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Jewishness, Judaism and Liberalism in Isaiah Berlin's Thought

The question from which I begin is in what sense we might say that Isaiah Berlin’s thought was “Jewish”. This question is distinct from, though not wholly independent of, the biographical question of how Berlin's Jewishness influenced his non-intellectual life.  My subject here is, rather, how various sorts and aspects of Jewish experience, tradition and identity were reflected in, and influenced, Berlin’s intellectual positions.


Before proceeding, we may ask what is meant by describing an idea or a set of interwoven ideas, or an individual’s thought, as “Jewish”. To describe a person as Jewish may be controversial, but it is not mysterious: we can easily make sense of what it means. There may be debate, and a need for clear explanation, about what it means for an individual to be Jewish – whether it is a matter of faith or ancestry or elective identification. But there is no puzzle in using “Jewish” as a category to describe individuals. To describe people as Jewish or not Jewish makes categorical sense. But it is less clear what it means to describe an idea or a body of thought as Jewish.

One way to interpret such a claim is to take “Jewish” as the adjective pertaining to Judaism. In this sense, to ask whether an idea or body of thought is “Jewish” is to ask whether it is part of or derived from Judaism conceived as a tradition of religious thought and practice– that is, whether a central feature of a particular individual’s thought involves or derives from reflection on the theological traditions and resources or the religious practices of Judaism. 

There is, however, another sense in which we might characterize an individual’s thought as “Jewish”:  An individual’s thought may be said to be “Jewish” in this sense if that individual’s ideas reflect, or can plausibly be traced to the influence of, the historical experience of the Jewish people, or some subset thereof. In this sense, we may speak of those elements in an individual’s thought which centre on or arise from engagement with that thinker’s own experience qua Jew, or the experience of a Jewish community at a particular point of time or over time, as being “Jewish”. And if a particular thinker’s thought is defined by such reflection on Jewish experience, we may even speak of that thinker’s thought as a whole as being, in some meaningful sense, “Jewish”. 

At first glance, it is clear that Berlin’s thought was not “Jewish”  in the sense of arising out of and being concerned with Judaism as a religious tradition. The focus of most of the discussion will therefore be on what in Berlin’s thought was “Jewish” in the second sense – that is, what impact Jewish historical experience, and (non-purely religious) aspects of  the intellectual culture produced by that experience, had on Berlin’s thought.

I. Biographical Backdrop

Berlin was descended from the Schneerson dynasty of Hasidic sages. His father was un-religious, and in many ways eagerly assimilationist – though he did develop a certain preoccupation with his roots in later life; Isaiah both shared, and chafed, at his father’s pride in the distinction of their Hasidic lineage.
  Berlin’s mother was more observant, and a passionate Zionist. She was also a stubborn, domineering, positive character; his father was easy-going, gentle, perhaps somewhat ineffectual at home – but did impress upon his son an Anglophilia that encouraged assimilation. 

Given this, it is unsurprising that Berlin felt a certain ambivalence when it came to Jewishness.
  He did not seek to distance himself from his Jewishnesss, he observed (some) Jewish rituals, and he was critical or derisive of other Jews who nervously sought to obscure or escape their origins – referring to them as members of the “Order of Trembling Amateur Gentiles”.
 Yet, particularly in his younger years, Berlin was not always comfortable with his Jewishness, which at times placed him in difficult positions in relation to his British friends (two examples are his anger at his erstwhile friend Adam von Trott’s defence of the German justice system against charges of anti-Semitism in 1934, and the conflict between his Zionist sympathies and duties as a servant of the British Government during World War II). 

Berlin was also capable of uttering more broadly critical comments about Jews. These quips come across, to this reader at least, as dry, ironic echoes or distillations of the sort of jokes that Jews often tell about and among themselves. But they can certainly cause a leap in the eyebrows of those of us who have grown up in more sensitive times – as can Berlin’s description of his younger self as a “fat little Jew” or a “dark, ugly little Jew”.
 A certain self-consciousness about his Jewishness – and the extent to which he fitted anti-Semitic stereotypes – would have been unsurprising in one of Berlin’s generation and social position. Being Jewish gave him a privileged entry into the society and even friendship of some figures – the Rothschilds, Weizmann, Felix Frankfurter, and so on. But it would also have been a handicap in other cases – and something that, as Berlin must have known, would have shaped the perceptions of others (e.g. Virginia Woolf’s description of Berlin, on first meeting him, as a “violent Jew” and “a Portuguese Jew by the looks of him”.
) The young Berlin  must have been conscious of the way in which his Jewishness, and others’ responses to it, shaped his life in significant ways, opening some doors and closing others, informing others’ impressions of him – and his definition of himself.

Berlin was sharply sensitive to the relationship between Jewishnness and status – both the gradations of status within the Jewish community, and the standing of Jews (and of different sorts of Jews) in the larger societies in which they found themselves (having been the first Jewish Fellow of All Souls – and later serving as the liaison between the British government and the official Jewish community in America – would have fostered such awareness, as would his friendship with the Rothschilds and marriage into the de Gunzbourg family). This can give some of his private comments on other Jews a snobbish sound – though one might more charitably read them as expressions of a fascinated interest in the role that gradations of social standings play in individuals’ appearances to themselves and others. Yet there is in Berlin’s comments on his fellow Jews (particularly those steeped in Yiddishkeit culture
) a fastidious recoiling from what he experienced as vulgarity and shame manifesting itself as pride and aggression, which can come close to trading in anti-Jewish caricature. Berlin's own recoiling – his own sense of shame (and, it may be, shame about his shame) – was perhaps as much a motivation for his Zionism as the more high-minded and thoughtful considerations discussed below.
 Berlin’s attachment to the Jewish community was deep, but not sentimental; he found some aspects of modern Jewish life risible, and some embarrassing. Proud as he was of Israel’s achievements, he recognized that life in Israel was not for him, and that a gap existed between his own Westernized outlook and personality and the emerging figure of the sabra.
 

To others, Berlin did not appear uneasy about his Jewishness. Henry Hardy perceived Berlin as “continuously aware of, and comfortable with, his Jewishness” while “never obtrude[ing] it in non-Jewish contexts”.
 Berlin did project such a sense of comfort; indeed, his characterisation of his attitude toward his Jewish identity is a model of non-neurotic Jewishness: “I am neither proud nor ashamed of being a Jew. I am as I am, good or bad. Some people have dark hair, others have blond hair, some people are Jews and some people are Welsh. For me being a Jew is like having two hands, two feet, to be what one is.”
  But this comfort and self-acceptance seems to have been an achievement, and not something that always characterized Berlin’s feelings about himself and his place in society; while it may be the conclusion of Berlin’s reflections on Jewishness, it is not the whole of the story.  It represented Berlin’s own response to the condition of Jews in the modern West, while also obscuring the tensions and struggles in his relationship to Jewishness, and thus the full significance of Jewishness for his intellectual development.

II. Berlin and Judaism

There are two ways in which we might approach tracing the imprint of the Judaic religious tradition on Berlin’s outlook. One is to look at his own perceptions of and feelings about Judaism. The other is to look for resonances between essential and recurrent features of the Judaic religious tradition, and those of Berlin’s thought.


The first of these approaches is straightforward enough. The second presents considerable difficulties. It is difficult to make accurate generalizations about Judaic religious thought as a whole, or to identify any essence or core to this tradition. Judaism has developed over the course of four thousand years of varying contexts and challenges, of innovation and disagreement, of multiplying variations. The Judaic religious tradition contains a multitude of diverging, sometimes conflicting or contradictory, tendencies. Judaism is cumulative and open-ended, a creative instrument to work with, and not a timeless essence from which truths can be extracted or deduced, which is constantly transformed by historical circumstance and human innovation.
 It is defined by the core of resources on which it draws, and not by the conclusions – many and divergent as they are – at which its expositors have arrived.

Nevertheless, we can identify, among these many tendencies and pathways, some that are particularly central and particularly distinctive of historical Judaism (as opposed to other religious and philosophical traditions). There is, first of all, some form of monotheism. God is one, God created the universe, and God has a special relationship with, and absolute dominion over, the Jewish people. Furthermore, God reveals Himself to his creature through texts; and veneration of God, which is presented as an absolute duty for every Jew, occurs through the encounter with these texts. These texts are the sources of the knowledge of how God is to be served; furthermore, the study of these texts itself is a primary form of serving God. So the Judaic tradition is text-centred, esteems textual learning – and at the same time sees such learning as deriving its worth from its role in serving the one God.

The central texts of Judaism take the form of codes of law and commentaries on the law. At the centre of any account of Judaism must be the idea of the law – a law the content and authority of which are derived from God and not from reason (though reason may be used to understand and apply it). Observance of the law – and dedication to the activity of understanding what such observance means – is therefore at the heart of Judaism as both a religion and a tradition of religious thought. It is at least plausible to see Judaism, at its most uncompromisingly traditionalist, as holding the law to be commanding for its own sake, and observance of the law as aiming at such observance as an end in itself, and not a means to some further ethical goal.
 The idea of a code of obligatory law also structures the approach to ethical questions – questions about how individuals ought to live. And this body of law is communal or national – given to and binding on the people of Israel, who are thereby elevated to the status of “a people apart” – a position of historical centrality and spiritual superiority, but also of great responsibility and, it often turns out, vulnerability.

Beyond this, we can identify a number of different traditions and “moments” in Judaic thought, in which the Judaic religious tradition achieved a level of self-consciousness and sophistication that one might call philosophical. Foremost among the (sometimes overlapping) moments and traditions to which someone in Berlin’s position might have been exposed are the tradition of Talmudic commentary; Jewish philosophy of the Medieval period (above all, the work of Maimonides); the attempts to grapple with modern thought from a Jewish perspective inaugurated in the Haskalah of the late 18th and early 19th centuries; and the later struggles of those heirs of the waning Haskalah in Germany who were influenced by intermingling and conflicting currents of Orthodoxy, neo-Kantianism and Existentialism (Hermann Cohen, Franz Rosenweig, Martin Buber, Gershom Scholem, the young Leo Strauss, and so on). We may add to this the mystical, pietistic, charismatic tradition of Hasidism, into which Berlin’s own forebears were born.

It is unlikely that Berlin was exposed to the study of the Talmud beyond his schooldays (and he was, as he recalled and his father lamented, a not-very-dedicated student then
). Medieval Jewish thought does not seem to have made a deep impact on him, or appeared to him as of anything more than purely historical interest. While he seems to have been familiar with the work of Gershom Scholem, many of whose writings he possessed, it is difficult to trace Berlin’s own formative commitments and perceptions to Scholem’s work (much of which was published, and acquired by Berlin, from the 1960s on – a period when Berlin’s philosophical commitments and opinions were largely formed, and his interests had become primarily historical). So, too, with neo-Kantian and post-neo-Kantian German-Jewish thought: Berlin was familiar with Buber, Cohen, and perhaps Rosenzweig, but such interest in these figures as he had seems to have been later, and a matter either of historical curiosity or an outgrowth of his concern with the history of Zionism.

Yet, surely this student of the Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment knew of the Haskalah; surely one who was deeply intrigued by Herder, Hamann, and Jacobi was familiar with Moses Mendelssohn? Here it is instructive to note that Berlin was particularly interested in those who were opponents of Mendelssohn and the sort of rational theology he advocated. Furthermore, his evaluation of the Haskalah reflected not only his sympathy for the Counter-Enlightenment, but his conviction of the failure of assimilation to resolve either the problem of anti-Semitic persecution or the problem of Jewish identity. An Enlightened Jew himself, he nevertheless seems to have regarded the Haskalah as, in certain respects, a dead end.

Berlin, then, does not seem to have been influenced by particular works or movements within modern Judaic theology. But what of the impact of the full tradition of Judaic religious ritual, sentiment, and inquiry? Surely this left a mark on Berlin?

If it did, it is difficult to see its relevance to his thought. The central postulate of Judaism – monotheism – had little relevance for Berlin, who thought that questions about the nature of God could not be answered, had no great bearing for his own life, and did not even make much sense as questions: he described himself as “religiously unmusical”. Yet there were also respects in which Berlin identified more straightforwardly with the anti-clerical traditions of modern rationalism –and of the liberal, Western-leaning faction of the Russian intelligentsia, with whom he strongly identified.
 His friend Jerry Cohen, indeed, characterised Berlin as a “verificationist atheist”.

Furthermore, the idea of the world as created and governed by and reflecting the will and wisdom of a single conscious deity tends to point to an aspiration toward unity, harmony, reconciliation, the revelation of some underlying pattern of meaning and redemption.
 All of this has played a role in the Judaic tradition; and all of it was fundamentally rejected by Berlin – who once remarked, “The idea of redemption I do not understand”
 Berlin rejected the idea that there was some spiritual direction to human affairs, some divine plan or intent behind the world of appearance, and some perfect state or condition in which everything would be harmonized; and he believed, “like some old-fashioned rationalist”, that “beliefs founded on falsehoods should not be propagated ...”


Many modern Jewish thinkers, similarly unable to ardently affirm the central theological tenets of Judaism, sought to re-define Judaism in terms of a certain conception or code of ethics.
 However, if Judaism is to be thought of in terms of an ethical – or indeed political – outlook or position, it becomes imperative to define what the content of this position is. Yet there is no agreement on this point – nor even, I believe, a plausible case to be made that there is a single doctrine or outlook, ethical or political, with which Judaism may be identified.
 Attempts to identify a single, particular content of “Jewish ethics” or “Jewish politics” having failed to achieve any degree of consensus and precision, some have responded by finding the essence of Judaism not in its commitment to any particular moral view, but in the intensity of its commitment to some moral view. According to this view, Judaism is characterized by moralistic purism – and has bequeathed this tendency to approach the world in moral terms, for good or ill, to Western Civilization.
 


One problem with this approach is that while a concern with ethics is certainly a central feature of Judaism, it is not the whole of it – there are other crucial aspects of Judaism (e.g. commitment to reverence for God, and to a particular view of God as one, which are not necessarily morally relevant or meaningful; and the morally ambiguous and dubious notion of a special covenant between God and the people of Israel). And indeed, some more traditionalist Jewish thinkers have sharply and cogently attacked the tendency to define Judaism as an ethical stance, seeing the essence of Judaism as consisting in God-centred, halakhic duties and aspirations rather than human-centred ethical ones.
 Even if one grants the view that Judaism is in fact defined by its emphasis on the primacy of morality, this doesn’t seem to be a feature that distinguishes Judaism from other traditions: concern with ethics, or a tendency to conceive of ethics in terms of morally authoritative injunctions and duties, is hardly unique to Judaism.

Nor is it very plausible to claim that Berlin’s preoccupation with moral questions was a Jewish inheritance. Berlin himself traced the sort of moral passion that he found attractive to the Russian intelligentsia.  I think we should take this claim seriously, first, because it is presumptuous to claim to know and understand Berlin better than he did himself – particularly when we lack any conclusive evidence for the thesis that his moral outlook and the place of morality in his outlook came from his Jewish roots. Secondly, if one looks at Berlin’s particular moral proclivities and commitments, one does find marked echoes of the Russian intelligentsia. (We should also be careful when characterizing Berlin’s outlook as centred on moral concerns:  this is not I think refuted, but is complicated, by noting Berlin’s tendency towards aestheticism. Berlin was both aesthete and moralist, and in his considered opinions and principles – if not his personal responses in many cases – the moralist had the upper hand.
)Similarly, non-Jewish influences seem to have been important to shaping his intellectual tastes and values. Thus, Berlin traced his interest in ideas to his Russian roots
; while his intellectual ethic was based in distinctively British canons of common-sense empiricism, with a leavening of Russian enthusiasm and neo-Kantian German philosophy.

This brings us to our second line of approach in considering whether Berlin’s thought can be called “Jewish” in the sense of owing something to the Judaic religious tradition – to look at his own perception of what this tradition was.

Despite his apparent lack of deep engagement with Judaic thought – and his evident lack of religious faith – Berlin nevertheless observed important Jewish rituals such as the High Holidays, Passover, and the Jewish funerary and burial traditions (his grave in the Jewish section of Oxford’s Wolvercote Cemetery is among the more severely plain of the graves there, in keeping with Jewish custom). Yet his observance reflected a sense of connection to a familial and ethnic past and sense of community, rather than any personal belief or reverence for the actual content of theology and prayer.
 Yet, while he had no love of the more extreme forms of Jewish piety,
 he also found liberal Judaism unsatisfactory – muddled and intellectually dishonest.
  

Given his lack of religious belief, combined with his sense of attachment to Jewish tradition and identity, and his commitment to liberalism and freedom of choice, some have wondered at this negative-to-dismissive attitude to more liberal strands of Judaism. This stance was, however, actually quite consistent with Berlin’s more general.


Central to Berlin’s pluralism was a tendency to distinguish between different goods, which he regarded as intrinsically valuable – that is, as deriving their claims on individuals from their own features, and not from their relation to other valuable things. This tendency to axiological pluralism was connected to what we might call a nominalistic intellectual bent or style – a preference for distinguishing between different things as cleanly and precisely as possible, and aversion to conflation or blurring of differences. For Berlin, the demands of religion should be recognized for what they were, and not assimilated to or conflated with other claims or values. Specifically religious demands were “transcendent, absolute” (that is, not based on anything else), ineffable and implacable, based on revelation or faith – and often quite horrifying, bloodthirsty, inhuman and inhumane.
 

Here Berlin’s views were markedly similar to his fellow Rigan, Yeshayahu Leibowitz.
 Both owed a general debt to Kantian philosophy, the intellectual approach of each was characterized by an emphasis on the need for clear-sighted choice between rival, independent and incommensurable alternatives.
 For both Berlin and Leibowitz, the akedah was a crucial moment in Judaism, which revealed the essence of Judaism qua religion, and the difference between the claims of Judaism as religion and the claims of humanistic ethics (and both saw ethics proper as essentially humanistic in orientation).
 

Both Berlin and Leibowitz also repeatedly attacked “idolatry”, which may seem a distinctively Judaic stance. But their reasons for doing so, and indeed understanding of idolatry, were very different. For Leibowitz, idolatry represented an offence against God; for Berlin, it was blameworthy as an offence against human beings: the problem with sacrificing to idols was not that it took worship away from the true God, but that it made sacrifices of human beings, who were ultimately the only truly intrinsically valuable things in the world. Accordingly, Leibowitz saw humanism itself as a form of idolatry; while Berlin might have regarded the akedah itself as essentially the same as the sort of idolatry he attacked – the sacrifice of living human beings on the “altars of abstractions”.
 A rejection of human sacrifice was central to Berlin’s moral vision; to the extent that unadulterated theocentric Judaism could justify or call for human sacrifice, Berlin would feel constrained to morally reject it – while also respecting the internal validity and emotional force of its claims.

Berlin’s respect for the claims of Judaism was thus inextricably tied to his rejection of them. He accepted the Jewish religious tradition for what, in his view, it was; he did not want to water it down, domesticate it, reconcile it to a modern liberal outlook which was foreign to it. But his ethical allegiance was to this outlook, and his intellectual allegiance was to rationalism (chastened though his own brand of rationalism was). His was thus a respect for the integrity of Judaism from the outside, from a secular humanistic perspective for which Jewishness must be more or other than religious to be meaningful.

III. Berlin and Modern Jewish Experience

This brings us to the question of the imprint left on Berlin’s thought by the Jewish historical experience – and, particularly, the experiences of Jews in the West following the period of emancipation in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The most obvious way in which Berlin’s thought was “Jewish” in the sense of growing out of an engagement with the Jewish historical experience is in the connection between his personal commitment to Zionism, and the larger sympathy for nationalism that significantly qualified and inflected his liberalism. This is a topic to which Arie Dubnov has devoted an excellent discussion here, and which has been ably addressed in print before – so it will not be a main focus of my inquiry here.
 My concern is with determining whether Berlin’s Jewishness had any impact on his thought other than his Zionism; I will indeed say a little about this topic, since it is inextricable from other ways in which his Jewish experience may have affected his thought, but will not give it the fuller treatment it deserves.

The “Jewish experience”, stretching over multiple millennia and distinct cultures, refers to many very different experiences. Here I am concerned with those Jewish historical experiences that particularly concerned Berlin and with which he identified. This means looking, first, at some general, prevalent, recurrent features of Jewish life in Europe following emancipation; second, at the experiences of the Russian Jewish community into which Berlin was born; thirdly, at the Anglo-Jewish world of which Berlin became a part; and finally, returning to the larger experience of post-emancipation Jewry as Berlin himself analysed it.

The modern condition of the Jewish people living in the West – that is, the condition experienced by growing numbers of Jews following the onset of emancipation at the beginning of the nineteenth century – was one of living either within, or “betwixt and between” (at least) two worlds, unmoored from one bank and unable to reach the other.
 They found themselves admitted to and tempted by a new world of intellectual discoveries and worldly possibilities, yet restrained by external and internal obstacles – prejudice,  residual legal disabilities, the claims of family, memory, tradition. All of the core constituents of Jewish identity – creed, religious legal code, ritual and ceremonial life, community, culture, emphasis on talmud torah, and belief in special covenantal relationship to God – were made problematic by the encounter with the modern world.
 This, combined with their position as an alien, distrusted, often stigmatized and persecuted minority in a world in which national belonging and “rootedness” and a sense of “peoples” as natural, historical entities were increasingly prevalent and powerful, fostered acute self-consciousness.
   Modern Jewry underwent, somewhat belatedly and particularly ambivalently and violently, the major processes of modernity: secularization, assimilation, and “nationization” (that is, the ideological process of coming to think of themselves in terms of nationhood).  Jewish thought – and, particularly, thinking about politics – was characterized by “preoccupation with ... exile, homelessness, and marginality”, moving between the “twin polarities” of “aspirations for assimilation and the assertion of separateness”.
 


Berlin responded to these themes; he was particularly concerned with the aspiration toward assimilation and the ineradicability of Jewish uniqueness and apartness; and with the psychic experience of outsiderhood. His writings on these subjects approach them, it should be stressed, from a specifically Zionist (or, as Dubnov has argued, normalizing-Zionist) perspective, which shaped the way that Berlin perceived and presented the dynamics of modern Jewish history in the West. While some of the resulting claims call out for revision, or at least questioning, here I shall merely present Berlin’s own account, his own perceptions, so as to make a case, ultimately, for how these perceptions affected his outlook

According to Berlin, the modern Jewish condition in Europe was “morbid”, their predicament “precarious” and “painfully and tragically abnormal”.
 The sui generis nature of the Jews' condition had, for Berlin, a larger significance: by defying the panaceas of rational reform and showing the power of national identity, it forced a re-evaluation and modification of modern, liberal ideology.
 The fond supposition of “the Enlightenment” had been that “with the general spread of education and liberal culture the Jews would peacefully melt into their surroundings”. Such optimism was repeatedly undercut by resurgences of anti-Semitism – until the greatest and most modernist wave of anti-Semitic murder made progressive optimism permanently impossible for many.
 

Berlin likened this condition to that of “travellers who … find themselves among a tribe with whose customs they are not familiar” and whose reaction to them is uncertain. These strangers must first learn the ways of the surrounding tribe – and hence come to know it in a different way than it knows itself. Freedom, happiness, life itself depend on acquiring accurate knowledge: the strangers therefore become authorities on the lives of the natives – but never actually natives. They are always outsiders. The natives recognize this, and may easily turn against the strangers; and the more desperately the strangers protest that they, too, are members of the larger community, no different than anyone else, the more obvious their differences appear.
 Under these conditions, the strangers had a tendency to develop either excessive admiration for, even worship of, the dominant culture – or resentment of or contempt for it – or some combination of the two. This could lead both to unusual insight, and neurotic distortion.
 

Jews were thus acutely aware of their anomalous position, the effects of this position on their lives, and the way others perceived them. “Certainly no community has ever been so conscious of itself, its past fate, its future, and the apparently insoluble character of the problems which beset it” as modern Jews: “[a]lmost every Jew, early or late in his life, has encountered something called the Jewish problem”; modern Jewish identity was dominated by a “consciousness of themselves as being peculiarly problematical”.
 Modern Jewish history saw a “precarious search for security and happiness” by Western Jews , who suffered a “painful anxiety” to avoid “causing irritation to their neighbours”. This insecurity was exacerbated by modern Jews comparing themselves, not only to (their vision of) their neighbours, but also to their vision of their more restricted, less compromised, more dignified and contented, less despised ancestors.
 Post-Emancipation Jews found themselves having to “don clothes made to fit others”, and consequently suffered a “loss of identity”.
 The effort to fit in, to overcome the “gap” between themselves and others, only produced self-consciousness and artificiality.

The insecurity and discomfort that Berlin perceived among diaspora Jews – and that he, perhaps, sometimes felt himself – is perhaps most starkly revealed in his likening of Jews to “a species of deformed human beings, let us say hunchbacks” who adopted one of three attitudes to their humps: One was denial – to maintain that they had no humps – that there was anything unique about the Jews – appealing to enlightened/liberal opinion, and accusing those who denied this of anti-Semitism. The second response was the opposite of this – to proudly declare oneself a hunchback (a Jew, and hence unique), and accuse those who commented adversely on this fact of being motivated by envy of the glorious hump (that is, Jewish excellence). The third response was that of “those timid and respectable cripples” who hoped that by minimizing (and stigmatizing) discussion of humps, could avoid embarrassment, and indeed notice of their humps, which they hoped would eventually go away. These were the different, and mutually antagonistic, strategies of assimilated Jews. But eventually there came along some who rejected denial – “who said a hump was a hump, an appendage that was neither desirable nor capable of being disguised, nor yet of being slowly diminished”; it should, rather, be cut off by means of surgical operation. This operation was the creation of a Jewish homeland; this fourth group, the Zionists [though this approach seems not so different from that of the Zionists' enemies, the Bund).
 

Berlin regarded the insecurity he so graphically allegorised as a serious problem for four reasons. First, it caused immediate suffering for the Jews – both by accentuating their differences from others and thus encouraging discrimination and even persecution, and by making them feel ashamed of their origins and identity (or, ashamed of being ashamed of their origins and identity). Second, it led to psychological and moral impoverishment and deformation in some Jews; this was bad both intrinsically, and for its contribution to their being reviled by others and disgusted with themselves. Diaspora life was humiliating: and humiliation undermined the all-important value of human dignity twofold: first by making those humiliated lose standing in the eyes of others; second, by making those humiliated perceive themselves and behave in ways – and, over time, develop characteristics – that made them in fact undignified. The “vast majority of Jews” in the diaspora were in danger of becoming, and many actually became, “morally and socially crippled”. Finally, the very fact that this crippling arose from “the abnormality of their social situation” – and therefore could only be cured by changing that situation, through collective action and transformation – further undermined Jews' status as human beings: for essential conditions and features of their lives and their very identities were beyond their control. “Personal integrity and strength” were not enough to overcome this condition; and no matter how admirable an individual was, she would still be unable to overcome this predicament.
 Berlin's overall liberalism was founded on a concern with preventing human suffering,  preserving a sense of human dignity against humiliation and degradation, and vindicating a sense of individual agency. As a liberal and as a Jew, the diasporic Jewish condition concerned him deeply.

There was one further aspect of what he saw as the malaise of diaspora Jewry to which Berlin strongly objected. This was the way in which it encouraged self-deception and delusion. For all of his criticisms of  “the Enlightenment”, Berlin remained a true heir of the Enlightenment in seeing human self-deception and delusion as among the primary evils bedevilling human society. This concern with combating self-deception was linked to the liberal commitment to human dignity and well-being, as well as to an intellectual's commitment to the intrinsic value of knowledge: for “to deny what inwardly one knows to be true, to do violence to the facts for whatever tactical or doctrinal motive, is at once degrading and doomed to futility”.
 But Berlin regarded the Enlightenment's solution to “the Jewish Problem” - civic emancipation-plus-assimilation – as not only failing to dispel, but actually promoting, self-deception, subjection, and inequality. The enlightened proponents of Emancipation had hoped to make the Jews “happier and more useful”; this required not only legal emancipation, but full assimilation. Such assimilation – the abandonment of an outdated, irrational, barbaric set of superstitions which had governed Jewish life – would, through the natural workings of reason and progressive growth, yield social harmony and individual freedom (from the shackles of religious authority, civil disability, and ascriptive identity).

The project of emancipation on condition of assimilation actually reinforced the absence of true liberty and equality for the Jews, who could only enter society on the terms and at the price set by others. Furthermore, the very insistence that the Jews should assimilate made it impossible for them to do so: the harder they tried, the more conspicuous they were as Jews. Assimilation was thus, as a policy, “self-defeating” – and attended by “grotesque and pitiful human casualties”. The combination of an inability to assimilate at will, and shame and humiliation borne of attempting to do so, or of witnessing the attempts of others, produced  “intense discomfort”; while “fidget[ing]” at such discomfort excited “contempt, dislike and persecution” by non-Jews.
 Yet assimilation was not a complete failure – and this was part of the problem: it had worked both too well, and not at all. It had failed to put an end to anti-Semitism; but it had left Jews themselves with a deep sense of attachment to and involvement in the countries they had come to inhabit as their own. European Jewish assimilation was thus one of the great stories of unrequited love on the world-historical level.

Assimilation – the attempt to escape Jewish particularity – thus only reinforced it. And indeed, a tension between the universalism embodied in the project of assimilation, and the particularity revealed in its failure, was at the heart of much Jewish history and thought. Part of the problem with the Jews, in the eyes of others, and part of the problem for the Jews was that they were at once indigestibly particular, yet also, in some ways, universal: cosmopolitans and universal outsiders whose religion, originally the creed of a tribe, came to be universalised through Christianity –  the religion that would then be taken as a reason to persecute the adherents of its precursor. A tension between universalism and particularism and particularity had been visible in early Jewish thought, as the people of Israel struggled with the implications of monotheism and a binding moral law.
 It later came to the fore in the Haskalah, in which Jews sought both to defend their particular religious heritage in universalistic terms, and justify their reaching for the intellectual fruits of universalistic modern philosophy with reference to their particular heritage.

While there were universalistic impulses within Judaism, it was the Jews' stubborn particularity that was most apparent to others, and which gave rise to “the Jewish Problem”. Judaism, with its emphasis on and adherence to tradition, and Jewishness, with its refusal (often in spite of the wishes of the Jews themselves) to be assimilated either to the culture or the categories of modern European life , stubbornly defied the universalising  aspirations of modernity.
 

The sui generis nature of the Jewish people, and the failure of universalising projects to either alter or correspond to reality, may have contributed to Berlin's own scepticism of universalism, progressivism, and rationalism, and his belief in the importance of cultural and historical particularity. Berlin also seems to have himself linked Jewish experience to an appreciation of human particularity generally.  Thus, he claimed that Hess’s feeling for Jewish particularity was connected to a larger feeling for real, individual human beings, as against a passionate love of inhuman symmetry and regularity, dogmatic rationalism and moral ruthlessness (all of them represented by the baptised, self-hating Jew Marx).
 This assertion of the claims of particularity against generality, of the many against the One, of plurality against monism, were at the centre of Berlin's thought and life's work.

Given Berlin's own insistence on the importance of attending to particulars, we should be careful in approaching his “Jewishness” in terms of a general, monolithic account of modern Jewish experience and culture. Indeed, Berlin’s experience was that of a member of two distinct Jewish communities – communities whose positions and mores were different from one another, and from other Jewish communities in the West.

The first of these, into which Berlin was born, was at the time the largest of modern Jewish communities: the community inhabiting the Pale of Settlement within the Russian Empire, which had begun, in the years preceding Berlin’s birth, to move into the urban centres of Russia itself (as Berlin’s family would).

The Jews of Russia were different from their Western brethren in two significant respects – one having to do with their insularity, and the other with the impact on them of the external culture to which they, eventually, came to be exposed. Both of these features seemed to Berlin to be sources of emotional and moral strength. On the one hand, the Jews of the Pale were barred from assimilation to modern life longer than their Western counterparts. This was the cause of much misery. Yet by being kept apart and denied equality the Jews of Eastern Europe, and particularly those living in the heavily Jewish Pale, retained a stronger, less ambivalent and complicated, sense of themselves as a distinctive community, with its own interests, values, practices, personal ties, and fate. They lived “their own rich … imaginative and morally satisfying lives … morally and spiritually secure”; this allowed them to retain their “moral and spiritual integrity” and produced “generously endowed, imaginative, free, unbroken Jewish personalities”.
 (And hence, unsurprisingly, it was among the Jews of Eastern Europe that Zionism most took root; thus, this characterization is not merely a matter of admiring nostalgia on the part of the son of Ostjuden, but serves as part of an account of Zionism that is part analysis and part propaganda.)

Many Western Jews saw things differently. Enlightened German Jews, in particular, were embarrassed, and felt their efforts to assimilate hampered, by the poor, uneducated, sartorially archaic Ostjuden; the Ostjuden duly resented the German Jews – and, perhaps, envied the opportunities they had (this would have been particularly true of Ostjuden who were touched by the Haskalah).
 Berlin’s admiration for aspects of German philosophy and literature combined with his varying mixtures of hostility, suspicion, and condescension to many of the German-Jewish thinkers he encountered (Arendt, Adorno, Leo Strauss, etc.) was a far from atypical response of a resentful Ostjude encountering lordly Yekkes.

At the same time, the Jews of the Russian Empire were not wholly inured from modern culture – at least not by the time of Berlin’s birth. The Haskalah had indeed reached the Pale in the nineteenth century – by which point it had been affected by Romanticism as well as the Enlightenment; this had an impact on what counted as “Enlightened” thought among Eastern Jews.
 Furthermore, as they moved out of the Pale into the cities of the Russian Empire (as Berlin’s family had done), Russian Jews (like their Western counterparts) began to embrace their own, purified vision of Russia – which meant the highest of Russian literature. As Vladimir Jabotinsky observed: “I do not know if many of us love Russia, but many, too many of us, children of the Jewish intelligentsia [or, in Berlin’s case, the Jewish bourgeoisie]  are madly, shamefully in love with Russian culture, and through it with the whole Russian world.”
 And indeed, in the Russian intelligentsia bright and rebellious young Jews found a natural home – largely because the (Russian) members of the intelligentsia felt themselves to be  “foreigners at home” (in the words of Berlin’s hero Herzen), caught between the state and the peasants, “[h]omeless and disembodied”, suspended between scepticism and ardent faith, reviled yet privileged, possessed of a sense of “chosenness and martyrdom”, devoted to book learning, which they imagined to be the route to virtue, and to personal righteousness, and held together by common rites and readings. It was easy for Jews and intelligents to identify with one another, and easy for Jews to think of themselves as intelligents.

To Berlin, at least, Zionism and a sense of Jewish separateness and distinctness, and the precariousness, powerlessness  and constrictions of Jewish life, on the one hand; and a sharp feeling for the liberating power of Western ideas and Russian literature, on the other, were characteristic features of Russian-Jewish life. Both, certainly, were features of Berlin's own outlook. So, too, was assimilation (which he attributed to “Russian and Polish Jews”) of (not to) “the humanist-liberal, radical and social-democratic traditions of intellectual revolt”. Whilst they retained the “tastes” of their Medieval forebears, they combined these  with the “creed of the liberal intelligentsia”.
  This combination of liberal-humanist ideals with a sense of communal belonging which was neither liberal nor modern (nor, however, illiberal or anti-modern) was, for Berlin , a feature of a distinctively Russian-Jewish culture; it was certainly a feature of Berlin's own  political thought.


As Berlin remarked, and as his biographer and others have rightly reminded us, much of Berlin's uniqueness came from his idiosyncratic blending of characteristics of his British, Russian and Jewish heritages. What is less remarked on or recognized is that the blending of distinctive British and Russian elements occurred not only with, but within, Berlin's Jewish identity. When his family emigrated to Britain, Berlin entered  not only into British society, but into a venerable and intricate Jewish community. The Anglo-Jewish experience (after the readmission of the Jews to England in 1655) was atypical of modern Jewish history in its lack of disaster and persecution.
 Accordingly, the feelings of many English Jews for their adoptive homeland was one of gratitude and admiration. Berlin and other Jews' admiration for Britain as the land of tolerance, liberty, fairness, good manners, was related to this lack of violent persecution, and the steady acquisition of legal privileges. British Jews' eager adoption of British attitudes and characteristics was a natural expression of this.
 To be an Anglo-Jew was often to be an Anglophile or indeed an Anglomane – which was very different from being an Englishman. The absence of outright physical persecution and civic disability made subtler forms of discrimination – i.e. social slights and exclusion – all the more noticeable, and Jews more sensitive to them – as did the centrality and pervasiveness, within British society, of distinctions and markers of class. This produced an intense social self-consciousness, a concern with appearance to others: “In America Jews are constantly asking ‘Is it good for the Jews?’ In England, the question is different: ‘Does it give the Jews a bad name?’ For British Jews, social embarrassment and anti-Semitism were entwined: and each was made more fearsome by its association with the other. The result of this was that Anglo-Jewry came to represent (as one British Jew put it) “ the diaspora in its most extreme form”: not so much assimilated, as “worshipping as a Jew and behaving like a goy”


This accurately describes the insecurity and timorousness described in Berlin's analyses of the modern Jewish condition – and exhibited in his correspondence. While the Russian Jew in Berlin admired the Russian Jews he described, the British Jew in him envied them their proud, self-reliant, “rich” moral and spiritual lives, and was all too aware of his own insecurities. Berlin recognized excessive concern about the opinions of others, and over-eagerness to please, as his greatest defects.
 His own sensitivities, and perception (or projection) of such sensitivity fostered in Berlin a concern not just with violence and civic disability, but with humiliation, marginalization, stigmatization, and other challenges to the dignity of those who did not fit comfortably into their society for whatever reason
 Berlin's hyper-sensitivity to the opinions of others gave him an appreciation for the importance of public opinion in shaping the horizons of individuals which more ardent and optimistic individualists often lacked: as Berlin noted, “Most human beings are affected by opinions prevalent in their environment, especially when these are long and widely held.”. Victims of prejudice thus “cannot but judge themselves in the light of the normal values prevalent in their society” (and hence are often prone to self-hatred).
 It was all very well to call for individuals to triumph over such pressure; but this would only be possible, for most people, if social conditions themselves were changed. Hence the need for movements of social transformation – such as Zionism.


Personal sensitivity can be turned inwards, fostering narcissism (and, politically, chauvinism); or outward, to foster empathy (and, politically, toleration and moral egalitarianism). Berlin's correspondence shows him to not have been wholly free from self-absorption: but his intellectual response to the Jewish experience and his own susceptibility to taking offence was to give a central place, in his political thought and moral outlook, to sympathy for outsiders and opposition to callousness. He protested against “moments of hatred of ... minorities because they cannot see that it is their duty to the international order to lie down & die decorously & uncomplainingly”, calling this “a very hideous moral phenomenon”.
 These words – written in response to British treatment of Jewish refugees seeking to make their way to Palestine – also aptly sum up much of the main thrust of Berlin's moral-political preachings, whether against philosophies of historical inevitability which justify the crushing of dissenters as irrational and obstructive, or calls for ideological uniformity or moral unanimity which stigmatize (at best) disagreement and deviation from the true, best way.

IV. Jewishness and Liberalism

This brings us to the central question of the relationship between Berlin's liberalism, and the influence(s) on him of his Jewishness. In what follows I will suggest that Berlin's perceptions of Jewishness led him to both a redefinition of and rededication to liberalism in light of the Jewish experience, which contributed to his awareness of both the value – indeed, the preciousness – of liberal ideals and institutions, and their shortcomings. More specifically, his Jewishness led Berlin to emphasise particularity; the value of personal experience, and the limitations of rationalism, universalism, and neutrality; and to articulate both liberalism and Zionism through appeals to the value of choice and personal freedom.



This is not the place or time to explore the larger question of the relationship between liberalism and the Jewish (and Judaic) tradition(s) in general – a question to which no answer may be possible at all, given the diversity of both Jewish thought and its sources, and liberalism. But we can, I think, safely say that the resources and pressures of their tradition, and the peculiarities of their position, served to push Jews toward and pull them away from liberalism. Historically, liberalism was embraced by Jews as offering emancipation. But it also posed problems, since it set assimilation as the price of emancipation. This made many Jews ambivalent about liberalism's universalism, and indeed about liberalism itself.
 Judaism’s encounter with liberalism thus raised the social problem of the one and the many, of universalism versus particularistic identity.


One source of tension with (some forms of) liberalism is the role played by community in Jewish life. A strong sense of community (which has both theological/Biblical and modern-historical bases
) has long  marked Jewish consciousness, despite the difficulties posed by dispersion. This sense of community became strained and complicated after emancipation, as Jews became members of other, national communities; as the modern world became ever more complex, the communities of which Jews were members and which made claims on them multiplied.
 Yet the very difficulties of Jewish communal identity made those who encountered the problem all the more aware of the power and significance of communal membership and identity. 


There may appear to be a tension or even opposition here between liberalism, which is individualistic and universalist, and an appreciation of the importance of place and of past, of community, ancestry, membership (what is sometimes called “identity” – wrongly, since this presupposes that identity is a matter of such communal/membership affiliations, rather than of individual self-definition and achievement). On this view, Berlin's personal attachment to Jewish community, and recognition of the power of social position, cultural affiliation, and ascriptive collective identity over human life, would have qualified his commitment to liberalism.


Berlin certainly did emphasise the importance of a sense of communal belonging and recognition far more than many of his liberal peers.
 In addition to his staunch Zionism, he expressed admiration for the kebilla (the pre-modern Jewish community) as providing some experience of  self-rule.
 Yet Berlin's appreciation of the value of communal solidarity itself rested on individualist foundations. He rejected the view of societies as organic entities with wills and purposes of their own which transcended those of their individual members;
 and he regarded communities as valuable, not as ends in themselves, but as means to satisfying the (empirical) needs of individuals for a sense of identity and belonging, for company and understanding from others.


Berlin’s Zionism has often been taken as qualifying and perhaps compromising his commitment to liberalism, in that it reflects a collectivist ethnic nationalism. This characterisation needs to be significantly qualified in two respects; nevertheless, I will suggest that Berlin’s Zionism did sit somewhat uncomfortably with his own account of liberalism in two other respects.


The first way to dispel the worry about Berlin’s liberalism and Zionism, suggested by Avishai Margalit, is to see his liberalism as a principled commitment, and his Zionism as an emotional response to the particular dilemma of the Jews in modern times, a “family matter”.
 This approach is not wholly satisfactory, but it is I think correct in its characterisation of Berlin’s Zionism as a personal response to a  particular situation, and not as a matter of principled, doctrinal nationalism.

Secondly, as with his sympathy for nationalism more generally, Berlin’s reasons for supporting Zionism were individualistic and consonant with his liberal commitments. As we shall see below, in writing about Zionism he appealed to the importance of freeing individuals from intolerable situations, enlarging their area of free choice – and, more obviously, providing a safe haven from persecution. Thus, in his descriptions of Weizmann’s and Einstein’s versions of Zionism and in his expression of his own, Berlin made it clear that at the foundation of such Zionism was a belief that “in a civilized society every man must be free to pursue his own path in the manner that seemed to him best, provided that this did not do positive harm to others”.
 Accordingly,  Berlin’s Zionism was a liberal Zionism – he wanted Israel to be a liberal, secular state

At the same time, Zionism presented what seems to be another sort of problem for Berlin. Berlin is often seen – rightly – as a sceptical liberal, opposed to utopian “blueprints”; yet Zionism seems (or, seemed to Berlin, at least for most of his life) a successful example of an ideology which had set out to realize such a utopian “blueprint”.
 Indeed, Berlin viewed Herzl as a fanatic, who understood “issues but not human beings”; he acknowledged that classical Zionism had seemed utopian, a heroic, sentimental gesture, divorced from real life. To the extent that Berlin had sympathy with Zionism, therefore, it modified his general scepticism of “utopianism” – and reinforced his doubts about and opposition to hard-headed “realism” and theories of historical inevitability.
 This latter was a crucial aspect of Berlin’s outlook, which if often overshadowed by his condemnations of fanatical idealism.
 Indeed, part of what most attracted Berlin to Zionism was the way it had defied expectations about what was possible and impossible.
 It also served to restore agency to the Jews, giving them control over their own fate: Zionism was auto-emancipation.
 This in itself was an important antidote to the syndrome of the diaspora. Their “inferior and dependent status” had produced in Jews “the virtues and vices of slaves”;  the purpose of Zionism was to enable Jews to live “a life worthy of human beings” by restoring to them some control over their own fate – and the sense of agency and thus dignity that comes from having such control.
 Thus, Berlin celebrated the creation of Israel for having “liberated all Jews”, by making it possible for them to “settle freely their own fate”.
 

All of this is in keeping with the importance given to ideas of human agency and dignity in Berlin’s work. And indeed, Berlin’s very sympathy for the value of belonging and having a homeland of one’s own were outgrowths of a concern with preserving or restoring personal dignity and honour, of making it possible for all individuals to live without shame and dependence.
 

Zionism was born out of a sense of helplessness, a sense that to be dependent on the toleration or good-will of others was intolerable.
 As such, it was motivated, for Berlin as for many other Zionists, by a desire for liberty. But this was not the sort of liberty that Berlin championed as “negative liberty”. Rather, it was a desire for national self-government, and for a degree of personal self-control or agency – to be an actor rather than the passive victim, or even beneficiary, of the wills of others. All of this is part of what Berlin identified as “positive liberty” – liberty as self-mastery, self-government (whether collective or individual), autonomy. Berlin’s reflections on the Jewish condition, and embrace of Zionism as the best remedy for the ills of that condition, thus constitute moments of appreciation for positive, as well as negative, liberty.

At the same time, Berlin’s defence both of Zionism, and of his own brand of Zionism against other sorts, ultimately leant most heavily not on either positive or negative liberty, but on the basic liberty that underlay both negative and (non-perverted) positive liberty: the freedom of individuals to make choices for themselves, without being constrained or bullied by others.
 

One of the most revealing expressions of Berlin’s association of liberty’s value with individual choice – and of how this shaped his responses to contemporary social and political issues – was advanced in his essay ‘Jewish Slavery and Emancipation’. Provoked by an interview with Arthur Koestler which had appeared in Spring 1950, and published in The Jewish Chronicle in Autumn 1951, it was written while Berlin was developing his account of liberty.
 The essay was directed against Koestler’s call for the “liquidation of the Diaspora” – that is, his insistence that Jews must choose either complete assimilation or emigration to Israel. But it was also directed, more broadly, against all attempts to ‘eliminate […] ambiguous elements in favour of a more clear-cut structure’. To impose – as Koestler did – a “rigid 'either-or'  – for no better reason, Berlin alleged, than a personal taste for 'radical' solutions and  a “clear-cut” social structure  – was “petty tyranny”, “an intolerable form of bullying in a society that recognizes the rights of human beings to a certain elasticity”. There was something “totalitarian' about the impulse to “sort [people] out neatly, each to his own category”.
 Berlin’s argument was thus a defence of social and cultural pluralism, and of the value as well as the rights of minorities and non-conformists – which constituted another hallmark, indeed a central pillar, of Berlin’s liberalism.

This championing of diversity was at the heart of Berlin’s defence of diaspora Jews. But in responding to Koestler’s call for the Jews to either emigrate or cease to be Jews, Berlin offered an account of Zionism that derived Israel’s value from its contribution to the related but distinct value of individual freedom of choice. In so doing, he also set forth his own vision of liberty as the ability of individuals to choose their own way of life. The ‘slavery’ referred to in the essay’s title was not a matter of civil disabilities only, but of lack of choice over how to live: “the tragedy of the Jews was that no real choice was open to them”. And the ‘emancipation’ brought about by the creation of Israel was to allow each individual Jew “to choose his own mode of life for himself, with all its attendant qualities”. The creation of Israel, Berlin explained, had put an end to the collective or national problem of Jews in the diaspora. The problem of how to live as a Jew, of how to respond to the odd situation of being Jewish, became, with the creation of Israel and the chance to choose between aliyah or living in the diaspora – and, if they chose the latter, to either assimilate or remain “betwixt and between” – a “purely individual problem which each Jew is free to solve as he chooses, and for which he bears responsibility not as a member of a nation but as an individual human being.” This was as it should be: for it was the right of each individual “to live the life he chooses, unless thereby he brings too much pain or injustice into the world.”
 Now that there existed a Jewish state, “[t]he communal Jewish future belongs to Israel. The Jewish religion will survive in the hearts of those who believe in it, wherever they may be. And individual Jews will surely claim their rights and perform their full duties as human beings and citizens in the communities in which, at last, they can freely choose to live – freely, because they are physically as well as morally free to leave them, and their choice whether to go or stay, being no longer forced upon them, is a genuine choice”.

In bringing this about, the creation of Israel had ‘rendered the greatest service that any human institution can perform for individuals’. By making their individual status a matter for personal choice, the creation of Israel had restored to Jews “not only their personal dignity and status as human beings, but what is vastly more important, their right to choose as individuals how they shall live – the basic freedom of choice, the right to live or perish, go to the good or the bad in one's own way, without which life is a form of slavery, as it has been, indeed, for the Jewish community for almost two thousand years.”
  

Conclusion

In his statements on Zionism and the modern Jewish predicament Berlin articulated many of the fundamental tenets of his liberalism – and made it clear that his was a liberal Zionism, and a liberal response to Jewish life, in both its motivation and its limits. At the same time, his writings on modern Jewish history and on Israel reveal the ways in which Berlin’s own political and moral positions were affected by his experience as a Jew, and his observations of the experiences of other Jews. His distrust of rigid rationalism and progressive optimism, as well as his opposition to calls for uniformity and purity, owe much to his sense of connection to, and of the tragedies of, Jewish life. His essential beliefs were nourished by the experiences of modern Jewry – and his liberalism was fortified by a sense of the dangers to dignity, spontaneity and self-worth posed by conditions of dependence, marginality and exclusion. The pressures on Jews to conform and adapt, and the miseries these caused, reinforced Berlin’s belief (which was also, and primarily, a response to the intellectual dogmas and political ideologies of his day) that there is 

never any duty to maim or impoverish oneself for the sake of an abstract ideal ... nobody ... should be required to vivisect himself, to throw away that which affords him the deepest spiritual satisfaction known to human beings – the right to self-expression, to personal relationships, to love of familiar places or forms of life ...
 

Berlin’s was a liberal response to Jewish experience – but also a Jew’s liberalism: “Jewish” in its concern with the emotional affects of homelessness, lack of standing, pressure to conformity and self-consciousness, “Jewish” in its deeply emotional tendency to look to and empathise with the predicament of minorities, eccentrics, and outsiders; and “Jewish” also in its combination of (and occasional vacillation between) scepticism and imagination, detachment and passionate emotional engagement, pessimism and idealism. The negative cast of Berlin’s thought – its tendency to define itself by what it sought to criticise or protect against, to take the point of departure in theorising about liberty from the experience of liberty’s absence, of slavery and chains,
 its insistence that protecting the basic liberties and physical and psychical safety and well-being of living individuals should take priority over the pursuit of grandiose visions of justice, flourishing and happiness – also bore the mark of Jewish history (as well as the more general ideological traumas of the twentieth century, from which the Jews had suffered so deeply).
 

Yet while the goals Berlin celebrated were largely defined in relation to evils he feared, and while his commitment to these goals was made more fervent by his opposition to these evils, in his political thought as a whole – and particularly in his writings on the Jewish condition – he set forth a positive, liberal vision, born of Jewish suffering and anxiety, of a decent human life for all:

The principal obligation of human beings … consist[s] in living heir life according to their lights, and in developing whatever faculties they possess without hurting their neighbours, in realising themselves in as many directions as freely, variously and richly as they can, without worrying overmuch whether they are measuring up to the peaks in their own past history, without casting anxious looks to see whether their achievements reach the highest points reached by the genius of their neighbours, nor yet looking at other nations, or wondering whether they are developing precisely as they expect them to develop.
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�	 There are grounds in Berlin’s own work and self-understanding for making this distinction. In writing about his personal formation – as he did but rarely – he discussed his Jewishness; but (as Shlomo Avineri has noted) Berlin omitted discussion of his Jewishness in his more purely intellectual autobiography. Compare “The Three Strands in My Life,”in Berlin, Personal Impressions, ed. Henry Hardy, 2nd edition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 255-9,  to “My Intellectual Path”, in Berlin, The Power of Ideas, ed. Henry Hardy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 1-23; and see Avineri, “A Jew and a Gentleman”, The One and the Many: Reading Isaiah Berlin, ed. Henry Hardy and George Crowder (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2007), 73-4.


�	 This distinction between “Judaic” (i.e. religious) and (secular, historical) “Jewish” influences is reflected in Berlin’s own discussion of Marx, where Berlin comes to similar conclusions.  A basically similar distinction is also made (with respect to the term “Judaism”, which I here use to refer only to the Jewish religion and its intellectual traditions) by Milton Steinberg in Basic Judaism (NY, Harvest Books 1975 [1947]), 3.


�	  For a fuller, more extensively documented account of Berlin’s personal relationship to his Jewish identity see James Chappel, “Dignity is Everything: Isaiah Berlin and His Jewish Identity”, available at � HYPERLINK "http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/texts/berlinpost.html"��http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/texts/berlinpost.html� 


�	 This, at least, is what I infer from Berlin’s comments – see Michael Ignatieff, Isaiah Berlin: A Life (New York: Metropolitan Books, 1998), 13-15; Henry Hardy, ed. Book of Isaiah: Personal Impressions of Isaiah Berlin (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell & Brewer, 2009), editorial note, 264; Evan Zimroth, “In Search of Isaiah Berlin”, in ibid., 5-7. Mendel Berlin’s pride in the family status is clear in “For the Benefit of My Son”, ibid., 266-7.


�	 On Berlin’s Jewishness see Ignatieff, op.cit.; Avishai Margalit, “The Philosopher of Sympathy: Isaiah Berlin and the Fate of Humanism’, The New Republic, 20 February 1995, 31–7; for the family background see Mendel Berlin, “For the Benefit of My Son” and Zimroth, op.cit.


�	 See e.g. Zimroth, 4. A particularly savage example of this can be found in the younger Berlin’s private remarks on the American journalist Arthur Krock: “a monster, a leaner over backwards, a hollow, ashamed, dishonest, uncomfortable, pourri [‘rotten’] figure, an appeaser of the first water, a general traitor and symptom of the spineless attitude of the crypto-Jews of this remarkable land”. He had also, some years before, praised one older British Jew as “one of the very, very, very few English Jews of any station by whom one was in no way embarrassed. Which is really exceptional.” Berlin to Marion Frankfurter, 5 August 1940, in Berlin Flourishing: Letters 1928-1946, ed. Henry Hardy (London: Chatto and Windus, 2004), 327; to Diana Hubback, 1936, Flourishing 149. 


�	 Bryan Magee, “Isaiah as I Knew Him”, The Book of Isaiah 50. Magee tries to take some of the sting out of these phrases by noting that Berlin was, in fact, fat, dark, unattractive and “of no more than average height”. But reading the term “little Jew” here as meaning “short-ish person of Jewish heritage” seems to me to miss the clear implications that the phrase had in Berlin's time, and still has.


�	 Ignatieff, 66, 308.


�	 Berlin seems to have a particular aversion to Yiddish and the culture associated with it. In this, he was typical of many Zionists of his day; but his views also resembled those of the misnagdim , who regarded Yiddish as a barbaric jargon (Robert Seltzer, “Enlightenment”, in Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr, eds. Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought [New York: Scribner's, 1987], 172; cf. Berlin’s description of Yiddish as an “argot”, “formless, insufficiently disciplined and strict, over-elastic”. “The Origins of Israel”, The Power of Ideas,154.)


�	  See e.g. Berlin’s letters to his (proudly Jewish and fiercely Zionist – and not wholly un-snobbish) mother, written from Chicago in November 1955 (Berlin Enlightening: Letters 1946-60, ed. Henry Hardy and Jennifer Holmes [London: Chatto and Windus, 2009], 506-8, 513) – in which words such as “prost [uncultured]” ”poshlost [vulgarity]”, “noisy” “ignorant” “hideous” “obsequious & aggressive” “grossness” feature prominently (as does a reference to “Jews with colossal noses”). Berlin best summed up his ambivalent attitude to such uneasily non-assimilated, Yiddishkeit Jews thus: “They are excellent people – generous, natural etc. but like an over-rich Kosher meal – I get nauseated. Never mind.” (28 November 1955, Enlightening, 513). Distinct from this was Berlin’s discomfort with what he saw as the mixture of sophistication and vulgarity, cynicism and fanaticism, knowingness and “occasional bitter insight” of “Central European, Jewish journalists” such as Arthur Koestler, Isaac Deutscher, George Steiner, et. al. (“Chaim Weizmann”, Personal Impressions 63; cf. “The Origins of Israel”, 156, for Berlin’s still stronger description of such people as “the fruits of decadence and self-critical desperation”, etc.)


�	 See Berlin to Rowland Burdon-Muller, 8 August 1949, Enlightening 117; to Felix Frankfurter, 12 September 1949,ibid.126-7. On the other hand, he could write “I much prefer Israelis to Jews: they are not riddled with ghastly psychological malaises.” (To Rowland Burdon-Muller, 13 April 1957; Enlightening 578) See also his lengthier, and more vivid, remarks on this topic, which include references to “those terrible milling Jews” who “lost all sense of human worth” when confronted with a long delay at Neapolitan customs, whereas the Israelis present “did not speak Yiddish and remained calm. Zionism really has turned them into decent emancipated human beings.” (to Bernard Berenson, 11 April 1958, Enlightening 618; and see also his expansion on this, ibid 620). He further admired Israel for developing a form of life that was “egalitarian without being priggish or oppressive” (to David Astor, 19 April 1958, Enlightening 621).


�	 Henry Hardy, “A Deep Understanding”, Jewish Chronicle, 26 March 2004, 35–6.
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