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THERE seems to be an increasing reluctance among writers and intellectuals to say that reading is good for you. This is perhaps understandable at a time when arch-conservatives such as Prime Minister John Howard and Cardinal George Pell are telling us we should be reading classic literature to improve our morals.

Such a claim is difficult to prove. There's no evidence to suggest that those who read a lot are better than those who don't. I've never noticed that people with PhDs in literature, for instance, are any kinder than other people, give more to charity, help more old ladies across the street. 

Besides, there's an uncomfortable class dimension to any such claim. If you had the kind of education that enables you to enjoy Shakespeare and Dante, and the leisure to indulge this enjoyment, it seems a bit much to claim your privileges have granted you moral superiority. 

But does this mean, as Debra Adelaide suggested in these pages (Is good reading really good for you?, Oct 28) that books cannot teach us about life or how to live? It's true that we can't expect - and most of us, surely, have no desire - to find neat moral lessons wrapped up in our favourite books. Good books are not didactic. Nevertheless, reading can have a profound, and profoundly humanising, effect on our lives. Literature has its own ways of teaching us about life and living. 

The central experience in reading is of immersion, of entering so completely into the world of the story that everything else fades away. When this happens, we are opening ourselves up to a very different way of knowing. Not just our minds and our consciousness but our whole self is brought into play. 

We register impressions at all levels of being, conscious and unconscious, visceral and cerebral, instinctual and aesthetic. Our deepest prejudices and ideals are engaged, along with the detritus of language and culture that contributes to who we are. 

All of this is a kind of learning. When we identify with a character in a novel, or with the voice of a poem, we not only experience a sense of connectedness, we also begin to reflect on our own self. Consciously or unconsciously, we start to sort through what we want or don't want for ourselves, what we like or don't like, what kind of person we want to be or don't want to be, and how that fits with the other kinds of people we have encountered in life and literature. 

Through reading (and through the study of literature), we rehearse the great dilemmas of life, both personal and social. We find ourselves asking the big philosophical questions: How should I live? What is the good life? What is love? What is justice? And what does it all add up to? Literature is not philosophy, it's not psychology and it's certainly not religion or theology. But it is a form of knowledge that tells us about who we are, about ourselves, our society and our culture. Milan Kundera calls it a "parallel history". Through the novel, he argues, we encounter all the dimensions of existence, from "the nature of adventure" to "the secret life of the feelings" to "the role of myths from the remote past", and on. Reading enables us to reflect on elements of existence we don't encounter anywhere else, and to do it in a unique way. It enables us, in the words of Virginia Woolf, "to learn through feeling". 

The effect on individuals is, of course, unpredictable. There are no tidy moral lessons. This is the beauty and the challenge of novelistic knowing. As Kundera says, to take "the world as ambiguity, to be obliged to face not a single absolute truth but a welter of contradictory truths ... to have as one's only certainty the wisdom of uncertainty" requires courage. Literature does not give us a set of rules for living but it gives us a wider frame of reference, and it does enable us to reflect more broadly and engage more deeply. 

Does this make readers morally better people? Of course not. Yet there can be no doubt that reading has the potential to enrich our lives and make us more humane. In bringing us into contact with the inner lives of others - fictional characters as well as writers - reading makes it difficult to withhold our empathy in the real world. 

At the height of World War I, Woolf speculated that "the reason why it is easy to kill another person must be that one's imagination is too sluggish to conceive what his life means to him - the infinite possibilities of a succession of days which are furled in him, & have already been spent". Reading is one way of stimulating a sluggish imagination to discover what other people's lives are to them. That revelation in itself must make it harder to do harm. 

I know a social worker who is convinced that reading fiction helps violent young men control their violence simply by making them aware that others feel pain too. The same principle - the development of empathy - underlies the argument that literature should be taught to professionals of all stripes. An Australian professor of psychiatry, Sidney Bloch, argued in an essay in Meanjin in 2004 that medical students should study literature and art to give them an understanding of illness from the point of view of the sufferer, and to teach them compassion. And young law students take literature courses in droves not only as an antidote to the tedium of studying tax or corporation law but also because it broadens their perspective and exposes them to the insides of other people's heads. 

As for solace and counsel, what passionate reader has not turned to books again and again for both? Unlike Adelaide, I think it perfectly appropriate to prescribe Tennyson's In Memoriam for the bereaved. I once read parts of In Memoriam with someone who was in the dull, advanced stage of grieving, and he found it immensely cathartic. The poem's extravagance was the perfect expression of the uncontainable quality of his own feeling, and he was even able to find some ironic distance, as well as emotional release, in its sentimentality. 

Even prescribing Lady Chatterley's Lover for the sexually repressed does not seem to me to be absurd. Psychologists routinely recommend the reading of erotica for anorgasmic women, but serious erotic works such as D.H. Lawrence's classic novel would surely be even better. Lady Chatterley tells the truth about sex; or, rather, it tells one person's truth, and that is its value. It's about two people, not just two bodies, relating to one another sexually; it sees sex as the erotic outpouring of the whole person in relationship with another, rather than as a disconnected physical function. It might be the perfect antidote to the paralysing effects of an excessively visual, arousal-on-demand sexual culture. 

Of course, when Pell recommends the reading of great literature, he probably doesn't have Lady Chatterley's Lover in mind. The book is about adultery, after all. And it is not likely to make its readers better people from a traditional moral perspective. Nevertheless, it does tell us something about sex, and even more about relationships. It creates a space - a fictional world - in which we can reflect, in which we can consider and compare, in which we can feel. 

It would be crazy to try to teach life lessons through fiction. But that doesn't mean we can't learn from reading. Besotted readers don't read with the aim of achieving new insights or superior morals: they read for the sheer pleasure of it. They read because when it's good, it's very, very good. 

That doesn't mean, though, that they don't gain other benefits. Certainly, as Nick Hornby recently argued ("The joy of reading", Review, November4, 2006), no one should be forced to read fiction. But everyone should be given an opportunity to. Those who take to it may not become better people, but they will gain an enduring pleasure. They may not become morally superior, but there's a fair chance they'll be more thoughtful. If Woolf is right, they'll also be happier. Heaven itself, she once wrote, has no further joy to bestow on those who read. 
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