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Abstract

Digital resources are now an integral aspect of education and literacy, 
including literary works creation and consumption. How Nigeria will become a 
significant player in global trends in literary publishing is not obvious, since apathy to 
reading and the book could discourage forays into the yet exotic digital formats. This 
paper discusses the role of literature in society, highlights issues in literary publishing 
in Nigerian, and draws attention to hindrances to literary publishing in Nigeria in the 
digital age. It proposes that literary forms be preserve features of the Nigerian nation 
and its heritage, and that the electronic format is available for documenting and 
distributing traditional and contemporary literacy forms.

บทคัดยอ

เทคโนโลยีสารสนเทศไดกลายเปนสวนสําคัญและจําเปนในทุกสาขาของการศึกษาและงาน
วรรณกรรม ทั้งการผลิตและการบริโภควรรณกรรม ไนจีเรียจะเปนผูนําในแนวโนมของโลกดาน
การผลติวรรณกรรมไดหรอืไม ยงัไมปรากฏชดัเจน เนือ่งจากความสนใจในการอานและการทาํหนงัสอื
อาจจะยงัไมมากพอทีจ่ะทาํออกมาในรปูแบบดจิทิลั บทความนีอ้ภปิรายบทบาทของวรรณกรรมทีม่ตีอ 
สงัคม หยบิยกประเดน็ทีเ่กีย่วของกบัการผลติหนังสอืในประเทศไนจเีรยี รวมทัง้ระบอุปุสรรคปญหา 
ในการผลติหนงัสอืในไนจเีรยีในยคุดจิทิลั  ผูวจิยัไดนาํเสนอแนวคดิวารปูแบบวรรณกรรมจะชวยรกัษา 
ใหคงไวซึ่งลักษณะความเปนไนจีเรียและมรดกของชาติ และการนําเสนอวรรณกรรมทางสื่อ
อิเล็คทรอนิค จะทําใหสามารถบันทึกและเผยแพรสู ผูอานไดทั ้งรูปแบบวรรณกรรมดั้งเดิม และ
วรรณกรรมรวมสมยั
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INTRODUCTION: ELECTRONIC
PUBLISHING

The pervasiveness, predominance in
some cases, of electronic media in people’s
lives is not peculiar to Nigerians. In more
than a decade, an average American child
has considerable private control of many
media of communication and does not
“necessarily perceive print as the primary
source of cultural meaning ...” (Mackey,
2003, p.403). Thus, Mackey’s assertion
that: “a one-medium user is the new illiter-
ate” (p.403) is no longer applicable to only
people in the western world. Digital infor-
mation is accessible through in the Internet
and World Wide Web, and very importantly,
wherever mobile telephony is receivable.
Moreover, Nixon (2003) noted that “mean-
ing making is becoming increasingly
multimodal”. Similarly, McKenna, Conradi,
Lawrence and Jang (2012) conclude from
studies that:

The advent of electronic media
has expanded the notion of what
counts as literacy, from the tradi-
tional print setting to digital envi-
ronments that can include
hypermedia applications and an
emerging variety of social media.

“Many young people move rap-
idly and apparently seamlessly be-
tween multiple media and modes
of communication as they partici-
pate in global media culture”
(Nixon, 2003, p.408). Playscience
(2013), in fact, found that there is
a drastic shift in children’s book
market “as the introduction of
ebooks has digitized the reading ex-
perience and injected new excite-

ment into the market”.

Therefore, technology is increasingly
combined with traditional modes of teach-
ing and communication.  Instructional de-
signs aim to include multiple dimensions
of reading in order to facilitate the devel-
opment of positive reading identities
(McKenna et al., 2012). Universal Design
for Learning promotes three kinds of
flexibilities in the use of various media in
teaching:

To represent information in
multiple formats and media;

To provide multiple pathways
for students’ action and expression;
and

To provide multiple ways to en-
gage students’ interest and motiva-
tion (Rose and Meyer, 2002, ch 4).

In line with these principles, and de-
veloping pari passu, is the availability of
literary forms in digital formats with mul-
tiple (multimodal) channels. “Moreover,
several new devices have been designed to
make reading e-books just as easy and con-
venient as reading the traditional paper-
and-ink book” (Dominick, 2002, p.152).
From picture books, graphic novels, talk-
ing books and storybooks on compact discs
(CDs), accessible through computers, to
e-books accessed by computers and
handheld devices, the consumer has the
freedom to use texts as desired - listen to
them with or without pictures, manipulate
font sizes, etc.

An online survey involving 603 US
adults reveals that parents have keyed into
the e-book evolution. “Almost 46% of par-
ents plan to purchase a new device for their
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child to read ebooks … nearly three-quar-
ters of parents plan on buying ebooks for
their children this holiday season” (Bryant,
2013).

Continuous integration of new tech-
nologies in the traditional book, and vice
versa, has thrived through the impact of
conglomeration in the information and
communication industries. Media conglom-
erates also own book publishing chains, as
they strengthen their positions in digital
content delivery infrastructures across the
world (Hillesund, 2001, 94). Hillesund
observes that major US publishing com-
panies, many of which in the first place are
integral components of multinational me-
dia conglomerates, have launched exten-
sive e-book production as well as signed
agreements with dominant e-book retail-
ers.

Again, collaboration between e-pub-
lishers (e-publishing) and traditional pub-
lishers (publishing) allows the product of
one to be acquired by the other. “Large
publishers are acquiring self-published
books that have done well” (Greenfield,
2013). Bestselling literary e-books are ac-
quired by regular publishers and rendered
in traditional book formats; for example,
Madison Park Press (Double Book Club)
published the hard copy of Mother (by L.
A. Rentschler, 2006) after a successful
online rendition by BookSurge. On the
other hand, traditional books are being
digitised for electronic access.

Moreover, digital publishing has devel-
oped to the extent that individuals, rather
than established publishers, now can pub-
lish and distribute their own books on the
Internet in digital formats. In 1999, the Best
Laid Plans (by Leta Nolan Childers) was

a bestseller d-book: buyers downloaded the
book from their personal computers or into
handheld devices; and in 2000, Stephen
King’s book, Riding the Bullet, sold
400,000 digital copies within twenty-four
hours (Baran, 2002). D-books and e-pub-
lishing not only reduce the one to two years
it takes a US publishers to publish a book
to a matter of weeks, it also cuts down tre-
mendously the amount of time and money
required to promote and distribute books.

Some form of e-publishing is taking
place in Nigeria; however, neither it nor
traditional publishing alone or together pro-
duce literary works commensurate with
Nigeria’s socio-economic status or literacy
level, despite the fact that Nigeria has a
few literary icons. I argue that the docility
in writing, publishing and reading of liter-
ary works in Nigeria is inimical to the es-
tablishment of a virile society, on the one
hand, and on the other, a society whose
future generation could appreciate its his-
tory through literary works - literary works
constitute a significant aspect of a people’s
heritage and history. They preserve the past
and show the way to the future, as well as
the connection between both. Technologi-
cal advancements provide tools for over-
coming perennial problems hitherto expe-
rienced in reading, writing and publishing
of literary works in traditional formats, is
yet to be harnessed by the publishing in-
dustry.

LITERATURE AND SOCIETY

Writers can explore, exploit and expand
rich oral traditions as well as present-day
experience in interesting ways that draw
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and sustain a level of readership capable
of compensating the efforts of writers, pub-
lishers and booksellers in evolving societ-
ies/economies. Moreover, as acculturation
of Western lifestyles engenders estrange-
ment from primordial cultures, writing and
printing provide alternatives and replace-
ments for communication cum “documen-
tation” methods that are nearing extinction,
including traditional oratory, folklore and
other oral traditions. In developed societ-
ies, histories and other cultural heritages
are not allowed to fade away. Beuwulf and
Song of Roland are two examples of many
in Europe that have been preserved through
the ages. Beulwulf, estimated to have ex-
isted before the widespread adoption of
Christianity, was first written down in the
eighth century; while Song of Roland is an
oral tradition developed in the mid-elev-
enth century based on a tale set in the eighth
century, and was written down in early
twelfth century (The Applied History Re-
search Group, 1998). It is obvious from
these examples that early works are re-
trieved, preserved, cherished, studied,
translated and can be accessed through the
Internet. Moreover, classics continue to
influence writing and story telling today.

Books document and preserve history.
Literature documents and preserve yester-
day. By implication, oral tradition depicts
the marriage between history and literature
in African societies. Contemporary litera-
ture illustrates this point: Wole Soyinka ob-
served that “Achebe’s confident narratives
of the life that was destroyed under the
colonial mandate serve as models both of
historical restoration and stylistic mastery”
(Oyedokun, 2006, p.6, quoting the Time
magazine). Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka,

J. P. Clarke, Cyprain Ekwensi, among other
well-known Nigerian writers, have en-
dowed Nigeria with works that preserve
some features of Nigeria’s literary tradi-
tion cum history. Even when they retire (as
Chinua Achebe did recently), future gen-
erations will derive insights of what ob-
tained during these writers’ lifetime and the
lifetimes they wrote about. At his demise
2007, Cyprain Ekwensi left behind insight-
ful tracings of his people and place of ori-
gin as well as life in other parts of Nigeria
- he had forty published works and was
writing his autobiography when he died
(Adenekan, 2008).

Thus, it can be said that literature is an
authentic record of the way people lived,
since most works of fiction are usually con-
temporaneous with realities of the time
settings. Chinua Achebe notes that in writ-
ing Things Fall Apart, he “deal[t] with the
work of fiction truthfully” (The Guardian,
January 7, 2007, p.28). Assenting that “cer-
tainly we are familiar with western history
as literature and western literature as his-
tory”, Meldrum’s assertion (1985, p.32)
further explains:

Characteristically, the writer of
western prose fiction appears faith-
fully devoted to presenting the
“real” in which we all have to live,
but it is the carefully rendered sense
of the past universe in which our
ancestors lived and died. The writer
takes care to portray man speak-
ing to man, to be sure, but also - in
the manner of a historian - offers
his audience the results of his re-
search as well. (p.32).

Therefore, while historians and other
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researchers may delve into history books
and past literary works, the youth of the
day will find interest in books that depict
people with whom they can relate, past,
present and future. The production of lit-
erary works should be a healthy continuum,
ceaselessly infusing reality, thoughts and
imagination into people’s mind. Success-
ful works survive through the ages to be-
come essential documents of another
generation’s ancestors, their beliefs, values
and practices. Since oral tradition is litera-
ture and history, incorporating it into re-
cent literary works (as many authors have
done), serves both history and literature au-
diences.

Modern African literatures have been
influenced to a remarkable degree by the
continent’s long tradition of oral artistry.
Before the spread of literacy in the 20th
century, texts were preserved in memory
and performed or recited. These traditional
texts served many of the same purposes
that written texts serve in literate societ-
ies-entertainment, instruction, and com-
memoration, for example. However, no
distinctions were made between works
composed for enjoyment and works that
had a more utilitarian function. Africa’s oral
literature takes the form of prose, verse,
and proverb, and texts vary in length from
the epic, which might be performed over
the course of several days, to single-sen-
tence formulations such as the proverb
(Owomoyela, 2007, 4).

In a similar vein, Unoma Azuah credits
her initial inspiration and the development
of her power of imagination to stories told
her by her grandmother:

...my grandmother told me stories.
My mother who was an English

and Home Economics teacher also
read to me often. These early intro-
ductions to words and the use of
imagination had a strong impact on
my writing life. My imagination be-
came my refuge. I used to escape
whenever I felt like it. I would write
about the events in my mind and
delighted in sharing my little made-
up tales with others. My childhood
experiences definitely set the stage
for my writing career (Verrisimo,
2007, p.57).

From another perspective, even with-
out necessarily being sanctimonious, books
are a veritable means of inculcating in
people the sound way of life. It becomes
imperative to deliberately tap this resource
in the building of national and personal
lives, particularly for people drifting away
from their traditional homes, where sound
morals are enforced by custodians of cul-
ture, to cities where recrimination is
shunned. Fortunately, vestiges of traditional
norms still exist in urban societies, espe-
cially among people who traverse between
cities and their ethnic homes. However,
when these connections are severed, as
some families already have, the society
could witness similar horrific crime levels
that obtain in some other countries, due to
loss of values. Literature can fill the void,
and give people the direction that they need
to make sense of life around them. Moral
decadence in society can be tamed by the
right literature, and as earlier mentioned,
without necessarily sermonising.

A book can trigger or aggravate a revo-
lution, as did Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
book. Baran (2002) avers that:
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A fine work of literature, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin galvanized public feel-
ings against slavery. Abolitionist
sentiment was no longer the do-
main of the intellectual, social, and
religious elite. Everyday people
were repulsed by the horrors of sla-
very ... Abraham Lincoln ... abol-
ished slavery (pp.118-119).

Baran (p.119) further observed that
“books have traditionally been at the cen-
tre of social change in the United States”,
noting that Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (on
clean food and abuse of workers) and other
similar books and writings brought about
significant health and labour legislations.

Many books have brought changes in
the ways people perceive life; just as reli-
gious literature did during the Reformation
and still does. Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex
and the Single Girl is said to have helped
fuel the sexual revolution of the 1960s
(Dominick, 2002). Interestingly, beyond
such books as Mao Zedong’s Little Red
Book which contains political thoughts and
beliefs, literature has deliberately been used
as a medium to affect the minds of people
in ways conducive to change in political
perception. The post-World War II Aus-
tralian Communist Party had a literature
unit that produced radical literary tradition
for this purpose (Merlyn, 2004). Merlyn
assessed the British and Australian radical
literary traditions as a seminal force in the
development of adult education. Not sur-
prisingly therefore, UNESCO (1970) had
asked member-states to take into account
“the particular role of the printed word for
the transmission of knowledge and the
stimulation of ideas” (p.57) in formulating

book policies. The need for a book policy
became necessary based on these consid-
erations:

a. the importance of the writ-
ten word for the progress of hu-
man civilization,

b. that books and periodical,
along with the other material means
of expressing thought, play an es-
sential role in social life and its de-
velopment,

c. that they perform a funda-
mental function in the realization
of Unesco’s objectives, namely
peace, development, the promotion
of human rights and the campaign
against racialism and colonialism
(UNESCO, 1970, p.56)

These considerations are not economic,
intellectual or necessarily philosophical
reasoning; rather, they are basic to an
individual’s existence, whether the indi-
vidual is learned or not. Therefore, today’s
society can thrive and progress better with
books than without books, considering that
the traditional/cultural means of inculcat-
ing acceptable behaviours and norms, and
of developing values and desirable attitudes
in a person are being eroded by
“civilisation” in conjunction with poverty
which forces people/generations to drift to
(or raised) in hybrid environments devoid
of philosophical grounding inherent in tra-
ditional society.

LITERARY PUBLISHING IN NIGERIA

Literature has been a veritable instru-
ment in the propagation of societal values,

Literary Publishing in Nigeria in the Digital Age

83



religious norms and other information that
people seek in the pages of books. Before
Gutenberg, only the literate/aristocrats who
could afford the books that were so pains-
takingly copied by stationers could access
the information hidden in books. The
Gutenberg evolution of printing technol-
ogy in moveable types permitted reproduc-
tions (incunabula) of earlier books in num-
bers, thereby increasing access to literary
works. Gutenberg’s printing technology
was adequately exploited by Christianity
for the spread of the religion, especially by
the Reformation Movement.

The new printing technology also
brought about emancipation from Latin, the
dominant language of learning and writ-
ing, allowing people to write and publish
in the vernacular (e.g. English). This re-
sulted in the preservation in print format
of people’s oral traditions, culture and other
aspects of their life. In Nigeria, although
printing was introduced over a century and
a half ago (Calabar in 1846 and in Abeokuta
in 1854), and the education system has
turned out many potential consumers of
literary works, traditional oral literature is
yet to take its place in society, either in
English or in the vernacular. Vernacular
owners in Nigeria are not taking advan-
tage of the ease provided by printing to
establish their languages as a veritable
means of documenting their experience
spanning through the ages, and of passing
it on. Similar assertion can be made of Ni-
gerian literature in English which has failed
to fill spaces in bookshops created by eco-
nomic recession of the 1980s -90s that saw
the thinning out of foreign books from the
Nigerian book market. Unlike in the 1970s
when supermarkets sold fictions and streets

were lined up with book peddlers,
bookshops are closing down and books are
hardly a regular sight on the streets.

Book series get extinct or lose their
place in the market without new ones tak-
ing their places. The African Writers Se-
ries symbol is not as ubiquitous as it used
to be three decades ago. In the early 1980s,
Pacesetters series by Macmillan competed
for secondary students’ pleasure reading list
alongside thrillers and romantic novels, but
after the structural adjustment programmes
of the 1980s and 1990s it has failed to cut
into the teenager market. For several years
publishers have run different series, which
however are yet to establish firm impres-
sion among any section of the public. None-
theless, Joop Berkhout of Spectrum Books
(Ltd) sustained a virile list of biographies
and autobiographies before retiring from
publishing recently.

Long-drawn economic recessions
made it difficult for people to recover their
reading habits.  Similarly, the publishing in-
dustry, whose growth was severely trun-
cated by the recession, fail to present prod-
ucts that can impress an unenthusiastic au-
dience, who now feel that prices demanded
for books are beyond their means. The
cases of Europe and North America indi-
cate that publishing and authorship devel-
oped because people were eager to be as-
sociated with books. According to Weisner-
Hanks (1996):

Their major market, however, was
what we today term the “general reader”,
the urban literate middle classes. And what
did general readers of the Renaissance want
to read? Mostly they wanted to read reli-
gious materials; the best-selling authors,
particularly after the Reformation in the
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1520s but even before, were religious (15)
There is a need to expand literary genres
to include themes relevant to contempo-
rary Nigeria and Nigerian readers. Too of-
ten a reader feels hollow after reading an
insipid book and wonder why time was
expended on it in the first place. Staid styles
and themes constitute one of the drawbacks
to the effort being made to attract Nigeri-
ans to locally produced literature.
The next section highlights other hin-
drances to literary publishing and reader-
ship development in Nigeria.

HINDRANCES TO LITERACY PUB-
LISHING IN NIGERIA

Constant integration of new technolo-
gies in publication, promotion, distribution
and consumption of literary works (Baran,
2002; Dominick 2002) has been very slug-
gish in Nigeria. On the other hand, the
popular media explore technological ad-
vancement in meeting the information and
entertainment of desires their audience,
further drawing away potential audience of
print literary works in Nigeria. Home vid-
eos proliferate and are more popular than
books/reading as means of leisure. Easily
marketed by word of mouth, the former
are less expensive than books and readily
available and accessible through
neighbourhood clubs and friends. There is
no doubt that popular media have their
place in a person’s life - even though their
contribution to the propagation of time-
valued social norms and mores is in ques-
tion - they cannot take the place of books
in personal development.

Literary publishing faces many chal-

lenges in the 21st century Nigeria, some of
which are:

1. low-level know-how and
limited funding constrict capacities
in all aspects of publishing, from
manuscript generation to market-
ing and distribution  books;

2. Very slow pace in keying-
in into publishing innovations to
develop digital versions of books
and documentaries, making digital
format available online, or even
marketing and distributing print
formats online;

3. Competition from better
produced publications, traditional
and digital books, originating from
other countries;

4. Retention of sustainable
readership in the competition be-
tween books and other media. The
growth in video clubs and, espe-
cially easy access to satellite tele-
vision and multimedia machines, is
not matched with the publication
and distribution of “good” book
versions or alternatives. The suc-
cess of Harry Potter series indicates
that despite the lure of electronic
media, the book can still hold its
own in the digital age;

5. Poverty. The scourge of
poverty in oil-rich Nigeria afflicts
the haves and the have-nots alike,
spreading its destructive tentacles
to manufacturers and banks. Col-
lapse of manufacturing and banks
exacerbates the incidence of pov-
erty and reduce access to books.
Potential book audience, or its
sponsors (parents), concentrate
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spending on subsistence almost to
the exclusion of higher ideals of
reading. Unfortunately, books and
reading are not necessarily associ-
ated with the rich in Nigeria. Ap-
parently, when a child grows into
an adult in a print-poor environ-
ment, it might be difficult to culti-
vate a reading culture, even when
books are affordable.

6. Unemployment. This is
closely related to poverty, but it
also has a demoralising effect on
the youth. High proportion of
graduates without jobs in
neighbourhoods could engender
disenchantment with education and
reading among the youth; and

7. Perceived benefits. If read-
ers do not see much benefit in read-
ing or education, they may find lit-
eracy activities a waste of time.
Therefore, books should educate
and entertain at the same time.

It is often said that “Nigerians don’t
read”, but Uwalaka (2000) also observes
that Nigerian book publishers have not per-
suasively touched the nerves of the soci-
ety with the kinds of books that potential
readers would want to buy or spend their
time on. Publishers need to cultivate edi-
tors with skills, foresight and talent to pick
potential authors with whom they can de-
velop book content that meet the needs of
readers. The book industry has largely been
unable to develop and retain an adequate
crop of professionals.

Poor promotion and distribution of lit-
erature books is another problem in the de-
velopment of print literary tradition in Ni-

geria. Many books exist that potential read-
ers are unaware of, just as some works are
only rumoured about without copies made
available where they can be accessed. Some
books only get honourable mention in the
media during their launch (to raise money)
and disappear thereafter; the more impor-
tant part of getting the book read is not
always given paramount attention. Nige-
rian publishers do not effectively promote
and distribute their books, especially liter-
ary works which have the potential for
wider readership beyond the confines of
bread-and-butter educational books.
Vincent C. Ike, a literary icon and promi-
nent publishing development enthusiast,
among other critics, has consistently de-
cried skewed business attention devoted to
elementary and high school (elhi) books to
the disadvantage of other kinds of books.
An empirical study of the state of publish-
ing business in 1994 found that educational
titles constituted 60.2% and general inter-
est books only 19.3% of publishers’ last
ten titles (Uwalaka, 1997). The disparity
is more pronounced in volume output and
sales than in title output: in a year an es-
tablished publisher may fail to satisfy de-
mand after selling 500,000 copies of an
English textbook, but may not sell more
than 1,000 copies of a “successful” litera-
ture title. Booksellers have similar experi-
ence in sales recorded. In another study,
Uwalaka (2000) found that the profiles of
publishers’ book output and booksellers'
sales were very similar - (publishers/book-
sellers): elhi books = 63.3/62.5%, tertiary
books = 16.7/14.6% and other titles = 20.0/
22.9%. The awkwardness of Nigeria’s
book production and distribution profiles
can be better appreciated when they are
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compared with those of developed coun-
tries where the ratio is usually in the re-
verse order in favour of non-educational
books (Uwalaka, 2000). It is not surpris-
ing therefore, that writers of literary works
in Nigeria find it difficult to get their works
published.

Nigerian authors, such as Femi
Osofisan, often complain of being short-
changed in royalty payment (Uwalaka,
1990). Therefore, some writers opt for self-
publication, believing that they are better-
off producing and selling their own books
themselves. However, self-publishing in
traditional format has its own drawbacks.
The author has limited marketing and dis-
tribution means and avenues, and sales by
acquaintances may not be remitted. Re-
cently, Okechukwu Ofili (Channels Tele-
vision, 2013) informed viewers that he had
to apply different kinds of pressures on
booksellers to have them release sales from
his book. On the other hand, poor quality
editorial and production output can further
discourage readers from consuming locally
produced books.

Established publishers tread with cau-
tion for fear of receiving poor returns on
investment made on literary works and
other cultural products. This fear may be
justified on the one hand by low sales. But
considering the growing population of lit-
erate Nigerians, it is obvious that publish-
ers’ marketing know-how and effort are
grossly inadequate to whip a docile people
into readers. Poor reading habits and apa-
thy towards books have persisted over the
years since the economic downturn of the
1980s, such that many students are no
longer eager to buy and read school text-
books and other books as it used to be.

Publishers are best-placed to develop
and retain a market for their products. The
onus is on publishers to cut across to par-
ents with the right messages, so that they
can change children’s orientation towards
reading by buying them interesting books
and encouraging them to read them. Pub-
lishers should attract into the book indus-
try some of the money that Nigerians spend
on vanities like jewelleries, flamboyant
clothes and on catering to their habits.
Among the working class, some do not
allocate sufficient funds to the purchasing
of their children’s school books, even
though they can afford to. To such parents,
supplementary materials and books for
pleasure reading may seem outlandish. On
the other hand, parents support, directly
or indirectly, their kids entertainment via
the Internet and satellite television, but fail
to commit money and time to developing
them in the area of pleasure reading.

If one-tenth of money and time spent
on subscription for and the watching of sat-
ellite television/videos is spent on books
and literacy activities, personal and national
development would be significantly im-
pacted. Saying this is not in any way to
condemn veritable sources of entertain-
ment. Home videos play a role in docu-
menting society and are good sources of
education and information. Indeed, in the
United States, media literacy is part of the
reading programme in schools (e.g. Trier,
2006); and Japan’s video games have mo-
tivated people of Japanese descent in the
US to take up the study of the language so
as to be able to participate; they, thereby,
learn about the Japanese culture and people
(Fukunaga, 2006). However, the situation
of books and reading in Nigeria is wors-
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ened by the absence of libraries in immedi-
ate communities and schools - books are
hardly available to compete for attention
in the information and communication mi-
lieu.

Levels of government fail to establish
sufficient libraries in cities and communi-
ties, leading to books being too far removed
from the consciousness of the average per-
son. It is imperative that those in places of
authority provide facilities for enshrining
literacy as a crucial element of develop-
ment in society. To achieve this, publishers
need to synergise with other professionals
in the industry to design a road map(s) for
governments to adopt. Similarly, the bod-
ies should constitute a pressure group(s)
to get the government and others to act.
On the importance of Africans to seek in-
formation out of books and libraries,
Chinua Achebe remarked that:

… it’s all there in the libraries.
We must go to libraries to get the
story, in those early days, we did
not keep libraries in Africa and if
you don’t keep libraries, your story
will be changed if it’s not recorded.
We must [not] have a situation like
that again, knowledge and the stor-
age of it helps people understand
who they are, and why they have
an identity that they can be proud
of (The Guardian, January 7, 2007,
p.37).

A LIGHT IN THE TUNNEL

E-publishing provides increased access
to literary works but is yet to be explored
in Nigeria meaningfully, despite its grow-

ing importance):
Most of those involved in in-

formation dissemination recognise
that the use of and demand for e-
books and other digital content is
gathering pace. More publishers
are implementing digital strategies,
and both general and niche
aggregators are growing in
strength, and continually acquiring
more content. The estimated (US)
Book Publishing Industry net sales
for e-books (2002-2005) has risen
81.5% from $29.9m to $179.1m7).
Pricing, licensing and access mod-
els are now being refined and made
more acceptable, and next genera-
tion devices are becoming more
user-friendly (Marlow 2006,
p.195).

Greco (2004) somewhat downplayed
the growing significance of e-books. His
prediction about the influence of this evo-
lution is debatable:

A careful review of basic con-
sumer data indicates that wide-
spread acceptance of electronic
books and the widespread distribu-
tion of book content via Web-based
sites will not occur before 2015 and
possibly not before 2020 (p.289).

Books are being distributed via web-
based sites, sometimes with just one click
on Amazon. Moreover, informational
books are also being sold online in digital
formats.  However, Nigeria is yet to really
explore electronic publishing as a means
of enhancing traditional publishing or over-
coming problems that have been hindering

Nkechi M. Christopher

88



distribution and consumption of print. Al-
though computer access is low, it is grow-
ing - families and schools are acquiring
computers, and federal and state govern-
ments are now supplying some public
schools with computers. But there may not
be local content to run on the computers.
Visionary publishers must follow the trend
of events in society, and key into them to
satisfy the book industry’s responsibility to
the public as a supplier of cultural prod-
ucts. There is no doubt that digital pub-
lishing holds the key for overcoming many
hindrances to publishing and information
access in Nigeria.

Recent figures indicate that over 45
million Nigerians use the Internet (Internet
World Statistics, 2013). They access the
World Wide Web using a variety of gad-
gets including desktop computers, laptops,
Kindle readers, Ipads, Androids and Smart
phones (Alvarez, 2012). With over five
million users, smart phones seem to be the
most widely adopted device in Nigeria by
2012 (Haag, 2012). But 2013 market esti-
mates indicate a phenomenal growth in the
use of mobile devices, especially smart
phones. Oketola (2013) observed that
about 25% of Nigeria’s 105 million mo-
bile telephone subscribers use smart
phones. With steady increase in inexpen-
sive Internet plans and falling price of mo-
bile devices, it is expected that access to
devices, and by implication digital content,
will widen (Haag, 2012; Ekhasomhi, 2013).
However, only a minority (15.3%) use their
smart phones for research and educational
purposes (Alvarez, 2012).

It is not clear how many reading de-
vices such as Kindle, Ipad, Android, Nook
and Sony Reader are in use in Nigeria. Al-

though downloading and reading software
like the Kindle can be downloaded on smart
phones and computers, a major problem is
that Nigeria is not granted access; and a
minor one, where such access exists, it re-
quires the possession of an international
transaction instrument such as credit or
debit card. Nevertheless, the Questia library
permits payments with Nigerian currency-
denominated cards. Additionally, readers
can access and download free titles from
global sources such as www.gutenberg.org
using their mobile devices.

Against the gloomy picture painted
above is a silver lining. A young Nigerian
engineer has set up online book apps mid
2013 that has enabled many Nigerians to
access and publish books. Similarly, Tunde
Leye, a banker found that a year after its
launch/publication, millions of bloggers had
accessed his books online. The local appli-
cations, Okadabooks, introduced by
Okechukwu Ofilli on the Google Play Store
already had about 3,000 users and over
7,500 books in its library by July, 2013
(Walter, 2013). The library collection in-
cludes classical titles such as Alice in Won-
derland and recent bestsellers such as
Chimamanda Adichie’s Americanah (Wa-
ter, 2013). In two months it recorded over
7,500 downloads (Okechukwu on Chan-
nels Television). Its uniqueness is that pay-
ment is made with phone credit, making
the store accessible to anyone that uses
phone. One would like to see this venture
firmly established. Flourishing, it should
also avail its patrons Nigerian and African
classics.

Efforts are being made to provide digi-
tal books in Nigeria, but mainly by tertiary
institutions. The National Open University
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of Nigeria provides on its website hundreds
of modules for free download by its stu-
dents. The University has also installed a
print-on-demand (POD) machine to facili-
tate local download and printing of educa-
tional materials. Institutional libraries have
arrangement with foreign content suppli-
ers which permits people to access digital
resources on campus.

Some educational institutions are also
collaborating with device suppliers and
content developers to provide teachers and
students with tablets for accessing educa-
tional content. For instance, in 2013, the
Redeemer’s University introduced a
customised Samsung Galaxy for all mem-
bers of staff, and plans to extend the same
to students. In a similar vein, the Osun State
government introduced customised tablets
in all secondary schools in the state, with
content of recommended texts pre-paid on
it.

CONCLUSION

In exploiting digital media, relevant
bodies in government and the publishing
professions need to determine what the
goals of publishing in Nigeria should be so
as to tailor activities towards achieving
them. In addition, and of urgent impor-
tance, is the documentation in book and
electronic formats of Nigeria’s dying heri-
tage in both literary and historic forms.
“Antiquity has a great importance for the
understanding of the reality of this age,
since the information given includes all as-
pects of historical plot” (The corpus of the
epistolography of the Late Antiquity and
its study). Therefore, governments and/or

peoples of Nigeria, in recognising the im-
portance of diverse national cultural heri-
tages, can establish relevant academies to 
oversee the gathering and management of 
literary traditions and histories. The archi-
val materials that will result from such a 
process could serve as a veritable resource 
for future writers.
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