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PREFACE

How to Read a Book was first published in the early months
of 1940. To my surprise and, I confess, to my delight, it im-
mediately became a best seller and remained at the top of the
nationwide best-seller list for more than a year. Since 1940, it
has continued to be widely circulated in numerous printings,
both hardcover and paperback, and it has been translated into
other languages—French, Swedish, German, Spanish, and Ital-
ian. Why, then, attempt to recast and rewrite the book for the
present generation of readers?

The reasons for doing so lie in changes that have taken
piace both in our society in the last thirty years and in the
subject itself. Today many more of the young men and women
who complete high school enter and complete four years of
college; a much larger proportion of the population has be-
come literate in spite of or even because of the popularity of
radio and television. There has been a shift of interest from
the reading of fiction to the reading of nonfiction. The edu-
cators of the country have acknowledged that teaching the
young to read, in the most elementary sense of that word, is
our paramount educational problem. A recent Secretary of
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, designat-
ing the seventies as the Decade of Reading, has dedicated
federal funds in support of a wide variety of efforts to improve
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X Preface

proficiency in this basic skill, and many of those efforts have
scored some success at the level at which children are initiated
into the art of reading. In addition, adults in large numbers
have been captivated by the glittering promises made by
speed-reading courses—promises to increase their comprehen-
sion of what they read as well as their speed in reading it.

However, certain things have not changed in the last thirty
years. One constant is that, to achieve all the purposes of read-
ing, the desideratum must be the ability to read different
things at different—appropriate—speeds, not everything at the
greatest possible speed. As Pascal observed three hundred
years ago, “When we read too fast or too slowly, we under-
stand nothing.” Since speed-reading has become a national fad,
this new edition of How to Read a Book deals with the prob-
lem and proposes variable-speed-reading as the solution, the
aim being to read better, always better, but sometimes slower,
sometimes faster,

Another thing that has not changed, unfortunately, is the
failure to carry instruction in reading beyond the elementary
level. Most of our educational ingenuity, money, and effort is
spent on reading instruction in the first six grades. Beyond
that, little formal training is provided to carry students to
higher and quite distinct levels of skill. That was true in
1939 when Professor James Mursell of Columbia University’s
Teachers College wrote an article for the Atlantic Monthly
entitled “The Failure of the Schools.” What he said then, in
two paragraphs that I am now going to quote, is still true.

Do pupils in school learn to read their mother tongue effec-
tively? Yes and no. Up to the fifth and sixth grade, reading, on the
whole, is effectively taught and well learned. To that level we find
a steady and general improvement, but beyond it the curves flatten
out to a' dead level. This is not because a person arrives at his
natural limit of efficiency when he reaches the sixth grade, for it
has been shown again and again that with special tuition much
older children, and also adults, can make enormous improvement.
Nor does it mean that most sixth-graders read well enough for all
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practical purposes. A great many pupils do poorly in high school
because of sheer ineptitude in getting meaning from the printed
page. They can improve; they need to improve; but they don't.

The average high-school graduate has done a great deal of
reading, and if he goes on to college he will do a great deal more;
but he is likely to be a poor and incompetent reader. (Note that
this holds true of the average student, not the person who is a
subject for special remedial treatment.) He can follow a simple
piece of fiction and enjoy it. But put him up against a closely
written exposition, a carefully and economically stated argument,
or a passage requiring critical consideration, and he is at a loss. It
has been shown, for instance, that the average high-school student
is amazingly inept at indicating the central thought of a passage,
or the levels of emphasis and subordination in an argument or
exposition. To all intents and purposes he remains a sixth-grade
reader till well along in college.

If there was a need for How to Read a Book thirty years
ago, as the reception of the first edition of the book would
certainly seem to indicate, the need is much greater today.
But responding to that greater need is not the only, nor, for
that matter, the main motive in rewriting the book. New in-
sights into the problems of learning how to read; a much more
comprehensive and better-ordered analysis of the complex art
of reading; the flexible application of the basic rules to dif-
ferent types of reading, in fact to every variety of reading
matter; the discovery and formulation of new rules of read-
ing; and the conception of a pyramid of books to read, broad
at the bottom and tapering at the top—all these things, not
treated adequately or not treated at all in the book that I
wrote thirty years ago, called for exposition and demanded
the thorough rewriting that has now been done and is here
being published.

The year after How to Read a Book was published, a
parody of it appeared under the title How to Read Two Books;
and Professor I. A. Richards wrote a serious treatise entitled
How to Read a Page. I mention both these sequels in order to
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point out that the problems of reading suggested by both of
these titles, the jocular as well as the serious one, are fully
treated in this rewriting, especially the problem of how to
read a number of related books in relation to one another and
read them in such a way that the complementary and conflict-
ing things they have to say about a common subject are clearly
grasped.

Among the reasons for rewriting How to Read a Book, I
have stressed the things to be said about the art of reading
and the points to be made about the need for acquiring higher
levels of skill in this art, which were not touched on or de-
veloped in the original version of the book. Anyone who
wishes to discover how much has been added can do so
quickly by comparing the present Table of Contents with that
of the original version. Of the four parts, only Part Two, ex-
pounding the rules of Analytical Reading, closely parallels the
content of the original, and even that has been largely recast.
The introduction in Part One of the distinction of four levels
of reading—elementary, inspectional, analytical, and syntopical
—is the basic and controlling change in the book’s organiza-
tion and content. The exposition in Part Three of the different
ways to approach different kinds of reading materials—prac-
tical and theoretical books, imaginative literature (lyric poetry,
epics, novels, plays), history, science and mathematics, social
science, and philosophy, as well as reference books, current
journalism, and even advertising—is the most extensive addi-
tion that has been made. Finally, the discussion of Syntopical
Reading in Part Four is wholly new.

In the work of updating, recasting, and rewriting this
book, I have been joined by Charles Van Doren, who for
many years now has been my associate at the Institute for
Philosophical Research. We have worked together on other
books, notably the twenty-volume Annals of America, pub-
lished by Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc., in 1969. What is, per-
haps, more relevant to the present cooperative venture in
which we have been engaged as co-authors is that during the
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last eight years Charles Van Doren and I have worked closely
together in conducting discussion groups on great books and
in moderating executive seminars in Chicago, San Francisco,
and Aspen. In the course of these experiences, we acquired
many of the new insights that have gone into the rewriting
of this book.

I am grateful to Mr. Van Doren for the contribution he
has made to our joint effort; and he and I together wish to
express our deepest gratitude for all the constructive criticism,
guidance, and help that we have received from our friend
Arthur L. H. Rubin, who persuaded us to introduce many of
the important changes that distinguish this book from its pred-
ecessor and make it, we hope, a better and more useful book.

MORTIMER ]J. ADLER
Boca Grande
March 26, 1972
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PART ONE

The Dimensions
of Reading






1

THE ACTIVITY AND ART
OF READING

This is a book for readers and for those who wish to become
readers. Particularly, it is for readers of books. Even more par-
ticularly, it is for those whose main purpose in reading books
is to gain increased understanding,

By “readers” we mean people who are still accustomed, as
almost every literate and intelligent person used to be, to gain
a large share of their information about and their understand-
ing of the world from the written word. Not all of it, of course;
even in the days before radio and television, a certain amount
of information and understanding was acquired through spoken
words and through observation. But for intelligent and curious
people that was never enough. They knew that they had to
read too, and they did read.

There is some feeling nowadays that reading is not as
necessary as it once was. Radio and especially television have
taken over many of the functions once served by print, just as
photography has taken over functions once served by painting
and other graphic arts. Admittedly, television serves some of
these functions extremely well; the visual communication of
news events, for example, has enormous impact. The ability of
radio to give us information while we are engaged in doing
other things—for instance, driving a car—is remarkable, and a
great saving of time. But it may be seriously questioned
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4 HOW TO READ A BOOK

whether the advent of modern communications media has
much enhanced our understanding of the world in which we
live.

‘Perhaps we know more about the world than we used to,
and insofar as knowledge is prerequisite to understanding, that
is all to the good. But knowledge is not as much a prerequisite
to understanding as is commonly supposed. We do not have to
know everything about something in order to understand it;
too many facts are often as much of an obstacle to understand-
ing as too few. There is a sense in which we moderns are inun-
dated with facts to the detriment of understanding.

One of the reasons for this situation is that the very media
we have mentioned are so designed as to make thinking seem
unnecessary (though this is only an appearance ). The packag-
ing of intellectual positions and views is one of the most active
enterprises of some of the best minds of our day. The viewer of
television, the listener to radio, the reader of magazines, is
presented with a whole complex of elements—all the way from
ingenious rhetoric to carefully selected data and statistics—to
make it easy for him to “make up his own mind” with the mini-
mum of difficulty and effort. But the packaging is often done so
effectively that the viewer, listener, or reader does not make up
his own mind at all. Instead, he inserts a packaged opinion
into his mind, somewhat like inserting a cassette into a cassette
player. He then pushes a button and “plays back” the opinion
whenever it seems appropriate to do so. He has performed ac-
ceptably without having had to think.

Active Reading

As we said at the beginning, we will be principally con-
cerned in these pages with the development of skill in reading
books; but the rules of reading that, if followed and practiced,
develop such skill can be applied also to printed material in
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general, to any type of reading matter—to newspapers, maga-
zines, pamphlets, articles, tracts, even advertisements.

Since reading of any sort is an activity, all reading must
to some degree be active. Completely passive reading is im-
possible; we cannot read with our eyes immobilized and our
minds asleep. Hence when we contrast active with passive
reading, our purpose is, first, to call attention to the fact that
reading can be more or less active, and second, to point out
that the more active the reading the better. One reader is
better than another in proportion as he is capable of a greater
range of activity in reading and exerts more effort. He is
better if he demands more of himself and of the text before
him.

Though, strictly speaking, there can be no absolutely pas-
sive reading, many people think that, as compared with writing
and speaking, which are obviously active undertakings, reading
and listening are entirely passive. The writer or speaker must
put out some effort, but no work need be done by the reader
or listener. Reading and listening are thought of as receiving
communication from someone who is actively engaged in
giving or sending it. The mistake here is to suppose that re-
ceiving communication is like receiving a blow or a legacy or
a judgment from the court. On the contrary, the reader or
listener is much more like the catcher in a game of baseball.

Catching the ball is just as much an activity as pitching or
hitting it. The pitcher or batter is the sender in the sense that
his activity initiates the motion of the ball. The catcher or
fielder is the receiver in the sense that his activity terminates
it. Both are active, though the activities are different. If any-
thing is passive, it is the ball. It is the inert thing that is put in
motion or stopped, whereas the players are active, moving to
pitch, hit, or catch. The analogy with writing and reading is
almost perfect. The thing that is written and read, like the ball,
is the passive object common to the two activities that begin
and terminate the process.

We can take this analogy a step further. The art of catch-



