
 
 

The Library can literally make us happier if we will let it 
 

 Let’s juxtapose two ideas based on multiple studies and see if we can spend the next 
few weeks being more happy and less angry simply by making different choices what to do with 
all this pandemic time on our hands. 
 Idea One:  Reading makes us happy. And novels make us better at social situations, 
more empathetic, and to some degree, smarter. 
 Idea Two:   Social media of all kinds doesn’t make us happy. We can make exceptions 
for the library’s FB site since it’s definitely happy and informational or finding local business 
hours and menus. But Facebook, Twitter, and all the others make us less happy, more angry, 
and more discontent and depressed. This is often called, “the dehumanization of 
communication.” The same goes for television on the whole. 
 As one article summarized a University of Maryland longitudinal study, “unhappy people 
watch TV; happy people read.” I will be deep into the newest Louise Penny novel by the time 
this column is published, and it will make me happy. 
 People treat each other differently when they can hide behind a computer screen than 
they do in person (although there might be some evidence even this is changing but reading 
still helps.) When I began to teach on-line after retiring from a career of college teaching where 
everyone was in the same room, I had to incorporate new rules of social behavior. People feel 
far freer to say rude things and treat others badly when they can’t see them or be seen. Of 
course, it’s fine to call people out in academic situations but that can be done civilly. Always. 
 When do we ramp up social media and rudeness? During elections. Assuming everyone 
reading this column has made up his mind for whom to vote, what do we get except discontent 
and manipulation on social media? This isn’t to say stay ignorant of what’s going on. It’s to say 
that information isn’t what we seem to be experiencing or seeking on social media. 
 But what happens when we choose to read fiction? Our brains blossom. We get so much 
smarter and happier.  
 Here are a few examples. According to a Stanford brain study, “reading not only helps 
with fluid intelligence [the ability to solve problems and detect meaningful patterns], but with 
reading comprehension and emotional intelligence as well.”  
 What does emotional intelligence have to do with reading? “Reading is like thinking, like 
praying, like talking to a friend, like expressing your ideas, like listening to other people’s ideas, 



like taking a walk on the beach,” according to Roberto Bolano, leading Chilean literary figure at 
the turn of the 21st century. People who look at brain scans might put it more scientifically, but 
they agree. (I can’t find English translations of Bolano’s books but I love the quote.) 
 Novels are particularly great when it comes to developing the empathy part of the brain 
and for pure joy in reading. It isn’t new research that reading about an experience lights up the 
same parts of the brain as actually experiencing it, like a trip on the Orient Express or rooting 
Jane Eyre on when she stands up to Rochester. Is it really the same? No. But does your brain 
change as though it were the same? Yes.  
 To continue the thought, novels have complex plots and multiple characters. The reader 
experiences the social nature of interacting with characters and situations which mimic real life 
to our brains. All fiction readers appreciate this. I had the experience of sitting in a public place 
a couple years ago reading a cozy mystery – one of the Hamish Macbeth books by M.C. Beaton. 
What could go wrong? Beaton decided to kill off the dog in that one, no warning, and I found 
myself crying in the coffee shop. Yes, it was embarrassing. But it also showed that I was in the 
moment in that story. I felt the loss that Hamish felt when he found his dog dead. Human 
empathy is a good thing, even if it results in awkward situations. Hamish and his dog are just ink 
dots on a page, but a good story is a whole lot more. Those ink dots come to life in our brains. 
 The book worked for me. It fully engaged my attention and blocked out whatever was 
going on in the real world and fine-tuned my ability to empathize.   
 The takeaway is – reading makes us happy, and each day having only the customary 24 
hours means we need more reading and less social media and television that, studies show, 
don’t make us happy.  
 We need books. The library has books. See you at the Library! 
 
 
 
 
  


