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FOREWORD
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I particularly am writing a book called “Fallen Leaves,” expressing my feelings about the various writers of our time and about the problems of our time.

    —WILL DURANT (TELEVISION INTERVIEW, JANUARY 1968)

Durant is working on a new book, “Fallen Leaves”—“a not very serious book which answers the questions of what I think about government, life, death and God.”

    —St. Petersburg Times, NOVEMBER 5, 1975

Dr. Durant also is planning something tentatively entitled “Fallen Leaves.” “In which I propose—perhaps with Ariel’s help—to answer all the important questions—simply, fairly and imperfectly,” he said.

    —B.B.H. Independent, TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 1975

Durant is using his European vacation to finish up what he describes as a little book of stray thoughts on everything. He writes on a yellow legal pad whenever he has a moment and he plans to finish the book before returning home to receive a joint honorary degree with his wife next month. “I’m anxious to get it done,” said Durant. “The pep is petering out.”

    —Los Angeles Times, MAY 26, 1978


That was it. A total of four aggravatingly brief statements about a book that no one, not even the Durant heirs, knew existed. And, unless you happened to live in Los Angeles, where the above television interview was aired in 1968 and two of the three newspaper articles were published during the mid- to late 1970s, you would not have known anything about Will Durant even contemplating the writing of such a book. Frustrating indeed.

It was considered to be Durant’s most important work; the culmination of his sixty-plus years spent researching the philosophies, religions, arts, sciences, and civilizations of the world. It was to be the distilled wisdom and considered conclusions about our species’ perennial problems and greatest joys, from a man who had not only read about life but had lived it through some of the world’s most profound and cataclysmic moments—two world wars, the Great Depression, the rise of socialism and anarchism, the decline of religious belief, and the gradual change in American morals from the Victorian era to Woodstock. Durant had been born in 1885, when the primary mode of transportation between towns was the horse and carriage; he died in 1981—twelve years after man had first walked on the surface of the moon. What changes he had witnessed—and what interesting and often predictable cycles of human behavior! Certainly such patterns, particularly when viewed against the backdrop of human history, would be worth sharing for the benefit and education of future generations. What, for instance, was to be said for religious faith, after Darwin and science had toppled God from his throne in heaven and put nothing in his place but the gloomy angst of existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre? What is it in our nature that makes wars and conflict seemingly unavoidable? And what is the deeper meaning of life, love, and happiness? What is the purpose of art? Of science? What educational approach is best—and what makes man (or one man, at least) attracted to woman? Herein were to be the answers to such questions as only a thinker and writer of Durant’s caliber could answer them. It was to be a message of insight for those who had sought meaning in life or the council of a learned friend in navigating life’s journey. And it was also believed to be a manuscript that had inexplicably been “lost.”

I had only learned of the manuscript after I had undertaken the move of the Durant archive to my home in Ontario, Canada. And then it had been as a result of several months poring over newspaper clippings, old essays, letters, audio recordings, decaying movie film, magazine articles, and cryptic jottings that became the fodder for certain volumes of The Story of Civilization. There were of course many delightful surprises during this period; chiefly the discovery of Dr. Durant’s manuscript for Heroes of History and the audio recordings that he created with his wife, Ariel, for that project (both written and recorded during his ninety-third year). Evidently Durant had still been working on Fallen Leaves in some capacity during this period. But then after happening upon the tantalizing fragments given above there was nothing, no scrap of paper even indicating such a title, no evidence at all that such a manuscript ever existed. As the Durant archive had been well picked over by manuscript houses shortly after his passing, I knew that I hadn’t seen absolutely everything he had written. I contacted his granddaughter, Monica Mihell, about getting in touch with these archive houses to at least see what they had in inventory from the Durant papers. Some were cooperative; others would not return calls.

And then I happened upon an archive house that indicated that they had sent the Durant estate copies of their collection, which included letters between Will and Ariel and a manuscript entitled Fallen Leaves! An extensive search of the Durant archive by both Monica and myself, along with repeated attempts to obtain an additional copy from the archive house—or even a contact for the person who might have this treasure in his possession—proved fruitless. The archive house indicated that they had given the estate photocopies of what they had shortly after their purchase and that was all that they were prepared to do.

And then Monica sold her house. During the course of packing, she came upon a box marked DURANT COPIES and, lo and behold, inside were not only some 2,100 papers of correspondence between Will and Ariel Durant (itself fascinating and most certainly print-worthy; indeed, certain of the letters the Durants had published themselves in their 1977 offering A Dual Autobiography), but also various drafts of the manuscript for Fallen Leaves. What was lost had now been found and could be made known. The result is the book you are holding in your hands—the final unpublished work of Will Durant.

Fallen Leaves is, perhaps, Will Durant’s most personal book, presenting Durant’s own opinions (rather than those of others, such as statesmen and eminent philosophers) on the major problems of life, politics, religion, and society. It is, at least in one respect, an ideal tome, as who among us has at one time or another not wished to seek the counsel of one wiser than ourselves? And who better to ask advice from about our most pressing concerns and social issues than a man who not only had lived long enough to have passed through all of the various hazardous straits of life, but who also was renowned for his broad erudition and knowledge of virtually all cultures and civilizations, and who had traveled the world several times over to better understand the ways of human behavior? In Fallen Leaves Durant’s words are as insightful and revealing now as ever before; a joy to read (as his prose always is) and, unlike most philosophers who delight in obscurity, Durant’s insights and recommendations are not only practical but easy for lay people to comprehend.

Gauging from the chapters, which were uncharacteristically all dated in Dr. Durant’s hand, he began writing Fallen Leaves on March 20, 1967, roughly one year prior to the release of his book The Lessons of History, and coinciding with the release of Interpretations of Life. And, as he referenced the work in newspaper interviews well into the late 1970s, it appears that Durant had continued to work on the book for over a decade.

The concept had been for Durant to present his views on various social, religious, and political issues (this he did by revisiting and revising certain of his earlier and lesser-known writings on certain subjects and crafting entirely new material for others) and then to branch off into a survey of modern (twentieth-century) literature and philosophy. He had even completed one chapter into the second part of this enterprise when evidently he felt uncomfortable making such pronouncements without Ariel accompanying him. At this point, he involved her in the project and the second half of the book became so detailed and weighty that it became a book unto itself—and was published as such in 1970 under the title Interpretations of Life. It was a wise course, as it would have made for quite a leap going from one man’s survey and interpretation of life to the varied books, art, and individual philosophies of twenty-six other novelists, poets, and philosophers. After the publication of Interpretations of Life, Durant returned to work on Fallen Leaves and would continue to do so until his death on November 7, 1981.

Durant’s final years were inordinately prolific, as he not only continued his work on Fallen Leaves, but also found time to compose the book that would become Heroes of History, as well as to record his reading of this text in what would prove to be his final presentation of history as philosophy. Fallen Leaves, however, remained his pet project. While writing about history in his Story of Civilization series was what his public and publisher expected of him, to do so objectively required Durant to suppress his own ideas and beliefs in order to do justice to the thoughts of others—and one can only hold one’s tongue on matters of great importance for so long. That Durant had managed to do so for over forty years is quite a wonder in itself. As he mentions in his preface, he had over the years received letters from “curious readers who have challenged me to speak my mind on the timeless questions of human life and fate” (italics mine)—and he responded to their challenge with Fallen Leaves, spilling forth his views on such a wide range of topics—from sex to war, to the stages of life, to our minds and souls, to major social issues such as racism, the then ongoing war in Vietnam, the welfare state, and the problems and glories of both art and science.

Some reviewers may be critical of Durant’s occasionally paternalistic discussion of women in this book. However, it must be remembered that, in keeping with the entire corpus of his work, Durant didn’t stand outside of time but decidedly within it. Indeed, it is precisely because this is true that the observations he makes in Fallen Leaves are so resonant. They are the received wisdom of a man steeped in millennia of history, of which he was always aware that he was but a segment of its totality (“a drop of water attempting to analyze the sea,” as he once said). Just as one must extrapolate from his chapter on Vietnam the broader historical insights that apply to a nation’s power, ideology, and imperial ambition, however idealistic, so, too, must readers hear the recurring liberalism—a foundational faith in liberty and equality and their spread—in all of these chapters. Such a sentiment, I believe, will allow readers to enjoy the full measure of these chapters’ wisdom without being drawn to any single statement or paragraph. Like the historical figures with whom Durant populated his and Ariel’s opus, Durant himself has more than earned that benefit of contextualization.

Here, then, for posterity is the “lost” (and almost never known) and final manuscript of Will Durant. It contains strong opinions, elegant prose, and deep insights into the human condition, born of a lifetime of study of different cultures, arts, sciences, and human history—as only Will Durant could write it. To discover the last manuscript of a Pulitzer Prize–winning author such as Will Durant over thirty years after his passing is surely a major literary event, not only to fans of history and philosophy but to those who treasure dazzling and compelling prose. To such people, this book will surely have been worth the wait.

John Little



PREFACE
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Vanity increases with age. Here I am, going on ninety-five; by this time I should have learned the art of silence, and should realize that every educated reader has already heard all opinions and their opposites; yet here I set out, fearful and rash, to tell the world—or one hundred millionth of it—just what I think on everything. It is all the more ridiculous since, at my age, a man is deeply rooted in the ways or views of his youth, and is almost constitutionally incapable of understanding the changing world that assails him, and from which he tends to flee into the grooves of the past or the safety of his home.

Why, then, should I write? I take as a vain excuse the letters of curious readers who have challenged me to speak my mind on the timeless questions of human life and fate. But in truth my chief reason for writing—aside from the narcissism implicit in all authorship—is that I find myself incapable of doing anything else with continuing interest. I propose to tell, in a very informal way, without the grandeur of obscurity, how I feel, now that I have one foot in the grave, about those ultimate riddles that I dealt with so recklessly some years ago in my books Philosophy and the Social Problem (1917), The Story of Philosophy (1926), Transition (1927), The Mansions (or Pleasures) of Philosophy (1929), and On the Meaning of Life (1932). I know that life is in its basis a mystery; a river flowing from an unseen source and in its development an infinite subtlety; a “dome of many-colored glass,” too complex for thought, much less for utterance.

And yet the thirst for unity draws me eternally on. To chart this wilderness of experience and history, to bring into focus the future, the unsteady light of the past, to bring into significance and purpose the chaos of sensation and desire, to discover the direction of life’s majestic stream and thereby in some measure, perhaps, to control its flow: this insatiable metaphysical lust is one of the noble aspects of our questioning race. Our grasp is greater than our reach; but therefore our reach is made greater than that grasp.

So let us try, however vainly, to see human existence as a whole, from the moment when we are flung unasked into the world, until the wheel on which we are bound comes full circle in death. And as we pass through the ages of man’s life—through childhood, youth, maturity, and old age—let us face the major problems of philosophy in metaphysics, ethics, politics, religion, and art, and make our little walk together a circumnavigation of the intellectual globe. It will subject us to inevitable superficiality, platitude, and error; but it may bring us just a trifle closer to the worth and meaning of our complex lives, and to that total perspective which is truth.

Please do not expect any new system of philosophy, nor any world-shaking cogitations; these will be human confessions, not divine revelations; they are micro- or mini-essays whose only dignity lies in their subjects rather than in their profundity or their size. If you find anything original here it will be unintentional, and probably regrettable. Knowledge grows, but wisdom, though it can improve with years, does not progress with centuries. I cannot instruct Solomon.

So, brave reader, you have fair warning: proceed at your own risk. But I shall be warmed by your company.

Will Durant



CHAPTER ONE
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OUR LIFE BEGINS

A group of little children with their ways and chatter flow in,

Like welcome rippling water o’er my heated nerves and flesh.

—WALT WHITMAN, “AFTER THE ARGUMENT”

We like children first of all because they are ours; prolongations of our luscious and unprecedented selves. However, we also like them because they are what we would but cannot be—coordinated animals, whose simplicity and unity of action are spontaneous, whereas in the philosopher they come only after struggle and suppression. We like them because of what in us is called selfishness—the naturalness and undisguised directness of their instincts. We like their unhypocritical candor; they do not smile to us when they long for our annihilation. Kinder und Narren sprechen die Wahrheit—“Children and fools speak the truth”; and somehow they find happiness in their sincerity.

See him, the newborn, dirty but marvelous, ridiculous in actuality, infinite in possibility, capable of that ultimate miracle—growth. Can you conceive it—that this queer bundle of sound and pain will come to know love, anxiety, prayer, suffering, creation, metaphysics, death? He cries; he has been so long asleep in the quiet warm womb of his mother; now suddenly he is compelled to breathe, and it hurts; compelled to see light, and it pierces him; compelled to hear noise, and it terrifies him. Cold strikes his skin, and he seems to be all pain. But it is not so; nature protects him against this initial onslaught of the world by dressing him in a general insensitivity. He sees the light only dimly; he hears the sounds as muffled and afar. For the most part he sleeps. His mother calls him a “little monkey,” and she is right; until he walks he will be like an ape, and even less of a biped, the womb-life having given his funny little legs the incalculable flexibility of a frog’s. Not till he talks will he leave the ape behind, and begin to climb precariously to the stature of a human being.

Watch him, and see how, bit by bit, he learns the nature of things by random movements of exploration. The world is a puzzle to him; and these haphazard responses of grasping, biting, and throwing are the pseudopodia, which he puts out to a perilous experience. Curiosity consumes and develops him; he would touch and taste everything from his rattle to the moon. For the rest he learns by imitation, though his parents think he learns by sermons. They teach him gentleness, and beat him; they teach him mildness of speech, and shout at him; they teach him a Stoic apathy to finance, and quarrel before him about the division of their income; they teach him honesty, and answer his most profound questions with lies. Our children bring us up by showing us, through imitation, what we really are.

The child might be the beginning and the end of philosophy. In its insistent curiosity and growth lies the secret of all metaphysics; looking upon it in its cradle, or as it creeps across the floor, we see life not as an abstraction, but as a flowing reality that breaks through all our mechanical categories, all our physical formulas. Here in this expansive urgency, this patient effort and construction, this resolute rise from hands to feet, from helplessness to power, from infancy to maturity, from wonder to wisdom—here is the “Unknowable” of Spencer, the Noumenon of Kant, the Ens Realissimum of the Scholastics, the “Prime Mover” of Aristotle, the To ontos on, or “That Which Really Is,” of Plato; here we are nearer to the basis of things than in the length and breadth and thickness and weight and solidity of matter, or in the cogs and pulleys and wheels and levers of a machine. Life is that which is discontent, which struggles and seeks, which suffers and creates. No mechanistic or materialistic philosophy can do it justice, or understand the silent growth and majesty of a tree, or compass the longing and laughter of children.

Childhood may be defined as the age of play; therefore some children are never young, and some adults are never old.



CHAPTER TWO
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ON YOUTH

Youth is the transition from play to work, from dependence on the family to dependence on one’s self. It is a little anarchic and egotistic, because in the family its every whim or want was favored by unstinting parental love. Passing into the world, youth, petted for years and now for the first time free, drinks in the deep delight of liberty and advances to conquer and remold the universe.

Good oratory, said Demosthenes, is characterized by three points—action, action, and action, but he might have said it just as well of youth. Youth is as confident and improvident as a god. It loves excitement and adventure more than food. It loves the superlative, the exaggerated, the limitless, because it has abounding energy and frets to liberate its strength. It loves new and dangerous things; a man is as young as the risks he takes.

It bears law and order grudgingly. It is asked to be quiet when noise is the vital medium of youth; it is asked to be passive when it longs for action; it is asked to be sober and judicious when its very blood makes youth “a continuous intoxication.” It is the age of abandon, and its motto, undelphianly, is Panta agan—“Everything in excess.” It is never tired; it lives in the present, regrets no yesterdays, and dreads no morrows; it climbs buoyantly a hill whose summit conceals the other side. It is the age of sharp sensation and unchilled desire; experience is not soured yet with repetition and disillusionment; to have sensation at all is then a sweet and glorious thing. Every moment is loved for itself, and the world is accepted as an esthetic spectacle, something to be absorbed and enjoyed, something of which one may write verses, and for which one may thank the stars.

Happiness is the free play of the instincts, and so is youth. For the majority of us it is the only period of life in which we live; most men of forty are but a reminiscence, the burnt-out ashes of what was once a flame. The tragedy of life is that it gives us wisdom only when it has stolen youth. Si jeunesse savait, et vieillesse pouvait!—“If youth knew how, and old age could!”

Health lies in action, and so it graces youth. To be busy is the secret of grace, and half the secret of content. Let us ask the gods not for possessions, but for things to do; happiness is in making things rather than in consuming them. In Utopia, said Thoreau, each would build his own home; and then song would come back to the heart of man, as it comes to the bird when it builds its nest. If we cannot build our homes, we can at least walk and throw and run; and we should never be so old as merely to watch games instead of playing them. Let us play is as good as Let us pray, and the results are more assured.

Hence youth is wise in preferring the athletic field to the classroom, and in rating baseball above philosophy. Years ago, when a bespectacled Chinese student described American universities as “athletic associations in which certain opportunities for study are provided for the feeble-bodied,” his remark was not so destructive as he supposed, and it described himself as much as the universities. Every philosopher, like Plato, should be an athlete; if he is not, let us suspect his philosophy.

“The first requisite of a gentleman,” said Nietzsche, “is to be a perfect animal.” On that foundation education should rise and build; instruction in the care of the body should equal the lore of the mind. The pangs of despised love and the bitterness of truth will not long torture a frame made sound and strong by sleep in the air and action in the sun.

Meanwhile youth is learning to read (which is all that one learns in school), and is learning where and how to find what he may later need to know (which is the best of the arts that he acquires in college). Nothing learned from a book is worth anything until it is used and verified in life; only then does it begin to affect behavior and desire. It is Life that educates, and perhaps love more than anything else in life.

For meanwhile puberty has come, and with it that self-consciousness which is the origin of thought. Suddenly the boy has lost the readiness and unity of indeliberate action and the pale cast of thought overshadows him. The girl begins to bedeck herself more carefully, to dishevel her hair more artfully; ten hours a day she thinks of dress, and a hundred times a day she draws her skirt down over her knees with charming futility. The boy begins to wash his neck and shine his shoes; half his income goes to the girl, the other half to the tailor. The girl learns the technique of blushing, and the young man, in the presence of beauty, walks “as if he had stolen his legs.” Intellectual development comes step by step with the growing consciousness of sex. Instinct gives way to thought, action slips into quiet brooding. There is a blossoming of poetry and imagination; a thousand fancies and magnificent ambitions flood the soul.

And at the same time that youth examines itself, it examines the world. It stretches out numberless tentacles of questioning and theory to grasp the meaning of the world; it asks inescapably about evil, and origins, and evolution, and destiny, and soul, and God. Religious “conversion” may come now, or religious doubt; religion may strengthen itself by self-attachment to the new impulses of love; or it may fight against the widening stream of desire in the soul, and awaken a hostility that for a while may rant in revengeful atheism.

It is about this time that youth discovers philosophy, and turns it into logic-bouts. The full heart flowers into song and dance; the esthetic sense is nourished with the overflow of desire; music and art are born. Discovering the world, youth discovers evil, and is horrified to learn the nature of his species. The principle of the family was mutual aid; but the principle of society is competition, the struggle for existence, the elimination of the weak and the survival of the strong. Youth, shocked, rebels, and calls upon the world to make itself a family, and give to youth the welcome and protection and comradeship of the home: the age of socialism comes. And then slowly youth is drawn into the gamble of this individualistic life; the zest of the game creeps into the blood; acquisitiveness is aroused and stretches out both hands for gold and power. The rebellion ends; the game goes on.

Finally, youth discovers love. It has known “puppy love,” that ethereal prelude to the coming symphonies of flesh and soul; and it has known the lonely struggles of premature and uninformed desire. But these were only preliminaries that would deepen the spirit and make it ready for the self-abandonment of adoration.

See them in love, this boy and this girl; is there any evil this side of mortality that can balance the splendor of this good? The girl suddenly made quiet and thoughtful as the stream of life rises to conscious creation in her; the youth eager and restless, and yet all courtesy and gentleness, knowing the luxuries of courtship, aflame with something based in the hunger of the blood and yet something that rises to a marvelous tenderness and loyalty. Here is a fulfillment of long centuries of civilization and culture; here, in romantic love, more than in the triumphs of thought or the victories of power, is the topmost reach of human beings.

When we were young we married because romance had caught us up into devotion, but now our precarious and complex life delays marriage ever more and more beyond the age of love. What is youth to do in the increasing years between the coming of desire and the conquest of some place in the economic world that will warrant marriage? Let him answer who dares. And yet is it not time that we should be brave enough to face the issue, and understand that civilization must either restore early marriage or abandon love?

He who denounces the “immorality” of youth, and then stands by idle while financial caution postpones marriage, and therefore promotes promiscuity, and makes unnatural demands upon the sex to which love is life—such a man is a hypocrite or a fool. Desire is too strong to be dammed so unreasonably with moral prohibitions; its power has grown with every generation, for every generation is the result of its selected vigor; soon the flood of life will break through our insincerities and make new ways and morals for us while we shut our eyes.

Perhaps when it is too late we shall discover that we have sold the most precious thing in our civilization—the loyal love of a man for a woman—for the sake of the desolate security that cowards find in gold. Youth, if it were wise, would cherish love beyond all things else, keeping body and soul clean for its coming, lengthening its days with months of betrothal, sanctioning it with a marriage of solemn ritual, making all things subordinate to it resolutely. Wisdom, if it were young, would cherish love, nursing it with devotion, deepening it with sacrifice, vitalizing it with parentage, making all things subordinate to it till the end. Even though it consumes us in its service and overwhelms us with tragedy, even though it breaks us down with separations, let it be first. How can it matter what price we pay for love?



CHAPTER THREE
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ON MIDDLE AGE

And so youth marries, and youth ends. A married man is already five years older the next day, and a married woman, too. Biologically, middle age begins with marriage; for then work and responsibility replace carefree play, passion surrenders to the limitations of social order, and poetry yields to prose. It is a change that varies with customs and climates: marriage comes late now in our modern cities, and adolescence lengthens; but among the peoples of the South and East marriage comes at the height of youth, and age on the heels of parentage.
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