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I
N DECEMBER, 1931, as economic downturn deepened into 

full-fledged depression in the United States, Orion How

ard Cheyney published the first formal report ever to be 

compiled on the American book industry1 The report had 

been commissioned by the National Association of Book 

Publishers in response to a significant sales decline soon after the 

stock market crash. In spite of the exceedingly dry title, Economic 

Survey of the Book Industry, 1930-1931, Cheyney s study did not at 

all resemble the typical corporate report characterized by dis

passionate prose and studded with statistics, tables and projec

tions. It bristled, instead, with the sharp wit and sly irony of O. H. 

Cheyney himself, the recently retired Vice-President of the Ir

ving Bank and Trust Company and a man who made no secret of 

his disdain for what he characterized as the outmoded elitism 

and genteel impracticality of the book trade.2 In fact, he chasti

sed the industry for continuing to rely on "the 'I shot an arrow 

into the air theory of publishing" and he charged that the book 

industry "indulges itself in 'alibis,'in rationalizations andflights 

from reality - although," he admitted, "being literary, it does so 

more gracefully." If the book industry wants to make it into the 

twentieth century, Cheyney warned, the trade needs to design 

books for groups other than the usual "elite clique and a cla-

que. 3 
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As you might imagine, the publishers and editors of the book 

industry did not take kindly to Cheyney s way with words. They 

fought back in the pages of their trade journal, Publishers' Weekly, 

suggesting in columns and letters that, as a banker and a busi

nessman, Cheyney had missed the essential character of the tra

de. As John McCrae of E. P. Dutton put it, "There is a spiritual 

influence in the book field which is unique because books are 

personal, and it is ridiculous to judge our profession with the 

same standards as one may justifiably judge a purely commercial 

endeavor."4 McCrae and his allies resisted Cheyney s suggestion 

that what the traditional trade needed was to adopt the mass pro

duction and distribution techniques of the cheap book business 

and various consumer product industries. They argued in re

sponse that, among other things, modern advertising techniques 

simply couldn't be applied to the regular book trade because it 

would be financially impossible to advertise more than a few of 

the thousands of individual, discrete and unique titles published 

each year. Editors like McCrae insisted that the audience for real 

books was as big as it was going to get. All they could hope to do, 

as a consequence, was to restrict title production and find ways to 

get individual books to those few serious readers who would be 

most interested in them. 

It seems to me that Cheyney s irony, and the publishers' loud 

objections to it as unnecessarily sarcastic, are important signs of 

the tensions that characterized American book publishing as 

the twentieth century advanced. In fact, the industry understood 

itself to be generally divided between those, like Cheyney, who 

advocated the adoption of a more commercial orientation in the 
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trade and others who saw themselves as literary gentlemen de

voted to the cause of literature and to the pursuit of excellence in 

print. Cheyney argued for a view of the trade as a ceaselessly flo

wing operation, that is, as a preconstituted system of endless cir

culation. Continuous functioning of the system was dependent, 

he argued, on the ability to draw into the system's purview not 

only an ever-growing supply of readers, but an endless flow of 

manuscripts, authors, distributing outlets, reviewers, booksel

lers, and more. In fact, Cheyney refused to privilege the author as 

the autonomous origin of the publishing process. Since, in his 

view, the point of publishing a book was to get it into the hands 

of readers, he suggested that it was really with readers and read

ing aims that the whole process necessarily had to begin. 

Authors couldn't begin to write effectively, he argued, without 

a prior sense of who they were trying to address. 

In opposition to Cheyney s reader-oriented view, the tradi

tional trade continued to articulate a view of publishing that 

conceived it as a process of linear dissemination from author to 

reader with the publisher acting only as a mediator or go-bet

ween. Essentially a creation of the eighteenth-century Europe

an book trade, this view conceptualized publishing as a form of 

natural issue and property-transmission, that is, as the delive

rance of an author's intellectual property to a receive-reader. In 

this model, the reader was expected to receive, respect and reve

re that property above all else, to attend to its features and to 

make sense of it as the author would have wished. This view of 

publishing privileged the author above all else and conceptua

lized books as unique, discrete objects essentially at odds with 
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the processes of abstraction and rationalization at the heart of 

marketing practice. 

It is important to point out that this tendency to see the book 

trade as fundamentally divided between these commercial and 

literary factions was so common in the 1920s and 1930s that it 

prevented even as shrewd an analyst as O. H. Cheyney from no

ting the significance of several developments in book publishing 

that threatened to breach the conceptual wall dividing the cheap 

book business from the traditional trade. In fact, because Chey

ney characteristically focused so relentlessly on economic issues 

and dismissed the significance of literary matters, he downplay

ed the importance of a distribution scheme that would eventual

ly have significant effects not only on the book trade but on the 

organization of literary culture as a whole. Although Cheyney 

admitted that the recent appearance of book clubs in the United 

States was "inevitable" and "logical" because certain key selling 

functions were not being performed well by publishers, he 

mistakenly predicted that "the book club will take its place as a 

useful, but minor, factor in book distribution." "It will never be a 

'menace'," he added, "and it will never constructively revolutio

nize anything."5 

Cheyney missed the transformative potential of the Ameri

can book clubs because he focused exclusively on the economic 

aspects of their operation. He failed to notice the importance of 

the fact that they wedded methods of distribution usually asso

ciated with consumer goods and the cheap book trade to an ela

borate system for determining literary value. In effect, the clubs 

functioned as a perpetual motion machines designed to sort, 
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define, evaluate, and distribute books to waiting readers. Chey-

ney missed the significance of the book clubs in general and the 

Book-of-the-Month Club in particular because he failed to see 

how this coordination of judgment and distribution challenged 

older ways of determining the value of literary products. What I 

want to discuss today is how the Book-of-the-Month Club for

mally and institutionally integrated the process of commodity 

distribution with that of literary evaluation and why that cali

bration produced an approach to books and reading that deman

ded a reconceptualization of the nature and limits of the literary 

field and an alteration of the relationship between author and 

reader. Additionally, I want to explore the evaluative logic that 

underwrote the club's approach to books. Finally, I will consider 

the appropriateness of its treatment of books for an audience of 

general readers who were well-educated and largely professio

nal yet who also seemed to need advice about how to deal with 

the burgeoning titles churned out by the publishing industry. 

My goal, ultimately, is to suggest that the Book-of-the-Month 

Club was instrumental in helping to establish the dominance of 

a new configuration for cultural production in the United States. 

That configuration, which was quickly labeled "middlebrow 

culture" by its critics, became, in the space of a few years, the cul

ture of preference for an emerging group of college-educated pro

fessionals, managers, technicians and information workers.6 Far 

from being a pale imitation or a mere watered-down version of 

some more legitimate high culture, as its critics claimed, this 

new middlebrow culture developed as a distinct and dominant 

cultural form complete with a consistent body of texts, appropri-
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ate ways of reading and a legitimating apparatus for the recom

mendation of both. This culture redundantly appeared in the 

pages of books turned out by the major trade houses, in the re

view pages of the most important literary weeklies and the major 

metropolitan dailies, in serial format in national periodicals like 

the Readers Digest, and, eventually, in cinematic form recreated 

by one of several major Hollywood studios. What I want to look 

at today are the social and material origins of this middlebrow 

culture. Additionally, I want to consider briefly how the appea

rance of an apparatus for middlebrow cultural production even

tually generated an intense struggle among competing authoriti

es in the literary field over the protocols governing reading, over 

the allegiances of readers and the power of texts, and ultimately 

over the value of the literary itself in the twentieth century. 

îf- >(• >fc 

HAD o. H. CHEYNEY looked into the history of the most suc

cessful book club in 1931, that is, the Book-of-the-Month Club, he 

would have discovered that this novel distribution scheme was 

the creation of a man with a perspective on publishing very 

much like his own. The Book-of-the-Month Club was created in 

1926 by Harry Scherman, a former copy-writer for the J. Walter 

Thompson advertising agency.7 A man with decided literary in

terests, Scherman had attempted a career in journalism and even 

aspired to play writing on the fringes of the modernist avant-gar

de before he took a well-paying job at J. Walter Thompson as a 

copy-writer and a mail-order specialist. Despite his literary inte

rests, Scherman was apparently highly successful at Thompson. 
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In fact, he seems to have concentrated on selling culture by mail. 

As he once put it, "I turned out to be particularly good in selling 

books by mail... [because I] noticed particularly how people 

could be influenced to read books by what was said about 

them."8 He used his intuitions about the importance of word-of-

mouth recommendation in the marketing of books to sell most

ly expensive sets of classics and the complete works of noted aut-

hors. When this proved profitable for Thompson and its clients, 

he decided to set out on his own. Scherman joined forces with 

Charles and Albert Boni in 1915 and created the Little Leather 

Library, a profit-minded scheme to sell miniature volumes of 

Shakespeare as premiums in boxes of candy and then as full li

brary sets that could be purchased by mail. Eventually, Scher

man and the Bonis decided to broaden their audience by marke

ting their volumes more directly through Woolworth's, the 

dime-store chain. 

Scherman abandoned the scheme finally when he recognized 

that it had certain built-in limitations which ensured that its 

market would easily become saturated. This occurred, Scherman 

understood, because a relatively finite number of books could 

actually be marketed as "classics." Only those books that had 

survived over time and which had been pronounced precious as 

moral and spiritual guides by the imprimatur of certain key lite

rary and social authorities could qualify as classics. This meant 

that Scherman's marketing success was both dependent upon, 

and limited by, a potential buyers recognition of familiar names 

and titles within the set. Although the definition of the "classic" 

might be stretched a little to include recent, ballyhooed titles 
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that might strike a cord among targeted consumers, Scherman 

and his partners couldn't afford to venture too far afield for fear of 

destroying the category itself. Thus they had to await the slow 

verdict of an older system for establishing cultural value and 

market only those individual titles that had an already-establis

hed worth supposedly dependent upon their properties as uni

que, original creations, that is, as works of art. 

As a modern businessman, Scherman refused to be bound by 

what he saw as an outmoded allegiance to highly specialized, 

usually quite difficult books from a distant past. Many other new 

titles were published every year, he reasoned. Why couldn't they 

be sold through the mail in the same way as the classics, thus 

providing the entrepreneur with an unlimited supply of marke

table material? Scherman was as aware as anyone that tradition 

in the book trade decreed that individual titles could never be 

successfully marketed though the mail "for the simple reason 

that the selling cost had to be charged against the single book."9 

Because every book was unique, the trade s argument went, every 

book had to be marketed to a unique group of readers. Blanket 

advertising at a mass market would never work, therefore, becau

se it would be much too expensive to design advertising around 

individual titles. The mass marketing of books was limited, final

ly, according to this logic, by the inherent specificity of each indi

vidual volume. 

What Harry Scherman desired, above all else, was to capitalize 

on the vista of endless production and consumption promised 

by the idea of the new, the imperative driving the rest of the deve

loping consumer economy. To do so, however, he had to confront 
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the fundamental resistance of the book conceived, as an indivi

dual object to the processes of abstraction at the heart of the 

marketing, advertising and exchange process. He had to confront 

the fact that the supposed particularity of the book prevented its 

conversion into a more fully fungible and therefore more 

marketable property. In order to continue to increase sales, there

fore, Scherman knew he would have to learn how to sell the idea 

of "new books" as an identifiable category with recognizable uses 

for potential buyers. The problem was how to create an abstrac

tion that would allow for the endless repetition of individual in

stances of it without particularizing those objects too much. 

How could he demonstrate the value and uses of "the new" if 

every new thing was in fact unique and unknown? 

In attempting a solution, he resorted to the kind of logic he re

lied on regularly as an advertising man. Scherman turned his at

tention to the activity and process of reading - to its uses and 

functions as well as its pleasures - rather than to the supposed 

singularity of the book itself. Readers could be persuaded to buy 

new books, he argued, when they understood that those books 

would produce a particular experience of reading, one with both 

practical and pleasurable effects. He once recounted how he was 

thinking at the time in the following way: "Now we had known 

as part of our established experience that you could sell indivi

dual books which might be called use books,' like Power of Will 

or American Gardening, things ofthat kind where there would be 

a broad market." "But," he went on, "you couldn't sell the new fic

tion, or new non-fiction books about which the general public 

knew nothing."10 Scherman believed that in the United States of 
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the 1920s people found, it difficult to choose among the vast num

ber of titles arrayed before them in reviews, in department stores 

and on bookstore shelves. This was so because they thought of 

every one of those books as unique and distinct. While they un

derstood that certain kinds of books were utilitarian objects -

gardening books and self-help volumes, after all, had clear uses 

and concrete applications - they could not conceptualize either 

fiction or general non-fiction as types of books with obvious, re

cognized, culturally determined uses and value. As a consequen

ce, it was extremely difficult to write advertising appeals to cap

ture the interest of such readers. 

I suspect Scherman was right about this and that it may have 

been the result of the continuing, dispersed effect of the mutually 

dependent ideologies of the novel, of the individual, autonomous 

writer, and of the aesthetic as a transcendent entity, as an end it

self. Together, these ideologies constructed a vision of the "real" 

book on the model of the self-consciously "literary" volume and 

construed it as the unique utterance of a single, independent in

telligence expressing an interior self. Such a book was under

stood to be valuable chiefly for its idiosyncratic style, which is to 

say, for its aesthetic form. The resulting utterance was irreducible 

to the utterance of any other and therefore addressed its readers 

in unanticipated and ungeneralizable ways. Novels and their 

nonfictional relatives were, to put it baldly, simply novel. 

This ideology of the singularity of the book tended to work 

against the understanding that even aesthetic contemplation of 

the unique object had its own functions and that even very diffe

rent books sometimes performed quite similar functions in 
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people's daily lives. "Real" books, therefore, as opposed to the 

supposedly degraded, formulaic products of fiction factories and 

hack operatives, continued to be conceived as wholly incom

mensurate and resistant to absorption into a market system that 

was dependent on processes of abstraction and equalization. The 

liquidity of cultural commodities like the book could not be 

broadly demonstrated, then, until their particularity as singular 

utterances was subordinated ideologically to their shared and 

generalizable utility as certain kinds of consumer goods, ones 

that would promote valuable activities and experiences. 

Harry Scherman managed to perform the necessary ideologi

cal work with his creation of the Book-of-the-Month Club. In 

addressing the problem of how to sell new books by mail, he de

cided, first, that if he was to generate a profit he would have to sell 

books regularly, predictably, and continuously to a stable group 

of consumers. He thought it would be necessary, then, to design 

the kind of subscription operation usually associated with the 

sale of periodicals. He would persuade a substantial group of pe

ople to contract to receive a set of books whose identity would 

remained unspecified. In order to get around the problem of 

asking them to buy something blind, however, he recognized 

that he would need to sell them a promise along with their mem

bership. He would have to promise that those "new" books 

would prove to have specific uses and a sure value in the future. 

To underwrite that promise, therefore, and to certify that value, 

he hired a group of well-known experts and asked them to select 

specific titles from the trades projected offerings, which they 

would then recommend to the club s members. The club would 
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purchase outright from publishers the right to distribute those 

titles and it would then manufacture and convey them directly 

to subscribers via the U. S. mail. 

In effect, Scherman trademarked a set of disparate and discrete 

books by offering them publicly as the singular product of a dis

tinguished committee. At the same time, he guaranteed their 

quality through the use of the celebrity testimonial which had 

become an accepted and much-used tactic in standard adverti

sing practice.11 The celebrities Scherman chose, however, were 

very unlike the vaudeville, stage, and movie stars whose social 

authority was typically used to endorse particular products. Rat

her, Scherman selected people whose professional expertise and 

social status had already been established in the literary field. He 

first approached Henry Seidel Canby, a Yale English professor 

and editor of the increasingly important Saturday Review of Li

terature. After securing his participation, Scherman turned to a 

popular but well-respected novelist, Dorothy Canfield, and then 

to Christopher Morley and Heywood Broun, both of whom were 

noted for their idiosyncratic personal columns in newspapers 

and for their own literary publications. He rounded off the com

mittee with William Allen White, the editor of the renowned 

Emporia Gazette and champion of the American middle class as 

well as the author of several novels about "ordinary" Ameri

cans.12 

When the names of these individuals were heavily advertised 

to underwrite Scherman s claim that his club would distribute 

to its subscribers "the best book of the month," their literary sta

ture helped to evoke Matthew Arnolds preference for the best 
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that had been thought and said in the past. Thus Scherman wed

ded modern advertising and a commodity sales operation to a 

traditional discourse about the nature of literary value, a dis

course legitimating an aesthetic economy which privileged the 

author, the idea of originating genius and a supporting notion of 

transcendent, universally-established excellence. To subscribe to 

the Book-of-the-Month Club, he suggested again and again in his 

advertising, was to demonstrate one s appreciation for "culture" 

and to display one s discerning ability to keep up with au courant 

versions of it. 

Despite this nod to an older aesthetic economy and the pro

minence Scherman accorded to the evaluative activities of his 

Committee of Selection - a name that was soon dropped both 

within and without the organization for the more evocative title 

of "the Judges" - the Book-of-the-Month Club functioned in re

ality as a quintessentially modern distribution operation. Inde

ed Scherman deftly adapted the fundamental principles of Ford

ism to the problem of book circulation. In designing require

ments for club membership, he first stipulated that subscribers 

would be obligated to accept one book every month, the particu

lar book designated by the judges as the "book-of-the-month." 

Like Henry Ford himself, who once remarked that his own 

customers could have any color automobile they wanted as long 

as it was black, Scherman aimed to generate his profits by produ

cing a uniform product and by automating the processes by 

which it was delivered to consumers. What he aimed to establish 

was the organizational equivalent of the assembly line, a perpe

tual motion machine that could continuously process new 
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books for clockwork-like distribution to a wholly predictable 

number of readers already transformed by the requirements of 

subscription into consumers. 

Scherman, however, quickly ran afoul of critics who accused 

the club of usurping readers' rights to choose books on their own. 

As a consequence, he adjusted the scheme slightly to reintroduce 

some measure of customer choice into his operation while still 

preserving the economies produced by predictable sales. He allo

wed subscribers to substitute one of several alternate selections 

in lieu of the prescribed book-of-the-month. This decision crea

ted the now-famous "negative option," that is, the procedure by 

which subscribers received the clubs main selection automati

cally unless they indicated that they did not want that particular 

title that month. 

Structurally, the club functioned very like the advertising in

dustry from which Scherman drew so many of his strategies. In 

the last two decades of the nineteenth century, advertising deve

loped at least in part as a complex mechanism to co-ordinate and 

manage the relation between production and consumption.13 In 

the same way, the Book-of-the-Month Club attempted to genera

te a profit through the homeostatic regulation of book dissemi

nation and book purchase. Indeed Scherman conceived of his 

scheme specifically as an attempt to alleviate the habitual pro

blems of the book industry, that is, oversupply and unsold stock. 

The subscription nature of the business, he believed, would prov

ide him with the information necessary to recursively calibrate 

the actual acquisition of titles to a guaranteed sale. When he in

troduced alternates and thereby significantly reduced the pre-
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dictability of his sale, the reply coupon that consumers had to 

return to exercise their negative option proved to be an essential 

feedback device. The early return coupons enabled Scherman to 

adjust his production of specific titles to expressed subscriber 

preference. Belief in the utility ofinformation such as this even

tually pushed Scherman to conduct some of the first market re

search ever done on reading in the U. S. when he hired his friend, 

George Gallup, to look into the subject of who read, what they 

read, why, when, and where. Eventually, Gallup and others con

ducted many surveys for the club in order to discover why mem

bers joined, why they left, what they were looking for in their 

selections, and how they made their choices from the catalog. 

My point here is that just as Scherman s desire to market new 

books in an endless stream prompted him to focus on the func

tions of reading rather than on the particularities of individual 

books, so his attempt to mesh production with consumption 

pressed upon the organization an attention to the variable beha

vior of book buyers and book readers. Indeed Scherman s judges 

took up the very attitude and perspective advocated by O. H. 

Cheyney in his Economic Survey where he argued for the deter

mining role of readers in the publication process. The Book-of-

the-Month Club judges attempted to imagine why people 

bought books in the first place and then they tried to understand 

the nature of the relationship between book-buying and book-

reading. Not all readers bought books, they knew, and not all 

book buyers bought books to read. Some books were bought as 

gifts, some were bought to be displayed. Others were purchased 

as reference tools or as volumes intended to comprise a personal 
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"library." And still others were bought to be read through to the 

end. In addition, readers often sought different affective expe

riences in the act of reading, different relationships to the book 

they had picked up, and different ends as the goal of the reading 

process. Because the judges were sensitive to all this, and because 

the operation they were serving was set up to generate a profit 

from book sales, they oriented themselves deliberately to the 

needs, desires and aims of their subscribers. Ironically, then, de

spite the larger advertising emphasis on the club's search for the 

single "best" book of the month, the judges began to elaborate a 

practical logic of selection that foregrounded not only the varia

bility of readers and reading but also the variability of the evalu

ative standards used to find books for them. 

The aim of the larger Book-of-the-Month Club operation was 

to match readers with the books appropriate to them. As Henry 

Canby once remarked, "the best book is worth nothing at all if it 

never finds a reader."14 Following from this premise, the logic of 

the evaluative system established at the club in its early years de

veloped three pointed concerns. The judges tried first to deter

mine what sort of book they had before them. Then, they attempt

ed to understand why a reader might elect this book rather than 

some other. Finally, they explored how best to describe that book 

in such a way as to make its relevant features known to readers 

who would approach it with previously formed expectations, 

desires and needs. In the final analysis, then, despite their presen

tation to the public as judges issuing pronouncements from on 

high, the Book-of-the-Month Club judges developed an evalua

tive process that was, more than anything else, thoroughly contin-
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gent and fundamentally reader-driven. It was not based on the 

application of a single, abstract standard of literary excellence. 

Harry Scherman's judges conceived of their business, therefo

re, less as a process of evaluation and judgment than as one of 

definition and sorting. Their job was to read all the books sub

mitted by the trade, to imagine who might find such books inte

resting or useful and then to evaluate how well particular books 

might satisfy those readers most likely to select them. Since the 

publishers had been instructed by Scherman to send all different 

kinds of books to the club, the judges quickly recognized that 

they could not compare apples to oranges or oranges to grapefru

its. Not all books were "literary" books and even "literary" 

books, the judges believed, varied considerably in form, function 

and intent. As Canby himself observed, "There is - to take the 

novel - the story well calculated to pass a pleasant hour but able 

to pass nothing else; there is the story with a good idea in it and 

worth reading for the idea only; there is the story worthless as art 

but usefully catching some current phase of experience; and the

re is the fine novel which will stand any test for insight, skill, and 

truth." He continued, "Now it is folly to apply a single standard to 

all these types of story. It can be done, naturally, but it accomplis

hes nothing except to eliminate all but the shining best."1* The 

project at the club, as a consequence, was to proliferate gauges 

and to multiply evaluative standards. What the judges did was to 

ask what every book was useful for. Even lesser books, with mo

dest aims and intentions, they believed, deserved their readers 

and those books could sometimes satisfy their readers better 

than did more ambitious titles. 
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In effect, then, Henry Canby and his colleagues treated all 

books that came to them as instances of multifarious types, that 

is, as examples of different classes or genera, each with its own 

peculiar functions and uses. "Is this serious fiction," they asked 

themselves, "or hammock literature?" "Is this a sea saga or a 

small woman's novel?" "Is it popular history or too specialized 

for the general reader?" "Is it literary criticism or literary bio

graphy?" Only after answering the categorical question did they 

ask themselves whether a book was any good or not. Having de

termined that a particular title was a literary biography, for in

stance, they then asked themselves "is it a good literary biograp

hy?" "Does it fail as an entertaining yarn," they similarly wonde

red. "Will it please readers who are partial to nature books?" To 

answer this latter question about quality, they additionally had 

to ask themselves what it was, exactly, that characterized an ex

cellent example of a particular kind of book. "What makes a 

good nature book good," they wondered. "Is it the same quality or 

set of features that establishes the excellence of a biography or a 

work of serious fiction?" 

The Book-of-the-Month Club judges, as you can see, focused 

on the diversity and variety of the literary field and on its ability 

to generate many different kinds of books with different features 

and different aims. In spite of Harry Scherman's ritual repetition 

of the claim that the club sent out "the best book of the month," 

in practice, the judges deemed this kind of absolute hierarchical 

grading an impossible and undesirable task. Their work, conse

quently, contested a particular view of the literary field that had 

developed in the years between i860 or so and 1900, a process that 
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has been chronicled most recently by Richard Brodhead in Cul

tures of Letters? There, Brodhead explores the ways in which a 

new high literary zone was produced in the United States in the 

pages of the Atlantic Monthly, The Century and Harpers. He builds 

on the earlier work of Paul DiMaggio and Lawrence Levine, 

both of whom see the development of a self-conscious, exclusive, 

highbrow culture as a defensive response on the part of the bour

geois class to the rise of a commercial mass culture aimed at a 

broad audience of immigrants, laborers, women, and the mini

mally educated.17 Following Levine and DiMaggio, Brodhead 

suggests that a new high literary zone developed contemp

oraneously with the symphony orchestra and the municipal 

museum producing, as a consequence, "a strongly demarcated 

high-status arena for high-artistic practice."18 The term, "litera

ture," was significantly narrowed as a consequence and reserved 

solely for self-conscious verbal performances of a particular sort. 

As Brodhead suggests, "this term [was] produced through a stra

tification in which most writing, including virtually all popular 

writing, [got] marked as nonliterary and unworthy of atten

tion ... while some other writing [got] identified as rare or select: 

in short, as 'literature.'"19 

What developed, as a consequence, was a highbrow view of the 

literary field as a uniform, hierarchically-ordered space - a kind 

of pyramid of literateness, if you will, with the true literary, that 

is, belles lettres, positioned at the apex. Everything else, inclu

ding the more mundane works of non-fiction, journalism and 

popular writing were therefore ranged below the best works of 

imaginative literature. Literature was made into "an object of 
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something like ultimate value," as Brodhead points out. It was 

sacralized in much the same way that art was sacralized at the 

end of the nineteenth century by the neo-classic museums and it 

was invested, as a consequence, with "a degree of value saved for 

the religious in less secularized milieus."20 Culture and the lite

rary, in this configuration, became, in Brodhead s words, "a chief 

sign of elite status and chief weapon of elite social sway."21 To 

possess and display one s facility with literature and culture was 

to declare one s qualifications as a member of the then-develo

ping, translocally incorporated social elite. Brodhead s ultimate 

point, of course, is that this process did not go uncontested. The 

high literary zone was only one of several cultures of letters 

functioning at the turn of the century in the U. S. It is important 

to note, however, that the promoters of this zone claimed for 

themselves moral and social superiority. 

It was this view of the literary field that the Book-of-the-

Month Club judges contested in their everyday practice of evalu

ation. Although they continued to recognize the existence of a 

special aesthetic category called "Literature," which they tended 

to render with a capital "L," they also thought of the literary field 

itself as a universe encompassing all kinds of print productions. 

Accordingly, they categorically differentiated books from each 

other on the basis of their differential functions and variable ap

peals to readers. In their view, books were only comparable if 

they were of the same genus or type. It made no sense to judge a 

popular history lacking because its verbal style was undi

stinguished. Nor was it justifiable to eliminate a rollicking good 

story because its characters were superficially delineated. This is 
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not to say that at the club the larger literary field was conceived as 

an open, free space, lacking in organization or structure. It was 

quite structured, in fact, but according to a different logic and in 

respect of different principles. 

As a way of getting at that logic and its supporting principles, 

I think it useful to quote Henry Canby again on the variability of 

the literary as a special category unto itself. For although Canby 

continued to group most fictional texts under the sign of the lite

rary, he also subdivided that body of texts on the basis of the 

functions they could perform for their readers. His comments 

here come from an essay about the difference between literary 

criticism and reviewing, a subject that concerned him through

out his career. Criticism, Canby felt, rightly concerned itself 

with the purest literary values, but reviewing, which he believed 

properly functioned to inform readers about new books, needed 

to approach the question of value more flexibly. "[I]t is someti

mes necessary to remind the austerer critic," he wrote, "that there 

are a hundred books of poetry, of essays, of biography, of fiction, 

which are by no means of the first rank and yet are highly impor

tant, if only as news of what the world, in our present, is thinking 

and feeling. They cannot be judged, all of them on the top plane 

of perfect excellence; and if we judge them on any other plane, 

good, better best, get inextricably mixed."22 Canby, at least, was 

willing to judge books on other planes and thus to contest the 

very idea of good, better and best judged upon one set of aesthetic 

criteria. Fiction, for instance, could be evaluated for the news it 

provided of the contemporary world rather than for its linguistic 

craftsmanship. Canby continued significantly: "There is no help 
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except to set books upon their planes and assort them into their 

categories - which is merely to define them before beginning to 

criticize."23 The key move in the evaluative practice of the Book-

of-the-Month Club judges, as I have already suggested, was not 

judgment at all, but rather the activity of categorization, that of 

sorting onto different planes. 

The very concept of different planes, it should be noted, con

structs a vision of a print universe conceived not as an organic, 

uniform, hierarchically-ordered space. Rather, the print univer

se appears as a series of discontinuous, discrete, non-congruent 

worlds. Those worlds bring together readers with particular 

needs and demands and writers with special forms of expertise 

more or less prepared to address both. The role prescribed for the 

critic in a uniform literary world is that of Olympian, omnisci

ent judge. The disposition best suited to this more differentiated 

world of particular and locally-specific purposes and goals is clo

ser to that of a manager who has been charged with the smooth 

functioning of a complex system. The skills required of this lite

rary manager - with the literary defined, now, very broadly to 

include virtually all kinds of books and print - are more like 

those of the modern, professional librarian than the critic. The 

modern librarian was trained to bring together inquiring read

ers with the appropriate forms of technical expertise capable of 

answering their questions, addressing their needs and satisfying 

their tastes. Relying on the card catalog and the innovations of 

the Dewey system of classification, this individual approached 

the world of print not as a single universe, but rather as a world of 

differentiated knowledge-production where language was put to 
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multiple and different uses, where it was deployed differentially 

to describe and manipulate the world in highly specific, techni

cally distinct ways. 

The category of Literature, then, within the analogously-defi

ned and horizontally organized field of letters demarcated by the 

Book-of-the-Month Club judges, was treated with a certain 

amount of ambiguity. On the one hand, the club's rhetoric about 

"best books" and "future classics" tended to evoke a sense of the 

literary as both sacred and transcendent, as the apex of all cul

tural achievement. On the other hand, their day-to-day selection 

procedures and habits of description tended to construe the lite

rary as one category among many. In practice, literary books 

were treated as books of a certain sort, as a special taste, in fact, 

dependent upon a high degree of education and familiarity with 

the complexities of literary history. In fact, the BOMC judges 

eventually began to refer to books that presented themselves in 

self-conscious literary fashion as "serious fiction," and offered 

particular titles like Elizabeth Bowen s The Hotel or Gertrude 

Stein s Tender Buttons accompanied by consumer warnings sug

gesting that only the most patient of readers ought to try these 

books. In effect, the insight and enlightenment associated with 

the literary was offered at the club not as a superior form of know

ledge but rather as a particular and peculiar sort with its own 

uses and applications, equivalent to, yet different from, other 

sorts of knowledge, knowledge to be found in works of science, 

political affairs, or history The judges'pragmatic approach to the 

larger literary field challenged the sacred status of Literature and 

contested its claim as "the best that had been thought and said in 
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the world." This doesn't seem particularly surprising when we 

consider the fact that they lived in an evermore secular world 

impressed every day by the achievements of modern science and 

its supporting discourses, discourses which foregrounded the 

material, the utilitarian, the technological and the technical. 

What I think we see at the Book-of-the-Month Club, then, is a 

disposition to structure the larger literary field according to the 

logic of an emergent and consolidating social group in the Uni

ted States at this historical moment, that is, of an increasingly 

powerful set of managerial workers charged with the production 

and manipulation of highly specialized and technical forms of 

knowledge and information. Trained to think of the world, 

whether mechanical, social or natural, as an infinitely complex 

universe beyond the comprehension of single persons or even 

single points of view, these new workers implicitly divided the 

universe into discrete domains and specialized provinces, each 

capable of being rendered comprehensible by highly particular 

ways of knowing. Laboring not with their hands but rather with 

their minds, these trained knowledge workers were to use their 

own forms of technical competence and professional expertise, 

acquired through an increasingly specialized education, to faci

litate better description and manipulation of all that was encom

passed by their own special domain. They were to convey the 

technical knowledge they commanded precisely as specialists 

and professionals to those who were non-specialists, which is to 

say, to clients, consumers or students in need of usable versions of 

such knowledge for pragmatic decision-making and the conduct 

of everyday life. The multiple planes of the literary field as con-
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ceived by the Book-of-the-Month Club judges, it seems to me, 

were structured according to this kind of logic, a logic that fo

regrounded the discreteness and particularity of expertise, its 

ultimately pragmatic disposition, and its fundamentally instru

mental orientation in the service of a putatively general popula

tion. 

I am, of course, drawing here on a vast body of work about the 

nature of the appearance, size and significance of this new group, 

which is often referred to in short-hand fashion in the U. S. as the 

professional-managerial class or the PMC. The term comes from 

a relatively recent article published in 1977 by Barbara and John 

Ehrenreich who took up arguments first developed by members 

of the Frankfurt School, by William H. Whyte, by C. Wright 

Mills, Alvin Gouldner, Harry Braverman and others.24 The Eh

renreichs argued specifically that this group in fact constituted a 

new class situated strategically and ambivalently between labor 

and capital. These new professionals, managers, technicians, and 

culture workers were like labor, they claimed, in that they 

worked for a salary and were employed by the forces of capital. 

They differed, however, because they labored with their minds 

rather than their hands, because they exerted greater control 

over the character of their work, and, finally, because their prin

cipal task was the management, control and coordination of the 

larger labor process itself, including those who labored within it. 

This entire argument about a new class of professionals and 

technicians has been a controversial one, of course, and the 

Ehrenreichs particular version of it has generated significant 

debate and disagreement, much of it hinging on whether this 
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new social stratum is in fact a new class, a class fraction, or rather 

an amorphous group of individuals who occupy a contradictory 

location between classes. It is impossible to resolve here the 

many difficult questions raised by scholars like David Noble, 

Eric Olin Wright, Stanley Aronowitz, and Alvin Gouldner 

among others about the precise political location of this group or 

about whether its diverse members share a "coherent social and 

cultural existence."2* But I don't think such a resolution is neces

sary in this context since all I want to suggest today is that there 

was a distinctive congruence between the logic driving evaluati

ve practice at the Book-of-the-Month Club and the kind of as

sumptions about knowledge and the world that warranted the 

increasingly refined divisions of educational curricula in the 20s 

and the 30s, the proliferation of technical specialties and profes

sional groups who claimed them as their province, and the ratio

nalization of criteria for entry into them. 

These practices, like those at the club, were subtended by a 

view of the universe as an infinitely complex place that naturally 

demanded highly specialized knowledges and technical tools to 

make sense of it as well as to manipulate it for the common good. 

Those practices were therefore also underwritten by the assump

tion that certain specially trained experts could better advise a 

larger, dependent population about problems arising in their 

particular domain. Experts were trained, in such a view, to serve 

all those lacking in technical knowledge and professional com

petence. Their special expertise, as a consequence, was construc

ted precisely as a positivity in relation to the lack exhibited by a 

generality, the generality of a knowledge and population that 
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could not reproduce technical competence but which could, out 

of need and desire, recognize its claims, revere it and make use of 

it for practical ends. 

This sort of parallel construction is evident in Harry Scher-

man's presentation of the Selecting Committee at the Book-of-

the-Month Club. Not only did he foreground the status of Can-

by, Fisher, Morley, Broun, and White as "experts," but he stressed 

their orientation to the needs of the "general" reader. In the first 

prospectus issued for the club in 1926, for instance, he observed 

that the Selecting Committee consisted of "well-known critics 

and writers, whose catholicity of taste and whose judgment as to 

books have been demonstrated for many years before the pub

lic."26 Then, beneath full-page portraits of each of his experts, he 

listed their professional credentials, stressing equally their spe

cial training and competence as well as their devotion to a broad, 

general taste. Of Broun, Scherman wrote, "His reporting re

vealed a rare critical and descriptive faculty which was fully 

developed when he became a columnist for The New York Tri

bune and afterward The New York World. Since then his com

ment upon things in general as well as upon the special fields of 

literature and the theater in which he has become an authority, 

has been followed by the intelligent with constant delight."27 

Furthermore, Scherman characterized William Allen White, as 

"one of the most distinguished editors in America," and noted 

significantly that "In addition to service on many delegations 

and foundations, he is a writer of distinction in pure literature as 

well as journalism." He continued, "His admirable sanity, com

bined with a courageous and progressive attitude in all affairs 
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involving the American mind, has won general recognition."28 

The specialist and the generalist were locked together at the 

club, as you can see, and more generally within American cultu

re at this historical moment, in a relation of mutuality, each ser

ving the other. The specialist labored on behalf of the generalist 

who, in turn, obligingly accorded the specialist respect, legitima

cy and ultimately authority itself. What the Book-of-the-Month 

Club sold, then, along with its subscriptions and endless stream 

of new books, was a social framework and cognitive map for un

derstanding and organizing the world. Which is to say, that in a 

social formation and economy increasingly driven by the need 

to generate, to distribute and to control myriad forms of informa

tion and knowledge, the Book-of-the-Month Club performed 

the important role of acclimating the professional-managerial 

class and all who aspired to its status to the assumption that 

books and the experts who wrote them addressed themselves to 

the particular purposes of general readers. Less an innovative for

ce in achieving national distribution of books than an exercise in 

social training and pedagogy, the Book-of-the-Month Club 

functioned more significantly, it seems to me, as a key cultural 

agency constructing the very idea of the general reader, yet ironi

cally modeling and thereby promoting belief in the worth of 

technical expertise and specialized knowledge. 

A more specific question arises, of course - who were the gene

ral readers served by the Book-of-the-Month Club? Few detailed 

statistics survive on the early membership. The best discussions 

of the first subscribers are contained in oral history interviews 

conducted in 1956 for the Columbia University Oral History 
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Project, especially in an interview with Edith Walker who over

saw the process of acquiring new club members. Significantly, 

Walker noted that the lists that worked best for her were "quality 

lists" with people who had "a better than fair income, some cul

ture and [were] mail-order minded." She added as well that "A 

mailing list of lawyers will surely flop. However, if I send only to 

members of the Bar Association, that s a different story. A compi

led list of business executives, or people who own afifty thousand 

dollar home, or those who own a Cadillac or live on a certain side 

of the street never works. There is no selectivity in such lists. 

They have to have something other than a large income."29 

Although it is difficult to say for sure precisely what that "so

mething other" was, it seems likely that a significant portion of 

the BOMC membership was composed of well-educated, econo

mically successful individuals who also happened to place a 

high premium on culture and who were willing to spend both 

money and time on its acquisition and display. Walker's com

ments suggest, in fact, that the club may not have drawn well 

from those portions of the middle and upper classes richest in 

economic capital but rather from that fraction whose social po

sition was based on its command of cultural and intellectual 

capital, which is to say, professional knowledge and expertise. 

Trained themselves to operate and to excel in a specialized and 

technical field of knowledge, such individuals may generally 

have respected and valued the knowledges and cultural capital 

commanded by others and so have turned to popularized ac

counts and applications of them out of curiosity and need. 

Doctors, dentists, lawyers, teachers - these were the people 
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the club counted on for the bulk of its membership. The general 

reader, then, was a professional or aspiring professional and, in 

the clubs mind, the most notable thing about this individual 

was his or her college education. In fact, Henry Canby once des

cribed the general reader of the Book-of-the-Month Club as "the 

average intelligent reader, who has passed through the usual for

mal education in literature, who reads books as well as newspa

pers and magazines, who without calling himself a litterateur, 

would be willing to assert that he was fairly well read and reaso

nably fond of good reading. Your doctor, your lawyer, the presi

dent of your bank, and any educated business man who has not 

turned his brain into a machine will fit my case."30 Although 

Harry Scherman additionally claimed in his interview at Co

lumbia that, within the membership, "there was an astonishing 

number, a good-sized proportion, found by Gallup in one of his 

surveys, of girls, secretaries, career girls," he also admitted that 

after the first few years, the club appealed "very largely to uni

versity graduates, or people who weren't graduates but who had 

decided leanings in a cultural direction, and that these were 

youngish people, married people in their middle thirties - or 

early forties - who suddenly began to realize that they were 

more or less vegetating intellectually."31 

What the club promised such a membership was the chance 

to keep up with the ever-advancing production of new knowled

ge as well as the opportunity to confirm its identity as educated 

and au courant. In a sense, it assuaged an anxiety instilled by the 

increasingly specialized and technical curricula of the colleges 

and universities of the time, that is, the fear that once one had cut 
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formal ties to institutions of higher education, one ran the risk of 

being left behind, by relentlessly-changing, highly specialized 

fields of knowledge. Although one s ongoing participation in a 

profession and in its key associations would enable one to keep 

up with one s own field, all those other important fields of know

ledge might grow increasingly opaque and incomprehensible to 

the flagging reader. Thus the Book-of-the-Month Club's many 

handbooks, outlines, guides, omnibuses, and popularizations 

helped to alleviate this anxiety and, at the same time, to produce 

a belief in the naturalness of technical knowledge and special 

competence as well as a sense that these could be translated for 

general readers who might thereby benefit practically from their 

advances and insights. 

In dispensing its middlebrow cultural products, then, the club 

also recommended a particular orientation to those products 

and the culture they represented, a habitus in Pierre Bourdieu s 

formulation.32 In effect, the club suggested that though knowled

ge and culture were the province of experts, they were valuable to 

the extent that they produced practical results and utilitarian 

effects for general readers. This was true even of fiction, they 

thought, which aimed sometimes to promote relaxation and es

cape and at other times to produce aesthetic pleasure. Both 

knowledge and culture were conceived, therefore, in utilitarian 

and pragmatic fashion. They were not valuable in and for them

selves, according to the Book-of-the-Month Club, but rather for 

what they could do. 

The middlebrow habitus or orientation toward the world that 

Canby and company taught was an instrumental one, finally, even 
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when they were speaking about Literature with a capital L. 

Though the club began by appropriating an older, genteel view of 

culture and knowledge as higher forms of learning capable of en

nobling all who came in contact with them, it did so in order to 

market those forms for its own profit, thereby refuting the notion 

that culture and intellectual inquiry ought to be thought of as 

finalities without purposes, as instances of the transcendent. The 

Book-of-the-Month Club extended its own pragmatic, utilitarian 

disposition to culture to those it addressed as subscribers by 

attempting to persuade them that a certain facility with the 

material contained in books could assure them of social success. 

Thus, while the club selected and sold "serious" cultural mater

ial and thereby continued to underwrite the notion of a higher, 

sacred, culture of learning and art, it also invited its membership 

to take up a relationship to that culture that was troublesome to 

those who saw themselves as its authoritative guardians. This set 

them on a collision course, finally, with competing experts in the 

literary field who continued to insist on the transcendence of the 

aesthetic and the consequent autonomy of the field itself. What 

ensued, then, was something very much like a pitched battle bet

ween middlebrow authorities like Canby and company and high

brow critics and academics who competed in the decades that fol

lowed for the right to control the literary field by regulating read

ers and reading. Among other things, they did battle over the 

normative shape of the act of reading, over the objects proper to 

that act, over the appropriate stance the reader ought to take with 

respect to any given text, and finally, over the relative authority of 

writers, critics, texts and readers. 
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Indeed, it should not be surprising to note that middlebrow 

reading and the institutional contexts that fostered it were targe

ted for critique soon after their appearance by certain guardians 

of the literary sphere. In opposition to the instrumental orienta

tion of the middlebrow, they championed a way of reading that 

countered the emphasis on the utilitarian with a focus on the 

superiority and self-sufficiency of the aesthetic. Indeed they ela

borated a counter-practice of reading, which they called criti

cism, that was grounded upon convictions about the uniqueness 

of literary language and the privileged status of literature as such. 

Their way of reading demanded recognition of the coherence 

and unity of each individual "work" and suggested that a reader's 

pre-eminent moral responsibility was to subordinate him or 

herself to that work's internally regulated aesthetic and intellec

tual world. Eventually, this way of reading would be identified as 

"The New Criticism" and it would be institutionalized in uni

versity and college classrooms of English in the United States 

somewhere around 1937 to 1941.33 Later, it would exert enormous 

influence upon high school English departments as well, the 

only departments through which every American student was 

required to circulate.34 As such, this reading protocol would be 

taught to hundreds of thousands of young students as the highest 

form of reading and as the officially sanctioned model for the 

right and proper way to approach a book. More often than not, it 

was presented as an antidote to naive, sentimental reading and as 

a corrective to an impressionistic, too-personal response to li

terature. 

In closing, what I want to suggest today is that certain ironies 
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attended the development of these two, counterposed ways of 

reading. To begin with, the literary guardians who attempted to 

rescue the literary and to preserve a space for the kind of aesthe

tic experience they thought salvific in fact may themselves have 

inadvertently mechanized reading as much, or more than, the 

middlebrow authorities they opposed. Their very notion of the 

literary artifact as a well-wrought icon possessed of the grace and 

power to determine its reception may have unintentionally un

dercut the potential power of literature by diminishing the po

wer of reading as a social event. They may have done so by recom

mending an obsessive attention to the textual object alone in the 

interest of letting it "speak for itself," thereby denying the status 

of reading as a dynamic and curiously social interaction. And 

they may have done this at the very moment that they turned to 

reading as a source of hope for addressing isolation and anomie 

in an alienated world. 

Even more ironically still, middlebrow agencies like the 

Book-of-the-Month Club, with their commercially-motivated 

focus on the variety and variabilities of reading, may actually 

have fostered possibilities for transformative experience among 

many more readers by encouraging the establishment of a close, 

deeply personal relationship to books and to their contents. In 

keeping alive the idea that books might have use-values for read

ers, they may have opened up a space in which people could turn 

to books not so much to lose themselves in complete subordina

tion to something wholly superior and other. Rather they may 

have picked up their books in order to experience the rich corpo

real, affective and cognitive effects wrought by that curious prac-
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tice of silently miming strange words in a populated solitude. 

Middlebrow culture, it seems to me, curiously and ironically, 

may well have kept alive the specter of the social even as it func

tioned as the symbolic capital of the new professional-manage

rial class. 
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