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Reading is Listening

Jim Danielson, PhD

It is a commonplace in the study of ancient Hellenic, mostly Athenian, thought
that people at that time believed learning takes place most effectively in conversations
between teacher and students. People used to comment on the assertion that the
library in the University of Paris in the Middle Ages was a noisy place because everyone
read aloud. The idea was that the text “stood in” for the teacher who couldn’t be there
(often because he was dead), so the text was read aloud in order to hear the words
being spoken. These examples demonstrate two important truths: first, that
conversation is important to a civilized cultural tradition, and is indeed its life’s blood,
and second, in conversation, listening is at least as important as speaking.

Certainly anyone today who went to a library and read out loud would be asked
to stop, or leave, but the dynamic remains that when one reads an essay or a book, the
reader is effectively listening to what the writer has to say on the topic under discussion.
Much of what is said here is fairly obvious; reading is a form of listening, which is
something many people do not do well, and therefore we do well to improve at it. In the
newsletter for August we published an essay titled “Conversation and Disagreement”
which discusses how to think of disagreement in conversation and to negotiate it in
helpful ways. For September, we published “Critical Thinking and Worldview” which is
intended to draw attention to worldview as the foundational layer in our thought, and to
explain how one’s worldview goes far to determine how well he can think critically. This
essay for the October issue of “Front and Center” is the third in a loosely bound series
about what is required of us as human beings if we are to use our minds skillfully,
critically, and consistently. It is concerned both with listening as an important element in
conversation, and the need for reading as a means of avoiding the deception that
surrounds us.



The least we can say of the importance of listening in conversation is that it is
simple good manners. We have commented here several times that when one engages
someone else in conversation, one incurs the obligation to be honest. For the sake of
simplicity, we can imagine a conversation between two people. There are a number of
interesting studies on the maximum number of people who can participate in a
conversation and it remain a fruitful exercise beneficial to those taking part in it, but here
we’ll consider two people talking together. Both parties to the conversation have the
obligation to be honest and this duty necessitates the responsibility of each to listen to
the other. Here, it is important to see that the purpose of listening to the other is to
understand what that other person is saying in the way he means to be understood. It is
not the purpose of “listening” to find points of contention. That’s not listening. It is when
the parties to a conversation understand one another correctly that they may then offer
whatever critiques are in order. The point here isn’t simply that listening in conversation
facilitates disagreement, which it does, but it also facilitates learning and agreement.
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There is a deeper moral background to critical thinking and conversation that
often goes unrecognized. It is important, for example, to exercise sufficient humility in
conversation to be questioned and even disagreed with and not take offense. The same
is true for many people in the matter of learning from others in conversation. Perhaps
everyone has had the experience of either hearing a conversation or participating in one
in which one or more of the participants seem to be competing. This is something
different than a structured debate with a resolution for participants to debate with rules
and a moderator. What this is, the practice of treating a conversation as a contest, is



bad manners. (A lady calling herself “Miss Manners” gave a talk at the University of
Virginia some years ago and made the remark that good manners are the front line of
social morality.) It is important, then, to understand that a conversation is not a contest
with a winner and a loser, but a consideration of ideas people may enjoy together and
get such benefits as learning, helping someone else to learn, dispelling areas of
ignorance, however small, and more. We can readily see then how it is that
conversation can be the life’s blood of a civilized cultural tradition. This is denied to
people who treat conversation as a contest, and in the zeal for victory, people generally
don’t bother listening carefully to the other and may even fall victim to the temptation to
“stretch” the truth. One thing the contestant will not do in “conversation” is to learn
something. He’s not trying to learn; he’s trying to win, or to appear to have won.

Reading is listening with the possible exception that a reader cannot question a
text in the same way the conversation partner can question the other. However, when
we read, we expand enormously the range and number of people we can engage with.
Some months ago, we published an essay here in “Front and Center” titled “Separating
Truth from Propaganda.”[i] It was in part a consideration of an essay published in the
journal Modern Age called “Propaganda-Proof Your Life.” In this article, the author
discusses several things people can do to prevent themselves from falling for lies
whether official or commercial. One thing we can do to protect ourselves against
deception is to develop habits of personal discipline. Most readers of this newsletter will
know what this piece of advice means, but the author of “Propaganda-Proof Your Life”
offers three areas in which personal discipline can be improved, but unhappily he didn’t
explain or develop them very well. The first area is moral discipline which the author
defined as “developing a moral compass.” This is not very helpful, but perhaps we can
be a bit more helpful by saying that we can seek ever better to develop the virtue of
prudence, which is the virtue by which one consistently understands in any set of
circumstances what is the right thing to do. This may also seem a bit vague, but as we’ll
see, developing the virtue of prudence is greatly abetted by reading. Discipline over
one’s time is found in seeking to use time productively in terms of exposure to good
influences, and seeking in general to continue learning. It is difficult to deceive someone
who is knowledgeable because the process of learning brings with it increasing
discipline in thinking and analyzing. These skills allow someone to think through a claim
one hears and to judge its reliability. Physical discipline is understood to be good not
just for keeping oneself fit, but physical discipline is an important support to intellectual
discipline and agility.
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It is important to read books, because propaganda “uses the events of the day
or the feelings of the moment to manipulate the thoughts of victims before they have a
chance to think.” Owing to the publishing process and the time it requires, reading
books removes us from the heat of the moment and imposes on us the discipline of
thinking carefully. Importantly, when a book is published, critics go to work analyzing the
arguments in the book for their strengths and weaknesses. An effective practice when
reading a book is to read a few reviews of it, for these will alert you to things to watch for
when reading the book. It is important to read, but what one reads matters. The
suggestion is often made that we should read history because one technique of
propagandists among us is shoot out “facts” at people at a rapid rate. This keeps
people’s minds in the moment, and it is confusing. There is a useful fashion now of
distinguishing “thinking fast” from “thinking slow.” People in the business of deception
want to keep others thinking “fast” because when people take the time to think “slow,”
they can identify the holes in a story. But when constantly thinking fast, one’s focus is on
what is being said, but not so much on what it means. While it is important to be a
student of history, it is important also to be very careful about the sources one reads.
The reason for this is told to us, for example, in literature where characters will say
things like “The present needs a past to justify it.” Yes, much of our official scholarly



history is misleading, but there are other places people may go, like the Liberty Fund, to
find excellent books at reasonable prices.[ii]

Reading is listening because when one reads he must pay attention in order to
understand what the author is saying. Even then, it is always useful to discuss what one
reads in conversation with others where we learn ever better to negotiate disagreement,
and to understand the working of worldview in one’s thinking process.

[i] We used the word “propaganda” to mean claims that are knowingly false.

[ii] The website of the Liberty Fund may be found
here: https://about.libertyfund.org Simply click “Books” and browse around.
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