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Introduction

Here at the outset there’s nothing for it but to start off with some 
thought-provoking quote. I shall entrust this task to my favourite 
Jewish-Polish-American prose writer Isaac Bashevis Singer: “Many 
writers say they write only for themselves. They are hypocrites. If men 
would stay on an island, all alone, and they knew that nobody would 
ever publish anything they wrote, they would write nothing. When 
you write, the reader is always there.”

CZECH SELF-STEREOTYPES
There are plenty of nations that describe themselves as “a nation 
of readers”. The Czechs are no exception. It is all part of their my-
thology about themselves, according to which they are also a nation 
of musicians, hikers, do-it-yourselfers, gardeners and weekend-cot-
tagers. Combining all these self-stereotypes, we are left with a very 
Central European Biedermeier character, who spends his Saturday 
digging in the garden at his cottage somewhere by a river and then 
makes a cup of coffee in the afternoon and sits down in a (home-
made) armchair and has a nice read before getting together with 
a bunch of friends round a camp fire to play guitar and have a sing-
song. Yes, this is romanticism, but the homely kind that’s nicely 
under control and not too boisterous. In a word, Central European  
Gemütlichkeit. 
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STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK
Although mythology and self-mythology have their unmistakable 
charm, this book is going to attempt something rather different – to 
go beyond them and perhaps even against them. Our aim will be to 
reveal Czech reading culture from the broadest possible perspective. 
We shall begin on a rather general note with a chapter on reading 
culture – what it is and what its boundaries are. We will then turn to 
Czech reading culture, examining it first from a historical perspec-
tive and then from a present-day standpoint. This will be followed 
by a focus upon the domestic discourse on reading and readership 
over approximately the last 10–15 years and then a quantitative per-
spective (with statistics from four representative surveys) and a qual-
itative one (with narrators’ depositions and readers’ life-stories from 
research in the 2009–2015 period). The next section aims to present 
a comparison of Czech reading culture with those of others, on the 
basis inter alia of statistical data. In conclusion we give the floor to 
those involved in the creation of everything to do with books and 
reading and indeed to its co-creators and some of those who reflect 
upon it. All this is to be brought to a summarizing conclusion in 
which we would like to reflect the current state of reading culture in 
general both in this country and elsewhere. Here we shall be asking 
whether reading nowadays needs some new mission, and if so, what 
this should be.

ON A RATHER PERSONAL NOTE
The author of this book is by profession a literary scholar. He studied 
at a time when academic freedoms in his country were being sup-
pressed, and tuition was for the most part contaminated by ideology. 
That is one reason why at the time he tended towards structural-
ism – a defensive position of sorts, which also provided the security 
of firm ground beneath his feet – after all a piece of work such as 
a language structure is something quite unassailable, though it was 
perhaps more a case of securing his own position against possible 
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external attacks on works, primarily of an ideological nature. By the 
late 1980s, before the Communist era had come to an end, this se-
curity started to wear thin, as a work cannot merely be legitimized 
by defending it against whatever it essentially is not. A positive le-
gitimization must also be found. And here the author of this book 
came to the conclusion that literature is a relational entity, i.e. that its 
identity only emerges in communication. In other words: every work 
requires two people – an author and a reader. You cannot have one 
without the other, as Singer confirms above. In this respect structur-
alism did not offer any solid ground beneath our feet, as in its view 
the reader has a really bad reputation – both because he comes from 
the outside and because at best he presents himself as someone who 
merely has a duty to implement what the structure of the work has 
prescribed for him. He has no personal initiative, let alone any con-
text of his own. Moreover, a further uncertainty arose at this point: 
Are not all the “semantic dramas” involved in poetic and narrative 
structures, no matter how intellectually clever and captivating they 
are, rather artificial dramas? Are they not just comfortable specula-
tion from a text-centric ivory tower? After all should we not move 
on to the dramas offered by communication itself, bringing us much 
closer to the empirical reader, i.e. seek him out and obtain his tes-
timony directly? And where such testimonies do not exist, at least 
examine indirect ones, i.e. open ourselves up to the social dimension 
of literature, which alone provides a view of literature as a whole and 
in its entirety.
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1

Reading culture

In this chapter we would like to define the term reading culture – what 
it is and what its boundaries are.1 It will be useful to look at reading 
culture from two standpoints – the synchronic (systematic) and the 
diachronic, particularly in order to avoid the excessively presentistic 
vision to which our times have succumbed. The digital revolution 
(and the social and cultural changes it has brought about) is often 
described from this standpoint alone, particularly with regard to the 
technical opportunities involved, while audiences (and their reac-
tions) are taken into account far less, and the historical reflections, 
i.e. their orientation on a time axis, even less.2

1 This part is based to a large extent on the author’s introductory chapters in his 
book Kulturní vetřelec. Dějiny čtení – kalendárium (Brno: Host, 2020). 
2 Selected literature on reading culture: Alfred Clemens Baumgärtner (ed.), 
Lesen. Ein Handbuch (Hamburg: Verlag für Buchmarkt-Forschung, 1974), 
pp. 523–642; Petra Bohnsack – Hans-Friedrich Foltin (eds.), Lesekultur. Populäre 
Lesestoffe von Gutenberg bis zum Internet (Marburg: Universitätsbibliothek, 
1999); Janusz Dunin, Pismo zmienia świat. Czytanie, lektura, czytelnictwo 
(Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1998), pp. 189–197; Anna Dymmel, “Kultura 
czytelnicza – teoria i praktyka.” In Anna Dymmel, – Sebastian Dawid Kotuła – Artur 
Znajomski (eds.), Kultura czytelnicza i informacyjna – teoria i praktyka. Wybrane 
zagadnienia (Lublin: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Marii Curii-Skłodowskiej, 
2015), pp. 9–59; Hartmut Eggert – Christine Garbe, Literarische Sozialisation 
(Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 2003), pp. 19 and further; William A. Johnson, Readers 
and Reading Culture in the High Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), pp. 3–16; Rudolf Lesňák, Horizonty čitateľskej kultúry (Bratislava: Slovenský 
spisovateľ, 1991), pp. 10–71; János Riesz – Hans-Walter Schmidt-Hannisa (eds.), 
Lesekulturen. Reading Cultures (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2003), pp. 7–12; 
Gerhard Schmidtchen, Lesekultur in Deutschland. Ergebnisse repräsentative 
Buchmarktstudien für den Börseverein des Deutschen Buchhandels (Frankfurt 
am Main: Börsenverein des Deutschen Buchhandels, 1968); Erich Schön, 
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THE CONCEPT OF THE WHOLE 
Let us start with a conceptual purge using the reading as a media skill / 
reading as a value system / reading culture triad. The key term of the first 
element is competence (the capacity to read, its practical implemen-
tation and technical skill), the second element involves cultivation of 
values (preferences, selection and the ability to interpret and evalu-
ate); and it is only in the light of the third element that we are able to 
see both the first and the second within their network of relations and 
determinants (keyword: motivation, reason, context). I read because 
I am able (reading as a media skill), I read because I want to (reading as 
a value system) and I read because I am part of a particular network of 
relations and premises (reading culture). Reading culture places read-
ing as a media skill and reading as a value system within appropriate 
socio-cultural frameworks and historically underpins them. The read-
ing perspective cannot get by without the writing perspective, but in 
sharp contrast the writing perspective need not take account of the 
reading perspective. At least that is what we have become accustomed 
to. In other words, the perspective of the author and the work only 
optionally anticipate a reader  –  and only when this is recognized as 
being appropriate, and for the most part only in the case of a par-
ticipant in literary operation (reviews, polemics and so forth). On 
the other hand the reader’s perspective (i.e. the reception) contains 
within itself both the work and its author, as reading always entails 
reading something, behind which there is always someone. Hence it is 
only the reader who makes out a final account of the communication. 
This is succinctly expressed by Czech writer Ludvík Vaculík: “I do not 
write because of the readers, but it is written for them,”3 meaning 
something like “from the standpoint of the author the reader need not 
be present, but from the standpoint of literary communication, the 
reader plays an irreplaceable role, which cannot be neglected.” 

“‘Lesekultur’ – Einige historische Klärungen.” In: Cornelia Rosebrock (ed.), Lesen 
im Medienzeitalter (Weinheim – München: Juventa, 1995), pp. 137–164.
3 Ludvík Vaculík, Hodiny klavíru (Brno: Atlantis, 2007), p. 83.
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In other words, each of the three main parties involved in com-
munication (potentially) has something to do with the other two. 
For example the author is the originator of the text destined for the 
reader, the text always has its author, as well as its addressee, but it 
is only when a text is taken up by a reader that we can be sure the 
communicational potential has become the communicational reality, 
i.e. that it has been realized and the intention has become the deed. 
The problem, from the standpoint of history in particular, is how to 
record the given linguistic potential in its state of communicational 
reality, i.e. how to clearly allocate it as a social action. We often find 
ourselves with a lack of evidence, i.e. there are no traces to indicate 
the behaviour of readers at any given time.

WHO IS INCLUDED IN READING CULTURE?
The internal experience of reading (just like the author’s internal ex-
perience of writing) remains difficult to detect, so Robert Darnton 
believes that we should focus our efforts on reconstructing the so-
cial context of reading,4 which according to Polish bibliologist Irena 
Socha is of a dual nature. The first aspect might be called the socio- 
demographic profile (sex/gender, age, social status, education, place of 
residence), and the second the reference community, comprising our 
profession, social ties, interests and value preferences.5 All of this 
should warn us away from creating some kind of fuzzy reading, as 
in the example of deconstruction (particularly in the case of Paul de 
Man),6 or post-structuralism (in the case of Roland Barthes).7 There 

4 Robert Darnton, The Case for Books. Past, Present, and Future (New York: 
Public Affairs, 2009), p. 203.
5 Irena Socha, “Lektura – przekaz, komunikacja czy relacja?” In Anna Żbikowska-
Migoń – Marta Skalska Zlat (eds.), Encyklopedia książki (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo 
Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 2017), pp. 99–113.
6 Primarily in the book Allegories of Reading. Figural Language in Rousseau, 
Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (New Haven – London: Yale University Press, 1979).
7 Primarily in the book The Pleasure of the Text, transl. by Robert Miller (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1975 [1973]). 
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is no such thing, even at the synchronic level, let alone the diachronic 
level (i.e. from a historical perspective). 

Hence if the existence of two social contexts is a constitutive part 
of reading then we will not be able to do without those who engage 
as protagonists in the contexts in question, i.e. the readers. A reader 
is not a voluntaristic usurper of the semantic purety of a text, i.e. its 
violator. Then again, readers are not just marionettes carrying out the 
text’s instructions. The space that they inhabit might be called con-
tingent freedom. This is appositely expressed by Martyn Lyons: readers 
create their own meanings, but they do not just create them entirely 
of their own volition. They “are not passive or docile”.8 British cul-
tural historian Jonathan Rose has put it differently, when he sttates 
that those who examine the historical development of reading are 
compelled to express “a general dissatisfaction with the Frankfurt 
School, marxisant criticism, all of which tended to treat the ordinary 
reader as the passive victim of mass culture or capitalism or the dis-
course of patriarchy”.9 

The question is who to include in reading culture. It was previ-
ously believed that only those who read serious literature could be 
included, because only such literature is capable of adopting a non- 
specialist (i.e. an aesthetic) stance. However, the precarious nature 
of this definition has become increasingly evident – fiction can also 
be read quite pragmatically for special-interest purposes, i.e. in order 
to obtain information (e.g. in historical and war novels); poetry that 
has been imposed on a school pupil as compulsory reading material 
thereby goes beyond merely adopting a non-specialist stance. It is an 
educational tool. A counterpart of this stance is the statement that 
reading culture ought to just include readers who are known to only 
turn to reading material in their leisure time and for enjoyment. This 

8 Martyn Lyons, A History of Reading and Writing in the Western World (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p. 6.
9 Jonathan Rose, “The History of Education as the History of Reading,” History of 
Education 3 (2007), nos. 4–5, p. 602; online: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi 
/abs/10.1080/00467600701496922?journalCode=thed20 [accessed 2020-04-01].

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00467600701496922?journalCode=thed20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00467600701496922?journalCode=thed20
tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00467600701496922?journalCode=thed20
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standpoint is just a somewhat broader version of the previous one, 
but even here the problem arises of whether or not we are actually 
capable of clearly distinguishing between what we read pragmat-
ically and what we do not. And can this generally be established 
for all social groups? There are genres that clearly capitalize on the 
fuzziness of this boundary – such as the historical novel and fiction-
alized biographies. At the time the statistical surveys were carried 
out, active participants in reading culture included anyone who met 
certain set criteria – e.g. if they read a book a year, half year, month, 
fortnight, week etc). Here we abandon the criteria of belles lettres (se-
rious literature) and the character of the reading (in one’s leisure 
time). We should consider all members of the population in ques-
tion aged six upwards, though we would stress that this only applies 
to fully literate cultures. Why? Because in communities where read-
ing is a key competence fostered by (compulsory) school attend-
ance, we are de facto all readers. Each one of us is dependent upon  
the written word. 

READING CULTURES
Statistics and qualitative findings clearly confirm that there is a wom-
en’s reading culture and a men’s reading culture, which differ from 
each other fundamentally, primarily in the intensity of the reading 
(which is higher for women) and perhaps also in their appreciation 
of fiction (which is again higher for women). They also confirm that 
they differ in their age cohort – e.g. in the present-day Czech popu-
lation (and elsewhere), reading decreases significantly in middle age. 
It also differs in terms of reference communities – so that IT middle 
managers read one thing in one way, while humanities lecturers at 
universities or grammar school pupils read something else in a differ-
ent way. Each community of this kind takes something different for 
granted, and in terms of reading culture, a network of different texts 
is involved. In other words, the prerequisites of group identity are by 
and large not transferable outside the group in question. 
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There are also certain national formulas involved here which have 
been created historically and culturally – for example, in terms of the 
number of books read per year the level for the entire Czech popu-
lation corresponds to the level of people with higher education aged 
40+ in the Polish population. The Scandinavian countries have a far 
better-developed approach to public libraries, while they do not have 
such a sharp division between “highbrow” and “lowbrow” literature. 
Hence it is more likely for them to review detective stories in their 
dailies and magazines, just as it is for them to espouse such literature, 
as it does not bear such a social stigma. The proliferation of e-books 
among Americans is considerably greater than it is in Western Eu-
rope, while the United Kingdom acts as a kind of intermediate zone 
between the two cultures. Europe itself is largely under the sway of 
a north-south polarity, with the highest reading rates in Scandinavia 
and the lowest in the south (e.g. Portugal, Greece and Malta). In Can-
ada there is a large difference between Anglophone and Francophone 
cultures – with the former standing out for its much higher reading 
rate. There again in Israel a difference arises between various types of 
Jewish immigrants, with the strongest reading group comprising im-
migrants from Europe and old established settlers (Yishuv). In Hun-
gary (as in Poland) there is a great contrast in reading habits between 
the urban and the rural populations. In the USA books are bought 
mostly by older people, while in the Czech Republic mostly by the 
middle-aged. Research has even been carried out into the “cultural 
honesty” of individual nations, i.e. how (un)willingly they admit that 
they have not read particular books, especially those in the canon. 
The French came out worst while the Americans fared best.10 This 
reveals another variable in any particular culture: a kind of reading 
snobbery coefficient.

One way or another a pluralistic conception of reading culture (i.e. 
as reading cultures) provides a good safeguard both from above and 

10 See Heinz Steinberg, “Books and readers as subject of research in Europe 
and America,” International Social Science Journal 24 (1972), no. 4, pp. 744–755.
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below. From above against “astral” theorizing, which in its search for 
general concepts becomes blind to all time-contingent variables, and 
from below against psychologizing “show me a reader and I’ll show 
you uniquely autonomous reading within its own cultural ecosystem” 
relativism. Moreover, this pluralistic conception enables us to a far 
greater extent to see reading culture in all its historical variability.

FROM A HISTORICAL STANDPOINT
Reading culture can only enjoy prestige and influence as a social real-
ity if a sufficient number of participants (users) are engaged in it. At 
a worldwide level the majority of the population did not start to be lit-
erate until the 1950s. As for Western civilization (which was foremost 
in associating its cultural identity with reading and books), this took 
place at the turn of the 19th century. Although culture does not involve 
parliamentary elections, even here it is the case that only a majority 
can claim any cultural dominance, and it is only in this situation that 
reading becomes more than just a bonus that privileges its adherents. 
The reverse is also the case, and those who have not espoused read-
ing find themselves in a cultural deficit and a state of social exclusion.

If we systematically apply a sociocultural approach then the en-
tire history of reading culture can be divided into two halves: from 
approximately 3500 BCE to the turn of the 19th century and then 
from the turn of the 19th century to the present day – while we must 
emphasize that this only applies to Western civilization and not to 
the world as a whole. The age of majority illiteracy, when orality (oral 
transmission) was the primary way in which information was passed 
on, and the age of majority literacy, when orality was edged out by 
the written word. It is only in these contexts that we can mark out the 
more subtle boundary lines, particularly with the help of technologi-
cal changes (primarily typefaces, text fixation methods and forms and 
reproduction and distribution techniques). The following scheme in-
dicates that even in a written culture the great majority of the human 
population have spent most of historical time in an oral culture.


