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THE COMPLETE
STORY OF

CIVILIZATION

Story of Civilization is a monumental work by Will Durant that chronicles the history of human
civilization from its inception to the modern era. This extensive series, co-authored with his wife
Ariel Durant, spans 11 volumes and provides a comprehensive overview of the social, political, and
cultural evolution of humanity. It is not just a history book; rather, it is an exploration of the forces
that have shaped human society and the lessons that can be learned from our past. With its rich
narrative style and insightful analysis, "The Story of Civilization" remains a significant contribution
to historical literature.



The Concept of Civilization

To appreciate the depth of Durant's work, it is crucial to understand what he means by civilization.
Durant defines civilization as:

1. The development of cities - Urbanization brings about complex social structures.

2. Cultural achievements - Art, literature, and philosophy flourish in civilized societies.
3. Political organization - Governments and laws are established to maintain order.

4. Economic systems - Trade and industry evolve, leading to wealth accumulation.

Durant argues that civilization is not merely a collection of achievements but is fundamentally
intertwined with the human experience. It is a reflection of our struggles, triumphs, and failures.

Structure and Themes of the Work

The "Story of Civilization" series is organized chronologically, covering various periods and regions.
Each volume delves into different themes, allowing readers to understand the interconnectedness of
events across time and geography.

Chronological Breakdown

The series comprises the following volumes:

1. Our Oriental Heritage - Examines the early civilizations of the East, including Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and India.

. The Life of Greece - Focuses on the cultural and political achievements of ancient Greece.

. The Story of Rome - Chronicles the rise and fall of the Roman Empire.

. The Middle Ages - Explores the transition from the ancient world to the Renaissance.

. The Renaissance - Highlights the revival of art and learning in Europe.

. The Reformation - Investigates the religious upheaval that shaped modern Europe.

. The Age of Reason - Covers the Enlightenment and the birth of modern science.

. The Age of Napoleon - Discusses the impact of the French Revolution and Napoleon's rule.

. The Age of Louis XIV - Analyzes the cultural and political landscape of 17th-century France.
10. The Age of Voltaire - Explores the Enlightenment's influence on society and thought.

11. The Age of Revolution - Focuses on the political changes in Europe and America.
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Key Themes

Throughout the series, several themes recur, illustrating the patterns of human civilization:

- Conflict and Cooperation: Durant highlights how wars have often led to advancements in society,
yet cooperation remains essential for progress.

- The Role of Religion: He discusses how religion has shaped morality, law, and culture throughout
history.



- The Impact of Geography: Geography plays a critical role in shaping civilizations, influencing trade,
conflict, and cultural exchange.

- Economic Development: The evolution of economic systems is crucial in understanding social
hierarchies and class structures.

The Influence of Will and Ariel Durant

Will and Ariel Durant's partnership was integral to the creation of "The Story of Civilization." Their
collaborative approach combined Will's scholarly rigor with Ariel's literary talent. This partnership
allowed them to present complex historical narratives in an accessible and engaging manner.

Research and Writing Process

The Durant couple undertook extensive research to bring their vision to life. They:

- Visited historical sites around the world.
- Studied a vast array of primary and secondary sources.
- Engaged with contemporary historians and scholars to gather diverse perspectives.

This meticulous approach ensured that their work was not only accurate but also rich in context,
making history come alive for readers.

Impact and Reception

Upon its publication, "The Story of Civilization" received widespread acclaim. It was praised for its
narrative style, thoroughness, and ability to connect historical events with contemporary issues. The
series has influenced generations of historians, educators, and readers.

Legacy and Educational Use

The series has been widely used in academic settings, including:

- University Courses: Many history courses incorporate the Durants' work as foundational reading.
- High School Curriculum: It serves as an introduction to world history for younger students.

- General Reading: The accessible writing style makes it popular among general readers interested
in history.

Furthermore, the Durants' emphasis on the lessons of history fosters critical thinking and
encourages readers to reflect on the present and future.



Critical Analysis of the Work

While "The Story of Civilization" is celebrated, it has also faced criticism. Some historians argue that
the Durants oversimplified complex historical phenomena or displayed biases in their
interpretations.

Areas of Critique

- Eurocentrism: Critics often point out that the series places an undue focus on Western civilization,
sometimes neglecting the contributions and narratives of other cultures.

- Historical Accuracy: Some historians have challenged specific interpretations or the weight given
to certain events over others.

- Generalizations: The broad scope of the series sometimes leads to overgeneralizations that can
obscure the nuances of specific historical contexts.

Despite these critiques, the Durants' work remains a valuable resource for understanding the
overarching narrative of human history.

Conclusion: The Relevance of "The Story of Civilization'
Today

In an age where understanding our past is more crucial than ever, "The Story of Civilization"
continues to resonate with readers. Will Durant's insights into human nature, society, and the
patterns of history provide timeless lessons.

As we face contemporary challenges, such as globalization, technological advancement, and cultural
conflicts, the Durants' exploration of civilization encourages us to reflect on our shared human
experience. Their work serves as a reminder that while we may differ in our cultures and beliefs, the
fundamental quest for meaning, understanding, and progress unites us all.

In summary, the "Story of Civilization" by Will Durant is more than just a historical account; it is a
profound exploration of the human condition, a reflection on our past, and a guide for the future.
The series invites readers to delve into the complexities of history and to recognize the enduring
patterns that shape our lives today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'The Story of Civilization' by Will
Durant?

The main thesis of 'The Story of Civilization' is that human history is a continuous narrative shaped
by various social, economic, political, and cultural forces, emphasizing the interconnectedness of
civilizations throughout time.



How does Will Durant approach the concept of progress in
‘The Story of Civilization'?

Will Durant approaches the concept of progress with a nuanced perspective, suggesting that while
there are advancements in knowledge and technology, moral and ethical progress is often
inconsistent and complex, reflecting the dual nature of human civilization.

What are some key themes explored in 'The Story of
Civilization'?

Key themes in 'The Story of Civilization' include the rise and fall of empires, the influence of religion
and philosophy, the role of economics in shaping societies, and the impact of war and peace on
human development.

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

Durant's writing style is characterized by clarity, narrative flow, and engaging storytelling, making
complex historical events and ideas accessible to a general audience, which helps readers connect
with the material on a personal level.

What is the significance of the collaboration between Will
Durant and Ariel Durant in this work?

The collaboration between Will and Ariel Durant brings a diverse perspective to 'The Story of
Civilization', combining Will's analytical approach with Ariel's insights, resulting in a richer and
more comprehensive narrative of human history.

How has 'The Story of Civilization' influenced modern
historical writing?

"The Story of Civilization' has influenced modern historical writing by popularizing the idea of
synthesizing vast amounts of historical data into coherent narratives, encouraging historians to
adopt a more interdisciplinary approach that incorporates sociology, economics, and philosophy.
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