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WHY WE READ

misrepresent ourselves, and we deprive our students. Too often, they go away,
disheartened by our implicit or explicit criticism of their speech and writing in
English or in a foreign language; and we go away disheartened by our convic-
tion that we have not in that first year engaged their hearts or their minds; and
both parties never see each other again. And the public, instead of remembering
how often, in later life, they have thought of the parable of the talents, or the loss of
Eurydice, or the sacrifice of Isaac, or the patience of Penelope, or the fox and the
grapes, or the minister’s black veil, remember the humiliations of freshman En-
glish or long-lost drills in language laboratories. We owe it to ourselves to show
our students, when they first meet us, what we are; we owe their dormant appe-
tites, thwarted for so long in their previous schooling, that deep sustenance that
will make them realize that they too, having been taught, love what we love.
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Disliking Books at an Early Age

I LIkE TO THINK I have a certain advantage as a teacher of literature because when
I was growing up I disliked and feared books. My youthful aversion to books
showed a fine impartiality, extending across the whole spectrum of literature,
history, philosophy, science, and what was known by then (the late 1940s) as
social studies. But had I been forced to choose, I would have singled out litera-
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ture and history as the reading I disliked most. Science at least had some dis-
cernible practical use, and you could have fun solving the problems in the text-
books with their clear-cut answers. Literature and history had no apparent
- application to my experience, and any boy in my school who had cultivated
them—I can’t recall one who did—would have marked himself as a sissy.

As a middle-class Jew growing up in an ethnically mixed Chicago neigh-
borhood, I was already in danger of being beaten up daily by rougher working-
class boys. Becoming a bookworm would only have given them a decisive
' reason for beating me up. Reading and studying were more permissible for
girls, but they, too, had to be careful not to get too intellectual, lest they acquire
the stigma of being “stuck up.”

In Lives on the Boundary, a remarkable autobiography of the making of an
English teacher, Mike Rose describes how the “pain and confusion” of his
- working-class youth made “school and knowledge” seem a saving alternative.
Rose writes of feeling “freed, as if I were untying fetters,” by his encounters
with certain college teachers, who helped him recognize that “an engagement
with ideas could foster competence and lead me out into the world.” Coming at
. things from my middle-class perspective, however, I took for granted a freedom
that school, knowledge, and engagement with ideas seemed only to threaten.

My father, a literate man, was frustrated by my refusal to read anything
besides comic books, sports magazines, and the John R. Tunis and Clair Bee
sports novels. I recall his once confining me to my room until I finished a book
on the voyages of Magellan, but try as I might, I could do no better than stare

bleakly at the pages. I could not, as we would later say, “relate to” Magellan or
to any of the other books my father brought home—detective stories, tales of
war and heroism, adventure stories with adolescent heroes (the Hardy Boys,
Hans Brinker, or The Silver Skates), stories of scientific discovery (Paul de Kruif’s
The Microbe Hunters), books on current events. Nothing worked.

It was understood, however, that boys of my background would go to col-
 lege and that once there we would get serious and buckle down. For some, “get-
ting serious” meant prelaw, premed, or a major in business to prepare for taking
over the family business. My family did not own a business, and law and med-
icine did not interest me, so I drifted by default into the nebulous but conve-

niently noncommittal territory of the liberal arts. I majored in English.
’ At this point the fear of being beaten up if  were caught having anything to
' do with books was replaced by the fear of flunking out of college if I did not
learn to deal with them. But though I dutifully did my homework and made
good grades (first at the University of Illinois, Chicago branch, then at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, from which I graduated in 1959), I continued to find “seri-
ous” reading painfully difficult and alien. My most vivid recollections of college
reading are of assigned classics I failed to finish: The Iliad (in the Richmond Lat-
timore translation); The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini, a major disappoint-
ment after the paperback jacket’s promise of “a lusty classic of Renaissance
ribaldry”; E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India, sixty agonizing pages of which I
managed to slog through before giving up. Even Hemingway, Steinbeck, and
Fitzgerald, whose contemporary world was said to be “close to my own experi-
ence,” left me cold. I saw little there that did resemble my experience.
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Even when I had done the assigned reading, I was often tongue-tied and
embarrassed when called on. What was unclear to me was what I was supposed
to say about literary works, and why. Had I been born a decade or two earlier, I
might have come to college with the rudiments of a literate vocabulary for talk-
ing about culture that some people older than I acquired through family, high
school, or church. As it was, “cultured” phrases seemed effete and sterile to me.
When I was able to produce the kind of talk that was required in class, the intel-
lectualism of it came out sounding stilted and hollow in my mouth. If Cliffs
Notes and other such crib sheets for the distressed had yet come into existence,
with their ready-to-copy summaries of widely taught literary works, I would
have been an excellent customer. (As it was, I did avail myseif of the primitive
version then in existence called Masterplots.) :

What first made literature, history, and other intellectual pursuits seem at-
tractive to me was exposure to critical debates. There was no single conversion
experience, but a gradual transformation over several years, extending into my
first teaching positions, at the University of New Mexico and then Northwest-
ern University. But one of the first sparks I remember was a controversy over
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn that arose in a course during my junior year
in college. On first attempt, Twain’s novel was just another assigned classic that
I was too bored to finish. I could see little connection between my Chicago up-
bringing and Huck’s pre—Civil War adventures with a runaway slave on a raft
up the Mississippi.

My interest was aroused, however, when our instructor mentioned that the
critics had disagreed over the merits of the last part of the novel. He quoted
Ernest Hemingway’s remark that “if you read [the novel] you must stop where
the nigger Jim is stolen by the boys. This is the real end. The rest is cheating.”
According to this school of thought, the remainder of the book trivializes the
quest for Jim'’s freedom that has motivated the story up to that point. This hap-
pens first when Jim becomes an object of Tom Sawyer’s slapstick humor, then
when it is revealed that unbeknownst to Huck, the reader, and himself, Jim has
already been freed by his benevolent owner, so that the risk we have assumed
Jim and Huck to be under all along has really been no risk at all.

Like the critics, our class divided over the question: Did Twain’s ending
vitiate the book’s profound critique of racism, as Hemingway’s charge of cheat-
ing implied? Cheating in my experience up to then was something students did,
an unthinkable act for a famous author. It was a revelation to me that famous
authors were capable not only of mistakes but of ones that even lowly under-
graduates might be able to point out. When I chose to write my term paper on
the dispute over the ending, my instructor suggested I look at several critics on
the opposing sides—T. S. Eliot and Lionel Trilling, who defended the ending,
and Leo Marx, who sided with Hemingway.

Reading the critics was like picking up where the class discussion had left
off, and I gained confidence from recognizing that my classmates and I had had
thoughts that, however stumbling our expression of them, were not too far from
the thoughts of famous published critics. I went back to the novel again and to
my surprise found myself rereading it with an excitement I had never felt before
with a serious book. Having the controversy over the ending in mind, I now had
some issues to watch out for as I read, issues that reshaped the way I read the
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earlier chapters as well as the later ones and focused my attention. And having
issues to watch out for made it possible not only to concentrate, as I had not
been able to do earlier, but to put myself into the text—to read with a sense of
personal engagement that I had not felt before. Reading the novel with the
voices of the critics running through my mind, I found myself thinking things
that I might say about what I was reading, things that may have belonged partly
to the critics but also now belonged to me. It was as if having a stock of things
to look for and to say about a literary work had somehow made it possible for
me to read one.

One of the critics had argued that what was at issue in the debate over
Huckleberry Finn was not just the novel’s value but its cultural significance: If
Huckleberry Finn was contradictory or confused in its attitude toward race, then
what did that say about the culture that had received the novel as one of its
representative cultural documents and had made Twain a folk hero? This critic
had also made the intriguing observation—I found out only later that it was a
critical commonplace at the time—that judgments about the novel’s aesthetic
value could not be separated from judgments about its moral substance. I recall
taking in both this critic’s arguments and the cadence of the phrases in which
they were couched; perhaps it would not be so bad after all to become the sort
of person who talked about “cultural contradictions” and the “inseparability of
form and content.” Perhaps even mere literary-critical talk could give you a cer-
tain power in the real world. As the possibility dawned on me that reading and
intellectual discussion might actually have something to do with my real life, I
became less embarrassed about using intellectual formulas.

It was through exposure to such critical reading and discussion over a pe-
riod of time that I came to catch the literary bug, eventually choosing the voca-
tion of teaching. This was not the way it is supposed to happen. In the standard
story of academic vocation that we like to tell ourselves, the germ is first planted
by an early experience of literature itself. The future teacher is initially inspired
by some primary experience of a great book and only subsequently acquires the
secondary, derivative skills of critical discussion. A teacher may be involved in
instilling this inspiration, but only a teacher who seemingly effaces himself or
herself before the text. Any premature or excessive acquaintance with secondary
critical discourse, and certainly with its sectarian debates, is thought to be a corrupt-
ing danger, causing one to lose touch with the primary passion for literature.

This is the charge leveled against the current generation of literature teach-
ers, who are said to have become so obsessed with sophisticated critical theories
that they have lost the passion they once had for literature itself. They have been
seduced by professionalism, drawn away from a healthy absorption in litera-
ture to the sickly fascination with analysis and theory and to the selfish ad-
vancement of their careers.

This hostility to recent theory would not have been so powerful, however,
if it were not overlaid on an older set of resentments that long predate the rise
of deconstruction and poststructuralism, resentments at literature’s having be-
come an academic “field” to begin with. Today’s attacks on literary theory are
often really attacks on literary criticism, or at least on criticism of the intensely
analytic kind that academics practice, which has always been suspected of com-
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ing between readers (and students) and the primary experience of literature itself.
This resentment is rooted in anxieties about the increasing self-consciousness of
modern life, which often leaves us feeling that we are never quite living but only
endlessly talking about it, too often in some abstract professional vocabulary.
The anxieties are expressed in our romantic literary tradition, which protests
against the urban forms of sophistication that, it is believed, cause us to lose
touch with the innocence of childhood and our creative impulses.

To those who have never reconciled themselves to the academicization of
literature, the seeming overdevelopment of academic criticism with its obtru-
sive methodology and its endless disputes among interpretations and theories
seems a betrayal not just of literature and the common reader but of the
professor’s own original passion for literature. In a recent letter to an intellectual
journal one writer suggests that we should be concerned less about the oft-
lamented common reader whom academic critics have deserted than about “the
souls of the academics and literati themselves, who, as a result of social and
professional pressures, have lost touch with the inner impulses that drew them
to the world of books in the first place.” What the writer of this letter cannot
imagine is that someone might enter academic literary study because he actu-
ally likes thinking and talking in an analytical or theoretical way about books
and that such a person might see his acceptance of “professional pressures” not
as a betrayal of the “inner impulses” that drew him “to the world of books in the
first place” but as a way to fulfill those impulses.

The standard story ascribes innocence to the primary experience of litera-
ture and sees the secondary experience of professional criticism as corrupting.
In my case, however, things had evidently worked the other way around: I had
to be corrupted first in order to experience innocence. It was only when I was
introduced to a critical debate about Huckleberry Finn that my helplessness in
the face of the novel abated and I could experience a personal reaction to it.
Getting into immediate contact with the text was for me a curiously triangular
business; I could not do it directly but needed a conversation of other readers to
give me the issues and terms that made it possible to respond.

As I think back on it now, it was as if the critical conversation I needed had
up to then been withheld from me, on the ground that it could only interfere
with my direct access to literature itself. The assumption was that leaving me
alone with literary texts themselves, uncontaminated by the interpretations and
theories of professional critics, would enable me to get on the closest possible
terms with those texts. But being alone with the texts only left me feeling bored
and helpless, since I had no language with which to make them mine. On the
one hand, I was being asked to speak a foreign language—literary criticism—
while on the other hand, I was being protected from that language, presumably
for my own safety.

The moral I draw from this experience is that our ability to read well de-
pends more than we think on our ability to talk well about what we read. Qur
assumptions about what is “primary” and “secondary” in the reading process
blind us to what actually goes on. Many literate people learned certain ways of
talking about books so long ago that they have forgotten they ever had to learn
them. These people therefore fail to understand the reading problems of the
struggling students who have still not acquired a critical vocabulary.
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The standard story of how we learn to read provides little help in dealing
with such problems. Seeing criticism (and critical debate) as a distraction from
the “primary” experience of literature itself, the standard story implies that the
business of teaching is basically simple: Just put the student in front of a good
book, provide teachers who are encouraging and helpful, and the rest presum-
ably will take care of itself. The traditional maxim that sums up this view is that
a good book “essentially teaches itself.” The great teacher is one who knows
how to let the book teach itself. And it is true that in the spell cast by such a
teacher, it often seems as if the work is itself speaking directly to the student
without intervention from the teacher’s interpretations and theories. But this
spell is an illusion. If books really taught themselves, there would be no reason
to attend classes; students could simply stay home and read them on their own.

Nevertheless, the standard story remains seductive. Much of the appeal of
Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind lies in its eloquent restatement of
the standard story, with its reassuringly simple view of reading and teaching:
“a liberal education means reading certain generally recognized classic texts,
just reading them, letting them dictate what the questions are and the method of
approaching them—not forcing them into categories we make up, not treating
them as historical products, but trying to read them as their authors wished
them to be read.” What has gone wrong, Bloom suggests, is that instead of let-
ting the texts themselves dictate the questions we ask about them, a generation
of overly professionalized teachers has elevated its own narcissistic interests
over those of the author and the students. These teachers, as Bloom puts it, en-
gage in “endless debates about methods—among them Freudian criticism,
Marxist criticism, New Criticism, Structuralism and Deconstructionism, and
many others, all of which have in common the premise that what Plato or Dante
had to say about reality is unimportant.”

It sounds so commonsensical that only a desiccated academic could dis-
agree. What could be more obvious than the difference between “just” reading
books, as ordinary readers have always done, and imposing theories and isms on
books, as methodology-crazed academics do? The question, however, is whether
anyone ever “just” reads a book the way Bloom describes. We need go no fur-
ther than Bloom's own quoted statements to see that he himself does not prac-
tice the doctrine he preaches. When Bloom invokes the names of Plato and Dante,
he does not let these authors dictate the questions that govern his discussion but
“forces” them into categories he, Allan Bloom, with his twentieth-century pre-
occupations, has “made up.” After all, what did Plato and Dante know about
Freudians, Marxists, cultural relativists, and the other contemporary targets of
Bloom’s polemic? In using Plato and Dante to attack the intellectual and educa-
tional trends of his own time, Bloom is not reading these writers as they wished
to be read but is applying them to a set of contexts they did not and could not
have anticipated. This is not to say that Bloom is unfaithful to Plato’s text, only
that he does not passively take dictation from Plato’s text but actively selects
 from it for his own purposes—just as he accuses theorists of doing.

The philosopher Richard Rorty has succinctly pointed out the trouble with
Bloom'’s “just read the books” theory. Rorty acknowledges that interpreters are
obliged “to give authors a run for their money,” respecting “an author’s way of
talking and thinking, trying to put ourselves in her shoes.” He argues, however,
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that “it is not clear how we can avoid forcing books into ‘categories we make up.
...”” We cannot help reading books, Rorty says, “with questions in mind—not
questions dictated by the books—but questions we have previously, if vaguely,
formulated.” Rorty’s point is not that reading is merely subjective but that it is
inevitably selective. It is not that any reading of Plato is as good as any other but
that even the most reliable reading has to select certain aspects of the text to
emphasize, and the selection will be conditioned by the contingent situations in
which the text is read. I would restate Rorty’s point this way: As readers we are
necessarily concerned with both the questions posed by the text and the ques-
tions we bring to it from our own differing interests and cultural backgrounds.
Bloom thinks he can chose between “just reading” Plato and Dante and apply-
ing a “method” to them as do academic Freudians and Marxists. But Bloom's
way of reading, which is influenced by his mentor the philosopher Leo Strauss,
is as much a “method” as any other, bringing its special set of interests and
principles of selection that are not dictated by Plato or Dante.

In teaching any text, one necessarily teaches an interpretation of it. This
seems so obvious as to be hardly worth restating, but what follows from it is not
obvious and is resisted violently by many who oppose the spread of theory. It
follows that what literature teachers teach is not literature but criticism, or liter-
ature as it is filtered through a grid of analysis, interpretation, and theory. “Re-
marks are not literature,” said Gertrude Stein in a now-celebrated observation,
and Stein was right: Teachers cannot avoid interposing “remarks” between lit-
erature and their students—remarks, we hope, that illuminate the works and
help our students take personal possession of them, but remarks nevertheless.

If teachers cannot avoid translating the literature they teach into some critical
language or other, neither can students, for criticism is the language students are
expected to speak and are punished for not speaking well. Inevitably the stu-
dents who do well in school and college are those who learn to talk more or less
like their teachers, who learn to produce something resembling intellectualspeak.

By what process do we imagine students will learn this language? The as-
sumption seems to be that it will happen by a kind of osmosis, as students inter-
nalize the talk that goes on in class until they are able to produce a reasonable
facsimile of it. However, as a recent textbook writer, Gordon Harvey, points out,
not all students “can make this translation, since it requires that they intuit a
whole set of intellectual moves and skills . . . too basic for experienced writers to
notice themselves carrying out.” The polite fiction that students will learn to
make the “intellectual moves” by being in the presence of them for several
hours a week is usually just that, a polite fiction.

Again, the problem is that what students are able to say about a text de-
pends notjust on the text but on their relation to a critical community of readers,
which over time has developed an agenda of problems, issues, and questions
with respect to both specific authors and texts and to culture generally. When
students are screened from this critical community and its debates, or when
they experience only the fragmentary and disconnected versions of it repre-
sented by a series of courses, they are likely to either be tongue-tied in the face
of the text itself or to respond in a limited personal idiom, like the student who
“relates to” Hamlet because he, too, had a mean stepfather.
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