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Abstract: 

The purpose of this article is to suggest that reading can be understood as a potential 

‘Commons’, e.g. at the very least a shared and deep sense of inhabiting, with other readers, 

a common domain afforded by literature or books at large. The article traverses the field of 

existing literature on historical and contemporary reading practice, combining previous 

findings in Book History with the emerging field of digital writing and reading studies in 

order to find points of commonalities reconnecting current digital practices with the long 

history of print modes. Recent technological changes are thus put into perspective, while 

the discussion suggests that the social imagery, as well as the societal impact attached to 

reading, makes it akin to a sort of Knowledge Commons. The latter part of the essay 

presents a brief survey of the reading habits of two small groups of African students and 

brings it into dialogue with occidental reading standards such as those exhibited in a North 

American newspaper’s literary column. This case study generates reflections on the possible 

differences in opportunities offered to potential readers from different communities and 

examines whether standards that are widely accepted and taken for granted by an 

occidental community of readers can be considered as equally common to or fully shared by 

another community such as the African students surveyed on the topic.  
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The overall purpose of this article is to discuss whether reading could be seen as a 

‘Commons’, at least in the wide sense of the term. Outside the obvious reference to the 

field of Commons research or theory that emerged in the 1980s, and was further grounded 

by the economist Elinor Ostrom (1990),1  the term ‘commons’ ‘has come to signify a much 

broader set of meanings than that assigned to it by academic scholars.’2 It also encompasses 

an eclectic set of public interest goods beyond the pool of common physical resources for 

which it was initially forged. As J.R. Wagner states, the scope of the concept has also been 

recently enlarged and its understanding modified with ‘the advent of new commons such as 
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music, policing, highways, public housing, digital libraries, cyberspace,’3 as well as with the 

discussion about knowledge commons4 understood more generally as ‘a resource shared by 

a group of people.’5 While R.J. Wagner essentially points at the terminological inconsistency 

as a signal that ‘many conventional commons terms and definitions do not map well onto 

the hybrid property regimes that characterize life in an increasingly complex, globalizing 

world,’6 we see it as an opportunity for a speculative approach to changes in today’s reading 

habits. Indeed, several recent or ongoing studies from different disciplinary approaches 

potentially point to various practical dimensions of reading as a Commons, whether they 

examine a common pool of canonical texts,7 search for a shared, gender neutral set of 

reading emotions,8 attempt to wrap up recent observations on changing habits of leisure 

reading in Europe,9 or even resort to computational methods thus opening up new 

directions in the study of reading modes, clubs, libraries, etc.10 Still at issue within this rich, 

but not blended, array of interdisciplinary studies is that the various strands of research do 

not cohere (or their data is not yet available).  With this in mind, ‘Reading Seen as a 

Commons’ aims at a more anthropological overview examining possible common values 

attached to reading.  This will be conveyed in this essay through a step by step analysis of 

communal understandings as well as theoretical discourses on reading stretching from the 

1960s until today. The essay will contend firstly, that against a linear and 

compartmentalized narrative of reading history, recent findings about past and current 

reading practices foster a historically-informed picture of multiple, overlapping and 

interacting modes of reading. Secondly, the essay argues that in today’s digital culture 

individual readers are produsers who connect to each other and/or learn from watching 

each other, thus generating a new hybrid as well as common set of reading modes. Thirdly, 

the essay contends that there is a social imaginary of reading that sees it as a societal issue 

of concern to all areas and members of modern societies, as well as a set of common 

resources. Thus, the last part of the article focuses on the possible differences in 

opportunities offered to or perceived by potential readers from different communities.  A 

provisional case study examines whether standards that are widely accepted and taken for 

granted by readers in occidental societies can be considered as equally common with or 

fully shared by readers in developing societies represented here by a small group of African 

students who were surveyed on the topic. The Commons framework thus suggests a fresh 

perspective on reading that paves the way for further reflections about its transformative 

power and the impact of successive new media on the consumption of written culture. 

 

Common understandings in book reading history 

The subject of this essay initially stemmed from encounters with seemingly opposite 

contemporary approaches to book history. First, a brief cultural encounter with Le livre 

infini11 by the French data artist Albertine Meunier, which consisted of an empty white 

paper-notebook augmented with digital content such as creative commons license images 

or texts.  Le livre infini is a kind of enchanted book: an insta-book created by a camera - 
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projector system that is triggered when visitors turn a page on camera. The camera projects 

photos of text-like images onto the white pages as if it were (temporarily) printing them.   

 In this version of the series by the artist, Le livre infini is a book-shaped object 

counteracting the e-book and re-enacting the materiality of print. In other versions such as 

My google search history12 the artist responds to Google’s ‘mania for the absolute’13 and 

recounts a moment in her life through the careful end-to-end compilation of her own three-

year Google search history: to be read accordingly (both in a print format as well as online), 

in the all-too-common reverse order of events made familiar by Web 2.0, from the latest or 

more recent date to the very first. The infinite here is real and palpable because it qualifies 

the endless processing of indexing that most of us perform daily ‘in company with a reading 

monster, an archives’ fanatic obsessed with completeness, a somebody called Google.’14 

What struck me in this encounter was that the resulting personal diary as well as digital 

biography, which was simultaneously a reader’s and writer’s log, testified to its mixed ‘read-

write’15 method of production –  something that echoes the former regime of humanist 

reading in the Renaissance.  

 The second encounter consisted of an engagement with the works of a few 

established scholars concerned about the changing role of literacy in the world, by the loss 

of profound meaning and inner wisdom attached to the activity of reading itself,16 and by 

how revolutions in technology affect the way we read and understand a text. Among these, 

Ivan Illitch17 and Georges Steiner18 describe the true reading that occurred in the early 

modern and scholastic ‘age of the bookish reading,’ 19 and insist on its alleged uncommon, 

rare and/or long foreclosed status. To convey the main features of the bespoke ideal or 

‘uncommon reader,’ Steiner uses the portrait of a ‘Philosophe lisant’ by Jean-Baptiste 

Simeon Chardin (Musée du Louvre, Paris): it represents a well-dressed man of the Middle 

Age immersed in his silent reading, alternately shifting from reading to writing as suggested 

by his sitting position, and by the open ink-tank and feather next to the book.  Earlier, in his 

infamous 1962 Gutenberg Galaxy,20 McLuhan also refers to the scholastic handling of 

manuscripts as a cornerstone of pre-industrial reading, quoting Ernst Robert Curtius21 and 

others to confirm the irremediably lost unity of the intellectual medieval universe – wherein 

writing (as an instrument of production and creation) and reading (as an instrument of 

reception and study) were the two halves of a sphere. A unity that the invention of printing 

shattered as it differentiated the roles of producer and consumer.  

 While identifying printed books as the first industrial articles ever to be produced in 

series as well as on a mass scale – thus becoming the paradigm of a uniform culture of 

consumption.22 McLuhan observes the disturbances provoked by the consecutive invention 

of writing, then printing, and its subsequent cultural achievements. He makes two 

assertions: firstly, human environments, whether generated by the book or the wheel, are 

unique but also ultimately closed circuits; at the time of a historical change–such as the shift 

from mechanical to electronic technology–they do not mingle. They do not succeed one 

another with infinite nor unbroken sequence. Secondly, the invention of the printing press–

a major technical event leading to a new cultural era decisively shaped by the printed book–
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dramatically expanded human visual capacity and consciousness, then further affected the 

sense of time and space related to visual modalities (continuity, uniformity, and proximity), 

to an extent that the subsequent electronic era, in McLuhan’s view, cannot surpass nor even 

equal.   

 Both assertions are inconsistent or at variance with observations of the internet and 

digital culture as illustrated in Le livre infini.  To be brief, Meunier’s work shows that 

technological changes do not imply the complete replacement of previous behaviors or 

paradigms by new ones, nor can we portray cultural history as an addition of strictly 

separate strata and media but rather, we should understand it as a smooth process of 

interweaving layers. In fact, McLuhan himself implicitly apprehends these alternate views 

and somehow contradicts his own assertions.23 He underlines and deplores the ‘irrepressible 

need of closure’ of past cultural historians. He also ‘theorizes that because electronic media 

reintroduce simultaneity into our communications, and because they restore the audile-

tactile to a dominant position, our culture is less visual and transforming again.’24 This 

rejoins, albeit in a hybrid way, oral cultures of preliterate societies so that ‘we have more in 

common with tribal people living in a village.’25 While McLuhan expresses what appears to 

be contradictory or non-reconcilable standpoints, the contradiction itself seems inherent to 

the object of his study. Since the mid-twentieth century, the book’s monopoly as an 

instrument of cultural transmission has been threatened by the rise of audiovisual media, 

namely radio, cinema and, above all, by television.  Much popular media commentary today 

similarly alleges the end of the printed book as both a distinct object and as structured 

written matter that characterizes long-lasting occidental cultures.  

 Overall concerns about issues and challenges to reading culture have arisen in the 

wake of the so-called digital revolution that simultaneously transforms the type of texts 

written, the forms supporting them, and the modes of their appropriation. There is also a 

widespread belief that both the book and written culture are being replaced in the digital 

culture by various devices and screens displaying vast amounts of information flows, largely 

with no discernible author, leading to an apparently autonomous and free read/write26 

culture wherein roles or positions, as well as skills and possibly values from the traditional 

book world, are erased and melded.27 Many in educational sectors also deplore a decrease 

in reading skills and attention span due to new Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICT).28 Concerned discussion about declining motivations for reading has also 

abounded as other forms of entertainment compete with recreational reading. And the 

ability to concentrate on long and complex texts – what could also be called ‘deep reading’  

– is deemed by some commentators to be deteriorating.29 Nevertheless, and at the same 

time, books remain in the popular imagination in occidental countries as one of ‘the’ 

summum bonum, or through its unique authority, among the highest goods achieved by 

human societies ever. 30  

 These seemingly opposite views – the decline in book reading as a corollary of the 

end of print culture on one hand versus its continuity or even renewal despite the 

technological shift on the other – do not imply strict boundaries separating print versus 
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digital reading. While the striking novelty today is indeed the simultaneity of the changes 

observed, the evolution itself of reading matter, media and readership in the course of fresh 

developments of novel technology, is not an entirely new phenomenon; reading is indeed a 

complex and ancient activity that has evolved throughout history alongside the successive 

revolutions of the book. All of these factors tend to lead scholars and book professionals to 

a notion of the unending end of the book or, as vividly stated by Andrew Piper in the meme-

like title of his 2012 study, Book Was There. So, the very notion and repeated ‘false alarm’ 

about the end of the book has become a feature of its longevity that concurs with the half-

practical, half-anthropological view of Umberto Eco about its infinite and flexible status.31 

 

Ou bien le livre demeurera le support de la lecture, ou bien il existera quelque 

chose qui ressemblera à ce que le livre n’a jamais cessé d’être, même avant 

l’invention de l’imprimerie. Les variations autour du livre n’en ont pas modifié 

la fonction, ni la syntaxe, depuis plus de cinq cents ans. Le livre est comme la 

cuiller, le marteau, la roue ou le ciseau (…) Peut-être évoluera-t-il dans ses 

composantes, peut-être ses pages ne seront-elles plus en papier. Mais il 

demeurera ce qu’il est.32  

 

There seems to be an overall sense of consensus between scholarly and lay views about 

book reading history. Interdisciplinary research on reading backs the broad consensus about 

the concomitance of the ‘transformational nature of recent digital development’33 together 

with the continuity between old and new practices. Reading studies also stress points of 

commonalities across times and media between behaviors and experiences that were at 

first seen as distinct, but which, in fact, are overlapping from one revolution of the book to 

the other. It is gradually being established by scholars that the paradigmatic shift induced by 

the rise of Web 2.0 and by the development of ICTs creates new experiences for readers but 

does not affect the importance of literary ‘textual reading which is likely to remain 

important as a cultural practice,’34 while other forms of reading remain key to educational 

attainment, cultural enrichment and leisure in the twenty-first century.   

 The outcome is that readers confronted with texts in multiple versions and formats 

do not completely opt out of print culture nor do they opt exclusively for the digital. Despite 

the effective shift in the ways that texts are written, formatted and read today, the state of 

knowledge suggests that we are not observing the radical rupture formerly anticipated as a 

result of the digital revolution, but rather an evolution of practices towards a dual or even 

multiple-use of reading in multiple formats along with the transformation by and adaptation 

to new devices of a longstanding book and reading culture. In fact, digital reading has 

confirmed a longstanding practice of ‘reading-beyond-the-book’35 but it did not inaugurate 

it from scratch.  Regardless of the structural milestones and shifts induced in European 

historical reading practices by successive revolutions – the shifts from exclusive or selective 

to popular or mass reading, from oral and collective to silent and individual reading, from 

intensive to extensive reading, from knowledge-oriented to leisure-oriented reading, and 
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even from print to digital reading – bookish reading has always been (at least in occidental 

societies) a multimodal experience.  That experience is both finite and infinite, physical and 

virtual, including, from one period to another, a discernible pattern of loose or alternating 

relationships between reading and writing. 

Reading was already ‘compromised’36 or rather, to put it positively, ‘multimodal’ 

when it started to expand in Europe outside the monasteries; print-culture was already 

postmodern as of the invention of the printing press. This suggests a historical process of 

not only progression, but also recycling, which can be tentatively mapped as follows in ‘The 

Revolving History of Reading’ diagram below (Figure 1):  

 

 
Figure 1: The Revolving History of Reading  

 

Outside the frequently made analogy between the format of ancient manuscript scrolls and 

contemporary digital screens, the transformations of book technologies throughout history 

seem to go along one steady line and to pursue a common goal, e.g. organizing the visible 

and legible transmission of textual matter in a way that best accommodates both the 

intentions of the author and the expectations of the receptor. Since ‘books and screens are 

now bound up with one another whether we like it or not,’37 the variety of reading formats, 

devices and uses has also increasingly become a common norm for all types of readers and 

modes of reading. Today’s ordinary readers have (however unconsciously) a common 

understanding of reading as an ‘instrumented human activity,’38 one that involves 

appropriating the instruments of reading, for example, to build personal schemes for their 

uses. While this understanding was essentially implicit among educated readers in print 

culture (yet rarely commented upon outside perceived differences, for example, between 

book and newspaper reading), the new ordinary or new common readers39 juggling with 
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different formats and devices are increasingly aware of the importance of the strategies and 

schemes required to handle various instruments. 

 These varied strategies do not necessarily translate into homogeneous feelings of 

improvement or progress. For example, McLuhan used to praise the invention of the printed 

book as ‘an extension of the eye’40 that expanded the human visual capacity and 

consequently the appreciation of time and space, and he explored this potential further in 

the layout of The Gutenberg Galaxy, which prefigures the webpage.41 Conversely, the 

current multi-directional organization of reading is considered detrimental by Manovich: he 

observes that the combination of different media in new platforms of reading in ‘presenting 

the content in the age-old familiar format of the page (…) yet also adding new dimensions to 

the page format (…) reflects the contemporary suspicion of all hierarchies, favoring the 

aesthetics of collage, and ‘flattens’ the reading experience.’42  Others, like Carla Hesse, 

soberly anticipated fluid knowledge-building modes for the times to come:  

 

In the future, it seems, there will be no fixed canons of texts and no fixed 

epistemological boundaries between disciplines, only paths of inquiry, modes 

of integration, and moments of encounter. 43   

 

Hesse’s comment might be understood as a programmatic definition of reading that many 

readers and scholars can relate to in the contemporary moment. In their attempt to define 

digital culture, Milad Doueihi and Jacoppo Domenicucci44 recently reminded us that Tim 

Berners Lee, one of the founding fathers of the worldwide web, originally envisioned its 

social dimension as a primary function, claiming that, ‘The web is more a social creation 

than a technical one. I designed it for a social effect - to help people work together - and not 

as a technical toy.’45 The claim is one of the stepping stones of what the authors call 

‘Confiance’ (trust, reliability) in a digital culture:  

 

Le numérique n’est pas un objet technique -ce n’est pas l’ère du numérique, comme 

d’aucuns parleraient de l’ère de la machine à vapeur. C’est un ensemble de 

structures symboliques et matérielles, culturelles et sociales en un mot, une 

civilisation, ou du moins un facteur central dans notre civilisation.46  

 

Accordingly, reading in the new open digital culture is not just undergoing a technological 

shift in its means and modes. It is also undergoing, and imposing onto the majority of online 

and on screen readers, a broader metacognitive as well as perceptive shift as recent 

neurocognitive models of reading tentatively suggest.47 Depending on their familiarity with 

and expectations of print, screen or both, readers are now confronted with a single or a dual 

reading contract: print offers better reading comfort and a more continuous, and thus more 

meaningful, experience because of the size of the book, the typographic enrichment, the 

contrast of ink on paper and material functionalities such as the sound of paper, the color, 

smell, weight, and thickness of the book.48 Meanwhile, the resolution issues for on-screen 
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reading are not entirely solved; it is still physically uncomfortable or materially impossible to 

sustain a tactile contact between the reader and the textual device or medium.49  Further, 

the fragmented digital text requires that the reader develop an awareness of new skills and 

schemes of navigation and reference for which most readers are not yet fully trained 

despite the apparent ease of the processes involved. 

 Overall, the first part of this essay shows that the more that scholarly research tries 

to account for communal dimensions in reading behaviors, the more we see the need to 

combine the long tradition of book history with subsequent reading studies as well as with 

current research on digital media. The next section of this essay will contend that such a 

combination might contribute insightful elements to the study of reading itself, while 

outlining why thinking about, or even theorizing reading as a Commons, is significant for 

media studies and book history. 

 

Reading: a participative activity in the new open digital culture 

Focusing on the new uses of reading in the age of the digital we see that with e-books and 

logs of their use, as suggested by a body of studies synthesized in a chapter by Freeman & 

Sanders,50 it is now possible to track several aspects of user’s interactions inside e-books, or 

to compare ‘user’s interactions with print books and different e-book formats, including one 

that simulated a 3-D book with realistic page turning.’51  Another study rightly suggests that 

‘the transition from a closed print-based culture to an open digital culture is part of a 

broader shift in how culture is produced and consumed.’52 This statement is important 

because it identifies a shift which, in turn, makes ’consumers and readers into producers 

and writers by giving them access to the necessary tools for remixing and remaking culture 

for themselves.’53 Nevertheless, this argument should be more integral to contemporary 

commentaries made by book historians. To date, many theoretical or historical studies of 

reading do not sufficiently account for knowledge from cultural theory and media studies 

about internet practices and social networks.  

 Furthermore, we also see that research on reading shows a hard-to-bridge 

discrepancy between the minute observation of cultural practices and the search for an 

explanatory model or system. Freeman and Sanders underline that ‘print books pose 

inherent difficulties for researchers who want to observe a user’s natural in-book reading 

patterns: the nature of silent reading makes it difficult to study and measure in the 

laboratory,’54 partially due to the fact that the act of observing affects the behavior being 

observed. Also, the exploratory log analysis reported by the authors ‘reveals nothing about 

users’ circumstances or intentions,’55 the latter being an on-going question in reading 

studies and book history for which the answer is long overdue. Moreover, in a noteworthy 

2007 article Axel Bruns56 harshly criticizes the then-current scholarly context stating that, 

while the rise of Web 2.0 is said to have a profound impact on social practices, it is as yet 

poorly understood and insufficiently theorized: ‘In particular,’ Bruns says, ‘studies of user-

led content online phenomena continue to operate by applying, sometimes without much 
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critical reflection, analytical frameworks established during the industrial age which by now 

are increasingly outdated.’57  

 Several issues or problems arise from this situation. Firstly, sometimes useful 

theories have serious deficiencies when treating the historical facts of book practices, while 

contextual inquiries sometimes lose the big picture. Secondly, different reading practices – 

seemingly belonging to different era – coexist in today’s so-called global digital culture, 

making it difficult to evaluate the relevance of analytical concepts pertaining to specifically 

situated either in-print or e-reading practices. Finally, the scholarship about reading and 

readers has greatly expanded since the 1990s, and reader-response eventually emerges 

today58 as a stand-alone theory that imposed the notion of active reader against traditional 

textual hermeneutics or later theories of reader-text transaction. Yet, notwithstanding the 

limits of reader-response theories to account for reader-reader interactions and other social 

practices of reading,59 the changing uses of reading in the media sphere raise the need for 

revised concepts to encompass the ideas expressed in Fuller and Rehberg Sedo’s labelling of 

their account of theoretical approaches to readers: ‘Reading beyond the academy: From 

active to actual readers, from response to experience.’60  Moreover, new concepts and 

analytical frameworks in reading studies also need to address the impact of digital, or even 

post digital, culture on all aspects of readers’ practices.   

 Responding to these research limitations and needs, Bruns challenges the idea of 

content production and argues that produsage might provide a more workable model for 

the new hybrid form of simultaneous text production and usage that characterizes online 

user-led content creation environments. Bruns first carefully describes the links between 

the models, the production processes (traditional or online), and the value chains to which 

they relate, such as in the traditional production models. There he says, products exist in 

discreet versions controlled, released and replaced by updated versions at chosen times by 

the producer, not by consumers seen as essentially passive ‘end-users.’61  

Bruns also depicts the paradigmatic shift observed in the creation and the 

exploitation of intellectual property of informational goods (such as books in physical as well 

intangible formats), as a shift from an old regime of producer-led replacement with updated 

versions, to the current regime of reader/produser-led endless revisions. Content in 

‘traditional’ print format cannot be instantly altered so new physical editions or translations 

have to be produced by cultural industries in order to meet the expectations of new end-

users/readers. Likewise, e-books can also be unalterable homothetic replicas meant to 

preserve a perceived link to past printed books, or they can be hybrid products resulting 

from the blending of print and digital books.  

 Accordingly, and while ‘this paradigm shift is by no means complete at this point, 

and its implications are still emerging,’62 Bruns points at the Creative Commons licenses and 

underlines the cultural remodeling at work:  
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Legal frameworks such as the Creative Commons suite of licenses allow for 

the re-use and remixing of existing content into new artworks which are then 

able to be further reworked by subsequent generations of users. This opens 

up new avenues for creative work and publication beyond the traditional 

media industries, as well as undermine[ing] romantic notions of the artist as 

individual genius (…)63  

 

Such a cultural remodelling is both the effect and the means of a societal shift: ‘A shift from 

dedicated individuals or teams as producers to a broader-based, distributed generation of 

content by a wide community of participants.’64 The digital shift that transforms material 

and symbolic objects (such as books) induces a reconfiguration of producer/user 

boundaries. While the production and circulation of ideas through books’ authors, 

publishers and readers in print culture has always relied on intellectual and commercial 

trade, text reading in the age of digitization appears to expand these exchanges and their 

intricacies beyond its level in the industrial age. In the new collaborative, participatory 

environments, ideas and written matter are the co-authored, co-published and co-read 

results of a community of participants: numerous literary social networks and platforms 

exhibit this new common and participative reading practice such as Goodreads, Babelio, 

Bookcrossing, Librarything, BookBub, etc.65 As a result, reading – rather than writing – is 

now the leading multifaceted activity that organizes, drives and propels the crowdsourcing 

of text and information by formal or informal groups of identifiable and anonymous 

produsers.  

 So while scholars are right to concur (as sustained in the first part of this essay) that 

‘we cannot think about our electronic future without contending with its antecedents, the 

bookish past,’66 the newer, open digital culture points to a series of changes in focus: from 

the ‘book’ as an artifact as well as material object aimed at a collective reader or a collection 

of individual readers, and involving a chain of production, distribution, trade, promotion, 

etc., to ‘reading’ as the mental and emotional act of apprehension and appropriation of 

textual or visual contents of pages whether on paper or on screen; from print-culture, 

traditionally understood for several centuries in terms of the material printed ‘book’ as the 

main substrate of a widely circulated written culture,  to reading-culture, where readers 

demonstrate a variety of ‘bookish’ practices and habits, some being guided by strict 

traditional models, some by preferences, some by constraints of availability and access to 

reading matter regardless of format.  

 The changing ‘physicality’ of artifacts in today’s saturated, digitally mediated visual 

culture is not new, of course. Echoing Walter Benjamin’s landmark article,67 the British art 

critic John Berger declares in his 1972 influential Ways of Seeing68 that ‘in an age of digital 

reproduction the meaning of paintings is no longer physically attached to them; their 

meaning becomes transmittable.’ Today, some even appear as ‘a photo opportunity’ thus 

ceasing to exist as an original and separate work of art and become an abstract or ideal 

representation of art.69 Although paper books – as opposed to single pieces of art – were 
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always reproducible, e.g. replicated and commoditized, digital media allows for a similar 

process of virtualization, leading both to the transformation of written matter from legible 

to visible forms, and to its endless revision, re-publication and sharing through common – in 

the sense of both participative and ordinary – online reading. 

 In his upcoming article, ‘From Codex to Ludex,’70 Caleb Milligan ‘probes the material 

representation of ‘paper machines’ (books and book-adjacent objects) as playable artifacts 

within digital games.’ He declares: ‘The commentaries played out by these games speak 

volumes to my article’s major concern, namely, how humans conceive of themselves via 

print now digitally abstracted.’71 He comments on how, for example, the shift to digital texts 

seen as abstracted versions of printed texts, changes the readers’ modes of interaction with 

texts and possibly the impact of texts as a source of personal improvement.  Milligan 

illustrates, from a new angle, the established notion that texts and books have become 

visual abstractions to be viewed and looked at, thus continuing the ‘aesthetic reference of 

the codex and reading within other media known as ‘lectoral art’.’72 Milligan thereby argues 

that reading is now a multimodal and intermedia experience to a much greater extent than 

in its traditional mode. Such a claim leads the author to differentiate print-culture and books 

from ‘bookishness’ and ‘bookish devices that mimic the codex for innovative avenues out of 

the book.’73 Further, he reassesses print-culture as the more strictly defined ‘paper-culture’ 

periodized by Jacques Derrida:  

 

Paper is […] the limited ‘subject’ of a domain circumscribed in the time and 

space of a hegemony that marks out a period in the history of a technology 

and in the history of humanity.74  

 

This definition underlines the link between the physicality of reading matter and the 

variation of its communal use and value, as shown by the broad historical evolution of 

authorship, which can be briefly summarized as follows: in Europe before the Middle Ages, 

texts used to be ‘published’ (from the latin word ‘publicare’ meaning making something 

public) through an oral performance at the city’s forum, thus establishing the speaker as the 

author. With the multiplication of speakers publishing or voicing texts they had not 

composed themselves, thus appropriating them, some, like the Latin poet Martial (40-103) 

sought to ascertain his auctoriality or authorship through copyright.75 He had his texts 

copied and signed with his name on scrolls that could be found in a shop. Nowadays, digital 

texts and contents are fragmented and replicated on the net, often without proper 

reference to the original publisher, or to the established author, or to the edition from 

which the excerpt has been taken. In this way the chain of authorship is broken again (as it 

was in pre-Middle Ages Europe) and a huge amount of written matter circulates freely for 

common use or collective authorship.76  

 To conclude the second part of this essay, reading is undergoing a societal shift: 

while in twentieth-century European countries with comparable educational systems and 

readerships, books used to be the main means of ensuring that trust and beliefs were 
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conveyed through a relatively fixed set of modes. Book-adjacent objects (tablets, computer 

and smartphone screens, e-books) share the broader ‘producer-text-audience model’77 

designed by media studies. Digital text reading thus acquires the common ‘value creation’ 

attached to participative activities in past and present forms of social media (after all, 

reading clubs and shared-reading were there78 before the advent of blogs), and can be 

reconceptualized ‘as sense-making, that is creative explorations of the self and management 

of social relationships in everyday life.’79  

 

Reading, a social imaginary 

In this upcoming section of the essay I would like to reflect on how the perceived 

importance of reading as a personal, as well as collective, added value, namely the social 

imaginary about reading, could contribute to it being seen as a Commons.  There is a vast 

amount of visual, textual, audiovisual resources from cultural heritage archives bearing 

evidence of the extensive representation of reading experiences in art and literature of the 

past.80 Today, the web and specifically social networks, also exhibit intense interest 

surrounding reading, whether they convey the point of view of institutions and policy 

makers, or the personal opinions and activities of individual readers or communities of 

readers. The expression ‘reading experience,’ a term that used to prompt questions and 

much discussion among scholars of reading and book history, is now understood in reading 

studies81 and in mundane comments82 alike, as encompassing the personal and external 

context within which reading occurs (the Who reads What, Where and When? of reading) as 

well as the inner feelings it provokes. Initially underlined by Darnton in his 1986 article,83 the 

expression now typically relates to self-accounts and portrayals of readers sharing their 

reading habits or pleasures84 and the study of such accounts might offer answers to the 

much sought-after questions of ‘Why’ and ‘How’ people read.  

 The resources bear evidence of the ongoing concern of reading in western cultures 

since the 18th century onwards.85 They are being investigated by scholars aiming to ‘develop 

a model of the act of reading which takes into account readers’ embodied responses,’ a 

notion that is becoming mainstream,86 and the perception of its cognitive impact.87 

Investigations are also being undertaken to enable a description of how these models 

account for the learning process, and for the emotions and the inferences made by readers 

from the texts they read.88 Altogether, the exploration of such archival resources and 

imagery makes it possible for scholars to search for a common social pattern of reading. 

Outside the field of education where reading purposes and processes can be more readily 

identified as they are channeled towards specific and explicit purposes, recreational reading 

at large reveals an increasingly greater variety of bookish experiences that do not replicate 

historical or one-fits-all patterns.  For example, the very motivation for non-prescribed 

reading has clearly shifted across time from an essentially knowledge-driven cognitive 

activity, to a broader information-driven cultural experience as well as a leisure activity; this 

shift has also led to an association being made between being well-read or reading a lot 
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with well-being, as books are more regularly valued according to the level of psychological 

uplift and self-healing they provide.89 

 On the one hand, multiple uses of reading in multiple formats and on multiple 

devices continue to coexist, and there is not a uniform set of reading modes, purposes and 

responses. Likewise, the notion of text has been enlarged and redefined as ‘a multimodal 

intentional representation with purposes and boundaries understood within a given 

sociocultural domain.’90 But understanding reading as a socially situated act91 performed by 

social subjects shows us that individual reading activities adapt to each other and influence 

each other. Social activities such as reading clubs and readers’ groups – even more so on 

social media than in traditional face-to-face formations – are based on two-way exchanges 

as well as some degree of ‘collapse’ between the producer and audience,92 and social 

activities participate in the personal improvement of individual readers.  Reading thus 

provides an experiential form of knowledge that directly translates into critical thinking and 

social value.  

 Each reading experience exhibits a complete set of personal circumstances, e.g. the 

triple helix combination of physical, psychological (or physio-psychological93) and 

sociological dimensions that research observes both in synchronic and diachronic 

approaches. While the detailed specifics of each set of personal circumstances are different, 

the combination of them, as well as the nature of its experiential dimensions and 

components, forms a common pattern. And the analysis of this combination reveals, as 

Kukkonen advances, that the ways in which the embodied reader makes sense of the 

fictional world lead her to make sense and learn from the real world as well.94   

 Fuller and Rehberg Sedo interestingly identify such individually situated reading 

experiences as the very feature determining the primarily social structure and societal 

impact of reading: ‘For us, then, reading is a social and political act performed by embodied 

individuals. By this we mean that reading is a cultural activity and all cultural activities have 

ideological effects.’95 Accordingly, ‘through a consideration of the major actors, institutions, 

and material that shape contemporary cultures of shared reading [Reading Beyond the 

Book] identifies and interrogates the complex ideological investments made by readers, 

cultural workers, government agencies, and the mass media in the meaning of reading at 

the turn of the twenty-first century.’96 Such a study, along with the rich archive contributed 

by historical, literary and social perspectives on today’s reading practices (in any format), 

suggests that reading in the age of the digital does not simply integrate and combine the 

discontinuous technical, economic, legal, and religious aspects of print reading; it also 

involves, if not all, at least a very large amount of members of a society, as most of them 

share an analogous pattern of emotional, embodied,  individual reading experiences.97  

 Thus, reading matches up to the conceptual criteria and requisites of a ‘Fait social 

total’, that is, a full or comprehensive social fact, to borrow the concept and methodological 

tool coined by the French anthropologist and sociologist Marcel Mauss.98  In his ‘Essai sur le 

don’ (The Gift), a short book that is the foundation of social theories of reciprocity and gift 

exchange, Mauss defines a ‘Fait social total’ as a social situation or practice that may, in 
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some cases, involve a whole society along with its institutions, or simply a very large number 

of institutions, exchanges and contracts among individuals. Leaving aside the particularities 

of gift exchange (although books and reading products are extensively exchanged as such 

and the net induces a reconfiguration of gift and trust99), reading practices have always 

resorted to and been implicated in (in fact, ‘intricated’ within) all areas of social concerns, 

not only cultural and educational, but also commercial, industrial and even political: reading 

policies, whether they are about the promotion or censorship of reading, are of paramount 

importance for a democratic and wide access to reading matter, and thus for the 

development of critical awareness in citizens.   

 As social subjects are at the same time the producers and the products of their 

environment, reading can be understood as both an acquired form of knowledge or know-

how, and as a replicated behavior across and throughout different societal and cultural 

contexts.  By the latter, and in line with the Social Cognitive or Social Learning Theory100 

contending that ‘portions of an individual's knowledge acquisition can be directly related 

to qualitative and quantitative observations of others within the context of social 

interactions’ 101 I mean that reading behaviour is prompted by the observation of other 

people’s engagement in reading, and by its apparent rewards, or, conversely, discouraged 

by their disengagement.  

This has two consequences on the potential commonality of reading practices. First, 

the social context that leads subjects to the observation of others and to learning behavior 

relies on the motivation of social subjects, or on an environment promoting observation as 

the means of knowledge acquisition. This claim concurs with studies on Knowledge 

Commons102 by Ferenc Gyuris who argues that ‘knowledge as a shared resource’ requires 

that both information must become accessible and potential recipients must become able 

and willing to internalize it as ‘knowledge’: ’Therefore, knowledge cannot become a shared 

resource without a complex set of institutions and practices that give the opportunity to 

potential recipients to gain the necessary abilities and willingness to internalize 

knowledge.’103  

 

Haves and have nots among common readers?  

Our focus here is neither on knowledge nor on shared resources, but on equal or unequal 

opportunities for potential recipients to gain the so-called ‘abilities and willingness’ to 

internalize knowledge. Readership and reading habits are prone to significant collective and 

individual variations, whether in developed countries with diverse and different cultural 

settings and personal contexts, or within developing countries where the social and 

educational infrastructures may differ greatly. While reading is a formative activity made 

available through education to individuals in most social contexts, reading capacity and 

reading matter are not evenly distributed nor promoted, leading to wide gaps in literacy and 

empowerment. The divide between those who do and those who do not belong to educated 

circles (e.g. people with dual print and digital reading skills, or simply people raised within 

bookish contexts and families) has evolved. Inequality persists despite the paradigmatic shift 
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to more bottom-up and communally-held information and knowledge in the digital era.  As 

Bruns discusses in some detail in his 2007 article, shifting to produsage-driven environments 

does not prevent the divide nor the generational gap (wherein a ‘generation’ refers to an 

aptitude and attitude, not an age-based demographic) between those who participate 

effectively in a produsage environment and those who do not.  Nor is it yet evident whether 

or not the section of society which does participate, is significantly broader than in 

traditional, pre-digital cultural contexts.  

 To illustrate the possible differences or contrasts in opportunities offered to 

potential readers, we will compare the environmental settings suggested by a small survey 

of African students about their reading habits, to those exhibited in the By the Book weekly 

column of the New York Times (NYT). While my original interest was and remains to find out 

more about current reading in Africa, the lack of comprehensive studies and surveys on the 

topic made it difficult to set up a genuine methodology and a conceptual framework of 

understanding for the findings. For this reason, although by no means intended as a 

colonizing manoeuvre, I resorted to a rough comparison between the highlights of the 

African survey and the seemingly widespread, yet possibly conservative, occidental reading 

standards exhibited in the NYT’s column. As much as it is artificial – since the two cultural 

contexts differ greatly – this approach suggests unexpected transcultural components of 

reading, e.g. its common transformative and meaning-making power across cultural 

borders.  

 Two groups of African students were surveyed in December 2017 on the west coast 

of Senegal in two different educational settings:  1) face-to-face for Group 1 in a village book 

center known as the Centre de Lecture et d’Animation Culturelle Léopold Sedar Senghor 

(CLAC), Joal-Fadiouth, Senegal, which I visited several times and where I undertook a group 

session and oral interviews with the librarian. The group consisted of 17 Senegalese junior 

high students,  the majority of whom were 8th graders (15 girls and 2 boys between 13 and 

17 years old) who participated along with their school prefect, and two adults who were 

involved in a creative writing  club;104 2) online for Group 2 via a survey of 20 African Master 

students (about 17 boys and 3 girls, but only 12 responded in total) who were from various 

African countries (mostly francophone but some anglophone) and who were attending a 

high-level training program in mathematical studies known as AIMS Center, Mbour, Senegal 

after the award of a full fellowship.105  

 The detailed socio-cultural backgrounds of the students in both groups are unknown, 

but they all exhibited a high level of language proficiency outside their national languages.  

The Senegalese junior high school students are fluent in both French and Wolof; all the 

AIMS students, who are chiefly from sub-Sahara and West Africa, are fluent in English plus 

French, or in African French for residents from French-speaking African countries, plus at 

least one African language from among those which are most frequently spoken in West 

African countries.106 While AIMS students stand out as they are selected by merit for a one-

year full fellowship in one of just 4 AIMS centers (located in Benin, Rwanda, Senegal and 

South Africa), the junior high school cohort is a rather different sample group. They all came 
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from the same village middle school and from comparable social settings. They had been 

encouraged to participate in the survey by the school prefect who also attended the session. 

It is unclear why the response came mainly from girls within the high school group. The 

reverse gender ratio at AIMS is explained by the fact that the subjects of maths, physics and 

engineering in Africa – as elsewhere – attracts more boys than girls. The survey that was 

designed was a relatively simple one and it did not enquire about the different social, 

political and cultural contexts from which the AIMS students originated nor into how those 

contexts might account for their answers.  

 Prior to the interviews and survey taking place, the Centre de Lecture et d’Animation 

Culturelle (CLAC) had been approached during a previous visit in 2016. That visit involved a 

donation of books, email exchanges with the librarian, and with a French citizen who was 

involved in a school creative writing club in the area. These meetings enabled the planning 

of the high school group session. I also visited the Mbour AIMS center in 2016 and formally 

requested the authorization to conduct the survey with the AIMS students. The survey was 

vetted by the students’ Director of Studies and it also benefited from the advice of the 

students’ supervisor. Prior to my visit to Senegal, I had also visited the AIMS center in South 

Africa and inquired about student readings, and, had gained some knowledge of the 

infrastructure for and around reading via my research into the Pan-African book business 

and the reading opportunities afforded by it.107 

 The broad topic and research motivation for the survey were presented orally and 

separately to each group of students, then answered orally by group 1 and online by group 

2. The 2017 survey focused essentially on two points of interest: Do you find pleasure in 

reading and can you describe this pleasure? What kind of difficulties prevent you from 

having a wider access to reading matter and/or more fulfilling reading experiences? These 

survey questions were followed by more detailed ones in the face-to-face group with high 

school students at the reading center, while a written, online enquiry was forwarded by 

email to AIMS students to be filled in and returned within a week of receipt. In both cases, 

the preliminary questions that targeted their practical and usual circumstances of reading 

were deliberately inspired by questions posed in the By the Book column. Interestingly, 

questions about whether the students had books at home (on nightstand, shelves or 

otherwise? how many? and whether they had been borrowed? given as gifts? or bought?), 

proved not applicable to most of the student’s domestic contexts. Some students pointed to 

the difficulties raised by such questions, and others just skipped them. Questions about 

regular reading habits versus occasional habits also remained partially unanswered.  

 The online survey would clearly have benefitted from a reformulation or second 

wave of questions in order to better match the reading environment of the interviewees.  

Nevertheless, these setbacks were an indirect finding of the survey: these particular groups 

of African readers do not live in a broad nor long-established reading culture. Hence, what 

might appear as mainstream questions to members of occidental reading communities 

sounded exotic or perplexing or required further refinement to these differently situated 

groups of readers.  A further attempt at circulating an updated questionnaire to the same 
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students after the research visit and from an overseas location did not succeed, probably 

because it was not sustained by the type of face-to-face informal exchanges arranged during 

the period of the initial online survey.  

 At the CLAC, students seated at a round table first spoke in turn to introduce 

themselves, and described in their own words what kind of readers they were. Questions 

and answers then rebounded from one to another and these will be synthesized below. It 

would have required more time than was available to let everyone express themselves fully 

and to follow up on all their rich and varied suggestions. This may become possible in the 

future via a follow-up study on a larger scale to be conducted throughout several official or 

self-run reading centers along the west coast of Senegal from Joal-Fadiouth to Rufisque.   

 In spite of the small size of the sample groups, the survey led to some open, 

reciprocal and enriching exchanges among the students and in their interactions with me. 

Nevertheless, this study should be regarded as an informative ‘opportunity’ or pilot study 

that generated a very brief and provisional glimpse into the reading environment of two 

specific communities of African readers. Although the results are suggestive, they can by no 

means reveal the reading habits of young Africans from the same age group and with 

equivalent educational level across the continent, nor even can they be taken to represent a 

Senegalese or West African reading culture for young people. As far as we can tell from the 

answers, for these readers, reading is not felt as a deeply rooted or a widespread activity. At 

the individual level, reading motivation seems to be highly dependable upon the person’s 

familiar environment: almost all junior high school students but three said their parents 

were non-readers, and some parents even opposed reading because they considered it to 

be dangerous or incompatible with traditional beliefs; like playing (cards, games, etc.) 

reading can attract the bad eye and chase money away. As most of the junior high school 

students said they enjoyed reading very much and practiced it as much as they could, 

several explained that it was seen as an act of defiance or distance towards parents and 

hard to discuss with members of an older generation even when their parents are attentive 

and wish their children the best. Parents in this rural area do not identify reading as a direct 

link to educational and social agency. Yet, the high level of illiteracy among the parents’ 

generation is only part of the explanation as most support their children’s education (and at 

no small cost to themselves and their families).   

 Among all the students surveyed (both groups), only one cited discussing his 

readings with his mother and only six Master students mentioned they had a few readers 

among their immediate family circle. Among the junior high school students, only three (all 

girls) said their parents tolerated or were supportive of reading activities (provided house 

chores were done before or after school hours), and only one said her father (a math’s 

teacher) equally encouraged and even enforced hers’ as well as her brother’s activities in all 

areas (including riding a bicycle, which she described as a very rare and unlikely activity for 

girls like her with a Muslim background).     

 Cumulatively, both AIMS and junior high school students show evidence that reading 

is primarily knowledge-oriented for them and that reading – or not-reading – is essentially 
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an awareness issue: namely, the means of discovering and understanding the world ‘outside 

Africa.’ This awareness explains why all the AIMS Master students but one said they had 

only recently started reading books, e.g. late in their teens or even only after completing 

high school. They seem to assimilate book-reading (outside textbooks for strict learning 

purposes) as an act of maturity that follows on from the choice of an above-average career 

or higher education.   

 The junior high school students appeared to be more engaged in a wide-ranging 

exploration of all kinds of recreational literature and were reading for pleasure at an earlier 

age than their AIMS counterparts. It is plausible that the combined effort of the school 

prefect and the village librarian (who lives onsite, visits his family only once a week in order 

to keep the CLAC open almost 24/7, attends football games to reach out to supporters and 

convince them to visit the CLAC) are paying off in terms of creating a culture of reading. 

Another middle school in the village has an on-site library supported by a privately funded 

network of French librarians, but we were not able to visit it, and there is little to no 

cooperation between the two schools nor exchanges of resources. The CLAC is supported by 

the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF),108 but the librarian does not have 

sufficient training to make proper use of the educational material, the material books on 

offer are limited in quantity, and most are worn out due to intensive use and insufficient 

renewal of the collection.   

 

 
After the oral survey, students from the CEM Lamine Senghor in front of the Centre de Lecture et 

d’Animation Culturelle, CLAC Léopold Sedar Senghor, Joal-Fadiouth, Senegal, December 2017.  
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The two groups surveyed concur on two major assessments, although the age gap between 

the junior high school and Master students accounts for differences in the ways they 

express them.  First, African would-be readers underline that access to reading matter is a 

major and widespread issue throughout the continent: libraries, bookshops and publishers 

are rarities outside capitals or main big cities, at least in the student’s home countries; apart 

from branches of foreign publishers, the local publishing industry is struggling; governments 

only subsidize textbooks – if indeed there is subsidy for books at all; foreign books are 

mostly unaffordable, and there are few agreements with international publishers for low-

cost copies. Personal libraries are uncommon and limited to small shelves. Among the AIMS 

students, most owned their own books or had their parents’ books at home, but they could 

not say whether it was the same for their friends or friends’ parents, and they were not sure 

whether those people were or were not readers. While most young people have internet 

access, albeit through their phones (none had home computers), insufficient broad band, 

and the costly (thus limited) connection time, do not allow for online reading, downloading 

of books and so on.  

 Secondly, and more importantly, the students’ testimonies also underline the 

importance of oral transmission of information, ideas, memories and values in their daily 

lives. Resorting to books as the means of enhancing life experiences does not appear, or at 

least is not expressed, as an ingrained nor instinctive behavior. In both groups book reading 

was perceived as a bonus or as a supplementary source of information and world 

knowledge, but not one that would supersede the person-to-person traditional modes of 

exchanging wisdom. For the older group of students (AIMS), reading culture is realistically 

identified as a specific European or occidental mindset that can be instrumental for young 

professionals in non-African surroundings or for cultural awareness about unfamiliar social 

or geographical areas. That said, within the younger group, the level of familiarity with 

highbrow French as well as African literature, along with an outspoken enthusiasm about 

the pleasure of reading such material was astonishing when compared to the older group of 

AIMS students (and, frankly, probably compared to average middle school students in 

France). The village of Joal-Fadiouth is proud to host Leopold Sedar Senghor’s father’s and 

the writer’s childhood house, but the fame of the great Senegalese poet, president and 

cultural theorist associated with the movement of Negritude (1906-2001) cannot solely 

explain the literary knowledge and aspirations of middle schoolers born after his death in a 

country with such a fast-growing population and unsteady educational policies. Asked about 

the effects and emotions of reading, half of this group testified to an experience of self-

discovery but also of increased theory of the mind (e.g. the ability to attribute mental states 

– beliefs, intents, desires, emotions, knowledge, etc. – to oneself, and to others), and a 

greater capability of empathy.109  A handful of students advocated the life-changing 

potential of reading based on the observation of fictional characters and situations, and two 

of them described their efforts to engage other African youth around them in reading, 

chanting the mantra: ‘La lecture est mon amie’ (reading is my friend).   
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 To what extent might the reading standards of these two specific communities of 

African students correspond with those of occidental, educated readers and newspaper 

patrons?   

The By the Book weekly column appears in the week-end edition of the New York 

Times and is clearly situated within Euro-American middlebrow print-culture: it uses the 

literal and figurative meaning of the phrase for a ‘column’ (another bookish piece of 

terminology from the paper presses’ layout) where authors and other notable people 

discuss their lives as readers. The questions follow a similar pattern from one column to 

another, allowing the newspaper readers to gain a comforting sense of familiarity with the 

genre of the column, and, perhaps, a sense of belonging to an on-going (imagined) 

community.  The column has also been adapted into a book featuring a selection of the 

weekly publications. The foreword for the book underscores the meaning and scope of the 

column:  

 

Sixty-five of the world's leading writers open up about the books and authors 

that have meant the most to them. Every Sunday, readers of The New York 

Times Book Review turn with anticipation to see which novelist, historian, 

short story writer, or artist will be the subject of the popular By the Book 

feature. 110 

 

The questions posed to the people interviewed for the column expect and presuppose that, 

despite their diversity in terms of cultural and educational backgrounds, they share common 

reading behaviors with members of the New York Times reading public. These are people 

with typical or dedicated reading environments as well as habits, reading several books at 

any one time, and often in bed, hence the question: What books are on your nightstand? 

The questions also assume that the interviewee is well aware that the books we possess and 

display say something about who we are: What book might people be surprised to find on 

your bookshelves?  The column is also predicated on the notion that those featured in it are 

avid readers who typically enjoy rereading: What kind of books do you reread and why?  

 These are also readers who are adept at navigating among the literary categories of 

‘genres, favorite novelist, preferred writers, classics,’ and whose confidence in the ability to 

do so extends to praising and disregarding with casual ease both these categories and their 

own reading preferences, for example, one interviewee declares: ‘I avoid dystopia like the 

plague (…) I’ve never read Dune. Yes, I know, I’m the worst sci-fi fan in the universe.’111 The 

reading context displayed by the column is endogamous, mostly liberal (but it eventually 

featured James Comey who advised Donald Trump on essential reading), and, while North 

American in focus, it nevertheless reflects the cultural values of occidental modern societies 

at large in its depiction of an exclusive, print-based reading context wherein successful book 

experts (including a significant percentage of occasional or professional writers) or 

notorious individuals advise others about ‘good-reads’. 
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 In a rather didactic manner the readers interviewed promote the pleasurable as well 

as the interesting outcomes of reading: ‘I tend to avoid fiction that’s too dark or serious or 

has a political message. For me fiction is a form of escapism;’ or, they assert the outstanding 

empowerment value of reading, for example ‘I wanted to become a politician, because I was 

fascinated by people, policy and politics. I read books to learn how to do it better.’112 The 

weekly columns assume that the newspaper’s readers are familiar with select reading 

gatherings and their social codes, or at least understand what those could be, for example, 

You’re organizing a literary dinner party. Which three writers do you invite? Along with the 

interviewees, the column’s readers are heirs to a common cultural heritage, tradition and 

educational training that directly links literary reading to social standing. Altogether, the 

interviewee’s discourse, combined with the column’s rhetorical framework, implements a 

sense of belonging and shared beliefs that associates reading with authority building.  

 Comparing the testimonies of a small sample of students in a developing country 

with only limited access to books and no established culture of reading, to the established 

and shared values of such an educated and worldly community like that represented by a 

New York Times column may seem disputable or too farfetched. Nonetheless, as much as 

we could observe it, the contrast between the social circumstances and resources of say 

New York Times patrons and the CLAC or AIMS patrons does not reveal a complete 

antithesis in their views about reading nor in terms of their skills. By the Book suggests that 

a longtime and complex set of institutions, as well as practices associated with recreational 

reading, collectively empowers the column’s speakers as well as its readers. This common 

background leads the newspaper’s readers to imitate book experts and develop reading 

skills. It also contributes to an exchange of reading expertise thereby enlarging the amount 

of shared resources and the value of critical thinking.  

 The surveys of African students conversely exhibit that the relative to total lack of 

institutional support, opportunities and practical access to reading material deprives most 

young readers of role models and social information. These factors detach them from the 

ingrained occidental understanding of the direct social and economic gains attached to 

reading. Yet, those students living in education-driven familial environments can overcome 

these odds, make the best of even the limited exposure they are given to books and 

reading, and build upon a sense of agency. Among the junior high school students, for 

example, the ambitious reading strategies of four students stood out: A 14 year-old girl had 

set herself the goal of becoming ‘une littéraire’ ( a woman of letters, a writer) after having 

read a novel by the African author Nafissatou Diallo; another girl (who was 17) was 

committed to a reading log that she had already kept for five years at the time of the 

research, (the purpose of which she kept to herself); a 16 year-old boy quoted pages of 

Victor Hugo and Julien Green by heart, and another 17 year-old girl (who was a reading 

activist organizing book reading sessions for kids in her neighborhood) demonstrated a 

passion for literature alongside a dedication to perfect French grammar. Some of the junior 

high school students revealed themselves as avid readers of French literature, and a few of 

them were stimulated by their reading to also engage in creative writing.  
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 Neither the By the Book interviewees nor the African students surveyed mentioned 

e-books or other types of online-onscreen reading, the former because they probably do not 

favor it, the latter because they cannot access it. Despite their proportionately scant means 

and uneven habits of reading, and while deploring the lack of choice in their reading matter 

- they can only read whatever is at hand- the young African readers in the pilot study are 

willing to seize every opportunity and to further develop their personal skills in a way that 

follows the same implicit pattern as more privileged readers. Their specific cultural and 

social settings are not a drawback to their willingness, expectations and commitment to 

make further gains through reading and learning. As such, young African participants in this 

small study might be conceptualized as self-made individual readers,113 and they appear to 

be self-made to a greater extent than their counterparts in developed countries. Because 

the students tend to read on their own and keep its pleasurable effects for themselves 

rather than extensively discussing and sharing their reading, each reader’s intentions and 

motivations appear more singular and could be seen to shape their own ‘formalist 

contract.’114 This formalist contract seems to differ from other competent readers with 

broader cultural access and exposure to reading material, as they appear to instigate 

different relationships to books and an unusual sense of companionship with reading, as 

expressed in the mantra ‘reading is my friend’. Their individual testimonies also describe 

reading as an extension of their sensory nervous system that triggers a multitude of extra 

sensors as it opens up their minds and bodies to new knowledge about the wider world.115  

 Nevertheless, we need to be careful not to draw grand conclusions out of all 

proportion to the small scale of the survey that was also limited by its focus upon book 

readers living in a handful of countries where publishing industries are much less flourishing 

than in some other parts of Africa. Although it sounds more broadly experiential than 

intellectually driven (especially if compared to adult interviewees in the By the Book 

column) the ‘reading is my friend’ mode connects the observations of the students to other 

young users -or produsers- on literary social networks116 outside Africa. And while the 

accent here is interestingly on reading rather than ‘books’ as friends, the association with 

friendship suggests that reading for the young Africans surveyed, as it is for the NYT patrons 

and interviewees,117 increases the readers’ theory of the mind as it creates a sense of 

agency as well as of kinship with a wider sphere of bookish writers, readers, and characters. 

 

To conclude: ‘Reading as a Commons’ revisited  

Disregarding the quantity or quality of resources experienced, the implicit, shared -albeit 

diverse- sense of societal achievement and individual hedonism attached to reading is the 

minimal but sufficient foundation required to make it ‘a Commons’. Drawing from a 

tentative study of the Knowledge Commons framework118 I contend that ‘the complex 

nature’ of reading (and knowledge alike) ‘requires a three-fold distinction: facilities, 

artifacts, and ideas’ because it is made up of both non-human and human materials.  There 

are also some commonalities between Knowledge Commons research and reading research, 

including an interdisciplinary aggregation of user-centric concepts about media use at large, 
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as well as insights about the generic social value attached to this use even before the 

emergence of digital and social media. Yet Knowledge Commons, outside its meaning as a 

shared entitlement to access, ownership and/or production of intellectual property, may 

only be a default framework for the study of reading. Further application of Knowledge 

Commons to reading falls short because it is almost impossible to distinguish among the 

different groups that are either using or managing a potential ‘Reading Commons.’ 

Moreover, as a mental and developmental process, reading cannot be described simply as a 

set of ‘resource units’ and ‘resource systems.’119  Further, the process of reading cannot be 

directly ruled or regulated by some kind of collective or institutional governance, it can only 

be monitored, encouraged, conversely repressed or forbidden through the indirect control 

of its material resources and accessibility by policies in specific educational communities or 

under the rule of some political regimes. Thus, the meaning of a potential ‘Reading 

Commons’ sought after in this essay matches neither the legal and established definition of 

Commons, nor that of a New Commons. This mismatch occurs in part because of the lack of 

physical materiality of reading that (as opposed to writing or playing music) cannot be 

recorded, and which leaves only indirect traces through testimonies, or comments resulting 

from a reader’s reading experience. While the very process and experience of reading 

remains private and strictly speaking asocial, we can only share its outcomes; and even 

likeminded people tend to ‘read past one another’ when discussing their mutual and 

reciprocal readings.120 

Still, exchanging reading suggestions or books as material objects points to the fact 

that through reading we bond together, socialize and aspire to a ‘world of commonality.’121 

Moreover, the emotions related to reading can be shared, and the expression of such 

emotions is an increasingly emerging social fact. It encompasses communal ‘know-how,’ 

issues of taste, and the sheer pleasure of reading, alongside or in spite of, its utilitarian bias. 

Reflecting upon today’s common recreational reading practices thus connects reading 

studies with the ‘overarching focus [of media studies] that has been to understand 

processes of sense-making concerning the self and social relationships through available 

media technologies.’122  Resorting to the vocabulary and the field of research on the 

Commons at large updates the vision of today’s common reader as a productive and 

creative social media user interacting with those media (whether they are books, bookish-, 

book-adjacent objects or others), with a sense of social belonging. As suggested by Karin 

Barber ‘Commons’ here can thus be intended to mean a sense of inhabiting, with other 

readers, a common domain afforded by literature – a domain that a reader can move 

through in their own way, where texts are there for them to activate or utilize according to 

their own conceptions and purposes.’ 123  Moreover, the new common reader as described 

by Bechman and Lomborg is ‘someone who interacts and connects with fellow users, 

drawing from these relationships a sense of social belonging; someone who engages actively 

and creatively with technologies to express and explore their senses of self; someone using 

social media more instrumentally as a source of information and expertise in everyday 

life.’124  
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In sum, the combination of theoretical approaches and empirical studies of reading 

explored in this essay125 suggests that reading, despite the variety of its uses across time, 

across spaces and across media, as well as across the variety of its providers and 

provenances, is a common good or benefit. It – and literary or leisure reading more 

specifically –  is of interest to the general public thanks to its destination and perceived 

value126 as it remains a widespread and popular means of knowledge, of accomplishment, of 

access to an endless trove of resources as well as moral support, and has increasingly lead 

to a network of shared thoughts about how we experience the world in which we live, about 

‘our web like existence in the world.’126 
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