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INTRODUCTION

As a child, the Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright August Wilson recalled in a speech that he was the one in his family who wanted to read all the books in the house, who wore out his library card and kept books way past their due date. He dropped out of high school at age fifteen, but spent every school day at the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh reading history and biography and poetry and anthropology. The library would eventually give him an honorary high school diploma, and the books he discovered there, he said, “opened a world that I entered and have never left,” and led to the transformative realization that “it was possible to be a writer.”

Dr. Oliver Sacks credited the local public library he knew as a child (in Willesden, London) as the place where he received his real education, just as Ray Bradbury described himself as “completely library educated.” In the case of two famous autodidacts, Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass, the books they read growing up indelibly shaped their ideals and ambitions, and gave them the tools of language and argument that would help them shape the history of their nation.

The pleasure of reading, Virginia Woolf wrote, is “so great that one cannot doubt that without it the world would be a far different and a far inferior place from what it is. Reading has changed the world and continues to change it.” In fact, she argued, the reason “we have grown from apes to men, and left our caves and dropped our bows and arrows and sat round the fire and talked and given to the poor and helped the sick—the reason why we have made shelter and society out of the wastes of the desert and the tangle of the jungle is simply this—we have loved reading.”

In his 1996 book, A History of Reading, Alberto Manguel described a tenth-century Persian potentate who reportedly traveled with his 117,000-book collection loaded on the backs of “four hundred camels trained to walk in alphabetical order.” Manguel also wrote about the public readers hired by Cuban cigar factories in the late nineteenth century to read aloud to workers. And about the father of one of his boyhood teachers, a scholar who knew many of the classics by heart and who volunteered to serve as a library for his fellow inmates at the Nazi concentration camp Sachsenhausen. He was able to recite entire passages aloud—much like the book lovers in Fahrenheit 451, who keep knowledge alive through their memorization of books.

Why do we love books so much?

These magical brick-sized objects—made of paper, ink, glue, thread, cardboard, fabric, or leather—are actually tiny time machines that can transport us back to the past to learn the lessons of history, and forward to idealized or dystopian futures. Books can transport us to distant parts of the globe and even more distant planets and universes. They give us the stories of men and women we will never meet in person, illuminate the discoveries made by great minds, and allow us access to the wisdom of earlier generations. They can teach us about astronomy, physics, botany, and chemistry; explicate the dynamics of space flight and climate change; introduce us to beliefs, ideas, and literatures different from our own. And they can whisk us off to fictional realms like Oz and Middle-earth, Narnia and Wonderland, and the place where Max becomes king of the wild things.

When I was a child, books were both an escape and a sanctuary. I was an only child, accustomed to spending lots of time alone. I read in the cardboard refrigerator carton that my father had turned into a playhouse by cutting a door and windows in the sides. I read under the blankets at night with a flashlight. I read in the school library during recess in hopes of avoiding the playground bullies. I read in the backseat of the car, even though it made me carsick. And I read at the dining room table: because my mother thought books and food were incompatible, I would read whatever happened to be at hand—cereal boxes, appliance manuals, supermarket circulars, the ingredients of Sara Lee’s pecan coffee cake or an Entenmann’s crumb cake. I read the recipe for mock apple pie on the back of the Ritz crackers box so many times I could practically recite it. I was hungry for words.

The characters in some novels felt so real to me, when I was a child, that I worried they might leap out of the pages at night, if I left the cover of the book open. I imagined some of the scary characters from L. Frank Baum’s Oz books—the Winged Monkeys, say, or the evil Nome King, or Mombi the witch who possesses the dangerous Powder of Life—escaping from the books and using my bedroom as their portal into the real world, where they might wreak havoc and destruction.

Decades before binge-watching Game of Thrones, Breaking Bad, and The Sopranos, I binge-read Nancy Drew mysteries, Black Stallion novels, Landmark biographies, even whole sections of the World Book Encyclopedia (which is how my father fine-tuned his English, when he first moved to the United States from Japan).

In high school and college, I binge-read books about existentialism (The Stranger, No Exit, Notes from Underground, Irrational Man, Either/Or, The Birth of Tragedy), black history (The Autobiography of Malcolm X; The Fire Next Time; Manchild in the Promised Land; Black Like Me; Black Skin, White Masks); and science fiction and dystopian fiction (1984, Animal Farm, Dune, The Illustrated Man, and Fahrenheit 451, Childhood’s End, A Clockwork Orange, Cat’s Cradle). My reading was in no way systematic. At the time, I was not even aware of why I gravitated toward these books—though, in retrospect, as one of the few nonwhite kids at school, I must have been drawn to books about outsiders who were trying to figure out who they were and where they belonged. Even Dorothy in Oz, Alice in Wonderland, and Lucy in Narnia, I later realized, were strangers in strange lands, trying to learn how to navigate worlds where few of the usual rules applied.

In those pre-internet days, I don’t remember exactly how we heard about new books and authors or decided what to read next. As a child, I think I first heard of Hemingway, Robert Penn Warren, James Baldwin, and Philip Roth because there were articles by or about them (or maybe photos) in Life or Look magazine. I read Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring because my mother was reading it, and T. S. Eliot’s poetry because my favorite high school teacher, Mr. Adinolfi, had us memorize “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” I was one of those readers who experienced many things first through books—and only later, in real life, not the other way around.

“You read something which you thought only happened to you,” James Baldwin once said, “and you discovered it happened 100 years ago to Dostoyevsky. This is a very great liberation for the suffering, struggling person, who always thinks that he is alone. This is why art is important.”

The books I write about in these pages include some longtime favorites (A Wrinkle in Time, Moby-Dick, The Palm at the End of the Mind), some older books that illuminate our troubled politics today (The Paranoid Style in American Politics, The Origins of Totalitarianism, The Federalist Papers), some well-known works of fiction that have continued to exert a formative influence on successive generations of writers (Winesburg, Ohio; As I Lay Dying; The Odyssey), works of journalism and scholarship that address some of the most pressing issues of our day (The Forever War, The Sixth Extinction, Dawn of the New Everything), works that shine a light on hidden corners of our world or the human mind (Arctic Dreams, Lab Girl, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat), and books that I’ve frequently given or recommended to friends.

Some of my favorite classics are here, but there are lots of lists out there of must-read classics, not to mention the class syllabi we remember from high school and college. And so, I’ve also tried to include a lot of recent books—novels, stories, and memoirs by contemporary writers, and nonfiction works about how technology and political and cultural upheavals are bringing tectonic changes to our world.

Like all lists and anthologies, the selections here are subjective and decidedly arbitrary. It was difficult to whittle my choices down to a hundred (which is why some entries actually contain more than one book), and I could easily have added another hundred books that are equally powerful, moving, or timely.

Over the years, I had the good fortune to have some inspiring teachers who enriched my understanding and appreciation of books. And some wonderful editors—like The New York Times’s former managing editor Arthur Gelb, a mentor to many of us and a journalist equally at home in the world of culture and the world of breaking news—who made it possible for me to make a living for many years by reading.

In these pages, I’m writing less as a critic than as an enthusiast. I’m not trying to explicate hidden meanings in these books or situate them in a literary continuum; I’m trying to encourage you to read or reread these books, because they deserve as wide an audience as possible. Because they are affecting or timely or beautifully written. Because they teach us something about the world or other people or our own emotional lives. Or simply because they remind us why we fell in love with reading in the first place.

Today, in our contentious and fragmented world, reading matters more than ever. For one thing, books offer the sort of in-depth experience that’s increasingly rare in our distracted, ADD age—be it the sense of magical immersion offered by a compelling novel, or the deep, meditative thinking triggered by a wise or provocative work of nonfiction.

Books can open a startling window on history; they can give us an all-access pass to knowledge both old and new. As the former defense secretary James Mattis, who assembled a seven-thousand-volume library, said of his years in the military, “Thanks to my reading, I have never been caught flat-footed by any situation, never at a loss for how any problem has been addressed before. It doesn’t give me all the answers, but it lights what is often a dark path ahead.”

Most of all, books can catalyze empathy—something more and more precious in our increasingly polarized and tribal world. Reading, Jean Rhys once wrote, “makes immigrants of us all. It takes us away from home, but more important, it finds homes for us everywhere.”
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Over the years, I had the good fortune to have some inspiring teachers who enriched my understanding and appreciation of books.



At its best, literature can surprise and move us, challenge our certainties, and goad us into reexamining our default settings. Books can jolt us out of old habits of mind and replace reflexive us-versus-them thinking with an appreciation of nuances and context. Literature challenges political orthodoxies, religious dogma, and conventional thinking (which, of course, is why authoritarian regimes ban and burn books), and it does what education and travel do: it exposes us to a multiplicity of viewpoints and voices.

Literature, as David Foster Wallace has pointed out, gives the reader, “marooned in her own skull,” imaginative “access to other selves.”

Or, as President Barack Obama observed during his last week in the White House, books can supply historical perspective, a sense of solidarity with others, and “the ability to get in somebody else’s shoes.” They can remind us of “the truths under the surface of what we argue about every day,” and the capacity of “stories to unify—as opposed to divide, to engage rather than to marginalize.”

In a world riven by political and social divisions, literature can connect people across time zones and zip codes, across cultures and religions, national boundaries and historical eras. It can give us an understanding of lives very different from our own, and a sense of the shared joys and losses of human experience.
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AMERICANAH

(2013)

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

With Americanah, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie has written a wonderfully touching, incisive, and very funny coming-of-age tale that’s both an old-fashioned love story and a sharp-eyed meditation on race, class, immigration, and identity in our rapidly changing, globalized world.

Adichie’s spirited and outspoken heroine, Ifemelu, grows up in Lagos, Nigeria, where she falls in love, in high school, with Obinze, the earnest and quietly charming son of a literature professor. The two have instant chemistry—“she realized, quite suddenly, that she wanted to breathe the same air as Obinze”—and picture a future together, possibly in America, a country Obinze reveres.

When teacher strikes interrupt their college lives and Ifemelu receives a scholarship to attend university in America, Obinze urges her to take it. He tells her that he will get a visa and follow her there as soon as he completes his college degree, but harsh post-9/11 immigration policies will prevent this from happening. He will instead spend several miserable years as an illegal immigrant in London, where he is unable to find any but the most menial jobs. Eventually, he returns to Lagos, where he becomes a successful property developer, marries, and has a child.

Ifemelu, meanwhile, struggles to adapt to life in America. She compares what she sees firsthand with memories of Cosby Show episodes she watched growing up. And she hungers “to understand everything about America”—“to support a team at the Super Bowl, understand what a Twinkie was and what sports ‘lockouts’ meant,” order “a ‘muffin’ without thinking that it really was cake.” Back home, she hadn’t really thought of herself as “black,” and she’s startled by how ubiquitous arguments about race are in the United States, permeating everything from romances to friendships to on-the-job dynamics. In a blog post addressed to “Fellow Non-American Blacks,” she writes, “Stop arguing. Stop saying I’m Jamaican or I’m Ghanaian. America doesn’t care. So what if you weren’t ‘black’ in your country? You’re in America now.”
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Adichie has a heat-seeking eye for telling social and emotional details, and she uses that gift to convey Ifemelu’s experiences with extraordinary immediacy.



Adichie has a heat-seeking eye for telling social and emotional details, and she uses that gift to convey Ifemelu’s experiences with extraordinary immediacy while satirizing both the casual racism of some Americans and the sanctimony of those progressives eager to wear their liberal politics like a badge.

As a foreigner, Ifemelu notices the myriad oddities of American culture with wry humor. She notices that Americans tend to stand around and drink at parties, instead of dancing; that many “wear pajamas to school and underwear to the mall” to send the message that they are too “superior/busy/cool/not-uptight” to bother looking nice. She notices that they call arithmetic “math,” not “maths,” and that academic types can get bizarrely incensed over matters like “imported vegetables that ripened in trucks.”

As the years scroll by, Ifemelu achieves success with her blog called Raceteenth or Curious Observations by a Non-American Black on the Subject of Blackness in America. She is confident in a way she hadn’t been before, and after a breakup with a wealthy white businessman she settles into a perfect-on-paper relationship with a black professor who teaches at Yale.

But Ifemelu cannot stop thinking about Obinze, “her first love, her first lover, the only person with whom she had never felt the need to explain herself.” And she realizes that “the cement in her soul” that she often feels is a kind of homesickness—for Lagos and her family. And so, after thirteen years, she decides to return home—a journey that proves as jarring as her voyage to America. Her experiences, so powerfully recounted by Adichie, become a story about belonging and not-belonging in a world where identities are both increasingly fluid and defining, a story about how we are shaped by the places where we grew up and the places where we come to live.


THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD

A Memoir

(2015)

Elizabeth Alexander

In this haunting memoir about love and loss and grief, Elizabeth Alexander describes the shattering emotional aftermath of the death of her beloved husband, Ficre Ghebreyesus, and how she and her two sons, Solomon and Simon, consoled one another and guided one another through a dark corridor of sorrow and back out into the light.

One night at bedtime, she recalls, thirteen-year-old Simon asks her if she wants to come with him to visit Ficre in heaven:

“Yes, I say, and lie down on his bed.

“‘First you close your eyes,’ he says, ‘and ride the clear glass elevator. Up we go.’

“What do you see? I ask.

“God is sitting at the gate, he answers.

“What does God look like? I ask.

“Like God, he says. Now, we go to where Daddy is.

“He has two rooms, Simon says, one room with a single bed and his books and another where he paints. The painting room is vast. He can look out any window he wants and paint.”

When it’s time to leave, they take the elevator back down. “You can come with me anytime,” Simon tells his mother.

Alexander—an award-winning poet and a former professor at Yale University who is currently president of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation—communicates the raw grief she experienced in losing her husband of fifteen years. Her book is really a love letter to him, and it leaves us with an indelible portrait of Ghebreyesus as husband, father, and artist. She brings his brilliantly colored paintings alive on the page. She describes how they met. And she remembers how they fell in love, cooking together, writing haikus to each other in a shared notebook, listening to Ahmad Jamal, Betty Carter, Abbey Lincoln, Randy Weston, and Don Pullen, “geniuses of the African diaspora we both celebrated.”

Just as her poetry (American Sublime, The Venus Hottentot, Antebellum Dream Book) explores the connections between the present and the past and the complexities of identity, so this memoir memorializes the strange twists of fate that can bring two people together. Alexander and Ghebreyesus, it turns out, were born within two months of each other, on opposite sides of the globe—she in Harlem; he in war-torn Eritrea, which he fled at the age of sixteen, making his way to America by way of Sudan, Italy, and Germany.

In the wake of his death, Alexander feels their house suffused in sorrow. She feels she “can wait forever for him to come back”; she will “leave the light on in the living room, the light that faces the street.” She dreams of his returning, improbably, on a skateboard. She thinks, “I am getting older and he is not.”

She realizes she does not know how to operate the DVR because it made no sense for both of them to learn how. She continues to pay his cell phone bill for a year and a half afterward, because she didn’t want to lose the text messages. She avoids bookstores because she imagines seeing him in the history section or the art section or the gardening section.

Alexander and Ghebreyesus met in New Haven and raised their two boys there and in nearby Hamden. Writing as both a poet and a longtime resident, she perfectly captures New Haven’s “mixed-metaphor landscape of New England trees and industrial detritus,” as well as its unexpectedly excellent food and the mixed rhythms of college life and street life.

Alexander’s book ends with her and her sons leaving New Haven for New York. They plan to stop by Grove Street Cemetery to say goodbye to Ficre, but they are delayed by a doctor’s appointment and don’t make it to the cemetery before closing time. It’s okay, her son Simon says: “The grave reminds me of Daddy’s death, but I want to remember Daddy’s life.”
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Just as her poetry explores the connections between the present and the past and the complexities of identity, so this memoir memorializes the strange twists of fate that can bring two people together.




MUHAMMAD ALI

THE GREATEST: My Own Story (1975)
Muhammad Ali (with Richard Durham)

THE MUHAMMAD ALI READER (1998)
Edited by Gerald Early

KING OF THE WORLD: Muhammad Ali and the Rise of an American Hero (1998)
David Remnick

THE TRIBUTE: Muhammad Ali, 1942–2016 (2016)
Sports Illustrated

He said it best, of course: He was “the astronaut of boxing” who “handcuffed lightning,” threw “thunder in jail”; the dazzling warrior “with iron fists and a beautiful tan”; “the greatest fighter that ever will be” who could “run through a hurricane” and not get wet.

Muhammad Ali not only rocked the world with his electrifying speed and power in the ring. He also shook the world with the force of his convictions: his determination to stand up to the racist rules of the Jim Crow South and to assert his freedom to invent himself—“I don’t have to be what you want me to be. I’m free to be what I want.”

“I am America,” he proudly declared, decades before the Black Lives Matter movement. “I am the part you won’t recognize. But get used to me. Black, confident, cocky; my name, not yours; my religion, not yours; my goals, my own; get used to me.” He stood with Martin Luther King, Jr., for freedom and social justice. And he stood up against the Vietnam War, refusing to be drafted in 1967 on religious grounds as a conscientious objector—a decision that would cost him his boxing title, three and a half years of his career at the peak of his powers, tens of millions of dollars in prize money and endorsements, and for many years his popularity.

Ali was a larger-than-life figure: not just an incandescent athlete dancing under the lights, but a man of conscience who spoke truth to power, as well as a captivating showman, poet, philosopher, performance artist, statesman, and hip-hop pioneer, a man compared to Whitman, Robeson, Malcolm X, Ellington, and Chaplin. Writers were magnetized by his contradictions: the GOAT (Greatest of All Time), who vanquished some of the baddest men on the planet but became one of the world’s most revered humanitarians; a deeply religious man who loved practical jokes and practically invented trash talk; “a radical even in a radical’s time,” as President Obama put it, who became so beloved by Americans across the political spectrum that he was featured in a DC Comics book in which he teamed up with Superman to save the world.

Over the years, Ali has also inspired an uncommon amount of arresting writing, from Norman Mailer’s classic account of the boxer’s stunning victory over George Foreman in Zaire in 1974 to David Remnick’s King of the World, a powerful account of Ali’s emergence as a transformative figure in American politics and culture. There is also a plethora of memorable essays about Ali by such gifted writers as Joyce Carol Oates, George Plimpton, Tom Wolfe, Hunter S. Thompson, and Roger Kahn, many of which can be found in a terrific anthology, The Muhammad Ali Reader.

As for iconic photographs of Ali, many appear in Sports Illustrated’s Muhammad Ali, 1942–2016. They are photos that capture what the fighter José Torres called “his prodigious magic”: the famous photo of a victorious Ali, standing over the fallen body of Sonny Liston; a violent action shot of him catching George Foreman with a hard right in the Rumble in the Jungle; and one of him locked in a grim face-off with an exhausted Joe Frazier in the Thrilla in Manila. There are also images of a skinny, twelve-year-old Cassius Clay learning to box, and a solemn Ali, surrounded by reporters, explaining his opposition to the Vietnam War.

These books remind us that perseverance was one of the consistent themes in Ali’s life: coming back after his government-imposed exile to reclaim the world championship in 1974 by toughing it out against Foreman in Zaire; coming back to beat Frazier twice, after losing their first arduous matchup; and coming back against Leon Spinks in 1978 to win the world heavyweight championship for a third time. As Ali once observed, “Champions aren’t made in gyms. Champions are made from something they have deep inside them—a desire, a dream, a vision . . . the will must be stronger than the skill.”

When Cassius Clay was growing up in Louisville, Kentucky, the town was segregated, and even when he returned home from the 1960 Olympics with a gold medal around his neck, he was turned away from a luncheonette. He would return to the Olympics three and a half decades later in Atlanta in 1996 as its final torchbearer; by then, he’d become one of the most revered human beings on the planet.

Ali died on June 3, 2016, and as his funeral motorcade made its way through the city, mourners showered his car with flowers and rose petals. All along the route, the Louisville Courier-Journal reported, lawns had been mowed and driveways freshly swept—out of respect for the Greatest on his final journey.


EXPERIENCE

A Memoir

(2000)

Martin Amis

What is it like to grow up aspiring to become a novelist, when your father is himself a well-known novelist? Martin Amis’s 2000 memoir, Experience, addresses that question with great humor and affection, and creates a moving portrait of a father-son relationship animated by clear-eyed literary insight, enduring love, and a novelist’s ability to animate the past with remarkable emotional detail.

The literary kinship between Martin Amis and his father, Kingsley, has long been clear to fans of both writers’ work. Both got their start as angry young men with a dyspeptic gift for satire and biting humor. Both wrote classic novels featuring feckless, self-deluded heroes (Jim Dixon in Amis père’s Lucky Jim, and John Self and Richard Tull in Amis fils’s Money and The Information). And both fluently lived up to Amis senior’s credo that “any proper writer ought to be able to write anything from an Easter Day sermon to a sheep-dip handout.”

Over the years, Martin Amis’s books leapfrogged over his father’s in terms of innovation and ambition. London Fields (1989) was a dark satire set in a decadent, apocalyptic world, while the powerful House of Meetings (2006) addressed the daunting subject of the Soviet gulag. If such novels spoke to his willingness to tackle huge, historical subjects and experiment with voice and genre and technique, Experience brought a new warmth and depth of emotion to his writing.

It could not have been easy being Kingsley Amis’s son. The elder Amis’s acidic memoirs, published in 1991, not only settled dozens of literary scores but also drew a self-portrait of a prickly and unsparing curmudgeon. Kingsley Amis gave interviews characterizing his son’s books as unreadable, his politics as “dangerous, howling nonsense.”
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EXPERIENCE creates a moving portrait of a father-son relationship animated by clear-eyed literary insight, enduring love, and a novelist’s ability to animate the past with remarkable emotional detail.
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“My father never encouraged me to write, never invited me to go for that longshot,” Martin Amis writes in Experience, “he praised me less often than he publicly dispraised me.”

The younger Amis suggests that some of his father’s more provocative political statements were simply exercises in “winding me up,” and in Experience he conveys the bantering, comradely quality of the relationship between his own younger self—“a drawling, velvet-suited, snakeskin-booted” adolescent cultivating a ridiculous “plumed and crested manner”—and Kingsley in his prime, a tireless womanizer, drinker, and raconteur, an inexhaustible “engine of comedy” within his own household.

Years later, Martin would take his two young sons to lunch at his father’s almost every Sunday, and also joined his father for a garrulous midweek meal. When he left his wife for another woman in 1993, it was his father he turned to for solace and advice. “Only to him,” he writes, “could I confess how terrible I felt, how physically terrible, bemused, subnormalized, stupefied from within, and always about to flinch or tremble from the effort of making my face look honest, kind, sane. Only to him could I talk about what I was doing to my children. Because he had done it to me.”

Kingsley had long suffered from nyctophobia (fear of the night) and monophobia (fear of being alone), and in the wake of the collapse of his marriage to Elizabeth Jane Howard (for whom he had left Martin’s mother) Martin and his brother began to take turns “Dadsitting,” promising him that he’d never have to spend an evening alone.

In Experience, Martin Amis writes persuasively about a lot of things—literary friendships and disputes, the disappearance and murder of a beloved cousin, the horrors of dental surgery. But what’s most indelible about this book is his writing—“for once, without artifice”—of the “ordinary miracles and ordinary disasters” of daily life, of what it means to be a son, and of what it means to be a father with children of his own.


WINESBURG, OHIO

(1919)

Sherwood Anderson

It’s hard to think of an American work of fiction that’s been more influential than Winesburg, Ohio, Sherwood Anderson’s 1919 volume of interlinked stories about the lonely residents of a small, fictional midwestern village.

Faulkner, Fitzgerald, and Steinbeck all paid tribute to Sherwood Anderson. Works as disparate as Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses, Hemingway’s In Our Time, Ray Bradbury’s Illustrated Man, and Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried would work variations on its innovative structure, while the fiction of Carson McCullers and Flannery O’Connor would be populated with outcasts and eccentrics reminiscent of the lost, the lonely, and the dispossessed in Winesburg. You can also count George Saunders, Raymond Carver, Denis Johnson, Russell Banks, and Tom Perrotta among the many contemporary writers who have written stories or novels that owe a direct or indirect debt to Anderson’s classic.

Like Joyce’s Dubliners (1914), the stories in Winesburg all take place in the same town, and they draw portraits of ordinary people whose ambitions have gone unrealized, whose dreams are receding in the rearview mirror. Winesburg depicts a small-town world where the sense of isolation people feel in their day-to-day lives reflects some of the larger dynamics at work in early twentieth-century America. It anticipates a changing social landscape in which more and more young people are leaving small towns for big cities and their suburbs, and the rural-urban divide is growing ever wider.

Anderson’s stories share the twilight mood of Edward Hopper’s paintings, and they similarly depict solitary individuals whose lives seem defined by missed connections and forfeited opportunities. Among the more than two dozen characters in the book, there’s Doctor Reefy, an aging doctor and widower, who scribbles his thoughts on little pieces of paper that he puts in his pocket and eventually throws away; a lonely young woman named Alice who’s unable to get over a boyfriend who moved on and moved away; Wash Williams, the telegraph operator, who hates life “wholeheartedly, with the abandon of a poet”; the Reverend Curtis Hartman, a minister who spies on a pretty woman through his window and asks for deliverance from temptation; Kate Swift, the schoolteacher, whom the minister lusts after and who encourages the literary aspirations of the book’s young hero, George Willard; and George’s mother, Elizabeth, the ailing proprietor of a shabby hotel, who has invested all her hopes and dreams in her son.

The story of George’s coming of age provides the through line in these stories. A reporter for the local paper, he is the person many of the other characters confide in, and he becomes both a conduit for their stories and a kind of surrogate for Anderson, who himself grew up in a small Ohio town.

After his mother dies, George decides he is going to “leave Winesburg to go away to some city where he hoped to get work on a city newspaper.” He does not want to become trapped in Winesburg like so many of the people he knows; he does not want “the spark of genius” his teacher saw in him to be extinguished. Like many bildungsromans, the book ends with the hero’s departure from his hometown as he boards a train headed west—presumably to Chicago—“to meet the adventure of life.”


THE ORIGINS OF TOTALITARIANISM

(1951)

Hannah Arendt

As Hannah Arendt observed in her 1951 book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, two of the most monstrous regimes in human history came to power in the twentieth century, and both were predicated upon the destruction of truth—upon the recognition that cynicism and weariness and fear can make people susceptible to the lies and false promises of leaders bent on unconditional power. “The ideal subject of totalitarian rule,” she wrote, “is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.”

What’s alarming to the contemporary reader is that Arendt’s words increasingly sound less like a dispatch from another century than a disturbing mirror of the political and cultural landscape we inhabit today—a world in which the president of the United States, Donald J. Trump, does a high-volume business in lies (three years into his White House tenure, The Washington Post calculated, Trump had made 16,241 false or misleading claims), and fake news and propaganda are cranked out in industrial quantities by Russian and alt-right trolls and instantaneously dispersed across the world through social media.

Nationalism, nativism, dislocation, fears of social change, and contempt for outsiders are on the rise again as people, locked in their partisan silos and filter bubbles, are losing a sense of shared reality and the ability to communicate




	One early warning sign is a nation’s abolishing of the right of asylum. Efforts to deprive refugees of their rights, Arendt wrote, bear “the germs of a deadly sickness,” because once the “principle of equality before the law” breaks down, “the more difficult it is for states to resist the temptation to deprive all citizens of legal status.”

	Leaders of totalitarian movements, Arendt observed, “can never admit an error,” and fanatical followers, suffering from a mixture of gullibility and cynicism, will routinely shrug off their lies. Hungry for simplistic narratives that explain a confusing world, such audiences “do not trust their eyes and ears” but, instead, welcome the “escape from reality” offered by propaganda, which understands that people are “ready at all times to believe the worst, no matter how absurd, and did not particularly object to being deceived,” because they “held every statement to be a lie anyhow.”

	Because totalitarian rulers crave complete control, Arendt pointed out, they tend to preside over highly dysfunctional bureaucracies. First-rate talents are replaced by “crackpots and fools whose lack of intelligence and creativity is still the best guarantee of their loyalty.” Often there are “swift and surprising changes in policy” because loyalty—not performance or efficacy—is paramount.

	To ratify followers’ sense of belonging to a movement that is making progress toward a distant goal, Arendt added, new opponents or enemies are repeatedly invoked; “as soon as one category is liquidated, war may be declared on another.”

	Another trait of totalitarian governments, Arendt observed, is a perverse disdain for both “common sense and self-interest”: a stance fueled by mendacity and denial of facts and embraced by megalomaniacal leaders, eager to believe that failures can be denied or erased and “mad enough to discard all limited and local interests—economic, national, human, military—in favor of a purely fictitious reality” that endows them with infallibility and absolute power.
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