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Course Reflection: Why Read?


As I think back to last semester when Dr. Frye and Dr. Traethen spoke to our cohort group about our summer session, Dr. Frye said, “Oh, you’ll love Michael Dale.  In a master’s program you want at least one class that will really make you think.”  Never was a truer statement uttered.  When I read the course syllabus before class, one question stands out in my mind. “Why read?”  Initially, I thought, well that’s an easy question to answer, we read for entertainment, to learn, to enrich our lives, to function in society.  We need to be able to read in most instances to hold employment.  

However, after each class reading and discussion, I thought more deeply about the question, “Why read?” I have several new thoughts about why one should read and have readjusted my thinking about several old thoughts about why people should read.

First, there was an interesting quote from Mister Pip that we briefly discussed in class.  Matilda says, “I found a new friend.  The surprising thing is where I’d found him—not up a tree or sulking in the shade, or splashing around in one of the hill streams, but in a book.  No one had told us kids to look there for a friend.” (Mister Pip, 23-24)  The part of the quote that stood out to me was the part that came later on about slipping into someone else’s skin.  But when we talked about this is class it was mentioned that reading could be a form of escape.  Here was Matilda imagining she had a new friend in Pip.  I thought this section made more sense and liked the link to Paley’s words, 
“My imaginary characters were no different from those that entered the children’s play.  Our fantasy characters became our confidants.  We would talk and listen to them and tell their stories at will.  They did not mask reality; they helped us interpret and explain our feelings about reality.” (A Child’s Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play, 29)

So, I think Paley points out the first very important reason for reading.  Experiencing things with and through characters helps us interpret and explain feelings we may not be equipped to deal with otherwise.
During our second class meeting we discussed Paley’s book on fantasy play and a connected article by McEwan written about the terrorist attacks on 9/11.  McEwan writes about the high jackers and cites, “Among their crimes was a failure of the imagination.”  McEwan also writes, “If the hijackers had been able to imagine themselves into the thoughts and feelings of the passengers, they would have been unable to proceed. It is hard to be cruel once you permit yourself to enter the mind of your victim. Imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the core of our humanity. It is the essence of compassion, and it is the beginning of morality.”

When I think about my own life, one of my most vivid experiences was fourteen years ago when I read the end of To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee in my high school freshman English glass.  There are many wonderful lessons to be gleaned from that book yet the one that has remained so clear in my mind over the years is empathy.  I still feel overwhelming emotion when I think about Scout standing on Boo’s porch seeing her street from his point of view for the first time.  It is then that she understands the true meaning of what Atticus said when he talks about not knowing a man until you stand in his shoes and walk around in them.  
During this course, I have thought a lot about To Kill a Mockingbird as it relates to the question, “Why read?”.  I have wondered why that particular scene from a book I read fourteen years ago has remained so clear in my mind.  I have considered many possibilities. I had a wonderful teacher who facilitated meaningful conversations about the book. But when I think about her class I can barely remember another book we read as well as that one, let alone a portion of a book I can recall so clearly it’s as though I read it last week.  I have also considered that the power of this scene in To Kill a Mockingbird has remained with me because it was the first time I was exposed to the idea of empathy.  But I feel sure that my mother, the woman who was a social worker for ten years before she became a stay at home mother, the woman that rescued every insect in our house from my father’s heavy shoe, the woman that instilled a sense of wonder and compassion in me had probably been laying the groundwork for empathy and sympathy in my brother and me since birth.  I suspect that somewhere within the pages of To Kill a Mockingbird, I did as Matilda suggested and “[slipped] inside the skin of another”. (Mister Pip, 24)  Scout’s first taste of empathy became mine too, for her experience within the confines of the pages was far more meaningful to me than any I had experienced in my own “real” life.
Matilida, in Mister Pip, talks about her ability to slip inside the skin of another through books.  “I found a new friend.  The surprising thing is where I’d found him—not up a tree or sulking in the shade or splashing around in one of the hill streams, but in a book.  No one had told us kids to look there for a friend.  Or that you could slip inside the skin of another.” (Mister Pip, 23-24) I thought this went along with one another discussion, when we talked about the importance of the narrative provided in historical fiction.  We talked about being able to connect with the characters and imagine that we are the characters in the book.  That also made me think of Paley’s point that “Pretending enables us to ask ‘What if?’”. (A Child’s Work: The Importance or Fantasy Play, 92)

I have always known that words were powerful but the readings from this course have put an exclamation mark at the end of that sentence where I previously placed a period.  Liesel writes, “I have hated the words and I have loved them, and I hope I have made them right.” (The Book Thief, 528)  Liesel knows the pain words can cause as she experiences humiliation at school by being moved to the room with the younger children then during the “reading test” in which she cannot read.  She herself uses her words as a weapon to injure Ilsa.  But Death also tells us that, “When she came to write her story, she would wonder exactly when the books and the words started to mean not just something, but everything.” (The Book Thief, 30)  Reading and writing become so important to Liesel.  She has wonderful memories of Papa teaching her how to read in the middle of the night.  Later, her writing literally saves her life as she is writing her story when Himmel Street is bombed.   Liesel is not the only character who feels this way about words.  The homeless man in “Who Is It Can Tell Me Who I Am?” looks to words to see how he should live his life.  He and Neftali from The Dreamer keep their most valued possessions with them at all times.  The homeless man and Neftali both write down words on pieces of paper and keep the scraps of paper. Mr. Watt’s words allowed him a new life.  When he tells Matilda about Great Expectations, he tells her, “It gave me permission to change my life.” (Mister Pip, 155)

While I still believe that the more superficial reasons for reading listed in my first paragraph are fine reasons, I have moved them further down the list and thought carefully about what should be at the forefront of the list of reasons for reading.  At the beginning of that list I would now place the others at the top.  One should read because words are powerful and transformative.  Like Mr. Watts, a book can give you permission to change your life.  Books and characters help us to navigate a complex world and understand ourselves more deeply and they help us strive to be better.  I think of Matilda as she recollects what Mr. Watts said, “…to be human is to be moral…”.  (Mister Pip, 210)   As McEwan says, “Imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the core of our humanity. It is the essence of compassion, and it is the beginning of morality.”  Reading allows us to imagine ourselves as another.  So ultimately, if we agree with McEwan and Mr. Watts (I do in both cases), reading is at the core of our morality and humanity.   
