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In the early years of digital publishing, there was a widespread saying that, the publishing industry
used the technology of the 17t century and the business model of the 19t century to survive in the
21stcentury. Some may disagree, saying that the technologies and business models of publishing
industry do evolve in many aspects. However, it makes sense by pointing out the vulnerability of
publishing, as the world’s oldest media industry, to digital disruption today. From rich media, to big
data, virtual reality, augmented reality, artificial intelligence, and blockchain, the technologies being
applied in the publishing world are changing more rapidly than traditional publishers could possibly
understand and handle. Empowered by emergent technologies, the business models of digital
content are evolving dramatically as well, constantly bringing new concepts and practices to the
market. All these challenges and threatens traditional publishing business. It is thus understandable
that the topics such as the death of publishers are constantly put at the centre of academic and
industry discourses. A typical question that has been repeatedly asked for decades, and will still be
asked in a foreseeable future is: Can publishers survive this wave of giant digital disruption?

Instead of a simple answer of Yes or No, what’s fascinating to me in the publishing world today,
however, is the complex interplay between the print and the digital, between the traditional and
the emergent, and between the established and the disruptive, as well as their co-evolution in the
digital transformation. The term “convergence” is widely used to describe the merging of previously
distinct media technologies and media forms in the process of digitisation today, as well as the
business strategies for surviving the convergent new media environment. Some publishing scholars
in Australia employ the term ‘post-digital’, referring to ‘a state of constant flux, shifting between old
and new media practices in paradoxical ways that simultaneously reinforce and undermine aspects
of traditional print culture’.

In this talk, | will offer a relevant but different perspective to understand the complex interplay
between the new and the old in digital publishing, through the particular lens of connectedness. |
will mostly draw on the innovative practices in China’s digital publishing sector, which is one of the
world’s largest and most dynamic digital innovation ecosystems, but the discussion is about the
issues facing literary publishing globally.

As we know, publishing is by nature a business that connects authors, content and readers. For
centuries, connecting the right people with right content has been crucial value proposition of
publishers. Today, we live in a digital world characterised by ubiquitous connectedness, where
everyone and everything are being connected everywhere and every time, based on the
connectivity offered by Internet platforms, networked technologies, social media, and data-driven
algorithms. While ubiquitous connectedness empowers and enhances publishers’ traditional role of



connecting people with content, digital connectivity also disrupts traditional models of publishing
and bypasses traditional publishers as intermediaries and gatekeepers. In this talk, | will focus on
three major aspects of connectedness in literary publishing and discuss what they mean for
publishers. The three interrelated aspects include connected content, connected platforms, and
connected communities.

By connected content, | mean two things: Firstly, literary content no longer exists in a single media
form such as physical book or eBook; Rather, literary content and its adaptations appear in multiple
forms across the entire media spectrum. Secondly, transmedia content does not exist in isolation,
but is highly connected with each other through integrated platforms and content discovery
algorithms. Such connected transmedia content offers audience consistent storytelling experience
whereby readers can easily access the imagined story world across media forms. This is redefining
the pleasure of ‘reading’ literature.

Audiobook is one of the most noticeable examples of transmedia expansion of literary content.
Since 2016, digital audiobooks show an average of over 20% increase in most important markets in
the world. In 2018, the economic scale of Chinese audiobook market was over 4.6 billion RMB Yuan
(roughly AU S1 Billion) almost as large as its eBook market; Further, 60% of audiobook users were
below 30 years old, which suggests huge potential for future growth. Audiobooks have existed for
decades, but digital audiobooks thrived only in recent years. Empowered by mobile Internet and
smart phones, digital audiobooks make the access to literary content extremely convenient for
people in mobility and in their fragmented time. Digital audiobooks also expand the narrative of
storytelling, either by professional narrators, or A.l. powered text-to-speech technologies.

Like audiobooks, emergent technologies and connected transmedia content have also changed the
adaptation of fictions. The scope and scale of adaptation become extremely broad, spanning across
the entire media spectrum. Many Chinese popular fictions, particularly online literature titles, are
not only adapted into TV series or films, but also comics, animations, video games, audio dramas,
mobile phone games, online games, interactive reading apps, and virtual reality experiences. As
mentioned earlier, transmedia content is highly connected in the platform environment. The user
interfaces in digital content platforms and mobile phone apps are carefully designed enabling users
to seamlessly shift from one media form to another. As such, a viewer watching a TV drama in an
online video platform may be navigated to an eBook store or an online bookstore to buy the book;
Likewise, a game player might be introduced to an animation platform to continue his or her
adventure in the same imagined story-world. Such industrialised and cross-platform transmedia
storytelling is increasingly prevalent in China’s digital publishing system. In western practices, it
usually takes decades for the adaptations of a popular fiction to fulfil the entire transmedia
spectrum, but it takes a much shorter period of time in China. Transmedia storytelling is even
planned in advance in some online fiction projects. In the field of popular literature, connected
transmedia content is of value for literary publishing, particularly in the age of transmedia
competition where a book’s competitor is not another book, but anything that attracts people’s
time and attention. Connected transmedia content enriches readerly experience, increases the
pleasure of literature consumption, and widens the access to the literature world. This is especially
valuable for turning fragmented and dead time into reading time and converting those who don’t
read into literature consumers.

While the rise of connected transmedia content helps literary publishing, it starts to deeply shape
publishing business in China. This relates to my second aspect, connected platforms. Internet
platforms are enabling digital infrastructure for connected transmedia content, and the connection



between literary publishing and platform economy tend to complicate publishing models. For
example, China Literature, the largest online literature company, had nearly 30% of its revenue
generated from various cross-platform online business, and about 10% from IP operation in 2018;
the free model of digital literature is thriving in many platforms, which totally relies on revenues
generated from IP franchising, online advertising, or cross-subsidies from e-commerce.

The new business models help publishers monetise popular content through multiple channels and
increases the financial sustainability of literary publishing based on broader digital creative
economy. However, the changing publishing economy in the platform age raises significant issues
for literary publishers: What is the role of publishers in the extended value chain of digital literary
publishing? And what are publishers’ key value propositions in the platform economy? There are
some worrisome trends in China and beyond, where Internet platforms are marginalising
publishers’ roles as intermediaries, gatekeepers, and taste-makers, as a result of which, traditional
literary publishing is at risk of becoming simply intellectual property source material for transmedia
adaptation.

This has profound impact on literary publishing as platforms understand the value of literature
differently, more from the technological and economic perspectives than cultural and aesthetic. To
platforms, literature is nothing but another instrument for attracting Internet traffic and generating
user/usage data. Moreover, the platformised digital publishing world is built upon algorithms that
determine the discoverability, visibility and popularity of content, resulting in uniformity of online
literature. With the widespread awareness of algorithms, in China and other countries, it is even
becoming a surviving skill for content creators and an emergent business to optimise literary
content for searching and content recommending engines, for instance, intentionally using specific
styles or vocabularies that the algorithms favour. A data-driven future in literary publishing might be
worrisome. Just like sociologists questioning whether sociality should be engineered and quantified
by platforms like Facebook, literature people have more reasons to question whether literary
communication should be datafied and literary taste 'algorithmised'.

What should we do? This brings me to my last point, connected communities. In the digital world
of ubiquitous connectedness, authors, readers, fans, interested publics, and like-minded people are
connected more closely than ever before, across media forms and distribution channels, and
increasingly across the boundaries of cultures, languages and nations. In other words, the shared
imagined story-world, ideas or literary tastes, bring together people despite their locations,
identities and backgrounds. While Internet platforms and algorithm try to quantify and datafy
human connections in inhuman ways, we should not ignore that, many online literature platforms,
such as Wattpad and Qidian, started out as community initiatives, and their powerful algorithms are
by nature only the partial quantification and datafication of people connections and their collective
intelligence.

Literary theorist Gayatri Spivak believes literature is an antidote to data-based digital neoliberal
capitalism. | would argue that, connected communities (or people) are a powerful force against
dataism in the literary publishing world. While there is a plethora of big data cliché, it is time for
publishers to rethink their unique value propositions, i.e. what they could offer while platforms
couldn’t. In my view, there are opportunities in connecting people beyond the data-driven and
algorithm-based paradigm. Despite platform dominance, it is still necessary and important to ask
about alternatives underpinned by different values like diversity, independence and humanism, as
well as the possibility for a different literary sphere in the connected digital world.
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