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Recently, in a seminar held at Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE), a
speaker put this question to the audience, “Name the last book that influenced you?”

Out of approximately 150 participants, only a few raised their hands. Keep this in mind that
the participants constituted what we deem to be the intelligentsia of our nation i.e.
academicians, researchers and MPhil/PhD scholars. The question arises why are there so
few book readers in Pakistan? The answer to this question demands a structural enquiry into
the social transition that took place around half a century ago. This transition has an
indigenous aspect, but it should also be understood in a globalized context. In the 1970s, the
whole world saw an influx of cybernetics and its sister disciplines and like all other
technological innovations, it also has a sociological aspect. This sociological aspect not only
changed the way we perceived our world but also impacted our attitudes and habits. The
decline in the reading public is one such aspect.

“Reading maketh a full man,” exhorted Sir Francis Bacon but what good such an exhortation
is for an age marked by fragmentation and specialisation? We live in an information society in
which data is perpetually created and recreated, where transitory experience is the order of
the day. The information has taken the place of knowledge and the specificity of learning has
compelled the learners to excel in one particular branch of a subject and be oblivious of its
connection to the other branches of knowledge. Moreover, a split has been observed
between the learning and the character of the learner.

Knowledge does not play any role in the character building of a person. As the socio-
economic set up does not value multiplicity in learning, consequently, the individuals feel less
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motivated to get themselves apprised of other experiences. The society does not need a “full
man” but a person more and more informed about a particular branch of learning.

Another factor that makes an interesting point in this context is the fact that it was the first
industrial revolution that swelled up the number of reading public. In England, through the
Education Act of 1880, school attendance was deemed mandatory for all children, and the
increase in literacy produced a class of the voracious reading public. Ironically, it was the
third industrial revolution i.e. the cybernetic and information technology, which was
responsible for the decline in book readership.

The 19th century revolutionised the printed words, while the 20th century did the same
through the invention of electronic images. In his book, “The Society of the Spectacle,” Guy
Debord has elaborated how contemporary culture is more and more about appearance and
in such a culture “social relations among the people are mediated through the images.” In
other words, we are living in a society of spectacle defined by images and screens.

The electronic media boom in the last quarter of the 20th century has completely changed
the coordinates of our socio-economic being.

The simulation has replaced reality, and the virtual has become factual. Reading a book is an
experience in time, while a media society is defined through space. It is a space devoid of
temporality, and this is another reason why modern individuals seem to have lost interest in
reading. Browsing through the images on the screen is a new form of hedonism and the
society has overindulged itself in it.

Coming to our immediate context i.e. the decline in the reading habit in our country, it can
safely be assumed that the above-mentioned overarching factors did play their roles
notwithstanding some indigenous detriments as well. The prime factor is the flawed
education system of the country. The system is based on rote learning and does not
encourage creativity. Throughout their academic career, our students don’t consider it
necessary to read or consult books other than their prescribed syllabus.

As a result, even in their practical life, they can’t seem to develop this habit. Secondly, we
have not realised this as yet that knowledge is a broader term and the disciplines are
connected. We tend to focus on just one field of interest and ignore the other branches of
learning. Holistic education is inclusive of all branches of learning and thus such a model
would encourage cross-discipline reading.

There is no question about it that the poor reading habit may have fatal consequences for the
careers of students and the policymakers. Therefore, we must have to work on the habit of
the readings.

The reading is a way of acquiring new information, knowledge and skill. If the market and
society do not require fresh knowledge and discussion, then there will be no need of
acquiring new knowledge and skills. The public libraries have been evaporated over the last
three decades. Similarly, reading clubs, storytelling times, reading competitions are not part
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of routine life. Moreover, good and quality reading material are unavailable in small cities and
towns.

Now, the schools, colleges and university should introduce regular reading periods daily.
There is a dire need of support campaigns that provide regular encouragement to teachers
and parents to motivate their student and kids to read regularly. Then there is a need for
strong advocacy on the media from the celebrities of all walks of life.

This is not very difficult. PIDE is an example. Dr Nadeem ul Haq, the Vice-Chancellor of PIDE
nudged the faculty, researchers and students by introducing a prize-based book reading
competition among the students of PIDE in December 2019 and the above-mentioned
seminar. We, at PIDE, believe that there are many more to come and other educational and
research institutions will follow this example.

The writer is the professor of Economics at PIDE, Islamabad
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