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If you are planning for a year, sow rice; if you are 
planning for a decade, plant trees; if you are 
planning for a lifetime, educate people.

—Chinese Proverb
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THE GREAT IDEAS OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION

Never before have 5,000 years of wisdom, eloquence, wit 
and drama been distilled so masterfully, presented so fully, 
and made so readily accessible between the covers of a 
single volume. 

Here are some 9,000 memorable passages by 200 of the 
most brilliant minds of Western Civilization. Here are their 
thoughts on the most enduring, perplexing, and exciting 
themes. Not snippets here—the ideas are presented in full 
context so they reach the reader with all their subtlety, 
power, and original intent. 

------------------------
CONTENTS/OUTLINE OF GREAT IDEAS & TOPICS

MAN 
Man in the Universe: The Grandeur and Misery of Man. 
The Human Condition. The Ages of Man: Young and Old. 
Self-Knowledge and Self-Love. Honor, Reputation Fame or 
Glory. Human Greatness: The Hero. Woman and Man. Life 
and Death: The Fear of Death. Suicide. 

FAMILY
The Institution of the Family. 
Parents and Children. 
Marriage. 



LOVE
The Nature, Kinds, and Power of Love. Hate. Sexual Love. 
Friendship. Charity and Mercy. Love of Country: 
Patriotism. 

EMOTION
The Passions: The Range of the Emotions. Fear. Anger. 
Desire. Hope and Despair. Joy and Sorrow. Pleasure and 
Pain. Greed and Avarice. Jealousy. Pride and Humility. 

MIND
Intelligence and Understanding. The Senses and Sense 
Perception. Memory. Imagination. Dreams. Madness. Will: 
Free Choice. 

KNOWLEDGE 
The Characteristics and Conditions of Human Knowledge. 
Experience. Truth. Error, Ignorance, and the Limits of 
Human Knowledge. Opinion, Belief, and Faith. Doubt and 
Skepticism. Reasoning, Demonstration, and Disputation. 

LANGUAGE
The Nature of Language. The Arts of Language. 

EDUCATION
The Ends and Means of Education. Habit. The Arts of 
Teaching and Learning. 

ETHICS
Moral Philosophy and Morality. Custom. Moral Law. 
Moral Freedom. Conscience. Good and Evil. Right and 
Wrong. Happiness. Duty: Moral Obligation. Virtue and 
Vice. Courage and Cowardice. Temperance and 
Intemperance. Prudence Honesty. Wisdom and Folly 

POLITICS
Society and the State. The Realm of Politics. Government: 
Its Nature, Necessity, and Forms. Government of and by 
the People: Republic and Democracy. Citizen ship. 
Despotism and Tyranny. Slavery. Classes and Class 
Conflict. Revolution. 



ECONOMICS
Property. Wealth and Poverty. Labor. Money. Trade, 
Commerce, and Industry Taxation. 

LAW and JUSTICE
Law and Lawyers. Justice and Injustice. Rights—Natural 
and Civil. Crime and Punishment. 

LIBERTY and EQUALITY
Freedom in Society. Freedom of Thought and Expression: 
Censorship. Equality. 

WAR and PEACE
Warfare and the State of War. The Instrumentalities of War: 
The Military. The Conditions of Peace. 

HISTORY
History: The Record of Events. Progress, Regress, and 
Cycles in History. Fate, Fortune, and Destiny. 

ART and AESTHETICS
The Realm of Art. Books and Reading. Poetry and Poets. 
Tragedy and Comedy. Music. Beauty and the Beautiful. 
Criticism and the Standards of Taste. 

PHILOSOPHY, SCIENCE, AND MATHEMATICS 
Philosophy and Philosophers. Science and Scientific 
Method. The Discipline of Mathematics. 

MEDICINE and HEALTH
The Art and Science of Medicine. The Practice of Medicine: 
Physicians and Patients. Health and Disease. 

NATURE and the COSMOS
Nature and the Natural. The Nature of Life. Cause. Chance. 
Motion and Change. Space. Time. The Universe or Cosmos. 

RELIGION
The Distinguishing Features of Religion. Judaism. 
Christianity. Church. God. Gods and Goddesses. Angels 
and Devils. Worship and Service. Heresy and Unbelief. 
Prophecy. Miracles. Superstition. Sin and Temptation. 
Redemption and Salvation. Heaven and Hell.



====================================
B O O K  R E V I E W S

WONDERFUL! 
Reviewer from Boston

The Great Treasury is, without a doubt, the most useful 
and interesting book I have in my possession (it is my 
father's, but I "acquire" it from time to time). Brimming 
with insight into just about everything, this compendium is 
essential to any scholar or "backyard philosopher" you 
know. It contains insight from almost every major 
philosopher, encapsulating many topics. It is also brilliantly 
indexed, and flipping to your topic of choice is simple and 
easy. I believe that it is an essential part of everyone's 
library, and if its presence is missing, then it should be 
bought. 

A WORLD OF IDEAS 
Reviewer from South Africa 

This is a wonderful book for anyone interested in ideas and 
prepared to distill the essence of what has been thought on 
major topics. There are thousands of entries. (The index 
alone is some 350 pages.) It's far more than a book of 
quotations although that too. Few books contain such 
extensive extracts running to several pages of normal print. 
The content has been brilliantly categorized by theme and 
what I found invaluable was to sweep through history and 
notice the changing views of philosophers, essayists, and 
major poets over time.  Virtually all the major western 
thinkers are featured. If you are interested in finding out 
what major thinkers thought, this could be your starting 
point. It'll take you three months to read through if you 
tackle the whole thing at a go as I did. Excellent value for 
money. 

====================================
L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R

From some of the participants in our recent Online Seminar 
on the Great Idea of Equality:

Dear Max: 



Kudos to you and Jay Gold on the outstanding job with the 
equality seminar. The participants did an excellent, if 
sometimes verbose, job of expressing their respective views. 

I would suggest as further or complementary reading 
the recent work of Alan Dershowitz entitled "The Genesis 
of Justice" and the essay on equality in John Updike's 
"More Matters." There is also a book treating  im-
prisonment which I cannot immediately find. 

I did not participate because I was going to be away for 
part of the time and because I have eye and back problems 
at present. Also, frankly, because when I saw that the topic 
was equality, I hadn't a clue as to what it might encompass. 
The seminar did seem to wander at times, and I was 
surprised that no one reached the inevitable conclusion that 
life, being an inalienable and Creator given right, precludes 
abortion. 

I was also surprised that no one pointed out that the 
three listed rights were not exclusive, and discuss what 
others there might be. Dr. Adler has said that Jefferson had 
it wrong and that men are equally created; not created equal. 
I don't recall that having been pointed out. 

Someone asked if there were a transcript of the seminar 
q & a. I put all or most of it in WordPerfect and saved it. I 
could e-mail it to that person but I don't know who it is. 
Any suggestions? 

As a lawyer I thought the observations on the judicial 
system were astute and the comments good. I didn't know 
the discussion was going to get so deeply into that area and 
perhaps I could have contributed to the common pool of 
knowledge. 

I have purchased the latest Adler offering. It's like 
sailing the bounty main and finding a treasure chest with 
endless offerings, one more precious than the other. You 
have done an outstanding job of editing and organizing and 
this effort has enhanced the value. 



I have also purchased a number of other works by Dr. 
Adler and am building a library of great value. 

As for the Online issues, the Acrobat Reader and 
enhanced format is very nice. I do find that there is a lot of 
wasted space and this requires printing out more pages. 
Overall, it is an improvement though. 

Thanks for allowing me the use of your valuable time. 

Bob Heller

---------------------
As a result of this seminar I have changed my opinion on 
captial punishment. I have been a staunch supporter of it all 
of my life. My support was predicated on revenge. I now 
know that it is morally wrong to take the life of another 
unless you are defending yourself or your family or 
country. I have Max and Jay and the participants to thank 
for that. I have thoroughly enjoyed this seminar and look 
forward to the next one.

Ken Beacon 

---------------------
Max and Jay, 

I have gone a great distance in understanding the concepts of 
rights and equality, noted by the fact that my attitude 
towards the term “rights” is no longer immediately 
antagonistic. 

My thanks for an inspiring and challenging seminar. 

Janet Miller

------------------------
Max & Jay, 

Thank you for hosting and moderating this seminar -- a job 
well done. As in the past, my travel schedule made it 
impossible to participate actively. I could just keep up with 
reading the entries. Will this discussion be saved at some 



online location that would allow one to reread the 
exchanges? I would be interested in reviewing the 
discussion. 

Keep up the great work of making the Great Ideas 
accessible to all. 

All the best, 

Gary Schoepfel 

--------------------------
My thanks to Mortimer, Max, Jay and all the rest of you. 
This was a useful and helpful discussion. I do wish that it 
could have been in person, but in spite of the difficulties, I 
would choose to do it again on another topic. 

Have an enjoyable holiday weekend! 

Richard Case

-----------------------------
Thank you Max, Jay and all participants for another 
stimulating, enjoyable and profitable seminar. 

Paul Harrison, South Australia

----------------------------
As others said, thank you for presenting and moderating 
these seminars. Even if such a discussion could be offered 
in-person locally, I suspect many of us would not be able to 
fit it into our (too?) busy schedules. And thanks to 
Mortimer Adler for a lifetime of work toward making 
philosophy everybody's business. 

Terry Berres

----------------------------
Thanks for a lively and interesting debate. See you all next 
time. 

Maria O’Ryan
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