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New Shorter Reading Plan For Great Books of The
Western World
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ABSTRACT

The Great Books of the Western World is a 54 volume set published by the Encyclopaedia
Britannica. It comes with a ten year reading plan that includes writings by 74 authors and includes
readings from many of the 443 works included in the 54 volumes. Atlthough the ten-year reading
plan is broadly inclusive of authors and works, it is far too long and time consuming to be useful as
either an introduction to the Great Books or as a review. The writer has therefore developed an
abbreviated reading plan that includes all 74 authors and substantial or independent sections from a
majority of the works, and yet can be completed by reading 8 pages a day or 250 pages a month for
one year. The 13,111 pages have been condensed to 2,989 pages that, despite their shortened length,
keep the scope of the original ten-year plan. The Great Books of the Western World are part of the
intellectual heritage of the West, and the writer hopes that his New Shorter Reading Plan makes
these books more accessible and comprehensible to anyone interested in the thoughts that go into
making up Western culture.

I have had a constant companion for the last nine years. Whenever I have traveled,
or stayed home, whenever I have been busy or have had free time, my companion has been
with me. She has taken up nine years of my life, and she has been deep, dense, and
difficult to get to know, but always challenging and thought-provoking. She is frustrating
and causes me to loose sleep, and yet I can’t let her go for she speaks to me more deeply
than anyone I know of the profound things of this maddenly short and elusive life we all
lead. She is the great love of my life: She is the 54 volume set of Great Books of the
Western World.

To help the reader steer through the rocky shoals of these volumes the publisher of the
Great Books of the Western World, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, has furnished a
convenient 10 year reading plan that touches on every writer of the 54 volumes. I have
faithfully followed the plan, and now that I am arriving at the last year of the 10 year
reading plan I feel like I am qualified to speak of the strengths and weaknesses of the
reading plan.

The original 10 year reading plan is structured to include readings that are easy in the
early years and become more difficult over time. They are also structured thematically,
for example centering on politics in one year of the reading and law or philosophy the next.
Lastly the readings cover every writer in the volumes, and almost every work. It is useful
in that it is inclusive and thorough, but its huge scope presents some problems.
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I found that through the years I was forgetting what I had read previously, and I felt
the need for a shorter reading plan that would include all the writers and most of the
works, but would but brief enough to read within a year and enable me to keep the whole
structure in my head so as to form a pattern and a whole.

It is with the hope of increasing the brevity but maintaining the scope of the original
reading plan that I have developed a new, shorter reading plan for The Great Books of the
Western World. It is with deep regret that I cannot include the original reading plan
alongside my new plan since the amount of space consumed would have been prohibitive.
I refer the reader to pages 112-131 of volume 1 of the 54 volume set. It is with great
humbleness that I offer my new reading plan, since I more than anyone realize that it, too,
has limitations. I freely confess my ignorance in scientific and mathematical fields, and I
therefore have followed the original reading plan rather closer than I have in other fields.
The reader might well disagree with the chapters, sections, or pages that I have singled
out for inclusion in my new reading plan. In any reading plan that stresses brevity, hard
choices have to be made, and such choices are often debatable. But if by following my new
reading plan the reader is able to form a conception of the whole, and the reader is made
curious by the sections I have included for reading to go ahead and read the work in its
entire, original form, then my plan will have been successful.
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Iliad, chapter 22, 6pp.
Oddyssey, chapter 9, 7pp.
vol. 5 Aeschylus
Agamemnon, 17pp.
Sophocles
Oedipus the King, 15pp.
Euripides
The Trojan Women, 12pp.
Aristophanes
Lysistrata, 17pp.
vol. 6 Herodotus
History, chapter 7, 45pp.
Thucydides
History of the Peloponnesian War, book 2, 29pp.
vol. 7 Plato
Apology, 13pp.
Republic, book 7, 13pp.
Symposium, 25pp.
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Introduction and book 1: part 1 & 2, 27pp.
Kepler
Epitome of Copernican Astronomy, book 4:
part 1 & 2, book 5: part 1, 13pp.
Harmonies of the World, Proem, 3pp.
17  Augustine
Confessions, book 8, 10pp.
The City of God, book 11, 20pp.
On Christine Doctrine, book 2, 20pp.
18 Plotinus
Enneads, book 1, 34pp.

.19 & 20 Aquinas

Summa Theologica, vol.1 (second part): part 1
of second part: Treatise on the Last End, 34pp.

.21 Dante

Divine Comedy, Inferno, 52pp.
22 Chaucer
Troilus and Cressida, book 5, 18pp.
Canterbury Tales, Prologue, 8pp. Wife of Bath’s
Tale, 11pp. Miller’s Tale, 7pp.

.23 Machiavelli

The Prince, 37pp.
Hobbes
Leviathan, Introduction and First Part:
chapters 13— 16, 15pp.
24 Rabelais
Gargantua and Pantagruel, Pantagruel: book 2:
chapters 1= 6 & 30— 34, 17pp. book 3: chapters
9— 14, 12pp.
25 Montaigne
Essays, book 1: #20 & 31, 15pp.; book 2:
#2, 11, 29, 18pp.; book 3: #2, 8pp.
26 & 27 Shakespeare
King Lear, 39pp., Sonnets 1—8, 4pp.
28 Gilbert
On the Loadstone, book 1, 22pp.
Galileo
The Two New Sciences, 1st. Day, 46pp.
Harvey
Motion of the Heart, 37pp.
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Animal Generation, Introduction, 7pp.
Cervantes

Don Quixote, Book 1: chapters 1— 14, 39pp.
Bacon

Novum Organum, book 1, 29pp.

Advancement of Learning, book 2: chapters

1— 11, 26pp.

New Atlantis, 15pp.
Descartes

Medetations on First Philosophy, Med.1— 6, 28pp.

Geometry, book 1, 9pp.

Discourse on Method, book 2, 5pp.

Rules for the Direction of the Mind, Rules

1- 7, 12pp.
Spinoza

Ethics, books 4 & 5, 41pp.
Milton

Paradise Lost, book 2, 23pp.
Areopagitica, 31pp.
Pascal
Pensees, sections 2 & 3, 38pp.
Provincial Letters, #1, 7pp.
Newton
Mathematic Principles, Definitions and Axioms
and General Scholium, 23pp.
Optics, book 1: part 1, 44pp.
Huygens
Treatise on Light, chapters 1— 4, 25pp.
Locke
Letter Concerning Toleration, 22pp.
Concerning Civil Government, chapters
9— 19, 28pp.
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, book 1:
chapter 9pp.; book 2: chapters 1— 13, 37pp.
Berkeley k
Principles of Human Knowledge, 43pp.
Hume
Enquiry Concerning Human Undestanding,
sections 6— 12, 40pp.
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Swift
Gulliver’s Travels, Voyage to the Houyhnhnms,
49pp.
Sterne
Tristram Shandy, book 2, 41pp.
Fielding
Tom Jones, book 8, chapters 10— 15, 19pp.
Montesquieu
Spirit of the Laws, books 11 & 12, 28pp.
Rousseau
Social Contract, books 1 & 2, 19pp.
Origin of Inequality, part 2, 18pp.
Political Economy, 18pp.
Adam Smith
Wealth of Nations, book 1: Intoduction and
parts 1— 9, 41pp.
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Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, chapters
1— 4,& 38, 42pp.; General Observations, 5pp.;
chapter 68, 18pp.
Kant
Metaphysic of Morals, 34pp.
Critique of Pure Reason, Introduction: 9pp.;
Transcendental Aesthetic, 11pp.; Transcendental
Logic, Intro & first division 1— 6, 10pp.
Critique of Judgement, first part: book 1:
Analytic of the Beautiful, 29pp.
American State Papers
Declaration of Independence, 3pp.
Articles of Confederation, 5pp.
Constitution, 10pp.
Federalists, Hamilton: #1, 15, 31, 1lpp.;
Jay: #2, 3pp.; Madison, #47 & 51, 7pp.
J.S.Mill
On Liberty, chapter 2, 19pp.
Representative Government, chapter 8, 10pp.
Utilitarianism, chapter 2, 11lpp.
Boswell
Life of Johnson, pp.107— 139, 32pp.
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Lavoisier
Chemistry, part 1, 52pp.
Faraday
Electricity, series 1 & 2, 37pp.
Fourier
Theory of Heat, Preliminary Discourse and
chapter 1 (sections 1— 3), 26pp.
Hegel
Philosophy of Right, third part: part 3:
State, 34pp.
Philosophy of History, second part: Greek

World, 25pp.
Goethe

Faust, first part, pp. 11— 44, 33pp.
Melville

Moby Dick, chapter 54, 16pp.
Darwin

Origin of the Species, chapters 4, 6, 15: 57pp.
Descent of Man, part 1: chapters 1 & 2, 31lpp:;
part 3: chapter 21: 8pp.
Marx
Manifesto, 16pp.
Capital, part.3: chapter 10, 34pp.
Tolstoy
War and Peace, book 3: chapters 14— 19, l4pp.;
Second Epilogue, 21pp.
Dostoevsky
The Brothers Karamazov, part 2: book 6, 24pp.
William James
Principles of Psychology, chapter 4: Habit,
15pp.
Freud
Civilization and Its Discontents, 35pp.
Interpretation of Dreams, parts 2— 4, 27pp.
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plan can be completed in exactly one year. This reading plan can serve as both an
introduction to the complete reading of the set, and as a review after the 10 year reading
plan has been completed. I would also recommend that the reader memorize one sentence
or phrase from each work to more firmly keep the structure of the whole in his/her mind.
What sentences are memorized will of course depend upon the reader. The Great Books
of the Western World are not classics to gather dust on bookshelves. They are part of our
western heritage and serve as the foundation of our thought and culture. They are
accessible to all and readily comprehensible. Just one year at 8 pages a day suffices to
bring a curious reader into a deeper knowldge of the living ideas that make up the
foundation of Western knowledge. All we need to bring is our desire to know.



