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“Byerybody wanted culture in the same way that a few years earlier
everybody wanted sewing machines,” recalled writer Mary Austin of her
youth in the town of Carlinville, Illinois, in the late 1870s. Culture “by
this time . , . meant for one thing, more than another, the studious read-
ing of books.” Writing in a Veblenesque vein in the 1920s, when deriding
the bourgeoisie was an almost necessary badge of intellectual serious-
ness, Austin made fun of her neighbors’ “fetishistic use of books,” the
conspicuous parading of culture that prompted them to discuss and even
quote books they had not read. For those seeking to “keep up,” there was
“a general consensus of opinion ., . . that you did have to read to main-
tain your pretensions to culture.” It was, she claimed, “the one item in
whiclh, without violating any principle of democracy, you could entertain
the pleasant consciousness of being superior to your tellows.”

Austin knew whereof she spoke: she had been as eager a consumer as
her neighbors and prided herself on coming from a family in which
“more and better books were read than was usual.” Her autobiography
records her encounters with print in loving detail: learning her ABCs; the
sequence of childhood and adolescent reading (and resulting conflicts
with her mother); and a mystical experience with a geology text from the
Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle: reading Hugh Miller’s The Old
Red Sandstone, “the earth itself became trangparent, molten, glowing.”!

In highlighting the vogue for cultural consumption in middle America,
Austin was delineating the strivings of the middle class to attain what Pierre
Bourdieu has called “cultural nobility.” Her critique of her neighbors’ affee-
tations signaled an clitist disdain for the parveny, for those who could not
master the basie “rules” of culture or distinguish the truly great works from
those that merely aspired to be. As a successful writer, Austin looked baclk
(and down) on those who did not meet her high-culture precepts.
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More recently, critics of the Frankfurt School and others of a mainly
Marxist persuasion have contrasted the uses and aesthetic properties of
“serious™ cultural works with those that are mass produced. Unlike the
former, these critics maintain, the popular and formulaic genres that dom-
inate mass culture reduce the reader (or viewer) to receiving previously
encoded messages, that is to passivity. In a subtle analysis of the defects of
this analysis, Janice Radway reminds us that consuming originally meant
“burning up, wasting, destroying” by natural forces such as fire: “The point
in extending its use to the process of purchase was to suggest that in per-
sonal consumiption, one used up an object fully, thus exhausting its
exchangeable value.” Viewing cultural consumption as a wasting process
also suggests that the act of reading is ephemeral, nopproductive, even
self-destructive. The use of food metaphors carries similar negative con-
notations: the “predigested” “pap” of mass culture is insubstantial and
unnourishing. Radway suggests that in its three metaphorical construc-
tions—as purchasing, wasting, and eating—the consumption metaphor
has been employed to suggest invidious distinetions between “mass” and
“high” culture and to establish hierarchies among types and uses of artis-
tic products. Each of the constructions figures the reader (or viewer) as a
passive bystander, without personal agency.”

The persistently negative evaluation of cultural consumption derives in
part from its association with leisure, that is with the “non-productive,”
hence self-indulgent, use of time. In an influential interpretation of Amer-
idan literary culture, Ann Douglas has argued that an alliance between
ministers and women writers nioved literature out of the “serious” cate-
gory into the debased realm of American consumer culture, In her view,
an eighteenth-century minister who read “dense argumentative tracts . . .
was producing, not consuming.” By contrast, the new “light” literature—
of which women were the “prime consumers”—was “an occupation for the
unemployed, nareissistic self-education for those excluded from the
harsh school of practical competition.” This literature functioned “as a
form of leisure, a complicated mass dream-life” rather than work,
consumption rather than production; it was, consequently, less worthy.
Douglas assumes that efforts to please a middle class (rather than elite)
audience were similarly tainted.*

A different view emerges if one moves beyond the image of powerful
cultural product and passive consumer—an image that posits the indi-
vidual as a kind of corpora rasa on which culture imprints itself—and
examines the cultural and personal uses of reading in a particular time
and place. What Douglas considers a chapter in the history of debased
taste may have been instead a chapter in expanding access to culture that
brought with it new consumers and new opportunities for self-creation.”

Recent approaches to the study of consumption allow for livelier con-
ceptualization of its role in the shaping of identity. Anthropologist Grant
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McCracken defines consumption as “the processes by which consumer
goods and services are created, bought, and used.” Maintaining that con-
sumer goods have more than utilitarian significance, he emphasizes “their
ability to carry and communicate cultural meaning.” Consumers, in this
view, are engaged in a “cultural project’ . . . the purpose of which is to
complete the self.” If this observation applies to oriental rugs and refriger-
ators, it is even more true of reading, an activity charged with intense sym-
bolic meaning. Reading, particularly what has been called “deep reading,”
involves much more than the ability to decipher the little black marks
on the page.® It is a complex process that can go to the very heart of who
an individual is or wants to become. McCracken’s approach has the added
virtue of bringing Culture in its aesthetic meaning under the rubric of cul-
ture in its anthropological sense: “the ideas and activities with which we
construe and construct our world.”” Reading—not only what, but how and
with whom—can be crucial to the meanings with which individuals imbue
their lives. Never more so than in the late nineteenth century.

This essay will examine the culture of reading that emerged in Victo-
rian America and the ways it helped to shape the identity of a new, white
middle class, presumably the “everybody” to whom Mary Austin
referred.® By “culture of reading,” I mean an environment that fostered
intense engagement with books and in which reading was esteemed as
one of life’s noblest endeavors. Some proficiency with letters was by then
essential for employment in the new white-collar sector that historians
agree was becoming the crucial dividing line between the E:.E._m.w and
working classes.” My concern here, however, is not with the acquisition of
skills or formal education but with the cultural, class, and individual uses
of reading. Although one is not what one reads any more than what one
eats, reading and other forms of “cultural consumption” have EB.&QMME
important part in the creation of class, group, and individual Eos:.n%.

The bourgeois culture of reading aimed to mark off _uoﬁ.Ea.mEam.oﬁ
respectability and taste, boundaries commonly thought to ooEoEm. (SF
those of class. In these respects, the culture of reading was coercive in
intent. But the diffusion of books that was so marked a feature of Sono.zm:
life, coupled with the high value then placed on reading, also @BS%Q
opportunities for imaginative self-creation to men and women maoiwbw
up in the middle eclass or aspiring to join it. If the o..:ﬁ:..o of reading
encouraged the demarcation of class boundaries, it also provided a means

of erossing them.
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Reading was the most pervasive form of cultural engagement in Victo-
rian America. Unchallenged by cultural forms that dominated twentieth-
film, radio, and television—hooks, magazines, and

century life

140 WEL:..w and gmq_n:m-OTmm _Ln:n:x in /\_.202.93 >:§._n9

newspapers enjoyed wide popularity among the working as well as the
middle classes.'” Numerous paintings depicting scenes of reading attest
to the iconic power of the activity as well as to changes in reading prac-
tices. As the century progressed, images of fathers reading aloud by the
family fireplace gave way to more varied and freer scenes of reading, of
womerl alone or in groups, not only in parlors but out-of-doors. “The
New Novel,” Winslow Homer’s famous 1877 portrait of an absorbed
young woman reading while stretched out dreamily on the grass exem-
plifies this shift.

Whether measured in terms of production, distribution, or consump-
tion, books—as well as magazines and newspapers—were on the rise. His-
torian David D. Hall discerns a fundamental shift in reading patterns by
the 1850s, a shift “from scarcity to abundance,” from a landscape domi-
nated by a few “steady sellers,” including the Bible, Pilgrim’s Progress,
psalmbooks, and sermons, to one of considerable variety. Those con-
nected with the book industry commented on this expansion with awe as
well as satisfaction. Children’s book author Samuel Goodrich contrasted
the present “era of literary affluence, almost amounting to surfeit” with
the “poverty of books suited to children” in his youth. As “Peter Parley,”
he spoke with authority, claiming he had written or edited about 170
books with a combined sale of seven million copies.” Industrialization
and mass production had come to printing.*

Improved distribution was eritical to the growth of print culture. In a
sprawling, expanding, and still overwhelmingly rural nation, “getting the
books out” depended on improved communications. Perhaps most impor-
tant, an expanding railroad network brought a steady supply of books to
the hinterland.™ Eager to be part of a gentlemen’s profession, publishers
warned against selling literature and art as “common merchandise”: “You
cannot sell books together with a line of corsets and gloves” without cre-
ating a “bazaar-spirit.”" But books were sold like other produets, in numer-
ous places and by a variety of marketing schemes. In addition to urban
bookstores, books could also be bought at trade and parcel sales, book
fairs, and country stores. A range of titles, including The English Version
of the Polyglott Bible, The Gilded Age by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley
Warner, and The Underground Rail Rocd (distributed by author-publisher
William Still, a former slave), were sold through a vast subscription pub-
lishing network. And in the mail order catalogs that went to rural Amer-
lca, books were arrayed precisely like corsets and gloves, The Sears,
Roebuck catalog of 1897 included twelve pages of hook ads that offered
prospective buyers volumes traditionally found in homes (Bibles, dietion-
aries, and encyclopedias), how-to manuals on recitation and letter-writing
for a self-improving population, and both “popular” and “standard” works
of literature.
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Rising literacy fueled the demand for books. By 1850, an mmzﬁmﬁma 90
percent of the adult white population, male and female, was literate.'” The
expansion of public schooling, in addition to stimulating literacy, o_.wamm
a demand for schoolbooks, the largest publishing category before 1850.
The American publishing industry took off, as new genres, including
essays, history, travel, biography, and especially fiction, flourished; n.:m
pirating of foreign authors contributed mightily to this am<m_oﬁ9m:_w prior
to the conclusion of an international copyright agreement in 1891." Nov-
els not only predominated among best-sellers but also constituted about
two-thirds of the books borrowed from public libraries, a source of con-
cern to librarians and others who viewed books as a means of uplift rather
than entertainment.” Fiction was also available in the magazines and
weekly papers that proliferated in the years after Em. Civil War. .

Along with the increased quantity of merchandise, the growth of a
potential audience, and the development of new and vowc.r: genres
came a dramatic reduction in price. Book publishing was a highly com-
petitive industry. “Dime novels” have attracted the most moro._a? and
antiquarian attention. But the dimes, which quickly became identified
with the “blood and thunder” western, were part of a wave of paperback
fiction that dated to the 1840s.%! In the 1870s and 1880s, a Dowg of pub-
lications collectively designated as “cheap books” became m.<w:mE® at a
cost of five, ten, and twenty cents. Cheap in Uao.o and often in v%@.%:%

typography, “cheap library” series nevertheless Eo:&mm works S_mﬁ efy
easy cultural labeling. Among the ecarly issues of one of n:m. best known,
the Seaside Library—whiclh published more than 1,250 titles between
1877 and 188%—were The Mill on the Floss and ,\Q:.m Eyre, as well mw
novels by “The Duchess” and detective fiction by ﬂ:ﬁm choﬁﬁ:. W:
in 1887 Lovell’s Library included, in addition to racier :wm“-:m, more than
thirty titles apiece by Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin.
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By 1870, then, there were numerous books to read m:a.nm.w&m R.v wmw%
them. Historians are on less certain terrain when they turn from pro M

tion and distribution to the “consumption” of books. As ,.zm, :mmm mﬂcﬁ”.u
consumption has frequently heen Edigea as a :mmwcﬁ.\ :MMM&%
Beyond this, the difficulties of systematic research .MSM mmwm_ﬂoé_ﬂ.ga-
about how people recetlved or ::c:z.oﬁom what they rea an H_u:oimom
ing shaped their lives are considerable.® By w:mv_wg.w:z:m. ,U: gmso:-
and distribution records with sources such as diaries, anmm;, ooM. g
place books, and autobiographies, it is a.~¢<a..9e_¢mm U%Mﬁﬂo nmﬁ rw i
the importance of print culture in helping to m_wmna MHM_ Mwm OVM e
emerging middle class and its individual members, at least so !
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Whether valued as precious objects, as conveyors of cultural status,
or as wellsprings of personal meaning, books held a privileged place in
the lives of broad sections of the Victorian middle class. Books—reading
them, talking about them, sometimes owning them—became a marker of
middle-class status, for some perhaps the critical marlker. One might lose
one’s money but presumably not one’s culture. In a world in flux, read-
ing, the right reading, differentiated not only the middle from the lower
classes but the genuinely cultured from the nouveatusx riches.*

The ability to pursue literary activities in a sustained way depended
on the increase of leisure (though not of a leisured class) that also mani-
fested itself in the new popularity of vacations and art.?® In the case of
reading, however, access must be differentiated from ownership: since
books did not have to be owned to be enjoyed, reading depended less than
other forms of cultural consumption on a rising standard of living. The
available evidence suggests that few families who constituted the broad
middle class, as distinct from the wealthiest segments, owned large num-
bers of books, certainly not enough to satisty the needs of avid readers.?®

Despite the limited home supply, books and reading were associated
with the gradual elaboration of the middle-class home that required dig-
cretionary income. The emergence of the middle-class domestic ideal, a
family unit constituted around a male breadwinner, a housewife, and chil-
dren freed from long hours of physical labor, made it possible for more
people—in particular women and children—to devote time and energy to
literary and aesthetic pursuits formerly the preserve of the rich.?’ Along
with parlor organs, piancs, and chromolithographs, books became tokens
of leisure and cultivation, They were nowhere more manifest than in the
parlor, which, in Louise Stevenson’s view, constituted the ceuter of Vieto-
rian middle-class intellectual and moral life. The ubiquitous parlor tahle,
complete with “a Bible, recent magazines, a carte-de-visite album, travel
books, books of poetry, or a stereoscope and slides” exemplified the mate-
rial side of that life.®® The plaster casts of famous authors (Shakespeare,

Milton) and scenes immortalized in literature (Miles Standish’s courtship)
that decorated parlors and the long-lasting popularity of the card game
“Authors” further attest to the cultural resonance of literary references.?’

Books became symbols of the intangible cultural aspirations of the
broad middle class. Belief in the power of print was almost unlimited in
Victorian America, Schoolbooks, newspapers, children’s literature, and
religious tracts promoted reading as a means of building character, pro-
moting economic success, and preventing crime.* The moral value
attached to books in general rather than the traditional texts of Protes-
tant culture was one of many signs that a reverence for culture was
replacing an older religious sensibility. For a middle class moving away
from a tightly bounded evangelical religion, Matthew Arnold’s definition
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of culture as “a pursuit of our total perfection by means of Mmmzzm to _So%
.. . the best which has been thought and said in the world ommma.ma 5”.-
ues, certainties, and possibilities of transcendence once found in wm i-
gion.”® Even traditional hostility to fiction had @..owms. ao.,.<= in Bwn.wm
quarters, as critics proclaimed the importance of imagination to Eomrm
appeal; some EE:SH:SQ nrmmmn:m novel had replaced the sermon as
rinci - of character.
Hu:%mmmwmm.«wowwmwmww of culture” was ?:amﬁw:g to Sonoawb :maamm-ouﬁmm.m.
life.” By the last third of the century, Ewﬁwcm@ suspect »od:m.o en Mm@
tainment, such as the theater and even paintings and statues am@“owbm. the
female nude, became acceptable as “art” to maiy who had m::n:ma th m
in their evangelical days. A case in point is E».Emn Beecher Stowe, %MMQ.
ter and sister of two of the nation’s most Ecmgomm preachers, whose w&.
had forbidden all fiction except the :o<£m. of Sir Walter Scott. Wmo%.ﬂﬁ mwmm
the experiences of her first European trip in a travel .ooow.. mﬂm H.nmx pmogu
freely on art and admitted a liking even for Rubens, amm.?nm w.w“&mmwm -
tions to the contrary. She also wrote the text of Woman in MQ.S ma oy
(1874), less a religious than an art :oo_ﬂ.msm one that Qm%Bme mEmE.%
scantily clad heroines.™ The metamorphosis of .roa younger bro ; H..:E.m Y
Ward Beecher, from a young hell-fire mu.mmormu. mmmwoms Mmmwmﬁcwﬂrﬁ“rwunmﬁ
e emblematic. Having condemne lon, .
MMM“W%MMWMD& other temptations of modern life in ?m 1844 ocw%mowmw
tract Lectures to Young Men, two decades later he Ewono Zo,zeoo , w Sue
cessful novel that first appeared in a story paper, still a suspect ger
i s, 5 .
mo:w,ﬂm_wﬁwoowm:m respectability of fiction did not ozngw:wnw »meﬂmﬁoﬂumﬂuﬁoﬂw
impact on youthful minds. Ewowmm_ww voomswm m%%%%ﬂmﬂﬂm o%w nwmw _.mw pow
erful hold on people’s imagination, they mu :y : m Qw B
as well by the profusion of books “flooding” the Emm M,\ J S i
habits, like other virtues, began at home. Doﬂoac ating ) o
cad Trash,” Charles Dudley Warner claimed that it é.mm. fniss
wwww_mmm:m,. :eEB“H. have not the habit of En&,msm ow n:m,% N,,N_w%~ ,H.Mmm trash.
The right parental influence could make even “dull n 8.5 _nma \.5 S
Since the pursuit of culture wowm: at rvmsmwmw mE%M Mwuwowﬁmm i
role in their children’s literary education. Middle-class T e R
their children to read and set the cultural S.:o mwv%om. AR
sometimes involved themselves with their o:_Ezwsz e Mn%. w H.mwoatmozll
prevailing gendered division of labor—at least mn.m 1e m<H : Jaﬁ:& i
en, generally thought to be more responsive to :m sp . o
%QMNMMLHM than Wﬁ:, were figured as the Eombﬂ:msﬁ. oo“ﬂﬂw%_ Mo%%m
! MF wm_ﬂom N:_ﬂw HMMQM%MW Mﬂoﬂmﬁwﬂw like the Chau-
enri ent in study clubs and home-s . i
MMM_MMHWHMWWWMMQ m&c:nwmo Circle, they brought their new learning and
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sometimes the books and magazines connected with it into their homes,
as Mary Austin’s mother did ¥ Men, however, were the principal buyers of
books for home libraries, which, with their leather chairs, port, and cigars,
often exuded the atmosphere of a men’s club.

The process of cultural transmission started early, as parents
inducted their children into a culture of reading designed to reinforce
middle-class norms. Children were primed to revere literature in general
and certain works in particular. As Henry Ward Beecher put it: “The
child that grows up in the presence of books will feel their power almost
before he is allowed to open them.” Gifts of books on birthdays and hol-
idays or subscriptions to the new children’s magazines that proliferated
after the Civil War encouraged the reading habit.*® From fairy tales and
school stories, children went on to the “sacred” cultural texts. The Bible,
often taught as literature rather than as the revealed word in the last
third of the century, the ancient classics, and the “standard” worls of
English history and literature all counted in this category. Children
sometimes received tangible rewards for performing assigned tasks well:
Mary Austin collected five dollars from her grandfather as the first grand-
child to read the Bible “all through. ™"

Literary activities permeated middle-class homes. Families read aloud
and played word games during long evenings at home. Children wrote
poems for special oceasions and performed prodigious feats of memory by
reciting “miles” of poetry—~Scott, Macaulay, Longfellow, and Tennyson,
among others. They also produced homemade plays and newspapers, the
latter either hand-lettered or printed on the toy press that was popular in
the 1870s and 18805 ! Though some of these literary activities derived
from parental assignments, many took on a life of their own and became
occasions for boisterous good times or intimate confessions. Girls and
young women in particular developed their own reading cultures that pro-
vided refuge from the restrictiong surrounding their lives, Altogether the
collective and participatory nature of home-based literary activities
encouraged young readers to become young writers; some even sent off
their essays and poems to magazines, including prestigious publications
like Harper’s Monthly.

This kind of family reading culture wasg widely diffused in the United
States in the late nineteenth century, in the Midwest as well as in the
Fast, and among a small but important African American middle class,
Given a certain level of education, access to jt required perseverance
rather than financial well-being. Two examples are suggestive,

Growing up in the frontier town of El Dorado, Kansas, in a family per-
petually short of funds, William Allen White recorded his adventures
with books in his autoblography. Of course there was the family Bible,
His mother, the more cultured parent, owned several volumes of poetry,
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and
including a two-volume edition of poems by the emdz%mwﬂw chMM_wmwmmcm-
compilations she bought from book agents, as well as a’ w ool on
side Library.” His father’s stock consisted of Plutarch m.N.\séM..w_ W s o
horticulture, another on agriculture, a volume of vo:ﬁmm . m,,w_dmw“ o
four daily newspapers. These holdings were not mdo:mr. o1 e m?e a1
checked out books—especially the works of ZE.W_‘?BEW\ r o ded
Dorado City Library (of which his mother was a *oﬁ:amﬂv‘ Mu o
bools with friends. He also spent his nickels and dimes wn ﬁ&w&.z
and newsstands for boys’ fiction he considered above the m:,wﬂo. My
dime novels and later bought books in the “Red Line Poets ) MQH” o e
a mail-order dealer. Like many young men and women Gwo.:w nu ”._M ~ <S.C,ne
bourgeois culture of reading, White mm_&.nmmw G a EQBQ.HON_WMMMSHQ o Jour-
poetry, “producing” as well as “consuming” literature. I ®~ e,
nalist and editor whose influence extended far beyond his ¢
j i Gagette.” e
Emm,mmemmﬂmz Americans, newly freed and struggling to swowwﬁwﬁmm.b_mwwﬂ
growing up in a family with an assured wmmmrsm culture chv Mﬁw N
it was for those of European ancestry. But it was not un Cwo _ﬁ.cdﬁzcv
Weldon Johnson, whose father was a hotel :mm%c.mzmw 5‘. mo».n,un o
Florida, describes the family’s reading and his evolving @va._os.»wﬁ S
in much the way White does. His mother read books and NvaH &, O
from an early age, ranging from David Copperfield to Emﬁm uwsmn .\W_:nan:
of Irish Life, while his father, EMJ ﬁ.vsﬁo.ﬁwm omwwﬂwﬂm.m“moﬂwwwmm a:u,csn “serend
(bound in sheepskin), presented him E_:; a “libre O et
little girls and good and bad little boys, ,s.dor Jo j_ffozaao“ med were o
simple for him even then, but éEor.r.w still ownec um e reary of the
his autoblography. Later a writer, lyricist, and oxeos.sﬁ\ m, Tﬁ oo
i ssociation for the Advancement of Colored People, . ohnsor
ﬂwm@”ﬂ \vaéa Dickens and to mocn,m. :Q@m m:n“.uuwmus.v\. Pilgrimm's
Progress, Grimm’s fairy nmrhmN MEQ M,\onwm%w Wﬂ%rﬂ“m Ewa.udmwﬂ goars at
As middle-class childhood and you 3 ened—lon, : P oat
school, later marriages—parental concern Mvm_ﬂm ww%m__mm.o mo”.\ MWMWRMMM _ﬁﬂ_w_nm“
forms of leisure, grew. Bager to preserve children’s ocengty, SOR
declared some reading off limits. Maintaining that “the «wv.CMp % s\w?nc:
bad man are less ensnaring than those of a bad Uoow w ,:o h ;] : _ ]
i illie and power,” Yale professor Noah Porter Emrfﬂc&. n.:n:“ Y00l
WMH_”%MMMWMHmﬂmﬁ;%ﬁo_m _.cm_o%m care than we choose our friends and
ndd

intimates. . N » .

Parcnts evidently agreed, judging by their efforts to EOEHCJ Qwﬂ_a

children’s reading. Conflicts over reading were ?:.JG.:JLM ma_ Mrymr”.g_x:w

, H 2 ey 1 24l 1nter: 3

:, especi for girls who often read with grese
early adolescence, especially ! T
ashy” serial sto
is ti isturbed er daughter’s interest in “tr

at this time. Disturbed by her : : o peT

ries, Lucy Stone tried to curtail Alice Stone Blackwell’s reading of the
1y
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New York Ledger, a weekly story paper, even though it had by then pub-
lished Longfellow, Henry Ward Beecher, and other respected writers.
Alice—whose diary is fully of entries like “I felt that to wait till night for
my Ledger meant insanity”—was outraged when her mother said she
“never meant to let another [Ledger] come into the house . .. To stop
me off right in the midst of ‘Mark Heber’s Luck'! T straightway went off
to bed mad, with tears in my eyes.”* The mother of M. Garey Thomas,
another ardent reader, tried to substitute books about religion for novels
on visits to the Baltimore Mercantile Library and would not let her
daughter read Jane Eyre until she turned fifteen.*®
Not all parents would have banned Jane Eyre (which young Carey
finally read with parched throat and “cheeks fairly scorched”), but most
would have excluded worls they considered sexually suggestive or emo-
tionally overwrought: that went without saying. Dime novels were a
more frequent target. Here the issue may have been less overt sexuality
than the freewheeling depictions of smoking, drinking, gambling, and the
use of vulgar language—habits the middle class wanted their sons to
avoid and to which they considered them susceptible. Robert Morss
Lovett, later a professor of English, said of his youthful passion for read-
ing Beadle half-dime novels, “such reading was a major vice . . . and
could only be indulged out-of-daors or in school behind a geography.” e
classified boys’ stories by Horatio Alger and “Oliver Optic” at a some-
what higher level because they avoided “actual crime as material,” but
his mother said of them anyway, “They will give you a false view of life.”
This, Lovett observed, was “exactly what I wanted.”" Despite parental
precautions, male and female autobiographers recall reading “forbidden”
books and papers, including the notorious Police Gasgette, which fea-
tured graphic crime stories; invariably they claimed they had heen
unharmed by their transgressions.*®
To Noah Porter, “cheap literature” not only stimulated the passions
and taught “false” views of life (among them that people could become
rich without hard work) but planted “the seeds of robbery and lust,”
Envisioning “scores, hundreds, thousands, myriads of readers,” he even
sugfested that it was “almost no worse that a procession of harlots
should walk the streets of every city or village” than to have such books
and newspapers distributed across the land *° The hyperbolic language
betrays deep-seated fears that middle-class youth would be contami-
nated by reading about behavior their elders associated with a degraded
working class. The putative readers of cheap fiction and the warking-
class figures represented in it were alike to be avoided, According to
Porter, cheap literature was (at best) “simply a reflex of the common-
place aims and the vulgar feelings of the mass of readers for whom [it
was] written.” Thus did Porter and other advice givers equate moral
boundaries with class boundaries,™
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To suggest that reading was important in shaping middle-class iden-
tity in Victorian America is not to claim a fixed category of “middle-class
reading” or that certain genres are read exclusively by a particular class.
The relationship between class and cultural preferences is a subject of
debate. Pierre Bourdjeu has argued that literary taste, like other cultural
preferences, is as much a “marker of class” as is food. Those who gravi-
tate to “high culture” begin with more “cultural capital” from their fam-
ilies and acquire additional increments through education. Bourdieu
underscores both the importance of “cultural competence” as a prereq-
uisite for the enjoyment of particular types of worls, and the correspon-
dence between hierarchies of the arts and “a social hierarchy of
consumers.” Roger Chartier, on the other hand, warns against equating
cultural levels with class: “It is pointless to try to identify popular culture
by some supposedly specific distribution of cultural objects.”!

In fact, we know much less about the relationship between reading
and social class in nineteenth-century America than we do about the dis-
course of moralists on the subject. Material is particularly scarce about
the U.S. working class, but it is likely that David Vincent’s findings for
England are applicable to some degree: that workers had less leisure time
in which to read, less access to boolis at home and, in a more crowded
home environment, less privacy for solitary reading than did members of
the middle class. Despite such limitations, Vincent demonstrates the
many ways in which print suffused workers’ lives, on and off the job.™

Anecdotal evidence suggests that cultural stratification was not so
marlked in the United States in the Victorian as in the modern and post-
modern eras and that, despite middle-class efforts to establish class-based
reading boundaries, there was considerable overlap in reading publics.™
Just as Shakespeare was broadly popular among theatergoers, so working-
class audiences in the United States and England favored Dickens and
other critically approved writers.® The practice of serializing stories in
newspapers, the most widely diffused form of print, encouraged such
erossings; Lucy Larcom, a Lowell mill girl, read The Old Curiosity Shop
in a Philadelphia paper. By twentieth-century standards, the works of
“high culture” were found in unlikely places. A tourist observed in Pub-
lishers’ Weekly in 1888: “The writer has traveled extensively in the
United States, and has seen George Eliot, Carlyle, Scott, Vietor Hugo,
Emerson, Bdwin Arnold, Homer, Goethe, Dante, and Shakespeare read in
the backwoods of Arkansas and in the mining camps of Colorado, in the
popular 10 or 20 cent editions.” No doubt workers in such locations
enjoyed dime novels and story papers as well.™

A journal kept by Edward Jenner Garpenter in 1844-45, while serving
as an apprentice cabinetmalker in Greenfield, Massachusetts, further sug-
gests the difficulties of categorizing reading by class or assessing its rela-
tionship to individual advancement. Carpenter attended lyceum lectures
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and debates at the Literary Club with his peers; he also read an assort-
ment of newspapers and books, many of the latter borrowed from appren-
tice printers or his employer. His reading included temperance newspapers,
stories, and at least one novel, Easy Nat, or Boston Bars and Boston
Boys—all presumably in the self-improving category—and the recently
published The Mysteries of Paris by Eugdne Sue, a work he was “consid-
erably taken up with,” and one almost universally condemned as sensa-
tional and miorally harmful by guardians of culture, Carpenter read
numerous historical romances and other popular novels as well as a
book about U.S. history and a geography text. His class status, like his
reading, seems mixed. His father was a physician with a library of about
146 books, one-third of them medical, but Dr. Carpenter had little
money to leave his eight children. Edward Carpenter later established a
“periodical bookstore” and wholesale newspaper distribution business
and served as town librarian of Brattleboro, Vermont, thus parlaying his
youthful interest in reading into a career that placed him securely in the
middle class.™

Carpenter’s story taps into another image of working-class reading,
one quite distinct from Porter’s assault on dime novels and their readers.
However much they sought to protect middie-class children from the con-
taminating influence of “low” literature—and to keep it away from lower-
class youth—proponents of reading could not deny that books could
benefit anyone who took them seriously. This was a central component of
the “ideology of reading.” Drawing on a staple of American mythology,
Lyman Abbott, editor of the Christian Union, proclaimed: “If you have
but one room, and it is lighted by the great wood fire in the flaming
fireplace, as Abraham Lincoln’s was, do as Abraham Lincoln did: pick out
one corner of your fireplace for a library, and use it.” The image of hon-
est Abe reading by the fire intimated not only that getting ahead was pos-
sible but that laboring over books was somehow crucial to the process.™

This image dovetails with the passion for self-improvement that was
so much a part of American cultural life in the mid to late nineteenth
century. Calls for the “diffusion of knowledge” came from hoth the more
and less well educated, the former seeking to dispense it, the latter to
attain it. This they could do by attending lyceums and popular lectures,
by reading “how to” books that disseminated “useful knowledge,” and hy
individual and group forays in “self-culture.”™ In view of high literacy
rates and the availability of public education, the reading potential of the
working class was considerable. But access, companions, and personal
inclination all played a part in determining what, how muech, or even
whether someone read. Carpenter may have devoted more time to books
than many of his companions—he missed a political meeting to read—
but his interest was not alien to them,
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Accounts like Carpenter’s are rare and his rise in status may have
been as well, especially with the hardening of class lines after mid-
century. Harvey Graff has argued that, “the literacy myth” notwith-
standing, the ability to read and write did not enable many laborers to
move up the class ladder. But the potential was there, as Carpenter’s
story suggests. Later in the century, Jack London, an ambitious outsider,
tried to work his way into the middle class by a self-imposed course of
reading; he found in literature validation for his ascent and emulated
what he read.™ An exemplary consumer of culture, he was engaged, in
Grant McCracken'’s terms, in a “cultural projeet’ . . . the purpose of
which is to complete the self.”

For African Americans especially, beset by severe discrimination and
exclusion, self-culture was often a decisive means of compensating for
limited educational opportunities. The life stories of novelist Charles W.
Chesnutt, journalist and crusading anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells,
and Anna Julia Cooper, who was born into slavery and went on to grad-
uate from Oberlin College and, in her sixties, to attain a Ph.D. from the
Sorbonne—all attest to the ways in which literary activities, sometimes
undertaken privately, sometimes collectively in lyceums and study ven-
tures, could contribute to successful re-envisioning of the self.*

Wmsmm:w as >_u?.ot_._.b:.0_.: On:Lﬁc O_awm\ and Culture

As we have seen, middle-class boys and girls were socialized to be cultur-
ally literate in the hope that they would become men and women of good
“character.” Parents and guardians of culture assumed that children
would absorh traditional views on gender roles and on the “superiority”
of the Euro-centric culture of their class.” Many no doubt learned their
lessons well. But reading is an activity that cuts two ways: given a “safe”
book, there is no telling what a person may find there. As Roger Chartier
observes, “reading is not simply submission to textual machinery”; his
own work on French popular culture in the ancien régime has highlighted
the “appropriation” of texts, the ways readers “use Emamo numbers of
subterfuges . . . to subvert the lessons imposed on theni.”* How readers
interpret or appropriate texts, and what these texts and the experience of
reading itself mean to them, are not easy matters to discern.

Reading experiences are highly subjective: that is what makes them so
interesting. To understand the significance of reading acts, of reading as a
social practice, we must look to particular lives and the contexts of partic-
ular social settings. Here Janice Radway’s analysis of the importance of the
situational aspects of reading (what the act of reading itself meant beyond
simply what was read) is of great importance.™ What and how maoEm‘ read
depends on numerous factors, among them social location—in particular
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communities of readers, ranging from formally constituted groups and
informal local networks that can be documented fairly precisely, to broader
reading or “interpretive communities.” The last have been defined by Rad-
way as “collections of people who, by virtue of a common social position
and demographic character, unconsciously share certain assumptions
about reading as well as preferences for reading material.”™ Most often
such wide-angle markers as race, class, and gender have been highlighted
for study. But, as we have seen, we cannot assume that class divided read-
ers and reading practices as if along a geological fault. In our present state
of knowledge, claser attention to smaller social groupings may be more
revealing. Such studies can help us discern greater overlap in reading pat-
terns between men and women and between individuals of different ages
than stereotypes would allow.®

The blurring of boundaries between genre and class applies as well to
gender.®® Women were the principal readers of domestic fiction, but the
importance of this reading in women’s lives has been exaggerated. Bvi-
dence from diaries, letters, and a few secondary studies suggests that
women read many genres; if they had a penchant for fiction, it was not
exclusively of one kind. Initially read by adult women, domestic fiction
after the Civil War appealed to adolescent girls, a stage, according to Mary
Austin, on the way to reading “‘Jane Eyre'—how you adored Rochester!
and then you were at Jane Austen!”® Women of the comfortable classes
read—and were encouraged to read—a wide range of books, including his-
tory, biography, and the classics. Jane Addams’s father even offered her
“five cents a ‘Life’ for each Plutarch hero I could intelligently report to
him, and twenty-five cents for every volume of Irving’s Life of Washing-
ton.” With this sort of reading, even without such incentives there was
plenty of room for blurring or ignoring traditional gender messages, Girls
were also encouraged to recite, to write, and in some cases to publish, all
acts of positive self-assertion. The importance of this early reading, par-
ticularly in the matter of self-creation, cannot be overestimated,

Growing up in a culture of reading where girls as well as hoys were
expected to have read certain books, it is not surprising that many white,
middle- and upper-middle-class women found in reading a means of
self-transformation that took them beyond traditional gender definitions.
One of them was M. Carey Thomas, a passionate reader and secker after
culture from an early age. Like other girls, she read intensively during the
years of latency and adolescence, the time when reading’s influence is
greatest.”” In her early teens, Thomas engaged in imaginative feminist
readings of Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women and Thomas Carlyle’s On
Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History. Crossing gender as well
as intellectual boundaries and appropriating both works for her own pur-
poses, she read herself as literary heroine and hero respectively. In her



151

mmksa (f.?.NEZ:z:

inf : feminist
early twenties, these ambitions were reinforced UM dewvmw MmMM M o Soint
literary circle who read and wrote ﬁommsgwa.. AEJ mmadmmmwos o Join
philanthropic endeavors that included securing t .umm R loneey
to the Johns Hopkins Medical School). After earning .&msm o.w B Mo
from the University of Zurich, Thomas v.momEo HE‘MMM i e
College, where she fulfilled her Ho:m&m:%:m mo& o i
to their intellectual potential. Their interpretive st e Bmsaives
e actors . (he o Sohone and chen 0 cao ous spases there fo
ors in the public sphere an . o
MMMMMmem, as Eo@bmm?, in education, the cﬁommmmw_osﬁ Mmmmnwwmwnweﬁm .
The ability of wonien like Thomas to .Bma .n m_.bm\ lves ino texis o
empowering ways depended in part on their socia oo% o g oo,
d er-middle class, which, their mm:aom. SO.DEH istan vﬁ neour
s mc.mw s of individualism. For women at this time, the ::moH mg oo
wwma. : mMEmmm as well on its central role in female b.wodmm::w mwsh Mm:w
ma Bmf was the case with Thomas and her circle, love, ~50€%Mmc,w<w o
M”M%Mérﬂosr and feminist politics were intricately connected:
mbination, . . . ative
UO«MMnMWMMoom reading’s extraordinary capacity for oonMmm:%H MMMWW adve
erience, the world of print may in fact have been on ] o places
whore Lo‘u?\ of different classes and culture oo.:E odow.E " one
EUmn_om«mMowomﬁ boundaries, boundaries of the mEmmEmEo: _: H%aqﬁ: Lm
m:oﬁ_w 5 m,Eedz of extending horizons by learning about ‘other: L
wmwn Em _Sman ﬁo:.n?wq women of the comfortable classes, %.oéwum ﬁwn::m
Socioty that & hit to “protect” them from worldly knowledge, _.o.w i I
oucs ﬁ:m»ﬁ m%:w poae different offered a taste of the forbidden, their ?,:m
wvo:n &om.o 45%:: people they would not normally oﬂoo:bﬂca. \_c_xoov
e P#ooE.Son\_ ts aor Sunday schoal pupils. Analyzing the potentia \oE.T.
s vozmw o e counters, Jane Addams maintained that _ucow_ﬁ_,_,.n
novels oon oan omo@m.s.m “wide H.Mwm&:m of human life,” they enabled E.JT
s.wmm_mmonwc,wwﬂmmmoo:?m?em a new affinity for all men” Mﬁo_“ww;:_é“ asin
« >.nEN.__E_m“m. .moswmﬁwwﬂo_mm oﬂwwmwmmmw and ignores the Emneq.S_ _Eﬁm_ o_m. ,“wo.ﬁ:
.mg_%m MM Mx”mﬁeﬁ her confidence in the so%m__o::jw %» WOMWM Lmnwﬁ&pﬂrw
bas ity : class boundaries. These beliefs | , :
gmwm%% %mewwzmwﬁmoo%mw o_mwoo in the slums s&.@d eg_gﬂnww %.ﬂ.om_mm
\ r r i # i i G & r. B )
MMM:QJ\ women, could live .m:m put EN_M NDNWM#M_MMW : Wmm“ %ﬂoﬁ:t:o o
o.m R viwﬁv” mwww _MmManMmMM. w_:w:n Weoﬂmc Eliot’s Romola, & Eo&_ﬁ \?:
cfooraonal m \_E.u F Swﬁamﬁm and Hull House cofounder Ellen Gates v?.«.n
of ﬁﬁ.mo:uw _&mwﬂ.:wm ¢ on bringing “high culture” to the slums seems ::F..
Mm\/ﬁm ﬁ_E:MMMH_\M_MMoMoEon_Q of uplift rather than of self-development, culture
istic or coe By

152 NEL_.:A and Middle-C|

ass ES:Q in /\_.Qo:.s: >E~:2

was in her view the most powerful tool and vision possessed by women of
her class. Even as she rejected classifyis

Ying people on the basis of their edu-
cational level—a view her teachers had propounded—she remained com-
mitted to the saving power of cultu

re and to cultural exchange, For Addams,
reading boundaries, like those of class, were permeable, ™
Ironically, many of the young working-

influence were already embarking on thej
Addams and her peers used reading to create thej

ams would have chosen for them,
but she was not insensitive to itg appeal. In fact, the kind of bourgeois read-

ing culture in which Addams had £&rown up was already diminishing in
importance. According to Robert and Helen Lynd in their landmarl study
of a midwestern city, the importance of reading as a leisure activity

declined between 1890 and 1930, for the middle as well as for the worki
class. More m

new significance,™ By the early twentieth century, too, new forms of enter-
tainment, especially the movies and the radio, had wide appeal. Henceforth

these would riyal and, for many, surpass the importance of reading as a
means of self-definition.
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