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over A yeAr Ago, As PArt oF the LeAd-uP 
to the first International Summit of the 
Book in 2012, the Library of Congress em-
barked on a project to create a list of 
books, principally titles written by Amer-
icans that have shaped America in 
various crucial ways. The list was in-
tended to spark a national conversation 
on books that have influenced American 
lives and society, whether they appeared 
on this initial list or not. This project was 
inspired by work the British Museum did 
a few years ago to identify 100 objects that 
shaped the world. 

For our project, Library of Congress 
curators identified the books and dis-
played copies of them in an exhibition. 
Our list of “Books That Shaped America” 
generated tremendous reactions from all 
around the country. People weighed in, as 
we had hoped, and took part in a discus-
sion of the works that were on our list as 
well as books that were not on our list that 
they felt ought to be. Through our website, 
we invited people to send us their com-
ments, including nominations of books 
that they felt should be on the list. This 
generated thousands of responses and 
persuaded us to make additions to the list, 
which now totals 100 books. 

Beyond shaping America, books have 
created civilisation in a very real sense. 
When one goes from scrolls to codexes, 

books with bound pages with a table of 
contents and an index, it is possible to use 
the latter as an introduction to critical 
thought. It represents a whole new phase 
that first began with the manuscript way 
back in the fourth century.

BOOKS ThaT have ShaPeD US

What we might call the founding books of 
civilisation are in many ways the books of 
the great religions. These include the 
Christian Bible, much of which is based 
on the Jewish Bible. Then there is the 
Koran, the last of the great prophetic, 
monotheistic books. The Chinese and the 
Indian traditions are also part of the basis 
of world civilisation. There is the Chinese 
Book of Lessons that contains Confucius’ 
Analects, which was the basis of education 
in China, and also the basis for the civil 
service exams taken by Chinese officials 
for a thousand years. India produced the 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, the two great 
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The importance of books lies 
in its substance and not its 
form. Whether on page or in 
pixel, the ideas perpetuated 
by books will continue 
to influence people and 
communities.

(above) The main reading room of the Library of Congress, Thomas Jefferson Building. Image by Jiuguang Wang 
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Hindu epics and fundamental doctrines 
originally published in Sanskrit and 
translated into the many languages of the 
Indian subcontinent. These great epic 
poems, in a way, were the basis of much 
of Hinduism. Also to be considered is 
either of Saint Augustine’s books, The Con-
fessions of Saint Augustine or The City of God, 
which were the basis of medieval thought 
and the whole concept of another spiritual 
world. These are all examples of great 
founding documents of civilisation.

The great founding epics of the 
Western tradition, Homer’s Iliad and 
Odyssey, which are almost as old as the 
oldest Indian and Chinese works, are not 
to be forgotten. The first work on actual 
history is The History of the Peloponnesian 
War by Thucydides. I remember, as an 
undergraduate in college, hearing former 
Secretary of State General George C. Mar-
shall give a speech, just before he an-
nounced the Marshall Plan (officially 
known as the European Recovery Pro-

gramme, which lasted from 1948 to 1951), 
saying he had been reading the afore-
mentioned book and that it gave him 
guidance about the post-war world. Thus, 
that work of founding importance in 
Western history retains its importance 
even today. 

In terms of philosophy, one must con-
sider Aristotle’s work. It was the basis of 
the theology of the Latin Church, which 
penetrated from Greece into the Islamic 
world, then into the Christian world and 
Jewish thought. All kinds of secular 
thought, and even early governmental 
thinking in the West, had its roots in the 
philosophical works of Aristotle. If I had 
to choose a particular work of Aristotle as 
being especially influential, I would select 
the edition of his work that was published 
in Venice in the early modern period.

When considering the founding books 
of civilisation, the rise of science must be 
taken into account. For example, there are 
the fundamental works of Copernicus, but 

perhaps the most important of all, in the 
history of science, are the principles  
of natural philosophy by Isaac Newton, 
who gave us the law of gravity and so 
much else. 

In terms of social science, one has to 
go to the Muslim world and Ibn Khaldun. 
Ibn Khaldun was born in what is now 
southern Spain and ended up being a 
founding figure in the northern African 
world. His Prolegomena and his longer 
seven volumes that were associated with 
it are really the first world history. He 
wrote a history that was also a treatise on 

(right) A handwritten and illustrated codex of the Ramayana in Persian. Image by Hafiz Issadeen via Flickr. 
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sociology, geology and an analysis of the 
movement from rurals to cities. He was 
the first great world historian. Arnold 
Toynbee said Khaldun was the greatest 
world historian of all, but alas he is not 
very well known. When I was teaching 
world history, I always began with a 
reading of Prolegomena and students were 
astonished that anyone could write that 
way in the 14th century. 

Some of the founding great novels 
have had a hand in influencing the 
modern world, particularly Cervantes’ 
Don Quixote, which was beloved not only 
in Spain but throughout the great Spanish 

empire. Another work that helped to 
define and usher in the modern world was 
the Code Napoléon.

A great founding book that first ex-
plained Africa, particularly northern 
Africa, on a broad scale was Della Descrit-
tione dell’Africa by Leo Africanus. Afri-
canus, a convert to Christianity, spent a 
great deal of time in Timbuktu, a city that 
is known as a great repository of African, 
French and Muslim-Arabic cultures, as 
well as a great centre of learning. Afri-
canus wrote about Timbuktu and other 
parts of Africa. Della Descrittione dell’Africa 
was called a cosmography and a geog-

raphy. In its original version, it was pub-
lished in both Italian and Arabic, pointing 
out the many links in the Mediterranean 
world among the three great monotheistic 
religions and also the different languages.

Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations 
highlights the beginning of economics 
and the idea of a free, uncontrolled 
economy. And of course, Karl Marx’s Das 
Kapital, which held a very different view, 
must be mentioned.

In the world of drama, one might pick 
something from Sophocles. And one 
would also have to pick something from 
Shakespeare. For example, Hamlet might 
be selected because it created the most 
controversy and discussion, and contains 
the most psychoanalysis. Furthermore, it 
has some of the greatest soliloquies in the 
English language or in any language. In 
terms of the great novels, I would pick Tol-
stoy’s War and Peace because it deals with 
the great problem of the modern 
state — war and peace. It also deals with 
family life and the mystery of history as 
distinguished from the analysis of history 
that was received from earlier historians, 
such as Thucydides or even Khaldun. 

In addition to those mentioned so far, 
there is a whole range of works by other 
thinkers one would want to include such 

BEnJamin FrankLin, Experiments and 
Observations on Electricity (1751)
BEnJamin FrankLin, Poor Richard Improved (1732) 
and The Way to Wealth (1785)
ThomaS painE, Common Sense (1776)
noah WEBSTEr, A Grammatical Institute of the 
English Language (1783)
The Federalist (1787) 
A Curious Hieroglyphick Bible (1788) 
chriSTophEr coLLES, A Survey of the Roads of the 
United States of America (1789) 
BEnJamin FrankLin, The Private Life of the Late 
Benjamin Franklin, LL.D. (1793) 
amELia SimmonS, American Cookery (1796)

New England Primer (1802) 
mEriWEThEr LEWiS, History of the Expedition Under 
the Command of the Captains Lewis and Clark (1814)
WaShingTon irving, The Legend of Sleepy  
Hollow (1820) 
WiLLiam hoLmES mcguFFEy, McGuffey’s Newly 
Revised Eclectic Primer (1836) 
SamuEL goodrich, Peter Parley’s Universal  
History (1837) 
FrEdErick dougLaSS, Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass (1845) 

naThaniEL haWThornE, The Scarlet Letter (1850) 
hErman mELviLLE, Moby-Dick; or, the Whale (1851) 
harriET BEEchEr SToWE, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) 
harriET BEEchEr SToWE, The Key to Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin (1853) 
hEnry david ThorEau, Walden; or, Life in  
the Woods (1854) 
WaLT WhiTman, Leaves of Grass (1855) 
LouiSa may aLcoTT, The Mysterious Key (1867) 
LouiSa may aLcoTT, Little Women, or, Meg, Jo, 
Beth, and Amy (1868) 
horaTio aLgEr Jr., Mark, the Match Boy (1869) 
caTharinE E. BEEchEr and harriET BEEchEr 
SToWE, The American Woman’s Home (1869) 
mark TWain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) 
EmiLy dickinSon, Poems (1890) 
EmiLy dickinSon, Slant of Light = Sesgo  
de Luz (1890) 
JacoB riiS, How the Other Half Lives (1890) 
STEphEn cranE, The Red Badge of Courage (1895)
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(above) Images left to right: Chris Drumm; Keir Hardie; Huntington.org (Wikimedia Commons); Marset 
Tallahassee; Scott W. Vincent; Andy Field; Michael Cote; Matt&Megan; lord ketchup; debra; Jim Barker; 
Codemonk (Wikimedia Commons); Robert Huffstutter; Chris Drumm; John Rambow, via Flickr.

(bottom) Aged copies of the Holy Bible. Image by 
THOR via Flickr.
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DIaLOgIc cULTUre vIa The BOOK

As the 2013 International Summit of the Book 
looks to the future of the book culture and 
its values, it is helpful to examine the unique 
role of the book in dialogic culture.Simply 
put, books enable dialogues between read-
ers and writers. They provide us with voices 
and experiences from other times  
and places; affect us with their marvellous  
stories; and make us more humane and  
civilised. All this is the beginning of the dia-
logic culture, which is essential for a democ-
racy and helpful for a dynamic economy.

In talking about present and future  
dialogues, the impact of technology must  
be part of the discussion. At the Library 
of Congress, the whole purpose of our in-
vestment in new technology is to affirm the 
importance of the book culture. It is import-
ant to ponder the possibilities of the digital 
revolution in light of previous technological 
revolutions’ impact on our modes of acquir-
ing information, and communicating and 
sharing knowledge.

I strongly believe that one technological 
revolution never really cancels out the previ-
ous one. For example, manuscripts carried 
on long after books were introduced. In 
modern times, movies have not supplanted 
theatre, and radio is alive and well along 
with television.

Now as we look to the future, how will 
new technologies co-exist with existing ones?

as Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of 
Dreams. Indeed, Freudian concepts have 
become so familiar that we forget how 
widespread and how important they are. 

These are some of the people whose 
books have shaped the world. It is import-
ant to remember that the defining thing 
about a book is its length, which produces 
a cumulative impact that is distinguished 
from a talking point, an argument, or any 

J. d. SaLingEr, The Catcher in the Rye (1951) 
raLph ELLiSon, Invisible Man (1952) 
E. B. WhiTE, Charlotte’s Web (1952) 
ray BradBury, Fahrenheit 451 (1953) 
aLLEn ginSBErg, Howl (1956) 
ayn rand, Atlas Shrugged (1957) 
dr. SEuSS, The Cat in the Hat (1957) 
Jack kErouac, On the Road (1957) 
harpEr LEE, To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) 
JoSEph hELLEr, Catch-22 (1961) 
roBErT E. hEinLEin, Stranger in a Strange Land 
(1961) 
Ezra Jack kEaTS, The Snowy Day (1962) 
rachEL carSon, Silent Spring (1962) 
mauricE SEndak, Where the Wild Things Are (1963)
JamES BaLdWin, The Fire Next Time (1963) 
BETTy FriEdan, The Feminine Mystique (1963) 
maLcoLm X and aLEX haLEy, The Autobiography of 
Malcolm X (1965) 
raLph nadEr, Unsafe at Any Speed (1965) 
Truman capoTE, In Cold Blood (1966) 
JamES d. WaTSon, The Double Helix (1968) 
dEE BroWn, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee (1970) 
BoSTon WomEn’S hEaLTh Book coLLEcTivE, Our 
Bodies, Ourselves (1971) 
carL Sagan, Cosmos (1980) 
Toni morriSon, Beloved (1987) 
randy ShiLTS, And the Band Played On (1987) 
céSar chávEz, The Words of César Chávez (2002)

access the list at: http://www.loc.gov/bookfest/
books-that-shaped-america/

L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900) 
Sarah h. BradFord, Harriet, the Moses of Her 
People (1901) 
Jack London, The Call of the Wild (1903) 
W. E. B. du BoiS, The Souls of Black Folk (1903) 
ida TarBELL, The History of Standard Oil (1904) 
upTon SincLair, The Jungle (1906) 
hEnry adamS, The Education of Henry Adams 
(1907) 
WiLLiam JamES, Pragmatism (1907) 
zanE grEy, Riders of the Purple Sage (1912) 
Edgar ricE BurroughS, Tarzan of the Apes (1914)
margarET SangEr, Family Limitation (1914) 
WiLLiam carLoS WiLLiamS, Spring and All (1923) 
roBErT FroST, New Hampshire (1923) 
F. ScoTT FiTzgEraLd, The Great Gatsby (1925) 
LangSTon hughES, The Weary Blues (1925)
WiLLiam FauLknEr, The Sound and the Fury (1929) 
daShiELL hammETT, Red Harvest (1929) 
irma romBauEr, Joy of Cooking (1931) 
margarET miTchELL, Gone With the Wind (1936) 
daLE carnEgiE, How to Win Friends and Influence 
People (1936) 

zora nEaLE hurSTon, Their Eyes Were Watching 
God (1937) 
FEdEraL WriTErS’ proJEcT, Idaho: A Guide in Word 
and Pictures (1937) 
ThornTon WiLdEr, Our Town: A Play (1938) 
John STEinBEck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939) 
Alcoholics Anonymous (1939) 
ErnEST hEmingWay, For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) 
richard WrighT, Native Son (1940) 
BETTy SmiTh, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1943) 
BEnJamin a. BoTkin, A Treasury of American 
Folklore (1944)
gWEndoLyn BrookS, A Street in Bronzeville (1945) 
BEnJamin Spock, The Common Sense Book of Baby 
and Child Care (1946) 
EugEnE o’nEiLL, The Iceman Cometh (1946) 
margarET WiSE BroWn, Goodnight Moon (1947) 
TEnnESSEE WiLLiamS, A Streetcar Named Desire 
(1947) 
aLFrEd c. kinSEy, Sexual Behavior in the Human 
Male (1948) 

other use of language for some small, 
pointed purpose. The book’s length is the 
important thing, regardless of whether it 
is read as a codex or on a Kindle. 

Now we have the digital universe, but 
we also have the possibility and the im-
portance of the book-length object. For us 
at the Library of Congress, the crucial 
challenge and opportunity is to integrate 
the old with the new, keeping them all 
together as different forms of knowledge, 
creativity and human expression, while 
retaining the values of the book culture 
that include the value of dialogue and 
argument, and the idea of cumulative 
knowledge. 

This is what you get at libraries, which 
are consolidations of the different forms 
of creativity and knowledge. And this is 
what we need in the future, wherever we 
go: new techniques for holding informa-
tion to supplement but never supplant the 
wisdom and power contained in books 
and the imagination they can create and 
feed. Nobody can agree completely on the 
ten, or the hundred, or the thousand books 
that most defined and shaped our world, 
but we must always remember how im-
portant they are in our own lives, and how 
important they are in the broader life of 
humanity. ●
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(above) A statue of Ibn Khaldun in Tunis. Image by Kassus, via Wikicommons.


