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But what strange art, what magic can dispose

The troubled mind to change its native woes?

Or lead us willing from ourselves, to see

Others more wretched, more undone than we?

This, Books can do; — nor this alone; they give

New views to life, and teach us how to live;

They soothe the grieved, the stubborn they chastise,

Fools they admonish, and confirm the wise:

Their aid they yield to all: they never shun

The man of sorrow, nor the wretch undone:

Unlike the hard, the selfish, and the proud,

They fly not sullen from the suppliant crowd;

Nor tell to various people various things,

But show to subjects, what they show to kings.

George Crabbe, The Library



Introduction

I love to lose myself in other men’s minds. When I am not walking, I am reading; I cannot sit and think. Books think for me.

I have no repugnances … I can read any thing which I call a book.

Charles Lamb, ‘Detached Thoughts on Books and Reading’

We’re living in a time of cultural and political crisis. Wars and climate change, racism and the resurgence of far-right ideology, the huge gulf between the mega-rich and the poorest, years of attack on tax-funded services – education, social care, the legal system, libraries, the health service – have all contributed to it, as has the internet, especially social media. Climate change has exacerbated the exploitative relationship between the developed and developing worlds, which in turn has intensified both economic migration and war-driven asylum-seeking. With all that, the last decade or more in the UK has also seen an extraordinary and unprecedented attack on every aspect of serious culture: systematic and destructive underfunding of libraries, schools, universities, theatres, museums, art galleries, film, orchestras – in fact all the arts and all the humanities, with concomitant effects on publishing, arts broadcasting, newspaper reviewing and so on. The result has been a society that has become morally and culturally impoverished.

A crisis like this demands more than books, but without the breadth of imagination, sense of history, awareness of alternatives and hope for the future that can come from reading books, things will not get better. Nor will AI solve our problems. Very few discoveries are straightforwardly progressive: the undoubted benefits of laptops and tablets for teaching must be seen against the decline in attention span and reading ability, and in social media the instant responses, magnifying unfounded rumour or piling on to some momentarily fashionable target of hatred or admiration. The novelist Julia Bell has written cogently about the way the demands of the internet and social media distract our attention: ‘Our capacity to make memories is most affected by this kind of divided attention. We can – just about – attend to several things at once but we do them badly. In the midst of all the overstimulation we are unable to lay down new memories … A new kind of human behaviour then emerges under this influence, a semi-automated for-profit personality which is being constantly nudged and notified and prompted.’1 Warnings have long been sounded, notably in Nicholas Carr’s 2010 book The Shallows: How the Internet is Changing the Way We Think, Read and Remember, but not enough has been done to counter the situation. And we’ve been made forcibly aware of new vulnerabilities where our overconfident reliance on computer systems can lead to disastrous consequences, as when in 2023 the British Library system was hacked into, depriving readers of access not just to electronic materials from the catalogue itself but also to large numbers of books – because the library, understandably but short-sightedly, had discontinued its policy of receiving a physical copy of each book published in favour of electronic copies. In the wake of the cyberattack, the weakness of that policy is very clear, and the advantage of the material object ought to be obvious, despite the space each book needs to occupy. (There are other reasons, too, for having physical copies of books, as we’ll see later.)

Even for ordinary readers, there are advantages to having actual books. I know ebooks are convenient for travel and storage, but you can’t so easily lend one to a friend or remember the particular feel of it in your hand. When I’ve read a book (if it isn’t a library book), I like to have it around, on a shelf, fully present, separate but available, ready to be consulted again, shown to other people or borrowed (and returned). I’ve accumulated books all my life. In a sense, books have been my life, or at least they’ve usually been somewhere near the heart of it. I’ve been a teacher, an academic, a translator, a political activist, a second-hand bookseller, an editor, a writer and a poet. The constant theme linking them all is books.

I am a reader and an accumulator and collector of books. Since I was very young, I’ve wanted to read books and have them around me. I believe books and reading are important – all kinds of books and all kinds of reading. It seems natural to me to want to create a library of my books wherever I’m living, even if I’m only to be there for a short time. I used to feel guilty about it sometimes, prey to the accusation that absorption in books is an avoidance of the outside world, a feeble substitute for ‘real life’. But that notion of ‘real life’ is dubious at best. At worst it’s just bogus ideology, used by right-wing politicians and demagogues to belittle the whole array of creative thinking by accusing artists, writers, academics and intellectuals of retreating into ivory towers, when the rarefied world of parliamentary politics is itself much more of an ivory tower than universities, publishing or the media. Reality is complex. It’s not just social reality, the things that actually happen in the world, practical matters, action; there’s also the life of the mind, the imagination, the arts, history and memory, everything we think, remember, hope for, forget, everything that isn’t the ‘reality’ that politicians are concerned with, but which belongs in another kind of reality, psychic reality, no less real for being imaginative, subjective or invisible, or confined in books.

Reading is a necessary part of reality, and an unavoidable part of everyday life. We live within language, and using it is as natural to us, and as unconscious, as breathing. When we think, it’s what we think with. Exercising our use of language, both our receptivity to it and our control over it, is how we develop individual personhood, self-knowledge, knowledge of others and of the world. And although we live in language, the language we live in from day to day is like the sea, constantly shifting in permanent restlessness. It is only still when it’s written down.

But how, and why, and in what medium it’s written down also matter. So many crucial elements of our society are distorted by oversimplification. As the American novelist, activist and polemicist Sarah Schulman says, ‘We have developed these reductive modes like email and texts to accompany reductive ideas that are supposed to serve large social functions but are not based in human complexity. They seem to be time-savers, but avoiding real communication produces long-lasting problems that can endure forever. Shortcuts and speed-ups define our moment, and yet they simply do not address human reality.’ Human reality is infinitely complicated, and our understanding of it changes all the time. One way to understand it better is to read, not just informative books but literature – novels, plays, poems, contemporary and from the past, including literature translated from other languages, different realities.

One of the great pleasures of reading is encountering the different ways language is used: different styles, different attitudes, different aims, language used for different purposes. The current focus in schools, and even in university courses, on exams and exam results tends to encourage uniformity and stifle independent thinking. It has probably always been like that: a hundred years ago, Gilbert Cannan wrote in his novel Sembal, though admittedly in the persona of his central character, that ‘The atmosphere of education suffocated him. He wanted to learn and he had only been taught. His years at the University had been one long frustration of his desire to learn, and when they were over he had less capacity for learning than when he started, was left indeed with only a desperate and almost hysterical longing to recover the ardour with which he had begun.’

But as William Davies points out in a 2022 essay in the London Review of Books, it isn’t as easy as that. Things have changed, whether we like it or not. Talking about the difficulty students can have navigating the expectations governing essay-writing, he explains that ‘the discerning scholarly self on which the humanities depend was conceived as the product of transitions between spaces – library, lecture hall, seminar room, study – linked together by work with pen and paper. When all this is replaced by the interface with screen and keyboard, and everything dissolves into a unitary flow of “content”, the identity of the author – as distinct from the texts [students] have read – becomes harder to delineate.’ With the result that students muddle up the passages they’ve copied and pasted from the ‘relevant’ bits of online books or essays with their own thinking, in another illustration of the changing experience of reading texts.

Universities and schools need to find ways of accommodating their requirements to respond to this, while ensuring students know how to read and how to use books, whether the books are online or on shelves in a library. Nothing is more important than learning how to think for yourself.

The importance of books and the importance of recognising the connections between the books we read, the lives we live and the things we think and believe and hope for or struggle against was brought home to me quite powerfully a few years ago when I had to dispose of part of my own library when I retired, and again a year or two later when I had to dismantle what was left of it, put the books into store, move house and wait two more years until there was somewhere in the new house for them to go. The pages that follow trace those reflections of mine about what books are and what they’re for and why we need them, why we should all be passionate about them, as I watch the reconstruction of a space for my own library and ponder what books mean to me, and what they have meant to me over a lifetime. Along the way, I’ll be writing about all kinds of books and authors and thinking about what’s worth reading and why it’s worth building one’s own collection or accumulation of books. As I talk about personal histories and global politics, expanded horizons and quiet pleasures, difficult poems, romantic novels, well-known writers, new writers, forgotten writers, other languages, other cultures, the uses of reading and the pleasures of the imagination, I hope things may spark the reader’s interest and suggest books worth discovering, as well as encouraging the use of public and institutional libraries and the habit of acquiring and keeping books. Libraries of all sorts are storehouses of culture and knowledge and pleasure, a really necessary part of being human and understanding our common humanity.
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