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Introduction to the Chinese
Editions of Great Ideas

Penguin’s Great Ideas series began publication in 2004. In the
UK we now have 80 copies in print with plans to publish a further
20. 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 non-fiction 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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Chapter 1

1. I was baptized' and brought up in the Orthodox Christian’ faith.
I was instructed in it both as a child and throughout my boyhood
and youth. But when at the age of eighteen left university in my
second year, I no longer believed in any of the things I had been
taught.

2. Judging from various memories, I had never believed very seriously
but had merely trusted in what I was taught and in what was
professed’ by my elders; but this trust was very unstable’.

3.1 remember when I was eleven years old a high school boy named
Volodya, now long since dead, came to see us one Sunday and
announced the latest discovery made at school. The discovery was
that there is no God and that everything we were being taught was
pure invention® (this was in 1838). I remember my older brothers
taking a great interest in this news and even allowing me to join in
the discussion. We all, I remember, became very excited and took

the news as something very enthralling® and entirely possible.
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4.1 remember too that when my older brother Dmitri, who was
then at university, suddenly and with characteristic' fervour’
embraced the faith and started to attend all the services, to
observe’ the fasts* and to lead a pure and moral life we all,
including the older ones, constantly made fun of him and for some
reason nicknamed® him Noah. And I remember when Mushkin-
Pushkin, at the time a curator® at the University of Kazan, invited
us to a ball and jokingly persuaded my brother, who had declined’
the invitation, that even David danced before the ark®. At the time
I used to enjoy these jokes of my elders, and from them I drew
the conclusion that it is necessary to learn the Catechism’ and it
is necessary to go to church, but that one need not take it all too
seriously. I also recall reading Voltaire'® when I was very young; I
not only failed to be shocked by his humour but even found it quite

amusing.

5. The decline of my faith occurred in the way in which it has
always happened, and still happens, among those from our kind
of background. It seems to me that in the majority of instances"

it happens like this: people live as everyone lives, but on the basis
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of principles that not only have nothing in common with religious
doctrines' but are, on the whole, contrary to them; religious
doctrine plays no part in life, or in relations between people,
neither are we confronted® with it in our personal lives. Religious
doctrine is professed in some other realm’, at a distance from life
and independent of it. If we encounter it, it is only as an external

phenomenon, disconnected from life.

6. Now, just as then, it is impossible to judge from a person’s life,
or behaviour, whether or not he is a believer. If there is a difference
between those who openly profess Orthodoxy and those who deny
it, then it is not to the advantage of the former. Nowadays, as before,
the public declaration® and confession® of Orthodoxy is usually
encountered among dull-witted®, cruel and immoral people who
tend’ to consider themselves very important. Whereas® intelligence,
honesty, straightforwardness’, good-naturedness'® and morality™ are
qualities usually found among people who claim to be non-believers.
The Catechism is taught in schools and the pupils are sent to
church; officials must be able to produce evidence of having received
communion". But a person belonging to our circle, who is no longer.
at school and has not entered into public service, can still live for
ten years or more without once remembering that he is living among
Christians and is himself considered to be a practising member of the
Orthodox Church. This was even more true in the past.

7. Thus today, just as in earlier times, religious teaching, which is

accepted on trust and sustained" by external pressure, gradually



