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Reading as ‘social glue’? Book Groups,
Multiculture, and the Small Island Read 2007

DANIELLE FULLER & JAMES PROCTER

Well, it’s {Small Island) linking people who come here isn't it, it’s their history isn’t it,
their personal history. So it’s — we've all got connections to other cultures, particularly
in this city [Liverpool], and it’s like a bridge. (Linda, ‘Liverpool Reads’ participant) !

Um, ‘social glue’ I think was the word that we, we came up with, the words that we
came up with, that we thought it was a, a kind of social glue. And the difficulty with
Small Island was, because it’s not, umm, necessarily a crossover book. (Becey Jones,
Bluecoat Arts Centre, Liverpool) 2

In 2007 Andrea Levy’s award-winning novel, Small Island (2004), was
selected for the UK’ largest-ever mass-reading event. What cultural work
was the novel assumed to perform by the organizers, sponsors, and
institutions associated with this event? Were they in tension with the ways
that actual readers responded to the novel? Can a fictional bestseller that
evokes the Windrush generation encourage contemporary readers to share,
or even resolve, not only their different perspectives on Small Island, but
also their perspectives on cultural difference? How should we understand
the relationship  between a piece of internationally-acclaimed,
metropolitan fiction, and a local readership in the North West of England?
Focusing on Liverpool, which was one of the four city sites of Small Island
Read 2007, our essay explores these questions by drawing on selected data
gathered from two large-scale collaborative research projects funded by
the AHR C, ‘Beyond the Book’ and ‘Devolving Diasporas’.’ The material
we analyse includes official documents, press releases, and statements
issued by several agencies involved in the event. We also consider recorded
focus group and book group conversations with a variety of UK readers,
the majority of whom live in Liverpool.

Liverpool 1s a multiracial port city in which more than 60 languages are
spoken. With a current population of 436,100, the city is home to
Europe’s longest-established Chinese community,* but its tes with the
peoples of the African diaspora are even older because of the city’s
historical (and infamous) role within the transatlantic slave trade. As Linda
suggests in the opening quotation, many contemporary Liverpudlians
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have historical, familial or social ‘connections’ to more than one cultural
community dwelling within the city imits. However, the mulucultural
demographic  of Liverpool is rarely sigmified within  popular
representations of the city either within or outside the UK. For example,
the celebratory discourses of arrival and beginning, that are ricually
associated with the London-centred narrative of the SS Empire Windrush
docking at Tilbury in June 1948 with its cargo of 492 West Indian
emigrants, consistenty overshadow the race riots that took place n
Liverpool just two months later. As James Procter has argued elsewhere,
‘these disturbances, concerning the large numbers of black seamen who
had come to settle in the city during the war, signal the presence of
alternative beginnings and earlier arrivals’® At stake here is an elision that
is both historical and geographical: if, within the symbolic discourses of
multiculturalism, London remains an emphatic epicentre, this partly
depends upon a recurring sense of the north and other regional settings
as being beyond migration and diaspora. Thus, Liverpool’s international
image has, untl very recently, been primarily secured by the city’s
association with successtul football clubs, The Beatles, and working-class
poverty. Such representations are never far away from national nostalgias
about local community, neighbourhood, and social solidarity, nvocations
of which often refer, either muplicidy or explicitly, to homogenous “white’
populations. These kinds of contradictions between Liverpool as at once
prior to the Windrush yet peripheral to diaspora, were, we shall see, played
out during Small Island Reads 2007.

The Liverpool-based co-ordinators situated in “The Reader” otfice had
previously organized two successtul city-wide reading events of their own
(‘Liverpool Reads”) and, because of their extensive work with socially
and economically marginalized groups, were fully aware of divisions
within their city community.® As Becey Jones notes in the epigraph above,
and as Jane Davis, founder of ‘The Reader’ organization, has often
remarked 1n press statements, the concept of a city-wide event favoured
by the ‘Liverpool Reads’ committee was underwritten by the idea of
shared reading as a type of social glue’.” This conceptualization implies a
desire to bring people across the city of Liverpool together by otfering the
common gr ound of a single book, perhaps with the aim of healing those
social divisions. However, as we demonstrate in this essay, these well-
intentioned goals are at odds with some of the aims and structures shaping
the larger-scale Small Island Read project, and also with the logic of
dominant discourses of multiculturalism operating in the UK. For
instance, what kind of erasures and assumptions might be involved in
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prescribing a London-produced, metropolitan novel to a ‘local’
Liverpudhian readership despite that city’s own long and rich history of
postwar Caribbean and black British writing? In order to address this
question, our essay will make a distinction between the rhetoric of
multculturalism — as 1t is sanctioned at an official level, and was
reproduced in the publicity statements around Small Island Reads 2007 —
3%11d Paul Gilroy’s notion of ‘multiculture’, which describes informal,
vernacular expressions of cross-cultural connection that are arguably
closer to the local readings ot Small Island considered in the final section
of the essay.

Local sites/national structures: situating the tensions of Small
Island Reads

‘Wc have quoted above Beccy Jones's statement that Small Island was not
a ‘crossover book’. Given our concerns in this essay, it 15 tempting to
interpret her phrase as referring to a book’s capacity to appeal to different
cultural communities, thereby supplying the ‘social glue’ that might foster
stronger relationships among the city’s diverse groups. However, Jones,
who was part of the original ‘Liverpool Reads’ committee, is making a
more nuanced point which is that book selection is key to the programme
achieving any kind of connection among the city’s readers. She notes here
that the choice of an adult novel for the 2007 ‘Liverpool Reads’
represented a deviation from the programme’s preferred genre.‘Liverpool
Reeads 2006, for example, tocused upon Millions by the Liverpudlian
author, Frank Cotterell Boyce, a novel intended primarily for school-aged
children, but one which can also be enjoyed by adults.® Millions is also
the only "Liverpool Reads selection to date to have been written by a
local writer, from which we can infer that celebrating Liverpool’s literéry
talent is not necessarily an aim of the progranume. This situation is,
however, typical of many ‘One Book, One Community’ city-wide reading
initiatives in the UK and in North America. While not all programmes
share Liverpool’s emphasis on involving schools and young people from
diverse communities, organizers frequently select books because they
articulate themes, issues, and ideas that are pertinent to the inhabitants olf
a locale and, crucially, because they have the potential to appeal to male
and temale readers across difterent age groups.” Since ‘Liverpool Reads
2007 was part of a larger-scale programme — Sinall Island Read 2007 — the
selection of Levy’s novel was not even made by the Liverpool organizers
but by Bristol Cultural Development Partnership, the team who have
successfully run Bristol’s ‘Great Reading Adventure’ since 2003.
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Nevertheless, the choice of a mainstream, best-selling migrant narrative
with a predominantly London setting might seem odd, given thac the
partner citles in Swmall Island Read were Bristol, Glasgow, Hull and
Liverpool. Arguably, the choice reinforces an ideology that posits London
as the apotheosis of the culturally sophisticated “multicultural’ metropolis.
However, as we shall see below, many of the participating Liverpudlian
readers move with consummate and apparently untroubled ease between
local, metropolitan, and national landscapes in their accounts.

While the selection of Levy’s novel plays into discursive tensions about
the location of ‘muldcultural Britain’, further contradictions arise from the
ambiguous private/public situation and political efficacy of another site
materialized by Small Island Read, namely, the book group. It the umage
of the solitary reader has been historically dominant since medieval times,
the emergence of book groups during the nineteenth century suggests a
dramatic alternative to commonsense notions of reading as a private,
individual, silent, and cognitive act.'” Moreover, the phenomenal success
of book groups in contemporary Britain, Canada, and the USA indicates
that many readers pursue reading as a social, communal, public and
conversational activity. Even if they do not always result in a meeting of
minds, book groups involve a social gathering, a physical, face-to-face
encounter, or a virtual, online meeting that ensures no reader is an island. "
Book group discussion is typically intersectional, involving processes such
as cross—cultural identification, and the sharing of perspectives and
interpretations in a process that is both collaborative and dualogic.
Certainly, there is evidence in the groups we have worked with that book
discussions can create a meeting place for intergenerational understanding,
or construct an ideological common ground by articulating and retlecting
upon previously internalized values and attitudes about “race’, class, and
gender. The identity work that readers undertake in the act of shared
reading can even involve making connections among these ‘categories’, as
well as interrogating how and why those categories have been formalized
through educational institutions, societal norms, econonic seructures and
the legacies of British imperial histories.

In other ways, however, the book group formation seems stubbornly
resistant to the kinds of cross-cultural meeting we might wish to associate
with progressive political action. Book groups tend to divide along the
lines of ethnicity and gender, if not generation, so that relatively
homogenous gatherings (for example, all-male and all-female groups)
predominate. Equally, there is evidence to suggest that book groups often
exert exclusionary practices, deterring or being suspicious of new
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members.'* Given their typical demographics, the political limits of
contemporary book groups as sites of ideological transformation might
scem glaringly obvious. The shared reading of Small Island in book groups
offers no guarantees that any kind of transtormative meeting will occur.
Nevertheless, book group readers together constitute a large and all too
easily neglected interpretive community for Levy’s text. We believe that
ignoring this reading community would itself be a politically irresponsible
act. In what follows, we offer a critique ot the Small Island Read event by
approaching it from two perspectives: first, in terms of how the groups
were depicted in othcial documents and statements (that is, in
methodological terms), we mvestigate Small Island Read from ‘above’ and
from the standpoint of its organizing agencies; and, second, we consider
how actual readers on the ground responded to the text in group
conversations and interviews.

Small Island Read: rhetoric and representation

Swall Island Read 2007 was the largest mass-reading event ever held in the

UK. Running from 11 January to 31 March 2007, it involved the

distribution of 50,000 tree copies of Andrea Levy’s novel, along with

80,000 copies of a glossy A5 readers’ guide. It generated 100 separate

events (including library talks, book group discussions, competitions,

exhibitions), and 60 school workshops. Drawing on earlier mass-reading

initiatives in Liverpool and Bristol, and integrating Glasgow and Hull as

new partner cities, the event was centred around, but moved beyond, four

locations with clear links to the slave trade.”” The declared aims of the

event were as follows:

¢ To develop standurds of literacy through the promotion of reading.

*  To stmulate new forms of creativity inspired by the reading experience.

+ To use reading to facilitate learning about the past.

* To bring diverse communities together throngh the act of reading and thereby foster
a sense of shared identity.™

Within this official agenda, the book is asked to operate as a hinge
between “the past’ (slavery and its abolition; postwar immigration) and the
present {contemporary multicultural diversity). As the funders articulated
it i a joint statement: ‘Remembering the victims of the slave trade is
essential in everyone’s lives. Just as important is celebrating the diversity
of the modern city’"® Second, and more precisely, it is the reader and ‘the
act of reading’ Small Island that is envisaged as a kind of pull string, capable
of drawing diverse reading communities together and ‘foster[ing] a shared
identity”.

This goal of historical and communal cohesion is perhaps most clearly
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and coherendy embodied in the visual archive housed on the Small Island
Read 2007 website, where dozens of photographs depicting assembled
readers serve to perform and stage the act of reading the novel.™ The
collected subjects holding or surrounding copies of the book appear to
persouify the diversity and multiculturalism which the sponsors of the
mass-reading event would like Swmall Island to pertorm. The book as a
material artefact comes to represent a physical meeting place, drawing
communities of difference together. Most notable here is the exclusive
empbhasis on the depiction of inclusiveness and diversity with reference to
ethnictty but also through the combination and juxtapositon of different
classes, generations, and sexes. Glasweglan bus drivers are depicted
brandishing free paperback editions of Swall Island alongside a photograph
of uniformed schoolgirls with copies of the same text. Collectively these
images concretize the slogan adopted by many of the community-based
reading programmes involved in the project: ‘reading as social glue’.

To what extent are these 1mages and the rhetoric undermined or
contradicted by the event itself? The evaluation repore tells us that the
majority of readers were middle class, 72 per cent were female, 91 per
cent white. There 1s nothing particularly surprising about chis. Indeed, the
notable homogeneity of the reading group as an Anglo-American social
tormation means that these statistics point to a relative diversity. Certainly
there was a concerted and laudable etforc on the part of the event
organizers to bring together different participants. Among the events
programmed for Small Island Read/ ‘Liverpool Reads’, for example, were
a reading group at the Caribbean community centre; a creative writing
project with young Somalis; a reading group at the Asylum Link; a Youth
Project run by refugee artists, and a drama project with young people
from the Yemeni Arabic community. Nevertheless, these initiatives were
fraught with problems and ulumately highlighted some of the limitations
of the mass-read project as a community-wide activity. They include the
ditficulties involved in providing sufficient numbers of English for
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) support workers; the non-
availability of Small Island in languages other than English; issues of
illiteracy among some groups within the city, and racist remarks in reading
group discussions, which threatened the possibility of cross-racial reading
groups.

In this context, events like Small Island Read provide a glimpse of the
Limitations of state-sanctioned multiculturalism. The main nagonal
sponsors of Small Island Read were Arts Council England and the Heritage
Lottery Fund. Viewed sceptically, the images and rhetoric outlined above
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might be said to ‘tick boxes’ to secure financial support from sponsors
with a public commitment to corporate multiculturalism, and/or to
demonstrate that the money has been “well spent’.!” From this perspective,
the photographic images of Small Island as a meeting place of cultural
diversity operate as ‘proof’ of an easily achieved and celebratory
multiculturalism, and as a visual shorthand that conceals the challenges
and contingencies of actually-existing ‘multiculeure’. In After Empire, Paul
Gilroy uses the term ‘multiculture’, as opposed to multiculturalism, to
describe the kind of spontaneous, precarious, and provisional cross-
cultural interactions he sees emerging in contemporary British culture.'®
Multiculture 1s not something that can be sanctioned or prescribed from
above. Instead Gilroy conceptualizes it as erupting erratically in the
vernacular formations of everyday hite. It the actual readers of Small Island
cannot be said to read entirely outside the more programmatic logic of
the event’s official rhetoric (a logic which suggests reading Small Island
necessarily achieves ‘diversity’), they offer a more complex picture of
cultural receprion (as both hermeneutics and hospitality) that is arguably
closer to multiculture than multiculturalism.

Meeting-places: reading Small Island together

While some of the readers we worked with found the multi-voiced
narrative of Smalfl Island dithcult to follow and an obstacle to their inidal
engagement with the text, many were pulled into the plot and the world
of Levy’s novel through the characters of Queenie, Bernard, Gilbert and
Hortense. Identification with these fictional figures, or lack of'it, makes up
a substantial part of the talk on and around Small Island that we have
analysed so far. As one white reader noted of the novel during a focus
group discussion in Liverpool:

It just adds to the actual history doesn’t it, you know to to read from a human
perspective I suppose ... It adds humanity, it adds um — you know you, you can read
about things and say,"Oh thats so awtul’ ... and it, and it, or something, vou know —
but to actually read from a — about things from a human perspective, of a character
that’s been created, then I think you can be, well, truly moved, in a way that just
reading about the history — and it can be when you read about the history as well but
it just adds that extra humaniey. "

This reader reminds us of the extent to which the individual voices of
the novel serve to profoundly personalize the historical narrative in ways
that encourage readerly identfication. (Perhaps the centrality of character
in Small Island 15 one reason for the novel’s popularity with book groups
and other non-acadeinic readers.) On one level, the connection between
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the novel and ‘history’ seems to reiterate the framing of the novel for the
Swiall Island Read event, which contextualized Small Island in terms of the
history of British slavery and postwar immigration. However, this reader
also suggests that engaging with Levy’s fictional work involves miore than
Just reading about the history’ with its dispassionate or merely gestural
empathy: ‘Oh that’ so awiul Reading Small Island-as-fiction, this reader
suggests, has the capacity to elicit a personal and human response, to be
‘truly moved’. If such an emotive account might be said to mystify the
actual identity-work being done through the act of reading, it also
captures the more elusive, less accountable, and programmatic perspectives
that have emerged in the recorded conversations around Small Island.

Below 1s a conversation between a group of women readers, also based
in Liverpool, as they reflect approvingly upon the ‘realistic’ and “detailed’
descriptions of Queenie and Hortense. In common with women’s book
groups featured in other scholarly studies, these readers privilege a
mimetic reading practice in order to find points of identification with
fictional characters, and with their own lives.”” As their discussion
proceeds, these women admire Hortenses self-presentation as a
respectable, educated woman who, at first, does not appear to notice the
everyday racism that she encounters in 1940s London. Within their
analysis of Hortense’s attitudes and behaviour, class is toregrounded until
one reader suggests how the experience of migration might produce
disappointment in a newly arrived immigrant through the disillusion of
expectations and desires that have been founded on (colonialist?)
stereotypes of the receiving culture:

S4 She’s aspiring to better things isn't she? She hasn't really got anything o be that
way about but she’s aspiring to live a better life and have better things isn't she?

ST She’s very judgemental though isn’t she? Everybody else vou know does
everything wrong

S2 1 think I might be like her if T went to live there somewhere in Africa and T've
got my idea of Africans busy eating mangos in the sunshine (laughter)”’

In their efforts to make sense of Hortense’s actions and opinions, these
readers move towards a creative re-reading of the text, imagining
themselves into an analogous situation where cultural and racial difference
is handled through stereotypes, while remaining sensitive to their material
effects. (Elsewhere they discuss Hortense coming up against
institutionalized racism, for instance.) It is not easy to ‘read off” fron this
conversation a positive encounter between (white, Liverpudlian) reader
and (West Indian) character, assuming we could know what such an
encounter might look like. For example, there is no obvious atcemipt by
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these readers to distance themselves from or to denounce racial
stereotypes but instead a more risky parodying ot them which, depending
on how you read it, stresses the absurdity of stereotype (which provokes
knowing laughter) or reinforces it (by provoking ignorant laughter).
Within a long established book group such as this, where trust among
members is firm and readers feel able to voice their opinions safely, 1t
nevertheless appears possible to activate the text as a meeting-place for
cricical reflection, with some readers approving of Hortense’s personality,
others disapproving, others changing their minds in an open, dialogic, and
ultimately inconclusive conversation.

Transcripts from other group discussions of Levy’s novel, and from focus
groups with readers in and beyond Liverpool, suggest that a common
element of reader response is a consideration of what, if anything, has
changed about race relations and racist attitudes in the UK.* For a reading
group in Chepstow, discussion about the title and its possible reference to
‘small-mindedness” prompted this type of response. Meanwhile, Anne, a
white middle-aged woman 1n a Liverpool focus group, was particularly
atfected by Gilbert’s experiences of racism:

[Gilbert] eventually 1s stationed over in Britan, and at that point you get the, sort of,
the interaction with the white British and the different reactions. Again some of them
really, embarrassingly, shaming I thought, from my point of view being, you know, a
white Britsh person, and ... I, T found it very difficult at dmes to read it and accept
that it still goes on in some ways. This is it, all, all through the book you get the, sort
of, this is what happened then. In some ways it’s not so different to now, um, in terms
of atdtude, very often.”

Within the context of a racially mixed focus group, it is possible that Anne
may have felt compelled to offer this self~aware commentary in order to
demonstrate her own tolerance. However, Anne’s discomfort and her
recognition that racism ‘still goes on in some ways’ was not atypical.
Readers also made connections between slavery and the present-day
use of child labour as well as relating the discrimination suffered by
Gilbert and Hortense to the introduction of citizenship tests. They also
discussed the representation of new immigrants and asylum seekers in
tabloid newspapers as evidence that many attitudes have not shifted, and
engaged in discussion of the economic basis of empire and colonial
expansion, discussions which segued into considerations of outsourcing
to Indian call centres. Admittedly, most of the readers in our studies knew
that the selection of Small Island was intended to coincide with the
bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, but this factor suggests
that framing the community-wide read in this way helped to toreground
34 MRl Region | Writing | Home

the contemporary relevance of the novel and thus prompted readers to use
a fictional story set in the past to debate current political and social 1ssucs.
Kerry, an African-Caribbean woman in her lare thirties, recognized the
potential of this text to unsettle racist assumptions within what Tracey,
another focus group participant from the African-Caribbean community
in Liverpool, had described as a racially segregated city. She also noted the
importance of highlighting the work of a black British writer through the
‘Liverpool Reads’/ Simall Island Read programmes — a trenchant reminder
that the most visible aspects of British arts and culture within the media
and on the high street are still those produced by white elites:

Martin said, you know, if we’re talking about breaking down barriers and scuft; we
need to tackle ignorance, uni, and, and, you know, wild asswmptions. And also, you
know, let people — because [ think that sometimes, people go out of the way to be
racist, because of the hatred they’ve got in themselves. Sometimes people think — do
it out of ignorance and if they had the information maybe, they'd think twice about
it.You know, so, the — uh, I think [Suall Island] is usetul for breaking down barriers.
And it's also greac that a black author’s been recognised at this level. You know, we've
got the whole city ~ well, readers in the city — reading a book, um ... So I'm quite
proud of Andrea really, she’s done a good job.*

Kerry’s commentary moves subtly between local and nadonal realities to
indicate the wide-scale structural transformartions and shifts i cultural
attitudes that need to occur in order to combat racisim not just in her
own city but also across the UK. Her pride in a British African-Caribbean
woman whose work is being celebrated across the four city sites of Sniall
Island Read also suggests an 1dentification that operates beyond the scale
of the local. For some Liverpool readers, then, the choice of a novel
centred on London experiences 1s not a problem: the novel does not need
to map directly on to their locale in order for them to produce analyses
that connect up with their own knowledge and experience of ‘race’, class,
and gender relations.

Like Kelly, other members of this focus group had a series of interesting
and mformed perspectives on interracial relations in Liverpool to bring
to their interpretations of Small Island, and to the discussion of its
sultability for the community-wide reading programme. Martin and
Margaret (both Caucasian readers) have worked with asylum seekers and
trade unionists, attempting to bring groups together to share first-hand
stories in order to break through miedia stereotypes and people’s
internalized racism. Tracey’s professional life as a social worker means that
she has encountered various manifestations of racism, including physical
violence. When prompted, various members of the group reflected on
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these readers to distance themselves from or to denounce racial
stereotypes but instead a more risky parodying ot them which, depending
on how you read it, stresses the absurdity of stereotype (which provokes
knowing laughter) or reinforces it (by provoking ignorant laughter).
Within a long established book group such as this, where trust among
members is firm and readers feel able to voice their opinions safely, 1t
nevertheless appears possible to activate the text as a meeting-place for
critical retlection, with some readers approving of Hortense’s personality,
others disapproving, others changing their minds in an open, dialogic, and
ultimately inconclusive conversation.

Transcripts from other group discussions of Levy’s novel, and from focus
groups with readers in and beyond Liverpool, suggest that a common
element of reader response is a consideration of what, if anything, has
changed about race relations and racist attitudes in the UK.* For a reading
group in Chepstow, discussion about the title and its possible reference to
‘small-mindedness” prompted this type of response. Meanwhile, Anne, a
white middle-aged woman in a Liverpool focus group, was particularly
atfected by Gilbert’s experiences of racism:

[Gilbert] eventually 1s stationed over in Britain, and at that point you get the, sort of,
the interaction with the white British and the different reactions. Again some of them
really, embarrassingly, shaming I thought, from my point of view being, you know, a
white British person, and ... I, T found it very difficult at dmes to read it and accept
that it still goes on in some ways. This is it, all, all through the book you get the, sort
of, this is what happened then. In some ways it’s not so different to now, um, in terms
of atditude, very often.”

Within the context of a racially mixed focus group, it 1s possible that Anne
may have felt compelled to offer this self~aware commentary in order to
demonstrate her own tolerance. However, Anne’s discomfort and her
recognition that racism ‘still goes on in some ways’ was not atypical.
Readers also made connections between slavery and the present-day
use of child labour as well as relating the discrimination sutfered by
Gilbert and Hortense to the introduction of citizenship tests. They also
discussed the representation of new immigrants and asylum seekers in
rabloid newspapers as evidence that many attitudes have not shitted, and
engaged in discussion of the economic basis of empire and colonial
expansion, discussions which segued into considerations of outsourcing
to Indian call centres. Admittedly, most of the readers in our studies knew
that the selection of Small Island was intended to coincide with the
bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, but this factor suggests
that framing the community-wide read in this way helped to toreground
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the contemporary relevance of the novel and thus prompted readers to use
a fictional story set in the past to debate current political and social 1ssucs.
Kerry, an African-Caribbean woman in her late thirties, recognized the
potential of this text to unsettle racist assumptions within what Tracey,
another focus group participant from the African-Caribbean community
in Liverpool, had described as a racially segregated city. She also noted the
importance of highlighting the work of a black British writer through the
‘Liverpool Reads’/ Small Island Read programmes — a trenchant reminder
that the most visible aspects of British arts and culture within the media
and on the high street are still those produced by white elites:

Martin said, you know, it we’re talking about breaking down barriers and scuft; we
need to tackle ignorance, uny, and, and, you know, wild assumptions. And also, you
know, et people — because [ think that sometimes, people go out of the way to be
racist, because of the hatred they’ve got in themselves. Sonietimes people think — do
it out of ignorance and if they had the information maybe, they'd think twice about
it.You know, so, the — ul, T think [Swiall Islund] is useful tor breaking down barriers
And it's also greac that a black author’s been recognised at this level. You know, we've
got the whole city — well, readers in the city — reading a book, um ... So I'm quite
proud of Andrea really, she’s done a good job.™

Kerry’s commentary moves subtly between local and natonal realities to
indicate the wide-scale structural transformartions and shifts in cultural
attitudes that need to occur in order to combat racism not just in her
own city but also across the UK. Her pride in a British African-Caribbean
woman whose work 1s being celebrated across the four city sites of Small
Island Read also suggests an dentification that operates beyond the scale
of the local. For some Liverpool readers, then, the choice of a novel
centred on London experiences is not a problem: the novel does not need
to map directly on to their locale in order for them to produce analyses
that connect up with their own knowledge and experience of ‘race’, class,
and gender relations.

Like Kelly, other members of this focus group had a series of interesting
and mnformed perspectives on interracial relations in Liverpool to bring
to their interpretations of Small Island, and to the discussion of its
suitability for the community-wide reading programme. Martn and
Margaret (both Caucasian readers) have worked with asylum seekers and
trade unionists, attempting to bring groups together to share firse-hand
stories in order to break through miedia stereotypes and people’s
internalized racism. Tracey’s professional life as a social worker means that
she has encountered various manifestations of racism, including physical
violence. When prompted, various members of the group reflected on
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how far urban spaces in the city were ‘classed’ as well as ‘raced’. Kelly
noted, for example, ‘It’s like the city centre’s in the middle, then you've got
the north working-class, the south working-class, then you've got the
middle-class in the, you know, going towards Crosby’? Claire, a white
woman in her early thirties, suggested that the south-side was more of‘a
melting pot’ than Kelly’s initial analysis implied and she drew upon her
knowledge of local history to underline her own lived experience of a
racially mixed working-class neighbourhood:

people seem to accept each other. Of course there’s problems and [it] wasn't always
peacetul, but it was almost like hiving in the 1950s, again with that attitude as well, the,
the proper old, decent working-class kids out on the street, everybody takes care of
cach other. ... You've got generations ... of black people — and not just black people,
Chinese, Liverpool’s the oldest Chinese community in Europe as well. So i, in terms
of that, the south end was. was where people, um, kind of settled as well. Sort of
through the ports system, they came through the sea ... so I suppose it’, it’s much
more used to seeing different cultures as well over the, uh, vou know the hundreds of

years.™

These commentaries underline the fact that most people in this group
were already deeply engaged with issues of ditference before they read
Levy’s novel.

In common with the (white) women’s reading group from Liverpool
{(quoted earlier) who initially foregrounded class values before ‘race’
relations in their consideration of Hortense’s experiences, these focus
group members suggest that Small Island can be read “locally’. For some
of the Liverpudlian readers, the lens of class provides a point of entry into
the text’s representation of racial difference while, tor others, class relations
are recognized as important co-vectors with ‘race’ (for example, Tracy’s
and Claires comments). These approaches indicate how local knowledge
about the intersection of class and ‘race’ within the city of Liverpool,
while it is differently inflected by an individual’s own experience and
community identifications, can produce a local’ reading of an apparently
non-local story,

It is important to recognize, then, that readers engaged with Small Island
at different levels, in different ways, and to different ends. As Elizabeth
Long has noted within the context ot North American book groups:

Literature does have the power to allow some white readers a quasi-experiential
expansion of empathy or identification across the racial divide, but it is a fragile power,
for it rests on the reader’s desire and ability to make an intersubjective bridge as she
reads.”
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Thus, the type of site which the novel atfords tor an examination of racist
attitudes and structures 1s, like Gilroy’s sense of lived muluculture,
contingent on a number of factors, including a reader’s own life
experiences. Even when white readers make the ‘intersubjective bridge’
with Hortense and Gilbert by, for example, relating poverty and class-
oppression during the 1940s and 1950s to racism, or by reflecting on the
parallels between gender and ‘race’ inequities, the identfication may be
brief and does not necessarily lead to the development of more liberal
views about racial difference. On the contrary, in some instances,
unsettling thoughts about difterence are ‘made safe” by relocating them
within the mid-twentieth-century tme-frame and social context of
Levy’s novel. As one reader put it in the Chepstow group’s discussion:
“Well T mean men went out to work and women did the cooking you
know that’s how it was.*

Orther readers reported ways in which the act of reading and sharing
Levy’s novel had been a ‘learning” experience capable of transforming the
reader’s internalized assumptions. Susan, a white focus group participant
i Liverpool, had lent the novel to her mother because she was concerned
that, as they grow older, her parents have ‘got a bit more prejudiced and
bigoted’. Susan’s other motive — ‘to {get] her off Dick Francis at last’ —
suggests her understanding of a literary hierarchy within which Levy’s
novel ranks higher than genre fiction and s thus (implicitly) not only
better writing, but ‘better’ tor the reader in a moral or educational sense:

It really hit home to my mum that then when [Gilbert] came to this country and was
treated as though he wasn’t w — yeah he was, you know, uh, discriminated against -
um and, and he thought that he was coming home to the motherland in a way o a,
at—a country that would really look after him. Thats what struck home to my mum
and she talked about that a lot on the phone to me, and that’s why she gave the book
to her friends, because she, she couldn’t believe that bit. [e, 1t was, it was, wn, it was an
education to her in a way. And she was very shocked about the whole education
systemn. that was exported out to the colonies. And I think that’s why it — if it makes
- you know, 1f it’s made one person sit up and actually address, you know, an innate
prejudice, or you know, People come here to take our jobs', that sort of thing, | think
it’s, it’s been valuable

As she describes her mother’s response to Small Island, Susan also
articulates another way in which the novel can be connective when the
experience of reading is shared, bridging intergenerational difference.
During our research we heard about other kinds of ‘connection’ around,
and through, the discussion and reading of Small Island, including the
sharing of painful personal stories of poverty and sexism. Within the
Liverpool group, where trust has been established among members, it
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