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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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Struggle for Existence

Nothing is easier than to admit in words the truth of the universal
struggle for life, or more difficult — at least I have found it
so—than constantly to bear this conclusion in mind. Yet unless
it be thoroughly engrained' in the mind, I am convinced that the
whole economy of nature, with every fact on distribution, rarity,
abundance, extinction, and variation, will be dimly seen or quite
misunderstood. We behold the face of nature bright with gladness,
we often see superabundance of food; we do not see, or we forget,
that the birds which are idly singing round us mostly live on insects
or seeds, and are thus constantly destroying life; or we forget how
largely these songsters’, or their eggs, or their nestlings, are destroyed
by birds and beasts of prey’; we do not always bear in mind, that
though food may be now superabundant, it is not so at all seasons of

each recurring’ year.

I should premise® that I use the term Struggle for Existence in a
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large and metaphorical' sense, including dependence of one being on
another, and including (which is more important) not only the life of
the individual, but success in leaving progeny’. Two canine’ animals
in a time of dearth®, may be truly said to struggle with each other
which shall get food and live. But a plant on the edge of a desert is
said to struggle for life against the drought’, though more properly
it should be said to be dependent on the moisture®. A plant which
annually produces a thousand seeds, of which on an average only
one comes to maturity, may be more truly said to struggle with the
plants of the same and other kinds which already clothe the ground.
The mistletoe’ is dependent on the apple and a few other trees, but
can only in a far-fetched® sense be said to struggle with these trees,
for if too many of these parasites’ grow on the same tree, it will
languish' and die. But several seedling mistletoes, growing close
together on the same branch, may more truly be said to struggle with
each other. As the mistletoe is disseminated" by birds, its existence
depends on birds; and it may metaphorically be said to struggle with
other fruit-bearing plants, in order to tempt birds to devour'? and
thus disseminate its seeds rather than those of other plants. In these
several senses, which pass into each other, I use for convenience sake

the general term of struggle for existence.

A struggle for existence inevitably" follows from the high rate
at which all organic beings tend to increase. Every being, which
during its natural lifetime produces several eggs or seeds, must suffer

destruction during some period of its life, and during some season or
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occasional year, otherwise, on the principle of geometrical' increase,
its numbers would quickly become so inordinately’ great that no
country could éupport the product. Hence, as more individuals are
produced than can possibly survive, there must in every case be
a struggle for existence, either one individual with another of the
same species, or with the individuals of distinct species, or with
the physical conditions of life. It is the doctrine’ of Malthus applied
with manifold force to the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms;
for in this case there can be no artificial increase of food, and no
prudential’ restraint from marriage. Although some species may be
now increasing, more or less rapidly, in numbers, all cannot do so,
for the world would not hold them.

There is no exception to the rule that every organic being
naturally increases at so high a rate, that if not destroyed, the earth
would soon be covered by the progeny of a single pair. Even slow-
breeding’ man has doubled in twenty-five years, and at this rate, in
a few thousand years, there would literally® not be standing room
for his progeny. Linnaeus has calculated that if an annual plant
produced only two seeds—and there is no plant so unproductive as
this —and their seedlings next year produced two, and so on, then
in twenty years there would be a million plants. The elephant is

reckoned’ to be the slowest breeder of all known animals, and I have
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