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ABSTRACT 

The religious book club provides a fascinating location for observing the social 

construction of reality. This study sets out to discover how religious identities affected 

reading and how reading affected religious identity through examining social reading. 

Seven book groups, all in the Boston area, participated. Three groups were affiliated with 

a church or synagogue, three had no religious affiliation, and the seventh was 

transitioning away from a religious affiliation. Fieldwork within the groups and 

individual interviews are analyzed using grounded theory techniques. 

All readers used reading to pursue aims such as relationships, educational status, 

and transformations of identity, but only readers within the religiously affiliated groups 

experienced an "inflection" of those aims. While readers in nonreligious book groups 

developed friendships, the religious book group members developed a sense of 

congregational identity. Nonreligious group readers sought to be "well read;" religious 

group members sought to be articulate believers. Many readers sought to transform 

themselves through books, but religious groups transformed their members through 

emphasizing boundaries and identities, constructing shared definitions of "religion." 

Nonreligious group members were unconcerned with tying book club identity to personal 

identity. Religious groups, through confirming and challenging definitions of religion, 
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developed religious identities that were expected to have deeper relevance to individual 

lives. 

Individual religious identity did not inflect the aims of reading, since religious 

individuals in nonreligious groups did not develop their sense of belonging, status, or 

identity around religious constructions. Within religious groups, it was not religious 

doctrines, ethics, or awe that produced the religious inflection of reading’s aims. Only the 

affiliation with a formal religious institution was necessary. This demonstrates that 

religion functions not as a foundational worldview for its adherents, but as a thin 

container that offers the opportunity to develop a deeper, more durable identity. Despite 

reading’s construction as a primarily individual activity, these findings also demonstrate 

how the social infrastructure of reading can have important effects.  
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Foreword on Confidentiality 

 

This study draws on interviews and fieldwork conducted among seven reading 

groups and book clubs in the greater Boston area. All identifying information has been 

disguised or removed from descriptions of groups, individuals, or affiliated institutions.  

Group pseudonyms have been chosen to reflect the group’s priorities, such as 

preferred books, neighborhood ties, or affiliation with a religious institution. The 46 

individuals interviewed were offered the chance to pick a pseudonym for themselves. 

Gabriella Duvalle, Cecilia Tyler, and Rev. Clericus took this opportunity, but all other 

pseudonyms were randomly assigned.  
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Chapter 1: Reading as a Generative Practice 

 

Debra Dean’s The Madonnas of Leningrad is a short, intimate novel that combines 

the story of a young Russian woman surviving the Siege of Leningrad during the Second 

World War with the same woman’s family dealing with her descent into Alzheimer’s 

many years later. The themes of memory, loss, and family weave through the book’s 

back-and-forth temporal structure, and the "Book Club Questions" in the back of the 

book encourage readers to talk about these themes. In May of 2010, I joined nine women 

in the basement of the Enfield Public Library1 to discuss the novel. Readers began by 

saying whether they had liked the book, then brought up a PBS series, "The Rape of 

Europa," which had inspired it. Some brought up Dean’s portrayal of the vividness of the 

past for Alzheimer’s patients; others wondered how Europe at war could have become 

the European Union only a generation after these events. A few talked about their own 

hopes for end-of-life care, and others shared stories about taking care of elderly relatives 

who were suffering from dementia. As the hour came to an end, the librarian and 

moderator Bethany Wynne held up the printed sheet of book club questions and said "To 

get back to the book, should we answer at least one of the questions on this sheet?" "But 

we have been talking about it!" responded one reader, and another seconded her: "I think 

we’ve even covered most of what’s on there already!" They were right: although the 

conversation had wandered far from the main characters of Marina and Helen, the 

members of the book group had used the book as a center of gravity for their remarks. 

The act of reading together seemed to bring the members closer together, to share 

experiences, and to allow conversations about difficult subjects.  

Seven months later, the members of Temple Zion’s book group opened the same 

book on a Tuesday afternoon. The first third of the meeting moved in a similar way, as 
                                                

1 As discussed in the Foreword, all group and individual names are pseudonyms. 
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members talked about watching the PBS series, Dean’s ability to evoke visual arts, and 

the possible father of Marina’s first child--all themes that Enfield Public Library 

members had been happy to discuss. But halfway through, one reader commented that the 

book "hit too close to home." While members shared some experiences with 

encountering patients or clients with Alzheimer’s, most agreed that it was an 

uncomfortable topic. None of the anecdotes involved family members. Instead, the 

discussion turned to the silences maintained by Marina and her husband during the 

present-day storyline and the unwillingness of survivors to discuss trauma. While Enfield 

readers had touched on this topic, they did so in the context of silent parents and the 

Depression; in Temple Zion, readers compared it to the silence of Holocaust survivors 

instead. Helen’s relationship with her mother Marina was not generalized to "parents and 

children" but connected directly with the children of Holocaust survivors and the silences 

maintained within Jewish communities. Although The Madonnas of Leningrad is set 

during World War II, it has no Jewish characters and involves no allusions to Judaism 

throughout. Yet what began as a critical examination of Dean’s abilities to convey the 

feeling of art (and whether or not it was "good for a first novel") moved into a reflection 

on Jewish experiences.  

The two groups have a great deal in common. Demographically, the group’s 

membership was similar: white, female, frequently retired from office or health care 

positions, and with some college education. When compared with other groups within 

this study, the two groups shared preferences for how a book club meeting ought to be 

conducted. Their moderators were more organizational figures than discussion leaders, 

and members enjoyed talking about what a book reminded them of rather than the 

author’s style or the context of its composition. Readers chose their individual reading 

based on pleasure; the librarians who organized the groups selected from a list of 

nominees. In discussion, readers used similar criteria for whether a book was 
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"worthwhile." Its believability, relevance to personal experiences, or ability to expose 

readers to new places and people were more important to them than intricate plotting or 

ethical dilemmas. The ways that members talked about the book, the ways that they used 

the book, and the ways they evaluated it were largely the same. An observer might expect 

the similarities between the individual members and the similarities between the groups’ 

practices to lead to similar discussions. If the same principles, same criteria, and same 

techniques are used, the discussions ought to be more or less similar. 

Even though the discussions were similar, the results of those discussions were 

different. For one, the discussion involved parents and children, and readers left having 

shared emotional moments from their own lives or wishes. For the other, the discussion 

affirmed and contemplated the suffering of Jews in the Holocaust. One group used the 

book to debate whether they should be reading "good books or Jewish books;" the other 

used it to argue about what it meant to discuss a book "by the questions." These similar 

ways of reading, similar people, and identical books ended up producing general ideas 

about humanity and art in one group and specific reflections on Jewish situations in the 

other. While both groups had a sense of group identity, of being part of a regular 

community, only one of these group identities was reflected in discussion. The shared 

identity of "being Jewish" primarily appeared in the physical setting for the group in the 

library, the presence of the temple’s librarian, and the way that members knew each 

other--not in ways of reading or discussing books. Yet that shared identity shifted the 

discussion for Temple Zion. 

The same observer might remark that this only proves the truism that "different 

people read in different ways." Yet the two groups of readers were reading in similar, not 

different ways. They related their own experience to the book, discarded the official 

"book group questions" in favor of reflections on related topics, spent relatively little time 
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on the style of writing or the plot, and evaluated the book primarily in terms of its 

associations in their memories. 

Why should similar people, reading in similar fashions, have such different 

discussions? On the other hand, why should a Jewish group and a public library group 

read in ways that are so similar? Why would an observer expect them to be the same or 

expect them to be different? These expectations arise from definitions of religion and 

reading that present conflicting accounts of how readers encounter texts.  

On one hand, if religion is about the fundamental questions of existence, and if a 

religious tradition involves particular responses to sacred texts, it also ought to be a force 

that shapes adherents’ responses to similar questions that arise in literature. From this 

perspective, readers are already shaped by their religious tradition when they encounter a 

text, and therefore their ways of reading will be determined by that tradition. A Jewish 

group and a public library group made up of non-Jews will necessarily be different, 

because they have different commitments to texts. This forms one expectation. 

On the other hand, if reading is an internal, individual activity, it should be affected 

by what individual readers are doing rather than by the world the readers leave behind 

once the covers are open. From this perspective, readers are united not by their social 

settings, but by their ways of approaching a text. Therefore we should expect two 

discussions that rely on similar criteria and similar ways of evaluating and judging a text 

to be necessarily the same. This forms a second expectation.  

Neither of these definitions could explain why Enfield and Temple Zion treated The 

Madonnas of Leningrad as they did, nor could it explain other incidents throughout 

fieldwork. It could not account for the similarity between interpretation strategies, 

techniques of discussion, and conversational tones, nor for the difference between a 

discussion of history and trauma and a discussion of Jewish experience. Individual 
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religious identity did not have the same effect on readers’ discussions that group religious 

identity did.  

I began this research with the aim of discovering how reading non-scriptural books 

affected readers’ religious lives and how readers used non-scriptural books within their 

religious lives, placing emphasis on the agency of the reader as well as the transformative 

potential of a book. Recent work in media studies and religious studies has discussed how 

non-scriptural texts may play major roles in constructing religious lives and communities 

(Brown; Clark Angels; Cohen and Boyer; Hoover; Neal). While scripture reading groups 

often operate with an established set of ways of encountering and discussing texts that are 

reinforced in religious communities (Ammerman Bible; Bielo; Boone; Hervieu-Legér; 

Malley), I wanted to see whether there were similar "religious ways of reading" that were 

being applied to non-scriptural texts: novels, memoirs, nonfiction, and so on.  

Moments like the meetings in Enfield Public Library and Temple Zion, however, 

demonstrated that these questions existed within a much larger setting. I found myself 

reconsidering the idea of "religious ways of reading" as it became clearer that a group’s 

religious affiliation did not dictate its preference for ways of selecting, reading, 

discussing, evaluating, and interpreting texts. There was no clear dividing line that could 

be drawn between religious and nonreligious groups based solely on the reading 

strategies, choices of books, or religious identities of individual members. At the same 

time, I was also seeing a definite difference in the goals that readers pursued through their 

membership in these groups. Although religious groups pursued similar aims as 

nonreligious groups, their religious affiliation changed these aims. 

 I will demonstrate not only that similar processes generated different results, but 

that this situation effectively redefines how "being religious" functions in American 

culture and how reading functions across different social and cultural settings. The result 

has implications not only for defining religion and considering reading, but also for ideas 
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about reading and empathy, reflexivity and social change, and the construction of religion 

as a foundational worldview. Reading is not only a matter of transmitting information 

from page to mind, but also an embodied and embedded action--embedded both within 

social structures and within physical structures.2 In this study, I work to bring attention to 

the social structures of reading, showing how the context of actions can transform those 

actions’ results without changing the actions themselves. In the same way that chopping 

onions gains spiritual significance at the AIDS kitchen of God’s Love We Deliver 

(Bender 43), or drinking tap water can be sacramental if it comes from the reproduction 

of Lourdes Grotto at St. Lucy’s in the Bronx (Orsi 5), or a passionate kiss has different 

results if done in a boardroom, bedroom, or classroom, reading’s aims are transformed by 

a religious context. The readers and groups with whom I worked show that the practices 

that make up reading are unchanged by a religious context, but the goals of those 

practices are active in different fields and have different values in religious contexts.  

In this introduction, I begin by examining the frameworks of defining reading and 

religion. Reading can be considered as an individual or social activity. Its tendency to 

seem individual and isolated can obscure the social infrastructure that shapes it. Three 

approaches to defining religion have potential use in this discussion: religion as 

foundational worldview, as identity (social and individual), and as contingent and flexible 

tools for meaning. These definitions of reading as individual and religion as foundational 

come together into a model of "religious reading" that unfortunately obscures other 

potential intersections between religion and reading. To avoid this model, practice theory 

offers a means of examining reading as a social and socially structured activity and 

religion as both shaping structure and ongoing field of debate. I close with an overview of 

the dissertation’s chapters. 

                                                
2 Karin Littauer's Theories of Reading explores the physical nature of reading, from publishing and 

binding to staying up past midnight to finish a thriller (10). 
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Defining Reading: Individual and Social 

Examining the intersection of reading and religion requires attending to the 

different ways that each term has been constructed and defined. In these next two 

sections, I explore two perspectives on reading: first, reading as a solitary, individual 

activity, and second, reading as a social, communal activity. Within this project, these 

perspectives are represented roughly by individual interviews with readers and fieldwork 

among reading group meetings. Curiously, while the individual perspective aligns more 

closely with readers’ description of their own reading experiences, it fails to offer 

explanations for the activities of reading groups, even when a group is considered as the 

sum of individual readers. At every point of a reader’s experience, she is both an 

individual agent and socially shaped.  

 

Reading as Solitary Transformation 

When we reflect on what it means to read a book, we most often consider it to be a 

private, internal, individual activity. This definition of reading stresses the solitary nature 

of the act, regarding the social setting around it (book selection, moment of composition, 

learning to read, publishing structures, and so forth) as no more than a background that 

fades away as reading begins. This is a predominant way of defining reading, and yet it 

failed to explain the experiences of readers within this study.  

This definition of reading hinges on James Carey’s first model, communication as 

transmission (14): a matter of immediate, private thoughts between reader and text. In 

many communities and times, reading has been communal and social (Boyarin 12; 

Street), but communication-as-transmission has a particular strength in the modern Euro-

American West. This definition claims that in modernity, the book is composed in 

solipsistic writing and heard by individuals only. There is no collective noun for readers 
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in the same way that "listeners" has the collective noun of "audience" (Ong 74). Harold 

Bloom has claimed that reading is ultimately a totally solitary experience (quoted in Farr 

54). Readers--according to this model-- are solitary creatures, and the encounter with the 

text not only feels like an escape from the immediate everyday world, it actually is 

separate from the social world.  

Even the struggle over "where meaning lies" in the act of reading has generally 

constructed a reader who is isolated from any social constraints or support. This struggle 

can be represented by considering New Criticism, which generally placed meaning within 

the text itself, and reader-response criticism, which located meaning in the reader’s 

reaction to the text. New Critics (in particular, M. Beardsley and W. K. Wimsatt) asserted 

that reading a text with either the author or reader in mind were both fallacies (Freund). 

Paying attention to a reader’s reaction meant falling into the "affective fallacy," 

mistaking the poem for its effects. The text itself, divorced from the social setting of both 

its composition and its consumption, was the ground and justification for any reading. 

Different interpreters and readers would therefore arrive at the same conclusions about a 

piece, regardless of their histories--as long as they were reading correctly, without falling 

to the affective fallacy. They emphasized the stability of the text and rejected any need to 

rely on outside information or tools for interpretation (Tompkins "Reader"). 

Reader-response criticism raised the problem that many readers reached different 

conclusions from the same text, and used that to challenge New Criticism. Instead of 

meaning as a stable, identifiable quantity that can be extracted from a text given the 

correct tools, reader-response theory directed attention to the readers. Some of the reader-

response critics seemed to efface the text in favor of the active reader; Barthes’ "Death of 

the Author" stressed the reader’s capacity to play within the reading moment, freed from 

authorial intent or the messages of a text (142-48). Foucault extended this, studying the 

"empty space" where the author had been (Foucault "Author" 124). He concluded that the 



 

 

9 

"author" is in fact a function of discourse, a set of assumptions that affect the 

consumption and production of texts.  

 Others depicted reading as a transaction or interaction between text and reader, 

laying emphasis on the reader’s judgment as the final source for meaning (Tompkins 

"Reader"). But even as these critics directed attention toward the reader, they did not 

bring in the structures that affect and shape the reader. Barthes’ freely playing reader is 

untethered to the world, described in terms that imply a full freedom of activity. When 

Norman Holland compared "five readers reading," he was interested in the individual 

responses, not the academic setting in which all five are situated (Freund). Holland’s 

psychoanalytic reader-response criticism stresses the individual’s response to a text; each 

individual filters a text through his or her "identity theme," a way of encountering reality 

which structures all of his or her interactions with the world (Tompkins Criticism vii). 

Long suggests that the subjective readers of these critics, as well as the phenomenological 

readers of Iser and even the resisting readers of feminist criticism, are all isolated from 

any sense of social setting for their reading ("Textual Interpretation" 181). Although 

reader-response criticism makes room for many different interpretations, they still discuss 

reading as a fundamentally individual activity.  

In these theories, the reader is not entirely alone: not atomistically separated from 

all of humanity, but united with the author or text or characters in the "other world" of the 

text. She may be surrounded by a small cast of characters--author, narrator, Model 

Author, Model Reader, along with herself (Eco Six Walks 14). Nor is she isolated in time. 

Eco notes the importance of rereading and returning again and again to the "fictional 

woods" (Six Walks 28), and Ricoeur’s reader will return to the world and act within it, 

having been changed by her experience with the world in front of the text (Interpretation 

87). However, the reader is still primarily considered as a solitary actor, not a 

discursively shaped agent who has a gender, race, or history. He or she is still largely 
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interchangeable for the purposes of these authors; still primarily an "imagined reader" 

rather than an actual, named person.  

The background of reading disappears in the struggle framed above, between New 

Critic and Reader Response, between active reader and authoritative text. Although the 

two perspectives are at odds over whether the text or the reader is the ultimate source for 

meaning, neither is concerned with the world in which the text and the reader live. For 

the New Critics, reading is an individual activity applied with more or less skill. If there 

are differences, they suggest looking to flaws in the reader. For reader-response critics, 

reading is a chorus of irreducible individuals. Holland’s readers all respond from the 

idiosyncrasies of their identity frames. Barthes’ reader is "without history, biography, 

psychology; he is simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces 

by which the written text is constituted" (148). In both New Criticism and reader-

response criticism, the social structuring of the act of reading is largely avoided. Reading 

is considered primarily as meaning-making, rather than a social or physical activity 

(Littau 10). This raises the question: what exists in the world of the reader? How are they 

being shaped, either to receive an authoritative text correctly, or to explore their own 

interpretations upon it?  

This perspective of individual reading offers useful insights in describing reader 

experiences as internal and transformative, and suggests that studying the intersection of 

religion and reading might benefit from examining individual activity as the primary 

mode. However, it also places all of its attention on this encounter between (largely 

anonymous) individual and text, giving the impression that this is the only part of reading 

that actually matters. It suggests that we should expect differences in what reading 

generates to reflect the identity of individuals, not groups. If this definition of reading 

were complete, then variations between the results of reading are due to individual 

differences in skill, intention, or attention. It should be their individual religious identities 
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that determines the outcome. Yet in my research, group identity, not individual skill or 

preferences, seemed to have a greater effect on what readers were doing with and through 

their reading.  

 

Reading as Social 

Reading as a social activity stresses the physical and social locations of reading, 

moving away from the idea of the transfiguring book transmitting wisdom directly from 

the source or the heroic reader freely interpreting. Instead, reading as social activity 

draws out the ways that readers are inclined to choose books, interpret them, discuss 

them, and evaluate them together. James Carey calls this communication-as-ritual, in 

which "thought is predominantly public and social...The capacity of private thought is a 

derived and secondary talent" (22). In the reading groups of this study, the discussions, 

arguments, and negotiations show how communication has a social aspect (even perhaps 

a ritual aspect, if considered as interaction rituals (R. Collins Interaction)). Despite the 

individual activities of studious readers, textual interpretation is also collective action 

(Long "Textual Interpretation"). 

Until the 1980s, the sociology of literature was primarily composed of studies of 

publishing, purchasing, and composition (Escarpit; Griswold). Since then, scholars 

following Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance have taken a closer look at the act of 

reading itself. Radway combined several approaches in her book: publishing and 

distribution histories, audience sociology with readers and booksellers, document 

analysis of fan letters, and literary analysis of selected romances. Radway's work posited 

that the act of reading became a quasi-feminist statement of "my space, my time" among 

the demands of home and family life, and that sexist novels did much more than simply 

reinforce patriarchal standards (Romance 18). Over the course of her research, Radway 

also published the article "Reading is Not Eating," in which she rejects the idea of 
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reading as pure consumption of mass ideas and indoctrination. She suggests that "a mass 

cultural form does not necessarily dictate that it be used in ways completely in keeping 

with the ideology embedded in its narrative structure," and she hints at ways in which 

readers use texts to serve their own purposes ("Reading" 15).  

One major voice for the social reader is Long’s deconstruction of the solitary reader 

(Book Clubs 1-30). Long explores how the concept of reading as solitary suppresses the 

social framing of reading: the processes that define what is worth reading and how to 

read it, as well as the system that promotes and supports literacy. At no point do we read 

alone, she emphasizes; there is constantly a social infrastructure that shapes this reading 

("Textual Interpretation" 191). It includes what James Bielo has termed "textual 

ideologies" and "textual economies," strategies for reading and interpreting along with 

"investments of social capital" in individual authors or genres (51,109). These preexisting 

conditions shape how readers approach their books, which books are named useful or 

meaningful, and what interpretation produces. Benedict Anderson’s concept of the 

imagined community united by newspapers and novels (25), Christine Pawley’s 

examination of autobiographical reading communities and library readers (144), or 

Wendy Simonds’ development of this into the "imagined and illusory community" of 

self-help readers (227), further demonstrate how no reader ever truly reads alone.  

The field of audience studies extends the study of these reading contexts. Audience 

studies pursues the question of how media affects selves through examining the setting of 

media consumption, asking how, why, and for whom these changes occur. The origins of 

audience studies in Britain are connected to Marxist criticism of media and the attempt to 

discover how audiences accepted, resisted, or ignored the messages of a dominant class. 

Audience studies began from the basic principle that audiences performed an act of 

decoding in order to take meaning from media (S. Hall). The idea is to take a 

phenomenological approach to the act of viewing a film or movie, hoping to develop 
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concepts of what happens within that act by examining the ways in which it is lived, 

discussed, reenacted, dismissed, and so forth. European media studies tended to focus on 

the audience's adjustment of the message to fit their situation, and American studies took 

the counterpoint of audiences adjusting themselves to fit the message (Nightingale). 

Audience studies approaches have been applied to programs such as "One Book, One 

City" in which libraries across a community promote reading and discussing a single 

book (Fuller and Proctor; Rehberg Sedo). As studies shifted from the success or 

competency of audiences in decoding the intended message to the variety of audience 

responses, the field moved from a study of the effectiveness of social domination by 

hegemonic powers to a study of the diversity of interpretations and interactions that 

emerge from audience engagement.  

This vision of reading proposes that it be seen as an extended process, moving 

beyond the encounter between reader and text and the isolation and pleasant escape of 

that moment. Audience studies notes that media consumption is not a conglomeration of 

single events of media-audience interaction, but an entire set of discourses about genre, 

medium, mode of engagement, and power relations, from the division of labor in a 

household so that one family member can watch the Super Bowl to debates over 

childhood influences and parenting, to conversations during and around a reader or 

viewer’s experience (Nightingale 112-17; Moores 54-55). In a book group, reading 

includes not only the moment when a member sits down with the month’s selection, but 

also the processes that went into making that selection, the decision to read all at once or 

in stolen moments, the physical characteristics of the book (or Kindle file, or audiobook), 

and the reader’s own preferences and prejudices. After the book is read, audience studies 

extends the reading moment to discussion, reflection (individual and social), and 

appropriation or incorporation of the book into one’s life. The entire process is 

considered. 
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A variety of recent theorists have invoked some notion of a reading community, but 

often without indicating the empirical contours of the community they have in mind. 

Stanley Fish’s notion of an "interpretive community" would seem to be another example 

of communication’s social aspects. Fish, by displacing meaning entirely away from the 

text and onto readers, states that the "interpretive community" is the ultimate source of 

meaning for any text (97). This community sets its standards, and interpretation derives 

from them. Fish is ultimately silent on who exactly belongs to this community or how it 

directs the act of reading and interpretation. De Certeau’s description of readers as 

poachers gives no sense that the reader is one of a ‘tribe’ of poachers, only that she or he 

wanders alone through the landscape of the text (174). Although de Certeau is keenly 

aware of the power relations in which readers are enmeshed (thus his distinction between 

strategies of the powerful and tactics of the oppressed), there is little sense that readers 

are in conversation with each other. De Certeau stresses that the reader is shaped by his 

or her position of power, that the gains of readers’ poaching are transient, and poachers 

do not (perhaps cannot) build upon them together (176).  

Other theories do state that actual conversations are involved in reading, but decline 

to examine them. Maria Pia Lara’s study of women’s biographies and salons suggests 

that the intellectual spaces created by and for women reading and writing together 

allowed a reevaluation of "the public"--one that included women (166). Wayne Booth’s 

theory of "coduction," or ethical criticism, requires comparing experiences with other 

observers and constantly revising or testing one’s views as a result (71). Booth is silent 

on what those anonymous others might be like: students in class? Colleagues in a faculty 

meeting? Siblings at Thanksgiving? If, ideally, the implied authors of important texts 

become internalized conversation partners (179), what of the external conversation 

partners? Martha Nussbaum, extending Booth’s work, briefly comments that the ideal 

reading process requires completion through conversation, but summarizes that as 
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"combining one’s own absorbed imagining with periods of more detached (and 

interactive) critical scrutiny" (76). Nussbaum’s readers are concretely situated, and she is 

clear that different situations will shape different readers. What we then have is an idea of 

reading as a potentially morally transforming force that requires social input and exists 

within a social setting, but no idea of what that social setting might be.  

This is not a defect in Nussbaum. It is an invitation to explore that social setting. By 

suggesting that the social context of reading has such a formative effect on the 

development of the public imagination, Nussbaum presents an invitation to answer the 

question of "with whom do we read?" If the conversations that complete our reading 

process are this important, if the concrete situations of readers will shape our reactions in 

substantial ways, then Nussbaum practically demands that future research examine those 

conversations and situations. 

Paul Ricoeur gives an eloquent statement explaining why he devotes attention 

toward the moment of reading rather than later conversations. He does not seek to 

exclude the reflective afterlife of a text from consideration, but prefers to "place myself at 

the starting point of the trajectory" (Figuring 145), such that his work leads to that point 

rather than encompassing or excluding it. When the reading moment has finished, "here 

is where we pass from the work of imagination in the text to the work of imagination 

about the text (Figuring 166)." For Ricoeur, all reading is social, in that it offers an 

encounter with an Other through the text. Yet the experiences that surround that 

encounter are temporarily bracketed in order to examine the reading moment more 

closely.  

Here also is an invitation to explore the background of reading. The ethical 

laboratory that a text provides is a preparation for action in the world; Ricoeur would 

almost certainly disagree with Bloom’s comment that reading is solitary, since all reading 

ultimately brings the reader back into the world. The emotions and affect we experience 
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in the fictional world is incorporated into our existence in the "real" world (Oneself 330). 

Yet Ricoeur and other narrative ethicists begin their discussions from the moment the 

reader begins a text, and pause their work at the moment when the reader reenters the 

world, transfigured by her experience. It is here that studying the audiences--the 

concretely located readers, configured by their experiences--becomes possible for another 

discipline. Ricoeur’s work points toward the reconfigured world, asserting that the reader, 

as a shaped subject herself, will respond to the text out of her particular position and 

bring it back into the particularity of her own life. Studying those particular positions, 

locations, and transfigurations is not the same as Ricoeur’s work, but Ricoeur’s decision 

to pause at the moment of "imagination about the text" invites others to continue from 

that point.  

Texts without readers have no world unfolding in front of them (Ricoeur Time 3 

164). They require the act of reading to become fully complete, just as readers are in part 

constructed through their acts of reading. Ricoeur’s reader is "flesh-and-blood," fully in 

the world of action (Time 3 169), rather than an imagined model. At the same time, we 

know nothing about Ricoeur’s readers except their definite existence in the world and 

their place within a reading community (Time 3 179). Is this reader male or female? 

Christian or Muslim? A sixth-grader in Sunday school, a grieving father, a sullen 

teenager, a clinical translator? If the experience of reading is a fusion of the reader’s 

horizon with that of the text, inducing reflection and reevaluation of the world, then the 

makeup of that reader’s horizon matters. Ricoeur states that his approach does not 

exclude a discussion of the imagination that emerges out of this act of reading, but rather 

leads to it, "to the work of imagination about the text" (Figuring 166). 

Does this indicate that "reading as a social activity" is not actually about reading 

itself but about the second-order processes of discussion, selection, and conversation? 

Only if we consider reading in a narrow sense that restricts it to the immediate 
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comprehension of words on a page. As Long, Bielo, Radway, and others demonstrate, the 

social infrastructure of reading not only affects what we decide to read, it affects how we 

read: seeking knowledge in a romance novel, treating the Bible as literature, or reading 

The Name of the Rose as a page-turner mystery. The experience of reading itself--the 

escape into another world, exploration of ethical dilemmas, or emotional transport--is so 

shaped by the infrastructure that supports and constrains it that we must take that 

infrastructure into account. An attempt to study this infrastructure is an attempt to fill in 

the background in which moments of reconfiguration, learning a public imagination, or 

coduction occur. This background then allows us a much clearer view of the forces that 

make those transformations possible.  

Perceiving reading as a social practice challenges the notion of a purely solitary 

reader. Instead, we see a much busier, more populated context. This perspective unsettles 

the image of solitary communion with the text by revealing the chaotic, noisy background 

in which the peaceful, internal act of reading occurs. It does not dissolve the 

particularities of the text or the reader into a vague "social context." Instead, as James 

Machor states, the content of the text and the skills of the reader join the social context as 

multiple factors in reading (Reading 16).  

 For a reader who participates in a book group, it is relatively easy to contrast the 

act of reading the book before the meeting to the discussion itself and mark one as 

individual one as social. This contrast, however, is misleading. At no point is the reader 

entirely subsumed within the group: her contributions to the discussion and reactions 

(including unspoken reactions) are hers. Nor is she entirely alone: reading the book 

beforehand is shaped by its selection, the purposes of the group, the goals which they aim 

toward, the culture in which reading groups are perceived as feminine, the culture in 

which reading is perceived as middlebrow, and so forth. An individual’s reading 

preferences, tastes, and habits are shaped by the same ideas as the group, even though 
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they may differ. To think of reading as social does not remove the individual, but refuses 

to make the individual internal moment of reading the only moment that matters.  

 

Defining Religion: Three Positions 

Distinctions between substantive or functional definitions, belief or belonging or 

behaving, the presence or absence of a Sacred Other, and many other divisions render 

"religion" a term contested in many ways. For the purposes of this project, I will discuss 

three aspects of this debate that have particular relevance for the intersection of religion 

and reading, each with potential uses and each raising problematic questions. The first of 

these is the definition of religion as a foundational worldview that shapes all of an 

adherent’s life: an ultimate concern, a sacred canopy, or a central unifying unsurpassable 

account. The second is religion as identity, individual and communal, total or partial. The 

third is religion as a flexible, contingent sphere of meaning-making. Each of these raise 

different questions about what the intersection of religion and reading might be; each 

presents different problems for understanding that intersection. In the next three sections, 

I review each definition and identify the questions it presents.  

 

Religion as Foundational Worldview 

Theories of religion that discuss it as an ultimate concern, a sacred canopy 

providing legitimacy and justification for existence, or a central account of reality all 

present religion as a foundational worldview that shapes all of an adherent’s experience. 

Tillich’s definition of religion as an "ultimate concern" presents it as the ground of 

existence, necessarily displacing all other concerns such as family, country, or health (1-

2). In Berger’s early work, the idea of a "sacred canopy" of religion discusses it as 

providing a cosmology within which all of existence is located, which makes good and 

evil understandable rather than the products of a chaotic universe (39). This sacred 
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canopy simultaneously covers all and grounds all (32). In Paul Griffiths’ work on 

religious reading, he defines religion as a comprehensive, central, and unsurpassable 

account of reality (6). The account must be central to a person’s life, it must be capable of 

including all his or her spheres of being, and it must include an idea of the essential 

natures of things that cannot be superseded or changed. Christian Smith’s definition of 

human personhood as "moral, believing animals" lays particular emphasis on the 

narratives which give coherence to existence and how different narratives ground 

different ways of life (148). Each of these perspectives stress that human action is 

grounded in religious ideas and narratives that provide total and comprehensive 

worldviews.  

This definition of religion is useful when considering religion in light of Bourdieu’s 

term habitus, meaning the unconscious structures and practices that define the range of 

acceptable thought and action in a culture. As part of foundational ideas about how the 

world works, religion (in this definition) shapes how individuals react to their 

circumstances, defines what goals they should strive toward, and presents strategies for 

achieving these goals. Religious individuals, then, ought to act in accordance with the 

worldview of the tradition to which they belong. The institutions and communities to 

which they belong exist to support and reinforce this worldview. 

By this definition, the intersection of religion and reading will be fundamentally 

shaped by the religion of the individuals involved. If we approach the intersection of 

reading and religion from this point of view, then religious individuals of one tradition, 

since their lives are shaped according to different concerns, accounts, or symbols than 

nonreligious individuals or adherents of another religion, will necessarily treat their texts 

in different ways. A tradition that places great emphasis on the transcendent Word and its 

literal interpretation will therefore shape an adherent’s approach toward a text. Therefore, 
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observing the intersection of religion and reading will be a matter of observing those 

differences between readers with strong religious convictions and readers without them.  

We can see the expectation that reading in particular will be shaped by religious 

convictions in traditions that differentiate themselves through responses to texts, such as 

American Christian fundamentalist culture (Boone). This fundamentalist culture depends 

on the assertion that its styles of reading are different from secular reading styles. It 

rejects the idea of "Bible as literature," and claims to read "literally."3 We can also see it 

in Christian media subcultures that reaffirm a need to select and read Christian books 

over others (Neal), or in histories of Christian consumerism that deplore the merging of 

Christian books with sensationalist texts (Moore). Wesley Kort suggests that Protestant 

readings of nature, history, and literature are all shaped by the Calvinist tradition of 

reading (39). Several large-scale quantitative surveys of religion (discussed in the section 

on reading and religion together) also discuss religion as necessarily tied to reading 

practices.  

Using this definition of religion allows us to see how reading might be shaped by 

taken-for-granted assertions about what reading ought to do, assertions that have their 

ground in religious perspectives such as the treatment of a sacred text, the use of 

literalism as a hermeneutic, or distrust of certain genres. It presents religion as a ground 

and justification for action, allowing us to see adherents’ acts as expressions of their faith. 

Yet it also presents religion as an unchanging, static foundation, setting up an ideal of 

"pure" religion against adaptations, compromises, and negotiated religious activities. This 

model is also somewhat dated, and has received substantial criticism for overly reifying 

symbols and beliefs, avoiding or downplaying the importance of the body, power, and 

                                                
3 Malley and Bielo both respond to this claim by demonstrating that literalism is not a method of 

interpreting texts, but an ideology about texts; not hermeneutic but a tradition of interpretation. 
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dominance (Asad), and overemphasizing the role of texts and interpretation over practice 

and interaction (J. Z. Smith 294).  

 This position also raises several questions for this project: what happens when a 

religious group acts in ways similar to nonreligious groups (as happened for the 

Madonnas of Leningrad discussions)? What explains situations when readers who share 

religious convictions use entirely different approaches to reading?4 In what ways are 

these foundational, grounding worldviews active--and when they are not, why and what 

else is active instead?  

 

Religious Identities 

Another part of defining religion involves its role in identity. In the previously 

listed definitions of religion as a foundational worldview, religious identity seems to 

follow naturally from the foundation provided by a religious tradition. Griffiths defines 

being a religious person as the ability to give a religious account, and thus unites identity 

with confessional ability (16). Smith follows a similar path in another work in which he 

defines teenagers’ inability to give a coherent narrative as a lack of religious identity 

(134-35). Without a comprehensive, grounding narrative, these teenagers’ professed 

Christian identities are really a cover for "moralistic therapeutic deism" (163). Berger, 

meanwhile, defines religious identity in terms of the communities which uphold a certain 

cosmology as their "sacred canopy." These portrayals of religion as a total, foundational 

identity, to which other roles must be subordinate, lead to the same conclusions about 

how religion and reading intersect. If religion is a total identity, then reading must 

necessarily be shaped by that identity. 

                                                
4 For example, readers Cecilia Tyler and Agnes Mullen, both Catholics in this study, have very 

different perspectives on the value of fiction over nonfiction. 
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However, if religious identity is not the foundation of other identities--if it is partial 

rather than total--then the implications for the intersection of religion and reading are 

different. Ammerman directly challenges the idea that "real" religious identities are 

necessarily total and foundational ("Religious Identities" 209). In a postmodern society 

where identities, roles, and social domains are entangled in often conflicting or 

contradictory ways, being religious is not exempt from this fragmentation. Instead, what 

makes activity "religious" is its connection to narratives--either public or 

autobiographical--that invoke the presence of Sacred Others (Ammerman "Religious 

Identities" 216). Those narratives need not be foundational, nor do they need to be the 

ground for all action. Institutions and organizations may promote these narratives, but 

they are not the only locations for them or for actions connected to them. Religious 

identity becomes a matter of connecting one’s activities with these narratives of Sacred 

Others. These connections may be individual, conscious decisions to link an action with 

narratives of altruism and service to one’s neighbor and God. They may be institutional 

links that are reinforced by communities and taught by authorities. The intersection of 

religion and reading, therefore, may involve some of these connections to narratives of 

Sacred Others. 

For this project, the definition of religion as identity (total or partial) raises 

questions about how reading serves to reinforce or challenge that identity; whether 

reading plays a part in maintaining or challenging that identity; whether a reader’s 

religious identity determines her reading practices; and what differences exist between a 

group’s religious identity and individuals’ religious identity.  

For example, many readers in the religious groups saw discussing religious matters 

in the group as comparatively unimportant; they were more interested in being among 
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friends or neighbors, and their reading group provided a convenient location for that.5 

Some members expressed doubt that they belonged in the congregations at all. Despite 

their individual doubts, however, the groups continued to work within a religious space 

and generate discussions that reflected religious concerns. At the same time, there were 

members of the nonreligious groups who spoke fervently and eagerly about the important 

role that religious identity played in their lives.6 Within the nonreligious group 

discussions, however, these important parts of peoples’ identities rarely if ever came to 

the forefront,7 and did not change the ultimate aims of reading strategies. What do these 

differences between the effects of individual and group religious identities imply about 

how religious identity is lived and expressed? 

 

Religion as Flexible and Contingent 

The idea of religion as a partial identity leads to a third perspective on the definition 

of religion. This third perspective views religion as flexible, fragmented, and contingent, 

directly contrasting with the idea of religion as a foundational, durable, and total. 

According to this perspective, everyday practices reveal a "plurality and impurity" of 

religious practices that all note the flexibility of religious identity rather than its durability 

or foundational nature. Bender’s discussion of "what we talk about when we talk about 

religion" indicates that there is no separate, distinct sphere of "religion" in conversation 

and practice, but rather a fragmented, diverse set of signals that individuals used to talk 

about their religious lives (91). Roof suggests that baby boomer religion is characterized 

by fluidity and adaptability, in which belief and behavior are not directly causally linked 

(44). Orsi notes the conflict between student perceptions that religion is necessarily 

                                                
5 Including interviewees Andrew Jacobsen, Kevin Emerson, and Andrea Finn. 
6 Including Bethany Wynne, Cindy Snowden, Kellie Hoyland, Bob Rennie, and Cecilia Tyler. 
7 An exception: Tom Dietrich's strong Lutheran identity frequently showed in his discussion 

moderation at Recent Novel Readers. However, the rest of the group did not pursue these remarks, despite 
having many Lutheran members. 
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linked to "higher consciousness" and the actual lives of religious individuals in 

workplaces, homes, and streets (6). McGuire states that religion is not a matter of actions 

arising out of deeply held beliefs, but an "ever-changing, multifaceted, often messy--even 

contradictory--amalgam of beliefs and practices" (4). Putnam and Campbell’s American 

Grace announces a curious paradox: that religious participation, regardless of its actual 

teachings, has marked effects on adherents’ generosity and tolerance (444). Each of these 

studies foregrounds the split between religion as a worldview that "ought" to ground all 

of action, and the actual lived experience of individuals who claim that worldview. 

This is taken even further by the audience studies work of Hoover, Clark, and 

others, which suggests that religion as a narrative of self has broken down entirely into a 

"symbolic marketplace" (56). Media and religion alike provide narratives, concepts, 

characters, and dilemmas that viewers incorporate into their language and worldviews. 

These fragments are woven, bricoleur-style, into viewers' "plausible narratives of self." 

Hoover does not strive to distinguish religious from nonreligious media consumption, and 

instead takes the mixed field of sources presented by media as a given (54). Religion is 

not defined as a central unsurpassable account, but rather a partial, tentative, patchwork 

source of meaning, to be used as individuals need.  

This third perspective suggests that the intersection of religion and reading ought to 

be examined not as a matter of discerning "real" religion by its ability to influence 

individual reading practices, but rather as a location where readers use religious concepts 

(and use reading) according to their needs and struggles. If religion is contingent, when 

does it come into play explicitly? Do readers justify choosing one text over another by 

saying a book (or a reader) is "religious?" Temple Zion members, for example, frequently 

argued over whether they read "Jewish books or just good books," thus making it clear 

that religious identity could play a part in selection. The leader of Recent Novel Readers 

encouraged fellow readers to linger over texts as if they were scripture or poetry, thus 
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suggesting that religious attitudes toward sacred texts should transfer over to recent 

novels. A member of Classic Readers described reading a book that "made my faith seem 

real," steering him along a path toward converting to Orthodox Christianity.8 At moments 

like these, religious identity seemed to play an explicit role in shaping how readers 

approached texts, and texts seemed to play an explicit role in how readers constructed 

their religious identities. 

 Does religion appear implicitly instead, and what would such implicit uses look 

like? Can we distinguish readers using media to create meaning from readers using 

religion for the same purposes? Cecilia Tyler, for example, speaks of how the novel 

Cecilia helped to bear her up during a difficult time, reinforcing her persistence and 

fortitude during many challenges. The members of Christ Church North rejected the idea 

that their book selection needed to be "religious," but spent discussions musing over 

good, evil, mystery, and awe. Members of Recent Novel Readers who did not share their 

leader’s commitments for reading novels in the same fashion as scripture nonetheless 

shared his hope that reading could increase understanding, empathy, and kindness--minus 

his invocation of the Incarnation. In these moments, religion as a system of meaning-

making, a practice of empathy, or an awareness of mystery seems to underlie the overt 

lack of religion.  

These three perspectives on defining religion have each provided potential 

questions and possible useful terms for the intersection of reading and religion. A fourth 

perspective comes not from the literature, but from the readers involved in this study. 

Although there was a great deal of disagreement over what constituted "religious" 

reading, books, groups, or identities, participants most often referred to religion as a 

matter of affiliation with a tradition. Being religious, in its most basic form, was not 

acting out of an ultimate concern or foundational worldview: it was attendance at church, 
                                                

8 Bob Rennie, of Classic Readers. 
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family upbringing, participation in rituals, and a general willingness to affiliate with a 

tradition.9 For some, religion meant more than these moments; but for many others, this 

was the vernacular definition of religious life. 

Although each perspective provides useful material for considering the intersection 

of religion and reading, there are difficulties as well. The problem with presenting 

religion as necessarily foundational is similar to the problem with presenting reading as 

obviously individual: it obscures the alternative. In each case, the dominant version may 

come to seem natural and obvious, and that "natural" state prevents a clearer 

understanding of the phenomena. By suggesting that "real" religion is some unified 

combination of theology, moods, cosmology, and ritual that grounds all experience for 

believers, we miss the ways that momentary, ephemeral, or occasional religion shapes 

life. When religion is experienced as a temporarily active, transient, or contingent part of 

life, it does not cease to have meaning. One of my aims for this research is to show how 

religion at its least foundational--as nothing more than title, affiliation,or a location like a 

church basement--is still powerful in shaping readers’ experiences and understanding. 

Religion functions simultaneously as a transient, partial identity that is activated within 

specific settings and linked to specific narratives, and as an argument that this identity is 

or ought to be foundational and total. In the next section, I discuss how the debates over 

defining religion and defining reading come together into a strong model of religious 

reading that unfortunately obscures other possible intersections. 

 

At the Intersection of Religion and Reading 

The difficulty in navigating these definitions of religion and reading arises when the 

two are brought together. When "religious reading" draws from definitions that stress the 

                                                
9 I detail the three clusters of "religion" in Chapter 2, and explore how these groups provide a place 

to negotiate definitions of religion and religious life in Chapter 5. 
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solitary nature of the reader and the foundational nature of religion, the result is a figure 

that obscures other possible ways of reading or being religious. It presents a picture of 

religious reading that stresses its transformative, internal nature, but hides or outright 

dismisses other possible forms of reading and religious behavior. As a result, the 

questions that can be asked about the intersection of religion and reading end up being 

about correct interpretation or moments of transformation that are so internal and so deep 

as to be virtually inaccessible to a reader (let alone an observer). In the next section, I 

begin by discussing the model of the solitary scripture reader as a dominant but 

incomplete vision of religious reading.  

Why might we see reading and religion as connected in the first place? This is 

partly due to the conception of religions as requiring sacred texts and scriptures--the 

"religions of the book" perspective that applies most easily to Abrahamic traditions. To 

read the sacred text is a sacred practice in these traditions. But this encounter between 

devotee and scripture also has a penumbra, an extended arena in which the idea of a 

transformative text and a devoted reader receiving its meaning becomes partly but not 

entirely disconnected from the idea of "religion." In traditions without a sacred canon, for 

example, para-scriptural texts may become a primary means of introducing the religion to 

potential converts, continuing conversations between members, and exploring new ideas 

(Berger and Ezzy; Tweed). Theorists may suggest that reading non-scriptural books can 

provide a moral grounding and ethical understanding--sometimes as an alternative to the 

grounding that religion provides, sometimes as an extension of that same grounding 

(Nussbaum; Bennett; Jasper). These suggestions that reading is linked to our ability to 

make sense of the universe and to develop altruism or empathy are not "religious" in the 

sense of appealing to a particular tradition, but they are in the same territory of meaning-

making, narratives of true reality, and ethics that religions occupy. It is in this odd 



 

 

28 

shadow-territory of meaning-making, ethics, and awe, partially linked with religious 

traditions and partially free from them, that I decided to begin. 

The questions and categories that emerge from the encounter between devotee and 

sacred text are not useful for understanding moments like the Madonnas of Leningrad 

discussions, or the experiences of readers in religious and nonreligious groups alike. The 

idea that religious reading must be solitary, scriptural, and transformative cannot explain 

the discussion of Jewish identity that emerges from a book without Jewish characters or 

themes, nor can it explain social uses of the book that largely ignore the actual text. If we 

begin with the idea that religious reading must be solitary, scriptural, and transformative, 

then the best we can do is dismiss Temple Zion’s meeting as neither really religious nor 

truly reading.  

However, as the previous discussions have demonstrated, there are more ways of 

thinking about "religion" and "reading" that affect the intersection between the two. If we 

consider reading as a social event, even a publicly interactive one, this raises questions 

about what that social setting might be and how it is expressed in reading. If we consider 

religion as contingent or temporary, this raises questions about what marks some 

situations, books, or discussions as "religious" and not others. By looking beyond the 

figure of the solitary scripture reader, we can see how other meanings of "religion" and 

"reading" come together, particularly in reception studies.  

I decided that a good way to approach this intersection would be comparing acts of 

reading within religious settings and contexts with acts of reading outside of those 

settings. By examining how religion and reading interacted alongside similar reading that 

was not set within a religiously affiliated group, I could use religion as a "independent 

variable" of sorts. This would allow me a clearer perspective on the intersection of 

religion and reading than using the figure of the solitary scripture reader as my default. I 

found the tools I needed for this approach in the field of practice theory.  
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Solitary and Devout Readers 

The participants in this study can sometimes be best understood as engaged in an 

individual, internal communion between text and reader. They can also sometimes be 

understood as being shaped by religious commitments that determine the ways in which 

they read. Both perspectives on religion and reading were present within this research; 

but they do not present a complete picture. The problem arises from the way that both 

definitions obscure other possibilities for thinking about reading and religion, and the 

way that the two definitions combine to form a powerful and dominant model for what 

constitutes "religious reading."  

The idea of a solitary reader whose religion is the foundation of his or her 

worldview is closely tied to Protestant understandings of religion and scripture. Through 

solitary study of a sacred text, the devotee is connected with the divine in a way that 

avoids human interference; the congregation shrinks to reader and (divine) author. James 

Carey echoes this perspective in his "transmission" model of communication, in which 

meaning is directly deposited from author to receiver, with the medium serving only to 

make that link (13). The solitary scripture reader is a kind of ideal type, a result of 

combining reading as a solitary transforming act and religion as a fundamental 

worldview.  

The combination of the two is a dominant image for reading and religion: the book, 

read alone, as a transfiguring experience. This is the model of the solitary scripture 

reader, transformed by a text as the Word moves through her. As Carey suggests, 

transmission imagines an immediacy that requires no action other than comprehension. 

The reader, therefore, has an immediate and direct means of accessing the ontological 

truth of scripture despite any human influences around them. The solitary reader of 

scripture as the ideal religious reader can be traced to Puritan models of reading as 
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intense self-scrutiny (D. D. Hall 219), to Protestant advocacy of individual study of 

scripture as a means of pursuing salvation (Reilly and Hall), or even to St. Augustine's 

role as a pioneer of silent, contemplative reading (Bielo).  

One of the primary places where the solitary devout reader appears is in 

sociological studies of religion. In the Pew Religious Landscape Survey ("Codebook"), 

the National Study of Youth Religion ("NSYR Codebook"), and the General Social 

Survey ("GSS Codebook"), reading the Bible or "other sacred text" serves as a marker of 

how religious a person is. The NSYR specifically asks about reading sacred texts alone; 

the Pew surveys ask about reading outside of religious services. The Baylor Religion 

Survey extends the list of potentially religious texts by asking about religious fiction or 

nonfiction, devotional reading, and sacred texts ("Baylor"). Questions about religious 

reading and findings associated with them often assume that a tradition has a single, 

easily identified sacred text, and link devotion with reading unproblematically.  

The use of data from these surveys thus raises some questions. In a Baylor study 

linking "frequent Bible reading" with charity and positive attitudes to science (Franzen, 

referenced in Briggs), are these solitary readers who join an imagined community of 

devout Christians, or members of Bible-study groups associated with particular churches 

and institutions? When "reading scripture alone" is used as a marker of religiosity, as it is 

in studying family relationships for early adolescents (Smith and Kim), is this devotional 

reading, memorization, or entertainment? Can reading be defined as a "private religious 

practice," as the NSYR report does (Denton, Pearce and Smith 20)? The problem is not 

that these studies seek to quantify religious reading, but that characterizing it as solitary 

or restricted to sacred texts captures only part of the phenomenon.10  

 

                                                
10 In these paragraphs, I have extended an argument made in my article "More than ‘Alone with the 

Bible’: Reconceptualizing Religious Reading" (Ronald). 
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What is Obscured by the Solitary Devout Reader 

The figure of the solitary devout reader of scripture accurately captures one 

intersection between "religion" and "reading" in the United States. Its shortcomings, 

however, come from the way in which it seems natural and normal for studies like the 

NSYR to assume a simple link between increased scripture reading and increased 

religiosity. This type of reading is not the default. It is a particular approach to sacred 

texts and texts in general, carefully cultivated among North American Protestants 

especially. For example, Bible publishers, distributors, and colporteurs in the mid-1800s 

sought to reinforce a type of reading that was intensive, personal, and focused on 

rereading a few central texts (Nord 121-15). John Lardas Modern shows how evangelical 

techniques of reading were cultivated through evangelical media practices and used to 

distinguish "true religion" (802). This model ends up omitting several important forms of 

reading, both within and without religious communities (Boyarin; Baker; Howe). 

Religious traditions with a strong tradition of authoritative interpretation, such as Islamic 

legal schools or Catholic emphasis on clerical authority over scripture, tend to place less 

importance on the individual reader's communion with the Word of God and more on the 

structures and institutions around the sacred text. Religious traditions that encourage 

social reading of sacred texts, as in Jewish yeshivas, tend to support interpretation as a 

joint endeavor.  

In addition, this skeletal portrait of reading suggests that the only influence on the 

reader is the religious text. It lacks the social infrastructures of religious reading, such as 

denominational teachings, group reinforcement or rejection, or textual ideologies that 

promote one form of reading over another. As a result, attempts to understand religion are 

narrowed down to attempts to understand a text: for example, efforts to prove a religion 

really is violent or really is peaceful that rely on looking for violence or peace within its 

sacred texts, regardless of how that religion is being lived. The assumption is that 
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religious persons must be acting according to their interpretation of sacred texts; we 

ignore what other motives might have led them there in the first place, what social 

structures surround and affect them as reader and as actor, and what parascriptural and 

nonscriptural texts may be hidden next to the sacred texts itself.  

This calls to mind the "religious congruence fallacy" discussed by Mark Chaves. 

Chaves asserts that the scientific study of religion is often hampered by a tendency to 

assume that people's religious ideas, values, and practices "hang together," that such 

beliefs are "consistently held and chronically accessible across contexts, situations, and 

life domains" (2). This fallacy presumes that religious people will act according to 

religious beliefs across situations; that the ideas communicated through sacred texts will 

be uniformly received and uniformly applied by believers/readers. Addressing the social 

context of reading not only corrects this assumption, but allows us to see how reading 

itself becomes contested within religious traditions. 

For example, scripture and sacred texts carry with them a great deal of expectations 

about how they ought to be treated, read, and evaluated. Research on Bible study groups 

demonstrates how certain hermeneutics are used to relate scripture to readers’ lives 

(Bielo; Malley). Discussion of Bible publishing and alternative forms of Bibles (such as 

Revolve, a Bible-zine) explores the commodification of sacred texts and the changes that 

happen when the same sacred text is marketed and branded differently (Gutjahr).  

Because of the emphasis on the individual’s interaction with the text, this model 

obscures its own social embedding. Because of the emphasis on the foundational nature 

of the religious text, it cannot illuminate the boundary between religious and nonreligious 

reading and readers. This figure of the solitary scripture reader becomes a model that 

hides, camouflages, or outright dismisses other common forms of reading. There is no 

room here for the nonscriptural book that transfigures its reader (such as The Chronicles 

of Narnia or Pilgrim’s Progress); no room for the community of readers that frame a text 
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like Revelation as prophecy or metaphor; no room for alternate readings unless they are 

misreadings. The social structure of reading and the variability and flexibility of religion 

are effectively hidden by the confluence of these models. In order to observe what is 

happening for religious reading that is neither solitary nor scriptural, we must turn to 

other potential intersections between reading and religion. 

 

Other Intersections 

In order to understand moments like the Temple Zion and Enfield Public Library 

discussions and their shared reading techniques with different results and emphases, we 

need to consider other intersections between ‘reading’ and ‘religion.’ What are the 

intersections beyond the solitary scripture reader? Are their categories and questions 

useful for examining the discussions of The Madonnas of Leningrad? What other forms 

of "religious reading" exist, and how can they be recognized in contrast to "nonreligious" 

reading?  

Paul Griffiths’ Religious Reading offers a compelling definition that relies on 

religion as a foundational model and reading as an effort both undertaken by an 

individual and shaped by a community. For Griffiths, religion remains central and 

foundational: to be religious is to be able to give an account of existence that is 

comprehensive, unsurpassable, and central (6). Reading, meanwhile, need not be 

connected to literacy or writing: instead, reading is a matter of understanding and 

accessing literary works that does not necessarily imply writing (39). The intersection of 

religion and reading, therefore, is a certain style of approaching sacred texts that 

ultimately makes giving the comprehensive and central account possible. The religious 

reader regards sacred texts as authoritative, inexhaustible, and morally required. 

Religious reading submits to sacred texts rather than working one's will upon them, and 

religious readers return again and again to a text that is infinitely deep, sacred, and 
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ultimately boundless. It requires a social setting that will construct reading as a possible 

and required activity, that reinforces reverence and delight in sacred texts, and that 

provides a community of similar readers that support and encourage this work (67).  

Opposed to this is "consumerist" reading. Consumerist reading uses up its material; 

it is quick, shallow, and concerned primarily with the uses of the text for the reader. 

Consumerist readers seek to write, rather than read.11 They wish to use the text for fuel to 

write their own concerns, desires, careers, and so forth. Griffiths sees this mode of 

reading directed toward literary works, romances, sacred texts, and pornography (42), 

and he fully condemns its dominance. Griffiths is particularly concerned with 

consumerist reading as it appears in academia: a means of "chewing up" a literary work 

to provide articles and papers for one’s CV rather than savoring it and being transformed 

by it (42). He offers another example of college textbooks, read "to gain ephemeral 

information, to titillate rather than cultivate, to entertain rather than transform" (42).  

For this project, Griffiths’ depiction of "religious reading" provides some intriguing 

tools while raising other difficulties. First, the definitions of religious and consumerist 

reading do not rely on qualities of the texts, which makes it possible to look at reading 

that is not directed toward scripture. While he is primarily concerned with scripture 

readers, Griffiths does not establish sacred texts as a separate, distinct category for either 

consumerist or religious reading. Indeed, the internal library of a religious reader blurs its 

own boundaries between contents (53) and may explore nonreligious works (66). He does 

leave open the question of whether a nonreligious text (whether literary work or 

romance) might be capable of integration into that library. Are there ways to read non-

                                                
11 In Chapter 3 I will argue that the consumerist reading Griffiths condemns is actually performing 

valuable work for religious communities, without requiring a foundational religious perspective. 
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sacred texts in religious ways, with the humility and love that he ascribes to a truly 

religious reader?12  

Next, this intersection between religion and reading draws attention to the authority 

and communities that shape a reader’s ability to read religiously, pointing her toward one 

text and not another, instructing her on methods of memorization and commentary. This 

suggests that we look for ways that authority is exerted through reading groups, perhaps 

even considering them as a means of learning forms of religious reading.  

Finally, though, the idea of consumerist reading as innately opposed to religious 

reading and giving religious accounts brings up difficult questions. Are there forms of 

consumerist reading that are equally subject to the authority and community of a religious 

tradition? What of religious communities that encourage consumerist styles of reading 

toward their sacred texts?13 If religious reading is a dwindling minority of all reading, 

should we predict that consumerist reading erodes religion?  

Griffiths’ work points toward interesting new areas for consideration. In what ways 

do religious communities teach and reinforce certain ways of reading? Are there ways of 

reading that perform religious functions, but are either addressed toward non-scriptural 

works, or share consumerist qualities? If religious communities make this religious 

reading possible, what settings give rise to consumerist readings? Much like the 

invitation provided by the work of literary critics, Griffiths’ discussion of religious 

reading gestures toward intriguing areas for further study. 

A second possible approach comes from historical studies of scriptural 

interpretation that have placed a strong emphasis on the surroundings that shape those 

interpretations. These are not the same as biblical hermeneutics; Ricoeur’s "The Bible 

and the Imagination," for example, is a study of the process of interpretation and an 
                                                

12 Perhaps the interpretation and study of the Constitution, for example, might fit within Griffiths' 
model. 

13 For example, Bible study groups that promote reading for personal relevance (Bielo). 
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interpretation in itself, not a study of a setting in which that interpretation takes place 

(Figuring 145). Instead, histories of scriptural interpretation have asked how readers of 

scripture have come to their interpretations--what historical, social, and economic forces 

might have led this group of rabbis or priests or lay readers to reach these conclusions 

about scripture. This field has stressed the importance of social context for readers 

working within a religious setting.  

This perspective on religious reading leaves the "religious"nature of the scripture 

unquestioned, and instead pays attention to the social nature in which interpretation and 

discussion takes place. By moving away from a relatively recent Euro-

American/Protestant focus on the individual in communion with God’s word, these 

scholars begin from a point where the solitary scripture reader is not dominant and the 

conversations about and around the text are as important as the moment of reading. 

However, it rarely addresses the crossing of boundaries between religious and 

nonreligious: the reading of scripture in settings not ‘marked’ as sacred, or the reading of 

nonscriptural material within sacred settings.  

One final perspective comes from the field of audience studies and recent studies 

that have touched on the intersection between reading and religion as a means of studying 

the modern construction of selves. The Center for Media, Religion, and Culture in 

Colorado directed attention to media consumption and religious identity. Lynn Clark's 

work with teenagers used individual interviews alongside focus groups in order to come 

at the topic of youth, media, and religion from several directions (Angels 18-19). A large 

study on media and religion in America led by Stewart Hoover involved interviews with 

144 families about their religious lives and media use. Rather than reducing the question 

to "effects of media on religion" or vice versa, they have pointed to the ways in which 

meanings are constructed out of combined media and religious images (Hoover 92). 
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Clark, Hoover, and several CMRC researchers continue this approach in recent research 

on film, television, and internet media.  

Here we find the suggestion that materials other than scripture may have an 

influence on religious lives. Hoover collapses the distinction between media and religion 

into a "symbolic marketplace" (56), from which viewers and readers appropriate symbols 

and meaning into their lives. The source of meaning may not be a sacred text, but a film, 

a retelling of a Bible story, a novel, a poem, a television show, or a game (Clark 

"Religion"). Lynn Neal’s readers draw on evangelical romance novels as part of their 

religious lives (11). The field of "religious literature" ranges far outside sacred texts, from 

pamphlets and allegories to novels and wonder narratives (Nord; Reynolds; D. D. Hall 

111-14; Moore; Forbes; Brown). Books about religion serve to introduce readers to new, 

potentially intriguing traditions, or to solidify their convictions (Tweed; E. Smith). Even 

books that are not marketed as "religious" can be (and have been) used in bringing 

theological or spiritual matters to readers’ attention (Roberts; Frykholm).  

Outside of the CMRC, several recent works on reading and religion have looked at 

readers united by small groups, imaginative communities, and gender. Llewellyn 

explored how women’s reading groups in the UK have functioned as a link between third 

wave feminism and spirituality ("Forming" 154). The social setting of her reading studies 

are directed toward third wave feminism, feminist bookstores, and the gendered nature of 

reading. Bielo’s work on evangelical Bible studies argues for these groups as important 

spaces for defining doctrine and denominational identity (18). Neal’s Romancing God 

concludes that the reading and exchange of evangelical romance novels provides a way 

for women to minister to each other and themselves through fiction (107). Each of these 

has used ethnographic methods to study the uses of reading in particular religious 

settings, demonstrating how "religious reading" can extend beyond the solitary reader of 

scripture.  
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The solitary reader of scripture united the ideas of religion as foundational and 

reading as individual. There is no counterpart model of reading that unites reading as 

social and religion as contingent or flexible--no existing model that can clearly describe 

the social reading in church and temple book clubs. However, Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice offers some ways of examining religion and reading that may be capable of 

explaining how social context can be so important in shaping the aims of reading and yet 

so weak in shaping the reading process. 

 

A Place for Practice Theory? 

Understanding the intersection of religion and reading requires thinking of reading 

as a generative practice, an activity that does things and produces effects for readers. The 

sociological meaning of "practice" is rooted in Aristotle’s term praxis, meaning human 

activity. Practice is action, not thought. From this basic definition, there are several 

streams of thought that use practice as a central tool for considering human society. Two 

of these streams are relevant for the discussion at hand: one, via Marx, that emphasizes 

its active and concrete nature in opposition to superstructures of thought; and one, via 

MacIntyre, that emphasizes its goal- or good-oriented nature.  

In the Theses on Feuerbach, Marx claims that practice, defined as "sensuous human 

activity," must serve as the foundation for challenging the "mysticism" of philosophy 

(Thesis I 143). Only through attention to actual human interactions--primarily labor--can 

we understand systems of exploitation, states Marx; attending to the "superstructures" 

will only obscure the fundamental injustices of society. This vision of practice creates an 

opposition between human activity and human thought, between structure and 

superstructure (Marx 175). The sociologist, therefore, must direct her attention toward the 

material conditions of existence and the actual human activity involved, rather than 

toward discourse about that activity or systems of discourse that cloak those conditions in 
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legitimacy. If she does direct her attention toward the superstructures, it is only to unveil 

them and reveal the injustices at their core. Practice has primacy over thought. 

Bourdieu’s practice theory is equally concerned with human activity as the means 

of revealing oppression, yet works to integrate activity and thought in his practice theory. 

Bourdieu also moves toward a cultural perspective and away from the purely economic 

foundation of Marx. Both Bourdieu and Marx work to show how human activity reveals 

the social forces that shape it, thus providing a basis for challenging those social forces. 

For Bourdieu, studying the cultural realm--art, education, taste, housing, customs, and so 

forth--is a means of revealing not only structures of oppression, but also how individuals 

come to subject themselves to those structures (Outline 188). Individual activity cannot 

be entirely separated from social structures; the subjectivity of the individual and the 

objective reality of the social structures make up the dual nature of social reality (Swartz 

96). An observer, therefore, must consider individual intentions as true as the social 

realities that are served by those intentions. 

Thus Bourdieu’s practices are activities with a "givenness" to them that makes them 

seem natural; a natural division between men and women’s labor, or between consuming 

high or low culture. The "natural" quality of these actions thus not only shapes human 

awareness of the world, but reproduces that same "natural" quality, thus reproducing the 

power structures (Bourdieu Outline 164). An individual undertakes a practice not only 

because it is natural and normal, but because it brings some benefit (Bourdieu Logic 50). 

Those benefits are accompanied by the reaffirmation of the power structures behind the 

practices. A sociologist using Bourdieu’s vision of practice must pay attention not only to 

the activities involved, but their presumed gains, their construction as natural, and the 

ways in which they reproduce that natural quality (Swartz 142).  

The second stream of thought about practice that I have found useful comes from 

ethics. Like Marx, Alasdair MacIntyre draws on Aristotle’s praxis, but takes it in a 
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different direction. MacIntyre lays stress on the intentionality of practices and sees them 

as activities undertaken toward a goal. MacIntyre states that practices are human 

activities aimed toward standards of excellence and productive of goods within those 

activities. Whether or not they attain these goods, practices are aimed toward producing 

them. MacIntyre uses "goods" not in a commerce-oriented sense, but as parts of the 

Good: that is, "a complete human life lived at its best" (149). These practices, therefore, 

are methods of shaping the self and developing virtues.  

 When Robert Wuthnow describes the "spiritual practices" of Americans, these are 

the practices he has in mind: intentional activities grounded in everyday action, intended 

to bring the practitioner closer to the divine (Creative 273). Using MacIntyre in a 

sociological perspective means devoting attention to how individuals decide to undertake 

a particular practice: what goods do they wish to attain through it? What goods might 

they attain beyond it? It also means directing attention to the intentional, conscious nature 

of the activity, and to the tension between the institutions that make it possible (such as 

literacy or higher education) and the goals of that practice. Bourdieu emphasizes the 

unarticulated nature of practice, MacIntyre the intentional pursuit. MacIntyre places the 

practice at odds with the social setting of its institution and Bourdieu sees it reproducing 

those social structures.  

One of the greatest strengths of practice theory is its ability to hold these 

contradictions together. A practice is both an individual action, undertaken to serve 

individual needs and attain individual goals, and a social activity that reenacts and 

reestablishes social structures and divisions regardless of individual desires. Practices are 

both shaped by the structures that surround them, which appear natural and normal, and 

are an intrinsic part of how those structures are affirmed, changed, reproduced, and re-

implemented. The result produces a perspective on reading as a social, strategic, 

conscious activity aimed toward a goal that simultaneously reproduces the structures that 
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support it, and religion as a structure that supports and constrains that activity while also 

being reestablished through it. The next two sections explore how reading and religion 

can be understood through a practice theory approach. 

 

Reading and Practice Theory 

Considering reading within practice theory means coming to perceive it as a 

practice: a social, strategic activity that both expresses and reaffirms certain unarticulated 

principles about reality. This requires thinking of reading not only as an activity firmly 

embedded within social structures, but also as an activity aimed toward a goal or goals. A 

practice theory approach to reading therefore moves away from the depiction of reading 

as a purely internal, individual activity. Although it may seem oxymoronic, reading’s 

supposedly solitary nature is precisely why Bourdieu’s concept of practice is applicable. 

In other words, the fact that reading is frequently portrayed as a solitary, unsocial, 

transcendent event despite its social embeddedness is a sign of misrecognition in this 

practice. 

Readers, both in this study and in general, are misrecognizing the nature of reading 

as a practice. However, they are not doing so by denying reading’s strategic nature; 

readers in this study were candid about their desire to pursue certain aims through 

reading. Instead, readers misrecognize the social nature of reading, by ignoring or 

downplaying the social forces that shape their selections, discussions, interpretations, and 

evaluations. Since Bourdieu conceives of misrecognition as a method of convincing 

individuals to be complicit in their own oppression, strictly speaking this failure to see 

reading as social would only be misrecognition if a reader’s own interests were being 

disguised or thwarted (Swartz 89). In this study, readers would occasionally mention 

social forces that influenced their reading choices, such as familial networks, preferences 

for genres, or educational support for recreational reading, but questions about how those 
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forces changed or shaped their reading were frequently shut down. Readers preferred to 

emphasize the feeling of being alone in a book and isolated from society or present-day 

surroundings, over the social events that surround and influence that isolation. 

This is not to say that readers are wrong to feel alone when reading, or that the 

escape described by Radway and Neal’s readers is a product of false consciousness. 

Misrecognition does not imply that readers are "cultural dopes" for not seeing the social 

infrastructure of reading or feeling (beautifully, deliciously) alone when involved in a 

book. Instead, it means that readers are shifting their focus away from the conditions of 

their reading. The elementary school teachers or college professors, the booksellers and 

publishers who made books available, the friends who recommended beach reading over 

Bourdieu, fade into the background almost entirely when a reader opens her book. Even 

when silent, they shape the reading experience, and one of the central concerns of this 

dissertation is to show the effects of that social setting even as it becomes invisible to the 

reader.  

This needs to be emphasized: Reading, even at its most individual, internal, 

escapist, and isolating, remains a social practice. Compare how the appreciation of fine 

art--not simply its explication or analysis, but its appreciation as art--is revealed by 

Bourdieu to be a social practice, structured by class and reinforced through education 

(Distinction 4). Reading functions in a similar manner. Even when it feels like an internal 

moment of emotional transport, it is also a social and cultural pursuit. Social structures 

affect which books we deem to be meaningful and worthwhile, which ones are trash, and 

which are guilty pleasures; social structures affect whether we read a text as a literal 

representation of reality, or an allegory, or a simple distraction. These structures can 

include publishers and distributors, teachers and book reviewers, as well as patterns of 

dominance that mark some books as "classic" or "chick lit" or "racist." When a reader 

picks up a book, she may feel that she is entering a world of her own. Yet it is not wholly 



 

 

43 

of her creation, nor is it entirely within the author’s control. Reading is individual, 

internal, escapist, and isolating. It is also social, interpersonal, influenced by and 

connecting to structures of power and knowledge, as the following chapters of this 

dissertation will prove.  

If practice theory points us to the social aspects of reading, it also directs us to the 

ways in which reading is aimed toward a good. Despite their differences, MacIntyre and 

Bourdieu agree on the strategic nature of practices: they are, consciously or 

unconsciously, intended to produce positive results.14 Reading is strategic: readers are 

eager to give reasons for their reading and explain why certain books are "good for 

them." While the class aspects of this strategy may not always be clear to readers, the 

goal of self-improvement is common15 and readers often talk about what they "get out of 

reading." Whether readers accurately perceive those ends or the process to gain them is 

another matter.  

At the most basic level, this may simply be the goods described by Louise 

Rosenblatt in "Efferent and Aesthetic Reading." Rosenblatt suggests that reading has two 

"poles" that define a continuum. One type of reading is intended to gain something to be 

used after reading (such as information, instructions, or understanding) and the other aims 

toward the goal of immersion within the text (24)16. Both poles of reading have goals, and 

both are done with conscious strategies in mind. We read to escape from or escape to, to 

be absent or present. Another possibility for thinking of reading as strategic is de 

Certeau’s distinction between forms of reading (171). "Strategic" reading echoes the 

practices of the dominant class and seeks to reproduce power structures in the powerless. 

                                                
14 The primary benefit may not be the same as the explicitly intended benefit, of course. 
15 Chapter 4 will address this goal of education or self-improvement and its concomitant pursuit of 

status. 
16 This bears some similarities to "consumerist reading" as Griffiths describes it. Rosenblatt’s 

efferent reader, however, does not "use up" the text so much as "use" it, often for its intended purpose. The 
efferent reader is not necessarily reading a sacred or meaningful text; it could be a recipe, a list of citations, 
or a novel. 
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"Tactical" reading is done by the relatively powerless; it "poaches" on the "private 

hunting reserve" of the powerful text, seizing momentary advantages and moving on (de 

Certeau 174). Unlike the efferent reader, the tactical reader’s gains are ephemeral; they 

do not last past the reading moment. There is resistance built into this process of reading.  

The poaching audience is neither captivated or indoctrinated. Instead of taking what is 

intended from the messages written by authorities, readers take what is useful and move 

on. To better understand the range of strategies claimed by readers, we will need to listen 

to their actual accounts and see whether their perceived gains were momentary or lasting. 

The variety of activities that readers perform through their reading is vast, and will need 

to be examined in terms of what actual readers claimed and did with their reading.  

Considering reading as a set of social, strategic practices suggests that a closer 

observation of what readers do and say about their reading choices will reveal 

unarticulated ideas that not only shape the reading experience but are reaffirmed through 

it. With MacIntyre’s definition of good-directed activity and Bourdieu’s discussion of 

strategic action in mind, I have chosen to pursue this through identifying reading 

strategies among the readers in this study. A reading strategy is a set of ideas about why 

people ought to read, what reading does to and for us, and how to gain those goods 

through reading. It is best identified through looking at reading as a social activity, where 

these ideas are revealed through practices of selection, discussion, and evaluation.  

Reading is particularly complex as a set of practices because it does not have a 

single aim. Readers read for many reasons, some articulated, some inchoate, and similar 

actions are directed toward multiple goals. We can begin to explore reading as a practice 

by understanding: 1) the aims of reading (what readers hoped to accomplish), 2) the 

strategies which are intended to achieve those aims, and 3) the practices of reading 

(interpretation, selection, discussion, avoidance, evaluation, and so forth). An aim of 

reading is a goal that readers hoped to accomplish through reading, socially and 
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individually. Reading practices are the activities that readers undertook in their individual 

and social reading: ways of interpreting texts, decisions about which texts are 

worthwhile, certain types of discourse (either directed toward an interviewer or toward a 

group of readers), and so forth. A reading strategy is a set of ideas about what reading is 

and ought to be that bring several reading practices together in order to pursue an aim. 

If readers are unable to fully articulate what they are seeking out of reading, an 

outside observer may be able to perceive the patterns. In part, we can see what reading 

does by looking at the explicit claims made by readers (i.e, that reading educates them, or 

gives them joy, or improves them). These are not objective claims to be evaluated (i.e., 

by asking "did readers really learn while reading?") but expressions of goals or aims of 

reading.  

For example: Temple Zion members occasionally dismissed the idea that their 

group was "religious," and one or two even stressed that the group was just like any other 

book club out there. Questions about a connection between reading, Jewishness, and 

ethics or morality were largely met with dismissal. However, at several points during 

discussions, members proceeded to talk about characters as being good or bad Jews 

through their ethical decisions, such as standing by a friend or taking care of one’s 

children. To my observer’s perspective, these moments in discussion connected ethical 

questions with the group’s Jewish identity and with the act of reading. Despite formally 

disavowing a connection between the group’s Jewish identity and discussions of religion 

and ethics, these group members established just such a connection in their conversations. 

The contents of discussion contradict the overt messages of interviews. 

Reading strategies are identifiable through the comments that readers make about 

what they enjoy in reading, why they have joined book groups or left them, what makes a 

good book or a bad one, and how best to choose, read, interpret, and discuss a book. 

While all of these statements may be made explicitly, there is a core idea behind them 
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that is expressed through those statements: a basic goal or aim of reading.17 Book quality, 

discussion techniques, enjoyment, and membership are all methods for approaching that 

goal. Readers may hold multiple goals for these strategies at the same time: "we read for 

pleasure" and "we read for education," for example.18 Some readers may distinguish 

genres based on reading strategies: these books for self-improvement, these books for 

learning about other people, these books for discussing with friends. Some may join 

multiple book groups in order to pursue different strategies.19  

Here is an example of the aims/strategies/practices division,20 based on an aim 

which is not discussed in later chapters. Several readers talked about reading as a means 

of escaping from their surroundings; from recent disappointments or struggles, from 

depressing news, or from unpleasant persons. This could be an aim of reading, albeit a 

clearly articulated one. In order to achieve this escape, some readers deliberately chose 

escapist genres or melodramatic fiction. Others chose to bring books with them 

constantly, as an "escape hatch." Still others read and reread familiar books for this 

purpose. These are reading practices: selection, use, interpretation (or rejection of 

interpretation in favor of pleasure). These practices are, in turn, united by a reading 

strategy of "escape." The exiting strategy includes underlying ideas about what reading is 

(an excursion from present reality), what it ought to be (distracting and diverting), and 

how a reader ought to read (cooperating in the escape rather than interrogating it).  

Considering reading as a practice suggests an entirely new array of questions. 

Instead of asking why some readers correctly interpret texts and others merely consume 

them, why some books are beneficial and others not, taking a practice perspective invites 

us to look at the setting of this practice. Toward what benefits--implicit and explicit--are 
                                                

17 More information on how reading strategies and other core concepts were discerned will be 
discussed in Chapter 2. 

18 Interviewees Karen Seiler and Bob Rennie, among others. 
19 For example, Sandra Blake, Deb Burson, and Gloria Meissner all participate in different groups 

and have different goals for them. 
20 I discuss aims, strategies, and practices in more detail in Chapter 3. 
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reading strategies aimed? What kinds of resources support one reading strategy over 

another, and who has access to those resources? How does a reading strategy reproduce 

the structures that shape it? What conversations, remarks, or interpretations are agreed 

upon, and where do readers differ or struggle over them? Asking these questions brings 

the background of reading back into the picture, a picture that includes the religious 

identities of individuals and groups.  

 

Religion and Practice Theory 

When reading is considered as a practice, a different array of questions opens up 

that draws attention to reading’s social embedding and the structures that shape it. 

Integrating religion into practice theory is more problematic. Bourdieu rarely discusses 

religion, even as he freely appropriates terms such as "doxa" and "transubstantiation" for 

his theories (Verter 151). In American culture, however, religion is not clearly "doxa;" 

that is, part of the unconscious, taken-for-granted background of life that seems so natural 

as to be unquestionable. In fact, the discussion of "American religion in the public 

square" is nothing if not a constant debate over what "religion" is, ought to be, can be 

commonly understood to be, and so forth. In American discourse, the realm of "religion" 

seems to indicate a baseline of agreed-upon ideas and a constant ongoing argument over 

what those ideas are (Gaustad). The continuing debate over what ‘religion’ is in 

American society makes designating it as habitus difficult.  

In addition, Bourdieu’s own work spends relatively little time discussing religion. 

For him, what unites individual habitus is not shared religious upbringing, but shared 

social class (Logic 59-60). While he does not reduce religion to an epiphenomenon 

dependent on economic circumstances, he is unconcerned with how religious differences 

(between, say, adherents and nonadherents) create different circumstances. Religion is 

not absent from Bourdieu’s work; it is simply not the driving principle behind action. It is 
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more likely to be involved in justifying the naturalness of the social order, providing a set 

of symbols to support social divisions, and supporting the practices that reify this order. 

Practices, including religious practices, are primarily to be understood as economic 

practices that exchange symbolic and material capital (Outline 183); religion is one of 

many ways of structuring these exchanges. Using Bourdieu to understand American 

religion, therefore, presents some hurdles. However, there are two ways in which religion 

can be understood through Bourdieu’s practice theory, depending on which definition of 

religion has primacy. 

 First, if religion is considered as a foundational worldview, it has a great deal in 

common with habitus: it affects behavior and thought and positions itself as the basic 

conditions of existence. Berger’s depiction of religion as providing a cosmology, a 

"sacred canopy" that orders existence, has some parallels with habitus as the taken-for-

granted structures of everyday existence (32). Both provide the natural ‘because’ to any 

‘why’ that is asked, and both reinforce structures of difference and distinction as well, 

through providing legitimation for authority and power. At the same time, religious 

identity in America is not automatically "taken for granted," even as religious identities 

shape activity, provide legitimation for authority and power, reproduce structures of 

difference, and offer answers for cosmological questions. Habitus involves 

"commonsense" structures and practices that are made to seem natural and "given" 

(Bourdieu Outline 80). If something does not seem natural and given, can it be 

considered as part of habitus?  

A potential answer is provided through Diane Vaughan’s work on decision making 

and risk awareness in various settings. Some social locations, such as troubled marriages 

or NASA headed for disaster, reinforced "cultural persistence" through taken-for-granted 

assumptions and a sense of rote or common-sense reality, even in the face of 

counterevidence (Vaughan 50). She relates her work to Bourdieu through habitus, 
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presenting each social location as subject to "invention within limits." Vaughan 

emphasizes the plurality of these social locations, suggesting that habitus might be better 

understood as "a product of social location(s): positions in multiple structures that cut 

across class as well as the trajectory of time, space and history" (51). If multiple social 

institutions, involving multiple logics, are at play in a given person’s life, then we need 

not regard this person’s combination of those institutions as "individualized," but 

intersectional.  

Feminist theories of intersectionality emphasize the multiple social locations in 

which individuals exist, allowing consideration of the multiple places of power and 

oppression that a person may inhabit over the course of a lifetime. Intersectionality is a 

way of taking race, gender, sexual orientation, class, and other social divisions into 

account: a person may be simultaneously black, straight, middle class, cisgendered 

female, and depending on the circumstances her power and privilege will change. 

Crenshaw’s and Collins’ theories of intersectionality emphasizes how systems of 

oppression interact in complex ways (racism with sexism, classism with racism, etc.), 

creating an interlocking matrix of oppression (Crenshaw; P. H. Collins). Even when 

power relations and systems of oppression are less clear than overt racism or sexism, 

intersectionality suggests that looking at identity as a combination of multiple factors, 

each with different resources and constraints, is a productive method of approaching 

complex situations.  

This allows us to see inside habitus and to consider it as a combination of multiple 

crisscrossing structures that can be activated by different social locations. It also means 

that none of these structures need to serve as the foundation for all the others: race is not 

more foundational than gender, nor are either more foundational than class. Instead, each 

of these structures intersect for individuals and are activated or reinforced in different 

ways depending on the context.  
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Likewise, if religion is one of these multiple structures and intersections, then it is 

also not necessarily foundational, nor does it need to be foundational in order to have an 

effect on action. This invites us to think of religion as one intersection within identity, an 

intersection that affects and structures behavior and thought without necessarily being the 

ground for all activity. As part of an intersectional habitus, we might even think of 

religion as an inflection on the "language" of action, as if it changed the meaning or sense 

of words spoken without changing the words themselves.  

A second way of applying Bourdieu to American religion involves considering 

religion as a field of struggle rather than as habitus. Bourdieu speaks of fields in which 

actors struggle for symbolic capital and a monopoly over "symbolic violence," i.e. the 

legitimacy and right to define dissenters as heterodox, "unreal," or false (Swartz 123). 

Within these fields are dominant and subordinate stances, differing capitals and 

resources, and positions of relative power or weakness.  

Finally, considering religion as both a part of habitus and its own field of struggle 

raises the question of how it shifts between the two. When was "religion" taken for 

granted, and when did it come up for argument? Were some parts of "religion" always 

tacitly agreed upon, and others available for debate? Examining the parts of discussion 

and interaction within book groups that "went without saying" offers insight into 

potential areas where religion served as habitus. Examining the struggles over what 

counted as religion, who was really religious, and who had the authority in the group and 

on the page offers insight into the positions within the field of struggle over religion. By 

looking for points of agreement and disagreement, as well as attending to the unspoken 

assertions that were shared between readers, practice theory allows a closer look at the 

point where disagreement and challenge raise doxa into orthodoxy.  

I argue that Bourdieu’s practice theory is suitable for the study of religion precisely 

because of this dual nature. On one side, religion fits within Bourdieu’s concept of 
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habitus, the unconscious structures that shape human experiences to seem natural while 

also reproducing themselves. Readers in this study frequently described religion with the 

same givenness as Bourdieu’s habitus, as a natural, everyday part of activity.21 This 

aspect alone, however, does not capture the sense of religion as up for debate, arguable, 

contingent, or shifting. Religion is simultaneously an ongoing argument about what 

"counts" as real religion, real Christianity, real morality; about who gets to decide what 

counts (courts, adherents, priests); and about what "real" religion does or ought to do in 

American society. This places religion not as the unconscious, naturalized structures of 

habitus but as a conscious field of struggle. Readers shifted easily between these two 

approaches, from religion as a given to religion as a subject for debate, using their 

reading material as support for their positions or target for their dissent.  

 

Bringing It All Together 

Practice theory provided possible frameworks for examining how religion and 

reading interact--how reading can shape religious beliefs, identities, and practices, and 

how religion can shape selection, immersion, and interpretation of a book. These 

questions take place within discussions over the definitions of reading and religion. 

Neither reading as a fundamentally individual act nor religion as a total worldview help 

to explain the complicated interactions between reading strategies and individual and 

group religious identities. Within those definitions, the answers for why different groups 

should read in similar ways and yet reach different results are mutually exclusive. If 

religion is primarily a foundational worldview, religious groups should not read in similar 

ways as nonreligious groups, unless they are somehow flawed and fail to keep "secular" 

ways of reading out of their "sacred" group. If reading is primarily individual, any 

difference in results should be correlated with individual religious identities, not with 
                                                

21 Agnes Mullen, Celeste Valdivia, and Robert Yan, for example. 



 

 

52 

group identities. If there are group differences, they should be attributable to the sum of 

individual qualities.  

Yet as I continued my research, all of these expectations were put into question. 

Religious groups and nonreligious groups continued to read in vastly similar ways. For 

example, Christ Church North was frequently closer to nonreligious Classic Readers in 

its criteria for good books, ways of talking about the text, and hopes for what books could 

do. As for individual readers, members of religious groups seemed to be no more 

committed or devout than members of the nonreligious groups who identified as 

"religious." A Christian member of Enfield Public Library was just as likely as a 

Christian member of St. Anne’s to attend services regularly and describe herself as 

religious. The differences between groups were far more than the sum of their readers’ 

identities. The reading strategies that served one purpose in a nonreligious group were 

directed toward a different good in a religious one.  

In order to understand the events in these groups, different definitions of reading 

and religion became necessary. Instead of asking "why are these readers not reading 

correctly?", I found myself asking what social infrastructures were shaping reading, what 

comprised a group’s religious identity, and how the reading strategies that seemed so 

similar could point to such different goals. Considering reading as a practice allows us to 

view it in terms of the aims that readers pursued. Considering religion as one possible 

intersection within habitus allows us to examine how those aims might be shaped while 

the practice itself remains stable. Understanding each as part of an ongoing argument 

over what reading ought to do and what religion ought to be allows us to see both within 

fields of struggle. In the following chapters, I will show how the context of a group’s 

religious affiliation shaped reading’s intended outcomes while leaving the practices of 

reading and discussion largely the same. 



 

 

53 

Taking seriously the reality of readers’ claims about their own experience while 

still being aware of the misrecognition of social settings for reading requires research 

techniques that provide both the voices of participants and a strong interpretation of the 

patterns of activity among them. Participant-observation, qualitative interviewing, and 

grounded theory coding allowed me to do justice to the reflexivity and self-awareness of 

readers as well as the context that surrounds them. Examining my own position as reader 

and researcher required an understanding of what brings me to this research. In Chapter 

2, I introduce the readers, my position and methods as researcher, and the contested 

question of what made a "religious" group. 

 Considering reading as a generative practice and religion as part of an 

intersectional habitus leads to the basic questions for this dissertation: What did reading 

do? To, with, or for whom? Why and how? Why read, and why read together? What 

outcomes does reading in a religious group offer that reading on one’s own or reading in 

a nonreligious group did not? How did the setting change reading, and how did reading 

seek to change the structures of that setting? In the next three chapters, I examine three of 

the main reading pursuits that emerged and their "inflection" within the religious groups. 

We read to generate community (Chapter 3). Readers frequently spoke of other 

members in the group as closer than acquaintances, farther than friends. The constant 

contact over months and years leads to relationships that are rarely as intimate as close 

friendships but frequently give greater insight than a business contact, providing social 

glue. It connected disparate people through a web across time and space of shared 

reading experiences. While readers alluded to the content of the book and would not have 

been able to make the same bonds without it, the books themselves mattered less than the 

search for community. For religious reading groups, it also allowed readers to feel 

invested in community that they might not otherwise engage with, strengthening 

fellowship between group members and their host congregation.  
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We read to generate status (Chapter 4). To establish oneself as a reader is to create 

oneself as a thinking individual, pursuing education beyond and outside of classrooms. 

Reading allows someone to assert that they are well-informed individuals, while not 

being "bookish." This makes claims for social authority and cultural capital by way of 

education. Religious reading groups, however, do not generate "religious capital," not in 

the sense of ‘holiness’ or ‘charisma.’ Instead, religious reading groups aimed toward the 

status of "articulate believers," a status that establishes legitimacy within the field of 

struggle over American religion.  

We read to develop identity (Chapter 5). Through offering an encounter with the 

Other in the pages of a book, reading offers a chance to respond to the Other with 

empathy and antipathy. Readers frequently stated that they broadened their horizons and 

learned about other worlds and other lives through their reading. Religious individuals in 

nonreligious groups often saw their mission as one of increasing empathy or 

understanding, but religious groups rarely characterized their work in the same terms. 

Instead, religious reading groups used this encounter to address the question of "who are 

we," negotiating group identity through selecting books, choosing discussion topics, and 

analyzing texts. While it was important to members of the nonreligious groups that they 

construct themselves as readers, this identity did not "follow them home" in the same 

way that religious identities did. Individual identity is formed and developed in the 

empathetic encounter with the Other. Group identity is formed through using that 

encounter to discuss themselves, defining what divides traditions and what joins them, 

and what counts as "religious," what is "moral," and what is specific to our tradition.  

 These observations lead to some intriguing implications for studying both reading 

and religion, particularly as reflexive practices that contribute to their own structuring. In 

Chapter 6, I discuss these implications of thinking of religion as an inflection or 

articulation of daily life. I argue that reading’s social context is vital to understanding it 
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as a tool of change, and that the construction of "religious reading" as a solitary and 

sacred pursuit needs to be challenged. Finally, I discuss how the construction of identities 

that occurred in these groups direct attention to literal as well as figurative conversation 

partners.  

When looking only at how readers discussed books, nothing was happening in the 

religious groups that was not happening in the nonreligious groups. Other ways of 

distinguishing reading strategies were of more salience when it came to dividing groups, 

and those divisions did not take place along religious/nonreligious lines or even 

male/female or liberal/conservative lines. Yet something did happen in one context and 

not the other. The same activities created different results. These claims, changes, and 

struggles within reading show how this reflexive, individual, internal activity is directly 

shaped by social settings--not through inflexible rules or unconscious choice, but by 

conversation with others both within the text and physically present.  



 

 

56 

Chapter 2: Meeting Readers 

 

All that religion talk wouldn’t have come up if you hadn’t been here. 

--Karen Seiler of Seekers, after my first meeting 

 

In this chapter, I discuss not only how I located and studied reading groups and 

individual readers, but also how my place as a researcher, a reader, and a religious person 

affected the study. I begin by reviewing existing studies of book groups, then discuss 

how I came to select certain groups and how my presence as a participant-observer 

affected results. After introducing all seven groups, I give an example of the grounded 

theory method of qualitative analysis by developing a definition of what it meant to be 

"religious" for the readers in my study. This chapter therefore presents an introduction to 

readers, reading groups, and the researcher as reader both of my own actions and of the 

actions and words of others. 

 

Studying Book Groups 

With the rise of "Oprah’s Book Club," reading groups have become increasingly 

visible (Farr). Bestselling novels will frequently have questions for discussion in the 

back, or be reprinted in "Book Club Editions." Robert Wuthnow estimates 250,000 

religious book groups exist in the US with a total of 5-10 million members in a 1994 

study (Sharing 76), and further estimates that two-thirds of all small groups have some 

affiliation with a church or synagogue (Sharing 6). In Putnam’s Bowling Alone, he 

estimated that one in four single, college-educated women belonged to a literary or 

artistic discussion group in 1994 (down from one in three in 1974) (150). Hartley’s 2002 

study in the United Kingdom presents a count of over 50,000 readers in book groups in 

the UK and notes estimates of 500,000 book groups in the USA (xi). Most of the groups 
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in the Hartley were all-female (66%, with 6% all-male), tending toward more mixed 

groups when members were under thirty. Two-thirds of these groups had members in 

their forties or fifties; 88% reported that more than half of their group had attended higher 

education (Hartley 174). Hartley also found that groups had a wide range of histories and 

affiliations, from Women’s Institutes to infant playgroups to aerobics classes (34-50). 

The picture that emerges is an older, well-educated, female demographic, with plenty of 

exceptions.  

However, estimating the number of reading groups does present difficulties. 

Putnam claims that that women’s reading groups have declined as part of the overall 

decline of American social capital (150). Yet Long’s study of reading groups in Houston 

discovered over a hundred in the initial survey, and kept encountering new ones as the 

study progressed (Book Clubs xi). Eventually, she put aside the effort to demographically 

map the entire book group landscape, since for every book group she identified there 

seemed to be two or three more that had not responded. She challenges Putnam’s account 

of reading groups’ decline and suggests that women’s reading groups in particular may 

be invisible to his survey methods, which focus on formal groups rather than informal 

social connections (Book Clubs 20).  

Long also states that one reason why reading groups were difficult to count was 

their designation as a feminine pursuit. This stereotype of reading groups as frivolous, 

feminine activities places them in a "scholarly no man’s land" and a "zone of cultural 

invisibility," where their presence in American society is largely ignored (Book Clubs x). 

In popular culture, in fact, the book group is a feminine if not effeminate setting. Beer ads 

imply that men do not read, and certainly do not stick around for book clubs; Jimmy 

Kimmel's skit "Oprah's Book Club Fight Club" gets its humor from the juxtaposition of 

hyperfeminine and hypermasculine activities. Demographically, there are fewer men’s 

groups. Long’s study’s first wave revealed only 4 men’s groups, 77 women’s, and 40 
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mixed, similar to Hartley’s numbers (Book Clubs xiii). Men’s book clubs are much rarer 

and may present themselves as hypermasculine in order to reject the feminized image of 

the book group.22  

An intriguing exception to this invisibility is African-American women’s reading 

groups as a form of cultural capital and social mobility (McHenry). African-American 

reading groups founded in 1831, for example, sought "mental improvement in moral and 

literary pursuits" (Greenwood, Johnson and Mitchell-Brown 4). The Go On Girl! Book 

Club Guide for Reading Groups offers suggestions to present-day African-American 

women seeking to start their own group, and it champions readers’ search for "our own 

stories in our own voices" (Greenwood, Johnson and Mitchell-Brown 5). 

Religious book groups23 have only recently received attention from scholars, largely 

framed within gender studies. Dawn Llewellyn’s work on third-wave feminism and 

women’s reading practices explores how reading itself can serve as a spiritual pursuit in 

third-wave feminist activity and contrasts it against feminist theological reading 

("Women's Spiritual Reading" 5). Susanna Laramee Kidd’s recent dissertation focuses on 

Protestant women’s reading practices as a means of negotiating gender identities within 

the church. Rebekka King’s work also examines Protestant readers and the construction 

of "bookishness" as a form of authority among liberal Christians (King). Erin Smith’s 

study of The Religious Book Club examines an institution like the Book-of-the-Month-

Club rather than a face-to-face series of interactions (218).  

Why did readers create book groups, and what did they seek? Within these studies, 

readers joined book groups for "social release," "diverse points of view," "critical 

thinking," "adult conversation and stimulation" (Greenwood, Johnson and Mitchell-

                                                
22 Consider, for example, "The Scorpions," a "hard-drinking, hard-thinking" men’s book club 

covered in the New Yorker, founded in response to "the traditional girlie clubs where people don’t discuss 
the book, and just drink wine and talk about relationships" (Halford). 

23 That is, religious book groups that are not scripture study groups. 
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Brown 289). They looked for places "where women can be themselves, stimulate their 

minds, and relax," places that are "halfway between the private zone of household and 

family and the public zone where strangers conduct the affairs of the world" (Slezak 31, 

186). Long suggests that these groups, balanced between public and private, offer a 

location for self-reflection and reevaluation that is also creative, as readers express new 

insights, new definitions, and new subjectivities (Book Clubs 221).  

This creative location for self-reflection seemed to be an ideal place to consider 

reading’s potential for shaping religious lives. If many people are making reading part of 

their religious lives, and reading groups are locations for considering new identities and 

new subjectivities, then reading groups provide an interesting location for studying the 

development and articulation of religious identity within American social life. Instead of 

beginning from groups with strong gender or racial identities, I decided to look for 

groups with strong religious identities and compare them against groups without religious 

affiliations. This would allow me to contrast and examine how a religious worldview 

might shift reading practices, or how individual reading practices might not interact with 

religious worldviews. To see what role religion played in this "identity work" and 

reflective process, I needed to find and learn from readers in religious settings. To assess 

how the setting might matter, I needed to find comparable groups in nonreligious 

settings.  

 

Finding Readers 

I identified groups for possible participation by compiling an initial list of reading 

groups in the Boston area. I used online resources such as Meetup.com, readerscircle.org, 

and public library websites to identify a large list of possible groups. I also performed 

Google web searches for reading groups in the Boston area, including terms such as 

"church reading group" or "Jewish book club" to try and improve the search results. I 
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received some references to groups through word of mouth, and searched flyers and 

church bulletin boards for other references. I intentionally excluded Bible study and 

Torah study groups from my list in order to narrow my focus to nonscriptural reading. 

Comparing the study of a sacred text with reading novels or popular nonfiction would 

have introduced another variable and made it more difficult to compare religious and 

nonreligious groups. 

After developing this list, I began contacting groups to gauge interest. I met with 

group leaders to discuss my project and explain the questions I would be asking and my 

level of participation. If there was no formal group leader, I met with the contact person 

who had been indicated via word of mouth or website posting. Several leaders were 

uninterested in the research, and declined to participate.24 Others consulted with their 

groups and returned with an answer, sometimes inviting me to make the case to the entire 

group. In one case, I contacted a group, met with the leader, and determined that the 

group was too small (three members) to be suitable for research. At the first meeting that 

I attended of any group, I explained my research, detailed my role, and requested the 

informed consent of the group for my research. At subsequent meetings, when 

introducing myself I briefly mentioned my research.  

The result of these selection criteria was a set of groups that: 

• were findable via internet searches 

• were within the greater Boston metropolitan area 

• met at least monthly (with exceptions for summer and holiday breaks) 

• had a regular membership of five or more people 

This sampling is not intended to represent the full variety of all reading groups in 

Boston, let alone all readers. The findings, however, do not rest on these readers being 
                                                

24 One (a library group) felt that the group discussion was too personal and private to be subjected to 
research. Another (a circle of friends) responded that the group had voted against it, but did not list reasons. 
A third (a women’s group) simply stopped responding to emails, which I eventually took as a polite refusal. 
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representative of all readers everywhere. The generalizability of the findings rests not on 

extrapolating from a defined sample to the general populace, but from the development of 

theories that can be plausibly extended to other cases (Maxwell 116). 

Within this set, I had also selected groups that had a religious affiliation and groups 

that lacked one. At this point, I defined "religious groups" as groups that were publicized 

and supported through a religious congregation. This definition would come to need 

revision as I spent time with the groups, but as an initial criterion it served to divide the 

seven into two sets. Three groups were formally affiliated with a religious organization: 

they took place within church or temple buildings, discussed books that involved a 

religious tradition (or debated this as part of their selection process) and drew their 

membership from church or temple members. As discussed in the Foreword, all names of 

individuals, book groups, religious institutions, and identifying features such as 

neighborhoods or former members have been changed. These religious book groups 

include one Catholic group (St. Anne's), one Protestant group (Christ Church North 

Men), and one Reform Jewish group (Temple Zion).  

Three groups were unaffiliated with religious organizations, though individual 

members often had strong religious identities. These groups made no effort to define 

themselves, their members, or their reading selections in religious terms. This included 

one group dedicated to reading "classic books" organized via a website (Classic Readers), 

one group organized through friendships and acquaintances (Recent Novel Readers), and 

one group centered at a public library branch (Enfield Public Library). The seventh group 

(Seekers) had, according to several members,25 changed its religious affiliation over time. 

It had begun as a Unitarian Universalist group centered on reading spiritual books and 

drawing its membership from the church. By the time I became involved, reading 

                                                
25 Including Karen Seiler, Jackie McMullen, and Andrew Jacobsen. 
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selections and membership were no longer tied to the church or to spiritual matters, 

although it still met within the church.  

I selected these seven groups partly because I felt they represented a good array of 

reading groups and affiliations: casual, acquaintance-based, institution-based; some 

younger, some older. Because of my own geographical location, all are in the Boston 

area. My fieldwork began in April of 2010. The first groups were Classic Readers, Christ 

Church North, and Seekers; the last groups to be added were Temple Zion and Recent 

Novel Readers (in July of 2010). I attended meetings regularly until March of 2011 with 

two major exceptions: First, summer fieldwork was disrupted, primarily because several 

of the groups take a break over the summer months. Travel plans during the first two 

weeks of August 2010 also meant I was unable to attend meetings of Seekers, Temple 

Zion, and Classic Readers during that time. Second, I took a maternity leave from 

fieldwork for the month of September. I returned to fieldwork in October and continued 

with only minor interruptions until March of 2011.  

For all meetings, I followed the same procedure. I read the book assigned for 

discussion and prepared to comment on it as a member of the group.26 During the 

meeting, I acted as a member of the group, offering my comments and reactions to the 

books and debating with other members about plot, characters, implications, and so 

forth.27 Joining the group allowed me a chance to participate fully in the social 

environment of the groups, while putting readers at ease about my role as a researcher, 

but it also raised interesting issues about affecting discussion. I brought a small notebook 

and jotted down brief notes during the meeting about the discussion, usually one or two 

words at a time. I then expanded on those notes to create a fieldwork account for the 
                                                

26 Like most group members, I had occasional moments of being unprepared. There were two times 
when I had not finished the reading prior to attending the meeting. As a result, I was quieter than usual 
during a meeting and made a note of moments in discussion that required context from the books, then 
reviewed the notes and the books later. 

27 I did, however, get into an argument at one point over a book I had not finished (The Elegance of 
the Hedgehog) over a character who I felt had functioned as a Magical Minority rather than a real person. 
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meeting, either through typing it up myself or dictating notes for later transcription. The 

observation guide (attached in the appendix) provided me with a set of questions to be 

answered and sensitizing concepts. 

I decided not to audio record book group discussions for two reasons. First, I felt 

that introducing the recorder would be intrusive and dampen discussion, especially of 

contentious topics. Second, the locations for meetings varied greatly, and noisy cafés 

would introduce poor sound quality and ethical issues if neighboring conversations were 

also recorded. Although Bielo found that his recordings of Bible study meetings allowed 

for greater fidelity to the dialogue of the group (29), I believed that these groups would 

be more invested in their quasi-private status and would respond with more discomfort. 

  

Meeting Readers 

After attending two or three meetings of a group, I began to select and contact 

members about arranging individual interviews. I sought a set of interviews that would 

reproduce the makeup of the group in the categories of gender, age, length of 

participation, and intensity of involvement in the group. In some cases, this was not 

possible due to the small size of the group: Seekers and St. Anne's in particular have a 

smaller set of interviews as a result. Most often, I would approach people at the end of a 

meeting, mentioning that I wanted individual insights, and gently inquiring if they would 

be interested in talking to me at some point. I also contacted members over email when 

mailing lists were available, explaining the research goals and what would be involved in 

an interview. (Sample email correspondence can be found in the appendix.) Some turned 

me down due to busy schedules, lack of interest, or concern about being recorded. One 

interviewee contacted me shortly after the interview to request removal from the study, 

and I did so, deleting all information related to this person’s interview. 
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Overall, 83% of those I approached were willing to have an individual 

conversation, and a total of forty-seven interviews, including members from all seven 

groups, were completed. Of these individuals, two were Asian and the rest Caucasian; 

thirteen were men and thirty-three were women. The average age was 59; only three were 

under 40, all of whom were members of Classic Readers. Most (42) had attended college, 

and 28 had pursued post-baccalaureate study. Ten were retired, two reported being 

unemployed, and two more identified themselves as stay-at-home parents.  

Two persons asked that they not be audio recorded, but agreed to be interviewed. In 

those cases, I took copious notes during the interview, then audio recorded a monologue 

where I attempted to recapture the topics and comments of the interviewees. I used an 

interview guide (attached in the appendix) to structure our conversations around topics of 

identity, religion, reading habits, and group participation. I found quickly that even the 

loose structure of an interview guide was less effective than simply continuing a 

conversation and occasionally checking to be sure I had not omitted important questions.  

 Across all seven groups, members were united by their enjoyment of reading and 

desire to discuss books with others. Simply by choosing to make time in their schedules 

to read, these people had made it a priority in their lives. They were therefore already 

placing reading as a desired, valued leisure activity, and coming to construct an identity 

as readers: not simply capable of reading, but actively seeking information, 

understanding, entertainment, and pleasure through books. By being deliberate about 

their choices to read and participate in these groups, these readers are making reading 

part of their identities. As I will discuss in Chapter 4, this identity is itself one of the main 

aims of reading in a group: to construct oneself as "well-read." This makes them a select 

population already, a set of deliberate readers who see reading as desirable and valuable, 

rather than a random sampling of literate adults.  
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The Role of the Researcher 

My preconceptions and suppositions about the groups not only shaped how I 

selected them, observed them, and interacted with individual members, but also how the 

groups received me as a participant, an observer, and a fellow reader. Because I chose to 

participate in groups rather than only observe, and because I was clear about my area of 

study, readers had different initial reactions to me than they would to any random new 

member. As the quote that opens this chapter shows, sometimes that effect was dramatic. 

A researcher who undertakes ethnographic work must be aware of her position in the 

field. As a reader, a scholar, a woman, and a Pagan, I was unable to "stand outside" the 

events in these groups. I am present not only in my interactions with other readers, but as 

a reader interested in reading; I relate to the project as well as the participants (Moores). 

Maintaining rigor in qualitative study not only demands a close look at the 

preconceptions, biases, and positions I took upon beginning research and exploring how 

those positions might affect the findings, but also a careful examination of how my 

presence and participation shaped readers’ reactions and interactions (Guillemin and 

Gillam; Glaser; Denzin Ethnography; Clifford and Marcus). Representing my research 

accurately and completely demands an accounting of my place within the groups 

(Charmaz; Patton). Finally, I owe it to the men and women who shared their lives and 

books with me to discuss the ways that my presence changed them and they changed me 

in return. 

The analysis of readers’ interviews and group discussions is not unlike reading and 

interpreting a text (Ricoeur "Model"). I cannot and must not claim to have the 

authoritative, correct interpretation of these events, nor that I have unveiled the "real" 

meaning of readers’ experiences. Nor can ethnographic work provide an authoritative 

statement of causality: e.g., that participation in these book groups definitively made 

readers more religious or more educated. Instead, this work is an exploration of the 
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relationships between the different parts of social reality: activities, discourses, affect, 

texts, identities, and individual experiences. It cannot provide a comprehensive or final 

explanation of behavior, but it can provide an interpretation that reaches toward 

verisimilitude (Denzin Ethnography 13), offers insight into the meaning of events to 

those involved (Maxwell 75), and explores the relationships between concepts, people, 

settings, and actions (Patton 490). 

 

As Participant-Observer 

My identity as a scholar initially proved more troublesome than religious identity. 

A substantial portion of group members were involved in academia, as professors, 

students, or staff, and therefore had a heightened awareness of my role as a scholar and 

researcher. A few book group members joked about being "guinea pigs" in a way that 

betrayed some discomfort even as it defused it. Others worried that I would not be a 

participant but only an observer. The Christ Church North Men's Group meetings often 

included some joking asides about my note-taking or presence as a woman in a male 

space, jokes that both expressed discomfort at my presence while defusing any actual 

tensions. An early Seekers meeting started with a conversation about "expecting a 

visitor" that turned into laughter when introductions were made, and I was the visitor in 

question. Taking notes during meetings attracted some attention, and occasionally group 

leaders would ask me to comment on the book in a way that suggested attention to my 

status as a Ph.D. student. Most people reacted with amusement and curiosity at my choice 

of topic: "Why would you want to study us?" Members were frequently self-deprecating 

about their own "use" in my study; several interviews included a disclaimer of "oh, I 

don't think you'll learn much from me" or worries that I was disappointed in the answers I 

was receiving.  
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Upon learning that I was a religious studies student, or that my topic involved the 

intersection of reading and religion, readers were often confused. The nonreligious 

groups often remarked that "we don't talk about religion very much" or emphasized the 

lack of religious books in their selections. Religious groups addressed the same question. 

Some mused about the religious nature of their book selections, others said "well, we're 

not really religious despite the name," and others joked that I would not find much 

material. This question about what made a group "religious" would come up over and 

over again through my research, and eventually develops into the material discussed in 

Chapter 5. The religious focus of my studies also seemed to have an effect on the topics 

of discussion at first: in both Classic Readers and Seekers, the discussion at my first 

meeting included a fair amount of talk about spirituality and religious life that did not 

reappear in later meetings. 

In the nonreligious groups, my research initially inspired these discussions. As I 

attended more meetings, discussions of spirituality felt less like inserted extras and more 

like natural outgrowths of the conversation. In three groups, however, my presence as an 

obvious nonmember created interesting moments of contrast. As a woman in a room full 

of men, a liberal among conservatives, or a gentile among Jews, attention was paid to the 

differences between us, and the results were often jokes (as members sought to put me at 

ease), explanations (as members tried to bring me into a shared context), or justifications 

(as members explained their positions). I will go into more detail during each group’s 

introduction. For now, it suffices to say that these moments of explanation highlighted 

differences: these were the distinctions that required attention and explanation, rather 

than others. For example: Temple Zion members took a moment to explain to me what 

being a frum Jew meant, and St. Anne’s members would briefly reference neighborhood 

events, then follow up with "You may not know this, Emily, but we have always..." and 

continue into an explanation. In contrast, Enfield Public Library members took it for 
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granted that I would know about public library funding issues, and while Christ Church 

North members would joke about my presence as a woman, they never explained 

Episcopal doctrine. These moments make it clear that certain parts of group identity are 

doxa, taken-for-granted (Bourdieu Outline 164), and other parts are brought into attention 

when an outsider is present.28  

 

As Reader, As Religious 

In addition, my interactions with readers were shaped not only by my role as a 

religious studies researcher, but also as someone with preexisting commitments, 

theoretical frameworks, and concerns that drive my research. Examining these and being 

transparent about their role in shaping my perspective is critical for understanding how 

and why my findings are shaped by myself as well as my respondents. 

As a reader, I began this work with a deep commitment to the idea that literature 

does have an effect on our moral, religious, and ethical lives. I wanted to find this effect, 

perhaps to redeem my own reading choices.29 Inspired by narrative ethicists such as 

Nussbaum, I sought to ground their models of uplifting reading and morally efficacious 

novels in qualitative data that spoke of change among readers. As a genre novel fan, I 

also was inspired by the idea that all novels--not just the classics favored by the narrative 

ethicists--might offer guidance, inspiration, or hope to their readers. Through my English 

undergraduate studies and my daily reading I kept wondering. What was it that books 

were supposed to do to me? If books changed how I thought about the world--about 
                                                

28 I also had moments where changing parts of my identity connected me to other readers and 
increased our rapport when I became pregnant. The St. Anne's group learned about it early, and members 
were eager to share stories about nieces, nephews, and grandchildren. Recent Novel Readers bought a copy 
of The Complete Winnie-the-Pooh for Julian. Readers gave me motherhood advice and sympathetic stories, 
opening up to treat me more as a friend and less as a researcher. Julian accompanied me to several meetings 
and interviews until he became too lively to sleep through them, and his presence never failed to shift an 
interview from clinical dialogue to friendly conversation. Parenthood helping to create rapport was also 
experienced by Ammerman (Bible 10-12). 

29 Compare Radway's readers' desire to show that romance novels had educational value for learning 
history (Romance 108). 
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humanity and divinity, good and evil, kindness and cruelty--did that mean that they were 

religious books? Why did a book matter so much to one person and not another?  

Reading is also directly implicated in my religious identity. Genre fiction such as 

The Mists of Avalon fueled my early speculations about godhood, humanity, morality, 

and mystery, while instilling their own sets of prejudices and answers. I dove into the 

local library and read and reread Starhawk’s introductions and Margot Adler’s Drawing 

Down the Moon. As a Pagan, our tradition holds that the world itself discloses the nature 

of the divine. While we are a textualized religion, even an overtextual one,30 we have no 

sacred texts. Instead of a text that is intended to reveal divinity and the will of the divine 

to us, we are left with an unintentional (depending on the Pagan) world that may reveal 

no more than "the way things are." This frees us from having to posit a controlling author 

who intends a specific meaning to come from his text; it makes all Pagans into 

interpreters. Or rather, since there is no guarantee of a stable meaning in the "text" of the 

world, it makes all Pagans into readers. For these reasons my Paganism underlies the 

question of how texts interact with and affect our beliefs and practices.  

While I disclosed my role as researcher, my interests in reading, and my pregnancy 

to the groups, I was less open about my religious identity. I did not announce that I was a 

Pagan at any group meeting, and when asked directly during interviews, I dodged the 

question thrice and answered directly four times. I am generally reticent about sharing my 

Pagan identity in most aspects of my life; it generates a tiresomely familiar list of 

                                                
30 As Helen Berger and Douglas Ezzy   depict in their portrait of young adult Witches, Paganism 

bears a strong connection to media (38-45). Converts to the religion frequently encounter it through books, 
film, and television. Though Paganism is not a scriptural religion and has no sacred texts (certainly none 
shared throughout the entire Pagan community, which is extraordinarily diverse theologically), it is a 
textual religion. From Starhawk’s The Spiral Dance to Scott Cunningham’s Wicca for the Solitary 
Practitioner and Silver Ravenwolf To Ride a Silver Broomstick, Pagans often become Pagans and learn 
Paganism through reading. This is especially keen for Pagans operating as "solitaries," roughly equivalent 
to "the unchurched," who cannot or do not participate in regular group practice. While these Pagans are 
disconnected from a face-to-face social structure that reinforces their beliefs, they are surrounded by a 
textual community, an imaginary community that reaffirms their identity. Pagans are dependent on this 
unofficial canon of texts to develop, reinforce, and reproduce their identities as Pagans. 
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questions and explanations, and I tend to avoid that in casual interactions. During 

interviews, however, I was often worried about derailing the conversation, inviting 

witnessing, or losing the trust or respect of the interviewee. I admitted to being 

"spiritual," and frequently deflected the question to my religious upbringing instead. As 

many ethnographers do, I explained myself to participants in terms I thought they would 

understand and avoided terms loaded with potential misunderstanding.  

I believe that these disclosures ended up creating a greater connection with the 

interviewees involved. Some, like Bob Rennie and Brian Courte, expounded about their 

own religious and spiritual perspectives in terms that assumed a shared vocabulary on 

spiritual matters. Others, like Cecilia Tyler, seemed to regard my religious identity as a 

sign that I took religion seriously and would therefore take their stories seriously. Had I 

not mentioned it, these readers might have been less willing to share their experiences. 

Discussing my research in terms of my initial commitment to the power of literature 

meant that readers were able to articulate resistance to those commitments (as John 

Mason, Robert Yan, and Charlotte Klapperich did). Talking about my family provided a 

groundwork of shared experiences that made it easier to ask difficult questions about 

rough times within readers’ lives, and invited similar sharing.  

 

Understanding My Effects 

While I cannot claim to have had no effect on readers’ discussions, over time the 

groups seemed to become accustomed to my presence. I made a conscious commitment 

not to introduce religion into discussions unless other readers were already addressing it, 

and to participate in the groups in a fashion close to that of the other members. If they 

discussed characters as if they were living people, I did the same; if they analyzed the 

style of the text and the dramatic arc of a novel, I joined that discussion. I tried to avoid 
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steering discussions toward particular points,31 but did not back down from positions once 

taken.32 I avoided introducing topics of religion, spirituality, or God(s) unless others had 

specifically used those words. If such discussions were occurring, I withdrew from 

conversation (often to focus on writing notes about the discussion) and observed instead 

of joining in. However, if my opinion was specifically solicited (as sometimes happened, 

especially as the "expert" in the group), I honestly stated a position rather than evade the 

question. I felt that this response demonstrated my engagement with the group and the 

material, and that answering the question emphasized my role as participant over that of 

observer.  

Even as I avoided introducing topics and language that referenced my research, 

other members were aware of my work, and the first few discussions I attended in the 

nonreligious groups often included more attention to religious or spiritual matters than 

later meetings. The quote that opens this chapter, about "all this religious talk," is from 

one of these initial meetings. Subsequent discussions at Seekers did, in fact, lack those 

topics.  

Knowing that I could not "stand outside" the groups, I did my best to "stand within" 

them. During interviews, I asked whether my presence had changed the group, and in 

nearly all cases the answer was "no" or "very minimally." People did not entirely forget 

my role as researcher, and questions about my findings or encouragement about pursuing 

the dissertation or publishing a book were common. It seemed that while my presence 

had an effect, many readers did not feel it was a terribly strong one. 

                                                
31 In contrast, during interviews I frequently sought to return to a set list of topics whenever I felt we 

had wandered too far away. 
32 For example: During the first Classic Readers meeting, a reader announced that one character was 

the "spiritual center" of the novel. This prompted a long discussion, and I disagreed with the reader about 
the character’s role. No similar observations occurred in later meetings; this may be due to the reader in 
question attending rarely, or to the different novels, or to my remarks. 
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This does raise the question: If religious talk comes up due to my presence, to what 

extent am I analyzing material that is not "ordinary" conversation but "prompted?"33 

Joining discussion involves a chance to affect the interaction studied in a way that 

participating in a ritual, observing a speech, or attending a service does not. My decision 

to actively participate within the groups represents a commitment to "standing within" the 

groups, to being involved in the conversations, even knowing that I am in part 

constructing the object of my study.  

While I was careful not to introduce the topic of religion or spirituality, my 

presence may have served as an invitation to reflect on it. This effect diminished after the 

first few meetings, but it is difficult to say how much things would have changed had I 

not been there. Despite this uncertainty, the conversations that I witnessed were still full 

of fascinating and complicated perspectives on religion, on reading, and on the purposes 

and characteristics of both. My presence brought some issues that had been unspoken to 

the surface (as will be described below in the Seekers section), but left others untouched 

(as when members of Temple Zion remarked that the "Jewish books or good books" 

debate had been going on for quite a while).  

The responses prompted either by my presence as a religious studies researcher or 

by interview questions still provide a window into readers’ perspectives on reading and 

religion. By examining what they felt was necessary to explain (such as the difference 

between "spiritual" and "religious" for Daniel Zheng) or what went without saying (such 

as Joanne Clyde’s association of Catholic identity with "knowing the rules"), I can 

develop a picture of the definitions and concepts that underlie discussion.  

 

                                                
33 In Robert Wuthnow’s "Taking Talk Seriously: Religious Discourse as Social Practice," he argues 

that the seeming ephemerality and non-replicable nature of speech in qualitative interviews ought to be no 
barrier to exploring "talk as cultural work" ("Talk" 9). Even prompted speech provides useful data. 
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A Reader Studying Reading 

Reflexivity when considering one’s position as researcher also requires reflexivity 

when working with the stories, accounts, and observations of readers. The method of 

observing reading must be closely tied to the researcher’s approach to the data. These are, 

after all, not merely points or ticks on a survey but people’s stories of their lives, each 

with a complex resonance that goes beyond a yes or no. Neither interview data nor 

fieldwork observations are completely "neutral" or objective; neither the reader nor the 

researcher has an unclouded view to the "real experience" of reading. Instead of "testing" 

one against the other--for example, using researcher observations to make a judgement 

about the truth of interviewee statements--the combination of observations and accounts 

locates myself within the work. I am one of the sources for the accounts of meaning and 

claims about reading that fuel the commentary of the next four chapters. I have worked to 

clarify when an observation is my own, when it arises from a series of comments from 

other readers, and when it belongs to a specific reader.  

Grounded theory is partly a method for analyzing data after collection, and partly a 

structure for gathering and understanding qualitative data in the first place. It is 

systematic, inductive, and comparative, through developing abstractions out of data 

comparison and comparing those abstractions against more data to check and refine 

categories (Charmaz 10). It permits a critical analysis of data without taking a critical 

stance toward participants, stresses the context and conditions of experiences, and 

requires constant comparison and checks of theory against data, thus "grounding" the 

results. I follow Charmaz’ lead over that of Glaser in that I entered the field with several 

ideas about what I would find rather than a blank slate. These were not testable 

hypotheses, but sensitizing concepts drawn both from my own experience and from 
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existing studies that I used to direct my attention.34 In an ideal grounded theory setting, 

data analysis is combined with revision and review of each transcript, allowing 

researchers to change their process to reflect what they are experiencing. While I did not 

review each transcript between interviews, I performed some revisions of codes and 

ended work when I felt I was hearing "the same thing" from my respondents.35  

 Once an interview was transcribed, I contacted the interviewee and let them review 

the transcript. I explained which parts would be anonymized or omitted from the final 

research and asked for any corrections or comments that they felt would be necessary. 

Fieldnote transcripts, since they were primarily my reflections on a meeting, were not 

reviewed by members of the groups. Interviews and fieldnotes were entered into a data 

analysis program, MAX-QDA. From the first few interviews and fieldwork transcripts, I 

developed a basic code set that named several areas of interest and nascent patterns in the 

data. Initial coding was done through the lens of these early ideas: reasons for reading, 

reasons for joining, notable books, selection process, and so forth. To code the data, I 

used my modified grounded theory approach to discern emerging patterns rather than sort 

it according to preexisting categories. These codes are tags attached to parts of a 

transcript, marking it as "gender" or "argument" or "religious authority," which allow me 

to sort through the 46 interviews and 59 fieldwork transcripts for all moments associated 

with a particular tag. Codes are only the first step of analysis in grounded theory 

(Charmaz 46). Using the software to bring all coded segments together begins the next 

steps: comparing tagged excerpts, developing categories that go beyond description, and 

constructing theories that describe the relation between these categories.  

                                                
34 These sensitizing concepts included topics such as "changed by book," "religious identity," 

"gender," and "childhood reading." Some of these sensitizing concepts developed into initial codes. Others 
proved less useful for describing readers' experiences. 

35 The exception to this "data saturation point" is the set of interviews from St. Anne's and Seekers. 
In both cases, group participation was declining, and interviews were limited to the remaining participants. 
In both cases, I have provided as much data as possible, but I acknowledge that additional interviews would 
have provided additional insights. 
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From each of these categories, I did line-by-line coding to identify themes and 

patterns. Line-by-line coding places emphasis on the terms used by interviewees, aiming 

to keep theory as close to vernacular discourse as possible. For example, within the 

category "Reasons for Joining," the pattern of "connection" or "friendship" emerged. As 

certain terms began to show up as salient (for example, the idea of "serious" reading or 

developing a definition of "religion"), I performed a lexical search for these terms and 

added the results to the set of line-by-line coding.  

To increase reliability, the data was reviewed for discrepant evidence and 

disconfirming cases, often necessitating a revision of the emerging themes. The position 

of Seekers allowed me to check ideas about the religious affiliations of groups against a 

group that was discarding that affiliation. Christ Church North and the equal proportions 

of men and women in Classic Readers allowed me to test ideas about gender and reading 

strategies. Finally, I met with several groups during the drafting and revision stage of my 

writing and asked members to comment and critique my findings. Their observations, in 

particular critiques about my initial conflation of "religious group" with "religious 

affiliation," play a major part in the coming discussion of what makes groups "religious." 

 

Introducing the Groups 

The seven groups with whom I worked on this project had several things in 

common: geographical proximity, since all met within the boundaries of the Greater 

Boston public transit system; friendly dispositions and welcoming responses mixed with 

ambivalence about my role as a researcher; and a deep love of books and reading. In the 

next seven sections I provide short introductions to the groups, discussing idiosyncratic 

features as well as patterns in leadership, social cohesion, and perspectives on reading.  
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Classic Readers: "We really should avoid bringing ourselves to the table." 

Meeting Frequency and Location Every 2-3 weeks on Sunday evenings in a cafe. 

Approximate Total Members Over 400 listed on website 

Typical Members Attending 15 

Typical Gender Ratio 50% women, 50% men 

Leader(s) Celeste Valdivia 

Book Selection Process Celeste selects from a list she has developed. 

 

Classic Readers’ membership stood out from the other groups for three features: 

age, diversity, and transience. Most members were younger than the other book groups' 

readers; the majority are under 40. Meetings also had more nonwhite readers and a higher 

number of male readers than other book groups (Christ Church North excepted). Nearly 

every meeting had a 50-50 gender ratio. This remained the case despite the transience of 

members: after signing up for membership on the website, a reader might attend one or 

two meetings and never come again, despite remaining on the group's list. There was a 

core set of five or six frequent attendees, but half of any meeting was likely to consist of 

first-time members.  

The group was also notable for its focus on literary and textual analysis over 

personal experience. The group has remarked that it was not "friends out for dinner" or 

"an English class" but rather acquaintances talking about literature. The members of 

Classic Readers rarely spoke about themselves, either during the meeting or in the brief 

periods of socializing before and after discussion. The group enjoyed approaching the 

text from a perspective that focuses on the pressures of its era, or the nuances of its style, 

or its place in the canon of classics. Religious talk was almost entirely absent from the 

discussion, although questions about the morality of characters and the novels themselves 
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often arose. The style of discussion was combative, and readers challenged each other to 

provide textual evidence for their stance. Tangential discussions were extremely rare, and 

often took place only to flesh out the situation of the novel's composition.  

The last feature that distinguished Classic Readers was the strong leadership style 

of Celeste, the group's "Fearless Leader."36 Since taking leadership of the group, she 

made all book selections and led nearly all discussions. She described the group as a way 

to encourage reading classic books and frequently selected lesser-known classics. Celeste 

discouraged holding characters up to present-day standards, encouraged discussion about 

the social and economic forces at work in and around the novel's composition, and 

challenged readers to defend their positions with material from the text. 

Celeste’s position as a strong leader means that she had control over book 

selections, but not that she controlled the discussion entirely. When conversation flagged, 

or an argument was going in circles, Celeste spoke up quickly with new questions. 

However, if other members were eager to speak, she stepped back from the conversation 

or encouraged them to back up their positions rather than redirected them entirely. This 

means that she exerted some influence over topics and discussion styles, but also that 

readers who did not agree with her style of discussion may choose not to return.37 After 

the first meeting I attended (during which the spirituality of Howard’s End came up for 

discussion), my role as a researcher went largely unremarked. Religion as a topic of 

conversation rarely made it to the table. Celeste claimed no religious affiliation, and the 

books she selected rarely addressed religion directly.  

 

                                                
36 A nickname applied by other readers in two meetings, usually with a laugh. 
37 In particular, if Celeste was dismissive of a reader’s position, it frequently failed to gain enough 

traction within the rest of the group to continue conversation. 



 

 

78 

Enfield Public Library: "But we are talking about the book!" 

Meeting Frequency and Location Monthly weekday lunch meetings in the library 
basement. 

Approximate Total Members 20 

Typical Members Attending 12 

Typical Gender Ratio All women (one male reader attended for one 
meeting) 

Leader(s) Bethany Wynne, librarian 

Book Selection Process Biennial vote, organized by Bethany over email. 

 

Enfield Public Library’s membership combined readers who work in the area and 

can attend over lunch with readers from the neighborhood who have known each other 

for years. Readers were more likely to be blue-collar workers than Classic Readers or 

Recent Novel Readers, and frequently had a keen sense of class dynamics. Until the last 

meeting, all readers were women; the change in discussion when a single male reader 

attended was fascinating. Bethany, the librarian, enjoyed organizing the book group but 

took a back seat in meetings unless the conversation flagged. The group voted over email 

on the selections for the next season from a list generated by suggestions over the 

previous season. Recent literary fiction was the most common selection, though mystery 

series and nonfiction made occasional appearances, along with a "light" selection for 

December.  

In contrast to Classic Readers, a meeting of the Enfield Public Library book group 

was likely to spend less than half of its time referring to specific moments from a text. 

Despite being the only group to use official "book group questions" provided by the 

moderator, this group used its selections to address many other topics. Enfield Public 

Library book selections served to stimulate discussion about related ideas more often than 

discussion about their own themes or styles. Discussion usually included a fair amount of 
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recapping and explaining the book to each other. Once those matters were settled, 

members often used the book to talk about other experiences. Members were eager to 

speak up about sexism and classism, but were frequently silent on matters of race. 

Disagreements between members rarely developed into arguments. Readers were happy 

about this style of tangential discussion but occasionally complained that it "lacks focus" 

on the book. Other members responded (as in the Madonnas of Leningrad discussion) 

that just because they do not refer to the text does not mean that they are not discussing 

the book. 

Within the group, my role as religious studies researcher sparked some interest 

from members who congratulated me on being a woman in the religious field. One 

mentioned that she had been discouraged from ministry as a young woman, and that my 

presence showed that things were changing. Enfield membership tended to either argue 

about whether religion in general was beneficent or be silent about religious topics. 

Bethany, an evangelical Christian, made an effort to keep religion out of her moderation 

during meetings. While several members considered themselves religious (evangelical 

Christian, Mormon, or Spiritualist, for example), religion was far from an organizing 

principle for this group. Religion was not off-topic as it was in the Classic Readers group, 

where it appeared to be vaguely gauche to bring it up, but it only arose in the context of 

the books’ content.  

 

Recent Novel Readers: "Take the time to read slowly and really immerse yourself." 

Meeting Frequency and Location Every 3-5 weeks, in a member’s house (rotates). 
Day of meeting varies, but is always on a weekend. 

Approximate Total Members 35 

Typical Members Attending 18 

Typical Gender Ratio 80% men, 20% women 
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Leader(s) Tom Dietrich 

Book Selection Process Tom selects from recently published novels. 

 

The longest-lived book group in this study, Recent Novel Readers had been running 

for over fifty years under the consistent leadership of Tom Dietrich and his wife Lynn. 

Members came from many overlapping circles of friendship and acquaintance, but the 

only social setting that included them all was the group. The founders would frequently 

invite new friends and acquaintances. Since Tom is a minister, this often included 

members of his church. The resulting group did not, however, think of itself as religious. 

Tom was fond of bringing up religious subjects and themes within the books, but other 

members rarely took up these subjects in return. 

Recent Novel Readers shared a strong leadership style with Classic Readers. Tom 

had final say over book selection, and prompted the discussions from beginning to end. 

Discussion operated on two simultaneous levels: a classroom style, where Tom pondered 

aloud on themes within the book and seeks to draw answers from readers, and a 

conversational back-and-forth that tended to be less weighty and more prone to laughter. 

Rather than beginning with the facts of an author’s life, or putting forth a thesis about the 

book, Tom offered a calm, meditative series of comments that invited a similar 

meditation from other readers. This included fond descriptions of moving moments from 

the book, reflections on the depth of a character or the style of a description, and praise 

for particular turns of phrase. Disagreements still existed within discussion, but tended to 

be between two deeply rooted positions on moral themes of the book, rather than friendly 

banter over characters or challenges to the expertise of an author or fellow readers. 

During the discussion of American Rust, for example, Tom and Charlotte Klapperich 
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disagreed over one character’s culpability for murder. Each presented cases that drew on 

the novel but also made statements about free will, constrained choice, and compassion.  

The group was aware of itself as educated, thoughtful readers, and had a strong 

sense of what reading is and ought to be. This was framed partly by Tom's opening 

comments, which often include reading aloud a quotation on the virtues of reading. 

Members praised the group for being "serious" about books and always trying to "go 

deeper," to move past initial reactions into a contemplation of the central themes of the 

book.  

While I had been introduced to the group through another member, Tom was 

especially intrigued by my topic and loved to discuss the parallels between novels and 

scripture. Prior to his interview, Tom and I talked for a long time on the phone as he 

explained and explored his position on novels as connected to the Incarnation; after his 

interview, he sent me several newspaper clippings about the moral importance of reading. 

I feel that he was ultimately dissatisfied with my findings, especially those that question 

the potential of reading to increase understanding and empathy. His deep commitment to 

the redemptive power of reading clashed with the suggestion that reading can also assist 

intolerance and antipathy.  

As a leader, Tom confined these theological reflections to short discussions, usually 

framed by disclaimers about individual conscience and individual belief. Tom’s 

leadership was perhaps less confrontational than Celeste’s strong leadership of Classic 

Readers, but no less authoritative. Both Tom and Celeste were entirely in charge of book 

selection for their groups, and both of them opened meetings with a brief speech about 

reasons for choosing the book, information about the author, and topics they’d like to 

touch on during the discussion. However, while Celeste was more likely to request that 

readers back up their positions or get into a disagreement over who is right and who is 

wrong, Tom was more likely to accept disagreement as part of discussion, steer 
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discussion strongly, and return to topics that he finds interesting. This did not go 

unchallenged. During the discussion of The End, Tom’s remark that America is a very 

secularized country immediately received resistance and counterexamples from several 

members of the group. The resulting discussion was the closest I have seen Recent Novel 

Readers come to being uneasy with disagreement.  

 

St. Anne's: "Are we a religious book club or a Christian book club?" 

Meeting Frequency and Location Monthly weeknight meetings in the church 
basement. 

Approximate Total Members 10 

Typical Members Attending 4 

Typical Gender Ratio 100% women (one male reader listed but did not 
attend) 

Leader(s) Agnes Mullen 

Book Selection Process Agnes selects after soliciting recommendations 
from members. 

 

St. Anne's book group has struggled with the question of "who are we and what do 

we read?" and ultimately came to an end during my fieldwork. Founded ten years prior 

by Father Johnstone, then run by Sister Hannah upon his departure, the group was now 

led by Agnes Mullen during my participation. When I began attending in April 2010, 

meetings usually consisted of three to four people, and meetings ceased in April of 2011. 

The group had struggled with questions of book selection for some time, and readers 

gave me many different answers to what the ideal selection ought to be. Although the 

moderator attempted to open up voting and suggestions over email, most book selection 

was discussed in person at meetings. Some wanted moral books, others nonfiction, others 

saints' lives, and still others wanted to learn about other religions. Readers offered 

suggestions during meetings, but the final decision was left till after email discussion had 
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taken place, which rarely happened. This disagreement and the general lack of 

participation are likely at the root of the group's decline and eventual shutdown. Agnes 

Mullen, the moderator, formally closed the group with an email announcement that "the 

book club has reached its final chapter."  

The neighborhood identity of St. Anne’s played an important part alongside its 

Catholic identity. The group shared a fierce neighborhood pride and sense of history; 

most members lived within blocks of the church or each other. Yet the most common 

way of connecting was through religious activities. I heard little about neighborhood 

actions and far more about attending Mass or recent parish celebrations. (Contrast, for 

example, the members of Enfield Public Library, who also shared a fierce pride in their 

neighborhood, but have several other activities that connect them.) While the connection 

between Catholic parish and neighborhood identity is usually strong, there had been some 

cracks in the combination of the two: increasing neighborhood development and a closed 

parish in the last decade had shaken the link between parish identity and neighborhood 

identity.38  

St. Anne’s was notable for its politically conservative tone. While other groups may 

have had conservative members, I did not hear from them. Political discussions that did 

occur in other groups most often supported Democratic candidates like Barack Obama 

and Deval Patrick or condemned Republican figures. St. Anne’s differed, and members 

frequently praised conservative pundits like Bill O’Reilly or Glenn Beck. Members 

agreed with these figures and also sought to conserve and preserve the feeling of their 

neighborhood, with nostalgia for childhood experiences. This sense of small-c 

conservatism and neighborhood identity sums up the feel of the group for an outsider.  

                                                
38 For a discussion of the links between neighborhood community and Catholic parishes as social 

identities, see Chinnici (for a broad introduction) or McGreevy (who also details the intersection between 
parish and race). 



 

 

84 

While it seems to have an unambiguous Catholic identity through its affiliation and 

membership, St. Anne’s book group struggled with what that means in practice. In my 

first meeting, members alternated between describing the group as "religious," "moral," 

"Catholic," and "Christian." It was never entirely clear what the mission of the group was 

and what counted as "religious." St. Anne’s book group demonstrates the difficulty of 

defining a religious affiliation, even when the group agreed. The group itself was firmly 

affiliated with a religious tradition, through its members and resources, and yet the book 

selection process revealed how fraught and complicated using "religion" as a criterion for 

book choice could be. Even when a group agrees that it is religious (and St. Anne’s 

members more often than not took this position), clarifying what that means in practice 

was extremely difficult. St. Anne’s, in fact, was the first group to explicitly raise the 

question of what it meant to be a "religious" group. This came about partly as a result of 

my presence and initial questions of "Why choose to work with us? We aren’t a religious 

group--or are we?" but extended into discussions over book selection that struggled to 

answer "what are we going to read as a religious group?"  

 

Christ Church North: "Spiritual education, not talking about feelings." 

Meeting Frequency and Location Biweekly meetings on Saturday mornings in the 
church basement. 

Approximate Total Members 20 

Typical Members Attending 10 

Typical Gender Ratio 100% men 

Leader(s) Clericus and Jonathan Howe 

Book Selection Process Clericus and Jonathan select after soliciting 
recommendations from other members. 
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The most notable feature of Christ Church North Men’s Group was, obviously, 

gender. The readers that I interviewed agreed that this group read in a different way than 

the parallel women's group at the same church, but were reluctant to say exactly what 

those differences were. Jonathan explained that this group was "spiritual development, 

not talking about feelings." One member felt the group was about fellowship, another 

emphasized the scholarly nature of their reading, and a third used it as a means of 

encouraging spiritual growth while cautioning against individual excess. Despite these 

different goals, Christ Church North had a strong sense of itself as religious, male, and 

intellectual.  

While St. Anne’s struggled with putting their religious identity into practice 

through book selection, Christ Church North was comfortable enough in their religious 

identity as a discussion group that they did not feel a need to select exclusively religious 

books. The group had a strong sense of themselves as Episcopalians, and discussion 

frequently addresses Episcopal doctrine and practice. Curiously, this also allowed 

members a chance to hedge about their individual identities: members pressed about their 

beliefs brushed off questions with "Well, I don’t know what I am." It is possible that the 

presence of Clericus was the tipping factor that allows this religiousness to be taken for 

granted, something that St. Anne’s lacked after the departure of Father Johnstone and 

Sister Hannah. It is also possible that the book group’s roots in a Bible study group that 

flourished and then declined are part of this foundation. In either case, the religiousness 

of this group was much more a matter of the topics discussed than the books selected, 

bringing up the disconnect between those two.  

Each meeting was led by a different reader, though the group as a whole was 

managed by the pastor Clericus and a founding member, Jonathan Howe. These two 

acted as shepherds for the discussion, gently nudging it back on topic or attempting to 

defuse tensions but rarely leading discussion in the style of Tom Dietrich or Celeste 
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Valdivia. Books were nominated by members and loosely voted on in meetings, with the 

final arbiter being the pastor. After a prayer, the week's leader summarized the reading 

and frequently offered his own take on the material along with the recap. This set the tone 

for the morning, and leaders have been applauded for presenting short and sweet 

summaries or lengthy original creative dialogues that challenge the author. Discussion 

had two tones, mutually exclusive and occasionally in conflict, that could both appear in 

a single meeting or could dominate the meeting alone. One brought outside issues to 

debate through the book, using the book as a starting point to revolve around topics such 

as politics, health care, environmental degradation, law, morals, or religious identity. The 

second tone was one of mystery, beauty, spirit, and soul. This tone of discussion involved 

sharing personal moments, being moved, exploring, spurring agreement and shared ideas 

from others. There was a sense of mutual teaching at work in both modes, as people tried 

to get each other to see what they found interesting about a book, or to help them along 

with contexts that might provide illumination. 

At many points throughout fieldwork, my place as the only woman in an all-men’s 

group raised some questions. New members, for example, were confused and even wary 

about my presence to begin with. Robert Yan and Jonathan were eager to distinguish this 

group from the women’s reading group at Christ Church North, and frequently mentioned 

the way that the women’s group had characterized them.39 When I sent an announcement 

of my son’s birth (as part of cancelling my attendance at the next meeting), members who 

had children offered me many congratulations, and subsequent Saturday morning 

meetings often included friendly advice about getting infants to sleep through the night. It 

is possible that remarks about women or topics such as sexism were muted due to my 

                                                
39 Yan, for example, told me that the women’s group members had charged that the men’s group is 

too scared to read devotional literature. 
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presence. In interviews, some members said that nothing had changed, but others 

remarked that perhaps some topics were less pronounced. 

 

Temple Zion: "Sometimes we read Jewish books and sometimes just good books." 

Meeting Frequency and Location Monthly weekday lunch meetings in the temple 
library. 

Approximate Total Members 25 

Typical Members Attending 10 

Typical Gender Ratio 90% women, 10% men 

Leader(s) Miriam Levins, librarian 

Book Selection Process Miriam and Deb Burson select with input from 
other members. 

 

Temple Zion's book group is constantly assessing its purpose. Over the course of 

eight meetings, the question of book selection came up four times. "Do we read Jewish 

books or just good books in general?" asked one member. This opposition between 

"Jewish books" and "good books" irritated some members, particularly those who were 

writers or editors and who felt that this slighted Jewish books. Almost every time, a 

different answer emerged for the next selection. "Jewish books" included books by 

Jewish authors (Foreign Bodies), biographies of Jewish immigrants (Around the World 

on Two Wheels), novels with Jewish protagonists (The Devil's Company), and interfaith 

meditations on narratives from Genesis (The Woman Who Named God). Twice, non-

Jewish selections were chosen on the basis of being "simply good books." Even these 

provoked discussion through a Jewish lens; a novel of Japanese-Americans being 

interned and a novel involving the siege of St. Petersburg both inspired comparisons to 

Holocaust survivors and the silence after trauma. Individual interviewees dismissed the 

idea that the group was religious. At the same time, the group used Temple resources, its 
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moderator was the head librarian for the Temple, and its membership was drawn from the 

congregation.  

While the "religious" nature of the Temple Zion book group can be (and frequently 

was) debated, its affiliation with Judaism and Jewishness was never in question. Monica 

Frey, for example, did not see anything religious about the group at all--nothing 

involving God, she clarified. Jewish identity, yes; but for her that meant cultural and 

ethical customs, not theological considerations. Others were happy to note that the 

Temple was a religious institution, but the book club was not really religious, only 

Jewish, and still others (like convert Ruth Harris) happily announced that their religion 

was Judaism.40  

Discussion was led by the librarian, who provided biographical material on authors 

and offered an opening question. Members were eager to speak and not shy about 

expressing disapproval of characters, style, or moral decisions. Frequently, readers 

responded to Miriam’s opening questions with "It was awful!" or "Oh, I hated that 

character. What an ass." Readers connected the books with their own experiences, from 

teaching Hebrew in Israel to vacationing in Cuba to working in residential care, and 

discussion wandered onto several related tangents as a result.  

Temple Zion often spent time struggling with the question of plausibility: was this 

character believable? Was this course of action believable, or was it a sign of a forced 

narrative? When offering opinions on the morality of a character or a situation, readers 

often struggled with the difference between the morality within the story and the morality 

of the reader and the readers' worlds. Several members were fond of addressing the 

writing style and the structure of the book, looking at it as a work of craft. The group as a 

                                                
40 Judaism’s history as religious, ethnic, cultural, and ethical identity makes it impossible to 

condense into a "purely religious" identity (Solomon; Scheindlin; Neusner). This makes the Temple Zion 
conversations about what it meant to be a Jewish group (and occasionally, whether they were a religious 
group) an intriguing place to see this identity under negotiation. 
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whole was more likely to look at the novel itself and ask questions about that--its place as 

fiction or myth, its cinematic nature, its style, its genre.  

 

Seekers: "We’re not really religious or spiritual anymore." 

Meeting Frequency and Location Monthly weeknight meetings in the church 
basement. 

Approximate Total Members 
 

15 

Typical Members Attending 
 

6 

Typical Gender Ratio 
 

80% women, 20% men 

Leader(s) 
 

None 

Book Selection Process Each month’s selection is decided by vote at the 
previous month’s meeting. 

 

The Seekers group was defined by its ambivalence over religious identity. Like St. 

Anne's, its founder had left the neighborhood which still hosted the group, and the group 

continued and shifted its selections and mission over time. The founder had been part of 

the Unitarian Universalist church that hosted it, and conducted meetings while attending 

seminary and going through discernment and ordination as a minister. Meetings took a 

hiatus in February of 2011, and the group formally ended as a church-affiliated group in 

2012 (though some members have since started a non-affiliated group). In a fine bit of 

recursion, the group's members agreed that the ambivalence about whether the group was 

"religious" is a sure sign that it is a Unitarian Universalist group. On one hand, the group 

was advertised on the church's website, and its name implied spiritual development or 

personal questing. On the other hand, membership included many readers who are not 

Unitarian Universalists (such as Madelyn Montano, a Catholic) and book selection does 

not reflect a spiritual or religious agenda. 
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Membership was also disconnected from the church. Some of the most active 

members of the group were entirely unconnected to it; others were deeply involved in 

church-sponsored activities such as the food bank or had served on the building 

committee. The departure of the group’s founder and leader signaled a move away from 

the "spiritual" books he had supported for selection and from the focus on spirituality 

which he had sought. The selections shifted to recent novels and nonfiction. With the 

change in reading material, a membership unconnected with the church itself, and the 

loss of a religiously-oriented leader, the group drifted away from its initial purpose of 

"exploring spiritual journeys." The result, by the time I arrived, was a congenial group of 

friends and acquaintances gathering to read together. At the same time, there were 

vestiges of the "religious book group" identity. Pre-discussion conversation often 

featured issues of concern to the church--planning for the food pantry, worries about the 

roof, encounters with church administrators. On evenings when the non-churchgoers 

were absent, the remaining members often took the time to talk freely about church 

matters.  

If St. Anne's was the most politically conservative of the seven groups, Seekers was 

the most politically liberal. In fact, while Seekers did not assume a shared religious 

identity between its members (as does Temple Zion and Christ Church North), it did 

assume a shared political identity. Political discussions took place frequently, and they 

always assumed that all members agree on issues such as environmentalism, the current 

administration, and the war in Iraq. These multiple identities were not completely 

overlapping, and individuals who disagreed were often silent on these topics in meetings. 

However, both groups were marked by an overall tendency toward conversation about 

and agreement at different ends of the political spectrum. Christ Church North and 

Temple Zion did not seem to share these political concerns: Temple Zion members rarely 
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discussed it, and Christ Church North’s political discussions were often debates rather 

than agreement.41 

Another notable aspect was Seekers’ complete lack of a leader. There was no 

moderator or organizer, certainly not the formal leadership of Classic Readers or Recent 

Novel Readers. The group seemed to pride itself on its leaderless nature and diverse 

membership; several members emphasized the drop-in nature of the group when 

describing it in interviews. The absence of a leader meant that during discussion, there 

was no effort to corral the conversation by a single person, though sometimes people took 

on that role for a moment. This was one of the strengths of the group as well as a 

weakness. In a lively meeting, everybody talked, and conversation bounced back and 

forth quickly and eagerly. In a slow meeting, topics such as the church roof or house 

renovations displace the book entirely. Discussion was about sharing insights rather than 

pushing for deeper interpretations or dissecting an argument. 

Seekers’ hiatus and reformulation is one event that may be due to my presence as a 

participant-observer in religious studies. All the members that I interviewed or spoke 

with agreed that the group no longer chose books based on their spiritual or religious 

content, and that the affiliation with the Unitarian Universalist church was fairly vestigial. 

In February 2011, Seekers went on hiatus for several months, and when Karen Seiler 

announced that it was starting up again several months later, she removed its "Seekers" 

title and moved its location to her house instead of the church. I attended the first 

meeting, and several members reaffirmed that the group really had not been religious for 

quite some time. Did my presence as a religious studies student prompt a reexamination 

of the group’s identity? Possibly, although it is difficult to be sure. Certainly "all that 

religion talk" would not have come up. 
                                                

41 Christ Church North’s debates did reveal that the group as a whole leaned slightly toward the left. 
They preferred, however, to debate political decisions and opinions rather than nod and agree with each 
other. 
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No Clear Division  

There are patterns of interaction among these groups that do not line up with the 

religious/nonreligious divide that I assigned to them. A single strong leader, for example, 

was found in two of the nonreligious groups, but the moderate organizational leadership 

styles of Enfield Public Library are closer to Miriam Levins’ approach at Temple Zion. 

Seekers’ decentralized organization, due largely to the departure of its founder, might be 

connected to its movement away from a religious affiliation, but could also be considered 

an expression of Unitarian Universalist culture. The presence of a strong leader also did 

not indicate a monologue in discussion, as readers were eager to argue with Tom and 

Celeste or start side discussions in those groups.  

The social cohesion of the group also did not align with religious/nonreligious 

affiliation. Classic Readers was the most loosely connected, with a high turnover and 

general lack of personal conversations, but both Recent Novel Readers and Enfield 

Public Library enjoyed shared social bonds of differing intensities. Enfield’s 

neighborhood solidarity is closer to St. Anne’s than to the other nonreligious groups. The 

camaraderie and self-revealing conversations that occurred in Christ Church North were 

present in Seekers as well.  

Finally, the process of book selection and the groups’ standards about what could 

be considered worthwhile or useful for discussion did not align with the religious/ 

nonreligious divide. Christ Church North and St. Anne’s preferred nonfiction but 

included the occasional novel. Seekers alternated between them, and alternated as well 

between recent popular books and "classics" such as House of the Spirits. Enfield 

Library, Temple Zion, and Recent Novel Readers all preferred fiction (but made 

occasional exceptions), and Classic Readers restricted that preference to "classic" works. 

At the same time, the shifts in selections did not have a major effect on the ways that 
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readers approached the texts. Enfield members treated Dark Tide, a nonfiction account of 

the 1919 Boston molasses flood, and The Help, a bestseller about African-American 

maids in 1960s Mississippi, in similar ways by discussing favorite characters, American 

history, and relevance of the book’s issues for current affairs. Christ Church North 

members drew similar questions about "what does this mean for us, living as Christians 

today?" from a Lincoln biography, a history of Magellan, and a Peter Berger monograph 

on pluralism. Because these processes and standards reveal a great deal about what 

readers (individually or in groups) regarded as the goals of reading, they are key for 

identifying the "strategies" discussed in Chapter 1.  

The religious affiliation or nonaffiliation of each group was therefore not predictive 

of its leadership style, social cohesion, or style of reading. In fact, the question of what 

"religious affiliation" meant became an issue as readers challenged its accuracy. In order 

to examine this more closely, I began to examine how readers were defining religion in 

their conversations--either as direct responses to my inquiries, or in casual conversation. 

While describing the readers and the groups provides context for reading as a social 

activity, exploring what participants meant by "religion" reveals a common (but not 

unchallenged) understanding that stresses the institutional, ritual, and traditional aspects 

of religious life. To understand how readers were being shaped by group religious 

affiliation (and ultimately how they were shaping it in turn), I needed to address what 

"religion" meant among them. 

 

Defining Religion 

I began research with the naïve assumption that some groups were obviously 

religious and some were not. This would allow me to take into account individual 

religious identities for interviewees while still dividing the social contexts of reading by 

the presence or absence of a religious affiliation. Of course, what seemed like a clear 
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division in theory quickly encountered the messiness of actual situations. Of the four 

religious groups I located, members of one seemed confused that I had identified them as 

"religious" at all, another gladly embraced affiliation with a religious institution but 

disavowed "religious" as a description of their reading, and the remaining two struggled 

with defining their identity through book selection (reflecting the difficulty mentioned 

above in classifying texts as "religious"). My presence often helped to begin this debate 

(as this chapter’s opening quotation indicates), but the conversations that resulted 

demonstrated that this was a central concern for each group, even if it had been unspoken 

until then. Each group worked to affirm a religious identity through specific 

denominations, traditions, or appeals to "religiosity." Each group also simultaneously 

worked to blur the boundary between the "religious" and the "nonreligious" worlds, to 

greater or lesser effect.  

Even as these definitions were being contested and challenged in discussion, I 

needed to be able to distinguish groups according to religious identity in order to make 

meaningful comparisons. I decided to construct criteria for religious affiliation that would 

be both grounded in participants’ ideas about what counted as "religious" and visible 

from the researcher’s external perspective. The result would be my own construct rather 

than the unanimous agreement of the participants, but it would also be based in readers’ 

perspectives. I followed grounded theory principles to develop a picture of how my 

participants defined religion. What did people mean when they said they were 

"religious?" Out of over 200 remarks about "religion" in participants’ lives, three clusters 

of meaning emerged, clusters that frequently conflicted with each other.  

The first and most frequent cluster involved religious affiliation. This included 

congregational membership, congregational attendance, participation in rituals, and 

childhood upbringing. This was about formal identification with the institutions of a 
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tradition recognized as religious.42 When respondents talked about "my religion" or "his 

religion," this was the meaning involved.43 This also included two sub-categories: one 

that dealt with "religious" upbringing and one that dealt with the invocation of official 

sacred texts. The former was about affiliation as well. When people said they were 

"raised religious," they went on to state that their family participated in a congregation 

and its rituals, thus considering themselves formally affiliated with a tradition. This 

cluster reflects some of the discussion in Chapter 1 about religion, namely its relation to 

identity. Readers felt that the best way to explain "religion" involved regular participation 

in a group and an understanding of its activities. 

The second cluster involved ethics: altruism, kindness, unselfishness, and 

understanding. These were "religious" values, according to some participants. Readers 

did feel as if they had to clarify this as religious, however: Sandra Blake explained that 

social justice is "for me, a religious issue," and another member of Recent Novel Readers 

emphasized that "religion is faith...the way you treat other people, the way you act in the 

world is your faith coming out of you." These definitions recall Ammerman’s 

characterization of "Golden Rule Christianity," a pervasive way of being religious in the 

American mainstream that emphasizes doing good deeds and helping others (Ammerman 

"Golden Rule" 210). The connection between ethics and religion wavered enough that it 

needed to be explicitly drawn. In some cases, it was directly opposed to the first cluster of 

meaning: Gabriella Duvalle described a childhood of getting dressed up on Sunday to go 

to church, "which doesn’t have to do with religion but it has to do with church."  

The third cluster involved awe. Readers here talked about mystery, mysticism, and 

a feeling of reverence. This was less common than either of the other clusters; when it 

                                                
42 For example: "I'm trained in the Catholic religion, I know what the rules are"  (Joanne Clyde). 
43 Of participants interviewed, the religious affiliations were: 8 Jewish, 7 Catholic, 7 Episcopalian, 7 

non-religious, 5 Lutheran, 5 Christian (no denomination given), 3 Unitarian Universalist, 1 Church of 
Latter-Day Saints, 1 Spiritist, 1 Russian Orthodox, 1 spiritual seeker. 
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came up, it was frequently associated with either reading or nature. Karen Seiler 

associated religion with a feeling of immersion and concentration that emerged when 

reading, creating art, or hiking. Adam LaPorte defined it as "trying to grapple with issues 

beyond our daily existence," and taking a step backward from the everyday.44  

The second and third clusters have some qualities in common with the definitions 

discussed in Chapter 1. Religion appears both as a foundation for (moral) action and as a 

cosmology to help explain "issues beyond our daily existence." However, it is not clear 

whether this is a matter of temporary, contingent, bricoleur-style meaning making, or 

foundational, grounding commitments. Instead, these clusters deal more with the links 

between religion and everyday life: good and bad actions, feelings of immersion or 

reverence. 

Readers who belonged to the religiously affiliated groups were slightly more likely 

to discuss religion in terms of the first cluster. This may be due to their attendance in the 

affiliated group itself, since its religious affiliation formed part of the basis for our 

interaction. However, many members of the nonreligious groups also used this way of 

discussing religion, thus muddying any clear division. Likewise, members of the religious 

groups also appealed to ethics and awe in their discussions of religion; no clear 

preference was forthcoming. Instead, some individual groups had slight tendencies to use 

one cluster over another: Temple Zion tended toward affiliation and ethics, Recent Novel 

Readers tended toward ethics, and Classic Readers tended toward awe. 

 All three of these clusters of meaning were occasionally at odds.45 Like Gabriella’s 

distinction between attending church and religion, other readers also drew lines between 

church-religion and awe, or between correct action and mystery. The first cluster, 

                                                
44 These three clusters of meaning have also been influenced by Ammerman’s discussion of similar 

patterns in how "spirituality" is described in everyday life (Ammerman "Spiritual"). 
45 Readers who described religion in terms of affiliation and membership were present across all 

seven groups; readers who used definitions based on awe or ethics were more likely to belong to non-
religious groups--but not more likely to be non-religious individuals. 
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however, had something else: a sense of givenness.46 It was the cluster where the least 

explanation was given as to why an action was "religious;" it was the cluster where 

definition and action had the most "obvious" connection. Finally, it was the only category 

shared among the groups as well as the individuals. 

 

Group Religious Identity 

This led to development of four criteria for my classification of a group as 

"religious." First, the religious groups used the resources of a religious institution--a 

church or a temple--in their meetings. This meant physical meeting space (church 

basements, parish halls, temple libraries), communication networks (mentions in the 

church newsletter or temple mailings), and experts or authorities, such as temple 

librarians or parish priests. Nonreligious groups utilized nonreligious alternatives to these 

choices (meetings in cafes, homes, or libraries; email listservers). Second, religious 

groups drew their members primarily from the membership of the institution with which 

they were affiliated. Friends of members who were not part of the congregation generally 

did not attend. These two criteria are structural, involving the forms and organization of 

the group. They create structural ties between people, resources, and an institution.  

The next two criteria address a group’s culture and deal more with the 

conversations within a group rather than its organizational structure. Religious groups 

involved "religion" in their book selection process, either as a point for debate or as a 

necessity for any selection. Religious reading groups more than any others were 

concerned with questions of identity: identity as a reading group, individual readers’ 

religious identity, identity of their traditions. These groups had more invested in what it 

                                                
46 We could say that the association of religion with institutions is closer to the "doxa" of Bourdieu's 

practice theory. Doxa are unspoken and unquestioned assumptions about the world; when they are up for 
debate or discussion, they stop being "given" and are either orthodoxy or heterodoxy  (Bourdieu Outline 
164). The questioning of religion's links with mystery and ethics are not taken for granted in the same way 
that religion is linked with institutions. 
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meant to be Catholics or Jews who read than their nonreligious counterparts, who spent 

less time discussing how they as a group differed (or did not) from others.  

Each of the religious groups grappled with the question of what "religious" meant, 

whether in relation to a specific tradition or a category as a whole. Even after my 

presence had become accepted within a group, I noted that discussions often touched on 

this subject either directly or implicitly. This concern for establishing their identity as a 

group was central only to religious groups. Each one also played with the boundary of the 

group, bringing "secular" reading selections into the group with mixed results.  

Readers defined their gatherings as a religious group primarily through two means: 

the process of book selection, and the topics for discussion. The use of religious resources 

(library, rooms, newsletter, leadership, membership) was frequently unspoken and taken 

for granted. This enabled these groups to play with the concept of "religious reading" 

while still having a stable religious setting for their reading. The results were mixed. 

Some groups established a firm sense of themselves as religious early on, and then used 

that stability to branch out into "secular" territory. Some groups struggled to define what 

made their reading religious.  

A Bible study group would presumably not have struggled with the same question. 

I did not raise this issue with the religious groups, nor did I ask them to explain why they 

did not read sacred texts. In fact, the distinction between their group and a Bible study 

group was often one of the first ways that members described themselves to me.47 

Drawing the distinction between the reading they performed and scripture study, even if 

that distinction was never clarified, was an important part of the group’s presentation. 

These groups were seeking something outside of clearly defined "sacred" or "religious" 

texts, yet the use of church and temple resources or the presence of institutional 

authorities already marked the group as connected in some way with a religious tradition.  
                                                

47 This holds true even for Christ Church North, whose origins were in a Bible study group. 
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In contrast, the nonreligious groups were neither structurally nor culturally 

religious. None of them used institutional resources from a church or temple, nor 

restricted themselves to congregation members. As an example of cultural religious 

criteria: Recent Novel Readers does not have the absence of religious topics or religious 

language that is so notable in Classic Readers, nor does it have a leader who holds back 

on sharing religious commitments. Yet I do not classify it as a religious group, because of 

the four criteria that I developed to mark religious groups, only one could be considered 

present. Recent Novel Readers, despite Tom’s position as an ordained minister, makes no 

use of a congregation’s resources, has membership coming from many sources other than 

a congregation, does not make religion a part of book selection, and has no discussion of 

group religious identity. While religion does appear as a topic of conversation, it is only 

in relation to specific books in which the theme appears. None of the members identify 

Recent Novel Readers as a "religious" group, even those who were likely to bring up 

religious questions or those who see God’s hand at work in the everyday.  

 

Individual Religious Identity 

While I selected the individual interviewees to reflect in microcosm the makeup of 

the groups, I did so along the following criteria: level of participation, gender, and 

frequency of attendance. I did not select them to reflect the religious makeup of the group 

as a whole; therefore, drawing conclusions about all group members’ religious identity is 

largely unsupportable. Among the religious groups, there was (as might be expected) a 

high degree of shared religious identity: all the Temple Zion interviewees identified as 

Jewish and all of St. Anne’s as Catholic.48 Despite protestations in group that "I don’t 

know what I am" from a couple of members, Christ Church North interviewees also 

                                                
48 Admittedly, there was a wide range of variation in what being Catholic or Jewish meant to 

readers. 
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largely considered themselves Episcopalian or Anglican. The individual exception at 

Christ Church North was exploring his religious development through the group’s 

reading.  

The three nonreligious groups all had religious members, but formed their identity 

as reading groups around other criteria. For those groups, many individuals who 

participated and led the groups identified themselves as religious, but none of them 

named "religion" as a defining part of their group’s mission or identity. Among the 

nonreligious groups, only Recent Novel Readers tended toward homogeneity of religious 

identity among individuals interviewed. This is likely due to Tom’s habit of inviting 

people from his ministerial practice. Seekers had a slightly higher amount of diversity, 

though Madelyn Montano was very conscious of herself as "the Catholic in the room." 

Both Classic Readers and the Enfield Public Library had members from several different 

traditions. Classic Readers’ members included Catholic and Orthodox converts, religious 

nones, spiritually inclined seekers, and non-denominational Christians. Enfield included 

former Catholics, a Spiritist who described herself as "spiritual not religious," a Mormon 

convert, and an evangelical Christian.  

This religious diversity within the nonreligious reading groups made for some 

difficult conversations. In many cases, members dealt with different religious identities 

through silence--occasionally protective, occasionally oppressive. Some felt uneasy about 

characters who were religious fanatics, and would withdraw from the discussion during 

those moments. Others were conscious of their role as the only Catholic or the only Jew 

in a largely Protestant group, and occasionally felt pressure to either speak up and 

educate others about their tradition or challenge assumptions.. 

Were the members of the religious groups somehow more religious than the 

members of nonreligious groups? From their membership in the groups, we can surmise 

that being involved in their congregations in some fashion was important to them, 
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important enough to join a group and put in effort to keeping up with reading and 

attending meetings. But the many individuals from the nonreligious groups who spoke 

with conviction and intensity about their religious identities,49 and the members of 

nonreligious groups who dismissed themselves as "not very religious" or even "unsure 

what I am"50 makes it difficult to conclude that the religious groups are made up of "more 

devout" individuals.  

What is present within the religious groups is a sense of shared identity. The 

nonreligious groups may be made up of many individuals with deep religious 

commitments, but those commitments are neither shared nor discussed. The Mormon, the 

evangelical Christian, and the Spiritist who all belong to Enfield Public Library never 

bring up their religious identities in discussion, nor can they assume that the rest of the 

group shares their religious context. In St. Anne’s, however, a cultural Catholic, a deeply 

committed Catholic, and a Catholic who struggles with her faith can all discuss "being 

Catholic." The individual religious commitments of readers form a coherent social 

context for groups with a religious affiliation, whereas the social context of the 

nonreligious groups is formed by other commonalities. The importance of these social 

contexts for shaping individual action will become clearer in Chapters 3 through 5, as I 

explore the idea of religious "inflection" on action. 

 Studying readers meant meeting them on their own terms, listening to their 

definitions and descriptions, understanding my own position and reactions, and treating 

the data in a critical and grounded manner. What emerged from this field is a complex 

web of stories about reading and religion that cannot be divided neatly into religious or 

not-religious reading, serious or frivolous, consumerist or transformative. Although there 

were patterns to readers’ experiences, in most cases reading practices, aims, and 

                                                
49 Such as Cindy Snowden, Bethany Wynne, Cecilia Tyler, Bob Rennie, and Mara Pierce. 
50 Such as Andrea Finn or Mark Daugherty. 
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strategies were shared regardless of individual or group religious affiliation. Yet in the 

groups affiliated with religious institutions, the same practices and strategies were 

directed toward slightly different aims. The next three chapters will explore these aims, 

beginning with the goals of friendship and the drive for education and moving into the 

ethical encounter with textual Others and the negotiation or construction of reality within 

discussion.  
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Chapter 3: Reading for Community and Fellowship 

 

I think that's one of the wonderful things about book or film discussion groups is it's 

a way for people to talk to each other about things that can be quite profoundly 

personal, but there's that bit of distance because it's about a book or it's about a 

film. It's not about my life. You're not saying that so directly, unless you choose to. 

But it's a way to still talk about your life.--Miriam Levins, leader of Temple Zion  

 

What did readers want from their experiences alone with books or together in 

discussion? What aims did they pursue, and how did the religious affiliations of groups or 

individuals affect those aims and the strategies readers used to pursue them? This chapter 

begins to address these questions with one of the most frequently articulated desires for 

reading: the desire for social connection and friendship through reading. Readers wanted 

their groups to provide a bond between members, something that could be as strong as 

friendship or as mild as conversational acquaintance. As face-to-face gatherings, one 

might expect at least some connection developing between members, and most--but not 

all--of the groups seemed to have developed this camaraderie. Sometimes readers directly 

mentioned a desire for friendship through reading in their interviews, and some groups 

commented on social relationships during discussions. While practices performed 

together provide a means of developing community bonds simply through shared activity 

(Warner 224), reading together gave additional connections that required the "bit of 

distance" Miriam Levins describes above. The ability to speak indirectly about oneself 

through the medium of the book allowed a type of intimacy that goes beyond shared 

action.  

In order to pursue the goals of building friendship and developing community, 

readers used their texts in particular ways, evaluated book selections and discussion 
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topics according to certain standards, laid down rules of process for meetings, 

championed some books and some styles of speaking over others, and set up book 

selection processes that reflected these pursuits. These reading practices not only indicate 

an overall goal that readers wanted to achieve, but also patterns of ideas about what 

books and reading are and ought to be. These patterns indicate "reading strategies," semi-

organized schemas for discussing, selecting, and reading books. They operate in ways 

similar to Bielo’s "textual ideologies," which shape readers’ perspective on and use of 

sacred texts, or Long’s "social infrastructure of reading" that not only makes widespread 

literacy possible but constrains it through standards about what is worth reading and how 

to read it. Reading strategies are sets of ideas about how to read, what to read, and what is 

valuable or useful within a text.  

To build friendship and develop community, readers relied on two primary reading 

strategies: techniques for approaching, evaluating, and discussing texts. For community 

and friendship, both individually and in groups, readers used strategies that emphasized 

both relational ways of engaging texts and each other or hospitable modes of reading and 

discussion. The relational reading strategy emphasized finding oneself in a book, 

discussing the book through one’s own experiences, and interpreting or evaluating a book 

based on its relevance to one’s own life. The hospitable reading strategy invited multiple 

interpretations for any text, without undue criticism or a need to find a correct 

interpretation. Many readers also espoused a "serious" reading strategy that de-

emphasized bonds of friendship and relational reading,51 even as it shared several 

practices with hospitable reading.  

Religiously affiliated groups embraced all three strategies and used them in the 

same way as nonreligious groups. The division between religious and nonreligious 
                                                

51 In later chapters, I will consider "serious" reading practices that served other aims. In this chapter, 
I examine the uses of reading for friendship and connection, and therefore "serious" reading appears not for 
its own aims, but for its consistent rejection of these connections. 
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groups did not line up with any preferred reading strategy. At the same time, the aims of 

religious groups were slightly different from the aims of the nonreligious groups. The 

basic practices of relational, hospitable, or "serious" reading happened in religious and 

nonreligious settings, yet the aims in religious settings were different from the friendship 

and community that the nonreligious groups sought and produced. Instead of feeling 

connections only to the rest of the group, these readers also pursued ties to the religious 

institution that housed their group. Friendship became fellowship; community became 

congregation. These added connections went beyond the sense of community that 

developed in other groups, even groups with an institutional affiliation such as Enfield 

Public Library; yet the mechanisms that extended these connections did not change the 

basic reading strategies.  

 These ties did not affect the type of reading or the position of the book as distanced 

object, but instead "inflected" these practices by placing them within a framework of 

religious authorities, settings, and rituals. Like the same words pronounced in a different 

fashion, the practices and strategies of reading remained the same, while the aims were 

redirected. The fellowship sought in religious groups involved a sense of investment in a 

congregation beyond the small group. In this chapter, I explain how the pursuit of 

friendship and social connection in reading groups was enacted through reading practices 

that reflected different strategies for what reading is and ought to be, and how religious 

affiliation inflected this toward a pursuit of friendship and social connection that went 

beyond the groups to the religious institutions themselves. 

 I begin by reviewing the idea of reading as a strategic practice directed toward 

certain aims and introduce the conceptual categories of "aims of reading," "reading 

strategies," and "reading practices." These include strategies of relational reading and 

hospitable reading, as well as the strategy of "serious" reading that de-emphasizes 

friendship and connection. Religious groups framed their discussions in such a way to 
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inflect the results of this search for friendship. Developing a community of readers turned 

into developing readers within a congregation. I close with some comments on relational 

reading as a form of religious reading and the difference between the inflected fellowship 

of readers in religious groups and the reading communities suggested by Fish, Anderson, 

and Simonds among others.  

 

What Readers Want and How They Seek It: Aims, Strategies, and Practices 

As I indicated in Chapter 1, readers are reading with a variety of goals in mind as 

well as sets of techniques, ways of speaking, and standards that direct their reading 

toward these goals. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how readers pursued one of these 

goals (friendship and connection) and how that pursuit was affected by the religious 

affiliations of groups. In order to do so, I need to clarify the categories that define these 

findings: the aims of reading, the reading strategies that seek to attain those aims, and the 

reading practices that enact those strategies.  

Readers come to their books with a variety of intentions and desires. Some want to 

be entertained, some want to be educated, distracted, amused, and so forth. Readers also 

join groups for a similar range of reasons that often overlap: education, amusement, 

entertainment. By examining the explicit statements that readers make about why they 

read and why they join reading groups, and by examining the implicit goals of reading 

that emerge from discussions and interviews, it is possible to identify common aims of 

reading and begin to explore how readers work to achieve those ends. This chapter begins 

with the most explicitly articulated aim of reading in groups: to make friends and 

acquaintances. Later chapters will attend to two other major aims that were less explicit 

but equally present: reading for education and reading for transformation.  

A reader may have multiple aims when she reads, alone or in a group. She may read 

to be distracted and entertained by a good story, but also to be able to have a workplace 
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conversation about the plot, to learn about a different culture, to understand a cultural fad, 

to have something to talk about with family members, and so on. On a less conscious 

level, she may read to soothe discontent (Neal), to mark her own time and territory 

(Radway Romance 88), to attain social status as a literate individual (Radway Feeling), or 

to connect herself with a community (Anderson; Brown). Hartley, Greenwood, and 

Slezak discussed the desires of readers for "adult conversation," stimulation, social 

connection, and relaxation (289; 31; 2-23). Aims of reading can overlap and combine, 

within a group and within an individual and even within the same act of reading.  

Whether reading can fulfill these aims is not always clear. A reader may come 

away comforted from a book, but was it a moment of peace while reading or a narrative’s 

happy ending or an emotional catharsis that creates that comfort? It is perhaps more 

important--or simply more possible--to ask what these aims are. Instead of asking what 

the results of reading are, we can look at what the desires for reading were. What requires 

examination is not whether reading is an adequate way of pursuing these aims, but rather 

how readers hold these aims in the first place and why they feel that reading is the best 

way to pursue them. 

In this chapter, for example, I discuss readers’ aim of finding friendship and 

connection through social reading. It may be that the commonalities that led readers to 

join these groups would create these connections without reading, or that the catalyst for 

their social connections is not the act of social reading but the shared religious 

affiliations, neighborhood ties, or links between existing acquaintances. Were I to take a 

causal approach to these meetings, I would need to examine readers before and after 

joining groups, contrast their social networks, and deliver findings on the results. Instead, 

I am providing an interpretive reading of their aims--examining their "local theories of 

interpretation," explanations for their own experiences (Denzin Interactionism 108). 
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 These readers chose to read together, not share films, exchange recipes, debate 

politics, or sing together, and did so because they felt that reading could provide them 

with social connections and opportunities to make friends.52 They desired connection, 

joined these groups and read in order to find it, and justified that decision in terms that 

emphasized friendship. Members wanted to use this means, not others, to find friends and 

connections--or to reinforce existing connections. In this chapter, I examine the desire for 

connections and friendships; in later chapters, I examine why members might choose 

reading rather than other social pursuits. 

Through my fieldwork and through the accounts of reading that interviewees 

volunteered, I encountered a wide range of activities that were directed toward one or 

more aims of reading. In fieldwork, I saw the ways that readers analyzed, approached, 

selected, and evaluated books together, including ways that allowed for different kinds of 

conversation. Although I did not observe individual reading practices,53 I relied on the 

accounts that individuals gave me about their reading habits, book choices, preferred 

genres, favorite ways of reading, and methods of encountering new books or discussing 

old favorites with friends. While the accounts that readers gave me were often different 

from the events of group discussion, both fieldwork and interviews pointed toward ideas 

about what reading and books ought to be. In each of these cases, I include practices that 

are done individually and practices that take place within a group, practices that take 

place within the "reflective afterlife" of a work (Kivy) and practices that take place 

during the act of reading. This is a deliberate decision to point out the shared ideologies 

and strategies that affect reading, and emphasize it over the division between individual 

reading and social discussion.  

                                                
52 Examples of the evidence for these aims, the practices, and strategies will be detailed in the 

appropriate chapters. 
53 Given Nell’s findings about how individual reading can be affected by an observer or by the 

expectation of evaluation (75), I felt that accounts of reading were a viable and preferable source of data. 
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Book selection, for example, indicated readers’ perspectives on what a worthwhile 

book was, both for individuals and for discussion. Readers’ way of speaking about books 

(in interviews or in group meetings) indicated their preferences for one book over 

another, as well as their ways of interpreting a text and their favorite passages, characters, 

or ideas. These actions showed readers in pursuit of many different aims. Group 

discussions included standards for evaluating books and for evaluating a good discussion 

or a useful comment. These actions are, therefore, reading practices: social, strategic, 

embedded actions. 

By examining reading practices, we can discern patterns that indicate underlying 

concepts of what reading is, what books are, and what readers do. These concepts are 

normative in that they express not only what reading is, but what it ought to be; not only 

what readers do but what they should do. For example: An individual’s preference for 

nonfiction over fiction, a group discussion that compares external sources with a 

historical novel’s setting, and a brief exchange over whether we can really "trust" the 

author’s "version of events" all reflect ideas about books as repositories of factual 

information, reading as discernment of realities rather than an excursus into fantasy, and 

readers’ responsibilities as critical evaluators of accurate truth. Likewise, a group 

member’s casual remark that she wants more closure in art than in life, a debate over the 

value of magical realism, and an individual’s reminiscence about reading to escape his 

parents all reflect concepts of reading as an escape and a valuable sojourn into unreality. 

If we pull together the discussion practices, statements made in interviews, and 

accounts of individual reading, we can start seeing patterns in these practices as they 

pursue the aim of reading for friendship. These patterns are reading strategies that reflect 

largely unspoken ideas about how an individual and a group ought to read, interpret, 

discuss, and evaluate a book. They include genre preferences, attitudes toward authors, 
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and ideas about what literature can or ought to do. A strategy is practices united by these 

unspoken ideas. 

In order to organize the wide range of reading practices, I have categorized them 

into reading strategies. Reading strategies are groups of activities that are linked by 

shared ideas about what reading is and ought to be. These categories are based on 

identifying patterns in reading practices. A reading strategy may include the acts of an 

individual reader and group activities, as long as they share similar perspectives on what 

reading is and ought to be. 

Reading strategies were discernable through examining how readers talked about 

books individually and together. Individuals discussed why they valued some books over 

others, what their preferred reading habits were, and which books had stayed in their 

minds long after reading. Questions and lines of discussion that strayed too far away from 

a group’s preferred strategies gradually died into silence or were derailed into new 

conversations. When a group seemed to change its criteria for evaluating a book, or an 

individual switched from critiquing to celebrating a novel, it signaled a shift in strategies. 

Strategies were not mutually exclusive: a group might change from one to another in the 

middle of a discussion, and an individual might adopt one strategy for book group books, 

another for her homework, and a third for a book lent from a friend. Groups tended to 

prefer two or three reading strategies, however, even while individual members might 

adopt several other strategies for reading books outside of the group. 

Although reading practices are often obvious to readers, reading strategies are an 

observer’s category. Practices such as selecting books, mentioning personal experiences, 

challenging the author, or referencing a text are part of the activities of readers, and 

readers acknowledge their existence. Strategies, however, involve identifying an 

underlying set of ideas that unite these practices. While a reader may think of what they 

are doing in terms of the practices I have identified, they may not conceive of their 
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actions as part of a unified strategy. That said, when I discussed reading strategies and 

reading aims with participants in post-fieldwork meetings, most agreed that these were 

useful and truthful interpretations of their actions. 

Reading strategies were not dependent on the religious or nonreligious nature of a 

group. In fact, reading strategies were consistently shared across the religious/ 

nonreligious divide--with one major exception. The strategy of reading that aimed at 

pleasure was absent from religious reading groups. This strategy relies on the idea that 

the primary purpose of books is distraction and entertainment, and while individual 

readers frequently mentioned it, it was never discussed as part of the religious groups’ 

selection or discussion process. However, there were no reading strategies that belonged 

solely to religious groups, let alone strategies that belonged solely to one tradition. There 

appeared to be no correlation between which reading strategies a group used and its 

religious or nonreligious status. The religious affiliation of a group did affect the final 

aims of those strategies, even though the practices that comprised them remained the 

same. 

 Finally, a reading strategy is not solidly linked to only one aim of reading. 

Relational reading, in this chapter, is tied to reading for friendship. It could also be 

directed toward the aim of increasing self-knowledge (as in Chapter 5, on identity) or 

entertainment and pleasure. With these categories established, we can examine the aim of 

reading to find friendship, the reading strategies that aided and hindered this pursuit, and 

the reading practices that put these strategies into action. 

 

Reading for Friendship and Community 

That’s what this book group does, and that’s part of the pleasure of it. We’re 

getting to know each other while we’re reading. And it isn’t just about the books, 
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it’s about connecting around our love for reading. --Bonnie Siegel, Enfield Public 

Library 

One of the most common aims of reading was the search for friendship and 

connection. In initial analysis of my notes and interviews, I observed that many readers 

talked about friendship and socializing when I asked about reasons for joining a book 

group.  

Even if I haven't read a book I do come, and that's just you know for the fellowship. 

I enjoy the people in the group. and some of them are really good friends. --

Dorothy Jaspers, Enfield Public Library 

 

I've met some people I wouldn't have met, you know, so that in itself was a good 

reason too. --Trudy Zinsser, Temple Zion 

Readers mentioned wanting to get to know others, to make friends, or to meet people. For 

some, it was present in their group’s founding mission or in the organizations that 

supported it: Classic Readers organized through Meetup.com, whose stated mission is to 

"revitalize local community" (Meetup.com). For others, it was a matter of wanting to 

meet like-minded people, who were presumed to be present at a book club. Other 

research on reading groups supports this aim as a major reason for joining. Hartley’s 

survey of British book groups noted that the social aspect of reading groups was a major 

draw (128), as did Long’s (Book Clubs 92).  

To some extent, simply meeting face-to-face fulfills this aim. The presence of 

others, all engaged in the same pursuit, invited members to consider themselves part of a 

community. Stephen Warner suggests that "the emotional power of doing things 

together" creates solidarity, producing community without necessarily producing 

consensus (226-28). Although Warner was discussing the act of making music or 

dancing, the act of meeting to discuss books has a similar effect, creating solidarity 
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through an intellectual and verbal ritual rather than a bodily one. The act of socializing 

around the meeting and regularly coming into contact with the same people, also works 

to form weak social bonds of acquaintance, as readers follow the threads of each others’ 

lives. Groups such as Christ Church North or St. Anne’s all had periods of informal 

socialization before the meeting officially began with the moderator’s announcements. 

Members greeted each other, asked after a renovation’s progress or a new nephew, shared 

opinions on recent television or film, and so on. Recent Novel Readers took this further, 

by adding a few moments for sharing recent events in members’ lives to the formal 

structure of the meeting: after about fifteen minutes of refreshments and conversation, 

Tom would bring the meeting to order and invite members to talk about recent events or 

share news of absent or former members. In this way, readers caught up on major life 

changes (such as a couple, former members, who had moved to Maine for retirement and 

sent regular messages to the group) or celebrations (grandchildren or new jobs).54 

Following these announcements, Tom would begin speaking about the book selection for 

this month, signaling that the socialization and announcements were over for the moment. 

This type of conversation demonstrates how face-to-face interactions tend to develop and 

reinforce social ties and networks. 

However, there was also something particular about reading that made these groups 

different from other kinds of group activities. Charlotte Klapperich identifies one 

difference between a reading group and another form of socialization (in this case, a 

religiously-affiliated one):  

I share books and talk about books with people in my church. That doesn't--so I 

also share recipes. [laughs] I don't think my spinach balls recipe bears directly on -

-it's another way to connect. To me [Recent Novel Readers] is more importantly 

                                                
54 This moment in Recent Novel Readers meetings is reminiscent of church services that have a time 

set aside for sharing "concerns and celebrations." 
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another way to connect with people and with people who I might not have 

otherwise have anything obvious in common with, people who are not my same age, 

people who might have a different cultural background, religious background.  

What Charlotte finds important in the book group is its potential for creating social 

ties. Charlotte’s desire to connect with people she might not otherwise have met is a 

desire to build those "bridges." While the same effect of proximity might come about 

through a farmers’ market or a playground playgroup, readers were doing something 

more than simply meeting people. The presence of books, the implication that everyone 

has either read the book or intended to read the book (or is ready to offer an opinion 

about it), and the shared decision to make time for reading and for discussion all united 

these readers in a way that simply gathering together does not. Not only were they 

present in the face-to-face conversations of meetings, but all members had also entered 

into the shared world of the text; a world not entirely under any one reader’s control, and 

a world that offered a shared context for discussion. 

Why would members feel that reading was something capable of creating social 

bonds and friendship? In some cases, members wanted to find like-minded persons, and 

assumed that fellow readers would be like-minded. In many other cases, however, 

reading itself functioned as a way to invite connection and friendship. As Bonnie Siegel 

suggests, readers are both connected by a love of reading and connected as they learn 

more about each other through reading. Miriam Levins’ quote that opened the chapter 

highlighted the "safety" of a book that allowed both distance and connection 

simultaneously. The ways that readers discussed the search for friendship and connection 

and the ways that they discussed books to promote this search help identify the practices 

of reading that aim toward this goal. For example, Bonnie Siegel’s comment indicates 

that "getting to know each other while we’re reading" is part of what happens at a good 

Enfield Public Library meeting, and Charlotte Klapperich’s comment indicates the 
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importance of connecting with "people who I might not have otherwise anything obvious 

in common with."  

In the next three sections, I identify three reading strategies, each made up of 

practices for reading, interpreting, analyzing, selecting, and discussing books. Each 

strategy has a central idea about what reading is and ought to be, revealed through the 

practices that comprise them. The first two strategies are made up of practices that pursue 

the aim of reading as a means of connecting and finding friendship; the last strategy 

resists that aim.  

The strategy of relational reading relies on the ideal of personal relevance, and 

judges a book and a discussion by how much they involved readers’ lives. Its practices 

include reading for personal relevance, discussing the book in terms of one’s own 

experience, and using the book as both means of connecting and establishing safe 

distance. The strategy of hospitable reading relies on the idea of multiple interpretations 

and myriad truths, and judges a book or discussion by the freedom to read in multiple 

ways. Its practices include careful regulation of conversation, space for disagreement, and 

reading with an embrace of ambiguity. Finally, the strategy of "serious" reading stressed 

the integrity of the text and the primacy of its meaning over and against personal 

experience. It connects with the previous two strategies in curious ways, and uses 

practices of close reading, distanced or impersonal interpretation, and defusing or 

delegitimating relational reading.  

 

Relational Reading: Finding the Personal Relevance of a Book 

One set of reading practices relied on finding the links between their lives and the 

books selected for the group. These practices included ways of approaching and reading 

texts as well as ways of discussing and selecting them, but were all united by the idea of a 

link between individual life experiences and books. The emphasis on "relating to" 
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characters and events within a book, as well as the emphasis on relationships between 

readers, leads me to call this strategy "relational reading." This strategy addresses books 

primarily through one’s own personal experience, either reading for applicability ("What 

can this teach me about my life?") or reading through one’s own experience ("What does 

my life teach me about this book?"). 

Individual readers who used this strategy talked about the value of a book being 

measured by its connection to their own lives. Readers often talked about this as an 

alternative way of judging the quality of a book. Karen Seiler, for example, knew that 

some people dislike novels that she loved, like The Bone People and Harriet the Spy, but 

praised them for "resonating so much with me." John Mason praised Terry Pratchett for 

"look[ing] at the world very much as I do."  

Bielo describes a similar strategy for scripture reading in his discussion of 

"relevance"(51-53). Relevance is one of Bielo’s "textual ideologies," a means for 

approaching and evaluating a text. In his example, readers come to scripture looking for 

messages that can be applied to their unique situation. Like the relational readers in these 

groups, the evangelical Bible study members that he describes are looking for personal 

meaning in their lives through their reading. While the book group readers in this study 

are not expecting a timeless, universally relevant and applicable message in each book (as 

Bielo’s scripture readers do), they are using similar processes of filtering the events and 

words of the books through their own immediate, embedded concerns. 

Relational reading in discussion involved practices of sharing personal experiences 

through comparison to events in the book. The Madonnas of Leningrad meetings both 

became discussions about reader experiences with dementia, trauma, and wartime. The 

meeting for Lakeshore Christmas developed into a discussion of dreams deferred or 

abandoned that inspired one member to say to another, "I've known you for years, and 

never known that about you!" St. Anne’s discussion of G.K. Chesterton’s biography of 
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St. Francis moved easily into Carol Tierney showing her slides from a trip to Assisi and a 

discussion of traveling to Catholic shrines with Protestant friends. A chapter on John 

O’Donohue and Celtic spirituality in Christ Church North turned into a moving session of 

sharing experiences of beauty: 

Mark begins to speak, intimately and gently, about being "transported;" moments 

that are "magical," that are "epiphanies." Moments of touching the divine, once in 

nature, once before a Picasso (and he's no Picasso guy, he says), that take you 

elsewhere. It's very touching. Another reader follows it with the idea of frontiers, of 

exploration, moments of beauty as being these frontier moments. Several others 

share experiences of beauty: of transport by music, of the Grand Canyon, of 

wonder and nature. George suggests that these things which seem most man-made 

are also, in their beauty, experiences of the divine. Of God acting through a 

mathematical theorem, a work of art, a star-filled sky. – Excerpt from Christ 

Church North fieldnotes, June 201055 

Readers in these groups did not feel that something was wrong with this style of 

discussion. In fact, when the moderator announced "We'd better get back to the book," 

members responded "We have been talking about the book!" It might not be the 

dispassionate and aesthetic response of 'serious readers' but these discussions were 

absolutely about the book, and simultaneously about the lives of their members. 

At other moments, relational reading might use personal experiences to understand 

the texts rather than using the texts to share experiences. Temple Zion members did this 

during a discussion of a moment in Foreign Bodies, in which a Jewish character joins a 

Princeton fraternity in the 1930s and is used and denigrated by the other members. 

Readers offered a lot of general agreement with the events described: lots of nodding, 

                                                
55 In Chapter 5, I discuss the odd opposition between this emotionally moving moment in discussion 

and the frequently stated position of Christ Church North members that they did not "talk about feelings." 
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offering accounts of relatives who experienced similar moments. Classic Readers’ 

discussion of Raymond Carver short stories included several references to members’ 

lives and relationships, although no one went in depth.56 Most simply substantiated 

Carver’s perspective or agreed that a particular relationship felt familiar and realistic. By 

supporting the book with "real life" experiences, or by using analogies from one’s own 

experience, these readers kept the focus on the text. The aim of discussion was to 

understand the book, and personal experiences were subordinate to that goal.57 

Relational reading is also actively reinforced by the publishing infrastructure. The 

"book group questions" at the end of several popular books frequently ask readers to 

reflect on ways in which their own lives are similar to the events of the book.58 These 

move back and forth between inviting readers to bring the text back to their lives and 

inviting them to bring their lives into understanding the text. Bonnie Siegel claimed that 

"why people love books is because they’re often relatable. And if you can’t express that 

in conjunction with your life, then, I don’t know." Relational reading demands that books 

speak to readers in order to have worth.  

Umberto Eco suggests that this form of reading is quite common for the first time a 

reader encounters a book, on her first time "through the fictional woods" (Six Walks). 

Readers who find their own experiences echoed in the text and see it through "private 

memory" are exploring the fictional woods not as a public space, but as a "private garden 

(Six Walks 9)." Eco sees this as a perfectly valid and frequent form of reading, but not 

one that can be shared: it is using a text for daydreaming, rather than interpreting it (Six 

Walks 10).  

                                                
56 This was a rare moment in Classic Readers, which normally discouraged sharing personal 

experiences. 
57 In Chapter 5, the same practices of sharing personal experiences will come up as a means of 

creating or reproducing social realities. 
58 From the Reading Group Questions at the end of Sarah’s Key: "Why do modern readers enjoy 

novels about the past? How and when can a powerful piece of fiction be a history lesson in itself?...Is there 
a moral to Sarah’s Key? What can we learn about our world--and ourselves--from Sarah’s story?" 
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By using relational reading as a method of selecting future reading choices or 

making "relevance" or "relatability" a criterion for group discussion and book selection, 

these readers are developing it beyond the daydream. They are making relational reading 

into the standard for judging books, taking what Eco deems as a common but private use 

of a text and making it into the preferred reaction, intending to connect with other 

readers. Everyone may perform relational reading on the first time through a novel; in 

these moments, these readers are suggesting that it is more than just a first attempt at 

reading.  

At the same time that readers wanted to "get to know each other" through sharing 

personal experiences, discussing books meant a certain amount of distance between 

personal lives and books. Miriam Levins’ quote from the beginning of this chapter 

highlights this "bit of distance" between life and text. This allows for a kind of 

ventriloquism as members choose a book or passages from a book to represent 

themselves while still being able to disavow parts of it as just a book, not their own 

experiences. This is made possible by the distanciation of the text, the way in which it 

exists apart from the world of everyday reality (Ricoeur Interpretation 37). It is because 

the text is removed from direct, face-to-face encounters that it can offer these possibilities 

to the reader in a dialectic process of distanciation and appropriation (Ricoeur 

Interpretation 43). At the same time, it is because the discussion is a direct, face-to-face 

encounter that the dialectic continues past the moment of individual reading. The shared 

world that readers enter through relational reading strategies is not wholly their own, so 

they can back away if necessary. It is also close enough to enable contact between 

readers. That safety, the "space around the book" that allows both closeness and distance, 

is reinforced by the next reading strategy: hospitable reading.  
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Hospitable Reading and Multiple Interpretations 

If part of forming personal connections involved reading books through personal 

experiences, another part required a certain amount of safety and protection for readers’ 

interpretations. The practices that supported and emphasized multiple correct 

interpretations of a book comprise the strategy of hospitable reading. To be hospitable to 

difference means both welcoming it and holding it at a distance: a hospitable reader 

entertains disagreement, but is not necessarily convinced by others’ positions. Hospitable 

reading embraced the idea that books have many potential meanings, and worked to 

prevent embarrassment or loss of face when readers disagreed. 

On an individual level, the practices of hospitable reading are connected to the idea 

of polyphonic texts and multiple possible correct readings. Individual readers discussed 

encountering different views in terms that echo literary critics’ preferences for multiple 

interpretations. Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the dialogic imagination and the polyphonic 

novel speaks of the inherent multiple voices in novels, not only of characters but of 

languages and conversation partners within and without the text, embracing a diversity 

that epic poems and other genres hide or stifle (430). Hospitable reading celebrates this 

polyphony and seeks to expand it through individual reading and group discussion. Both 

Umberto Eco and Robert Alter also find joy in the chorus of potential interpretations of a 

text, despite the limits that both place on the reasonability of those interpretations 

(Interpretation 52). Alter states that it is precisely that chorus of interpretations, including 

weak, strong, and even contradictory ones, that generate the pleasure of reading (57).  

Hospitable reading, for the individual, means reading with this multiplicity in mind. 

An individual reader who can embrace the ambiguity of a text, be able to argue for 

different interpretations, or simply rest in the possibilities, is attempting hospitable 

reading. For group discussion, the practices of hospitable reading were devoted to 

establishing a non-judgmental space. In some cases, these are formal rules of the group’s 
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founding: Christ Church North developed a set of rules for discussion that barred 

personal criticism and emphasized the openness of the discussion space. In others, it was 

more of an unspoken atmosphere, something that readers desired or found most enjoyable 

about their reading: 

It’s for me a chance to really feel like I’m just me, without anyone judging what I 

might think or say because it's my interpretation of what a character is. And there 

is no right or wrong. So the book group is a very reinforcing place for me in terms 

of ideas, where there's no one that has ever said, "You're wrong," or "That's not 

true." They may say, "I see it differently," but people never would sort of point a 

finger at you and criticize you as if you're wrong. And it's a very neutral place. --

Sandra Blake, Recent Novel Readers 

 

A lot of people don't feel free to express their opinion if it's against the flow. I think 

they'd rather remain silent, which is unfortunate because then we lose, as I say, it's 

like wow, I never thought of that. ...I think one thing you could ask of book clubs is, 

do you feel free that your opinion of whatever is accepted and your opinion, [do 

you] feel free to express it? --Brenda Swanson, St. Anne’s  

Hospitable reading emphasizes the variety of readers’ interpretations, places a high 

value on different voices, and evaluates a discussion or a group by how much the 

members felt free to disagree. What is being suspended here is not critical judgment 

(readers are still free to like or dislike the book) or even personal judgment of the book’s 

qualities. Instead, the "lack of judgment" involves the rhetoric of discussion within the 

group: people are (supposedly) not judging each other’s positions. There is a sense of 

multiple correct positions to take. Creating this zone is a rhetorical move that emphasizes 

the agency of the group and the equality of opinion: they are not looking for an expert or 
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a teacher to lead the class. This holds even in groups like Classic Readers or Recent 

Novel Readers which have strong leaders.  

While relational reading involves multiple life experiences shared through the texts, 

it emphasizes readers’ experiences rather than the texts. Hospitable reading is about 

readers’ interpretations, not readers’ lives. The multiplicity of personal experiences does 

not seem to need the same "safety" that hospitable reading provides for multiple 

interpretations. Relational reading is also more directly targeted toward building social 

connections between readers. Hospitable reading, on the other hand, is about avoiding 

confrontations that might break those connections, and about providing room for 

disagreement. This is a means of supporting the search for community and connection, 

but not a means of directly building those links. In fact, as the next section will show, 

hospitable reading could be used by groups who were uninterested in developing social 

ties. 

This does not mean that criticism or contention is absent from group discussion, or 

that readers simply nod at each others’ interpretations. Recent Novel Readers, where "no 

one has ever said ‘you’re wrong,’" frequently had strong disagreements over character 

motives and ethical lessons of a book. At the same time, readers did not attack each 

others’ views, merely put forth strong opposing perspectives and challenged each other to 

provide evidence from the text. Christ Church North’s official policies on allowing all 

members freedom to speak also did not prevent members from disagreeing strenuously. 

Hospitable reading therefore allowed sharp disagreement while preventing personal 

attacks. The difference between saying "you’re wrong," and saying "I don’t see it that 

way" allowed disagreement without excessive discord. This made social connections 

possible across disagreement and divisions, allowing people who held different positions 

a way to confront those positions without needing to confront each other. Readers could 



 

 

123 

disagree without losing face, which also allowed them to support each others’ face in the 

conversation (Goffman).  

In other groups, hospitable reading was less about working through a text to find a 

better and better interpretation, and more about simply supporting the existence of 

multiple interpretations. Temple Zion’s discussion of The Woman Who Named God 

included sharply differing positions on the goodness of Abraham and the role of Ishmael. 

By the end of discussion, perspectives remained the same, and readers seemed more 

interested in making sure their perspective had been heard rather than changing each 

others’ minds. Knowing that fellow members disagreed with them, the participants in 

these debates still returned next month for more. During interviews, individuals who had 

been part of these arguments drew attention to them as evidence for why they enjoy the 

group. 

Readers who desire multiple opinions as a priority for their groups may not go 

beyond acknowledging the existence of such opinions. Brenda Swanson, for example, 

prides herself on the ability to speak her own mind in group and feels it is an important 

part of any St. Anne’s discussion. That does not means she wants to entertain other 

interpretations as possibly correct. During discussions where her opinion differed from 

others’, she did not seek to debate or argue but rather stated and restated her position. For 

her, the virtue is not in placing multiple interpretations against each other to develop a 

new reading; instead, the virtue of a judgement-free group meeting is simply the presence 

of these different positions. Unlike Nussbaum’s ideal of a continuing conversation among 

readers that completes and corrects misreadings (75), this diversity of views is valued 

primarily as a proof of diversity. 

Courtney Bender’s work on everyday talk about religion offers a way to think about 

this strategy. Bender studies the use of "everyday speech genres," which are ways of 

speaking that structure a conversation (93). They invite some responses, such as talking 
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about holidays or attending church, and discourage more direct forms of talking about 

religion, such as witnessing or theological debate. Direct speech about personal identity is 

risky; if another person is offended or angry, it can shut down the discussion and cause 

conflict (Bender 132). In essence, rules such as Christ Church North’s create a space for a 

particular kind of speech.  

On one hand, this strategy allows for a great deal of conversational safety and 

allows readers to avoid conflict that might shatter growing social ties. On the other hand, 

this strategy also tends to mistake the diversity of interpretations for diversity of persons. 

Long states that many of the groups she worked with were socially homogenous; outliers 

simply left the group to find others, resulting in reading groups with a high degree of 

shared social class or education (Book Clubs 61). Readers extol the virtues of 

encountering different ideas, but are often less interested in meeting "them" than building 

a shared identity as "us."59  

Whereas relational reading stressed the importance of connection through sharing 

views on the book, hospitable reading stressed the importance of including other 

perspectives. These perspectives did not have to be personal experiences; Classic Readers 

and Seekers both valued members’ ability to provide a different interpretation of a 

character or scene. Relational reading was about inviting connection and identification 

between readers and books. Hospitable reading made space for that kind of connection, 

but prevented readers from identifying each other with an interpretation. Thus, readers 

say "I see it differently" rather than "You’re wrong." They are offering an alternate 

perspective rather than criticizing the opinion and the person holding it. Hospitable 

reading prioritized the "safety" of a discussion over the immediate development of 

                                                
59 Chapter 5 will address the construction of shared identities, particularly among the religiously 

affiliated groups. 
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personal connections. Instead of using the book to help people get to know each other, 

hospitable reading used the book to make a space for people to express different views.  

Relational reading and hospitable reading operate in a semi-symbiotic way in these 

groups. Relational reading allowed for connection, and hospitable reading allowed for 

dissent in a way that did not threaten those connections. The two strategies rarely seemed 

to conflict, and groups such as Enfield Public Library and St. Anne’s moved easily back 

and forth between them, alternating between sharing personal moments and championing 

individual disagreement. However, the two were not always found together. While it was 

frequently directed toward the aim of gaining friendship and connection, hospitable 

reading could also be used to "freeze out" social connection, especially when connected 

with another reading strategy--one that emphasized "serious" approaches to reading and 

dismissed relational reading. 

 

"Serious" Reading and the Evasion of Social Bonding 

When readers talked about what they found valuable in books and reading groups, a 

term that came up frequently was the appreciation of "serious" reading: 

I really like that it is a serious book group, because I've been in other book groups 

over the years that tend to kind of degenerate into a have dinner, drink, (buying) 

group which is fun too. But I like focus, I like that we have this little social time and 

then we actually talk about the book. --Charlotte Klapperich, Recent Novel Readers 

 

This [book group]’s a little more serious than some of them are. I mean some of 

them are really just like, "I read the book, do you like it?" "I liked it." "Okay, let's 

eat." You know. This one is a little more serious discussion, without being too 

heavy...A good book group discussion, well first of all you need people who have 

actually read the book and have some serious thoughts about it, and want to take 
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part in the interesting discussions. The people in this club -- people are not just 

reading the latest bestseller, or this and that. People are serious about 

literature...there's no other reason to come. Why else would you be there? --Brian 

Courte, Classic Readers 

 

So, when I read something that's a little more serious then I feel like, oh, I am 

starting to think about issues. --Grete Moritz, Recent Novel Readers 

Following grounded theory principles, I worked from these and other moments in 

interviews and fieldwork to identify the pattern of meaning that united references to 

"serious" reading and understand what it included as a category. Because readers kept 

using the word "serious," I have kept that choice of term for this reading strategy.  

In individual reading, "serious" reading was about separating oneself from the text 

in order to read it truthfully. Readers talked about "starting to think about issues" in a 

book, about giving one’s full attention to the text, and about putting aside personal 

commitments and ideologies when reading. Like the New Criticism, this reading strategy 

rejects the "affective fallacy" that reader perspective has a place in determining the 

meaning of the text.  

Some critics define the correct ways of reading in opposition to other, relational 

forms. According to David L. Jeffrey, correct reading is not supposed to be emotional or 

personal; one is not supposed to read it through the particulars of our daily peccadilloes 

(175). Jeffrey makes room for hospitable reading, by stressing the need for a community 

of interpreters, but emphatically rejects using one’s own experience as the primary way to 

read (vii). Denis Donoghue likewise dismisses reading through one’s own experiences as 

literary Bovaryism (48). Eco also distinguishes between "daydreaming" with a text and 

one’s own experiences and reading that engages the text in a public fashion 

(Interpretation 10). Each of these critics establishes relational reading as the inferior, 



 

 

127 

flawed approach to a text, and champions a more distant, less personal (if no less devoted 

or pleasurable) way of reading.  

These critics have quite different aims, strategies, and practices from the book 

group readers studied here. Nonetheless, the parallels between the critical perspectives 

defined above and the commentary and practices that book group are striking. This may 

be a result of the practices and standards of the academy filtering back into non-academic 

settings. Most book group members had attended college, and several had achieved post-

bachelor’s degrees as well. The ways of reading taught in higher education (and, as 

Chapter 4 will discuss, the desire to be seen as educated) may have an influence on how 

this strategy manifested. 

It is also worth emphasizing that "serious" reading has its own aims beyond 

rejecting relational reading. In this chapter, I am considering it primarily because of the 

negative emphasis that "serious" reading places on forming social bonds and personal 

connections. No other strategy seemed as focused on rejecting other ways of reading, 

though each strategy had preferred approaches. "Serious" reading includes aims toward 

transformation, education, and immersion. In Chapters 4 and 5, I discuss how reading for 

education and transformation used many of the same practices. 

"Serious" reading strategies in group discussions were aimed at better 

understanding of a text, not at socialization, friendship, connection, or community. While 

relational reading invited personal connection, "serious" reading discouraged forming 

social bonds. This strategy resisted, discouraged, or discredited relational reading. 

Hospitable reading, with its roots in literary criticism, was likely to occur alongside 

"serious" reading. By embracing the idea of multiple interpretations, reading groups 

could emphasize the need for debate and disagreement while shutting down relational 

reading and personal sharing. Both Classic Readers and Recent Novel Readers 

championed "serious" reading over "personal" (or relational) reading. Classic Readers 
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actively discouraged personal connection. When discussing "who are we" casually before 

a meeting, members agreed that "we’re not a group of friends." While Kellie Hoyland 

mentioned in her interview that she liked seeing other people’s viewpoints and thus 

learning something about them, overall, Classic Reader was notable for the sheer lack of 

personal detail that accompanied conversation. Members rarely made connections with 

each other outside of the group, did little socializing that implied continuing 

conversations,60 and did not indicate connections with other members during interviews. 

Celeste frequently spoke of a distaste for reading through the perspective of "what we 

bring to the table," and she tended to redirect discussion that seemed to be too much 

about members’ personal lives. Even during meetings that did have some personal 

reflection, such as "What We Talk About When We Talk About Love," readers 

volunteered information in vague generalities rather than specifics: "I know people like 

that." "Love can change like it does in this story." Recent Novel Readers made space for 

social connection by setting the discussion within clear social boundaries. After drinks 

and conversation and after Tom Dietrich gives a series of announcements to share events 

in the lives of the members, then he formally opens the meeting to discuss the book. 

Recent Novel Readers embraces "serious" reading through giving a space for personal 

conversation outside of the discussion of the book itself and through a strong rhetoric of 

hospitable discussion.  

In defining itself against other forms of reading, "serious" reading is defending a 

position of privilege, where some forms of interpretation and discussion are objectively 

better--not just for this book or for this purpose, but consistently truer, deeper, more 

meaningful and more productive. "Serious" reading claims that there are objective 

standards for gauging the quality of a book and a discussion, and that those standards are 

                                                
60 Contrast Enfield Public Library and Seekers, where members frequently asked after each others' 

lives--new grandchildren, changes in jobs, ongoing struggles with a renovation, and so forth. 
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available to all readers who care to apply themselves. The exact nature of those standards 

was not always clear: sometimes a discussion was marked as better because there were 

fewer personal details, sometimes a book was better because it was more realistic.  

The position of privilege that "serious" reading claims often aligns with other forms 

of privilege. In Radway’s research on the Book-of-the-Month Club, she describes a 

similar act of serious reading as a construct of class (Feeling 45, 103). What was more 

prevalent in these reading groups was the association of "serious" reading with gender. 

Feminist literary critic Judith Fetterley suggests that this reading cloaks itself in 

universality while actually "im-masculating" the female reader, i.e. teaching her to think 

as a man and identify with male perspectives while naming that perspective as universal 

(xx). When readers in this study discussed "serious" reading, they in fact frequently 

linked it with gender. Robert Yan claimed that men’s reading was more "intellectual;" 

Sandra Blake wondered if men were uninterested in "people’s feelings" in discussion.61 

Sometimes the association was more pointed. Despite the shared moments of beauty 

during the John O’Donohue discussion above, Christ Church North members frequently 

sought to distinguish their form of book group reading from relational reading, which 

they saw as overtly feminine. Consider how Jonathan Howe talks about the difference 

between his group and the women's group at the same church: 

It [the women's group] was hateful. And the reason was because it was, it turned 

into a support group and a group therapy group...so you read this book and it tells 

you about your relationship with your mother and then you go into your 

relationship with your mother and it’s like, oh, help me, help me. Don’t do this. I 

don’t want to hear this. Too much information. Men don’t do that. 

Even while Rev. Clericus referred to the Christ Church North group as "gradually more 

self-revealing" over time and sees the intimacy of sharing personal details through texts 
                                                

61 Several readers entirely rejected the idea that men and women read differently. 
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as a positive development, Howe and other members rejected the idea that their group is 

doing this type of reading. This is not how a men’s group ought to act, in their view. 

Christ Church North and Classic Readers tended to use "serious" reading more 

frequently than Enfield Public Library, Temple Zion, and Seekers did. In Christ Church 

North and Classic Readers, "serious" reading coexisted with hospitable reading. The 

disagreement allowed through hospitable reading allowed room for really debating the 

merits of the text or exploring its stylistic techniques. However, Christ Church North and 

Classic Readers also consistently used "serious" reading in opposition to relational 

reading, championing their practices over "feminine" or "casual" practices. This raises 

questions about how reading strategies and reading practices are gendered. Given the 

characterization of relational reading as feminine, and the fact that Christ Church North 

and Classic Readers were the only groups to have substantial numbers of male readers, 

what does this imply for "serious" reading as a "masculine" practice?62 Curiously, 

individual members of both groups did mention joining in order to "meet people" and 

"make friends," but group discussions and interactions rarely reflected this as a priority. 

In later chapters, I will discuss how some of the same "serious" reading practices 

were used toward other ends. However, this reading strategy stands out here for its 

opposition to other forms of reading and its consequent evasion of and deemphasis on the 

creation of social bonds. What marks "serious" reading is its placement in opposition to 

other forms of reading, particularly relational reading. I will also explore later the aims of 

reading toward education, self-improvement, understanding, empathy, and the creation of 

community, all of which can be approached through "serious" reading strategies; but 

here, "serious" reading is directed against certain ends rather than toward them. "Serious" 

reading is against "feminine" reading, "oversharing," "casual" or "pleasure" reading: 

                                                
62 This is especially intriguing in light of the sharp criticisms of feminist interpretation from theorists 

like Jeffrey and Donoghue. 
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these aims, and the practices and strategies that work toward them, are defined as less 

important, less real, and less useful.  

 

Friendship to Fellowship 

Both hospitable reading and relational reading were used to increase the chance for 

friendship, acquaintance, or connection between members. "Serious" reading aimed to 

perform a better reading of the text through dismissing, removing, or downplaying social 

and personal connections. Whether these goals were achieved through reading is up for 

debate, particularly since the effects of simply gathering together, sharing common social 

backgrounds, and reading the books are hopelessly tangled. However, the intent to 

achieve these outcomes remained the same. Regardless of whether reading could bring 

about friendship, readers acted as if it would. 

This desire for fellowship and connection was present regardless of the religious 

affiliation of the groups. The strategies used to achieve this aim were the same for 

religious and nonreligious groups: relational reading that emphasized personal relevance 

and connection with a text, hospitable reading that stressed multiple interpretations and 

freedom to disagree. As the examples above demonstrate, both reading strategies and the 

practices of those strategies were present in religiously affiliated groups as well as in 

nonreligious groups.  

At the same time, the nature of the desired connections differed in the religious 

groups. Unlike the nonreligious groups, they defined their community not solely in terms 

of the members of the reading group, but the group as a subset of a larger body, the 

congregation. The social bonds that readers sought were to the institution as well as to the 

other readers. The same practices and same strategies, focused on the same aim, were 

subtly changed by the religious affiliation of a group. Readers felt that they were a part of 
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the connected congregation, even if they attended few services or struggled with doctrine. 

By being part of the reading group, they felt more connected to a larger institution.63  

I have called this process inflection. Just as the same series of words may be 

pronounced in different ways, so the same practices, strategies, and aims may be 

"inflected," placing emphasis on some moments over others, framing them in a different 

context, and resulting in different gains. Inflection of action acknowledges that similar 

activities, occurring in different contexts, create different results.64 The religious and 

nonreligious reading groups were performing the same reading practices and using the 

same strategies, but the religious setting changed the goal of those strategies and 

practices. Temple Zion and Enfield Public Library both engaged in relational reading as a 

means of pursuing connection, but only Temple Zion’s connections included ties to its 

host institution. Recent Novel Readers and St. Anne’s both engaged in hospitable reading 

in order to allow disagreement and foster connection, but only St. Anne’s fostered 

connection to a religious congregation. Classic Readers and Christ Church North both 

engaged in "serious" reading and downplayed the worth of relational reading, but only 

Christ Church North did so as a means of establishing themselves as Christian men.65  

In Vaughan’s research on decision making under situations of stress and crisis, she 

demonstrated that a cultural milieu could make all the difference between an 

acknowledged danger that could be corrected and a catastrophic mistake (48). Vaughan 

                                                
63 Here is one moment where the difference between aims of reading and results of reading must be 

emphasized. Given the ways that religiously affiliated reading groups recruited members, it is likely that 
most members already had some form of weak ties to the congregation. These preexisting bonds would 
make it difficult if not impossible to say that membership in the reading group caused them. However, 
despite any preexisting ties, readers often indicated that making these ties was a reason for joining. Even if 
they already were part of the congregation, they wanted to feel closer, to "get to know" other members, and 
to make friends within the congregation. While I cannot state that these groups positively created these 
bonds, I can state that readers were reading in order to make them. 

64 One of the factors in these differing contexts is my presence as researcher. To what extent did my 
presence inflect group activity, perhaps creating a shared identity as "research subjects"? 

65 In Chapter 5, I will discuss moments when gender seemed to inflect the activities of Christ Church 
North alongside religious affiliation. Their identity as "Christian men" most often focused on the 
"Christian" aspect, but there were points when gender came to the foreground. It is possible that such points 
would have been more common with a male observer. 
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explained this through using habitus as not one but many social settings and contexts, 

each of which shapes action in a different way. In these groups, a religious inflection 

describes a similar kind of shaping: the same activity, under different settings, produces 

different results.  

 Religiously affiliated groups use the same reading strategies and practices as the 

nonreligious groups to create community and friendship, but these strategies are inflected 

by religious affiliation. The result is connection not only to other readers in the group, but 

to the institution with which that group is affiliated. There were several mechanisms that 

help to inflect reading, including framing the discussion, setting the group’s discussion 

within religious territory, and reminding members that they are connected to a 

congregation.  

Religious Resources 

Even when formal representatives of the congregation (i.e., ministers or authority 

figures) were not present at meetings, the religiously-affiliated groups considered them 

part of the conversation. Priests, ministers, or congregational librarians each carried the 

force of their role within the congregation when they joined or founded reading groups. 

They served to connect the group to the congregation by their very presence. These 

authorities were rarely deferred to or regarded as the definitive interpreters, but they 

carried a certain amount of assurance and reinforcement when other readers had 

questions about doctrine or history. Reverend Clericus and Miriam Levins took a low-key 

approach to moderation. Clericus and Jonathan Howe, the nominal ‘leaders’ of Christ 

Church North, both preferred to assign moderation to other members for each meeting. 

Miriam saw her job as encouraging the quiet members to speak up rather than directing 

the course of discussion. In contrast, Thomas Dietrich and Celeste Valdivia prefer to 

actively moderate by asking questions, steering discussion, and choosing or discouraging 

topics.  They are the leaders of their nonreligious groups, while Clericus and Levins 
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prefer to facilitate discussion. Nevertheless, their presence as representatives of the 

church or temple inflect the groups in which they are present.  

In St. Anne’s, the connection to religious authorities had been lost over time. St. 

Anne’s reading group had originally been led by Father Johnstone, and then Sister 

Hannah after his departure. Each of the members of St. Anne’s spoke fondly of their 

leadership, and missed their presence. The person responsible for drawing the 

connections to congregational life and religious doctrine (even if they had not done much 

of that) was absent, and members missed them. "What’s going to happen to our book 

club?" Carol Tierney remembered asking. Brenda Swanson remembered Father 

Johnstone’s book selections fondly, and wondered if he could still pick one for the group 

even though he had moved away. Even in absence, a religious leader inflected the group. 

The presence of authorities such as Clericus or Miriam Levins served three 

functions for the groups. First, it indicated official approval: the institution as a whole 

considered this group useful enough that the authorities joined and participated. The 

presence of the institutional liason meant that readers felt their activities were not merely 

permitted but also encouraged by the church. Second, it allowed a chance for members of 

the congregation to get to know authorities personally and connect with them outside of 

the celebrant/congregant relationship. Members of Christ Church North talked about their 

interactions with Clericus, getting to know him or being invited by him to participate in 

church activities. Finally, the authorities could be appealed to when readers had a 

question, or wanted additional information. Father Johnstone and Sister Hannah were 

helpful, "not for theological things but for things we didn’t know." Miriam Levins 

provided information about Temple Zion events to new members as well as promoting 

ongoing themed events. In each case, the presence of an institutional authority served to 

mark the group as religious, and to remind members that they were speaking not just to a 

friend or acquaintance, but to someone whose work centered on the temple or church. 
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Religious groups also framed their activities in ways that marked the group as 

connected to the congregation, institution, and tradition of their religion. This framing 

included the physical setting, the means of seeking out new members, and casual 

commentary that happened before or after a meeting. All of the religiously affiliated 

groups used church and temple resources to some degree. In most cases, this was simply 

the location of the meeting (church basement for St. Anne’s, Christ Church North, and 

Seekers; temple library for Temple Zion). These settings were not overtly full of religious 

reminders. They were bare of religious symbols or congregational postings, though one 

needed to walk through the temple or church doors to get to the basement or library. 

Once there the room could have been almost anywhere. By contrast, Recent Novel 

Readers and Classic Readers each varied their location; the first rotated between 

members’ homes and the second moved through a series of cafés in which they were 

more or less welcome.66 Even though the church basements and meeting rooms that 

housed all of the religious groups were largely free of religious imagery, the consistent 

locations brought members literally "into the sanctuary."  

All the religiously affiliated groups, with the exception of Seekers, also used the 

church or temple bulletin to post announcements of future meetings. Seekers had done so 

in its first few years of existence, but had not updated announcements for some time. (I 

had located the group through an out-of-date church website posting.) The non-affiliated 

groups either operated through word of mouth (Recent Novel Readers), open invitation 

online (Classic Readers), or through announcements on a library site (Enfield Public 

Library, discussed below). Contrasting modes of communication meant different kinds of 

relationships. Through meeting other members of the congregation, the social bonds that 

developed between readers in religiously affiliated groups could be continued and 

                                                
66 Classic Readers, in particular, moved from location to location frequently. This was entirely in 

keeping with their preference for low social connection and the high turnover and transience of the group. 
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strengthened in other settings such as attending Mass, joining the choir, or being active in 

Hadassah.  

Religious groups also used framing commentary to connect members to the 

congregation. The discussion that happened "outside" the formal discussion grounded the 

members firmly within the community of the church. Agnes Mullen, for example, spent 

time before each St. Anne’s meeting making announcements about upcoming parish 

events. Temple Zion meetings included a similar set of announcements about 

congregational life before discussion, and Christ Church North meetings opened with a 

prayer--quite frequently one that related to events in members’ lives, thus combining the 

social connection with religious ritual. In contrast, Classic Readers discouraged frame 

conversation and established no link to a larger social body. Their meetings began with 

conversation about the book or about book selection, not about previous meetings or 

members’ lives. Recent Novel Readers’ frame conversations included updates on other 

members and Tom’s musing about the importance of reading, but no mention of his 

ministry or any connection to another institution. 

The closest analogue to the institutional connections forged by religious groups 

would be Enfield Public Library’s institutional connection to the Boston Public Library 

system. Enfield meetings took place within the library, were organized using library 

resources, and were led by a head librarian. Enfield members also had a strong sense of 

the neighborhood, similar to St. Anne’s affiliation with the parish neighborhood. Yet 

there was little "frame talk" about the library itself.67 Despite the similar systems of 

announcements, neighborhood identity, and location within an institution, there was little 

sense of this group as part of a larger organization, formal or informal. Members did not 

see themselves as part of the library in the same way that Lydia Spellman or Ruth Harris 

                                                
67 The notable exception was the discussion of Lakeshore Christmas, the plot of which involves 

decreased library funding. 
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saw themselves as part of Temple Zion. Enfield readers were patrons and supporters of a 

library, but that was all. 

Seekers allows another look at this phenomenon of inflection. Seekers is a group 

that has gradually moved away from its religious identity over time. While it still met 

within the Unitarian Universalist Church, members no longer considered themselves a 

religious or spiritual group at the time I finished fieldwork. Since departure of the 

founder and leader (after his ordination), Seekers gradually stopped selecting books based 

on their "spiritual seeking" qualities, and also gradually opened membership to the 

surrounding neighborhood. Although its location in the church building and frame 

conversations (from congregation members about the food pantry or church roof) remain, 

the ties to the religious institution are gradually fading away. When non-church-members 

attended, the frame conversations that involved the congregation diminished.  

In both religious and nonreligious groups, the basic strategies of face-to-face 

gathering, relational reading, and hospitable reading were present. What religious groups 

have done to build connection is not to replace one strategy with another, such as 

excluding personal reading in favor of serious reading, but to add a religious inflection to 

each of the strategies. The result of this religious inflection is the development of 

congregational bonds: feeling connected to one’s church or temple, even if one is 

questioning one’s faith (as Kevin Emerson was), disenchanted with current services (as 

Monica Frey was), or more interested in activities other than services (as Mark Daugherty 

was). The aims of reading have been inflected from friendship to fellowship and from 

community to congregation.  

 

Communities and Congregations 

The kinds of communities that these readers are seeking and building are quite 

different from the communities suggested by several other theorists who have drawn 
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attention to the social setting of reading. Consider the "interpretive communities" 

suggested by Stanley Fish’s Is There a Text In This Class? Fish uses this term to describe 

a group of readers who approach a text together: a group of undergraduates in some 

examples, the wider academic community in others. They too are intimately concerned 

with the text, ready to debate and argue over its minutiae (15). Fish’s interpretive 

community is, in fact, the source of meaning for a text (14). The standards of the 

interpretive community determine what is a legitimate interpretation and what counts as 

acceptable reading practices (318, 21). If we consider the ways that the groups in this 

study establish criteria for good and bad books, acceptable and unacceptable 

interpretations, and fun versus boring discussions, we could fit them within Fish’s 

definition of interpretive communities.  

However, the readers in my study are establishing and seeking communities that 

involve much more than the shared act of interpretation, and are pursuing it in ways that 

do not necessarily involve interpretation at all. Instead, some of the readers in my study 

are more interested in the fact of having read the book than discussing the meaning of the 

book. Even the groups that stress "serious reading" and the importance of distanced 

interpretation are not especially concerned with reaching any consensus over what a 

novel means--or even reaching the "chorus of interpretations" that Alter values. Having 

read the book means that everyone at the meeting has something in common.68 It is that 

shared experience that helps form the connections and bonds within the group (and, for 

the religious groups, to the host institutions). The reading groups in this study are 

developing standards for acceptable and unacceptable reading practices, but they are also 

connecting over conversations about old friends, current events, political debates, and 

                                                
68 With the occasional exception of people who meant to read the book but didn’t. These people may 

feel left out of the group’s community (as I did when I failed to read the book in time) or may instead 
choose to unite over the desire to have read the book, rather than the act. 
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family affairs. These groups may serve as interpretive communities, but they are doing 

more than interpretation together. 

If these readers are creating more than interpretive communities, are they closer to 

Benedict Anderson’s "imagined communities" instead? Anderson discusses how the 

newspaper (among other techniques) helped to develop a sense of national identity, 

connecting readers otherwise disconnected in space (25). Wendy Simonds takes a similar 

approach to readers who share a genre (in her case, self-help books), and defines them as 

members of an "invisible, and thus somewhat illusory community" (43). Both Anderson’s 

and Simonds’ readers are culturally united less by the messages of their texts than by the 

shared fact of having read it. Many readers in this study did in fact bond over "having 

read the book" rather than over interpretations and the pursuit of meaning in a text. 

Yet the experiences of these readers does not quite fit this concept either. These 

book group readers are more intentionally social than the imagined community of nations 

that Anderson describes. Instead of being united by reception, these readers have chosen 

to join groups that discuss books face-to-face. The "emotional power of doing things 

together" that Warner uses to describe bodily rituals of eating, dancing, or drumming is 

here created by the shared act of reading. The reading group, therefore, combines two 

kinds of social bonding: the distanced, media-based form of community that operates 

regardless of time and space and unites based on shared media consumption, and the 

face-to-face interactions of a small group.69 Thus, the face-to-face nature of the book 

group takes the imagined, interpretive, and illusory communities to a more direct level, 

while the space of safety "around the book" makes sharing personal experiences less 

risky. 

                                                
69 It would be interesting to ask where other forms of media combine with face-to-face interaction to 

form similar effects. Perhaps film watching groups, media conventions, or even Twitter-organized 
flashmobs might have the same qualities. 
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Wuthnow’s study of small groups in American religion suggests another 

perspective. Wuthnow studied the small-group movement as an exploration of a largely 

unseen force for developing community in American culture. He reached the conclusion 

that such groups both provided "portable sources of interpersonal support" and 

"domesticated" the sacred (Sharing 255). Certainly the groups in this study are offering a 

short, limited supply of interpersonal support and connections to their members. Are they 

also "domesticating" their texts? Those that engage in relational reading are doing so, in 

the sense that they are making it personal, relatable, and connected to daily experience--

and in the sense that their actions are classed as stereotypically feminine and "domestic." 

Wuthnow, however, uses "domesticate" in a somewhat dismissive manner, speaking of 

"reducing" the sacred and making it friendly or a magical cure for anxiety rather than 

authoritative and transcendent (Sharing 4, 239). "Domestication" seems to be the risk or 

cost of making God more relevant, as if bringing the transcendent within the home is a 

betrayal or even a misunderstanding of the sacred.70 Dismissing relational reading as 

frivolous plays into this gender dynamic that codes relationships and connection as both 

feminine and less important. It also ignores the work that is being done in these groups. 

This work both reinforces communities and lays foundations for more large-scale 

social interactions. The safety that hospitable reading produces, for example, can be seen 

as a process of preserving and reinforcing members’ "face," to echo Erving Goffman. 

Goffman developed idea of "face" as a positive construction of self which has to be 

received and ratified by others through interactions which in turn place obligations of 

"saving face" and "preserving face" on participants (214). Hospitable reading offered an 

opportunity to disagree without losing face, thus allowing readers not only to develop 

their sense of selves but also to feel ties of obligation and reciprocity with other members.  

                                                
70 I owe this reading of Wuthnow to Mary Jo Neitz via Nancy Ammerman. 
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Randall Collins places face-to-face interactions like these at the foundation of 

sociological knowledge, and notes that within these interactions, larger phenomena such 

as hierarchy and group membership are enacted in meaningful ways (Kemper and 

Collins). Indeed, Collins suggests that face-to-face interactions comprise social rituals 

that add to social cohesion and solidarity (Interaction 42). These "interaction rituals" 

effectively hold society together, recreating beliefs about society as well as society itself 

(R. Collins "Microfoundations" 1012). However, such rituals are not merely conservative 

and static; Collins demonstrates that they are potential mechanisms for change, even for 

dramatic shifts (Interaction 43).  

Perhaps this connects to Carey’s second model of communication: communication 

as ritual, in which thought is "predominantly public and social" (22). Carey, like Fish, 

suggests that the meaning of a text can be developed communally, in collaboration with 

fellow readers (23). In these moments, the meaning of a text is only partly related to its 

content. The book’s meaning also involves what it provides: a "bit of distance" that 

allows readers to talk about personal things, a means of developing an educated face, and 

a locus for face-to-face interaction rituals that increase social cohesion. If this is the case, 

then what else is being accomplished through this "ritual" of reading together?  

 

Relational Reading and Religious Community 

The role of relational reading in developing religious community raises some 

intriguing questions for models of "religious reading." As mentioned in Chapter 1, Paul 

Griffiths portrays religious reading as deeply committed to a sacred text and contrasts it 

with consumerist reading (44). Consumerist reading, according to Griffiths, has tended to 

eclipse or assimilate all other forms of reading (40), particularly but not exclusively 
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among western academics.71 It places the reader, rather than text, at the center of the act 

of reading; the reader uses it to write her own life, chewing up and discarding texts as 

they lose their usefulness. Griffiths sees this form of reading as a major threat to religion 

and religious reading not only because consumerist reading assimilates all other forms of 

reading to itself and its goals, but also because it destroys the ability to give a coherent 

account (41). Religious reading partly derives from Griffiths’ definition of religion, 

which emphasizes the ability to "give an account" of existence (6). Consumerist reading, 

in contrast, is shallow and incapable of providing a coherent account of anything other 

than the reader’s own experiences (44).  

Despite the differences between the focus of this project on social, casual readers 

and Griffiths’ attention to devoted readers of sacred texts, there are some curious 

questions that emerge from comparison. On one hand, these groups are not reading the 

sacred texts that Griffiths’ religious readers lovingly peruse. Griffiths never explicitly 

excludes non-sacred texts from religious reading, but stresses the importance of a sacred 

canon whose contents are decided by religious authorities (65). Nor are these groups 

submitting themselves to the authority and control of the religious tradition that helps to 

establish the religious reader (72). What they are doing is much closer to Griffiths’ 

consumerist reading, especially when these groups use relational reading strategies. 

Relational reading is close to Griffiths’ consumerist model: readers use the books to 

describe their own lives, and the content of the book is useful because it allows them to 

act toward these ends. In its more pronounced manifestations, during discussions that 

seemed to orbit around the book rather than involve it, relational reading did seem to 

                                                
71 While his examples usually involve academic readers who "consume the works of others and 

produce their own," he also includes readers of pornography and romance fiction as "consumers," and 
implies that most magazines and newspapers are created for consumerist reading (42). 
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"consume" the book rather than absorb and internalize it.72 It might seem, therefore, that 

these groups are doing nothing like religious reading; in fact, they are doing its opposite, 

and thus do not belong in a "religious" category. 

Yet the actions of the religious groups doing relational reading presents two points 

that seem to challenge Griffiths. The first involves the nature of consumerist reading, and 

the second addresses the "religious" nature of the groups’ activities. Griffiths sees 

consumerist reading as dominant in many if not all spheres. It is unrestricted to a 

particular kind of text: novels, sacred texts, pornography, romances, newspapers, 

textbooks, and magazines all appear in the examples he gives (Griffiths 42, 45, 58). 

While he does not draw a hard line between texts suitable and unsuitable for religious 

reading, Griffiths does seem to see consumerist reading as applicable to every genre (to 

his sorrow). Therefore, even though these groups are not focused on sacred texts (and 

thus may not be doing religious reading as defined by Griffiths), we can discuss whether 

they are performing consumerist readings.  

Certainly readers are using the books to discuss their own lives in relational 

reading; certainly they are concerned with the book as a means toward "writing" their 

own lives through conversation and reflection. But the strong resistance to the idea that 

they were not "talking about the book" raises some questions. Relational reading still 

required a meaningful text, not an empty container for whatever ideas they wanted to 

discuss. A good book group discussion still needed a book that was "good for 

discussion," even if the text itself was not the point of the meeting. Readers asked to 

describe good book selections often claimed that some of the best books for reading were 

the worst for eliciting responses, and some of the worst books to read were the best for 

stimulating discussion. The meaning of the text as a text is not erased by this layer of 
                                                

72 For example: the Temple Zion meeting on Sima’s Undergarments for Women, the Enfield Public 
Library discussion of The Forgotten Garden, and the Seekers discussion of Midnight in the Garden of Good 
and Evil. 
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discussion. The content of the book, as one of the elements shaping discussion, continues 

to have an important effect on what topics come up and why.73 The readers are certainly 

using the texts, but are they using them up and discarding them?  

This style of reading is not having the deep, transformative, life-centering effect 

that Griffiths locates in religious reading, but readers were doing something else besides 

simply chewing up and discarding the texts. As consumerist as it may be, relational 

reading also helped to create community, and hospitable discussion allowed readers to 

connect and develop friendship in settings without fear of rejection or embarrassment. In 

the religious groups, it helped create ties between individuals and congregations and 

traditions as a whole. While relational reading may not have helped readers to give an 

account of existence, it has increased their sense of which account might be worthwhile 

to give. 

Even if we concede that relational reading is actually consumerist reading, we 

would still be left with its effects on religious congregation and fellowship. We would 

then have a form of reading which is not religious, according to Griffiths, yet affects 

readers’ participation in their religious traditions and lends support to a particular 

tradition, denomination, or congregation over others. This consumerist reading would 

then strengthen religious ties and help to preserve a tradition.  

For relational reading, the meaning of books lies in the connection they provide to 

others. Books are judged by their ability to elicit excited or irritated responses, 

sympathetic anecdotes or debates. That ability itself has religious significance within the 

small groups, as it helps to develop a sense of community. What makes a book 

meaningful is the connections it can be used to build, not only the account it gives. This 

is not to say that Griffiths is mistaken in his portrayal of religious and consumerist 
                                                

73 In this, I follow James Machor who argues that the content of a text must be seen as one factor in 
determining readers’ reactions, interpretations, and uses. Machor stresses that the text itself is an important 
factor, but not the only factor (Reading 15). 
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reading; only to say that consumerist reading may also have significance for the 

development and maintenance of a religious tradition. He is presenting a prescriptive 

rather than descriptive model, and directing his jeremiad against academics who dissect 

sacred texts rather than absorb them (45). At the same time, his depiction of consumerist 

reading as necessarily corrosive to religion and religious commitments  may obscure the 

ways that consumerist styles of reading may play a role in religious communities. It may 

not be the same role as the loving, savoring delectation of sacred texts, but it may be a 

role that reinforces religious identities and makes the preservation of religious 

communities that teach religious reading possible. The relational reading described in the 

previous section raises questions about what other ways reading might be religious or 

have religious effects.  

 

Religious Inflection and Seeking Community 

The religious inflection of reading strategies did not require any changes in 

individual worldviews, reminders about doctrine or sacred texts, or foundational view of 

the sacred. Instead, the frame commentary, the physical location within church or temple 

property, and the presence of religious authorities shifted the type of community that was 

being sought. Reading strategies and practices did not change, but the presence of 

religious frames changed the aim of finding friends through reading to finding fellowship 

in church or temple through reading. Instead of seeking bonds with friends or neighbors, 

these were now friends-and-fellow-churchgoers or neighbors-and-co-religionists.  

The elements that frame the conversations of the reading groups demonstrate how 

religion acts as part of the cross-currents of multiple identities. When the moment is 

marked as "religious" by the location in a church or the presence of religious 

professionals, it seems natural and normal to connect with each other as part of the 

congregation, to discuss the church roof and choir performances. But members of 
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religiously affiliated groups also talk about the latest New Yorker or a neighborhood 

break-in.74 They were just as likely to talk about nonreligious personal events such as 

home renovations in meetings, but only the religious groups followed that up with 

conversations about making aliyah or new ordination procedures. In the nonreligious 

groups, discursive norms mark religious details of personal life as off-limits. The 

religious setting (including location, authorities, and ritual) inflects the aims of the 

religious reading groups so that they take place within the discursive field of "religion" as 

well as within the discursive fields of "politics," "family," or "friendship."  

The inflected aims are not "religious" in the sense of mystery or ethics, but 

"religious" in the sense that institutional membership, identity, and ritual are included in 

the world these reading groups create. In the nonreligious groups, readers made friends 

and acquaintances using hospitable reading and relational reading; in the religious 

groups, the same strategies helped readers feel like part of a larger institution and a 

greater community. These groups are doing religious work of establishing communities 

and congregational bonds, even as they use the same practices and techniques as 

nonreligious groups. The active, reflective nature of readers pursuing these goals will 

become more and more apparent over the next few chapters, as we see how readers 

question and redefine the content of that "religious" affiliation.  

We might ask whether other church or temple activities would serve the same 

purpose without the potentially corrosive effects of consumerist reading. Would 

participation in the Unitarian Universalist soup kitchen or the Christ Church North choir 

create the same connections and ties? Warner’s discussion of the emotional power of 

acting together in church implies that the answer is yes. Members of these groups would 

                                                
74 Ammerman describes this as a process of learning "sacred consciousness" within spaces with "low 

walls," such that the patterns of religious language, concepts, and ideas can easily transfer into the other 
domains of life (Sacred). 



 

 

147 

likely feel similar connections to each other and to the larger congregation through their 

activities and through the framing techniques described above.  

However, I suggest that there is something more at work in the reading groups that 

is not present in a soup kitchen, a drum circle, or a choir meeting. Reading has a 

particular social status associated with it, and when readers join the church book club 

they are accessing that status.75 Joining the book club is not simply about making friends, 

but about becoming an informed and transformed person. In the next two chapters, I 

examine how reading itself serves to unite members of these groups. 

                                                
75 Different statuses would be associated with these other groups--artistic appreciation and talent for 

the choir, altruism and generosity with the soup kitchen, and so forth. 
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Chapter 4: Reading for Status: Articulate Believers 

 

Part of it is sort of broadening of your horizons, reading from different cultures and 

different points of view, different periods of time. I mean I feel like it sort of 

broadens my knowledge of things. I'm always trying to learn new things and 

broaden my horizons. --Adam LaPorte, Classic Readers  

 

I really do have to get into some of the classics, because how could I die and not 

have read some of the classics? ...I know one day I’ll pick up something and I’ll 

say, I really should read this. You know, just sort of force myself, whether I want to 

or not, and do it. --Trudy Zinsser, Temple Zion 

 

In the previous chapter, reading as a pursuit of friendship and connection created 

social bonds between readers. Within the religious groups, those bonds and connections 

also develop between readers and the institutions that support and house the book clubs, 

making the community part of the congregation and drawing attention to the social 

aspects of religious adherence, membership, and group identity. Readers come together to 

find friendship, and in religiously-affiliated groups their reading is religiously-inflected, 

turning friendship into fellowship.  

Friendship is not the only reason people read together, and these other aims of 

reading were also subject to shaping by social and religious contexts as well. Readers 

also read to educate themselves, using words like "broadening horizons," "opening 

minds," "developing," and "understanding." These terms mark a wide spectrum of 

possible definitions of "learning through reading," ranging from the accumulation of facts 

to encounters with different times, places, and people, to gaining a deeper understanding 

of humanity. In this chapter and the next, I will explore first how reading is pursued as 
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education (the accumulation and display of knowledge) and then how reading is a means 

toward shaping personal and social selves (the development of character, empathy, and 

identity). The former uses reading as a means of gaining cultural capital and status, the 

latter uses reading as a means of gaining insight or defining reality.  

Within this chapter, I discuss reading for education as a socially structured activity 

that pursues the status of "being well-read." This perspective on education does not 

address any potential inner changes of temperament, affect, or character within a person 

or group as a result of reading.76 Instead, for this chapter, education is a matter of 

attaining cultural capital. The pursuit of knowledge is not separate from the other 

struggles of society, and becoming educated is a means of gaining advantages and 

privileges in society. Seeking to know more is not only a desire for knowledge but also a 

pursuit of status: the status of an educated citizen. This status holds a certain amount of 

cultural capital in American society. Reading is especially connected with this type of 

capital, because books enjoy a cultural privilege that movies and television do not. Even 

literary genres that are looked down on often get grudging approval as cultural assets.  

In the same way that readers used reading strategies to pursue connection and 

friendship, readers also used strategies to pursue this aim. Those strategies were present 

in religiously affiliated and non-affiliated groups alike. Both types of groups were 

interested in reading to learn. Readers used the same techniques for book selection, 

evaluation, and interpretation in both religiously affiliated and religiously nonaffiliated 

groups. Some groups emphasized an educational aim more than others, but both affiliated 

and non-affiliated groups pursued it. We cannot divide the groups into "religious and 

educational" and "nonreligious and noneducational."  

However, the status that readers pursued was changed by the religious affiliation of 

a group. Within a religiously affiliated group, reading for education generated a different 
                                                

76 In Chapter Five, the aim of reading for transformation will be discussed in more detail. 
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kind of status. Instead of seeking to be generally "well-read" individuals, with the 

concomitant cultural capital, these readers wanted to be "articulate believers," able to 

explain and defend their religious tradition within the increasingly pluralistic American 

religious landscape. The status of "articulate believer" does not operate in the same 

locations or provide the same capital as the status of being "well-read." It has many 

similar characteristics, and grants similar kinds of authority and legitimacy to its bearers: 

similar, but not the same. The aim of reading for education has been inflected by the 

religious affiliation of the group. This inflection did not take place among religious 

individuals who belonged to the nonreligious groups. Only the religious affiliation of the 

group as a whole had an effect. 

As in the previous chapter, I explore this aim of reading by examining the practices 

that readers used to pursue education, and the strategies, underlying norms, and 

conceptions of what reading is that support these practices. I begin by clarifying "reading 

for education" and exploring its relation to the cultural status of being "well-read." Two 

strategies were used to pursue education: autodidact reading and making distinctions. 

Practices from both strategies frequently appeared together in groups, even as the two 

strategies reflect different perspectives on what reading can and should be. These two 

strategies and their practices also appeared in the religiously affiliated book groups, yet 

the status pursued in the religious book groups is better described as "articulate believer" 

rather than "well-read individual." This invites consideration of religion as a field of 

struggle similar but not identical to culture, and inflection as a means of transforming 

cultural capital from one field to another. 

 

Reading, Status, Education 

Readers talked about learning as a goal of reading in many ways. These range from 

acquiring information to reaching a deeper experience of humanity, from understanding 
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the effects of a book on oneself to having a better chance at winning a trivia quiz. There 

were two complementary but non-identical aims of reading to learn: to improve the self 

and to be seen as an improved self. The first of these will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5. The second, however, is much more about the pursuit of status: namely, the 

status of being educated. Bourdieu’s conception of class distinction and cultural capital 

suggests that readers are not only reading to learn but also to be seen as learned.  

These practices that readers used to pursue education fall into two oddly opposed 

strategies. The first involves autodidactic reading: demonstrating one’s knowledge by 

referencing a text during discussion, introducing new information into a discussion, and 

omnivorously appropriating facts, insights, and other materials from a wide range of 

books. The autodidact strategy involves readers demonstrating their skills, and 

emphasizes the uses of texts rather than the quality of those texts. The second strategy 

involves making distinctions between useful and useless books, genres, and ways of 

reading. Like the "serious" reading mentioned in Chapter 3, the strategy of making 

distinctions deems some books and reading as "frivolous" or "useless." Making 

distinctions and being an autodidact both pursued the aim of becoming more educated 

and displaying that education, but different strategies were based in different ideas about 

what reading is and ought to be. 

 

Reading to Learn 

Why did readers join book groups? To make friends and to learn; these were two of 

the most frequent answers. But "learning" is a complicated idea, and readers meant many 

things by it. For some, it was a matter of accumulating facts; for others, a means of 

developing empathy; for still others, an undefined but clearly beneficial goal. In the 

following section, I discuss several themes of "wanting to learn," including the decision 
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to seek learning in books, the desire for independence and control, and the feeling of 

responsibility that accompanied learning.  

The people interviewed turned to books as a source of knowledge and learning 

rather than (or alongside) personal experience, art, music, or travel. Sometimes this 

preference for books was due to the comparative ease of encounter: Brian Courte of 

Classic Readers called a novel a "bargain-price emotional life," a way to experience 

another person’s life for relatively little investment. Other readers mentioned the 

portability and voluntary nature of reading: the ability to pick up and put down a book 

was a reason to learn in this way. Many readers felt that books provided an opportunity to 

"short-circuit" the need to really immerse yourself in another culture in order to 

understand it77, or an opportunity to learn what others think and do in different cultures. 

Even fantastic retellings were useful in this way. Kellie Hoyland praises The Book of the 

Dun Cow, which includes talking animals and malevolent worms, as a way of 

introducing readers to Christian theology without the weight of scriptural authority.78 Still 

others enjoyed the connection of reading to learn with reading for pleasure. Jackie 

McMurdo was fond of historical novels, since "I’m not a student," and pointed to books 

as the best possible path for education: "For me to learn anything about history, this is the 

way I do it." Each of these responses depicted books as an easy way to get exposure to 

information: sometimes information on another religion or culture, sometimes historical 

knowledge, and sometimes the experiences of another person’s life.  

If books are a valuable shortcut to knowledge not otherwise available, why not 

simply read a lot rather than joining a book group? The answer is a curious balance 

between requiring others’ input and rejecting others’ authority. On one hand, readers are 

eager to hear others’ ideas and test their own readings and interpretations. To read 
                                                

77 Robert Yan, Christ Church North. 
78 C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia is a similar example of using fantasy to introduce Christianity to 

readers. 
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together means having a chance to see how others viewed a turn of phrase, a character, or 

a plot twist, and to benefit from hearing different interpretations.79 Membership in the 

group also prompts readers to do more reading and to read new material. Several readers 

stressed that without the group, they would never have picked up these particular books: 

I know I've learned a lot in the book group, things that I didn't know, especially 

when we're reading nonfiction... And so that was good to learn. So I have definitely 

learned things. --Madelyn Montano, Seekers 

On the other hand, readers were not eager to fully submit to the authority of a 

teacher and simply be instructed about a book. When readers talked about learning on 

their own, they often compared it with "school"--sometimes as continuing or extending 

their schooling (Greta Moritz), and sometimes as something better and freer than school 

(Bob Rennie). Classic Readers members described meetings as "like English class." This 

had both positive and negative connotations in their explanations: it could mean a stifling, 

authoritative lecture, or it could mean a stimulating, exciting exchange of ideas. For these 

readers, reading served as a way to pursue this goal outside the formal institutions of 

learning, thus giving it a sense of individual control and freedom from tuition or grades.80 

Reading with a goal of learning meant being independent and in control of one’s own 

'curriculum,' either through joining a group and offering comments on book selection, or 

through pursuing reading on one’s own.  

Several readers talked about their individual reading habits in terms that stressed 

individual intellectual pursuits. Robert Yan explained his reading preferences as a series 

of "enthusiasms" on specific topics, prompting him to learn as much as he can about a 

single subject at a time, from Buddhism to bread-making. Joanne Clyde of Recent Novel 

                                                
79 Cindy Snowden, Brenda Swanson, Celeste Valdivia, Brian Courte, to name a few. 
80 Victor Nell's study of readers revealed that we read differently when we know we will be 

evaluated or tested on the material (75). Book group reading was free from grading or testing, but 
discussion could feel like an evaluation. 
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Readers sends out a yearly annotated recommendation list that includes what she enjoyed 

and learned from each book (and omits the ones where "you could find better things to do 

with your time"). Her reading is catalogued, analytical, and less about communion or 

transport than about sharpening the mind. For these readers, reading provided an 

intellectual discipline, diligently working to sharpen and strengthen their minds through 

accumulating and evaluating information.  

Readers wanted to exercise control over how reading affected them. During a 

Recent Novel Readers discussion, the group began with a New York Times article on how 

reading restructures the brain even if readers forget the books.81 Members agreed that 

books influence you, often without conscious awareness of that influence. Arlene then 

asked, "How do we understand it as it goes in?" Her question indicates some uneasiness 

with the idea of unconscious influence. When Tom responded, "That’s why we have a 

book group!" his answer indicates confidence in the group’s ability to make the 

unconscious conscious.  

Readers also mentioned learning as a duty or a responsibility. John Mason 

discussed feeling that he was supposed to learn "how to live" from "Homer and Dante 

and Virgil and so forth." Kevin Emerson praises Christ Church North for helping him 

step out of "the ignorance of not knowing anything," and Trudy Zinsser felt that joining 

the book group was "like an assignment." The idea that you cannot critique what you do 

not know--and its corollary, that reading about a subject gives you the ability to critique 

it--implies that learning is a prerequisite for conversations. Learning becomes central to 

having the conversation; conversation becomes central for demonstrating and sharpening 

that learning. There was a clear sense that more understanding and knowledge was 

always better than less, that pursuing these goods was always a noble goal--more 

worthwhile than distraction, or entertainment, or profit.  
                                                

81 "The Plot Escapes Me," (J. Collins). 
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All these examples show that there are many reasons for wanting to learn and many 

ways to pursue it through reading. In these accounts, there is a also hint that being 

educated is not only desirable as an end in itself, but as an elevated status. Sometimes this 

was a departure from a negative state: Kevin Emerson wanted to exit "ignorance." Arlene 

wanted control over how books influence her. Sometimes this was attaining a better state: 

extending one’s schooling, doing better things with one’s time, becoming an expert on 

one’s enthusiasms. The desire to learn is also tied to a desire for a better way of being--

better not only for one’s own internal state, but in society at large. To become an expert 

and to leave ignorance behind is a positive social achievement.  

In the following section, I explore how this pursuit of learning can also be 

understood as a desire for cultural capital and the status of being "well-read." To read for 

learning is a desire for self-improvement, but it is also a desire to be seen as a well-read, 

educated, knowledgeable individual. The two are not entirely separate, nor are they 

entirely at odds. A reader who desires to be well-read is not simply ‘faking it’ in order to 

gain social status without effort. At the same time, the strategies and practices that enable 

a reader to pursue the status of being well-read are subtly different from the strategies and 

practices that a reader uses to pursue self-development. The gap between one’s persona 

(being seen as educated) and one’s self (being educated) ought not to be ignored, but 

should not be overstressed.82 Education is never only about status, whether pursued 

individually or in a group, in leisure moments or in a prestigious graduate program. 

Status is, however, inseparable from it.  

 

                                                
82 The two aims might even be considered as facets of the same activity: status is self-improvement 

ratified by others, and self-development ratified by the self is the formation of identity. 
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Bourdieu and Education as Status 

The desire to be well-read, as articulated by these readers, is not only a desire to 

transform, inform, and improve oneself, but also a desire for a certain privilege. There is 

a connection between education and status in this desire. Being "well-read" is a type of 

social and cultural capital that has authority not only in academic circles but in wider 

cultural settings.  

Cultural capital is one version of Bourdieu’s "symbolic capital," a set of resources 

that are neither strictly economic nor reducible to an economic understanding. Symbolic 

capital has power not through overt coercive force, but through its appearance as a 

legitimate demand for "recognition, deference, obedience, or the services of others" 

(Swartz 43). The material dimension of its power is obscured. Cultural capital can be 

exchanged for economic capital, but it is not identical or reducible to economic capital. 

Bourdieu discusses cultural capital as a set of dispositions for understanding, 

appreciating, and consuming valued cultural goods such as art, music, scientific formulas, 

and literature (Swartz 76). The term also can encompass educational attainment, 

knowledge of high culture, and participation in high culture events (Lamont and Lareau 

153). Lamont and Lareau suggest unifying these possible meanings by focusing on the 

way that cultural signals (credentials, behaviors, etc.) are used for social exclusion and 

drawing boundaries (156).83  

Viewing education and literature as a pursuit of cultural capital can seem dismissive 

of readers, reducing them to advantage-seeking profiteers rather than discerning, 

reflective readers of literature. But Bourdieu insists that reducing cultural capital to an 

economic pursuit is a distortion not only of individual experience, but also of the social 

experience. Pursuing cultural capital is not the same as pursuing economic advantage and 

power: this is precisely where its strength as capital comes from. (Bourdieu Outline 115) 
                                                

83 This raises questions about the exclusionary aspects of "serious" reading. 
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Bourdieu’s vision of human action is utilitarian, since individuals are trying to maximize 

their resources and strengths, but it is not reductive to economic systems alone (Swartz 

78).  

Understanding reading as a pursuit of cultural capital can be done through its 

parallels in other self-improving pursuits, such as appreciating art, listening to music, or 

developing good taste. Bourdieu’s Distinction explores how taste in music, food, and art 

is a marker of social class (Distinction). The ability to critique, discuss, and appreciate 

the preferred culture of the powerful classes marks class divisions. These divisions are 

carefully maintained symbolic boundaries, and one’s taste in reading plays a part in 

demonstrating a place within the privileged class (Lamont). Claiming the status of being 

well-read, like being an admirer of art, not only grants standing within an educated elite, 

but also works to solidify "well-read" as a valued status (DiMaggio and Useem). 

For example, consider Joanne Clyde’s description of her yearly reading list: 

It was actually one of my friends in England who sent me a book list once, books he 

read that year or something. And so I started doing that. It’s not every book I read 

that year...I do it because first of all it's a nice record that I like to have of what I 

did. And it's not every book that I read, some books aren't even worth 

recommending to other people. But I try to get usually about 25 books with the 

amount of annotation I do on both sides of a piece of paper. And I try to every year 

read 25 books that are worth mentioning. They’re not exactly recommendations 

because I know very well that some people would never read some of these books... 

authors have to get their publicity by word of mouth and stuff. And same thing with 

movies or plays, really any kind of artwork. So I think it's important for people to 

tell other people what was good that they read or--I actually try not to mention the 

stuff I didn't like... I think people only remember the titles that they read, and they 

can't remember if you said it was good or bad. So I don't want to give any publicity 



 

 

158 

at all to the ones that I thought it was good enough, I was interested while I was 

reading it, but after I finished it I realized it's, you know, you could find better 

things to do with your time.  

What reasons does Joanne have for this booklist? It functions partly as a personal record-

keeping system of what she has read in the last year, partly to drum up publicity for 

authors she likes. It also spreads information among her social network (the booklist 

accompanies her beautiful handmade Christmas cards). But it is also a means of 

communicating her preferences and tastes to others. It is addressed to others, despite 

being a personal record. It establishes certain authors as valued, though Joanne expects 

that some of her audience will neither read nor buy them. It omits the books that were not 

good enough or that were a comparative waste of time when finished.  

Joanne’s list not only gives her stamp of approval to 25 books a year, but also 

stamps her as a frequent and discerning reader. It demonstrates to friends and family that 

Joanne is a self-directed intellectual, pursuing the sharpening of her mind and weighing 

each of her reading choices systematically at the end of the year. The annotations she 

provides for the books not only introduce her audience to them, but also establish her as a 

critic. Her reading list communicates a portrait of Joanne as a well-read thinker, with 

authority over which books are worthwhile, and as such it makes a claim for her authority 

and status. 

These concepts make readers sound cynical and calculating, as if books and reading 

exist only for the purpose of individual advancement. It is important to note that these 

concepts are not about individual motives and intentions, but about social structures, 

cultural resources, and forces that shape those motivations. I propose that readers, 

through expressing their desires to learn, are also expressing a desire for the cultural 

capital that reading can provide. That this desire to learn also reflects a desire for 
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understanding, wisdom, knowledge, and improvement is also true, but this desire cannot 

be wholly separated from the status and power that knowledge and learning provide. 

Why should reading be a source of cultural capital? Reading has been connected 

with class mobility, and to be well-read has long been a marker of class aspirations. Brian 

Street draws attention to the use of literacy to indicate liberty, mobility, rationality, and 

progress (29). M.T. Clanchy also discusses how literacy in the 12th and 13th centuries 

functioned primarily as economic advantage, while being connected with a host of 

assumptions about moral improvement and civilizing capacity (191). Brian Stock, 

examining the same period, notes that literacy became identified with rationality as well 

as power (31).  

While the net effect of mass reading in the early modern era was not necessarily a 

change of material conditions or ease from labor, it could increase public participation 

(Gilmore). Educational reading was intended to shape new citizens in democracy 

(Altick), and to be well-read was to signal one’s participation in that system. To read 

meant entering into the realm of the well-informed citizen voter rather than the docile 

masses. Reading became a marker of joining "civil society." Even the format of books 

played a role in developing the reader as a private, self-educating figure rather than a 

social one (Benedict).  

While the beneficent power of reading to "uplift" readers by educating them to the 

virtues and ideals of the upper classes was often framed in terms of self-improvement and 

class mobility (Kaestle et al.), many scholars pointed out how this involved training 

everyday readers to internalize the standards and prejudices of the dominant classes as 

well. In Adorno’s view, for example, the novel is a form of bourgeois indoctrination that 

presents virtues to emulate while simultaneously teaching that those virtues operate only 

within fiction (91). Fetterley’s feminist criticism states that a similar indoctrination 
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happens to women reading classic (i.e., men’s) literature, as the reader internalizes both a 

normative worldview and an argument that undermines that worldview, requiring her to 

be at odds within herself (xxi). In both cases, the supposed power of reading to improve 

the reader is actually a means of convincing the reader to accept the dominant class’s 

perspective and legitimacy. 

One set of critics who warned about the risks of being unwittingly shaped by 

reading suggested that the answer was more and better reading. The "media literacy" 

movement warned that the wrong kind of reading could have negative effects (Potter). 

The solution offered by these critics was not to abstain from media, however, but to 

cultivate the correct form of reading (Warren): distanced, critical, incisive, suspicious, 

and close to the "serious" reading detailed in Chapter 3. Even when reading is not 

universally a source of status, the right type of reading can be a marker that divides the 

"media-literate" from the uninformed. 

De Certeau also describes reading as a means of legitimating power structures. 

When used as a strategy of the powerful, reading becomes a means of reproducing power 

and the passive acceptance of that power as the only way of existing (170). However, de 

Certeau leaves room for alternate ways of reading that are not "serious" yet evade these 

power mechanisms. These are tactics of "poaching," which move around and through the 

legitimate ways of reading and take temporary benefits here and there throughout the 

book. The reader as poacher instead of pupil may not gain access to the dominant class’s 

power, but she gains a different, transient power from her reading (de Certeau 172). 

Radway applied Bourdieu’s discussion of class distinction to reading and taste in 

America. Her study of the Book-of-the-Month-Club demonstrated not only that literature 

participates in constructing cultural distinctions, but also that such distinction thrives in 

American society. Radway extended this point in her discussion of the "middlebrow" 

reader, a class neither overeducated nor frivolous in their reading, which used the Book-
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of-the-Month Club selections as part of a leisure pursuit of education (Feeling 359). 

There is a strong similarity between the editors in Radway’s study who seek to construct 

this ideal type of reader and the book group members in this study who strive to broaden 

their horizons and deepen their understanding through reading. Rebekka King’s recent 

dissertation on reading groups suggests that a certain kind of liberal Christian authority 

and legitimacy is granted through the identity of "being a reader" rather than through the 

content of the texts being read (King). Benedict distinguishes between the consumer-

good role of a book, in which it represents "being cultured," and the use-value of a book, 

which includes its work in providing ideas to shape readers and cultures (211). This 

duality holds true for readers in this study as well, who value both the book’s ideas and 

its cultural value. 

These critics point out something implicit in the idea that reading and education 

grant authority: namely, that reading serves as a marker of class status to others. Reading 

the right books, in the correct way, for the right reasons, connects a reader to educated 

experts who have power in society. The connection may be a matter of uplift and joining 

the literati, or an illusory connection that convinces one to accept oppression, but either 

way reading has a part in developing that connection. If the goal of reading to learn is to 

educate oneself, it is also a pursuit of the status of that education.  

This aspect of the pursuit of education is a pursuit of symbolic capital: the ability to 

draw on the authority of one’s knowledge, the authority of authors, or the authority of 

high culture. To be well-read and educated, to demonstrate that one’s learning has not 

stopped after formal schooling, is to claim cultural authority. It simultaneously announces 

a claim to being an expert and--if pursued outside of formal systems of learning--a claim 

for independence from the institutions of experts. A well-read individual is a self-taught 

thinker.  
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The Autodidact 

As the readers in my study pursued the prestige of being well-read, they sometimes 

employed a series of practices intended to pull information from as wide a field as 

possible and display it to themselves and others through conversation. This is the strategy 

of the autodidact, the self-taught individual, a strategy that pursues information and 

learning from many sources and demonstrates it through pointing to the authority of texts. 

In addition to demonstrating knowledge through referencing texts, the autodidact takes an 

omnivorous attitude toward book selection and exhibits a freedom to reference outside 

material. The autodidact strategy’s underlying concepts of reading stress the potential of 

every book to offer knowledge and the responsibility of the reader to seek, analyze, and 

share that knowledge.  

The practice of referencing the text is summarized by a frequent refrain at Classic 

Readers meetings: "Show me where it says that." 84In discussion, readers used their 

knowledge of the books to make points, back up arguments, transition to new subjects, 

and praise or condemn the author. Referencing the text--"showing us where it says that"--

could be done alongside any number of other practices. Gabriella used a passage from 

The Madonnas of Leningrad to explain her own feelings about dementia, by reading a 

few phrases to remind other readers and saying that she’d like a similar serenity in her 

life, then comparing that to a personal story about a relative’s dementia. Her use of the 

texts serves a relational reading purpose, but it also demonstrates her knowledge of the 

book.  

Sometimes this is a matter of challenging the author. George Baird’s reaction to A 

World Lit Only By Fire included a detailed rejection of Manchester’s history of 

                                                
84 Individual readers may be referencing the text to themselves, by looking up material or returning 

to a favored text, but no readers mentioned this in their interviews. It would be interesting to see how much 
this practice is used in virtual reading communities; does the face-to-face aspect of a reading group increase 
or decrease readers' desire to demonstrate their knowledge? 
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Magellan, which not only showed Baird’s knowledge of the text but also showed his 

expertise beyond the book. Between George’s irritation at a lack of footnotes and other 

readers’ challenges to the historical narrative, Manchester took a great deal of criticism at 

these meetings. When Temple Zion invited the author of The Woman Who Named God 

to speak at a book group meeting, members grilled her on her interpretation of Genesis 

and challenged her reasons for presenting these narratives in a new form. This served 

both the purpose of demonstrating that they had "done the work" in reading the book and 

thinking about it, but also that they were actively thinking about the limits of scriptural 

interpretation. Taking an adversarial stance toward the author meant claiming the status 

of educated critic. Rather than dismiss the book as "frivolous," it was dismissed as 

"incorrect."  

Other times the challenge involved not a group and an author, but members of the 

group itself. Readers frequently disagreed over a text, whether over plot details such as 

the actual identity of a shadowy character or moral questions such as whether readers 

should have sympathy for abusive characters. Referencing the text was a method for 

providing proof for each claim: that the main character of Bridge of Sighs is struggling 

with his sexuality, that The Metamorphosis is a dream rather than a parable, that Gregor’s 

sister is far more sympathetic than he in the same book, and so forth. Readers pointed to 

the text as the authority. If a reader could not provide some backup to their claims 

through this, the discussion moved on quickly. 

This is not to say that all instances of asking a question, backing up one’s claims 

with references to a text, or challenging the author are merely schemes for power and 

mutual display of status. These are moments of close reading, sharing information, 

connecting through debate or agreement, and mutual exploration of texts. They are also 

moments in which readers display their "well-read" face to each other, not as a cynical 

bid for dominance but as a means of reinforcing and affirming the idea that they, as 
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readers, are intelligent, educated autodidacts. The acquisition of information and the 

mutual discussion of texts is an internally transformative practice (which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5). It is also a claim for cultural capital. 

Another practice of autodidact reading is an encyclopedic approach to knowledge. 

Readers referenced other texts as well as the one selected for discussion; readers brought 

in knowledge from other sources to buttress their arguments. Even readers who had not 

read this month’s selection could join the discussion by contributing in this fashion, and 

thus could demonstrate their "well-read" status to themselves and others. In each case, 

readers were demonstrating their knowledge and thereby establishing their credentials as 

well-read, knowledgeable individuals.  

Whether the book selection was used as evidence, challenged as flawed according 

to readers’ knowledge, or interpreted through information from other readings, the 

important activity involved readers presenting an educated "face," both to themselves and 

to other members of the group. Like other kinds of "face-work," the educated face is a 

construct that displays a positive representation of oneself, and receives approval from 

oneself and other members of the group (Goffman). In fact, the entire group works to 

maintain "face" through ratifying and accepting each other’s display. Presenting oneself 

as an autodidact is both an individual task and a group endeavor, as the entire reading 

group reinforces the idea that they are learning together. 

The autodidact strategy includes several normative claims about how books ought 

to be approached. These normative ideals underlie autodidact practices regardless of 

whether a reader reads alone or with a group, and they structure those practices toward 

the end of becoming well-read. Autodidact reading downplays formal, academic styles of 

reading in favor of personal exploration. When readers debated the believability of a 

book, for example, the ultimate resort was not the text but the readers’ own experiences: 

did it match their experiences of reality?  
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Readers could also point to other texts in order to demonstrate their interpretive 

authority over this one. During a meeting of the Enfield Public Library group, the short 

story "The Smile on Happy Chang’s Face" brought up some divergent reactions. The 

story involves a Chinese immigrant father fighting with umpires at his daughter’s 

baseball game, and smiling as he is pulled away from the fight. When Bethany raised the 

question of what the titular smile meant, readers had different approaches to making their 

case. Some pointed to moments in the story, some brought up changing social mores 

about physical discipline. Jane Vandever, however, brought up a book that she had read 

recently about Asian stereotypes and the smile as a means of showing deference to 

authority. The debate stalled; some readers were not convinced by this interpretation and 

continued to look for moments in the text, but most deferred to Jane’s experience and 

knowledge from her other book. 

This moment from Enfield can be viewed in many ways. It was a thematic debate 

over the story’s name as well as an opportunity to debate the distinction between child 

abuse and discipline. Jane was sharing information and bringing context to a text; 

Bethany was performing the role of moderator by posing a question but refraining from 

the discussion. It was also a moment where one reader’s appeal to the authority of other 

texts--Jane’s reference to a study on Asian stereotypes--was used to demonstrate that 

reader’s authority over interpreting the story. Taking this perspective may seem too 

cynical about the motives of readers: Jane did not preen or demand recognition for her 

authority, nor did other readers regard it as a rejection of their own interpretations. If I 

claimed that Jane was making a cold, calculated effort to display her learning purely as a 

claim for status, that would not only flatten the multiple aspects of this moment, but 

badly misrepresent Jane and the rest of the group. However, if I claimed that her 

reference to other information did not have this aspect of demonstrating mastery over the 
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text, I would also be misrepresenting the scene. Intentional or not, a claim for interpretive 

authority was made, and this claim involved demonstrating education. 

 Finally, this strategy also emphasizes that all books have the potential to shape and 

inform us. Many readers espouse a kind of "faith in books," where "everything you read, 

whether you like it or not, you end up learning something from."85 This strategy relies on 

the idea that readers are made up of everything we have read as well as everything we 

have experienced (thus moving reading into another type of personal experience, 

somewhere between ‘being there’ and ‘being absent’). Radway’s romance readers often 

defended their choice of book by pointing out the research that went into historical 

romances and the sense of learning as they read (Romance 108). Jackie McMurdo’s 

statement that historical novels and fiction are "the way I learn" also reflects this idea. 

Readers can find useful information in any book and every book, this strategy claims. 

This view embraces the power of the word--any word--to lift readers out of dark times, or 

move them, or enlighten them. There is a radical democratization of textual power here, 

since while books may be distinguished by their quality or worth, even the "trashiest" 

book or the "kiddy" book will be part of this change. Note that being an autodidact does 

not mean accepting every part of every book. As Christ Church North’s criticism of 

William Manchester shows, the reader is still exercising control over which parts of a text 

are valuable. Because control lies with the reader, it is within the reader’s power to 

benefit from a bad book and find the useful, educational parts of it. It is also within the 

reader’s power to claim the status benefits from having read widely and on one’s own 

terms. 

 

                                                
85 Beth Woodson, Enfield Public Library. 
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Making Distinctions 

A second strategy for pursuing education (and its related status) relied on the 

opposite concept: that there are good and bad books, good and bad ways of reading, and 

that learning depends upon knowing the difference. Much like the "serious reading" 

discussed in the previous chapter, this strategy is about making distinctions between what 

is useful and what is frivolous or wasteful. The practices that made up this strategy 

focused on book selection, prioritizing some books over others, and dismissing or 

denigrating certain books, genres, and ways of reading. Stewart Hoover has explored the 

making of distinctions between good and bad media or useful/useless media as part of 

"accounts of media," narratives that define a relationship between the reader86 and "The 

Media" as a whole (87). The right forms of understanding meant that the strategy of 

making distinctions constructs education as a matter of correct learning. Making these 

distinctions and using these accounts of media ensured that readers’ time was allocated to 

the right sources. 

When individuals and groups chose books to read, some emphasized the 

importance of making the correct choice--of choosing something important or meaningful 

over something unproductive. Sometimes this was phrased as a matter of narrowing one’s 

reading to match the available time: Joanne Clyde’s remark about books that "waste 

time" echoes this feeling. Sometimes it involved entire genres: Agnes Mullen of St. 

Anne’s explains why: "I don't like fiction because I feel like I'm not learning... Love 

stories, Danielle Steele, to me that's a waste of time." Sometimes speculative fiction or 

mysteries were excluded; Tom Dietrich says that "there are some wonderful novels that 

we just simply don't read because I don't think it will engage the readers in the same 

way." He also turned down The Help, saying "it’s a woman’s book, I’m never going to 

read this."  
                                                

86 Or viewer, since most of Hoover's book involves television and film instead of print. 
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Two aspects of these distinctions are particularly striking. The first is the 

connection between useless reading and feminine reading, as in Jonathan Howe’s 

dismissal of the women’s reading group at Christ Church North:  

It [the women's group] was hateful. And the reason was because it turned into a 

support group and a group therapy group....so you read this book and it tells you 

about your relationship with your mother and then you go into your relationship 

with your mother and it’s like, oh, help me, help me. Don’t do this. I don’t want to 

hear this. Too much information. Men don’t do that. 

 Like Tom Dietrich’s refusal to select The Help for Recent Novel Readers because "it’s a 

woman’s book," this distinction sets women’s ways of reading and women’s books 

firmly in the "useless" category. The opposition is strongly gendered, with men’s reading 

being more useful, more transformative than other types. Elizabeth Long draws attention 

to this gendered nature of reading when she comments on a cartoon about "women who 

read too much:" "Reading requires social control lest it take over from more worthy 

pursuits...female reading requires surveillance" (Book Clubs 13). The implication that 

women’s reading (or women’s books) are somehow useless for bettering oneself shows 

how structures of dominance are expressed and reinforced in everyday structures of 

experience.87  

The second aspect of distinction is the characterization of useful reading as 

transcending the economics of the marketplace. These kind of distinctions mark a line 

between everyday consumers and a well-educated reader. By limiting their reading to 

"useful" books, "serious" reading, or "realistic" genres, these readers were attempting to 

distinguish themselves from passive consuming audiences and portraying themselves as 

                                                
87 Compare also Ann Douglas’ The Feminization of American Culture, in which she asserts that 

sentimentalism undermined the status of religion and clergy in mid-1800s America. Douglas makes these 
claims primarily through analyzing sentimental fiction of the era (121-65). The implication is that women’s 
reading demonstrates the success of frivolous concerns over real religion. 
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thinking, discerning readers. Radway connects these two models in her article "Reading 

is Not Eating," in which she links feminist criticism of romance reading with a model that 

assumes "mass-produced texts are used up, exhausted, and then discarded by the people 

who rely upon them to fulfill their need for meaningful stories in their lives" ("Reading" 

9). To be well-read is to transcend that process of consumption, turning reading into 

transformation instead of eating. 

Readers who divided useful books from useless were uneasy about granting all 

texts the ability to transform readers. Not all books have this ability, according to this 

strategy--some are too shallow or too complex, too emotional or too dry, too facile or too 

boring to have an effect. Flawed books or flawed ways of reading are not useful and not 

educational as a result. This strategy therefore emphasizes the quality of some texts over 

others, even if that quality differs depending on who makes the distinction. "Classic" 

books, for example, are supposed to possess this quality, but speculative fiction is out of 

the category for some readers (such as Tom Dietrich and Karen Seiler).  

These two strategies, while based in conflicting ideas about what books ought to be, 

both directed practices toward the end of becoming well-read. Each strategy aimed 

toward demonstrating how knowledgeable, learned, and authoritative a reader was, 

sometimes through amassing knowledge omnivorously, sometimes through discerning 

useful from useless sources of knowledge. Each strategy also could be ratified and 

supported by a group that shared it: Classic Readers tended to make distinctions, while 

Seekers and Enfield Public Library tended toward autodidact learning. Members could 

easily move back and forth between them, demonstrating their knowledge and mastery of 

a text while shifting between strategies. "You learn something from everything you 

read..." could be accompanied by "...and you learn more from better books."88 Neither 

                                                
88 I am paraphrasing rather than quoting. This sentiment was expressed by several readers, including 

Charlotte Klapperich, Tom Dietrich, and Carol Tierney. 
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strategy was restricted to religious or nonreligious groups. Something about the desired 

status, however, changed when readers pursued education within the religious groups. 

 

Pursuing Religious Knowledge 

Seeking to gain the status of being educated, well-read individuals was one reason 

why readers read, individually and in groups. Although some groups placed more 

emphasis on this goal, such as Classic Readers and Christ Church North, both religiously 

affiliated and non-affiliated groups pursued it. The same strategies were used in both 

types of group, and the practices that made up these strategies were equally present. 

Readers referenced the text, brought in additional information, sometimes embraced all 

types of reading as potentially informative, and sometimes made distinctions to eliminate 

certain books, genres, and styles of reading as less useful. Christ Church North chose its 

selections with the same pursuit of education as Classic Readers. Temple Zion and 

Recent Novel Readers were equally likely to make references to the text in order to make 

a point. Readers who preferred only useful books and readers who praised all books as 

beneficial were present in both groups.  

At the same time, the readers in the religiously-affiliated groups were pursuing a 

slightly different goal. Readers in these groups wanted to know more, not just about the 

whole world, but about religion. Reading strategies and their underlying normative ideas 

about what reading is remained unchanged, but they were used toward a slightly different 

end. Narrowing the range of knowledge from "learning" to "learning about religion" 

changed nothing about the strategies for learning, but meant that the goal of such reading 

was not simply to be well-read but to be religiously well-read.89 The cultural capital that 

                                                
89 For the groups I studied, this pursuit did not lead to reading the sacred texts of other religions. 

Commentary, history, comparative theology, and memoirs were all preferred over reading Buddhist sutras, 
the Qur’an, or other sacred texts. Agnes Mullen, for example, was reading The Koran: A Very Short 
Introduction at the time that she selected Now They Call Me Infidel. She decided to assign the Darwish 
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these readers pursued was therefore active in a different field than the cultural capital 

gained by simply being seen as educated. The religious affiliation of the group inflected 

the aims toward religious fields.  

In order to better understand the difference between being well-read and being 

religiously well-read, we must examine how members of religious groups pursued 

religious knowledge using the same education-oriented reading strategies as nonreligious 

groups This reveals a subtle difference between the cosmopolitan, educated, well-read 

status, and the religiously cosmopolitan and educated status. The status sought by 

religiously affiliated group members is the "articulate believer." The articulate believer is 

privileged in the American religious landscape, its relative freedom from institutional 

approval or censure, and its Protestant lineage. To achieve the status of articulate believer 

is to achieve a kind of "authentic" religiosity, able to justify and explain one’s tradition 

without being beholden to institutional authority. This status carries considerable cultural 

capital, and yet that capital is specialized for use within religious fields of struggle rather 

than general cultural fields. The type of capital generated by this pursuit is not "spiritual 

capital" in the sense of charisma or rational-choice investment of resources. Reading that 

takes place within religious groups generates a particular type of capital that differs not 

only from the symbolic capital of economic class or academic status, but also from 

existing definitions of "spiritual capital." 

It is worth restating that the capacity of the group to actually produce this status for 

its members is less important than the pursuit of the status itself. Whether or not joining a 

church book club will actually make readers into articulate believers is a useful question, 

but not the intention of this study. Instead, the fact that readers expressed this goal and 

acted as if reading would help achieve it tells us more about the role of reading in 

                                                                                                                                            
memoir over either the Qur’an or the Very Short Introduction. This may reflect an extension of the 
religious groups’ identity as book clubs rather than scripture study groups. 
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religious settings. In Catherine Bell’s work on ritual as Bourdieuian practice, she 

discusses how ritualization is aimed toward establishing or supporting redemptive 

hegemony. Instead of discussing whether ritualization actually can provide salvation, 

contentment, or profit, she examines what its other results might be--the affirmation and 

reproduction of social structures, including the distinction between ritual and nonritual 

(83-85). Likewise, examining the aims of reading does not (at this point) require judging 

the success of those endeavors, only their implications.  

While nonreligious groups sought out information simply to be more learned, 

religious groups sought it out to strengthen parts of their self-conception as informed, 

critical believers. In the nonreligious groups, the search for information was often 

phrased as a search for information about other cultures. These are the intellectual 

disciplines of readers like Joanne Clyde, who seek to develop a sense of themselves as 

learned and educated thinkers. The readers who say that book clubs bring them into 

contact with books they would not have otherwise read are seeking mastery in new areas. 

Seekers, for example, chose a series of books on Central Asia for that purpose. While 

Classic Readers and Recent Novel Readers were less interested in amassing facts through 

the novels they chose, members of both spoke about reading as a means of expanding 

one’s horizons and broadening the mind. Knowledge about religion was never more than 

an incidental part of the knowledge they sought. 

Among religious groups, education was especially important as a means of 

establishing religious identity and constructing themselves as discerning, self-reflective 

members of their traditions. Reading became part of a spiritual discipline, intended to 

develop part of one’s religious identity. This discipline is a counterpart, not an opposite, 

to the intellectual disciplines of readers in the nonreligious groups; the same practices and 

strategies are at work, even though the goals differ.  
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In order to gain and demonstrate mastery over religious knowledge, religious 

groups narrowed this mission from the broad "learn about the world" goals to "learn 

about us (as a tradition)" and "learn about them (other religions)." While historical 

information about Lincoln or the Cold War was a pleasant addition, most often the 

desired information was specifically religious: how did the Church operate in this time 

period, what do Buddhists and Muslims believe, what was life like for Jews in England, 

and so on. Religiously affiliated groups were particularly interested in defining religious 

identity through this exploration.90 No nonreligious group had as much emphasis on 

"learning about us" via reading. Agnes Mullen selected biographies of St. Francis for one 

meeting and a history of Catholic experiences under Communism for another. Both 

reflected a desire to know more about Catholic life and history. Temple Zion’s book 

selection discussions often included a remark or two about "learning more about 

Judaism" or "learning about Jews" amidst the arguments. During discussion of The 

Devil’s Company and Days of Awe, readers approved of the books for what they taught 

about Jewish lives in 1800s England and 1960s Cuba respectively.  

Other forms of religious knowledge involved learning about religious Others, 

sometimes to erase boundaries between "them" and "us," and sometimes to reinforce 

them. The distinction between us and them was usually made between the religion of the 

hosting institution and another religious tradition such as Islam or Buddhism. The group 

at St. Anne’s made this pursuit of knowledge into a dire necessity, saying that "we need 

to know more" about Islam to be informed citizens in a threatened nation. Occasionally, 

the distinction was made between "us" as religious adherents and "them" as atheists or 

secularists (as when Christ Church North discussed parts of Belief). Christ Church 

North’s discussion of Without Buddha I Would Not Be a Christian went back and forth 

                                                
90 Religious groups’ particular concern with defining and redefining their identity as "religious" will 

be considered further in Chapter 5. 
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between an inclusive and exclusive "us," as members alternately pointed out parts of 

Knitter’s analysis that they felt were useful for their own faith and parts that they felt 

were simply untenable in Christianity. Temple Zion discussions of Judaism sometimes 

drew lines between Reform and Orthodoxy, such as during Sima’s Undergarments for 

Women, which produced some sharp comments about Orthodox women shopping at 

high-priced boutiques. In each case, however, the knowledge of these internal and 

external Others was a valuable goal, and learning about other traditions allowed readers 

the ability to join conversations about those traditions--to distinguish themselves from 

Orthodox Jews, to explain why Islam is really a threat, or to clarify how Buddhism is 

(and isn’t) compatible with Christian thought. 

Readers in the religious groups made distinctions between useful and useless books 

for pursuing knowledge. Christ Church North members Robert Yan and Jonathan Howe 

both mentioned that the women’s group had chastised them for not reading "devotional" 

books. They shrugged that criticism off, saying they found more use in the current 

readings’ material for thought and intellectual stimulation. In the ongoing debate over 

selecting "Jewish books or good books" in Temple Zion (which aroused strong feelings 

in several readers), we can see a struggle between the hope that all books will provide 

useful knowledge and the desire to be specifically learned in one field. "I think that since 

we are a Jewish book group that we should read Jewish books. There are so many other 

book groups around," said Monica Frey. The virtue of Temple Zion, for her, is its 

specificity. 

The end goal of pursuing religious knowledge is most visible when people who 

lacked it were criticized. Brenda Swanson of St. Anne’s lambasted Muslims because they 

"don’t know their own faith." Robert Yan felt that people who could not understand the 

orthodoxy behind a tradition were suffering a cultural loss, especially when they 

proposed changes in the church. For him, all innovations required a solid foundation of 
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knowledge before changes could be considered and judged. Like the sense that one 

needed enough knowledge to be a solid, well-informed citizen, this perspective implies 

that learning is required in order to join a conversation about religion.  

The religious knowledge gained by the readers in these groups could be deployed 

within the congregations, as Robert Yan suggests about considering orthodoxy. It could 

also be used in nonreligious settings, in conversations outside the settings of church and 

temple. Brenda Swanson planned to give copies of Now They Call Me Infidel to many 

friends and family. Andrew Jacobsen enjoys integrating his Buddhist ideas into parts of 

his life outside the Unitarian Universalist church. Members of Christ Church North talked 

about bringing up the points of Belief or Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian 

with friends and co-workers. The advantages of being religiously well-read extended 

beyond the religious institution, granting a measure of authority and legitimacy to 

conversations and interactions outside the religious setting.  

 Members of the nonreligious reading groups might still express an interest in 

learning about other traditions, but did not make it part of their shared social reading 

pursuit. Kellie Hoyland, for example, suggested that "it is helpful to have some 

background knowledge of who the prophets were and what the Bible stories are, if only 

for trivia nights." Fellow Classic Readers members Bob Rennie and Vanessa Larks 

expressed regret that they didn’t know more about several religious traditions. Their 

goals in joining the nonreligious reading group were a matter of generalized learning, not 

spiritual enlightenment or religious education.  

Members of the religious reading groups were not simply seeking to be "well-read" 

in the same way that Madelyn Montano or Adam Laporte wanted from Seekers and 

Classic Readers. These readers wanted to be knowledgeable about their own religious 

traditions as well as others. The search for knowledge about the religious Other reflects 

another influence from the academy, namely Max Muller’s adage "He who knows one, 
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knows none" (Stone). In order to be educated, aware, reflective people of faith, this 

suggests, readers must pursue information about other faiths--not necessarily to convert 

them, but to understand oneself better. The readers of Christ Church North who struggle 

to understand, explain, and defend the Incarnation, the readers of St. Anne’s who want to 

convince family members that Islam is not a religion of peace, and the readers of Temple 

Zion who want to justify their opinions of Abraham are all seeking a similar status: being 

an articulate believer. 

 

From Well-Read to Articulate Believer 

What is this "articulate believer" status? If being well-read in general provides 

cultural capital that implies higher social class, mobility, authority, and legitimacy, then 

what does the status of being religiously well-read provide? What does it do that other 

forms of religious authority don’t? Why is it so important that readers "know their own 

faith," to echo Brenda Swanson?  

In brief: because the articulate believer enjoys a particular privilege within 

American religious discourse. The articulate believer is the person who is able to explain 

herself. She can "give an account" when called upon, to echo Griffiths’ definition of 

religion. In a religious landscape that emphasizes achieved rather than ascribed religious 

identity91, she can defend her choices, whether they are doctrinal or denominational. To 

be religiously literate is to be versed in an apologetics of one’s tradition. The privilege 

granted by being an articulate believer has its roots in Protestant definitions of real and 

true religiosity, but it also enjoys support from theories of religion that emphasize 

                                                
91 The achieved/ascribed distinction originates with Ralph Linton, who distinguished between 

statuses that are chosen or attained (such as graduate student) and statuses that are tied to characteristics of 
one’s birth (such as sex, nationality, or race) (Foladare). A religious identity is ascribed if a person is born 
into a tradition and treats it as a natural, normal part of being; it is achieved if a person actively chooses it, 
through conversion or dedication. 
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coherency, and it finds a home in the need to defend and articulate religious claims in a 

pluralistic society.  

 The American religious mainstream’s foundations in Protestant Christianity tie it 

to a long history of requiring testimony, witness, verbal confirmation, and proof of one’s 

belief. Instead of embracing a "belonging without believing" approach, the Protestant 

stress on belief emphasizes reason and textual reference as the key to real knowledge and 

real religiosity. Griffiths’ definition of religion as the ability to give a coherent, central, 

surpassing account of existence also supports the articulate believer as the ideal religious 

person: one who can speak clearly of her account. 

In addition, being an articulate believer is an expression of the Protestant (and 

American) emphasis on the "priesthood of all believers." It is a status that cannot be 

either ratified or stripped away by religious authorities. Like the autodidact, the articulate 

believer operates alongside but not entirely within institutions of knowledge (like higher 

education or a church). This relative freedom from institutional authorities echoes 

Protestant rejection of hierarchy and emphasis on direct access to divine knowledge.  

One example of the value of being an articulate believer comes from the contrast 

with lived religious practices. Robert Orsi describes teaching students about a shrine at a 

Catholic church in the Bronx that is designed to mimic the shrine at Lourdes. This shrine 

is clearly an imitation, not the original miraculous spring, but many Catholics visit to 

drink the water, fill their radiators with it, save it to heal and console loved ones, and so 

forth. Orsi’s students indignantly respond that this shrine is not "real" religion: it is 

profane and perverse, even "abusive" to worship at a deliberately constructed spring. 

Orsi’s students prefer "higher, greater" religion, "private and interior...intellectually 

consistent and reasonable (6)," which he calls a normative account of religion in the 

United States. This also exists in studies of religion that dismiss or diminish the 
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religiosity of those who cannot explain their full worldview in a detailed, articulate, 

coherent fashion (Smith and Denton 134). 

Being an articulate believer is a mark of privilege, a status that defines some forms 

of religion as less real, reasonable, or sacred than others. The status of articulate believer 

is involved in a long-standing association of some forms of religion (reading, rationality) 

with masculinity and intellect, and other forms (material, devotional) with femininity and 

emotion.92 The Protestant aspects of being an articulate believer place it firmly on the side 

of rationality, reason, masculinity, and Protestant emphasis on belief over behavior. It 

also necessarily downplays the "inarticulate" believer who "doesn’t know her own faith;" 

a figure who has been historically associated with Catholic ritual and hierarchy, material 

and popular culture, and femininity (McDannell 9-12).  

While the mainstream currents of Protestantism shape how religious people are 

expected to demonstrate and justify their identity, the increasing religious pluralism of 

the last fifty years has also increased the need to articulate religious identity. While 

pluralism has not resulted in the secularization of society, as Berger’s The Sacred Canopy 

predicted, it has resulted in an increasing need to find some way to communicate between 

religions. If what had previously been taken for granted is now contested and up for 

discussion, skills in apologetics become necessary. We see this in Christ Church North’s 

decision to read Without Buddha I Would Not Be a Christian or Agnes’ insistence that 

we have to know more about American Muslims. To some extent, the valorization of the 

articulate believer is making a virtue out of the necessity to communicate between 

traditions or to define one’s own tradition in the face of challenges.  

These readers are also striving to demonstrate that they have "religious literacy" 

(Prothero). Under pressure to prove that they are "really" religious and that they 

                                                
92 The valorization of the articulate believer over practical or emotional forms of religion bears 

similarities to the strategy of "serious" reading that dismisses emotional and relational forms of reading. 
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understand the religious landscape around them, articulate believers work to claim the 

legitimacy of learning. They are (or desire to be) able to explain, defend, and critique a 

religious tradition, as well as to respond to the critiques of others. The reader who wants 

to be well-educated is seeking a status that relates to class and cultural power. The reader 

who wants to be an articulate believer is seeking a status that grants power to define 

religion, to speak for or against religious traditions, and to enter the field of debate over 

what role religion ought to play in the American public square.  

"Knowing one’s faith" is not simply about accumulating information, but about 

having the authority and legitimacy granted by that information. A layperson can remain 

a layperson while becoming an authority on religious subjects, someone who is able to 

hold forth in conversations and explain her stance. Reading groups and book clubs 

therefore offer us a window into one location where religion is being actively constructed 

and reconstructed through the pursuits and conversations of everyday individuals--where 

lived religion is transforming into theories of religion. The articulate believer benefits 

from and participates in the construction of religion as a set of beliefs, an intellectual 

worldview that can be explained, justified, and contrasted with other such worldviews 

and sets of beliefs. This is not a brand new form of religious capital, simply one that 

thrives in the American context. In particular, this form of religious capital thrives in 

contexts that use definitions of religion that stress belief over behavior and coherent 

consistency over fragmented lives. Even religious traditions where belief has been less 

central nevertheless participate in an American religious cultural field where articulate 

belief is the currency through which cultural power is exercised. 

 

Transformation of Capital and Fields of Power 

The status of articulate believer therefore comes with a substantial amount of 

symbolic capital. In this section, I explore how this capital is fundamentally different 
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from Weberian charisma and from the types of capital that rational-choice theories posit 

as "spiritual goods" and rewards. This form of capital operates alongside religious 

institutions rather than within them, thus in uneasy tension with religious authority 

whether hierarchical or mystical. This suggests that this religious capital is best thought 

of as transformed social capital, and that in turn invites consideration of religion as a field 

of power within broader cultural fields. 

Using the term "spiritual capital" invites comparison with other theories that stress 

religious resources gained by individuals. Weber’s bearers of charisma hold a type of 

religious power, legitimacy, and authority, but they differ from articulate believers. 

Charisma involves exceptional, extraordinary qualities--strength of personality, power of 

conviction, etc.--that makes its bearers seem almost supernatural (Weber 245). Mystical, 

compelling religious experiences may grant charisma to individuals inside and outside 

the established institutions of a tradition. Charisma is grounded in the transcendent, and 

represents a breakthrough of the otherworldly into this-worldly concerns.  

The status achieved by articulate believers, on the other hand, is not connected to 

the transcendent, but rather to this-worldly matters of information and explanation. 

Articulate believers achieve their status by individual effort rather than receiving it 

through grace. While articulate believers may speak for or represent a religious tradition, 

they are entering an arena of debate over religion rather than beginning a movement. The 

authority claimed by readers as articulate believers is fundamentally rational, based in 

the acquisition and display of knowledge. As such, it is in tension with any authority 

claimed through mystical insight or personal charisma. Jonathan Howe explained that one 

reason to join Christ Church North and other such reading groups is to place a brake on 

mystical experiences, to surround oneself with a sane peer group that can help sort out 

spiritual insights from delusions. Jonathan’s fellow readers were also likely to espouse 
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the role of reason in judging religious experience. This, then, is not the spiritual charisma 

Weber would have posited as a base for religious legitimacy and cultural power. 

Nor is being an articulate believer the sort of spiritual capital that rational-choice 

models describe. Rational choice theories of religion claim that adherents join religions 

as part of a considered, economic approach to gaining certain goods, primarily goods 

such as eternal life or divine favor. Individuals are religious because they believe a 

particular tradition will provide salvation, or divine favor, or contentment, not because 

they are foolish or ignorant (Stark and Finke 88). Iannaccone suggests that "religious 

capital" involves the knowledge of a tradition and personal connections with other 

members of a congregation that are investments toward eternal rewards (299). This type 

of religious capital includes knowledge, social connections, and mastery of and 

attachment to a tradition (Stark and Finke 120), all of which are focused toward 

otherworldly goods. 

Reading groups may be pursuing their goals through rational means, but being an 

articulate believer is a this-worldly goal, not an otherworldly spiritual good such as 

salvation or blessing. It is a matter of individual achievement rather than supernatural 

favor. Indeed, the process of becoming an articulate believer is no guarantee of becoming 

a devout believer. The examples of Kevin Emerson and Andrew Jacobsen, whose 

searches for religious knowledge have led them to convert or doubt, underline this. 

Unlike Stark and Finke’s confidence that mastery of a tradition is connected to 

attachment, these readers’ accounts indicate that increasing one’s knowledge of a 

tradition is not necessarily the same as becoming more committed or devoted. 

The well-read religious person operates without being subject to the sanction or 

rejection of religious authority. This is the case regardless of whether the tradition in 

question grants religious authority through years of study and service (as is the case for 

seminarians) or through compelling mystic experience. Just as the autodidact moves 



 

 

182 

outside of the structures of the academy, so the articulate believer is outside religious 

institutional power structures. The book club is like English class but not English class, 

like seminary but not the same. No degrees are granted at the end of Classic Readers, nor 

is anyone ordained through St. Anne’s. A person who knows a lot about her tradition is 

not necessarily either a deacon or a monk; she rests her authority on her command of 

texts, including non-scriptural texts.  

If the status of articulate believer does not grant Weberian charisma, rational-choice 

spiritual goods, institutional attachment, or a place within hierarchies of religious 

institutions, it is nonetheless a source of legitimacy for these readers. To "not know one’s 

faith" is a definite disadvantage. To be religiously learned, outside of institutional 

structures, is its own advantage. Being an articulate believer carries privilege within the 

American religious landscape. It also carries the potential for oppression, as an articulate 

believer claims the authority to define what counts as "real" or "false" religion.  

Might it be useful to consider religion as a field of struggle? The arena where being 

religiously well-read makes a difference is more circumscribed than the arena where 

being well-read makes a difference. Bourdieu describes fields of power as arenas where 

actors struggle for legitimation, with positions of dominance and subordination (Swartz 

124). It may make sense to think of the articulate believer, then, as one position that can 

be claimed within a field of struggle over religious power. Like a priest or rabbi, the 

believer claims some authority to define and describe religion--both her own tradition and 

the set of "real" religions. Unlike them, she has no formal authority within the religious 

institution. 

What makes the articulate believer’s relation to reading groups interesting is the 

way that one kind of capital is transformed into another. The spiritual capital of the 

articulate believer is a subset of the cultural capital of being well-read, but it is also 

qualitatively different. The knowledge is of another kind, even if the practices used to 
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pursue it are the same. Like the intellectual disciplines and the spiritual disciplines of 

reading, these are not opposed but complementary. Bradford Verter suggests that 

multiple forms of religious capital exist, and raises questions about the transfer of capital 

between fields, such as between religious and political fields (168). We might think about 

these reading groups as spaces for transforming capital. Here readers learn a way of 

"speaking religion" that bears similarities to the capital gained from education, such as 

rationality and professed independence from institutions. This capital can then be 

translated back into the rest of their lives without losing its "religious" character.  

 

Conclusions 

The religious affiliation of a group made no difference in whether that group was 

interested in reading for education, nor in the practices that readers used (singly and 

together) to pursue that education. Instead, the religious affiliation of a group changed the 

status of "being educated" from a general claim to expertise and knowledge to a claim of 

particular kinds of knowledge. The inflection that the religious affiliation of these groups 

performs upon the pursuit of education transforms the desire to be well-read into the 

desire to be an articulate believer. In a religious landscape where providing a coherent 

account of one’s faith is valued, being an articulate believer legitimates one’s religious 

affiliation.  

Religiously affiliated reading groups were a way of pursuing religious knowledge 

and thus religious capital. The capital related to the status of the "articulate believer" was 

not mystical insight, nor charismatic authority, nor formal legitimacy within an 

institution. Despite coming out of religiously affiliated groups, this status does not grant 

direct authority within a religious institution. Instead, it is a "soft" power that grants 

authority and legitimacy to one’s views in conversation outside of religious institutions. 

An articulate believer is not striving to explain herself to her pastor, but to her family, her 
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co-workers, and her friends. By establishing a place where readers can learn to "speak 

religion" without being formally trained, these reading groups seek to develop this status 

among their members.  

As readers are faced with this increasing need to explain, defend, or articulate who 

they are as religious persons and what that means in their lives, they are constantly 

confronting religious Others and redefining their own religious selves. The next chapter 

explores other aspects of education, those that emphasize the transformation and 

development of self. What makes the act of learning so intriguing is its connection to the 

development of empathy, as information leads to understanding--or ought to. Chapter 5 

will explore how the encounter with Others, both textual and actual, is connected to the 

development of individual identity, group boundaries, and empathy. 
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Chapter 5: Reading for Transformation 

 

Reading opens up the world. I think it makes most people see all the possibilities, 

all the different ways of living, all the different ways of looking at the world. 

--Charlotte Klapperich, Recent Novel Readers.  

 

I respected them [Muslims] before I read this book. --Brenda Swanson, St. Anne’s 

Book Club 

 

When readers in this study sought to educate themselves, they desired something 

more than simply gaining a reputation as "educated" or "well-read." The status and 

capital of being educated was worthwhile, but the pursuit of self-development extended 

beyond this. Readers wanted to "open up the world," to "broaden their horizons," by 

reading and especially by reading together. What did that involve? How did readers want 

to transform themselves? What practices did they use to pursue that goal, and what 

strategies of reading did those practices imply?  

As I discussed in the introduction, the central argument of this dissertation is the 

inflection provided by a religious affiliation on the aims of social reading. That argument 

is, in turn, set within two larger contexts: the discussion over what reading ought to be, 

and the discussion over what constitutes "religion" and "being religious." In this chapter, 

those discussions emerge out of reading for transformation and how religion shapes that 

pursuit.  

In the nonreligious groups, readers pursued education and self-transformation by 

using reading to increase ethical awareness, altruism, and cultural understanding. This 

framework not only reflects existing concepts of reading as moral uplift, but also the 

second way that readers defined "being religious" in Chapter 2. To read in this fashion 
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echoes ideas of reading as the inner transformation of the soul through the encounter with 

the Other of the text, as well as understandings of religion that stress ethical activity and 

moral concerns.  

In the religious groups, however, this framework of reading as an ethically 

transformative act was almost entirely absent from discussion. Instead, readers were 

seeking to understand themselves as religious. To read for transformation within the 

religious groups was a matter of constructing religious realities: boundaries, identities, 

and norms. Yet the same strategies were at work in both groups.  

Two strategies for pursuing this transformation emerge from reader comments: the 

strategy of seeking to encounter an Other (sometimes textual, sometimes face-to-face) in 

reading and the strategy of making assertions about reality using a text. The two 

strategies work together to develop a sense of identity for readers, through embracing or 

challenging difference. A small set of readers deserve additional attention for explicitly 

naming a spiritual or religious dimension to their transformative reading practices. 

While the strategies employed by religious and nonreligious groups were the same, 

religious groups were more concerned with building a social identity than individual 

identities. This seems to link "religion" with definitions that emphasize social norms and 

boundaries rather than internal beliefs and ethics. At the same time, the social identity 

that members of religious groups were striving to build emphasized precisely those 

beliefs and ethics. In this light, I reexamine an intense moment from fieldwork as a 

conflict between different strategies of self-transformation, and propose some ideas about 

the construction of durable religious identities within a contingent religious setting.  

 

Information, Invitation, Imagination 

When the readers from this study spoke about seeking transformation through their 

reading, they did not use phrases like "ethical laboratory" or "public imagination." 
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Instead, they spoke of "learning" and "broadening," of "expanding minds" and 

"understanding." Within these terms lies a variety of potential uses and transformations 

that readers had in mind.  

To some degree, all individuals and groups experienced reading as a way to 

encounter new experiences and new information. By using books to make these 

encounters possible, readers were able to get "a bargain-price emotional life" or find out 

"things I wouldn’t have known otherwise." In the previous chapter, I discussed how 

readers used this access to new information as a marker of status and a claim on the 

cultural capital of being "well-read." Here, I examine how readers sought to use these 

encounters in other self-transformations: as access to information, as an invitation into 

the experiences of another, and as a spur toward imagination.  

Transforming oneself by acquiring information is involved in demonstrating one’s 

status as well-read, but it also includes the pleasure of simply knowing more or the desire 

to feel a change in one’s perceptions and understandings. New knowledge can then be 

used in conversation, at trivia nights (as Kellie Hoyland suggested), or when sharing a 

yearly reading list with friends (as Joanne Clyde does). Gabriella describes her reading as 

travel: "We don’t travel, but I’ve traveled everywhere in books." Adam LaPorte said that 

his reading "broadens my knowledge of things;" that he’s always trying to learn new 

things, and this is one avenue for that self-improvement. By reading "from different 

cultures and different points of view, different periods of time (Adam LaPorte)," readers 

were able to "travel everywhere" to add to their store of knowledge.  

There are transformations that extend beyond information. Participants claimed that 

reading not only made them into educated individuals, but that it also "broadened their 

mind," "expanded" them, or introduced them to "other ways that people or families dealt 

with things." Within this idea of "broadening" is the distinction between learning about 

someone and learning "what it’s like to be someone." When Temple Zion members 
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distinguish between just "hearing about conversos" and reading Days of Awe (which "is a 

real story"), they are dividing the acquisition of information from the development of 

understanding. When Jane Vandever praises literature for its ability to "teach you a lot 

about people and how they think and how they get to the place where they’re at," she 

connects information with understanding. In between these, readers like Bob Rennie 

explained that some books necessitated learning a new perspective (such as Jane Austen’s 

works, which he believes require a female perspective). This transformation is both 

acquiring information (what women experience) and lessons on "how to live" (what it 

might feel like to be a woman). Tom Dietrich’s commitment to good novels that "show 

you what goes into a person" makes a similar connection between being informed and 

being sympathetic to another’s concerns. 

In each case, when readers are learning "what it’s like," they are responding to an 

invitation. This invites readers to consider what another person’s experiences feel like: 

not just the sum of their activities, but what it might feel like to be that person. Another 

member of Recent Novel Readers, Sandra Blake, observed that "[a book] allows me to 

get involved with other people's lives, and to see the decisions that they make and where 

they go wrong and where they go right and how they're able to make changes." Sandra 

here echoes Carroll’s construction of a novel as an a testing ground for making ethical 

decisions.  

What do readers do with that knowledge of "what it’s like?" In some cases, this 

offers an opportunity to empathize with the characters and lives portrayed. That empathy 

can carry back over into the reader’s daily life. Kevin Emerson, of Christ Church North, 

talked about the pursuit of knowledge as a means of defusing hatred: "It’s really easy to 

hate a group...And then you know, the next thing you know, one of them is your friends 

and you’re saying, they’re not so bad." Compare this to Putnam and Campbell’s "My 

Friend Al" principle. They state that one possible reason for increasing religious tolerance 
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in practice is the increase in interreligious friendships and acquaintances, thus putting a 

personal face on a disliked group (Putnam and Campbell 531). Pursuing this through 

reading suggests that "my friend Al" can be a textual "friend" as well as the face-to-face 

encounters Putnam and Campbell describe. 

Perhaps the most striking example of developing empathy via reading comes from 

another member of Recent Novel Readers, Mara Pierce. When she was eleven, her aunt 

was deported to Siberia and suffered terribly. Mara grew to hate Russians, refusing to 

speak Russian despite being fluent. Many years later, she encountered a copy of 

Nadezhda Mandelstam’s memoirs: "It just opened up to me how terribly those people 

suffered…I just don't hate them anymore." The book has provided a window into another 

life, and defused Mara’s anger at an entire nation. Reading has provided a transformation 

through both information (on what Russians suffered) and an invitation (to see life from a 

Russian point of view). These readers have chosen to take an extra step beyond having 

the information and sharing the experience of Others into having sympathy for those 

Others. 

 There is also a hope that this pursuit of empathy will go even farther and develop 

intercultural understanding. Gloria Meissner, who has worked as a librarian, is 

ambivalent about books as "teaching tools," but sees them as a valuable way to increase 

cultural relativism:  

I do think maybe you do change a little bit ethically [when you read]. I certainly 

think the more books we can read now and the children can read now about other 

cultures... hopefully that might affect their ethical perception or behavior. Maybe 

they at least develop more cultural relativism in their thinking. 

That "cultural relativism" is positive in Gloria’s perspective, a means of defusing cultural 

conflict rather than a move toward moral incoherence. Being able to imagine a multitude 

of morally reasonable, sympathetic Others, either from reading many books, or from 
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generalizing from one character to many different groups, is a transformation several 

steps beyond the sheer accumulation of interesting data or even the encounter with a 

different culture.  

It is tempting to suggest a causal link between each of these steps, a necessary 

progression from knowledge to empathy to action. The progression goes like this: 

Readers go from acquiring information about the Other, to learning what it is like to be 

that Other, to empathizing with that Other, to generalizing that empathy outward to 

Others who are not involved in the book, and to acting upon that empathy. For example, a 

theoretical reader begins by finding information about lives of gay youth, to reading a 

narrative about what it’s like to be a gay teenager, to empathizing with that teen, to 

feeling that empathy for gay youth in the reader’s life (or to other groups struggling with 

similar problems), and eventually takes some action grounded in that empathy. This 

progression, particularly the later steps, has resonance with Gloria’s hope for cultural 

relativism and Tom’s discussions about how people in the world are suffering the same 

trials as those within the books. 

Making this causal progression a certainty, however, is not possible. The idea that 

knowledge about the Other leads directly to sympathy for the Other skips several 

important steps. A reader may pause at the point of empathy, but never take action on 

those feelings; a reader may pursue information, but not be moved to empathy by that 

pursuit. As I discuss later, readers may also avoid generalizing their empathy for a 

character in a narrative to similar persons in real life.  

Drawing this set of causal links also risks placing the public imagination as the 

ultimate end of reading. Mara’s empathy extends to the Russians that she used to hate, 

but she did not mention something like Tom’s universal recognition of human 

particularity through literature. The specificity of her empathetic change makes it no less 

meaningful.  
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What is clear is that some change is happening at each of these points. The reader 

who acquires information is changing as surely as the reader who develops her public 

imagination. The reader who considers her horizons "broadened" by reading about the 

Silk Road, even if she does not apply that knowledge to her daily life, is still different 

from someone who never picked up the same book. The type of transformation can range 

from spectatorship, as readers observe the ethical dilemmas of others, to an awareness of 

other ways of living, to sympathizing with those ways of life, and many more 

possibilities. One thing that unites them is a sense that all of these transformations are 

accessible through reading. Another is the role of social reading in reinforcing and 

developing them.  

Pursuing transformation, for readers in this study, required two strategies: seeking 

out difference, and then using that knowledge of difference. While individual readers 

frequently used their reading as a means of broadening personal horizons, groups 

preferred to talk about encountering difference when they discussed their reasons for 

reading. Seekers, St. Anne’s, and Temple Zion all talked about selecting books in order to 

learn more about Others (respectively, Afghanis, Muslims, and Jews from other nations). 

The goal of the pursuit of difference was frequently described simply as "learning," 

implying a transformation through increased knowledge. A "deeper" transformation of 

empathy and identity was the conscious goal of reading in Recent Novel Readers and 

Enfield Public Library. As might be expected under Tom Dietrich’s leadership, Recent 

Novel Readers discussions often involved the idea of coming to understand others 

through literature. Enfield’s discussions also referenced this by noting that a book really 

invited you into a character, or made you think about a conflict from a different angle. 

Empathy and transformed identity rarely came up for discussion at Seekers, however, and 

while Celeste Valdivia personally held a hope that books can increase empathy, she did 

not invoke it as leader of Classic Readers.  
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Theories of Transformation through Reading 

If education is a means of gaining cultural capital, it is also a means of creating a 

reflective self. This self is able to create and participate in a social world (Fowler), and 

conscious of a capacity to make and remake itself (Freire). In the previous chapter, I 

discussed how "learning more" was a major aim of reading for many participants in this 

study, and examined what role that played in terms of acquiring status and cultural 

capital. In this chapter, reading to learn also means the transformation or development of 

self. The rhetoric of improving through reading has strong roots in the wider American 

culture of reading. This rhetoric fuels literacy programs and English departments alike. 

The idea that reading (especially reading "the classics") will shape model citizens, 

empathetic adults, or simply well-rounded human beings is one of the underlying beliefs 

of the readers in this study. By exploring the theoretical roots of this pursuit, we can 

understand the cultural narratives that underlie readers’ hopes to transform themselves 

through reading.93  

While there is a strong, shared sense that reading is an important force for moral 

transformation, there are many different ideas about what exactly that force involves. 

What are the moments of transformation? What is happening to the reader, and what 

work is she performing? Which of these models of transformative reading are shared by 

the readers within this study?  

Perhaps reading transforms its readers through simple mimesis. Early modern 

Americans who extolled the virtues of reading as a force for creating moral, informed 

citizens felt that this was the most important part of moral reading (Machor Readers) 

(Gilmore). When given an obviously good character, readers will identify admirable 
                                                

93 It is worthwhile to remember that many theorists express concern over the negative potential of 
reading’s transformations, in which readers are trained to misrecognize their own interests and accept being 
dominated (Fetterley; Adorno; de Certeau). 
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virtues and act in similar ways. William Bennett’s Book of Virtues operates on this 

model, by attempting to teach "moral literacy" through helping readers identify virtues 

and emulate them (11). First a reader must identify a character as worth imitating, and 

then she must enact that virtue in her life. While many readers in this study talked about 

admiring characters, they also felt that a great deal could be learned from characters who 

were not like them and not admirable.  

Instead of simply emulating admirable characters, readers in this study also talked 

about observing the decisions, situations, and outcomes of characters as a means of 

reflecting on their own lives. This suggests a different model of transformation, one in 

which books function as laboratories for working through complex moral questions. Noel 

Carroll suggests that literature is akin to philosophical thought-experiments, permitting 

readers to observe ethical decision-making and its consequences (7). Narratives are 

therefore extended philosophical and moral arguments, and readers are led through the 

decisions, struggles, and successes of characters. Colin McGinn proposes a similar idea 

in his description of novels as "vehicles of ethical exploration." The fictional world, 

states McGinn, is "really the ideal world in which to go on ethical expeditions: it is safe, 

convenient, inconsequential, and expressly designed for our exploration and delight" 

(177). In both cases, the virtue of narrative is its capacity to show possible consequences 

and rewards, thus allowing readers to explore ethical decisions from a position of relative 

safety. Readers are transforming not through emulating moral exemplars, but by 

watching how decisions are made and evaluating the results. For both McGinn and 

Carroll, this is primarily an individual transformation. The audience is invited to reflect 

upon the ethical decisions in a book, but an unreflective reader or an unsympathetic one 

might ignore the messages of a book’s decisions. Readers like Sandra Blake and Tom 

Dietrich do actively choose to read for the ethical laboratory discussed by McGinn and 

Carroll in which they can observe "how [characters] get to the place they’re at."  
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A third possibility is that readers are learning a new type of imagination through 

reading. For Martha Nussbaum, this new imagination is one that understands how 

complex and particular human beings are, thus bridging the gap between the neutral 

application of law and the personal situations within each legal case (8). Nussbaum 

enlists novel-reading as a means of nourishing this form of imagination, because novels 

highlight the particularity of their characters, offer complex and irreducible behaviors and 

motives, and invite readers to see not archetypes or Everymen but messy, complicated 

individuals (30-32). Because of these qualities, novel-reading nourishes and develops the 

ability to imagine narratives that can explain others’ actions, potentially serving as "a 

bridge both to a vision of justice and to the social enactment of that justice" (12). Instead 

of beginning with a set of rules for behavior and evaluating actions accordingly, narrative 

permits us to understand not only mitigating circumstances that might explain or ease 

some decisions but also the human situations that ground such rules for behavior.  

Although it is important to see the possible outcomes of a range of decisions, 

Nussbaum is less interested in the novel’s role as a thought-experiment as its ability to 

teach a type of imagination. This public imagination is not only key to understanding 

how different people might react in social situations, but also key to our ability to judge 

and evaluate those actions (8). By stepping into the shoes of a narrator, we are potentially 

rereading our own lives in the light of these characters’ claims. In these cases, the 

transformation comes about as a result of the specificity of and sympathy with characters. 

What matters in the content of the text is the believability of those characters and their 

ability to inspire sympathy in us.  

Michael Jackson proposes a different type of imagination, also learned through 

telling and receiving stories. This is the "visiting imagination," which is "neither a 

detached knowledge of another's world nor an empathetic blending with another's 

worldview" that helps readers to grasp their own lives as well as come to understand 
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others (265). This imagination is particularistic, like Nussbaum’s public imagination, but 

it is not necessarily empathetic. Instead, the visiting imagination destabilizes certainty 

and throws taken-for-granted facts of life into doubt (256). It can invite empathy, when a 

reader imagines herself into another’s position, but it may not inspire it.94 The visiting 

imagination relies on a polyphony of multiple perspectives within a story, unsettling any 

one fixed stance. This type of transformation implies that reading, through the multiple 

characters and multiple sympathies within a book, teaches readers to live with uncertainty 

and ambiguity. Gloria Meissner’s hope for "more cultural relativism" and Mara Pierce’s 

empathetic transformation away from hating Russians have echoes of both Nussbaum 

and Jackson. 

Another theory of transformation relies on the wholeness of a narrative to inspire 

and transform the reader, not its characters, specificity, or polyphony. Alasdair MacIntyre 

proposed that narratives, fictional and nonfictional alike, teach a way of viewing a life as 

a coherent whole. That wholeness is necessary to understanding the virtues that inform 

life. It is necessary for a reader to perceive her own life as coherent and whole in order to 

make sense of virtues within them (MacIntyre 218). To perceive the wholeness of a book 

and the completion of a life story encourages readers to view their own lives as consistent 

wholes, to trust that what seems like sheer happening will transmute into a coherent and 

complete story. This transformation does not rely on the specific content of a narrative, 

only on its wholeness.95 Like other forms of transformation, this version requires the 

reader to recognize an important quality in a text, and to understand that she ought to 

desire it in her own life. Curiously, MacIntyre gives no theory of reading or reception to 

                                                
94 Some feminist critics have charged that masculine reading is fundamentally incapable of empathy 

and understanding difference (Flynn and Schweikart). In turn, critics of feminist criticism have responded 
that feminist readings are the ones that cannot comprehend difference (Donoghue). Both rely on denying 
the imaginative ability of the other. 

95 An intriguing counterargument is present in Geoffrey Galt Harpham's Getting It Right. He 
suggests that narrative is innately disunified and necessarily includes a shadow account of the actions and 
legitimations presented (Harpham). 
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explore how individuals will interpret this narrative wholeness, and separates his 

discussion of practice as a pursuit of virtue from his discussion on narrative as a means of 

teaching virtue. 

Perhaps all of these parts of a narrative play a role in the transformation of a reader. 

Paul Ricoeur presents this type of transformation, suggesting that the entirety of a 

narrative is what provides the reader with the impetus to change. The entirety of a text--

its plot, its characters and their complex motives, its sense of time, its narrative 

wholeness--forms the "world in front of the text" (Interpretation 92). The horizon of the 

text’s world merges with the horizon of the reader (Interpretation 91). Readers who are 

transformed in this manner are invited to know themselves in new ways--to understand 

themselves as consistent through time, or to appropriate the elements of the narrative into 

their own worlds. For Ricoeur, this aesthetic response provides an introduction to 

thinking ethically (another ethical laboratory, in fact), because it invites readers to 

consider the stability of their character and the possibility of imagining "oneself as 

another" (Oneself 115). It is also a model whose symbolic repertoire has been shaped by 

Protestant bibliocentric traditions. The power of the Word enters into and passes through 

readers, leaving changed souls in its wake. 

Ricoeur’s model of reading depicts it as the completion of a work, as the reader’s 

world intersects with the world of the text (Time 1 171). Only at this point can a narrative 

have full meaning; without a reader and an act of reading, a text remains inchoate (Time 1 

70; Time 3 158). The act of reading is a refiguration of reality, as the reader steps into the 

role that the text has prefigured for her and transforms it (Time 3 169). It interrupts 

action, since readers are pulled into the "unreality" of the narrative world, but it also 

spurs action, since readers "incorporate--little matter whether consciously or 

unconsciously--into their vision of the world the lessons of their readings" (Time 3 179). 

Ricoeur agrees that one power of narrative is its role as thought-experiment, but goes 
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further by saying that narratives always impose "a vision of the world that is never 

ethically neutral," which causes the reader to reflect upon and reevaluate the world and 

herself (Time 3 249). The actual world of readers’ actions intersects with the world of the 

text (Figuring 240), guiding readers but also being shaped by their attempts to apply it to 

their lives (Figuring 146). 

What all these models have in common is the idea that something within the text 

resonates with the reader and causes her to reflect. For McGinn, Carroll, and Bennett, the 

reader recognizes something about the specific characters within a book, such as their 

virtues, decisions, or situations, and integrates her reactions to those virtues or decisions 

into her own concepts of right and wrong. For Nussbaum, Jackson, and MacIntyre, the 

reader encounters something about the form of the novel or narrative, such as its 

particularity, wholeness, or polyphony, that affects how she imagines her own life and the 

world in which she lives. And for Ricoeur, readers not only enable the text to reach its 

completion in reconfiguration, but also bring their own "itineraries of meaning" to this 

reconfiguration and are themselves constructed as readers and as reflective subjects. In 

each case, the reader is being changed through her reading, learning to view her own 

world through a new perspective.  

While McGinn, Carroll, and Ricoeur all view reading as preparation for ethical 

action in a variety of ways, they are primarily concerned with the moment of an 

individual encountering a text. Nussbaum and her predecessor Booth, however, rest their 

depiction of ethical transformation on social reading. The initial act of reading is 

incomplete without "coduction," which requires readers in conversation with each other. 

Coduction, according to Booth, involves comparing experiences with other observers and 

readers in order to consider the virtues of a text (71). It is an ongoing and constantly open 

process, as readers continue their conversations and reread books with new knowledge 

and experiences. Nussbaum, who draws on and extends Booth’s arguments, invokes the 
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idea of a community of readers to moderate unusual or dangerous interpretations (75). 

Unlike models that focus exclusively on a reader encountering the text, the readers 

posited by Booth and Nussbaum are already embedded in a reading community, in 

conversation with others. The transformation wrought by the text requires social reading 

in order to take place. This social reading must be made up of conversations, rather than 

an imagined or illusory community.  

These conversations have their own roles in transforming readers. Lynn Neal’s 

study of evangelical romances explores their ability to enable "women to minister to 

other women" as both readers and writers (12). Reading evangelical romances becomes a 

means of transforming the self individually, as readers integrate the wholeness and 

comfort of the romance into their religious lives, and a means of creating networks 

between fellow readers and between readers and authors. Maria Pia Lara depicts 

eighteenth-century salons and Jane Austen novels as locations where women could 

appropriate stories and struggle against oppression through reading and writing(74, 94). 

Through conversations in these salons and through the consumption of Austen novels, 

women transformed their ideas about what was possible, just, and humane. Long’s 

research on book groups explored the idea that they could provide a deliberative space for 

women that would allow them to evaluate and criticize their own lives and the structures 

around them. Group discussion magnified the experiences of identification and 

understanding from reading, and the conversation became "a lens that reveals the books 

under discussion and the inner lives of coparticipants and, through this process, allows 

participants to reflect back on their own interior lives as well" (Book Clubs 145). These 

studies of social reading portray transformations that rely on both books and fellow 

readers.  

One final possible model for transformation through reading pays less attention to 

the content and the social setting of reading in favor of its nature as a practice. Foucault 
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mentions reading as a "technology of the self," particularly in Stoic and Epicurean 

practices of self-care. Persons who wished to take care of themselves were exhorted to set 

time aside for reflection, which included reading. For Foucault, this form of reading is a 

discipline, a means of constraining the self that also constitutes the self. Readers 

transform not through interpreting the meaning of a text, resonating with its contents, or 

conversing about it with others, but through the sheer discipline of constituting oneself as 

a reflective reader. The practices of self-care were not isolated, but social (Foucault Care 

51), and the content of a work had greater or lesser ability to help shape the self (Foucault 

Care 45). But these qualities were less important than the idea of transformation as labor, 

activity, cultivation: an active task that requires constant tending (Foucault Care 59). 

Foucault therefore suggests another aspect of transformation through reading: its role as a 

practice, a task, and a conscious and constant activity rather than pure attitude or 

contemplation. Thus, we might ask what transformations result from reading when it is 

considered or performed as a regular, routine act of self-cultivation. 

These theories of transformation emerge out of multiple fields and have different 

grounds for their conclusions, but they lead us to expect several things for the 

transformations that readers in this study attempted and attained. We might expect that 

readers, whether on their own or in groups, will point to books that resonated with them 

in some important fashion as the primary way of transforming the self. We might try to 

determine what part of a book resonates with a particular reader: its wholeness, its 

plausibility, and the Otherness of its characters. We might expect a discussion about the 

difference between lived experience (as sheer happening, as inaccessible to others) and 

narrative. We might also expect that the transformations of social reading are the same as 

individual transformations that result from resonating with a text, simply magnified and 

extended through group conversations.  
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Reading as a Spiritual Practice 

Among the many readers who talked about learning, broadening horizons, and 

improving themselves through reading, a small set invoked religious and spiritual 

language to describe the transformation they pursued. These readers talked about books 

that had strengthened their sense of religious identity, making it "real" to them or 

granting them access to a religious reality they had never before considered. Ruth Harris 

of Temple Zion presented her conversion to Judaism as an entire process of studying and 

reading, from the novel As A Driven Leaf to historical criticism of the Torah. She 

recounts "reading and reading and reading," and talks about Elie Wiesel’s Souls on Fire 

leading her to seek Hasidic teachers and consider the realities of pogroms. "I had a 

Christian counselor...and I said, what happened to those people? They were wiped out, 

the Nazis came. My people are gone...Would I take it if I had to face the same thing 

myself?" For Bob Rennie, his conversion to Orthodox Christianity is tied to reading The 

Orthodox Church. "It had the effect of making my religion feel real," he said.96  

These readers have experienced something akin to the deep moral transformation 

described by Griffiths or Ricoeur. They have recentered their lives in response to the text, 

and use it to reinforce their religious identity. Although each now has a strong identity as 

part of a religious tradition that involves a sacred text, they point not to the Bible but to 

the non-scriptural text as the original trigger for their transformations. These books grant 

a new reality to their readers. For Bob, this was the reality of the Orthodox faith as 

history and tradition, and for Ruth it was the reality of persecution and absence.  

Tom Dietrich, leader of Recent Novel Readers, gives a Christian articulation of 

reading and novels as an experience of Christian morality:  

                                                
96 Several other readers reported conversions or changes in religious identity over their lives, but did 

not indicate a book or sacred text as centrally important in that transition (Cindy Snowden, Rev. Clericus, 
Kellie Hoyland). 
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The heart of my Christian faith is Jesus's command that you shall not judge, not 

measure your own righteousness, which so frequently to all of us becomes self-

righteousness so easily...It seems to me [that in] the best literature, you can see 

what forces people, [what] conditions have shaped these people, to make choices. 

Bad choices, good choices, generous choices, painful choices. And so in that most 

fundamental sense, reading literature is in that sense another window, so to speak, 

that expands and opens up my Christian life...So storyline, narrative, is for me the 

opposite of abstraction, because the one whose being now has taken on concrete, 

specific concrete form, has lived in relationship with Jesus. So it seems to me in a 

way that I find in the novel here, in the story, in the forms of narrative, as it were an 

amplification of that, a kind of echoing of that, a further manifesting of that, as it 

takes place in the story form.  

As Tom’s comparison of literature and the Incarnation implies, there is a way to view the 

act of reading as a religious experience--religious in the sense of "mystery and awe" or 

"ethics and morals," rather than the sense of affiliation with established tradition. Brian 

Courte, for example, describes moments of reading where he feels "something 

transmitting from the being, through the physical universe, through these words, directly 

from [the author], to me." George Baird mused that "at its very best, art is a medium 

through which God speaks to us." Celeste Valdivia’s claim that literature provides access 

to the real truth of a situation invokes a spirituality of reading that is not necessarily 

connected to established religious traditions. All of these readers claim that reading opens 

a spiritual window.  

If this type of reading is "religious," the religious world it inhabits is not one of 

tradition, ritual, or attendance. Tom’s incarnational experience of reading expresses a 

spirituality that overflows or surpasses religion-as-tradition; Celeste’s claim of perceiving 

actual truth through reading addresses the mystery of real existence without connecting to 
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any tradition. By using language that draws on religious traditions without directly 

connecting it to a single identifiable religious tradition, these depictions of reading as a 

transformation of the spirit are staking out territory in the field of debate over what 

constitutes religion. 

What is especially fascinating is the general absence of this transformational 

language in the religiously affiliated reading groups. Although individuals such as Ruth 

Harris mentioned it in their interviews, there was no sense in the group meetings of 

reading as a spiritual practice--certainly not to the extent that Tom Dietrich spoke of it in 

Recent Novel Readers. None of the group discussions included language that spoke of 

reading as a deep, spiritual transformation, nor did they speak of the power of the word to 

move hearts and mind. This is especially interesting in light of Griffiths’ discussion of 

religious reading as necessarily involving a community (69); the transformations he 

suggests are supported and nourished by religious groups. While George Baird or Ruth 

Harris brought up particularly moving books in their individual reading lives, they did not 

talk about their group reading as a quasi-spiritual experience of developing the soul. 

When we consider the religious-affiliated groups, what is most striking is not their 

invocation of religious imagery language, but its absence. Religious persons in the 

nonreligious groups still felt a pull of empathy in their reading, but members of the 

religious reading groups felt no need to dwell on this potential as a group. The 

nonreligious groups brought up literature as a means of reaching empathy or spiritual 

understanding in their meetings, but none of the religious groups did.  

 

Strategies of Transformation 

Outside this subset of dedicated readers who use their reading as an explicitly 

spiritual or religious pursuit, there were many readers who sought to improve themselves 

in some fashion through reading. How did they go about reaching this goal? What did 
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these practices reflect about the process of transforming oneself through reading? The 

practices that supported this pursuit included selecting books outside of one’s comfort 

zone or areas of knowledge, discussing difference and similarity between the reader and 

the book, and evaluating a book based on its ability to communicate difference, or its 

ability to reflect existing social conventions.  

One strategy centered around accessing difference. Readers sought out narratives 

that came from different cultures and places, encouraged dissent in discussion, and 

strived to move from "learning about" to "learning what it’s like." In order to transform 

herself, a reader has to reach out to stories of difference. This meant transformation 

through encountering an Other, which ideally prompts the reader to reexamine her 

assumptions and moves her toward empathy. This transformation is a matter of individual 

identity, relying on the expansion of one’s own knowledge and capacity for 

understanding. Here, the social aspects of the theories of Nussbaum and Booth were 

reinforced, as readers used the conversations in groups to extend and develop their 

encounters with Others.  

The second strategy looks at the ways that readers turned this transformation 

outward, using reading to construct social realities and making claims about what is and 

is not possible. This transformation is not about reshaping internal, individual identities, 

but about shaping potential communities, identities, and actions available to an 

individual. Constructing realities departed from the conversation about individual 

empathy and identity, even as it transformed individual readers determining what 

identities and roles are available. It relied on the experience with Otherness that the first 

strategy provided, but it dealt with that experience by challenging, critiquing, or 

negotiating rather than empathizing with it. 
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Encountering the Other 

One major way of pursuing transformation and improvement through reading was 

the strategy of using books as a means to encounter the Other. This involved both textual 

Others, such as characters, authors, and narrators within a book, and embodied Others, 

such as the other members of a book group or persons not present. The practices that 

made up this strategy included intentionally seeking out difference, approaching 

difference with an open and sympathetic mind rather than a wary attitude, and practicing 

other perspectives (both textual and embodied). This did not mean that readers were 

uncritically embracing all difference, but rather that they began by assuming common 

territory rather than insurmountable barriers. These practices included selecting books 

(both individually and in groups) that focused on difference, invoking the language of 

hospitality (discussed in Chapter 3), and interpreting texts from a position that assumed 

benevolence rather than suspicion.  

Readers used book selection (both as individuals and in groups) as the primary 

method of meeting difference, and used a rhetoric of empathy to reinforce their decisions. 

In some cases, the Others in the book were described in terms of relative levels of 

privilege: "lives that were easier or harder than my own" (Jane Vandever, Enfield). 

Reading could "help me understand that not everybody's lives, in some parts of the world, 

and even here, are as easy as ours are" (Bethany Wynne, Enfield). For other readers, it 

was a matter of cultural difference rather than privilege, differences that were not 

necessarily large. Jackie McMullen liked to read about other cultures, but also enjoyed 

reading to "get into someone's family life in the Midwest or Canada or something, and 

read about what I might see as the differences." Rachel Felix praised books that had 

characters "that we don’t usually meet," such as slaves from the Dominican Republic. 

Male readers like Bob Rennie enjoyed the opportunity to see through women’s eyes in 

reading Jane Austen.  
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Even if a book was fiction, that might not be a reason to dismiss its contents. The 

fictional nature of novels was noted, but not considered enough to dismiss the value of 

encountering the Other: "I mean who knows if what you read in fiction is realistic either. 

But it gave me more of the sense of what it might be like to live in a place like that." 

(Karen Seiler, Seekers) Celeste Valdivia took this further by privileging literature as a 

means of reaching real truth: 

We’re too frail sometimes to address truth directly, or for that matter there are 

some situations where you can’t address it directly, like hypocrisy; you can’t know 

what somebody’s actually feeling. But you can look directly at the truth of a 

situation; for example, an author can portray a situation in which somebody’s 

being hypocritical so that the reader sees both the truth of the situation and what 

people are saying about it. That literature provides the real essence of a situation, 

the truth of a situation.97  

The Otherness of this moment is not simply the encounter with a different person or a 

different culture: this is Otherness of fiction as compared to "real life." The idea that 

fiction can provide the "real essence of a situation" has echoes of Ricoeur’s suggestion 

that referential, descriptive language is suspended in metaphor, in order to bring to light 

aspects of reality that cannot be uttered through direct language (Time 3 xi). Readers, this 

perspective suggests, are entering a sensibility that allows access to deeper truths beyond 

the surface, even perhaps multiple layers of truth.  

A second practice involved in encountering others was meeting actual embodied 

Others through group discussions. Multiple viewpoints and multiple interpretations were 

vital for a good discussion; many readers told me that agreement among the group made 

for an unsatisfying meeting. One thing that made a book group valuable was the space to 

"discuss ideas with people whose ideas are different from your own" (Jane Vandever, 
                                                
97 Celeste's interview was not recorded. These are paraphrased remarks that have been confirmed with her. 
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Enfield). "It's nice to hear from a different perspective. Other times I might think, I think 

that way but I don't agree with it," said Brenda Swanson about St. Anne’s discussions. In 

the religious groups, reading and discussion resulted in a diversity like what Jonathan 

Howe described: "There are lots of people who have a relationship with God that’s of a 

variety of experiences." Through the internal diversity of the group, readers could 

encounter difference face-to-face as well as through the text. These conversations served 

as a valuable reminder that "everybody doesn't think like you think, and that's a great 

thing" (Madelyn Montano).  

At the same time, being part of that diversity might be uncomfortable for members. 

Although Sandra Blake feels that Recent Novel Readers is "a very reinforcing place for 

me in terms of ideas, where there's no one that has ever said, ‘You're wrong,’ or ‘That's 

not true.’" But she also feels occasionally called on to be the Jewish authority in the 

room, "and I’m certainly not." Cindy Snowden prefers to keep quiet about her Mormon 

identity and about religion in general in the Enfield discussions, since she feels that the 

only time religion tends to come up in the books is around fanaticism or abuse. "Here and 

there sometimes it comes up and I will defend it, but most of the time I kind of keep it to 

myself." Madelyn Montano’s exposure to Unitarian perspectives on her Catholic ideas 

was startling: 

"I can remember Karen saying, "Well, if there really was a Resurrection," and I 

just was like, oh my God, that thought would never even enter my mind. What do 

you mean if?...I’m thinking, wow, other people must think that too."  

Conversations about books in the company of diverse others allowed some readers to be 

transformed by encountering perspectives that were sometimes uncomfortable. Simply 

hearing that members of the group disagreed with one another provided evidence that 

there were dissenting views--people who did not believe in the resurrection of Christ, 

people who didn’t "think like you think."  
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Making encounters with textual and personal Others possible required readers to 

practice a rhetoric of empathy and common ground, similar to the strategy of hospitable 

reading described in Chapter 3. Recent Novel Readers has provided examples of this 

rhetoric by stressing the importance of meeting characters on their own terms, 

experiencing difference, and increasing cultural relativism. Tom Dietrich and Gloria 

Meissner took it as given that learning about the Other will lead to better understanding 

and compassion for the Other. Tom frequently addressed this theme in his leadership of 

the Recent Novel Readers discussions, and exhorted members to see through characters’ 

eyes and change our understanding of the world through sympathy with a character. In 

Classic Readers, Celeste reflected that books could "invite intimate reflections on life, 

and you use those to make sense out of what happens to you. And this ability to reflect is 

essential to life, to being human."98 Note that here it is a hope, not an affirmation of the 

transformative capacity of a text. Enfield Public Library members tended to avoid this 

language in their discussions, but individual readers frequently mentioned learning to 

understand other cultures through book group selections. Through seeing into these other 

lives, the readers explored what it might have meant to be born into a different time or 

place. 

By invoking this rhetoric of empathy, these readers signaled agreement with the 

hope that encountering difference through reading would produce beneficial 

transformations that extend beyond the moment of reading. While readers rarely 

described themselves as "changed" by a book, they frequently said that their experiences 

had been broadened, or that they had learned. The transformations that they claimed were 

not a full recentering of self, but were deeper than the plain acquisition of information. 

                                                
98 Celeste Valdivia, from notes made during her interview. Paraphrase was confirmed after the 

interview. 
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The strategy of reading to encounter the Other assumed that the main reason for 

reading is to make this encounter happen. Books function best when they make this 

encounter possible, according to this strategy. Either through providing a window into 

another life, or through allowing readers who disagree to have a civil conversation about 

something distanced from themselves, books are fundamental to this encounter. This 

underlying concept of what books and reading ought to do stresses the importance of 

seeking out difference and of reading with empathy. This strategy relies on conceiving of 

reading as a potentially positive transformation of one’s own perspectives and ideas, one 

which "broadens horizons." It is assumed that broad horizons are a good outcome, and 

that they can be achieved through reading. While readers do not necessarily depend on 

the full causal chain from encountering the Other to changing one’s ethical actions, this 

strategy does presume that the transformation begins with and relies on that encounter 

with difference.  

 

Constructing Realities 

The second strategy that readers used for transformation also relied on an encounter 

with difference, but involved critiquing, challenging, or negotiating that difference in 

terms of the 'real world’ or in terms of group identity. Transformation, in this strategy, 

involved making claims about what reality is: realities of boundaries, roles, group norms, 

and identities. This strategy turns the idea of transformation outward, as readers define 

what is and is not possible for them, for others, and for the world at large. This changes 

the potential roles that people can inhabit, affecting their identities. To do this, readers 

mainly used two discussion practices, rather than practices of book selection or 

interpretation. The first was a method for evaluating books and judging them as 

worthwhile through debating their believability. This allowed readers to debate (and thus 

construct) realities by comparing the book to their experiences. Groups also sought to 
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answer "who are we?" and construct realities that related specifically to each group, such 

as the identity of "being readers" over "being friends," or the boundaries between one 

religion and another. 

My discussion of this strategy does require a brief caveat: unlike the previous 

strategy, this was not a conscious pursuit expressed by readers in their interviews. 

Readers talked about meeting the Other, or looking for friends, or wanting to learn, but 

none of them expressed a desire to reaffirm or redefine reality.99 This is not a vernacular 

category that comes directly from reader statements. Instead, this is an observer’s 

category, developed from my reflections on fieldwork.  

The practice of evaluating a book’s believability was present in every single group, 

even though the criteria for what counted as "believable" changed from group to group. 

Asking whether a book was believable or deeming its characters, plot, or setting 

unconvincing was a common way to dismiss it as not worth reading. To challenge a 

book’s believability is to challenge its ability to reflect a meaningful world--to convey 

some form of truth. It is a challenge that is hard to refute, since another reader may find 

in fact it believable. It is a subjective judgment ("I read the book in this way") that has 

objective echoes ("because the world is not like that"). Believability is a tactic in the de 

Certeau sense, a criteria that can be used by the reader to exert authority over the text--to 

deem what is and is not "real," to express and reaffirm what life, relationships, and 

existence actually are (de Certeau xix).  

 When readers challenge the believability of a book, they are making a statement 

about what reality is. James Carey suggests that media are sites for the "social conflict 

over the real:" "Reality is, above all, a scarce resource. Like any scarce resource it is there 

to be struggled over, allocated to various purposes and projects, endowed with given 

                                                
99 During follow-up meetings with group members, many agreed that this process did happen in 

discussion. (Karen Seiler, Joanne Clyde, and Rachel Felix, among others.) 
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meanings and potentials...The fundamental form of power is the power to define, 

allocate, and display this resource..." (Carey 66). These readers are exerting power 

through their allocation of reality to some narratives and not others, effectively lending 

authority and legitimacy to some realities.  

In order to prove their points about believability, readers sometimes drew on 

"serious reading" practices such as analyzing style or seeking evidence from the text, but 

more often drew on practices shared with relational reading. That is, readers talked about 

their own histories and experiences in relation to the books. Even for groups such as 

Classic Readers, which emphasized leaving personal lives off the table, readers had to 

return to their own experiences as grounds for criticism. In order to assert what is real, 

readers needed to test a book against their own experience and share that experience 

around the table. 

Sometimes the reality in question is a matter of rejecting magical realism or 

embracing metaphysical possibilities. A member of Classic Readers frequently dismissed 

books such as Murakami’s The Elephant Vanishes or The Metamorphosis as being unreal 

and unbelievable. Both books have surreal elements that stretch the limits of acceptable 

reality. People do not stay awake for seventeen days, eat spaghetti at ten in the morning, 

or transform into giant insects, this reader charged; the stories are just too surreal. In 

response, Brian Courte mused in his interview that "I was open to [Murakami’s 

surrealism] as a literary device, or I'm even open to it as a possibility. In fact, I know of a 

guy who didn't sleep for eight days on a meditation retreat that does this regularly, in 

Korea... But just the idea of what is possible and what isn't possible, people tend to have 

blinders on about." 100 

                                                
100 Brian’s exposure to the story of the sleepless meditator demonstrates another way in which 

accumulating information can transform a person without necessarily increasing empathy. By hearing about 
this person, Brian’s ideas about human capacities have been changed; he now has to accommodate this 
possibility in his view of the world. 
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At other times, the reality being debated is the nature of human relationships. A 

Classic Readers discussion about Wuthering Heights inspired some members to say that 

Heathcliff was not only believably evil and fascinating, they’d dated people like him. 

Enfield Public Library’s discussion of The Forgotten Garden, which includes abduction, 

lost identities, and family secrets, included many such moments as members explained 

why certain family traumas were plausible by recounting events from their own lives or 

from people they’d known. 

The reality that received the most attention through this practice was the reality of 

gender, but only among the groups without religious affiliations. In Classic Readers, a 

constant theme was the believability of male characters written by women or vice versa. 

Recent Novel Readers asked whether female authors were successful in writing a 

believable male perspective. Enfield Public Library argued over the believability (and 

oversexualization) of Robert Parker’s female characters. These moments were chances to 

reaffirm or challenge gender constructions, to assert that men and women can or cannot 

communicate effectively, or that one gender can/cannot truly understand and reproduce 

the thoughts of another. Each discussion questioned what made a male or female 

character believable, thus marking the space of "real" men or women.  

Another method of constructing reality involved the identity of a reading group. 

Sometimes the construction was overt, through consciously asking "who are we?" or 

"what do we want to be as a group?" Classic Readers bounced back and forth several 

ideas about who "we" are: "We’re not a group of friends having dinner." "We’re 

acquaintances gathering to talk." "We’re not English class." This allowed them to 

determine how they will address each other: will they banter about personal issues, 

debate politics, or stick to the book? Will they respond to Celeste as they would to a 

teacher, signal that they would like to be ‘called on,’ or steer the discussion according to 
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their own opinions? Through this identity construction, readers were offering statements 

about who they are as people and as communities.  

Groups can also construct their identities and norms through being reflective about 

their own practices rather than through explicit questioning. When a reading group 

considered its own structures and priorities, it could reflect on those structures and seek 

to alter them. Sometimes this happened through questioning a leader’s priorities, 

effectively challenging the established forms of authority within the group. At other 

times, a group addressed its own founding principles and elaborated or adjusted them. 

Among the nonaffiliated groups, this challenge and restructuring focused on the reading 

practices, priorities, and strategies that characterized a group. Readers in these groups 

reflected on ‘who are we’ through challenging ‘what we are reading’ or ‘how we are 

reading’ rather than 'what is our identity.'  

During a Classic Readers discussion of The Age of Innocence, for example, a 

disagreement over Newland Archer’s attraction to Countess Oleska developed into a 

debate over why and how readers ought to approach a text. "Are you one of those readers 

who believes what the author says?" asked Celeste. "You totally got manipulated." Adam 

and Brian responded that we read books in order to be manipulated, to get a "bargain-

price emotional life." Celeste countered that this emotional life is not harmless, and 

brought up Mark David Chapman as an example of an obsessed, dangerous reader. After 

a brief back-and-forth argument over why "we" read, the group moved on to another 

question. This moment shows a challenge to the group’s identity as detached, serious 

readers who can analyze a text without being "drawn in." 

In Recent Novel Readers, a similar disagreement over ways of reading ended up 

challenging Tom Dietrich’s construction of the group as a place for learning empathy. 

Tom, as mentioned above, strives to make reading a means of developing compassion for 
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others--most often, for unsympathetic characters such as abusive husbands.101 During the 

Recent Novel Readers discussion of American Rust, Tom described a crucial decision in 

the book (when a sheriff decides to kill two witnesses to a murder) as being trapped at a 

point when we no longer have decision-making ability. The book’s original murderer is 

framed in this light, as someone who has never had a real choice. Tom also restated his 

theory of literature as lessons in understanding how people struggle with the restrictions 

on their lives and thereby teaching readers mercy. Yet this met with resistance from other 

group members who were not moved toward sympathy with these characters. Some 

asked whether the killers in American Rust ever learned from their actions. Charlotte 

Klapperich rejected Tom’s portrayal of decisions toward violence as the necessary end of 

characters’ conditions. When he responded by invoking compassion for the humanity of 

these killers, she announced that the same was true of the victims--that they too were 

fully human. Coming to have sympathy for the abuser/killer did not rule out empathy for 

the abused/killed. This resistance to Tom’s Christian-influenced language of compassion 

and redemption reflects a challenge to his authority, reframes the idea of compassion for 

a protagonist into compassion for all the characters, and suggests that members of Recent 

Novel Readers do not hold precisely the same reading priorities as Tom.  

In each case, readers are attempting to change the structures that guide their 

reading. Brian and Charlotte are both using the preferred strategies of each group 

("serious reading" and empathetic development respectively) to push for a revision of 

how the group understands these novels and novels in general. The group’s principles are 

being adjusted through reflection and challenge to leaders. Classic Readers’ dispassionate 

reading and Recent Novel Readers’ empathetic rhetoric are both brought to the fore and 

questioned.  

                                                
101 Recent Novel Readers discussion, The Quickening and The End. 
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Both of the above examples also demonstrate readers reacting to textual realities. 

Classic Readers’ members are articulating what kinds of interactions readers ought to 

have with a text, and what kinds of interactions and realities might be dangerous or 

seductive. Celeste’s claim about obsessive readers is a construction of some kinds of 

reading as "not harmless." Recent Novel Readers’ members are engaged in a debate over 

the construction of moral choice as a viable part of humanity, as well as the places where 

compassion and empathy ought to be used. While both moments demonstrate a struggle 

over "who are we?" in terms of "how should this group read?" they also show a struggle 

over "how should readers live?" 

While previous strategies have included practices from individual interpretation and 

book selection, this strategy is harder to identify on an individual level. Several studies of 

readers and viewers who appropriate material from their media into their lives suggest 

that this reality construction does happen for individuals. Hoover describes media as a 

source of symbols and scripts that can be appropriated into "plausible narratives of self 

(96)." Wolf and Heath describe young children both relying on the unity of a text and its 

ability to be "fragmented, separated, and reoriented (158);" both the wholeness of the 

story and the fragments of narrative are then integrated into the play-lives of children as 

they develop stories about who they are. 

In this study, however, readers were reluctant to say that books had such an 

influence on them. Among the forty-six individuals interviewed for the study, few stated 

that books had "changed" them. Most preferred to speak about books that moved them, 

improved them, or taught them something.102 However, several readers did mention 

books that had suggested new ways of being, taught them new roles, or invited them to 

look at reality in new ways. Bob Rennie and Ruth Harris’ conversions both have this 
                                                

102 Perhaps this reluctance to say that they were "changed" reflects unease about being manipulated 
or controlled by one’s reading. Hoover’s media audiences likewise resisted the idea that they were 
somehow not in control of media’s effects on their lives (89). 
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aspect. Cecilia Tyler spoke of reading Cecilia by Frances Burney while struggling with 

difficult relationships and a graduate program. The perseverance and survival of the title 

character inspired her greatly during a troubling time in her life (as well as inspiring her 

choice of pseudonym for this study). Adam LaPorte mentioned finding similarities 

between Kate Chopin’s The Awakening and his life, and said that it had prompted a great 

deal of reflection on a romantic relationship. Like Madelyn Montano encountering 

Unitarians who treat the Resurrection as dubious, these readers encountered something 

new in the textual worlds they read. The text is both familiar, in the similarities to their 

own lives, and novel in the possibilities it suggests for action. For each of them, this new 

potential reality could be integrated into their lives, constructing new ideas about what 

was possible for them as members of a religious tradition, survivors of struggle, or lovers.  

The strategy of constructing reality seeks to transform readers by transforming the 

world, by defining what avenues of action are possible, plausible, or correct. This 

strategy relies on the idea that reading is a process of reflection, a means of examining 

oneself as a reader or a woman or a human in the light of another narrative. This strategy 

also relies on the idea that books bring us truth--perhaps not facts, but truth, and thus 

books ought to be judged on that basis. The worth of a book lies in that truth, either in its 

ability to either reflect a believable world back to us that we can affirm (and so construct) 

or its capacity to inform and transform our sense of roles and realities available to us. 

Unlike the encounter with the Other, which stretches our sense of what is possible by 

presenting something different, this strategy uses difference as a means of drawing lines. 

Something too different can be excluded as unrealistic or implausible, thus marking what 

is real and possible.  
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Effective Transformation? An Argument at St. Anne’s 

These strategies are intended to help transform readers and make it possible for 

them to reach the aims of "learning more," "broadening horizons," and so forth. Both 

involve confronting difference, though the encounter with the Other is about embracing 

or welcoming that other viewpoint, while defining reality often involves drawing a line 

that divides the potential from the impossible, thus defining some moments as too 

different from established reality to be believable or acceptable. The aim of transforming 

the self for the better may be pursued through exploring another’s way of life or through 

defining what is possible for a human, a woman, or a member of a community. In both 

strategies, the ideal of reading as a transformative act underlies additional norms about 

why and how we read, and is related to the cultural idea that this transformation is 

generally positive. 

One early moment in my fieldwork, however, shook this easy assumption. I had 

held the idea that the transformation reading performs (or is hoped to perform) is 

beneficial, and I had defended that position against models of reading as a potential 

source of corruption or antipathy. Then, one March evening, I attended a meeting of the 

St. Anne’s group during which we discussed Now They Call Me Infidel by Nonie 

Darwish, a strongly anti-Islamic book written to "reveal the many politically incorrect 

truths about Muslim culture that she knows firsthand (Darwish, from back cover)." Agnes 

Mullen had chosen the book out of a desire to "learn more," saying that we needed to 

understand Islam in order to be politically and culturally aware. In post-9/11 America, 

this is a frequent refrain, and I heard it through the lens of my previous involvement with 

the Pluralism Project, a foundation that works to spread information and awareness of 

religious diversity. This proved to be my blind spot. 

Agnes began with praise for the book and an angry reference to Governor Patrick’s 

recent appearance at the Islamic Society of Boston Community Center, a building which 
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has caused considerable controversy. She turned to me first for a response, asking what I 

thought of the book. I had disliked the book intensely, but I did not want to begin with 

negative comments that would seem out of place. St. Anne’s discussions tended toward 

being appreciative, rather than the friendly combat and author-challenge of a Temple 

Zion meeting. I made a few noncommittal remarks about Darwish as a very strong 

woman, and Agnes nodded and opened the floor for discussion.  

Brenda began by saying she used to respect Muslims, but "now she knows better." 

The book had shown her that they are untrustworthy and deceitful, and she intended to 

buy several copies and give it to friends and family members who needed to know these 

things. Agnes agreed, and expressed gratitude to Darwish for speaking up. Agnes was 

quite clear about what she learned from the book: Islam is bad, even deadly, and it is 

insinuating itself into American culture. Brenda and Agnes disagreed over whether Islam 

is all bad--whether there is a good core to the faith that is lost because Muslims are 

"illiterate" or whether the only good parts of Islam are Judeo-Christian.  

 As Helen and I resisted the idea that Darwish spoke for all Muslims and Carol 

remained silent, the topics turned to Muslim schools in the Boston area, diplomacy with 

Muslim nations under conditions of "fundamental dishonesty," and university funding of 

Islamic Studies programs. All of these points are discussed by Darwish in her book, and 

Brenda expressed outrage that American money goes to fund these sorts of things. At the 

point where Agnes expressed violent dislike for seeing Muslims in prayer, I lost my 

temper (and, perhaps, my detached position as participant-observer). I spoke angrily 

about having Muslim friends and classmates, about Darwish’s ugly portrayal of Islam, 

and how I felt Darwish and Agnes were unfairly and cruelly stereotyping American 

Muslims. This raised eyebrows, and both Brenda and Agnes hurried to explain that they 

were not stereotyping; after all, the neighborhood in which St. Anne’s is located has 

received many negative stereotypes. We slowly retreated from the conflict and the 
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meeting wrapped up with Agnes soliciting suggestions for "learning more." I suggested 

Farid Esack; Agnes suggested Daniel Pipes; Carol suggested "a reformer, not a convert," 

and ultimately the next selection did not address Islam at all. 

I thought about this evening a great deal in the following months. The moment 

came up several times in later conversations and interviews, as Agnes mentioned "my 

Muslim friends" and talked about how the Darwish book was informative but not perfect. 

Although she had disagreed with me, it was clear that she also invited my input and 

wanted to know what I thought. My place in the group as both observer and participant 

had changed; normally, a few noncommittal or (hopefully) insightful comments on a 

book were enough to participate, but here I had been asked to take part in a debate with 

moral and political weight, over an issue that stirs strong emotions for me. Most of all, I 

was surprised by the use of a book to solidify, reinforce, and lend authority to statements 

of prejudice and interreligious anger--and I was surprised by how surprised I was. This 

was, after all, a group of politically conservative women who had selected a book that 

portrayed Islam as an irrational, murderous threat to America. That the readers took away 

the message intended by Ms. Darwish should be expected. Yet I found myself confused 

and shaken by the results, and unable to fit them into my ideas about how books were 

used in religious settings. If so many participants had talked about understanding more 

about Others through reading, how could a book discussion become part of rejecting 

those Others? 

Understanding this evening at St. Anne’s requires addressing what effect the 

religious affiliation of reading groups had on their pursuit of self-improvement and 

transformation through reading. It requires asking whether it is the religious identity of 

the group or the shared nature of that identity that inflects the group’s pursuits. Through 

understanding how religious affiliation and shared identity shifted the intended pursuit of 
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transformation, the differences between the priorities of St. Anne’s members and the 

priorities of a researcher become clearer.  

 

Religious Inflections of Transformation 

Religious reading groups also described their missions and goals in terms of 

improving readers. Like the nonreligious groups, they pursued encounters with Others 

and used their discussions to construct possible realities, and through these strategies and 

their associated practices, readers in the religious groups worked on transforming 

identities. However, the nature of the identities transformed and the emphasis on that 

transformation was different. Instead of "adjectivizing" the aims of reading (from 

community to religious community, from being well-read to being religiously well-read), 

the religious affiliation of a reading group transformed the goal of "understanding the 

Other" to "understanding ourselves." 

Each strategy was used by both religious and nonreligious reading groups. In the 

religiously affiliated groups, however, more emphasis was placed on textual, religious 

Others rather than face-to-face encounters or the Otherness of fiction itself, and the 

realities that were constructed involved religious boundaries and identities. These 

religious groups shared a strong common identity, reinforced by institutional and 

traditional boundaries. As a result, their discussions were grounded in shared assumptions 

that made conversations about "who are we" possible in new ways--readers could 

redefine what it meant to be religious, Christian, or Catholic even as they depended on 

sharing those identities. The attention that these groups devoted to constructing their 

religious identities--and their ability to bring other intersections of identity to the fore--

raises several questions about what role shared identity played in constructing reality and 

developing empathy or antipathy. Even if a group’s religious affiliation did not depend on 

a foundational worldview that affected their actions, did it create a space for developing 
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that worldview? If individual readers pursued one kind of transformation, why should the 

same readers reading together pursue a different kind?  

 

Encountering Religious Others 

Members of religious groups did want to encounter the Other through reading, and 

often made that clear during book selection. However, their discussions of difference 

suggest that the goal of this encounter was not increasing empathy or understanding. 

Instead, religious groups tended to use the encounter with the Other to establish stronger 

boundaries between groups. Religious groups using this strategy sought encounters 

primarily as a means of gaining information, not understanding. While members of the 

nonaffiliated groups used the rhetoric of understanding and encounter (particularly in 

Recent Novel Readers), readers in the religious groups rarely used it during discussion. 

Even the members of Christ Church North, who frequently talked about reading as 

potentially transcendent on an individual level, did not bring this perspective up in 

discussion or book selection.  

Religious groups were interested in encountering Others, but only religious Others. 

These encounters were also entirely textual, since group members themselves shared 

common religious identities. Seeking out texts about specifically religious Others means 

directing the focus of attention to religious difference in particular--not class, nationality, 

political leanings, gender, or race. During discussions of The Turned Card, a history of 

Catholic resistance in Communist countries, little discussion time was spent on the 

differences between Eastern European culture and the US. Days of Awe sparked much 

discussion of conversos and Judaism in Cuba, but evoked almost no discussion of the 

narrator’s bisexuality, despite Miriam Levins bringing it to readers’ attention.  

This focus on religious Others also meant that there was little need for a face-to-

face encounter with difference within a group, since all members who attended were 
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affiliated with the church or temple in some form. The Other that these readers wanted to 

encounter, therefore, was not physically present within the group; a certain amount of 

homogeneity could be assumed. Brenda Swanson and Jonathan Howe talked about 

enjoying the alternate viewpoints of their fellow group members in St. Anne’s or Christ 

Church North, but those viewpoints were not terribly far away from their own. There is 

no counterpart to Madelyn Montano’s position in Seekers as "the only Catholic in the 

room," or Sandra Blake’s feeling that she represents Judaism in Recent Novel Readers.103  

Religious groups were particularly concerned with using the encounter with the 

Other to reflect on "who are we?" Christ Church North used its discussions about 

Catholic spiritual leaders to point out the differences between Episcopalian authority and 

Catholic hierarchy, through criticizing Thomas Merton and Anthony deMello’s superiors. 

Paul Knitter’s Without Buddha I Would Not Be a Christian sparked more discussion 

about Christian ideas than about Buddhism. Temple Zion’s desire to read about Jews in 

other times and places frequently led to conversations about what Judaism is or ought to 

be. Their interest in Cuban Jews (Days of Awe) or English Jews in the eighteenth century 

(The Devil’s Company) allowed them to consider an Other that was also close to 

themselves. Their discussions spent less time on what was new to them in these novels 

and more on what united them: class issues within Jewish communities, prejudice 

between Jewish groups, and so forth.  

Seekers, whose affiliation with the Unitarian Universalist church has declined, did 

invoke a rhetoric of empathy and understanding, particularly during the discussion of 

Olive Kitteredge. In this series of linked short stories, the title character acts in vindictive 

and abusive ways against her family. They argued over whether the main character was 

sympathetic or cruel (or both). Olive Kitteredge’s religious identity, however, does not 

                                                
103 Except, perhaps, for me. As the outsider in these groups, I did represent difference in face-to-face 

form. 
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play a major part in the book, nor did it come up in discussion. Over time, Seekers had 

switched from seeking out religious Others to seeking information on cultural and 

political Others (In Search of the Silk Road, Animals in Translation) as well as 

empathetic understanding of Others who represented different sensibilities, sexualities, or 

social mores (Bridge of Sighs, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil). This 

broadening of the category of Others could be due to the group’s Unitarian roots and its 

original identity as a spiritual understanding reading group, which calls on the language 

of reading as a spiritual practice. Readers such as Tom Dietrich who performed reading 

as a spiritual practice phrased their goals in terms of developing empathy and imaginative 

sympathy. Seekers could be drawing on this language of compassion, which pays less 

attention to religious Others than Others in general. It could also be due to Seekers’ shift 

in identity from affiliated to non-affiliated, which would move it away from education 

and toward empathy as well as away from religious education toward general 

information.  

Overall, the religious affiliation of a reading group inflected the encounter with the 

Other away from a pursuit of empathy and toward a pursuit of identity. Despite the 

religious roots of the model of the individually empathetic transformative text, and 

despite accounts such as Tom Dietrich’s about the links between reading, empathy, and 

religious traditions, readers who gathered in religiously affiliated groups were largely 

uninterested in that pursuit. The aim was not increased empathy, but attention toward the 

identity of the group: what it means to be Catholic, Jewish, Protestant, and so forth. 

Individual readers who belonged to these groups frequently talked about reading for 

empathy and reading for personal transformation: George Baird, Jonathan Howe, and 

Rachel Felix, for example, all mentioned reading as a means of learning empathy in their 

interviews. However, the reading and discussion in the religious groups did not strive to 
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understand the Other. Instead, religious reading groups used the Other to discuss their 

own boundaries and identities.  

 

Constructing Religious Realities 

The religious reading groups also used the strategy of constructing realities in order 

to transform themselves, especially through the practices of challenging believability and 

establishing group identity. The religious inflection of these activities meant that the 

realities in question were religious boundaries, norms, and identities. Religious groups 

used explorations of believability to define what made a "real" Christian or Jew while 

also opening up a space to question that definition. They also debated group identity 

through considering "who are we" as members of denominations, traditions, or religious 

persons in general. However, these groups’ identities were tied to congregations and 

institutions and therefore, to a preexisting formal structure of group identity. This made 

the practice of asking that identity question much more pressing for members of the 

religious groups. While discussing believability sounded largely the same in religious and 

nonreligious groups, answering "who are we?" became especially urgent as readers 

entered the field of debate over religious identity. 

 During a meeting of Temple Zion, members argued fiercely over a character’s 

actions. In a crucial moment of Sima’s Undergarments for Women, the main character 

Sima reveals that her best friend’s husband has been having an affair. Members were 

sharply divided over whether this was the right thing to do, or whether this was the right 

moment to do it. Although readers criticized Sima as a bad friend, one reader in particular 

condemned her for acting as a bad Jew. "That’s not what the Jewish religion teaches," 

this reader asserted. Sima’s believability as a friend or woman is not in question, but her 

Jewish identity is. Other charges like this were leveled at Annie Londonderry, a Jewish 

woman whose bicycle trip around the world was chronicled in Around the World on Two 
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Wheels: she was not only a bad parent, but also not being Jewish in her actions. The 

believability of these women’s Jewish identity is tied to their (un)ethical actions. None of 

the members had connected Judaism to ethics in their discussion of what made this book 

group Jewish, but when considering the believability of characters it was a major point 

for consideration. 

A similar incident came up at St. Anne’s, when Brenda Swanson expressed her 

disappointment in the main character’s actions in Sarah’s Key. The main character meets 

Sarah’s son and reveals her history to him, including the likelihood that Sarah’s death 

was a suicide. Brenda was angry with these actions: "Why would she do that?" For her, 

these actions were not only "immoral...just not right," they "just didn’t fit." Other readers 

disagreed, but none felt as strongly about the issue as Brenda. When she stated that the 

actions didn’t fit, she indicated that the implied goodness of the main character has 

reached an unbelievable point through this decision. A good person, a moral person, does 

not act in this fashion. Brenda’s assertion is about moral action rather than Catholic 

religious identity, but it still marks a construction of what reality is versus "what just 

doesn’t fit." 

In Christ Church North, William Manchester’s history A World Lit Only By Fire 

came in for some serious criticism. George, Jonathan, and several others criticized 

Manchester’s lack of footnotes, but the portrayal of Magellan in the Philippines received 

the harshest assessment: that it was unbelievable. One reader summarized Manchester’s 

portrait as "he got religion and got stupid," which other readers agreed with and found 

extremely unlikely. None of the members were happy with this image of a hero whose 

turn to strong religious ideals gets him killed. They challenged it based on both personal 

experiences and on scholarly grounds. By dismissing Manchester’s portrayal as 

improbable, the members of Christ Church North are rejecting the idea that conversion 

(or deepening commitment) "makes you stupid." It defends their self-perception as 
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articulate believers and asserts that being devout takes forms not congruent with this 

text’s portrayal.  

As in the nonreligious groups, these readers are making statements about what real 

moral people, real laymen, or real Jews are like. By saying that they find characters or 

moments believable, they are asserting that these things are close enough to reality to be 

plausible. Together with the definition of "us" that results out of discussing group 

identity, these reality claims are working to establish sets of social norms, boundaries, 

and identities that effectively transform how readers can perceive themselves.  

Readers in the religious groups also found themselves confronted with the need to 

establish what made them different from the religious Others they read about. Raising 

this question allows conscious examination of what makes Episcopalians different from 

Catholics and both different from Muslims. These groups were able to bring up and 

reaffirm the differences and similarities between traditions. The concern about "who are 

we" as part of a denomination or a tradition also found expression in active debates about 

what religion and religions were, inviting broad questions about defining religion as well 

as interreligious comparison.  

Christ Church North took the opportunity to debate their own tradition in the light 

of others’ insights. One discussion about Thomas Merton’s writing led into remarks 

about the structure of monastic authority, with members like George Baird expressing 

frustration at hierarchical restrictions and commenting on Episcopalian authority 

structures. Some members demanded an explanation for why the author of Without 

Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian doesn’t call himself a Unitarian instead, or cheerfully 

called him a heretic. Others announced that they were sympathetic to Knitter’s struggle to 

understand Christianity using Buddhist ideas. At one point, Robert Yan distinguished 

between the two by saying that the stories around Buddha’s life don’t need to be believed 

in order to be Buddhist, but Christians have to believe the stories around Jesus’ life--to 
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which another swiftly responded, "Do they?" Reverend Clericus stepped in with an 

informal definition of religious identity, saying that "You’re a Christian if you think Jesus 

is the most authoritative teacher, and Muslim if you think Mohammed was the most 

authoritative teacher." Members discussed what being Christian meant, with one 

declaring that "I’m not giving up Baby Jesus" and another confessing his difficulty with 

understanding the Incarnation. Throughout these discussions, members worked to 

articulate what made them Christian in the light of Knitter’s statements, and to raise the 

possibility of changing that definition.  

Learning about one’s own tradition also opened up a space for critical commentary 

and self-reflection for the members of Christ Church North. During discussions, 

Reverend Clericus and George Baird often brought up the question of what made 

Episcopal doctrine different from other churches--sometimes as a rhetorical question, 

sometimes as a comparison with the book selection, and occasionally as a joking remark 

about Christ Church North’s activities such as meditation classes. This allowed them to 

comment about their own tradition, putting the question of "what it means to be 

Episcopalian" on the table for discussion. After the Christ Church North meeting on 

Knitter, members could consider whether being Christian meant "not giving up Baby 

Jesus," or accepting Jesus as the most authoritative teacher, or believing the Gospel 

accounts of Jesus’ life.  

For the Catholic women of St. Anne’s, reading about saints’ lives provided the 

opportunity to define what was good about Catholicism today while critiquing the drive 

of saints who "took it too far" in their devotions. Members were uneasy about St. Francis’ 

radical poverty and referred to it as "eccentric" or "over the top," but embraced the 

concept of anti-materialism and eagerly recounted anecdotes about the Poor Clares 

nunnery. Reading about Catholic resistance under communist government provoked 

discussions about Catholic versus Russian Orthodox history and practices. Helen 
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Mattingly tried to defuse complaints about Muslim veiling by recalling pre-Vatican II 

requirements for women to cover their heads in church, only to receive a quick dismissal 

from Brenda and Agnes that "it’s not like that at all." Catholic practices were sharply 

distinguished from similar Muslim practices. Through these discussions, the members 

constructed a Catholic worldview that placed less emphasis on the miracles or 

extraordinary deeds of the saints and more emphasis on the survival of the faith during 

difficult times--and, through contrast with the Muslims in the Darwish book, the 

Americanness of Catholicism.  

Temple Zion also raised the question of Jewish responses to scripture through a 

discussion of Charlotte Gordon’s The Woman Who Named God. Deb Burson opened 

with a big grin and a condemnation of Abraham as "a complete scumbag," Did being 

Jewish require an uncritical view of Abraham? Not according to Deb, even as Rachel 

suggested that he had divine justification for his actions. The group questioned Gordon’s 

decision to retell and reframe the Abrahamic narrative from Genesis. Although Miriam 

regarded this reframing as a midrash, "like Rashi and the guys," others disliked Gordon’s 

"psychological" approach. One stated that "All of this is fairy stories, but what’s 

important is why these stories were written this way. They were made up for a reason." 

This challenge to Gordon reflected criticism about what liberties could be taken with 

scripture. The members were seeking to define the line between a creative reimagining 

that betrays the spirit of the work and a retelling in keeping with Jewish traditions of 

scriptural interpretation. 

In each of these moments, group members are opening up the question of what their 

religious identity means. The result is a transformation of identity and boundaries. 

Groups are transformed when the boundaries of "us and them," acceptable treatments of 

scripture, proper behavior for adherents, and correct doctrine are examined and debated. 
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Individuals are transformed by encountering different opinions about these topics, as well 

as the revised roles and identities that are available to them.  

 Since readers in these groups partake of a larger identity (congregational, 

denominational, and entire tradition), raising this question has effects far beyond the 

dozen or so people around the table. The question becomes both urgent and inescapable, 

and groups frequently used their reading to address it: Who are we as religious readers? 

As Catholics? As Christians, or as members of a religious tradition in general? By raising 

this question, readers did not move quickly to established answers. Instead, they opened 

the matter for debate and challenge. 

In each of these moments, religious groups were asking "who are we" and 

establishing norms, conventions, and boundaries that affected how readers could perceive 

themselves. These acts of social definition were transformations of identity, albeit on a 

social level rather than an internal one. In religious book groups, the realities being 

constructed were not assertions about gender or what it means to be a reader. Members 

did hold strong opinions on both topics, but their primary concern when discussing books 

seemed to be about the reality of religious identities, boundaries, and norms.  

The readers in these groups paid most attention to the things that related to their 

shared religious community. By approaching a book from a shared religious identity, the 

realities that they could entertain and construct all connected to that identity. They could 

consider whether characters could be imagined as part of their communities, whether the 

events or rules of a book were things that could be included within their communities, 

and so forth. Opening up the shared religious identity for debate created opportunities to 

challenge and change that identity. 
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Implications 

Like the other aims of reading, the same strategies and practices of transformation 

were present in both religiously affiliated and nonaffiliated groups. Readers selected 

books and directed their discussions in order to encounter and comprehend Others. 

Constructing reality continued to be a matter of determining both what is possible in 

everyday life and establishing the roles and norms available to particular persons or 

communities. Both religious and nonreligious groups engaged the same practices of 

challenging the believability of characters, debating book selections, and questioning 

group leaders. The religious inflection of the affiliated groups directed the aim of 

transformation, however, toward creating and recreating religious norms and boundaries. 

In other words, religious groups aimed toward transforming "we" instead of "I."  

This inflection moves the focus of that transformation outward, away from the 

internal and private self and into social relationships and boundaries. This suggests that a 

major part of religious reading groups is their ability to reproduce ideas about "religion" 

and their role in creating and confirming in-group identity. They read about religious 

Others not to develop empathy for different people and perspectives, but to test and 

define the limits of their own religious identity.  

This does not imply that religiously affiliated reading groups are unconcerned with 

the individual internal world, nor does it imply that religious affiliation marks a self-

involved or selfish perspective. For example, the Nonie Darwish discussion at St. Anne’s 

is not simply attributable to a lack of empathy or comparative disinterest in understanding 

the Other. While religious groups did not make the empathetic transformation of self into 

a priority in the way that Recent Novel Readers or Enfield Public Library did, they did 

share moments of empathy and sympathy with diverse characters. St. Anne's discussion 

of Sarah's Key, for example, involved a debate about the suffering of a secondary 

character that frequently invoked readers' feelings about his struggle. Christ Church 
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North members were similarly moved by Thomas Merton's life, with one member 

expressing sympathy for the "lost child" of Merton's early life. What explains the 

discussion at St. Anne’s over the Darwish book is a collision between the two strategies 

of transformation, as the encounter with the Other fails to provoke empathy and drawing 

boundaries increases antipathy.  

What does this mean for discussing the "religious" nature of these groups and their 

reading? On one hand, the previous chapters have shown that religious affiliation did not 

fundamentally change the way that readers interpreted, chose, and discussed their texts: 

the same practices and strategies were used throughout. However, within these groups, 

readers worked hard to create a durable religious worldview: to articulate and assert what 

it meant to be a compassionate Jewish friend, a concerned Catholic American, or a 

critical Protestant reader. This religious sensibility was durable, in that it could withstand 

inquiry, and transposable, in that it enabled readers to think of themselves as religious 

outside of the setting of the group or the congregation. It was not, however, foundational. 

Other intersections of identity could be brought to the fore without any sense that they 

depended upon a religious grounding. These groups, through challenging their own 

principles and identities, could "deepen" the religious nature of the group beyond its 

"thin" institutional links. 

 

Deepening Definitions of Religion 

The social construction of religious identities and boundaries was a reflexive and 

flexible process. Reading socially allowed readers to reproduce definitions and structures 

such as serious reading, denominational identity, and gender norms. At the same time, 

and through the same mechanisms, it allowed a space to question those structures and 

challenge them. The social context of reading groups allowed a space for active 

reflection, questioning, and challenging those same structures that made the 
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conversations possible. Because of the shared agreements over "who are we" that 

developed and structured the discussion, readers were able to challenge or redefine the 

"us" of the group.  

Given the previous chapters, especially my explanations in Chapter 2, it may seem 

that the "religious" nature of these groups is relatively thin: that it involves little more 

than framing, a location in a church basement, one or two religious authorities, and an 

occasional concern with religious topics. But this basic framing of the groups permitted a 

space for deepening and reconsidering that "religious" nature into something richer and 

deeper. When religious groups discussed what made them religious, they were concerned 

with creating an identity that could be operative in other areas of life. Through answering 

this question, they were adding ethical and emotional qualities to the idea of "being 

religious" and taking a position in the debate over what constitutes "religion." Through 

this challenge, religious groups sought to expand or deepen the meaning of what it means 

to be religious, taking what had been a thin affiliation with a tradition and adding 

emotional and moral depth.  

Consider the examples from earlier in this chapter. When Temple Zion members 

talk about what constitutes being a good Jew in the context of Sima’s Undergarments for 

Women, they are asserting a definition of Jewish identity that pays attention to ethics and 

kindness. This Jewishness is not part of the discussion of book selection, during which 

"Jewish books" are defined not by ethics but by affiliation with the tradition. Instead, it 

puts the question of correct Jewish conduct on the table for discussion and critique. The 

readers in this group may not agree on what "being Jewish" constitutes, but they all agree 

that they, as members of this group and the temple, are Jewish. That shared identity 

allows them to debate what it means.  

When St. Anne’s reading group discusses St. Francis as both "taking things too far" 

and an inspiration to be less materialistic, they are establishing a definition of what a 
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Catholic layperson ought to be. As in Temple Zion, this definition of what Catholic life is 

or ought to be is not active at all times, yet it adds to the group’s construction of what it 

means to be part of the Church. When members suggest next month’s selections, they are 

making claims about what it means to be a religious book group and a Catholic book 

group. For Carol Tierney, it means one that reads devotional accounts of the Fatima 

miracles; for Brenda Swanson, it means reading books on the history of the Church; for 

Agnes Mullen, it means learning about other religions. These competing definitions of 

"who are we" found expression through the debate over book selection. Because the 

group shared a sense of being Catholic, they can talk about Catholic identity as part of 

their meetings and really examine what it might mean to live a Catholic life. 

When Christ Church North members express frustration with Merton’s superiors or 

approval of Knitter’s fusion of Buddhism and Christianity, they are adjusting their 

definition of what constitutes Episcopal identity. The Other becomes important for how 

the group defines itself, either through contrast or through adopting useful ideas. For 

members who joined the group because they wanted fellowship, these moments present 

them with an Episcopal identity that is more than attendance or choir membership. The 

group does not have to engage these questions at all times, and members freely debate 

many things besides doctrine and identity, but the moments when they relate their reading 

"to the Gospel and the work we are called to do"104 take a religious affiliation that is 

primarily about attendance and deepen it by considering "the work we are called to do."  

While all of the reading groups brought up matters of group identity, only the 

religious groups sought to make that identity transposable outside of the group itself. 

Nonreligious groups grappled with unshared identities, such as gender or class, and with 

shared identities as "readers." Only religious groups were concerned with marking an 

                                                
104 George Baird, during discussion of Rediscovering Values, complained that this had not happened 

that week. 
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identity that ‘followed readers home.’ Members are not only learning to "speak religion" 

in these groups, but also to consider religion as an important part of their identities 

Through the act of bringing these norms, boundaries, or identities up for discussion, they 

are taking them out of the set of ideas that are taken for granted and into the field of 

debate.  

Bourdieu discusses transformations of this kind as shifts from doxa into orthodoxy 

and heterodoxy, making the unquestioned into grounds for debate over right and wrong 

(Outline 169). Doxa are the self-evident, natural aspects of human society that are 

"naturalized" through practice and habitus. In fact, doxa can only be recognized 

retrospectively, after its "natural" quality has been lost (Bourdieu Outline 170). In the act 

of asking "who are we?" as religious reading groups, the groups move religion from a 

"given" to an arena where its definition is up for debate. The unspoken agreement that all 

the members of a group share a particular identity and therefore do not have to debate it 

forms the doxa. Everyone in Temple Zion is Jewish, everyone at Christ Church North is 

Christian (even if, for members like Kevin Emerson, the meaning of that identity is 

unclear). When a book or a reader raises the question of what that means or what a 

Christian life would look like, the shared agreement over identity is moved into debate. 

Readers can then challenge whether being Christian means attending church, or pursuing 

economic justice, or believing the literal truth of the Gospels. The shared identity 

provides the ground for the group to question the content of that identity. 

As a result of this questioning, the groups are seeking to develop and transform 

their shared consensus over religious identity.105 By asking what it means to live a 

religious life, they are constructing the parameters of that life and debating what that life 

might look like. The content of that life is not dependent on church attendance, self-
                                                

105 In this case, as in the previous chapters, I do not provide a "before and after" comparison or a 
causal explanation for readers’ behavior. Instead, I believe that the construction of identity was one of the 
aims of reading, and these processes were key to that pursuit. 
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identification, or activity within church walls. In these moments, it involves ethical 

directives, new perspectives, and ideas that can live outside of explicitly marked 

"religious" settings. This is a durable, transposable identity, one that is both important to 

individuals’ sense of self and can be used within other domains of life.  

Despite groups’ attention to deepening their religious affiliation into a durable, 

transposable identity, this identity could be moved to the background quickly. A group 

could shift its primary sense of identity with great ease and agility. Such shifts were not a 

matter of debate, but done informally and quickly in the midst of discussion. While 

groups work to challenge and reproduce the structures that make them possible, I have 

also witnessed groups moving from one intersection of identity to another in order to 

avoid a difficult conversation or emphasize a different part of their identity. 

As the Nonie Darwish discussion at St. Anne’s wound to a close, one of these 

pivoting moments occured. When it became clear that not everyone in the group agreed 

with Darwish’s estimation of American Muslims, Agnes redirected the conversation 

toward how their neighborhood had been the target of negative stereotypes due to its 

history of busing. Instead of a Catholic group discussing Muslims, we became a 

neighborhood group reflecting on its own past, and instead of reflecting upon how 

stereotypes of Muslims could be misleading, a discussion of stereotypes focused on their 

shared past. This allowed them to change the terms of discussion from religious identity 

to neighborhood identity.106 Instead of encountering the religious Other and confronting 

their differences, it became about the old neighborhood versus the new one.  

During the meeting of Temple Zion when Charlotte Gordon spoke about The 

Woman Who Named God, one woman spoke up at the end. Gordon draws a link between 

the Biblical story of Abraham, Hagar, and Sarah and present-day conflicts between Jews, 

                                                
106 Racial identity, although undiscussed, remained a strong subtext throughout the accounts of 

busing and integration. 
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Muslims, and Christians, all traditions that claim "Abrahamic" lineage. The reader 

wondered if the story of Hagar and Sarah can be taken as "a prototype for later feminist 

urgings and take it as the idea that it’s up to women to make peace here." This reflects the 

Temple Zion group’s origins as a combination between a temple library book group and a 

Sisterhood book group. It also implies a momentary switch from thinking of themselves 

primarily as Jewish readers to thinking of themselves as women (and potential activists).  

Christ Church North Men’s Group was extremely conscious of its rare status as a 

men’s reading group. During interviews, readers defended the decision to be a single-sex 

group, saying that it was a necessary corollary to the women’s group, or that it allowed a 

space for men to connect with the church. During several meetings, I observed moments 

where reading strategies that had been considered "masculine" in interviews were 

discarded in favor of things that "men don’t do." For example, in his interview, Jonathan 

Howe was unimpressed with the Christ Church North women’s reading group. The 

women’s group tended toward relational reading and "group therapy," in his opinion. 

"Men don’t do that," he claimed, and the best part of the men’s group was its ability to 

make it about the book and not about the readers. I was somewhat surprised when some 

weeks later, Jonathan was one of several Christ Church North members who choose to 

discuss the John O’Donohue chapter in Spiritual Masters for Every Season by sharing 

personal stories of experiencing great and awesome beauty, from the Grand Canyon to 

Picasso paintings. The "women’s" style of reading that he dismissed in an interview was 

used to great and moving effect in the men’s group. 

 While discussing a book like Spiritual Masters for Every Season allowed these 

men to question what it meant to be Christian or Episcopalian, their identity as a men’s 

group allowed them the opportunity to read in ways that they themselves had defined as 

feminine, such as increased sharing of feelings or offering emotional revelations. Because 

they were secure in one identity, they could relax the boundaries around it. They could 
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then express doubts about their tradition, or unsettle their individual religious identity by 

saying "I don’t know what I am," or read with techniques previously consigned to 

women’s ways of reading.  

Intersections of identity are not binary. When these readers are shifting to an 

intersection in terms of gender or neighborhood identity, they are not ‘deactivating’ their 

religious identity, but deemphasizing it. The Christ Church North men’s group is still 

speaking within a context of what it means to be Christian men, but for a moment they 

bring the "men" to the foreground and let "Christian" settle into the background. St. 

Anne’s members moved from the binary of Christians versus Muslims to the binary of 

people outside the neighborhood versus locals, but they remain within a context that links 

parish identity and neighborhood identity (along with race, in the topic of busing). 

Temple Zion members move to think of themselves as women and activists, within the 

frame of Jewish-Muslim conflict. By pivoting between intersections of identity, readers 

bring one to the fore and allow one to recede, but they never entirely set aside an identity. 

This does mean, however, that the religious identities they are developing within 

these groups are durable rather than foundational. Readers in these groups are 

simultaneously working to make their religion into something that ought to affect their 

personal lives in terms of materialism, authority, or compassion, and remaining capable 

of moving that identity into the background when another intersection (of neighborhood, 

race, or gender) becomes more important. The religious identity they work to create is 

durable, in the sense that it can withstand challenges and has a certain amount of 

importance to individuals. It is also transposable, in that it can be moved from a religious 

setting into other domains of their lives that are not coded as religious, such as the 

workplace, the home, social justice, politics, and so forth. But it is not foundational: it is 

not the "ultimate concern" that overrides all other forms of identity or grounds all action. 
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Nor does the group need to have a foundational religious identity in order to perform this 

deepening.  

 

A Conflict of Strategies 

The malleable, reflective, self-critical process of constructing group identity 

appears to be a major path for religious reading groups to pursue transformation through 

reading. If we consider this alongside the ways that group identity can pivot, bringing one 

intersection to the fore and submerging (but not dismissing) other intersections, then parts 

of the Darwish discussion become clearer. First, the Darwish discussion fits well within 

the aim of reading for transformation. There is clearly a desire for education in the St. 

Anne’s book selection. Agnes felt it was a civic duty to know more about Islam; perhaps 

even a religious duty. But the source she has chosen for knowledge is already coming 

from a strongly biased viewpoint. At the same time, Darwish’s position as a former 

Muslim and Egyptian immigrant grants her the authority of having been there. Her story 

is presented as honest, unbiased experience, untrammeled by political correctness, and 

because of that authority it reinforces and resonates with prejudices held by the women of 

the group. The St. Anne’s readers pursued the encounter with difference, and made the 

move to empathize with Darwish herself, but they did not extend that empathy to 

Muslims as a group. Nor did they make the connection between the American history of 

anti-Catholic prejudice and the anti-Islamic messages of the book.  

While Agnes chose the book in order to "learn more about them," her moderation 

of the discussion and her decision to choose a book with a strong anti-Islamic perspective 

demonstrate that "learning about them" is more about determining how Muslims are not 

like Catholics, not like good Americans, and not like the members of St. Anne’s. To learn 

more about "them" was not to understand them, but to define them. The discussion spent 

little time on Darwish’s own life and moved quickly to applying her "lessons" to recent 
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political events, such as the opening of the Roxbury Islamic Community Center and 

Deval Patrick’s support for it, or the funding of a Harvard chair for Islamic studies. 

Darwish has provided Brenda and Agnes with authoritative new information that they can 

use as grounding for anti-Islamic sentiments.  

The discussion also shows how the context of discussion has as much of an impact 

as the content of a book. How much of this discussion is a confirmation of existing 

prejudices? How much of it is the development of new prejudices, rooted in the facts of 

Darwish’s life and her position on American Islam? Would another book on Islam--

perhaps Feisal Rauf’s What’s Right With Islam Is What’s Right With America--have 

provided the same basis for "knowing not to trust them"? The question is difficult if not 

impossible to answer, and possibly irrelevant: Agnes chose this book based on her 

existing ideas about what Islam is and what an adequate exploration would be. She began 

the discussion already viewing certain figures (such as Daniel Pipes, Bill O’Reilly, and 

Glenn Beck) as authorities on the matter, and selected a book that would therefore 

provide "real" insight into Islam. Book selection itself is shaped by the context in which 

reading takes place. Given Agnes’ preexisting opinions, would she have chosen Rauf 

over Darwish? Would she have recognized other authorities? 

 As an example of the setting of reading affecting book selection as well as 

interpretation, Agnes offered suggestions for the next book through looking at the back of 

the book. In order to learn more, she suggested, we should look to the authors who have 

praised Darwish or were blurbed on the back of her book; thinkers whose positions on 

Islam are largely the same as Darwish.107 The social act of reading here is less of Booth’s 

coduction toward an ethical understanding and more of an echo chamber. The pursuit of 

knowledge can easily find itself reinforcing what "everyone knows." Wuthnow notes that 

                                                
107 The next selection, however, was not about Islam at all; Agnes seemed to back away from that 

topic after this meeting. 



 

 

239 

the small group movement risks producing settings in which like-minded people 

reinforce each other’s views without challenging them (Sharing 109). Putnam and 

Campbell express similar concerns about the echo chamber effect of religious social 

networks (437). The process of selecting the Darwish book and potential follow-up 

selections show us how this echo chamber develops: a book is recognized as 

authoritative, and other potential sources are judged according to their congruence with 

the original.  

Most of all, the evening at St. Anne’s shows a moment where the two strategies of 

transformation come into conflict. I had arrived expecting to read in order to encounter 

the Other, to treat them with sympathy and curiosity, and to understand difference. When 

Brenda announced that she knew not to trust Muslims anymore, my expectations were 

not just shaken but entirely turned around. I experienced the evening as a conflict 

between a strategy that emphasized an embrace of difference and a strategy that 

emphasized the construction and affirmation of difference. Both strategies were aimed 

toward transforming selves, but the type of transformation was different. For Agnes, she 

pursued a transformation where individuals acquired useful information about an Other, 

and where the group could draw lines between Catholics and Muslims, Christians and 

Muslims, and good and bad Americans. For myself, I expected a transformation where 

individuals strove to reach empathy for a foreign Other, or at the least received an 

invitation to understand what it was like to grow up Muslim.108 In each case, we were 

expecting to improve ourselves as a result of reading--but the final goal, and the methods 

used to get there, were very different. As a result, both I and the rest of the group found 

the experience disruptive and memorable.109  

                                                
108 I expected this not because the group was religiously affiliated, but because I have unconsciously 

linked the search for knowledge with the pursuit of empathy. I did not expect religious groups to have more 
empathy than nonreligious groups, but I was confused when empathy was not one of the group’s priorities. 

109 The meeting has come up in every conversation I have had with Agnes since that evening. 
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What has been transformed as a result of the Darwish discussion? In asking this 

question, I depart from the pattern of the previous chapters in which the outcomes were 

less important than the pursuit. I do this because the idea that reading will transform us 

for the better is a common cultural assumption as well as one of my deepest hopes. At the 

same time, I do not believe this evening was an example of "failed reading," even though 

the outcome is not what I would have wished. These readers are not reading badly, nor 

are they impervious to transformation. As paradoxical as it might seem at first, it may 

well be the ability to develop empathy for characters (fictional or real) that heightens and 

justifies prejudice and hatred of the religious Other.  

Consider three moments from other readers and groups. Christ Church North 

members expressed sympathy and admiration for Thomas Merton’s spiritual pursuits, and 

quickly moved to condemning monastic hierarchy and absolute authority within the 

Catholic Church. Enfield Public Library members discussed The Birth of Venus by 

starting with an appreciation of the protagonist’s love for art and transitioning to a 

condemnation not just of Savonarola, the villain of the book, but the entire Church as 

hateful and misogynist. Bob Rennie loves Gone With the Wind; his description of it 

moved from a love of Scarlett (who is "sympathetic" even though she’s "spoiled rotten, 

no good, selfish") to musing whether Southern slavery had had a few good points. Each 

of these readers shows appreciation and love of the characters that the books place before 

them. When the readers move from acquiring information to learning what it is like to 

live in a different way, they are imagining themselves into another’s place and sharing 

their joys and struggles.  

One possible explanation of these moments relies on the idea that we identify with 

and sympathize with characters within the books we read. Because readers in these 

groups have come to identify with the protagonists--Scarlett, Darwish, Merton--they have 

momentarily taken on those protagonists’ struggles. For the span of reading, readers are 
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able to see the world through another’s eyes. Entering into this empathy for Darwish 

means sharing in her outrage, feeling her confusion, which makes it easier to share her 

venom when she turns it against American imams.110 Coming to love Scarlett, to see her 

as a whole human, flawed but still worthy of love, means the possibility of coming to 

love the setting in which she lives and thrives--the old South, racism, slavery, and all. 

Having sympathy for Merton’s struggles with the Catholic hierarchy means potentially 

feeling anger at that hierarchy. It may be possible that our ability to inhabit other worlds, 

other humanities, other viewpoints within literature not only increases our empathy for 

fellow individuals but increases our antipathy for hierarchies, groups, and foes. 

Nussbaum and Jackson both suggest that something comes back with us from our sojourn 

in a book: an increased sense of humanity, an awareness of others’ suffering. Other things 

may come back as well. If we have loved a character who suffers, we may share in his 

rage or sorrow against the forces that make him suffer. By drawing a line between 

sympathetic characters and their enemies, we refuse the extension of empathy to 

generalized Others, and keep it narrowly focused on the protagonists. 

 While the goal of a broader mind and better understanding of difference remains 

the same, the results of reading for transformation are dependent on the social context of 

reading, the group with whom we read, and the strategies they use. The same strategies 

can lead to "not hating them anymore" or "not respecting them anymore," depending on 

which character the readers sympathize with, how they choose the texts to read, and who 

discusses the book with them.  

In their studies of the "One City, One Book" style of reading group program, Fuller, 

Procter, and Rehberg Sedo encountered similarly ambivalent findings about reading, 

cultural bridges, and empathy. Rehberg Sedo focuses on government support for these 
                                                

110 This sympathy and antipathy is not a necessary outcome of reading, but a result of interactions 
between the content of the book and the reader’s discursive shaping. Predispositions to like strong female 
characters, to dislike Islam, or to agree with authority will all play a role in developing these feelings. 
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programs, which is uniformly optimistic about the values and virtues of reading but also 

makes the government "an active player...in the canon-making game" (1165). Fuller and 

Procter also examine the tensions between official goals for community reading projects 

and the actual structures that shape those projects (27). Their study of a Liverpool 

"community read," as part of the Beyond the Book research project, found that while 

book groups could offer a place for articulating readers’ own silenced histories, moments 

of multicultural bridging are rare and fragile (38). 

The potential for transformation to increase antipathy is one reason why literary 

critics and theorists are concerned with distinguishing better or more compelling 

interpretations (and perhaps, why "serious" reading involves such strong distinctions 

between acceptable and unacceptable ways of reading). Nussbaum cautions that the 

emotions can lead us astray as well as educate us, and that novels can distort realities to 

the detriment of their readers (74-75). This study, however, raises questions: Is it the 

interpretation of a text that risks antipathy? Is it the way of reading--relational, detached, 

mimetic, serious, casual? Or is it the social setting and the group with whom we read, 

rather than the hermeneutics or the reading strategy, that reinforces difference and 

division? More research may be necessary to understand this. 

The content of a book may make one character more sympathetic than another, but 

a reader may not necessarily follow that content in making a choice about who she 

sympathizes with. The social context of reading influences the choice of texts. The 

continuing conversation about texts takes place not only within the imagined and internal 

others of one’s own mind, but with external others existing within their own social 

frameworks of power and oppression. If the social setting of reading can have such a 

fundamental influence on the effects of a book, theories that discuss the improving effects 

of literature must take it into account. It is just as important a factor in "how books 

change us" as the skills of the reader and the content of the text. In order to make that 
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work possible, future research ought to examine why some characters and not others gain 

sympathy, who is reading together, and how they are selecting texts. 

 

Conclusions 

The aim of transformation through reading is especially closely linked with the idea 

of reading as a means of moral education and character development, and thus to the 

second way of defining religion encountered in Chapter 2. The strategies of encountering 

Others and constructing realities are inflected but not fundamentally changed by the 

social context of reading, and the presence of religious affiliation does not automatically 

turn reading into a pursuit of empathy and compassion for the Other. Instead of inflecting 

the encounter with difference toward an internal individual transformation of increasing 

empathy, religious affiliation inflected it toward a social transformation of constructing 

group identity.  

The processes of debating believability, drawing boundaries, and questioning group 

structures reveals reading groups as locations where reality is being reconstructed and 

reproduced in face-to-face conversations. The religious affiliation of a group inflects this 

process, changing the construction of reality into the construction of religious realities. 

These discussions of identity and negotiations of reality reveal how media plays a role in 

challenging, reaffirming, and reproducing social structures, particularly structures of 

religious identities. The construction and transformation of identity is both an individual 

pursuit and a social project in these reading groups. Individual readers, through seeking 

the encounter with an Other, were pursuing the development of their individual senses of 

self. As groups, readers reinforced and defined what constituted their community identity. 

In the final chapter, I explore the consequences of these observations and suggest 

adjusting our definitions of both reading and religion. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 

When Charlotte Klapperich listened to my description of my dissertation, she 

responded with little enthusiasm: 

You might feel that if you experience through reading those kinds of interactions 

among people, that might reinforce your own moral feelings. That to me is not 

really connected to religion...Anyone could say that anything they ever do or think 

about has to do with religion, whether they explicitly say that or not...I share books 

and talk about books with people in my church. That doesn't--so I also share 

recipes. [laughs] I don't think my spinach balls recipe bears directly on--[laughs] 

It's another way to connect.  

Her criticism approaches the question of defining some groups as "religious" in this 

research. What makes these groups any different from exchanging recipes over coffee 

hour at the church? Why should reading be distinguished from church drum circles, 

neighborhood cookouts, or running a 5K? Is reading together different from reading 

alone or from doing other things together? Just how is a "religious" reading group 

different?  

On one level, Charlotte is right. The religious reading groups did not have some 

special guiding purpose that drove them to read and interpret "religiously." They did not 

treat their texts in fundamentally different ways than the non-affiliated groups. They 

argued in the same ways, used the books to illustrate their lives (and vice versa) in the 

same ways, and held the same underlying concepts about what reading and books ought 

to be. The general aims of reading were held in common by both religious and 

nonreligious groups. Their members read to find community, to gain status, to encounter 

difference, and to affirm or challenge reality just as the members of the nonreligious 

groups did.  
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The practices of reading were also the same between religious and nonreligious 

groups. The shared practices that make up a reading group, in fact, mark it as a type of 

institutional social form (DiMaggio and Powell). Book selection, face-to-face meeting, 

engaging with the text during conversation, and the (contested) role of a leader or 

organizer make up the practices that define book groups as recognizable social 

institutions. Both religious and nonreligious groups had these practices, and frequently 

shared ways of approaching and critiquing a text and rhetorics of hospitality and learning 

were present in religious groups and nonreligious groups. The similarity of these groups 

represents the sense that members shared a feeling of being engaged in a common 

enterprise, as well as shared ideas about what processes constitute "a reading group." 

This similarity does not reflect a correspondence between religious and nonreligious 

domains or a foundational approach to reading; instead, we can attribute it to the 

development of "reading groups" as recognizable social institutions, which tend toward 

similarity in their structures (DiMaggio and Powell 148). 

Dividing the groups according to preferred reading strategies also failed to 

correspond to a division between religious and nonreligious groups. Some groups 

preferred to take a didactic approach to reading, treating it as a serious pursuit of 

knowledge, education, and self-development. Both Christ Church North and Seekers 

adopted this approach, and neither St. Anne’s nor Recent Novel Readers took it. Enfield 

Public Library’s casual attitude toward the style of a text had more in common with 

Temple Zion’s than it did with Classic Readers’ stylistic critiques. Relational reading 

strategies were used by Enfield, Temple Zion, and St. Anne’s, and dismissed by both 

Classic Readers and Christ Church North. Hospitable reading strategies were present to 

some degree in every group. Strategies that stressed encountering the Other, 

demonstrating knowledge, or dividing books into useful and useless were present 

regardless of the religious affiliation of a group.  
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Despite all these shared practices and strategies, the aims of reading together were 

subtly but significantly different. The type of community nurtured by the group, the 

nature and weight of the status that readers pursued, and the exploration of identity all 

changed when readers met in a group with a religious affiliation. Religious reading 

groups were places where a debate about religion took place, using the same strategies 

that nonreligious reading groups shared. The religious affiliation of a group was 

simultaneously not determinative of how readers read, operating as only one part of an 

intersectional, multifaceted habitus, and absolutely central to the aims that readers 

pursued.  

I have called this transformation "inflection" to convey its ability to change the 

meaning of a practice while leaving the basic activity of that practice unchanged. The 

religious setting, language, and affiliation of the religious groups inflected each of the 

aims, transforming each from a general good or goal into a specifically religious good or 

goal, even as the practices that pursue that good were largely unchanged. The religious 

affiliation of a group could inflect friendship into fellowship and the desire to be well-

read into the desire to be an articulate believer. When reading developed identities, the 

religious affiliation of a group inflected this pursuit away from the development of 

empathy and individual identity and toward the demarcation of boundaries and 

development of group identity. In both cases, the identity of the reader is being 

constructed. For the religious groups, however, this identity was not only individual 

selves but also the identity, boundaries, and norms of the group. The religious affiliation 

of a group inflected the construction of reality toward the believability and truth of 

religious difference.  

Inflection is a means of transforming and transferring social capital from one 

discursive field to another. Bradford Verter suggests that Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 

capital can be used to discuss "spiritual capital" as a set of resources involving both 
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macro-scale fields of power and individual capacities (152). Although the types of capital 

derived from reading in religious groups are different from charismatic or mystic capital, 

they are forms of capital that operate within a discursive field of "religion," defining it 

and contesting it. The inflection that a religious setting, religious frame language, and 

religious affiliation of a group enacts on reading is enough to transform various social 

capitals into religious capitals: community bonds into fellowship, educational status to 

articulate believer status, and so forth.  

This implies that the context of reading is of vital importance when discussing how 

books affect lives. Theorists of narrative ethics, religious conversion, literacy and 

emancipation, or moral characters have often treated reading as a disembodied 

communion between a reader and an author or text, or indicated that a reader must be 

considered within a concrete world but made little effort to describe that world’s 

structures or limitations. This research shows, however, that the results of reading are 

affected not only by a reader’s personal location within class, gender, or race, but also by 

the community which reads with her. Without knowing how reading is inflected by the 

social settings around a reader, making claims about what her reading can or cannot do is 

risky.  

The social setting of reading determined reading practices. Readers made selections 

based on their social locations. Tom chose books for Recent Novel Readers based on 

browsing a local bookstore and his opinions about what was suitable for the group 

(excluding, for example, The Help because it’s "a woman’s book" and The Corrections 

because it was too long to expect members to read). Seekers members shared Amazon 

recommendations, New York Book Review ratings, and recommendations from friends 

and co-workers. Readers also approached their books in ways reinforced by their social 

locations: Classic Readers members who viewed group as "like English class" treated 

their texts as textbooks as well as novels, while Carol Tierney found that her three pages 
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of notes on Mere Christianity were not useful for her first visit to St. Anne’s. This shows 

that reading has a social infrastructure that directs and structures it--not only 

interpretation, but book selection, evaluation, and discussion. But when readers and 

scholars see reading as purely an individual practice, this obscures the social 

infrastructure that shapes the reader and inflects his or her reading.  

This process of inflection also has implications for how scholars think about the 

definition of "being religious." On one hand, this research shows that the framing 

necessary to inflect reading’s aims relies on a minimal definition of religion. A brief 

prayer, a location within an institutional building, the presence of an authority from the 

congregation--in many meetings, the "religious" content of these groups was no more 

than this. Affiliation with an existing tradition did not imply a foundational shift in the 

worldview or textual approaches of the group. Temple Zion treated The Madonnas of 

Leningrad with the same relational reading strategies that Enfield Public Library had 

used; Christ Church North and Classic Readers both sought to distinguish themselves 

from "less serious" reading. In terms of practices and strategies, these groups were 

religious only in that they were literally "in church." They shared the same ideas, hopes, 

and challenges as their nonreligious counterparts. 

At the same time, that minimal presence of religious affiliation was enough to 

change the aims of reading to a substantial degree. Nonreligious groups, even those 

connected with an institution like the public library, did not develop connections to a 

larger institution or a sense of community identity in the way that the religious groups 

did. Religious groups were engaged in the work of creating articulate believers rather 

than well-read individuals. Both "well-read" and "articulate believer" are positive cultural 

statuses, but one has substantially more authority in religious settings. The 

transformations that religious groups helped to foster in their members were 

transformations of roles and social identities, rather than empathy and individual identity.  
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One of the main results of religious inflection was directing attention toward what it 

meant to be "religious." These groups became spaces for questioning collective identity 

in a way that non-affiliated groups did not. Nonreligious groups did raise the occasional 

question of identity through discussing the nature of gender roles, or the unity of a 

neighborhood. However, they were more focused on transforming the individual, 

especially toward increasing his or her capacity for empathy. Religious groups, in 

contrast, directed a great deal of attention toward what made them religious, or Catholic, 

or Christian, or moral. For these groups, answering "who are we?" meant drawing 

boundaries, constructing identities, and questioning norms: boundaries, norms, and 

identities that involved the particular religious identity they shared.  

The "thin" religious affiliation of the groups, simply by defining the space as 

religious, created a place for developing a "thick" version of religion. Groups that did not 

operate on a fundamentally different level from nonreligious groups became a place for 

proposing ways of being religious that would be durable, transposable, and long-lasting 

(to echo Geertz’s definition of religion (90)). The "religious" nature of these groups 

seems to be partly thin, disposable, able to be switched for other identities, and without 

worldview-changing effect; at the same time, it carries potential to deepen itself and 

establish changes in worldviews and identity.  

In this conclusion, I return to both of these discussions over definition and examine 

the implications of the inflection model for reading, religion, and practice. Next, I 

consider potential avenues for future research that address this project’s questions and its 

gaps. Finally, I close with reflections on the reading group as a space unavailable 

elsewhere.  
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Religion as Inflection 

In this dissertation, I have demonstrated how religious affiliation has had an 

influence not on the practices and strategies of reading within religious groups but on the 

aims pursued by those activities. Religious individuals, reading on their own or in 

nonreligious groups, sometimes had their individual reading shaped by ideas about God 

and art, experiences in which something or someone "beyond words" communicated 

through a text. Not every reader with a religious commitment experienced this; many 

were baffled when I asked whether religion and reading were connected. The religious 

affiliation of an individual reader did not correlate with a sense of reading as a spiritual 

practice, a particular set of reading strategies, or even a preference for one kind of text 

over another. Instead, religion had the most effect on reading when a religiously affiliated 

group of readers gathered to discuss books. In these groups, religious community, 

religious status, religious differences, and religious boundaries were all generated and 

reproduced through these discussions. Even though they used the same reading practices 

and strategies as the non-affiliated groups, religious groups inflected the aims that they 

pursued through their reading. 

Some aims of reading that nonreligious groups pursued were largely absent from 

the religiously affiliated groups. Readers who sought to develop their "public 

imaginations" and capacity for empathy were unlikely to seek this in religiously affiliated 

groups, as were those who saw their reading as a spiritual practice. Reading for pleasure 

and entertainment went largely undiscussed in religious groups as well. 

Readers who sought friendship and connections through their reading found it in 

nonreligious and religious groups alike. Only in the religious groups did readers develop 

and reinforce connections with a church or temple and its authorities. This brought 

members of the religious reading groups within the congregation or reaffirmed their 
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presence within it, and encouraged them to consider themselves part of a religious 

tradition.  

Readers who sought to become well-read and educated were pursuing these aims in 

religious and nonreligious groups. In the religious groups, readers strove to become not 

only educated but religiously educated. They pursued the status of being articulate 

believers, individuals who could explain, defend, and argue for their religious tradition. 

Attaining this status, with its privilege in the American religious landscape, meant that 

religious capital and religious language could be deployed both outside of a religious 

setting (in casual workplace conversations, for example) and as a means of demonstrating 

one’s authority within the field of struggle over what "religion" means. 

The transformative power of reading also was inflected through the religious 

affiliation of a group. While readers in these groups were transformed by their reading, it 

was not through pursuing greater understanding of religious or cultural Others, or through 

increasing their sense of empathy. Instead, these readers were transformed through 

constructing the range of possible identities available to them, identities developed in 

contrast with religious Others and through debating what makes a religious life.  

The religious identity of a group also seemed to be something that shifted when 

another part of the group’s shared identity had more relevance for discussion. This shift 

was not a matter of converting to a different religion or transforming into a secular group, 

but as setting aside one intersection of identity to highlight another. When the Christ 

Church North men’s group discussed experiences of beauty in ways privately dismissed 

as "group therapy" and too feminine, they changed their engagement from a religious 

group to a men’s group. When the members of St. Anne’s switched from discussing the 

Muslim threat in Boston to the persistent stereotype of their neighborhood as racist, they 

moved from the shared context of Catholicism to the shared context of neighborhood 

identity. Seekers’ gradual transformation from church book group to neighborhood book 
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group shows how one identity can even be permanently discarded in favor of another. 

Conversations about Unitarian Universalist identity were less possible with their open-

door membership policy, as Madelyn Montano’s activist Catholicism became the 

religious Other in the room, and assumptions about Unitarian Universalist life changed 

while assumptions about political views remained the same.  

In these moments of pivoting between shared identities, readers are not "switching 

off" a religious identity, but moving other parts of their lives into the foreground and 

religion into the background. Religious identity is not foundational here: readers are 

addressing these moments primarily as neighborhood locals or men, rather than as 

Catholics or Christians. But religious identity is also not discarded in these moments. 

Neighborhood identity and parish identity remain connected, as does Christianity and 

masculinity. Readers are simply placing more emphasis on one intersection of identity 

rather than another. 

Perhaps it is not the religious nature of the religious groups’ identity that makes 

them stand out in this fashion but the shared nature of it. The shared identity enables 

some conversations that would be difficult if not impossible in religiously-mixed 

company. Discussions about "how do we live as Christian men?" or "what constitutes a 

breach of Jewish ethics in friendship?" rely on a shared--if thin and unspoken--consensus 

about being Jewish or Christian. Shared identities also enable conversations about "us 

and them" that focus on the boundaries between the in-group of members and an out-

group. The discussions over the lines between Buddhist philosophy and Christian 

theology, between Muslim veiling and Catholic veiling, or between frum Jews and the 

members of Temple Zion are possible because they start with a consensus on shared 

identity. 

This could explain why religious individuals, in nonreligious groups, do not strive 

for the same aims and meanings from their readings. Instead of there being something 
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about religious identity per se that creates inflection, it is the agreement over "who are 

we" that does so. A reading group that had a shared identity around a similar intersection 

of identity, such as race, feminism, class identity, or sexual orientation, might have the 

same capacity for generating inflected aims as these religious groups did.111 It is possible 

to imagine, for example, an African-American women’s reading group selecting texts, 

discussing them, and using them to draw boundaries in ways that bring intersections of 

race and gender to the fore rather than religion.  

We might see this as a matter of shared context, a shared idea of "who we are." 

Because group members had a common identity of being Catholic, or Jewish, or 

Episcopalian, they could start from that point and either move outward--exploring 

religious Others and articulating the difference between us and them--or focus inward, 

looking at what made Catholics Catholic or what role scripture played in Jewish identity. 

It is the starting point for discussion, but it is only one intersection of identity among 

many, like the neighborhood identity of St. Anne’s or the gender identity of Christ 

Church North Men’s Group.  

This also raises the question of how shared identity can increase divisions between 

groups. Any time a reading group meets through a shared identity and works to construct 

and reaffirm boundaries around that shared identity, there is the potential for heightening 

the "us against them" binary. The important work of constructing and defining realities 

that occurs through these conversations is not necessarily bridging work: while readers 

within the group may feel more closely bonded to each other, they may also have a 

clearer sense of who the Other is and why we are not like them.  

Courtney Bender, drawing on Bakhtin, talks about religious language in public 

conversation as speech genres (93). These genres invite some responses, such as talking 
                                                

111 Compare, for example, the African-American women's book clubs described in The Go On Girl! 
Guide, or Charlotte Klapperich's experience in a feminist book group in Berkeley. Both groups would 
certainly have different approaches to The Help than Enfield Public Library. 
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about holidays or attending church, and discourage more direct forms of talking about 

religion, such as witnessing or theological debate. While Bender is discussing religious 

language in public spaces, a similar speech genre develops in these groups as readers find 

some parts of identity hold common ground and others are open for doubt. This speech 

genre is not about signaling to others in a public space, but rather a signal that affirms the 

solidarity and shared identity of the group. In reading group meetings, that shared speech 

genre allowed readers to affirm and critically examine the structures of that identity. 

At the same time, readers in the religious groups took up the question of "who we 

are" from its shared assumption and questioned and challenged it in a way unfamiliar to 

the nonreligious groups. The meaning of religion that is being constructed through these 

groups’ activities is markedly not the same as the initial definition suggested in Chapter 

2, which relied on attendance, creed, and formal affiliation with a religious tradition. 

While the "vernacular" definition of religion as affiliation, ritual, creed, and attendance 

still signifies the difference between a religious and a nonreligious reading group, 

members were debating religious lives that involved much more: the ethics of revealing a 

friend’s adultery, the awe of natural beauty, the need to explain and defend one’s faith to 

others, the need to be educated about other faiths as well.  

Even as readers defined religion in narrow terms when determining whether their 

group was "religious" or not, they were constructing a vision of religion that was more 

durable and transposable. If these groups are where people are constructing "religion," 

the religion they are constructing involves transposable identities and commitments. The 

inflection that creates these aims may be due to no more than a thin affiliation with 

"religion," but the aims themselves are deeper, richer definitions that stress ethics and 

awe, as well as transposability from the church basement to other parts of everyday life.  

This leaves us with a fascinating paradox. On one hand, the religious identity of the 

reading groups seems to be thin, reliant on a few framing prayers, locations, and 
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occasional presence from authorities, rather than a foundation that affects reading 

strategies, preferences, and other patterns of living on a deep level. It can be pushed aside 

to the background at a moment’s notice, whenever it is convenient for members to 

address other intersections of identity. The thin religious identity of the group provides a 

temporary lens for regarding the world rather than a foundational worldview that shapes 

all encounters. 

Readers, however, are not content with the thin definition of religion. They explore, 

challenge, and deepen the idea of what it means to be religious (or Reform Jewish, or 

Episcopalian). They put the question of living religious lives on the table through 

discussing the believability of characters, the morality of decisions, and the differences 

between themselves and religious Others. They reaffirm the need to be articulate 

believers in a pluralist society, and view that as an important part of being "really" 

religious. As a result, the readers in these groups are working to develop religious 

identities that can be lived out in settings other than the church, the book group, or the 

choir, identities that can resist challenges and play a major (but not foundational) role in 

determining everyday actions. They are using the thin, contingent, momentary religious 

identity of the group to develop transposable and durable identities that persist outside the 

group. The contingent identity is the place for developing the durable identity.  

One way of addressing this paradox is to see religion as a discursive field rather 

than a set of practices, ideas, or traditions. Within these groups, but also within American 

discourse on religion, "religion" becomes the field of argument in which people contend 

over what is really moral, spiritual, traditional, and so forth. "Religious affiliation" or 

"religious identity" signals an individual’s position within that field. But this aspect of 

religion is not taken for granted in the same way that religion as a part of habitus is. 

Instead, to "do religion" is to take action within this field, drawing lines that mark "real" 

religion or "our" religion. In this arena, readers are shaped and shaping the structures of 
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religion, not only through enacting the givenness of existing traditions but also through 

taking positions within the field of religious production. 

 

Reading in Context 

The picture of reading that emerges from the previous chapters also seems 

paradoxical, in that it is simultaneously individual and social. On one hand, readers were 

vocal about the individual benefits and internal, private experiences of education, 

pleasure, and escape that they found in books. On the other, the social interactions of the 

groups seemed to supersede individual preferences, even among groups that downplayed 

social bonds such as Classic Readers. For the individual readers, the text itself was 

centrally important; for the group, the text was frequently a tool for discussing ideas 

around it rather than the book itself. While it is difficult to reconcile definitions of 

religion that claim it must be foundational with definitions that suggest it must be 

contingent, it is possible to reconcile reading’s two aspects as individual and social 

through perceiving it as a strategic practice. 

While not all readers would characterize their strategies in terms of class and status, 

the previous chapters have shown that readers do have goals in mind for the reading they 

perform. Bell’s reinterpretation of Bourdieu’s theory of practice suggests that practices 

are aimed toward goals, but that they achieve other goals that are not acknowledged (87). 

This lack of acknowledgement is key for Bourdieu’s misrecognition. Because their actual 

results are not recognized, practices work to support the interests of the powerful, not 

necessarily the best interests of the practitioners (Swartz 90). The readers in this study 

fully acknowledged their intention to use reading for certain ends--pleasure, community, 

education, and so forth--and those ends were largely congruent with their intentions. 

These ends were partly misrecognized as well--few readers would put their desire for 

education in terms of class aspirations or status--but they were also conscious. Readers 
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were able to answer "why do you read?" quickly and effusively, and had thought about 

the reasons behind their own preferences.  

Bell suggests that ritual practices obscure the actual work they perform. By aiming 

toward redemptive hegemony, they do not achieve it--but they reform and restructure the 

present, creating new situations (87). Readers, however, were rarely aiming toward an 

unreachable goal, and were quite clear about their intentions. They were less likely to be 

aware of how the social setting of reading affected those intentions or the ways they 

pursued them. Models of reading that focus purely on a communion between two entities 

(reader/author, reader/text) hide the settings in which that communion takes place. 

Models of reading that dismiss the "reflective afterlife" of a text or the preexisting 

shaping of a reader likewise avoid the question of the social setting of reading. The 

previous chapters, however, have shown that the social setting of reading is as important 

as the reader’s strategies and the content of the book when it comes to considering 

reading as a generative practice.  

The content of a book could be the source material for evaluating reality and 

questioning identities. It could also be a source of legitimacy in viewing oneself as well-

read (as, say, a reader of classic literature rather than romance novels). But in some 

moments, the content of a book was much less relevant to the work done by readers who 

used it as a way of connecting and forming friendships, or the work done by readers who 

wanted to justify their status as educated individuals.  

In every case, however, the social setting of reading had definite effects on the aims 

of reading. By reading in a group, one could pursue friendship, validation of one’s own 

status, encounters with Others on friendly or confrontational terms, or transformations of 

empathy and identity. Even more, the religious affiliation of a group made a difference in 

these goals. It affected whether a reader felt connected to an institution and a tradition. It 

changed the status that readers pursued and determined what benefits that status granted. 
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It even steered transformations away from developing a large-scale public imagination 

and toward the articulation, challenge, and definition of community identity. 

This has implications for the vision of reading non-scriptural material as a religious 

or spiritual practice. Instead of a corrupting force on the pursuit of excellence, the 

institutions within which reading took place made that reading possible. They 

transformed one type of capital to another, they connected readers outside of the 

immediate meeting setting, and they supported forms of reading that not only affected 

how readers read but what readers chose in the first place. This does not mean that 

reading is not a spiritual practice, only that it has to be considered within its full context. 

This context allows us to see why some nonscriptural works were treated as authoritative, 

and others as "fairy stories" or narrative excess; why some readers regard a book as a 

meaningful exploration of absurdity and others see it as unbelievable rubbish. Reading 

has a role in the religious and spiritual lives of readers, but that role is dependent on the 

contexts of reading and discourses about reading’s transformative nature.  

If we do not have that context, we struggle with the range of reading’s effects. 

Without paying attention to the background of reading, the interaction between reader 

and text becomes the only place to turn for explanations in the effects of reading. If we 

consider reading only as the individual process in the foreground, then any errors, 

negative effects, or misinterpretations of the text would have to be attributed to flaws in 

that interaction: a bad book, a deficient reader, deliberate misreadings, and so forth. 

When the background disappears, so do the forces that might shape reader s' responses to 

a text.  

Finally, this project calls for a reexamination of the liberal arts’ hope that reading 

brings about moral improvement through education and empathy. While not all reading 

moments will reinforce antipathy in the way that St. Anne’s discussion of Now They Call 

Me Infidel did, the equation of encountering difference to increasing empathy is 
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complicated by the relationship between sympathy for a protagonist and antipathy for her 

foes. Reading more does not necessarily lead to increased public imagination, visiting 

imagination, or empathy for difference. This remains true even if readers want to 

encounter difference, have empathy for characters, or regard reading as a tool for 

developing the self. The concrete locations of readers can have a major effect on 

reading’s capacity for creating empathy.  

 

Inflection and Conversation 

Social inflection affecting the goals and aims of practice aligns oddly with the 

concept of habitus. If, as Vaughan suggests, habitus is best thought of as a product of 

multiple social locations (51), then inflection is a matter of activating one of those 

intersections among others. From this point of view, inflection is a matter of starting 

conditions, "turning on" one set of responses rather than others. These other identities are 

not absent, but are also not primary. Religious groups might then be studied in terms of 

what aspects of a setting activate inflection: prayers, location, authorities, conversational 

ties to congregational events, and so forth. What markers are recognized as "religious" 

for a group? How subtle or overt do they have to be in order to inflect a situation?  

We could also think of inflection as part of the transformation of capital. The idea 

that "spiritual capital" is cultural capital that has been "transubstantiated," to use 

Bourdieu’s ironic term, offers an intriguing approach (Verter 151, 69). Perhaps religious 

inflection is part of that process of changing one type of resource into another. The goals 

sought by these religiously-inflected reading groups are forms of spiritual capital, 

including connections to other members of the congregation and articulate-believer 

status. This approaches from the opposite end of the process, considering inflection in 

terms of its products rather than its activation. What does this capital make possible for 

its holders? How does it interact with other forms of social capital--being well-read, legal 
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authority, religious institutions, and so forth? Why is this form of capital more 

translatable than others? What are the structures and histories that made these forms of 

capital desirable for readers?  

We might even consider the inflection of social activity not in terms of its start or 

its end, activation or capital, but in terms of the process itself: as a reflexive conversation 

with others. Although there is no place from which one can "escape" the structures that 

shape us, reflexivity offers a chance to reshape them, to transform habitus as it is lived. 

The reading group showcases these aspects of reflexivity. These groups are reflexive not 

only in their contemplation of their own identities (as readers, as thinkers, as religious 

individuals) but also reflexive in the sense used by Anthony Giddens (148): appropriating 

and responding to discourse about themselves. This is present not only when Temple 

Zion members ask what I will be saying about them, or Christ Church North members 

refer to my sociological stance, but also when Agnes talks about how the St. Anne’s 

neighborhood has been stereotyped in the past or Jackie jokes about the primary quality 

of a Unitarian Universalist reading group being its leaderlessness. In each case, they are 

reflecting back on identity in the light of an outsider’s perspective. 

While Chapters 3 and 4 discussed how religion as part of habitus shaped the aims 

of reading, Chapter 5 examined how readers tried to reshape the frameworks in which 

they read--either by seeking to change the readers themselves or by defining and 

redefining the groups of which they were a part. Unlike de Certeau’s everyday tactics of 

reading, which stress the transience of "poaching" successes (174), the reflexivity 

demonstrated in these groups has the potential to be longer-lasting and to continue long 

past the reading moment. Through constructing, challenging, and reaffirming realities, 

these groups became locations for reflective self-examination, both for readers who 

wanted to think about "who are we" in terms of individual identity and readers who 
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reflected on "who are we" in terms of religious identity, ethical obligations, and social 

boundaries. 

Reading can feel like an escape from the demands and structures of the everyday 

world. In the encounter with the "world in front of the text (Ricoeur Interpretation)," a 

reader steps away from her immediate surroundings, and returns with challenges and 

critiques of the world and her life within it. This return is a reflexive moment as well, as 

reading opens the opportunity for contemplating one’s own life. Yet even when reading 

feels most like an escape and the reflection that it prompts feels most internal, it is still 

taking place within a social setting that structures the entire process. Agnes’ choosing to 

read Now They Call Me Infidel as a means of reflecting upon the American religious 

landscape is a decision influenced by her social setting. Kellie Hoyland’s decision to read 

Book of the Dun Cow as a way to improve her knowledge of another religion rather than 

as a method of reflecting on her own spirituality is a decision affected by the genre of the 

book, the context in which she encountered it, and her sense of religious identity. The 

moments of reflexivity offered by reading remain deeply structured by the setting of that 

reading. 

Reflexivity, especially when phrased as part of a scholar’s activity, seems to imply 

a contemplative individual reflecting on her own situation and observing her own 

structures. Like reading, this process seems to be both internal and individual. In fact, 

Margaret Archer proposes a internal conversation as a means of exploring reflexivity as 

part of the mediation between structure and agency (129). But the reflexivity of these 

groups demonstrates that this conversation extends beyond oneself. In these reading 

groups the conversation is not only internal, with one’s constructed others: it is with 

literal others in a social setting, arguing or laughing or going off on seemingly irrelevant 



 

 

262 

tangents in response to one’s own statements.112 Like the community of fellow readers 

suggested in Nussbaum’s and Booth’s notions of ethical coduction, these "others" have 

been more or less taken for granted in discussing reading. The presence of a reading 

community is necessary for these models of transformation to function, and the presence 

of conversational others is likewise necessary for reflexivity. But in contemplating how 

those transformations and reflexivity produce results in the world, we have to identify 

those others. They are not generalized stand-ins for humanity, but particular persons with 

their own passions, prejudices, restrictions, and attitudes: their effects on readers must be 

examined in terms of their actual social presence, rather than represented as a generic 

group. 

In the face of the evidence that our "literal others" with whom we read, discuss, and 

select books have an effect as important as the content of those books, the importance of 

knowing who these others actually are and what conversations we have is clear. What the 

study of reading groups shows us is how reflexivity can be understood not only as an 

internal conversation, but as an external one. It is a series of conversations with others, 

including not only the fictional Others encountered within books but also the actual 

others involved in the literal conversation around the table. It is neither a text that 

commands responses from readers nor a reader autocratically imposing her will on a text. 

Reading demonstrates how structures direct action and agency challenges structures--

neither purely deterministically or solely voluntaristically, but conversationally, mediated 

through the interactions of other similarly structured and similarly active readers. 

 

                                                
112 Kelly Besecke discusses how another spiritual tradition ("reflexive spirituality") is also grounded 

in and developed by conversations (171). 
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Future Research 

As this research has progressed, my ability to present findings about the face-to-

face, socially embedded nature of reading and the nature of religion as discursive field 

has been accompanied by my discovery of the limitations of these findings and questions 

provoked by those limits. Addressing the social and face-to-face nature of reading groups 

has allowed me to see reading as a continuing process with a "reflective afterlife" visible 

in meetings. This raises the question of the social infrastructure surrounding readers who 

do not read within groups. To what extent does participation in an imagined, illusory, or 

decentralized community of readers inflect reading? How do the aims of reading 

practices differ for individuals, and what role might religious affiliation play in inflecting 

those aims? Benedict Anderson’s imagined communities of newspaper readers are spread 

across space and time (32); the community of Protestant readers that Candy Gunther 

Brown examines is similarly dispersed (12). The reading groups for this project have 

direct contact between their members; a reader has to show up and join the conversation 

in a literal sense to be part of a group. Are the aims of readings similarly inflected when 

done by readers who are connected through digital methods or through imagined 

communities? Wendy Simonds suggests that the community of self-help readers is 

"illusory" as well as imagined (227). Is an ‘illusory’ community of fellow readers (such 

as Left Behind fans, consumers of Pagan how-to guides, or New Atheist blogreaders) 

exerting a similar shaping force on reading?  

A study of individual readers, or readers involved in mediated discussion groups on 

the internet, might help address these questions. In what way does individual religious 

identity inflect reading? Within this study, the religious identity of individuals had much 

less effect on reading’s aims than the religious affiliation of a reading group. Would this 

be the case for all readers? Do other arenas in which readers discuss and evaluate books 
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(such as classes, fandoms, families, social networks) have the same potential for 

inflection? 

Next, focusing on the text as a tool for discussion has allowed me to see the ways 

that reading groups often use the book as a starting point for self-revelation, building 

relationships, or drawing boundaries. However, this does mean that the actual physical 

text has tended to disappear from the conversation. The sociology of publishing reminds 

us that the physical form of a book has an influence all its own on reading and readers 

(Ryan and Thomas; Moylan and Stiles; Littau; Laurenson and Swingewood; Gutjahr; 

Griswold; Escarpit; Chartier). While some of this study’s groups took the physical nature 

of a book into account when making selections,113 most did not. Several readers 

mentioned downloading each month’s selection to a Kindle or other e-reader; for these 

readers, many did not keep the book on their e-readers past the first time through, and 

rarely if ever re-read a book.114 How does the changing nature of reading in an 

increasingly digital age affect the aims of reading, in religious contexts and outside them? 

Does the disposability of a book increase readers’ consumerist tendencies, or does the 

ability to search and annotate easily help with making references and demonstrating 

knowledge? Interviews with Kindle or Nook users, reviews of e-books, and research on 

technological shifts in reading would provide interesting findings. 

Another potential next step involves expanding the generalizability of this study by 

exploring other contexts for reading. The reading groups in this study were largely white. 

Given the history of African-American women’s reading groups and their connections to 

Black Protestant churches (Long Book Clubs 49, 54; McHenry), how do groups with 

greater racial diversity or with different racial identities read? What changes does racism 

                                                
113 Temple Zion and Enfield Public Library both restricted selections to books with plenty of copies 

available through the Boston Public Library, and Recent Novel Readers chose books that had recently 
come out in paperback. 

114 Adam LaPorte and Andrew Jacobsen both mentioned this. 
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enact upon the rhetoric of literacy, education, and class mobility? Likewise, all the 

reading groups in this study were geographically clustered. Is this a peculiarly American 

phenomenon, or one that thrives in urban centers?  

This leads to questions about the nature of shared identity and the potential for 

inflection of action. Is the process of inflection present in groups that have a strong sense 

of shared identity that is not religious? How does race, gender, or sexuality inflect 

reading? Charlotte Klapperich’s memories of a feminist book group provides a hint that 

other shared identities could affect reading’s aims in similar ways. What about identities 

that are not as involved within networks of power and oppression, such as a 

neighborhood reading group, or privileged identities, such as a men’s group? Addressing 

these and other aspects of group identity could lend greater generalizability to this study’s 

results. 

Finally, identifying various aims of reading led me to examine the pursuit of status 

through education, the search for friendship and connection, and the desire to know more 

about the Other. However, there was another goal of reading that came up frequently 

among members of the nonreligious groups. This is the goal of reading for pleasure. 

While many readers named this as a major reason why they read, the religious groups 

rarely brought it up. Religious groups were largely uninterested in reading for pleasure as 

part of their criteria. The ease of reading or potential for a book to bring joy was not a 

part of the selection process. Readers in the religious groups might critique a book for 

being an unpleasant read, but did not address it in book selection. Debates over book 

selections in Enfield Public Library, Seekers, or Recent Novel Readers often touched on 

reading for pleasure and enjoyment, but the same debates were absent in the religious 

groups. Religious individuals in both affiliated and nonaffiliated groups did mention 

reading for pleasure, but when readers joined together in the religious groups that same 

goal was not present. Why not? Was learning more important for these groups? Was it a 
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matter of gender, a need to distinguish the reading that happens in a religious group from 

charges of being "frivolous?" 

This is especially puzzling given many loving descriptions of reading. Griffiths 

talks of religious reading in metaphors of romance and food, with words being savored 

and texts being loved (46-47). Alter speaks of the pleasure of reading (including reading 

sacred texts) (237). Nussbaum notes that the ability of novels to give pleasure and 

amusement is part of how they function as moral instructions (35). Evangelical romances, 

devotional literature, and books about religion all have audiences who treat them with 

pleasure (Neal; Forbes; E. Smith). Why is this motive absent in the groups in this study? 

What role does reading for pleasure play within religious communities? Is an emphasis 

on learning and "serious" reading pushing reading for pleasure out of the religious 

groups? Is this an echo of the fear that books will lead readers to immoral behavior and 

sin, or is the pleasure of religious reading restricted to the individual rather than the 

group? This raises possibilities for future research on how reading as pleasure is 

characterized and performed in religious traditions. Has the inflection of the religious 

setting been strong enough to evict reading for pleasure entirely? 

 

Conversations Outside the Ordinary 

 [Why did you join the book group?] 

 

When you're with your family you talk about the family things and the kids and the 

health issues and at church we have financial issues and building issues. And so 

you never really have these conversations that you'd like to have. And the book 

group provides an outlet for that. --Madelyn Montano 
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 Just to have that exchange back and forth with people who care, because [these 

are] topics we don’t talk about in ordinary conversation. --George Baird 

 

When I remember stepping into the basement of Christ Church North early 

Saturday morning, or sharing a glass of wine and political arguments with Seekers 

members, I share this feeling that George and Madelyn articulate: that these groups are 

places for "the conversations you’d like to have," with "people who care." Readers from 

religious and nonreligious groups talked about how book club meetings are unusual, 

special spaces, where they can think together, laugh together, and share opinions 

together. At the same time, they are also deeply ordinary spaces, where nothing is marked 

as especially sacred, completely off-limits, or ritually significant. The nonreligious ones 

bring together a love of reading and a desire for social interaction; the religious ones 

share the same qualities, inflected toward the field of "religion."  

 The generativity of these groups, through offering places for community, status, 

encounters with difference, and defining reality, is made possible through the shared 

activity of the readers who comprise them. Through offering these opportunities, the 

groups are providing conversations that are available nowhere else, outside the ordinary 

domains of health and finances and family. In these conversations, the work of building 

friendships, identities, and realities is performed through, around, and despite the books 

at hand. In these conversations, the question of who we are as readers, religious persons, 

members of a tradition or congregation, or articulate believers, is both asked and 

answered, and always open for challenge and change.  
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Appendix A: Research Materials 

Interview Guide 

 

[Indented questions serve as prompts for eliciting further information on the 

unindented topics.] 

 

To begin with, I'd like you to tell me the story of your life. Abbreviated, of course--but 

whatever strikes you as the most important events that have taken place, or the "chapters" 

of your life story. Where were you living, what kind of things you did, and who or what 

was important to you at different points.  

 What groups did you consider yourself a part of? 

 Were you part of a congregation or religious tradition while growing up?  

 Did parents, relatives, or friends involve you in religious groups or 

ceremonies? 

 Did religious participation have an effect on your religious or spiritual life? 

 

Who are your role models?  

 

Are there times when you feel most yourself? When you feel most alienated? 

 

What groups are you a part of? That includes anything from "students" to "Red Sox 

Nation" to "feminists" or "people from my hometown."  

 Which of these are most/least meaningful to you?  

 What groups did you choose to become a part of?  

What groups were you born into or otherwise placed in without choice? 
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Reading Habits 

Tell me about your reading habits. What kind of books and stories do you prefer? 

 When and where do you read? 

 How do you choose books to read? 

What makes these books special to you?  

 Do you consider any of them religious or spiritual? 

 

Who are your favorite characters? Favorite authors? Have they changed over time? 

 

Have there been moments when a particular book has affected your life?  

Such as: when making decisions, affecting your mood, suggesting a different 

course of action, providing comfort, etc. 

 

In our initial conversation, I asked you to bring a book that has particular meaning 

to you. Can you tell me about this book? 

 When did you first read it? What struck you? 

 Why is it meaningful to you? 

 

Have you ever discussed themes of religion or spirituality in these books with 

others? 

 

Tell me about the reading you've done with the book club.  

 What have these books said to you? 

 What has it been like to discuss them with others? 

 What books have brought the most spirited discussions? 
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 Have these discussions changed your point of view on any topics? On 

religious matters? 

 Tell me about the way that the book club chooses books to read. 

 

Religious Self-Identity 

I've asked about your life history and the things that have gone into making you 

you. Now I'd like to turn the conversation to religion and religious identity. What does 

religion mean to you?  

Is there a story that illustrates this? 

Do you feel that others see you as an member of a religious group? Is that 

important? 

 Do you feel it is central to who you are? 

 What do you think of prayer? 

 Has your religious identity changed over time? 

 

Do you have any routines or practices that you do on a regular basis? 

 Do you ever think of things such as exercise, reading, or work as spiritual? 

 

Do you believe in things that would be called "supernatural?"  

 

What kind of things do you consider unethical or wrong?  

What kind of things do you consider ethical, good, or right? 

 

Tell me about your encounters with faiths other than your own.  

 When and how do you encounter them? 
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When I say "religion in the public square," what comes to mind?  

Are there particular people, events, or stories that explain or summarize this? 

 

[Difficult Times--Ask questions depending on rapport/comfort of interviewee] 

Tell me about a time when you faced difficult events or a crisis in your life. 

 What helped you get through? What wasn't helpful? 

 

Tell me about a time when you had to make a difficult decision. 

 What helped you choose?  

 Were there people you went to for guidance or advice? 

 

[If interview takes place in the participant's home:] I'd like to see some of the 

books you have in your home. Would you mind showing me your bookshelves and 

telling me a bit about them? 

 

[Demographics--ask only if they have not been covered in the preceding 

content.] 

Are you married, single, divorced, in a committed relationship? 

 (Previously married?) Any children? 

What race do you consider yourself? 

What is your occupation?  

 

Closing Question 

What should I ask you that I haven't so far? 
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Observation Questions 

 

The following questions were used to give structure to my initial observations. I 

endeavored to provide full answers to these questions by the time I attended a second 

meeting.  

 

Meetings 

How frequently does the group meet?  

Where do they meet? What is the setting like? 

How are meetings structured?  

Are other events combined with meetings (meals, services, book signings, etc.) 

How are books chosen?  

 

Members 

How many members does the group have? How many usually attend meetings? 

Is there a group leader?  

Are there membership restrictions or guidelines? 

 

Discussion 

What is the organizing principle of the group? 

Are there rules for discussion, formal or informal?  

How are books judged by members? 

Do members agree or disagree? How are disagreements addressed? 

What topics come up in discussion?  

Is there discussion about the group itself? About its history or previous meetings? 

Is religious language used? Is moral language used? 
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What is the atmosphere of the group (friendly, combative, peaceful, devotional)? 

 

Books 

Which books prompt discussion? 

What qualities are desirable for a book? For a discussion? 
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Sample Correspondence 

 

 

Emily K. Ronald, Ph.D. Student 

Division of Religious and Theological Studies 

Boston University 

145 Bay State Road 

Boston, MA 02120 

 

 

[Participant's Name and Address] 

 

 

Dear [Participant], 

 

I am a Ph.D. student from Boston University interested in studying the ways that 

reading affects religious beliefs and practices for my dissertation. I am interested in 

interviewing you about religion and reading, as well as your experiences in the [Name of 

Club] book group. 

This interview would take approximately sixty to ninety minutes, and will take 

place at a time and location of your choosing. With your permission, I will record the 

interview in order to accurately represent your words. Once the interview is done, I will 

contact you to ensure that it has been accurately transcribed. 

For part of the interview, I will ask you to talk about a book that has particular 

meaning for you. Please choose a book that has been meaningful in your life. If you can, 

please bring a copy of this book to the interview. 
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Insights gathered from you and other participants will be used in writing a 

dissertation on the topic of reading and religion, as well as shorter articles and 

presentations. No identifying information will be attached to this interview or any 

research that comes from it. 

If you are interested in participating, or if you have questions about the topics or 

methods of this study, please contact me at ekronald@bu.edu or 617-319-3431. If you 

have questions about participation or your rights as a research subject, you may also 

contact Ed Szkutak, Assistant Director of Human Subjects Protection at the Institutional 

Review Board of the Boston University Charles River Campus at 617-353-4365, to 

obtain information about your rights as a research subject. 

Thank you for your time. I look forward to hearing from you.  

 

Regards, 

Emily Ronald 
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Appendix B: Book Selections and Members Interviewed 

 

Group Name Books Selected Members Interviewed 

Temple Zion Book 
Club 

Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and 
Sweet 

Days of Awe 
The Madonnas of Leningrad 
The Devil’s Company 
Around the World on Two 

Wheels 
The Woman Who Named God 
Sima’s Undergarments for 

Women 
Foreign Bodies 
 

Rachel Felix  
Ruth Harris  
Monica Frey  
Deb Burson  
Lydia Spellman  
Gertrude (Trudy) 

Zinsser  
Miriam Levins  

Christ Church North 
Men’s Reading Group 

Rediscovering Values 
Spiritual Masters for Every 

Season 
A World Lit Only by Fire 
Belief 
Without Buddha I Could Not Be 

a Christian 
In Praise of Doubt 
 

John Mason  
Anthony Clericus  
George Baird  
Jonathan Howe  
Robert Yan  
Kevin Emerson  
Mark Daugherty  

St. Anne’s Book Group 

Saint Francis 
Now They Call Me Infidel 
The Life of Irene Nemirovsky 
The Turned Card 
Sarah’s Key 
 

Helen Mattingly  
Carol Tierney  
Andrea Finn  
Agnes Mullen  
Brenda Swanson 

Seekers Book Club 

House of the Spirits 
1491 
Olive Kitteredge 
Bridge of Sighs 
Animals in Translation 
Shadow of the Silk Road 
Midnight in the Garden of Good 

and Evil 

Karen Seiler  
Jacqueline (Jackie) 

McMullen  
Andrew Jacobsen  
Madelyn Montano  

Recent Novel Readers 

Let the Great World Spin 
The Quickening 
The End 
Blame 
American Rust 
Major Pettigrew’s Last Stand 
Old Filth 
 

Tom Dietrich  
Sandra Blake  
Joanne Clyde  
Mara Pierce  
Greta Moritz  
Gloria Meissner  
Charlotte Klapperich  
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Enfield Public Library 
Book Club 

The Madonnas of Leningrad 
The Birth of Venus 
Dark Tide 
Lakeshore Christmas 
The Help 
The Elegance of the Hedgehog 
The Forgotten Garden 
School Days 
To Kill a Mockingbird 
"The Smile on Happy Chang’s 

Face" 
 

Gabriella Duvalle  
Beth Woodson 
Cynthia (Cindy) 

Snowden  
Jane Vandever  
Bonnie Siegel  
Dorothy Jaspers  
Mary Jane Duffy  
Bethany Wynne  

Classic Readers 

Howard’s End 
The Leopard 
The Fountain Overflows 
Tender is the Night 
Wuthering Heights 
Roald Dahl: Stories 
The Elephant Vanishes 
The Metamorphosis 
What We Talk About When We 

Talk About Love 
The Master and Margarita 
The Age of Innocence 
 

Daniel Zheng 
Brian Courte  
Celeste Valdivia  
Adam LaPorte  
Cecilia Tyler  
Bob Rennie  
Vanessa Larks  
Kellie Hoyland 
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