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Bloom: The Closing of the American Mind is a seminal work by philosopher Allan Bloom, published in

1987. The book ignited substantial debate regarding the state of higher education in America, the role

of culture, and the implications of relativism in society. Bloom's arguments resonate even today, raising

critical questions about intellectual engagement, political correctness, and the pursuit of truth in

academia. This article delves into the key themes of Bloom's work, its historical context, and its lasting

impact on educational discourse.

Historical Context of the Book

Allan Bloom, a professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago, wrote "The Closing of the

American Mind" during a time of significant cultural upheaval in the United States. The 1960s and

1970s saw the rise of countercultural movements, anti-establishment sentiments, and a reevaluation of

traditional academic values. This backdrop influenced Bloom's perspective, leading him to critique the

educational philosophy that emerged during this era.

1. The Influence of the 1960s: The protests and social movements of the 1960s challenged

established norms and questioned authority. This environment encouraged a form of relativism that

Bloom believed was detrimental to the pursuit of knowledge.

2. The Rise of Multiculturalism: By the 1980s, multiculturalism had gained traction in American colleges

and universities. While Bloom acknowledged the importance of diversity, he argued that it often came

at the expense of a unified intellectual tradition.



Key Themes in Bloom's Work

Bloom's book is structured around several key themes that illustrate his critique of American education

and culture.

The Crisis of Higher Education

At the heart of Bloom's argument is the notion that American universities have failed to uphold their

traditional role as bastions of rigorous intellectual inquiry. He identifies several factors contributing to

this crisis:

- Relativism: Bloom argues that the acceptance of relativism—the belief that truth is subjective and

varies from person to person—undermines the very foundation of education. He believes it leads to a

lack of critical thinking and an inability to engage with complex ideas.

- The Decline of Great Books: Bloom advocates for a return to the "great books" tradition, which

emphasizes the importance of classic texts in shaping a well-rounded education. He contends that

contemporary curricula often neglect these works, resulting in a superficial understanding of important

philosophical and literary ideas.

- The Role of Professors: According to Bloom, professors have increasingly become mere facilitators

rather than intellectual leaders. He criticizes the trend toward teaching methods that prioritize student

opinions over established knowledge and expertise.

The Impact of Popular Culture

Bloom also examines the influence of popular culture on education and intellectual discourse. He

argues that:



- Entertainment Over Substance: The rise of mass media and entertainment has led to a culture that

values superficiality over depth. Bloom contends that students are more influenced by pop culture than

by serious literature or philosophy.

- The Erosion of Serious Discourse: In an age dominated by soundbites and social media, the quality

of public discourse has declined. Bloom believes that this trend affects students' ability to engage in

meaningful discussions about complex issues.

The Search for Truth

A central theme in Bloom's work is the pursuit of truth. He argues that:

- The Importance of Objective Truth: Bloom emphasizes the necessity of acknowledging objective

truths in education. He believes that without a commitment to truth, academic inquiry loses its purpose.

- The Role of Philosophy: Bloom argues for a reinvigoration of philosophical inquiry in American

education. He believes that studying philosophy can help students grapple with fundamental questions

about existence, morality, and knowledge.

Critiques and Counterarguments

While "The Closing of the American Mind" has been influential, it has also faced criticism from various

quarters:

- Accusations of Elitism: Critics argue that Bloom's emphasis on the "great books" tradition is elitist and

exclusionary. They contend that it disregards the value of diverse perspectives and experiences.

- Misinterpretation of Relativism: Some scholars argue that Bloom mischaracterizes relativism and its

implications. They assert that relativism does not necessarily lead to a decline in intellectual rigor.



- Changing Nature of Education: Many educators argue that Bloom's vision of education is outdated.

They assert that contemporary pedagogy can effectively incorporate diverse viewpoints while

maintaining intellectual depth.

Lasting Impact and Relevance

Despite the criticisms, Bloom's work has left an indelible mark on discussions about education and

culture in America. Its influence can be observed in several areas:

1. Educational Reforms: Bloom's critique has prompted discussions about the need for curricular

reforms in higher education. Many institutions have revisited the importance of classic texts and critical

thinking skills in their programs.

2. Cultural Critique: "The Closing of the American Mind" has become a touchstone for cultural critiques

of contemporary society. It has inspired subsequent generations of thinkers to examine the implications

of relativism, political correctness, and the role of universities in shaping public discourse.

3. Philosophical Inquiry: Bloom's call for a renewed emphasis on philosophical inquiry has fostered a

resurgence of interest in the study of philosophy and its relevance to contemporary issues.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Allan Bloom's "The Closing of the American Mind" remains a provocative and essential

work for understanding the challenges facing American education and culture. Bloom's arguments

regarding the crisis of higher education, the impact of popular culture, and the pursuit of truth continue

to resonate in today's academic and social landscape. While the book has faced its share of critiques,

its central themes prompt ongoing discussions about the nature of learning, the role of universities,

and the importance of engaging with complex ideas. As society continues to grapple with these issues,



Bloom's work serves as a crucial reference point for those seeking to navigate the evolving landscape

of education and intellectual inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Closing of the American

Mind'?

The main themes include the critique of higher education, the impact of relativism on American culture,

and the decline of critical thinking and intellectual engagement among students.

How does Allan Bloom view the role of classical education in

contemporary society?

Bloom argues that classical education is essential for fostering critical thinking and moral

understanding, which he believes are being undermined by modern educational practices.

In what ways does Bloom criticize the influence of popular culture on

education?

Bloom criticizes popular culture for promoting superficiality and relativism, which he believes distracts

students from engaging with profound philosophical and ethical questions.

What impact did 'The Closing of the American Mind' have on

educational discourse in the U.S.?

The book sparked significant debate about the state of higher education, leading to discussions about

curriculum reform, the importance of Western civilization, and the need to challenge students

intellectually.



How does Bloom address the concept of relativism in his book?

Bloom argues that relativism leads to moral and intellectual vacuity, preventing students from

developing a coherent understanding of truth and virtue.

What criticisms have been leveled against Bloom's arguments in 'The

Closing of the American Mind'?

Critics argue that Bloom's perspective is elitist, overlooks the diversity of thought in contemporary

education, and fails to acknowledge the value of multiculturalism and alternative viewpoints.

How does Bloom's background influence his perspective in the book?

Bloom's background as a classical scholar and his experiences in elite academic circles shape his

views on the importance of a rigorous, traditional education and his concerns about the decline of

those standards.

What solutions does Bloom propose for the issues he identifies in

higher education?

Bloom advocates for a return to a curriculum centered on the great books and classical philosophy,

promoting rigorous discussion and debate to cultivate deeper understanding among students.

Why is 'The Closing of the American Mind' considered a controversial

book?

It is considered controversial due to its strong critiques of contemporary educational practices, its

defense of Western canon, and the implications of its arguments on issues of diversity and inclusion in

academia.
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