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In the early phase of industrialization, the practice of collective reading in working-class circles was common. This is fairly well-known for families, for pubs and wine-sellers, in the mechanics’ institutes, and there are even occurrences in jails. It is not so well-known that the practice also existed in workshops, during working hours, when workers paid one of their mates to read aloud a newspaper or a novel. This could be found in various non-mechanised textile workshops in France, among the British shoemakers, tailors and printers, among Dundee’s linen hecklers and in some of the places where they emigrated (e.g. Landerneau in Brittany), among the cigar-makers of Hamburg and Bremen in Germany, La Havana in Cuba, New York and Tampa in the US, etc. In so doing, the workers spent a portion of their sometimes minimal wages; but they benefited from the reading abilities of a fellow worker, from the daylight and from the long hours they needed to get acquainted with texts. 
This paper will try to assess this forgotten practice. It will deal with its geography, chronology and economy. It will wonder what workers read and listened to. With a dominant focus on Britain and France, it will try and understand whether this practice circulated across the Channel and the Atlantic or whether it appeared in various places. It will also question what it reveals about the intellectual life of the working-classes, before the discipline of the factory and the noise of the machines evicted collective reading from the workshops.

