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Reading beyond  yourself – 
Young people on the importance of lyric poetry 
 
Author’s translation with permission from the publisher of the article ‘Att läsa fram sig 
själv – unga om centrallyrikens betydelse’, Edda, 2017 (4/104), which can be found at  
https://www.idunn.no/edda/2017/04/att_lsa_fram_sig_sjlv 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This article explores the value of leisure reading of poetry for a group of 16 to 19-year- 
olds with a keen interest in poetry. Against the background of the international 
discussion of the value of reading literature and the need for new legitimisation of 
reading literature in the context of new media, statements about why young people read 
poetry can contribute towards our understanding of the importance of poetry for readers 
today. Twenty-one boys and girls from different parts of Sweden were interviewed for 
the study. The poetry read was mostly lyric poetry. The analysis generated three 
categories which highlight key aspects of their leisure reading of lyric poetry: being seen by 
the poem, an internal community and support in difficult periods. The categories are analysed and 
discussed in relation to Felski’s (2008) concepts of ‘recognition’, ‘enchantment’, 
‘knowledge’ and ‘shock’, but only ‘recognition’ is found to have explanatory value. The 
results point to the importance of letting students explore lyric poetry without always 
having to present their personal response in class.  
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LEGITIMISATION OF LITERATURE AND POETRY 
 
The question of why one reads literature is central in the field of Literature as well as the 
field of Education. In the context of current discussions of legitimisation of literature in 
the humanities and an increasing medialisation of public and private spheres, reading 
literature has gained new interest and relevance in the few last decades. That the 
relevance of Literature as an academic subject depends on its ability to describe the 
functions and the value of literary reading has been argued internationally (Vischer Bruns 
2011; Felski 2008; Roche 2004) but this has not been discussed to the same extent by 
Swedish researchers (Kåreland 2009; Persson 2007; Degerman 2012) and the Swedish 
discussion mainly concerns the reading of literary prose.  
  Swedish research on literature pedagogy has not highlighted the question of 
legitimisation (Degerman 2012; Persson 2007; Petterson et al. 2015) despite the fact that 
this question is central. In every classroom across the country teachers are asked: why 
should we read this? And the answers provided by researchers (or the lack of answers) have 
consequences for teacher training and the teaching in schools. Degerman (2012) states 
that the question of legitimacy, or the question of why one reads, lingers in the 
background in the dissertations on literature pedagogy from the 00s that he investigates, 
and yet it is seldom posed as a research question.  Degerman also points to the fact that 
the English-language discussion often focuses on poetry, whereas the Swedish 
discussion, emphasises concepts such as ‘narrative’ or ‘fiction’, which might have the 
effect of a marginalising poetry, as poetry is often non-narrative (Degerman 2012, 303). 
Stein Larsen (2013) argues in Kampen om lyrikken – litteraturvidenskabelige refleksioner over en 
genre that poetry is a centre in experimental literature and that it is important for the 
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development of both literature and theory. It is therefore troubling that this form has not 
been discussed thoroughly by researchers.  
  Against this background the present study focuses on why we read poetry and hopes to 
contribute with new knowledge in this area. Previous to the discussion that Degerman 
addresses, Wolf (2003, 2004) has discussed how poetry has been legitimised, presenting 
different arguments supporting the importance of poetry teaching taken from Sandro 
Key-Åberg, textbooks written by British teachers, curricula and research on language 
development (Wolf 2004). He has also investigated statements from Swedish and 
American teacher students regarding the importance of poetry reading and writing in 
primary and lower secondary school. He found three groups of arguments: functional, 
emancipatory and literary (Wolf 2002). However, after Wolf’s studies, this discussion has 
not been maintained. The present study aims to add to this discussion by exploring this 
question using a different approach. As there are no studies on literature pedagogy in 
Sweden that attend to young readers’ reasons for reading poetry for pleasure in their 
spare time (Sigvardsson 2016) it might be of interest to explore what they have to say 
about reading literature. Moreover, even in an international context, studies of the leisure 
reading of poetry are needed to develop new knowledge about poetry reading as a 
phenomenon. In a systematic literature review of articles on poetry reading pedagogy 
published between 1990 and 2015 in English-language journals, I found that the main 
themes in the research discussion are the value of a personal response, as derived from 
Rosenblatt (1994), and the progression of pupils’ interpretations. There is also a palpable 
concern about the consequences of increased high-stakes testing as regards poetry 
teaching. Moreover, there is a discussion on how to engage boys with poetry 
(Sigvardsson 2016). In order to develop the poetry pedagogy research further it would be 
of use to consider the leisure reading of poetry and its value. This study is partly 
motivated by the question of whether it is possible to learn things from the leisure use of 
poetry that may have implications for pedagogy. 
   In a previous study (Sigvardsson 2017) I explored how young people with a keen 
interest in poetry use poetry in their spare time in terms of what, how and when they 
read and how this interest started and has developed. The present study investigates 
these young readers’ reasons for reading poetry in their spare time. 
  The study explores the leisure reading of poetry of 21 young people to gain knowledge 
about the value and functions of poetry reading. Through an analysis of the stated 
reasons as to why one reads poetry, the study aims to contribute with an increased 
understanding of the important functions that poetry has for these young readers. It is to 
be considered as explorative basic research and the results provide a starting point for 
further research and discussions of the value of poetry and aspects of poetry teaching. 
These discussions are important in literature departments as well as in teacher education. 
 
METHOD AND ANALYSIS 
 
The study comprises 21 online interviews with young poetry readers from all over the 
country. The interviews were conducted during the autumn of 2015 and the winter of 
2016.1 Participants were recruited through online forums and sites for poetry such as the 
Forum för Poesi och Prosa, Ponton, fikssion and through the Association of Teachers of 
Swedish as a First Language and contact with Swedish teachers. 
  The participants were asked to describe their interest. If they appreciated and used 
poetry in their spare time they were interviewed. The participants mainly read lyric poetry 

																																																								
1	Two interviews from a pilot study during the spring of 2015 were also included. One interview was 
conducted via a Skype chat and one was held in a café. 
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but also enjoyed song lyrics and tended to equate these with lyric poetry. The participants 
were between 16 and 19 years old and all were enrolled or had been enrolled in programs 
that prepared for tertiary education, most commonly social sciences programs, arts 
programs and natural sciences programs. The majority were in the middle of their studies 
at the time of the interview. Of the 21, there were twelve girls and nine boys. About a 
third of the group was bilingual or multilingual. There were as many participants from 
large as from small towns. Of the 21, ten were from the northern part of the country, 
five were from the middle part and six were from the southern part of Sweden. An 
online interview method was chosen to reach participants spread across the whole 
country and to enable variation in the sample (Salmons 2015). Interviews were 
conducted via Skype or Facetime. The study was conducted in accordance with the 
national ethical guidelines for research in the humanities or social sciences as regards 
informed consent, data handling and confidentiality (Vetenskapsrådet 2011). 
  In this article, an open concept of poetry is employed for gathering empirical data, as I, 
in line with the explorative character of the study, let the participants explain what poetry 
is to them. In the article the concepts of poetry and lyric poetry are used synonymously. 
Here the concept of reading poetry follows the traditional notion that someone reads 
visually from paper or a screen. 
   The empirical material comprises 21 interview transcriptions2 and 21 memos, each of 
which is around half a page in length. The analysis was guided by strategies borrowed 
from Grounded Theory (Charmaz 2014, Glaser and Strauss 1967) such as an inductive 
process where categories are constructed through coding and a constant comparison of 
tentative categories with the empirical data. A constructivist view of the methodology 
from Charmaz (2014) is employed in the study. The goal in Grounded Theory is to 
highlight and theorise things that are of central importance to people in a certain context. 
The methodology aims for theory construction to shed light on complex processes and 
phenomena rather than focusing on identifying themes. The starting point is an inductive 
analysis; however, there is an awareness of the fact that both the preunderstanding and 
the theoretical knowledge that researchers have may affect the analysis. To minimise this 
risk it is important that the researcher is familiar with the object of study, does not draw 
conclusions from limited empirical data and that the analysis is kept close to the data 
through coding strategies (Charmaz 2014). A general rule is that one cannot launch 
categories (other than tentative ones) without the support of empirical data that is as 
large and varied as possible. Moreover, theoretical concepts should not, according to 
Charmaz, be employed in the analysis until the categories are well described and only 
theoretical concepts that add to the understanding of the concepts should then be used 
(2014, 159). There are however researchers who argue that theoretical concepts can be 
employed immediately in the analysis (Thornberg 2012). Here I have chosen the 
traditional method of analysis.  
  The first part of the analysis consisted of an ‘open coding’ (Guvå och Hylander 2003; 
Charmaz 2014) of the first 10 transcriptions. During this process I often used the 
participants’ own words as codes in order to stay true to the material. Thereafter the 
transcripts from Interview 11 were also coded using a ‘focused coding’ approach (Guvå 
och Hylander 2003; Charmaz 2014) in relation to tentative categories. The tentative 
categories were derived from the most frequent codes as I chose to focus on more 
general patterns in order to ‘ground’ categories. The categories were thus developed on 
the basis of the most frequently stated reasons for reading poetry. 

																																																								
2	When citing participants I have removed filler words such as ”liksom” (‘like’) and ”typ” (literally: ‘type’), 
which are simply used to hold the floor and have added punctuation for easier reading.	
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  In the second part of the analysis, the categories were related to theory and previous 
research to find contrasting aspects and additional nuances. They were tested against a 
frequently cited theory on leisure reading (Felski 2008) but the analysis shows that this 
theory had little explanatory value in relation to poetry reading in this group, 
problematising the reach of this theory. 
   The analytical process yielded three categories that describe key functions in the leisure 
reading of lyric poetry3: being seen by the poem, an internal community and support in difficult 
periods.  They are to be viewed as overlapping. 
  Naturally, there are further reasons for reading poetry and further functions. All 
participants read poetry for several reasons and the analysis does not provide a full 
picture of why this group read poetry4. It only highlights the most prominent patterns in 
the material. 
 
THEORY ABOUT LEISURE READING AND THE IMPORTANCE OF POETRY 
READING 
 
In order to analyse and discuss the categories, Rita Felski’s (2008) concepts from Uses of 
Literature have been employed. Felski has developed theories on leisure reading to 
understand more about why people read literature. It is therefore of interest to explore 
how her concepts relate to the statements of the young readers. Felski is also one of the 
most cited theorists in the Swedish discussion on literature pedagogy (Degerman 2012, 
267). 
   In her introduction Felski addresses the discussion of the legitimacy of the field of 
Literature and argues that there is a need for new theories about the value of literature. 
According to Felski, it is of interest to explore ordinary readers’ reasons for reading to 
maintain the relevance of the field: ‘We are called on, in other words, to do justice to 
how readers respond to the words they encounter, rather than relying on textbook 
theories or wishful speculations about what reading is supposed to be’ (2008, 17). By 
conducting phenomenological analyses of her own reading, film experiences, reading 
done by fictional characters and literary theory, Felski distils four ways of engaging with 
literature, which she argues are central emotional elements when reading for pleasure: 
recognition, enchantment, knowledge and shock. These modes of engagement co-exist during 
the reading act. 
   Recognition is a key form of engagement as it is through recognition that readers start to 
relate to a text. According to Felski, associations of narcissism and naivety burden the 
concept, where the function of literature is reduced to a simple reflection of the reader 
while the literature is left unseen. But for Felski, recognition is prospective and a 
developmental process: ‘Recognition is not repetition; it denotes not just the previously 
known, but the becoming known. Something that may have been sensed in a vague, 
diffuse, or semi-conscious way now takes on a distinct shape, is amplified, heightened, or 
made newly visible’ (25). The reader thus gains new self-awareness.  

																																																								
3	Lyric poetry is my designation for the type of poetry that participants tended to talk about in the 
interviews. 
4	Other, less common answers were: that poetry makes you see our age, that poetry highlights certain 
objects or events and gives them meaning, that poems are a challenge due to their mystique and that poetry 
reading can be relaxing. Another common reason that I have described (Sigvardsson 2017) was that poetry 
is read for inspiration when writing and creating.  
   It could also be repeated that several participants stated that song lyrics and quotes could be read for the 
same purposes. It is my impression that the reading of poetry and the reading of song lyrics have the same 
functions for these young readers.  
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   Enchantment means that the reader is swept away by the literature and loses their 
autonomy: ‘What characterizes the phenomenology of enchantment is simply an 
intensely charged experience of absorption and self-loss.’ (67). Time and space disappear 
and the only thing that matters is the text. Felski likens this state with inebriation, being 
affected by drugs, dreaming and infatuation. The experience of enchantment is important 
because people want to escape themselves and reach another state of mind than their 
everyday one (76). 
   Literature also offers a form of social knowledge through the reader’s empathy with 
different characters. The portrayal of characters’ inner life offers a special kind of 
knowledge about the conditions of social life. While recognition highlights the ability of 
literature to teach us something new about ourselves, knowledge is related to the capacity 
of literature to teach us about other people in their social context and how different 
habitus affect individuals. 
   Shock is something that hits readers unexpectedly and forces them to realise things 
about themselves, others or the world. The experience of shock evokes strong feelings 
such as disgust and horror and physical reactions like nausea, crying, screaming or 
nervous laughter. It should not be confused with milder variants of perspective change: 
  

Shock, then, names a reaction to what is startling, painful, even horrifying. Applied to literary 
texts it connotes something more brusque and brutal than, for example, the idea of Stoss 
advanced by Heidegger: the claim that what defines an artwork is its blow to consciousness, its 
rupturing of familiar frames of reference. In the terms to be canvassed here, shocking is a 
selective epithet rather than a general synonym for aesthetic estrangement, patently more suited 
to some texts than others. (105)  
 

Shock has an unpleasant and confusing character, as what we usually hold true no longer 
seems to be correct and we are forced to reconsider our perceptions. But it is central 
when reading literature because the effect, after a certain time, is that the reader gains a 
deeper self-awareness and has increased their knowledge about the conditions of life. 
Shock may, to some extent, be viewed as the opposite of enchantment even if the 
relationships between the concepts cannot be fully understood using such a simple 
definition.  
   Research on reading poetry for pleasure is rare but a Swedish dissertation in theology 
has enabled a comparison of findings. Inger Eriksson (2006) has in Poesiläsning som 
meningsskapare – en studie om poesigrupper på sjukhem och hospice analysed elderly peoples’ 
perceptions of the value of reading poetry. The thesis investigates experiences from three 
different projects in which a discussion leader, often Eriksson herself, read and talked 
about poems together with the participants. She has also conducted 18 interviews with 
participants about their reading of poetry. Eriksson employ an aesthetic perspective that 
combines concepts from Hans Ruin’s Poesiens mystik (1935) and Pia Tafdrup’s poetics 
Över vattnet går jag (2002) in order to discuss the value of poetry reading.  
 
READING POETRY FOR THE SELF 
 
The 21 study participants mainly reads lyric poetry5 and tend to perceive poetry as an 
expression of an ‘I’; the ‘poetic subject’ or the ‘poet’. In the same way, they perceive that 
they express themselves when they write poetry, which most of them do to varying 
degrees. It is evident from the interviews that poetry reading is something that is done to 

																																																								
5	Examples of poets are: Tranströmer, Boye, Öijer, Malmsten, Dagerman, Norén, Aspenström, Frost, Poe, 
young American Mira Gonzalez and Tao Lin. Several also read a large number of (often anonymous) 
quotes through social media and song lyrics, for example from Markus Krunegård and Veronica Maggio. 
These genres are sometimes perceived as poetry. 
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understand oneself and one’s life situation better and that the feelings that are evoked 
forms the basis of self-reflection. 
   It might be the case that it is easier to turn to lyric poetry with its personal tone and 
typically first person speaker, when one seeks to understand who one is and tries to find 
one’s place in life. One of the young readers describes how poetry is used differently in 
comparison to other texts: ‘I believe that with prose or with other literary genres, it is 
about attending to another persons story, I think, or that it is about someone else; with 
poetry I can feel that this is about me’ (I12). There were additional statements that 
pointed to how poetry reading is often about reading oneself; that one reads for and from 
the self.6 The material cannot, however, confirm such a hypothesis; to do this, further 
studies are required. The analysis resulted in three categories that are tightly connected to 
the reading self:  
 

• Being seen by the poem 
• An internal community 
• Support in difficult periods 

 
In the next section the categories are presented and discussed in relation to Felski’s 
(2008) concepts. Eriksson’s (2006) findings about meaning-making in poetry reading 
groups are used to a lesser extent for comparative purposes. 
 
BEING SEEN BY THE POEM 
 
Reading poetry for pleasure is an emotional affair and the attractiveness of the form 
seem to be based in poetry’s capacity to affect the reader deeply. The reading experience 
that the participants try to describe, which is not easy, contains a strong emotional 
engagement and is often, at the same time, an experience of beauty. During the reading 
of a poem one experiences intense presence and this experience is often described as 
‘beautiful’. They also speak about how they perceive that poems have captured ‘the 
truth’. One participant mentions ‘catharsis’ and says: ‘ You can be awakened… 
reawakened, it is like seeing a good theatre production, it is a very strong feeling and if 
you find a really good poem I think you can be completely bowled over’ (I18)7. The 
participant elaborated: ‘And you can also be taken by storm because it is a perfect feeling 
or a perfect word, so that you become like: ‘‘Oh, I need to breathe’’’ (I18).  
   An element of what Felski (2008) terms enchantment, to be swept away and carried away 
from yourself, can possibly be detected in the quote; but the statements, taken together, 
indicate that reading poetry rather enables the reader to feel and gain a deeper 
understanding of their self. The self is brought to the surface rather than read away 
through the feelings that lyric poetry evokes. 
  When we talk about why one reads poetry it turns out that many of the most important 
experiences revolve around how the poem gives voice to something that the reader has 
been unable to formulate or has not yet perhaps fully understood about themselves: 
 

When it can put words to things that you have felt but not thought, it is that I guess, that I find to 
be the coolest in some way, when you can read something and feel that yes, me too, or this is 

																																																								
6	For an interesting discussion of how the reader may enter into the ‘I’ of the poem and an ethical 
potential in this, see Anna Lindhé’s ‘Gör mig levande igen – om diktsamlingens relationella etik’. In Subjekt 
Södergan: om jagen i Edith Södergrans poesi, eds. Elisabeth Hästbacka, Anders S. Johansson and Anders E. 
Johansson (Göteborg: Makadam förlag, 2016), 23-30.  
7	I18 stands for interview number 18. 
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what I feel too, but I didn’t even know I felt it, or I didn’t know that this is what it was, and that 
is the feeling that I think is so pleasing. (I12) 

 
The young participants were moved by the fact that another human being has captured 
and portrayed what they perceive as something from their inner life through language 
and understood them better than they themselves did at that particular moment. That 
poems capture the reader’s thoughts and feelings and put them into a new perspective is 
perceived by the participants as one of the most valuable consequences of reading 
poetry. The statements express that poetry reading is a developmental reflection in which 
one is able to perceive oneself in a new light8 and thus they provide support for Felski’s 
(2008) theory about the central importance of recognition and its developmental function. 
When the poem portrays something that one does not have words for there is a 
possibility to understand more about oneself: ‘Through poetry perhaps one sees a new 
side to one self’ (I2). Eriksson (2006, 240) also finds that ‘recognition’ is of central 
importance to the participants in her poetry reading groups, and when Tafdrup who 
Eriksson references in her theoretical framework, is critical of the idea of recognition, 
Eriksson finds it necessary to oppose her and underline that recognition is perceived as 
highly valuable by the elderly (Eriksson 2006, 212). Eriksson does not, however, discuss 
the developmental aspect of recognition. 
  There is, however, another aspect of poetry reading that I wish to highlight here. 
‘Recognition’ is the word that the young readers use most often to describe an important 
element of their experience of reading of poetry. The metaphor seems to be close at 
hand. But to only describe their poetry reading as recognition would hide another 
relational dimension in the reading that is evident in the material and is given at least an 
equal value by participants. 
   The recognition metaphor puts focus on the reading subject and stands for the process 
of identifying something of yourself in the literature; to recognise is to see yourself, to 
see your own experiences, thoughts or emotions through the portrayal. The metaphor 
does not contain, however, perceptions of or the feeling that you in these moments 
experience being seen or understood by another person. Several participants talk about 
how, in these moments of recognition, they perceive that another understands them. 
One participant describes that the most moving reading experiences are those ‘when I 
think like this: ‘’The Poet, how well you understand me’’’ (I3). Another tells how 
Stagnelius’s ‘Till förruttnelsen’ was important to her during a certain period: ‘He is so 
incredibly afflicted in his poem and in some way, when I was sixteen I could really feel, 
despite the fact that I do not have death anxiety, that: ‘‘Oh, this. He speaks for me’’’ 
(I18). A third participant describes how poetry can function as a guide in life: ‘poetry for 
me is like a guide; through poetry I think you find answers to questions, that words are 
so well put through others’ words, I know I am not alone in this, it also feels like a piece 
in the puzzle in some processes’ (I2). A guide does not necessarily need to be a person 
but from the interview you understand that it is the poems of a certain poet that are 
frequently used for guidance. A fourth participant describes how finding your own 
feelings in poems creates safety and compares the reading of poetry with a personal 
encounter: ‘It is as if someone had stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder and 
said: ‘’But I understand how you feel’’’ (I15). 

																																																								
8	In their research on the teaching of literature ’pedagogiska gruppen’ have emphasised the importance of 
recognition and its confirming and developmental character, see for example Lars-Göran Malmgren Den 
konstiga konsten. Om litteraturläsning och litteraturpedagogik (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1986). In Seks lesere på skolen: 
hva de søkte, hva de fant. En studie av litteraturarbeid i den videregående skolen (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1989) Jon 
Smidt highlights the need for ‘subjective relevance’ if the teaching of literature should matter to pupils. 
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  With the category being seen by the poem I wish to highlight the perception of being 
understood by another person as especially important, and point to the relational 
dimension of poetry reading. Recognition may be a starting point that turns into an 
experience of having been seen in a new way. When this occurs an especially meaningful 
reading happens. The relation that is imagined by the reader is not a real one but it is 
described as having similar functions to such a relation, and, as will be shown in the next 
section, relating to other persons is key as regards the other two categories as well. 
   In Eriksson’s (2006, 271) final chapter she presents a tentative conclusion that the 
most important element of poetry reading groups for the participants was their 
perception of having been ‘seen’ in their life situation. Eriksson’s findings are based on 
descriptions of the joint meaning-making in poetry reading groups, where participants 
opened up to each other through the talks, but also on the participants’ descriptions of 
their personal reading of poetry. Our results are thus not entirely comparable but the 
similarity of these findings might indicate that an especially important function of poetry 
reading is the perception of having been understood by another person. 
 
AN INTERNAL COMMUNITY 
 
In the interviews the participants frequently describe how poetry reading can reduce 
loneliness. When the thoughts and the feelings of the reader are confirmed and reflected, 
this evokes a sense of community: ‘You really feel how human you are, and that 
regardless of the negativity of the feelings, no matter how bad you may feel, this is 
something that other people have experienced; you feel part of a sort of community’ (I8). 
Poems can normalise feelings, which offers a sense of security at the same time as 
decreasing loneliness. When answering the question of why people read poetry a 
participant describes how people wish to belong with others people and points to how 
both song lyrics and poetry can cater to this need: 
 

I believe it is the same thing that they get from [listening to] music, that there is someone else that 
thinks the same way, and that someone else can put words to feelings […] you want to feel 
perhaps that you are not alone in your feelings, you want to feel affinity. (I18) 
 

Again the relational dimension of reading poetry comes into view. Poetry reading is 
characterised as something that protects and confirms the reader. Poetry is on the side of 
the reader and reading poetry is always described as a positive experience even when 
reading about difficult things. Against this background, it is relevant to ask whether 
Felski’s (2008) concept of shock may highlight something in the experiences of leisure 
reading of poetry in this group. There are no examples in the interviews that a poem has 
shattered/made violence on the reader’s self-awareness or evoked feelings of disgust or 
hatred. There is one example of how the poems of Edgar Allan Poe scared the reader (to 
his great delight) and another example of how it is ‘almost’ frightening when you 
recognise yourself in a poem, in the material. But, taken together, there are no indications 
that shock in Felski’s sense, is an important engagement in the leisure reading of poetry 
of this group. Felski (2008, 15) writes that some genres are more suited than others for 
shocking the reader. She uses her own reading of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal as an 
example. It would be interesting to explore further which groups of readers experience 
that poetry can have this shock effect and who reads poetry for this purpose. 
   The internal community that is described by participants is of a private nature and not 
something that one usually discusses or shares with others. When I asked a participant 
about why one does not talk more to other people about one’s poetry reading I received 
the following answer: 
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I believe it has to do with your secrets, that which is secret to you. There is so much that you hide 
from most people, so many feelings and thoughts, so naturally reading poetry goes both ways. 
You affect yourself when you read something and it can have two effects, either that you want to 
use it in your life or that you want to keep it to yourself, and this has to do with what kind of 
person you are outside of the reading. It is a room of one’s own, the private reading. (I11) 
 

The statements of the young participants point to how one aspect of the leisure reading 
of poetry consists of taking care of this private part of the self with the help of this 
community. Through poetry they can find acceptance of feelings and thoughts that are 
not socially accepted and that you therefore suppress when being together with others. 
The participant quoted above describes something of this by referring to a line by Megan 
Boyle: ‘A while ago I was diagnosed with social phobia but it feels wrong, it’s more like 
‘‘I hate most people and am disgusted by talking to them’’’. And the participant develops 
further: ‘This tells me that, this confirms that it is ok to say I hate everyone in the world 
and write it somewhere’. In poetry, things that do not fit in or are not considered suitable 
in social contexts can be portrayed, and invisible sides of the reader can be confirmed. 
The private community in poetry may also complement real relations when individuals 
cannot, or do not want to, reflect themselves in these: 
 

You do not always want to open yourself to others, you become, if you tell everything that 
happens to you, then you become a bit vulnerable almost, but if you try to find support and 
consolation in poetry, it wouldn’t, it doesn’t open you to someone else, then it is only you who 
opens up to this text and takes it in, interprets and is affected by it. (I21)    

 
That reading may have a crucial importance when we feel alone is something that Felski 
(2008) discusses but from another perspective than viewing private reading as a shelter or 
a way to mirror the private self. She is mainly interested in the capacity of literature to 
acknowledge the reader as a social subject and writes about how literature can make 
readers’ experiences visible. Felski (2008) theorises the intersubjectivity of the reading act 
through the concept ‘the generalised other’, borrowed from the sociologist G. H. Mead. 
The generalised other stands for the conception that an individual has about others’ 
attitudes and perceptions about oneself. The reading process is to be understood as the 
meeting of the individual and this imagined collective. During the reading act there is an 
interplay between recognition and ‘acknowledgement’ of an individual as a member of a 
certain group. Felski, therefore, considers it incorrect to view books as ‘persons’ or 
reading as a ‘meeting’ as literature express collective ideas: the conglomerate; the 
generalised other. 
   When the young readers describe that they recognise something in poems, however, it 
is usually not experiences of being a woman, man, white, middle class, queer etc. (even if 
an awareness of discussions of how different groups are represented in literature is 
present) that are highlighted; instead, the participants tend to talk about a feeling or 
mood and about the poet’s/the poem’s ability to provide perspective and new thoughts. 
When the readers identify a feeling in a poem (or project this into it) and thereafter try to 
share the perspective of the poem, this feeling is not necessarily connected to a certain 
subject position. There is thus a certain psychological content in the poem that they meet 
over. According to one participant, one does not need to have gone trough the 
experiences portrayed in a poem oneself to find pleasure in it: 
 

There are poems that are about things that have not happened to me and that I have not 
witnessed but if I can in some way as a person, from one person to another, find some kind of 
reference in this poem, or feelings that I too have known, then I can read it […] for me that is the 
whole point of poetry, to be able to relate to other peoples’ experiences. (I8) 
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  Perceptions about what is common to humans are present in the material and in poetry 
one may be united through these emotions: ‘It is like you, in some way, can meet a 
hundred years apart, between life and death, and join around the same feeling from the 
same poem’ (I1). This is especially evident when they read about love, falling in love, and 
sorrow. These themes are considered common to all humans. One thus recognises 
oneself in the ‘I’ of the poem, as it is with one’s feelings that one navigates, and then it 
does not matter if the poem is a hundred years old. Eriksson (2006, 258) also states that 
poetry is valued because it creates a community around the existential conditions that 
everyone shares. 
   As seen above, Felski’s (2008) theory on the intersubjectivity of the reading process 
does not contain the participants’ perception of poetry reading as a ‘meeting’ between 
the poet or the persona and themselves as readers. The persona and the poet is viewed as 
a unique personality that expresses their perspective on life and thus as someone who 
may comment on collective opinions. The intersubjectivity of poetry reading may 
therefore perhaps better be described by saying that the reader meets both an individual 
(the perceived poet/persona) perspective and a collective (discourses/the generalised 
other) perspective, even if there are no sharp boundaries between them.  
   Much of what readers derive from poetry is thus psychological and they perceive that 
they share emotions and moods with the persona and experience community during 
reading. In the light of this, it becomes clear that Felski’s knowledge concept, which stands 
for the social knowledge that literature offers about life in a certain habitus, has low 
applicability in this study. The participants tend to mainly be interested in poetry that 
portrays or evokes their feelings and develops their perspective on life. They do not read 
poetry primarily to understand others in their social context, even if this may very well be a 
result; but rather look for what is common to all humans. As lyric poetry does not 
provide an elaborate view of a social reality it seems reasonable that readers would turn 
to other genres when looking for knowledge about how it is to live in a certain society 
during a specific period in time.       
    
SUPPORT IN DIFFICULT PERIODS 
 
The sense of community that poetry reading can provide bring is described as especially 
important in difficult periods or during a crisis. The participants provide several 
examples of how poetry has supported them when they were struggling in one way or 
another. 
To find that others have experienced similar difficulties reduces loneliness at the same 
time as the poem may provide a new perspective on a difficult situation. When I ask 
what poetry reading can deliver one participant answers: 
 

It is that you find that others can share your view and emotions, that there are people who have 
experienced the same things that I am experiencing in this moment, and that it shows that there 
are both possibilities to solve the problem or get out of a difficult situation, and that it, above all, 
perhaps does not stop immediately […] to, as I said, find that understanding and that awareness 
of that others have also gone through and are going through the things that I or friends, or 
people I know, are going through right now, to get a better opportunity to maybe handle it better. 
(I5) 

   
The participants value how poetry reading can create a distance from one’s problems and 
provide alternative perspectives on these. They highlight a therapeutic function as one of 
the most important elements of reading poetry. During one interview a participant 
described that a certain collection of poetry provided the courage needed to make 
contact with new people and break loose from a destructive situation: ‘I think that I 
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dared to make contact with the people who saved me and that the poems were a kind of 
’’Now go and do this or else you will miss out on everything!’’ […] Almost like there was 
someone sitting on my shoulder saying ‘‘Now you live! ‘Now you dare!’’’ (I2) 
   The reading of poetry has also been important when experiencing grief. Here too it 
seems that the support consists of the poem portraying something of one’s feelings, 
reducing loneliness and putting words to the complex process of mourning. One 
participant describes how Karin Boye’s ‘Kunde jag följa dig’ became important after the 
death of a friend: ‘It is probably one of the few poems I know by heart and it was with 
me the whole time’ (I12).  
   In this particular group of young poetry readers the therapeutic function is something 
that is valued, but Felski (2008) does not discuss the supportive or therapeutic function 
of leisure reading. Her concepts seek to describe strong engagements that are central to 
reading for pleasure and therefore there may not be reasons to include this aspect. But if 
one is to describe people’s leisure use of literature one should include people’s 
statements about their reading. Recognition is arguably an important entrance to texts, 
including in difficult periods. Possibly, enchantment may function as an escape and pause 
from suffering if you are truly absorbed by other feelings; this can also be examined 
empirically. In this material, however, there are no examples of enchantment being an 
escape for something other than boredom. When it comes to the supportive function of 
lyric poetry one may theorise this as the poem carrying emotions and moods through its 
portrayal in a way that makes it easier to create a distance from these, which in turn can 
make the feelings easier to handle. The poem offers a slightly different perspective on 
what is difficult and normalises these experiences. Eriksson (2006, 265) has a similar 
argument about how poetry’s portrayal of heavy emotions may work therapeutically: 
‘When the sufferer makes the poem’s words and images their own, the poem may 
provide protection as well as offer shelter from difficult experiences and help to express 
these.’ 
   It is necessary for future research to shed light upon the value of leisure reading even 
when life is difficult. Leisure reading is not solely something that happens in an armchair 
with a cup of tea, at a safe distance from crises, deaths and catastrophes. It is equally 
important to explore what meaning reading may offer when life is difficult as when life is 
easy 9. A further discussion of this, however, would go beyond the possibilities of the 
present article.  
 
CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 
  
In the introduction I posed the question of whether it is possible to learn something 
from the leisure reading of poetry that may have implications for the reading of poetry in 
educational institutions. It is not yet possible to answer this question in an extensive and 
nuanced way, as there are few existing studies on this topic. However, the present study 
indicates that lyric poetry has great value to young readers and therefore I believe that it 
is important that the teaching of literature provide pupils with ample opportunities to 
read lyric poetry. Pupils should be acquainted with a wide range of poetry, classical and 

																																																								
9	In Den konstiga konsten. Om litteraturläsning och litteraturpedagogik (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1986) Lars-Göran 
Malmgren, inspired by Bo Møhl and May Schack’s När barn läser. Litteraturupplevelse och fantasi (Stockholm: 
Gidlund, 1981), combines the concept of identification with the psychodynamic terms ‘projection’ and 
‘introjection’ to theorise how reading may work therapeutically in the teaching of literature. When 
projecting you carry your own feelings and problems into the literature to live through them there. When 
introjecting you wish to be like the portrayed persons and internalise the characters’ traits and thoughts. 
The processes are intertwined and occur simultaneously. 
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contemporary, and should be given the opportunity to select poems individually in order 
to find poems that move them and are seen as relevant to them.  
  The fact that the leisure reading of poetry in this group is such a private phenomenon 
may be read as a signal to teachers that it is important to provide time for this private 
reading. Perhaps a part of the teaching should be preserved for an individual exploration 
of poems. Poems chosen could be documented in a journal without demands for stated 
reasons for these choices or how the poems are interpreted. Against the background of 
increased testing of pupils’ performances I see it as especially important that this 
particular part of literature teaching is protected from excessive control and reductive 
assessments. In order for pupils to be able to develop a personal relationship with poetry 
it probably requires that we let this grow alone. Needless to say, certain poems can be an 
object of study and discussed and analysed in class, but if a personal relationship with 
poetry should develop there is probably a need for a certain amount of freedom for 
pupils to explore poetry in all its different shapes. Perhaps it is the reader’s relation to 
poetry and the question of whether on might view oneself as a poetry reader that should 
be focused on in class. 
   For the teacher of literature who wants to discuss why one reads poetry these findings 
provide some thoughts for discussion. The 21 young participants, as well as the elderly 
participants in Eriksson’s (2006) study, express a need to and an interest in meeting other 
people through reading personal poems.  The lyric is perceived as a meeting place for the 
reader and the persona or the poet.  
   The analysis of the participants’ reading of lyric poetry resulted in three categories that 
describe the central functions that were particularly emphasised during the interviews: 
being seen by the poem, an internal community and support in difficult periods. A relational dimension 
when reading poetry for pleasure is evident as the poetry is perceived and used as a 
meeting place. When reading poetry, one finds oneself by relating to the persona and the 
emotional content detected in (or projected into) the poem. The leisure reading of lyric 
poetry seems to be a protected sphere where private sides of the self can be reflected on 
and experiences can be processed. The therapeutic function is especially important. Lyric 
poetry may, as I interpret the statements in the interviews, work as a space for 
development and for reflection for the reader, offering opportunities to set free and 
develop but also stabilise the self. The young readers seem to read about, for and beyond 
themselves in lyric poetry.  
   One could well discuss with pupils why the need for, and an interest in, personal 
poetry is so striking. One may for example pose the question of whether the pupils 
believe that young readers and adult readers engage with poetry for the same reasons? Is 
it especially important for young readers to reflect upon their identity and who they 
would like to be in the future? To broaden the discussion further one might discuss why 
one reads conceptual poetry or multimodal poetry. These genres do not seem to find 
these young readers, who tend to be sceptical as regards more concept-based kinds of 
poems. Herein lies an opportunity to challenge pupils to try other kinds of poems, which 
may require that the teacher address the previous knowledge of pupils and contextualise 
poetry in order for it to be more accessible. 
   The statements about poetry reading that are examined in the present study do not 
provide evidence that poetry has a therapeutic function. In order to investigate this 
further, other kinds of research design are needed. The findings about the value of 
reading poetry may, however, form a basis for further research. Eriksson (2006) who also 
explored statements about reading poetry, in poetry groups in nursing homes and 
hospices, shows similar findings. She points to the importance of recognition, the 
therapeutic function and also underlines that the need to be seen is especially strong 
when in crisis. The findings of the present study show that young readers also value these 
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functions, but I also highlight the relational dimension and the perception of being in a 
community that poetry reading can deliver.  
   By analysing the categories in relation to Felski’s (2008) concepts it became evident 
that the leisure reading of poetry needs to be studied in its own right. Felski’s concept of 
recognition has strong explanatory value but enchantment, knowledge and shock were 
not quite applicable to a discussion of the reading of lyric poetry in this group. This 
might be due to the fact that Felski has used her own readings of prose, drama, theory 
and film as a basis for her concepts. It might also be the result of not using other readers’ 
statements. The findings of the present study indicate that the transferability of Felski’s 
concepts to different forms and genres is limited. One also needs to consider whether 
there are differences between groups in how they use literature. In the light of the above, 
I argue that real readers of poetry, both young and old, need to have a say if one wishes 
to further develop theory about the value of reading poetry for pleasure.      
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