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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
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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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Book |

My purpose is to consider if, in political society, there can
be any legitimate and sure principle of government, taking men
as they are and laws as they might be. In this inquiry I shall try
always to bring together what right permits with what interest
prescribes so that justice and utility are in no way divided.

I start without seeking to prove the importance of my
subject. I may be asked whether I am a prince or a legislator that
I should be writing about politics. I answer no: and indeed that
that is my reason for doing so. If I were a prince or a legislator I
should not waste my time saying what ought to be done; I should
do it or keep silent.

Born as I was the citizen of a free state and a member of
its sovereign body, the very right to vote imposes on me the
duty to instruct myself in public affairs, however little influence
my voice may have in them. And whenever I reflect upon
governments, [ am happy to find that my studies always give me

fresh reasons for admiring that of my own country.

Chapter 1
The Subject of Book I

Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains. Those
who think themselves the masters of others are indeed greater
slaves than they. How did this transformation come about? I
do not know. How can it be made legitimate? That question I
believe I can answer.

If I were to consider only force and the effects of force,
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I should say: ‘So long as a people is constrained to obey, and
obeys, it does well; but as soon as it can shake off the yoke, and
shakes it off, it does better; for since it regains its freedom by the
same right as that which removed it, a people is either justified in
taking back its freedom, or there is no justifying those who took
it away.” But the social order is a sacred right which serves as a
basis for all other rights. And as it is not a natural right, it must
be one founded on covenants. The problem is to determine what
those covenants are. But before we pass on to that question, I

must substantiate what I have so far said.

Chapter 2

The First Societies

The oldest of all societies, and the only natural one, is that
of the family; yet children remain tied to their father by nature
only so long as they need him for their preservation. As soon as
this need ends, the natural bond is dissolved. Once the children
are freed from the obedience they owe their father, and the father
is freed from his responsibilities towards them, both parties
equally regain their independence. If they continue to remain
united, it is no longer nature, but their own choice, which unites
them; and the family as such is kept in being only by agreement.

This common liberty is a consequence of man’s nature.
Man’s first law is to watch over his own preservation; his first
care he owes to himself; and as soon as he reaches the age of
reason, he becomes the only judge of the best means to preserve
himself; he becomes his own master.

The family may therefore perhaps be seen as the first model
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of political societies: the head of the state bears the image of
the father, the people the image of his children, and all, being
born free and equal, surrender their freedom only when they see
advantage in doing so. The only difference is that in the family, a
father’s love for his children repays him for the care he bestows
on them, while in the state, where the ruler can have no such
feeling for his people, the pleasure of commanding must take the
place of love.

Grotius denies that all human government is established for
the benefit of the governed, and he cites the example of slavery.
His characteristic method of reasoning is always to offer fact as a
proof of right.' It is possible to imagine a more logical method,
but not one more favourable to tyrants.

According to Grotius, therefore, it is doubtful whether
humanity belongs to a hundred men, or whether these hundred
men belong to humanity, though he seems throughout his book
to lean to the first of these views, which is also that of Hobbes.
These authors show us the human race divided into herds of
cattle, each with a master who preserves it only in order to
devour its members.

Just as a shepherd possesses a nature superior to that of his
flock, so do those shepherds of men, their rulers, have a nature
superior to that of their people. Or so, we are told by Philo, the
Emperor Caligula argued, concluding, reasonably enough on

this same analogy, that kings were gods or alternatively that the

1 ‘Learned researches on public law are often only the history of ancient abuses, and
one is misled when one gives oneself the trouble of studying them too closely.” Traité
manuscrit des intéréts de la France avec ses voisins by the Marquis d”Argenson.
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people were animals.

The reasoning of Caligula coincides with that of Hobbes
and Grotius. Indeed Aristotle, before any of them, said that men
were not at all equal by nature, since some were born for slavery
and others born to be masters.

Aristotle was right; but he mistook the effect for the cause.
Anyone born in slavery is born for slavery — nothing is more
certain. Slaves, in their bondage, lose everything, even the desire
to be free. They love their servitude even as the companions of
Ulysses loved their life as brutes.” But if there are slaves by
nature, it is only because there has been slavery against nature.
Force made the first slaves; and their cowardice perpetuates their
slavery.

I have said nothing of the King Adam or of the Emperor
Noah, father of the three great monarchs who shared out the
universe between them, like the children of Saturn, with whom
some authors have identified them. I hope my readers will be
grateful for this moderation, for since I am directly descended
from one of those princes, and perhaps in the eldest line, how do
I know that if the deeds were checked, I might not find myself
the legitimate king of the human race? However that may be,
there is no gainsaying that Adam was the king of the world, as
was Robinson Crusoe of his island, precisely because he was the
sole inhabitant; and the great advantage of such an empire was
that the monarch, secure upon his throne, had no occasion to fear

rebellions, wars or conspirators.

2 See a short treatise of Plutarch entitled: That Animals use Reason.

164



Chapter 3
The Right of the Strongest

The strongest man is never strong enough to be master all
the time, unless he transforms force into right and obedience into
duty. Hence ‘the right of the strongest’ — a ‘right’ that sounds
like something intended ironically, but is actually laid down as a
principle. But shall we never have this phrase explained? Force
is a physical power; I do not see how its effects could produce
morality. To yield to force is an act of necessity, not of will; it is
at best an act of prudence. In what sense can it be a moral duty?

Let us grant, for a moment, that this so-called right exists.
I suggest it can only produce a tissue of bewildering nonsense;
for once might is made to be right, cause and effect are reversed,
and every force which overcomes another force inherits the right
which belonged to the vanquished. As soon as man can disobey
with impunity, his disobedience becomes legitimate; and as the
strongest is always right, the only problem is how to become the
strongest. But what can be the validity of a right which perishes
with the force on which it rests? If force compels obedience,
there is no need to invoke a duty to obey, and if force ceases
to compel obedience, there is no longer any obligation. Thus
the word ‘right’ adds nothing to what is said by ‘force’; it is
meaningless.

‘Obey those in power.” If this means ‘yield to force’ the
precept is sound, but superfluous; it will never, I suggest, be
violated. All power comes from God, I agree; but so does every
disease, and no one forbids us to summon a physician. If I am

held up by a robber at the edge of a wood, force compels me
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to hand over my purse. But if I could somehow contrive to
keep the purse from him, would I still be obliged in conscience
to surrender it? After all, the pistol in the robber’s hand is
undoubtedly a power.

Surely it must be admitted, then, that might does not make
right, and that the duty of obedience is owed only to legitimate

powers. Thus we are constantly led back to my original question.

Chapter 4

Slavery

Since no man has any natural authority over his fellows,
and since force alone bestows no right, all legitimate authority
among men must be based on covenants.

Grotius says: ‘If an individual can alienate his freedom
and become the slave of a master, why may not a whole people
alienate its freedom and become the subject of a king?’ In
this remark there are several ambiguous words which call for
explanation; but let us confine ourselves to one — to ‘alienate’.
To alienate is to give or sell. A man who becomes the slave of
another does not give himself, he sells himself in return for at
least a subsistence. But in return for what could a whole people be
said to sell itself? A king, far from nourishing his subjects, draws
his nourishment from them; and kings, according to Rabelais,
need more than a little nourishment. Do subjects, then, give their
persons to the king on condition that he will accept their property
as well? If so, I fail to see what they have left to preserve.

It will be said that a despot gives his subjects the assurance

of civil tranquillity. Very well, but what does it profit them, if
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