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How to Think the Great Ideas: Mortimer Jerome Adler

Mortimer Jerome Adler was a prominent philosopher, educator, and author who made
significant contributions to the understanding of ideas and the process of thinking about
them. His work has had a lasting impact on education and philosophy, particularly in how
we engage with great ideas. This article explores Adler's perspective on thinking about
great ideas, the methods he proposed, and the implications of his teachings for modern
readers.

Understanding Great Ideas

Adler believed that great ideas are foundational concepts that have shaped human thought
throughout history. These ideas are not merely abstract notions; they are pivotal to
understanding the world, human nature, and our place in society. Some of these great
ideas include justice, beauty, truth, and freedom. Understanding these concepts allows
individuals to engage deeply with philosophical questions and develop a well-rounded
worldview.

The Significance of Great Ideas

1. Cultural Impact: Great ideas influence cultures, guiding moral frameworks, artistic
expression, and social structures.
2. Intellectual Development: Engaging with these ideas promotes critical thinking and
fosters a deeper understanding of oneself and society.
3. Interdisciplinary Relevance: Great ideas transcend disciplines, connecting philosophy,
science, art, and politics.

By studying these ideas, individuals can cultivate a richer intellectual life.

Adler's Methodology for Thinking About Great
Ideas

Adler's approach to thinking about great ideas can be distilled into several key
methodologies. He emphasizes the importance of reading, discussion, and writing as tools
for deep engagement with these concepts.



1. The Importance of Reading

Reading is not just about gathering information; it is a critical process of engaging with the
thoughts of great thinkers. Adler advocated for what he called "active reading," which
involves:

- Questioning the Text: Ask yourself what the author is trying to communicate. What
assumptions are being made? What arguments are presented?
- Summarizing Ideas: After reading, summarize the key points in your own words to ensure
understanding.
- Reflective Thinking: Take time to reflect on how the ideas relate to your own experiences
and beliefs.

2. Engaging in Discussion

Discussion is a powerful tool for refining your understanding of great ideas. Adler believed
that dialogue leads to deeper insights and exposes individuals to diverse perspectives.
Consider the following approaches:

- Socratic Method: Engage in a form of dialogue to explore fundamental questions. This
method encourages participants to question their beliefs and assumptions.
- Group Discussions: Join or form study groups to discuss great ideas. Collaborative
exploration can reveal new interpretations and understandings.
- Debates: Engaging in structured arguments can sharpen your critical thinking skills and
help you articulate your thoughts more clearly.

3. Writing as a Tool for Clarity

Writing is a process that helps clarify thoughts and solidify understanding. Adler
encouraged the practice of writing as a means to engage with great ideas more deeply.
Here are some effective writing strategies:

- Journaling: Regularly write about your reflections on great ideas. This can help track your
intellectual growth and changes in perspective.
- Essays: Write essays on specific ideas, exploring various dimensions and implications. This
structured approach forces you to organize your thoughts logically.
- Letters: Consider writing letters to friends or mentors discussing great ideas. This can
foster an exchange of ideas and encourage deeper thinking.

The Role of Great Books in Adler's Philosophy

Adler was a strong proponent of the "Great Books" concept. He believed that reading
classic works from history's greatest thinkers is essential for understanding great ideas. The
Great Books encompass texts across various disciplines, including philosophy, literature,



and science.

Benefits of Reading Great Books

- Exposure to Different Perspectives: Great Books introduce readers to a myriad of
viewpoints and arguments, broadening their intellectual horizons.
- Timeless Wisdom: Many great ideas are perennial, relevant across generations. Engaging
with these texts allows readers to connect with historical dialogues that continue to shape
modern thought.
- Enhanced Critical Thinking: Analyzing complex texts hones critical thinking skills, enabling
readers to engage with contemporary issues more effectively.

How to Approach Great Books

1. Choose Wisely: Select books that resonate with your current interests or challenge your
beliefs.
2. Read Actively: Apply the active reading strategies mentioned earlier to ensure deep
comprehension.
3. Take Notes: Keep a notebook of thoughts, questions, and reflections as you read. This
will serve as a resource for future discussions and writings.

Applying Adler's Ideas in Everyday Life

The insights gained from Adler's teachings on great ideas can be applied in various aspects
of everyday life. Here are some practical applications:

1. In Education

Educators can incorporate Adler's methods into curricula by:

- Encouraging critical discussions around great ideas in the classroom.
- Assigning readings from Great Books to expose students to foundational thoughts.
- Promoting writing assignments that allow students to explore ideas creatively.

2. In Personal Development

Individuals can leverage Adler's teachings for personal growth by:

- Engaging in lifelong learning through reading and discussion.
- Reflecting on personal beliefs and values in light of great ideas.
- Seeking mentorship or joining communities focused on philosophical inquiry.



3. In Community Engagement

Adler's approach can also guide community dialogue by:

- Organizing forums or workshops that encourage discussions about relevant great ideas.
- Promoting literacy initiatives that focus on great literature and philosophical texts.
- Fostering a culture of questioning and exploration in community settings.

Conclusion

Mortimer Jerome Adler's teachings on how to think about great ideas provide a roadmap for
intellectual engagement and personal growth. By emphasizing the importance of reading,
discussion, and writing, Adler equips individuals with the tools necessary to navigate
complex thoughts and beliefs. Engaging with great ideas is not merely an academic
exercise; it is a lifelong journey that enriches one’s understanding of the world and oneself.
As we embrace this journey, we cultivate a more thoughtful and reflective society, one idea
at a time.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Mortimer Adler's 'How to
Think About Great Ideas'?
The main premise is that great ideas are foundational concepts that shape human thought
and culture, and that understanding them can enhance our critical thinking and intellectual
engagement.

How does Adler suggest we engage with great ideas?
Adler suggests that we engage with great ideas through active questioning, dialogue, and
exploration, encouraging readers to think critically about the ideas and their implications.

What are some examples of great ideas discussed by
Adler?
Adler discusses several great ideas, including truth, justice, beauty, freedom, and love,
examining their historical context and relevance to contemporary issues.

How can Adler's methods be applied in modern
education?
Adler's methods can be applied by promoting Socratic dialogue in classrooms, encouraging
students to explore and debate fundamental concepts rather than simply memorizing facts.



What role does critical thinking play in Adler's
philosophy?
Critical thinking is central to Adler's philosophy; he believes that it enables individuals to
analyze great ideas, understand their nuances, and apply them to real-world situations.

How does Adler differentiate between great ideas and
other types of ideas?
Adler differentiates great ideas as those that have stood the test of time and have universal
significance, unlike transient or less impactful ideas that may not contribute to deeper
understanding.

What strategies does Adler recommend for personal
reflection on great ideas?
Adler recommends journaling, engaging in discussions with others, and reading classical
texts as strategies for personal reflection on great ideas to deepen understanding and
foster intellectual growth.
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