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Preface

This postlude needs little preface. After finishing The Story of
Civilization to 1789, we reread the ten volumes with a view to
issuing a revised edition that would correct many errors of omis-
sion, fact, or print. In that process we made note of events and
comments that might illuminate present affairs, future probabilities,
the nature of man, and the conduct of states. (The references, in
the text, to various volumes of the Story are offered not as authori-
ties but as instances or elucidations so come upon.) We tried to
defer our conclusions until we had completed our survey of the
narrative, but doubtless our preformed opinions influenced our se-
lection of illustrative material. The following essay is the result.
It repeats many ideas that we, or others before us, have already
expressed; our aim is not originality but inclusiveness; we offer a
survey of human experience, not a personal revelation.

Here, as so often in the past, we must gratefully acknowledge
the help and counsel given us by our daughter Ethel.

WiLL aAND ARIEL DURANT
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I. Hesitations

As his studies come to a close the historian faces the challenge: Of
what use have your studies been? Have you found in your work
only the amusement of recounting the rise and fall of nations and
ideas, and retelling “sad stories of the death of kings”? Have you
learned more about human nature than the man in the street can
learn without so much as opening a book? Have you derived from
history any illumination of our present condition, any guidance for
our judgments and policies, any guard against the rebuffs of surprise
or the vicissitudes of change? Have you found such regularities in
the sequence of past events that you can predict the future actions of
mankind or the fate of states? Is it possible that, after all, “history has
no sense,” * that it teaches us nothing, and that the immense past was
only the weary rehearsal of the mistakes that the future is destined to
make on a larger stage and scale?

At times we feel so, and a multitude of doubts assail our enterprise.
To begin with, do we really know what the past was, what actually
happened, or is history “a fable” not quite “agreed upon”? Our
knowledge of any past event is always incomplete, probably inaccu-
rate, beclouded by ambivalent evidence and biased historians, and

IX



12 THE LESSONS OF HISTORY (cHAP. 1

perhaps distorted by our own patriotic or religious partisanship.
“Most history is guessing, and the rest is prejudice.” * Even the his-
torian who thinks to rise above partiality for his country, race, creed,
or class betrays his secret predilection in his choice of materials, and
in the nuances of his adjectives. “The historian always oversimplifies,
and hastily selects a manageable minority of facts and faces out of a
crowd of souls and events whose multitudinous complexity he can
never quite embrace or comprehend.” * — Again, our conclusions
from the past to the future are made more hazardous than ever by the
acceleration of change. In 1909 Charles Péguy thought that “the
world changed less since Jesus Christ than in the last thirty years”;*
and perhaps some young doctor of philosophy in physics would now
add that his science has changed more since 1909 than in all recorded
time before. Every year—sometimes, in war, every month—some
new invention, method, or situation compels a fresh adjustment of
behavior and ideas. — Furthermore, an element of chance, perhaps
of freedom, seems to enter into the conduct of metals and men. We
are no longer confident that atoms, much less organisms, will respond
in the future as we think they have responded in the past. The elec-
trons, like Cowper’s God, move in mysterious ways their wonders to
perform, and some quirk of character or circumstance may upset na-
tional equations, as when Alexander drank himself to death and let
his new empire fall apart (323 B.C.), or as when Frederick the Great
was saved from disaster by the accession of a Czar infatuated with
Prussian ways (1762).

Obviously historiography cannot be a science. It can only be an
industry, an art, and a philosophy—an industry by ferreting out the
facts, an art by establishing a meaningful order in the chaos of mate-
rials, a philosophy by seeking perspective and enlightenment. “The
present is the past rolled up for action, and the past is the present un-
rolled for understanding” "—or so we believe and hope. In philoso-
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phy we try to see the part in the light of the whole; in the “philos-
ophy of history” we try to see this moment in the light of the past.
We know that in both cases this is a counsel of perfection; total per-
spective is an optical illusion. We do not know the whole of man’s
history; there were probably many civilizations before the Sumerian
or the Egyptian; we have just begun to dig! We must operate with
partial knowledge, and be provisionally content with probabilities; in
history, as in science and politics, relativity rules, and all formulas
should be suspect. “History smiles at all attempts to force its flow into
theoretical patterns or logical grooves; it plays havoc with our gen-
eralizations, breaks all our rules; history is baroque.” ® Perhaps,
within these limits, we can learn enough from history to bear reality
patiently, and to respect one another’s delusions.

Since man is a moment in astronomic time, a transient guest of the
earth, a spore of his species, a scion of his race, a composite of body,
character, and mind, a member of a family and a community, a be-
liever or doubter of a faith, a unit in an economy, perhaps a citizen in
a state or a soldier in an army, we may ask under the corresponding
heads—astronomy, geology, geography, biology, ethnology, psy-
chology, morality, religion, economics, politics, and war—what his-
tory has to say about the nature, conduct, and prospects of man. It is
a precarious enterprise, and only a fool would try to compress a hun-
dred centuries into a hundred pages of hazardous conclusions. We

proceed.



II. History and the Earth

Let us define history, in its troublesome duplexity, as the events or
record of the past. Human history is a brief spot in space, and its
first lesson is modesty. At any moment a comet may come too close
to the earth and set our little globe turning topsy-turvy in a hectic
course, or choke its men and fleas with fumes or heat; or a fragment
of the smiling sun may slip off tangentially—as some think our planet
did a few astronomic moments ago—and fall upon us in a wild em-
brace ending all grief and pain. We accept these possibilities in our
stride, and retort to the cosmos in the words of Pascal: “When the
universe has crushed him man will still be nobler than that which
kills him, because he knows that he is dying, and of its victory the
universe knows nothing.” *

History is subject to geology. Every day the sea encroaches some-
where upon the land, or the land upon the sea; cities disappear under
the water, and sunken cathedrals ring their melancholy bells. Moun-
tains rise and fall in the rhythm of emergence and erosion; rivers
swell and flood, or dry up, or change their course; valleys become
deserts, and isthmuses become straits. To the geologic eye all the
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