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by seventy-four authors are all well 
worth reading, and thousands clearly 
rejoice to have their books chosen for 
them by genuine experts. The selec
tion is excellent, among the philoso
phers indeed largely inevitable. Since 
it has been made on the basis of sig
nificance that is enduring and not 
merely historical, some important phi
losophies and thinkers are omitted. 
Thus, ancient skepticism is a great 
philosophy, but Sextus Empiricus is 
not here (though Montaigne i s ) ; it is 
obviously not a Great Book. Leibnitz 
notoriously put his ideas into no book 
at all. One wonders (without desola
tion) at the absence of Nietzsche. 
Twenty of the authors are mathema
ticians and natural scientists, and sev
enteen more social scientists—exactly 
half of those represented; so philoso
phy is not pursued in a vacuum: here 
are the thinkers who have made phi
losophers necessary. 

With three exceptions, including 
Aquinas, all the works are given in 
their entirety; there a re none of the 
snippets of preceding collections, like 
the "Five-Foot Shelf." Of philoso
phers, the works of Plato, Aristotle, 
Lucretius, Marcus Aurelius, and Plo-
tinus are printed complete. Where 
possible the best English translations 
have been used, like the new Knox 
version of Hegel's "Philosophy of 
Right"; this apparently could not be 
done for the "Critique of Pure Rea
son." The complete MacKenna Ploti-
nus in one volume (though the selec
tions by Joseph Katz are a much bet
ter translation), and Kant's three 
critiques in another, will make many 
wish the volumes were available sep
arately. There is no critical apparatus, 
no notes aside from biographical no
tices of a page or two—all such effort 
has gone into the "Synopticon." 

With the vanishing of Greek and 
Latin from our education, it has been 
remarked that we may shortly possess 
the intellectual experience of the an
cients as men did in the early Middle 
Ages through encyclopedic collections 
like those of Martianus Capella and 
Isidore of Seville. That this set might 
come to perform some such function 
in determining our own longer her i 
tage starts a good many sobering r e 
flections. Or is the comparison rather 
with Cicero, from whose compilations 
the dawning modern world learned so 
much of past thought, and received 
so many suggestions for its own ad
ventures? (It is interesting to realize 
that though Cicero dominated the 
Renaissance, he wrote no Great Book, 
and is absent here.) Is it to be Mar
tianus or Cicero, the wisdom of the 
past or the stimulus to new achieve
ment? What is the right manner of 
reading the Great Books? 

5. SCIENCE: Not an 

Easy Field for ''G. B." 

By I. BERNARD C O H E N 

TI 
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I. Bernard Cohen 

«HE " g r e a t 
b o o k s " of 
s c i e n c e in 

t h i s c o l l e c t i o n 
have only a kind 
of archaeological 
value: not only are 
whole areas such 
as geology omit
ted, but almost all 
t he major c u r 
rents of scientific 
thought of the last 

two and a half centuries are not r ep 
resented. Perhaps it was supposed 
that these "great books" might serve 
twentieth-century man as illustra
tions of the creative process in sci
ence seen in isolated examples, or as 
examples to show him science in the 
growth of Western culture, as part of 
the background of the ideas met in 
the other selections from literature, 
philosophy, or history. Unfortunate
ly, however, these scientific classics 
can never fulfil these admittedly use
ful purposes, since they will be found 
to be largely unreadable even by per
sons of better-than-average educa
tion, and even if that education has 
been primarily scientific. 

The book as such is still a vehicle 
for works of literature, philosophy, 
and history, but not for science. Dur
ing the last 300 years, the great 
works of science have tended to be
come journal articles. Newton could 
still embody his monumental contri
butions to science in two "great 
books," but Einstein, Rutherford, and 
Bohr made known their heroic 
achievements in short articles pub
lished in scientific journals. The last 
great discovery to be announced in a 
book was probably the theory of evo
lution, although even Darwin had 
previously published a preliminary 
report in a journal. Faraday's "Exper
imental Researches"—one of the 
three "great" books of nineteenth-

century science in this collection— 
may seem to be an exception, yet it 
is merely a reprint made by Faraday 
of his papers in scientific journals. 
Thus, to present science within the 
limitation of "great books" is to for
sake any attempt to display science 
as it has actually developed, and 
makes of it a publicist—academician's 
topic. 

The choice of titles for this series 
has caused the omission of such im
portant topics as organic chemistry 
and the whole of atomic and molecu
lar chemistry and physics, the foun
dations of mathematics, the cell the
ory, telescopic astronomy (and mod
ern cosmogony), anatomy, the germ 
theory of disease, modern physiology 
—to mention but a few fields in which 
"great books" exist, as by Pasteur, 
Claude Bernard, and Helmholtz. In 
view of such omissions, the inclusion 
of the physical treatises of Pascal, 
Gilbert's book on the magnet, Har
vey's work on the generation of ani
mals, and the arithmetic of Nico-
machus seems especially curious. 
They are plainly not of the stature of 
Newton's "Principia." 

But it is the subject of compre-
hensibility which invokes the strong
est criticism against the whole idea 
of "great books" in science. Was it 
really supposed that many purchasers 
of the set would be able to read Four
ier's great "Analytic Theory of Heat" 
which contains differential equations? 
To understand Newton requires not 
only a knowledge of the physics since 
Newton's day, but also the mathe
matical methods then current. In the 
decades following the publication of 
Newton's "Principia," the non-scien
tists—and even many scientists—• 
found this book too difficult to read 
and learned their Newtonian science 
from the excellent books of first-rate 
vulgarizers like Pemberton or Vol
taire; yet the twentieth-century read
er is apparently expected to perform 
an heroic task that proved impossible 
to his predecessors. 

Professional scientists today, and 
{Continued on page 39) 
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6. LITERATURE: A 

European Bookshelf 

By T H O M A S B E R G I N 

|t* -̂̂  T HE works of 
E u r o p e a n 
fiction in the 

JAIS^ 
• • « ^ 

" G r e a t B o o k s " 
.̂ - project were care

fully selected with 
an eye to their r e 
lationships to the 
non-fiction selec
tions and to their 
role in the exposi-

rp, T, • tion of the pattern 
Thomas Bergin . . . , ̂  , , 

of ideas which the 
editors wish to develop. But even if 
we did not have the editors' s tate
ment and even if there were no "in
tegration" at stake, the books chosen 
in this area would need no further 
justification than themselves. They 
are not the only "great books" of 
Euroepan fiction by any means 
but, all things considered, one 
cannot reasonably quarrel with the 
selections. 

A mixed lot they are, to be sure, 
at first glance. The inspired Dante, at 
once warm with passion and capable 
of the coolest detachment, the mis
chievous Rabelais, the obsessed Dos
toievsky, the serene and amiable Cer
vantes, the profound Goethe, the 
Olympian Tolstoy—what have they 
in common? Greatness in their own 
right, of course, and significance and 
solace for us who come after them. 
This is easily said but needs some 
gloss if the twentieth-century reader 
is to approach them with hope as well 
as respect. 

Perhaps it should be said, first of 
all, that while each of these works is 
immortal so far as human judgment 
can pronounce, they all contain as 
well as transcend their own times. 
Dante's determined struggle to reveal 
the divine order underlying the ap
parent chaos of the world is meaning
ful to us because we, too, must dis
cover order and discipline; but even 
as we perceive with iijcreasing clar
ity the significance of the "Divine 
Comedy" as an allegory for our times, 
so we are drawn progressively to an 
awareness of the tone and texture of 
the Middle Ages, an awareness which 
cannot but broaden our humanity. 
And in like fashion the immortal 
madman of Cervantes will make you 
an understanding contemporary of 

Thomas Bergin is chairman of the 
department of Spanish and Italian at 
Yale University. 

the Counter Reformation and Rabe
lais will illuminate the ebullience of 
the Renaissance. It is the gift of men 
of genius to make us sharers of their 
world even as they project themselves 
into ours. 

Similarly, as these great works con
vey to us a sense of the solidarity of 
mankind, they also enlarge our sym
pathy for other nations and ways of 
life different from our own. It is in
teresting to note that the two selec
tions from European fiction of the 
nineteenth century come from Rus
sia—add Germany if we think of 
Goethe as a representative of that 
century, as we fairly may. Nor is this 
unreasonable in spite of the enormous 
contributions of France, for example, 
to the literature of the past 150 years, 
for surely no writers have expressed 
more perceptively than these the as
pirations and perplexities of that great 
era. And while they speak for all 
Europe and not Europe alone but for 
our whole Western world, observe 
that they speak with their native ac
cent. This, too, is salutary—^perhaps 
especially for the American reader. 

Finally, it should not be forgotten 
that these books, if they serve to il
lustrate the intellectual trends, the 
"ideas" of their times—which they do 
—they also, being works of art, do 
more. They not only clothe in flesh 
and blood the concepts of the "think
ers" which would otherwise remain 
arid, they are a distillation of life it
self, both intellectual and supra-in
tellectual. Nor is it irreverent to add 
that they are entertaining. 

As for the editions at hand, one 
might make some criticisms. The in
troductory statements are brief and 
good, the translations are good but 
perhaps not in all cases the best. And 
it is a little misleading to entitle a 
volume "Cervantes," for instance, 
when it contains only one work 
(granted the most important) of this 
very prolific author. In appearance 
the books are a little austere—suitable 
for Dante, less so for Rabelais. Not 
everyone will care for the double-
column page. But such defects, if they 
be defects, are inherent in the gen
eral principle of the project and 
should not detract from our admira
tion of the boldness of the concept 
and the soundness of judgment dis
played in the selection. 

7. ECONOMICS: The 

System and the Ideas 

By G E O R G E S O U L E 

I 

—Ami. 
Georie Soule 

F one must pick 
but two authors 

f rom t h e g r e a t 
economists, Adam 
Smith is of course 
o b l i g a t o r y , a n d 
Karl Marx, though 
not accepted as a 
t h e o r i s t by t h e 
fraternity of eco
nomic profession
als, is an obvious 
choice because of 

the immense influence he and his fol
lowers have exerted. 

"The Wealth of Nations," "Capital," 
and the "Communist Manifesto," like 
other classics, should be read at first 
hand; each new generation needs to 
find out for itself what is of contem
porary value in germinal thinkers of 
the past. Yet the consequence of so 
narrow a choice illuminates the diffi
culty of deriving a liberal education 
suitable for modern needs solely from 
great books of past centuries. A read
ing of Smith and Marx alone would 
be poor equipment for understanding 
the present world or the doctrines rel
evant to it; unannotated and uncor
rected they might sadly mislead the 
diligent amateur. Indeed, they have 
often done so. 

Adam Smith was a shrajvd observer, 
a salty and persuasive writer, whose 
immense success was well deserved. 
Like all great economists, he said 
much that was necessary to his times. 
But it is only in his historical setting 
that his significance can properly be 
understood. When he wrote, the com
mercial revolution had not yet fully 
won its battle against the mercantilist 
practices of power-seeking national 
states, and the industrial revolution 
was only just beginning. His argu
ments provided just the faith that 
budding British capitalism needed. 
Yet his Utopia of laissez-faire was 
never fully achieved and today is fur
ther than ever from realization. His 
theory of the automatic mechanisms 
of the market, even as refined and 
elaborated by generations of follow^ 
ers, is irrelevant to many contempo
rary economic problems. His largely 
ignored comments on the nature of 
long-term economic growth are like
ly to furnish more nourishing food to 

George Soule, lecturer in economics 
at Bennington College, has just writ
ten "Ideas of the Great Economists." 
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