
Foreword

THE proposition that each generation must rewrite history

is more widely quoted than practiced. In the field of col-

lege texts on western civilization, the conventional accounts

have been revised, and sources and supplementary materials

have been developed; but it is too long a time since the basic

narrative has been rewritten to meet the rapidly changing

needs of new college generations. In the mid-twentieth cen-

tury such an account must be brief, well written, and based

on unquestioned scholarship and must assume almost no

previous historical knowledge on the part of the reader. It

must provide a coherent analysis of the development of

western civilization and its basic values. It must, in short,

constitute a systematic introduction to the collective mem-

ory of that tradition which we are being asked to defend.

This series of narrative essays was undertaken in an effort

to provide such a text for an introductory history survey

course and is being published in the present form in the

belief that the requirements of that one course reflected a

need that is coming to be widely recognized.

Now that the classic languages, the Bible, the great

historical novels, even most non-American history, have

dropped out of the normal college preparatory program,

it is imperative that a text in the history of European civiliza-

tion be fully self-explanatory. This means not only that it
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must begin at the beginning, with the origins of our civiliza-

tion in ancient Israel and Greece, but that it must introduce

every name or event that takes an integral place in the ac-

count and ruthlessly delete all others no matter how firmly

imbedded in historical protocol. Only thus simplified and

complete will the narrative present a sufliciently clear out-

Hne of those major trends and developments that have led

from the beginning of our recorded time to the most pressing

of our current problems. This simplification, however, need

not involve intellectual dilution or evasion. On the contrary,

it can effectively raise rather than lower the level of presen-

tation. It is on this assumption that the present series has been

based, and each contributor has been urged to write for a

mature and literate audience. It is hoped, therefore, that the

essays may also prove profitable and rewarding to readers

outside the college classroom.

The plan of the first part of the series is to sketch, in re-

lated essays, the narrative of our history from its origins to

the eve of the French Revolution; each is to be written by a

recognized scholar and is desicrned to sers-e as the basic read-

ing for one week in a semester course. The developments of

the nineteenth and r^ventieth centuries will be covered in a

succeeding series which will provide the same quantity of

reading material for each week of the second semester. This

scale of presentation has been adopted in the conviction that

any understanding of the central problem of the preservation

of the integrity and dignity of the individual human being

depends first on an examination of the origins of our tradi-

tion in the politics and philosophy of the ancient Greeks and

the religion of the ancient Hebrews and then on a relatively

more detailed knowledge of its recent development within

our industrial urban society.
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The decision to devote equal space to twenty-five centu-

ries and to a century and a half was based on the analogy with

the human memory. Those events most remote tend to be

remembered in least detail but often with a sense of clarity

and perspective that is absent in more recent and more

crowded recollections. If the roots of our tradition must be

identified, their relation to the present must be carefully

developed. The nearer the narrative approaches contempo-

rary times, the more difficult and compHcated this becomes.

Recent experience must be worked over more carefully and

in more detail if it is to contribute effectively to an under-

standing of the contemporary world.

It may be objected that the series attempts too much. The

attempt is being made, however, on the assumption that any

historical development should be susceptible of meaningful

treatment on any scale and in the realization that a very large

proportion of today's college students do not have more time

to invest in this part of their education. The practical alterna-

tive appears to lie between some attempt to create a new

brief account of the history o£ our tradition and the aban-

donment of any serious effort to communicate the essence

of that tradition to all but a handful of our students. It is the

conviction of everyone contributing to this series that the

second alternative must not be accepted by default.

In a series covering such a vast sweep of time, few scholars

would find themselves thoroughly at home in the fields cov-

ered by more than one or two of the essays. This means, in

practice, that almost every essay should be written by a

different author. In spite of apparent drawbacks, this pro-

cedure promises real advantages. Each contributor will be

in a position to set higher standards of accuracy and in-

sight in an essay encompassing a major portion of the field



via Foreword

of his life's work than could ordinarily be expected in surveys

of some ten or twenty centuries. The inevitable discontinuity

of style and interpretation could be modified by editorial co-

ordination; but it was felt that some discontinuity was in

itself desirable. No illusion is more easily acquired by the

student in an elementary course, or is more prejudicial

to the efficacy of such a course, than that a single smoothly

articulated text represents the very substance of history it-

self. If the shift from author to author, week by week, raises

difficulties for the beginning student, they are difficulties

that will not so much impede his progress as contribute to

his growth.

This essay. The Age of Reaso?i, by Mr. Frank E. Manuel,

is the second of the series to be published. It presents for the

beginning student a carefully balanced introduction to both

the social background and the intellectual achievements of

the eighteenth century. Though this period has long been

studied as a source of many of our basic political assumptions,

it has tended to remain one of the least understood chapters

of our past. The very familiarity of its intellectual climate

has tended to divert attention from the fact that its material

way of life was almost as different from ours today as was

that of Thomas Aquinas or even Julius Caesar. Nor is the

difficulty of comprehending the differences between Vol-

taire's day and ours a problem only for the classroom. To an

important extent it is failure to reconcile the dictates of the

political convictions inherited from the eighteenth century

with the necessities of the industrial society bequeathed by

the nineteenth that has made the twentieth century such a

bewildering epoch in which to live. It is hardly necessary to

urge, therefore, that the subject of this essay illustrates to
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an unusual degree the proposition—on which the entire series

is based—that an accurate appreciation of the past is neces-

sary to an effective understanding of the present.

Both author and editor wish to express their gratitude to

Mr. Leo Gershoy and Mr. Crane Brinton for their many

helpful suggestions.
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