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course, most bookstores don’t carry anywhere near that 
number; still, the giant superstores typically carry 50,000 
to 150,000 titles.26

Getting all those books from the authors’ computers or 
typewriters into the hands of readers is what the publishing 
business is all about. It involves three major players: pub-
lishers, writers, and booksellers.

Publishers 
Publishers are the companies that buy manuscripts from 

authors and turn them into books. Although there are 
thousands of publishers worldwide, just twenty companies 
publish nearly 80 percent of all books today. This propor-
tion has grown substantially since the 1920s, when the 
twenty largest publishers were responsible for only 50 per-
cent of all books published.27 This transformation has taken 
place because regional publishers are buying up small inde-
pendent publishing houses, and international conglomer-
ates are buying up major national publishing companies. 
As a result, the range of ownership of the publishing busi-
ness is increasingly limited, and fewer people are making 
more of the decisions that determine what people will be 
able to read.28

The process of consolidation in the publishing indus-
try can be seen in the story of American publisher 
Random House. Random House was founded in 1925. 
After years of growth, in 1960 the company acquired 
another major American publishing house, Alfred A. 
Knopf. In 1965, Random House was bought by media 
conglomerate RCA, and throughout the 1970s and 1980s, 
Random House continued to grow, buying up a host of 
publishers. Finally, in 1998, German media giant 
Bertelsmann bought Random House and combined it 
with its existing publishing holdings.29

Random House has continued to grow by acquiring 
smaller publishers. In 2009, it acquired Ten Speed Press, 
an independent alternative publisher of titles such as What 
Color Is Your Parachute? and the Moosewood Cookbook. 
This acquisition brings to mind another, when News 
Corporation, through its HarperCollins division, bought 
out literary publisher Ecco Press. Daniel Halpern, founder 
of the press, told the Washington Post:

People will say, “There goes another independent 
press, isn’t it too bad.” The short answer is, “Yes, it’s 
too bad.” But that’s the reality. Let’s not be sentimen-
tal about this stuff. This is not a time when the small 
press can survive.30

The World’s Top Publishers.  The publishing business 
is a global industry, with owners in the United States, Germany, 
Britain, Canada, and the Netherlands. These companies publish 
a variety of books, ranging from best-selling fiction to textbooks 
to technical references. The following table reports the compa-
nies’ revenue only from book publishing. (Fans of the Fifty 
Shades of Grey trilogy might be interested to know that strong 
sales of the BDSM trilogy moved Random House from number 
eight on the list in 2011 to number five in 2012.31)

publishers: The companies that buy manuscripts from authors, turn 
them into books, and market them to the public.

university and small presses: Small-scale publishers that issue a 
limited number of books covering specialized topics. They are often 
subsidized by a university or an organization.

University and Small Presses.  Not all publishing 
is done by large corporations; a substantial number of uni-
versity and small presses issue a limited number of books and 
may not be in the business for profit. Among their titles are 
books that serve a limited geographic or subject area or an 
academic discipline—mostly scholarly books or textbooks. 
An example of a small press is Interweave Press, which 
publishes books about knitting, weaving, and crafting. But 
academic presses occasionally print breakout books. The 
late Norman Maclean, an English professor at the 
University of Chicago, had his memoir about growing up 
in Montana and fly fishing published by the University of 
Chicago Press. The book, A River Runs Through It, was an 

Top five global publishers Revenue Ownership

1. Pearson—Major education 
publisher

$9.1 
billion

United Kingdom

2. Reed Elsevier—Professional 
publications 

$5.9 
billion

United Kingdom/ 
Netherlands/
United States

3. Thomson Reuters—Financial 
publications

$5.4 
billion

Canada

4. Wolters Kluwer—Financial 
publications

$4.8 
billion

Netherlands

5. Bertelsmann—Random House $3.3 
billion

Germany

Top U.S. publishers Revenue

1. McGraw-Hill—Textbook giant $2.29 
billion

2. Scholastic—Harry Potter’s 
American publisher

$2.15 
billion

3. Cengage—Major education 
publisher 

$1.99 
billion

4. Wiley—Technical publisher $1.78 
billion

5. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt—
Special interest books 

$1.29 
billion

Source: Adapted by the author from “The World’s 60 Largest Book Publishers, 2013,” 
Publishers Weekly, July 19, 2013, www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-
news/financial-reporting/article/58211-the-global-60-the-world-s-largest-book-
publishers-2013.html.
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