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PREFACE

foolish to speak on every kind of work.”* A history of civilization shares
the presumptuousness of every philosophical enterprise: it offers the ridicu-
lous spectacle of a fragment expounding the whole. Like philosophy, such
a venture has no rational excuse, and is at best but a brave stupidity; but let

us hope that, like philosophy, it will always lure some rash spirits into its
fatal depths.

The plan of the series is to narrate the history of civilization in five inde-
pendent parts:

I. Our Oriental Heritage: a history of civilization in Egypt and the
Near East to the death of Alexander, and in India, China and Japan
to thespresent day; with an introduction on the nature and elements
of civilization.

II. Our Classical Heritage: a history of civilization in Greece and
Rome, and of civilization in the Near East under Greek and Roman
domination.

L. Our Medieval Heritage: Catholic and feudal Europe, Byzantine
civilization, Mohammedan and Judaic culture in Asia, Africa and
Spain, and the Italian Renaissance.

IV. Our European Heritage: the cultural history of the European states
from the Protestant Reformation to the French Revolution.

V. Our Modern Heritage: the history of European invention and states-

manship, science and philosophy, religion and morals, literature and
art from the accession of Napoleon to our own times.

Our story begins with the Orient, not merely because Asia was the scene
of the oldest civilizations known to us, but because those civilizations
formed the background and basis of that Greek and Roman culture which
Sir Henry Maine mistakenly supposed to be the whole source of the mod-
ern mind. We shall be surprised to learn how much of our most indis-
pensable inventions, our economic and political organization, our science
and our literature, our philosophy and our religion, goes back to Egypt
and the Orient.t At this historic moment—when the ascendancy of Europe
is so rapidly coming to an end, when Asia is swelling with resurrected life,
and the theme of the twentieth century seems destined to be an all-embrac-
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I HAVE tried in this book to accomplish the first part of a pleasant
assignment which I rashly laid upon myself some twenty years ago: to
write a history of civilization. I wish to tell as much as I can, in as little
space as I can, of the contributions that genius and labor have made to the
cultural heritage of mankind—to chronicle and contemplate, in their causes,
character and effects, the advances of invention, the varieties of economic
organization, the experiments in government, the aspirations of religion,
the mutations of morals and manners, the masterpieces of literature, the de-
velopment of science, the wisdom of philosophy, and the achievements of
art. I do not need to be told how absurd this enterprise is, nor how im-
modest is its very conception; for many years of effort have brought it to
but a fifth of its completion, and have made it clear that no one mind, and
no single lifetime, can adequately compass this task. Nevertheless I have
dreamed that despite the many errors inevitable in this undertaking, it may
be of some use to those upon whom the passion for philosophy has laid the
compulsion to try to see things whole, to pursue perspective, unity and
understanding through history in time, as well as to seek them through
science in space.

I have long felt that our usual method of writing history in separate
longitudinal sections—economic history, political history, religious history,
the history of philosophy, the history of literature, the history of science,
the history of music, the history of art—does injustice to the unity of
human life; that history should be written collaterally as well as lineally,
synthetically as well as analytically; and that the ideal historiography
would seek to portray in each period the total complex of a nation’s culture,
institutions, adventures and ways. But the accumulation of knowledge has
divided history, like science, into a thousand isolated specialties; and pru-
dent scholars have refrained from attempting any view of the whole—
whether of the material universe, or of the living past of our race. For the
probability of error increases with the scope of the undertaking, and any
man who sells his soul to synthesis will be a tragic target for a myriad
merry darts of specialist critique. “Consider,” said Ptah-hotep five thousand
years ago, “how thou mayest be opposed by an expert in council. It is
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