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Isaiah Berlin believed that ideas matter, not just as products
of the intellect but as producers of systems, guides to governance,
shapers of policy, inspirations of culture and engines of history.
That makes him a figure of iconic importance for the Brookings
Institution and others like it in Washington. Whatever their dif-
ferences, these organisations are dedicated to the importance of
ideas in public life. They’re in the business of thinking about the
hardest problems facing our society, nation and world – and
thinking up solutions. That’s why they’re called think tanks. 

Berlin probably would have had something gently teasing to say
about these outfits (and their nickname), not least because of his
scepticism about the quintessentially Yankee conceit that all ques-
tions have answers, and that any problem can be completely solved.
But Berlin would have enjoyed an occasional visit to our own
building at 1775 Massachusetts Avenue. He’d feel right at home,
since from 1942 until 1946 he worked up the street at 3100 Mass.
Ave., in the British Embassy. As a prodigious and exuberant con-
versationalist, he would have found the cafeteria on the first floor
particularly hospitable. Every day, from noon to two, it’s teeming
with Brookings scholars and others from up and down Think Tank
Row, who gather regularly to field-test their own latest ideas over
lunch. It would have been fun to have Sir Isaiah in our midst, not
least because fun was yet another ingredient of life – including the
life of the mind – that he both dispensed and appreciated in others.
His stepson, Peter Halban, recalls Berlin teaching him to play a
Russian version of tiddlywinks. He loved wordplay, storytelling

xi

FOREWORD

Strobe Talbott

00_SOVMINDFM.  12/19/03  10:48 AM  Page xi



and gossip. His commentary on the human condition was often
freewheeling and playful. 

Berlin would have spent some time in the library on the third
floor as well. He believed that ideas, like civilisations, States and
individuals, owe much to their forebears. Those ideas live on in
books. He called himself not a philosopher but a historian of ideas.
He saw himself not so much as a promulgator of new truths as a
student, critic, synthesiser and explicator of old ones. He put a pre-
mium on scholarship – on analysing the empirical evidence, pon-
dering work others had done before him, and mastering its impli-
cations for their time and our own. 

One quality anyone who knew Berlin, whether in person or
through his writings, associates with him is open-mindedness. He
had respect not just for the views of others but for the complexity
of reality – and of morality. ‘Pluralism’ was one of the rare words
with that suffix that, in his vocabulary, had a favourable connota-
tion. Most other isms were somewhere between suspect and anath-
ema. He was a champion of the spirit of openness and tolerance,
whereby a community – a university common room, a gathering of
townspeople or a nation – encourages different and often compet-
ing ideas of what is good, true and right. 

The last time I met Berlin was in 1994, a little over two years
before his death. I was serving in the State Department at the time
and gave a lecture in Oxford on the promotion of democracy as an
objective of American foreign policy. It was unnerving to look
down from the lectern and see him there, in the front row, fully
gowned, eyes riveted on me, brows arched. After I finished, he
came up to me and, along with several courtesies, offered his
favourite piece of advice from someone who was not, I suspect,
his favourite statesman: Talleyrand. ‘Surtout pas trop de zèle,’ he
said. I had the impression that he was not so much reproving me as
letting me in on what he felt was a home truth about pretty much
everything American, notably including our foreign policy. 

What he called ‘the unavoidability of conflicting ends’ was the
‘only truth which I have ever found out for myself’.1 ‘Some of the
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Great Goods cannot live together . . . We are doomed to choose,
and every choice may entail an irreparable loss.’1 It’s a kind of
corollary to his concept of pluralism, and of liberalism. 

Thus, for him, all interesting issues are dilemmas. The only
thing worse than making a mistake was thinking you couldn’t
make one. He believed we must face the inevitability of undesir-
able, potentially hazardous consequences even if we make what we
are convinced is the right choice. 

Had Berlin taken the matter that far and no further, he would
have left all of us – including those of us in the think-tank business
– in a cul-de-sac, a state of ethical and intellectual paralysis, not to
mention chronic indecision. 

But he did not leave us there. He argued that the difficulty of
choice does not free us from the necessity of choice. Recognising a
dilemma is no excuse for equivocation, indecision or inaction. We
must weigh the pros and cons and decide what to do. If we don’t,
others will decide, and the ones who do so may well act on the
basis of one pernicious ism or another. All in all, the making of
choices, especially hard ones, is, he believed, an essential part of
‘what it means to be human’.

Perhaps the best-known phrase associated with Berlin’s view of
the world and humanity is the one used as the title for his essay,
The Hedgehog and the Fox. It comes from a fragment of Greek
poetry by Archilochus: ‘The fox knows many things, but the
hedgehog knows one big thing.’ As he applied this saying to the
major actors of history, Berlin was not praising one beast and con-
demning the other. Everyone combines both, although in different
proportions and interactions. In that sense, the proverb doesn’t
quite work as a bumper-sticker for life – which is appropriate,
since Berlin was wary of slogans and nostrums. 

He did, however, have one big idea of his own – his own per-
sonal hedgehog – and it was (also appropriately) paradoxical:
beware of big ideas, especially when they fall into the hands of
political leaders. 

The antonym of pluralism is monism, which holds that there is
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one overarching answer to who we are, how we should behave,
how we should govern and be governed. It’s when the powers-
that-be claim to have a monopoly on the good, the right and the
true that evil arises. Monism is the common denominator of other
isms that have wrecked such havoc through history, including the
two totalitarianisms of the twentieth century. One is associated
with the name of Hitler, the other with that of Stalin, the photo-
graph of whom on page vi shows him sitting beneath a portrait 
of that Big-Idea-monger, Karl Marx. Stalin looms in the back-
ground, and sometimes the foreground, of all Berlin’s essays on
Soviet politics and culture, including those written after the tyrant’s
death in 1953. 

After perusing the manuscript of this book, George Kennan had
this to say: ‘I always regarded Isaiah, with whom I had fairly close
relations during my several periods of residence in Oxford, not
only as the outstanding and leading critical intelligence of his time,
but as something like a patron saint among the commentators 
on the Russian scene, and particularly the literary and political
scene.’

Berlin himself was not ethnically a Russian but a Jew (a distinc-
tion that has mattered all too much in Russian society); he was
born not in Russia proper but in Riga, on the fringes of the empire;
he was only eleven when his family emigrated from Petrograd to
England, where he spent his long life; and he returned to Russia
only three times. Yet he was, in many ways, a uniquely insightful
observer of that country. As a boy, he had been able to dip into
leather-bound editions of Tolstoy, Turgenev and Pushkin in his
father’s library and hear Chaliapin sing the role of Boris Godunov
at the Mariinsky Theatre. And, of course, he retained the language,
which gave him access to all those minds – Soviet, pre-Soviet, post-
Soviet, un-Soviet and anti-Soviet – that informed what he thought
and what you are about to read.

Throughout his life, as Berlin’s own mind ranged over the cen-
turies and around the world, he continued to think, read, listen,
talk and write about Russia, both as the home of a great culture and
as a laboratory for a horrible experiment in monism.

In pondering how that experiment might turn out, Berlin
rejected the idea of historic inevitability, not least because that itself
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was monistic. Instead, he believed in what might be called the plu-
ralism of possibilities. One possibility was that Russia, over time,
would break the shackles of its own history. He asserted that belief
in 1945, immediately after his first meeting with the poet Anna
Akhmatova, recounted in ‘A Visit to Leningrad’ and ‘Conver-
sations with Akhmatova and Pasternak’. He returned from
Leningrad to the British Embassy in Moscow, where he was work-
ing at the time, and wrote a visionary dispatch to the Foreign
Office in London. It expressed a hope that the vitality and magnifi-
cence of Russian culture might withstand, and eventually even
overcome, what he called the ‘blunders, absurdities, crimes and dis-
asters’ perpetrated by a ‘most hateful despotism’; in other words,
that the best in Russia’s dualism might win out over the worst.

Akhmatova wrote Berlin into her epic Poem without a Hero as
‘the Guest from the Future’. Yet in real life, his powers did not
include that of prophecy. He did not expect to outlive the Soviet
Union. In 1952, in an essay included here, he advanced the concept
of ‘the artificial dialectic’, the ingenious tactical flexibility in the
Communist party line that would, he believed, never allow ‘the
system to become either too limp and inefficient or too highly
charged and self-destructive’. It was ‘Generalissimo Stalin’s origi-
nal invention, his major contribution to the art of government’ –
and part of the tyranny’s survival manual. He feared it would
work:

[S]o long as the rulers of the Soviet Union retain their skill with the
machinery of government and continue to be adequately informed by
their secret police, an internal collapse, or even an atrophy of will and
intellect of the rulers owing to the demoralising effects of despotism
and the unscrupulous manipulation of other human beings, seems
unlikely . . . Beset by difficulties and perils as this monstrous machine
may be, its success and capacity for survival must not be underesti-
mated. Its future may be uncertain, even precarious; it may blunder
and suffer shipwreck or change gradually or catastrophically, but it is
not, until men’s better natures assert themselves, necessarily doomed.

Some might find in this judgement evidence that Berlin was
blind to the handwriting on the wall, or at least less far-sighted
than Kennan, who had, in 1947, discerned in the USSR ‘tendencies
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which must eventually find their outlet in either the break-up or
the gradual mellowing of Soviet power’.1

Another interpretation may be closer to the mark. For one
thing, the wall was a lot more solid-looking than anything written
on it in the last year of Stalin’s reign. For another, ‘not necessarily
doomed’ may not be a diagnosis of terminal illness but it’s not a
certification of good health either. And finally, most pertinently,
Berlin did not believe in certainty – especially, to paraphrase Yogi
Berra, about the future.

I interviewed Berlin in the summer of 1968, just after Soviet
tanks overran Czechoslovakia and crushed the Prague Spring. He
talked, at breakneck speed and in a baroque, erudite manner, but
with great clarity, about how the invasion proved the weakness of
a regime that relied so utterly on brute strength, and how it
revealed the ‘decrepitude’ of the Soviet system and of its ideology. 

Yet he – like myself and virtually everyone else I knew – still
expected that system to hang on for a long time to come. In the
mid-1980s, Margaret Thatcher chided Berlin for being a pessimist
when he suggested that it would take a war to bring about what
now would be called ‘regime change’ in Moscow. 

Even in the Year of Miracles, 1989 – when the wall (literally and
figuratively) came tumbling down – while others saw the end of
history, Berlin was not ready to pronounce the end of anything. In
‘The Survival of the Russian Intelligentsia’ he hails the Russians
for their part in the peaceful revolution that was spreading
throughout the Soviet bloc. They are, he wrote, ‘a great people,
their creative powers are immense, and once they are set free there
is no telling what they may give to the world’. 

But even amidst what he calls his ‘astonishment, exhilaration,
happiness’ about what was happening in Central Europe, he recalls
Madame Bonaparte’s comment when congratulated on being the
mother to an emperor, three kings and a queen: ‘Oui, pourvu que
ça dure.’ There’s an echo of that caution at the end of the essay –
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which concludes: ‘A new barbarism is always possible, but I see lit-
tle prospect of it at present. That evils can, after all, be conquered,
that the end of enslavement is in progress, are things of which men
can be reasonably proud.’ 

He believed that history, including the history of ideas, is always
‘in progress’. At moments when the direction seems positive,
progress can be acknowledged, even celebrated – but without
excessive zeal, or certainty. 

This much can be said with total certainty: to be associated with
the publication of this book is a cause for all of us to be more than
reasonably proud.

This book, like much that bears the Brookings imprint, is the
result of collaboration. Along with Bob Faherty, the director of
the Brookings Press, I wish to express our gratitude to Henry
Hardy of Wolfson College, Oxford, who edited these essays, lec-
tures and other writings by Isaiah Berlin. Henry accomplished
that task with the same skill and care that he has brought to four-
teen earlier collections of Berlin’s work, including five since
Berlin’s death in 1997. There are more to come, beginning with
the first volume (1928–46) of Berlin’s letters, published in the
same season as this book. 

I join Henry in expressing appreciation to Aline Berlin for sup-
porting this project, and for contributing, along with Peter
Halban, to a roundtable discussion of the manuscript, convened on
7 July 2003 under the auspices of St Antony’s College – an event
made possible by the kindness of the Warden, Sir Marrack
Goulding, and Polly Friedhoff, the College’s Public Relations and
Development Officer. That session brought together scholars, col-
leagues and friends of Berlin’s who shared with us their reminis-
cences of him and their knowledge of his work. The other partici-
pants were: Sir Rodric Braithwaite, Professor Archie Brown,
Professor Cao Yiqiang, Larissa Haskell, Camilla Hornby,
Professor Peter Oppenheimer, Dr Alex Pravda, Helen Rappaport,
Professor Robert Service, Brooke Shearer, Dr Harry Shukman and
Pat Utechin.
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he possesed a clever but also cruel look and all his countenence
bore an expression of a phanatic he signed death verdicts, without
moving his eyebrow. his leading motto in life was “The purpose
justifies the ways” he did not stop before anything for bringing
out his plans.

Isaiah Berlin, ‘The Purpose Justifies the Ways’ (1921)1

I have long known that this book ought to exist. Isaiah
Berlin’s scattered writings on the Soviet era of Russian politics
and culture are substantial both in quality and in quantity, as well
as being unlike those from any other hand.

In 1991, after the successful publication of The Crooked Tim-
ber of Humanity, and in response to the collapse of Communism
in Russia and Eastern Europe, I suggested to Berlin that a collec-
tion of his pieces on the Soviet Union might be especially timely,
but he demurred, saying that most of the items in question were
occasional, lightweight and somewhat obsolete. I returned to the
fray, setting out the arguments in favour of the proposal. He
replied as follows:

No good. I realise that all you say is perfectly sensible, but this is
the wrong time, even if these things are to be published. [. . .] I
think at the moment, when the Soviet Union has gone under, to
add to works which dance upon its grave would be inopportune –
there is far too much of this going on already – the various ways of
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showing the inadequacies of Marxism, Communism, Soviet organi-
sation, the causes of the latest putsch, revolution etc. And I think
these essays, if they are of any worth, which, as you know, I perma-
nently doubt, had much better be published in ten or fifteen years’
time, perhaps after my death – as interesting reflections, at best, of
what things looked like to observers like myself in the ’50s, ’60s,
’70s etc. Believe me, I am right.

More than a decade later, and some six years after Berlin’s
death, it seems right to put these hesitations aside, especially since
developments in the former Soviet Union have not followed the
swift path towards Western liberal democracy that so many (not
including Berlin himself ) rashly predicted; it is a commonplace
that much of the Soviet mentality has survived the regime that
spawned it. As for Berlin’s doubts about the value – especially the
permanent value – of his work, I am used to discounting these
with a clear conscience, and his phrase ‘observers like myself ’
splendidly understates the uniqueness of his own vision.

What has brought the project to fruition at this particular
juncture is the welcome proposal by my friend Strobe Talbott
that the pieces in question be made the subject of a seminar on
Berlin’s contribution to Soviet studies and published by the
Brookings Institution Press. Strobe’s foreword expertly places
the contents of the book in the context of Berlin’s oeuvre as a
whole.

All the footnotes to the essays are editorial except those to
which ‘I.B.’ is appended. A few supplementary remarks now fol-
low on the circumstances in which the essays I have included
came to be written.

The Arts in Russia under Stalin

In the autumn of 1945 Berlin, then an official of the British
Foreign Office, visited the Soviet Union for the first time since
he had left it in 1920, aged eleven. It was during this visit that his
famous meetings with Anna Akhmatova and Boris Pasternak
took place. He did not record his memories of these encounters
until thirty-five years later.1
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But he also wrote two official reports at the time. At the end of
his period of duty he compiled a remarkable long memorandum
on the general condition of Russian culture, giving it the charac-
teristically unassuming title ‘A Note on Literature and the Arts
in the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic in the Closing
Months of 1945’.

He also understated the coverage of his report. He enclosed a
copy of it with a letter dated 23 March 1946 to Averell Harriman,
US Ambassador to the USSR, congratulating him on his appoint-
ment as Ambassador to Britain. In the letter, written from the
British Embassy in Washington, he told Harriman:

I enclose a long and badly written report on Russian literature etc.
which I am instructed to forward to you by Frank Roberts.1 I
doubt whether there is anything in it that is either new or arresting
– here only Jock Balfour2 has read it, in the Foreign Office I doubt
if anyone will. It is confidential only because of the well-known
consequences to the possible sources of the information contained
in it, should its existence ever become known to ‘them’. I should
be grateful if you could return it to me via the Foreign Office bag
addressed to New College, Oxford, in the dim recesses of which I
shall think with some nostalgia but no regret of the world to which
I do not think I shall ever be recalled.

Berlin’s self-effacing account of his despatch is of course quite
misleading. As Michael Ignatieff writes in his biography of
Berlin:

Its modest title belied its ambitions: it was nothing less than a his-
tory of Russian culture in the first half of the twentieth century, 
a chronicle of Akhmatova’s fateful generation. It was probably 
the first Western account of Stalin’s war against Russian culture.
On every page there are traces of what she – Chukovsky and
Pasternak as well – told him about their experiences in the years of
persecution.3
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A Visit to Leningrad

The other piece written contemporaneously with the events of
1945 is a more personal account of his historic visit to Leningrad
from 13 to 20 November, less than two years after the lifting of
the German siege. He deliberately underplays, indeed slightly
falsifies, his encounter with Akhmatova on ( probably) 15–16
November. But in a letter to Frank Roberts, the British Chargé
d’Affaires in Moscow, thanking him for his hospitality, he writes
that when he called on Akhmatova again on his way out of the
Soviet Union at the end of his visit, she ‘inscribed a brand new
poem about midnight conversations for my benefit, which is the
most thrilling thing that has ever, I think, happened to me’.1

A Great Russian Writer

On 28 January 1998 ‘An American Remembrance’ of Isaiah
Berlin was held at the British Embassy in Washington. One of
the tributes delivered on that occasion was by Robert Silvers,2

co-editor of the New York Review of Books, and a friend of
Berlin’s for more than thirty years. In the course of his remarks
he spoke of the circumstances under which the next essay was
written, and of his own reaction to Berlin’s writing:

The prose of the born storyteller – that seems to me quintessential in
comprehending Isaiah’s immensely various work. I felt this most
directly [in autumn 1965] when he was in New York, and a book
appeared on the work of the Russian poet Osip Mandel�shtam, and
Isaiah agreed to write on it. The days passed, and he told me that he
was soon to leave, and we agreed he would come to the Review
offices one evening after dinner, and he would dictate from a nearly
finished draft. As I typed away, I realised that he had a passionate,
detailed understanding of the Russian poetry of this century. [. . .]
When he finished and we walked out on 57th Street, with huge, black
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garbage trucks rumbling by, he looked at his watch and said, ‘Three
in the morning! Mandel�shtam! Will anyone here know who he is?!’

Conversations with 
Akhmatova and Pasternak

Berlin’s famous essay ‘Meetings with Russian Writers in 1945 and
1956’ was published in full in 1980 in his Personal Impressions.
The story it tells so clearly forms a part of any volume on the
present theme that I have made an exception to my general prac-
tice of not publishing the same piece in more than one collection,
and have included this shortened version of the essay, taken from
The Proper Study of Mankind. Besides, the latter volume differs
from my other collections of Berlin’s work in being an anthology
of his best writing, drawn from all the other volumes, and this is
the only piece it contains that had not already been published (in
this form) in another collection.

Ever since he visited Leningrad in 1945 Berlin had intended to
write an account of his experiences there. It was in 1980, while
Personal Impressions was in preparation, that he finally turned to
this long-postponed labour of love, in response to an invitation
from Wadham College, Oxford, to deliver the (last) Bowra
Lecture. The text he wrote was much too long to serve as it stood
as an hour-long lecture, so he abbreviated it. The result is the ver-
sion included here, with the addition of some material restored
from the full version when the lecture was published in the New
York Review of Books.

Boris Pasternak

This appreciation was probably composed in 1958. In the
September of that year Doctor Zhivago was published in Eng-
land, and in October Pasternak won the Nobel Prize for
Literature. Berlin had been strongly against Pasternak’s nomina-
tion, on the grounds that, if the prize were awarded to him, he
would be in even more serious trouble with the Soviet authorities
than Doctor Zhivago had already brought him. Indeed, Pasternak
formally declined the prize, under considerable duress. Old and

preface

xxiii

00_SOVMINDFM.  12/19/03  10:48 AM  Page xxiii



sick, he did not have the strength or the will to confront the
Soviet authorities, and was also worried about threats to his eco-
nomic livelihood (and that of his lover, Olga Ivinskaya) if he did
accept; in addition, had he left the Soviet Union to collect the
prize, he would not have been allowed to return.

The fact that the piece was written at all is slightly surprising.
Berlin had earlier promised an article to the Manchester
Guardian, presumably in connection with the publication of
Doctor Zhivago; ‘then after the fuss about the Nobel Prize I said
I would rather wait’.1 He would surely also have been asked to
write something for publicity purposes once the Swedish
Academy’s decision was announced. At all events, the text was
drafted, but if there was a published version, I have not found it;
perhaps it was used as a source rather than printed verbatim.
When I came across the typescript, I showed an edited version to
Berlin, who read it through and filled in a few gaps. He himself
could not tell me the circumstances of its composition.

What did appear in print, at the end of 1958, was Berlin’s
appreciation of Doctor Zhivago in his ‘Books of the Year’ selec-
tion for the Sunday Times:

Doctor Zhivago, by Boris Pasternak, seems to me a work of genius,
and its appearance a literary and moral event without parallel in our
day. The extraordinary circumstances in which this book was pub-
lished in Italy, and, in particular, the crude and degrading misuse of
it for propaganda purposes on both sides of the Iron Curtain, may
distract attention from the cardinal fact that it is a magnificent poet-
ical masterpiece in the central tradition of Russian literature, per-
haps the last of its kind, at once the creation of a natural world and
a society of individuals rooted in the history and the morality of
their time, and a personal avowal of overwhelming directness,
nobility and depth.

Some critics have tended to attribute the exceptional success of
this novel to curiosity, or to the scandal that its appearance created.
I see no reason for this belief. Its main theme is universal, and close
to the lives of most men: the life, decline and death of a man who,
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