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Abstract  
Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to clarify issues related to the contemporary study of audiobook 
practices, in order to aid subsequent research on topics related to reading, digital audiobooks and 
streaming subscription services. 
Design/methodology/approach: Using the concept of remediation, this paper covers four messy issues 
for audiobook researchers, primarily by developing the concept of reading by listening and then 
exploring the different remediations of the audiobook, clarifying the audiobook as a book and exploring 
the context of streaming subscription services. 
Findings: Reading is here conceptualised according to the human sense used when making meaning 
from text, with reading by listening suggested for reading done with the help of the ears. Three different 
forms of remediation can be seen in subscription-based audiobooks, related to format, content and sense. 
Audiobooks simultaneously follow traditions of reading aloud, remediates the printed book and previous 
audiobook formats. It is suggested that the content is what makes an audiobook a book. The concepts 
library model and bookshop model are introduced to understand different audiobook subscription 
service models. 
Originality: This is a research area on the rise and the concepts and clarifications in this paper may 
benefit future research.  
Keywords: Audiobooks, reading practices, subscription service, streaming service, remediation, 
reading by listening, mobile reading, library model, platform, digital books. 
Article classification: Conceptual paper. 

Introduction 
It is often taken for granted that reading is an activity where people use their eyes to decode 
written text. Although texts have been inscribed on a number of mediums throughout history, 
such as wooden tablets, papyrus scrolls or handwritten codices made out of parchment, it has 
been paper and the printed book that has been most associated with reading (Kilgour, 1998; 
Cavallo, 1999; Darnton, 2014 [1986]). With the introduction of various digital devices, the e-
book and the increasing popularity of the audiobook, it is becoming clear that the notion of 
reading and of what constitutes a book, needs to be revisited. That reading always has been 
carried out in a multitude of ways, and using different human senses, is something that long has 
been clear to reading historians. However, this is generally forgotten in the contemporary focus 
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on silent, solitary reading carried out with the help of the eyes (Cavallo and Chartier, 1999; 
Towheed et al, 2011; Rubery, 2016; Richards, 2019).  
 
Engaging with books through the sense of hearing is a practice of reading which has existed 
throughout the entire history of the book (Cavallo and Chartier, 1999, Darnton, 2014 [1986], 
Richards, 2019). Age-old traditions of oral storytelling were further complemented with the 
inception of the audiobook over a century ago (Rubery, 2016). The introduction of digital 
audiobooks, followed by subscription services offering access to large catalogues of 
audiobooks for streaming or downloading through mobile apps. Such listening practices are 
going through substantial changes. The mobility offered by digital audiobooks make it possible 
for reading activities to be carried out in novel ways compared to previously, at different times 
and in different places (Tattersall Wallin and Nolin, 2020).  With convenient platforms and 
instantaneous access to a wide range of audiobooks offered through the various subscription 
services, these activities are becoming more mainstream. These new opportunities for reading 
may lead to fundamental changes in reading practices.  
 
Furthermore, the introduction of subscription services for digital audiobooks also brings with 
it a shift in the type of media adjacent to these books. The printed book has been closest both 
in format and practice to other printed reading materials such as newspapers and magazines. 
The subscription-based audiobook is situated nearer other media distributed through the internet 
and cloud computing, and which is consumed with the aid of screens and either speakers, 
headphones, headsets, earphones or earbuds. The audiobook is therefore connected to media 
like music, film, television programmes, digital radio, podcasts and other types of audio or 
audio-visual content accessed through various digital platforms or streaming subscription 
services. These technical and commercial innovations may alter how reading practices are 
perceived and how books are understood as objects.  
 
This article explores how reading can be carried out with different senses, and develops the 
concept of reading by listening in order to describe and discuss reading when it is done with 
the sense of hearing, with specific focus on the listening to digital audiobooks enabled through 
subscription services. In relation to this concept and to aid subsequent research on reading by 
listening, this article will also deal with three further messy issues for researchers studying 
audiobooks and reading in the context of the 2020s, namely: 
 

• The different remediations of the audiobook 
• The audiobook as a book 
• Streaming subscription services  

 
These four issues are understood as both separate and interwoven. The ambition is one of 
clarification, which involves describing and unpacking various complexities related to these 
issues which have not been extensively studied earlier. This involves pointing to some existing 
concepts, but even more to suggest new concepts that are likely to be useful for researchers 
within many different approaches studying reading, audiobooks, and other forms of 
subscription or streaming based digital content. To clarify it will also be necessary to make 
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distinctions between various concepts. Such distinctions may be challenging when there is little 
previous research to build on. A theoretical tool helpful in order to carry out this endeavour is 
the concept of remediation (Bolter and Grusin, 2000), which will be introduced in the next 
section before moving on to the four issues at hand. First however, it may be useful to explain 
how reading is understood in this article.  
 
Reading is studied in many different research fields, including (but not limited to), library and 
information science, comparative literature, language studies, educational science and 
psychology. Within these different disciplines, reading is approached and understood in various 
ways. Reading is here understood as a form of practice and meaning making process, 
comprising a multitude of embodied activities carried out in time and space in particular 
situations, involving material tools and artefacts containing text. This perspective allows the 
inclusion of numerous reading activities where a person creates meaning from text in various 
formats and with different senses, without restricting reading to only be seen as one type of 
activity involving one human sense and one form of artefact or tool. Audiobook listening 
activities are embodied, carried out in time and space in particular situations where users create 
meaning from recorded texts which are consumed with the help of material tools. Given this 
approach, audiobook listening should be understood as a form of reading practice, and the 
audiobook user as a reader, creating meaning from a text. This here suggested conceptualisation 
of reading offers a broad starting point for understanding reading. At times it may be both useful 
and necessary to employ more focused concepts, for instance detailing the reading activities 
and the senses employed more specifically. Some possible concepts will be explored in this 
article in relation to the reading of digital subscription-based audiobooks. 
 

Remediation 
In this section, the concept of remediation is introduced and suggested as a theoretical tool 
helpful in order to understand streaming subscription services and changes to book formats in 
the digital age. Remediation refers to when an established medium is refashioned by another 
medium, by alluding to characteristics and traditions of that existing medium, while also 
renegotiating aspects of it (Bolter and Grusin, 2000). Bolter writes that ”remediation involves 
both homage and rivalry, for the new medium imitates some features of the older medium, but 
also makes an implicit or explicit claim to improve on the older one” (Bolter, 2001, p.23).   The 
concept of remediation can also be understood as derivative of the work of McLuhan. 
 
Remediation builds on the two logics of immediacy and hypermediacy (Bolter and Grusin, 
2000). Immediacy refers to the logic of making the medium invisible in order to enable for the 
user to only notice the creative or intellectual work, thus, making an experience feel more 
genuine than perhaps was possible with a previous medium. By attempting to offer a more 
authentic experience, the medium is a rival to the medium it remediated, as such the logic of 
immediacy can be understood in relation to the concept of rivalry, mentioned above. 
Hypermediacy on the other hand, is the logic of reminding the user of the medium by bringing 
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the properties of the particular medium front and centre. By alluding to properties of the former 
medium, hypermediacy can be understood in conjunction with the concept of homage. 
Immediacy and hypermediacy express opposite ends of remediation, and are complementary to 
each other. 
 
To exemplify, it is possible to look at the book which has been remediated several times. The 
e-book is one obvious example of a remediation of the printed book. Building on conventions 
of the printed codex, the e-book has paid homage to the book format that has been dominant 
for centuries. This can for instance be seen in the notion of the digital pages which are turned 
in similar ways on a screen as with a printed book. However, the e-book can also be seen as a 
rival to the printed book, making attempts to offer things which are difficult for the printed 
book to do, such as built-in dictionaries, hyperlinks or making a full library portable in a small 
tablet. In placing the emphasis on the content rather than on the materiality of the book, as the 
e-book does, it follows the logic of immediacy. However, by paying homage to the printed book 
with its various properties whilst also offering different possibilities and being presented in a 
different medium, the e-book may become even more noticeable, thus simultaneously leading 
to the logic of hypermediacy. Remediation tends to make the medium visible (Guillory, 2010). 
 
The audiobook has gone through several different remediations, building on the printed book, 
previous formats of the audiobook and other audio media, as well as traditions of reading books 
aloud. It can also be understood as remediating the storytelling traditions of oral cultures (Have 
and Pedersen, 2016).  With different remediations of the book, the content can stay roughly the 
same while also being made slightly different as the medium is renegotiated. As highlighted by 
Lundh and Smith (2015) there is more involved in the remediation of a printed book into audio 
than simply the change in format. The incorporation of sound and the shift from written to 
spoken words add new potentials for meaning-making. Choices made by the narrator, related 
to aspects such as intonation, can allow for different meanings of the text and experiences for 
the reader (Lundh and Smith, 2015). A narrator reading a book aloud can express a range of 
emotions by changing the features of their voice, thus informing the listener of the feelings of 
the character and the meaning of their words (Richards, 2019). There is also the possibility for 
the narrator to signal character traits by employing particular accents or adjusting the timbre of 
their voice (Richards, 2019). However, as pointed out by Pedersen and Have, the choices made 
by the audiobook narrator are also fixed in time, supplied to the user exactly as they were 
recorded (2012). With digital technology, it is possible for the listener to adjust the speed at 
which they want to read the audiobook, which is perhaps the only aspect they may control. 
These issues highlight that although remediations primarily relate to changes in format, they 
may also impact the content in various ways. There are also other changes, such as how 
audiobooks and e-books are less likely to be understood with the help of page numbers, but 
rather measured in percent or minutes. Furthermore, some remediations may lead to a change 
in how the content is engaged with, shifting from one human sense to another. In regards to the 
latest audiobook iteration, the digital subscription-based audiobook, it is possible to talk about 
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three different forms of remediation; by format, by content, and by sense. Aspects related to 
these remediations will be explored in this article. 
 

Clarifying reading by listening 
In this section, reading by listening is developed as a concept useful for discussing and 
describing reading done with the sense of hearing. In order to talk about separate forms of 
reading activities which engage other human senses, that is, those related to the eyes and the 
fingers, some complementary concepts will also be suggested. In this clarifying work, it 
becomes apparent that reading activities which engage different senses often offer varying 
forms of mobility. In light of this, concepts related to mobility and reading will also be explored 
in this section. 
 

Reading by sense 
As highlighted in the conceptualisation of reading introduced earlier in this article, reading does 
not solely need to consist of eyes decoding text on paper. For a long time, reading has been 
associated with the sense of seeing, but this is a construct which becomes obvious with the 
emerging reading practices related to digital books. To base our understanding of all reading 
carried out in the past, present and the future on the contemporary idea of reading as a silent, 
solitary activity carried out with the eyes, is going to be limiting (Cavallo & Chartier, 1999). 
Such an understanding will not take into account that reading is, and has been, performed 
through multiple forms of engagement with different formats, tools and senses. The 
advancement of the audiobook offers possibility to re-evaluate how we understand and talk 
about reading (Rubery, 2008). Reassessing what reading is and which sense it can involve 
means that reading with the ears is possible (Pedersen and Have, 2012). When considering 
different reading activities, it becomes clear how they engage separate human senses. The sense 
of hearing plays a vital role in the reading of audiobooks, while the eyes and the sense of sight 
play an equally crucial part in the traditional reading of a printed book, or any text on paper or 
screen. In addition, the fingers and the sense of touch is imperative for the reading of braille 
performed by some people with visual impairments. 
 
Therefore, reading by listening is here suggested for reading activities carried out with the help 
of the ears, such as the reading of audiobooks, talking books or while listening to someone 
reading a book or other text aloud in real time. Following this approach, reading a text with the 
help of the eyes can be talked about as reading by seeing. The reading of braille could be 
referred to as reading by touch. These concepts place an emphasis on the specific senses needed 
in different reading activities in order for the reader to create meaning from the different formats 
of text. It is here suggested that reading is understood as a form of meaning making activity 
which can involve separate senses, and that individuals can make choices depending on what 
is most appropriate in different material situations, what is available to them, as well as their 
preference and ability to read using different senses. Similar aspects have previously been 
debated in research on visual impairment and blindness, with reading by listening used as a 
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term in discussions related to literacy and reading with different senses (e.g., Tuttle, 1996; 
Hatlen, 1996; Hatlen and Spungin, 2008; see also Rubery, 2016). 
 
Earlier in this article it was suggested that there are three different forms of remediation related 
to the audiobook, namely by format, content and sense. The suggested concept of reading by 
listening places the emphasis on the user and their body, so the sense involved, rather than the 
materiality of the book. If attempting to place emphasis on the format, possible concepts could 
be reading by using audiobook or reading by using printed book, but aside from being slightly 
unreasonable concepts these would also be too restrictive. Putting attention on the user and the 
particular sense employed means that the concept can be applied in the context of other reading 
activities, as long as they employ that particular sense.  
 
These above suggested concepts highlight three modes of reading possible for humans, 
associated to the three senses. However, hybrid forms of reading could also emerge. A person 
might be both reading by listening and reading by seeing at the same time, perhaps listening to 
an audiobook recording whilst at the same time following the text with their eyes. This 
demonstrates how reading can be carried out through engagement with different formats, tools 
and senses. While it has long been clear to reading historians that reading has always been 
carried out in various ways and with different senses, perhaps these technological developments 
may help call attention to these different opportunities for reading. These aspects will be 
explored further on in this section related to the materiality of the book. First however, a closer 
look at the concept of listening in relation to reading by listening.  
 

Clarifying listening  
The sense of hearing makes engagement with a text in audio format possible. However, it is 
reasonable to make a distinction between the broader concept of hearing and the more specific 
activity of listening. When a person hears the sounds of an audiobook it is not enough to simply 
hear it in order to read it. A meaning making process is required. The user needs to be actively 
listening to the audiobook to create meaning from the text, and thus be reading it.  
 
Chion (2012) has identified three different modes of listening, namely semantic, causal and 
reduced listening. These can be useful for discussing different aspects of reading by listening. 
In short, semantic listening entails making sense of spoken language, causal listening helps us 
gather clues about the cause of a sound, and finally, reduced listening is focusing on the 
characteristics of the sound itself without interpreting cause or meaning. Reading by listening 
can be understood as a specific form of semantic listening as it involves making meaning from 
spoken language of the written text. This form of semantic listening tends to be different from 
the everyday forms of listening used in conversation. Compared to unscripted spoken language, 
written text typically has structured sentences, uses more complex language or employs various 
writing techniques, which makes reading by listening using an audiobook different from 
listening to talk radio, for instance.  
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Causal listening is also highly relevant in this context as when something is not visible to us, 
the sound it makes can help inform us about it. Causal listening can be used to identify and 
categorise noises made by different species, objects or people. For instance, a meow or a bark, 
the revving of an engine or the voice of an adult man will give the listener clues about the cause 
of different noises, i.e. what is making the sound. For the audiobook reader causal listening can 
be used to identify a particular narrator’s voice, if there are several. It may also be used when a 
single narrator performs different voices or accents for the separate characters in a book, helping 
the listener identify which character is speaking. The tone the narrator employs when speaking 
a sentence will also help inform the listener about the meaning of the words. Features of casual 
reading have become more prominent in recent years as bestselling audiobooks have been 
produced with a large budget, sometimes involving sound effects and music or multiple 
narrators. 
 

Mobile reading and materiality 
Which particular sense a reader will use to read depends on the situation, the individual and the 
materiality of the book or other reading material. Separate book formats offer different 
possibilities for the user.  The materiality of the book will instruct the reader whether they can 
engage with the content through listening, by seeing or by touch. Different materialities will 
also offer varied potentials in regards to how, when and where a book can be used. These 
aspects may allow for different levels of mobility for the reader.  
 
It may therefore also be helpful to talk about mobile reading, stationary reading and 
stationary/mobile reading (Tattersall Wallin and Nolin, 2020). Unlike many other remediations 
of the book, the digital audiobook allows for the user to move around and use their hands and 
eyes while listening to a book, making it a form of mobile reading. Some levels of mobility 
were possible with previous remediations of the audiobook, but may have been restricted in 
certain ways because earlier audiobook formats had a larger material presence (e.g. cassettes 
and CD:s). The digital audiobook has made it possible for reading to become even more mobile. 
This mobile form of reading is also made easier and more available with the instantaneous 
access to large libraries of digital audiobooks offered through subscription services. This may 
have contributed to these reading activities becoming more prevalent.   
 
Printed books and e-books are possible to read as a passenger on public transport and in a car, 
making the reading mobile in some ways and stationary in others, thus it is possible to talk 
about these reading by seeing activities as stationary/mobile. In order to see and be able to make 
meaning from the words on the page, a person reading by seeing typically needs to remain 
stationary in some manner, even though they may be on the move as a result of travelling on a 
train.  It would be complicated, if not impossible, to read by seeing while riding a bike or driving 
a car. Though technically possible to read by seeing whilst walking, it is a challenge. Reading 
by seeing activities therefore can really only be either stationary or stationary/mobile. Indeed, 
traditional forms of book reading tend to be more stationary reading activities, reliant on the 
reader sitting, lying down or standing still and using their eyes to decode the written words and 
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their hands to hold the book and turn the pages. Perhaps one of the only parts of the human 
anatomy not needed when reading by seeing are the ears and the sense of hearing. It is therefore 
possible to also listen to music when reading a printed book or e-book, which would be much 
harder to do when reading by listening using an audiobook.  
 
The only form of reading possible in any of the three levels of mobility is reading by listening.  
The audiobook reader may simultaneously carry out other activities reliant on the eyes, arms or 
even the entire body but which largely leaves the mind unoccupied, such as housework, 
exercising, driving, shopping or running errands. It is also equally possible to read an audiobook 
as a passenger on public transport as it is when sitting in an armchair or lying down at bedtime.  
 
As discussed in this section, reading can be performed in various ways, and the different 
concepts suggested here may be useful when highlighting how reading can be done with 
different senses, or how the materiality of the separate book remediations allow for various 
levels of mobility. There are of course ways to get around the original materiality of the book, 
a person unable to read a text with their eyes in that moment may ask another person to read it 
aloud for them, just like there are tools that make some digital books accessible in audio or 
possible to engage with through a braille display. However, even by adjusting the materiality 
of the text to suit the individual or the situation, the possible levels of mobility may still be 
impacted in various ways. It is also worth pointing out that reading can be done with other 
forms of texts than those found in books, such as newspapers or magazines, either in print or 
online, or the many other forms of texts found online and read on screens, such as fanfiction or 
other texts on social media sites or websites. The concepts proposed here can be equally useful 
when discussing non-book related reading activities.  

Clarifying the different remediations of the audiobook 
The audiobook can be understood as following three remediation paths; simultaneously 
building on traditions of 1) reading aloud and oral storytelling, 2) the printed book and 3) 
remediating previous formats of the audiobook. Based on conventions of these different media, 
the audiobook is at once paying homage to them and presenting itself as a rival. In this section, 
these different remediations of the audiobook will be clarified.  
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Reading aloud 
The audiobook is a reshaping of the age-old practice of people reading books aloud to each 
other. There are also the oral storytelling traditions which predates the invention of written 
language (Cavallo and Chartier, 1999), and which the audiobook also can be understood as a 
remediation of (Have and Pedersen, 2016). As pointed out by book and reading historian Robert 
Darnton, throughout most of history, books have been heard more than they have been seen 
(Darnton, 2014 [1986]). Examples of this are tradesmen during the Enlightenment hiring 
readers to recite to them whilst they worked (Darnton, 2014 [1986]), and the very social affair 
of reading letters, novels and the Bible aloud in family drawing rooms in the 19th century 
(Colclough, 2011). Reading aloud has been a prevalent practice throughout most of the history 
of reading. However, reading aloud is today appreciated in different ways depending on 
context. A person reading aloud to themselves may be seen as a poor reader, someone who has 
not properly developed the skill of silently creating meaning from text. Meanwhile, a mother 
or father reading a book aloud to their child is seen as doing good parenting. Indeed, reading 
aloud is a respectable and encouraged practice today when it involves children. An adult 
listening to someone else reading aloud to them may be understood in a different light. 
Similarly, the use of audiobooks has not always been accepted as a legitimate form of reading 
and the audiobook itself has long been viewed less favourably compared to the printed book 
(Rubery, 2016).   
 

Remediating the printed book 
The audiobook is here understood as a remediation of the printed book in the way that it is a 
recording of a book where words existing on a page or screen is turned into a spoken word-
recording with the help of one or several narrators, such as an actor or the author. This 
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understanding is similar to that of Have and Pedersen, who also recognise the audiobook as a 
remediation of the printed book and define it as "a sound recording of a book read aloud by a 
performing narrator" (2016, p.154). Similarly, Rubery has defined audiobooks as "any spoken 
word recording of books, periodicals, or other printed materials" (Rubery, 2011, p.1) and then 
later provided a slightly narrower understanding of audiobooks as "a single speaker's word-for-
word recording of a book originally published in print" (Rubery, 2016, p.3). Traditionally 
audiobooks have been recordings of already published books, but with the increasing popularity 
of audiobooks this is changing. Some books are now written exclusively for audio-format, or a 
book is turned into audio at the same time as it is published in print and released as an e-book. 
As audiobooks become more polished and dramatised, there are increasing similarities with  
plays. Many audiobook recordings now incorporate several narrators. A book where different 
chapters follow different characters may be aided by the inclusion of multiple actors, with the 
distinct voice for each character helping the reader make sense of whose internal monologue or 
story they are engaging with at the moment. These are creative choices which help the meaning-
making of the text when it is read by listening rather than by seeing. The inclusion of music or 
sound effects in some audiobooks adds elements which are outside the limits of the book it 
remediates, and may bring it close in expression to radio drama.  As some plays are also 
recorded as audiobooks, distinguishing between audiobooks and radio drama may be difficult.  
 

Audiobook remediations 
Audiobooks were invented more than a century ago, and have been remediated in several 
iterations. First, as phonographic books used, for instance, by people who were blind. Atrocities 
during the two world wars meant that this user group grew during the 20th century, and recorded 
books on phonographic records offered a new way to engage with books without the sense of 
sight (Rubery, 2016). Second, starting in the 1970’s these were remediated into books on tape. 
This allowed for considerably more mobility. Taking a phonograph player on a car or train 
would have been extremely cumbersome. However, portable cassette players were easier to 
bring along and became popular with commuters stuck in traffic during the 1970’s and 80’s 
(Rubery, 2016). Cassette players also became standard accessories in new cars during this time. 
 
Third, books on tape became remediated into digital audiobooks on CD beginning in the 1980’s 
(Colbjørnsen, 2015b), allowing for even effortless mobility. Primarily, the search functionality 
would have been dramatically improved compared to books on tape, which was basically a 
sequential memory. As CD discs were based on tracks, it was actually a remediation based on 
the principles of the phonograph, not the cassette tape. However, books on tape had a better 
bookmarking function. You could stop, eject the tape, listen to something else, then put the first 
tape back in the player and continue right from where you stopped. Yet, the CD had the same 
issue as the cassette tape, in that it took a large number of discs or tapes to contain a single 
unabridged audiobook (Rubery, 2016). The introduction of MP3 in the late 1990’s offered the 
opportunity for an audiobook to be contained on a single high capacity CD disc (Whitten, 2002), 
however these do not appear to have been quite so popular with users, perhaps due to some CD-
players and car stereos not being able to play an MP3 CD. The ordinary multi-disc CD-book 
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has been the dominant format for audiobooks in libraries and bookshops alike for over 20 years 
(Whitten, 2002; Colbjørnsen, 2015b).  
 
Fourth, digital audiobooks were further remediated when they became available to download 
in the 2010’s (Colbjørnsen, 2015b). This removed the audiobook from its own material 
container and instead transformed it into digital file to be used on a computer or other digital 
device, such as a digital music player or mobile phone. This has enabled the fifth remediation, 
namely the emergence of subscription services for digital audiobooks. This is a consequential 
remediation as it significantly contributes to audiobooks becoming more mainstream. In 
addition to these five iterations of remediation, there has also been developments for people 
with print disabilities during the past decades, i.e. audio-formats DAISY and multi-modal 
ePub3. 
 
Alongside these different audiobook remediations follows technical innovations. Not only has 
new audiobook remediations become possible with new audio formats, there has also always 
been a need for some form of player to engage with the audiobook. The introduction of a small 
portable tape player like the Walkman in 1980 had an impact on how the audiobook could be 
used, especially considering larger cassette players or car stereos used to play books on tape 
before this. The invention of Mp3 players like the iPod in the early 2000s made it possible to 
download and carry around a full digital audiobook on a small device. Today's ubiquitous 
smartphone has removed the need for a special device, as streaming or downloading 
subscription-based audiobooks is done through a mobile app, similar to other forms of media 
content. The development of various on-ear or in-ear speakers has also been significant, not 
least the innovation of bluetooth enabled headphones and earbuds which is making reading by 
listening wireless.  

Clarifying the audiobook as a book  
As printed books have become remediated into audiobooks, changes have occurred regarding 
the format of the book, the sense used to consume the book and, in some ways even the content. 
In this remediation a lot of the book-like features, i.e. the qualities that signal to the user that it 
is a book, are renegotiated into audio-files. With these rather dramatic changes, it is beneficial 
with discussions that clarify the audiobook and its relation to the printed book, as well as how 
audiobooks can be understood as books. 
 

Audiobooks as books 
Some may question the inclusion of audiobooks into the category of books. After all, books 
have traditionally been understood according to their physical properties such as being bound 
or containing a certain number of pages. Compared to printed books, audiobooks are counted 
in minutes or hours rather than pages. Just like e-books, the readers' progress in the audiobook 
is often measured in percent. If attempting to emulate the idea of using pages to delimit what is 
and is not a book, time would be the obvious counterpart for audiobooks, with a set number of 
minutes then demarcating audiobooks from non-audiobooks. However, just like the page-
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number restriction, this is a complicated way of defining a book, not least because this then 
often excludes children’s books. If a novel is around 300 pages or ten hours long as an 
audiobook recording, a children’s book may only be 20 pages or 30 minutes long. The number 
of minutes or pages says nothing about the content of the book or the intention behind it, i.e. 
whether the author intended for it to be a book when writing the manuscript. Equally, using 
physical properties to decide what is a book would not work at present, as the audiobook has 
become remediated into a digital subscription-based audiobook without its own physical 
container. While previous audiobook remediations were made up of phonograph records, 
cassette tapes or CDs, these were simply containers for the actual content. A user would then 
also need a separate device to play the book and make meaning from it.  
 
What becomes apparent is that it does not work to use the format to decide what is and is not 
an audiobook. Nor does the format explain the relationship between the audiobook and the 
printed book. As suggested in this article, it is possible to talk about three different forms of 
remediation in regards to the subscription-based audiobook, namely by format, content and by 
sense.  While the human sense plays an important part in forming the concept of reading by 
listening, it is less useful when attempting to conceptualise the audiobook. Printed books and 
e-books are read by seeing, while audiobooks are read by listening and braille-books by touch. 
Demarcating books from non-books by the sense used to consume them would not work. 
Simply put, a printed book would not cease being a book simply because someone was listening 
to another person reading it aloud to them.  
 
The content is the only aspect that stays mostly the same in the remediation from the printed 
book to the e-book and audiobook. The audiobook has the same title, chapters and sentences as 
the printed book, only presented in audio-format instead of in print. The linearity of the text 
stays the same as it is turned into an audiobook. There are however aspects in the remediation 
from print to audio that may impact the content in various ways, such as choices made by the 
narrator which may impact how the listener understands the book and creates meaning from the 
text. Nonetheless, the words written by the author will stay the same.1  
 
With all this is mind, it is possible to consider the content of the book as the main feature which 
makes it a book. The content of the book is what the reader will engage with, whether they read 
it in print, in braille, on a screen or with the help of audio. Earlier in this article, audiobooks 
were clarified as recorded books where words existing on a page or screen have been turned 
into a spoken word-recording with the help of narrators. To add to that understanding it is here 
also worth noting that audiobooks are commercial books, slightly different from talking books 
made for people with various print-disabilities. Aside from talking books, another media format 
sometimes associated with audiobooks are podcasts, which will briefly be explored below.  

                                            
1 An exception is abridged audiobooks which of course are different from unabridged recordings, just like 
abridged versions of printed books are different from the original text. These are however not focused here. 
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Audiobooks compared to podcasts 
Podcasts emerged in the early 21st century and increased in popularity during the same time as 
the subscription-based audiobook (Sullivan, 2019). The two are sometimes available on the 
same platforms and users can switch between listening to an audiobook and podcast seamlessly, 
with the different content being both consumed through the sense of hearing and with the help 
of the same devices. This can make the two media appear similar. However, a podcast is here 
primarily understood as being more comparable to radio, television or some YouTube content. 
While audiobooks are recordings of books, podcasting is digital audio content made up of 
interviews and conversations, as well as documentaries or narrative content similar to television 
series. Just like books may be part of a series, with new instalments published regularly, so are 
some podcasts. However, podcasts tend to follow traditional radio and television broadcasting 
practices, made up of seasons and episodes which are released following a predictable schedule 
(Bottomley, 2015). Book publishing does not follow quite such frequent publishing patterns. 
However, there may be changes to this, as some audiobook services have started producing 
their own short audiobook stories in serial formats with instalments released regularly. These 
are often written directly for audio and appear to follow in the footsteps of podcasts, television 
series or perhaps in the tradition of Victorian serialised fiction. Furthermore, some podcasts are 
turned into books, thus blurring the lines even more.  These developments suggest that there 
may be more overlaps between audiobooks and podcasts in the future as audio-narratives are 
on the rise. There may therefore be a need to revisit the discussion regarding the differences 
and similarities between the two media. In this article, audiobooks are understood as books, 
while podcasts primarily are understood as a different form of media.  
 

The materiality of different book remediations 
The material casing a reader encounters when they want to access the contents of a book may 
impact how they perceive the book as well as the activity of using the book. It may also impact 
the readers’ meaning-making of the text, as the content is presented in various ways in the 
different formats. As mentioned in relation to the concepts of mobile and stationary reading, 
the materiality of the book will also influence how the book can be used. Separate remediations 
of the book can be used in physically different ways, and so it is possible to do different things 
with a small paperback novel and an e-book on a e-reader compared to a large and heavy tome. 
As the codex became remediated from large volumes into smaller books, the readers were 
allowed options for positioning the body whilst reading, as well as in what environments it was 
possible to read in (Cavallo and Chartier, 1999; Darnton, 2014 [1986]). Thus, the remediated 
book always became a rival to its predecessor.  
 
The materiality of previous remediations of the audiobook meant that the book could be seen 
and recognized through its physical container, such as cassette tapes or CDs. The digital and 
subscription-based audiobook as a streamed or downloaded file has a different type of 
materiality and visibility. Instead of interacting with a separate physical artefact, the reader will 
engage with the subscription-based audiobook through an app available through an internet-
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connected digital device, such as a smartphone. Readers will also use either speakers, 
headphones or earbuds to be able to listen to the book. 
 
The material presence of previous remediations of the audiobook, such as CD-books or books 
on tape, and the devices used to play them, would dictate in more distinct ways how they could 
be used. While it would be fully possible for the user to move around in different ways when 
listening to audiobooks on these previous formats, their mobility and use would be restrained 
in certain ways. Though devices such as the Walkman or Discman or other portable players 
meant the audiobook could be brought outside the home such as on a commute, these devices 
were still larger and heavier than a smartphone. The reader would also need to choose between 
bringing along the set of CDs or cassette tapes for their specific book, or risk being stranded 
without having the next part of the book available to them when out and about. The audiobook 
came with a lot of material baggage.  
 

The smartphone as a remediation switcher 
The remediation into the subscription-based audiobook has meant that the book is available on 
a cloud-based platform and can be used with a digital device of the users’ choice. Many people 
carry around smartphones and headphones every day, using them for personal communication, 
accessing information and engaging with various audio and visual content. The smartphone 
could be understood as a remediation switcher, allowing the user to switch between a multitude 
of types of media content, remediated from different cultural traditions. There is therefore no 
need to carry around extra artefacts or devices to read a book on the go. The paperback, although 
much lighter than previous formats, is still an extra separate artefact the mobile reader will need 
to carry with them. With the remediation into audiobooks accessed through subscription service 
platforms, additional devices have become redundant. While playing homage to previous 
remediations of books by carrying the same content, the subscription-based audiobook becomes 
a rival to previous formats.  With its small material presence and added mobility it offers aspects 
which are difficult for the previous remediations of the book to do. 
 
These rivalling aspects can be understood with the logic of immediacy. As the subscription-
based audiobook places the emphasis on the content rather than the material properties of the 
book and is used with a remediation switcher, the medium may appear invisible and the access 
to the audiobook content more immediate. However, in this remediation many aspects typically 
associated with books and reading have become renegotiated. When a book format is 
remediated, there will be new possibilities for the reader, but there will also be other aspects 
which are lost. It is not possible for formats to become remediated and practices to change 
without other features disappearing. By appearing so different from the medium of the printed 
book, the subscription-based audiobook may become more visible in certain ways. This can 
therefore be understood with the logic of hypermediacy.  
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Clarifying streaming subscription services 
At the time of writing, it has been more than a decade since Netflix started streaming films and 
television programmes to their subscribers and since the music streaming platform Spotify was 
launched (Bury and Li, 2015; Hesmondhalg and Meier, 2018). There are now a multitude of 
streaming subscription services for various types of media content, with some smaller focused 
on niche genres while others offer extensive catalogues of a particular type of media, such as 
music or film (Herbert et al., 2019).  The remediation of separate forms of media into content 
available on streaming subscription services and engaged with through screens and speakers or 
headphones or a combination of both, includes audiobooks. In order to understand the context 
of reading by listening using subscription-based audiobooks it may be beneficial to clarify the 
phenomena of streaming subscription services in general, as well as the particular types of 
services offering audiobooks to users today.  
 

Audiobook subscription services and the library model 
There are several services for digital audiobooks at the time of writing, all follow a subscription 
model where users pay a monthly fee to use a platform-based service. However, some operate 
on a notion of access while others instead extend on traditional principles of ownership. 
Similarly, some offer the choice of either streaming or downloading the audiobooks, while 
others only allow for downloads. The largest audiobook service on the English-language 
market, Audible, use a credit system, allowing subscribers to download and keep one book each 
month. The services operating on notions of ownership play homage to the traditional bookshop 
where books are clearly seen as individual units. This could therefore be talked about as the 
bookshop model. European services, like Storytel and BookBeat, and the US-based Scribd, have 
access-based models where users get access to the entire catalogue with the option to read as 
many books as they want for their monthly fee. Alongside their full-access premium 
subscriptions some of these services also have cheaper subscriptions, which have certain 
restrictions such as either placing a cap on the number of hours a user can listen each month or 
restricting access to the newest titles.  
 
The services operating on ideas of access rather than ownership can be understood to be 
following a library model. This type of access-based model can be said to be an homage to 
libraries in several ways, the most apparent being that users can borrow and read the books 
available in the catalogue, but not keep and own the books afterwards (Tattersall Wallin and 
Nolin, 2020). The idea behind the library model has already been well established by other 
streaming subscription services like Spotify and Netflix, although perhaps not understood using 
the concept proposed here. Furthermore, the use of a subscription service may also be 
experienced as ”free” at the time of access, as the subscription fee is paid once per month rather 
than at the time of use (Herbert et al., 2019).  
 
With the library model the user already has access to the catalogues of books, and it is simply 
a matter of them choosing one to read. This is similar to public libraries, which are paid for by 
taxes and then traditionally free at the time of use of services such as borrowing books or other 
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reading material (Wallin et al., 2019). At the same time as the library model has become 
established in commercial services, public libraries have also introduced their own platforms 
for digital books. Audiobook users can therefore find both commercial and public-service 
oriented library-like distribution models. There may be more restrictions related to the free 
library-provided services however, as funding shortages may impact the size of the catalogue 
and which titles are available, as well as the number of loans allowed per library patron (Wallin, 
2019). Concurrent with this, special libraries for people with print disabilities now also offer 
platforms with talking books and newspapers to their users, typically free of charge. 
 

Streaming or subscription? 
The term streaming is often used in relation to the various cloud and platform-based media 
services offering content to users. Streaming signifies the technical aspect of transferring media 
over the internet without the user needing to download a file (Herbert et al., 2019).  The term 
streaming places the emphasis on the technical development, and is neutral related to the 
business model involved. It is also neutral in regards to the type of content distributed, i.e. 
music, video, podcast or book. Today, streaming service as a term is used both for those services 
offering access to large digital catalogues for the payment of a monthly fee, i.e. a subscription, 
and those funded by advertising, without requiring users to sign up as members (Herbert et al., 
2019). This is also seen in Colbjørnsens definition of the term streaming service as ”the 
synchronized and simultaneous on-demand provision of (a vast selection of) (multi)media 
content through an online platform for a fixed fee or for exposure to advertising” (Colbjørnsen, 
2015a, p.15). This definition is useful in many contexts as it acknowledges that payment can 
either be done by the user through a subscription fee, or by companies' advertisements on the 
platforms. 
 
However, not all services included within this context are actually streaming their media as 
such, even though they have similar platforms and business models. For some of the audiobook 
services discussed above, users either have to, or have the option to, download the content 
instead of streaming it. All of them are however subscription-based. Therefore, subscription 
service is used here in relation to the audiobook services. This term places the emphasis on the 
economic aspect of the monthly subscription fee, rather than on the technical aspect, which 
varies in relation to the different audiobook services. 
 
When talking about these types of services in general, a phrasing which includes both the 
technical and commercial aspects of these platforms could be useful. Knowing that many, but 
not all, are streaming-based, just like many, but not all, are subscription-based, it is here 
suggested that a suitable middle ground term could be streaming subscription services (as also 
used by Herbert et al., 2019). Other terms could also be possible, such as perhaps platform-
based services or subscription-based streaming services. The first alternative, platform-based 
services, highlights the platformisation going on in digital media today, and is relevant as all of 
the services are indeed platform-based. However, other types of social media sites and digital 
content providers which are neither streaming nor subscription-based also operate with the help 
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of platforms. Platform therefore becomes too broad a concept in this context. Subscription-
based streaming services is also an adequate term, although it may be understood as more 
focused on those streaming services which are also based on subscriptions, making it more 
niche. Therefore, streaming subscription services is here suggested for when referring to the 
phenomena in general as it includes both the economic and technical aspects on equal parity, 
with the terms streaming service and subscription service possible to use when discussing 
particular types of services in a more focused way.  
 

Remediated content 
Earlier in this article it was suggested that the smartphone could be understood as a remediation 
switcher. The broad range of various separate technologies developed during the 20th century, 
such as computers, cameras, phones, game consoles, music players and writing devices, have 
now all converged into one tool. The now fairly ubiquitous smartphone, as well as similar tools 
like tablets and other screens, have allowed for audio-based remediations and visual-based 
remediations. Creative and intellectual works which traditionally have been understood as 
different forms of media, which were distributed and consumed in different ways and held apart 
by separate material forms, have now become remediated into digital content. This content is 
now available on various streaming subscription services and possible to engage with on the 
same devices. The audio and visual content available on streaming subscription services pay 
homage in various ways to their predecessors of traditional radio, television and cinema by 
largely building on the same conventions. These do also appear as rivals to the media they 
remediated, as the content is now available with easy access on platforms accessed on a 
remediation switcher like a smartphone.  
 
What sets media like film, television and music apart from the remediation into the 
subscription-based audiobook is that these media forms are still consumed through the same 
senses as their previous remediations. Though many changes have occurred during remediation, 
audio-visual content like television programmes and films remain visually based and are 
viewed on screens, as earlier complemented by audio. This is irrespective of whether the 
content comes from traditional broadcasting companies, streaming subscription services or 
social media platforms. Similarly, people still listen to recorded music with the aid of 
headphones or speakers (with the addition of screens when watching music videos). These 
media have not switched between senses.  
 
Of course, these media are distributed differently, and the technical and commercial innovations 
have at times changed how both the media is produced as well as used in relation to material, 
temporal and spatial practices. Overall, the consumption of television or film is still defined as 
watching2 something, and the usage of music is still seen as a listening activity. The user will 
still engage with these media using the same senses as before and the understanding of these 

                                            
2 Another type of activity is people using audio-description to aid them when watching television, for instance 
because of a visual impairment. This adds a different understanding to the practice of viewing television. 
However, with remediation, this practice of employing audio-description still stays the same in relation to the 
senses used to engage with the medium. 
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media is based on the activity involved, not on the medium wherein it is packaged. With the 
remediation of the book, the changes are markedly more substantial. As the book has been 
remediated from print to audio, the understanding of the reading activity involved has changed 
as the active sense has shifted from seeing to listening. With the here proposed concepts, 
perhaps it may be easier for researchers to understand and talk about these types of activities 
even as remediation allows for more ways of engaging with content.  

Conclusion 
This article has explored some of the present complexities for researchers studying audiobooks, 
reading and streaming subscription services. The ambition has been to clarify four issues related 
to audiobook research and to suggest concepts that may be useful for researchers within 
different approaches interested in these aspects. The audiobook can be seen to have a complex 
relationship with the printed book. It has therefore been useful to discuss these issues through 
a remediation approach with associated logics of immediacy and hypermediacy and the 
concepts of homage and rivalry (Bolter and Grusin, 2000). Remediations of the book and 
changes in materiality also allows for transformations in the way the book can be used. In this 
article a broad understanding of reading has been suggested which places the emphasis on the 
meaning-making process with the text, rather than on the book format or the particular sense 
used to read it. 
 
First, reading by listening was suggested as a concept useful for discussing and understanding 
reading activities done with the sense of hearing. Following this approach, the concept of 
reading by seeing was suggested for the activity of reading a text with the eyes, with reading 
by touch for the reading of braille done with the help of fingers. It was also highlighted how 
different reading activities have different levels of mobility, often related to the materiality of 
the book and the sense used to read it. This is discussed with the concepts of mobile reading 
and stationary reading. 
 
Second, the different remediations of the audiobooks were clarified. It was emphasised that the 
audiobook follows three forms of remediations, simultaneously building on traditions of 
reading aloud, remediating the printed book and remediating previous formats of the 
audiobook. Five iterations of audiobook remediations were discussed, going from 
phonographic books, books on tape, CD-books, digital downloadable audiobooks and finally 
the subscription-based audiobook. 
 
The third issue revolved around clarifying the audiobook as book. It was explored how it is 
possible to understand audiobooks as books even as they do not have any of the physical 
properties traditionally used to define printed books as books. It was suggested that the content 
is the most important feature of a book, and that audiobooks can be understood as books as they 
carry the exact same content as the printed book or e-book, only in audio-format instead. In 
relation to this, the relationship with podcasts and the material aspects of book remediations 
were also explored, with the concept of the smartphone as a remediation switcher suggested.  
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Fourth, the context of streaming subscription services and the different audiobook services were 
explored. The concepts of the library model and the bookshop model were suggested to discuss 
and understand how some audiobook services operate according to notions of access and others 
according to notions of ownership. The concept of streaming was explored, with the suggestion 
for audiobook services to be referred to as subscription services as they are all subscription-
based, while only some are also streaming-based. The general concept of streaming 
subscription service was here also recommended as this covers the varying technical and 
economic aspects of between different platform-based services offering access to digital media 
content. 
 
By clarifying these four issues, pointing to existing concepts and developing new concepts, the 
hope is that subsequent research on this matter will be aided. 
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