Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1991¯ Number 18

Books in Review

The Crooked Timber of Hu manity: Chapters in the History of

Ideas

The One and the M any

The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the

History of Ideas . ByIsaiah Berlin. Alfred A. Knopf. 277 pp.

$22.

Reviewed by Gilbert Meilaender

HenryHardy, the editor of this book, describes it as"in effect the fifth of four volumes" of Isaiah Berlin’scollected essa ys. Like one of its predecessor volumes ( Against the

Current , 1979), thiscollection includes essa ys in thehistory of ideas. In one sense we might judgethis one volume too many, since these are somewhat repetitive essa ys which, while ranging verywidel y, have one basic theme. But there is another perspective from which we are surelythe richer for this collection, since the reader hasthe pleasure of watching a trulygreat essayist devel op a theme in rich detail.

The topics of these essays range from Joseph de Maistre

(the development of whose thought is traced in a long essay,

"Joseph de Maistre and the Origins of Fascism") to the rise of nationalism. Two titles, however, point to thecentral concern underlying thevolume˘"ThePursuit of the Ideal" and "The Apotheosis of the RomanticWill: The Revolt against the Myth of an Ideal World." What concernsBerlin is the veryold problem of the One and the Many. Onlyver y recentlyin our cultural history˘since "the second third of the eighteenth century," byBerlin’sreckoning˘have we developed a true appreciation of theclaims of the "Many," of diversityand pluralism in the realm of values. "Who in the ancient world or the middle ages," he writes, "even spoke of the virtues of diversityin life or thought?" "But when a modern thinker like Auguste Comte wondered why, when we do not allowfreedom of opinion in mathematics, we should allowit in morals and politics, his veryquestion shocked J. S. Mill and other liberals."

The idea that there must be a perfect societ y, some form of the "good life" binding on all of us˘the myth of an ideal world˘onlyreallybegins to lose its hold on us in the thought of men such as Vico and Herder. And this shift,

though "a deep and radical revolt against the central tradition of west ern thought which affirmed the existence of eternal values," is, in Berlin’s eyes, a verygood thing. It is an affirmation ofhuman freedom.

His objections to the myth of a perfect societ yare both theoretical and practical. At thelevel of theory, he believes that "thisvast Platonic assumption, sometimes in its baptized, Christian form," which affirms a single version of the good life for all, is internallyincoherent. In "The Pursuit of theIdeal," thisvolume’s opening essay, Berlin recounts autobiographicallyhowhis reading of Machiavelli first formed in his mind the theoretical problem. In Machiavelli he found one who revered and sought to revive the virtues of republican Rome. But alongside those virtues he set certain Christian virtues: "humility, acceptance of suffering, unworldliness, the hope of salvation in an afterlife." Without condemning them, Machiavelli simplynotes that theywill not foster the type of citizen and state he favors. "He merely pointsout that the two moralities areincompatible, and he does not recognize anyoverarching criterion wherebywe are enabled to decide theright life for men." This recognition˘that certain ideals maybe incompatible˘was,

Berlin notes in a later essay, "quietlyignored" until the eighteenth century.

Gradually, however, the theoretical difficultybecame clear.

There could be no societ ythat would combine the excellences of republican Rome and the Christian virtues, no single form of the good life that could hold together these two quite different visions of human excellence. More generally, the Muslim paradise is not a paradise for

Christians, and "a societ yin which a Frenchman would attain to harmonious fulfillment is a societ ywhich to a

German might prove suffocating." There isno one

"common good" for all humans; there are onlythe many different cultural visions of human fulfillment. We may sympatheticallyinhabit asmanyof them aswe can, but there is no criterion that will enable us to decide among them. Faced with such irreconcilable conflict among the ends of life, we must simplychoose which we prefer. Or, if that formulation makes it sound too much like a fate to which we must resign ourselves, we are free (within the limitsof our time and place) to choose authenticallythe ends of life to which we will commit ourselves.

Veryoccasionally, Berlin will add a significant qualification to thistheoretical objection, as in the following sentence:

"The notion of a perfect societ yin which all that men have striven for finds total fulfillment is consequentlyperceived to be incoherent, at anyrate in terrestrial terms." Most of the time, however, he writes asif what is incoherent on earth is likelyto be incoherent in heaven aswell.

At least as important are the practical dangers hesees in any commitment to a perfect societ y. If one believes a "final solution" to the clash of human commitments ispossible, one maybe willing to paya veryhigh price (or ask others to do so) in order to achieve that goal. Berlin fearsthe ancient faith in and search for a perfect and harmonious societ y, "an ideal for which more human beings have, in our time, sacrificed themselves and others than, perhaps, anyother cause in human history."

That his concern islegitimate few will deny, and wholly apart from thetheoretical issue noted above, thisconcern constitutes a strong practical argument for a liberal polity

(which does no more than promote "some kind of equilibrium, necessarilyunstable, between the different aspirations of different groups of human beings"). Whether such political wisdom isalso moral wisdom is, however, a question worth pondering.

Berlin comes closest to addressing thisquestion in an essa y titled, "Alleged Relativism in Eighteenth˘CenturyEuropean

Thought." There hetakes up the concern, which might well occur to a reader, that hisviewleads straight to moral relativism. Indeed, his own language sometimes hasseemed to point in that direction. For example, after recounting autobiographicallyhis own discover yin Machiavelli of incompatible and incommensurable moralities˘each capable of attracting us˘hewrites that Machiavelli simplyleaves us

"to choose."

The idea that thisplanted in mymind was the realization, which came assomething of a shock, that not all the supremevalues pursued bymankind nowand in the past were necessarilycompatible with one another. It undermined myearlier assumption . . . that there could be no conflict bet ween true ends, true answers to the central problems of life.

But if we must simplychoose among several "true" moralities, it isno longer clear what it meansto call them all true˘unless, of course, it means simply"true for you" and

"true for me," unless, that is, we end in relativism.

Nevertheless, Berlin argues that his viewis best described bya different term: pluralism. Following his reading of

Vico and Herder, he does not wish to claim that there areno

objective values˘or, indeed, that ours might not be objectivel ytrue because theyare simplythe product of our timeand place. No, it maybe the case that our values are objectivel ytrue and so are theirs˘but that these two visions of life are incommensurable and incompatible. Theycannot be lived together; nor can theybe hierarchicallyordered in such a waythat one must be preferred. (There are limits to the pluralism he posits. If, he notes, different cultures had nothing in common, communication between them would be impossible. "Ends, moral principles, are many. But not infinitelymany; theymust be within the human horizon.")

We mayvalue both freedom and equality. We maybe able to enter sympatheticallyinto cultures that give one or the other of these primacy. But we will not be able to live in a world in which these two values do not conflict and in which we do not have to choose which shall have pride of place. We must learn tothink of life "as affording a plurality of values, equallygenuine, equallyultimate, above all equallyobjective: incapable, therefore, of being ordered in a timeless hierarchy, or judged in terms of some one absolute standard."

I, at least, am willing to grant that political wisdom lies somewhere in thedirection Berlin points. But perhaps not moral wisdom. On his view, pluralism seems necessitated not by(in Kant’s phrase) "the crooked timber of humanity" but bya crooked, tormenting universe with which we must come to terms. Not all of us will, of course. Some of us,

Berlin supposes, unwilling to settle for "an unstable equilibrium in need of constant attention and repair," will crave something more˘that perfect soci et y. We will not be able to resist themyth’s lure, perhaps because "men cannot face too much reality, or an open future, without a guarantee of a happyending."

But it isone thing to crave a guarantee and another to hope.

Is the hope, which he callscraving, so foolish? After all,

Berlin’sfavorite thinkers teach us that what matters is "self˘ expression for the individual spirit" and "authenticity," that

"what alone counts[is] myrespect for mysel f as a free being." But this is a cramped and narrow world indeed, imprisoned within the confines of oneself. To manyit might seem a rather shriveled universe. Do we reallyhave nothing to fear from such a self˘especiallywhen Berlin’s own essays have shown in intricate ways howsuch advocates of the

"romanticwill" in all itsdiverse manifestationsmay themselves become t yrants?

The truth isthat the timber of humanityis crooked both in those who desire a perfect societ yand those who do not.

Pluralism ispoliticallywise, but it offers no salvation for the human condition. To desire more, even to think one has religious grounds to hope for more, whilepostponing the political realization of one’s hopes˘that mayyet turn out to offer a richer and more humane vision of our common life.

Gilbert Meilaender, a regular contributor to First Things , is

Professor of Religion at Oberlin College.

Copyright © 1999 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com