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PART ONE
Prologue






CHAPTER l

The Untaught Skills

e
How do you make contact with the mind of another per-
son? In what way should that other person respond to your
effort?

Sometimes it is through cries, facial expressions, ges-
tures, or other bodily signals, but for the most part it is
by the use of language—by writing and speaking, on the
one hand, and by reading and listening, on the other.

These four uses of language fall into two parallel pairs.
Writing and reading go together; so, too, speaking and lis-
tening. The members of each pair are obviously comple-
mentary. Writing gets nowhere unless it is read; one might
as well shout into the wind if what one says is not listened
to.

Everyone recognizes that some individuals are able to
write better than others; they have more skill in doing so,
either through talent or through training or both. But even
the most skilled writing remains ineffective when it falls
into the hands of unskilled readers. We all realize that the
ability to read requires training, and we acknowledge that

3]



4 PrRoOLOGUE

some individuals have much more skill in reading than
others.

The same would appear to be true of speaking and lis-
tening. Some individuals may have native endowments that
enable them to become better speakers than others, but
training is required to bring such talent to full bloom.
Likewise, skill in listening is either a native gift or it must
be acquired by training.

Four distinct performances are involved in the process
by which one human mind reaches out to another and
makes contact with it, and skill in each of these perfor-
mances is required to make that process effective. How
many of these skills were you taught in school? How many
are your children being taught?

Your immediate response will probably be that you were
taught how to read and write, and so are they. You may
add at once that you do not think that the training re-
ceived is up to what it should be, but at least some effort
is made at the elementary levels to give instruction in read-
ing and writing.

Instruction in writing continues beyond the elementary
level; it goes on in high school and even in the early years
of college. But instruction in reading seldom goes beyond
the elementary level. It should, of course, because elemen-
tary skill in reading is totally inadequate for understanding
the books most worth reading. That is why, forty years
ago, I wrote How to Read a Book, in order to provide in-
struction in the art of reading far beyond the elementary
level—instruction that is for the most part absent from our
schools and colleges.

How about instruction in speaking? I doubt if anyone
can recall being given such instruction in elementary school
at the time that some training in writing and reading oc-
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curs. Except for special courses in what is called “public
speaking,” and help for those with speech defects, which
may be found in some high schools and colleges, there is
no instruction in speech—the general art of speech—any-
where in the course of study.

What about listening? Is anyone anywhere taught how
to listen? How utterly amazing is the general assumption
that the ability to listen well is a natural gift for which no
training is required. How extraordinary is the fact that no
effort is made anywhere in the whole educational process
to help individuals learn how to listen well—at least well
enough to close the circuit and make speech effective as a
means of communication. ~

What makes these things so amazing and extraordinary
is the fact that the two generally untaught skills, speaking
and listening, are much more difficult to acquire and more
difficult to teach than the parallel skills of writing and
reading. I think I can explain why this is so, and I will do
so presently.

Widespread and indignant are the complaints about the
level of skill that our school and college graduates attain in
writing and reading. There are few if any complaints
voiced about the level of skill that they attain in speaking
and listening. Yet, however low the level of writing and
reading is today among those who have the advantages of
twelve or more years of schooling, much lower still is the
level of skill in speaking that most people possess, and
lowest of all is skill in listening.

¢« 2 -

In the centuries before Gutenberg and the printing press,
speaking and listening played a much larger part in any-
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one’s education than writing and reading. That had to be,
because, in the absence of the printed page and with writ-
ten books available only to the very few, those who had
some kind of schooling—either by individual pedagogues,
in the academies of the ancient world, or in the mediaeval
universities—were compelled to learn by listening to what
their teachers said.

In the mediaeval universities, teachers were lecturers in
a different sense of the word “lecture” than the one that is
now generally in use. Only the teacher had the manuscript
copy of a book that contained knowledge and understand-
ing to be imparted to his students. As the.etymology of
the word “lecture” indicates, lecturing consisted in reading
a text aloud, accompanied by a running commentary on
the text read. Whatever the students learned, they learned
by listening, and the better they were able to listen, the
more they were able to learn.

In the great mediaeval universities of Oxford and Cam-
bridge, Paris, Padua, and Cologne, basic schooling in-
volved training in the arts or skills that were first called
“liberal arts” by the ancients. These arts included the var-
ious skills in dealing with language, on the one hand, and
in dealing with operations and symbolism of mathematics,
on the other hand.

Plato and Aristotle thought, and the mediaeval univer-
sities followed them in thinking, that the arts of grammar,
rhetoric, and logic were the skills that had to be acquired
for learning how to use language effectively in writing and
reading, in speaking and listening. The arts that had to be
acquired for learning how to measure, calculate, and esti-
mate went by the names of arithmetic, geometry, music,
and astronomy.

These were the seven liberal arts in which mediaeval
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students were supposed to acquire proficiency in order to
become certified as bachelors of art. The word “bachelor”
did not mean that they were unwed males, not yet initi-
ated into the mysteries of marriage. On the contrary, it
meant that they were sufficiently initiated into the world
of learning to go on studying in the higher levels of the
university, in the faculties of law, medicine, or theology.

The B.A. degree was a certificate of initiation, a pass-
port into the world of higher learning. It did not signify
that those thus certified were learned, but only that they
had become competent as learners by virtue of having ac-
quired the skills of learning—skills in the use of language
and in the use of other symbols.

Most people today who use the phrase “liberal arts” or
refer to liberal education do not have the faintest notion of
what the liberal arts once were or the role they played in
ancient and mediaeval education at the level that we would
today call basic schooling.

One reason for this is that, in the course of modern
times, the liberal arts have all but disappeared from the
course of study.

Anyone who looks up the curriculum of the educational
institutions in this country in the eighteenth century will
find that it included instruction in grammar, rhetoric, and
logic, still conceived as arts or skills in the use of lan-
guage—skills in writing and speaking and also reading, if
not in listening.

By the end of the nineteenth century, grammar still re-
mained, but rhetoric and logic were no longer part of basic
schooling, and in our own century, instruction in gram-
mar has dwindled away, though vestiges of it may still
remain here and there.

The liberal arts as recognized elements in basic school-
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ing have been replaced by instruction in English. It is the
so-called English teacher who gives elementary instruction
in reading and elementary and more advanced instruction
in composition. Unfortunately, the latter usually lays much
more stress on what is called “creative writing” than it does
on writing that tries to convey thought—ideas, knowl-
edge, or understanding. Some students receive instruction
in public speaking, but this falls far short of training in all
the skills required for effective speech. None, as I have
said before, receives any instruction in listening.

.3

Those who complain about the low level of skill in writ-
ing and reading that is now attained by most graduates of
our schools and colleges make the mistake of assuming that
if these deficiencies were remedied, all would be well. They
assume that, if a person has learned to write well and read
well, he* will of course know how to speak well and listen
well. That is simply not the case.

The reason why is that speaking and listening differ in
remarkable ways from writing and reading. Their differ-
ence makes it much more difficult to acquire the requisite
skills. Let me explain.

On the surface, it would appear that speaking and lis-
tening perfectly parallel writing and reading. Both pairs
involve uses of language whereby one mind reaches out to
another and that other responds. If one can do this well

*The reader should be advised that when I use the word “man” or the mas-
culine pronouns “he” or “him,” I am referring to all human beings, both male
and female, not just males. I do not always use “he” and “him” instead of “he
and she” or “him and her,” my choice of which to use in a given sentence being
determined solely by stylistic considerations.
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by means of the written word, why should there be any
more difficulty in doing it well by means of the spoken
word? If one can respond well to the written word, why
cannot one respond as well to the spoken word?

The fluidity and fluency of oral discourse is the reason
why that is not so. One is always able to go back over
what one has read, read it again, and make a better job of
it. One can improve one’s reading endlessly, by reading
something over and over again. I have done this in my
own reading of the great books.

In writing, one is always able to revise and improve what
one has written. No writer need pass on a piece of writing
to someone else until he or she is satisfied that it is written
as well as possible. That, too, has been part of my own
experience in writing books or anything else.

In the case of both reading and writing, the essential
element in the requisite skill consists in knowing how to
improve one’s reading or writing. That essential element
plays no part in the skill to be attained in speaking and
listening, because speaking and listening are transient and
fleeting like performing arts, as writing and reading are
not. The latter are more like painting and sculpture, the
products of which have permanence.

Consider such performing arts as acting, ballet dancing,
playing a musical instrument, or conducting an orchestra.
In all of these, a given performance, once it is given, can-
not be improved. The artist may be able to improve o7 it
in a later performance, but during the time he or she is on
stage, that one performance should be as good as it can be
made. When the curtain goes down it is finished—un-
amendable.

The situation is exactly the same in speaking and listen-
ing. One cannot go back over what one is saying orally
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and improve it, as one can go back over what one has writ-
ten and improve it. Unlike writing, ongoing speech is gen-
erally unamendable. Any effort to take back what one has
said while one is speaking often turns out to be more con-
fusing than letting the deficiencies stand.

A prepared speech is, of course, amendable before being
delivered, as a piece of writing is. An impromptu or im-
provised speech is not.

One may be able to do a better job of speaking at some
later time, but on a particular occasion, whatever excel-
lence one is able to achieve must be achieved right then
and there. Similarly, there is no way of improving one’s
listening on a given occasion. It has to be as good as it can
be right then and there.

A writer can at least hope that readers will take as much
time as may be necessary to understand the written mes-
sage, but the speaker cannot cherish any such hope. He or
she must contrive what is to be said in such a way that it
is as understandable as possible the first time around. The
time span of speaking and listening coincide. Both begin
and end together. Not so the time spans of writing and
reading.

c 4

All of these differences between reading and writing, on
the one hand, and listening and speaking, on the other,
may be the reason why I did not immediately follow up
How to Read a Book with a companion volume on how to
listen. I have put off that much harder task for more than
forty years, but I think I should do so no longer, because
I have become so aware of the almost universal defects in
listening that are manifested on all sides.
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It is possible to set forth the rules and directions for
reading well without including rules and directions for
writing well. That is what I did in How to Read a Book,
and it was justified by the fact that I was then mainly
concerned with reading the very best books, which are, of
course, all well written.

When we turn from written to oral discourse, we are
confronted with a different state of affairs. One can deal
with writing and reading separately; in fact, that is the
way they are dealt with in our schools. That is not possi-
ble in the case of speaking and listening, if for no other
reason than the fact that the most important kind of speak-
ing and listening occurs in talk or conversation, which is a
two-way affair that involves us as both speakers and lis-
teners.

It is possible to deal with uninterrupted speech by itself.
Skill in that performance can be acquired without skill in
listening. So, too, is it possible to deal with silent listening
by itself. Skill in that performance can be acquired with-
out skill in speaking. But it is impossible to acquire skill
in conversation—in talk or discussion—without learning
how to speak and how to listen well.



CHAPTER ll

The Solitary and the Social

cq -
Our dealing with the minds of others can be either solitary
or social. Our use of free time for the pursuits of leisure
can be similarly divided. We engage in them either en-
tirely alone or in the company of others and with their
cooperation.

It would appear that the use of one’s mind to deal with
the minds of others would always turn out to be social
rather than solitary. Solitary uses of the mind would ap-
pear to be confined to those uses that do not involve an-
other mind, as when we study the phenomena of nature,
examine the institutions of the society in whicb we live, or
explore the past and speculate about the future.

But, of course, reading and writing can be done in a
solitary fashion, and they usually are—in the solitude of
one’s study, at one’s desk, or in one’s armchair. The fact
that in writing we are addressing ourselves to the minds
of others does not make the writing itself a social affair.
The same is true of reading. Getting at the mind of the
writer through the words he or she has put on paper does
not make reading a social event.

12 ]



The Solitary and the Social 13

In contrast to writing and reading, whigh are usually
solitary undertakings, speaking and listening are always
social and cannot be otherwise. They always involve hu-
man confrontations. They usually involve the physical
presence of other persons, the speaker speaking to listeners
who are present while he or she speaks, the listener listen-
ing to a speaker who is right there. This is one of the
things that makes speaking and listening more complex than
writing and reading—and more difficult to control for the
sake of rendering them more effective.

While they are always social, the social aspect of speak-
ing and listening may be aborted or consummated. It is
aborted when the confrontation of speaker and listener in-
volves the suppression of one or the other. When that hap-
pens you have uninterrupted speech and silent listening.
It’s something like a one-way street, with all the traffic
going in one direction.

You have the same result when someone addresses a
public audience, when someone reports to a board of di-
rectors or to a committee, when teachers give lectures to
students, when candidates for public office make formal
speeches to the electorate, and when someone holds forth
at a dinner party, monopolizing everyone’s attention for a
time. These are all varieties of the one-way street.

That public addresses, lectures, and political speeches
can now be made uninterruptedly to a silently listening
audience widely dispersed by means of television changes
the picture in only one way. When the silent listeners of
uninterrupted speech are physically present in the same
place as the speaker, there is always the possibility that
the one-way street can be opened up for traffic in both
directions—the silent listener asking the speaker questions
or commenting on what has been said to elicit some re-
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sponse. That cannot happen when the silent listeners are
sitting in front of the television screen.

The social aspect of speaking and listening is consum-
mated rather than aborted when uninterrupted speech and
silent listening are replaced by talk, discussion, or conver-
sation. All three of the words I have just used—*talk,”
“discussion,” and “conversation”—have enough common
meaning to be almost interchangeable. What is common to
all three is the two-way traffic in which individuals are
both speakers and listeners, alternating from one role to
the other.

¢« 2

When I first thought of writing this book, I was going
to entitle it How to Talk and How to Listen. 1 soon realized
that while talking always involves speaking, the reverse was
not the case. We speak #o others, but when our speaking
involves us also in listening to what they have to say, we
are engaged in talking with them. We say “Let’s talk to-
gether,” never “Let’s speak together.”

The word “talk” is sometimes misused as a synonym for
“speech,” as when someone says “I was asked to give a
talk” instead of saying “I was asked to give a speech.”
Strictly speaking, you cannot give a talk. You can have
one, but only if someone else talks with you. You can give
a speech even if the audience that is physically present
only appears to be listening to you.

The word “discussion” escapes such misuses. We al-
ways use it to refer to the two-way traffic of alternating
interchanges between speakers and listeners.

The one difference between the meaning of the word
“discussion” and the meaning of “conversation” lies in the
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notion that a discussion is a conversation carried on with
a definite and even stated purpose and that it is guided or
controlled in some way to achieve the goal that has been
set. While all discussions are conversations, not all conver-
sations are discussions, for they are often carried on with
no particular objective and with little or no direction or
control.

“Conversation” is the word I shall use most frequently
because it has the widest application, covering highly pur-
poseful and controlled discussions at one end of the spec-
trum (including even formal debates or disputations) and
the idlest of talk at the other end (such as cocktail chatter
or what we sometimes call small talk).

“Communication” is the jargon word of the social sci-
entists and of electronics specialists who have developed
elaborate “communication theories.” Fortunately, there is
no “conversation theory,” and that is why I much prefer
“conversation” to “communication.”

There is communication among brute animals in a wide
variety of ways, but no conversation. There is even a sense
in which any physical thing that sends a signal to another
physical thing that receives it and responds to it in some
way can be said to be in communication. But the sending
and receiving of signals is not conversation, talk, or dis-
cussion. Brutes do not talk with one another; they do not
carry on discussions.

The one aspect of communication that I wish to pre-
serve in my consideration of conversation is the notion of
community that it involves. Without communication, there
can be no community. Human beings cannot form a com-
munity or share in a common life without communicating
with one another.

That is why conversation, discussion, or talk is the most
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important form of speaking and listening. If the social as-
pect of speaking and listening were always aborted, as is
the case in uninterrupted speech and silent listening, there
would be little or no community among speakers and lis-
teners. A lively and flourishing community of human
beings requires that the social aspect of their speaking and
listening be consummated rather than aborted.

In several respects, written discourse parallels the two-
way traffic of conversation: in sustained correspondence
between persons who write letters to one another that gen-
uinely respond to what the other person has written; and
in polemical intefchanges, as when an author challenges
an adverse review of his book and elicits a rejoinder from
the critic.

3

The three main parts of this book accord with the three-
fold way in which I have divided up speaking and listen-
ing. Part Two will deal with uninterrupted speech; Part
Three with silent listening; and Part Four with conversa-
tion. Of these three, the third is both the most important
and the most difficult for human beings to do well.

Conversation may be playful as well as purposeful, and
it may turn from being one to being the other. When play-
ful it may be relatively mindless, as it usually is in idle
chitchat. Even when playful, it may be mindful of ideas
and rich with insights.

Sometimes conversation is relatively uncontrolled, as at
dinner parties or in drawing rooms, and sometimes it is
highly controlled, as in business negotiations, business
meetings, conferences of all sorts, political debate, aca-
demic disputations, church synods, councils, or other ec-
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clesiastical conclaves, and in the kind of teaching, so rare
today, that consists in carrying on discussion.

c 4

I said at the beginning of this chapter that the use of our
free time for the pursuits of leisure can be divided into the
solitary and the social. Cooking, carpentry, gardening,
when done for pleasure (the satisfaction of work well done),
not for profit, are examples of solitary leisure pursuits. So,
too, are writing and reading, looking at pictures, listening
to music, travelling and observing, and above all, think-
ing.

The leisure pursuits that are preeminently social include
all acts of friendship and, above all, conversation in its
many forms. In my judgment, engaging in good conver-
sation—talk that is both enjoyable and rewarding—is one
of the very best uses that human beings can make of their
free time. It brings to fruition much that has been gained
through other leisure pursuits. It is their true fulfillment.

That is why it is so important for human beings to en-
rich their lives by having both the skill that is required for
engaging in good conversation and also the will and moti-
vation that impels them to devote much of their free time
to it, replacing many of the things that they now resort to
in order to fill empty time.






PART TWO
Uninterrupted Speech






