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Pros, Cons and Blogs – Self-Publishing and the Internet

By Nii Ayikwei Parkes


It has been my experience that sometimes, when I let slip that I edit work for a magazine, some interesting-looking person will hustle me to one side and say something like: ‘Did you know Gaddafi had a unit of female bodyguards’ or ‘Did you know Shell flares oil in the Niger Delta? I’m writing a book about it; you should publish it.’ For me, it is never quite the confidence that astounds me (it is a good thing for a writer to have), but their absolute confidence that the information is news to me, and that the story has never been told before. In all these cases, I have tactfully informed them that if the work is in a form that I edit I will be happy to look at a few pages of the work when they have them, but that I can’t guarantee that they will be published. After an initial expression of shock, most of them nod and walk off, sometimes glancing back to cast a meaningful look in my direction. 

Incredibly, none of these writers I mention above have ever sent me anything after that initial reality check, but I do wonder about them sometimes. People with that much confidence in their own ability often go on to self-publish – and my little anecdote is by no means an indictment of the practice. Many famous and successful writers started off as self-publishers: the list includes Margaret Atwood and Nikki Giovanni, whose first books of poems (Double Persephone and Black Feeling Black Talk respectively) were self-published; Ernest Hemingway, T.S. Eliot and George Bernard Shaw, who all went on to win the Nobel Prize for Literature; as well as old and famous names such as William Blake, Lord Byron, Pat Conroy, Alexander Dumas, Alfred Lord Tennyson and Mark Twain. Self-publishing is nothing more than a way of a writer expressing belief in her or his own work. The problem is that unless you are publishing a book exclusively for your friends and family, any book that you publish has to sell in shops – it has to compete with the over 250,000 books that are published every year for the attention of the English-reading population of the world with the disposable income to afford books. 

At this point I would like to make clear that, in my view, self-publishing is any kind of publishing that involves the author making a payment towards the publication of their book; this includes what is widely known as vanity publishing, where writers pay a company to have their books published under their imprint or have to commit to buying a certain number of books before their books are published. I personally feel that rather than go down the vanity publishing route, you are better off going the whole hog and self-publishing entirely. There are challenges of course: self-publishing involves compiling work, editing it, getting design work done, finding a high-quality printer, publicising your work, and distributing it – it takes a lot of time and administration. When you consider that roughly 80 per cent of book sales come from 20 per cent of the books published each year, and that majority of those books come from large publishers, the challenge seems even bigger. So what is the appeal of self-publishing?

This is where technology comes in; everything is cheaper now. The internet age has changed the cost structures of many things and one of those things is publishing. In pre-internet days – pre-digital days – you would have to have your electronic files and designs converted into plates for litho (medium to large scale) printing and the costs were prohibitive; now, all one needs to do is create PDF versions of all electronic files and they can be sent off to a printer by e-mail. Digital printing means that a single copy of a book can be printed for you at close to retail quality. From the African perspective, especially in East and West Africa currently, self-publishing is certainly an attractive proposition. This is because the publishing industry in the region has declined to the point where several writers are never paid any advances, never receive royalties, and, sometimes, have to contribute financially towards the production of their books. In addition, many of the publishers produce substandard books and have almost no distribution to most of the English-speaking world; most don’t even have websites! Under such conditions, it is unsurprising that services such as Author House, iUniverse, Publish America, and Trafford Publishing, which help a writer produce a book at a quoted price and, in many cases, provide a listings service that ensures that the book is available from internet bookstores such as Barnes and Noble, would be attractive to some authors. Even more compelling are services from sites such as lulu.com and cafepress.com where you can have your book available for sale at no cost to you – they pay you a percentage of the retail price depending on the price you set for the book yourself; the downside of  these services is that books can only be purchased from one site. 

Having established the arguments for self-publishing in the context of the current state of publishing in East and West Africa, it is still my belief that self-publishing entails the primary risk that a serious writer does not want to take: the risk of compromising the job of writing by becoming an administrator in the efforts to advertise, distribute, sell and monitor sales of one’s own book. Additionally, there remains the, perhaps unfair but still persistent, distrust of self-published authors by institutions and prize-giving bodies; if you choose to self-publish, you are almost certainly accepting that your work will never be studied in schools, will not be considered for the Caine Prize, Noma Award or Commonwealth Prize.

It would seem from the arguments above that there is little hope for the emerging writer in East and West Africa; that is not true. Self-publishing has become a viable and credible option for the serious writer – the writer who knows how to edit and prepare work to high standards – because good writers do get noticed, even when their books are self-published (as evidenced earlier in this article). However, much of our progress as writers will have to come from a bottom-up change in the way we work and develop ourselves in our individual countries; we must harness the power of the internet to form collectives, meet and critique each others work, create readings and generally raise the profile of literature in the way that, for example, Kwani?, has done in Kenya. Our collectives must create and insist on certain minimum conditions being met by local publishers and if they are not met then small-scale publishing through the collectives should be considered (this is not seen as self-publishing since decisions are made by a panel – it is how my first chapbook of poems, eyes of a boy, lips of a man, was published). Fortunately, there are a few publishers, such as Cassava Republic (Nigeria) and Ayebia Clarke (a Ghanaian publisher based in the UK), that have emerged with excellent production values and will hopefully pressurise local publishers into raising their standards; submitting manuscripts to South African publishers has also become a realistic option. 

A rather less emphatic way of getting published – especially for writers who simply want to be heard, but do not necessarily feel that they need to have a book – is to set up a blog. Blogs are free to set up and if your writing is interesting you can soon generate a loyal following. Further, there is a new interest in what are being called blooks – books derived from quirky and interesting blogs – which could mean that your humble blog might be chosen by a publisher for a book project. Although I keep a blog myself, I do it mainly for fun – I am under no illusions; I don’t expect a book deal to come streaming in via e-mail. 

It is probably clear by now that there is no easy answer for what the best way is for one to progress one’s writing career and become a recognised author; it comes down to the same thing that has always been true – as a writer you must decide how, where and when you want your work to be published; never jump at a chance to be published unless it is right for you. And if you ever decide to walk up to someone with an idea for a book, make sure you have already written it, you are prepared to send the work for honest feedback, and please don’t throw any mean glances at them – not even by e-mail.
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