


Connecting Lives
Women and Reading, Then and Now

barbara sicherman

Despite the dire prophecies of cultural pessimists who forecast the im-
minent overthrow of books and reading by electronic and other media,
these reminders of the age of Gutenberg are surviving, even thriving.!
So much so that, to adapt Mark Twain’s familiar adage, reports of the
demise of reading are greatly exaggerated. Beginning in Seattle in 1998,
recent efforts to have entire cities read the same book (Harper Lee’s To
Kill a Mockingbird in Chicago, Edwige Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory in
Hartford, both available in languages other than English) are among
the signs that we may be in the midst of a reading revival. If so, women
are at the center of it. Women are increasingly visible as writers as well
as readers: there are significantly more female than male authors under
forty, a trend that prompted one journalist to conclude that literature is
“awoman’s world now.”?

Certainly women are the mainstay of the book clubs that are
s0 conspicuous a feature on the contemporary cultural landscape.
Although some are mixed-sex and all-male, reading groups appeal
mainly to women, just as they did in the nineteenth century. A few have
had a continuous existence since then, survivors of a social movement
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that originated as women’s study clubs; most are of relatively recent
origin. The current movement has roots in the 1980s and took off in
earnest in the nineties, when just about everyone seemed to be join-
ing one. Some have distinctive identities, such as women-of-color and
mother-daughter groups; others are organized more haphazardly. A
longtime professional group leader estimated in 1999 that there were
some 500,000 groups, double the number in 1994, with an estimated
membership of between five and ten million. The large margin of error
represented by the unknown millions suggests the difficulty of keeping
track of a grass-roots phenomenon that typically begins when a handful
of people decide to read books and talk about them together. Whatever
the accuracy of the statistics, reading groups are here in force. And they
are good business: asked whether reading groups sell books, one book-
store owner exclaimed: “Oh yes! Oh yes!” The book industry assists in
a number of ways: special advisers at independent book stores (Denver’s
Tattered Cover offers advice to some three hundred groups a year) as
well as bulletin board lists of those wanting to join; newsletters; groups
that operate out of the large book chains; and reading-group guides
produced by publishers to foster discussion, a practice begun in 1993.
Several guides to reading groups that include how-to advice, reading
lists, and testimonials date from the same period.®

What accounts for the popularity of an activity that has been
hailed as obsolete and lacks the kind of tangible purpose associated with
so many contemporary self-directed endeavors? To restate the question
posed by a team of social scientists in 1940, “What is Reading Good
For?”: what do women find in reading that makes it so compelling for
them? There is no single or simple answer.*

Reading-group aficionadas answer the question by talking
about self-discovery and intimacy, “verification” and self-esteem, con-
nection and community. Some join, they say, “because they want ‘to
do something for me,”” some because they “want to have someone
besides an uninterested husband, roommate, or baby to share their
book-related thoughts with.” Others talk about the expanded horizons
that follow serious encounters with books, especially books they would
not read on their own. But when members speak of groups as “life sup-
port” and “safe places,” it is clear that groups are “more than talking
about books.” Whatever the initial motivation, a women’s book group
is also about female bonding. It is the personal dimension of the inter-
changes—the emotional satisfaction that comes from shared moments
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of intimacy over book talk—that is often most compelling. As one book
club leader put it: “The books and the groups serve as a starting point
for connection. Women want to explore issues in depth and search for
meaning. Books and the structure of book groups allow that.” Book
clubs blend the intellectual, the personal, and the social—a powerful
combination for women.®

In an article titled “Reading Groups: Where Are All the Men?,”
a freelance male writer who belongs to a book group observed that men
rarely join them for the same reason they do not read Amy Tan or go
to see the latest version of Little Women or cry at Beth’s death if they do:
because doing so would “violate the ‘Guy Code.”” Men view book clubs
as “one more form of ‘women’s work’ to be avoided at all costs”; many
prefer more “’objective,” impersonal groups” to those that minimize for-
mal structure and place a premium on everyone’s participation. (Shades
of 1970s consciousness raising!) Then, too, many groups concentrate
on books by women authors and, he might have added, on fiction, a
category more appealing to women than to men.®

It is a wonderful irony that the greatest boost to reading in the
recent past has come from the most unlikely source: television. I refer of
course to Oprah’s Book Club, launched in September 1996 “to get the
country reading.” During its six years on air, the venture was a runaway
success, at least as far as women were concerned: Oprah readers, like
Oprah viewers, are predominantly female. In the process the program’s
host became the nation’s most important gatekeeper for fiction—an un-
likely position for an African American woman of humble origin. Some
thirteen million viewers reportedly watched the monthly book club seg-
ment of The Oprah Winfrey Show, and it is claimed that at least half a
million had read or at least dipped into the featured book by air time.
Sales of books that made the cut increased by an estimated minimum
of 500,000 to 750,000 copies and in some cases by more than a million.
All of them became best sellers. The designation “Queen Midas of the
Midlist” is no idle manner of speaking. Oprah’s Book Club did more for
Toni Morrison’s sales than the Nobel Prize in Literature, although not
even Oprah could make a box-office success of Beloved: there she was
operating beyond the reach of her brand name.’

Unlike reading groups, which appeal mainly to women who are
self-described “great readers,” Oprah’s Book Club drew women who
claimed they had not read a book in years. Some professed that the
Club changed their lives, as Winfrey claimed reading had changed hers.
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Like many group members, she highlighted the personal impact of read-
ing: ““The reason I love books is because they teach us something about
ourselves.”” In the program on Stolen Lives: Twenty Years in a Desert Jail
by Malika Oufkir, an upper-class Moroccan woman imprisoned with
her mother and siblings after the failure of her father’s attempted coup,
Oprah underscored the point: “We all look for the parts of ourselves
that are in your story.” This understanding of what reading does linked
Oprah’s Book Club to the self-help movement that constitutes such an
important feature of the program and of contemporary American life.
Since her show became “motivational” rather than “confrontational”
in 1994, its primary message has been self-empowerment: each of us is
responsible for our own life, take charge of it. Book selections advanced
this project. An “Oprah-type novel” has been described as a “*moving,
painful human story,”” usually written by a woman. Treating such sub-
jects as dysfunctional families, abusive relationships, and mental illness,
many feature heroines who come through harrowing experiences with
new self-awareness and determination. Oprah’s Book Club readers con-
nected with such heroines, their trials and triumphs. Thanks to modern
technology, they also connected with one other—on line in a number of
virtual reading communities.®

In view of its high visibility, it is hardly surprising that Winfrey’s
surprise announcement in April 2002 that “‘this is the end of the book
club as we know it’” caused such a stir in the media. Few gave much
credence to her explanation that “‘It has become harder and harder to
find books on a monthly basis that | feel absolutely compelled to share.”
Speculation centered on her possible boredom with the cycle; her sense
that it was time to move on to keep the show fresh; and the diminish-
ing impact of her endorsement: the sale of half a million extra copies
is hardly insignificant, particularly to publishers and authors, but sales
figures attributed to Oprah’s Book Club had declined from the early
years.®

It is possible, too, that the contretemps with Jonathan Franzen
played a part in Winfrey’s decision to move on. When his highly re-
garded novel, The Corrections, became an Oprah’s Book Club pick the
previous fall, Franzen publicly aired his angst about the company he
was in, challenging both Winfrey’s taste and her cultural authority.
(Later he did apologize for hurting her feelings.) Winfrey responded by
withdrawing her invitation to appear on the show, but not her endorse-
ment (estimated to be worth a cool $1.5 million to the author). Franzen
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voiced discomfort on several grounds. He disliked the Oprah’s Book
Club logo on the cover, an emblem of “corporate ownership” that vio-
lated his sense that the book was his individual creation. He thought of
himself as “solidly in the high-art literary tradition,” presumably unlike
the majority of authors and books endorsed by Oprah (she had made
some good selections, he observed, but “She’s picked enough schmaltzy,
one-dimensional ones that | cringe, myself, even though I think she’s
really smart and she’s really fighting the good fight”). He feared that
men would be put off by the endorsement because Oprah’s choices
were seen as appealing mainly to women (he did not need to mention
that most of the authors were female). And he believed that book clubs
somehow undermined the seriousness with which literature should be
considered.™

Gender considerations were clearly at play in Franzen’s eager-
ness to distance himself from the queen of daytime television (a medium
he deplored in any event) and from her viewers—and not just in his fear
of losing male readers. Although Franzen later repudiated his distinc-
tion between cultural levels as a “mistake,” his invocation of the literary
class system was at the heart of the controversy, one with a long his-
tory. Critics who identify with high culture have frequently disparaged
women writers and their output as sentimental and therefore less than
serious; they have also ridiculed women'’s literary clubs as shallow and/
or pretentious.™

Whether or not this well-publicized incident contributed to
Winfrey’s decision to curtail her book club, other television programs
stepped in to fill the vacuum by starting book clubs of their own, among
them Today, which announced its plans just seventy-two hours after
Oprah’s retreat, and Live with Regis and Kelly and Good Morning America.
Clearly the connection between television and reading is far from over,
although none of these programs has attained anywhere near Winfrey’s
cachet—or sales power.*

Turning from the contemporary scene, |1 would like to reflect on some
patterns of women’s reading by focusing on the beginning of the era
covered by this volume: on continuities, changes, above all connections.
Just as connections are central to the current reading-club phenome-
non, they are critical for understanding the role of reading in women’s
lives in the past: connections to self, to others, and even to some larger
community, visible or virtual. Far from making nothing happen, as has
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been said of poetry, reading has been a connecting factor for women
past and present, mediating between dreams and lived experiences, be-
tween private and public. The appeal of literal as well as virtual reading
communities has been strong in both eras. But the reading culture of the
Gilded Age drew women outward as well as inward, encouraging not
just personal development but public engagement. And in this | see a
critical difference.®®

The association of women and reading—the reading of fiction in
particular—is far from new: recall the early laments that novel read-
ing would promote female sensuality, addiction, and dereliction of duty
and the entranced female readers depicted in paintings by Jean-Honoré
Fragonard (La Liseuse) and Winslow Homer (The New Novel). By the late
nineteenth century, reading was gendered female, as were cultural pur-
suits more generally—by then in largely positive ways. In the context of
men’s pursuit of business and the conquest of a continent, the gendered
thinking that ascribed to women inherent nurturing traits also assigned
to them the province of culture, at least those aspects that radiated out
from the home or were locally based. Contemporary understanding of
this division was symbolically displayed at the landmark 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition, where art and imagination were represented
as female, science as male. School texts, magazines, and paintings too
depicted women, especially young women, as the paramount readers.
Some of these images (such as those of girls giggling over books in idle
moments) were equivocal. But an older image of women as frivolous
readers diminished as the century progressed. It is difficult to imagine
anyone in 1880 writing the female counterpart of an article on “How to
Make Dull Boys Read”: too much rather than too little reading was the
besetting female vice.*

As the bourgeois family evolved and the years of childhood
lengthened, women took the lead in providing their offspring with the
requisite cultural capital for life in a society increasingly differentiated
by class. As the principal means of entertainment, literary activities
permeated daily life to a degree unimaginable in the age of television.
Reading aloud, playing word games, and writing occasional poetry
for family celebrations were enjoyed across the generations. For the
younger set, there were also parlor theatricals, home newspapers, and
recitations of set pieces. Although men and women of the comfortable
classes grew up with books together, young women developed an espe-
cially complex and elaborated relation to reading. Many became adept
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in its ways, often more so than their brothers. Because literature was in
some respects women'’s province, it was an arena in which girls were
permitted, indeed expected, to excel. Because domestic literary culture
was both participatory and collaborative, contemporary structures of
reading intertwined with women’s lives in synergistic ways. At once
study and play, a source of knowledge and pleasure, public performance
and private dreaming, reading opened up space unlike any other. As an
esteemed cultural practice, a wellspring of aspiration, and a frequently
intense social ritual performed with members of their own sex, reading
assumed a central place in young women'’s lives in ways that were less
true for men. In this instance, female socialization and opportunity went
hand in hand.®

At a time when women lacked direct political power and when
opportunities for female self-support were just emerging, literature
in many ways offered women a significant, perhaps even their best,
opening onto a larger world. This was more than a matter of honing
skills necessary for employment in the professional and service sectors,
necessary though these were. Women'’s literary proficiency gave them a
valuable and valued space (both literal and psychological) from which
to move out of the parlor and into more public sites. For adult women,
reading clubs began as literally intermediate places in this regard, they
were “semi-public” as Elizabeth Long aptly suggests.'® At an individual
level, reading extended, as it still does, what Hans Robert Jauss calls the
“horizon of expectations,” anticipating “unrealized possibilities” and
opening up “new wishes, demands, and goals, and thereby . . . avenues
for future experience.” In particular, the “personal experience and free
creative imagination” that Mikhail Bakhtin finds at the core of the novel
permitted a reader to experiment with subjectivity and thus to “change
the nature of his [or her] own image.” Breaking down the separation
between private and public in this way, the late-nineteenth-century
culture of reading not only enabled women to extend their experiences
but also provided the basis for a new kind of female identity. This was
particularly the case during adolescence, a time of intense longing, when
imagination plays a crucial role in the formation of identity.”

Take the case of M. Carey Thomas, later president of Bryn
Mawr College, who read voraciously and widely from an early age.
Born in 1857, she grew up in upper-middle-class white privilege, tem-
pered somewhat by the family’s Quaker heritage. Though unusual in
her precocity and determination, in early adolescence she engaged in
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literary pursuits common among her peers: between the ages of thirteen
and fifteen she kept a journal, a commonplace book, lists of favorite
poems and of books she had read or wanted to read. She wrote poems
and short stories and sent one of each to Harper’s (neither was accepted).
Reading was at once an occasion for fantasy and wish fulfillment; a
source of emotional connection not only to characters and authors but
also to the larger world in which Thomas longed to make a mark; a
stimulus to friendship and an accompaniment of romance, mainly with
women; a means of escape in times of stress; and a catalyst for what
she called “the thought life.” Reading was as necessary to Thomas as
breathing: “It is the purest happiness—the one thing wh[ich] no man
taketh from you.”*®

For Thomas’s generation, books were a source of private
dreaming, social exchange, and collective purpose. For girls raised in a
culture that encouraged and restrained them in curiously mixed ways,
reading created space for imaginative play, offering not only role models
but entry into a larger life. When Thomas started a journal at age thir-
teen, she did so in the persona of Jo March. A tomboy and a bookworm
like Thomas, the heroine of Little Women appealed because, as “Jo (not
Joe)”” she demonstrated that women could be writers and in other ways
aspire. When Thomas later embarked on graduate study in Germany,
her closest childhood friend, Bessie King, who had joined her in adoles-
cent role-playing centering on Little Women, reflected: “Somehow today
I went back to those early days when our horizon was so limited yet so
full of light & our path lay as plain before us. It all came of reading over
Miss Alcott’s books now the quintescence [sic] of Philistinism then a
Bible. . .. Doesn’t thee remember when to turn out a ‘Jo’ was the height
of ambition. .. .”*

Crossing both gender and genre boundaries, Thomas read
herself into a host of texts, ancient and modern, fiction and nonfiction.
At fourteen she hoped to show “that the woman who has fought all the
battles of olden time over again whilest reading the spirited pages of
Homer Vergil Heroditus . . . been carried away by Carlyle & ‘mildly
enchanted by Emerson’ . . . is not any less like what God really intended
a woman to be than the trifling ballroom butterfly than the ignorant
wax doll baby which they admire.” The passage reveals the possibilities
for female heroism Thomas found in classic texts and demonstrates as
well the reciprocal relation between her reading and her ambition, con-
cluding: “[M]y greatest hope & ambition is to be an author an essayist
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an historian to write hearty earnest true books that may do their part
towards elevating the human race.” Diary entries such as these suggest
the fluid and imaginative possibilities of reading that went beyond con-
ventional role models.?

To a remarkable degree, Thomas “[wrote] her own life in
advance of living it,” in Carolyn Heilbrun’s telling phrase.? One of
the most explicit foretellings was a fantasy of literary achievement at
age fifteen that she spun out with Bessie King. The focal point was “a
library with all the splendid books with a bright wood fire always burn-
ing[,] dark crimson curtains & furniture, great big easy chairs where we
could sit lost in books for days together.” Far from being idle dreamers,
the companions were authors and laboratory scientists of whom people
would say: “*Their example arouses me, their books enoble [sic] me,
their deeds inspire me & behold they are women.””?? This fantasy, with
its masculine accoutrements and female companion (they gave them-
selves gender-neutral names), prefigured not only the decor of Bryn
Mawr College but also the high standards for female intellect for which
the college was renowned under Thomas’s leadership.

The life she wrote included an ambitious career for herself as
well as a script for the advancement of her sex. Her goal in later years
remained essentially unchanged: to vindicate and advance women’s
intellectual equality. While preparing herself for public life through dif-
ficult years of study, culminating in a PhD summa cum laude from the
University of Zurich, she received emotional and intellectual support
from a like-minded feminist reading circle. Daughters of Baltimore’s
elite, members of the “Friday Night” shared literary passions (among
them writers like William Godwin and Algernon Charles Swinburne
who transgressed bourgeois political and aesthetic standards), submit-
ted their literary productions to the group (including an essay on Bo-
lognese women intellectuals of earlier centuries), and tried their hand
at joint composition (a novel and essays). Forging a collective feminist
identity, they schemed as well as dreamed together. Their most impres-
sive achievement in later years was securing the admission of women to
the Johns Hopkins University Medical School.

Of course, Thomas’s class and racial subject position, her
family’s support, and her ties to friends from well-connected families,
enabled her to give practical shape to her dreams and schemes. (Class
and especially racial privilege also help to account for her racist and
anti-Semitic views as an adult.) But many elements of the reading
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culture maintained by Thomas were widely dispersed in the Gilded Age,
among middle-class women of African American as well as European
descent. Though reading practices and ideologies varied according to
social location and temperament, for the less privileged, too, reading
was often a vehicle for articulating individual aspirations and intensify-
ing desires. Women'’s reading groups, both formal and informal, looked
outward as well as inward; they had connections to a larger community,
public as well as private commitments.?

Where the public aspect of white women’s reading developed
over time, for African American women the connections between lit-
erature and politics—what Elizabeth McHenry calls “public literacy”—
prevailed from the start.* For Ida B. Wells reading was centrally, though
not exclusively, tied to race: “My earliest recollections are of reading
the newspaper to my father and an admiring group of his friends. He
was interested in politics and | heard the words Ku Klux Klan before
I knew what they meant.”? Born in the waning days of slavery, Wells
belonged to the cohort that could not take basic literacy for granted.
She was fortunate to grow up in Holly Springs, Mississippi, site of one of
the missionary schools founded to instruct the newly freed, and to have
parents who urged her on.

Reading was central to Wells, as avocation and vocation. Like
Thomas, she called herself a “voracious reader” who read for pleasure,
for self-improvement, for sociability, and as a way of forgetting her trou-
bles. In her autobiography she cited literature as her primary source of
values: “I had formed my ideals on the best of Dickens’s stories, Louisa
May Alcott’s, Mrs. A. D. T. Whitney’s, and Charlotte Bronté’s books,
and Oliver Optic’s stories for boys. | had read the Bible and Shake-
speare through, but I had never read a Negro book or anything about
Negroes.” Except for the last point, this statement might have come
from a middle-class white woman of her generation. In fact, Wells
combined both European and African American traditions of reading,
writing, and speaking.?

While establishing herself as a teacher in Memphis in the mid-
1880s, Wells engaged in a variety of self-improving activities, oral and
written, public and private. These included elocution lessons from a
fellow teacher and membership in the Chautauqua Literary and Scien-
tific Circle, a national home-study program that operated through local
reading groups (four-fifths of the members were women). Most impor-
tant, she joined a lyceum with other African American men and women,



Connecting Lives 13

many of them teachers, who were trying to establish themselves profes-
sionally and to survive with dignity in a deteriorating racial climate.
The lyceum featured “recitations, essays, and debates interspersed with
music,” and it may have been there that Wells recited Lady Macbeth’s
letter-reading and sleepwalking scenes in her nightdress. Mixing high
culture with racial politics and opportunities for vocational advance-
ment, the lyceum was, Wells claimed, “a breath of life to me.” She was
elected editor of the Evening Star, “a spicy journal prepared and read
by the editor” at the close of each lyceum meeting that included “news
items, literary notes, criticisms of previous offerings on the program, a
‘They Say’ column of pleasant personalities—and always some choice
poetry.” When a Baptist minister in the audience invited her to write for
a local religious weekly, her career as a journalist was launched. By the
time she burst on the national scene in 1892 with her uncompromising
stand against lynching following the murder of three African American
men, she already had a large reputation in the African American press
and was part-owner of her own newspaper.?

Wells’s literary interests were much in evidence at this time, as
they were throughout her life. During the Memphis period, she played
with the idea of writing a novel, “in partnership” with a young male
journalist who encouraged her to make the book “classical, represen-
tative and standard.” We don’t know what he meant by these terms
or how she understood them. But we do know that Wells kept notes
on incidents of racial offense. One involved a black girl sentenced to
a workhouse for resisting a white girl’s efforts to push her off a nar-
row path, an incident Wells wanted to remember when she wrote her
novel—perhaps the “Negro book” she had never had an opportunity to
read. She never got around to writing it—she lived her own adventure
instead—but her interest anticipated that of other African Americans
eager to create a “race literature” in the 1890s.22

Spelling out the relationship between fiction and social change,
Mary Church Terrell, first president of the National Association of Col-
ored Women (NACW), observed: “It has been a bitter disappointment
to me that I did not succeed as a story writer. | have thought for years
that the Race Problem could be solved more swiftly and more surely
through the instrumentality of the short story or novel than in any other
way.” If this faith seems naive to us, Terrell had in mind the astounding
impact of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and longed to write a work of comparable
power. Instead, she wrote an article about Stowe, who remained an
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important writer in this African American reading community long
after her reputation among white critics had declined.?®

For African American women, the connection between lit-
erature and politics, especially racial politics, was strong.*® Unlike white
women’s clubs, which began as purely cultural, African American
women’s groups were political from the start. Not only were they among
Wells’s chief supporters, but some of them first organized around her
antilynching crusade. At the height of the campaign, Wells herself took
time to lecture on “The Afro-American in Literature” to the Concord
Literary Circle of Brooklyn and also reported on an exhibition of Afri-
can American artists shown at the home of a member of the Women'’s
Loyal Union of New York and Brooklyn.® Leaders of the union helped
to organize a testimonial for Wells in Lyric Hall in New York City to
raise funds for her cause.®> A few years later, the group’s co-founder,
Victoria Earle Matthews, a writer, journalist, and reformer, organized
a collection of “Race Literature” at the White Rose Mission, a nonde-
nominational settlement she founded to assist black girls and women
migrating from the South to New York City.*

Unlike all-male or mixed-gender African American literary
societies, like the Bethel Literary and Historical Association of Wash-
ington, D.C., few of the women'’s clubs affiliated with the NACW de-
voted themselves exclusively to literature or intellectual pursuits. Like
the Women’s Loyal Union, many combined cultural work with socially
useful projects, among them the Sojourner Truth Club of Montgomery,
Alabama, which divided its time between literary and social service eve-
nings and also established a Free Reading-Room and Library following
the exclusion of African Americans from the local Carnegie library.*
Such a project was by nature political.

Although faith in the civic uses of literature had a special ur-
gency for African Americans, it was by no means unique to them. No
one articulated the social and political dimensions of reading, and the
responsibilities that accompanied privileged literacy, more articulately
than Jane Addams. Indeed, the founder of Hull-House, America’s most
influential social settlement, provides a fascinating contrast to her fellow
Chicagoan, Oprah Winfrey. (Nor is the juxtaposition as implausible as
might appear. In addition to being the city’s most famous women of
their respective eras, Winfrey in 1994 announced that her proposed $3
million program to improve public housing would be administered by
the Hull-House Association, a social service organization in downtown
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Chicago.)* For both women, reading was an important vehicle for per-
sonal development. Both made available their reading proficiency and
preferences to others less favored, Oprah through her Book Club, Ad-
dams through reading parties and classes at Hull-House. In Winfrey’s
account: “*Books opened windows to the world for me. If I can help
open them for someone else, I’'m happy.””*¢ Addams, though an impas-
sioned critic of the elitism of the culture of reading in which she grew
up, believed so strongly in the value of literature that she often quoted
the Italian revolutionary patriot and nationalist, Giuseppi Mazzini,
that education was a “*‘Holy Communion with generations of dead and
living.”” Affirming that every person had a right to this communion,
Addams and Hull-House co-founder Ellen Gates Starr launched a vari-
ety of clubs and classes at the settlement—all resolutely high culture—
beginning with a reading of Romola, George Eliot’s difficult historical
novel set in Renaissance Italy.*

Drawing on Leo Tolstoy’s view of art as infection, Addams
stressed its emotional as distinct from intellectual power: “[A]rt makes
us understand and feel what might be incomprehensible and inexpress-
ible in the form of an argument.”* Through its capacity to stir the imag-
ination, literature satisfied some of the deepest human longings—for
emotional connection with one’s fellows and truer understanding of
them. By permitting readers “to know all sorts of men, in an indefinite
way,” novels enabled individuals to “find in ourselves a new affinity for
all men.” Such imaginative engagement was, she believed, a first step
toward an aroused public conscience and therefore a pathway to finding
remedies for social ills: “We have learned as common knowledge that
much of the insensibility and hardness of the world is due to the lack
of imagination which prevents a realization of the experiences of other
people.”* Addams even anticipated that readers for whom immigrants
or the unemployed had been individualized in this way would never
again cast ugly words or thoughts in their direction.® Though her views
on these subjects may seem naive or utopian, they reveal her affinity
with other progressives of her generation who believed that for people
of good will, becoming aware of something was a virtual guarantee for
acting on it.#

Despite their common faith in reading, Winfrey’s and
Addams’s views on its goals are strikingly different. As we have seen,
Winfrey’s originate in a self-help perspective, while Addams’s more
fully elaborated ideas derive both from an analysis of class and from her
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expectation of service from those who lived in comfort. There is a self-
help vein in Addams, for she believed that literature provided a form
of emotional education necessary for men and especially women of the
comfortable classes if they were to move outside their class cocoons. But
in Addams’s view, “The question is after you have learned reading and
writing, to what use do you intend to put them, not how well have you
learned them, but what stimulus are you given by learning them? The
old foolish notion that they are the property of a special class, must be
destroyed. . . . [T]he real question is not what we read, but what social
use do we make of the mental and physical life we have thus acquired.”#
Reading and education broadly considered became for her a potential
vehicle for diminishing the gap between rich and poor. Addams would
certainly have approved of “literacy volunteers” as a starting point, but
she would have gone beyond the acts of individual compassion involved
in transmitting basic skills to advocating programs that promoted social
justice as well as personal well-being.

Like Winfrey, then, Addams began with reading’s emotional
power, but she went on to articulate its transformative cultural and po-
litical force. In her articulation, reading certain kinds of literature was a
kind of experience that had profound social consequences. Considering
both Addams and Winfrey as cultural leaders of their times, their differ-
ences tell us a great deal about changes in American life, then and now.

One of the most striking of these is the changed professional
and political situation of American women. Today, when roughly half
of law and medical students are female, girls grow up with expectations
about their lives that those of us raised during the first half of the twenti-
eth century—Iet alone the nineteenth—did not. At the same time, new
opportunities brought about in part by two women’s movements result
in less leisure for the middle class. If, 125 years ago, voluntary organiza-
tions like the literary clubs provided a launching pad for public activities
of various sorts, today’s clubs seem more like places of refuge. Then,
when women were assumed to be limited to private life, they fashioned
an ostensibly private activity (reading) into a public instrument. Of
course, feminist theorists and historians have demonstrated that the sup-
posed gap between public and private masked more complex realities.
And Elizabeth Long has shown us that all reading is socially based.*
But women used what was most readily available to them, what began
at home—literary endeavors—to carve out first semipublic and then
overtly public space.
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Today, reading seems to have lost most of its political edge.
Reading clubs offer time out from busy professional and personal
lives—to use a concept developed by Janice Radway—whether these
lives are lived mainly at home, or in the paid work force, or both.* They
also offer occasions for female bonding otherwise often less available
today, when gender-segregated activities are fewer than they once
were.

What are the possibilities of reading groups becoming more
politically engaged? I'm not holding my breath. The words of a profes-
sional book group leader give one pause: “‘My groups are an explor-
atory avenue for people who would be uncomfortable with the label
‘feminist,” . . . These people would never be interested in being activists,
but they see themselves reflected in feminist books and find themselves
cheering for feminist characters. . . . Groups are essentially a safe
place. Members can express their views there without fear of reprisals.
They can avoid labels they find uncomfortable while they explore new
ideas.””® This language is disconcertingly reminiscent of the predica-
ment of those early study club members in the 1870s and 1880s who had
to justify every move outside their homes. Perhaps things have changed
less than we think.

Perhaps, on the other hand, each generation must find new
ways to promote female agency in the face of continued impediments.
In that sense, reading groups may be as good as it gets, as near as we
get, at this historical moment. Perhaps they will help to fan the spark of
change, whenever that may come.
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