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Abstract: The article discusses the what and the how of the sociology of literature in
two steps. First, a model is proposed — the pentagram — comprising five nodes and
their interrelated links for visualising the holistic literary-sociological research per-
spective. Second, the pentagram is related to six concrete strands of current re-
search areas within the field, especially emphasising aspects concerning methodo-
logy and empirical materials: (1) literary-sociological bibliometrics; (2) archival ma-
terials and historical sources; (3) fiction and literary analysis; (4) studies of literary
media and materiality; (5) ethnographic methods; and (6) quantitative studies of
reading and reception. The perspectives and research examples are consequently
derived from the Scandinavian tradition of the sociology of literature, which repre-
sents a distinct and uninterrupted tradition that in certain respects diverges from
the Anglophone, German, and French ones.

Keywords: sociology of literature, literary sociology, methodology, computational
literary studies, book history, book studies, publishing studies, reading studies

Introduction

Recently, the sociology of literature has undergone something of a renaissance,
most evident within an Anglophone context. Simone Murray refers to it as “[t]his
recently reenergized research area” and advocates steering the English discipline in
a sociological direction.' Lee Konstantinou observes that “the sociology of literature
has moved from a somewhat niche subfield to one of the most vibrant zones of

1 Simone Murray: The Digital Literary Sphere. Reading, Writing, and Selling Books in the Internet
Era. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press 2018, p. 17; Simone Murray: The Digital Future of Eng-
lish. Literary Media Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press 2025.
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American literary study.”” In short, the sociology of literature appears to have beco-
me fashionable once again. This special issue points in the same direction.

Two main factors explain this renewed prominence: the rise of the digital hu-
manities and the growing availability of digital research materials have fuelled a
resurgence of quantitative and empirical literary scholarship, concerning both lite-
rary texts and reader response; and research within what is commonly termed
“new institutionalism” has directed attention towards the institutions that produce
and shape literary culture.

From a Scandinavian vantage point, the newfound trendiness appears both as-
tonishing and profoundly welcome. In Scandinavia there has been an uninterrup-
ted tradition of work in the sociology of literature from at least the 1960s to the
present. This is particularly true in a Swedish context. Here, the connection bet-
ween the shape of literature and the institutions that underpin it is anything but
new; it was never set aside.

This article pursues two aims. First, we propose a model that visualises the
orientation and overarching perspectives of research in the sociology of literature.
Second, we seek to outline and discuss the field’s central areas of focus, with par-
ticular attention to methodology and empirical materials. Both objectives are expli-
citly tied to the Scandinavian tradition of research in the sociology of literature, the
context in which we work and to which we belong. Johan Svedjedal has defined the
field as “the systematic study of the relationship between literature and society”.?
For us, both elements of this definition are equally essential: research in the socio-
logy of literature concerns examining the relationship between literature and socie-
ty (the what of the field) and doing so in a systematic manner (the how of the field).
Our aim is to draw an image that considers the rapid changes currently reshaping
both the literary sphere and literary scholarship. This is a stimulating moment in
which to conduct research in the sociology of literature, since so many long-stan-
ding assumptions are now being reconsidered: publishing and authorial economies,
distinctions between literary fiction and popular genre fiction, reading patterns,
book formats, digitalisation, and generative Al. A rapidly changing reality requires
a sociology of literature that is itself capable of change to be at the forefront.

2 Lee Konstantinou: The Sociology of Literature Comes of Age. In: The Chronicle of Higher Education,
23 October 2023.

3 Johan Svedjedal: Det litteratursociologiska perspektivet. In: Johan Svedjedal/Lars Furuland (eds.):
Litteratursociologi. Lund: Studentlitteratur 1997, pp. 68-88, quote on p. 72, our translation.
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A Literary-Sociological Pentagram

Over the decades, a number of models have been devised to describe the relations
between books, publishers, authors, readers, and other actors involved in literature.
The best-known is undoubtedly Robert Darnton’s model of the book’s “communica-
tions circuit” (1982), later updated by scholars such as Claire Squires and Padmini
Ray Murray (2013).* What earlier models share is that they offer descriptions of the
conditions for literature. Our primary concern here, however, is the sociology of
literature as a field of research. In order to outline, at a more principled level, the
key domains within which sociological work on literature operates, we have chosen
to take as point of departure Wendy Griswold’s so-called “cultural diamond”.® First
introduced in the 1980s, it has subsequently been updated and refined. In its basic
form, it consists of four nodes — creator, social world, receiver, and cultural object
— and six links that connect each of the nodes to the others. The links are as im-
portant as the nodes themselves. Griswold also emphasises that the diamond should
not be understood as a theory or even as a model of reality, since it does not descri-
be what the nodes or the relations between them actually look like. What it illumi-
nates is that these nodes, and the relations among them, matter. Once the diamond
is placed within a specific context, however, it can be transformed into a model.®
The advantage of Griswold’s cultural diamond is its simplicity. As the nodes are
general, the diamond can be applied across different historical contexts, geographi-
cal places, and cultural domains. Nonetheless one central node is missing: the medi-
um ofliterature. Studies of the materiality of literature and the book — and of the role
that materiality plays for dissemination, reading culture, and the literary sphere —
have always held a central place within the sociology of literature. With recent di-
gitalisation, questions of the medium have become even more salient. In principle,
it is entirely possible to incorporate mediality into the diamond (either as part of the
link between creator and receiver, or as a component of the cultural object). We
argue for separating the mediality of literature as its own node, not least to clearly
distinguish literature in the sense of the abstract work from the reading medium (in
the sense of the text container). With this move, with a change of terms from “crea-
tor” to “producer” (to emphasise the many agents involved in the publications of
literary works) and from “social world” to “society”, and with a specific focus on

4 Robert Darnton: What is the history of books? In: Daedalus 111/3 (1982), pp. 65-83; Claire Squires/
Padmini Ray Murray: The Digital Publishing Communications Circuit. In: Book 2.0 3/1 (2013), pp. 3-23.
5 Wendy Griswold: Cultures and Societies in a Changing World, 4th ed. Thousands Oaks: SAGE 2013.
6 Griswold: Cutures and Societies (footnote 5), see pp. 14-16. The first diamond in Wendy Griswold:
Renaissance Revivals. City Comedy and Revenge Tragedy in the London Theatre 1576-1980. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press 1986.
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literature rather than culture in general, we arrive at what we term “a literary-
sociological pentagram” (first introduced in Swedish in 20247):

LITERATURE

PRODUCER RECEIVER

MEDIUM SOCIETY

Figure 1: A literary-sociological pentagram

The pentagram comprises five nodes and ten links that together symbolise their
interrelations, offering an overview of what research in the sociology of literature
entails. Although many studies in the field take one of the five nodes, or a specific
link, as their point of departure, the relations to the remaining nodes are nonethe-
less difficult to disregard. Each node and link is always part of the larger picture.
The pentagram also clarifies the distinctive features of literary sociology in contrast
to the mainstream of literary studies (which is primarily concerned with literary
texts), to cultural sociology (which treats literature and other forms of culture ali-
ke), and to book history, library and information science, and media studies (which
seldom take literature itself into account). We have placed literature at the top of
the figure because it is from there that the sociology of literature begins, yet the five
nodes should be regarded as equal. Even so, this positioning foregrounds the under-
lying questions of power that structure the pentagram and that are central to the
field (for instance, power struggles between classes, gendered groups, literary hier-

7 See Karl Berglund/Ann Steiner: Litteratursociologi i nytt ljus. En inledande 6versikt. In: K. B./A. S.
(eds.): Litteratursociologi i nytt ljus. Uppsala: Avdelningen for litteratursociologi 2024, pp. 7-32.



DE GRUYTER A Pentagram for the Sociology of Literature = 91

archies, and individuals within the literary field — here, the diagram can fruitfully
be connected to key theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu, Raymond Williams, or Janice
Radway).

The designation “producer” may appear unnecessarily abstract, not least be-
cause the literary sphere contains two very distinct actors that fall within this cate-
gory: authors and publishers. At the same time, there is value in grouping them
together in the figure. That both authors and publishers play a decisive role in sha-
ping and bringing literary works into being is a well-established insight within the
sociology of literature, yet it nevertheless marks a departure from the traditional
literary-studies perspective, in which the author is typically regarded as the sole
originator. Moreover, the boundaries between authors and publishers have been
blurred in recent decades by extensive digital self-publishing and platforms that
enable direct dissemination to readers — a development commonly referred to as
disintermediation.?

In a similar way, one might question the designation “receiver” — why not
simply call it “reader”? The reason is primarily that there are various kinds of recei-
vers (and forms of reception), many of which are far away from what is usually
associated with the notion of a “reader”. This may involve book purchases as much
as reading experiences; everyday readers who review works on Goodreads or on
online bookselling platforms as much as professional literary critics and literary
scholars. There is, in other words, merit in allowing several of the pentagram’s
nodes to encompass different kinds of actors and phenomena, not least because a
considerable amount of research in the sociology of literature concerns interactions
(and conflicts) within the nodes themselves: between authors and publishers, critics
and “ordinary readers”, printed books and streamed audiobooks, and so on.

One possible objection is that the diagram does not allow the links between the
nodes to stand out as clearly as the nodes themselves. A case in point is the distri-
bution and sale of books, which constitute an important part of the literary sphere.
In Darnton-inspired models, they occupy a prominent position, but in the penta-
gram, they are represented only by the unnamed link between producer and recei-
ver.’ Here we would once again, and in line with Griswold, emphasise that the links
are just as important as the nodes. And although this is not spelled out in the figure,
nothing prevents, for instance, book distribution from being foregrounded and
drawn out of the pentagram for a study of the book trade. Additionally, “book dis-
tribution” is today a complex phenomenon that takes place in manifold ways. On

8 Squires/Murray: The Digital Publishing Communications Circuit (footnote 4).

9 See Squires/Murray: The Digital Publishing Communications Circuit (footnote 4) and Karl Berg-
lund/Sara Tanderup Linkis: Modelling Subscription-Based Streaming Services for Books. In: Mémoi-
res du livre. Studies in Book Culture 13/1 (2022), pp. 1-30.
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digital platforms such as Wattpad or AO3, for instance, literature is distributed di-
rectly from authors to readers, but here the platform — the medium node in the
model - is crucial for shaping these distributional flows. The pentagram can capture
such and other ways in which book sales and the circulation of literature connect
different actors.

The pentagram does not make visible change over time or developmental tra-
jectories, which are often central research questions within the field. But no figure
can capture everything, and what is lost in detail is gained in clarity and applicabi-
lity. Our aim is to illustrate the fundamental nodes and links that sociology of lite-
rature engages with, regardless of time and place. In short, it is an attempt to de-
scribe what the “relationship between literature and society” actually entails. The
pentagram can be used as a kind of checklist or discussion tool, to ensure that no
essential perspectives or relationships within the literary sphere are overlooked. At
the same time, it is also a model for highlighting the breadth of the literary-sociolo-
gical perspective in investigations of the relationship between literature and socie-
ty.

If we relate the pentagram to currents within sociology of literature, different
areas come into focus. Publishing studies concentrate on the producer node and its
four links, while reading studies focus instead on the receiver node. Audiobook re-
search starts from the “medium” node and its links, whereas studies of popular
genre fiction take the literature node as their point of departure. Research on lite-
rary translation primarily engages with the producer-receiver-literature triangle, as
do studies of fan fiction, with the addition of the medium node. Studies of book sales
and library lending begin within the producer-receiver-society triangle. Research
on literary policy, literary funding, and publishing and author organisations is pri-
marily grounded in the society node. And so on. What is central to the literary-so-
ciological perspective is this panoramic view — that the whole, or at least substan-
tial parts, of the pentagram are engaged with.

Methods and Materials

The pentagram is a tool for illustrating what a literary-sociological perspective
brings, but it says less about how research in the sociology of literature is conducted
and what is specifically studied. There is, of course, a wide range of methods and
materials that can be employed. Broadly speaking, questions of method, material,
and selection are important — indeed, central. Research in the field is generally
historical-empirical rather than philosophical-theoretical, and although aesthetic
considerations of literature are by no means excluded, they must, within a litera-
ry-sociological framework, be related to the other nodes of the pentagram if they
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are to be meaningfully illuminated. Aesthetic evaluations of literature are under-
stood as products of the parts of the pentagram, which serves as a reminder of the
sociology of literature’s fundamentally materialist perspective.

The pursuit of systematisation beyond individual works means that research in
the sociology of literature often engages closely with questions of selection, particu-
larly concerning representativeness, popularity, and circulation. It has also meant
that quantitative analyses are often combined with qualitative ones. With the twen-
ty-first century’s new access to (or creation of) large digitised literary corpora and
the emergence of computational literary analysis, quantitative literary research has
experienced a renaissance. Here there are clear affinities with the sociology of lite-
rature in terms of methods, and partly also in terms of research questions. Franco
Moretti’s view that distant reading opens possibilities for analysing “the great un-
read” — those texts often neglected within literary studies — recalls what Lars
Furuland in the 1970s described as the sociology of literature’s broadening of the
literary-studies research object.”” Yet distant reading can, of course, also be directed
at the already well-known. Karl Berglund and Johan Svedjedal reverse Moretti’s
argument in their study Det stora ldsta (“The Great Read”), demonstrating how sys-
tematic sampling and computational literary analysis can yield new perspectives on
literary classics."

But there are also important differences between literary-sociologically orient-
ed forms of distant reading and the broader emerging field of computational litera-
ry studies. As Andrew Goldstone points out, the emphasis on the act of reading in
the concept “distant reading” means that many such analyses adopt an almost con-
textless formalist orientation.’? And as Katherine Bode notes, there are at times ten-
dencies to treat literature as context-free digital raw data, which disregards textual-
critical perspectives such as publication context, editions, and revisions.”® Computa-
tional literary analyses that fail to relate their arguments to the surrounding society
are, of course, not sociological in any meaningful sense. Perhaps digital methods
should primarily be regarded as an opportunity for the sociology of literature.
James English and Ted Underwood point out that they can render literary research

10 Franco Moretti: The Slaughterhouse of Literature. In: Modern Language Quarterly 61/1 (2000),
Pp. 207-227; Lars Furuland: Litteratur och samhélle. Om litteratursociologin och dess forskningsflt.
In: L. F./Johan Svedjal (eds.): Litteratursociologi. Texter om litteratur och samhélle. Lund: Studentlit-
teratur 1997 (orig. 1970).

11 Karl Berglund/Johan Svedjedal: Det stora lasta. Fjarrlasningar av klassiska svenska romaners stil-
vérldar 1910-1999. Uppsala: Avdelningen for litteratursociologi 2025.

12 Andrew Goldstone: The Doxa of Reading. In: PMLA 134/3 (2017), pp. 636—642.

13 Katherine Bode: A World of Fiction. Digital Collections and the Future of Literary History. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press 2018, pp. 17-36.
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genuinely large-scale in a manner that approaches the social sciences — a develop-
ment that points directly towards the sociology of literature.**

To an even greater extent than is the case for literary texts, this applies to stu-
dies of readers and reading cultures. Today, many literary conversations take place
on various digital platforms. This, in turn, gives rise to new kinds of material for the
sociology of literature. Digital platforms for reader responses and amateur criti-
cism, as well as posts and comments on literature and books in social media, all
offer rich source materials. The activities on these platforms are sometimes re-
ferred to collectively as digital social reading.® They can be examined either
through large-scale data analyses or through ethnographic methods adapted to on-
line cultural practices and communities. The publishing cultures of different digital
platforms also constitute an intriguing source for exploring amateur literature and
its connections to the professional publishing world. Here, one encounters a wide
spectrum of texts ranging from poetry on social media to fan fiction and various
forms of self-publishing.

So far, our discussion has remained at a general and relatively abstract level.
More concretely, there is an established set of methods and materials that may be
said to constitute the core of the field in a Scandinavian context. Drawing on exam-
ples from our own research and that of our colleagues, we wish to highlight six
recurrent areas: (1) literary-sociological bibliometrics; (2) archival materials and
historical sources; (3) fiction and literary analysis; (4) studies of literary media and
materiality; (5) ethnographic methods; and (6) quantitative studies of reading and
reception.

Any typology of this kind is inevitably somewhat crude, and in the overview
below it is clear that overlaps exist between perspectives, materials, and methods.
Our intention, however, is that this proposed condensation allows the broader pat-
terns to emerge. Naturally, it is also possible to combine different types of materials
and methods in literary-sociological studies. Indeed, this may often be preferable:
the use of mixed methods or various forms of material triangulation can be deman-
ding but may also yield far-reaching insights.

14 James F. English/Ted Underwood: Shifting Scales. Between Literature and Social Science. In: Mo-
dern Language Quarterly 77/3 (2016), pp. 277-295.

15 See Federico Pianzola: Digital Social Reading. Sharing Fiction in the Twenty-First Century. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press 2021; Danielle Fuller/DeNel Rehberg Sedo: Reading Bestsellers. Recommenda-
tion Culture and the Multimodal Reader. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2023.
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Literary-Sociological Bibliometrics

Analysing book production and various forms of book circulation — hibliometrics
in Alan Pritchard’s original sense — has long been a cornerstone of Scandinavian
literary-sociological research.'® By quantitatively revealing the shape and develop-
ment of book publishing, book sales, library borrowing, or translations, one gains a
solid overview of particular periods, actors, or literary genres. Such research has
also carried considerable cultural policy weight in Sweden, already in a 1972 Swe-
dish government report on literature and literary policy where the authors from
sociology of literature conducted extensive studies of Swedish book production.”

A more recent example is Jana Ruegg’s Formedla och forlidgga (2023), in which
she uses a compiled database of 4,200 entries to map patterns of translation into
Swedish from French, German, and Spanish over nearly half a century. Among
other things, Rilegg shows how the number and types of translations change over
time, the significance of particular translators and publishers for the output, and
how many translated authors move between publishing houses.”® In line with the
ideals of open science it has become increasingly common to publish the underlying
datasets from such bibliometric studies. One example is The Nordic Noir in Trans-
lation Database (2000-2020), which makes available, in a structured format and
across nine variables (including author, source language, target language, and
translator), 10,547 unique “translation events” involving crime fiction from all the
Nordic languages during a key period for this commercially important genre.

Archival materials and historical sources

For historically oriented sociology of literature, archives and other forms of histori-
cal documentation are, unsurprisingly, essential. Such sources span from author
archives (important for biographical research) and publishing archives (central to
publishing history) to all kinds of archival materials. In The English Common Reader
(1957), Richard D. Altick draws on an impressive array of historical sources —
bibliographical data, but also statistics on social reform, economics, education, and

16 Alan Pritchard: Statistical Bibliography or Bibliometrics? In: Journal of Documentation 25/4 (1969),
pp. 348f.

17 See SOU 1972:80: En bok om bocker. Litteraturutredningens branschstudier.

18 Jana Riegg: Formedla och forlagga. Utgivningen av 6versattningar fran franska, tyska och spans-
ka pa svenska forlag 1970-2016. Uppsala: Avdelningen for litteratursociologi 2023.

19 Karl Berglund/Jesper Gulddal/Stewart King: The Nordic Noir in Translation Database 2000-2020.
Post45 Data Collective, 1 February 2024, https://doi.org/10.18737/CNJV1733p4520240201.
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religion — to map the social history of reading in nineteenth-century England.*
From a Scandinavian perspective, one may highlight Johan Svedjedal’s numerous
literary biographies. A salient example from a literary-sociological point of view is
the collective biography Spektrum 1931-1935. Den svenska drommen (2011). It takes
a highly influential literary magazine of the period as its point of departure to ana-
lyse the material conditions and contextual framework of Swedish modernism,
drawing on extensive archival materials.*

Fiction and literary analysis

Literature itself is, of course, a central type of material for the sociology of literatu-
re, but it can be used in different ways: as a source for social history, as an example
of aesthetic trends, genres, or literary values in specific historical contexts, or more
in the tradition of literary biography (explaining “literature through life”).? Socio-
logy of literature is interested in all kinds of literature — not least children’s litera-
ture, popular fiction, working-class literature, and various forms of amateur or oc-
casional writing. Methodologically, literary-sociological analyses range from large-
scale quantitative content analyses, whether computational or manual, to detailed
examinations of individual works.

A quantitative example is Apples and Oranges? (2019) by Karl Berglund, Mats
Dahllof, and Jerry Maéttd, in which they use a computational comparison of con-
temporary bestsellers and prestigious prize-winning literature to demonstrate how
these two groups of literary works differ. Some differences are highly expected:
popular genre fiction is more plot-oriented, whereas prestige literature tends to
describe settings and emotions to a larger extent. Other findings are less expected:
themes related to food and money are overrepresented in popular literature, while
themes concerning nature, intimacy, and sex are instead overrepresented in pres-
tige literature.

20 Richard D. Altick: The English Common Reader. A Social History of the Mass Reading Public 1800—
1900. Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1957.

21 Johan Svedjedal: Spektrum 1931-1935. Den svenska drommen: Tidskrift och forlag i 1930-talets
kultur. Stockholm: Wahlstrom & Widstrand 2011.

22 Cf. Victor Svanberg: Litteraturhistoria och samhéllshistoria. In: Lars Furuland/Johan Svedjedal
(eds.): Litteratursociologi. Texter om litteratur och samhéllel. Lund: Studentlitteratur 1997 (orig. 1946),
pp. 508-518.

23 Karl Berglund/Mats Dahllof/Jerry Madtta: Apples and Oranges? Large-Scale Thematic Compari-
sons of Contemporary Swedish Popular and Literary Fiction. In: Samlaren 140 (2019), pp. 228-260.
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Qualitative analyses often focus on popular genre fiction or other forms of lite-
rature that have little prestige in the literary field. Within the sociology of literature,
there are numerous examples of how contemporary popular literature reflects its
era’s concerns regarding, for instance, gender, class, and sexuality. One such exam-
ple is the anthology Interdisciplinary Approaches to Twilight (2011), which highlights
how contemporary vampire fiction can be understood in relation to perceptions of
sexuality, ageing, religion, and young women’s reading of canonised literary
works.?

Studies of literary media and materiality

Literary-sociological studies of books and other forms of literary media — ranging
from manuscripts to digital files or platforms — overlap with both book history and
media studies, but to a higher extent focus on the relationships between the specific
forms of the book as a medium as well as the material aspects of digital platforms
and their interfaces and the surrounding literary sphere. This tradition is influ-
enced by textual criticism, emphasising the importance of distinguishing abstract
literary works from specific editions or physical books.?® The significance of the
literary medium has been increasingly highlighted in literary-sociological research
over recent decades, as the impact of digitalisation draws attention to the role of the
reading medium: e-books, streamed audiobooks, and various forms of online-
published literature are all examples where the medium often plays a decisive role
in how literature is produced, written, and read.

This type of research ranges from analyses of printing techniques to more con-
temporary phenomena, such as combo editions of printed books and audio recor-
dings for children or studies of how fanfiction tags function on the platform A03.%
The interfaces of digital platforms themselves are also significant objects of study in
the sociology of literature, as they strongly shape how literature is made accessible
to readers. Karl Berglund and Sara Tanderup Linkis (2022) demonstrate how the
book as a medium and its forms of distribution are increasingly intertwined in

24 Mariah Larsson/Ann Steiner (eds.): Interdisciplinary Approaches to Twilight. Studies in Fiction,
Media, and a Contemporary Cultural Experience. Lund: Nordic Academic Press 2011.

25 See Jerome McGann: The Textual Condition. Princeton: Princeton University Press 1991.

26 Ann Steiner: Hybrid books. Merged Audiovisual Literature for Children. In: Nordic Journal of
Childlit Aesthetics 13/1 (2022), pp. 1-10; Camilla Wallin Lamsé: Fanfiction Tags as Text and Paratext.
In: Karl Berglund/Ann Steiner (eds.): Litteratursociologi i nytt ljus. Uppsala: Avdelningen for littera-
tursociologi 2024, pp. 287-308.



98 —— Karl Berglund und Ann Steiner DE GRUYTER

today’s book-streaming services.” Claire Parnell takes a similar approach in her
study of the self-publishing platform Wattpad as an “entertainment ecosystem”*
(2021).

Ethnographic methods

The branch of the sociology of literature that studies contemporary conditions
draws many of its methods from other fields. Interviews, focus groups, fieldwork,
and other forms of qualitative ethnographic methods can generate considerable
insight into the literary sphere that is difficult to access by other means. Such meth-
ods are most commonly employed in studies of readers — a classic example in the
field is Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance (1984) — but they can also be useful in
many other contexts.” An example from publishing studies is John Thompson’s
Merchants of Culture (2012) and Book Wars (2022), both of which are essentially
entirely interview-based.*

In a comprehensive research project on the values and valuations of literature,
we employed a broad range of ethnographic methods based on the “follow the ob-
ject” approach, which involved tracking specific titles through all the spaces, places,
and individuals they moved through.* Similar research has increasingly been con-
ducted in various types of online social forums. Within the framework commonly
referred to as digital ethnography, observational studies are carried out on social
platforms such as Booktok and Goodreads to analyse readerly patterns related to
identity and community building.*

27 Berglund/Linkis: Modelling Subscription-Based Streaming Services for Books (footnote 9).

28 Claire Parnell: Mapping the Entertainment Ecosystem of Wattpad. Platforms, Publishing and
Adaptation. In: Convergence 27/2 (2021), pp. 524-538.

29 Janice Radway: Reading the Romance. Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press 1984.

30 John B. Thompson: Merchants of Culture. The Publishing Business in the Twenty-First Century.
Cambridge: Polity Press 2012; John B. Thompson: Book Wars. The Digital Revolution in Publishing.
Cambridge: Polity Press 2022.

31 Torbjorn Forslid et al.: Hostens bocker. Litterdra vardeforhandlingar 2013. Stockholm: Makadam
2015.

32 Seee.g. Tuva Haglund: Enkelséngar, dkta fiendskap och oplanerade graviditeter. Bruket av troper
bland Booktoks romancelasare. In: Passage 39/91 (2024), pp. 99-116; Ann Steiner: BookTok Reading
Practices. Intensive and Extensive Reading in Display Mode. In: Participations 21/2 (2025), pp. 1-16.
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Quantitative Studies of Reading and Reception

Contemporary readers and reading cultures are also studied within the sociology of
literature using quantitative methods, which can reveal patterns at a more repre-
sentative level. Surveys have long been employed in sociological reading research
and are particularly valuable for establishing a knowledge base on which further
studies can build. Bokbarometern 2025 (“The Book Barometer”) is a current example
from a Swedish context, in which a statistically representative sample of respon-
dents answers questions about practices and attitudes related to reading and litera-
ture. By relating respondents’ self-assessments to demographic variables such as
gender, age, and educational level, important patterns emerge regarding how
people in Sweden actually read and engage with their reading today.*® There are
also systematic empirical analyses of professional reception, for example Hanne
Willekens and Daan Vandenhaute’s gender study of contemporary Swedish literary
criticism.*

Online social communities around literature can also be studied quantitatively
from a sociology of literature perspective, as in Federico Pianzola’s studies of Watt-
pad and AO3, or in James English’s and J. D. Porter’s investigation of “eclectic rea-
ders” on the platform Goodreads.* Another approach is to use digital user data from
commercial actors within the literary sphere. One example is Karl Berglund’s Rea-
ding Audio Readers (2024), in which he draws on audiobook streaming data on the
platform Storytel to show how the format is used in everyday life. By combining
scale and detail he shows, among other things, that many people listen to audio-
books to fall asleep, and that there are numerous cases of repetitive practices,
where individuals listen to the same audiobook over and over again, day after day,
often at a similar time.*

33 Karl Berglund/Ann Steiner: Bokbarometern 2025. Stockholm: Svenska Forlaggareforeningen 2025.
34 Hanne Willekens/Daan Vandenhaute: Genuskodad uppméarksamhet? En empiriska analys av ur-
valskriterierna i den samtida svenska litteraturkritiken (2018-2022). In: Karl Berglund/Ann Steiner
(eds.): Litteratursociologi i nytt ljus. Uppsala: Avdelningen for litteratursociologi 2024, pp. 209-234.
35 Pianzola: Digital Social Reading (footnote 15); James English/]. D. Porter: The Eclectic Reader. In:
Journal of Cultural Analytics 10/2 (2025) https://doi.org/10.22148/001c.142979.

36 Karl Berglund: Reading Audio Readers. Book Consumption in the Streaming Age. London: Blooms-
bury 2024. For the analysis of repetitive audiobook streaming, see pp. 145-169.
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Conclusion

In this article, we have pursued two closely related but distinct aims: first, to pro-
pose a model for the sociology of literature research perspective; and second, to
highlight, through a range of examples, how contemporary research in the socio-
logy of literature is conducted, with particular attention to methodology and mate-
rials. Both objectives have placed Scandinavian literary sociology at the centre —
not only because we come from Sweden, but also more fundamentally because
Scandinavian literary sociology represents a distinct and uninterrupted tradition,
which in certain respects diverges from the Anglophone, German, and French
ones.

We introduced the literary-sociological pentagram as a means of emphasising
how the sociology of literature consistently engages multiple aspects of literature
and society. The nodes and their interconnecting links can be used to understand
and explain the research field of sociology of literature. The pentagram also serves
as a reminder that there are always multiple societal perspectives to consider.

In the second part, we focused on concrete literary-sociological research, which
may perhaps be seen as provocative since it draws in scholars and studies that do
not always use the term explicitly. We divided research in the sociology of literature
into six subcategories based on its primary choice of method and material. The in-
tention was to make a pedagogical point and to illustrate parallel currents, but in
practice, large parts of the research move across and between these subcategories.
The premise that mixed methods are often a useful research design should also be
understood as a conclusion. Here, the pluralistic ambitions visible in the pentagram
directly connect back to research practices in the literary-sociological field.

Finally, we wish to highlight a characteristic of another kind. The sociology of
literature, for understandable reasons, has an inherent closeness to the surround-
ing society. Scholars in this tradition have in Scandinavia often been consulted in
governmental inquiries, book industry reports, and other forms of commissioned
research concerning books, literature, and reading. The fact that the sociology of
literature is frequently invoked in public discourse and receives attention in the
media is a sign that it performs important functions in society. We argue that the
strong ties to actors within the literary sphere and to literary policy constitute a
distinctive feature of the field — it is the opposite of an academic ivory tower. In
many cases, sociology of literature is not only concerned with society, but is also
conducted in interaction with it.



