
Discussion Guide:  Books for  Living 1

The introduction, author biography, discussion questions, and suggested 
reading that follow are designed to enhance your group’s discussion of  
Books for Living by Will Schwalbe.

CATEGORIES:
Composition | Writing About Literature
Literature | Introduction to Fiction
First-Year Experience | Common Reading

Vintage | Paper | 978-0-8041-7275-2 | 288 pages | $16.00
Also available in hardcover, ebook and audiobook

DISCUSSION GUIDE: 
BOOKS FOR LIVING

BOOKS FOR LIVING  is an inspiring and magical 
exploration of the power of books to shape our lives in 

an era of constant connectivity. For Will Schwalbe, reading is a way to entertain himself but also to make 
sense of the world, and to find the answers to life’s questions big and small. In each chapter, he discusses 
a particular book and how it relates to concerns we all share. These books span centuries and genres—
from Stuart Little to The Girl on the Train, from David Copperfield to Wonder, from Giovanni’s Room to 
Rebecca, and from 1984 to Gifts from the Sea. Throughout, Schwalbe tells stories from his life and focuses 
on the way certain books can help us honor those we’ve loved and lost, and also figure out how to live 
each day more fully. 

“Inspiring and charming. . . . Books, to Schwalbe, are our last great hope to
 keep us from spiraling into the abyss.” 

—The New York Times

“Moving. . . . Schwalbe truly shines. . . . It should convince even reluctant
 readers to pick up a book.” 

—Boston Globe

INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK

WILL SCHWALBE has worked in publish-
ing; digital media, as the founder and CEO of 

Cookstr.com; and as a journalist, writing for various publications, including The New 
York Times and the South China Morning Post. He is on the board of the Kings-
borough Community College Foundation. He is the author of Books for Living, The 
End of Your Life Book Club, and coauthor, with David Shipley, of Send: Why People 
Email So Badly and How to Do It Better.
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ONE: Discuss the significance of the George R. R. Martin epigraph that opens Books for Living. How 
does it set the tone for the book?

TWO: In the introduction to the book, Schwalbe discusses the Internet’s limitations in helping to answer 
the big questions: “the problem of pain, meaning, purpose, happiness.” How does Schwalbe’s discussion of 
modern-day living and technology act as a structuring element throughout Books for Living? Discuss the 
message of “slowing down” and savoring the printed word (and life itself) that Schwalbe champions. Did 
this message resonate with you?

THREE: On page 7, Schwalbe points out how reading has a tremendous influence on a person’s world-
view and how “every book changes your life.” Do you agree with this assertion? What books have quietly 
changed your life? Which books immediately announced themselves as significant to you? How do books 
that you’ve found to be less-than-enjoyable end up shaping you?

FOUR: Lin Yutang’s The Importance of Living is a seminal text for the author and is mentioned frequent-
ly throughout the book. Discuss Yutang’s “radical rejection of the philosophy of ambition.” How does the 
concept of idleness run contrary to the American value system? After reading this chapter, were you in-
spired to change any of your habits?

FIVE: In “Searching,” Schwalbe discusses his appreciation for Stuart Little after rereading it as an adult. 
Have you ever returned to a book from your childhood or adolescence? If so, how did your feelings toward 
the book evolve? Did it gain new meaning for you?

SIX:  Discuss the idea of trust in relation to a book’s narration, per Schwalbe’s discussion of The Girl on 
the Train. What books have twisted your expectations because of narrative voice or voices? How does the 
idea of the “unreliable narrator” reflect greater truths about the subjectivity of human experience?

SEVEN: In “Connecting,” Schwalbe discusses how Miss Locke, his high school librarian, helped to 
shape his identity by introducing him to James Baldwin and other masters of literature. Who in your life 
opened the door for you to discover influential writers and works? Have you ever been able to thank this 
person for doing that?

EIGHT: On page 83, Schwalbe discusses the feeling of tremendous sadness that came over him after fin-
ishing David Copperfield as a teen, “mostly because I was going to miss these characters so much.” Which 
books have elicited a reaction of sadness after its conclusion? What characters have jumped off the page for 
you, become intimately familiar? Does the act of rereading these books provide comfort to you?

NINE: The idea of reading as a way to combat grief is a seminal theme in Books for Living, particularly 
in Schwalbe’s discussion of his friend David Baer. Is there a book that has provided comfort for you in a 
particularly dark time?

QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION



Discussion Guide:  Books for  Living 3

FOR DESK AND EXAM COPIES:
PenguinRandomHouseEducation.com | acmart@penguinrandomhouse.com

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER:
@PRHHigherEd | @CommonReads | @RHHighSchool

CONTACT KNOPF DOUBLEDAY

TEN: Discuss the concept of “vertical thinking” versus “lateral thinking.” How would you identify your-
self? How do books, and the act of reading, innately provide the reader with the opportunity to become 
more lateral thinkers?

ELEVEN: In Anne Morrow Lindberg’s Gift from the Sea, she emphasizes the importance of spending 
time alone, particularly for women. Do you share this point of view? How does modern-day living and our 
constant interaction with technology inhibit us from solitude? When was the last time you conscientiously 
“disconnected” and spent time by yourself?

TWELVE: On page 122, Schwalbe quotes the cookbook author Nigella Lawson, who asserts that “food 
marks a connection between the living.” Explore this statement. How does cooking and sharing meals to-
gether shape our humanity? How did Edna Lewis’s work emphasize the connection between cooking and 
community?

THIRTEEN: In the discussion of Bartleby, the Scrivener, Schwalbe discusses the “radical” nature of 
the character, asserting that his radicalness is not the result of the fact “that he refuses to do what’s asked 
of him; it’s that he refuses to give a reason.” Consider all the times in which you have quit a pursuit. What 
feelings have you associated with that experience? Were you able to adhere to the principle of “passive re-
sistance,” or did you find yourself feeling obligated, or even guilty, because of the act of quitting?

FOURTEEN: In “Mastering the Art of Reading,” Schwalbe describes reading as a “communion” with 
the book, achieving perfect harmony when you forget the self and are completely immersed in the book’s 
pages. How did Zen in the Art of Archery reveal surprising truths about the meditative act of reading for 
Schwalbe?

FIFTEEN: Which of the books featured in Books for Living have you read, if any? If you have, did you 
experience any connections to the text that were similar to the author’s? How did reading this book help 
re-contextualize them for you? Are there any you want to revisit with fresh eyes? If you haven’t encoun-
tered any of these titles, which are you inspired to read?

SUGGESTED READING: 
The End Of Your Life Book Club by Will Schwalbe
Send by David Shipley	
How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster
How Reading Changed My Life by Anna Quindlen
Reading Like a Writer by Francine Prose


