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Praise for Isaiah Berlin and The Hedgehog and the Fox

‘A dazzling tour de force … Berlin’s great essay endures because it is a rhetorical masterpiece, an intellectual firework display by a modern master, a brilliant investigation of a great writer and his work and perhaps because almost everyone is divided between living like foxes or hedgehogs’

Robert McCrum, Guardian, 100 Best Non-Fiction Books of All Time

‘Brilliant … searching and profound’

E. H. Carr, Times Literary Supplement

‘This little book is so entertaining, as well as acute, that the reader hardly notices that it is learned too’

Arnold Toynbee, Observer

‘The most important study of Tolstoy’s thought written in English for a long time’

Listener

‘Delightful to read’

Sunday Times

‘[Berlin] has a deep and subtle feeling for the puzzle of Tolstoy’s personality, and he writes throughout with a wonderful eloquence’

New York Times

‘Beautifully written and suggestive’

W. H. Auden, New Yorker

‘Berlin’s stunning command of the resources of scholarship, his sensitivity to literature and to character, and his eloquence as a writer give this essay the lustre of a virtuoso performance’

Atlantic

‘The argument is ingenious and subtle, full of overtones – exactly what good critical writing should be’

Max Beloff, Guardian



To the memory of Jasper Ridley



[image: image]

Frontispiece to George Waring, The Squirrels and Other Animals: Or, Illustrations of the Habits and Instincts of Many of the Smaller British Quadrupeds (London, [1842])



[image: image]



CONTENTS

Praise for Isaiah Berlin and The Hedgehog and the Fox

Dedication

Title Page

Foreword by Michael Ignatieff

Editor’s Preface

Author’s Note

The Hedgehog and the Fox

Appendix to the Second Edition

About the Authors

Also by Isaiah Berlin

Copyright



FOREWORD

Michael Ignatieff

IT IS WORTH TRYING to understand why this extraordinary essay, first delivered as a lecture in Oxford, then reprinted in an obscure Slavic studies journal in 1951, then re-titled and re-published in 1953, has been enjoying such a robust and enduring afterlife. Along with ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’,1 the distinction between the hedgehog and the fox has proved to be enduringly fertile, and has been put to uses Berlin could never have imagined or intended. What began life as a common-room parlour game in the late 1930s – an Oxford undergraduate introduced him to the shimmering and mysterious sentence in the Greek original and Isaiah took it up to divide his friends into hedgehogs and foxes2 – Berlin then turned into the structuring insight for a great essay on Tolstoy. It has now passed into the culture as a way to classify those around us and to think about two basic orientations towards reality itself.

It is not merely that the fox knows many things. The fox accepts that he can only know many things and that the unity of reality must escape his grasp. The critical feature of foxes is that they are reconciled to the limits of what they know. As Berlin puts it, ‘We are part of a larger scheme of things than we can understand. […] we ourselves live in this whole and by it, and are wise only in the measure to which we make our peace with it.’3

A hedgehog will not make peace with the world. He is not reconciled. He cannot accept that he knows only many things. He seeks to know one big thing, and strives without ceasing to give reality a unifying shape. Foxes settle for what they know and may live happy lives. Hedgehogs will not settle and their lives may not be happy.

All of us, Berlin suggests, have elements of both fox and hedgehog within us. The essay is an unparalleled portrait of human dividedness. We are riven creatures and we have to choose whether to accept the incompleteness of our knowledge or to hold out for certainty and truth. Only the most determined among us will refuse to settle for what the fox knows and hold out for the certainties of the hedgehog.

The essay endures, in other words, because it is not simply about Tolstoy – it is about all of us. We can be reconciled to our ‘sense of reality’4 – accept it for what it is, live life as we find it – or we can hunger for a more fundamental, unitary truth beneath appearance, a truth that will explain or console.5

Berlin contrasted this longing for unitary truth with a fox’s sense of reality. He was adamant that even a fox’s knowledge could be solid and clear as far as it went. We are not in a fog. We can know, we can learn, we can make moral judgements. Scientific knowledge is clear. What he disputed is that science or reason can give us a final certainty that cuts to the core of reality. Most of us settle for this. Wisdom, he writes, is not surrender to illusion, but rather an acceptance of the ‘unalterable medium in which we act’, ‘the permanent relationships of things’, ‘the universal texture of human life’.6 This we can know, not by science or by reasoning, so much as by a deep coming to terms with what is. Berlin himself, in his final years, achieved this kind of serenity. It seemed to be rooted in the acceptance and reconciliation that imbued his sense of reality.7

A select few refuse to come to terms with reality. They refuse to submit, and seek – whether through art or science, mathematics or philosophy – to pierce through the many disparate things that foxes know, to a core certainty that explains everything. Karl Marx was such a figure, the most implacable hedgehog of them all.

The grandeur of hedgehogs is that they refuse our limitations. Their tragedy is that they cannot be reconciled to them at the end. Tolstoy was ruthlessly dismissive of every available doctrine of truth, whether religious or secular, yet he could not abandon the conviction that some such ultimate truth could be grasped if only he could overcome his own limitations. ‘Tolstoy’s sense of reality was until the end too devastating to be compatible with any moral ideal which he was able to construct out of the fragments into which his intellect shivered the world.’8 At the end he was a figure of tragic grandeur – ‘a desperate old man, beyond human aid, wandering self-blinded at Colonus’9 – unable to be at peace with the irremediable limitations of his own humanity.

This essay asks basic questions of anyone who reads it: What can we know? What does our ‘sense of reality’ tell us? Are we reconciled to the limits of human vision? Or do we long for something more? If so, what certainty can we hope to achieve one day? Because these are enduring questions of human existence, this great essay will last as long as people come seeking answers.



1 Available in two of Berlin’s collections: The Proper Study of Mankind: An Anthology of Essays, ed. Henry Hardy and Roger Hausheer (London, 1997: Chatto and Windus; New York, 1998: Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2nd ed., London, 2013: Vintage), and Liberty, ed. Henry Hardy (Oxford, 2002: Oxford University Press).

2 Michael Ignatieff, Isaiah Berlin: A Life (London, 1998: Chatto and Windus; New York, 1998: Metropolitan), 297–8.

3 79 below.

4 43, 70, 71, 76, 85, 89, 105 below.

5 See also Berlin’s ‘The Sense of Reality’ (the Elizabeth Cutter Morrow Lecture, Smith College, 1953), in his collection of the same title, ed. Henry Hardy (London, 1996: Chatto and Windus; New York, 1996: Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2nd ed., Princeton, 2019: Princeton University Press).

6 75–6, 74 below.

7 See my ‘Berlin in Autumn’, repr. in Henry Hardy (ed.), The Book of Isaiah: Personal Impressions of Isaiah Berlin (Woodbridge, 2009: Boydell).

8 90 below.

9 ibid.



EDITOR’S PREFACE

I am very sorry to have called my own book The Hedgehog and the Fox. I wish I hadn’t now.

Isaiah Berlin1

THIS SHORT BOOK IS ONE of the best-known and most widely celebrated works by Isaiah Berlin. Its somewhat complicated history is perhaps worth summarising briefly.

The original, shorter, version, based on a lecture delivered in Oxford, was dictated (the author claimed) in two days, and published in a specialist journal in 1951 under the somewhat less memorable title ‘Lev Tolstoy’s Historical Scepticism’.2 Two years later, at George Weidenfeld’s3 inspired suggestion, it was reprinted in a revised and expanded form under its present, famous, title,4 afforced principally by two additional sections on Tolstoy and Maistre, and dedicated to the memory of the author’s late friend Jasper Ridley (1913–43), killed in the Second World War ten years earlier.

Twenty-five years after that, it was included in a collection of Berlin’s essays on nineteenth-century Russian thinkers, of which a second, much revised, edition appeared a further thirty years thereafter.5 It also appeared in the year of Berlin’s death in a one-volume retrospective collection drawn from the whole of his work.6 Numerous translations have been made over the years: work on a French version in the mid-1950s by Aline Halban,7 soon to be Berlin’s wife, was the occasion for regular meetings in the period preceding their marriage. Finally, an excerpted text has been published as Tolstoy and History.8 The free-standing complete text has remained in print ever since it was first published, and now enters the latest phase in its history.

For each of the collections of essays by Berlin that I have edited or co-edited – that is, in 1978, 1997 and 2008 – corrections were made in the text and corrections and additions to the notes. Translations of passages in languages other than English (some of them rather long) were also added. The present edition of the essay includes all these revisions and more besides.

New to this edition are the foreword by Berlin’s biographer Michael Ignatieff, and the appendix, which includes (extracts from) letters Berlin wrote about the essay at the time it was written and published, and later, and also (extracts from) contemporary reviews and later commentary.

The book was enthusiastically reviewed when it first appeared, and has become a staple of literary criticism. Berlin’s distinction between the monist hedgehog and the pluralist fox, like his celebration of Kant’s ‘crooked timber of humanity’,9 has entered the vocabulary of modern culture. It is invoked so frequently in speech, in print and online that it has developed an untrackable life of its own, inspiring (among much else) a parody by John Bowle in Punch (reproduced in the appendix) and cartoons such as the one by Charles Barsotti reproduced overleaf.10

Since the new edition has been reset, the pagination differs from that of the various earlier editions. This will cause some inconvenience to readers trying to follow up references to those editions. I have therefore posted a concordance of the editions, compiled by Nick Hall, at ‹http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/published_works/hf/concordance.html›, so that references to one edition can readily be converted into references to another.

Page references are mostly given as plain numerals. Cross-references to notes (in this volume, unless otherwise stated) are given in the form ‘123/4’, i.e. ‘page 123, note 4’.

Tribute should be paid to Berlin’s friend Julian Asquith,11 from whom he learned of the fragment that gave the book its title. I am extremely grateful to Aileen Kelly for invaluable help with the text and references during the preparation of the first edition of Russian Thinkers. Thanks in connection with the present edition are also due to Al Bertrand, Ewen Bowie, Quentin Davies (John Bowle’s literary executor, for allowing me to reprint Bowle’s parody), Leofranc Holford-Strevens, Eva Papastratis, John Penney and above all Mary Hardy.

[image: image]

—HENRY HARDY

Heswall, May 2012, December 2021



1 Letter to Morton White, 2 May 1955, in Berlin’s Building: Letters 1946–1960, ed. Henry Hardy and Jennifer Holmes (London, 2009: Chatto and Windus), 480. This may be sincere, but the intellectual influence of the book has surely been significantly enhanced by its felicitous title.

2 Oxford Slavonic Papers 2 (1951), 17–54.

3 George Weidenfeld (b. 1919), joint founder in 1948 of the publishing house Weidenfeld and Nicolson.

4 The Hedgehog and the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s View of History (London, 1953: Weidenfeld and Nicolson; New York, 1954: Simon and Schuster).

5 Russian Thinkers, ed. Henry Hardy and Aileen Kelly (London, 1978: Hogarth Press; New York, 1978: Viking; 2nd ed., revised by Henry Hardy, London etc., 2008: Penguin Classics).

6 The Proper Study of Mankind (p. ix above, note 1).

7 ‘Le hérisson et le renard’, in the French edition of Russian Thinkers – Les Penseurs russes (Paris, 1984: Albin Michel) – and as a separate volume (Paris, 2020: Les Belles Lettres). There was a thirty-year delay in the publication of this translation. On 3 December 1954 Berlin wrote to his friend Rowland Burdon-Muller: ‘Aline came in to continue with the translation of The Hedgehog and the Fox, on which she seems fanatically intent. This flatters me, but I wonder if any publisher is rash enough to publish it.’

8 London, 1996: Phoenix.

9 ‘Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht’ (‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose’, 1784), Kant’s gesammelte Schriften (Berlin, 1900–  ), viii 23, line 22.

10 First published in the New Yorker, 9 November 1998, 54. © The New Yorker Collection 1998 Charles Barsotti from cartoonbank.com. All rights reserved.

11 Julian Edward George Asquith (1916–2011), 2nd Earl of Oxford and Asquith, who read classics at Balliol College, Oxford, 1934–8, was a British colonial administrator.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

MY THANKS ARE DUE TO Professor S. Konovalov and the Clarendon Press for permission to reproduce the portions of this essay which originally appeared in 1951 under a somewhat different title in the second volume of Oxford Slavonic Papers. I have considerably revised the original version, and added two further sections (VI and VII). I should like to thank Mr Richard Wollheim for reading the new sections and suggesting improvements, and Mr J. S. G. Simmons for supplying me with a valuable reference, and for his care in seeing the earlier version through the press.

Oxford, July 1953

I. B.



The Hedgehog and the Fox

A queer combination of the brain of an English chemist with the soul of an Indian Buddhist.

E. M. de Vogüé1

I

THERE IS A LINE among the fragments of the Greek poet Archilochus which says: ‘The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.’2 Scholars have differed about the correct interpretation of these dark words, which may mean no more than that the fox, for all his cunning, is defeated by the hedgehog’s one defence. But, taken figuratively, the words can be made to yield a sense in which they mark one of the deepest differences which divide writers and thinkers, and, it may be, human beings in general. For there exists a great chasm between those, on one side, who relate everything to a single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which they understand, think and feel – a single, universal, organising principle in terms of which alone all that they are and say has significance – and, on the other side, those who pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related to no moral or aesthetic principle. These last lead lives, perform acts and entertain ideas that are centrifugal rather than centripetal; their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on many levels, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experiences and objects for what they are in themselves, without, consciously or unconsciously, seeking to fit them into, or exclude them from, any one unchanging, all-embracing, sometimes self-contradictory and incomplete, at times fanatical, unitary inner vision. The first kind of intellectual and artistic personality belongs to the hedgehogs, the second to the foxes; and without insisting on a rigid classification, we may, without too much fear of contradiction, say that, in this sense, Dante belongs to the first category, Shakespeare to the second; Plato, Lucretius, Pascal, Hegel, Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, Ibsen, Proust are, in varying degrees, hedgehogs; Herodotus, Aristotle, Montaigne, Erasmus, Molière, Goethe, Pushkin, Balzac, Joyce are foxes.

Of course, like all over-simple classifications of this type, the dichotomy becomes, if pressed, artificial, scholastic and ultimately absurd. But if it is not an aid to serious criticism, neither should it be rejected as being merely superficial or frivolous: like all distinctions which embody any degree of truth, it offers a point of view from which to look and compare, a starting-point for genuine investigation. Thus we have no doubt about the violence of the contrast between Pushkin and Dostoevsky; and Dostoevsky’s celebrated speech about Pushkin has, for all its eloquence and depth of feeling, seldom been considered by any perceptive reader to cast light on the genius of Pushkin, but rather on that of Dostoevsky himself, precisely because it perversely represents Pushkin – an arch-fox, the greatest in the nineteenth century – as being similar to Dostoevsky, who is nothing if not a hedgehog; and thereby transforms, indeed distorts, Pushkin into a
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