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Introduction to the Chinese Editions
of Great Ideas

Penguin’s Great Ideas series began publication in 2004. A
somewhat smaller list is published in the USA and a related, even
smaller series in Germany. The books have sold now well over two
million copies and have popularized philosophy and politics for many
people around the world — particularly students. The launch of a
Chinese Great Ideas series is an extremely exciting new development.

The intention behind the series was to allow readers to be once
more face to face with some of the great nonfiction classics. For too
long the editions of these books were created on the assumption that
you were studying them in the classroom and that the student needed
an introduction, extensive notes, a bibliography and so on. While
this sort of edition is of course extremely useful, I thought it would
be interesting to recreate a more intimate feeling — to recreate the
atmosphere in which, for example, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense
or John Ruskin’s On Art and Life was first published — where the
reader has no other guide than the original author and his or her own
common sense.

This method has its severe disadvantages — there will inevitably
be statements made by each author which are either hard or
impossible to understand, some important context might be missing.
For example the reader has no clue as to the conditions under which

Henry Thoreau was writing his book and the reader cannot be aware



of the book’s reception or influence. The advantages however are
very clear — most importantly the original intentions of the author
become once more important. The sense of anger in Thomas Paine,
of intellectual excitement in Charles Darwin, of resignation in Seneca
— few things can be more thrilling than to read writers who have
had such immeasurable influence on so many lives, sometimes for
centuries, in many different countries. Our world would not make
sense without Adam Smith or Arthur Schopenhauer — our politics,
economics, intellectual lives, social planning, religious beliefs have all
been fundamentally changed by the words in these little books, first
written down long ago.

The Great Ideas series continues to change and evolve. In
different parts of the world different writers would be included. In
China or in the United States there are some writers who are liked
much more than others. In the UK there are writers in the Great Ideas
series who are ignored elsewhere. We have also been very careful to
call the series Great Ideas — these ideas are great because they have
been so enormously influential, but this does not mean that they are
Good Ideas — indeed some of the books would probably qualify as
Bad Ideas. Many of the writers in the series have been massively
influenced by others in the series — for example Marcel Proust owned
so much to John Ruskin, Michel de Montaigne to Seneca. But others
hated each other and would be distressed to find themselves together
in the same series! But readers can decide the validity of these ideas
for themselves. We very much hope that you enjoy these remarkable
books.

Simon Winder

Publisher Great Ideas
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1 Man Alone with Himself

Enemies of truth. Convictions are more dangerous enemies

of truth than lies.
2

Topsy-turvy world. We criticize a thinker more sharply
when he proposes a tenet that is disagreeable to us; and yet it
would be more reasonable to do this when we find his tenet

agreeable.

A person of character. It is much more common for a
person to appear to have character because he always acts in
accord with his temperament, rather than because he always acts

in accord with his principles.
4

The one necessary thing. A person must have one or the
other: either a disposition which is easygoing by nature, or else a

disposition eased by art and knowledge.

Passion for things. He who directs his passion to things
(the sciences, the national good, cultural interests, the arts) takes
much of the fire out of his passion for people (even when they

represent those things, as statesmen, philosophers, and artists

67



represent their creations).

Calm in action. As a waterfall becomes slower and more
floating as it plunges, so the great man of action will act with
greater calm than could be expected from his violent desire
before the deed.

7

Not too deep. People who comprehend a matter in all its
depth seldom remain true to it forever. For they have brought its
depths to the light; and then there is always much to see about it
that is bad.

Idealists’ delusion. All idealists imagine that the causes they
serve are significantly better than the other causes in the world;
they do not want to believe that if their cause is to flourish at
all, it needs exactly the same foulsmelling manure that all other

human undertakings require.
9

Self-observation. Man is very well defended against
himself, against his own spying and sieges; usually he is able to
make out no more of himself than his outer fortifications. The
actual stronghold is inaccessible to him, even invisible, unless
friends and enemies turn traitor and lead him there by a secret

path.
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10

The right profession. Men seldom endure a profession if
they do not believe or persuade themselves that it is basically
more important than all others. Women do the same with their

lovers.
11

Nobility of mind. To a great degree, nobility of mind
consists of good nature and lack of distrust, and thus contains
precisely that which acquisitive and successful people so like to

treat with superiority and scorn.
12

Destination and paths. Many people are obstinate about the

path once it is taken, few people about the destination.
13

The infuriating thing about an individual way of living.
People are always angry at anyone who chooses very individual
standards for his life; because of the extraordinary treatment
which that man grants to himself, they feel degraded, like

ordinary beings.
14

Privilege of greatness. It is the privilege of greatness to

grant supreme pleasure through trifling gifts.
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15

Unwittingly noble. A man’s behavior is unwittingly noble if
he has grown accustomed never to want anything from men, and

always to give to them.
16

Condition for being a hero. If a man wants to become a
hero, the snake must first become a dragon: otherwise he is

lacking his proper enemy.
17
Friend. Shared joy, not compassion, makes a friend.
18

Using high and low tides. For the purpose of knowledge,
one must know how to use that inner current that draws us to a

thing, and then the one that, after a time, draws us away from it.
19

Delight in oneself. ‘Delight in an enterprise,’ they say; but

in truth it is delight in oneself, by means of an enterprise.
20

The modest one. He who is modest with people shows his
arrogance all the more with things (the city, state, society, epoch,

or mankind). That is his revenge.
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21

Envy and jealousy. Envy and jealousy are the pudenda of

the human soul. The comparison can perhaps be pursued further.
22

The most refined hypocrite. To speak about oneself not at

all is a very refined form of hypocrisy.
23

Annoyance. Annoyance is a physical illness that is by no

means ended simply by eliminating the cause of the annoyance.
24

Representatives of truth. The champions of truth are hardest
to find, not when it is dangerous to tell it, but rather when it is

boring.
25

More troublesome than enemies. When some reason (e.g.,
gratitude) obliges us to maintain the appearance of unqualified
congeniality with people about whose own congenial behavior
we are not entirely convinced, these people torment our

imagination much more than do our enemies.
26

Out in nature. We like to be out in nature so much because

it has no opinion about us.
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27

Everyone superior in one thing. In civilized circumstances,
everyone feels superior to everyone else in at least one way; this
is the basis of the general goodwill, inasmuch as everyone is
someone who, under certain conditions, can be of help, and need

therefore feel no shame in allowing himself to be helped.
28

Reasons for consolation. When someone dies, we usually
need reasons to be consoled, not so much to soften the force of

our pain, as to excuse the fact that we feel consoled so easily.
29

Loyal to their convictions. The man who has a lot to do
usually keeps his general views and opinions almost unchanged;
as does each person who works in the service of an idea. He will
never test the idea itself any more; he no longer has time for that.
Indeed, it is contrary to his interest even to think it possible to

discuss it.
30

Morality and quantity. One man’s greater morality, in
contrast to another’s, often lies only in the fact that his goals are
quantitatively larger. The other man is pulled down by occupying

himself with small things, in a narrow sphere.
31

Life as the product of life. However far man may extend

72



himself with his knowledge, however objective he may appear to

himself — ultimately he reaps nothing but his own biography.
32

Iron necessity. Over the course of history, men learn that

iron necessity is neither iron nor necessary.
33

From experience. That something is irrational is no

argument against its existence, but rather a condition for it.
34

Truth. No one dies of fatal truths nowadays: there are too

many antidotes.
35

Basic insight. There is no pre-established harmony between

the furthering of truth and the good of mankind.
36

Human lot. Whoever thinks more deeply knows that he is

always wrong, whatever his acts and judgments.
37

Truth as Circe. Error has turned animals into men; might

truth be capable of turning man into an animal again?
38

Danger of our culture. We belong to a time in which culture
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is in danger of being destroyed by the means of culture.
39

Greatness means: to give a direction. No river is great and
bounteous through itself alone, but rather because it takes up so
many tributaries and carries them onwards: that makes it great. It
is the same with all great minds. All that matters is that one man
give the direction, which the many tributaries must then follow;
it does not matter whether he is poorly or richly endowed in the

beginning.
40

Weak conscience. Men who talk about their importance for
mankind have a weak conscience about their common bourgeois

honesty in keeping contracts or promises.
41

Wanting to be loved. The demand to be loved is the greatest

kind of arrogance.
42

Contempt for people. The least ambiguous sign of a disdain
for people is this: that one tolerates everyone else only as a

means to Ais end, or not at all.
43

Disciples out of disagreement. Whoever has brought men to
a state of rage against himself has always acquired a party in his

favor, too.
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44

Forgetting one’s experiences. It is easy for a man who
thinks a lot — and objectively — to forget his own experiences, but

not the thoughts that were evoked by them.
45

Adhering to an opinion. One man adheres to an opinion
because he prides himself on having come upon it by himself;
another because he has learned it with effort, and is proud of

having grasped it: thus both out of vanity.
46

Shunning the light. The good deed shuns the light as
anxiously as the evil deed: the latter fears that, if it is known,
pain (as punishment) will follow; the former fears that, if it is
known, joy (that pure joy in oneself, which ceases as soon as it

includes the satisfaction of one’s vanity) will disappear.
47

The day s length. If a man has a great deal to put in them, a
day will have a hundred pockets.

48

Tyrant-genius. If the soul stirs with an ungovernable desire
to assert itself tyranically, and the fire is continually maintained,
then even a slight talent (in politicians or artists) gradually

becomes an almost irresistible force of nature.
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49

The life of the enemy. Whoever lives for the sake of

combating an enemy has an interest in the enemy’s staying alive.
50

More important. The unexplained, obscure matter is taken

as more important than the explained, clear one.
51

Evaluating services rendered. We evaluate services
someone renders us according to the value that person places on

them, not according to the value they have for us.
52

Unhappiness. The distinction that lies in being unhappy
(as if to feel happy were a sign of shallowness, lack of ambition,
ordinariness) is so great that when someone says, ‘But how

happy you must be!” we usually protest.
53

Fantasy of fear. The fantasy of fear is that malevolent,
apelike goblin which jumps onto man’s back just when he

already has the most to bear.
54

Value of insipid opponents. Sometimes we remain true to a

cause only because its opponents will not stop being insipid.
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