kids and a mortgage will
soon put paid to any idealism you once had. A
friend of mine, an editor in a respected publisher,
with 15 ye a rs ex p e r i e n c e , is not even on £20,000
p. a . . Enough to just about affo rd student digs in
L o n d o n ,w h e re rents are £11,000 plus per ye a r.
That's not that bad, and eve ry b o dy has to make
choices in life, but as a factor in how publishing
and bookselling will develop in the coming ye a rs ,
it is important. S u ch wages are an indication of
h ow mu ch "fat" publishers can trim befo re going
b u s t . C l e a rly, not mu ch .

I began the re s e a rch for this article with a hang
over of belligerent optimism. As someone who
has spent 12 ye a rs invo l ved in specialist book-
s e l l i n g , in one way, shape or fo r m , I thought there
had to be strategies for countering these appalling
t re n d s .

The trouble is, the deeper you go, the dirtier it
g e t s . As I have said, t h e re will always be academic
publishing of one sort or another. Th e re will
a lways be an independent sector. What is less cer-
tain is that such companies will ever be any t h i n g
m o re than beautiful butterfli e s . What is even less
certain is that innova t ive ,s p e c u l a t ive publishing
and bookselling will retain even the marg i n a l
place in our culture they curre n t ly do. H ow many
untried ideas will go without a voice-piece in this
n ew wo rld?  The future does not look good.
Editorial decisions made by publishers are
i n c re a s i n g ly shackled by their finance depart-
m e n t s . S t o ck decisions made by booksellers are
i n c re a s i n g ly shackled by their finance depart-
m e n t s . The Indian summer of British publishing is
fast coming to a ch i l ly end. When it does, the fin a l
decisions will be made by the finance depart-
ments of liquidators and asset strippers , for whom
great ideas are nothing more than wood pulp and
g l u e .


