
Mortimer Adler How To Read A 1

Mortimer Adler How
To Read A

Mortimer
Adler How To
Read A

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Jaidyn & Bryson

UNLOCKING THE
WISDOM OF
BOOKS: A DEEP
DIVE INTO
MORTIMER
ADLER'S HOW TO
READ A BOOK

In  an  age  of  endless
scrolling,  fleeting
attention  spans,  and
information  overload,
the idea of sitting down
with  a  chal lenging
book  can  feel  almost
revolutionary.  Yet,  the
ability  to  read  deeply
and  critically  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerfu l  tools  for
p e r s o n a l  a n d
intellectual  growth.

Few  thinkers  have
explored  this  art  as
thoroughly  as  the
p h i l o s o p h e r  a n d
educator  Mortimer
Adler .  His  seminal
work,  How to  Read  a
Book,  first  published in
1940 and later revised
with Charles Van Doren
in 1972, is not merely
a guide to literacy. It is
a masterclass in active,
analytical  reading.  For
anyone  who  has  ever
felt  that  they  should
"get more" out of what
t h e y  r e a d ,  t h e
pr inc ip les  beh ind
Mortimer Adler How
To  Read  A  book  offer
a  transformative  path
forward.  This  article
will  systematically
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unpack the core ideas
of  Adler's  philosophy,
exploring his  levels  of
reading, his concept of
active  engagement,
and  why  his  methods
are  more  re levant
today than ever before.

Who Was
Mortimer
Adler?
The Mind
Behind
the
Method
To fully appreciate the
guidance  offered  by
Mortimer Adler How
To  Read  A  book,  it
helps  to  understand
the  man  h imse l f .
Mor t imer  J .  Ad le r

(1902–2001)  was  a
prolific  American
philosopher,  educator,
and  au tho r .  He  i s
perhaps best known for
his work on the "Great
Books  of  the  Western
World"  program  and
his  lifelong  advocacy
for  liberal  education.
Adler  believed  that
education  was  not
about  the  pass ive
reception of facts,  but
a b o u t  t h e  a c t i v e
cu l t ivat ion  o f  the
intellect.  He  argued
that  genuine  learning
stems  from  engaging
directly  with the most
important  texts  ever
written, and that doing
so  requires  a  specific
set  of  skills—skills  he
meticulously  outlined
in  his  most  famous
work.
Adler's  approach  was
democra t i c  i n  i t s
intention.  He  was  not
writing  for  academics
alone. He wrote for the
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curious  layperson,  the
autodidact,  and  the
student who felt lost in
the labyrinth of serious
literature.  His  core
message  was  simple
but  profound:  reading
is  a  skill  that  can  be
taught,  practiced,  and
mastered.  It  is  not  a
p a s s i v e  a c t  o f
absorbing words but an
a c t i v e ,  t w o - w a y
conversation  between
the  reader  and  the
a u t h o r .  T h i s
foundational  belief  is
the  bedrock  upon
w h i c h  t h e  e n t i r e
structure  of  How  to
Read  a  Book  is  built.

THE FOUR LEVELS
OF READING: A
PROGRESSIVE
FRAMEWORK

The central framework
of  Mortimer  Adler
How To Read A book
is  his  system  of  four
leve ls  o f  reading.
Crucially, these are not

just  different  types  of
r e a d i n g ,  b u t
cumulative levels.  You
m u s t  m a s t e r  o n e
b e f o r e  y o u  c a n
effectively move to the
next.  Understanding
this  hierarchy  is  the
first  step  toward
becoming  a  superior
reader.

Level 1:
Elementa
ry
Reading
This is the foundational
level, the basic literacy
that  we  acquire  in
primary school. It is the
skill  of  recognizing
w o r d s  a n d
understanding  the
literal  meaning  of  a
sentence. "The cat sat
on the mat." For most
adults,  this  level  is
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completely  automatic.
However,  Adler  notes
that  many  people,
even  those  who  have
graduated  from  high
school,  may  not  have
fully  mastered  this
level when it comes to
m o r e  c o m p l e x
vocabulary.  Fluent
elementary  reading  is
the prerequisite for all
higher  levels.  Without
it, no real progress can
be made.

Level 2:
Inspectio
nal
Reading
Inspectional  reading is
the  art  of  "skimming
systematically." This is
a  concept  that  many
m o d e r n  r e a d e r s
overlook  in  their  rush
t o  c o n s u m e

information.  Adler
argues that before you
invest  significant  time
in  a  book,  you  must
u n d e r s t a n d  i t s
structure.  Inspectional
reading  has  two  sub-
stages:

Systematic
Skimming: This
involves looking
at the title page,
the table of
contents, the
index, and the
dust jacket. You
flip through the
pages, reading a
paragraph here
and a page
there, trying to
get a sense of
the whole. This is
pre-reading. It
tells you if the
book is worth
your time and
gives you a
mental map
before you start
the journey.
Superficial
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Reading: This is
the act of
reading a book
all the way
through without
stopping to look
up difficult words
or grapple with
complex ideas.
You just read it.
This might sound
counterintuitive,
but Adler insists
it is essential. By
getting a rapid,
full view of the
text, you often
understand it
better on a
second reading.
It prevents you
from getting
bogged down
and giving up on
page 15.

Inspectional  reading is
t h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
underutil ized  skill.
Applying  this  method
from Mortimer Adler
How To Read A book
can  save  countless

hours  of  wasted  effort
on books that are not
relevant  or  are  too
difficult  to  tackle
w i t h o u t  b e t t e r
preparation.

Level 3:
Analytical
Reading
This is the heart of the
system.  Analytical
reading  is  thorough
reading.  It  is  active,
demanding,  and  often
slow.  When  you  read
analytically,  you  are
not just a consumer of
information; you are an
interrogator. This level
is  reserved  for  books
that  deserve  a  deep
e n g a g e m e n t — t h e
g r e a t  w o r k s  o f
philosophy,  history,
science, and literature.
A d l e r  p r o v i d e s  a
detailed set of rules for



6

6 Mortimer Adler How To Read A 2025-09-13

analytical  reading,
which can be grouped
into three main stages:

What is the1.
book about as
a whole? You
must classify the
book (e.g.,
theoretical vs.
practical). You
must state the
book's unity in a
single sentence
or paragraph.
You must outline
its major parts
and see how
they are ordered.
What is being2.
said in detail,
and how? You
must interpret
the author's key
terms. You must
grasp the
author's leading
propositions and
arguments. You
must identify
which parts of
the book are the
foundation of its

argument.
Is the book3.
true? This is the
stage of
criticism. Adler
believes that a
reader must
ultimately form a
judgment. You
cannot say you
disagree with a
book until you
can honestly say
you understand
it. A good reader
reads with an
open mind but is
not afraid to say,
"The author is
wrong," provided
they can support
their critique.

Analytical reading is an
exhaustive  process.  It
turns  reading  from  a
passive hobby into an
act of intellectual work.
The  reward,  however,
i s  p r o f o u n d
comprehension  and  a
genuine ability to own
t h e  k n o w l e d g e
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contained  within  the
b o o k .  T h i s  i s  t h e
practice  most  closely
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
Mortimer Adler How
To Read A challenging
text.

Level 4:
Syntopica
l Reading
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
complex and rewarding
leve l .  Syntop ica l
reading is comparative
reading. Here, you are
not  reading  just  one
book; you are reading
a  who le  l ib rary  o f
books  on  a  s ing le
subject.  You  read  to
understand a topic, not
a single author's view.
For  example,  if  you
wanted  to  understand
"justice,"  you  would
not  just  read  Plato's
Republic;  you  would

read  Aristotle,  John
R a w l s ,  a n d  m a n y
others.
The  syntopical  reader
acts  as  a  moderator.
They  create  a  neutral
vocabulary  and set  of
questions  that  can be
applied  to  each  book.
T h e y  e x t r a c t  t h e
relevant  ideas  from
e a c h  a u t h o r  a n d
a n a l y z e  t h e m  i n
relation to one another.
This is the highest form
of  intellectual  inquiry.
It is the level used by
researchers,  doctoral
students,  and  anyone
seeking to become an
expert  on  a  complex
s u b j e c t .  A d l e r ' s
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
Mortimer Adler How
T o  R e a d  A  b o o k
culminates  in  th is
powerful  abi l i ty  to
synthesize  knowledge
from  multiple  sources.

ACTIVE READING:
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THE PEN IS
MIGHTIER THAN

THE WORD

A  pervasive  theme
throughout  Mortimer
Adler How To Read A
book is the necessity of
active  reading.  Adler
famously  instructs
readers  to  "wr i te
between  the  lines."
M a r k i n g  a
book—underlining  key
sentences,  writ ing
m a r g i n a l  n o t e s ,
drawing diagrams, and
n u m b e r i n g
arguments—is  not  a
sign of disrespect; it is
the  highest  form  of
respect.  It  is  evidence
that  the  reader  i s
awake and engaged.
What  does  ac t i ve
reading  look  like  in
practice?  According  to
Adler, you must:

Ask questions
while you read.
What is this book

about? What is
the author's
main argument?
Is it valid? What
does it mean to
me?
Answer those
questions. The
marginal notes
are your
answers.
Mark the book.
Use a system of
underlining,
starring, and
numbering to
flag crucial
passages.
Make an
outline. At the
end of a chapter,
turn to the blank
page at the
beginning and
write a brief
structural outline
of what you just
read.

Many readers struggle
because they approach
reading as they would
a movie or a TV show.
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They sit back and wait
to  be  entertained  or
i n f o r m e d .  A d l e r
demands that we sit up
and lean in. Reading a
book, especially a good
one, is work. It is a skill
that  requires  effort,
focus,  and  practice.
T h e  t e c h n i q u e s
o u t l i n e d  i n  t h i s
philosophy  are  the
tools for that work.

The
Differenc
e
Between
Informati
on and
Understa

nding
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
insightful  distinctions
A d l e r  m a k e s  i s
between  reading  for
i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d
r e a d i n g  f o r
understanding. Much of
what  we  read—the
news,  social  media
posts, a simple how-to
manual—is reading for
i n f o r m a t i o n .  W e
a l ready  have  the
capacity to understand
it;  we  just  lack  the
specific  facts.  This  is
easy  reading.
R e a d i n g  f o r
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
however,  is  different.
This  occurs  when  you
pick up a book that is
initially  beyond  you.
The  book  contains
knowledge that  is  not
just  unknown  to  you,
but un-understood by
you.  The  author  is
"superior"  to  you  in



10

10 Mortimer Adler How To Read A 2025-09-13

some  way,  and  the
only way to close that
gap is through the hard
work  of  analyt ical
reading.  This  is  the
process  of  genuine
learning.  Adler  argues
that we should spend a
significant  portion  of
our  reading  time  on
books  that  teach  us
something,  not  just
books  that  confirm
what we already know.
This  is  the  profound
promise  of  Mortimer
Adler How To Read A
difficult  book:  the
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
intellectual growth.

WHY ADLER'S
METHOD MATTERS
IN THE DIGITAL
AGE

In 1972, Adler updated
his book to address the
world of television and
mass media. It is easy
to  imagine  what  he
would  say  about  the
internet,  social  media,

and the 24-hour news
cycle.  We  l ive  in  a
world  designed  for
passive  consumption.
A l g o r i t h m s  p u s h
information at us, often
in  short,  fragmented
b u r s t s .  W e  s k i m
headlines.  We  scroll
past articles. We rarely
s i t  w i t h  a  s i n g l e ,
complex idea for more
than a few minutes.
The  habits  we  form
online  are  the  exact
opposite  of  the habits
Adler recommends. His
method  is  a  direct
a n t i d o t e  t o  t h e
attention  deficit
promoted  by  digital
culture.  It  offers  a  way
to reclaim our focus, to
think  deeply,  and  to
engage  with  the  best
that has been thought
and said in the world.
By practicing the levels
of reading, we train our
minds  to  be  active,
critical,  and  analytical.
Moreover,  the  skill  of
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syntopical  reading  is
more  relevant  than
ever.  When  you  can
t a k e  a  c o m p l e x
topic—such  as  the
ethics  of  artificial
intel l igence  or  the
n a t u r e  o f
d e m o c r a c y — a n d
r e s e a r c h  i t  f r o m
multiple  perspectives,
you  gain  a  nuanced
understanding  that  is
impossible to get from
a single tweet or a five-
minute  video.  Adler's
s y s t e m  i s  n o t  a n
antique; it is a survival
guide  for  the  modern
mind.

PRACTICAL STEPS
TO START
READING BETTER
TODAY

If  you are inspired by
the  ph i losophy  o f
Mortimer Adler How
To Read A  book, you
can start implementing
t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s
immediately:

Preatomize1.
your reading
list. Before you
start a new book,
spend 15
minutes on
inspectional
reading. Read
the table of
contents and the
preface. Flip
through a few
chapters. Decide
if this book
deserves your
full analytical
attention.
Pick up a pen.2.
Do not read a
serious book
without a pen or
pencil in hand.
Start marking it.
Write "This is the
main point" in
the margin.
Underline a key
sentence.
Challenge the
author by writing
a question mark.
Classify the3.
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book. Before
you read deeply,
ask yourself:
"What kind of
book is this? Is it
theoretical (what
is) or practical
(how to)?" This
simple act will
set your
expectations and
guide your
reading.
Read one4.
difficult book.
Choose a book
that has
intimidated
you—perhaps a
classic novel, a
work of
philosophy, or a
dense piece of
history. Commit

to reading it
analytically.
Read it slowly.
Argue with it.
You may not
finish it, but the
attempt itself will
make you a
stronger reader.
Synthesize5.
your
knowledge.
After finishing a
book, try to write
a one-page
summary. Then,
if you can, read
another book on
the same topic.
Compare them.
This is the
beginning of
syntopical
reading.


