The Discourse of Reading Groups

Preliminary report on the research for participating groups

This short report has been written to keep the reading groups we have visited up to date with our research. Detailed analysis of notes and recordings is ongoing, but we have already made quite a bit of progress on the research. We have so far presented six papers at academic conferences, the first three academic articles arising from the project will be finished by the end of January 2009 and more are planned for later in the year. 

We are very grateful to the reading groups who have let us observe and record their meetings. If you have any comments, we will be very glad to receive them, as this will help us in our analytic work.

1) Who are the groups?

We originally planned to study ten face-to-face groups and two internet groups. As it turned out, we were lucky enough to be able to study sixteen face-to-face groups (from the South Coast of England to the Central Lowlands of Scotland) and two websites that function as book groups (one based in Britain and one in America).

Of the face-to-face groups, seven are all-female, one is all male, and eight are mixed. However, in four of the mixed groups, the members are all of one sex apart from the organiser: three of these groups are otherwise female but organised by men, and one is an otherwise male group organised by a woman. Four groups based in London have members of more than one nationality, but this situation was much less common outside London.

Six of the face-to-face groups meet in private homes, three in shops, two in pubs, two in educational institutions, one in a library, one in a church hall, and one in a prison. Some groups have been meeting for many years – the longest-running goes back 18 years. Others were formed more recently. Some groups have names, write reviews, and have their own newsletters and websites, but most do not.

2) Which books are people reading?

We asked all face-to-face groups to discuss John Steinbeck’s The Pearl or in some cases Irène Nemirovsky’s Fire in the Blood. Groups’ own choices of reading included one or two classics, but most discussed recently-published works. Titles included: Anne Enright’s The Gathering, Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach, Lisa Moore's Alligator, Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, Muriel Spark’s A Far Cry from Kensington, Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford, Joe Keenan’s My Lucky Star, Christopher Hope’s My Mother's Lovers, Orhan Pamuk’s Snow, Susan Cooper’s The Dark is Rising, Kate Grenville’s The Secret River, J.L. Carrell’s The Shakespeare Secret, William Sutton’s The Worms of Euston Square, and Alaa Al Aswany’s The Yacoubian Building. Both of the internet groups discussed Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, with one also discussing Zadie Smith’s On Beauty, and the other, Diana Gabaldon’s Outlander series. Several of the face-to-face groups had also discussed the first part of His Dark Materials, but unfortunately not when we were present: it would have been very interesting to make a comparison.
3) Why have a reading group?

The most common response we received was that people join reading groups in order to be exposed to a broader range of books than they would otherwise read. Some groups emphasised the social aspects of reading group meetings, while others stressed the importance of intellectual discussion. Groups mentioned that the discussion deepened their understanding of their reading, and that they enjoyed hearing different views about books. Members of two groups who were also friends said that they got to know people in a different way. Members of one group said that they had been motivated to recapture the experience of university seminars, but members of another quipped that they wanted to avoid ‘literary criticky’ academic discussion.

4) How do groups organise their discussion?

Different groups organise their discussions in different ways. Some groups have a particular structure to their discussions. For instance, if the group has an organiser, he or she may act as a moderator, asking questions to get the discussion going and making sure that everybody contributes. In some groups, members take it in turns to play this role. In one group, each member speaks in turn before discussion is opened up. Another strategy is for one member to introduce the book as a starting point for discussion – one group adopted this approach only recently, with the aim of providing a greater focus to discussion. Several groups, however, operate without any formal structures and there is more of a free-for-all, with different conversations often taking place simultaneously.

In analysing the discussions, we have divided each one into three sections: group meetings usually begin with social chat and end with discussion of future reading, followed by more social chat; sandwiched between these periods of ‘pre-book’ and ‘post-book’ talk there is usually a period of discussion centred on (but not exclusively devoted to) the current month’s book or books. In some meetings, this middle period of discussion went on for well over an hour; for one group, it lasted only a few minutes. Groups that meet in public spaces such as a shop or library often face tight time constraints, and consequently spend proportionally more of the time talking about books; groups that meet in private houses are often able to spend more time chatting.

The question around which discussion most commonly revolves is that of whether books are liked or disliked by particular group members – and why. This often provides a starting point from which to talk about the characters and events described in the books under discussion, with some groups also focusing on the style in which books are written or the construction of plots; in some cases, the lives of the authors were discussed. Discussions often include references to other books, as well as to films and television programmes, and book reviews are read from in a small proportion of groups. 

A particularly interesting feature of discussion is the way this moves from the monthly book to other topics and back again. Discussion of issues raised by a book often leads to discussion of real-world issues (whether from history, from current events, or from the group members’ lives). This may be tied in to an appreciation of the book itself – e.g. whether the depiction of a character or an event is realistic. But it often goes beyond this, leading groups into a range of more general historical, social, or moral issues. The reverse of this – e.g. discussion of a real-world issue leading back directly to discussion of an aspect of the book – happens much more rarely. Thus, each meeting can be viewed as a series of discussion-episodes inspired by a book; each episode ends when the group returns to the book and so begins discussing a new topic or issue. 

5) Readings of The Pearl and Fire in the Blood
Feelings towards both of these books were mixed, with readers who loved and hated each one. Members of several groups insisted that their experience of The Pearl had been spoiled by reading the introduction first. On the other hand, some said that the introduction had enhanced their experience of the book, and many others said that they hadn’t read it, had read it later, or had read it, but only in part. One group spent a lot of time discussing the story behind the writing and publishing of Fire in the Blood (as explained in its introduction), but the others did not.
Group members’ interpretations of The Pearl often focussed on whether the main character had done the right thing in seeking a higher price for the pearl, with some people arguing that the eventual tragedy that befell his family was his own fault and others arguing that it was the fault of other characters or of the society in which they lived. Because of The Pearl’s nature as parable, one group discussed it in context of the Bible story of the Pearl of Great Price, and two groups compared it to books by Paolo Coelho; there was much disagreement about what the book’s message was and whether that message was a good one. In two groups, comparisons were made between the pearl in The Pearl and the One Ring in The Lord of the Rings, and members of several groups compared finding the pearl to winning the lottery. One group expressed irritation at the portrayal of the main character’s wife, Juana.

Interpretations of Fire in the Blood centred on the realism of its depiction of the dark side of life in the country, and on the untrustworthiness of the narrator. Several group members talked about the rural communities in which they had grown up, or about their experiences of ‘la France profonde’ – for one group member, these two things were the same, as he had been born within a few kilometres of the book’s setting. Some people said that the ending had been too predictable, while others said that it had come to them as a surprise. Many discussed the negative view of human relationships that they considered the book to express, some finding this view to be realistic and others suggesting it was exaggerated.
6) Reading groups and ‘professional’ readings

One of our greatest challenges is to compare reading group discussion of The Pearl and Fire in the Blood with newspaper reviews and academic interpretations of these same books. This analysis is ongoing, and will form the core of at least one academic article arising from the project. We would be particularly interested to hear from any group members who have an opinion on this topic.

We have kept this report brief to avoid over-burdening people with reading. You can find more information about the project on our website at http://www.open.ac.uk/dorg/index.shtml. This will soon be updated to include the abstracts for the papers we have presented so far – if you wish, we can send these to you separately. If you would like us to keep you informed about the project and the dissemination of our findings, please let us know.
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