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Having children is one of the most common goals among human beings.

The Family and the Political Self aims to capture the insights that can be

gleaned from taking this truth seriously. One insight is that human

beings may not be as self-interested as is commonly supposed. In this

book, Laurence Thomas argues that the best construal of the political

self reflects this conception of human beings.

Laurence Thomas is professor of philosophy and professor of politi-

cal science in the Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at

Syracuse University.
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the great French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, I have not

aimed to offer a reading of his political thought. However, I have

always been impressed by his thought that there is a sublime

excellence that comes about only when human beings interact

in the right way (De L’État de Nature, sect. 8, para. 2). This claim

is generally regarded as the lynchpin of his argument for the

move from the State of Nature to Civil Society. If this claim is

true, then it follows that human beings are quintessentially social

creatures. That is, if the Good is to be attained, it is only through

social interaction that we can do so. My aim in this book, then, has

been simply to sketch an account of how this might be so. If there

is one theme more than any other that holds sway in this work,

it is that human beings are not as driven by self-interest as many,

including moral and political theorists, are inclined to suppose.

Indeed, as I try to show in chapter 2, a self-interested biological

explanation for having children runs afoul. Kantians want to

show that morality should have a hold upon our lives regardless

of the circumstances in which we find ourselves. Rousseau, if I

understand him correctly, saw as clearly as anyone that the kind

of moral environment in which we live bears mightily upon the
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ers, Johann and Jean-Paul. Although no one knew much about

what I was writing, save what I told them, they all took enormous

pride in helping me to complete the project. Indeed, they very
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