allan bloom the closing of the american
mind

allan bloom the closing of the american mind is a seminal work that critiques the state
of higher education and cultural values in the United States during the late 20th century.
Published in 1987, Allan Bloom’s book addresses the perceived decline of intellectual rigor
and the erosion of classical education within American universities. The text examines how
relativism, cultural relativism, and the abandonment of traditional Western philosophical
and literary canons have led to what Bloom terms the "closing" of the American mind. This
article offers a comprehensive exploration of Allan Bloom’s arguments, the historical and
cultural context of his work, and its lasting impact on educational discourse. Through
detailed analysis, readers will gain insight into the core themes of Bloom’s critique and
understand why "The Closing of the American Mind" remains influential in debates on
education reform and cultural philosophy.
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Background and Context of Allan Bloom’s Work

Allan Bloom was a philosopher and classicist whose academic career was marked by a deep
engagement with the Western philosophical tradition. "The Closing of the American Mind"
emerged during a period of significant cultural and political change in the United States,
particularly within higher education. The 1960s and 1970s saw a rise in student activism,
challenges to traditional curricula, and increasing skepticism toward canonical texts and
universal truths. Bloom’s book responded to these shifts by defending the value of a
classical liberal arts education rooted in the study of great texts and universal philosophical
questions. His work reflects concerns about the intellectual direction of American
universities and the broader society’s commitment to truth and reason.

Core Themes in The Closing of the American Mind

The central themes of Allan Bloom's "The Closing of the American Mind" revolve around the
perceived decline of intellectual standards, the rejection of objective truth, and the rise of
relativism in academic and cultural spheres. Bloom argues that the abandonment of the
Western canon and classical philosophy has led to a superficial understanding of freedom



and individuality among students. He suggests that this intellectual environment
discourages genuine inquiry and critical thinking, instead promoting conformity to
prevailing cultural trends.

The Western Canon and Its Importance

Bloom emphasizes the significance of the Western canon as a foundation for intellectual
development. He believes that engagement with classical texts—ranging from Plato and
Aristotle to Shakespeare and Nietzsche—provides students with essential tools for
understanding human nature, morality, and society. The neglect of these texts, according
to Bloom, results in a fragmented worldview lacking coherence and depth.

Relativism and Its Consequences

The book highlights the dangers of cultural and moral relativism, which Bloom sees as
undermining the possibility of universal truths. Relativism, in his view, leads to intellectual
nihilism and a loss of purpose within education. It creates an environment where all
perspectives are seen as equally valid, thereby eroding standards of critical evaluation and
reasoned debate.

Critique of Contemporary Higher Education

Allan Bloom'’s critique of higher education focuses on the transformation of universities
from institutions of rigorous intellectual pursuit into venues for cultural and ideological
conformity. He contends that the shift away from a cohesive educational mission toward
fragmented and specialized disciplines has diluted the quality of education.

Decline of Liberal Education

Bloom laments the decline of liberal education, which traditionally aimed to cultivate well-
rounded individuals capable of critical thought and ethical reasoning. He argues that the
emphasis on technical training, career preparation, and cultural studies has marginalized
the philosophical and literary education that fosters deep understanding.

Student Culture and Intellectual Climate

The book also critiques the prevailing student culture of the time, characterized by
skepticism toward authority and a preference for personal experience over intellectual
tradition. Bloom suggests that this milieu discourages open dialogue and intellectual
challenge, leading to a form of intellectual isolation.



The Role of Relativism and Cultural Shifts

Bloom’s analysis extends beyond education to examine broader cultural transformations
influencing the American mind. He identifies the rise of multiculturalism, sexual liberation,
and political radicalism as factors contributing to the fragmentation of shared values and
the erosion of a common intellectual framework.

Multiculturalism and Educational Fragmentation

While acknowledging the importance of diverse perspectives, Bloom warns that an
excessive focus on multiculturalism can fragment the curriculum and undermine the
coherence of a shared cultural heritage. He argues that this trend can weaken students’
ability to engage critically with universal questions and enduring works.

Sexual Liberation and Moral Relativism

The book discusses the impact of the sexual revolution on attitudes toward morality and
personal responsibility. Bloom connects these cultural shifts to a broader trend of moral
relativism that challenges traditional ethical frameworks and complicates the educational
mission of fostering character development.

Impact and Legacy of The Closing of the American
Mind

Since its publication, Allan Bloom’s "The Closing of the American Mind" has sparked
extensive debate within academia, politics, and cultural criticism. It has influenced
discussions about the purpose of education, the role of the humanities, and the challenges
presented by cultural pluralism.

Influence on Educational Reform

The book has been cited in efforts to revive liberal arts education and reemphasize the
study of classical texts in university curricula. Advocates for educational reform often
reference Bloom’s concerns about intellectual relativism and the need for a coherent
educational framework.

Controversies and Criticisms

Despite its influence, "The Closing of the American Mind" has faced criticism for its
perceived elitism and resistance to social change. Some critics argue that Bloom’s views
overlook the benefits of diversity and the evolving nature of knowledge. Nonetheless, the
book remains a pivotal work in understanding debates about culture and education in
America.



Key Takeaways from Allan Bloom’s Critique

e The essential role of the Western canon in fostering critical thinking.

e The dangers of relativism in undermining intellectual rigor.

e The importance of liberal education in developing well-rounded individuals.
e The impact of cultural and social changes on educational values.

e The ongoing relevance of Bloom’s arguments in contemporary educational discourse.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Allan Bloom's 'The Closing of
the American Mind'?

The main thesis of Allan Bloom's 'The Closing of the American Mind' is that American higher
education is failing students by abandoning the classical liberal arts education and the
pursuit of universal truths, leading to cultural relativism and a decline in intellectual rigor.

How does Allan Bloom critique contemporary American
universities in his book?

Bloom critiques contemporary American universities for promoting cultural relativism,
rejecting the Western canon, and prioritizing political correctness and student activism over
critical thinking and the pursuit of objective knowledge.

What role does Bloom assign to the 'Great Books' in
education?

Bloom argues that the 'Great Books' are essential to a meaningful education because they
engage students with enduring philosophical questions and universal ideas, fostering
critical thinking and a deeper understanding of human nature.

Why does Allan Bloom believe the American mind is
‘closing'?

Bloom believes the American mind is 'closing' because students are increasingly closed off
to challenging ideas and traditional Western philosophy, resulting in intellectual
complacency and a lack of engagement with foundational cultural values.



How does 'The Closing of the American Mind' address
the concept of relativism?

The book criticizes relativism for undermining the search for truth, suggesting that when all
ideas are seen as equally valid, students lose the ability to critically evaluate beliefs and
develop a coherent worldview.

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

The book sparked widespread debate about the purpose of higher education, the value of
the Western canon, and the influence of cultural and political trends on academic
institutions in the late 20th century.

How does Bloom connect music and philosophy in his
critique?

Bloom discusses how rock music and popular culture contribute to the closing of the
American mind by promoting emotionalism and anti-intellectualism, contrasting this with
the philosophical rigor found in classical music and literature.

What solutions does Allan Bloom propose to 'reopen'
the American mind?

Bloom advocates for a return to a classical liberal arts education centered on the Great
Books, fostering rigorous debate, and encouraging students to confront challenging ideas to
develop a well-rounded and critical intellect.

Additional Resources

1. The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom

This seminal work critiques contemporary higher education and American culture, arguing
that universities have failed to provide students with a meaningful education rooted in the
Western philosophical tradition. Bloom laments the decline of serious intellectual inquiry
and the rise of relativism and nihilism. The book sparked widespread debate about the
purpose of education and the cultural challenges facing America.

2. The Republic by Plato

As a foundational text in Western philosophy, Plato’s "The Republic" explores justice, the
ideal state, and the role of education in shaping virtuous citizens. Allan Bloom'’s translation
and commentary on this work reflect his deep engagement with classical philosophy, which
underpins many of the arguments in "The Closing of the American Mind." The dialogue
emphasizes the importance of truth and moral education.

3. The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and
Jeopardizes Our Future by Mark Bauerlein
Bauerlein’s book examines how modern technology and cultural shifts have contributed to



a decline in intellectual engagement among young people, echoing Bloom’s concerns about
the erosion of serious education. The author argues that despite unprecedented access to
information, critical thinking and cultural literacy are diminishing. This work complements
Bloom'’s critique by focusing on the impact of contemporary media.

4. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations by
Christopher Lasch

Lasch’s analysis of American culture in the late 20th century addresses themes of
individualism and self-absorption that resonate with Bloom’s critique of modern society. He
explores how narcissistic tendencies undermine social cohesion and intellectual rigor. The
book provides a sociological perspective on the cultural malaise Bloom decries.

5. Why Liberalism Failed by Patrick J. Deneen

Deneen argues that liberalism, the dominant political and cultural philosophy in the West,
has inadvertently led to societal fragmentation and a loss of communal values. His critique
parallels Bloom’s concerns about relativism and the weakening of shared intellectual and
moral standards. The book offers a contemporary analysis of the ideological foundations
guestioned in "The Closing of the American Mind."

6. Higher Education in America by Derek Bok

This comprehensive study of American universities examines the challenges and
transformations in higher education, including debates about curriculum, academic
freedom, and the purpose of college. Bok’s insights provide context for Bloom’s arguments
about the state of university education and its impact on students’ intellectual
development. The book is essential for understanding the institutional dynamics Bloom
critiques.

7. The Road to Character by David Brooks

Brooks explores the importance of cultivating inner virtues and moral character in an age
dominated by external success and self-promotion. His reflections align with Bloom’s
emphasis on the need for education to foster not just knowledge but also ethical
development. The book encourages readers to reconsider the goals of personal and
educational growth.

8. The Closing of the Western Mind: The Rise of Faith and the Fall of Reason by Charles
Freeman

Freeman’s historical analysis traces how early Christian thought transformed classical
philosophy, leading to a shift away from reason-based inquiry. While different in focus, this
book complements Bloom’s exploration of intellectual decline by examining another pivotal
moment when open inquiry was constrained. It offers a broader perspective on the tension
between faith, reason, and education.

9. The Great Conversation: The Substance of a Liberal Education by Robert M. Hutchins
Hutchins advocates for a liberal education grounded in the study of classic texts and critical
thinking, echoing many of Bloom’s educational ideals. The book discusses the importance
of engaging with enduring ideas to develop a well-rounded intellect and informed
citizenship. It serves as a foundational text for understanding the philosophy behind
Bloom'’s critiques and proposals.
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