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The circle of learning

“The alphabetical system of arrangement,” observed the
Editors of the Eleventh Edition of the Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica (1910-11), “with its obvious advantages, neces-
sarily results in the separation from one another of arti-
cles dealing with any particular subject.” The addition of
an alphabetical index can do no more than give the reader
“assistance in obtaining information under headings
which are not themselves the titles of articles in the En-
cyclopaedia.” Consequently, “the student who desires to
make a complete study of a given topic must exercise his
imagination if he seeks to exhaust the articles in which
that topic is treated.” This result is certainly a serious de-
fect in the system for anyone who feels—as did the Edi-
tors of the Eleventh Edition—that an encyclopaedia
should not be merely a “storehouse of facts,” but should
also be “a systematic survey of all departments of knowl-
edge.” To remedy this defect, the Editors constructed a
“Classified Table of Contents,” which they believed to be
“the first attempt in any general work of reference at a
systematic subject catalogue or analysis of the material
contained in it.”

Remarkable as it was at the time, this Table of Contents
did not fully succeed in achieving its objective of over-
coming the defects of an alphabetical organization of en-
cyclopaedic articles by means of a topical presentation of
their content. A quick glance at the twenty-four major
categories into which the Table of Contents was divided
will reveal that the alphabet was still the thread on which
the parts were strung: I. Anthropology and Ethnology;
II. Archaeology and Antiquities; III. Art; IV. Astrono-
my; V. Biology; VL Chemistry; VII. Economics and éo—
cial Science; VIIIL Education; IX. Engineering; X. Geog-
raphy; XI. Geology; XII. History; XIII. Industries, Man-
ufactures and Occupations; XIV. Language and Writing;
XV. Law and Political Science; XVI. Literature; XVII.
Mathematics; XVIII. Medical Science; XIX. Military

and Naval; XX. Philosophy and Psychology; XXI. Phys-.

ics; XXII. Religion and Theology; XXIIIL. Sports and
Pastimes; XXIV. Miscellaneous. In each of these cate-
gories, the only further subdivisions involved the distinc-
tion of general from particular subjects, and the distinc-
tion of both of these from biographical entries. Under
each of these headings, titles of the encyclopaedia’s arti-
cles were listed in strictly alphabetical order.

In planning this Fifteenth Edition of Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica, the present Editors, while deciding to retain the
alphabetical ordering of the articles themselves, as printed
in the set, sought to improve upon the effort their prede-
cessors had made to overcome the defects of an alphabet-
ical organization by giving the reader a truly topical, and
totally nonalphabetical, Table of Contents. It would serve

the purpose that the Editors of the Eleventh Edition had
in mind, which was to enable the reader to “make a com-
plete study of a given topic”—that is, a department of
knowledge or field of learning.

It may be asked why it was not thought better to aban-
don the alphabetical principle entirely and construct a
purely topical encyclopaedia, in which all the articles
would be assembled, volume after volume, according to
some general schema for the organization of human
knowledge. The answer is two-fold. First, a purely topical
organization of the articles themselves cannot avoid the
appearance of a certain tendentiousness or arbitrariness
in the editorial commitment to one rather than another
organizing schema or set of principles. The reader is,
therefore, provoked to ask: Does this order, volume by
volume, and article by article, reflect the only right or
proper exposition of the whole of human knowledge?

Second, a purely topical encyclopaedia provides its
readers with only one mode of access to its contents. This
may be alleviated somewhat, perhaps, by the addition of
an alphabetical index; but an index, by its very nature,
serves the purpose of enabling the reader to look up
particular items of information; it does not provide a
general and systematic mode of access to the contents
of the encyclopaedia.

The basic plan of the new Britannica, therefore, aims to
give its readers access to its contents by both the topical
and the alphabetical mode. General and systematic topi-
cal access is provided by the Outline of Knowledge con-
tained in this volume, called the “Propzdia” because it is
a kind of preamble or antechamber to the world of learn-
ing that the rest of the encyclopaedia aims to encompass.
Alphabetical access is provided not only by the alphabeti-
cal ordering of the long articles in the Macropedia, but
also by the shorter entries in the Micropedia, which are
likewise arranged alphabetically.

- Unlike the Classified Table of Contents in the Eleventh
~ Edition, which was alphabetically organized by categories

and subjects, the Outline of Knowledge in this Fifteenth
Edition is a purely topical presentation of the contents of
the articles in the Macropedia. It is, therefore, reasonable
to ask how such a purely topical outline of encyclopaedic
content avoids the tendentiousness or arbitrariness that is
attributable to an encyclopaedia in which the articles
themselves are topically rather than alphabetically ar-
ranged. Does not the Outline of Knowledge here pre-
sented reflect, perhaps even conceal, a commitment to
one set of organizing principles rather than another?
Does it not embody biases or preconceptions that are
not universally acceptable?

It is hardly possible to say “No, not at all” to these
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guestions. Two points, however, can be made affirmative-
ly that tend to reduce or alleviate whatever degree of ar-
bitrariness remains unavoidable in a topical outline of the
whole of human knowledge. One is that the Outline of
Knowledge, while conceived by the Editors, was con-
structed and corrected in the light of detailed recommen-
dations, directions, and analytical contributions from
scholars and experts in all the fields of knowledge repre-
sented. A list that includes the advisers who worked with
the Editors in the construction of the Outline of Knowl-
edge follows Part Ten of the Propeedia.

The second point is that the Outline of Knowledge is
conceived as a circle of Icarning. To say that the contents
of an en-cyclo-paedia form a circle of learning is more
than a literal transliteration from Greek to English. In
Greek or English, reference to the circle introduces a
powerful metaphor, the understanding of which should
help the reader to overcome whatever arbitrariness still
resides in the Outline of Knowledge in spite of deter-
mined efforts on the part of all concerned to minimize
this defect. A circle is a figure in which no point on the
circumference is a beginning, none is a middle, none is
an end. It is also a figure in which one can go from any
point, in either direction, around the circumference; in
addition, one can go across the circle from any point to
any other; or, by any number of transecting lines, start-
ing from a given point, one can go to any number of oth-
er points on the circumference, near or far.

The ten parts into which the Outline of Knowledge is di-
vided are disposed not along a finite straight line begin-
ning at this point and ending at that; they are disposed
rather as segments of the circle. While it is true that, in
this arrangement, one part may lie next to another and at
some distance from still another, it is also true that, since
the circle can rotate around its axis, any one of the ten
parts may be regarded as standing at the top of the circle,
or at the left or right side of it, or at the bottom. In other
words, with the circular arrangement of the parts, and
with the rotation of the circle, the reader can begin any-
where in the circle of learning and go from thence to ad-
jacent parts around the circle; or, moving along interior
transecting lines, he can go from any part across the cir-
cle to parts that are not adjacent on the circumference.

This view of the Outline of Knowledge can be repre-
sented in a number of diagrams. The first pair of dia-
grams shows the ten parts of the outline as segments of
the circle. (For a synopsis of the subject matter covered
in each part, and its various divisions and sections, the
reader is referred to the Table of Contents set forth on
pages 10-16 of this volume. The titles of the ten parts
are given in the box below.)

Part One. Matter and energy
Part Two. The Earth
Part Three. Life on Earth

Part Seven. Technology
Part Eight. Religion
Part Nine. The history

Part Four. Human life of mankind
Part Five. Human society Part Ten. The branches
of knowledge

Part Six. Art

In the first pair of diagrams, below, Part One is placed
at the top of the diagram to the left, and Part Nine is at
the top of the diagram to the right, to illustrate the effect
achieved by rotating the circle.

The second pair of diagrams, following, places one of
the ten parts at the centre of the circle with the remaining
nine parts as segments of the circle formed by lines radi-
ating from the centre. The point being made here is that
any part can occupy the central position—the place in the
circle of learning at which one begins, going thence in all
directions to the remaining nine parts. To illustrate this,
Part Five occupies the centre in the diagram to the left;
Part Three, the centre in the diagram to the right.

Finally, the diagram below offers still another approach
to the circle of learning. In this diagram, Part Ten occu-
pies the central position; and here there is only one dia-
gram rather than a pair of diagrams because the reason
for placing Part Ten in the central position applies to it
alone and to none of the other nine parts.

S
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The reason for this special placement of Part Ten stems
from the one organizing principle to which the Editors
were explicitly committed in planning and producing this
new Britannica. Briefly stated, that principle involves a
distinction between (a) what we know about the world of
nature, of man and society, and of human institutions by
means of the various branches of learning or depart-



ments of scholarship; and (b) what we know about the
branches of learning or departments of scholarship—the
various academic disciplines themselves. For the most
part—there are a few exceptions—Parts One through
Nine represent man’s knowledge of nature, of man and
society, of human institutions, and their history. In clear
contradistinction, Part Ten mainly covers the disciplines
themselves—the branches of knowledge or fields of
scholarship—by which man inquires into, thinks about,
or comes to have knowledge of the world in which he
lives. Part Ten examines the nature, methods, problems,
and history of the various branches of knowledge or
scholarly disciplines, the actual contcnt of which is set
forth in Parts One through Nine.

Thus, for example, Section 10/34 in Division III of
Part Ten examines the nature, methods, problems, and
history of the biological sciences; but the knowledge of
life that the biological sciences afford is outlined in Part
Three. Or, to take another example, Section 10/41 in
Division IV of Part Ten examines historiography and the
study of history; but the actual history of mankind,
achieved by the methods of historical inquiry, is outlined
in Part Nine.

There are, however, three departments of learning that
are exclusively treated in Part Ten—both with regard to
the nature and history of the disciplines themselves and
also with regard to the knowledge or understanding
afforded by these disciplines. They are logic (in Division
I of Part Ten), mathematics (in Division IT), and phi-
losophy (in Division V). The reason for this exceptional
treatment of these three disciplines is given in the Intro-
ductory Essay to Part Ten.

The special character of Part Ten thus explains the dia-
gram in which it occupies the centre of the circle of learn-
ing, but that must not be interpreted as attributing prime
importance to it. This diagram simply indicates the spe-
cial function Part Ten performs in relation to the other
parts. It alone stands in close relation to all the rest; there
are varying degrees of relatedness among the other parts.
For example, Parts Threc and Four, dealing with Life on
Earth and with Human Life, are closely related; Parts
Four and Five, dealing with Human Life and with Hu-
man Society, are also closely related; but Part Four has a
different relatedness to Part Three, on the one hand, and
to Part Five, on the other. In the presentation of the Out-
line of Knowledge, the headnotes and the cross-references
give the reader an indication of these interrelationships.

Anyone who is in a position to compare the classified
list of articles in the Eleventh or even the Fourteenth
Edition with the Outline of Knowledge will be persuaded,
the Editors think, that whereas the immediately preced-
ing editions of Britannica represented a 19th- and early
20th-century view of the state of human knowledge, the
new Britannica, in its Fifteenth Edition, is an encyclopae-
dia that reflects the many changes and innovations in
man’s knowledge and understanding that are emerging at
the end of this century and will continue into the next.

The reader’s attention should be called to two further
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points about the Outline of Knowledge. The first is that it
serves as a table of contents only for the 4,207 longer ar-
ticles in the 19 volumes of the Macropedia. It does not
cover or refer to the shorter entries in the 10 volumes of
the Micropedia, or Ready Reference and Index. Those
ten volumes should always be consulted first if the reader
wishes to look up any specific point of information by al-
phabetical means. As indicated in the explanation of how
to use the Propedia, which follows, the Outline of Knowl-
edge in this volume should be consulted for a different
purpose—not to look up a specific point of information
which can be found by alphabetical means, but to study
a whole segment of human knowledge, or to examine a
field of learning, which is here topically outlined so that
the reader can discover what he can learn from Britan-
nica about that area of knowledge.

The second point to be mentioned is, in the view of the
Editors, of singular importance, for it distinguishes the
Fifteenth Edition of Britannica from all preceding edi-
tions. The Outline of Knowledge presented in this Pro-
peedia volume, which serves as a topical survey of the
contents of the articles in the Macropadia, was con-
structed before those articles themselves were named,
outlined, commissioned, written, and edited. The outline
served as the basis for determining what articles should
be written, what their scope should be, how they should
be related to other articles, and so on. It was, therefore,
in origin a table of intents rather than a table of contents.
It represented the intentions of the Editors in laying down
a comprehensive plan for producing a new encyclopaedia,
appropriate to the state of human knowledge and learn-
ing at the end of the 20th century and looking forward to
emergent developments in the century to follow. What
was originally, or in the planning stage of the work, a
Table of Intents, then subsequently became, after the
writing and editing of the articles was completed, a Table
of Contents that tries to reflect accurately and faithfully
the actual content of the articles. In many cases, the ar-
ticles departed from the original outline and the outline
was therefore revised to accord with the improvements of
it by the contributors of those articles.

All preceding editions of Britannica, as most other en-
cyclopaedias, have been constructed from classified lists
of articles. Such classified lists may vary from one edition
to another, as they have from the First Edition of Britan-
nica through the Fourteenth, but the variations are rela-
tively minor as compared with the fact that they are all
the same in form—nothing but classified lists of articles,
as exemplified by the one presented in the Eleventh Edi-
tion, already referred to. In sharp contrast to such edito-
rial procedures, the Fifteenth Edition has the distinction
of being planned not in accordance with a classified list
of articles, but rather in the light of an orderly topical
outline of the whole of human knowledge, in the form of
the circle of learning that is an en-cyclo-paedia.

MORTIMER J. ADLER
Director of Planning



How to use the Propzdia

The purpose of the Propzdia

As its title indicates, the Outline of Knowledge is intended
to serve as a topical guide to the contents of the Macro-
padia, enabling the reader to carry out an orderly plan of
reading in any field of knowledge or learning that he may
wish to study in some depth. The Propedia’s Table of
Contents gives the reader an overview of the Outline of
Knowledge as a whole; the Introductory Essays for each
of the ten parts illuminate the major concerns of that part of
human knowledge; the headnotes that are affixed to parts,
divisions, and sections prepare the reader for his examina-
tion of the subjects being covered there; and the outlined
presentations of these subjects, accompanied by volume and
page references to the places in the Macropedia where the
subjects are treated, enable the reader to carry on for him-
self a course of study that may be more or less extensive
and detailed in accordance with his own interests and
desires.

The Propedia, or Outline of Knowledge, helps the reader
to answer for himself the question that, in its most general
form, is as follows: What can I learn from the Britannica
concerning one or another area of human knowledge? More
specifically, the question, for example, might be: What can
I learn about the Earth? or What can I learn about art?
The reader’s interest may be even more specific, as the
following questions indicate. In the field of the Earth sci-
ences, his question might be: What can I learn about the
Earth’s constituent minerals and rocks? or What can I
learn about weather and climate? In the field of art, his
question might be: What can I learn about the theory and
classification of the arts? or What can I learn about music?

If the reader will now glance at the Propadia’s Table of
Contents on page 10, he will see that the questions just
used as examples have been drawn from the 241 headings
in the Table of Contents. The first pair of questions about
the Earth and art are taken from the headings of Part Two
and Part Six, respectively. The more detailed questions
about the Earth are taken from the headings of Sections
214 and 224; and the more detailed questions about art are
taken from the headings of Sections 611 and 624. Thus,
each of the 24] headings in the Table of Contents can be
used to complete a question of the form, What can I learn
from Britannica about .....................7? On the
other hand, if the reader is interested in a particular sub-
ject, he should consult the Micropadia. The subject will be
treated briefly there. In addition, directions are given for
finding places in the Macropedia where that subject is
treated at greater length or in broader contexts.

The difference between the topics, which are the basic ele-
ments in the Propedia, or Outline of Knowledge, and the
subjects, which are the component entries in the Micro-
pedia, will become clear at once to anyone who examines
a page of the Propadia’s outline and a page of the Micro-
peedia.

The structure of the Propzedia

Each of the 10 parts, 42 divisions, and 189 sections that
make up the Propedia, or Outline of Knowledge, is marked
in the Table of Contents by a heading or title, which is fol-
lowed by the number of the page on which that unit of the
Propedia begins. This structure affords the reader three

main options: (1) he can turn to one of the parts as a whole
and examine the contents of that part; (2) he can select a
particular division of one of the parts and examine the con-
tents of that division; or (3) he can focus on a single section
or several sections of such a division, and examine the con-
tents of that section or those sections.

If the reader exercises the first option and considers one
of the ten parts as a whole, he will first encounter an Intro-
ductory Essay that acquaints him with the major concerns
and character of that part of human knowledge. That essay
is followed by a headnote that summarizes the content of
the part, calls attention, where needed, to the relation of
that part to other parts, briefly indicates the content and
titles of the several divisions of the part, and gives the page
on which each division begins. A thorough examination of
the part as a whole will involve him in examining its sub-
ordinate divisions and sections. .

If the reader exercises the second option and wishes to
examine one division of a part, he will be aided by a head-
note that summarizes the content of the division he has se-
lected for examination, briefly indicates the content of the
sections in that division, and gives the page on which each
section begins. A thorough examination of the division as
a whole will involve him in examining its subordinate
sections.

If the reader exercises the third option and wants to con-
sider one or more sections within a division, he will be
aided by a headnote that summarizes the content of the
section or sections that he has selected for examination.
The section headnote is followed by an outline of the sub-
jects covered in that section. A thorough examination of
the section will involve the reader in examining the subjects
it comprises, as set forth in the outline.

The sectional outlines

The sectional outlines present, in an orderly arrangement
of topics, subjects that are treated in articles in the Macro-
peedia. The major subjects in each sectional outline are in-
dicated by capital letters (“A,” “B,” etc.). There are always
at least two major subjects, but there may be many more
in a given section. When it is necessary to subdivide a ma-
jor subject, up to three additional levels may appear in the
outline; the first is indicated by Arabic numerals; the sec-
ond by lower-case letters; and the third by Roman numer-
als, as shown below:

A. The action of the hydrosphere and atmosphere on the Earth’s
surface features

1. Weathering: the disintegration and alteration of rocks at or
near the Earth’s surface

a. Processes involved in weathering

i. Physical processes; e.g., freeze-thaw cycles, crystal-
growth pressures

Attached to each topical statement of a particular subject
in the sectional outline are listed, in the three columns to
the right of the statement, the pages on which the reader
will find a treatment or treatments of that subject in the
Macropedia. The significance of these three kinds of refer-
ences is explained below.

Although the principal purpose of the sectional outlines is
to provide references to articles in the Macropedia wherein



this or that subject is treated, the structure of the outlines
sometimes requires the topical statement of subjects that do
not call for such references. These topics often serve as
cross-references to subjects to which references are at-
tached, in other parts of the given sectional outline or in
other sectional outlines. Still other topics that are not ac-
companied by references serve as headings for a set of re-
lated subjects grouped in subordination under them. Such
topics indicate what is common to the subordinate topics.
These, as well as other topics, are often followed by the
phrase with special attention ro, which informs the reader
that the topics following do not necessarily exhaust the sub-
ject under consideration.

The references

The three columns aligned to the right of each topic in the
sectional outlines contain the volume and page numbers of
the Macropeedia articles that, in whole or part, treat the
subjects stated in the topic, as illustrated at the bottom of
this page. Each of the three columns has a special reference
function.

The first column usually contains references to whole arti-
cles, the titles of which are given, as well as volume and
page references. In the case of articles whose scope covers
outline topics in two or more sections, divisions, or even
parts, the reference will be to the pages in the article rele-
vant to the topic at which the title is aligned.

The second column contains references to important arti-
cle sections, the references being given by the page location
at which the section cited begins and the page location at
which it ends.

The third column contains references to passages that are
smaller than article sections, the references being given in
the same way as in the case of column two. All references
to biographical and to geographical articles are listed in the
third column.

In the second and third columns, when two or more arti-
cle sections or two or more smaller passages are cited, the
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references are usually arranged in volume and page order;
and the distinct references are separated by a slash. How-
ever, when the title of an article has been listed in the first
column at a particular topic, references to portions of this
article at lower-level topics are listed before any other ref-
erences in the second column.

In the second and third columns, the page references indi-
cate the segment of the page at which the passage cited be-
gins and the segment of the page at which it ends. The seg-
ments that are signified by the letters a, b, ¢, and d, refer to
the top, upper-middle, lower-middle, and bottom portions,
respectively, of the left column of text on a page. The let-
ters e, f, g, and h, refer to the corresponding portions of the
right column of text.

a e
b f
c 9
d h

The word passim following a reference in the third column
indicates that the material in an article that is relevant to a
topic is diffused throughout the treatment of a broader
subject rather than being a concentrated treatment of the
topic.

Since the content of the biographical and geographical ar-
ticles that are included in the Macropedia does not in-
fluence the structure or content of the sectional outlines, the
titles of such articles are not listed in the first column. The
titles of all other articles appear at least once and sometimes
more than once in the first column of references attached
to the sectional outlines; however, the titles of biographical
and geographical articles are listed alphabetically at the end
of parts, divisions, or sections, when their content is rel-
evant to the subject matter covered in the part, division, or
section to which they are appended.

3. Kinship systems: their functions and types

articles article sections other references
KINSHIP 7:155b-156h/ 5:31f-h/6:1127e-g/
10:477-485 7:168g-172d 14:839d-f
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