94 ON BEING A CONSCIOUS READER AND AN INTELLIGENT WRITER

and spending money. We are an army marching in the largest conceivable
mass so entirely within cultural immediacy that it can be said this is new in
the history in the world, emotionally new in that while this has been true of
other cultures for brief periods in the past, it was never true as completely
or for such a large part of the population or so continuously, with so few
periods of stasis. We pretend to tradition but really, nothing prevents us
changing.

And we do change. Divorce, born-again Christianity, the computer rev-
olution, a return to the farm, a move to the city. In Boston, at college at Har-
vard, I first knew people who claimed to be cultivated to the degree they
remained unchanged not only in spite of the reading they claimed to have
done but with the help of it. They did not realize what an imbecile and
provincial notion that was—it was simply untrue: you could see it, the
untruth of it. A rule of thumb about culture is that personal or public yearn-
ing for a better time to come or one in the past and nostalgia of any sort are
reliable signs of the counterfeit. The past is there to be studied in its reality,
moment by moment, and the future can be discussed in its reality to come,
which will be a reality moment by moment; but doing that means being
honest just as doing it makes you too busy to yearn; and doing it shows you
that nostalgia is a swindler’s trick. A sense of the real is what is meant by
good sense. And because of the nature of time and because of how relent-
lessly change occurs, good sense has to contain a good deal of the visionary
as well as of ironic apology to cover the inevitable mistakes. And this is dou-
bly so with us, in the United States. Reality here is special. And part of real-
ity here or elsewhere is that novels, plays, essays, fact pieces, poems, through
conversion or in the process of argument with them, change you or else—
to use an idiom—you haven’t listened.

If the reader is not at risk, he is not reading. And if the writer is not at
risk, he is not writing. As a rule, a writer and a book or a poem are no good
if the writer is essentially unchanged morally after having written it. If the
work is really a holding operation, this will show in a closed or flat quality
in the prose and in the scheme of the thing, a logiclessness, if you will par-
don the neologism, in the writing. Writing always tends toward a kind of
moral stance—this is because of the weight of logic and of truth in it—but
judging the ways in which it is moral is hard for people who are not culti-
vated. Profoundly educated persons make the best judges.

The general risk in being a man or woman of cultivation is then very
high, and this is so in any culture, and perhaps requires too much strength
for even a small group to practice in ours. But should such a guerrilla group
arise, it will have to say that cultivation and judgment issue from the mouths
of books and can come from no other source. Over a period of centuries,
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¢ducated people are strained; they are decontextualized; they are cultivated
I a lesser way. Television and contemporary music are haunted by the
scarch for messiahs; the usual sign of mass inauthenticity is a false prophet
(which usually means a war will shortly break out and be lost). The absence

ol good sense signals the decline of a people and of a civilization. Shrewd-'

ness without good sense is hell unleashed. -
I would propose as a social cure that in fourth grade and in the first year
At college, this society mandate that we undergo a year of reading with or with-
outargument as the soul can bear, including argument with teachers and par-
¢nts and local philosophers if there are any. Of course something like this
hay 'pens anyway but we probably ought to institutionalize it in our faddish way.

After all, if you don’t know what’s in good books, how can your life not
be utterly miserable all in all? Won’t it fall apart with fearsome frequency?
I'he best of what this species knows is in books, Without their help, how can
you manage?

If Iintend for my life to matter to me, I had better read seriously, start-
Ing, with newspapers and working up to philosophy and novels. And a book
in what it teaches, and in what it does in comforting and amusing us, in
what it does in granting asylum to us for a (While,‘s/had better be roughly
¢(uivalent to, or greater in worth than, an event involving other people in
reality that teaches us or that grants us asylum for a while in some similar
wity, ()lv"there is no reason to bother with it. And I am careful toward books
that offer refuge to my ego or my bad conscience. A writer who is opposed
(0 notions of value and instruction is telling you he or she does not want to
have to display loyalty or insight or sensitivity—to prose or to people: that
would limit his or her maneuverability; and someone who does not believe
(hat loyalty or insight or sensitivity or meaning has any meaning is hardly
worth knowing in books or on the page although such people are unavoid-
able in an active life.

The procedures of real reading, if I may call it that, are not essentially
whrewd, although certain writers, Twain and Proust for instance, often do
pliy to the practice of shrewdness in their readers.

But the disappearance from the immediate world of one’s attention, that
Ifidelity to one’s alertness toward outside attack, and then the gullibility
fequired fora prolonged act of attention to something not directly inferior
[0 one’s own methods and experiences, something that emanates from
someonce else, that and the risk of conversion, the certainty that if the book
i pood, one will take on ideas and theories, a sense of style, a sense of things
ditferent from those one had before—if you think of those, you can see the
clements of middle-class leisure and freedom, or upper-class insolence and
power, or lower-class rebelliousness and hiddenness and disloyalty to one’s
srroundings, that are required for real reading,

Ignorance has come, justifiably, to mean a state of booklessness. Vlg\/lovie- :
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