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Introduction

The aim of this book is to provide brief introductions to philosophical classics. We have selected sixty-seven books and given a brief description of each. There were two main challenges in doing this. Firstly, it is rather difficult to give an accurate impression of a complex work of philosophy in a thousand words or so. And secondly: what books should we describe as “philosophical classics” in the first place?

In choosing the books, we have intentionally cast our net beyond the realm of traditional philosophy. Our selection includes novels, children’s books, works of science fiction and political tracts as well as more academic works. We wanted to reflect the fact that many books that provide philosophical inspiration are not strictly speaking philosophy books. Many would argue with some of the eclectic list of titles that have been included. And inevitably a lot of important and interesting books have had to be omitted. However we hope that the final list contains books that are thought-provoking and philosophically useful, as well as giving an overview of the sheer range of books in which philosophical ideas can be discovered.

The difficulty of explaining a writer’s thinking in a short piece has sometimes influenced the choice of which books to include. Where possible we have preferred titles that can be succinctly summarized. There are of course indispensable titles (such as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason) which are almost impossible to boil down to a compressed version. In this case we have tried to home in on a few key ideas which can be explained in the space available, in order to give a brief taste of what the book is like.

We have aimed to make the book as accessible as possible. Our guiding principle was to explain why each book is important or regarded as being so. But we also wanted to answer the question “Would I enjoy reading this book?” The “Speed Reads” included at the end of each entry are intended to convey a quick sense of what the writer is like to read. They also provide a compressed (and occasionally humorous) summary of the main points of the book in question.

Overall we have aimed for a chatty and comprehensible style, even if this occasionally risks criticism for not being sufficiently serious. We have explained the books as we would to an interested friend, rather than as a philosophy tutor would explain them to a student, and we hope that this makes for a readable and interesting tour.

Each piece here is self-contained and there is no reason why you shouldn’t use the book as a reference, or for “dipping into.” However the book does have a structure that would give it some narrative continuity if you choose to read it straight through. It is divided into seven sections, each of which takes a look at different aspects of the philosophical tradition.

First we take a whirlwind tour through Western philosophy, from Plato through to Wittgenstein. Then we consider a few of the “outsiders” of the philosophical tradition, such as Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky. The sections on Meditations and Psychodrama widen the net further to take in a variety of books that have contemplated the meaning of life, or added to our understanding of how the mind works, or considered the question of “how you should live your life.” Then, following a look at a few of the last century’s most prominent kinds of political and philosophical idealism, we include a section that provides a sampler of more recent western philosophy. Finally we take a closer look at the continental tradition and at the critical theory.

There are a couple of general points that need to be made. Firstly, the quotes given at the start of each section are not always from the work being summarized. In a number of cases we found quotes from elsewhere in an author’s body of work that seemed better mottoes, because they were more apposite, pithy, or amusing. Secondly, there are books where the title or publication date could have been given with provisos. Some (such as On Sexuality by Freud) were originally published under different titles. Other books have complicated bibliographic histories with regard to the publication date – for instance, books that were published privately, or books like Fictions by Jorge Luis Borges, which was originally published as two separate titles, and only translated into English twenty years later.

Rather than complicate our presentation, we have made an editorial choice as to which title and date to give. In terms of the titles we have preferred the title that is generally used on modern editions and which would enable a browser to find the book in a bookstore or on the internet. In a few cases such as Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man, which was published under a different title in the United States, we have explained our choice in the text. However as a general rule we felt that giving too many detailed explanations of the publication history or titling would be rather pedantic, and would distract from our main purpose, which is to explain and describe the books.

This book has been enormously enjoyable to compile and I’d like to thank the contributors, who wrote entries for titles which fall into their special field, as well as Duncan Proudfoot at Constable & Robinson and Stuart Miller at Barnes & Noble for their feedback and input. The question of which books are philosophical classics is a fascinating one to grapple with, and I hope that Philosophical Classics will be as interesting and entertaining for readers as it was for me to produce.

James M. Russell
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