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The Pleasures of Reading in an Age of Distraction - 
Alan Jacobs

Average time to read - 6 minutes


 My mind isn’t going—so far as I can tell—but it’s 
changing. I’m not thinking the way I used to think. 
I can feel it most strongly when I’m reading. Im-
mersing myself in a book or a lengthy article used 
to be easy. My mind would get caught up in the nar-
rative or the turns of the argument, and I’d spend 
hours  strolling  through  long  stretches  of  prose. 
That’s rarely the case anymore. Now my con-
centration often starts to drift after two or 
three pages. I get fidgety, lose the thread, be-
gin looking for something else to do. I feel as 
if  I’m  always  dragging  my  wayward  brain 
back to the text. The deep reading that used 
to come naturally has become a struggle.”

“The critic said that once a year he read Kim; 
and he read Kim, it was plain, at whim: not to 
teach, not to criticize, just for love—he read 
it, as Kipling wrote it, just because he liked 
to, wanted to, couldn’t help himself. 

.. for heaven’s sake, don’t turn reading into the 
intellectual  equivalent  of  eating  organic 
greens,  or  (shifting  the  metaphor  slightly)  some 
fearfully disciplined appointment with an elliptical 
trainer of the mind in which you count words or 
pages the way some people fix their attention 
on the “calories burned” readout—some assidu-
ous  and  taxing  exercise  that  allows  you  to  look 
back on your conquest of Middlemarch with grim 
satisfaction. How depressing. This kind of thing is 
not reading at all.

“Augustine’s biographer Peter Brown has comment-
ed that some of Augustine’s intellectual eccentrici-
ties  are  the  product  of  “a  mind  steeped  too 
long in too few books”—something that can 
be said of almost nobody today.”

“The data barrage never lets up. As a result, we de-
vote ever less time to the calmer, more atten-
tive modes of thinking that have always given 
richness to our intellectual lives and our cul-
ture—the  modes  of  thinking  that  involve 
concentration, contemplation, reflection, in-
trospection. The less we practice these habits of 
mind, the more we risk losing them altogether”

 “Researchers  used  brain  scans  to  examine  what 
happens inside people’s heads as they read fiction. 
They  found  that  ‘readers  mentally  simulate 
each  new  situation  encountered  in  a  narra-
tive.’ … The brain regions that are activated 
‘closely  mirror  those  involved  when  people 
perform,  imagine,  or  observe  similar  real-
world activities.”

“We are inclined to think of Machiavelli as a fierce, 
wily political schemer—that’s what his name now 
means, to many of us—and so it may be surpris-
ing to hear the warmth and enthusiasm with 
which he describes his life as a reader:”

“When evening has come, I return to my house and 
go into my study. At the door I take off my clothes 
of the day, covered with mud and mire, and I put 
on my regal and courtly garments; and decently re-
clothed, I enter the ancient courts of ancient 
men, where, received by them lovingly, I feed 
on the food that alone is mine and that I was 
born for.  There I  am not ashamed to speak 
with  them  and  to  ask  them  the  reason  for 
their actions; and they in their humanity re-
ply to me. And for the space of four hours I 
feel no boredom, I forget every pain, I do not 
fear poverty, death does not frighten me.”

“Wherever and whatever I read, I have to have a 
pencil, not a pen—preferably a stub of a pencil so 
I can get close to the words, underline well-
turned  sentences,  brilliant  or  stupid  ideas, 
interesting  words  and  bits  of  information, 
and write short or elaborate comments in the 
margins,  put  question  marks,  check  marks 
and  other  private  notations  next  to  para-
graphs that only I—and sometimes not even 
I—can later decipher. I would love to see an an-
thology of  comments and underlined passages by 
readers of history books in public libraries, who de-
spite the strict prohibition of such activity could 
not help themselves and had to register their com-
plaints about the author of the book or the direc-
tion in which humanity has been heading for the 
last few thousand years.”

“As we saw earlier,  the young Richard Rodriguez, 
seeking some kind of confirmation of his intellec-
tual  legitimacy,  kept  his  own  score,  and  flogged 
himself  mercilessly  through  books  that  meant 
nothing to him just so he could cross them off his 
list. But eventually he saw the emptiness and 
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intrinsic frustration of such an endeavor: he 
wasn’t  building  his  interior  culture,  he  was 
just  moving  his  eyes  across  ink-marks.  To 
some extent he did so in order to gain the approval 
of his teachers, and surely it is common to want to 
have read to gain accreditation in the eyes of oth-
ers. And not just teachers; there’s also the desire to 
drop casual mentions at parties of the intellectually 
stimulating  and  culturally  sophisticated  reading 
you’ve been doing. But for those who struggle to 
achieve such moral self-sustenance, there is an 
alternative. It’s called lying.”

“William James famously wrote of the “blooming, 
buzzing confusion” that constitutes sensuous ex-
perience  for  babies,  who have  not  yet  developed 
the  filters  necessary  to  organize  that  experience 
into discrete and meaningful units, but our daily 
technologies threaten to return us all to vir-
tual babyhood”

“And over the years this blooming and buzzing has 
had a significant effect on my own ability to read 
for any length of time. Like Nicholas Carr,  I  get 
twitchy within just a few minutes of sitting down 
with a book—I have noticed that my hand will start 
reaching”

“As  Winifred  Gallagher  has  written,  “attention 
enables you to have the kind of Dionysian ex-
perience  beautifully  described  by  the  old-
fashioned term ‘rapt’—completely absorbed, 
engrossed, fascinated, perhaps”

“But  they’re  missing  something,  something  vital, 
by never knowing what it’s like to be so ab-
sorbed.

In his  brilliant  sequence  of  poems called  “Horae 
Canonicae” W. H. Auden pictures this blessed condition:”

“You need not see what someone is doing

to know if it is his vocation,

you have only to watch his eyes:

a cook mixing a sauce, a surgeon

making a primary incision,

a clerk completing a bill of lading,

wear the same rapt expression,

forgetting themselves in a function.

How beautiful it is,

that eye-on-the-object look

to the first flaker of flints

who forgot his dinner,

the first collector of sea-shells

to remain celibate.

Where should we be but for them?

 This is what makes “readers,” as opposed to “peo-
ple who read.” To be lost in a book is genuinely 
addictive:  someone  who  has  had  it  a  few 
times  wants  it  again,  and  wants  it  enough, 
perhaps, to beg a friend to hide the damned Black-
Berry for a couple of hours, please.”

“Wallace again: “learning how to think really means 
learning  how to  exercise  some control  over  how 
and what you think.  It means being conscious 
and aware enough to choose what you pay at-
tention to and to choose how you construct 
meaning from experience.” Replace “think” 
with “read” and the point is clear.”

As George Steiner has often commented, to memo-
rize something is in the truest sense to learn it “by 
heart.”  And  I  have  often  noticed  that  when 
people write papers about poems they have 
memorized they tend to have a deeper under-
standing than is usual; they seem to have in-
tuited  the  underlying  logic  of  the  poems—
they  get  them,  even  when  the  poems  are 
quite challenging.”

Above all, take time to discern what this book—or 
story, or poem, or essay, or article—has to offer you. 
Slow  down.  Make  a  point  of  revisiting  pas-
sages that seem especially rich, or especially 
confusing,  or  for  that  matter  especially  of-
fensive. Chew the textual cud for a while be-
fore  sending  it  to  the  further  stomachs  of 
your mind: you may well spare yourself a case 
of heartburn later.”
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“All books want our attention, but not all of 
them  want  the  same  kind  of  attention,  and 
good readers know this and make the necessary ad-
justments”

Deep attention she identifies as “the cognitive style 
traditionally  associated  with  the  humanities”  and 
defines  it  as  “characterized  by  concentrating 
on a single object for long periods (say, a nov-
el by Dickens), ignoring outside stimuli while 
so  engaged,  preferring  a  single  information 
stream, and having a high tolerance for long 
focus times.” 

______________


