How to Mark a Book
Mortimer Adler

Writer, editor, philosopher, and educator, Mortimer Adler
was born in 1902 in New York City. A high school dropout,
Adler completed the undergraduate program at Columbia Uni-
versity in three years but failed to receive a B.A. degree when
he refused to take the required swimming test. In 1928 he
received his doctorate from Columbia, and he was described as
“the only Ph.D. in America with no B.A., no M.A., not even .
a high school diploma.” Adler is widely recognized for his
superb editorial work on the fifteenth edition of the Encyclo-
pedia Britannica and for his promotion of the Great Books
Program at the University of Chicago, where adults from all
walks of life got together every two weeks to discuss one of the
classics. In 1940 his How to Read a Book: The Art of Get-
ting a Liberal Education was a bestseller.

The following essay first appeared in the Saturday Review
of Literature on July 6, 1940. Here Adler argues that full
ownership of a book comes not with the purchase of it, but
instead “comes only when you have made it a part of yourself,
and the best way to make yourself a part of it is by writing in
ity

You know you have to read “between the lines” to get the most
out of anythmg I'want to persuade you to do something equally
1mp0rtant in the course of your reading. I want to persuade you
to “write between the lines.” Unless you do, you are not Ilkely to
do the most efficient kind of reading.

I contend, quite bluntly, that marking rp a book is not ar} act of 2
mutilation but of love.

You shouldn’t mark up a book which isn’t yours. Librayians (or 3
your friends) who lend you books expect you%!_lgep»ﬂ%n clean,
and you should. If you decide that I am right about the usefulness
of marking books, you will have to buy them. Most of the world’s
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