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1. Introduction  

When searching for a name for his new social networking site in 2004, Mark Zuckerberg 

looked to a book. The name Facebook repurposed the name of the books with photos and 

personal details that new students at universities in the USA received during the1980s (Mole, 

2019: 178). Recognising the enormous symbolic power of the book Zuckerberg, followed 

two years later by Steve Jobs and his Macbooks (Mole, 2019:178), cleverly borrowed some 

of the prestige of a venerable cultural object. In the West the book’s prestigious career 

includes, to offer just a few reminders if any are needed, the Christian Bible, the Torah and 

the Quran (the sacred texts of the three “religions of the book”), books which inspired the 

metaphors humanists, philosophers and scientists used to think about the universe, including 

“the book of nature” (Blumenberg, [1981] 2000). In this article I explore how books’ iconic 

power manifests in people’s love for them in present day Britain. 

 

Nielsen BookScan data show that the print book market in the UK grew 2.1% in value and 

0.3% in volume in 2018. That year 190.9m books were sold for £1.63bn (Flood, 2019). 

Although the largest increase was in revenue, there was also a marginal increase in the 

number of units sold (an extra 627,000) (Flood, 2019). According to other industry sources 

40.6% of the UK’s adult population bought a book in the past year (38% of them purchased a 

print book and 8.5% an e-book). (Cooke, 2019) Books are making their way into people’s 

homes and electronic devices. Are they being read? According to the 2013 special 

Eurobarometer, 80% of adults in the UK reported having read a book for pleasure at least 

once in the past year. For those with higher education this goes up to at least 5 books per year 

(European-Commission, 2013). It appears that in the “late age of print” books in general and 

print books in particular “aren’t as imperilled as some critics believe, and in some ways they 

might even be thriving.” (Striphas, 2009: 2) However, because education (alongside income 

and free time) is a strong predictor of reading for pleasure, cultural sociologists have pointed 
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out that this kind of reading is a niche activity practiced by a small “reading class” (Griswold, 

et al, 2005). Book historians make a similar point when they remind us that “even at its 

height, print never clawed out more than a niche in a crowded landscape” (Price, 2019: 21). 

Glaring against this background are the prestige and even veneration that books elicit in 

contemporary Britain. 

 

This paper is about the love of books among people in the UK for whom reading and books 

are essential in their lives and the objects of intense affection. Most are educated, some are 

pressed for time or money. But rather than focus on how readers’ social position and various 

forms of capital shape their reading habits and literary tastes -questions that have been 

explored at length by the sociology of cultural consumption (e.g. Atkinson, 2015; Nagel and 

Verboord, 2012) - I focus instead on the bond between people and books. What sustains book 

love? Why do people read when there are so many other sources of information and forms of 

story-telling available? Why do they wish to be surrounded by physical copies of books and 

have trouble discarding them when there are plenty of old and new books available at 

relatively affordable prices? What are the properties of the book as an object and of the 

reading experience that produce attachment? The cultural sociological answer I offer here is 

that books inspire love because they are icons.  

 

I pay attention to three elements: first, the material, surface properties of books; second, the 

highly valued, sacred cultural goods that books represent and realise; and third, the act of 

reading. Although these three elements are analytically distinguishable, in practice they are 

fused together. This fusion is essential to books’ iconic power and appeal. Books do not only 

‘communicate’ through their physical presence or the texts inside them. They afford 

aesthetic, lived experiences. 

 

The article contributes, first, to the sociology of cultural consumption. It advances a novel 

cultural sociological, meaning-centred, interpretation of attachment to books. When the 

sociology of reading has focused on meaning it has done so primarily within the framework 

of ideology critique common in cultural studies (Radway, 1987) neglecting the affirmative 

dimension of the love for books (Thumala Olave, 2018). Two notable exceptions are found in 

the work of Elizabeth Long (2003) and Wendy Griswold (2000). However, their scholarship 

has paid more attention to the institutions and apparatuses that support reading than to 

individual readers’ subjectivity and aesthetic, affective responses (Thumala Olave, 2018). 
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Furthermore, the sociology of reading has yet to incorporate books’ materiality both 

conceptually and empirically.  

 

The second contribution is to the material turn in sociology, in particular to the iconic turn in 

cultural sociology. Work in this area has brought the analytical category of the material into 

the analysis of icon formation and apprehension but has yet to offer more specificity about 

how exactly icons’ materiality works (Solaroli 2015: 34). The research on icons, furthermore, 

has focused on the visual and the extraordinary (Alexander et al 2012). Here I study icons 

that are quotidian and mundane. I take my cue from the work on icons by considering the 

interplay between the communicative and the sensorial. Unlike the analysis offered by 

Alexander (2012), however, where the underlying cultural script, the social text, ultimately 

prevails over the aesthetic experience (Bartmański, 2016: 542, Solaroli 2015: 27) I focus on 

the practical fusion of communication and aesthetic experience without prioritising one over 

the other. To this end I deploy the concept of “active passion” or attachment (Gomart and 

Hennion, 1999) that results from the entanglement of book, person and cultural scripts. 

 

Sections 2 and 3 offer a conceptual framework that advances the cultural sociology of 

reading through the materiality of icons. Section 4 outlines the methodology and discusses 

the data. Sections 5 and 6 offer an interpretation of book collecting and the experience of 

reading, two instantiations of book love. Section 7 offers conclusions.  

 

2. Advancing the cultural sociology of reading through materiality 

 

In what follows I expand and apply the cultural sociology of reading (Thumala Olave, 2018) 

to the reading and book collecting practices of a sample of written and oral accounts by male 

and female British readers. In previous work (Thumala Olave, 2018) I propose a cultural 

sociology of reading as an affirmative stance that places meaning-making, agency and 

emotion at the centre of the analysis. A cultural sociology of reading is different from the two 

main sociological approaches to the study of reading, namely, cultural studies (e.g. Barton 

and Hamilton, 1998; Radway, 1987; Sweeny, 2010) and the sociology of cultural 

consumption inspired by the work of Pierre Bourdieu (e.g. Atkinson, 2015; Bennett et al., 

2009). First, a cultural sociology of reading is different because it is located outside the 

binary oppositions between escapism and confrontation, indoctrination and resistance, part of 

the critique of ideology influential both in sociology and cultural studies. A cultural 
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sociology of reading is affirmative rather than critical in this sense. Second, a cultural 

sociology of reading is not concerned with mapping reading preferences onto the social 

structure but centres, instead, on what people do with books once they have chosen them and 

what significance books have in their lives. The  cultural sociology of reading emerged from 

and helped to interpret the accounts of a sample of intensive female readers of fiction in 

Edinburgh and the UK. That article and the present one are part of a larger project on reading 

and books based on in-depth interviews, group discussions and data from the UK’s Mass 

Observation Project. The gist of the argument in (Thumala Olave, 2018) was that the 

pleasures of reading fiction contribute to self-understanding, ethical reflection and self-care 

and that reading intensively is a support for life rather than an escape from it. In the present 

article I advance the cultural sociology of reading by using a larger section of the data and 

focusing on the materiality of books.  

 

3. The book as icon 

 

In the Eastern Christian tradition an icon is a painting on wood in the likeness of Christ or 

other sacred beings. In sign theory, as formulated in the influential work of Charles S. Peirce 

(Peirce 1931), an icon is a type of sign (interpreted by reference to its likeness to the object, 

for example, a portrait). Icons are also the graphic symbols for computer applications or 

functions. In popular culture, some products and celebrities are known as icons (the Apple 

computer mentioned in the Introduction is a case in point). These various uses of the term 

vary in the importance of the visual vis-à-vis the other senses but all assume an “iconic 

difference” (Boehm, 1994) between the object’s physicality and its deeper meanings or 

“inner logic”. Drawing on Boehm (1994), Alexander (2008, 2012) considers both the 

material and communicative elements of icons, the interaction between their physical surface 

and their symbolic depth. In his interpretation of Alberto Giacometti’s sculptures Alexander 

(2008) argues that successful art pieces pull the viewer deep into their iconic meaning 

through their surfaces. When the aesthetic object is successful and the viewer is aesthetically 

immersed the details of the object itself and its production disappear. The artistic object, by 

its very uniqueness, becomes a type, a collective representation that transcends it (Alexander 

2008:6).  

 

In this article I define the icon as a material object that enables the objective manifestation 

and subjective experience of sacred, socially valued goods. Insofar as they are social types, 
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icons are encountered as sui generis objects whose logic or cultural script people cannot 

usually control but whose cultural authority is evident. Insofar as they are tokens -finite, 

individual instances of a social type- interaction with icons involves control and the 

realisation of values through subjective aesthetic experiences. Unlike signs, icons are 

apprehended non-verbally. Interaction with them is an aesthetic, pre-reflexive experience that 

can be communicated through language ex-post and only partially.  

 

The book is iconic in three ways. First, the codex is easily and immediately recognisable. The 

book as object conjures a variety of meanings and experiences that nevertheless fall within 

the same category. Any single material copy of a book is simultaneously a type and an 

instantiation of the type. Books are “material objects experienced as discrete entities” 

(tokens) and “the result of cognitive processes of clustering aspects of experience” (types) 

(Taylor et al, 2019:1) While books’ forms and functions have changed over time (scrolls, 

codices and e-books allow for the continuity of some uses and the emergence of new ones) 

present day book lovers operate under the spell of what Price (2019) refers to as a myth. 

According to this myth the book is: “a collection of pages with writing (or pictures) on them, 

bound together….you could smell its binding. Admire it on a shelf. Lend it to a friend. Lose 

it. Burn it” (Baron 2015 in Price 2019: 42). In fact, not only books’ forms but also their uses 

have changed over time, for example, they were not always meant to be lent or displayed 

(Price 2019:30). The mythical, in Price’s terms, inaccurate, conception of the book as codex 

may not capture its historical variations but it nonetheless defines how present day readers 

conceive the book. The idea of the book as codex -a stable, self-contained object that can be 

owned and passed on- is very powerful indeed and influences the meaning of books (print 

and digital) for readers.  

 

Second, through its form and content the book simultaneously represents and enables the 

realisation of very highly valued cultural goods, including cultivation, social mobility, 

civility, pleasure, physical wellbeing, social cohesion, and the preservation of intellectual and 

artistic heritage to name just a few of the benefits highlighted by the agencies promoting 

reading in contemporary Britain (Hilhorst et al 2018). All of these goods and more emerge in 

the data. In this sense books are also sacred. They embody shared understandings of what is 

worthwhile, “an image of the good with which social actors seek community and strive to 

protect” (Alexander 2003:186). Books are icons because they are types of collective goods 

and tokens of their realisation for each individual reader. Books instantiate inter-subjectively 
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generated feelings and ideas, even when the reading is experienced as intimate and construed 

as solitary (Long 2003). 

 

Third, books become icons through immersion into them as aesthetic objects (Alexander 

2008). Aesthetic immersion is a dual process of subjectification and objectification. 

Subjectification happens when people draw the book into the self, making its content and 

surface their own. Readers remember stories, characters, and the emotional experiences 

triggered by them and incorporate these into their personal biographies and sense of self. 

(Thumala Olave, 2018) Book collectors store, display, protect, mark, or mangle their copies 

in ways that both reflect the social life of the book and the uniqueness of whoever owns them 

at any given moment. Objectification occurs when readers lose themselves in the object as 

they read it and when they submit to its formal and physical properties. Temporary 

abandonment (Gomart and Hennion 1999) or enchantment (Thumala Olave, 2018, Felski, 

2008) results when readers voluntarily surrender to the literary techniques that can generate 

emotional responses, such as sadness, disgust or elation (Thumala Olave, 2018). Book 

owners’ are constrained by their physical copies’ volume or weight and seduced or repelled 

by their covers or smell.  

 

4. Data and methods 

I focus on reading and keeping books for pleasure as distinct from work or formal study. 

Because readers take pleasure in all kinds of books the arguments apply to reading fiction and 

non-fiction, to reading for entertainment and for information. I do not distinguish between 

genres or uses but focus on the pleasurable meta-experience of voluntary reading (Warhol, 

2003, Thumala Olave, 2018) and the company of books.  

 

I use two sources of data. The first is a set of 43 in-depth interviews I conducted with adult 

women and men in Edinburgh, Scotland, in June-July 2015, January-February 2016 and 

May-June 2018. I recruited interview participants through four Meetup reading groups, 

Edinburgh City Council, Edinburgh Central Library, one chain and one independent 

booksellers and snowballing technique. The interviews lasted between 1 and 3 hours and 

covered six areas: reader identity, personal history of reading, practices and routines, 

materiality, impact of reading, and social norms. The column to the left in Table 1 contains a 

summary of the themes covered in the interviews.  
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Table 1. Interview and Mass Observation Themes 

 
Interviews  

 

Mass Observation 

Reader Identity (definitions of and 

identification with the label of 

“reader”) 

Changes in reading practices over 

time 

A typical reading session 

Material aspects of the book/e-

book 

Where are books obtained, stored, 

displayed 

Attachment (to the practice of 

reading, specific titles, material 

copies of books) 

Talk about books  

Reasons for reading 

Impact of reading  

Place amongst sources of pleasure 

and leisure 

Comparison with other media 

Attitudes towards the canon, 

reviews and prizes 

Should reading be promoted 

Spring 1993 Directive 

 

Reading material in the house  

Where it is read  

Where/how it is stored  

. 

Winter 2009 Directive 

 

Do they read books 

What kinds of books 

Do they read novels 

What kinds of novels (some 

authors, titles read recently) 

Compare account of events and 

characters in books (fiction, 

memoirs) vis-à-vis newspapers, 

government reports, TV 

programmes 

Talking about books (book 

groups, on and off line) 

 

 

 

The second data source is a sample of 60 written responses by volunteers to questions about 

reading and books posed by the Mass Observation (M-O) project in the Spring of 1993 and 

Winter of 2009.1 M-O is a project started in 1937 as a “people’s anthropology” of life in 

Great Britain. Volunteers, known as “M-O correspondents,” write in response to sets of 

questions called “directives”. The two directives included were chosen because they are 

dedicated to reading and books. The 1993 directive, which includes questions about books in 

the home, is used in this article to discuss materiality. The 2009 directive, which asks 

respondents to compare books and audio-visual accounts, is used to discuss the act of 

reading. At the time of the 1993 directive e-books were not available and the 2009 directive 

did not ask about e-books. (See footnote 3 below for the question) The analysis of e-books 

and e-reading is therefore based on interview material and complemented by the 2009 

directive on the peculiarities of reading vis-à-vis other media. The column to the right in 

Table 1 lists the themes covered by these directives. A sample of M-O respondents was 

chosen purposefully (an equal number of responses per category) in order to cover a range of 

 

1 Permission to use the Mass Observation material has been granted by the Trustees of the 

Mass Observation Archive, University of Sussex. 
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ages and occupations. I follow the M-O project’s suggested format for identifying responses 

by using their original number and the year they were submitted. Tables 2 and 3 below 

describe the two sets of participants.  

 

It has been suggested that the M-O respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics are not 

too different from those of the UK population as a whole and that therefore analysis of it can 

be generalisable (Pollen 2013: 222). My analysis does not aim to achieve generalisability in 

this sense. Instead, I seek to illustrate the mechanisms that support attachment to books and 

reading which can be discerned from what people say and write about their everyday 

experiences of books. (Highmore 2002) Both the interview participants’ and M-O 

correspondents’ likely self-selection suit the goal of interpreting the love for books amongst 

people who care about reading and books. The fact that these people have some form of 

‘autobiographical’ or ‘artistic impulse’ (Pollen 2013: 220), which may be driving their 

participation in research, is in fact adequate for a cultural sociology of reading interested in 

reading, reflexivity and meaning. (Thumala Olave, 2018) 

 

The thematic analysis proceeded in stages, beginning with a theoretically driven coding 

scheme that was then modified to incorporate themes emerging in subsequent rounds of 

coding (Guest et al 2012). 2 The analysis looked at content and valence (positive and negative 

emotions) in oral and written verbalisations of experience, supported by body language in the 

case of the interviews (Pugh 2013). The decision to focus on the language of participants, 

including the metaphoric language of addiction, friendship and comfort, for example, is based 

on the stance that “everyday linguistic metaphors – just like objectual icons –are indexical 

and rooted in lived experiences, and are not merely conventional” (Bartmánski 2016:546). 

An important part of the experience of book love is expressively verbalised and can therefore 

be studied through language.  

Table 2. Characteristics of Interview Participants (N:43) 

Book reading 

frequency 

Gender Age Education  

Daily 2-3* Female  Male  25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 Prim Sec Uni Coll PG 

37 6 25 18 10 11 8 6 8 4 4 12 1 12 

 

2 The lists of interview questions and Nvivo nodes are available from the author upon 

request.  
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*times per week 

 

 

 
Table 3 Characteristics of Mass Correspondents (N: 60) 

 

Gender Age Occupation  

Female  Male  25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 Profession Technical Admin 

30 30 12 12 12 12 12 20 20 20 

 

 

5. In the presence of books 

  

“You have all heard of people whom the loss of their books has turned into 

invalids, or of those who in order to acquire them became criminals.” (Benjamin, 

[1955] 2015, p. 62) 

 

Both the interview and M-O material are filled with accounts about the allure of printed 

books, of the desire to be in their presence. Mass observers asked to write about the reading 

material in their homes document the presence of large numbers of books in every room, 

including the bathroom and the kitchen. Accompanying their written responses some of them 

include photographs of domestic spaces with overflowing book-shelves and piles of books on 

floors and tables. A 58 year old woman from London who describes her occupation as 

housewife reports:  

 

“Books are on the walls. Under the beds. On the tables. Under the Tables. In boxes. In 

bags (…) I have the plumber in. He is putting me in central heating. It is taking 3 

WEEKS mainly because of shifting books, books, books…… Psychology, philosophy, 

nature, heritage, games, computers, etc. etc” (C108, 1993) 

 

A woman born in the 1910s in the East of England writes:  

 

“Bearing in mind I live in a very small pensioners bungalow, so that I haven't much 

room to put up book shelves. Nevertheless, I have a love of seeing books around the 

place. I have books on odd shelves in my living room, books under coffee tables, books 

in drawers, books on odd tables, on bedside cabinets etc. I never think books look untidy. 
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I have a love of books and even if I don’t always read them I like seeing them there.” 

(B36, 1993) (emphasis added) 

 

Some readers report having libraries containing thousands of volumes, others a few hundred 

and yet others, often those who lack the space, just one shelf. Several agree with the 

sentiment expressed by one interviewee in her early sixties that “a house without books is a 

very strange place to be.” Why do these people wish to have books as part of their 

surroundings? Why do they want to be able to “see them there”? 

 

5.1. Books and the realisation of sacred values 

 

One dimension of the drive to collect books is aesthetic. As a male postgraduate student 

interviewee puts it “books are quite attractive things and a bookcase is quite an attractive 

feature in a room.” One sociological interpretation of this view would be that rooms lined 

with books are attractive because they can serve, in many milieus in the UK and in particular 

in the academic environment of this student, to enhance their owners’ social prestige. Instead 

of considering what the object itself has to offer, books can be seen as instruments in a status 

game (Fine and Fitzsimons, 2010). There is no question that books have been, and continue 

to be, used in that way, including as luxury items to be gifted and displayed rather than read 

and as an outward sign of cultivation. Discussing the non-textual uses of books, Watson 

(2009) documents how richly ornamented and bound books were used to boast and elevate 

their owners in the social hierarchy in several European countries between the 14th and 19th 

centuries. Books of hours, for example, were used as fashion accessories in the14th and 15th 

centuries in France and Spain and in Portugal in the 16th century. In 18th century England 

false book spines were used to cover the walls of grand houses as part of their interior 

decoration, the tailor-made titles reflecting the house owners’ wit (Watson 2009: 489). 

Libraries were part of well furbished English estate houses in the 19th century and the 

volumes in their shelves sometimes criticised as “vane and useless [like the furniture]” 

(Watson 2009: 488). Once books become mundane, mass produced items that support 

processes of mass education, personal libraries can signal the literary capital of their owners 

rather than their financial wealth. Since books are comparatively accessible in the UK, their 

abundance in a home today can be considered less an indication of economic prowess than of 

intellectual or aesthetic distinction (Bennett et al., 2009). Yet considering the presence of 

books in terms of the deployment of capital, be it economic or cultural or both, does not help 
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understand the attachment to books observed amongst the participants in this research. Even 

in the case of people who display their books (some keep books stored away and out of sight, 

others do not arrange them in any particular fashion), what they have to say about them is 

better understood by reference to books’ iconicity.  

 

Books can be attractive, pleasing to look at and to hold because their material surfaces are 

simultaneously i) tokens of mediated personal, emotional and aesthetic experiences and ii) 

types exuding accumulated social value. The following account by a mass observer listing the 

books in her home illustrates this. She begins with the, arguably, most esteemed texts in the 

English-speaking world, followed by what amounts to the physical record of a part of her 

own biography: 

 

We begin with the Bible and Shakespeare and then come to various poetry books, 

cookery books, gardening books, the Law, Company Law, and the whole daffy of my 

O.U. [Open University] compulsory reading plus the others I bought to acquire more 

depth of understanding. Then there are the books the children left behind, bought as I 

heard of their interest in any subject., or because they were doing at school. And the 

famous novels I always meant to find the time to read. (Bought at jumble sales to keep 

for such a time that might come) (B58,1993) 

 

Copies of the Bible and Shakespeare’s works are present in many other British homes, 

including other participants in this research, partly as a result of processes of canonisation 

and commercialisation. Moreover, the association between reading and self-cultivation that 

can be traced back to at least the 17th century in the British Isles (Colclough, 2007) has had a 

sacralising effect that is visible in the data. Glossing over the numerous moral panics around 

reading at various points in history, including the reading of fiction by the young, the poor 

and by women, the participants understand the practice of reading books (of any genre) as 

delivering goods such as imagination, empathy, knowledge of the world, understanding, joy, 

moral character, critical capacity, upward social mobility, stimulation, curiosity, and support 

for “the life of the mind”. What I hope to demonstrate in this section and the following is that 

the accounts about these personal virtues and motives and their social impact are not just 

discursive and neither are they simply mirroring or reflecting the social order (Griswold, 

1981). These goods are brought about and experienced subjectively thanks to the aesthetic 

immersion into the material medium of the book. The sacred values promoted by reading 
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agencies and that tap into the cultural and social history of the UK, which circulate in the 

press or in conversations, are realised, concretised, by individual readers in their interactions 

with books in ways that are at the same time unique to them and collective. The combination 

of books listed by the mass observer cited above, as with any other collection, is one 

unrepeatable instantiation of the value of books. No one else will have the exact same 

combination of titles as this woman. Her books are the subjective realisation of generalised, 

socially valued goods, including “understanding” and the aspiration to read “famous novels” 

tied to traces of her intimate relationships. Her book collection and those of others whose 

accounts appear throughout this article are an instantiation of their intellectual and emotional 

biography, the iconic “condensation of experiential meanings” (Bartmásnki 2016:1). 

 

A male retired social worker who reads fiction, theology and history and who reports in the 

interview having thousands of books, refers to the passion of the book collector, echoing 

Benjamin’s remarks from the beginning of section 5:  

 

There was a guy that I knew years ago who ended up in jail because he was a 

kleptomaniac and he’d steal books. He had a barnful of books and I think he spent two or 

three [years] in jail for stealing books. I can recognise that because to me having a book is 

wonderful, I just love being around books. If I'm in a library, like the other day [when he 

was recruited at Edinburgh’s Central Library], to go in there is just wonderful to me to be 

surrounded by so many books. It’s just a feeling of so much wisdom around you and so 

much joy in books as well.   

 

Like other participants this man wants to be in the presence of books because of what books 

embody and produce in interaction with the reader: a sense of participation in the historical, 

collective accumulation of ideas as well as the memory and promise of personal enjoyment. 

The M-O response of a 62 year old male journalist from Lichfield, England, adds 

companionship to the wonder, wisdom and joy mentioned in the previous excerpt:  

 

My life wouldn't be worth living without books. They rank third in the love I feel for my 

wife and daughter, and I am not ashamed to say it. I read magazines and newspapers from 

time to time, but these are trivial things compared to books. They stand in tightly- packed 

multi-coloured ranks on the shelves in my home looking just like the folk you might see at 

an assembly - some richly turned out, immaculate and glossy, and others decidedly seedy 
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with torn and faded jackets. They all give off the same invitation to me, however… ‘Open 

my pages and you will find education, entertainment and, above all, companionship.’ 

(B1654, 1993) 

 

The invitations that books “give off’ are physical (framed by particular jackets, inscribed in 

particular types of fonts) and symbolic; either through re-reading or renewal a library’s 

potential for intellectual-emotional experiences is endless. One of the ways in which the 

sense of companionship alluded to above emerges is through the traces of others that people 

find in the books they read. A woman interviewee in her mid-thirties, who works as an 

administrator, describes the effect of handling library copies and second hand books:  

 

the pleasure of having the physical book in my hand… I quite like cheap paperbacks, 

particularly if they look like they’ve been well read, just because I think it’s a little bit 

like why I like books in themselves, because it’s a little connection with another person, 

kind of thing, like ‘oh they read this’ and they probably thought lots of thoughts about 

it and they were doing things while they were doing it and the books themselves have 

all this information, stains or markings and [the books seem to say] ‘open me, read me’. 

Then the person who wrote it, what were they thinking? What were they doing 

whenever they were writing it? 

 

The intellectual-cum-ethical connection with former readers and with the author described 

above shows how books are iconic. Aesthetic immersion, the dual process of objectification 

and subjectification, is visible in the interaction with the used material surfaces of this 

reader’s second hand copies. Even before the text is read and a story or idea is formed the 

sensual experiences of touching, holding, perusing, noticing marks or stains make present a 

part of former readers (objectification) and establish a bond (subjectification). This bond is 

material (this reader is touching the same bundle of paper that others before her have 

touched) and imaginary (she likes to speculate what others may have been doing while 

reading or what the author was up to while writing that book). Aesthetic immersion is the 

reason why, although the meaning of the physical copy is not exhausted by its surface, the 

surface is necessary for attachment to develop and to be expressed and maintained over time. 

Of the approximately one third (15/43) of interviewees who read digital books (some on e-

readers, others on telephones, tablets and personal computers) only three have stopped 

reading print books altogether. All of them keep print copies of books to which they are 
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attached, especially presents and prizes; mementoes that connect them to loved ones and to 

significant life events. The main appeal of e-readers for these participants is that they give 

access to numerous titles which are easily portable all at once. One male interviewee who has 

thousands of print copies at home and who prefers print explains that “when we used to go on 

holiday before I got a Kindle, one suitcase would be full of books.” The Kindle has made 

travelling easier for him and reduced the cost of heavy luggage. Neither e-readers nor e-

books are immaterial, of course. The first are made of plastic, glass, metal circuits and 

batteries. The second are data stored in computer servers. They both have their own carbon 

footprints (Price 2019). However, their surfaces afford very different experiences to that of 

print books. E-readers emulate the form of the codex: they have a similar size (Rowberry 

2017), instead of a scrolling feature they present one page at a time, the Kindle in particular is 

heavier on one side just like an open print book is heavier on the side of the spine, and some 

include a page-turning feature, sound and all. The ability of the e-book to remediate print by 

becoming invisible during reading depends on replicating the familiar experience of reading a 

print book (Mole 2019). At the same time, all books look the same in e-readers because the 

material form of the device is not tailored to reflect any particular content. “It doesn’t matter 

whether you are reading Marcel Proust or Dan Brown; you’re still holding the same grey 

plastic rectangle” (Mole 2019: 182). And although e-books let readers know which page they 

are in and what percentage of the book they have read the experience of space this provides is 

different to knowing by handling the print copy.  

 

The accounts amongst interviewees for this research are consistent in representing what it 

feels like to hold an e-reader as less sensually attractive than a print book. For example, when 

asked if he pays attention to the smell of books, a male reader in his late 50s volunteers: 

 

Yes! It’s one of the great things about buying books. I don't read Kindle, it just doesn't do 

anything for me... I quite like the feel of books, the texture, the print, the size and the smell 

too.  

Q: Do you pay attention to the texture of the paper? 

Yes, a book has a feel about it which is part of the reading and that’s lost if you’re reading 

online, I think. I read as little as possible online really, I could not read a book online.  

 

The association between the print copy and the experience of reading itself is also strong in 

the response by a younger, male reader in his early 30s: 
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Books don't smell like they used to. I go into Waterstones [the bookselling chain] now and 

it smells unpleasant…but yes, most books historically have had a pleasant smell or a smell 

that I think of as pleasant because it has the connotations of reading, I’d imagine. 

Q: You smell them even if they're old? 

Yes, they’ve got their own nice damp smell as well. The smell of a second hand bookshop 

by any objective standard doesn't smell particularly great but everything that it’s 

associated with makes it seem quite pleasant and comforting. 

 

This account matches the results of a 2013 industry survey which found that 62% of 16-24 

year olds say they prefer print to e-books. The most popular reason: “I like to hold the 

product” (Cain, 2017) The inextricable link between the experience of books’ material 

surface and their content means that for participants in this research the e-reader as an object 

is a tool of convenience rather than an object of love and by association, attachment to the e-

book appears to also be weaker. The participants love their reading but they do not love their 

e-books as such. This is illustrated by the responses of a woman with two small children who 

works as a publicist and who reads large numbers of fantasy and historical fiction, especially 

when breastfeeding. She switched to the Kindle for her reading of fiction to reduce the 

anxiety of having to find new books to read:  

 

every once in a while I’ll just go on Amazon and I’ll buy four books and then update on 

my Kindle so when I finish one, they’re just waiting. This was when I was reading loads 

and I would be finishing a book and within a week and I’d have to think of another one, 

and another one and another one.  

 

This woman’s approach to the Kindle is pragmatic, it solves a problem. On the other hand, 

she is attached to her print cookbooks, of which she has about 50, because they contain a 

combination of recipes, stories and auto-biography, because they are “beautiful to look at” 

and because she keeps coming back to them, they are “referency”; crucial to her cooking and 

her family life.  

 

E-readers’ materiality bring e-books closer to the image of the disenchanted, soul-less, 

reproducible commodity that Benjamin saw losing its aura (Benjamin, 2003) a commodity 

much more difficult to love than print books. This is in part due to the separation of form and 
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content mentioned above but also to the fact that e-books have changed the nature of 

ownership by restricting it to a temporary license to read (Mole, 2019) and by ensuring 

obsolescence is tied to particular software and hardware (Borsuk 2018). Crucially this 

prevents the behaviours that lead to subjectification: making the book your own by moulding 

it to your body, keeping it, moving it around and then gifting it or bequeathing it after death. 

As will be shown in section 6, print books are loved possessions that are painful to discard. 

E-books are less possessions than temporary experiences. This does not preclude the aesthetic 

experience of their content but the separation of their materiality from what they 

communicate limits their iconic power. Because iconicity involves a specific materiality, one 

that is at the moment closely tied to the form of the codex, e-books do not generate 

attachment amongst the group of committed print readers in this study. It is possible to 

speculate that in the case of readers who only read books on screens the variety of surfaces 

(the mobile phone, the laptop, the tablet) will afford a different sort of love, one that springs 

from the experience of the book as shifting content and that -like a boundary object, which is 

plastic and adaptable (Star and Griesemer 1989)- enables communication and connection 

between readers, between readers and authors, and between the different versions of the 

reading self, situated differently when she reads across numerous screens.3  

 

5.2 The “active passion” of reading 

 

Books would not be iconic, would not radiate their sacred aura when standing unopened on 

shelves, if they did not actually deliver the goods they are associated with. One female 

interviewee in her early fifties who has recently started university as a mature student and 

who describes her reading of science fiction, poetry and biographies as an addiction, 

explains: “I couldn't live in a house without the presence of books, even if half of them have 

still got to be read.” Unread books offer the promise of future delights: “escape”, 

“knowledge” and, in the case of science fiction, her favourite genre, “looking to the future 

and seeing something awful but [also]…seeing something better.” She knows that she can 

turn to the books lying about in her house for pleasure and comfort. Her books are “like a 

teddy bear, like a bowl of soup or a hug.” Even when reading specific books triggers negative 

emotions, such as fear or anxiety for the future of the planet, the overall, “meta-emotion” is, 

like with all participants, decidedly positive (Warhol 2003, Thumala Olave, 2018). 

 

3 I am thankful to one of the anonymous reviewers for the idea of books as boundary objects.   
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The idea of addiction invoked by several participants when describing their love of reading is 

apt, indeed. Using the cases of drug addicts and music amateurs to theorise modalities of 

attachment, Gomart and Hennion (1999) argue that active passion (or attachment) results 

from the consensual “self-abandonment” to a set of constraints (Gomart and Hennion 1999: 

221). By voluntarily exposing their bodies to external forces, which take momentary hold of 

themselves, addicts and amateurs obtain “non-communicable” experiences that allow their 

selves to be performed anew in an entanglement that includes them and the objects of their 

passion (Gomart and Hennion 1999: 222). The interplay between activity and passivity is the 

key mechanism of attachment. Furthermore, there are “events or occasions in which passivity 

and activity enable each other.” (Gomart and Hennion 1999: 222) Reading is one such event. 

Readers submit themselves to the physical features of the book and the formal properties of 

the text. Such constrains shape and enable experiences such as being moved (positively and 

negatively) or “extending the self”; experiencing a different subjectivity (Altieri 2003: 217). 

Readers are at the same time guided by the text’s “general interpretive directions” and “free 

to make their own meanings” (Childress 2017: 191). The allure of the experience of 

immersion in the aesthetic properties of books in the mode of active passion (or what in 

section 3, I referred to as objectification) is very clearly explained by a female interviewee in 

her late thirties who works as a librarian. When discussing her favourite authors, George 

Sanders and Kurt Vonnegut she says: 

 

He’s [Sanders] got an amazing voice and I can hear the author’s voice when I'm 

reading a book and if I like and I respect and I want to hear more based on the voice 

of the writer, then that really helps. I’ve cried and laughed – it’s so clichéd – during 

his stories and I think I'm in good hands when somebody can manipulate me like that. 

 

Like other participants, this reader consciously seeks to lose herself during the act of reading 

because she admires the authors, both of whom she describes as very “humane”. On that 

basis she reads “hospitably” displaying a “a readiness to have [her] purposes reshaped by the 

book [she] is reading”(Attridge 2004: 79). The wilful “abandonment of forces to objects and 

the suspension of the self” (Gomart and Hennion 1999: 227), the interplay between activity 

and passivity produces attachment. It also generates enchantment (Felski 2008, Thumala 

Olave, 2018) and is one of the features of reading that emerges most frequently as a reason 

for the love of books.  
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Interviewees were asked to identify anything specific to reading that they do not normally 

find in audio-visual products. The M-O directive of 2009 asked volunteers to compare 

accounts of events in novels with accounts in television programmes.4 Participants invariably 

conceive of reading as more active than the consumption of films and television and offer this 

higher involvement as a reason for their love of reading. Literary scholars theorise this as the 

process of  “fill[ing] in the blank[s] in the text” in order to creatively realise it (Iser 1980: 

119). Versions of the following excerpts appear over and over in the interviews and M-O 

responses: “I would always choose to read a book rather than to hear the story via another 

medium because then I can picture it my way” (M4463) or “films and television do not allow 

scope for the imagination that books do… the written word leaves [room] for manoeuvre 

through allowing the human brain to interpret and explore ideas and characters with less 

restriction on it” (M3408). One interviewee offers that when reading “you need to use your 

imagination to create mental images. You can dictate your own pace” and another reports it 

makes readers “try and picture the places and the characters.” Whereas when “you watch TV 

it’s done for you”. The goods that books are thought to instantiate are influenced by how the 

readers feel the book works and by books’ formal and material properties. (Bartmasnki 2016: 

540) The book is experienced as bringing about wisdom, knowledge, pleasure, entertainment 

and support for the life of the mind because it is felt to work by stimulating the imagination, 

by making the reader fill in the blanks to co-create its meaning. 

 

This bring us back to the issue raised in section 5.1 regarding the crucial fusion of the 

material and the communicative in the aesthetic experience of books. Books are iconic 

because they are not simply conveyors of text, “a portable data storage and distribution 

method” (Borsuk, 2018: 29). Books are seductive due to the sensual, aesthetic experience of 

accessing or co-creating the text imaginatively through the book’s materiality. Each book is 

simultaneously a text, a symbol of what the reader values, be this “serious” knowledge, 

 
4 The question posed in the Winter 2009 Directive of the Mass Observation Project was “Do 

you think novels, and books in general (eg. biographies, memoirs) give a better account of 

the events and characters they describe compared to newspapers, government reports or 

television programmes and so on? Give some examples if you think this is the case.” While I 

would not have formulated the question in this way, the responses are similar to those 

obtained in my interviews.  
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literary art or light entertainment, and an object that allows for aesthetic immersion via its 

surface properties. The following excerpt from an interview with a retired administrator who 

is comparing his experience of reading with that of other media illustrates the imbrication of 

the material and the symbolic, the cognitive and the emotional, and the dual processes of 

subjectification and objectification that books afford: 

 

[reading] it’s a very individual pursuit, you’re there on your own with the author, 

you’re not in an auditorium sharing the thing [a film] with millions of other folk, it’s 

very much a private thing for you and it’s that kind of intimacy which for me is the big 

appeal of reading. You really do feel as if you were the author and they actually are 

very much part of your life. They’re almost like real people. You see their names on the 

shelves and you think these are my spiritual friends in a way, sitting there. If I put my 

hand out, I can be with Balzac or with Dickens or with whoever for a few hours in my 

head. 

 

The illusion of singular consumption in this excerpt, which matches what Long has called the 

“ideology of the solitary reader” (Long, 2003) is fused with the recognition of the social 

experience of a kind of dialogue or interaction with the narrator (in this case identified with 

the author) and which has been used to conceptualise reading as friendship (Booth, 1988). 

The experiences of reading and the memory of them are made possible by the physical 

proximity of the books, which are at arm’s length. Importantly, this interviewee is adamant 

that the particular copies he keeps are meaningful because he encountered these authors in 

them for the first time. That these experiences are generalised does not make them less 

meaningful, in the same way that the fact that the copies of books by Balzac or Dickens in 

this interviewee’s shelves are ones of millions of mass-produced copies does not dilute their 

iconic power. On the contrary, the books’ ability to entice this reader to enter their company 

is tied to their prestige and sacralisation as well as to his actual past experience of reading 

these texts and the promise of their future enjoyment.  

 

6.  Books as sacred objects and the difficulties of parting with them 

 

If books realise sacred values some are themselves also sacred. This is evident in the 

accounts regarding the dislike for lending books, the fear of their accidental destruction, the 
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disapproval of their intentional destruction, and the painful dilemmas posed by reductions in 

living space, which force selection and discarding.  

 

One interviewee in his forties who used to be a “stay at home dad” -his wife works for a large 

company- and is now a care worker, explains: 

 

Over recent years I’ve tried to buy fewer books because I’ve got lots of books and I hate 

throwing books. I like having books around, even though it’s probably pointless because I 

don't do a lot of rereading but I do like having the books around (…) I like looking at them 

and seeing them. It’s a memory thing, I'm not good at remembering author names but once 

I see the book I think I’ll remember that one. Then I’ll remember not just the book, I’ll 

tend to remember maybe where I was when I read it, ‘oh yes that was when we were on 

that holiday’. I like that. I don't like throwing books out. 

 

As I argued in section 5 books realise values and embody specific intellectual and emotional 

experiences. This realisation of meaning supports the sacralisation of the books themselves. 

Insofar as they embody collectively shared moral understandings about the goods they 

deliver while also instantiating the subjective experiences of them, there is resistance to 

categorise them as clutter or rubbish and parting with them is painful.  

 

I asked interviewees to imagine losing their books, for example in a fire. One woman in her 

mid-forties who works as a physical therapist and who reads literary and popular fiction 

reacted in the following way: 

 

R: Oh, don’t, don’t. That would be really upsetting.   

A; Why? 

R: Because they're my books and I like reading them. Sometimes I think maybe I should 

start cataloguing how many books I own so that if there ever is a fire I could get the 

insurance to replace them. Oh, that’s a horrible thought. My gran gave me two books for 

my 7th birthday that I had wanted and I’ve still got them and I’ve still the inscription in 

the front where she wrote, Happy 7th Birthday. If anything happened to those it would be 

awful. 
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Sacred copies, such as the childhood gifts in the quote above, are both tokens of intimate 

relationships and types of personal cultivation. Books have for long been marketed in the UK 

for the purposes of being presented on occasions like school graduations, birthdays and 

Christmas. Their social and textual meaning combines with their non-textual, affective 

significance, reinforcing each other. As I have argued elsewhere the affective responses that 

books generate are a central component of readers’ reasoning and an indication of what and 

who they care for. (Thumala Olave, 2018) In the case above, the life of the imagination and 

intimate relationships.  

 

The harm inflicted by the destruction of books is not only important subjectively but also 

collectively. Biblioclasm (the intentional destruction of books) is easily represented as a 

social offense and a crime. Books’ iconicity in the UK is perhaps nowhere clearer than in the 

M-O response by one woman who connects war-time censorship and the every-day 

discarding of books in the same sentence: “I think Hitler burning books was so diabolical. 

Books should be loved and saved, I think it is a crime to give them away.” (F4125, 1993)  

 

The data also shows unanimous dislike for lending books. The same mass observer cited 

above sums up the attitudes found in the other accounts: “I never lend books as I'm afraid I'll 

never get them back” (F4125, 1993). Putting away in storage or discarding books altogether 

is often represented as a painful process. The books that readers give away are frequently 

paperback fiction books that they are unlikely to re-read or dated, reference books. In 

Edinburgh these books are donated in large quantities to second hand-book shops, such as 

those run by the charity Oxfam. The difficult, even “harrowing” process, adequately 

described by some as “culling”, is often enforced by the lack of space and changes in 

personal circumstances. Readers’ active passion, their attachment, involves submitting to the 

formal properties of the text as much as to the constraints posed by books’ volume and 

weight. The following is an excerpt from the interview with a former researcher who likes to 

read history, philosophy and some fiction. Because of financial difficulties he has been 

moving homes frequently. 

 

A: Do you own books?  

R: Do I own books, oh my god! [with dramatic emphasis] 

A: How many?  
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R: Shouldn't even be going there, this is a source of great angst. I’ve got a ton in storage, 

one ton in weight in books in storage, never mind the ones I have in… so thousands, yes, 

we’re talking.  

A: Why is there a ton in storage?  

R: Because I’ve nowhere to put them, there’s just no room for them at the moment. I'm 

working on that. 

 

A similarly emotionally charged account is offered by a male mass observer who because of 

health problems had to take early retirement and move to a smaller home: “One of the 

saddest days for me in recent years was having to reduce my collection of books by more 

than half when we left Scotland (…) after much heart-searching 2k large sackfuls were 

despatched to a local charity shop” (B1654, 1993) 

 

A retired school teacher’s remarks in the interview about the change in his buying habits 

highlights his respect for books.  

 

I stopped buying books because they take up space and the library service is so 

efficient(…)You’ve got to dispose of them and you don't like disposing of them 

because you think they should be treated with respect, but they're not when you chuck 

them out. 

 

The respect he speaks about applies to both the book as a type and to his own particular token 

copies.  

 

I kept one or two that had been major influences when I first started reading seriously. 

Dr Zhivago, I read that when it came out and I kept some Philip Roth books just out 

of respect because I think he’s such a good writer but other ones I kept were mainly 

reference books. I’ve kept all the poetry books, so I’ve got a big selection of that. 

When the time comes, I’ll give them all to the poetry library [in Edinburgh]. 

 

This and other, similar accounts show that the abundance of books in the UK does not reduce 

their power to attract, does not diminish their iconic power. Contra Benjamin’s view that 

capitalism dissolves sacrality, the data suggests that books’ iconic aura “continues to inhabit 

nonunique items” (Bartmánski and Alexander 2011:3). Or more precisely, that mass 
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produced books which radiate social sacred values are invested with subjective meaning and 

sometimes sacralised further when they are experienced by each individual reader. Books do 

not simply signify or communicate sacred values that are then discursively appropriated by 

readers. The aesthetic immersion into them as objects actually realises these values, makes 

them happen each time they are looked at, held or read.  

 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

The love of books in the UK manifests in the desire to be surrounded by print books, the 

feelings of pain at having to discard books, and the enjoyment of the experience of voluntary 

self-loss that reading affords (Gomart and Henion 1999). These experiences and sentiments 

are enabled by books’ iconicity, by the interplay between their material surfaces and their 

symbolic depth (Bartmanski and Alexander 2012). The book is at the same time a type that 

condenses social values, -such as self-cultivation, imagination, knowledge and joy-, and a 

token of subjective aesthetic experiences whereby these very goods are generated. There are 

three distinct sources of cultural meaning and emotional response in the interaction between 

people and books: the text, the book as object and the combination of the two. Book love, or 

attachment to books, emerges from the practical fusion of communication, aesthetic pleasure 

and the pre-reflexive grasp of books as sacred goods.  

 

The advantage of conceptualising books as icons is the capture of meanings produced when 

people read and collect books, -including emotional responses and normative positions which 

are socially shaped-, without reducing these to status signals. It will be pointed out that 

expressions of esteem and affection for books are readily offered because reading is socially 

valued. Indeed, reading is (now) associated with all manner of social goods including social 

mobility, civility and democracy. Reading is one of the most aggressively promoted leisure 

activities (Griswold et al., 2005) precisely because of the prestige of books and literacy. The 

fact that reading is valued fuels books’ iconic power and is part of books’ “discursive depth”. 

It does not, however, exhaust books’ meaning or the intensity of the affection for them. 

Books can signal erudition, of course, but they are also instantiations of actual erudition; they 

can signal artistry and sophistication but they are also instantiations of actual aesthetic 

experiences leading to discovery, wonder and enchantment; and books are saturated with 

memories, including of personal relationships with real and imagined others.  
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Understanding attachment to books amongst an admittedly small group of book lovers in the 

UK can help understand attachment to other cultural objects in a way that integrates the 

micro level of intense emotional responses (Benzecry 2011) and the macro level of cultural 

scripts, which shape and give depth to the experience and meaning of beloved cultural 

objects. The material turn has shown that materiality matters (Solaroli 2015). This paper has 

delved into the details of how materiality matters by offering an interpretation of attachment 

to cultural objects that integrates shared cultural valuations and the experiential, non-

representational dimension of meaning-making. The focus here was on book lovers. Further 

research is required to determine whether the iconicity of books extends even to people who 

don't make books so central to their lives. This might tell us if iconic power operates in 

degrees of influence or scales (Solaroli 2015). The approach adopted here may also be 

fruitful in the examination of attachment to books in other parts of the world where books are 

less abundant or a luxury and where the resistance to categorise books as clutter or garbage 

may be more intense. This would include research on the processes that render particular 

cultural objects sacred or rubbish to be discarded (Rathje and Murphy, 1992). Finally, the 

similarity between the accounts by older and younger book lovers suggests that the sensual 

pull of the book as icon and the attachment to books this affords takes place as much amongst 

those who are closer to the “culture of the text” than those more attuned to audio-visual 

media. Future research could explore the cultural meanings attached to experiences of 

reading amongst those who read exclusively on digital platforms. While it may be too soon to 

tell whether new surfaces will alter the ontology of books and transform the meaning of the 

book as a type the analysis of their reception will be richer if it takes into account their 

iconicity.  
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