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When I first noticed the decline in reading during the late 60's, I began asking my large 
introductory classes, and any other group of younger students to which I spoke, what books 
really count for them. Most are silent, puzzled by the question. The notion of books as 
companions is foreign to them. Justice Black with his tattered copy of the Constitution in his 
pocket at all times is not an example that would mean much to them. There is no printed word 
to which they look for counsel, inspiration, or joy. Sometimes one student will say "the Bible." 
There is always a girl who mentions Ayn Rand's The Fountainhead, a book, though hardly 
literature, which, with its sub-Nietzschean assertiveness, excites somewhat eccentric youngsters 
to a new way of life. A few students mention recent books that struck them and supported their 
own self-interpretation, like The Catcher in the Rye. (Theirs is usually the most genuine 
response and also shows a felt need for help in self-interpretation. But it is an uneducated 
response. Teachers should take advantage of the need expressed in it to show such students that 
better writers can help them more.) After such sessions I am pursued by a student or two who 
wants to make it clear that he or she is really influenced by books, not just by one or two but by 
many. Then he recites a list of classics he may have grazed in high school. 
 
Imagine such a young person walking through the Louvre or the Uffizi, and you can 
immediately grasp the condition of his soul. In his innocence of the stories of biblical and 
Greek or Roman antiquity, Raphael, Leonardo, Michelangelo, Rembrandt and all the others can 
say nothing to him. All he sees are colors and modern art. In short, like almost everything else 
in his spiritual life, the paintings and statues are abstract. No matter what much of modern 
wisdom asserts, these artists counted on immediate recognition of their subjects and, what is 
more, on their having a powerful meaning for their viewers. The works were the fulfillment of 
those meanings, giving them a sensuous reality and hence completing them. Without those 
meanings, and without their being something essential to the viewer as a moral, political, and 
religious being, the works lose their essence. It is not merely the tradition that is lost when the 
voice of civilization elaborated over millennia has been stilled in this way. It is being itself that 
vanishes beyond the dissolving horizon. 
 
Students today have nothing like the Dickens who gave so many of us the unforgettable 
Pecksniffs, Micawbers, Pips, with which we sharpened our vision, allowing us some subtlety in 
our distinction of human types. It is a complex set of experiences that enables one to say so 
simply, "He is a Scrooge." Without literature no such observations are possible and the fine art 
of comparison is lost. The psychological obtuseness of our students is appalling, because they 
have only pop psychology to tell them what people are really like, and the range of their 
motives. As the awareness that we owed almost exclusively to literary genius falters, people 
become more alike, for want of knowing they can be otherwise. What poor substitutes for real 
diversity are the wild rainbows of dyed hair and other external differences that tell the observer 
nothing about what is inside. 



 
Lack of education simply results in students' seeking for enlightenment wherever it is readily 
available, without being able to distinguish between the sublime and trash, insight and 
propaganda. For the most part students turn to the movies, ready prey to interested moralisms 
such as the depictions of Ghandi or Thomas More--largely designed to further passing political 
movements and to appeal to simplistic needs for greatness--or to insinuating flattery of their 
secret aspirations and vices, giving them a sense of significance. Kramer vs. Kramer may be 
up-to-date about divorces and sex roles, but anyone who does not have Anna Karenina or The 
Red and the Black as part of his viewing equipment cannot sense what might be lacking, or the 
difference between an honest presentation and an exercise in consciousness-raising, trashy 
sentimentality, and elevated sentiment. As films have emancipated themselves from the literary 
tyranny under which they suffered and which gave them a bad conscience, the ones with 
serious pretensions have become intolerably ignorant and manipulative. The distance from the 
contemporary and its high seriousness that students most need in order not to indulge their 
petty desires and to discover what is most serious about themselves cannot be found in the 
cinema, which now only knows the present. Thus, the failure to read good books both enfeebles 
the vision and strengthens our most fatal tendency--the belief that the here and now is all there 
is. 
 
The only way to counteract this tendency is to intervene most vigorously in the education of 
those few who come to the university with a strong urge for an indescribable something, who 
fear that they may fail to discover it, and that the cultivation of their minds is required for the 
success of their quest. We are long past the age when a whole tradition could be stored up in all 
students to be fruitfully used later by some. Only those who are willing to take risks and are 
ready to believe the implausible are now fit for a bookish adventure. The desire must come 
from within. People do what they want, and now the most needful things appear so implausible 
to them that it is hopeless to attempt universal reform. Teachers of writing in state universities, 
among the noblest and most despised laborers in the academy, have told me that they cannot 
teach writing to students who do not read, let alone like it. This is where high schools have 
failed most, filled with teachers who are products of the 60's and reflecting the pallor of 
university-level humanities. The old teachers who loved Shakespeare or Austen or Donne, and 
whose only reward for teaching was the perpetuation of their taste, have all but disappeared. 
 

 
 
Write on one of the following: 
 
1. Bloom contends that a person must read widely (and preferably the great works of 
civilization) if he is to have a meaningful existence. What merit--if any--does this claim have? 
 
2. What books have influenced your life in a significant way? What specific effects did they 
have on you? 
 
 


