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The Wisdom of Isaiah Berlin


“Men who desire wisdom must be learners of very many things,” said Heraclitus. Isaiah Berlin was a man of wisdom and a learner and teacher of very many things. All his life he championed pluralistic political wisdom—the fundamental, radical insight that human values are multiple, cannot be reduced to a single currency, and sometimes clash in perplexing and tragic ways. This made him a thinker of times of crisis. He emulated and developed Aristotle’s “phronesis”—practical wisdom—and Kant’s teaching that human beings are ends in themselves and should never be treated as mere means, least of all by paternalist despots. He battled against the incoherence of utopian thinking, the pitilessness of revolutionary programmes, and the delusory hopes of eschatology.


We are living in very interesting and also very challenging times. These are times which call more than ever for clear and realistic thinking. These are times which make demands on our political judgement and our sense of civic responsibility. Berlin remains an acutely relevant thinker today for many reasons, but above all because he rejects philosophical and political ideologies which affirm that there is only one form of the best life, one form of liberty, and one kind of individuality. In principle and practice, Berlin suggested, the pursuit of a unique and exclusive ideal is morally treacherous. In principle, it is dangerous because it denies that even the best ways of individual and social life entail the sacrifice of some moral values. In practice, the greatest political injustices have been perpetrated under the banner of a single “Great Good”: the only path to salvation; the final solution; a classless society; the preservation of the nation; and more recently the globalization and democratization of the world. In addition, the means that claim justification in the name of an ultimate end, even if the end itself is not illusory, are themselves treacherous. Inquisitions, holocausts, class purges and cultural revolutions—some of the greatest evils ever perpetrated by human beings—have flown the banner of the pursuit of the “Greatest Good”.


If we accept that a completely harmonious society is beyond our reach, Berlin’s critique of the pursuit of the ideal still leaves open the possibility that we should strive to create a society without massacres, murders, pogroms and, above all, genocides. Berlin thoroughly endorses such an aim, but argues that the best we can hope for in our world is a loose amalgam of non-ideal societies that are both decent and within human reach. It may be that decency is linked to a measure of democracy, but the problem with many members of democratic societies is that they take democracy as a given and not as a task. For Berlin, democracy is a process. Not only does Berlin emphasize the human capacity, displayed throughout history, for self-creation and making choices, but he insists on the necessity of “a precarious equilibrium that will prevent the occurrence of desperate situations, of intolerable choices”.1 Through his theory of pluralism he introduces us to the “outer” dimensions of self-creation and choice-making in politics—the clash of values and the compromises these entail—but he is also attentive to the impalpable inward level of experience that constitutes “the uniqueness of each individual and of each of his acts and thoughts, and the uniqueness too, the individual flavour, the peculiar pattern of life, of a character, of an institution, a mood, and also of an artistic style, an entire culture, an age, a nation, a civilization”.2 His appreciation of moral complexity and his awareness of the inner dimension of human experience enables him to arrive at an account of politics that values and promotes freedom of choice, the forging of one’s own identity, and the celebration of a diversity of values.


Berlin’s empathetic approach to history and to the lives and thoughts of thinkers, writers and artists in modern times is a distinctive feature of his work as a historian of ideas. His investigations in this field serve as illustrations of his value pluralism. One of the central claims of pluralism is that at different times and in different cultures there have been different approaches to human experience. Berlin refuses to project his own contemporary beliefs into the past, but tries to find new themes and novel horizons in the lives and thoughts of historical characters. Vico, Herder, Maistre, Machiavelli and others are all seen to this extent as our contemporaries. As Berlin says clearly in our conversations: “The history of ideas is the history of what we believe that people thought and felt, and these people were real people, not just statues or collections of attributes. Some effort to enter imaginatively into the minds and outlooks of the thinkers of the thoughts is indispensable, an effort at Einfühlung [empathy] is unavoidable”.3 To understand history is to understand the open process of human self-creation. History for Berlin, as for Vico, is a perpetually changing process with no fixed and final goals.


But does this mean that for Berlin there is no such thing as progress? We can say that for Berlin, as for Kant, humanity does make a kind of moral progress, mainly because our knowledge of things and our judgement of events are subject to modification in the light of experience. But Berlin disconnects his idea of pluralism from a naïve faith in moral advance. We have to remember that he is an anti-perfectionist liberal, so that for him there is no such thing as a “Grand Design” or a “Promised Land”. Liberal political ideals will have a more solid footing and embody a truer sense of reality if they draw their inspiration from a pluralistic conception of human experience. The totalitarian experiments of the twentieth century show us how bloody universalistic dreams can be.


Maybe this is why Berlin is more fascinated by personalities than by systems of thought or political systems. In his brilliant masterpiece Karl Marx: His Life and Environment he is highly sensitive to the complexity of Marx’s personality. In much the same way, his studies of Russian Thinkers and his acute painting of the characters of Personal Impressions are driven by a careful search for, and an empathetic attention to, the circumstances in which individuals lived and found themselves. He refuses to reduce all forms of experience to one generalized abstract coin, but this is not a counsel of despair: on the contrary, he shows us that members of one culture can through empathy understand the forms of life of another culture or society. Human history is unpredictable because human agents are complex and idiosyncratic. But Berlin constantly stresses throughout his writings that, though human values are incompatible and incommensurable and embodied in specific forms of life in specific cultures, they must however possess some generically human character to be considered as human; and this shared substrate is the route to mutual understanding.


This is the key to Berlin’s “objective pluralism”, which distinguishes it from any kind of relativism. Through his encounters with the thinkers of the Counter-Enlightenment he succeeds in distinguishing pluralism from relativism. To be a pluralist is to acknowledge that there is a wide range of goods and lives that are genuinely valuable, whereas for a relativist “anything goes” and all standards are subjective and shifting. According to Berlin, the world we encounter in everyday life is one in which we are faced with choices between equally ultimate ends. There can be no realistic understanding of the moral world without the idea of value pluralism, because good ends and admirable ways of life can conflict with each other. Conflict is constitutive of moral life. Berlin’s liberalism is based, one might say, on the idea of “conflictual consensus”—a belief in the incommensurability of equally valid ideals and truths. There can be no necessary harmony of values in a rational universe, and history does not tend towards a final goal. Political philosophy is the study of a world where ends collide.


Berlin’s pluralism, then, disconnects liberalism from a naïve belief in progress and human perfectibility. But there is more to it than that. The conviction that lies behind all Berlin’s writings is that man is “incapable of self-completion, and therefore never wholly predictable: fallible, a complex combination of opposites, some reconcilable, others incapable of being resolved or harmonized; unable to cease from his search for truth, happiness, novelty, freedom, but with no guarantee, theological or logical or scientific, of being able to attain them; a free, imperfect being, capable of determining his own destiny in circumstances favourable to the development of his reason and his gifts”.4 This is why we need to understand Berlin’s idea of liberalism in relation to his reflections on political judgement, which involves an acute understanding of particular situations in history and realistic responses to them. In an essay prepared for a BBC radio broadcast in 1957 entitled “Political Judgement”, Berlin asked the question: “What does it mean to have good judgement in politics?” In reply he described such judgement as “above all, a capacity for integrating a vast amalgam of constantly changing, multicoloured, evanescent, perpetually overlapping data, too many, too swift, too intermingled, to be caught and pinned down and labelled like so many individual butterflies. To integrate, in this sense, is to see the data as elements in a single pattern, with their implications, to see them as symptoms of past and future possibilities, to see them pragmatically—that is, in terms of what you or others can or will do to them, and what they can or will do to others or to you.”5 


Berlin is clear that to be able to exercise political judgement is to see patterns in human events. This view of judgement was evident in Berlin’s own approach to politics in the twentieth century. In his case, the indispensability of judgement in political life was expressed in his commitment to a sense of reality about human life, a sensitivity to the fluctuating nuances of specific circumstance. His lesson for the twenty-first century is that political judgement, relevant in any historical circumstances, is particularly required in moments of transition. For democracies, all moments are, in a way, transitional, because the political body is constantly reinventing itself. But no moment is perhaps so uniquely formative as that of democratic consolidation, when progressive trends are in daily struggle with regressive ones. At this moment above all one needs to be politically mature, because there is no resilient democracy without maturity. At this moment above all one needs the sense of reality, the political judgement, and the recognition of irreducible plurality that so richly inform the works of Isaiah Berlin.
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The Last of the Liberals


On 5 November 1997 Isaiah Berlin died in Oxford. I met him for the last time at Headington in the first week of July.


We spoke for over two hours about Iran and my research on Gandhi, Tagore and non-violence. We also talked about twentieth-century political philosophy and religion. He refused to talk about the twenty-first century, affirming that despite his name he was not a prophet. So we continued on the subject of the twentieth century, which he considered one of the bloodiest of all times. He mentioned great figures he had known personally, and yet was too modest to think of himself in those terms. His deep knowledge of history and of diverse cultures always gave me the impression of being in the presence of a man who had lived for three thousand years. I found myself travelling back in time from the Russia of Tsar Alexander to the England of John Locke and forward to the India of Nehru. I wished I could go on asking him questions and listening for days, yet I knew I should not take advantage of his friendliness and passion for conversing with people on subjects he liked. During my last meeting with him we were joined by Aline, his wife, who congratulated me on the different translations of “Conversations”. I don’t know why, but I left Headington that day with a terrible feeling of having met Isaiah Berlin for the last time.


Three months later I wrote to him asking if he would be my referee for a position at a Canadian university. I received a reply from Mrs Pat Utechin, his secretary for many years, telling me he was ill and asking me to wait for a few weeks until he had recovered. Two weeks later, on Friday 7 November, I received an early morning call from a BBC journalist informing me of Isaiah Berlin’s death. In the following days I was contacted by many of my British, French, Canadian and Iranian friends and colleagues who had read about Isaiah Berlin in the newspapers and wanted to know more about him. Most of them were curious to read “Conversations” but at the time of Isaiah Berlin’s death only the original French edition was available.


Those of us who knew Isaiah Berlin saw in him such a powerful mind and openness of views, and such a rare mixture of decency, serenity and wisdom, that our account of him is likely to evoke disbelief from those who have never had a chance to meet a man of his quality. I could not claim to be his student but he taught me how to experience greatness in men like him. He was one of the great political thinkers of the twentieth century. Brilliant, inspiring, penetrating and original, his writings offer an important resource for political scientists, philosophers and historians. His uniquely valuable contribution to the study of the history of ideas was his attempt to teach us how to take the idea of pluralism seriously: how to grasp the central problem of choice in the social constitution of human nature and how to see belonging to a place and a people as a fundamental human characteristic. While influenced by thinkers such as Hume, Kant, Vico, Herder and Herzen, Berlin was not a disciple of any of them. But he did not simply maintain a critical distance from them. He also thought through the dilemmas of their work in a way that put their thoughts in a new light.


At its best, philosophical thinking was for Berlin a way to conduct an invisible dialogue with thinkers and artists of other times. Put another way, Berlin’s distinctive concepts of liberty, pluralism and membership of a common culture provide the basis of a powerful and challenging account of what it means to think, as well as act, philosophically. Thus for the political actor who is also a thinking being, Berlin lays out demanding requirements. However, these requirements are accessible to all, not just a few. Those who see Berlin’s liberal ideas as variations of Lockean, Kantian or Millian themes are quite mistaken. Berlin’s liberalism, exemplified in the conflict between rival goods and goals, must be distinguished from the belief in only one overriding principle. The absence of any single principle or theory from Berlin’s liberalism is supported by his view that not all goods and virtues are combinable. For Berlin, what John Gray calls “self-creation through choice-making” is protected by negative liberty, which is conceived as the absence of constraints imposed by others. Thus, for Berlin, political philosophy is based on a recognition of the plurality of conflicting ends, with people having the liberty to choose from among them.


At the root of Berlin’s political philosophy is a conviction that human nature is incomplete and self-creative. For Berlin, to be human is to live with others who are both distinct from and yet similar to ourselves. As Berlin once observed in beautiful terms: “Life may be seen through many windows, none of them necessarily clear or opaque, less or more distorting than any of the others.” For Berlin, each individual, each nation and each culture has its own standards. What makes the essence of our human world is the dialogues or clashes between these. The tragic nature of human life is the result of this tension.


Perhaps generations of political philosophers to come will turn to Berlin’s clarity of vision to help them wrestle with the ontological foundations of the human condition. Berlin lived liberal democracy in its best and most comprehensive sense and to refer to him is to have a trustworthy companion in our search for understanding our capacity for political judgement and participation in public life in the modern world. Seen from this perspective, Berlin’s legacy has yet to be discovered as we enter the twenty-first century and face challenges to liberal political rule and its normative and philosophical assumptions.
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I first met Sir Isaiah Berlin on 6 June 1988, on his seventy-ninth birthday. The French translation of Four Essays On Liberty, one of the classic works of European political philosophy, had been well received by the French reading public. I had decided, therefore, to introduce Isaiah Berlin’s thought to my colleagues at Esprit during a weekly literary seminar at the magazine’s headquarters. The positive result of this meeting encouraged me to pursue my idea in more depth through an interview which Esprit agreed to publish. After a short telephone conversation with Isaiah Berlin and a rapid exchange of letters we decided to meet at his apartment in the heart of London. The idea of meeting a man whom I had admired for twelve years, ever since I discovered Four Essays on Liberty in Foyle’s bookshop in London on a cold rainy day in January 1976, made me feel a little nervous. But when we first met he greeted me so warmly, with so friendly a smile, that my nervousness evaporated before I could even say a word.


As our talk began I tried to take in not only what Isaiah Berlin was saying but also how he looked. I had seen many photographs of him but nevertheless I was somewhat surprised by his actual appearance. His face at first glance did not suggest at all that of a man born in Riga. As he began to talk, his voice sounded precise and forceful, but his words were spoken slowly. His fully-accented Oxbridge English, which flowed rhythmically throughout our conversation, gave me the impression of having been admitted into the presence of a very distinguished British gentleman. But here was the most gentle and humble of men, speaking softly and in a kindly way, without the slightest pretence of trying to impress me. We talked together for over two hours. He gave me details of his childhood during the Russian Revolution and of his time at Oxford in the 1930s. I was also surprised by how close he felt towards Russian culture, having left Russia at the age often. When I left him that day I wanted to have another chance to see him again. But I had no idea that one day I would have the possibility of publishing these interviews in book form.


When I returned to Paris, I was contacted by an editor who asked me to continue with the interviews and to make a book out of them. I was happy to have another opportunity of meeting Isaiah Berlin. We met again in London in December 1988 and this time I had the honour of interviewing him on several different occasions. Each time the welcome was warm and friendly. I was able to ask him over 300 questions on his work in the field of the history of ideas, taking each subject and discussing it separately. He asked me to transcribe the interviews and I sent him the final manuscript. This was translated and published in France in January 1991.


Obviously, this book does not have the ambition of being the definitive biography of Isaiah Berlin. It could nevertheless stand as a major source for all that is yet to be written on him. There is sometimes a tendency to overestimate the importance of historians of ideas, but not with outstanding men such as Isaiah Berlin whose works have changed our sense of history and life; his impact on the intellectual and political views of the last fifty years in the English-speaking world alone makes it important to understand his works and analyse his thought. There are arguments and insights in his works that could help us to have a more critical view of concepts and events which have given shape to contempoary history. Therefore it seems undeniable that Isaiah Berlin’s thoughts do present us with a challenge. Unquestionably, at first glance he appears to be a typically distinguished Oxford philosopher of his generation. His Oxford philosophical background (making him a true admirer of Hume’s philosophy), the great clarity of his thought and his extreme distaste for obscure terminology make him a true representative of today’s British philosophy. However, Isaiah Berlin is in some respects atypical of his intellectual generation. His entire philosophical experience could be examined as a theoretical battle against the belief that in principle there is a truth which is the one and only valid answer to the central problems of mankind throughout history. He rejects, therefore, the idea that a Utopia can be created on earth according to scientific, political or even aesthetic values. Given the fact that the history of mankind is the birthplace and the developing laboratory of values and ideals which always clash, Berlin traces the emergence of pluralism in the fields of ethics, politics and aesthetics. Knowing this, one can fully understand why, during the past fifty years, he has chosen the history of ideas as his centre of interest. For him this was undoubtedly the only way to throw light upon some of the crucial problems which have troubled him most deeply since his experience of the Russian Revolution as a child. The result of this approach has been a beautifully-worded investigation of people’s lives and thoughts that possesses all the literary qualities of a novel, while being at the same time a lucid and critical examination of historical ideas. What makes Berlin’s essays so fascinating is that they are all written from an undogmatic point of view as they reveal to the reader certain of the author’s preoccupations with perennial philosophical problems. Berlin is therefore not a Hegelian (or any other kind of) determinist, even if we can consider him a kind of phenomenologist of Western consciousness. Unlike the Hegelian view of human history as a logical and ontological process of the development of Reason through predetermined stages in history, ending in a conciliation between the real and the rational, Berlin’s investigation pursues the various levels of the individual responsibility of philosophers, politicians and artists, which lead to the breakdown of the metaphysical prison-house of historical inevitability. Hence, Isaiah Berlin is not interested in general attitudes and outlooks which end in a final solution. And as he argues in an essay published in The Crooked Timber of Humanity:




… the very notion of a final solution is not only impracticable but, if I am right, and some values cannot but clash, incoherent also. The possibility of a final solution—even if we forget the terrible sense that these words acquired in Hitler’s day—turns out to be an illusion; and a very dangerous one. For if one really believes that such a solution is possible, then surely no cost would be too high to obtain it: to make mankind just and happy and creative and harmonious forever—what could be too high a price to pay for that? To make such an omelette, there is surely no limit to the number of eggs that should be broken—that was the faith of Lenin, of Trotsky, of Mao, for all I know of Pol Pot. Since I know the only true path to the ultimate solution of the problems of society, I know which way to drive the human caravan; and since you are ignorant of what I know, you cannot be allowed to have liberty of choice even within the narrowest limits, if the goal is to be reached. You declare that a given policy will make you happier, or freer, or give you room to breathe; but I know that you are mistaken. I know what you need, what all men need, and if there is resistance based on ignorance or malevolence, then it must be broken and hundreds of thousands may have to perish to make millions happy for all time. What choice have we, who have the knowledge, but to be willing to sacrifice them all?





When one gets closer to Isaiah Berlin’s philosophical realm, one can understand much better why he invites us to read Herzen’s My Past and Thoughts. The idea of “choice” is a key concept in both Herzen’s and Berlin’s intellectual outlook. When Berlin criticizes the Platonic ideal of the perfect life as the main texture of monism in Western thought, he is very close to Herzen who declares that “the ultimate goal of life is life itself” and “it is time to realize that nature and history are full of the accidental and senselessness, of muddle and bungling”. In this sense, Berlin’s heroes are people who refuse to see the world as a single, rational, harmonious whole. This is the main reason why being close to the intellectual “currents” of eighteenth-century Europe—illustrated by the French philosophes—never hinders Berlin in bringing to light the life and thought of those thinkers who were against the “current”. Once again Berlin’s work in the history of ideas derives much of its force and value from its prevailing sense of freedom, which is his main consideration when he approaches and praises the thought and general outlook of individuals who have boldly and openly fought against the dominant systems of rational thought. In doing this, Berlin shows us that there are no absolute values in history, and that history is all too full, with tragic consequences, of the agony of men who have tried to evade the tragic responsibility of choice by placing their faith in final and absolute truths.
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From the Baltic to the Thames





 





THE TWO RUSSIAN REVOLUTIONS




RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO First of all, I want to thank you for having accepted this interview. To start our discussion I would like, if I may, to ask you a few biographical questions about your past experiences and the influences that these might have had on your thought.


    You were born on 6 June 1909, in Riga, and you left Russia with your parents at the age of eleven. Do you still have memories of this period, in particular of the conditions of your immigration? 


ISAIAH BERLIN I left Riga with my parents for Russia in 1915, and reached Petrograd1 in 1916. We left Petrograd in 1920. In Petrograd I witnessed both the Russian Revolutions. I remember the first Revolution quite well. There were meetings, banners, crowds in the streets, enthusiasm, posters with the faces of the new Lvov2 Ministry, propaganda by more than twenty parties for the Constituent Assembly. Not much talk about the war, at any rate in the circles in which my family was living. The Liberal Revolution was greatly welcomed by the Jews and the liberal bourgeoisie. But this did not last long. The Bolshevik Revolution broke out in November. We—my family and its friends—hardly knew that it had happened. The first sign was a general strike against the Bolshevik seizure of power. Various newspapers disappeared. I remember there was a Liberal newspaper called Day—it reappeared as Evening, then as Night, then as Midnight, then as Darkest Night, and then, after four or five days or so, it was finally suppressed. There was distant shooting. People in our world thought that the putsch might last at most for two or three weeks. If you look at The Times of that date, you will read reports from the Russian Ambassador in Paris: he predicted a quick end to the putsch. The Bolsheviks were called “Maximalists” in The Times, and not regarded as a major force. Gradually Lenin and Trotsky emerged as the two dominant figures of the Revolution. My parents, who were bourgeois liberals, thought that Lenin would create a society in which they would not be able to survive; they looked on Lenin as a dangerous fanatic but a true believer, honest and incorruptible, a kind of sea-green Robespierre. Trotsky, on the other hand, they regarded as a wicked opportunist. At the age of eight I had no idea why this difference between them was so strongly felt. They were never referred to apart—“Lenin and Trotsky” were spoken of in one breath like the name of a firm. The only people who remained loyal to the tsarist government, I recollect, were the police. I do not think that there is much about this in the literature. The police in the streets were called Pharaohs—oppressors of the people. Some of them sniped at the revolutionaries from rooftops and attics. I remember seeing a policeman being dragged off, pale and struggling, by a mob, obviously to his death—that was a terrible sight that I have never forgotten; it gave me a lifelong horror of physical violence.


R. J. Did you have problems leaving Russia after the Revolution?


I. B. No. My family came from Riga, which became the capital of an independent state.3 If you could prove that you were a native of Latvia, they let you go. We left Russia for Latvia. My father was a timber-merchant, who supplied sleepers for the Russian railways. For two years he continued to work for the new Soviet Russian Government, but in the end evidently could not bear it. We were never touched: neither my father nor any immediate member of my family was arrested or in any way molested. I remember people standing in queues for bread, or anything they could get: I was left standing to keep a place in such queues for four or five hours on end. A soup kitchen next door to our street provided some food, and there was a small cinema which showed socialist films about the persecution of nineteenth-century revolutionaries by the tsarist regime—there were no Communist films yet; and some emaciated singers sang arias from Mozart and Rossini. These are my childish memories. We all lived in one small room because there was no way to heat more than one. But I was not frightened, and felt no sense of oppression—perhaps I was too young to know what was going on, and my parents seldom spoke of it.


R. J. How did you arrive in England?


I. B. We went first to the country, then moved to London. I went to a preparatory school, first in the suburbs of London; at that time I spoke little English, but my parents spoke English to each other. We didn’t meet many Russians then or later. My parents felt no nostalgia for Riga or Russia. My father was a fanatical Anglophile—and I grew up in the belief that the English could do no wrong. I preserved my Russian, mainly, I think, by reading the Russian classics. As a result, I speak Russian freely; and on my visits to the Soviet Union I was at times taken for a native. There was one boy in my school who was Russian—his name is Bilibin. His father was a famous Russian painter. His son is still a dedicated Russian monarchist. I did occasionally speak Russian to him, but I met few Russian speakers and my Russian is due mainly to reading and something ingrained in childhood.








OXFORD IN THE 1930s




R. J. Later you received a scholarship to study at Oxford. Can you tell me what were the main intellectual currents at that time at Oxford?


I. B. I do not quite know what you mean by “intellectual currents”. I do not think that one can identify currents of this sort—in effect philosophies of life, dominant ideas, crisscrossing with other ideas, as happened in continental and certainly Russian universities before the Revolution. I do not think that animateurs des idées are a typical English phenomenon. But I may be wrong. I simply did not come across such intellectuals interested in general ideas, or passionate advocates of political or social or aesthetic ideas with followers and opponents in Oxford. I did meet people like that after I left the university.


R. J. There aren’t any?


I. B. Well, of course, I may be exaggerating. They exist. While I was a student in the 1930s there were Socialists, Liberals, Conservatives; the Master of Balliol, A.D. Lindsay, was a prominent Christian Socialist; there was Douglas Cole, who exercised a good deal of influence on undergraduates; there was A.L. Rowse (in those days a socialist), and a little later Richard Crossman, A.J.P. Taylor, Patrick Gordon Walker. But it is difficult to describe this as a powerful intellectual current. There were young poets, a lot of writing. I edited an intellectual periodical called the Oxford Outlook, which two or so years before was edited by the poet Wystan Auden. We read Auden, Spender, Day Lewis, MacNeice. I was a contemporary of Stephen Spender, he is one of my greatest friends, I have known him all my life. He wrote beautiful poetry while he was still a student at Oxford. Most undergraduates of my day were unpolitical. Later there were, of course, radicals and Communists—like my friends N.O. Brown, Philip Toynbee and so on; but nothing like, let us say, post-war Paris, where there was a Merleau-Ponty, or a Sartre. We were liberal-minded; we hated Mussolini, Franco and (some of us) Stalin, and of course Hitler and all the minor dictators then arising in south-eastern Europe. What was going on in France at the time that I was a student? Were Barbusse, Romain Rolland, Gide politically influential? I do not wish to convey the idea that we were, either when I was a student or in the years before the war when I began to teach, politically passive. My friends and I were anti-Fascist, packed parcels for the supporters of the Spanish Republican Government. But I cannot say that I had pronounced political views apart from general support of liberal movements and progressive forces. There was the Labour Club, which some of us occasionally went to. In the mid-Thirties there was a weekly lunch organized by Douglas Cole, which, as I remember, was attended by Crossman, Gordon Walker, Pakenham, Rowse, the philosophers A.J. Ayer, J.L. Austin, Stuart Hampshire, the eminent Roman historian Hugo Jones, Christopher Hill (whom I did not then know to be a Communist, though I do not think he concealed this), the eminent economists Roy Harrod and James Meade. Meade was the purest liberal I have ever known—he is still amongst us, I am happy to say, a man of about my age. I always felt that if there was a crisis—a revolution in which I might not be quite clear about what I should do—if I followed him I should avoid perpetrating anything squalid or contemptible and would be, if not politically secure, certainly morally safe.


R. J. Well, Bergsonian philosophy had a great influence at that time in France.


I. B. There was no philosopher in England who exercised a general influence on the public in the way that Bergson did in France, or Croce in Italy. There were no philosophers whose lectures were attended by fashionable ladies. I was told that in Paris their servants used to come to the lectures in the hall in which Bergson spoke; they came an hour before and attended the lecture of, let us say, some Professor of Assyrian archaeology; he and others were very surprised to find the entire lecture hall so full of odd-looking people very unlike academics. No sooner was the lecture over than the audience rose to its feet and made room for the smart ladies who crowded in to hear Professor Bergson. There has been nothing like this in England since the lectures of Thomas Carlyle.


R. J. So there was not a great deal of political activity in Oxford at that time?


I. B. No doubt there was—there was a Socialist and a Communist Club, and the preoccupation with aesthetic values gave place to political interests. The breaking-point in Oxford, I should say, was the financial crisis of 1931. That struck a blow at the prevalent aestheticism which socially had counted a good deal in the Oxford of the 1920s. Harold Acton, Cyril Connolly, Evelyn Waugh, Brian Howard were typical “aesthetes”, as they were called. There is, indeed, a French book on the subject by M. Jean Fayard called Oxford et Margaret—not widely read now, I daresay. The vast majority of these aesthetes are lost to history. To flout academic conventions and to hope to survive in the outer world needed some degree of financial security—that is, support from parents or guardians. The crisis of 1931 hit the affluent quite hard, and this support became precarious henceforth. After this, aestheticism declined and left-wing politics came to the fore. Still, I do not think it was anything like the ferment in Paris or before Hitler in the Weimar Republic. Still, the Zeitgeist reached me too. I wrote a book on Karl Marx, which to my surprise is still obtainable.


R. J. Do you consider your interest in the history of ideas was profoundly influenced by your political and philosophical experiences at Oxford?


I. B. Not exactly. First of all, I couldn’t help being affected by the existence of the Soviet Union. I was never attracted by Marxism, nor by the Soviet regime, even though my parents had not been persecuted by it and came to England without in any way being compelled to do so. But I did have memories of the Soviet regime, which were not happy: one or two people we had known who were shot quite early in 1918, not for political reasons. There was no explanation of this from any source. There were a great many executions—there was a terror, nothing like what it grew to be in Stalin’s reign, but still, a good many people were shot for reasons that were never revealed to the public except in general terms—“enemies of the Soviet Union”, “speculators”, “counter-revolutionaries”, “supporters of the bourgeoisie” and the like.








KARL MARX: MY FIRST COMMISSION




R. J. Was any member of your family executed?


I. B. No. None of our relations was executed or even arrested. My family, as I have already said, was not touched, the terror was all around us but did not reach us—we went on holidays in the summer, in a perfectly normal fashion; we did not starve, we had just enough food and fuel to continue. I had no sense of horror, but I did, even as a child, have a vague awareness of a collapse of a society, though not of the rise of another, new, one. My parents were happy only during the months of February to October 1917, when there was no censorship, lots of newspapers, endless meetings, oratory, general exhilaration. In 1918 all this was changed. I sensed that there was some awareness among the older members of my family of political ideas as an important factor in human history. Perhaps those who went to school during the Soviet period felt it more, but I was taught at home. Still, as a result of this sense of the circulation of political ideas, notions like equality, liberalism, socialism began to mean something to me quite early in my life. It did not mean much to some of my contemporaries at school or at university. The aesthetes—Cyril Connolly, Bernard Spencer, Louis MacNeice and the like—did not, I believe, think in these terms while they were students, nor much, I think, later in their lives. Auden and Spender and Day Lewis did, of course.


    But there was another event which had an effect on me. Mr H.A.L. Fisher, an eminent historian and head of an Oxford College, was an editor of the Home University Library—a series of popular books for ordinary readers. In 1933 Fisher asked me to write a book on Karl Marx for this series. I was very surprised by this offer because I had shown no signs of interest in the subject, although I did take an interest in general ideas as well as philosophical ones. Even in 1933 I enjoyed talking to people about social, political, literary, artistic ideas, but I had no particular interest in Karl Marx. The book was first offered to Harold Laski, who refused. Then it was offered to Frank Pakenham, now Lord Longford, and he, too, refused. Then it was offered to Richard Crossman, and probably to others, who all refused. Finally Fisher offered it to me, and I thought that, well, Marxism was obviously going to be more important and influential, not less. I had read a certain amount of Marx, but not much. Das Kapital was a set book for the examination which I took in my fourth year, in addition to Adam Smith and Ricardo—but I found it hard going. Still, I wanted to know what Marx taught—why his following was growing everywhere. I thought that if I never wrote about him I would never read him, because when I read Das Kapital I frequently, particularly at the beginning, found it unreadable (as Keynes did, but not perhaps for the same reasons). So I forced myself to read Karl Marx extensively. My German is not too bad, so I read it partly in German, partly in English, partly in Russian, because the authoritative edition of the works of Marx and Engels had been banned by Hitler in 1933 but continued to appear in Moscow, in Russian.


R. J. I think it was Bakunin who translated Das Kapital for the first time into Russian.


I. B. Well, he began it, but didn’t finish it. There was a tremendous row about that—Marx began to suspect Bakunin of all kinds of chicanery. The first complete Russian translation of Das Kapital, certainly of Volume I, was made by a professor of economics in the University of Kiev; the Russian tsarist censorship passed it because the censor thought that it was so abstruse that nobody much would read it.


R. J. When you began had you already read Lenin and Trotsky?


I. B. No, not then, but I did later when I started working on Marx and Marxism. Then I began reading Marx’s forerunners, the Encyclopédistes. I read Helvétius, Holbach, Diderot. I already knew Rousseau quite well. Then I began reading the so-called “Utopian” Socialists—Saint-Simon, Fourier, Owen, and was fascinated by some of their doctrines and arguments, and I looked at Rodbertus, Louis Blanc, Moses Hess. After that, Plekhanov,4 a really brilliant Russian Marxist writer. I read him with complete fascination because he is polemical, witty and wonderfully readable, as well as highly informative and always rational and clear. That gave me the taste for reading Marxist writers, much more, I am afraid, than reading Marx himself in bulk. I read Engels, who of course is a much clearer, if shallower, writer than Marx. I still read Plekhanov with pleasure. He was the man who was, as you know, the true father of Russian Marxism, greatly influenced Lenin and then bitterly quarrelled with him. I read these people and began to lecture on them. In this way I began to work on a subject that had virtually nothing to do with what I taught my students. Nobody in Oxford seemed to have the faintest interest in French eighteenth-century thought. But because I gave lectures on it people started to become interested. I was a member of the wonderful London Library, a private collection, where I found a lot of Russian books which one of the old librarians who was a Slavic scholar had carefully collected. There I found a book by someone I had only vaguely heard of, Alexander Herzen. I read somewhere that he had known Turgenev and Bakunin. Herzen became my hero for the rest of my life. He is a wonderful writer and an acute and honest political thinker, and exceedingly original. His autobiography is perhaps the best I have ever read in my life, even better than Rousseau’s. It was Herzen who gave me a real taste for the history of social and political ideas. That is what truly started me off.








THE VIENNA CIRCLE




R. J. What was your attitude towards the kind of philosophical activity engaged in at that time by your colleagues in the field of logical positivism?


I. B. There were no strict logical positivists at Oxford apart from Freddie Ayer. He began it. He went to Vienna, attended lectures and seminars of the Vienna School, and in 1936 published his famous book Language, Truth and Logic, which is a kind of manifesto of this movement. It was written in beautiful English, clear, incisive and highly readable even by those who were not professional philosophers. The dominant philosophy in Oxford before the war was a kind of philosophical realism, directed mainly against Hegel and Idealism—inspired by the British empiricists, and, of course, G.E. Moore and Bertrand Russell. Plato and Aristotle were, of course, also studied by those who read Greek, but were, perhaps, rather less influential. The idea that the 1930s were dominated by logical positivism is not accurate—groups met in London and elsewhere: but the domination came later. I think the main cause of this was Ayer’s book. Maybe my friend Ayer, who was my contemporary at Oxford, thought that, because he had himself been completely absorbed by it, and was certainly the first and most vigorous apostle of logical positivism in England, it was more universally dominant among English philosophers than in fact it was. But the influence was very considerable. The source of logical positivism was Vienna. In Cambridge there were revisionist positivists because Wittgenstein was there, and Frank Ramsey, and Braithwaite, and their disciples. The influence of the earlier writings of both Russell and Moore cannot be ignored. In Oxford, even after the war, positivism had to struggle against something that was called “Oxford philosophy”, a kind of general undoctrinaire empiricism, united with an analysis of language. This movement was sometimes called radical empiricism or linguistic analysis. It is a part of an old English tradition, which ultimately derives from Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Mill, Moore and Russell. Russell was not a logical positivist, though this movement certainly sprang in part from his pioneering work.


R. J. Well, I talked about it because you wrote about it, didn’t you?


I. B. Yes, of course. I did write about it, because I took an interest in it. But I thought that logical positivists were in important respects mistaken—some of them were exceedingly fanatical.


R. J. Do you still think so?


I. B. Yes. But you know, there are no true logical positivists left, as far as I know. They did, as I said, have a powerful effect. Schlick, Carnap, Waismann had an influence on leading English philosophers like Ryle, Wisdom and, at Harvard, Quine, and their pupils.


R. J. Quine seems to have a lot of influence in the United States?


I. B. Yes, indeed. I suspect that today the most influential philosopher in the U.S. is probably Donald Davidson. And to a degree a younger man, Saul Kripke.








AKHMATOVA AND PASTERNAK




R. J. During the Second World War you worked for the Foreign Office in Washington and Moscow. Was the change in surroundings from Oxford to the horrors of world war too difficult for you?


I. B. There were no horrors in Washington—it was shamefully comfortable and most interesting. I was one of a great body of British officials, some of whom, like myself, felt genuinely ashamed of our security while terrible sufferings were being inflicted on our countrymen and others in Europe and elsewhere.
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