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An irresolvable disagreement about any matter that properly 
falls in the sphere of truth would constitute an intellectual 
scandal, but we also think that it is their obligation not to rest 
in their efforts to resolve such disagreements until they 
finally succeed in doing so. —Mortimer J. Adler



THE NATURE OF MAN

The Nature of Man was an appropriate title for the first 
formal lecture given at the opening of the Aspen Institute for 
Humanistic Studies. That lecture was given by Mortimer J. 
Adler on July 1, 1950. Now, in this interview, forty-five 
years later (1995) he sums up his views on aspects of Human 
Nature, Nurture, Culture, and their relation to Natural Justice 
and Natural Rights. (in seven parts)

===========================================
PART IV

CULTURAL UNITY and CULTURAL PLURALISM

Weismann: So far, we have learned that the unity of 
mankind and the human mind underlies all the differences 
that are caused by differences in nurture and by their 
consequences—differences among diverse human creatures. 
That being the case, should not an ultimate desideratum of 
human life on earth be the formation of a single cultural 
community to which all human beings belong—a single, 
global cultural community?

Adler: My answer to your question is twofold: First, because 
world government is necessary not only for world peace, but 
also—and now more urgently—to preserve the planet as a 
viable place for human life. In 1943, I wrote a book that 
argued for world government as indispensable to permanent 
world peace, and predicted that it would occur in about 500 
years. In the years subsequent to 1945, after the destruction 
of Hiroshima by the first atomic bomb, I changed my 
prediction of world government to 200 years because of the 
then threatening nuclear holocaust that would make life 
unlivable on a large portion of this planet. Now as we near 
the end of the century and the threat of a nuclear holocaust 
has dwindled almost to disappearance, another and more 
serious threat has loomed up—the prospect of climatic and 
environmental changes that, when they become irreversible, 
will make the planet unlivable for human beings.



It is clear that without worldwide enforced control of all 
human activities that pollute the environment, its degener-
ation will continue to the point where lethal disabling 
environmental conditions are irreversible. To enforce such 
worldwide control of human activities world government is 
necessary. The United Nations will not suffice. Nor will the 
global commons.

This leads to the second reason: World government is 
impossible without world community; but the existence of 
world community requires a certain degree of cultural unity 
—unity of civilization. 

Weismann: These things being so, I can foresee many 
major aspects of the problem to be solved, e.g., what is the 
kind and the degree of cultural unity that is required for 
world community as a basis for world government? How 
much cultural diversity or pluralism should persist? How 
much is appropriate and tolerable? What is the basis for 
determining the matters with regard to which it is reasonable 
to expect worldwide cultural unity as well as the basis for 
determining the matters with regard to which cultural 
diversity or pluralism should be tolerated because it is not 
incompatible with the unity of mankind and of the human 
mind? I must assume that to solve problems of this 
magnitude on a global scale you must be ready to divulge a 
key to the solution.
 
Adler: You are quite correct, and you may be surprised to 
learn that the key to the solution of the problem as stated is 
to be found in a fundamental difference between matters that 
belong to the sphere of truth and matters that belong to the 
sphere of taste, together with the moral obligations imposed 
upon us by our commitment to the pursuit of truth with 
regard to all matters that properly fall in the sphere of truth. 
And, of course, we must also take account of a principle that 
should regulate our pursuit of truth—the principle that the 
sphere of truth is itself unified, that it is not divisible into a 
plurality of separate and incompatible domains.



Weismann: Would you offer some examples to illustrate 
the difference between matters of truth and matters of taste?

Adler: Let us start with clear cases at the extreme ends of the 
spectrum. At one extreme, clearly belonging to the sphere of 
truth, is mathematics, and associated with it the exact 
sciences, especially the experimental sciences. Placing these 
disciplines in the sphere of truth does not mean that there is 
perfect agreement among all the practitioners in those fields. 
But it does mean that when they disagree, we expect them to 
be able to resolve their disagreements by rational processes. 
An irresolvable disagreement about any matter that properly 
falls in the sphere of truth would constitute an intellectual 
scandal, but we also think that it is their obligation not to rest 
in their efforts to resolve such disagreements until they 
finally succeed in doing so.

At the opposite extreme, clearly belonging to the sphere 
of taste, are such matters as cuisine, social manners, styles in 
dress or dance, and so on. Here we do not expect that men 
should be able to resolve their differences in taste. We do not 
expect them to achieve uniformity. On the contrary, we 
would regard as monstrous any attempt to impose conformity 
upon all with regard to any one culinary program or set of 
social manners or style of dress. Here the adoption of one 
style rather than another is an act of free choice, not an act of 
the intellect necessitated by objective considerations.

Weismann: Between these extremes, where there is no 
doubt that we are dealing with matters of truth on the one 
hand and with matters of taste on the other, where do 
philosophy and religion fall?

Adler: The prevalent view today, in academic circles at least, 
tends to place philosophy and religion on the side of taste 
rather than the side of truth. I hold the opposite view—that 
philosophy belongs to the sphere of truth, not of taste. 

Tabling for the moment the very difficult problem of 



locating the position of religion on one or the other side of 
the dividing line, I will turn to the bearing of the points so 
far considered on the problem of cultural unity and cultural 
pluralism. Two things should be immediately obvious. We 
have already achieved a high degree of transcultural agree-
ment in mathematics and the exact and experimental sciences 
and we should expect it to continue and approach com-
pleteness. There is no question about cultural unity with 
respect to the principles of technology that are now also 
transcultural—adopted worldwide.

Weismann: Is there one whole of truth no matter how 
many diverse parts there are, and no matter how diverse the 
methods by which the truth of the parts is attained?

Adler: Yes, the irrefragable unity of the sphere of truth is 
merely an extension, but nonetheless a very important 
extension of the principle of contradiction: that two propo-
sitions—or sets of opinions or beliefs—cannot both be true if 
they contradict one another. Truth in these different parts 
may be attained by quite different methods: investigative and 
experimental, noninvestigative and nonexperimental, intu-
itive, mystical, or even by the acknowledgment of divine 
revelation. The principle of the unity of truth entails the 
consequence that the several parts of the one whole of the 
truth to be attained must coherently fit together.

Weismann: If there cannot be irreconcilable contradictions 
between one segment of the whole truth and another, are you 
saying that what is regarded as true in philosophy and 
religion must not conflict with what is regarded as true in 
science?

Adler: Yes, but since it is only in the spheres of mathematics 
and experimental science that doctrinal agreement has been 
achieved in large measure, the truths agreed upon in those 
areas at a given time test the claims to truth that are made in 
philosophy. In other words, a particular philosophical view 
must be rejected as false if, at a given time, it comes into 
conflict with the scientific truths agreed upon at that time.



Weismann: Then would the same mandate that has been 
operative within the Western tradition be operative when we 
go beyond and consider the philosophies of the Far East?

Adler: Yes, the truths of mathematics and science that are 
agreed upon at a given time have been employed as the test 
for accepting or rejecting Western religious beliefs or philos-
ophical views, so, in exactly the same way, they should be 
employed as the test for accepting or rejecting Far Eastern 
religious beliefs or philosophical views.

Weismann: Does the fact that the fruits of technology are 
now universally put to use confirming global doctrinal 
agreement about the best approximations to truth that we 
have made so far in mathematics and experimental science, 
mean that you are saying that that agreement involves an 
agreement about rules of logic and of discourse enabling men 
to pursue the truth cooperatively and to resolve their 
disagreements?

Adler: Yes. The logic of science and of mathematics is, like 
science and mathematics, global, not Western.

Weismann: Though the method of philosophy may not be 
the same, is the basic framework of its logic the same?

Adler: Yes. A contradiction is a contradiction whether it 
occurs in philosophy, in mathematics, or in science. 
Unchecked equivocation in the use of words generates fal-
lacious arguments, whether in philosophy or in mathematics 
or science.

Weismann: What about the difficult problem of religion?

Adler: The problem of religion is much more difficult than 
that of philosophy. If religion claims to involve knowledge, 
then we must face a further question. Is it distinguishable 
from philosophy as a branch of natural knowledge, or does it 
regard itself as quite distinct from philosophy and all other 



branches of natural knowledge because its beliefs are articles 
of faith, not conclusions supported by empirical evidence and 
rational arguments? This problem is so difficult that it 
requires a separate discourse on the plurality of religions and 
the unity of truth that we will have to cover in the future.

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

Dear Max,

In an effort to become a good reader, I have come across a 
mental quandary.  How do I criticize the masters, the authors 
of the Great Books?  No I don't mean that I will not agree 
with them, I am sure that will come readily enough, but do I 
dare to actually disagree?  It almost seems blasphemous to 
disagree with Plato or Aristotle; Herodotus or Hobbes; 
Galileo or Newton; Shakespeare or Cervantes; Weismann or 
Adler.  Intellectual etiquette dictates that I first understand 
before I render criticism, so that day may actually be 
sometime off.

But I want to thank you and the Center for the Study of 
the Great Ideas for exercising a mind that has not been put 
through its paces.  Reflecting back to my high school and 
college careers, my mind laid dormant compared to the 
activity it goes through consuming just one great book.  
William Hazlitt rhapsody in "My First Acquaintance with 
Poets", correctly describes my former state of mind with it's 
current condition: “I was at that time dumb, inarticulate, 
helpless, like a worm by the wayside, crushed, bleeding, 
lifeless; but now... my ideas float on winged words”.

Grateful Member,

Herminio Rivera

-------------------------
Dear Fellow Members,



You may remember our special holiday gift offer from 
December. It was so popular that we’re making another 
special offer to friends of the Foundation.

Today we are making the entire five-series set of the 
Great Books Reading and Discussion Program available at a 
special price. These fourteen volumes, containing selections 
by some of the world’s outstanding writers from Homer to 
Freud, are much more than just another “five-foot shelf of 
classics.” Each series has been carefully edited and comes 
with a reading and discussion guide to help you enter into the 
great conversation among these authors and start on a path of 
intellectual discovery.

The fourteen volumes in the five series usually sell for 
$124.75, but we're offering them to you for just $79.00, plus 
shipping and handling charges of $8.50 in the United States. 
For international orders, additional shipping charges will 
apply.

If you'd like to take advantage of this offer, you don't 
have to pay now. Just reply to this e-mail and include your 
shipping information (name, street address, city, state, zip 
code and phone number) and billing information (if different 
from shipping). We'll ship your books and invoice you 
separately for $79.00 plus $8.50 shipping and handling for 
U.S. orders. 

For your reference, the full contents of the books are 
listed below. You can also visit our Web site at 
http://www.greatbooks.org/offer to see photos of the cover 
art, review the contents of the books, and place your order 
online. 

Best wishes,

Peter Temes
President, Great Books Foundation

(To help provide solace during the tax season, we are making 
this offer through April 15, 2001.)



The Great Books Reading and Discussion Program 
(*Indicates complete work. All other selections are portions 
of longer works.)

FIRST SERIES
Rothschild's Fiddle*   Chekhov
On Happiness   Aristotle
The Apology*   Plato
Heart of Darkness*   Conrad
Conscience   Kant
Alienated Labour   Marx
Genesis   Bible
Civilization and Its Discontents   Freud
The Social Contract   Rousseau
The Moral Sense of Man and the Lower Animals   Darwin
Othello*   Shakespeare
Of Justice and Injustice   Hume
The Power of the Majority   Tocqueville
Individual Freedom   Simmel
Antigone*   Sophocles

SECOND SERIES
The Crito*   Plato
The Virtues   Dewey
Iphigeneia at Aulis*   Euripides
Politics   Aristotle
Notes from the Underground*   Dostoevsky
Exodus   Bible
Origin of Government   Hobbes
Billy Budd, Sailor*   Melville
Wealth of Nations   Smith
Antony and Cleopatra*   Shakespeare
The Knight of Faith   Kierkegaard
The Persian Wars   Herodotus
Of Civil Government   Locke
Gulliver's Travels   Swift
Civil Disobedience*   Thoreau

THIRD SERIES
Habits and Will   Dewey



On Liberty   Mill
Hamlet*   Shakespeare
The Gospel of Mark   Bible
History of the Peloponnesian War   Thucydides
What Is War?   Clausewitz
Uncle Vanya*   Chekhov
On Evil   Maimonides
Homer   The Iliad
Montesquieu   Principles of Government
Chaucer   The Canterbury Tales
Aeschylus   Agamemnon*
The Beast in the Jungle*   James
The Prince   Machiavelli
The Death of Ivan Ilych   Tolstoy

FOURTH SERIES
The Indestructibility of Our Inner Nature   Schopenhauer
Medea*   Euripides
The Spirit of Capitalism   Weber
The Misanthrope*   MoliËre
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire   Gibbon
Job   Bible
Utilitarianism   Mill
Caesar and Cleopatra*   Shaw
The City of God   St. Augustine
Symposium   Plato
Of Experience*   Montaigne
Rameau's Nephew   Diderot
The Tempest*   Shakespeare
The Federalist   Hamilton, Jay, Madison
The Overcoat*   Gogol

FIFTH SERIES
Ecclesiastes   Bible
Oedipus the King*   Sophocles
On Dreams   Freud
The Metamorphosis*   Kafka
Faust, Part One*   Goethe
First Principles of Morals  Kant
A Simple Heart*   Flaubert



Of Personal Identity   Hume
Thus Spoke Zarathustra   Nietzsche
The Inferno   Dante
Reflections on the Revolution in France   Burke
The Education of Henry Adams   Adams
King Lear*   Shakespeare
On Tragedy   Aristotle
The Republic   Plato

===========================================
 As always, we welcome your comments.

===========================================
THE GREAT IDEAS ONLINE is published

by the Center for the Study of The Great Ideas
Founded by Mortimer J. Adler & Max Weismann

1151 N. State Street - Suite 272
Chicago, IL 60610

312-943-1076
E-mail: TGIdeas@speedsite.com
Homepage: TheGreatIdeas.org

A not-for-profit (501)(c)(3) organization.
Donations are tax deductible as the law allows.


