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Publisher’s Foreword
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“A sky-blue surmise,” said my daughter, “that’s what he called it.” 

Rachel was only eight or nine when she first met William H. (Bill) McNeill. She would perch on a little footstool by the fireplace, listening to us talk. As she grew older, she came to expect his close questioning. After she spent a summer doing ecological fieldwork, he quizzed her about the characteristics of the aspen tree and the impact of wolves, and had plenty to say on both subjects. He would doubtless be glad to know that she kept in mind the importance he gave to imagination in the study of history.

[image: William H. McNeill reading a poem for his 93rd birthday.]

During those later years, he continued to write every morning. He wrote reviews for the New York Review of Books until 2008. He wrote several privately published books about his family and experiences in the US army, and even one about the colonial house he lived in. He worked with me to plan and review the hundreds of articles in the first edition (2004) and then the second edition (2012) of the Berkshire Encyclopedia of World History, and he took on some of the more challenging topics himself.

In his autobiography, published in 2005, he explains:


I also found time to elaborate some of my most fanciful and fundamental notions by writing Keeping Together in Time: Dance and Drill in Human History (1995). This book enlarged upon a theme in The Pursuit of Power, where I had argued that European soldiers in the seventeenth century, through oft-repeated drill, forged new collective identities as a result of what I can to call ‘muscular bonding.’

Throughout my work on this book, I was haunted by the nearly total lack of written evidence for what I was arguing. Emotions so vague and diffuse as those aroused by keeping together in time are simply not talked of, much less written about. Nor could I discover any scientific discussion of the emotional impact of marching and dancing. Yet a warm sense of solidarity with one's fellows, however inarticulate it remained, became, I believed, an essential prop for proto-human societies. It allowed them to sustain cooperation while growing in size far beyond the limits modern chimpanzee bands attain; and such enlarged proto-human bands in turn became the setting within which grammatical language, agreed-upon meanings, and the ability to shift attention back and forth between present, past, and future all dawned, making apelike talkers into frilly human beings for the first time. But how speculative it all remained! And how important if true! 





The essays published in A World View are similarly speculative. McNeill looks at different aspects of power, and looks at several important civilizations not only in terms of what they were, but in terms of the impact they have had over the centuries. He writes about different kinds of movement: from the astonishing effectiveness of military drill to the systems we have developed to move people and goods around the world. He considers certain natural resources in terms of their influence on the course of history, and returns to his doctoral dissertation subject, the potato—with the addition of information about the potato’s surprising success in China.

We include the text of McNeill’s short speech of 1964, when he accepted the National Book Award for The Rise of the West, and the book concludes with “The Care and Repair of Public Myth.” This essay appeared on the cover of Foreign Affairs, the journal of the Council on Foreign Relations, in the autumn of 1982. McNeill wrote that political and religious extremism were providing the most powerful stories and myths for people around the world, with dangerous and violent consequences. He concluded that there was an urgent need for public myth making—a sky-blue surmise that is astonishingly relevant in our own turbulent times.

Karen Christensen, Great Barrington, Massachusetts
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A World of Surprises
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Remarks given on 10 March 1964, when McNeill was awarded the National Book Award for The Rise of the West.

[image: A black and white sign with white text

Description automatically generated]

“I hope my book may be richly and repeatedly misunderstood.” This wish, which I first confessed to in the Preface to The Rise of the West some eighteen months ago, now seems really on its way to fulfillment. How else could the distinguished panel of judges for History and Biography have chosen it for the National Book Award?

As a matter of fact, the processes of misunderstanding began before I ever sat down to write the Preface. Let me quote - someone else this time:


“I must tell you in all honesty that the consistent impression is that the work is neither arresting enough in conception nor brilliant enough in style to offer great promise. . . . On the other hand, we are all in agreement that with the additions and modifications we suggested, with careful editorial work, and with a distinctive though modest picture and map program, your manuscript could become a distinguished textbook. . . .



That letter hurt when first I read it; more recently I have thought of framing it! But that would be mere vainglory, and I take this occasion to drag forward such an extract from my correspondence with publishers more to praise those who took untoward risks than to damn those who preferred a textbook.

For the world of books is full of surprises, dealing as it does with the mystery of verbal communication - that simian trait which makes us human and, at the same time, by virtue of its inescapable inexactness, opens the way for the sort of creative misunderstandings to which I referred in my Preface as well as to the sort of destructive or merely random misunderstandings illustrated by my second quotation.

It is our capacity to communicate, and in doing so to misunderstand one another, that permits the elaboration of all human cultures. This meeting celebrates this fact, and as part of that celebration it is now incumbent upon me to accept the honor you bestow upon The Rise of the West. I do so on behalf of the book - vicariously and, I hope, with appropriate personal humility. For the book has begun to live its own life, a life created by its readers, not by its whilom author.

The Rise of the West is fast becoming yours, not mine. I therefore may with propriety congratulate all concerned: book, judges, reviewers, and reading public - each for their modest yet praiseworthy parts in the continuing dialog that constitutes the warp and woof of our literary and intellectual culture. Thank you.
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Leaving Western Civ Behind
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Note: This is the text of the last speech William H. McNeill gave, delivered at the World History Association Conference in Salem, Massachusetts in 2009, and sponsored by Berkshire Publishing Group. It was later published in Liberal Education magazine.

[image: William H. McNeill talking.]

I propose to survey my effort to understand human history seeking to clarify for myself, and for you, how I got to The Human Web from earlier world views proffered by teachers and then altered and elaborated by me, starting in childhood and proceeding all the way to the senility that begins to beset me today.

In the beginning was Sunday School where kindly teachers told us Bible stories, and did their best to keep us quiet except when we sang hymns. Christian doctrine was left out: no original sin, no redeeming grace, no hell either; and heaven remained very misty. The core message boiled down to this: Jesus loved us and we should love him in return, just as we loved and depended on our own mothers. Not much of a world view, but all a Canadian Presbyterian Sunday School in the early 1920s felt it safe to impart.

Years of subsequent church going with my parents did not expand this core very notably, so much so that I first learned about original sin and redemption by reading a translation of Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo assigned as required reading for an introductory Humanities course at the University of Chicago in 1934. That course constituted a major landmark of my intellectual maturation, exposing me, as it did, to a wide variety of other eye-opening authors of the western tradition week after week: Plato, Augustine, Luther, Voltaire, Marx, Flaubert and many others. The course was put together by Ferdinand Schevill, an elderly history professor, who lectured three times a week to a class of several hundred. He was supplemented by a bevy of graduate students who led discussion sections each with thirty members that met once a week where we asked and answered questions about the readings and other works of art to which we had been exposed. 

Schevill’s lectures had a clear and comprehensive point of view, juxtaposing reason against faith, St. Socrates against St. Paul, with clear and emphatic preference for Socrates and the human reason he stood for as the best available guide to human affairs. I already had inklings of this secular—really l8th century—viewpoint from high school where we had used Carl Becker’s textbook for modern European history; but it was only under Schevill’s influence that what I will call the Western Civ model of the human past came home to me. It was a conversion experience, but not the last that came my way; and I remain grateful for it inasmuch as it introduced me to the European cultural heritage in a coherent—though highly selective and superficial—fashion. 

Throughout my undergraduate career, 1934-38, the University of Chicago was staffed by professors born into Christian (and some Jewish) families who had fallen away from inherited religious doctrines with varying degrees of completeness and self-consciousness. So my undergraduate years filled out details of Schevill’s secular viewpoint but did not change fundamentals. Those years were also when the approach of World War II became increasingly obvious and I was much taken by the notion that international affairs constituted a process that overrode human wishes or conscious intentions, and that we were re-enacting a pattern already familiar from ancient Greek and Roman history. A cycle of civilization growth, crisis and decay seemed to be at work resembling the concept of nemesis which Herodotus used to explain Xerxes’ defeat. As an undergraduate I already planned to write an extended history of ancient and modern times, setting forth the cyclical pattern I had glimpsed; and one summer put a hasty, ninety page summary of my half-baked ideas on paper and called it Nemesis. 

The nearest I came to expanding my outlook beyond the European past occurred almost by chance in 1936 when I enrolled in a summer course entitled “Folk Society,” taught by the anthropologist Robert Redfield. He was then seeking to contract a scientific, essentially timeless, typology of human societies; and later published his views in a book entitled The Folk Culture of Yucatan (1941). But in 1936 he was still working his ideas out for himself, and this lent a special freshness and vivacity to his lectures. 

His basic notion was that isolated village communities could and did work out a more or less complete array of customary responses to all normal human experiences, whereas cities, where strangers abounded, could not sustain firm customary rules, thus opening the way for new forms of behavior—successful sometimes, but more often disruptive and psychologically harmful. By arranging particular communities along a scale from those almost (but never completely) encapsulated within a cake of custom to the polar opposite of a community lacking all customary forms of behavior (another impossibility), Redfield hoped to understand all that happened among actual human beings, and be able to identify persistent points of strain within both civilized and custom-bound societies.

Incidentally, Redfield’s course also introduced me to the Plains Indians of North America and how they had altered their entire way of life by embracing new possibilities created by the spread of horses northward from Spanish Mexico decade by decade, transmitting from tribe to tribe the skills and accouterments needed for hunting buffalo on horseback . This became for me an archetype of intelligent human response to encounters with new and obviously advantageous possibilities—encounters, I assumed, that must have played a large part in human history from the very beginning. 

I still adhere to the idea that impersonal process outweighs conscious purpose in human affairs. Likewise I have never since doubted that social change very often arose from encounters with strangers who possessed some obviously superior skill or knowledge that locals could borrow and adjust to their own use. So my college years contributed lasting assumptions I used when working out all my subsequent notions about human history and how we got to where we are. 

But a massive intellectual jolt came my way in the spring of 1941, during my second year of graduate study at Cornell University, when I chanced upon the first three volumes of Arnold J. Toynbee’s A Study of History—all that had then been published of the eventual ten volumes. I clearly remember seeing three fresh green backs on the library shelf and taking them down in a moment of idle curiosity, having entirely forgotten whatever I may have previously heard about the author. Then I settled down in the old-fashioned splendor of the White Library, where history graduate students had private cubicles, and soon was engaged in the most concentrated intellectual encounter of my life. For I discovered that Toynbee had been a generation ahead of me in glimpsing a repetitive cycle of ancient and modern European history, having reacted to World War I in much the same way as I reacted to the outbreak of World War II. 

Moreover, Toynbee had worked out details of classical and modern civilizational growth, crisis and collapse far more precisely than I; and, wonder of wonder, then searched the record of other civilizations—21 in all—to test whether they too exhibited similar rhythms of growth and decay. Not surprisingly he found what he looked for; and with masterful ingenuity—indeed with almost superhuman omniscience—proceeded to set forth a schema for human history as a whole. 

Those volumes of Toynbee’s A Study of History effected a second conversion comparable to Schevill’s. For they showed me how parochial my studies had hitherto been; and I suddenly realized that the book I had planned would have to take on the four-fifths of humankind excluded from the Western civilization with which I had previously been exclusively concerned. Though I was then within sight the completion of my Ph.D., I had disconcertingly discovered that my education was just beginning, if I were ever to understand the human past as a whole.

To be sure, even in my first raptures, I recognized points of difference with Toynbee. He referred to civilization as a “state of the soul,” but I preferred to emphasize more tangible realities—technology, not least, together with social complexity, occupational specialization and other traits anthropologists were accustomed to invoke. I was also sure that separate civilizations were never insulated and unable to learn from one another as Toynbee claimed, interacting only exceptionally through renaissances and what he called “aparentation and affiliation.” The Plains Indians’ reaction to Spanish horses in Mexico was enough to show me how misguided he was. So, in my brash and ambitious youth, I felt sure I had things to teach Toynbee if I should ever had a chance to meet him face to face. 

A few months later, in September 1941, when I had completed note-taking for my dissertation but before I started to write it, my Chicago draft board summoned me to join the army. Accordingly, for the next five years and two months my life altered drastically, and historical ideas and ambitions all but disappeared from my consciousness. Yet oddly, Elizabeth Darbishire, whom I met in Greece in 1944 and eventually married, was accustomed to refer to the man who had changed my outlook so markedly as “Uncle Toynbee.” As an undergraduate, her father had been Toynbee’s closest friend at Balliol College, Oxford, and they remained in touch all their days. When a chance remark brought these facts to my attention, her connection with Toynbee became a significant factor in initiating our courtship and eventual marriage. On such trifles human lives often turn, as mine most certainly did. 

Then in June 1946 I was discharged from the army, married Elizabeth in September and returned to Cornell University to write my thesis and qualify for an academic career. A letter addressed to President Robert Maynard Hutchins, whom I had known as an undergraduate, in due course got me a job helping to construct a new Western Civ course for the College of the University of Chicago in 1947. 

The College was then experimenting with a tight-knit, comprehensive curriculum designed to turn out well-rounded citizens in four years; and twin courses, one in philosophy and one in history, were entrusted with the responsibility for bringing everything together in a culminating synthesis. But, as in 1934, only western Civ counted as history—and its right to stand beside philosophy as a climactic experience was energetically challenged by dogmatic Aristotelians who viewed history as the lowest of the sciences, being only capable of supplying facts for scientists and philosophers to interpret.

In a sense Hutchins’ College was a difficult, even hostile, environment for historians. But for the next seven years I and a group of twelve to fifteen others sat around a table every Friday afternoon, discussing the next week’s readings and how best to present them to our discussion groups that met three times a week. Such discussions were supplemented by a weekly lecture one or another of us delivered and thereby exposed our ideas to our colleagues’ scrutiny. In the first years, as the course took shape around a series of “topics of concentration,” we translated many readings for our own use from various languages, and learned a great deal from one another in our staff discussions. So my College teaching was a stimulating experience, all the more so because we also had to articulate our claim to a place in the curriculum before the College faculty as a whole against doubters who disdained our discipline and denied our right to exist. 

Nonetheless, I did not wish to confine my attention to Western Civ permanently and had not forgotten Toynbee. Thanks to my wife, I met him for the first time in my father-in-law’s house in March 1947, a week after Time Magazine had devoted its cover story to his vision of rising and falling civilizations, and declared that he had fully and finally superseded Marx. On that occasion Toynbee was cordial to me and entirely oblivious of the power Time Magazine then exerted among Americans. But no one could then have imagined how the public thirst for an authoritative vision of the human adventure would raise Toynbee’s fame to the height it soon attained in the United States. Nor do I remember what we talked about—or what, if anything, I sought to teach him. 

Nonetheless, I must have made a satisfactory impression since three years later he invited me to come to London and work on what he referred to as the “War Time Survey’ of International Affairs. On the strength of funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, Toynbee was able to employ me and a staff of about a dozen others to write the Survey at The Royal Institute of International Affairs where he was Director of Studies. My share was to compose an 814 page book, America, Britain and Russia; Their Cooperation and Conflict, 1941-46, while Toynbee himself was hard at work completing the final four volumes of his massive A Study of History.

During those months I saw him almost every day when we met in the basement for a warming cup of tea or coffee at 11 and for lunch two hours later. I was eager to find out how he wrote the Study, and often tried to discuss my disagreements with him. He was always courteous, even deferential, and absolutely indifferent to reconsidering anything he had set forth in the early 1920s when he had first designed A Study of History. Instead he was intent in spelling out each part of his original plan, and that despite the fact that he had subsequently changed his mind, especially about religion, in reaction to intense personal crises provoked by his eldest son’s suicide and his first wife’s decision to leave him. 

His rigidity disappointed me, but I did not explore the dynamic of his life and thought until long afterward when I visited England again, combed through his papers at the Bodleian Library, and wrote Arnold J. Toynbee: A Life. (1989) In 1950-52 I merely discovered that he wrote from notes already twenty years old; something I had no wish to replicate. 

Yet it so chanced that I wrote America, Britain and Russia directly from newspaper clippings painstakingly selected and stored by a staff of young women at the Royal Institute; and in l954 when at last I began to write my big book that precedent encouraged me to dispense with notes, since to begin with I had no way of deciding what was worth taking notes on and what to pass by. Instead I read as widely and rapidly as possible and after six weeks or so, while memory was still fresh, sat down to write with a pile of books still at hand to consult whenever a footnote was called for, or some detail needed checking. Without that shortcut I could never have written The Rise of the West in a mere nine years, churning out a chapter every three months when in full career. Throughout the last five years, a grant from the Carnegie Foundation allowed me to read and write for six months and rejoin the human race for the other six months by teaching again. 

Those nine years were the most sustained and profitable learning experience of my life, for it was then that I made a stab a completing my education by becoming acquainted with the history of the world as a whole insofar as available scholarship made it accessible to me. New vistas opened and new relationships suggested themselves month after month, and I let my imagination run free, always seeking for contacts and stimuli extending across space and time and connecting different parts of the world. 

I followed Toynbee and his predecessors by treating separate civilizations as the primary actors of world history and spent some effort in defining exactly what a civilization might be. “A style of life” appealed to me, analogous to styles of art, which art historians already treated as sensitive registers of changes in society a whole. But styles of life remained uncomfortably vague and in the end I decided that what principally held civilizations together was rules of behavior and belief to which a ruling elite gave at least lip service, and to which peasants and other subordinates perforce submitted and sometimes shared in various degrees. Some centuries after the invention of writing, elite rules of behavior became directly accessible to historians in the form of divine scriptures and/or merely human classics. Whereupon, organized education transmitted (and reinterpreted) these revered texts from generation to generation, sustaining widely-shared codes of conduct that made human relations more predictable, less uncertain, and less dangerous for all concerned within the borders of a given civilization. 

In writing The Rise of the West I abandoned my earlier fascination with definite cycles of rise and fall and emphasized instead sporadic changes in transportation and communication that spread crops, ideas, techniques, and diseases from place to place within a given civilization and across civilization borders as well.

The Rise of the West was also organized around the notion that from the time civilizations first arose, a primary center defined itself where innovation was most vigorous and skills became greater than elsewhere, only to be eventually surpassed by another more powerful and better organized center of civilization in due course. First was the era of Middle Eastern dominance to 500 B.C.E.; then an era of fluctuating balance within Eurasia from 500 B.C.E. to 1500 C.E., when Hellenic civilization, Indian civilization, a resurgent Moslem Middle East and then Mongol steppe conquerors succeeded one another as the principal agents of innovation. Thereafter came the rise of the West from 1500 to the present; and I projected a future era of world-wide cosmopolitanism, perhaps ruled by non-westerners but “utilizing such originally western traits as industrialism, science, and the public palliation of power through advocacy of one or another of the democratic political faiths.”

.[image: William H. McNeill with the manuscript of The Rise of the West in 1962.]

When The Rise of the West came out in 1963 it became a momentary best seller. It is still in print and remains central to my scholarly career, even though across the subsequent 46 years I have become aware of many serious defects. Three of my subsequent books—Plagues and Peoples (1976), The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force and Society since A.D. 1000 (1982), and Keeping Together in Time: Dance and Drill in Human History (1995) were designed to repair some of those defects, and I consider them as extended footnotes to The Rise of the West. In addition, immediately after my retirement I was invited teach for a semester at Williams College and chose to organize a seminar in which I asked students to evaluate successive chapters of my magnum opus. They were inadequately prepared for such an assignment; but I re-read the whole text for the first time since I had written it and afterward summed up my reactions in article, “The Rise of the West after 25 Years,” published in the initial issue of the Journal of World History (1990) and subsequently reprinted as a Preface to subsequent editions of The Rise of the West. That essay concludes by asserting “the evolution of historical concepts has arrived as a level of sophistication that makes older efforts at world history, even one as recent as mine, seem fundamentally outmoded and obviously in need of replacement.” 

When I wrote those words I did not expect to try to supersede my effort of 1954-64. But my son, John R. McNeill had become an historian himself, specializing in environmental history; and in 1997 he invited me to collaborate with him in writing what he initially referred to as “a very short history of the whole wide world.” Among his other activities, he had been teaching African history and felt his students needed a way to situate the history of that continent within its global setting. That asked for a short book indeed. We projected 250 pages to begin with and ended with 357, which made it too long for its intended niche, but long enough to set forth the multifarious corrections The Rise of the West needed insofar as we could tell. 

First and foremost among necessary corrections was to situate human history within earth’s ecosystem and set forth major landmarks in the co-evolution of human society and other forms of life. This was my son’s principal professional endeavor and I agreed that my former sporadic attention to this dimension of human affairs needed systematic repair. My heightened awareness of ecology dated back to Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), but only in 1987 did this aspect of reality take firm hold of my mind thanks to a conference at Clark University that introduced me to a flood of recent data about the mounting rates of pollution of earth’s air and water. 

In the following weeks I came up with the idea that humankind existed within three perpetually interacting, unstable equilibria: one physico-chemical (i.e. matter and energy), one biological (i.e., the multifarious forms of life); and one semiological (i.e. words and other forms of human communication). Moreover it seemed to me that the least material of these equilibria—the semiotic—had an almost magical power to alter the others, for they acted as limits more often than as initiators of change within the system as a whole. This is an elaborate way of saying that human culture, i.e., words and cooperation based on common understandings were the most changeable aspect of reality and impinged on all around us, yet were themselves an unstable equilibrium like all the rest. 

To be sure, for all practical purposes the detailed path of interactions among these three levels of reality remains undecipherable; and as before I continued to believe that processes acting within and across them often (but not always) overrode human purposes, leaving humans perpetually surprised and often disappointed by what actually happened. And that in turn kept the whole evolving system in motion, motivating humankind to change its behavior yet again in hope of getting what they sought. But one cannot write a book by invoking an unknowably complicated process, so this figment of my imagination comforted me without shaping our book. 

It is also interesting to observe that by the time we were writing what became The Human Web (2003) we were aware of David Christian’s far more ambitious enterprise of writing a single coherent history of the universe and of humankind’s career within it. His book, Maps of Time (2004) was published just a year after ours. Ever since I have likened our work to that of John the Baptist, preparing the way for the larger views and grander synthesis David Christian achieved. I came to believe that the historicization of the natural sciences set forth in Maps of Time, reducing the regularities and predictability of physics and chemistry to merely local and temporary conditions, is the central intellectual transformation of the twentieth century. Largely the work of astronomers and physicists, it is as yet little appreciated, and dwarfs merely human time and space, and all the variables I and my son tried to deal with. But that, too, contributed nothing specific to our enterprise. 

Nonetheless, we found numerous corrections to present in our little book. The central and most far-reaching of them was the proposition that human beings are enmeshed in a web of communication from earliest infancy that governs our consciousness and coordinates group behavior at every level. Moreover, since communication can be achieved by gesture as well as by language, and since every human group has neighbors and encounters them at least occasionally, the web of human communication has always embraced the whole of humankind, even if geographical barriers might interdict all but trifling contacts across ocean barriers for centuries and even millennia. But the fact that, unlike Darwin’s Galapagos finches, humans remained a single species even after their world-wide dispersion proves that contacts and intermingling of genes was never interrupted for long. 

It follows that at least in a loose sense the human world is one and has always been so. Civilizations and less complex societies were never separate from surrounding populations, so where contiguous overland travel was possible, as it was throughout Eurasia and Africa and within the Americas, the population as a whole was what evolved rather than separate civilizations, nations, religions or any other sub-group. 

Yet divergent civilizations and less massive human societies existed and how to balance attention to each part with portrayal of the interacting whole was the most delicate and controversial issue that we faced. My son vigorously rejected my tendency to treat relations between separate regions of the Old World as “a horse race” (his phrase) for leadership or dominance over other competing centers. In large part, The Rise of the West had been built around that notion; and he thought I persisted in holding to that way of thinking, whereas in my view I now had managed to keep the whole Eurasian ecumene in view without inventing a rivalry of which, at least in early times, no one could possibly be conscious. 

Adjusting the text to accommodate this difference was by far the most awkward aspect of our collaboration. We dealt with it by distinguishing a plurality webs, existing at different levels, in local village or hunting band, in individual cities embracing differentiated occupational sub-groups, each with a variant web of its own; and thinner long-distance webs uniting clusters of cities into civilizations; and civilizations into a Eurasian and an American cosmopolis until they merged into a single, and much tightened world-wide cosmopolitan web after 1500. 

How successful this usage was in making the reality of human interaction across time and space intelligible is for others to say. From my point of view it was a success and improved on anything others had devised. Indeed it constitutes the principal achievement of the book, and may or may not catch on among other historians in time to come, though I see few signs of its contagiousness as yet. 

Reliance on webs of communication to define how human groups affected one another and the environments in which they lived also has the virtue of emphasizing the semiotic equilibrium that I believe plays such a commanding role in provoking historical change. Our notion, in short, cuts with the grain of things, and lends (perhaps illusory?) clarity and intelligibility to the otherwise overwhelming confusion of one surprise after another that has always bothered historians and ordinary people. 

That presumptuous claim is more than a prudent man should make. Yet it is how I feel, content with the ideas I have borrowed from others, only to puzzle over them, misunderstand them, and strive to correct them, as I have done ever since my Sunday school days in the early 1920s.
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Henry Moore and Nuclear Energy, 1967
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My acquaintance with the sculptor Henry Moore arose at the height of his fame between 1963 and 1967, and engaged me briefly with a world of finance, high art, intrigue, and comedy ending in triumph. It is a story of chance and whimsy embodied since 1967 in bronze on the site of the first controlled release of nuclear energy in Chicago where it will last indefinitely as an attraction for tourists and monument to human power and fallibility.

Moore was born in 1896, son of a Yorkshire coal miner who nonetheless became a famous sculptor, whose works were in such demand that he could afford to be indifferent to money. That was why he made the statue for the University of Chicago in 1967, for we had no money to pay in advance and barely succeeded in securing funds when the statue was ready for delivery. It all began when I walked past the place where Enrico Fermi and others had contrived to control the release of nuclear energy in 1943 and saw a bronze inscription commemorating that event hanging on a chain fence in front of a barren stretch of ground where weeds were growing. Having just returned from Vienna where I saw the sculptures celebrating Hapsburg glory. I felt the University ought to do the same for Fermi and the team, said so, and soon became chairman of a committee of three appointed to arrange a more fitting commemoration. Our initial thoughts were diffuse. One suggestion was to reconstruct the original pile of carbon blocks which were still stored at Argonne National Laboratory. But when the Italian architect, Liugi Nervi sketched a spacious concrete roof to shelter it, the only place it would fit was the Midway and we gave that up as unfeasible.

A single sculpture was called for, but when an Italian diplomat from Washington offered to finance a statue of “Fermi and the Team,” my committee declined. I was naive and supposed we should announce a competition and choose what we judged the best proposal, but Hal Haydon, Professor of Art and member of the committee, explained that only beginners and failures would enter such a contest. So we had to choose whom to invite; and to preserve an element of competition decided to approach Henry Moore and Jacques Lipshitz. I wrote a letter to each of them explaining the importance of the site and invited them to inspect it for themselves.

Both accepted and arrived in Chicago in the fall of 1963. Henry Moore came first and explained exactly how large a base his statue would require and said nothing about payment, which was just as well since we had no money in hand. Lipshitz, on the contrary, took himself out of the running by saying: “Don’t make me pregnant before paying half what it will cost.” I was taken aback by his metaphor and we had no money to fuel his creative juices, so Moore remained our only choice. I wrote to tell him so and asked to visit him in his home north of London as soon as he had an idea of what he would do for us. Accordingly, the three of us showed up in December at a farmhouse thirty miles north of London where he lived. As we went in we saw a collection of about twenty replicas of his recent statues displayed in a field beside the house. They were impressive and confirmed our hopes for what he could make for us.

Inside was bitter cold and we kept our coats on, but Moore disregarded the temperature as we sat down and he began to talk to us. First, he explained how he invited inspiration by taking water-smoothed pebbles in his hands, turning them over in different arrangements, dropping one and choosing another from time to time until inspiration dawned. Then he moistened loose plaster and worked it into the newly imagined shape.

The day before our arrival he had gone through this routine and he showed us the result—a little statue perhaps eight inches high and a model of what he projected. I do not remember exactly how it looked, but believe it was slightly more slender than the final statue and may even have lacked the hole through which small children sometimes slide today. But the general shape and impression was there despite its smallness.

We all were pleased with what he showed us and what he said about the 14-foot-high statue he intended to cast in bronze for us if we wanted and could afford it; and well content went back to Chicago while he set to work.

I was concerned with the thought of how much it would cost, and decided to try to raise money for it by writing to a rich man who had recently funded an outdoor display of statues at the Smithsonian. He did not reply but told one of Chicago’s fundraisers of my temerity, and Ed Levi, our provost, called me into his office and told me to keep away from trying to raise money.

Meanwhile the 14-foot plaster statue took shape in Moore’s studio, and as it was nearing completion, CBS decided to film him in action, shaping the bottom with chisel and mallet. When Moore told them it was for Chicago, they called President Beadle and told him that, if he wished, their commentary would mention that it was headed for the U of C campus. Beadle knew of our project, and knew also that we had no money; but believed it could be found. So he said yes, and when the film was shown in the US I saw Moore chiseling the statue into final shape on TV and heard it was coming to us. 

That first glimpse was a satisfying moment; but when the statue went off to Germany to be cast, we were no closer to funding it, and time was running out. What happened next was a comedy of errors that ended as triumph. It began with an illegal act by an ultra-respectable group of rich men and women who were trustees of the Art Institute of Chicago. They were also trustees of the Ferguson Fund, whose founder prescribed that it should be used to erect statues in Chicago’s public parks.

The trustees first transgressed by deciding that there were more than enough pigeon roosts in Chicago’s parks already, and for several years let Ferguson Fund income accumulate until some more worthy purpose could be served. They solved that problem by using the accumulated money to help pay for a new wing of the Art Institute in open violation of the law. When news of this trespass reached Chicago’s sculptors, they threatened a lawsuit. Thereupon, alarm and confusion among the guilty trustees prompted them hurriedly to promise to pay for a statue by Picasso to be located in front of City Hall.

Whether that would have settled the dispute was never discovered, for when paying for Picasso’s statue came up for ratification, a woman member of the Board asked: ”Isn’t Picasso a Communist? I will never vote for a Communist statue.” The Board of Trustees was not prepared to face this risk and withdrew their offer.

Ironically that did not` prevent Picasso’s statue from being built. Like Moore, Picasso could afford to be indifferent to money, so when the contractor who had promised to pay him brought the bad news, Picasso asked: “Is Chicago where my friend Ernest Hemingway lives?” Hemingway actually grew up in a suburb; but when the contractor assured him otherwise, Picasso gave him the model, thus honoring his friend, and costing himself nothing more than the time he spent making it. But the contractor had that model, and the Inland Steel Company paid for making the full-scale statue which stands today in front of City Hall.

Long before that was worked out, we saw our chance to take advantage of Picasso’s gesture, for Moore was not a Communist and was a sculptor of monumental works as Picasso was not. So a few days before the statue was due to arrive in Chicago, the Art Institute and Ferguson Fund trustees paid the full cost of Nuclear Energy—the name we gave our statue. A final hurdle was overcome when Provost Ed Levi decided that deeding the ground beneath the statue to the Chicago Park District would make it public property, thus fully and finally complying with the Ferguson Fund donors’ intent.

This comical happenstance paved the way for my final encounter with Henry Moore. Before I had met him singly, and was grateful for his indifference to money. But when he arrived in December, 1967 to install the statue, two men were with him who thought of nothing but money. They treated him as a valuable asset and paid all expenses for him. Like British royalty, he was spared the indignity of touching money himself, and when he felt Chicago’s winter cold, they took him to Marshall Fields’ downtown store to buy him an overcoat. I soon realized that their success in selling his statues at high prices was what allowed Moore to forget about money—a meeting of opposites I had not understood before.

While they were in Chicago, I am sure they started to sell five-foot versions of our statue the German foundry had made to their order. I knew nothing about it until long afterward when I encountered the miniature copy they sold to Nelson Rockefeller installed on his estate north of New York. I was surprised to meet it there, and never tried to discover others like it elsewhere.

Yet this was the ruthless commercialism that sustained the triumphant realization of what I had striven for. Moore wore his new overcoat on the morning of 2 December l967 when a truck arrived on Ellis Avenue with 14 feet of heavy bronze suspended from the crane it carried; and I first experienced the statue’s awesome presence. When the crane lifted it from the truck and swung it towards its base, I and the assistant University architect obeyed Moore’s voice and gestures as we rotated the statue into the exact position he chose for its permanent home.

For the first time, I saw his handiwork close up and felt its power. That was when the way the statue combines the threat and promise of our control of nuclear energy became clear to me—fulfilling its proper function with masterly skill. For the dome reminds viewers of the exploding cloud over Hiroshima that has hung over the rest of us ever since. But when viewed from the north-east corner of the statue’s base, a line of sight, to my eyes at least, discerns the crouching legs of a human fetus along the edges of the statue’s cavity, and my eye, moving upward transforms the cloud into the head of a baby waiting to be born into who knows what sort of future world. Yet we humans, eventually, will surely decide between head and cloud. What a marvelous ambiguity! What a success for Henry Moore! What satisfaction for me!

On the next day survivors from 3 December 1943, who had witnessed the moment when the pile went critical for the first time, gathered at the site and Mrs. Fermi unveiled the statue before them and a few onlookers. Not everyone approved. Mrs. Alison, widow of a Chicago physicist, thought it insulted her husband; and Ed Levi remarked to me that the statue would attract student protests and be defaced by painted slogans. But time has shown his fear was groundless. Close up, Nuclear Energy inspires awe, and as far as I know has never been defaced in the forty-two years since its unveiling. And as mothers discovered that small children could slide through its aperture and polish its bottom, the University neighborhood got used to its presence and began to approve.

The further fact that Nuclear Energy is now a standard attraction for tourist busses so thousands stop to read the original plaque standing near the curb, and sometimes walk around the statue to see all its aspects, is further evidence that the mark we made on the city and Hyde Park has lasting significance. I have even wondered whether, if downtown Chicago became the target of atomic attack, the statue might survive and achieve enhanced meaning after the steel of Picasso’s statue, the Art Institute and all around it were swept away. Apart from such apocalyptic dreams, Nuclear Energy will endure long after I am forgotten, attesting to what we understood about the threat and promise of our age. I take pride in what we did and am glad to say so here.

There is much about Moore’s statue I do not know that ought to be considered. For instance, I am sure we paid a round sum, perhaps $400,000 and believe Picasso’s charge for his little model was about $600,000. But no breakdown showed how much went to Moore or anyone else who contributed to the final result. They were many. Someone had to wrap the plaster statue for transport. Moore may have helped do that himself but surely required assistance, just as he had needed help in building a framework for the plaster. After it left his studio, scores of others were needed to get the statue safely to the German foundry.

That was only a beginning, for replicating, in bronze, all the fragile bumps, curves, and orifices in the plaster required amazing skill and precision. I know the upper part of the statue was hollow since it arrived in Chicago with a screwed-in plug and ring that allowed the crane to lift it. When we took out the plug, we could see that the top was about five or six inches thick; but the statue’s metal skin may have been thicker toward the bottom to stabilize it on its base. Maybe the plaster statue was hollow too and maybe not. But how the outer surface was turned inside out to shape an exact replica in bronze remains a mystery. Dozens of segments must have been molded separately, precisely reassembled, and bound very strongly together to receive tons of molten bronze and keep it from bursting them apart before it hardened. How a hollow interior was assured is an even greater mystery.

Finishing touches like polishing the top and installing the screw-in plug for lifting the statue completed a process as complex, and far more intricate, than anything Moore had done in his studio. Then someone had to make final arrangements for shipping the statue across the Atlantic to the St. Lawrence River, through the lower Great Lakes and Lake Michigan to the harbor at its southern tip.

Everyone involved had to be paid; and someone had to keep track of every step of the process. If Moore’s agents did so, as is likely, perhaps they earned the ten percent—or whatever fee they awarded themselves—and the $400,000 with which the trustees of the Ferguson Fund absolved their guilty consciences was surely well spent. Moreover Chicago sculptors’ anger soon melted away like the Cheshire cat with a smile at Moore and a sniff at Picasso.
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Carl Sagan and Extraterrestrial Intelligence, 1971
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My trip to Mt. Ararat in Noah’s New Ark began with Carl Sagan, once a student in my western civ class at Chicago who went on to become an astronomer at a time when Radio astronomy was developing very rapidly and observers in Russia and America were making radical discoveries day after day, phoning one another to spread news of what they had found, but never meeting face to face. Sagan shared the excitement and with his Russian colleagues decided to call a Conference to see what would happen when they all got together and talked for five days about the possibility of communication with extraterrestrial intelligence (CETI). 

That required inviting others to come since biologists, social scientists—even historians—were needed to explore all the factors involved. That was how I came in since the life expectancy of high tech civilizations capable of sending radio signals obviously affected probability of success in reaching intelligent life elsewhere. And as an historian of civilizations Sagan assumed I ought to be able to guess at the answer they needed.

Sagan therefore invited me to come to the Conference he had arranged to take place in Armenia. I did not know the answer he sought and also knew that Armenia was an unknown. “Pity the poor Armenians” had been part of my childhood, and the Tatsoonians who lived in our house for a summer were victims of genocide, but an Armenian Soviet Republic and the USSR were a mystery wrapped in an enigma. To go or not to go? I found two such vacuums too enticing to resist so decided to say yes. 

What then did I find? First and foremost, a new confession of faith in the form of a mathematical formula N=R f n f f f L. Let me quote from the book Carl Sagan edited afterwards to explain what N the number of extant civilizations in the galaxy means: “Here R is the rate of star formation: f is the fraction of stars with planetary systems; n is the mean number of planets suitable for life; f is the fraction of such planets on which life actually occurs; f is the fraction of such planets on which intelligence arises; f is the fraction of such planets on which intelligent beings develop a communicative phase; and L is the mean lifetime of such technical civilizations.”(p. 9)

Like other confessions of faith, this formula attracted believers and provoked unbelievers to dissent. Sagan and his mentor Philip Morrison of MIT were the principal American believers, yearning for revelation from on high like what had come to Biblical prophets, but substituting for Jahweh or Allah astronomical knowledge that kept them secure from old fashioned sin and an angry God. New revelation could only do good. It would add to human knowledge whatever we chose while we safely rejected everything else. A truly scientific religion for our time from far, far away with nothing whatever to fear. 

Forty years later the faith has not spread and interest in CETI is at a low ebb. Revival might happen if messages ever come we can decipher for sure; but pending that future we may safely forget what Sagan and Morrison yearned for long, long ago.

The second thing I discovered was the credulity of experts best illustrated by a conversation between myself and Francis Crick, co-discoverer of DNA, and remarks by Philip Morrison as recorded in Carl Sagan editor, Communication with Extraterrestrial Intelligence CETI. MIT Press, Boston 1973. 

Crick: “I would like to make two comments on what you have said. I think you do not allow for the existence of mathematics. This is a natural language which it can be argued would be common to both parties. . .”

McNeill: “May I respond briefly? The confidence that many mathematicians and natural scientists have that they have a universal language seems to me a case of chauvinism, to use our favorite term. I can’t prove it but I don’t think you are justified in assuming that our mathematics is commensurate with their mathematics.”

Crick: “But you agree that it is necessary for them to have mathematics in order to make communication?”

McNeill: “I should think so.”

Crick: “I would not express an opinion on the point when so many distinguished mathematicians are here. but I would be surprised if they did not agree with me rather than witth you.

McNeill: “ Oh I know that.”

Crick: “I don’t think you realize the force of the argument.” (pp. 345–46)

I wish I had asserted that he did not understand my argument, but Nobel prizewinners are not easy to contradict and I kept quiet. 

Instead the words with which Philip Morrison closed this session of our conference makes my case for the credulity of experts better than I could.

Morrison: “No mere symbol string, no set of mathematical symbols alone would be the content of the message, but a very rich three-dimensional, moving, carefully scaled cinema. ...I imagine that the communication would be in the beginning restricted only to the finite mathematics of integer numbers, and these, I think, are likely to be the most universal structures....

But I really think the richness of signaling, assuming a wide radio frequency channel and extraordinarily careful planning of the message would be, as I tried to emphasize, no easy task to decipher, but fully possible—not as one reads the newspaper but as one works out a rich, difficult textbook of an advanced subject full of diagrams, hints and examples.” (pp. 348–49)

It is clear to me that relying on human mathematics as a vehicle to communicate with extraterrestrial intelligence, like Crick, and deciphering a cinematic textbook sent to us, like Morrison, exemplifies the credulity of experts. I rest my case. 

My third discovery was of fissions among the Soviet delegates that far exceeded differences among the Americans. Eight out of twenty eight were Armenians with a different language, culture and consciousness from the others. Viktor A. Ambartsunian, chairman of the Soviet Organizing Committee and Director of the Byurakan Astrophysical Observatory where we met was the most conspicuous of the Armenians and welcomed his American guests without the least sign of suspicion or fear. But I did not engage in private conversation with him as I did with one of his young assistants who sought out me out to show me the Observatory where he worked and invited me to inspect the sky through a small telescope and look at Mt. Ararat while confiding in me his personal hatred for the Turks who had massacred his people and disdain for the Russians who protected them but were his inferiors in intellect and culture. His surprising words implied unusual trust in me and exposed a yawning gap between himself and the Russians.

A second example of Soviet diversity was the way Russian Jews were willing and eager to talk with Americans as equals, discussing professional matters and gossip about recent discoveries and the like whereas ethnic Russians kept away from us as though we had plague.

Aside from fear of Stalin’s Secret Police which probably did not bother with CETI, a possible reason for the discrepancy of behavior between ethnic Russians and the rest the Soviet delegation occurred to me later when the Conference passed resolutions for future research and the design of “powerful new astronomical instruments” capable of 

“keeping the entire sky under constant surveillance.” (p. 356) 

A hidden motive behind our whole meeting may have been a bureaucratic contest to discover what Russians and Americans would tell their governments the other was planning to do, thus improving the chance of getting large grants for new instruments and observatories. The Conference Resolutions served that purpose exactly, and may have kept ethnic Russians from colluding with the rest of us thus making their voices more convincing in dealing with grant-givers at home. 

Overall five crowded days introduced me and everyone else to an array of persons like Carl Sagan, I.S. Shklovsky, Frank Drake, Philip Morrison, Freeman Dyson, all of high intelligence whose varying backgrounds and different opinions provoked new thoughts in the magical setting of Byurakan Observatory where our new Noah’s Ark floated on the sea of our words in sight of Mt. Ararat where the first Ark had landed, thus bringing us buoyantly into a strange new world.
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Mortimer J. Adler, Great Books and Britannica, 1981
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Mortimer Jerome Adler, son of a Manhattan jeweler, was born in 1902 of German-Jewish descent. His Jewish identity was social not religious. As a way of life it lay far behind him. A vague liberalism and a vivid hope of overcoming anti-Semitic discrimination by thoroughgoing assimilation pervaded the circle in which Mortimer Adler grew up.

His parents expected him to start earning a living as soon as he could. Accordingly, at 16 he dropped out of high school and got job as a copy boy at the New York Sun. But in his spare time, Adler read voraciously, discovered philosophy, and passionately took the side of truth as it appeared to him.
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