story of civilization by will durant

story of civilization by will durant is more than just a history book; it is
an epic undertaking, a monumental synthesis of human experience across
millennia and continents. Will Durant and his wife, Ariel Durant, dedicated
their lives to this ambitious project, aiming to capture the grand sweep of
history, from the earliest stirrings of civilization to the dawn of the
modern age. This comprehensive exploration delves into the lives of
philosophers, artists, scientists, and leaders, examining the rise and fall
of empires, the evolution of ideas, and the enduring patterns of human
society. This article will explore the genesis of this seminal work, its
individual volumes, its thematic scope, its reception and legacy, and its
profound impact on our understanding of the human journey.

The Ambitious Vision Behind The Story of
Civilization

The creation of The Story of Civilization was an intellectual marathon, a
testament to the Durants' unwavering commitment to understanding the entirety
of human history. Will Durant envisioned a narrative that would illuminate
the progress of mankind, not through dry dates and detached events, but
through a vibrant tapestry of human achievement and folly. He believed that
by understanding the past, one could better navigate the present and
anticipate the future. This grand ambition was fueled by a deep curiosity and
a desire to make the vastness of history accessible and engaging to a broad
audience.

Will Durant's Personal Journey and Inspiration

Will Durant's fascination with history was ignited by his early education and
his encounters with significant thinkers. His academic background in
philosophy provided him with a framework for analyzing societal structures
and the development of ideas. He was deeply impressed by the works of
historians and philosophers who had attempted to synthesize large swathes of
human experience. The inspiration for The Story of Civilization itself can be
traced to his earlier success with The Story of Philosophy, which
demonstrated a public appetite for accessible yet scholarly explorations of
intellectual history. He saw history as the ultimate narrative, a collection
of all human stories woven into one grand, continuous thread.

A Lifelong Dedication to Historical Synthesis



The Durants' commitment to The Story of Civilization was truly a lifelong
endeavor. Spanning over 40 years, from its initial publication in 1935 to the
final volume in 1975, this monumental work represents an unparalleled
dedication to historical scholarship. They meticulously researched and wrote
each volume, often working in isolation, driven by a shared passion for their
subject. This sustained effort allowed them to develop a unique perspective
and a consistent voice throughout the series, creating a cohesive narrative
that feels both comprehensive and deeply personal. Their partnership was
integral, with Ariel Durant becoming an indispensable collaborator as the
project progressed.

The Eleven Volumes: A Chronological and
Thematic Journey

The Story of Civilization is presented in eleven substantial volumes, each
focusing on a distinct era or civilization, yet interconnected to form a
cohesive whole. The Durants masterfully navigate the complexities of
different cultures, societies, and historical periods, offering readers a
panoramic view of human development. The progression through these volumes
charts the evolution of human thought, governance, art, and science,
providing a rich and layered understanding of our shared past. The sheer
scope of their work is awe-inspiring, encompassing diverse geographical
regions and cultural traditions.

Volume 1: Our Oriental Heritage

The journey begins with Our Oriental Heritage, a foundational volume that
explores the civilizations of the ancient East. The Durants delve into the
rich histories of India, China, and Japan, examining their philosophies,
religions, social structures, and artistic achievements. This volume sets the
stage by showcasing the remarkable complexity and longevity of these early
cultures, demonstrating that civilization is not solely a Western construct.
It highlights the profound contributions of Eastern thought to the global
tapestry of human knowledge and experience.

Volume 2: The Life of Greece

Following the East, The Life of Greece transports readers to the cradle of
Western civilization. This volume meticulously details the rise of ancient
Greek culture, from its Minoan and Mycenaean roots to the Golden Age of
Athens and the Hellenistic period. The Durants explore the innovations in
philosophy, democracy, drama, and art that continue to influence the modern
world. They paint a vivid picture of Greek society, its intellectual ferment,



and its enduring impact on Western thought and culture.

Volume 3: Caesar and Christ

Caesar and Christ bridges the gap between the classical world and the rise of
Christianity. This volume examines the transition from the Roman Republic to
the Roman Empire, exploring the political and social upheavals that shaped
this era. The Durants then meticulously trace the origins and early
development of Christianity, analyzing its theological tenets, its
organizational growth, and its eventual impact on the Roman world and beyond.
It highlights the profound cultural and religious shifts that characterized
this pivotal period.

Volume 4: The Age of Faith

The focus shifts to the medieval period in The Age of Faith. This volume
covers a vast sweep of time and geography, encompassing the Byzantine Empire,
the rise of Islam, and the development of Western Europe during the Middle
Ages. The Durants explore the dominance of religion in shaping society,
culture, and intellectual life, examining the great cathedrals, monastic
orders, and scholastic philosophy. It illuminates the era often referred to
as the "Dark Ages" with a nuanced appreciation for its unique contributions.

Volume 5: The Renaissance

The Renaissance marks a vibrant resurgence of classical ideals and artistic
innovation. The Durants meticulously detail the flourishing of art,
literature, science, and exploration in Italy and across Europe. They
celebrate the genius of figures like Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and
Machiavelli, exploring the humanist spirit that characterized this
transformative period. This volume captures the optimism and intellectual
curiosity that redefined European culture and paved the way for modernity.

Volume 6: The Reformation

The seismic shifts of The Reformation are captured in this volume. The
Durants analyze the religious and political upheavals that fractured
Christendom, focusing on the challenges to papal authority and the rise of
new Protestant denominations. They examine the lives and impacts of key
figures like Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Zwingli, as well as the ensuing
religious wars and their profound societal consequences. This volume
highlights the deep-seated tensions and the redefinition of religious and



political landscapes.

Volume 7: The Age of Reason Begins

The Age of Reason Begins ushers in an era of scientific discovery and
Enlightenment thought. The Durants explore the advancements in science,
philosophy, and politics that characterized the 17th century. They discuss
the contributions of figures like Descartes, Newton, and Locke, examining the
burgeoning emphasis on reason, empirical observation, and individual liberty.
This volume sets the stage for the intellectual revolutions that would
continue to shape the Western world.

Volume 8: The Age of Louis XIV

This volume delves into the grandeur and complexities of the French Golden
Age in The Age of Louis XIV. The Durants chronicle the reign of the Sun King,
exploring the zenith of French absolutism, its cultural achievements in art
and literature, and its significant role in European politics. They examine
the extravagant court at Versailles, the intellectual currents of the time,
and the lasting impact of Louis XIV's influence on France and the continent.

Volume 9: The Age of Voltaire

The Age of Voltaire continues the exploration of the Enlightenment, focusing
on the mid-18th century. The Durants highlight the intellectual ferment and
the critical spirit of the era, with a particular emphasis on the writings
and influence of Voltaire. They examine the philosophical debates, the social
critiques, and the growing calls for reform that characterized this period of
intellectual awakening and challenged established norms.

Volume 10: Rousseau and Revolution

The culmination of the Enlightenment's ideological currents is explored in
Rousseau and Revolution. This volume examines the ideas of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and their profound impact on the French Revolution. The Durants
meticulously detail the social contract theories, the concept of the general
will, and the revolutionary fervor that swept through France. It serves as a
direct precursor to the tumultuous political transformations that would
reshape Europe.



Volume 11: TheConclusion

The Conclusion is a unique volume where Will and Ariel Durant reflect on
their entire journey through history and offer their final synthesis of human
civilization. It provides a retrospective overview, summarizing their key
insights and offering observations on the recurring themes and patterns in
the human story. This final installment serves as a summation of their life's
work, providing a philosophical coda to the grand narrative they so
painstakingly constructed.

Thematic Threads and Enduring Insights

Beyond its chronological sweep, The Story of Civilization is woven with
recurring thematic threads that offer profound insights into the human
condition. The Durants consistently examine the interplay between
civilization and barbarism, the cyclical nature of progress and decline, and
the enduring influence of geography, economics, and religion on societal
development. They highlight the constant tension between individual freedom
and collective order, and the persistent human drive for meaning, beauty, and
knowledge.

The Rise and Fall of Empires

A central theme in the Durants' narrative is the cyclical rise and fall of
empires. They meticulously chart the growth of civilizations from nascent
communities to powerful empires, detailing the factors that contribute to
their ascendancy, such as strong leadership, economic prosperity, and
cultural innovation. Equally, they analyze the forces that lead to their
decline, including internal corruption, external invasion, and the erosion of
social cohesion. This examination provides a timeless perspective on the
impermanence of even the most powerful states.

The Evolution of Ideas and Philosophy

The Durants place immense importance on the evolution of ideas and philosophy
as driving forces in history. They trace the development of major
philosophical schools, religious doctrines, and scientific theories,
demonstrating how these intellectual currents shaped societies and human
understanding. The impact of great thinkers from Confucius and Socrates to
Kant and Marx is explored in detail, showcasing how their concepts have
reverberated through the ages and continue to inform our worldviews.



The Role of Art, Religion, and Science

Integral to their synthesis is the exploration of art, religion, and science
as fundamental pillars of civilization. The Durants celebrate the aesthetic
achievements of humanity, from ancient sculptures to Renaissance
masterpieces, and analyze how art reflects and shapes cultural values. They
examine the pervasive influence of religion in providing moral frameworks,
social cohesion, and existential meaning, while also acknowledging its
potential for conflict. Furthermore, they highlight the transformative power
of scientific discovery in expanding human knowledge and capabilities.

Reception and Legacy of The Story of
Civilization

The Story of Civilization was met with widespread acclaim and significant
commercial success, solidifying the Durants' place as prominent public
intellectuals. The work was praised for its comprehensiveness, its engaging
prose, and its ability to make complex historical narratives accessible. It
reached a vast audience, inspiring countless readers to engage with history
and philosophy. The Durants received numerous accolades, including a Pulitzer
Prize for Rousseau and Revolution and a Presidential Medal of Freedonm,
recognizing the immense value of their contribution.

Critical Acclaim and Awards

Critics lauded the Durants' ability to synthesize vast amounts of information
into a compelling and readable narrative. They were commended for their broad
perspective, which avoided Eurocentrism and embraced a global view of human
history. The awards bestowed upon them, particularly the Pulitzer Prize,
underscored the literary and scholarly merit of their monumental undertaking.
The sheer scale of their achievement was widely recognized as a landmark in
historical writing.

Enduring Influence on Historical Study and Popular
Understanding

The legacy of The Story of Civilization is profound and far-reaching. The
series remains a cornerstone for anyone seeking a comprehensive overview of
Western and, to a lesser extent, Eastern civilization. It has inspired
generations of readers, students, and historians to delve deeper into the
past. The Durants' accessible yet authoritative style has made complex
historical periods and intellectual movements understandable to a broad



public, fostering a greater appreciation for the richness and complexity of
human history. It continues to be a valuable resource for understanding the
interconnectedness of human societies and the enduring quest for knowledge
and meaning.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary overarching theme Will Durant
explores across his multi-volume 'The Story of
Civilization'?

Durant's primary theme is the vast panorama of human history, focusing on the
rise and fall of civilizations, the recurring patterns of human behavior, the

interplay of geography and culture, and the search for enduring values and
wisdom throughout millennia.

How does Durant approach the concept of
'civilization' in his work?

Durant defines civilization broadly, encompassing not just political and
economic structures, but also the intellectual, moral, artistic, and
spiritual achievements of a people. He looks for the underlying forces that
contribute to both the flourishing and the decline of these complex
societies.

Which historical periods or civilizations does 'The
Story of Civilization' cover in significant detail?

The series offers in-depth explorations of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia,
Greece, Rome, medieval Europe, the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Age of
Reason, and the Enlightenment, among others, demonstrating a chronological
and thematic progression.

What is the role of biography and individual figures
in Durant's narrative?

While focused on broad societal trends, Durant heavily utilizes biographies
of key figures — philosophers, artists, scientists, rulers — to illuminate
the spirit and achievements of different eras. He believes individuals often
embody the essence of their time.

What is Durant's perspective on the cyclical nature



of history?

Durant frequently suggests that history exhibits cyclical patterns, with
civilizations rising, reaching their peak, and eventually declining or
transforming. He attributes these cycles to a complex interplay of factors
like social cohesion, economic conditions, and moral decay.

How does 'The Story of Civilization' address the
contributions of diverse cultures and societies?

Durant endeavors to present a global perspective, though his emphasis is
often on Western civilizations. He acknowledges the achievements of Eastern
cultures and explores interactions and influences between different societies
throughout history.

What is the 'lesson' or 'wisdom' Will Durant hopes
readers will glean from his work?

Durant aims to provide readers with a comprehensive understanding of the
human experience, highlighting the recurring challenges and triumphs. He
seeks to offer enduring insights into human nature, the search for meaning,
and the lessons learned from past civilizations to inform the present and
future.

What is the significance of the final volume, 'The
Lessons of History'?

Written by both Will and Ariel Durant, 'The Lessons of History' acts as a
concise synthesis of the entire series. It distills the overarching themes
and key takeaways from their extensive historical research, offering broader
philosophical reflections on the human journey.

How does Durant's writing style contribute to the
accessibility and popularity of 'The Story of
Civilization'?

Durant's prose is known for its clarity, elegance, and engaging storytelling.
He masterfully weaves together complex historical data with compelling

narratives, making dense historical subject matter accessible and enjoyable
for a wide audience.

In what way does 'The Story of Civilization' reflect
the intellectual currents of the mid-20th century?

The series, published over several decades, reflects the mid-20th-century
interest in synthesizing vast amounts of knowledge and understanding the
grand sweep of human progress and societal development. It also embodies a



humanistic approach to history.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Will Durant's The Story of Civilization,
with short descriptions:

1. Our Oriental Heritage: The Ancient Mind of India, China, and Japan
This foundational volume of Durant's magnum opus delves into the rich
tapestry of Eastern civilizations. It explores the profound philosophical,
religious, and artistic developments of India, China, and Japan, tracing
their ancient origins and enduring legacies. Durant offers a sweeping
panorama of their social structures, political systems, and intellectual
contributions that shaped millennia of human history.

2. The Life of Greece: The Civic Spirit in the Hellenic World

Durant transports readers to the vibrant and tumultuous world of ancient
Greece. This book meticulously examines the rise and fall of the Greek city-
states, highlighting their groundbreaking achievements in democracy,
philosophy, science, and art. It captures the spirit of inquiry, innovation,
and the pursuit of excellence that defined this pivotal era.

3. Caesar and Christ: A History of Roman Civilization and Christianity

This volume chronicles the transition from the Roman Republic to the Empire,
focusing on the life and impact of Julius Caesar. Durant then meticulously
traces the emergence and spread of Christianity within this powerful empire,
analyzing its theological development and its eventual influence on Western
civilization. It's a dual narrative of political transformation and religious
revolution.

4. The Age of Faith: The Medieval Civilization from Constantine to Dante
Durant illuminates the complex and often misunderstood era of the Middle
Ages. He explores the consolidation of Christianity, the Byzantine Empire,
the Islamic world, and the burgeoning medieval Europe. The book showcases the
artistic, intellectual, and religious fervor of this period, often termed the
"Age of Faith."

5. The Renaissance: A History of Civilization in Italy from Dante to
Michelangelo

This captivating volume celebrates the explosion of creativity and humanism
in Renaissance Italy. Durant details the political machinations, artistic
masterpieces, and scientific discoveries that defined this era. He brings to
life the giants of this period, from artists like Leonardo da Vinci to
thinkers like Machiavelli.

6. The Reformation: A History of European Civilization from Savonarola to
Luther

Durant examines the seismic religious and political shifts that reshaped
Europe during the Reformation. He analyzes the causes and consequences of the
Protestant Reformation, exploring its impact on art, society, and the very



foundations of Western thought. The book highlights the intellectual and
spiritual battles that defined this transformative period.

7. The Age of Reason Begins: A History of European Civilization in the
Seventeenth Century

This book plunges into the intellectual ferment and burgeoning scientific
revolution of the 17th century. Durant explores the lives and ideas of key
figures like Descartes, Spinoza, and Newton, showcasing their contributions
to philosophy and science. It's a look at a world increasingly shaped by
reason and empirical observation.

8. The Age of Louis XIV: The Sun King and His Age

Durant focuses on the grandeur and complexities of the French court under
Louis XIV, the "Sun King." This volume explores the political absolutism,
artistic patronage, and societal dynamics of the era, examining France's
dominance in Europe. It offers a vivid portrayal of an age defined by both
magnificent achievement and underlying tensions.

9. The Age of Voltaire: Europe in the Eighteenth Century

This installment delves into the Enlightenment, an era of reason,
philosophical debate, and burgeoning social change, epitomized by Voltaire.
Durant highlights the intellectual currents that challenged traditional
authority and paved the way for revolutions. He showcases the witty
critiques, scientific advancements, and artistic flourishing of this pivotal
century.
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