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A Q U A R T E R L Y  REVIEW 

Foreword 
IN THE FIRST ISSUE of Modern Age the founding editor informed his readers that one of the 
means by which he hoped to stimulate discussion of the great issues of the day would be 
by “debate and the symposium.” Few recent books have aroused more serious discus- 
sion or have raised more basic issues than Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American 
Mind, which makes the following symposium particularly welcome and appropriate. It 
seems proper to ask a question here, because it is really outside the book itself: How 
does one explain the enormous and unprecedented success of this scholarly book of 
nearly 400 pages, which makes no concessions to its readers-it contains a chapter of 
sixty-nine pages entitled “From Socrates’ Apology to Heidegger’s Rektoratsrede”-and 
induced more than one-half million people to buy it? This question almost inevitably 
leads to a second: What lasting effect will it have on the universities? 

The answer to the first question seems fairly obvious. Consider parents, wishing the 
best for their son-we will speak of a son not for reasons of male chauvinism but rather 
for the sake of simplicity-who urge and cajole him to get good grades and are over- 
joyed when, after doing well in his SATs, he is accepted by a prestigious university. 
After having made considerable sacrifices to pay the cost of it all, they later find that 

them. Indeed they may even discover that while in college he had belonged to a campus 
homosexual society. Such parents (and the universities have certainly seen to it that 
there are many of them) provide a ready market for a book which bears the sub-title 
How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s 
Students. The success of The Closing of the American Mind, one can say with some con- 
fidence, is a greater indictment of the American university than anything in the book 
itself. 

The answer to my second question- What lasting effect will it have on the universi- 
ties?-is more difficult, but based on the influence of books in the past which also under- 
took to point out the fallacies and failures of American education and were widely read 
and talked about, it seems probable that Professor Bloom’s book, for all its success, will 
have little positive effect on American education. As a rather striking, if much more 
modest, example consider Rudolf Flesch’s book Why Johnny Can’t Read-and What 
You Can Do About It, which was published in 1955. It caused a mild sensation and con- 

I their son comes home bristling with ideas that are incomprehensible, if not repugnant to 

I 
I 
I 

siderable indignation, with demands that something be done about the failure of the 
public schools and primarily about the teaching of reading. 

In 1949 I published a book by a former member of a Connecticut school board who, in 
the course of his duties, had become rather thoroughly acquainted with the influence on 
public education of such institutions as Teachers College at Columbia University and the 
National Education Association. This was And Madly Teach, and its author, Mortimer B. 

English-Mr. Smith had never gone to high school-and described the situation exactly 
I Smith (1906-1981). It was a witty, modest little book, written in clear and elegant 
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as it was. TO the great surprise of the author and me (he was as unknown as a writer as I 
was as a publisher) the book was a decided success. Time magazine devoted its educa- 
tion section to the book, it was widely reviewed and much talked about, but also sharply 
criticized by the educational establishment. We received, I remember, a number of let- 
ters expressing gratitude for the book from educators, the remnants, very likely, of an 
older generation of teachers. 

Mr. Smith soon followed the success of the book by founding the Council for Basic 
Education, which is much respected and still in existence. It issues well-written, sound 
studies on subjects concerned with education and organizes seminars and discussions. 
But while it undoubtedly has had some positive influence on secondary education, for 
all its efforts, and also the general consensus that “something must be done,” the public 
schools appear to be no better, and may probably be worse, than they were when Why 
Johnny Can’t Read and And Madly Teach were first published, the latter nearly forty 
years ago. The American public, it seems, has a great capacity for indignation, which it 
is inclined to express by reading a book about the subject, but then forgets until another 
subject for indignation comes along. 

A particularly glaring and depressing example of what I am talking about is the failure 
of the efforts of Robert Maynard Hutchins (1899-1977) to have any noticeable lasting in- 
fluence. One doesn’t have to agree with every position he took to admire and respect 
him for his efforts on behalf of education. For a period of many years he devoted his 
considerable rhetorical skills, the dignity of his person, and the prestige of his position as 
president (1929-1945) and then chancellor (1945-1951) of the University of Chicago to 
restore seriousness, dedication to learning, and structure to American education. Now I 
find, to my dismay, that one of his most provocative and constructive books, No Friend- 
ly Voice (1936), a collection of speeches on American education given in the 1930s, is 
currently only available in a very expensive ($50.00) reprint edition. 

One must assume.from Allan Bloom’s book, as well as from the behavior of students 
and faculty during the disruptions of the sixties, which without too much exaggeration 
can be said to have been the direct result of policies which Hutchins had deplored, that 
the latter’s efforts were without lasting effect. With this unimpeachable record before 
us, it is too much to expect, as much as we wish we could, that Bloom’s insistence that 
the university should stand for something and that there should be “solidarity in the 
defense of truth” is ever to be realized. 

-Henry Regnery 
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A S Y M P O S I U M  O N  A L L A N  B L O O M ’ S  
T H E  C L O S I N G  O F  T H E  A M E R I C A N  M I N D  

Prefatory Notes from 
Old Deerfield 

THE AIMS OF EDUCATION should be sacred to 
anyone who is concerned with the order 
of civilization. Ever frail and vulnerable, 
these aims have been dangerously under- 
mined in more recent years. Clearly there 
is a crisis at all levels and spheres of 
education, even as the stream of diagno- 
ses and prescriptions has been unending. 
My own longtime witness to the swiftly 
changing conditions of instruction permits 
me to speak here from the crucible of ex- 
perience. Indeed, it seems only yesteryear 
that I first entered the classroom-1 was 
barely into my twenties-and had in fact 
absolutely no courses in education, or 
even practice teaching, let alone state cer- 
tification. It appears that the authorities 
who had appointed me to teach human- 
ities in a small high school in a town in 
eastern Massachusetts were willing to 
waive specified requirements in my case. 
That was a fortunate decision on their part 
for even then 1 had no intention what- 
soever of subscribing to the fiats and 
nonsense emerging from departments and 
schools of education. The art of teaching, I 
have always believed, transcends and 
perhaps even contravenes the educational 
methodologies that are characteristic of 
and consonant with social engineering in 
its total process, whether in theory or in 
practice. 

Although I possessed no education 
course credits, I did possess an inherent 
allegiance to the humanistic purposes and 
meaning of education. I suspect that it was 
this that, in my early years of appren- 
ticeship, led me almost instinctively to 
subscribe to a motto that none of my 

students was permitted to forget: 
“Observe,  without labor nothing 
prospers.” The admonishing words 
belonged to Socrates, I was proud to point 
out, and not to John Dewey and his 
disciples. That motto, I recall, sparked the 
aspirations of my young charges, though 
many of my colleagues and superiors 
seemed altogether indifferent. And labor 
we did, teacher and pupils alike, even as I 
myself came in time to appreciate the 
sha rp  relevance of T. S. Eliot’s 
words-they can be found in his 1950 lec- 
tures on education given at the University 
of Chicago, the text almost simultaneously 
printed in the now defunct journal 
Measure: “I have never worked in a coal 
mine, or a uranium mine, or in a herring 
trawler; but I know from experience that 
working in a bank from 9:15 to 5:30, and 
once in four weeks the whole of Saturday, 
with two weeks’ holiday a year, was a rest 
cure compared to teaching in a school.” 

All the excitement and ambition and 
challenge of my formative teaching years 
were brought back to me with full nostal- 
gic force during a recent walking tour of 
Old Deerfield, Massachusetts, located in 
the Connecticut River Valley. On an early 
Sunday evening, at the very end of May, 
an old friend, John Lee, and I walked “The 
Street” of this historic town. It was warm, 
and fragrant, and so quiet that one could 
almost hear the muffled cries of the 
Pocumtucks, ranking among the “Great 
Indians” and the original native owners of 
Deerfield, nearly annihilated in 1664 by 
the Mohawks. We gazed at some of the 
magnificently restored houses-The Old 
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