
 

 

 
 
 
 

Virtue and Practicality 
 

Isaiah Berlin Online aims to post, in the fullness of time, PDFs of 
all Berlin’s uncollected and unpublished work, including lec-
tures, interviews and broadcasts, so that it is conveniently 
readable and searchable online. The present PDF is part of this 
series. 
 
The PDF is posted by the Isaiah Berlin Legacy Fellow at Wolfson 
College, with the support of the Trustees of the Isaiah Berlin 
Literary Trust. 
 
All enquiries, including those concerning rights, should be 
directed to the Legacy Fellow at berlin@wolfson.ox.ac.uk 
 

mailto:berlin@wolfson.ox.ac.uk


 

 

Virtue and Practicality 
 
In Melvin Kranzberg (ed.), Ethics in an Age of Pervasive Technology (Boulder, 
1980: Westview Press), 193 

 

 

Excerpt from p. 2 of Melvin Kranzberg’s Introduction 

 
Sir Isaiah Berlin warned against the hope of obtaining ethical perfection in the 
real world. Some goods might have to be sacrificed to obtain others. 

 
NOT ALL VALUES  are compatible. It is quite clear that – this is an 
a priori proposition – one cannot have everything. Not everything 
can be done. Instead, we must sacrifice some things to obtain 
others. In The Prince, Machiavelli stated very clearly – and truly – that 
one cannot both lead what he called a Christian life and also be 
effective in public life. By that he meant that ideal virtue is 
incompatible with being effective in practice, and that in public 
affairs something, therefore, must be sacrificed. This uncomfortable 
truth is something that people on the whole are not prepared to face. 

The only conclusion I should like to draw from this fact is that I 
think in general it is very desirable for those who go into dangerous 
professions, namely, medicine, technology, biology, physics, chem-
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istry and the like, to be aware that their inventions and discoveries 
are likely to have some effects that they may regard as deleterious; 
and yet progress in the acquisition and dissemination of knowledge 
cannot, and should not, be stopped until all humankind is morally 
purified. The dilemmas leading to extreme anxiety, the agonies 
Nobel went through, and then Oppenheimer, Einstein and others, 
are not accidental. 
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