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Sir Isaiah Berlin, OM, who died in 1997, was born in
Riga, capital of Latvia, in 19o9. When he was six, his
family moved to Russia: there in 1917, in Petrograd, he
witnessed both the Social-Democratic and the Bolshe-
vik Revolutions.

In 1921 his family came to England, and he was
educated at St Paul’s School and Corpus Christi
College, Oxford. At Oxford he was a Fellow of All
Souls, a Fellow of New College, Professor of Social
and Political Theory, and founding President of Wolf-
son College. He also held the Presidency of the British
Academy. His published work includes Karl Marx,
Four Essays on Liberty, Vico and Herder, Russian
Thinkers, Against the Current, Personal Impressions,
The Crooked Timber of Humanity, The Magus of the
North, The Sense of Reality, The Proper Study of
Mankind and The Roots of Romanticism. As an expo-
nent of the history of ideas he was awarded the
Erasmus, Lippincott and Agnelli Prizes; he also
received the Jerusalem Prize for his lifelong defence of
civil liberties.

Dr Henry Hardy, a Supernumerary Fellow of Wolf-
son College, Oxford, is one of Isaiah Berlin’s literary
trustees. He has edited several other collections of
Berlin’s work, and is currently preparing his remaining
unpublished writings and his letters for publication.



By the same author

KARL MARX
THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT
FOUR ESSAYS ON LIBERTY
VICO AND HERDER

Edited by Henry Hardy and Aileen Kelly

RUSSIAN THINKERS

Edited by Henry Hardy

AGAINST THE CURRENT
PERSONAL IMPRESSIONS
THE CROOKED TIMBER OF HUMANITY
THE MAGUS OF THE NORTH
THE SENSE OF REALITY
THE ROOTS OF ROMANTICISM

Edited by Henry Hardy and Roger Hausheer

THE PROPER STUDY OF MANKIND



CONCEPTS
AND
CATEGORIES

Philosophical Essays

ISATAH BERLIN

Edited by Henry Hardy

With an introduction by
Bernard Williams

2

PIMLICO




Published by Pimlico 1999

246810907531

Copyright Isaiah Berlin 1939, 1950, 1956
© Isaiah Berlin 1960, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1978

This selection and editorial matter © Henry Hardy 1978, 1999
Introduction © Bernard Williams 1978

The moral right of Isaiah Berlin and Henry Hardy to be identified as the author
and editor of this work respectively has been asserted in accordance with the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not,
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise
circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or
cover other than that in which it is published and without a
similar condition including this condition being imposed
on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain by
The Hogarth Press in 1978

Pimlico
Random House, 2o Vauxhall Bridge Road,
London swiv 2saA

Random House Australia (Pty) Limited
20 Alfred Street, Milsons Point, Sydney,
New South Wales 2061, Australia

Random House New Zealand Limited
18 Poland Road, Glenfield,
Auckland 10, New Zealand

Random House South Africa (Pty) Limited
Endulini, 5A Jubilee Road, Parktown 2193, South Africa

Random House UK Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library

ISBN o 7126 6552 8

Papers used by Random House UK Limited are natural,
recyclable products made from wood grown in sustainable forests;
the manufacturing processes conform to the environmental
regulations of the country of origin

Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Mackays of Chatham plc



Contents

Editor’s Preface

Author’s Preface

Introduction by Bernard Williams
The Purpose of Philosophy
Verification

Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical Statements
Logical Translation

Equality

The Concept of Scientific History
Does Political Theory Still Exist?
‘From Hope and Fear Set Free’
Index

vii
X1

X111

12
32
56
81

103

143

173

199



Editor’s Preface

This is one of five volumes published in Isaiah Berlin’s lifetime in
which I brought together, and prepared for reissue, most of his
published essays that had not previously been made available in a
collected form.! Until then his many writings had been scattered,
often in obscure places; most were out of print; and only half a
dozen essays had been collected and reissued.? These five
volumes, together with the list of his publications that one of them
(Against the Current) contains,® and two subsequent volumes in
which I published much of his previously unpublished work,*
made much more of his oeuvre readily accessible than before.
Nevertheless, a good deal still remains unpublished, because
Berlin felt that it needed revision, and he did not want it to appear
in unrevised form in his lifetime. However, he placed no
restrictions on posthumous publication, and I hope to make much
of this material, which is of great interest and value, available in
years to come. Indeed, the first instalment, Berlin’s 1965 Mellon

! This volume was first published in London in 1978, and in New
York in 1979. The other volumes are Russian Thinkers (London and New
York, 1978), co-edited with Aileen Kelly; Against the Current: Essays in
the History of Ideas (London, 1979; New York, 1980); Personal Impressions
(London,; 1980; New York, 1981; 2nd ed., London, 1998); and The
Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the History of Ideas (Llondon,
1990; New York, 1991). There is also a one-volume selection of essays
drawn from these collections and their predecessors: The Proper Study of
Mankind: An Anthology of Essays, ed. Henry Hardy and Roger Hausheer
(London, 1997: New York, 1998).

2 Four Essays on Liberty (London, 1969; New York, 1970) and Vico and
Herder: Two Studies in the History of Ideas (London and New York,
1976). Other collections had appeared only in translation.

3Its currently most up-to-date version appears in the Pimlico
paperback edition published in London in 1997.

* The Magus of the North: ¥. G. Hamann and the Origins of Modern
Irrationalism (London, 1993; New York, 1994) and The Sense of Reality:
Studies in Ideas and their History (London, 1996; New York, 1997).

vii



CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIES

Lectures on romanticism,' is published at the same time as this
reissue of Concepts and Categories.

The essays in the present volume are Berlin’s published
contributions to philosophy, with the exception of ‘Historical
Inevitability’ and “Two Concepts of Liberty’, which had already
been reissued in revised form in Four Essays on Liberty, and
‘Induction and Hypothesis’,®> which is the second contribution to
a symposium, and, being in large part a reply to the first
contribution, does not stand comfortably on its own, though it
does not deserve to be neglected by students of Berlin’s philo-
sophical work.? “The Purpose of Philosophy’ first appeared in
Insight (Nigeria) 1 No 1 (July 1962), and was reprinted in the
Sunday Times, 4 November 1962, and as ‘Philosophy’s Goal’ in
Leonard Russell (ed.), Encore, 2nd Year (London, 1963: Michael
Joseph); ‘Verification’, ‘Logical Translation’, ‘Equality’ and
¢ “From Hope and Fear Set Free” ’ (the Presidential Address for
the 1963—4 Session) all appeared in the Proceedings of the Avisto-
telian Society, vols 39 (1938—9), 50 (1949—50), 56 (1955—6) and 64
(1963—4) respectively; ‘Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical
Statements’ was published in Mind 59 (1950); “The Concept of
Scientific History’ appeared as ‘History and Theory: The Concept
of Scientific History’ in History and Theory 1 (1960) and in
Alexander V. Riasanovsky and Barnes Riznik (eds), Generaliza-
tions in Historical Writing (Philadelphia, 1963: University of
Pennsylvania Press), and under its present title in William H.
Dray (ed.), Philosophical Analysis and History (New York, 1966:
Harper and Row); ‘Does Political Theory Still Exist?” was
published first in French as ‘La théorie politique existe-t-elle?’ in
Revue frangaise de science politique 11 (1961), and then in English

' The Roots of Romanticism (London and Princeton, 1999).

2 Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary vol. 16 (1937).

¥ Readers may like to have details of four other pieces in this area
which do not appear here. There is a long review of Bertrand Russell’s 4
History of Western Philosophy in Mind 56 (1947); ‘Philosophy and Beliefs’,
Twentieth Century 157 (1955), is a conversation with Anthony Quinton,
Stuart Hampshire and Iris Murdoch; ‘An Introduction to Philosophy’ is
an interview with Bryan Magee in Men of Ideas (London, 1978); and ‘Is a
Philosophy of History Possible?’ is a discussion with others in Yirmiahu
Yovel (ed.), Philosophy of History and Action (Dordrecht/Boston/London
and Jerusalem, 1978). For other reviews and smaller pieces, see the
bibliography already cited.
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

in Peter Laslett and W. G. Runciman (eds), Philosophy, Politics
and Society, 2nd Series (Oxford, 1962: Blackwell). Apart from
necessary corrections and the addition of missing references, the
essays appear here essentially in their original form.

I am greatly indebted to Bernard Williams, who not only wrote
the introduction to this volume, but also played a crucial role in
persuading Berlin that these philosophical essays were well worth
reprinting. Without his support this volume would not have
appeared. Berlin himself was unfailingly courteous, good-hum-
oured and informative in response both to my persistent general
advocacy of the whole project, which he continued to regard with
considerable scepticism, especially in the case of the present
volume, and to my often over-meticulous probings into points of
detail. Pat Utechin, his secretary, was an indispensable source of
help and encouragement at all stages, and Kate McKenzie kindly
double-checked the proofs.

HENRY HARDY
May 1998
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Author’s Preface

Some of these articles were written more than a quarter of a century
ago, when I was teaching philosophy in Oxford; when Dr Henry
Hardy proposed to me that they should be included in a separate volume,
I démurred. Although I do not think that there is anything in them -
that I should now wish to withdraw or change radically (I could not
bring myself to re-read them), it seemed to me that they belonged too
much to their time and place — they were not untypical of the kind of
discussions and controversies, mainly about positivism, that went on in
Oxford in the years immediately before and after the war, but I thought
that they contained little or nothing worth resuscitating nearly thirty
years later. I felt similar doubts about the articles written in the years
that followed. Dr Hardy thought better of these pieces than I did, and
when I continued to be obdurate, he proposed that we should go to
arbitration and suggested that Professor Bernard Williams be appealed
to. Bernard Williams is an original philosopher and a just and candid
critic, and I therefore expected him to agree with me. When he said
that he favoured republication, I could not, of course, help being
pleased, and I accepted his verdict even though I wondered whether it
was not more generous than just. Dr Hardy pressed his advantage and
persuaded Professor Williams to back his judgement by writing an
introduction to the volume. For this act of what I can only describe as
heroic friendship I record my deep gratitude.

I have occasionally been asked what made me cease to teach philo-
sophy as it is taught in most English-speaking universities, and as I
believe it should be taught. The answer is best given by recording a
conversation I had with the late Professor H. M. Sheffer of Harvard,
whom I met there towards the end of the war when I was working at
the British Embassy in Washington. Sheffer, one of the most eminent
mathematical logicians of his day, said to me that in his opinion there
were only two philosophical disciplines in which one could hope for an
increase of permanent knowledge: one was logic, in which new dis-
coveries and techniques superseded the old ones — this was a field of
exact knowledge in which genuine progress occurred, as it did in the
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natural sciences or mathematics; the other was psychology, which he
thought of as being in some respects still philosophical — this was an
empirical study and obviously capable of steady development. And, of
course, there was the history of philosophy: but this was not part of
philosophy itself; as for logic and psychology, they differed from philo-
sophy proper, to which — unlike history or classical learning — the notion
of growth, of cumulative knowledge, did not seem to him to apply.
“T'o speak of a man learned in epistemology, or a scholar in ethics,’
he said, ‘does not make sense; it is not that kind of study.” He went
on to say that philosophy was a marvellous province of thought, but it
had not been helped, in his view, indeed had been gravely damaged, by
what logical positivists, influenced by symbolic logicians like himself,
were now doing; the kind of work that ‘Carnap and Co.” (as he called
them) were engaged upon repelled him — it would ruin real philosophy
as he and his master Royce conceived it: ‘If any work of mine has done
anything to stimulate this development, I had rather not have been born.
Although I did not, and do not, agree with Sheffer’s sweeping condem-
nation of the value and influence of logical positivism, or the rigid
division he drew, repudiating his own earlier views, between logic and
philosophy, his words made a profound impression upon me. In the
months that followed, I asked myself whether I wished to devote the
rest of my life to a study, however fascinating and important in itself,
which, transforming as its achievements undoubtedly were, would not,
any more than criticism or poetry, add to the store of positive human
knowledge. I gradually came to the conclusion that I should prefer a
field in which one could hope to know more at the end of one’s life than
when one had begun; and so I left philosophy for the field of the history
of ideas, which had for many years been of absorbing interest to me.
My reason for telling this story is mainly historical, because of the
light it throws on the conception of philosophy held towards the end of
his life by one of the fathers of modern logic, about whose general views
little or nothing, so far as I know, has been published; and also because
somewhat inaccurate accounts of this conversation have been in circu-
lation, one of which has recently found its way into print — and I
thought it as well to set the record straight.
ISAIAH BERLIN

February 1978
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INTRODUCTION

This unacceptably idealist equivalence, as Berlin detects it to be,
gets no better (as the positivists hoped) if categorical truths about
reality are treated as equivalent to hypothetical truths about us (or
about other possible observers). This was the manoeuvre of pheno-
menalism, which was par excellence the positivist theory of the external
world. Phenomenalism tried to analyse all statements about the material
world into statements about actual or possible experiences. Statements
about observed objects were, under analysis, at least partly categorical:
they recorded the actual observations. Statements about unobserved
objects, on the other hand, were, when analysed, entirely hypothetical.
But this conjunction of claims, as Berlin points out, cannot possibly be
correct: the difference between what happens to be observed and what
remains unobserved cannot possibly issue in a difference of logical
form.

So, more generally, when Berlin takes up the question of a proposi-
tion’s referring to an object presently unobserved, his line of argument
can be seen as striking at the mixture of epistemology and logic which
has marked the empiricist tradition. (The eventual consequences of re-
jecting the empiricist’s epistemological notions of reference are radical,
and are at the present time a major preoccupation of the philosophy of
language.) One further thing that particularly comes across from
Berlin’s opposition to verificationism is a powerful sense (not shared
by all philosophers) of the reality of the past, something which his
metaphysical opinions join the whole body of his work in affirming.

Berlin did not accept positivism’s view of meaning and knowledge,
nor — above all— its view of philosophy itself as having the modest roles,
up to its final retirement, of secretary to science and obituarist of
metaphysics. His historical sense made him sceptical even of the more
generous conception of philosophy held by post-positivist linguistic
philosophy, which gave it the open-ended task of carefully and imagina-
tively charting the uses and implications of ordinary language, and
diagnosing in those terms the origins of philosophical perplexity.
Berlin claims, in “The Purpose of Philosophy’ and again in ‘Does
Political Theory Still Exist?’, a larger task for it, in terms of an account,
more perhaps in the spirit of Collingwood than of any analytical philo-
sopher, of various models or presuppositions which men have brought
to their experience, and which have helped, indeed, to form that
experience. The understanding of these models, and the self-
understanding of our own, are offered as one task of philosophy, and
they imply others: for if the story of these various models gives a
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correct account of the constitution of human experience in different
eras and cultural situations, then there are genuine questions about
the objectivity of what is, at any given time or place, regarded as
knowledge. The questions are not new, and have been explicit and
pressing since (at the latest) Hegel. Linguistic philosophy had not
much to say about questions of that sort and turned to other things;
but the questions did not go away, or even change very much while
neglected.

They can be pressed, in fact, even against natural science. Berlin
has not himself done so, and indeed the one thing in these two essays
that bears something of a positivist stamp is the account of science
implied by his division between questions that are determinately
answerable and those that are not, and the division, again, of the
answerable questions into the empirical and the formal. But the
activity of paradigms and models which Berlin invokes outside these
domesticated areas can be detected in the development of natural
science itself, as many present philosophers of science insist. Some of
these philosophers, significantly, are committed to believing about
scientific theories that they cannot properly be understood except in
terms of their history — something which Berlin himself believes about
anything that he finds really interesting.

Berlin himself has applied his concern with the role of models and
presuppositions rather to the human sciences, insisting also, in “The
Concept of Scientific History’ and elsewhere, on the peculiarity of
those sciences in having a subject-matter which is of the same nature
as the investigator. This feature of them, in Berlin’s view, both permits
and requires from the investigator a special insightful kind of under-
standing, not applicable to any other kind of subject-matter. This is
of course the capacity which he salutes in those — Vico and Herder
first among them — who have insisted that past ages, remote cultures,
saw the world through different eyes from us and that an effort of
identification is needed if their view is to be in any way recaptured.
It is also a capacity which Berlin himself notably displays. It applies
not only to understanding across time, but also to the very different
outlooks, structures of understanding and preconception, which differ-
ent kinds of thinkers can bring to the world in the same period.

These various structures or models, whether across time or con-
temporary, inevitably raise problems of relativism: whether there is
any basis on which one such view can be seen as better, more adequate,
in any absolute sense, than another. Berlin offers, so far as I know,
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INTRODUCTION

no general theoretical critique of relativism, but he is certainly resistant
to it — and he has a special reason to be so, in so far as his ownaccount
of human action and its intelligibility itself implies the falsehood
of some ideologies and models of life which have been influential in the
past and still remain so. In ‘“From Hope and Fear Set Free”’ Berlin
examines metaphysical questionsabout human freedom (questions which
come before those issues of social and political freedom which he has
discussed elsewhere), in connection with a very interesting and searching
question, whether knowledge always liberates. He wants to stress the
vast effect there would be on ordinary notions of action, purpose,
praise, blame, regret, and so forth, if we really believed in a deterministic
theory to the effect that our actions are the strict causal product of
earlier states of affairs, stretching indefinitely back. The ‘reconciling’
hypothesis of self-determination, that we are free if among the causes
of our action is our own choice, even though that choice itself be caused,
Berlin joins Epicurus in finding not good enough, a form of ‘semi-
slavery’. Berlin does not himself argue directly against determinism,
nor is his denial of the reconciling strategy, his insistence that the
conceptual and moral costs of believing in determinism would be
enormous, intended as an argument iz ferrorem against accepting
determinism. But the principle of self-determination he sees as definitely
mistaken, and the images of liberation that go with it, to that extent
flawed: absolutely flawed, not merely relatively to another set of
presuppositions. Indeed one suspects that he not only hopes but believes
that determinism is false, and that the whole loaf of anti-determinist
freedom which the libertarian craves is actually available.

In the account that he gives of philosophy, more than one sort of
question is excluded from the realm of the determinately answerable.
Among them are questions of value; and the fact that they should be
so excluded, and that they should be, in that context, partly assimilated
to questions of philosophy, are both facts characteristic of Berlin’s
outlook. That questions of value should be partly assimilated to
questions of philosophy reminds us of the broad scope that Berlin gives
philosophy. It also warns us that the reason why value questions are
in his view ultimately contestable is not that they are ‘subjective’, or
that their answers are merely expressions of opposed attitudes. Indeed,
to read Berlin’s discussions of .conflicts between values in the context
of a debate about subjectivism is to mislocate them and to miss their
special force. The debate about subjectivism is characteristically con-
cerned with conflicts of values between persons or societies (‘Who is
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