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Isaiah Berlin and the defence of liberty

do that is in the first place blind,
because the future is uncertain;
and in the second place vicious,
because it offends against
the only moral values we
know; because it tramples on
human demands in the name
of abstractions - freedom,
happiness, justice — fanatical
generalisations, mystical
sounds, idolised sets of words.

... One of the greatest of sins
that any human being can
perpetrate is to seek to transfer
moral responstbility from his
own shoulders to those of an
unpredictable future order, and
in the name of something which
may never happen, perpetrate
crimes today which no one
would deny to be monstrous
if they were performed for
some egoistic purpose, and do
not seemn so only because they
are sanctified by faith in some
remote and intangible Utopia.**

This is the essence of Isaiah Berlin:
his fusion of the Kantian doctrine of the
inviolability of the person with his well-
grounded fear of the ideologue, ramified
in bis certainty by a metaphysic which
brooks no argument, which may — and,
as history teaches us, almost invariably
does — lead to the sacrifice of men and
women on the altar of mere ideas. As a
child in revolutionary Petrograd, he had
seen it with his own eyes. As an Oxford
don, he had observed it, in monsters Like
Lenin, Stalin and Hitler, and studied its
philosophical antecedents. And, by the
way, he had seen it in the academy as
well, as some of his academic colleagues,
like Isaac Deutscher, E.H. Carr and
Eric Hobsbawm sought, with chilling
indifference to the mass slaughter of
innocents they were in fact condoning,
to justify that slaughter in the name of a
Marxian Utopia that never came.

So the teachings of Isaiah Berlin are, at
heart, a plea for tolerance; an eloquent
and emphatic warning against systems
of government based upon an ideology,
rooted in a metaphysical scheme so
comprehensive that its avatars feel
justified in eliminating any ideas which do
notfitintoitsworld viewand extinguishing
those whom they see as obstacles to it.

His defence of freedom of thought and
expression leads us to a somewhat similar
conclusion to that of John Stuart Mill in
On Liberty but, it is important to note,
from an entirely different set of premises
and process of reasoning, It should never
be forgotten that Mill's defence of liberty
was avowedly based upon utilitarianism.
Berlin, for whom the end never justified
the means, bases his defence of freedom
on much sturdier ground: on an a priori
conviction, traceable ultimately to Kant,
of the moral inviolability of the human
person, seasoned by a pragmatic and
undelusional reading of bistory - in
particular, the bloody recent history of his
own country.

An epigram of Kant’s captures Berlin’s
own richer, more modest, more tolerant
vision: ‘from the crooked timber of
humanity, no straight thing was ever
made.”s Berlin valued the uniqueness
of every individual man and woman;
he defended the inviolability of every
human soul; he rejoiced in the variety
and diversity of humanity; and he
understood, better than almost any other
twentieth-century political philosopher,
the shocking inhumanity of violating
that individuality by seeking to torture
humanity into rigid conformity, the better
to fit a political system. No twentieth-
century liberal thinker of whom I am
aware made the case for liberty so
persuasively or so compellingly.

*

Only last week, President Vladimir
Putin declared in an interview with an
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English newspaper that ‘the liberal idea
has become obsolete.™ President Putin
is not the only world leader today who
seems to think so. I can only say that I
believe he is wrong. Nevertheless, it is
undoubtedly true that the liberal order
does at the moment appear to be under
threat — both from hostile foreign actors
and, alarmingly, in some instances from
within theliberal democracies themselves,
as traditional liberal values, such as
freedom of the press, freedom of speech,
and intellectual freedom come under
attack. It has not been my purpose in this
lecture to offer a view of why that is so.
Rather has it been my purpose to speak,
with undisguised admiration and indeed
enthusiasm, about the work of Isaiah
Berlin. In reflecting upon Berlin's life
and work, I hope that I have been able to
remind those who have been good enough
to come tonight why the liberal ideal is
so valuable, why individual liberty is so
precious, why its defence is so vital and
— perhaps more urgently today than for
many years — to remind us, in particular,
as Berlin so often and so eloguently
did, of the terrible consequences which
befall humanity when liberal ideals are
thwarted or forgotten.
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The British-butlt Black Arrow rocket lifts off from Woomera, Australia, in 1971
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Britain’s Black Arrow rocket and
the Prospero satellite
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