
 

 

 

 

 

 

Reading & Working 

The practice of reading aloud has a long 
history, and the tradition still survives in 
Cuba as a hard-won right deeply embedded 
in cigar factory workers' culture. In El 
Lector, Araceli Tinajero deftly traces the 
evolution of the reader from nineteenth-
century Cuba to the present and its eventual 
dissemination to Tampa, Key West, Puerto 
Rico, and Mexico. In interviews with 
present-day and retired readers, she records 
testimonies that otherwise would have been 
lost forever, creating a valuable archive for 
future historians. 

Through a close examination of journals, 
newspapers, and personal interviews, 
Tinajero relates how the reading was 
organized, how the readers and readings 
were selected, and how the process affected 
the relationship between workers and 
factory owners. Because of the reader, cigar 
factory workers were far more cultured and 
in touch with the political currents of the 
day than other workers. But it was not only 
the reading material, which provided 
political and literary information that 
yielded self-education, that influenced the 
workers; the act of being read to increased 
the discipline and timing of the artisan's 
job.* 

Thirteen-year-old Bella wants to be a lector 
just like her grandfather. All day long he sits 
on a special platform in the cigar factory in 
Ybor City, Florida, reading books, 
newspapers, and current events to workers 
as they roll the cigars. Lectors have always 
been highly respected members of their 
Cuban American community. 
But now times are changing. When the 



factory workers clash with the owners, 
violence erupts and the lectors start losing 
their jobs. And then there’s the radio. Could 
this small device replace the lector? It’s up 
to Bella to determine her future and help 
her people preserve their history.** 

*http://books.google.com/books/about/El_Lector.html?id=Md8SQwQVdpAC 
**http://www.amazon.com/El-Lector-William-Durbin/dp/B005Q8FBPK 
 
 
 


