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About the book
In "How to Know a Person," David Brooks offers a heartfelt

and practical guide to nurturing deeper connections in our

lives, whether at home or at work. Recognizing that true

understanding and empathy are vital for healthy relationships,

he explores the fundamental skills needed to truly see others

and make them feel valued. With insights drawn from

psychology, neuroscience, and the arts, Brooks poses essential

questions about how we can foster meaningful conversations

and attentively engage with those around us. This book serves

as a beacon of hope for individuals seeking greater

understanding in a fragmented world, encouraging readers to

embrace the creativity in human connection and discover the

joy of being genuinely seen and understood.



About the author
David Brooks is a prominent American writer and

commentator, known for his insightful analysis of societal

trends and human behavior. As an op-ed columnist for The

New York Times and a contributor to The Atlantic, he offers

thoughtful perspectives on pressing issues. Additionally, he

frequently appears on PBS Newshour, engaging audiences in

meaningful discussions. Brooks is the bestselling author of

several influential books, including "The Second Mountain,"

"The Road to Character," "The Social Animal," "Bobos in

Paradise," and "On Paradise Drive."
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Chapter 1 Summary : The Power of
Being Seen

Section Summary

Cultural Background
and Personal
Detachment

David Brooks shares his experience growing up in a reserved Jewish family, which led to emotional
detachment and preference for solitary activities, resulting in struggles with social connections in high
school.

Journey of Emotional
Discovery

After attending the University of Chicago, Brooks faced a lack of emotional openness. Key life events
like fatherhood and a transformative discussion helped him confront his emotional repression.

Understanding
Human Connections

Brooks emphasizes the importance of emotional expressiveness and vulnerability for genuine
connections, noting that society often neglects essential social skills, leading to loneliness.

The Importance of
"Seeing" Others

He highlights the fundamental need for individuals to feel seen and recognized, as neglecting this can
lead to social issues and personal dissatisfaction.

Diminishers vs.
Illuminators

Brooks differentiates between those who diminish others, making them feel invisible, and those who
illuminate, helping individuals feel valued, suggesting this ability is key to personal growth and
societal harmony.

The Role of Social
Skills in Society

He concludes that modern societies necessitate effective social skills to bridge divides and foster trust,
advocating for a reevaluation of priorities towards personal connections for societal health.

Personal Reflection
on Connection

In a personal reflection, Brooks describes a moment of truly "beholding" his wife, illustrating the deep
satisfaction that comes from understanding another person fully, exemplifying the beauty of human
connection.

Chapter 1: The Power of Being Seen



Cultural Background and Personal Detachment
  

David Brooks reflects on his upbringing in a reserved Jewish

family, contrasting it with more emotive families. He

describes how his childhood shaped a certain emotional

detachment, leading to a preference for solitary activities like

writing. In high school, he struggled with social connections,

feeling out of touch with others' expectations and desires.

Journey of Emotional Discovery
  

After attending the University of Chicago, Brooks found

himself fitting into an environment that didn’t encourage

emotional openness. Years later, significant life experiences,

such as becoming a father, and transformative moments, like

a panel discussion in New York, prompted him to confront

his emotional repression and seek deeper connections with

others.

Understanding Human Connections
  

Through writing and personal exploration, Brooks embarked



on a journey towards emotional expressiveness and

vulnerability. He emphasizes that being open-hearted is

crucial for genuine human connection but highlights the

importance of social skills in fostering meaningful

relationships. He discusses how modern society often

neglects teaching these vital skills, resulting in widespread

feelings of loneliness.

The Importance of "Seeing" Others
  

Brooks articulates the foundational skill of truly

understanding others, which fosters feelings of recognition

and validation. He emphasizes that human beings need to

feel seen as a fundamental part of their existence. The author

notes that neglecting to see others leads to profound social

issues and personal dissatisfaction.

Diminishers vs. Illuminators
  

He differentiates between those who diminish others,

rendering them invisible, and those who illuminate, helping

others feel valued and understood. Brooks believes that

cultivating the ability to see and appreciate others can lead to

profound personal growth and better societal relationships.



The Role of Social Skills in Society
  

Brooks concludes that our increasingly complex societies

demand effective social skills to bridge divides and foster

trust. He calls for a reevaluation of priorities, urging that

personal connections are essential for societal health and

survival, particularly in diverse communities.

Personal Reflection on Connection
  

In a personal moment of reflection, Brooks describes a

profound experience of "beholding" his wife, recognizing her

whole being beyond mere facts. This moment exemplifies the

deep satisfaction that comes from truly knowing and

understanding another person, highlighting the beauty of

human connection.



Example

Key Point:The importance of truly seeing and

understanding others.

Example:Imagine sitting across from a friend at a café,

their eyes filled with unspoken words. You lean in,

listening intently, not just to their words but to the

silences between them. As you ask the right questions,

you witness a flicker of relief wash over their face,

realizing that you genuinely care to understand their

struggles. In that moment, you’re not just a casual

acquaintance; you are an essential part of their support

system. When you wholeheartedly 'see' others like this,

it transforms your connection into something real and

lasting, allowing both of you to feel valued and

understood.



Chapter 2 Summary : How Not to See a
Person

Chapter Two: How Not to See a Person

In this chapter, David Brooks reflects on the difficulties of

truly seeing and understanding others. He recounts an

evening at a bar, where despite being surrounded by people,

he notices a lack of genuine connection among

them—everyone is preoccupied with themselves, embodying

the traits of "Diminishers." 

Diminisher Traits

Brooks identifies several inherent tendencies that inhibit us



from seeing others clearly:

1. 

Egotism
: Self-centeredness prevents genuine curiosity about others.

2. 

Anxiety
: Personal fears and self-doubt overwhelm our ability to

connect.

3. 

Naïve Realism
: The belief that everyone shares our perspective creates a

disconnect.

4. 

The Lesser-Minds Problem
: Our limited understanding of others leads to inflated

perceptions of our own complexity.

5. 

Objectivism
: Detached observations overlook the unique emotional

landscapes of individuals.

6. 

Essentialism
: Rigid stereotypes simplify the complexities of group

identities.



7. 

Static Mindset
: Failure to update perceptions of others stunts interpersonal

growth.

Brooks emphasizes that truly seeing another person involves

overcoming these proclivities. He presents the idea that we

often fail to acknowledge the deep complexity of individual

lives, opting instead for superficial judgments based on

“size-ups” or generalizations about groups.

Illustration Through Vivian Gornick’s Memoir

Brooks illustrates his point using Vivian Gornick's memoir,

"Fierce Attachments," which portrays the relationship

between Vivian and her mother, Bess. Despite their extensive

knowledge of each other, they remain emotionally

disconnected, trapped in their own viewpoints and unaware

of each other’s inner realities. Vivian’s longing for

understanding from her mother highlights a common human

experience—the feeling of being unseen or unrecognized.

The Challenge of Being an Illuminator

Brooks concludes that seeing others fully is a skill that


