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The Guardian’s Best Non-Fiction Books 
 
100s 

 
THE SYMPOSIUM by Plato (c380 BC) 
184 PLA 
A lively dinner-party debate on the 
nature of love. 
 
LEVIATHAN by Thomas Hobbes (1651) 
189 HOB, OVERDRIVE EBOOK 
Hobbes makes the case for absolute 
power, to prevent life from being 
"nasty, brutish and short". 
 
200s 

 
THE VARIETIES OF RELIGIOUS 
EXPERIENCE by William James (1902) 
201 JAM 
James argues that the value of 
religions should not be measured in 
terms of their origin or empirical 
accuracy. 
 
THE GOLDEN BOUGH  
by James George Frazer (1890) 
291 FRA 
An attempt to identify the shared 
elements of the world's religions, 
which suggests that they originate 
from fertility cults. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

300s 

 
THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE  
by Marshall McLuhan (1967) 
301.243 MCL 
This bestselling graphic 
popularisation of McLuhan's ideas 
about technology and culture was 
cocreated with Quentin Fiore. 
 
THE SECOND SEX  
by Simone de Beauvoir (1949) 
305.4 BEA 
De Beauvoir examines what it means 
to be a woman, and how female 
identity has been defined with 
reference to men throughout history. 
 
THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE  
by Betty Friedan (1963) 
305.42 FRI 
An exploration of the unhappiness 
felt by many housewives in the 1950s 
and 1960s, despite material comfort 
and stable family lives. 
 
THE FEMALE EUNUCH  
by Germaine Greer (1970) 
305.42 GRE 
Greer argues that male society 
represses the sexuality of women. 
 
THE RIGHTS OF MAN  
by Thomas Paine (1791) 
320 PAI (included in Collected 
Writings) 
A hugely influential defence of the 
French revolution, which points out 
the illegitimacy of governments that 
do not defend the rights of citizens. 
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THE PRINCE  
by Niccolò Machiavelli (1532) 
320.1 MAC, CD AUDIOBOOK, 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
Machiavelli injects realism into the 
study of power, arguing that rulers 
should be prepared to abandon 
virtue to defend stability. 
 
THE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH  
by Franz Fanon (1961) 
323.2 FAN 
An exploration of the psychological 
impact of colonialisation. 
 
ON LIBERTY by John Stuart Mill (1859) 
323.4 MIL, OVERDRIVE EBOOK 
Mill argues that "the only purpose for 
which power can be rightfully 
exercised over any member of a 
civilised community, against his will, is 
to prevent harm to others". 
 
THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO  
by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
(1848) 
335.41 MAR, HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
An analysis of society and politics in 
terms of class struggle, which 
launched a movement with the 
ringing declaration that "proletarians 
have nothing to lose but their 
chains". 
 
THE ART OF WAR  
by Sun Tzu (c500 BC) 
355.4 SUN, CD AUDIOBOOK (under 
355.02), HOOPLA EBOOK, HOOPLA 
AUDIOBOOK 
A study of warfare that stresses the 
importance of positioning and the 
ability to react to changing 
circumstances. 
 

SUICIDE by Émile Durkheim (1897) 
362.1522 DUR 
An investigation into protestant and 
catholic culture, which argues that 
the more vigilant social control within 
catholic societies lowers the rate of 
suicide. 
 
THE ELECTRIC KOOL-AID ACID TEST  
by Tom Wolfe (1968) 
362.293 WOL 
The man in the white suit follows Ken 
Kesey and his band of Merry 
Pranksters as they drive across the US 
in a haze of LSD. 
 
THE REVENGE OF GAIA  
by James Lovelock (1979) 
363.73874 LOV 
Lovelock's argument that once life is 
established on a planet, it engineers 
conditions for its continued survival, 
revolutionised our perception of our 
place in the scheme of things. 
 
IN COLD BLOOD by Truman Capote 
(1966) 
364.1523 CAP, CD AUDIOBOOK, 
OVERDRIVE EBOOK 
A novelistic account of a brutal 
murder in a town in Kansas, which 
propelled Capote to fame and 
fortune. 
 
NEWS OF A KIDNAPPING  
by Gabriel García Márquez (1996) 
364.154 GAR 
Colombia's greatest 20th-century 
writer tells the story of kidnappings 
carried out by Pablo Escobar's 
Medellín cartel. 
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THE GULAG ARCHIPELAGO  
by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (1973) 
365.947 SOL 
This analysis of incarceration in the 
Soviet Union, including the author's 
own experiences as a zek, called 
into question the moral foundations 
of the USSR. 
 
THE USES OF ENCHANTMENT  
by Bruno Bettelheim (1976) 
398.2 BET 
Bettelheim argues that the darkness 
of fairy tales offers a means for 
children to grapple with their fears. 
 
500s 

 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIME  
by Stephen Hawking (1988) 
523.1 HAW 
A book owned by 10 million people, 
if understood by fewer, Hawking's 
account of the origins of the universe 
became a publishing sensation. 
 
ON THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES  
by Charles Darwin (1859) 
576.8 DAR 
Darwin's account of the evolution of 
species by natural selection 
transformed biology and our place 
in the universe. 
 
600s 

 
SILENT SPRING by Rachel Carson 
(1962) 
632.9 CAR 
This account of the effects of 
pesticides on the environment 
launched the environmental 
movement in the US. 
 

700s 

 
THE STORY OF ART by Ernst Gombrich 
(1950) 
709 GOM 
The most popular art book in history. 
Gombrich examines the technical 
and aesthetic problems confronted 
by artists since the dawn of time. 
 
THE ROMANTIC GENERATION  
by Charles Rosen (1998) 
780.9034 ROS 
Rosen examines how 19th-century 
composers extended the boundaries 
of music, and their engagement with 
literature, landscape and the divine. 
 
800s 

 
LETTERS TO A YOUNG NOVELIST  
by Mario Vargas Llosa (2002) 
808.02 VAR 
Vargas Llosa distils a lifetime of 
reading and writing into a manual of 
the writer's craft. 
 
SLOUCHING TOWARDS BETHLEHEM  
by Joan Didion (1968) 
814 DID (included in We Tell 
Ourselves Stories in Order to Live) 
Didion evokes life in 1960s California 
in a series of sparkling essays. 
 
INNOCENTS ABROAD by Mark Twain 
(1869) 
817 TWA, CD AUDIOBOOK (under 
818.403), HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
Twain's tongue-in-cheek account of 
his European adventures was an 
immediate bestseller. 
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WALDEN by HD Thoreau (1854) 
818 THO, CD AUDIOBOOK, 
OVERDRIVE AUDIOBOOK, HOOPLA 
EBOOK 
An account of two years spent living 
in a log cabin, which examines ideas 
of independence and society. 
 
A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF 
WOMAN by Mary Wollstonecraft 
(1792) 
823.09 WOL 
Wollstonecraft argues that women 
should be afforded an education in 
order that they might contribute to 
society. 
 
A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN  
by Virginia Woolf (1929) 
824 WOO 
Woolf's extended essay argues for 
both a literal and metaphorical 
space for women writers within a 
male-dominated literary tradition. 
 
ESSAYS by Michel de Montaigne 
(1580) 
844 MON 
Montaigne's wise, amusing 
examination of himself, and of 
human nature, launched the essay 
as a literary form. 
 
THE PERIODIC TABLE by Primo Levi 
(1975) 
854 LEV 
A vision of the author's life, including 
his life in the concentration camps, 
as seen through the kaleidoscope of 
chemistry. 
 
 
 

 
PRAISE OF FOLLY by Erasmus (1511) 
877 ERA 
This satirical encomium to the 
foolishness of man helped spark the 
Reformation with its skewering of 
abuses and corruption in the 
Catholic Church. 
 
MEDITATIONS by Marcus Aurelius 
(c180) 
888 AUR, HOOPLA EBOOK, HOOPLA 
AUDIOBOOK 
A series of personal reflections, 
advocating the preservation of calm 
in the face of conflict, and the 
cultivation of a cosmic perspective. 
 
900s 

 
THE AGE OF EXTREMES: A HISTORY OF 
THE WORLD, 1914-1991  
by Eric Hobsbawm (1994) 
909.82 HOB 
Hobsbawm charts the failure of 
capitalists and communists alike in 
this account of the 20th century. 
 
BLACK LAMB AND GREY FALCON  
by Rebecca West (1941) 
914.97 WES 
A six-week trip to Yugoslavia 
provides the backbone for this 
monumental study of Balkan history. 
 
PASSAGE TO JUNEAU  
by Jonathan Raban (2000) 
917.98 RAB 
Raban sets off in a 35ft ketch on a 
voyage from Seattle to Alaska, 
exploring Native American art, the 
Romantic imagination and his own 
disintegrating relationship along the 
way. 
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THE HISTORY by Herodotus (c400 BC) 
930 HER 
History begins with Herodotus's 
account of the Greco-Persian war. 
 
THE DECLINE AND FALL OF THE 
ROMAN EMPIRE by Edward Gibbon 
(1776) 
937.06 GIB 
The first modern historian of the 
Roman Empire went back to ancient 
sources to argue that moral decay 
made downfall inevitable. 
 
EICHMANN IN JERUSALEM  
by Hannah Arendt (1963) 
940.5318 ARE, HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
Arendt's reports on the trial of Adolf 
Eichmann, and explores the 
psychological and sociological 
mechanisms of the Holocaust. 
 
THE DIARY OF A YOUNG GIRL  
by Anne Frank (1947) 
940.54 FRA, CD AUDIOBOOK 
Published by her father after the war, 
this account of the family's hidden 
life helped to shape the post-war 
narrative of the Holocaust. 
 
POSTWAR by Tony Judt (2005) 
940.55 JUD, HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
A magisterial account of the grand 
sweep of European history since 
1945. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WE WISH TO INFORM YOU THAT 
TOMORROW WE WILL BE KILLED WITH 
OUR FAMILIES by Philip Gourevitch 
(1999) 
967.571 GOU, OVERDRIVE 
AUDIOBOOK 
Gourevitch captures the terror of the 
Rwandan massacre, and the failures 
of the international community. 
 
BURY MY HEART AT WOUNDED KNEE 
by Dee Brown (1970) 
970.5 BRO, OVERDRIVE AUDIOBOOK, 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK, HOOPLA 
EBOOK 
A moving account of the treatment 
of Native Americans by the US 
government. 
 
THE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK  
by WEB DuBois (1903) 
973.0496 DUB, HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
A series of essays makes the case for 
equality in the American south. 
 
BIOGRAPHY/MEMOIR 

 
NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK 
DOUGLASS, AN AMERICAN SLAVE  
by Frederick Douglass (1845) 
B DOUGLASS, F., OVERDRIVE EBOOK, 
OVERDRIVE AUDIOBOOK 
This vivid first person account was 
one of the first times the voice of the 
slave was heard in mainstream 
society. 
 
THE STORY OF MY EXPERIMENTS WITH 
TRUTH by Mahatma Gandhi (1927) 
B GANDHI, M., HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
A classic of the confessional genre, 
Gandhi recounts early struggles and 
his passionate quest for self-
knowledge. 
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GOODBYE TO ALL THAT  
by Robert Graves (1929) 
B GRAVES, R. 
Graves' autobiography tells the story 
of his childhood and the early years 
of his marriage, but the core of the 
book is his account of the brutalities 
and banalities of the First World War. 
 
SPEAK, MEMORY  
by Vladimir Nabokov (1951) 
B NABOKOV, V.  
Nabokov reflects on his life before 
moving to the US in 1940. 
 
THE CONFESSIONS  
by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1782) 
B ROUSSEAU, J. 
Rousseau establishes the template 
for modern autobiography with this 
intimate account of his own life. 
 
BAD BLOOD by Lorna Sage (2000) 
B SAGE, L. 
Sage demolishes the fantasy of 
family as she tells how her relatives 
passed rage, grief and frustrated 
desire down the generations. 
 
THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF ALICE B. 
TOKLAS by Gertrude Stein (1933) 
B STEIN, G.  
Stein's groundbreaking biography, 
written in the guise of an 
autobiography, of her lover 
 
THE DOUBLE HELIX by James Watson 
(1968) 
B WATSON, J. 
James Watson's personal account of 
how he and Francis Crick cracked 
the structure of DNA. 
 
 

DIGITAL COLLECTIONS 

 
THE CHARACTER OF PHYSICAL LAW 
by Richard Feynmann (1965) 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
An elegant exploration of physical 
theories from one of the 20th 
century's greatest theoreticians. 
 
HOMAGE TO CATALONIA  
by George Orwell (1938) 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
Orwell's clear-eyed account of his 
experiences in Spain offers a portrait 
of confusion and betrayal during the 
civil war. 
 
THE SEVEN PILLARS OF WISDOM  
by TE Lawrence (1922) 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
A dashing account of Lawrence's 
exploits during the revolt against the 
Ottoman Empire. 
 
THUS SPAKE ZARATHUSTRA  
by Friedrich Nietzsche (1883) 
HOOPLA AUDIOBOOK 
The invalid Nietzsche proclaims the 
death of God and the triumph of the 
Ubermensch. 


