
Reading Backwards 

“If we encountered a man of rare intelligence we 

should ask him what books he read.” 

           -Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

 
One of the most powerful ways to educate yourself, to open your mind 

to alternative ways of experiencing the world, and thus to counteract the 

influence of social conditioning and the mass media, is to read 

backwards—to read books printed 10 years ago, 20 years ago, 50 years 

ago, 100 years ago, 200 years ago, 500 years ago, 1,000 years ago, even 

2,000 years ago and more. 

 

When you do so, you can step outside the presuppositions and 

ideologies of the present day and develop an informed world 

perspective. 

 

When you read only in the present, no matter how extensively, you are 

apt to absorb widely shared misconceptions taught and believed today 

as the truth. The following is a sampling of authors whose writings will 

enable you to rethink the present, to reshape and expand your 

worldview.    
 

 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Insightful Authors Through the Ages -  

When you read backwards, you will come to understand some of the stereotypes and misconceptions of the present. 

You will develop a better sense of what is universal and what is relative, what is essential and what is arbitrary. 

Note:  We recognize that this list of authors represents a decidedly Western worldview. We therefore recommend, 

once you have grounded yourself in deeply insightful authors from the Western world, that you then read works by 

the great Eastern authors.  

Here are some authors we recommend: 

• More than 2,000 years ago: Plato, Aristotle, Aeschylus,  Aristophanes 
• 1200s: Thomas Aquinas, Dante 
• 1300s: Boccaccio, Chaucer 
• 1400s: Erasmus, Francis Bacon 
• 1500s: Machiavelli, Cellini, Cervantès, Montaigne 
• 1600s: John Milton, Pascal, John Dryden, John Locke, Joseph Addison 
• 1700s: Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, Adam Smith, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Pope, Edmund 

Burke, Edward Gibbon, Samuel Johnson, Goethe, Rousseau, William Blake 
• 1800s: Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Emile Zola, Balzac, Dostoyevsky, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, 

Charles Darwin, John Henry Newman, John Stuart Mill, Leo Tolstoy, the Brontes, Frank Norris, Thomas 

Hardy, Emile Durkheim, Edmond Rostand, Oscar Wilde 



• 1900s: Ambrose Bierce, Gustavus Myers, H.L. Mencken, William Graham Sumner, W.H. Auden, Bertolt 

Brecht, Joseph Conrad, Max Weber, Aldous Huxley, Franz Kafka, Sinclair Lewis, Henry James, Jean-Paul 

Sartre, Virginia Woolf, William Appleman Williams, Arnold Toynbee, C. Wright Mills, Albert Camus, 

Willa Cather, Bertrand Russell, Karl Mannheim, Thomas Mann, Albert Einstein, Simone De Beauvoir, 

Winston Churchill, William J. Lederer, Vance Packard, Eric Hoffer, Erving Goffman, Philip Agee, John 

Steinbeck, Ludwig Wittgenstein, William Faulkner, Talcott Parsons, Jean Piaget, Lester Thurow, Robert 

Reich, Robert Heilbroner, Noam Chomsky, Jacques Barzun, Ralph Nader, Margaret Mead, Bronislaw 

Malinowski, Karl Popper, Robert Merton, Peter Berger, Milton Friedman, J. Bronowski 

 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Classic books available online -  
 

Russell, Bertrand Arthur William 3rd,  

1872-1970 

• The Analysis of the Mind 

• Policitcal Ideals 

• The Practice and Theory of Bolshevism 

• The Problem of China 

• The Problem of Philosophy  

• Proposed Roads to Freedom 

• How Bertrand Russel was Prevented from Teaching at 

the College of the City of New York 

• Bertrand Russell: To our Descendants  (Video) 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Goldman, Emma, 1869-1940 

 

• Anarchism and Other Essays 

• Marriage and Love 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2529
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/4776
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/17350
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/13940
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/5827
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/690
http://www.skeptic.ca/Russell_&_CUNY.pdf
http://www.skeptic.ca/Russell_&_CUNY.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aq5QnXShy4M
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2162
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20715


 

Freud, Sigmund, 1856-1939 

 

 

• Psychoanalysis for Beginners (English) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Sumner, William Graham, 1840-1910 

 

 

 

• Folkways 
 

• A Study of the Sociological Importance of Usages, 

Manners, Customs, Mores, and Morals(English) 

 

 

 

 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Marx, Karl, 1818-1883  

 

 

• The Communist Manifesto (English) 

• Selected Essays (English) 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/15489
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24253
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24253
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24253
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24253
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/61
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/21565


 

Dickens, Charles, 1812-1870 

 

 

 

• A Christmas Carol 

• Great Expectations 

• David Copperfield 

• Little Dorrit 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Mill, John Stuart, 1806-1873 

 

• Auguste Comte and Positivism (English) 

• Autobiography (English) 

• Considerations on Representative 

Government (English) 

• The Contest in America (English) 

• Essays on some unsettled Questions of Political 

Economy(English) 

• Utilitarianism (English) 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Newman, John Henry, 1801-1890 

 

 

• The Idea of a University Defined and Illustrated: In 

Nine 

 

• Discourses Delivered to the Catholics of 

Dublin (English) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/46
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1400
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/766
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/963
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/16833
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/10378
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/5669
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/5669
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/5123
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/12004
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/12004
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/11224
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24526
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24526
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24526
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/24526


_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Austen, Jane, 1775-1817 

 

• Emma (English) 

• Mansfield Park (English) 

• Northanger Abbey (English) 

• Persuasion (English) 

• Pride and Prejudice (English) 

• Sense and Sensibility (English) 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Paine, Thomas, 1737-1809 

 

• Common Sense (English) 

• Writings of Thomas Paine — Volume 1 (1774-1779): 

the American Crisis  

• Writings of Thomas Paine — Volume 2 (1779-1792): 

the Rights of Man  

• Writings of Thomas Paine — Volume 4 (1794-1796): 

the Age of Reason  

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________ 
 

Milton, John, 1608-1674 

 

• Areopagitica  

 

• A speech for the Liberty of Unlicensed Printing to the 

Parliament of England (English) 

 

 

    

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/158
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/141
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/121
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/105
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1342
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/161
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/147
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3741
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3741
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3742
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3742
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3743
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/3743
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/608
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/608
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/608
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/608


 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Comenius, John Amos, 1592-1670 

 

• The Great Didactic [Didactica Magna] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Bacon, Francis, 1561-1626 

 

• The Advancement of Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________ 
 

Xenophon, 431 BC - 350 BC 

 

• The Apology (English) 

• The Memorabilia (English) 

• The Memorable Thoughts of Socrates (English) 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

http://core.roehampton.ac.uk/digital/froarc/comgre/#intros
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/5500
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1171
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1177
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/17490


 

Plato, 427BC - 347BC 

 

• Apology (English) 

• Euthyphro (English) 

• Meno (English) 

• The Republic (English) 

• Sophist (English) 

 

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1656
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1642
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1643
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/150
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1735

