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correspondence. They are late discoveries, and would probably have been
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convenience of readers.
T O D I A N A CO O P E R

15 November 1946 [manuscript]

New College

Dearest Diana,
Like everyone else I seethe with frustrated indignation – frustrated because there is no one in particular I can vent it on. Personal
feelings apart, it seems to me idiotic that precisely at a moment
when the General is returning & no one here has any real links
with him, this change shd be made. No doubt there is some
splendour in leaving at a moment of apogee, with nothing but
golden opinions falling in a golden shower on one’s head – with
not a cross word from any party or interest or person, and you can
continue to live an enchanted life at Chantilly, still it is a lunatic act
on the part of the Foreign Office – I know nothing of the facts, no
doubt one mustn’t jump to unsupported conclusions – but prima
facie it does seem queerly irresponsible. I have become a remote &
ineffectual don & should have views. Like Sir J. Simon, I am
inclined to say that my blood literally boils. It will cool a little if &
when due recognition occurs. I have no animus against Sir O. Harvey – he is a nice, gentle, inoffensive high minded liberal with a
Chinese expression – & all I remember of him in Washington is
that he addressed an American official called Dr Berle, an enemy
to England & the head of the State Department’s Secret Service –
under the impression that he was talking to me. A really absurd
cross purpose talk occurred – you will agree nothing is ever
funnier – on the lines of “I have often read your telegrams, you
know”. Dr Berle who suspected as much went green & said
1
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“really?” – ‘oh I am not in the American Department, of course,
but they come round, you know, they come round’ etc. & finally
turned to his other neighbour & said “What an intelligent man Mr
Berlin seems to be”. Consternation. Explanations. Frightful
embarrassment. My name always lands me in things of that kind. I
have at last obtained my lunch with Mr Churchill who was very
genial & sang musical hall songs after lunch: he spoke with some
warmth about Lord Halifax & indicated certain weak spots – I
long to repeat the magnificent turn on all this when I see you –
when oh when will that be? – when in a mild fit of loyalty I said
‘but hasn’t Lord H. always led a rather sheltered life?’ he said ‘don’t
you be too sure about that’ & enlarged on this too in sweeping
strokes. I have just returned from Ditchley where there were: The
Straights, Joe Alsop, Judy M. & some Americans. I don’t believe
that our plot is going too well: so at least the new Mrs T. whispered in a tense manner: yet they seemed to me getting on like
houses on fire. Joe’s newspaper articles of 1946, much blown upon
at the time, have become the official policy of the United States: &
he is justifiably pleased. I really like him very much: he was piqued
at being told by Judy that he talked more than I do: apart from that
all went off without a hitch. Ronnie is deliciously happy: &
Marietta is sweet & good. But I cannot see her getting off with
Ronnie’s friends in Society: & I am not clear what the effect of
that will be. Judy was charming: gay, very amusing, full of irony &
very very quick. I wish Joe wd act for his own & the general good.
Victor too I saw, & he is conspicuously happier than ever before:
Tess is very sweet & gentle & nice to one, but embarrasses me as
some high minded Wykehamists do: the air loses oxygen, breathing becomes difficult, the forces of life ebb, & loquacious as I am,
the words cleave to my mouth. In short I have an idea that she is
perhaps, dare I say it, a prig: tremulous, sensitive, lovelorn, devoted, anxious, public spirited, and governessy, uneasy, tortured & a
prig. Terribly in love, in a sense very happy, terrified of Barbara,
passionately anxious for Victor’s friends no longer communicate
with her, filled with rumours of what Barbara says of her (I don’t
doubt it is unrepeatable) & in some queer way devitalizing, not in
relation to Victor, who is obviously unpersecuted & at peace, at
least relatively, but vis a vis me for example. Perhaps I am no good
with the insecure or the over-sensitive. I like her well enough to
have a sort of abstract respect for her donnish qualities: but I am
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uncosy with her. I wish it weren’t so. Oxford is bleak & cold & not
itself yet – there is an atmosphere not of slow recovery but of a
breathing spell between two crises. It is very extraordinary about
Dr Dalton: ‘they have shot our fox’ said a Conservative M.P., I feel
genuinely terrified of Sir S. Cripps’s ruthless honesty & tenacity of
purpose, & think with wild longing about Italy & France, Paris and
Rome and Chantilly from which I feel fatally divided by the cold
dank grey mist which is much older than the College rooms it sits
on & has long killed any possible enchantments of the Middle
Ages or anything else. And I hear Evelyn W. has written a book on
corpses. But when does J. Julius come? & when shall I see you?
My love
Isaiah.
T O D I A N A CO O P E R

21 January 1947 [manuscript]

New College
Dear Diana,
And now I am in bed with ’flu, and it could not be more
melancholy. Yesterday I had to decline Lady C.’s summons
because I had to lecture at 12 – far too many people come, not a
word do they understand, but lecture rooms tend to be warmer
than their sordid unheated lodgings – they are reduced to the
condition of the emaciated haggard students in Dostoyevsky or V.
Hugo – the kind that have burning eyes & buy rusty pistols for
political assassination – only ours aren’t very spirited. I am sure
John Julius is better off in Strasbourg at the moment. Any joke any
lecturer makes is wildly well received, so that I kept mine in fits of
easily purchased laughter & felt deeply ashamed afterwards for
currying favour at the expense of the dignity of the subject. After
that God, quite rightly I must add, punished me by shooting
sciatica into my shoulder & some unknown virus into the rest of
my system. But if by some strange luck I were to visit – on Friday
for example, wd you be there, in London I mean, could I visit you
in the Dorchester at tea time? it may alas not be possible but I
shall swallow a much larger quantity of much stronger drugs if it is.
The thought of Paris is infinitely remote in this very H. G. Wellsy
atmosphere – the procession of dull shiny reputable remorselessly
boring remorselessly information-avid faces thoroughly well adap3
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ted to modern life, with spare parts & contractable frames, not
hard nor soft but like something out of plastic not exactly bogus,
not exactly genuine good dependable bakelite with not a spark nor
a glimmer anywhere. Oh dear I cd go on like this too long. If
Friday is no good don’t, I pray you, trouble to answer. I shall
probably continue ill – All my love & to L. de V.
Yours
Isaiah.
Your Xmas card was very like my colleagues: Particularly the
Ovistiti, proprement dit.
T O H U M P H RE Y S U M N E R

14 March 1950

New College
Dear Mr Warden,
When I returned in the spring of 1946 from my wartime post in
Washington, you were good enough to ask me whether I had any
thought of working in the field of Russian history, and I remember
saying that my interest had indeed been turning in that direction
from philosophical studies, and that I had intimated as much to
my colleagues at New College, as early as 1944. As, however, the
pressure of teaching was exceptionally heavy during the post-war
influx of undergraduates, I felt obliged to put off consideration of
any such change until the crisis was over. During the succeeding
three years we spoke once or twice about a plan, to which I was
increasingly attracted, whereby I should devote a greater part of
my time to the study of certain selected aspects of nineteenthcentury Russian history. In 1948 I accepted an invitation to go to
Harvard University in 1949 to lecture on the social and intellectual
antecedents of the Russian Revolution, and in the course of 1948–
9 articles by me dealing with various aspects of this subject were
published in the Slavonic Review, the American Historical Review and
other periodicals, principally in the United States. The six months
during which I lectured and held classes on this topic at Harvard (I
had conducted a class on it in the previous year for the Modern
Languages Faculty at Oxford) served to make it clear to me that a
definite shift in my interest had occurred, and that although I
continued to be much interested in modern philosophy (on which
4
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I went on writing and lecturing), I should prefer to undertake as
my main task a specific study in the field of Russian history in the
nineteenth century.
As I began to accumulate material for my lectures and classes
on the history of radical movements in Russia prior to 1917, I
realised how little systematic work, even in the form of isolated
monographs, had been done in this field, either in Russia or
beyond it. The Russian Revolution is probably the most important
event of the twentieth century, yet the amount of serious work
accomplished in any country to analyse its causes and examine its
antecedents and roots in the past, even in the most general
fashion, is remarkably small. I had for many years taken a good
deal of interest in the history of ideas in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, and in particular acquired a certain degree of
acquaintance with Marxist thought and practice in the course of
the research made necessary by writing a volume on Karl Marx in
the Home University Library, before the war. While looking for
information on the influence of Marxism, by attraction and
repulsion, on Russian thought and practice, I found that
surprisingly little had been done even in the Soviet Union and in
Soviet terms to describe, let alone account for, this phenomenon.
It seems to me, therefore, that what needs writing is the history of
the major developments, social, political and intellectual, which led
to the outbreak of the Revolution of 1917. It appeared to me that
in order not to go back too far into the past, the proper beginning
of such a study should lie in the social and intellectual ferment of
the 1830s and 1840s; and after studying the material of which there
is far more in the great libraries of the United States than, e.g., in
the British Museum or the Bodleian, I came to the conclusion that
I should like in particular to attempt a history of Russian radical
thought against a background, and indeed foreground, of the
social, economic and political facts with which it is, perhaps, more
closely bound up than in other countries.
My present plan is this: to devote the first volume of such a
study to the life, doctrines and circumstances of the great critic
Vissarion Belinsky, who is one of the central, and in some respects
the most commanding, figure in the early period of the various
movements which culminated in the Revolution. There is no work
on his thought and influence in any non-Russian language, and
indeed nothing authoritative in Russian since the standard life
5
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written in conditions of political control in the 1870s. The book I
contemplate would be a full-length study embodying, so far as
possible, everything of importance that later scholarship has made
and is making known about the man, his environment, the circle of
his friends, and the crucial effect which his views had upon
Russian – and indirectly European – writing and thought. Further
volumes of this study would deal with the conservatives, liberals
and radicals of the 1840s, 1850s, 1850s and 1860s, the
revolutionaries and their enemies of the 1870s, and the Marxists
and Populists of the 1880s and 1890s, culminating in the
Revolution of 1905. The last volume would, perhaps, deal with the
lull before the final storm of 1917. I should like to make clear the
fact that I do not propose to confine myself to the history and
analysis of ideas and movements, but to treat in considerable
factual detail the concrete social, political and economic changes
with which they are interwoven. Nevertheless my main emphasis
would rest upon the development of social and political
movements and doctrines – and the activities of the most
important individuals concerned with them – rather than upon
social and economic history as such.
At present I do not look beyond 1917 – indeed, even this
programme seems to me ambitious enough. I should have no
difficulty in finding a suitable publisher for the four or five fullscale volumes of such a study, since I have had offers from more
than one firm prepared to undertake a long-term project of this
kind.
It is clear to me that I cannot undertake such work if I continue
to teach as full-time tutor at New College, with the requirement of
devoting, apart from University lectures and classes, a minimum of
fifteen hours a week to giving instruction in a subject unrelated to
the topic of my research. It is for this reason that I venture to
apply to my old College for a Research Fellowship which would
make it possible for me to realise the scheme outlined above. For,
without the degree of leisure and financial assistance with which a
Fellowship of this type would provide me, I could scarcely hope to
achieve more than small fragments of the complete design. On
these grounds I beg to make a formal application for an
appointment which would enable me to pursue the programme of
research and publication in the field of Russian history (and the
history of European ideas)* outlined above.
6
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Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
* See Appendix 2 (a).
A P PE N D I X

There are certain further considerations which I feel obliged to
place before yourself and the College.
1. Should my proposal commend itself to the College, I should
have to make some provision for obtaining access to Russian
material not available in this country or elsewhere in Western
Europe. Since the archives of even the Prague – let alone the
Moscow and Leningrad – libraries are not likely to be accessible to
Western scholars within the easily foreseeable future, they cannot
but turn to the very rich collections of the United States –
contained principally in the Library of Congress in Washington,
and also at Harvard, Yale and California. When I was at Harvard in
1949 I received an invitation, subsequently confirmed, to visit that
university at regular intervals in order to lecture and give
instruction on the history of Russian social movements in their
relation to the West. This proposal attracted me because, apart
from the stimulation afforded to any researcher by the opportunity
of discussing the subject with adequately qualified students and
colleagues (of whom there are many more in the United States
than in England), this arrangement could also provide me with the
dollar funds which would at once enable me to work in United
States libraries, and adequately supplement the emolument
provided by a Research Fellowship – should the College be
disposed to grant one – which, I assume, would be substantially
smaller than the stipend I at present receive from New College. I
should not wish to go to Harvard every year, but perhaps once in
two, and occasionally once in three, years. This appears to me to
be an almost essential condition for the success of the plan I have
outlined, since the Russian collections in the British Museum and
the Bibliothèque Nationale, and that in Helsinki, suffer,
particularly since the war, from gaps in essential material, and I see
no other reliable possibility of obtaining adequate dollar funds. An
arrangement with Harvard would also enable me to collaborate in
a large project for the translation of Russian texts and documents
of the nineteenth century in which, when I was there in 1949, it
7

S U PP LE M E N T A RY L E T T E R S 19 46– 196 0

seemed possible for me to participate with eminent scholars in the
field of Russian studies. If this part of my plan is approved I
should normally expect to spend a minimum of four and a
maximum of five terms out of every six in Oxford; at times I
might miss a Harvard year altogether and remain in Oxford for
seven or eight terms out of nine.
2. I must also make clear that I have certain commitments to
publishers which I should wish to fit in with the general scheme
outlined above. I have undertaken to write:
(a) a volume in the Oxford History of Europe (to be published
by the Oxford University Press) to be entitled The History of Ideas in
Europe 1789–1870. The editors of this series have invited me to
carry the account to the present day, but if my main project is
approved by the College, I should not wish to do this, as it would
delay the Russian volumes too greatly.
(b) a volume in a new (Penguin) series dealing with the
doctrines of major European philosophers, to be devoted to
Bishop Berkeley. This should not take long, perhaps the long
vacation of 1952.
Of these (a) would blend quite happily with my main subject of
study and indeed would complement it in, I hope, a fruitful
manner; while (b) is in process of being written and would not
seriously interfere with it.
If my general scheme is approved I should hope to complete
the first volume of the Russian series, i.e. that dealing with
Belinsky and his times (approx. 1830–48), by the summer of 1953;
although it may take a little longer, depending upon the
accessibility of Russian material, and the general physical
conditions of work at Oxford. The basic outline of this book is
contained in the notes which provided the substance of my
Harvard lectures, but these will of course need amplification and a
great deal of additional detailed research.
3. I should not like, if these proposals meet with approval,
wholly to cease from teaching, and still less from lecturing, in the
University. I should wish, if my application is accepted, to be
permitted to continue to teach philosophy to four or five pupils in
New College, as this is a subject in which I continue to feel interest
– and thus to remain a Lecturer of New College; and also to
lecture in the University on such subjects within my ken as may be
considered useful by the Sub-Faculties to which I belong, as well
8
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as on my chosen field in Russian history. For I should wish to
continue to participate as fully as is compatible with my main task
of research in the general life of the University.
Isaiah Berlin
T O D I A N A CO O P E R

1 June 1950

New College

Dearest Diana,
Better to be understood than more intimate and not read;
consequently, I dictate. Poor Jimmy Smith, with whom I spent a
weekend together with John Julius at Beccles, who complained
that he did not enjoy himself at all because he did not understand a
word that had been said although God knew all the other guests
said enough and in very loud voices. The other guests were the
Hoffs, John Foster, Joe Alsop and Juliet Duff and me, so that you
can imagine that in fact there was a good deal of talk and appalling
and enjoyable singing till 3 a.m. ( John Julius can report to you).
To resume: The Elba plans look very gloomy. The villa offered
us by Dottore Ferretti is at once primitive and expensive, so all
hope now is concentrated on the village of Lerici. I did have a wild
glimpse of hope scotched by a charming postcard from your friend
Miss Jenny Nicholson, who said she would be occupying her own
villa in September and offering to find other accommodation, then
when I explained the poverty, more of my friends than of myself
(as dons go I am not rich, but not poor), another postcard extinguished our hopes by saying how expensive Portofino was. So
what we hope for is that dear Miss Willis, an ex-headmistress with
a 1910 attitude to Italians, will find us something as she promises
to do near the Hotel Shelley e les Palmes, in the village off which
the poet was drowned. None of us four dons is at all like Shelley;
Mr. Dick even less than I, if you see what I mean. If Lerici fails I
don’t know what happens, Corsica I expect or Brighton. Connect,
connect, says Mr E. M. Forster in all his novels; I shall do my best
to connect with you in September if you are anywhere in Italy. The
prospect looks grey at the moment.
Israel was splendid. The President is not enormously affable
about his government, nor they about him; Mrs President snubs
them fairly openly, and is a little like an Anglo-Indian lady who
9
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prefers to have as little to do with the natives as possible (for
goodness’s sake do not repeat this or I shall get into grave trouble
all round), but the political pattern is very like what would have
happened in Russia if Lenin had not arrived upon the scene, and
upset things; the same naive and touching political theorising;
enormous inefficiency; everybody very nice to everybody; no
corruption at all, but nothing done unless you know the Minister
personally and there are 75,000 persons who know not only the
Minister but his aunts in Odessa, and sister-in-law in Cleveland,
Ohio etc.; laws somewhat lax, nobody punished much as it is
assumed that nobody means any harm, and all their records in the
war have been very good, and you cannot punish people for killing
other people with their cars as after all they are decent good
people, hurrying to their wives so as to be in time for the Sabbath
evening meal, and it was a genuine accident which might have
happened to anybody. I found it charming, and particularly the
domestic atmosphere in which anybody may be offered any job,
and things can only be done not by graft but by persuasion, as for
example in Oxford; a system I understand.
There is one business item: there is a man there called George
Weidenfeld who edits Contact with Nigel Nicolson etc., who is for
the moment a very amiable and competent Viennese factotum of
the President (Raimund and Liz are friends of his), who is engaged
in promoting a Festival in 1951, I imagine for a lesser and at [a]
different season from our big British one. The official reason for it
is some grave scientific conference about ‘The Battle with the
Desert’, to which various rural scientists, agronomes, agrosophers,
agrologists etc., hydrologists, hydrologers and hydronomes etc, will
be invited. But to deck this out a little there is to be a series of
concerts by the Palestine Orchestra, Koussevitsky, performances
of plays by their two famous theatres etc., and they wish to make a
success of that particularly. The secretary of it is the duly virtuous
Edwin Samuel, son of Herb, who is a naive good man, although
Weizmann thinks he is a sinister money-grubber. Be his character
what it may, he is an honourable, and so lends some respectability
to his partner Mr Evzerov, who I think made a fortune by selling
charms and talismans in Siberia enabling ladies to have children of
whatever sex they desired. Given that half these women would
have children anyhow, or even a third, and that half of these
children also will be male or female, if you sell your talisman for
10
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£1 and it costs less than 5/- to make, you cannot fail to make a
profit. Thus enriched he came to the Holy Land and set up as a
promoter and is very successful. He is to sell debentures in the
Festival. Edwin Samuel thought that the purpose of it ought to be
explained to the investors before they bought the debentures; ‘No’,
said Mr. Evzerov, ‘I do not do so. First to sell, then to explain.
That is my principle.’ But this is an aside. The point is, will you like
to help them promote their cultural activities and be an adviser, for
I presume some rich reward, and in any case go and have a look at
the field of operations when the weather is not too hot in June or
September or October, or even be interviewed in Paris by the very
personable, agreeably ironical Weidenfeld? I think you will probably find it genuinely entertaining, and they are all very sweet and
worth helping. Anyhow if you would even consent to discuss it, I
could telephone and tell them. They sent me a cable weeks ago
asking if I would approach you, but I have been regrettably remiss
about this.
Staying with the President was living in a land-locked lamasery
with much worship but no contact. He was invited to change his
name as all his Ministers have done to some heroic Biblical Ben
David, or Ben Saul, or Ben Jephtha, but declined on the ground
that he had something to lose by this, which did not make him
more popular. He asked his Foreign Minister what being the Prime
Minister [sc. President] entailed and was told it was a kind of
symbol; he asked how one symbolised, and was told that if he did
not like the job they could always abolish the post. How
monstrous they are, how ungrateful. They are all very small-scale
but very appealing and full of childish imagination. The En Geb
music festival in a large unpainted hut on the shores of the Sea of
Galilee in which the pianist is expected to play to the bourgeoisie
from nine to eleven p.m. and the colony with explanations of
when Chopin was born etc. from 11 to 3 a.m. is just what I like. I
wish I could see you, and tell you how odd and un-twentieth
century and comical and touching all this is.
I must stop, I must stop, and go and mind your son and be his
moral tutor.
Yours ever,
Isaiah.
‹Next time I write in MS: this is too orderly & frigid.›
11
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T O LE O N A RD S C H A P I R O

12 August 1950 [manuscript]
Grand Hotel, Vevey, Vaud, Suisse.
Dear Leonard,
[…] I must begin by sincerely and warmly congratulating you
on having achieved a genuine addition to knowledge; & one which
I have not seen remotely recorded anywhere else, since all other
meticulous & scholarly work on 1917 is done either from a self
justifying (Miliukovo-Kerenskian) point of view, or, at best, from
Trotskyist or Leninist anti-Stalin zeal. Whereas you are most
scrupulously impartial – if you show any ‘tendency’ at all it is to be
too indulgent to Trotsky whose consistency & brilliance obviously
stand out in contrast to the zig zags, muddle & second rateness of
all the others on the one hand, & the almost cynical utilitarianism
– dare one say it opportunism – of Ilyich himself. How differently
Carr’s coming oeuvre will read! & what a nuisance it will be to look
at the reviews which praise him for exact & unbending scholarship. But to work! Only once more I shd like to say what a solid &
valuable piece of detailed research this is, & how good the
bibliography: I fear you might easily have got a doctorate in
Oxford for the 4 chaps & 4 more in Harvard, Princeton, Yale,
Columbia or each of these in turn. But soyons sérieux. I remember
your caveat about small criticisms being timely now, & larger
suggestions in November. I cd not sort them out. Here is the
farrago.
1. Are you meditating a preface? it cd be v. useful for the reader if
you tied your chapters, each of which can stand on its feet as a
treatise on its particular topic, by saying how these streams fed
opportunism in the post-1918 years. I shd advocate – but this is
only a random suggestion that you begin by giving a v. rapid coup
d’oeil of a crucial moment – sometime in the twenties – say during
the chute of Trotsky or before the fatal Party Conference at which
Stalin so coolly read out Lenin’s will, or some such moment,
classified the oppositional elements, & then promised to take the
reader back to the mountain streams of 1917 which fed these
rivers. Otherwise there is not enough connection between the
chapters, too few links, each story starts ab ovo. And do you intend
to print the footnotes & references at the back or at the foot of the
12
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page? I am a passionate advocate of the latter: looking up is a
nuisance, & little numbers break up the print anyway: or else no
numbers at all, & an appendix with reference to pages, but not to
lines, which prop up the text: a kind of Quellen Kapital. This is
what I mean by mingling trivialities with serious points.
2. Perhaps this is too much outside the scope of what, after all, is a
specialist monograph, but wd not chap I profit by a kind of map
of where everybody was in 1917: or at least where they began by
being: you let quite a lot of this emerge in the text, but it wd be
admirable, & no one has done, to have at least the left wing
parties – from Kerensky leftwards – arranged in some sort of
pattern: say by analysing the tendencies in the Central Soviet:
Trudovius[?], S.Rs of the Right, of the Centre, of the Left; S.D.s
who were on speaking terms with the Kadets, & S.D.s who were
not; benevolent Fabians of the Prokopovich–Karpovich–right
wing Bundist (Leshchinsky) sort; Revolutionary icons like Kropotkin, Vera Figner, Breshkovskaya, etc. Plekhanov & Zasulich; silly
pacific SRs like Avksentiev & Zenzinov, & terrifying ones like
Savinkov & Rutenberg; etc. etc. Is this too impressionistic for your
rightly more precise technique? it will never be done except by
learned & earnest vulgarians like Wolfe who is a typical East side
ex-communist & not intelligent, or fastidious enough, nor as privy
to the atmosphere as even you or I […]
[Here a long list of specific points follows.]
As you see I’ve nothing to quarrel with in your story: but only
want occasional amplification or qualification. It seems to me
admirable, as I said: but I must now add that I know little about
this period: & have learnt most of it from you. I hope you can read
my writing & that this is all not too chaotic. […] I saw Prokopovich & Kuskova yesterday. Most, most moving. And the stories
about Vera Figner – the horror even now at her extremism –
wonderful.
yrs,
Shaya
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T O JO H N S PA R RO W

1

2 May 1952

All Souls
Dear Mr Warden,
I understand that I am required to present a biennial report of
the research work done by me in terms of the undertaking which I
gave when appointed to the Research Fellowship which I hold at
present, and this I should like to submit. I was appointed in the
summer of 1950 and since that date have accumulated material for
both sides of the work upon which I am engaged:
(a) The Antecedents of the Russian Revolution;
(b) The History of European Thought from 1789 to 1870.
In connection with the first of these, I have gathered material
for and drafted some three chapters of the first volume which is to
deal with the Russian Radicals, in particular Belinsky during the
’30s and ’40s of the last century. I have prepared a first draft of
these chapters and have lectured on the subject at Harvard during
the last four months of 1951 (in accordance with the arrangements
explicitly proposed in my scheme of work submitted in 1950 to
Warden Sumner), and I have accumulated notes for the rest of the
first volume, which, of course, will need much expanding and
reinforcing, before the first draft of the entire volume is prepared.
With regard to the second field of study, I have prepared a
complete first draft of a book on political ideas between 1760 and
1830, some of which I delivered in the form of lectures, in the first
months of this year, at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania (an
institution kind enough to invite me to deliver lectures on the
Mary Flexner Foundation in 1952). I propose to occupy myself for
the rest of this year with the preparation of this material, which the
Oxford University Press is to publish as a book, it is to be hoped
some time next year. The title of it has not been finally decided
upon, but it is, in effect, to deal with some among the most
influential schools of political thought during the Romantic Age,
three of which – the views of the German Romantic philosophers,
of St Simon, and of De Maistre and Görres – have not, as far as I
A fair copy of this letter was prepared by All Souls and headed
‘College Report Made to Warden and Research Fellowships Committee
in accordance with By-Law IV, Clause 8’.
1
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know, been adequately dealt with by any English writer (or in the
English language), at any rate during this century. This book will
cover part of the same field as, and is in the nature of a preliminary
study for, the larger work on this subject which I have promised to
the Oxford Press as part of their European series, and will be
published under the joint auspices of the Oxford Press and the
Mary Flexner Foundation.
Besides the work on the Russian Radicals and on the political
ideas of the West, I have published a long essay in Oxford Slavonic
Papers on the sources of Tolstoy’s view of history in Russian and
Western European thought, which bears directly upon the
Westerner–Slavophil controversy in Russia in the 2nd and 3rd
quarters of the last century. This essay has stimulated some
discussion among Russian historians and I have devoted some
time to scholarly controversies connected with this topic.
I have also written, but not published, a separate study of the
views of de Maistre, which I may use as an introduction to a
selection of his works which I may perhaps edit for Messrs
Blackwell in their well known series of political classics, some time
next year; I have also published critical notices of various works in
the Slavonic Review, the Journal of Slavonic Studies etc., and contributed
articles on Russian topics in Italy and the United States, notably on
foreign affairs. In addition to this I have also performed my full
functions as University Lecturer in this university, by lecturing and
holding classes (one with Professor G. D. H. Cole), and had a
small number of pupils in New College according to the original
plan submitted by me to the College.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
T O JO H N S PA R RO W

25 December [1952; manuscript]
49 Hollycroft Avenue
My dear Warden,
This is a formal little note to you to say that after a highly
complex correspondence with Harvard & Princeton I shall have
written to them to say that I am ready to visit Harvard in 1953
(autumn) & Princeton Institute for Advanced Study (the Wood15
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wardeum) in the spring of 1954 & early summer; but that all this
[is] provisional as I must first obtain your permission (I do not
need the University’s). My desire to go back so soon – after four
terms of Oxford – is non-existent: in fact it is a bore & a nuisance
(why wd I not have used those terms to Warden Sumner? to
Henderson, yes.) but the Russian books are there: so are the chaps
to talk to: I shd like Belinsky & his circle (the title seems foolishly
esoteric & Beachcomberish) to be ready by say 1955 at the latest:
sooner or later I’d have to go to Harvard & the Lib[rary] of
Congress & New York Pub[lic] Lib[rary] to look at the stuff,
which has been damaged by bombs in the B.M.: better earlier than
later. The thing is that I go to U.S.A. regularly to supplement my
£750·0·0 p.a. & the practice is not utterly remote from this: God
knows I hate being away; I love living in All Souls; I hate any
uprooting; & do this, for once, purely in the interests of “getting
on with my work” to use the by now sacred formula of the dear
President of Corpus in re Dummett. But if you see objections wd
you be so very kind to let me know soon: for by Jan 15 or so
Harvard, at least, (Princeton can wait) ought to know: And six–
seven months seems to me the minimum for looking at all the
relevant books. Then not return to the U.S. for 3–4 years at least,
if then or ever.
yrs respectfully.
Isaiah.
PS What are the real reasons for going to America in September?
as opposed to the reasons?
1) Not money. I know that one of our colleagues will not believe this. But it means as little to me as to – as to yourself. And
anyway I spend it all there, almost. And I disliked my last visit to
those excellent people more than I enjoyed it.
2) What then? Answer: the connection. If one does Russian
history in any form it is the only place where there are facilities –
books, catalogues, persons. And I don’t want to have to cadge
dollars from Rockefeller or go on lecture tours like dear old ALR.
My Harvard liaison is a reasonably honest way of turning an
honest dollar. There is a kind of gentleman’s agreement (Burdon
Muller is very sharp on how much more binding that is than a
contract) about irregular visits between me & Harvard; if, because
I loathe the thought of going, I break it, I shall (a) feel awful (b) be
16
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cut off from my ‘stuff’. (I hope you have plenty of time & don’t
mind all this chat. It is a very exaggerated & misapplied method of
carrying on our “complete candour’ traditions). So I ought to go.
What other thoughts occur to me? I can’t deny that I wondered if
about 1954 there wd not be a vacancy for a Chair for which I shd
apply. That wd confine my movements across the ocean; but also,
to some degree remove the reason for them; I mean if I got it: & I
would not want to be in Oxford during the season of election. My
last absence was a great success, I thought. Is it improper for me
to say all this? yes, surely, in a way. And talking of Chairs: have you
any influence with Stuart Newton Hampshire? He may be applying
for the Cambridge Chair in Morals: & they might give it to him: I
would if I were they: & it really will make him unhappy &
disimprove (as Ian Little might write) his work: will he listen to
you or me on this? but only to Hart? & is not Hart just as goosey?
& what about our poor bruised, concussed, unhorsed old Knight?
But I am on dangerous ground. And have you had a dreadfully
embarrassed Xmas card from Quinton? – But I stop
IB
T O JO H N P LA M E N A T Z

Boxing Day [1952; transcript of missing (MS?) original]
49 Hollycroft Avenue, London NW3

Dear Plamenatz,
I have read about 50 pp. of your book on Marx etc., and with
deep interest. I quarrel with something literally almost on every
page: your generalisations are much bolder and more dogmatic
than Popper’s – your attacks sometimes, however valid, like
Joseph’s: like a professional philosopher’s: and don’t allow for the
de facto intelligibility of much that is stated in loose, obscure, and
maddeningly bogus language: however I could supply you with
details later. Of course I think this, like all you write, is worth
publishing; in this case, like Tolstoy, even if one thinks your
strictures too oversimplified, the questions you put are genuinely
‘fundamental’ and force one to rethink answers, half-nonsense
usually – which one has swallowed a long time ago and repeats
semi-mechanically. It is all wonderfully fresh, authentic, relevant,
and Emperor’s New Colthes’ish: But what I want to know is: what
am I to do? Do you wish me to write you a letter which you could
17
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send on to Longman’s, or what? I can either write you a general
letter of 2–3 small pages like these, or a list of major points and
reflections thereon (I am now determined to read it all, I think it
reads so well and so spontaneously, without the usual Marxological
patina) – please tell me.
IB
PS The Russian bits seem to me at once oversimple in part, and
splendidly clear, and in parts genuinely devastating. Of course it
ought to be published: I could make one or two suggestions about
revisions here or there.
T O H E RB E RT B U T T E R F I E L D

15 May 1953 [manuscript]

All Souls
Dear Butterfield
I owe you several apologies, I really do. Firstly I said to you, as I
expect & hope you do not remember, when I first met you last
year, that I was going to submit my L.S.E. Auguste Comte Lecture
for your comments before I delivered it – since I was going to say
something in it about what I understood of your views on moral
judgments made by historians. And so I would have done if I had
had a text before I delivered my lecture. But although I collected a
number of disjected fragments, I had, of course, no continuous
narrative when I spoke on the 12th before a much too distinguished
audience. So there was nothing to send to you; I did make some
references to your views: & Oakeshott who presided over me, said
to me afterwards that he thought I had not got them right, or at
least quite right; & it may well be so, & I may have traduced you
terribly. In that connection, besides pleading guilt, I shd like to
make amends by sending you the MS. of my lecture before
publication (it is still in a dreadful mess: & I half talked & half read
& it all seemed to me a terrible fiasco, but it is over & that is,
thank God, that) since I am most profoundly anxious not to
attribute to you any view which you haven’t stated in your essays
which I genuinely much admire, even though I disagree with at
least two doctrines which I think I culled from them. If I did
misrepresent you in any degree (it was only a few sentences) I am
18
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sorry for it: but my words will not be remembered by anyone for
long: so there is perhaps no need to worry overmuch about that.
That is one thing. The other is that I read in the Manchester
Guardian of the 13th, to my great horror, that I had “opposed …
three classes of determinists – teliologists (sic) metaphysicians and
scientists – plus Professor Butterfield who severally think that
history proceeds along inevitable lines and that therefore no
historical judgment is possible’. Whatever I may have done, I
certainly did not either believe you to be, or describe you as a
determinist of any kind: & the M.G. account is a travesty: & I am
almost inclined (& at a word from you wd immediately set myself)
to write & testify that you are not, or at least that I do not consider
you, or ever described you as being, an adherent of historical
determinism. I spoke only of your view of historical moralizing: &
if I was wrong, it was not in the ways implied by the M.G.
reporter.
Still, I am the accidental cause of a misrepresentation: I cannot
feel altogether guiltless: so I grovel to you again. Will you forgive
me? & allow me to send you a typescript of my lecture before
publication? or wd you rather not be so imposed upon?
Yours sincerely
Isaiah Berlin
T O H E RB E RT B U T T E R F I E L D

18 August ‹1st Sept.› 1953

Hollycroft Avenue
Dear Professor Butterfield,
I feel dreadfully guilty about not replying to your most
interesting and delightful letter, which it was very good of you to
write. I delayed doing so largely because I wanted to finish the text
of the lecture which was the occasion for it, and send it to you to
look at – by which time alone I thought I would know my own
mind about the issues which you raised. But of course I don’t,
even now; I do enclose a copy of the lecture before publication, in
case I have said something untrue and unfair about your views, in
which case I should be grateful if you would tell me; and I shall try
to amend it duly. But the lecture is dreadfully long, and I fear very
verbose. Perhaps you would rather not read it: I should not, in
your place, have either the time or inclination to do such a thing; it
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is no service to anyone one likes and respects, whose time is
limited, to deposit a sudden burden of this kind on his shoulders.
So if I don’t hear from you, within say a week or so, to the effect
that you think something imperatively demands to be changed,
even without saying what it is (in this, your first warning signal), I
shall send it to the LSE, wash my hands of it and, with a sinking
feeling, depart for Harvard (I sail on 10 September). Please forgive
me for putting upon you so.
I am most grateful to you also for sending me your last book, 2
which I read with interest and admiration. I wish my lecture had
half its elegance or its feeling or its enviable moderation of tone. I
am not a good writer and am an over-vehement and careless talker,
and you are neither. But regarding the main issues I think that you
are right – that we do start from positions which are not in the end
reconcilable at all. You believe that it is arrogant and ignorant and
dangerous to condemn, denounce, and fight campaigns on moral
issues. I, on the whole, do not. Not but what I did once write a
piece 3 in which I tried to say that the trouble of our time was not
too little faith – as everyone in America seemed to be thinking –
but too much; that different people pursued different ideals and
the same people pursued incompatible ideals; and that a civilised
society was one which made all this less costly than fanatical and
barbarous ones; that human ends, being ultimate, had to be
tolerated as such; and other Mill-like things like that, for which I
was duly trounced anonymously by E. H. Carr in The Times Literary
Supplement, who coupled me with Russell and accused us both of a
surtout pas trop de zèle 4 attitude and damned us as propagators of a
‘new scepticism’.
I don’t know about Russell, but certainly I believe in the
insolubility of problems of basic moral principle – or rather that
they are not real problems in the sense in which factual ones are
(which do seem to be soluble in principle or else not problems at
all) but represent attitudes to life and not enquiries with their
special techniques. So, to that degree, I think I should be inclined
to applaud you every time you urge understanding, an atmosphere
in which disagreements need not lead to bigotry or efforts at
mutual extermination; the danger of indulging in the application of
Christianity, Diplomacy and War (London, 1953).
‘Political Ideas in the Twentieth Century’ (1950), in L.
4 See L4 236/5.
2
3
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general principles to specific situations – of vivisection of human
beings because of some fixed idea of how things ought to be; and
ad hoc solutions, each in its own time and place, none hoping for
finality. And I feel pro-Niebuhr on this, and agree with him that
democracy is best because it is the most flexible, the least tidy, and
therefore makes the most allowances for incompleteness of
solutions and inevitable human fallibility (in an empirical,
unreligious sort of way I believe in original sin, if that is the strict
contradictory of perfectibility).
But whereas you think, unless I mistake you profoundly, the
influence of individuals upon affairs has been exaggerated; and
that the more we know, the more uncontrollable factors we find at
work in history, and that we don’t know much, and make a double
mistake, when we blame or denounce, of exaggerating the part
played by individuals and of our knowledge of what that part must
have been, I am continually impressed (a) by how much greater is
the influence of individuals and moral ideas than is allowed for in
impersonal, e.g. Marxist or theologically or economically inclined,
histories, or, for that matter, those which stress biological or other
non-rational factors – surely the twentieth century, with its Hitlers
and Stalins, carries that lesson against the lesson of the nineteenth;
and (b) by the fact that we cannot divorce knowledge of fact from
moral judgement, that we judge as we judge on the basis of
whatever is the best knowledge available, and that to abstain from
judging morally distorts the picture; that we have, both as
historians and as human beings, a duty to understand and explain
as far as we can, but that to understand is not to excuse, but, as a
Dean of Christ Church once observed in my hearing, ‘When a
situation looks black it is usually the case that upon closer
inspection it turns out to be blacker still.’
This is perhaps too pessimistic; but I do not see the connection
between explanation and justification which is usually thought to
exist; when we meditate about our own motives we sometimes
blame ourselves more sharply, not less; why then should we
withhold this from others? Save on the grounds of charity, which
is a virtue indeed, but not necessarily compatible with truth or
justice, except on interpretation of the word – ultimately a religious
one – which is precisely, I suppose, what I do not share with you. I
do not believe that a view of the world which denies the right to
moral judgement to all save Divine Omniscience is a truer view of
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the facts than one which does not; a different view certainly, and
one whose depth, coherence and nobility I recognise; but not one
which does justice to ordinary human experience, it seems to me;
within that precarious calculation of right and wrong by which
most men guide their lives something is lost and something gained
in every view compared with every other. But the extent of such
loss and gain, and the point at which awareness of it inclines us
towards one view rather than another, seems to me part of the
fundamental outlook of every individual, and not therefore capable
of being judged in terms of some other outlook – an ultimate set
of standards beyond which one cannot in principle go.
People whose ultimate judgements differ too widely from our
own we cannot communicate with profitably. What we call
objective in an outlook is the fact that it belongs to a sufficient
degree to a general system of attitudes within which there are
publicly accepted criteria which make public intercommunication
possible. And this system, in terms of which we do in fact argue
with each other, seems to me to take a large number of moral
standards and rules for granted – they may vary at different times
and in different places, but so may everything else, and we are as
we are, and the fact that we might be different, or that other
people might be or will be, doesn’t seem to me to alter this. To try
and eliminate these varying moral standards when we are
discussing human beings and their acts, to put them in a temporary
bracket as it were, refuse to raise moral issues, seems to me
impossible, i.e. to invite us to use ordinary words in such
contracted senses as to make them lose a great part of their flavour
and meaning. In the sciences we do this by consciously idealising
and abstracting. In ordinary thought surely we cannot.
I apologise for carrying on at such length, and so, I fear, lamely
and obscurely, but most of all do I apologise for inflicting my
lecture upon you. It is a poor response to your letter and your
book, I do beg you not to spend time either from your labours or
your pleasures unless you think that I have been outrageously
unjust – in that case I appeal to your understanding and charity,
inconsistently, since I myself profess not to attach such value to
these attributes as you so generously do.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
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‹The text has come out so terribly long that it really is monstrous
to expect you to read it at all – let alone in a hurry. If you do I
shall, of course, be very very grateful: but I sail, alas, on Sept. 10, &
shall have to send the text in before that. So if I hear nothing from
you, I shall understand perfectly.›
University Library, Cambridge, BUTT/122/6
T O D I A N A CO O P E R

[early January 1954, manuscript]

49 Hollycroft Avenue

Dearest Diana,
I really do write from a full – but I really mean an empty –
heart: for my father died a fortnight ago – I was just in time from
America to talk to him – & since my family is the closest knit I
know, the effect is one I cannot face at all. I go through a large
number of tasks mechanically but with a kind of frenzied attention
to impersonal detail & this fills the days: & I hope that some
substitute for life – some temporary scaffolding – some automatic
routine will offer a corridor to you too until the new level is
reached and a quite different life begins. I know, I know that
words are useless and even a burden: & that the world is for a
moment depopulated: also that quite aside from all your love &
your devotion and the unique intimacy and bright colour &
warmth and unheard of combination of public glory & valour with
the most vivid, unexhausted, personal private qualities – what is
most impossible to believe is that such a source of life – such love
of life and appetite for all its riches, is no more. I won’t go on –
for fear that some untoward word will touch painfully by some
accident & give you a twinge unintentionally – but I can’t resist
saying that never have I met anyone in whom public life killed so
little – nothing – who retained what is best – a full & intense inner
life, capacity for passionate reaction to what alone is real – what
human beings do, feel, think – in fact an inner personality and a
soul so quick, so undead, in the midst of public concerns; who else
ever did? nobody in England: in every other case large bits were
atrophied & offered up & destroyed: The Duff remained a full,
unsurrendered human being, with full luxuriant control of his
infinitely generous resources – and still played a really
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unforgettable part on the public stage, and stood up and fought
and defended what he believed in and struck at what he thought
hateful, when others either temporized or ran or took refuge in
being private individuals & hid inside small cosy worlds which
were duly shattered – the combination of public courage and
splendour and the rich and passionate private life – that was to me,
as it must have been to others, a great miracle, and proof of the
nonsense talked by those who excuse the white sepulchres of
public life on the ground that they cannot help it – & sacrificed
their private faces to some public goal. He really has lived out a
wonderful life – for he so plainly not only adored you, but being
married to you, and every instant, every nuance, everything – but
the last days must have been fearful for you, & no doubt you acted
with splendid nobility & efficiency in a great crisis – but at some
uncounted expense. Where will you live now? in England I do
hope: & a new life. But it must have been a unique relationship
between husband & wife – with perfect complimentarity – export
– import – & I do see that awareness of the splendour of it and the
immense sea of love, admiration, affection, wonder, delight by
which you were surrounded is for the moment a substitute for
nothing: I apologize for this incoherent letter: I am in an abyss
myself: very unrecovered: & in some sense I am writing about
myself: & the destruction of a world. But what I want to convey is
that there is nothing to say but that all my affection, devotion,
love, admiration, are at your indefinite disposal, at all times, and
that you must not dream of answering this unless you feel an
independent wish to write: and that here I shall be, till March,
trying to rebuild my smaller world, if wanted. And that I hope I
shall be: & once again, as so often, to send you every possible
healing prayer & again my love.
Yours,
Isaiah.
T O H E RB E RT B U T T E R F I E L D

10 April 1954 [manuscript]

All Souls

Dear Professor Butterfield
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I am ashamed of having delayed in sending the answer to your
letter (for 6 months!) I did, as you see from the date, write it in
Harvard in October; then I pottered with the MS. of the lecture;
then my father died and I had to return to England suddenly in
mid-course, & my life after that was led among accountants &
lawyers & business men, & very odious I found it. I only returned
to the infinitely more attractive (& difficult) world of theory quite
recently, & re-read your letter, & eliminated from the MS (a) all
references to anyone’s thinking that men seek to do good but
achieve evil & (b) all references to yourself in this connection – I
do hope that such references as, out of genuine interest in &
respect for your views and because of the stimulation which I
derived from them, I could not & did not wish, to suppress, do
not seem to you misleading. I altered as much as I could; you will
not mind the result, I now feel sure. Thank you again for your
letter: & I apologize once more for my unconscionable time in
answering.
Yours sincerely
Isaiah Berlin
Cambridge University Library, BUTT/531

T O JO H N S PA R RO W

4 May 1954

All Souls
Dear Mr Warden,
I submit herewith my account of my work as Research Fellow
of the College for 1952–3.
In the course of these two years I have published the following:
1. A small book entitled The Hedgehog and The Fox dealing with
certain problems in the philosophy of history, with particular
reference to the views of Tolstoy and de Maistre, founded upon an
article which I had published in vol. 2 of Oxford Slavonic Papers
somewhat earlier. This essay is concerned with both the subjects
which I undertook to study – the history of Russian social and
political ideas and general ideas in Western Europe in the 19th
century.
2. I have also published as part of the proceedings of the
Columbia University Conference on Russian Intellectual History, a
somewhat lengthy treatise on the political views of Herzen and
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Bakunin which is to form part of a volume of essays on Russian
topics which I hope to publish in the course of next year.
3. I am at the moment correcting the proofs of the Auguste
Comte Memorial Lecture entitled ‘History as the Culprit’ which I
delivered at the London School of Economics last year, which is to
come out as a separate publication in, I hope, a few weeks’ time.
4. Furthermore I have in MS about three-quarters of a book
dealing with the origins of modern political ideas in the romantic
age – the substance of which was delivered at Bryn Mawr College
in 1951 and broadcast by the BBC in the autumn and winter of
1952–3. I hope to complete the MS in the course of this year and
the book should be published by the Oxford University Press in
1955 (if I can finish it by August, possible earlier than that).
5. I have also completed in the first draft some eight chapters
of my projected book on the intellectual origins of the Russian
Revolution to be entitled (provisionally) “Belinsky and His Circle”.
6. I have published critical notices in Mind, the American Review
of Philosophy, the English Historical Review, and the Times Literary
Supplement (front page article) all dealing with the history of ideas.
I have fulfilled my duties as University Lecturer by giving public
lectures and classes, and teaching the required number of pupils, as
Lecturer of New College.
I lectured at Harvard in the autumn term of 1953 and should
have proceeded to Princeton where the Institute for Advanced
Studies had kindly invited me to stay for an indefinite period in
1954, and which I should have liked to do as there are Russian
texts of interest to me in the United States unobtainable in
Europe, but for the fact that my father’s death in December of
1953 necessitated my return to England. I have unfortunately had
to give up a good deal of my time to settling his estate during the
first months of this year, which has seriously interfered with my
academic work. However, this is now virtually over, and I propose
to spend this term in preparing my book on political ideas for the
Press as well as my normal academic duties.
I have also examined in the B.Phil. examination in politics
during 1952-3 and in the College Fellowship examination in 1952,
and am to do so once again in the autumn of this year.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
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T O JO H N S PA R RO W

1 November 1954

All Souls

Dear Mr Warden,
In connection with your statement at the College Meeting about
the International Congress of the Historical Sciences to be held in
Rome on 4–11 September 1955, I have received an invitation from
the Slavonic section of this Congress to attend these meetings and
perhaps to read a paper. I am not sure whether I shall do the latter,
but in any case I intend to attend the Congress itself. I cannot
quite tell what the expenses entailed by this will be: the registration
fee is 3,000 lire, the hotel accommodation should cost about 16 or
17,000 lire, and the transport about £25 – in all about £40. I
should not expect the College to defray the whole of this of
course, but should be exceedingly grateful if some portion –
whatever is thought appropriate by the College – could be granted
to me. My purpose in going (apart from the problematical paper
which I may or may not deliver) is the value of the intellectual
stimulus and technical information obtainable from meeting with
scholars in one’s own subject, which is peculiarly useful to those
working in my field, since information and bibliography in it is
very unsystematic (owing to the irregular information received
from the Iron Curtain countries), so that any opportunity of
meeting with the dozen or so persons concerned with my subject
is most eagerly to be embraced. I very much hope that the College
will not think this an unreasonable request. If it should wish to be
represented by me officially together with Ernest Jacob and
anyone else who may go, I should of course feel honoured to
accept this mandate.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
On 16 November 1954, soon after they had met and talked at a mutual
friend’s, Arthur Koestler wrote to IB with a request. In his Promise and
Fulfilment: Palestine 1917–1949 (London, 1949) he had broached
the subject of the ‘self-liquidation’ of Jewry in the Diaspora; he remembered
that IB had attacked his position in the Jewish Chronicle, and he
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wanted to use IB’s piece as the starting-point for a new essay. 5 ‘ Your
attack’, he wrote, ‘was the only one which could serve as a basis for serious
discussion.’ But he could not remember the title or date of IB’s article, and
wondered if he might borrow it.
T O A RT H U R KO E S T L E R

18 November 1954

All Souls
Dear Arthur,
I remember our conversation about my articles well; and I wish
I could send them to you, but I have no copy here. The whole
thing was reprinted in something called The Hebrew University
Garland: A Silver Jubilee Symposium, 6 of which I do possess one copy
in London, and which I think you could obtain easily by
telephoning to either the Jewish Chronicle or the Friends of the
Hebrew University, who in some ways sponsored it. You will be
amused to hear that in an attack upon my article written by a man
called Himmelfarb in one of the latest copies of the New York
Journal Commentary, 7 I am regarded as your direct disciple, though
somewhat milder in my views and more cautious, but holding an
identical position with you as against that of the writer. It may be
worth your while to look at that. It was described to me in an
apologetic letter by the editor as ‘impertinent and resentful’, which
it is, perhaps. At any rate, I do not think it worthy of an answer,
nor will you when you read it. My articles originally were called
(and in the Garland too) ‘Jewish Slavery and Emancipation’. The
only difference that I remember between the original articles
printed in the Jewish Chronicle and the complete thing – which was
originally written as a contribution to the Hebrew University
publication – is that one or two references to T. S. Eliot were
softened 8 by me as the result of protests by him that I had
5 ‘Judah at the Crossroads’ (1954), included in The Trail of the Dinosaur
and other essays (London, 1955).
6 Hebrew University Garland (London, 1952).
7 Milton Himmelfarb, ‘Unease in Zionism’, review of Zalman Shazar
and Nathan Rotenstreich (eds), Forum: For the Problems of Zionism, World
Jewry and the State of Israel No 1 (December 1953 [ Jerusalem: Information
Dept of the Jewish Agency]), in which IB’s article is included.
8 In fact, removed. See L2 278/3.
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misunderstood his position, which to some degree I think that I
had. […]
Yours ever,
Isaiah
Koestler got hold of the book and wrote to IB on 25 November describing
his essay as ‘truly admirable’. He added: ‘I feel that the difference in our
approaches is small.’
T O A RT H U R KO E S T L E R

30 November 1954

All Souls
Dear Arthur,
Thank you for your note. I agree that our differences are not
great and all that substantially I complain of both with regard to
your views and those of Eliot is that you demand tidiness and
order, whereas I am daily becoming more and more obscurantist
and cling to Kant’s proposition that ‘Out of the crooked timber of
humanity no straight thing was ever made.’ 9 The obscurantist bit is
that I shall go further and say ‘and should not be made either’.
However, we can talk about that when we meet. […]
Yours ever
Isaiah
[…]
T O JO H N S PA R RO W

17 February 1955

[All Souls]

Dear Mr Warden,
I should like to apply for re-election for the quinquennium
1955–60 to a Research Fellowship of the same class – the
‘Robertson’ – as that to which I was elected in the summer of
1950. On that occasion I undertook to work in two fields: Russian
social and intellectual history, and European political thought. In
the first of these fields I have published two overlapping studies of
the origins and contents of Tolstoy’s view of history, and a study
of the political opinions of Herzen and Bakunin; and have
9

See L1 72/4.
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prepared for publication, in an English periodical (and later in
book form), the substance of lectures I delivered for the
Northcliffe Foundation at University College, London (they were
subsequently, in part, broadcast by the BBC) dealing with origins
of Russian radical thought in the ’30s and ’40s of the last century.
The articles are due to appear in the course of this year; the book,
if it is worth publishing, in 1956. In addition to this I have
prepared for the press an English edition and translation of From
the Other Shore, a book by A. I. Herzen; and have contributed
notices and reviews to learned periodicals in England and the
United States, as well as articles for two encyclopedias. I have also
in draft nine chapters of my book on the critic Belinsky – the first
volume of a projected history of the forerunners of the Russian
Revolution; this last is to be ready in 1956–7. In my other field I
have published an essay (Auguste Comte Memorial Lecture) on
the inevitability of history under the auspices of the London
School of Economics; and concluded the second draft of a book
on Political Ideas in the Romantic Age, arising out of lectures
delivered at Bryn Mawr College and later broadcast by the BBC. I
meant to finish this book at the end of last year, but bad health
intervened. I hope to have it in the hands of the Oxford Press by
June of this year. I have also completed for publication an article
on historical method (originally delivered as the first Elizabeth
Morrow lecture at Smith College in the USA), and almost
completed one on the Russian writer Prince V. Odoevsky.
Should the College re-elect me, I propose to devote myself
during the next five years to the completion of the first, and work
on, and I hope completion of, at least one other volume of my
history of the Russian radicals and revolutionaries. As for the study
of European political thought, I should propose to accumulate
material for the volume on the history of European ideas from
1789 to 1848 for the Oxford History of Europe, commissioned
from me by the Editors of this series, combined with general work
in this and adjacent fields. I have carried out my duties as a
University Lecturer, and Lecturer in Philosophy of New College,
and I have examined in the College Fellowship Examinations
thrice. I have also supervised a number of graduate theses,
examined thrice in the BPhil, once in the Final Examination of
Literae Humaniores (I am to examine in the PPE Final School this
summer), and examined PhD theses in London and Cambridge. I
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have, in accordance with my original proposal to the College, twice
been away to teach and lecture at Harvard and other American
Universities, but propose, if re-elected, to do so at less frequent
intervals and for shorter periods of time; and also to curtail, so far
as practicable, the work of examining, but not necessarily my other
College and University tasks.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
T O M A R I E T T A T RE E

Thursday [1955]

Mount Holyoke College, Mass.
Dearest Marietta,
How sweet & nice they all are here – friendly, kind, sincere
intelligent and a balm to the wounded spirit – not that mine is
specially wounded at the moment – still this beautiful courtesy &
extreme moral genuineness are really delightful. So was New
York – I do thank you & Ronnie: I am much too well treated – I
always feel like explaining that really my true nature is being
mistaken – I am given too much more than my due – someone
will subtract from it somewhere on some terrible day of judgement
so as to get the reckoning just – that is Judaeo-Protestant Angst, if
you like. But I did enjoy it all very, very much: including Mr.
Lieberson whom I thought very exhilarating, amusing, intelligent
& agreeable: not really gay inside – New York neuroses – but all
the brighter for that: when he smiles it is a little mirthless, like
Diana Cooper: that fascinated me too, George Barker (I say with
quite superfluous malice) quietly feels that all depends on him now
– unlike Harry Hopkins who used to muse about how a saddle
maker’s son from Iowa got so far – that pleased me too. Sam B.
alone retains unlimited humanity & with all his neuroses, a sense of
proportion & interest in & love of other people. Evie I thought
did look ill. But I must not say such things – cp. the Pam–Clarissa
row – I am silent. Now for Chicago: I have spoken twice here
already, & am to speak twice more: they are very kind, very
disarming & exhausting to the highest degree. It is a very fine day
but I must think about Coexistence & the Nature of Political
Judgement. I never did ring John Russell. My thoughts are
wandering I must collect them briskly and give value for money.
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Thank you ever so much – I’ll look forward enormously to liberty
after Dec. 15 – it seems “we” sail on Jan 4 & cannot wait longer.
Much love
Isaiah
P.S. I hope I left you enough money? I sent no fewer than 4
cables –
T O LE O N A RD S C H A P I R O

6 February 1957

Headington House

Dear Leonard,
[…] As for Plekhanov, you ask why he should have carried on
so long with Lenin when obviously the latter was intriguing,
treating etc. I think the reason is that he wanted some ‘firm’ ally as
opposed to all the soft characters whom he, perhaps too unreasonably, despised. I suppose that whatever his faults may have appeared to be in the early part of the century, Lenin’s devotion to
the Revolution and lack of personal vanity were fairly patent to
everyone; and there is nothing so tempting to an imperious
professorial figure, such as Plekhanov was, as the firm if brutal and
ruthless ally in the world of loose Social Democratic rhetoric and
Jewish intellectuals in various stages of personal and political
neurasthenia. But of course he ought to have broken before. I am
reading about the mid-nineteenth century in Russia now – the
revolutionaries are foolish, pathetic, sweet, the reactionaries generally repulsive – the worst, easily, is Katkov, who was the prototype
of all the Dreyfusards.
Yours ever,
Shaya
In 1956 IB joined a committee set up to consider the possible development
of Ditchley Park as a Centre for Anglo-American Studies. In this capacity
he was sent a document about the project, on which he comments in these
two letters to Wilfrid Knapp of the St Catherine’s Society, the committee’s
secretary. The letters, held by the Ditchley archives, were kindly supplied in
2017 by the Director, James Arroyo, who writes of his delight that IB’s
ideas match his own, adding: ‘The emphasis on an unusual mix of people
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that will generate some sparks and insights is what sets Ditchley apart to
this day. It has always felt very close to Berlin’s concept of liberal
democracy, and liberty as an active process, and it is great to see that it has
the same DNA.’ 10
T O W I L FR I D K N A P P

16 November 1956

Headington House
Dear Wilfrid,
Here it is – too long, too verbose, but you must have known
that when you asked me to respond. I still adhere to my original
propositions – that the most important thing is to get together
people who will strike sparks from each other – that the important
thing is to get hold of a small nucleus of people who are already in
some sort of touch and know about each other or wish to meet
each other and then build the others round them, instead of
mechanically proceeding to scatter invitations to worthy
institutions asking them to nominate delegates who as often as not
will simply be sent here on holiday or are regular attenders of
conferences. The second thing is that it is important to bring all
kinds of apparently irrelevant persons – such as literary critics or
academics of various sorts – or literary journalists – or even
musicians, not merely for the sake of ‘culture’ as such or the value
of the contacts to the persons concerned, as because such persons
circulate a great deal more widely, talk more, are more articulate,
and mould opinion a great deal more effectively than politicians or
businessmen suppose that they do (or Foundations for that
matter). So do, if you agree, lend your support to it on this – I
dread otherwise the prospect of a lot of dough-faced men, politely
saying afterwards that it had all been very interesting, and in fact
advancing things just about as much as any other Convention. Do
let me [know] how things go on.
Yours ever,
Isaiah

10

Email to HH, 27 April 2017.
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T O W I L FR I D K N A P P

16 November 1956

Headington House

Dear Wilfrid,
Thank you very much for the amended copy of the Ditchley
Report, of which a copy was kindly sent me by Robin Davis. I
have looked at it and read it carefully, and also Michael Astor’s
comments, which he sent me. I was very sorry not to be able to
avail myself of Mr Wills’s kind invitation to lunch at Boodle’s last
Thursday, when I gather an interesting and fruitful discussion took
place.
I have only a few scattered thoughts which I should like to
offer, for what they are worth.
1. The project seems to be well worth carrying through, even if
it demands a good deal of trouble and expenditure of energy. Lack
of contact between key figures in England and America still seems
to be unnecessarily meagre, and the results of meetings between
them often astonishingly fruitful. The actual results of such
meetings, conversations and general association in a house as
beautiful and comfortable as Ditchley seem to be likely to be even
greater than the needs [sic] of formal papers likely to issue from
conferences and conversations. I should value the result of
informal contacts as being far greater than the impression made by
conferences, reports, semi-formal speeches on and discussions of
such reports by members of conferences etc. I can quite see that in
certain fields – especially those of science and technology,
conferences are the normal method of communication, and
Anglo-American conferences could have the same beneficent
results as similar meetings between specialists within a given
country. But in certain other fields – the arts, education, and even
economics and politics and social action, I am not sure that people
do not get far more from casual private conversation with each
other, interspersed with not over-prepared talks, which could easily
be organised by the Director or the relevant Fellows of Ditchley,
than from full-blown lectures and discussions by them. I should
therefore be inclined to stress this side of things, as in this country
at any rate far more productive and lasting impressions are made
than [by] the more formal methods pursued on the Continent and
the United States. Indeed this ties in with Michael Astor’s remarks
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about the influence of meetings in the great houses and salons in
England in the nineteenth century. It seems to me that at any rate
before the war more was achieved in the way of mutual
understanding (for better or worse) by politicians who could come
to stay at, e.g., All Souls – and I dare say at house parties too –
than in the course of more formal contacts. What leaders of
opinion and even technical experts above all often desire to do is
to meet their opposite numbers in as easy an atmosphere as
possible, with reasonable assurance that their remarks will not be
quoted outside and that they can get a great many views off their
chests and bees out of their bonnets without fear of being pinned
down about these, and cross-examined about them afterwards.
This is certainly the case with lawyers who want to reform the
international law, both public and private, with academics who are
dissatisfied with methods of education or organisation, and whose
influence, certainly between the wars – on public opinion both in
England and America (I mean especially historians, social
scientists, economists etc.) was far greater than is even now
generally realised; and with other similar groups. I should therefore
like to suggest that although specific subjects must no doubt be
provided for such discussions, the widest possible opportunity be
given for roaming all over the field in private conversation, at any
rate so far as non-scientific groups are concerned.
2. With regard to Michael Astor’s remarks about an American
v. British Director, I quite see there is much to be said for and
against both these – perhaps an American long resident in England
or an Englishman long resident in America would prove most
satisfactory.
3. A further point which seems to me most important. The
greatest good that Ditchley can, in my view, achieve is the creation
of personal links between individuals in the two countries; if the
enterprise is a success, it will create a pool of mutual good will and
respect which – as was shown in London and Washington during
the war – was the single greatest factor in bringing many good
things to fruition. Once the thing gets going, once a certain
numbers of persons have enjoyed and profited by meeting each
other, this in itself will make it clear to the Director and his
assistants as to whom it is advisable to invite, and with whom to
discuss similar problems. But the beginning is bound to be critical,
and the scheme is less likely to succeed if a mechanical choice is
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made of individuals or organisations, without scrupulous regard to
who exactly it is who is being invited, and what their personal
reactions are likely to be to one another. For this reason it seems
to me more important to concentrate on suitable individuals than
even on suitable topics for discussion or fields of study. Almost
everything will depend upon the gift of the Director and his
assistants for choosing persons to be invited. For this reason it
seems to me crucial that they should, either out of their own
experience, or with the advice of ad hoc small panels or
individuals, be in a position to choose, at any rate, initially, those
Americans and Englishmen whose meetings are likely to prove the
most rewarding. In matters of this kind it seems to me that it is the
first steps that count; and if, for example, we want to promote a
successful meeting of Middle Eastern experts or bankers or
newspaper editors, or literary specialists (whose influence on
young men in America is certainly greater than that of bankers), it
is surely better to start with a small number of experts who really
know each other and then ask them whom they would most like to
meet, at any rate to form a nucleus, rather than formally get in
touch with associations and official organisations and invite them
to nominate ‘delegations’. To do this successfully will require great
powers of imagination and wide social contacts on the part of the
organisers – their enterprise seems to me to weigh more greatly
than even the choice of topics and details of programming.
One final point. While of course it is desirable that papers
should be written and published on important issues, it seems to
be best that these be confined to live issues of great general
interest – burning topics like the Middle Eastern situation, or
policies vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, or Anglo-American atomic
programmes or the like, where the impact of the written word
really can make a difference to people anxious about an urgent
problem in their own field. On questions either of narrower scope
or smaller urgency, it seems to me not quite necessary to circulate
final papers – accounts of actual discussions with précis of
addresses, if intelligently done, would seem to me to suffice.
I am sorry to have gone on at such length, but the whole
enterprise seems to me most timely and important.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah
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T O LE O N A RD S C H A P I R O

18 March 1957

Headington House

Dear Leonard,
[…] As to Plekhanov, vanity and an autocratic temperament
doubtless had much to do with his political moves – but neurotic I
do not think he was; I daresay he made a great many unjust
charges during his life, but I do not see why you think that he
destroyed ‘a sane stream’ in Russian life – do you mean among the
Social Democrats or among potential Liberals, Conservatives etc.?
However we had better talk about this when we meet. I feel our
disagreements are probably much like those which went on in
Russia from about 1840 onwards and now constitute objects of
much careful and fascinated (if not fascinating) research.
Yours ever,
Shaya
T O H E RB E RT B U T T E R F I E L D

[n.d.: p. 7 of a letter whose other pages are missing]
[…] workings of relativism, or determinism, which they would not
dream of, or show, in their normal life or thoughts. I shall certainly
do my best to amend my text so as not to misinterpret you, as I
fear I perhaps have done, but not as much as I feel you believe
that I have done.
Thank you once more very warmly for writing to me as you
have. I do hope we may meet and discuss this and other things one
not too distant day.
Yours sincerely,
Isaiah Berlin
‹I am terribly sorry about the messiness of this letter: & I do assure
you that I realize the great amount of good which you have done
& are doing by exposing shams and defending moral issues in ways
& at times & before audiences where it is not always easy or
comfortable to do so. And on that front I shall always be your ally
to the best of my ability: I shd not be as solicitous about
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understanding & representing your views correctly, if I did not feel
so much admiration & sympathy for your writings & attitude.
I.B.›
Cambridge University Library, BUTT/531
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