






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































    

HOW TO READ 

use them as stepping-stones to new investi- 
gations and as tests of new discoveries; end 
by discarding them when outgrown and dis- 
credited, and frequently look back upon them 
with contempt. 

And this is but another way of expressing 
the use we have made of those books once 
found full of meaning, but later discovered to 
be empty. 

And even Science and Philosophy, those 
great, organized, supposedly authoritative 
forms of humanity’s search for its own in the 
chaos of experience, are constantly going back 
and discovering that their own growth has 
enabled them to find new meanings and new 
mysteries in chapters of the Great Book that 
they had already read and had thought to 
have read fully. 

And this is but another way of expressing 
the fresh discoveries we make in old books 
whose real “conceptions” were bigger than 
our first formulations of them. 

VIII 

But what the Science, and the Philosophy, 
and the You and the I of any particular mo« 
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ment are all prone to lose sight of, is the fact 
that it is partly with the actually digested and 
assimilated essences of these old and perhaps 
exploded explanations, of these old and per- 
haps abandoned hypotheses, of these old and 
perhaps now despicable “readings,” that they, 
and we, in our respective fields, are now pursu- 
ing our enlarging search. 

Thus the chemist of to-day is thinking in 
part with the truths digested out of the crude 
syntheses of alchemy. 

Thus the idealist of to-day is more be- 
holden than he sometimes likes to acknowl- 
edge to those who first made idols and wor- 
shiped them. For the idol was the wooden 
synthesis of a crude idealism; and in the higher 
truth of all human worship there circulates 
to-day some transubstantiated essence of the 
idolater’s gropings after truth. 

Thus John Smith, formulating for himself 
(in reading W. H. Hudson’s romance of Cen- 
tral America, “Green Mansions”) a new syn- 
thesis of relations between the naive brutali- 
ties of savage life, the scientific marvels of 
nature-study, and the basic yearnings of the 
human heart, may unwittingly be building 
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into his creative structure something of what 

he first wonderingly found and made his own 

in reading that once gladly accepted, but 

now ridiculous-seeming “appearance of com- 

pleteness,” Mayne Reid’s “Afloat in the 

Forest.” 

x 

Our minds, it seems, like our bodies, grow 

by what they feed on. But, like our bodies, 

our minds do not grow by means of the con- 

taining husks and form-giving fibers that in 

time they digestively reject, but by whatso- 

ever of the nutritive contents of these they 

assimilate and make their own. 

And now, with this idea also in mind, let us 

again look at some of the obvious facts of our 

common reading experience. 

One may read a volume on science, or an 

essay upon some philosophical conception, 

and be so poorly equipped with technical 

knowledge that one does little more, in the 

reading, than formulate for one’s self a vague 

idea — the hazy conception of a point of view 

bigger than one’s own. 

Later on, one may come to discard this idea 
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as fallacious, or arrive at regarding this point 
of view as dwarfing. 

And yet, meanwhile, they may have func- 
tioned for us — these experimental syntheses 
— as incentives to further searchings, as dis- 
closers of new possibilities, as touchstones 
and criteria of “ownership.” 

On the other hand, one may read such a 
book and be utterly incapable of grasping the 
synthetic idea contained in it; yet may inci- 
dentally formulate for one’s self, in reading 
it, a dozen subsidiary realizations of fact-re- 
lationship or idea-relationship that one uses 
thereafter as building-blocks in future formu- 
lations; that one gradually combines with 
other similar realizations, the personal mean- 
ings of which one slowly and digestively as- 
similates into one’s attitude toward the world. 

And the same thing is true of fiction. 
One may read a story and get little from 

reading it beyond the vividly emotionalized 
facing of a situation; or the eager, “I-told- 
you-so” notion of a proved moral; or a sense 
of violent antipathy to “that way of looking 
at things.” 

And one may — indeed, one must — use 
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these hazy findings of what belongs to one as 
parts of one’s future equipment. 

But, on the other hand, one may read a 
novel and discover no wholeness to it at all; 
yet have a dozen things “happen in one” in 
the course of the reading that prove, later, to 

have been true “findings of one’s own.” 
And of course the same thing is true of a 

history, an autobiography, a religious treatise, 
or any other printed invitation to compare 
notes on life, past, present, or to come. 

x 

All our reading, then, no matter how un- 
skillful or how unsophisticated it may be, 
proves on examination to be eclectic. 

And we see, moreover, that this eclecticism, 
even when unconscious and undirected, is ex- 
ercised in two typical manners: (1) it seizes 
upon, and makes future use of, the synthetic 
aspects of the book read; or (2) it seizes upon, 

and makes future use of, component details 
used by the author in his attempted synthesis. 
Or it does both. 

And the efficient application to practice of 
our defined attitude toward reading must 
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therefore be sought through a gradual develop- 
ing in ourselves of a more conscious, zestful, and 
discriminating eclecticism: — an eclecticism 
eager for the discovery, in everything we read, 
of “our own” in either of these forms; and an 
eclecticism progressively able and willing to 
accept either, at its full value, without prej- 
udice to the other, while at the same time 
looking hopefully for the greater discovery 
of their complete combining. Such a combin- 

ing, for instance, as comes to us when a great 
novel helps us to build the disregarded facts of 
our common lives, the partial philosophies of 
our daily using, the accepted ‘‘science”’ of our 
passing civilization, into successively reveal- 
ing syntheses of understanding, and finally 
welds these rhythmically assembled parts into 
the interpretative “completeness” of an out- 
look, and at the same time leads our art- 
roused sense of ‘‘need” to an art-achieved ful- 
fillment. Or such a combining, again, as one 
may find in the writings of the French en- 
tomologist, Henri Fabre. Fabre had the scien- 
tist’s passion for truth, the unassuming cul- 
ture of the scholar, the unifying imagination 
of the poet, the dramatist’s sense of the tragic 
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and mysterious, the outlook of the philosopher 
and the creativeness of the artist. His books 
are about bugs. But their insect actors cast 
shadows on the stars. 

XI 

But there is a reverse side to every medal. 
And besides developing a more open-minded 
and receptive and discriminating eclecticism 
in the realm of what really belongs to us, we 
need also to discourage— at least to the 
extent of recognizing its true character — 
another kind of eclecticism that we all prac- 
tice more or less unintelligently in the realm 
of what, in the strictest sense, does not as yet 
belong to us. 

And here again our seventh chapter in- 
quiry into the matter of Intellectual Digestion 
will help us to an easier understanding. 

The mere acceptance — the “swallowing 
whole” — of statements of alleged fact, no 
matter how trustworthy, or of pronounced 
opinions, no matter how “authoritative,” may 
stock our memories with useful material — 
useful for certain experiments, or as points of 
departure for future inquiry, or as subject- 
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matter for future testing-out. But, so far from 

such mere acceptance making these things 

“ours,” it frequently results in preventing our 

ever discovering in them that which should 

by rights belong to us. 

If, for example, in the exercise of this bas- 

tard eclecticism, one uncritically accepts as 

personally and finally valid the orders of some 

critic, or specialist, or teacher (no matter how 

celebrated) as to what we must think of a 

picture, or what we must find in a book, or 

how we must regard some political theory, or 

what we must believe in religion, one closes by 

that supine act of acceptance the only door 

that opens into real “ownership” in that par- 

ticular synthesis of recognizable relationship. 

“But,” many readers are likely to exclaim 

at this point, “‘are we not to accept, then, as 

valid, the declaration of Science that it is so 

and so many million miles to the sun; that so 

much oxygen and so much hydrogen, properly 

combined, form water; and all the thousands 

of other authoritative declarations about 

things that we need to know, but have no 

chance to find out for ourselves?” And the 

answer to this question is very simple, for the 
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question has to do with a difficulty that is 
really only a confusion. The fact being that 
we accept the statements of others only in so 
far, and for so long, as their truth does not 
personally concern us. 

Science tells us that it is ninety-four million 
miles to the sun; and we accept the statement 
humbly and gratefully and admiringly. 

Later on, Science comes round and says 
that it is sorry, but it finds that it has made a 
mistake. It is only ninety-two and a half mil- 
lion miles to the sun. And we accept the new 
statement just as readily and as humbly as 
the first. But the real reason for this is that 
the only personal use we make of this “knowl- 
edge” is to use the supposed distance to the 
sun as a means of trying to conceive the dis- 
tances of inter-stellar space; and for this pur- 
pose one of these distances is as useful as the 
other. 

Again, Science tells us to-day that under cer- 
tain circumstances two atoms of oxygen and 
one of hydrogen will rush joyously together 
and form a molecule of water; and that under 
other circumstances these same atoms will 
find each other’s company unsupportable and 
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will rush apart and resume their original 

status. And we accept the statement, humble 

and marveling. But if, to-morrow, Science 

came round and told us that it was sorry, but 

it found that it had overlooked something; 

namely, that it was only when a little radium 

was present, — say an eightieth of a grain in 

a gallon of water,— that these things ever 

happened, we should accept the new state- 

ment as complacently as the first; and should 

continue to discriminate just as eclectically 

as before between the bottled waters offered 

us by the Undine Spring Company and the 

Hygienic Distilling Corporation. For the 

truth is that the only personal use most of us 

ever make of the statements of Science about 

the composition of water is to use them as im- 

aginative items in our building-up of a con- 

ception of the marvelously intricate nature of 

matter, of the almost human loves and hates 

and liaisons and fallings-out of “chemical 

affinity,” and of the relations these bear to 

modern industry and modern thought. And 

for this purpose one of these statements is as 

serviceable as the other. 

But suppose one was a manufacturing 
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chemist, excited by the new declaration be- 
cause it suggested the possibility of his ex- 
tracting radium from Lake Michigan. Do 
you imagine for a moment that he would ac- 
cept the new declaration without personal in- 
vestigation? Or build a plant until he had 
digested out of that investigation’s results the 
“personal meanings” of the discovery? 

But enough of Science. Let us come down 
to the practical plane of household practice. 
You get, let us say, your bread from a baker, 
But in glancing over the pages of Mrs. Roast- 
em’s cgokbook, you come upon the statement 
that four eggs are the proper number to use 
in making corn muffins. If Mrs. Roastem is - 
your favorite authority, you accept the state- 
ment unconditionally, and even pass the in- 
formation on toinquiring friends, rather proud 
that the corner of Authority’s mantle should 
thus for a moment rest on your shoulder. And 
if, next year, a new edition of Mrs. Roastem’s - 
book advises three eggs instead of four, you 
.accept the revision without question, and per= 
haps even boast to your advisees that Mrs. R. 
has found a way of making muffins with three 
eggs. 

290   



   

THE COSMOS A LA CARTE 

But suppose that you make up your mind 
to try your own hand at making corn muffins. 

Which authority finally determines for you 
what is “your own” in that recipe — Mrs. 
Roastem, or your palate and your digestion? 

XII 

There are, as a matter of fact, but three 
services, broadly speaking, that any teacher 
or expounder or commentator or critic can 
render us. 

One of these is the important and necessary, 
but none-the-less humble, service of supply- 
ing our memories with storable raw materials 
of alleged ‘“‘facts,” of supposed relationships, 
and of the existence of this, that, or the other 

decision about these, arrived at by this, that, 
or the other investigator. 

‘The other two services are of a higher order; 
of opposed but mutually complementary char- 
acter, and hence of equal value. 

One of them is to help us (by inducing us 
constructively and critically to agree with 
them) to a more intelligent synthetic formula- 
tion of our own reactions to life. 

The other is to help us (by inducing us 
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constructively and critically to disagree with 
them) to more intelligent syntheses of these 
same personal reactions. 

And there is no more fatal bar to the pro- 
gressive and successful reduction to practice 

of our accepted attitude toward reading than 
habitually to allow the first of these author 
services to take for us the place of the other 
two. 

xl 

One might fill a book with examples of the 
emotional and intellectual and spiritual lanes- 
leading-to-our-own that are blocked and 
turned into no-thoroughfares for us by this 
practice. 

But one common and typical instance will 
suffice — an instance so common that we con- 
stantly see examples of it; and so typical that 
we should always regard them as final reduc- 
tions-to-absurdity of the idea that we do not 
need to seek our own, or to digest it out of 
what we find, but can rest content in being 
told by another what it is. 
We all know people who will read a book in 

the firm conviction that they are getting a 
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great deal out of it, and who, in that convic- 
tion, voraciously “swallow whole” all its state- 
ments, opinions, theories, and explanations; 
but who, if they chance upon some declara- 
tion in it that they know of their own knowl- 
edge to be inaccurate, will ‘“unswallow” 
everything they had taken in (which, having 
digested none of it, they are able to do) and 
will toss the book aside, declaring that “‘if it is 
wrong in that it may be wrong in everything” 
and that it is of no further use to them, since 
they no longer know “‘what to believe and 
what not to.” 

These are the people who, a few generations 
since, ceased to believe in God when they be- 
gan to believe in Darwin. 

And the root of their trouble— and of ours, 
since it is a trouble from which none of us is 
free — lies in the fact that they have not yet 

even begun to learn the thing that none of us 
has wholly learned; namely, that, while under- 

standing and faith must both feed on external 
things, they must both be generated within us. 
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XIV 

Understanding and faith: These are the two 
forms that all our successful seekings for our 
own take on. They are equally changeable 
and fallible. They are equally subject to the 
laws of growth by digestion and assimilation. 
They are equally incapable of reaching “ul- 
timate truth.” Yet they are the equal and 
final storehouses of the harvest of living. 

All that is significant to the seer in his “‘at- 
titude toward the Cosmos” and toward the 
unknowable Power that stands behind it or 
pervades it, is summed up in these two terms. 
And all that is significant to the miser, gloat- 
ing on the dulling dollars in an old hair trunk, 
is similarly to be summed up. 

And since, while generated within us, un- 
derstanding and faith both feed on external 
things, — on the concreteness of our own con- 
tacts with life and on such comparings of notes 
as we are able to carry on with our fellows, — 
the homely problem of the “balanced ration” 
enters into all our dealings with their nourish- 

ment. 

We have already seen that our own con~ 
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crete contacts with life and our own germinal 

“ideas” derived therefrom are the basic raw 

materials of our reading. We have already 

seen that it is in part with such increments 

of understanding and faith as we digest out of 

our old reading that we carry on our new. 

And we must not forget that these new read- 

ings must, taken together with our new liv- 

ing, constitute in some sort a “balanced ra- 

tion,” if the understanding and faith we build 

from them are to be sound and serviceable. 

We cannot practice to the full the right 

reading of modern fiction if we are utterly 

ignorant of modern thought. We cannot prac- 

tice to the full the right reading of even the 

simplest conceptions of modern thought if we 

are utterly ignorant of modern science. We 

cannot bring to the reading of the simplest 

scientific textbook the “curiosity” that fur- 

nishes the motive power of our reading if we 

walk the modern world without something of 

that will to inquire into its phenomena that 

every child possesses. 

Right reading is not ‘a trick. It is a struc- 

ture. It is built up from the digested satisfy- 

ings of a myriad curiosities — curiosities from 
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which, on the one hand, its materials are de- 
rived, and from which, on the other, its meth- 
ods are assembled, like the growing formula- 
tion of a novel’s conception. And its aim is an 
efficient readiness and ability, based on prac- 
tice and experiment, to make imaginative 
combinations of this material at the instiga- 
tion of the author, in the zestful seeking for 
what these may disclose in, and for, ourselves. 

Perhaps you are one of those who have kept 
hanging up, in your heart, a motto, worked in 
mental worsted on a bit of intellectual bristol 
board —a motto reading “Live, and let live.” 
If so, and if you would learn right reading, 
take this motto down and hang up in its place 
one with the inscription, “Live, and compare 
notes.” And then, when you are “reading 
your book,” remember George of the cold- 
storage mind, and remember the ameeba. 

Is there a simile in the sentence before you? 
Engulf it. Test yourself quickly with it for 
anything that it may disclose to, or in, or for, 
you, either of beauty or of meaning or of 
humor. Absorb what you find; or toss the 
empty husk of words aside, and pass on. Is 
there a statement in a paragraph? A moral 

296



  

THE COSMOS A LA CARTE 

implication in an incident? A criticism of life 

implicit in a tale? An “outlook” in an out- 
come? An esthetic stimulus in a style? An 
art-enhancement in a writer’s creation? En- 
gulf them. Taste them. Test them by, and 
for, yourself. Smack your mind’s lips over 

them; or make a wry face, and pass on. 
When, and only when, you are doing this, 

are you really reading — seeking your own 

with a zestful and discriminating eclecticism. 

And when you are doing this, you are, like 

the ameeba, taking your Cosmos 4 Ja carte. 

THE END



 


