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UNLOCKING THE
WISDOM OF DEEP
READING: HOW TO
READ A MORTIMER
ADLER
EFFECTIVELY

When  someone  asks,
H o w  T o  R e a d  A
Mortimer Adler, they
are typically not asking
how to scan the text of
t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r
himself.  Rather,  they
are inquiring about the
methodology  behind
his most famous work:
How to  Read  a  Book.
To  "read  a  Mortimer
Adler" means to adopt
a  systematic,  active,
and  deeply  analytical

a p p r o a c h  t o  t h e
printed  page.  It  is  a
rejection  of  passive
consumption  and  an
embrace of intellectual
l a b o r .  A d l e r ’ s
framework,  developed
i n  t h e  1 9 4 0 s  a n d
refined  over  decades,
r e m a i n s  a  g o l d
standard  for  anyone
l o o k i n g  t o  m o v e
beyond  entertainment
a n d  i n t o  t r u e
understanding.  This
article  will  serve  as
your complete guide to
understanding  and
applying  the  Adlerian
method,  transforming
you  f rom  a  casua l
r e a d e r  i n t o  a
disciplined  scholar  of
the  written  word.
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Adler believed that the
primary goal of reading
i s  t o  g a i n
understanding, not just
i n f o r m a t i o n .
Information  can  be
acqu i red  through
simple  reading,  but
understanding requires
work.  This  work  is
structured around four
distinct  levels  of
reading .  To  t ru ly
master How To Read
A  Mortimer  Adler,
you  must  internalize
these levels as a ladder
of  intellectual  ascent.
Each level builds upon
the previous one, with
the  final  level
rep resen t ing  the
pinnacle  of  scholarly
engagement.

The First
Level:

Elementa
ry
Reading
(The
Foundatio
n)
Before you can analyze
or criticize a book, you
must be able to read it
a t  a  b a s i c  l e v e l .
Elementary  reading  is
w h a t  i s  t a u g h t  i n
primary school. It is the
ab i l i t y  t o  decode
symbols,  understand
vocabulary,  and  grasp
the literal meaning of a
sentence. When asking
H o w  T o  R e a d  A
Mortimer  Adler,  you
must first acknowledge
that  this  level  is  a
prerequisite.  If  you
s t r u g g l e  w i t h
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vocabulary  or  basic
comprehension,  the
higher  levels  will  be
imposs ib le .  Ad ler
himself  assumes  his
readers have mastered
this  stage.  It  is  the
foundation upon which
the  entire  edifice  of
learning  is  built.

The
Second
Level:
Inspectio
nal
Reading
(The
Skim and

Scan)
This  is  where  many
modern  readers  fail.
We tend to pick up a
book and start reading
f r o m  p a g e  o n e ,
plodding  through  until
the  end.  Adler  argues
this  is  inefficient.
Inspectional  reading is
a systematic skimming
designed  to  give  you
the  "bones"  of  the
book in a short amount
of  t ime.  To  master
H o w  T o  R e a d  A
Mortimer  Adler,  you
must  pract ice  this
vigorously.

Systematic
Skimming: Look
at the title page,
the preface, and
the table of
contents. This is
your map. Study
the index for key
terms. Read the
summary
statements or
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the opening and
closing
paragraphs of
each chapter.
Superficial
Reading: When
reading a difficult
book for the first
time, read it
through without
stopping to look
up difficult
passages. Do not
grapple with the
hard parts yet.
This gives you a
global view. You
will be surprised
how much you
absorb simply by
moving forward.
This is the key to
answering How
To Read A
Mortimer Adler
for complex
works. You need
to see the forest
before you
examine the
trees.

Inspectional  reading

answers  the  question:
What  i s  th i s  book
about,  generally?  It
establishes the context
and the scope, allowing
your  mind  to  prepare
for  deeper  work.  You
should  never  start  a
book without spending
at least 15-20 minutes
on this level.

The Third
Level:
Analytical
Reading
(The
Deep
Dive)
This is the heart of the
A d l e r  m e t h o d .
Analytical  reading  is
the active, demanding,
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a n d  t h o r o u g h
treatment of a book. It
i s  the  oppos i te  o f
relaxing with a novel; it
is  intense work. When
people search for How
To Read A Mortimer
Adler, they are usually
looking  for  the  specific
rules of this level. Adler
breaks  ana lyt ica l
reading  into  three
stages, with a total of
15 rules.

STAGE ONE:
FINDING WHAT THE
BOOK IS ABOUT
(STRUCTURE)

Classify the1.
Book: Is it
theoretical
(science, history,
philosophy) or
practical (how-to,
ethics, politics)?
This sets your
expectations.
State the2.
Unity:
Summarize the

entire book in a
single sentence.
If you cannot do
this, you have
not truly grasped
the book. This is
the single most
important rule in
How To Read A
Mortimer
Adler.
Outline the3.
Parts: Break the
book down into
its major parts.
Show how these
parts are ordered
to form the unity.
Create your own
table of contents.
Identify the4.
Author's
Questions:
Every book is an
attempt to
answer a
question or a set
of questions.
Find the primary
question and the
subordinate
ones.
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STAGE TWO:
INTERPRETING THE
BOOK’S CONTENT
(LANGUAGE AND
THOUGHT)

Find the Key5.
Words: Identify
the terms that
are critical to the
author’s
argument. Define
them in your own
words. Note how
the author uses
them differently
than common
usage.
Mark the Most6.
Important
Sentences: Find
the propositions
that carry the
main argument.
These are the
sentences that
state the
author’s
judgments.
Find the7.
Author's
Arguments: An

argument is a
series of
propositions
supported by
reasons. Find
these sequences.
Often they are
not clearly
marked; you
must discover
them.
Identify the8.
Author's
Solutions: See
which questions
the author has
answered and
which remain
unanswered.

STAGE THREE:
CRITICIZING THE
BOOK (ETIQUETTE
OF DISAGREEMENT)
This  is  where  most
readers become either
uncritical  followers  or
rude  cr it ics.  Adler
provides strict rules for
intelligent criticism.

Do Not Criticize9.
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Until You Can
Say, "I
Understand":
You have no
right to disagree
until you can
state the
author’s position
to their
satisfaction. This
is the moral core
of How To Read
A Mortimer
Adler.
Disagree10.
Rationally: Do
not simply
express emotion.
State your
disagreement
with specific
reasons.
Respect the11.
Difference
Between
Knowledge and
Opinion: If you
have knowledge,
you can argue. If
you have only
opinion, you
must remain

open to being
taught.
Identify the12.
Basis for
Disagreement:
Disagreements
stem from one of
four things: lack
of information,
misinformation,
illogical
reasoning, or
incompleteness
of analysis.
Pinpoint the
source.

Analytical  reading  is
t h e  p r o c e s s  o f
absorbing  a  book  so
completely  that  you
can teach its contents
to someone else.  It  is
the craft of turning the
author's  knowledge
into  your  own.

The
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Fourth
Level:
Syntopica
l Reading
(The
Great
Conversa

tion)
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
complex and rewarding
level  of  reading.  It  is
a l so  the  u l t imate
answer to the question
H o w  T o  R e a d  A
Mort imer  Adler .
Here ,  you  a re  not
reading a single book;
y o u  a r e  r e a d i n g
multiple  books  on the
same subject and using
them  to  i l luminate

each  other.  You  are
constructing a dialogue
between  authors  who
may  disagree,  all  to
arr ive  at  your  own
i n d e p e n d e n t
understanding  of  a
subject.  This  is  how
Adler wrote his famous
syntopical  works  like
The  Great  Ideas:  A
Syntopicon .
Syntopical reading has
its own five steps:

Adaapt the1.
books to your
needs. You are in
charge, not the
authors. You are
looking for
answers to your
specific
questions.
Create a2.
Neutral List of
Terms: Because
different authors
use different
words for the
same idea, you
must create a
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common
vocabulary for
your analysis.
Create a3.
Neutral List of
Questions:
Define the
questions that
you want the
dialogue to
answer.
Identify the4.
Issues: Discover
the points of
conflict or
agreement
between authors
on these
questions.
Analyze the5.
Dialogue:
Present your
findings, showing
how the authors
agree, disagree,
or fail to address
the issue
entirely.

Syntopical  reading  is
the tool of the scholar.
It allows you to master
a  field  of  knowledge,

not  just  a  single  book.

Practical
Tools for
the
Adlerian
Reader
Mastering  How  To
Read  A  Mortimer
Adler requires physical
interaction  with  the
book.  Adler  famously
taught  that  you  must
"write  between  the
lines." A book is not a
sacred  object;  it  is  a
tool  for learning. Here
are the practical  tools
you must adopt:

Pencil and Pen:
Never read
without a writing
instrument.
Underline key
sentences, circle
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key terms, and
write numbers in
the margin to
indicate steps in
an argument.
Marginalia:
Write your own
questions,
thoughts, and
objections in the
margins. Note
connections to
other books.
Summarize
paragraphs at
the top of the
page.
Your Own
Index: At the
back of the book,
create a personal
index of the most
important pages
and terms. This
allows you to
quickly find key
passages later.
Fix Your
Attention: Use
your hand as a
pointer to follow
the text. This

forces your eyes
to move faster
and keeps your
mind focused.

These  techniques  are
n o t  o p t i o n a l
decorations;  they  are
t h e  p h y s i c a l
manifestation of active
reading.  If  your  book
looks  clean  after  you
finish  it,  you  did  not
read it properly. This is
the central discipline of
H o w  T o  R e a d  A
Mortimer  Adler .

Common
Misconce
ptions
Addresse
d
When  people  first
attempt to learn How
To Read A Mortimer
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Adler,  they  often  fall
into  traps.  Let's  clear
them up.
Misconception  1:
This  is  too  slow.
Analytical  reading  is
slow by design. You are
not  trying  to  process
many  books;  you  are
trying  to  completely
unders tand  a  few
excellent ones. A single
book  read  analytically
is worth ten books read
passively.
Misconception  2:
This is only for non-
fiction.  While  Adler's
method is  best  suited
for  expository  works
(science,  philosophy,
history),  the principles
can be applied to great
literature.  You  classify
the work, find its unity,
a n d  i n t e r p r e t  i t s
themes.  Reading  a
novel  analytically  is  a
powerful experience.
Misconception  3:  I
must  always  read

analytically.  No.  You
should  match  your
reading  level  to  your
goal.  For  pleasure  or
l ight  informat ion,
inspectional  reading is
fine. Reserve analytical
reading for books that
are  worth  your  ful l
i n t e l l e c t u a l
effort—books  that  are
beyond  your  current
understanding  but  not
beyond your reach.

The
Lifelong
Benefits
of
Adlerian
Reading
Learn ing  How  To
Read  A  Mortimer
Adler  is  not  just  an
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academic exercise. It is
a  life  skill.  It  teaches
you to think clearly, to
identify  the  structure
of  arguments,  and  to
separate  opinion  from
knowledge.  In a world
o f  i n f o r m a t i o n
overload, the ability to
deeply  understand  a
s u b j e c t  i s  a
s u p e r p o w e r .  Y o u
become  immune  to
superficial rhetoric. You
learn to find the core of
any argument  quickly.
You  become  a  better
writer,  because  you
u n d e r s t a n d  h o w
arguments  are  built.
You  become  a  better
thinker,  because  you
have  practiced  the
discipline  of  following
another's  reasoning to
its conclusion.

Conclusio

n
To ask How To Read
A Mortimer  Adler  is
t o  s e e k  a
transformation  in  how
you  engage  with  the
written  word.  It  is  a
commitment to moving
f r o m  p a s s i v e
consumption  to  active
c r e a t i o n  o f
understanding.  By
mastering  the  four
l e v e l s  o f
reading—Elementary,
I n s p e c t i o n a l ,
A n a l y t i c a l ,  a n d
Syntopical—you  equip
yourself with the tools
to  conquer  any  book,
f r o m  t h e  m o s t
straightforward manual
to  the  most  complex
philosophical  treatise.
You  l ea rn  to  wa lk
through a book not as
a  tourist,  but  as  an
architect,  appreciating
i t s  s t r u c t u r e ,
e v a l u a t i n g  i t s
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m a t e r i a l s ,  a n d
ultimately  integrating
its  wisdom  into  your
own  mind.  The  pencil
becomes your crowbar,
and  the  margin  your
workshop.  Start  with

one  difficult  book.
Apply  the  rules.  Mark
the pages. Argue with
the  author.  You  will
never  read  the  same
way again. And that is
exactly the point.


