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Yet the enormous success of Oprah’s Book Club is only one of many signs that
millions of people continue to find both reading literature and discussing it with
others to be enjoyable, meaningful, even essential activities. English thrives as a
major at most colleges and universities, almost all of which require undergradu-
ates majoring in other areas to take at least one course in literature. (Perhaps
that’s why you are reading this book!) Schools of medicine, law, and business are
today more likely to require their students to take literature courses than they
were in past decades, and they continue to welcome literature majors as appli-
cants, as do many corporations. So why do so many people read and study litera-
ture, and why do schools encourage and even require students to do so? Even if we
know what literature is, what does it do for us? What is its value?

There are, of course, as many answers to such questions as there are readers.
For centuries, a standard answer has been simply that imaginative literature
provides a unique brand of “instruction and delight.” John Keats’s “On Looking
into Chapman’s Homer” illustrates some of the many forms such delight can take.
Some kinds of imaginative writing offer us the delight of immediate escape, but
imaginative writing that is more difficult to read and understand than a Harry
Potter or Twilight novel offers escape of a different and potentially more instruc-
tive sort, liberating us from the confines of our own time, place, and social
milieu, as well as our habitual ways of thinking, feeling, and looking at the world.
In this way, a story, poem, or play can satisfy our desire for broader experience—
including the sorts of experience we might be unable or unwilling to endure in
real life. We can learn what it might be like to grow up on a Canadian fox farm or
to clean ashtrays in the Singapore airport. We can travel back into the past, expe-
riencing war from the perspective of a soldier watching his comrade die or of
prisoners suffering in a Nazi labor camp. We can journey into the future or into
universes governed by entirely different rules than our own. Perhaps we yearn for
such knowledge because we can best come to understand our own identities and
outlooks by leaping over the boundaries that separate us from other selves and
worlds.

Keats's friend and fellow poet Percy Bysshe Shelley argued that literature
increases a person’s ability to make such leaps, to “imagine intensely and compre-
hensively” and “put himself in the place of another and of many othelr]” people in
order “to be greatly good.” Shelley meant “good” in a moral sense, reasoning that the
ability both to accurately imagine and to truly feel the human consequences of our
actions is the key to ethical behavior. But universities and professional schools today
also define this “eood” in distinetly pragmatic ways. In virtually any career you
choose, you will need to interact positively and productively with both coworkers
and clients, and in today’s increasingly globalized world, you will need to learn to
deal effectively and empathetically with people vastly different from yourself. At
the very least, literature written by people from various backgrounds and depict-
ing various places, times, experiences, and feelings will give you some under-
standing of how others’ lives and worldviews may differ from your own—or how
they may be very much the same.

Similarly, our rapidly changing world and economy require intellectual flexibil-
ity, adaptability, and ingenuity, making ever more essential the human knowledge,
general skills, and habits of mind developed through the study of literature. Litera-
ture explores issues and questions relevant in any walk of life. Yet rather than offer-
ing us neat or comforting solutions and answers, literature enables us to experience
difficult situations and human conundrums in all their complexity and to look at



