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Preface

The Roman orator Cicero once remarked that “History is the witness of the
times, the torch of truth, the life of memory, the teacher of life, the messen-
ger of antiquity.” In spite of these noble words, historians have often labored
under the burden of justifying the study of events that are over and done.
Human beings are practical, more concerned with their present and future
than with their past. And yet the study of history provides us with unique op-
portunities for self-knowledge. It teaches us what we have done and therefore
helps define what we are. On a less abstract level, the study of history enables
us to judge present circumstance by drawing on the laboratory of the past.
Those who have lived and died, through their recorded attitudes, actions,
and ideas, have left a legacy of experience.

One of the best ways to travel through time and perceive the very “human-
ness” of history is through the study of primary sources. These are the docu-
ments, coins, letters, inscriptions, and monuments of past ages. The task of
historians is to evaluate this evidence with a critical eye and then construct a
narrative that is consistent with the “facts” as they have been established.
Such interpretations are inherently subjective and open to dispute. History is
thus filled with controversy as historians argue their way toward the truth.
The only effective way to understand the past is through personal examina-
tion of the primary sources.

Yet, for the beginning student, this poses some difficulties. Such inquiry
casts the student adrift from the security of accepting the “truth” as revealed
in a textbook. In fact, history is too often presented in a deceptively objective
manner; one learns facts and dates in an effort to obtain the right answers for
multiple-choice tests. But the student who has wrestled with primary sources
and has experienced voices from the past on a more intimate level accepts
the responsibility of evaluation and judgment. He or she understands that
history does not easily lend itself to right answers, but demands reflection on
the problems that have confronted past societies and are at play even in our
contemporary world.

XXVii
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Aspects of Western Civilization offers the student an opportunity to evaluate
the primary sources of the past in a structured and organized format. The
documents provided include state papers, secret dispatches, letters, diary ac-
counts, poems, newspaper articles, papal encyclicals, propaganda fliers, and
even wall graffiti. Occasionally, the assessments of modern historians are in-
cluded. Yet this two-volume book has been conceived as more than a simple
compilation of sources. The subtitle of the work, Problems and Sources in His-
tory, gives true indication of the nature of its premise. Students learn from the
past most effectively when faced with problems that have meaning for their
own lives. In evaluating the material from Aspects of Western Civilization, the
student will discover that issues are not nearly as simple as they may appear at
first glance. Historical sources often contradict each other, and truth then
depends upon logic and upon one’s own experience and outlook on life.
Throughout these volumes, the student is confronted with basic questions re-
garding historical development, human nature, moral action, and practical
necessity. The text is therefore broad in its scope, incorporating a wide vari-
ety of political, social, economic, religious, intellectual, and scientific issues.
It is internally organized around eight major themes that provide direction
and cohesion while allowing for originality of thought in both written and
oral analysis:

1. Imperialism. How has imperialism been justified throughout Western his-
tory, and what are the moral implications of gaining and maintaining
empire? Is defensive imperialism a practical foreign policy option? This
theme is often juxtaposed with subtopics of nationalism, war, altruism,
and human nature.

2. Church/State Relationships. Is there a natural competition between these
two controlling units in society? Which is more influential, which legacy
more enduring? How has religion been used as a means of securing po-
litical power or of instituting social change?

3. Beliefs and Spirituality. The Judeo-Christian heritage of Western Civiliza-
tion forms the basis of this theme. How have religious values and moral
attitudes affected the course of Western history? To what extent have
spiritual reform movements resulted in a change of political or social
policy? Are ideas more potent than any army? Why have so many people
died fighting for religions that abhor violence? Does every society need
a spiritual foundation?

4. Systems of Government. This theme seeks to introduce the student to the
various systems of rule that have shaped Western Civilization: classical
democracy, representative democracy (republican government), oli-
garchy, constitutional monarchy, divine-right monarchy, theocracy, and
dictatorship (especially fascism and totalitarian rule). What are the ad-
vantages and drawbacks to each? This rubric also includes the concepts
of balance of power and containment, principles of succession, geopoli-
tics, and social and economic theories such as capitalism, communism,
and socialism.
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5. Revolution. This theme seeks to define and examine the varieties of revo-
lution: political, intellectual, economic, and social. What are the under-
lying and precipitating causes of political revolution? How essential is
the intellectual foundation? Are social demands and spontaneity more
important elements in radical action?

6. Propaganda. What is the role of propaganda in history? Many sections
examine the use and abuse of information, often in connection with ab-
solute government, revolution, imperialism, or genocide. How are art
and architecture, as well as the written word, used in the “creation of be-
lief”? This theme emphasizes the relativity of truth and stresses the re-
sponsibility of the individual in assessing the validity of evidence.

7. Women in History. The text intends to help remedy the widespread omis-
sion of women from the history of Western society and to develop an ap-
preciation of their contributions to the intellectual and political frame-
work of Western Civilization. At issue is how women have been
viewed—or rendered invisible—throughout history and how individu-
ally and collectively their presence is inextricably linked with the devel-
opment and progress of civilization. This inclusive approach stresses the
importance of achieving a perspective that lends value and practical ap-
plication to history.

8. Historical Change and Transition. What are the main determinants of
change in history? How important is the individual in effecting change,
or is society regulated by unseen social and economic forces? What role
does chance play? What are the components of civilization, and how do
we assess progress or decline? Are civilizations biological in nature? Is a
crisis/response theory of change valid? This theme works toward provid-
ing the student with a philosophy of history and against the tendency to
divide history into strict periods. It stresses the close connection be-
tween the past and the present.

Structure of the Book

Each chapter begins with a timeline chronology so that students may visualize
the historical parameters of the chapter. This is followed by a series of quota-
tions from various historians, diplomats, philosophers, literary figures, or reli-
gious spokespersons who offer insight on the subject matter of the chapter.
These quotations may well be used in conjunction with the study questions at
the end of the unit. After the quotations, chapter themes are listed and
framed by several questions that direct the reader to broader issues and com-
parative perspectives with ideas and events in other chapters. This feature ac-
knowledges the changing perspectives of different eras while linking histori-
cal problems that emphasize the continuity of history. A general introduction
then provides a brief historical background and focuses the themes or ques-
tions to be discussed in the chapter.

Following this general introduction, the primary sources are presented
with extensive direction for the student. A headnote explains in more detail
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the historical or biographical background for each primary source and fo-
cuses attention on themes or interrelationships with other sources. Each
chapter concludes with a chronology designed to orient the student to the
broader context of history, and a series of study questions that can form the
basis of oral discussion or written analysis. The questions do not seek mere re-
gurgitation of information, but demand a more thoughtful response based
on reflective analysis of the primary sources.

Use of the Book

Aspects of Western Civilization offers the instructor a wide variety of didactic ap-
plications. The chapters fit into a more or less standard lecture format and
are ordered chronologically. An entire chapter may be assigned for oral dis-
cussion, or sections from each chapter may satisfy particular interests or re-
quirements. Some of the chapters provide extensive treatment of a broad his-
torical topic (“The Sword of Faith: Western Civilization During the Middle
Ages”; “‘T Am the State!”: The Development of Absolutism in England and
France”; “‘Dare to Know!’: The Revolution of the Mind in the Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuries”; “‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity!’: Romanticism and
Revolution”). In order to make them manageable and effective, I have
grouped them into topical sections (with correspondingly labeled study ques-
tions) that can be utilized separately, if so desired.

The chapters may also be assigned for written analysis. One of the most
important concerns of both instructor and student in an introductory class is
the written assignment. Aspects of Western Civilization has been designed to
provide self-contained topics that are problem-oriented, promote reflection
and analysis, and encourage responsible citation of particular primary
sources. The study questions for each chapter should generally produce an
eight- to ten-page paper.
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