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 MS:  Today is May 15, 2014. We’re at the Georgetown University Law 

Center. My name is Mike Seidman and we are doing an oral history of Professor 

Norman Birnbaum.  I just want to start by saying, Norman,  for a very, very long 

time you’ve been a friend, a mentor and a role model and so it’s really a pleasure 

to do this and we’re going to be focusing on your Georgetown years, I think we 

may do a later session about the earlier years. Why don’t we start by my just 

asking so we know when we’re talking about, when did you come to Georgetown? 

 NB:  I came in as a visiting professor with Mellon Foundation funds in the 

fall of 1979 and let me say it’s a particular pleasure that this interview should be 

conducted by a close faculty friend, having somebody like Mike around made life 

made it worthwhile to drive down to the Law Center every morning from 

Cathedral Heights. 

 MS:  That makes me feel very good.  Again to just set the background, 

maybe you could say something about where you were in your career, in your 

personal life at the time you came here. 
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 NB:  Well, I was I had been the first professor of sociology at Amherst 

College since, having joined Amherst in ’68 and I think I can say that one way or 

another my Amherst years were drawing to a close. That is to say I was becoming 

increasingly restless and bored. I had introduced sociology. Amherst in its own 

small way had had some of the excitements of the late 60s and early 70s. I had 

contributed a bit by so irritating the chairman of the board of trustees, the late 

Honorable John J. McCoy that he resigned, a feat of which I am extremely proud. 

But frankly I was getting tired of teaching of the discontents of the American upper 

middle class and its youth. The college had indeed successfully if belatedly put in 

coeducation, although the Amherst girls although certainly it was great to have 

them were fundamentally much like their brothers who they were joining and I was 

approaching I think a medical condition up there in Amherst in which all that 

chlorof. . . was increasingly bad form my disposition.  That is I was spending a 

great many weekends in New York. There were other things. The American 

Academy I think by then had grown liberal arts teaching the discipline of sociology 

itself had if not grown to a halt was beginning to assemble the assorted pieties of 

the late 70s which were the revolutionary slogans of the 60s and I sensed that 

wasn’t quite an enterprise that enthused me, and I was really looking around for 

other things, another place to go, other things to do. Although the invitation to be a 

visitor at the Law Center which came that summer surprised me. 
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 MS:  So actually the next question I was going to ask, by the time you came 

here you were already a very distinguished academic and a distinguished public 

intellectual. My guess is that there were just lots and lots of places you could have 

gone. A law school would not be the obvious first choice.  How was it that you 

decided to come here and to teach at a law school in general and to teach at 

Georgetown in particular? 

 NB: Well you’re very flattering about my high status. At the time I did not 

notice an enormous rush from other institutions to act on this although people said 

the same thing, so that at a somewhat senior level it was a period of some 

stagnation in the American universities and getting a suitable alternate position was 

rather was it for all kinds of reasons difficult.  I think I could have gone to UCLA 

but I had daughters in Europe, it was a long way away.  Briefly, I had been in the 

country, I might have been tempted by going to an American place let’s say like 

Wisconsin or Michigan but they didn’t ask me. So that the prospect of being in 

Washington and moving to a law faculty with some very, very distinguished 

people had its own when it appeared seemed not a lone plausible alternative but a 

very, very strikingly attractive one.  

 MS:  Was it President Healy who first invited you to join the faculty? 

 NB:  It certainly was on Healy’s initiative. Healy said he wanted me to come 

to Georgetown, I should say that I had met Healy in Oxford through one of his 
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doctoral advisors and his doctoral advisor was my dear and long since departed 

friend the British Marxist historian of the 17th century, Christopher Hill, who later 

became the Master of . . . College where he spent virtually all of his life. And one 

day Christopher said to me there is a New York Jesuit here, you guys have a lot in 

common, why don’t you and we met and did have it turned out although we came 

from very different parts of New York’s extremely divided culture in the 30s and 

40s we did have a great deal as it turned out in common and I therefore kept in 

touch with Father Healy. By the time I got back to the States from Europe in ’66 he 

was vice chancellor of the City University and put in open admissions and during 

the late 60s and early 70s I did a certain amount of writing and kind of chairing of 

groups and discussions on liberal education and he proved an enthusiastic and 

welcome participant in some of these things.  And then he left the City University 

to come to Georgetown and told me he would do what he could to get me here and 

indeed did. 

 MS: So you were over the years you were pretty close with him I guess. 

 NB:  Yes, I think we were 

 MS: What kind of a guy was he? 

 NB: Well first of all a super real, he was a Jesuit, therefore in that sense a 

super realist whose view of human nature might be described as extremely 

nuanced, that is he realized that everybody had a good side and a bad side. He was 
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extremely skeptical of the total efficacy of institutions, he thought that you needed 

good persons as well as good institutions and he intimated in various ways that he 

thought that as scarce as good institutions were good persons were even in scarcer 

supply. He enjoyed life. He greatly admired England, so we had, it was curious, I 

had spent five years at Oxford which he greatly admired. I think if Tim had been at 

Oxford as a member of the faculty he might have had shall we say somewhat more 

distanced view of it. My five years at Oxford I always had the impression of 

slowly turning the pages of a novel about Oxford and being in the middle of it. But 

we had so to speak an interest in old world culture. As it happened I had Vatican 

contacts because I had done sociological studies of religion and I met I was a 

friend of the Italian Communist party and through the Communists the leadership 

of which was in part Catholic, I met some interesting figures at the Vatican, 

including the famed Monsignor Grumelli who ran the secretariat that they used for 

their negotiations with Eastern Europe and Monsignor Grumelli could find you the 

best cheap restaurants around the Vatican. He was a marvelous guy and quite an 

addition. 

 MS: So that actually brings up another subject I’m curious about. You are as 

you said a moment ago, you are a New York Jewish intellectual but it seems like 

throughout your career you’ve had a kind of affinity for people if not the Catholic 

church itself the people in the Catholic church. 
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 NB: Well I wouldn’t quite, that certainly wasn’t the case when I was a kid 

walking or trembling to get to the public library you had to pass a parochial school 

on one side and a church on the other, St. Ignatius Loyola at 163rd Street and 

Morris Avenue in the Bronx and I don’t think that the Irish kids who jeered at me, 

they did attack me, or I myself ever envisaged that I would be teaching at 

Georgetown some decades later. No, if you grew up in New York when I did 

which was the 30s the ethnic and religious communities were very, very distinct 

and very, very antagonistic although the Irish and the Jews were both Democrats 

they united on Franklin Roosevelt but on little else, although I had a very agreeable 

Irish Catholic history teacher at the City College High School, Mr. Emory. But 

much later I got to studying religion and society and much later when I went to 

Europe I encountered a very different kind let’s say of Catholicism. I was an 

undergraduate at Williams, ’42, ’43, ’45, ’47 and then a grad student at Harvard 

’47 –’52 and those were not years in which the New England Puritans and the New 

England elite which controlled those institutions were particularly receptive to 

Catholics. There were very few on the faculties though of course I had fellow 

Catholic students. What happened was in Europe I went to Germany in ’52, ’53 to 

get material for a dissertation on the Reformation and the great German Catholic 

historian of the Reformation Father Lauts(?) was a Jesuit and I met him and came 

down to his seminar and I also met people like a German called Eugen Kogon who 
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had written a great book called The SS State who had been a resista and had been 

jailed in Dachau and then went to England and in England through colleagues at 

the London School where I taught I met the French Catholic left in Paris. It was a 

very different world, it was very different from the narrow let’s say Catholicism of 

His Eminence Cardinal Spellman of New York. It was a very different world and I 

met a group of Catholics some of ex-priests like the ex-worker priests, Dominicans 

who had been pushed out of the order and so on who were doing the sociology of 

religion in Paris and they introduced me to a very different strand or tendency in 

Catholicism which made me realize that being a Catholic was no less difficult than 

being a Jew, so that was eye-opening. 

 MS: So when you got to the Law Center were you surprised by what you 

found and was it more or less what you expected? 

 NB:  Well I got this invitation out of the blue. What had happened which is 

that Amherst was on the point of choosing a new president and the trustees the 

Amherst trustees in their convincing un-wisdom had advertised for a president and 

had said that other things being equal they favored an Amherst graduate, which of 

course excluded women, it excluded a couple of my colleagues who certainly 

should have been considered for the job who had not chosen to go to Amherst at 

18. So I wrote a rather lively letter about this to the Chronicle of Higher Education 

which had published the letter concluded by it began by saying a liberal arts 
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college is an institution of learning not a country club this distinction however 

seems to have escaped the attention of our trustees and I wound up and concluded 

by saying that if the successful candidate should be thought by the Amherst faculty 

to . . . his appointment the accident of college choice made by an 18-year-old we 

could promise him a rather intensive possibly abbreviated resumption of his 

Amherst education. This caught a lot of, Tim Healy read this in the Chronicle and 

phoned the then president of the Mellon Foundation who is a friend of mine from 

Harvard Grad school, Jack Sawyer, who had been the president of Williams, and 

said we have to keep Norman I think Tim said something literally like let’s protect 

Norman from the dangers of apoplexy, could you give me the money to bring him 

to Georgetown as a visitor for a year or two and Jack agreed and so I was a Mellon 

visiting professor of the humanities for a couple of years. I was surprised.  I knew 

that Georgetown I first met the Dean, Dave McCarthy, who reassured me and said 

about not being from Dave was from Hartford, was a New England, half Irish, half 

Catholic, he understood Amherst and New England and he said well you’re 

coming from 

 MS:  He was the Dean 

 NB:  He was the Dean, he said well you’re coming from Presbyterian 

Amherst and I said something like well post-Presbyterian and we laughed and he 

said well I want you to know that the major religious divisions on our faculty are 
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Orthodox, Conservative and Reform and it was certainly a way to reassure me but I 

was plunged into a new world because I had not I was not a sociologist of the law, 

I read a certain amount of constitutional law who hadn’t, I could tell I guess I could 

tell Bickel from I don’t know I read things like the books by Bickel and so on, I 

had read Gordon Wood on the beginnings of the Constitution but I done only very 

standard reading of that. I hadn’t studied the functioning of courts.  There is a 

whole discipline sociology of law, some of it empirical, some of it theoretical 

which I was convincingly and totally ignorant and I think I and Dean McCarthy 

and a couple of people I talked to on faculty agreed that I could best serve the Law 

Center by doing what I generally did which was general sociology, cultural 

criticism, world historical melancholy rather than by my retraining myself as a 

sociologist of law. That was the correct decision.  I think I was able to bring to 

faculty and students some sense of connection with some of these larger issues that 

the students had had as undergraduates, that many of the faculty had as part of their 

work and lives and I as to that extent welcomed as a kind of ambassador from I 

don’t know whether to call it the world of culture . . . others inhabited it on the 

faculty as well as I did but I was at the time writing for The Nation or the Board of 

Partisan Review, when to Europe frequently, so it was felt that I brought in 

something of a different world. 

 MS:  You certainly did.  Were you close with Dave McCarthy? 



-10- 
 

 NB: Well Dave was extremely supportive. I liked him very much as a person 

 MS:  Would you say a little about what he was like. 

 NB: Well I think first of all he was utterly honest, he was again he wasn’t a 

Jesuit but like Tim I thought he Dave the famous phrase if men were angels you 

wouldn’t need government, I think Dave thought that if faculty were angels you 

wouldn’t need a dean but in view of the necessity of having one he would fill the 

job as rigorously as he could.  And I particularly appreciated his telling me when I 

first met him that I should understand that Georgetown was one of the 15 or 16 

institutions in the top ten law schools.  That was typical for Dave who had a kind 

of half ironic half amused sense of things.  He had a great feeling, I think, for 

people, for their weaknesses but also for their strengths and he had a great pastoral 

concern for the students who we were turning out in the last analysis. He felt that 

everything that anybody did at the Law Center, scholarship, public service, which 

many people did in various forms, work in the legal profession should somehow be 

harnessed or channeled into making the place better educationally for the students. 

And I greatly admired in him and I think in that sense he kept his eye on the ball 

and in that sense he was most definitely not one of the frequent institutional 

aggrandizers who were too frequent in American higher education at all levels. 

 MS:  So the Law Center at that time was really in transition 

 NB:  Yes 
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 MS:  And Dave in some ways led that transition and your coming here was 

part of the transition.  So did you experience any tensions between what the Law 

School was and what it was becoming at that time? 

 NB: Well I was aware of them and there was a great deal of verbal or oral 

history recounted to me since and there were different age groupings then in the 

faculty, and I think different views of what it should or could become, as well as 

some very visible tensions which Healy did his best to end that remained from 

previous clashes with the differences with the Main Campus.  I felt that there were 

any number of younger persons like yourself at the Law Center who knew who 

were determined that whatever kinds of excellence it pursued it would not imitate 

Yale it would not take Yale or Harvard as a model, and that struck me as good 

because I had lived all those years in England, I had taught six years at the LSE 

and five at Oxford and I was struck by the baleful, baneful influence of the ancient 

universities so that people let’s say not so much at London or not at the LSE which 

had its own profile and history but let’s say Nottingham or places like that 

regarded Oxford as the center of their intellectual universes and it quickly became 

clear to me that whatever the visions, models and currents and I learned a little bit 

about the history of legal education, in legal education the lively and future-minded 

persons like yourself at Georgetown were not prisoners of a model of legal 

education which was bound to Harvard or to Chicago 
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 MS: So how did you think it was different from 

 NB: Well I think the proximity I think two things. I think the proximity of 

government, proximity of government, a number of students came because of that, 

quite good students many of them. When I came these were the late Carter years if 

you remember, not particularly happy years least of all for Jimmy Carter and the 

Democrats, but I think the proximity of government meant a great deal in the sense 

that the students were aware that what decisions were taken, what rulings were 

issued, what kinds of law were practiced had some consequence for the larger kind 

of wellbeing of the nation. So there was that sense and secondly there was of 

course however Bob Drinan was there then and Drinan was a legendary figure for 

me. I had lived he had been the Dean of Boston College Law School and was a 

congressman from Brookline-Newton when I was up in the other end of the state at 

Amherst but of course it was impossible not to I mean to ignore Bob 

 MS: Were you friendly with him? 

 NB:  I became friendly with him.   

 MS:  Would you like to say a little about what he was like. 

 NB: Well Bob was I loved Bob’s sense of irony and another Jesuit with a 

great view of with no illusions about the limitations of human nature and as you 

know Bob had been yanked told to leave the Congress, which he greatly you could 

see how painful it was for him. He had friends there like the Massachusetts 
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congressman, the Illinois congressman later Senator Simon, others, they were close 

friends, they remained close friends. He was a valued friend of those families, you 

could see that.  But it was a period in which I was going to Italy quite a bit to 

observe politics and it was a period indeed in which I was the advisor on America, 

I may add without remuneration, to the Italian Communist party, that brought in 

my memory an immortal conversation with a CIA officer saying well you and I are 

the only two guys in this town who know how Catholic they are and he said if I 

reported it nobody at the CIA believes me so I stopped and if you write it in The 

Nation they’ll think the Communists put you up to it but it’s true. But at any rate 

there was the, so I went to Italy, I got to see, I met people from the Vatican and the 

Demo-Christians in Italian politics as well, like the great figure of Andratti and so 

on, and that was very much kind of a living model of political and social 

Catholicism.  But back here there was Drinan, Father Kevin Quinn came shortly 

thereafter. There was this sense of a Jesuit legacy that is somehow was 

acknowledged I would think in more than I don’t know symbolic or superficial 

ways, and I think even people who had no Jesuit background I think of our later 

Dean and our friend Judy Areen and others, felt that they were somehow the very 

proximity interested them in the tradition, that it was a teaching tradition, that the 

motto Justice is the End Law is the Means, that the educational mission of 

Georgetown Law was not simply a narrow one to turn out lawyers with a 
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sheepskin but to do something for the total personal development of the students 

and I would say in this sense from my observation of Georgetown as a whole but 

the Jesuit tradition was at least as successful as the kind of secular Protestantisms 

that dominated Amherst when  I was there.  

 MS: So it’s really the best version of the Jesuit tradition 

 NB: Well the best version of the Jesuit tradition was a teaching tradition, it 

was an ecumenical tradition, it was aware of other traditions and respect of them. I 

remember being on the Main Campus, Father Hetsey(?) who was the floor tutor for 

Bill Clinton and who was alleged to have at the end of Bill’s first year to have said 

he thought he might have a vocation only to be told but Father Hetsey I’m a 

Methodist or something like that or I’m a Protestant, a funny 

 MS:  He could have been a good priest if he wanted to be I suppose, the 

chastity part might have been a problem 

 NB: I was going to say as a Decameron he would have fitted right into . . . 

but that apart I think there was a Jesuit coloration to our work so that in curricular 

discussions and educational discussions and of course the fact is we had compared 

with many other places we had a disproportionately high number of Catholic 

students who represented the tradition themselves and who thought of education 

frequently they came from Georgetown, I had some very good students from 

Scranton where Kevin is now going to be I’m sure a very effective president. 
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 MS: Kevin Quinn 

 NB:  Kevin Quinn, yes. I think that there was something, sometimes difficult 

to make difficult to describe precisely but I had been through myself all kinds of 

traditions, the French Jacobin university, the German post-war universities which 

of course were struggling to throw off some of their more recent and horrible 

traditions, New England, my father had gone to City College and I had gone to its 

high school. I had been in England. I knew I taught for two years at Strasbourg in 

France, which was a French provincial university but one with a sense of its own 

cultural distinctiveness, but at any rate there was something distinctive about what 

many students and what many Catholic colleagues brought to teaching at 

Georgetown and Georgetown Law and I think it rubbed off on people who were 

not Catholic.  It was a dimension it brought up dimensions of experience let’s call 

it the whole person, the social universe, call it something like that, that they might 

not have centered on so firmly. 

 MS:  So those are positive aspects of the Jesuit tradition and I by the way I 

just completely share your view about the affect they had on Georgetown. There 

were also some aspects of it which were less positive, at least in many people’s 

many people think and one of them was a came to a kind of crisis in the early days 

when you were here and that was the refusal of the university to recognize a gay 

student organization. So you were close to Father Healy but I’m sure you really 
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disagreed with him about that. I’m wondering did that put you in an awkward 

situation? 

 NB: Look, it didn’t put me in an awkward situation.  I came in ’79, I was 

invited finally to stay at the beginning of ’81. I did not for various reasons I didn’t 

think it was appropriate whatever my views, which you may imagine were very 

much on the liberal inclusive side of things, for me to engage myself in that 

struggle.  I thought there were enough people doing so who had longer 

Georgetown credentials. And I understood it, I talked just a very little bit about it 

with Tim. I think he was sometimes irritated by the behavior of some people on 

faculty, like Bill Eskridge if you remember him 

 MS: Of course, maybe you should say a word about who Bill Eskridge was 

why Father Healy might have been annoyed by him. 

 NB: Well Bill Eskridge was a member of a very serious member of our 

faculty who was outspokenly gay and an advocate of gay rights and where did Bill 

go to Columbia he went somewhere 

 MS:  He’s at Yale now. 

 NB: Yes he went to Yale 

 MS:  I know this is your recollections but I just have to say one, Bill had 

been a professor at Virginia and he had been in the closet at Virginia and when he 
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came here he said that this was a community where he felt comfortable being 

honest and oddly enough that is also part of the kind of Jesuit tradition here 

 NB: Well yes 

 MS: Go ahead, I’m sorry you were talking about Father Healy and Bill 

Eskridge. 

 NB: Well look my Tim Healy and I did not speak very, very much about this 

particular problem but my impression of Tim’s struggle with it and it was a 

struggle, perhaps more than he led on publicly, had to do with Tim’s Jesuit rigor 

about institutions. He had taken on the custodianship of Georgetown, he had larger 

goals for the Vatican at the time was undergoing its own serial crisis, so was the 

Jesuit order, these were the last days of Father Arrupe the very open historic figure 

of Jesuit opening of Vatican II and my impression in that and certain other matters 

Tim felt that as head of the institution he well had certain institutional obligations 

which required him to take a narrower and more defensive view of things and 

which precluded independent institutional he felt his hands were tied. I may say 

that curiously we were just talking about that. His attitudes I saw repeated some 

years later not in a Catholic but in a Protestant friend from East Germany who was 

the administrative head of the East German Church and who then when the wall 

fell and everything came out, although he had a considerable public role, he was a 

minister in the national government he was governor of the Province of 
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Brandenburg, Manford Stolper(?) quite a reflective man, Manford was accused of 

excessive collaboration with the Communist government and I remember his 

saying to me over dinner one night, he said I would like to see some of these critics 

try to run the East German Protestant Church and not have contact with our 

Ministry of Interior, he said it’s quite impossible. And I think Tim’s attitude was 

while I’m president of Georgetown, there are certain realms of individual initiative 

that are not open to me.  

 MS: Did you have conversations with President Healy about other aspects of 

the Law Center? 

 NB:  Well, yes, Tim was, as you know, in general and in particular a great 

backer of the Law Center 

 MS:  He was 

 NB:  He was very proud of it, it thought it was the most distinguished  

intellectual and academically of Georgetown’s schools, units.  He liked individuals 

here who he knew quite a lot as kind of company.  And he I think appreciated and 

it’s quite interesting that I think in particular he appreciated the Jewish component 

and Protestants in the faculty and he particularly appreciated the opening of the law 

faculty to the larger world and the public world because I think that if I’m sure that 

if Tim had not become a Jesuit he would have ended up as Mayor of New York 

 MS:  Or President of the United States 
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 NB:  Yes or Governor, I was going to say Tim would certainly have been a 

very successful Irish Catholic politician in a larger world and of course he had very 

strong convictions about America’s role in the world, about what education should 

do for it and felt that the Law Center was part of his larger design for bringing 

Georgetown out of let’s say a certain narrow and parochial Catholic conception 

into a more generous attitude, I’m using that word advisedly, to a larger and much 

more colorful and differentiated world.  For instance, I always enjoyed Tim’s 

accounts of his forays to Boston to raise money where he raised more money from 

the Brahmans who he liked and I remember there was a very nice guy named Jim 

Laney L A N EY, Jim was a theologian who was for a while Dean of the 

theological faculty at Emory and then its President. He was later ambassador to 

Korea because as a young man Jim had been a CIA officer stationed in Korea.  

And Jim I remember came on sabbatical of a term from Emory as President and 

Tim provided him with hospitality. I remember we went out for dinner one night 

and the Woodruff family in Atlanta, the Coca Cola family, had just given a modest 

$100, or 110 or 120 million something to Emory and I remember Tim saying to 

Jim well do you think the Woodruff family would be interested in Georgetown and 

said well you know, Jim said, they are pretty devoted Methodists and I remember 

Tim saying well you could tell then a little insurance policy never hurts.  Tim 

never missed a chance. I remember that a little insurance policy never hurts which 
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is like Pasqual’s wager on the existence. So that was a side of Tim later quite 

evident in his utter delight at being the head of the Public Library in New York and 

entering kind of the top reaches of New York society.  But I think that Tim I mean 

Tim had a I mean I know all about the struggle over the law suit gay rights but I 

think on balance Tim certainly was a very good thing for the Law School,  

 MS:  So question about it. 

 NB:  Encouraged its deans, encouraged expansion, encouraged experiments 

the different experiments in education and in clinical, developing the clinical 

profile and was very, very pleased when Law School graduates like say Beth 

Noland and others moved on to higher ground.  Tim became quite close I think to 

the Clintons and I don’t think that was always very obvious he didn’t play on it, 

but I think they liked him, Bill and Hillary and particularly Bill I think liked him 

and I think relied on his judgment in some matters and maybe even used him as an 

ambassador to the Catholic world, a matter which I am inferring but don’t know 

about. But that I think was a particularly happy relationship for Tim. 

 MS: So who were some of the other colorful or interesting people who you 

met here when you came or in the time you’ve been here for that matter? You 

mentioned some like Father Drinan obviously 

 NB: Yes well Father Drinan. Well I’ll mention somebody with who I didn’t 

share much in common politically or intellectually, Warren Schwartz 
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 MS:  So why don’t you say a little about who he is  

 NB: Warren was I suppose you might say a free market libertarian 

 MS: A big devotee of law and economics. 

 NB:  A big devotee of law and economics which codified views he might 

have held anyhow, although 

 MS: But also from New York City and New York public schools 

 NB:  Yes, he went to the Brooklyn College and then went to I forget what 

law school, Columbia 

 MS: Columbia 

 NB: Yes, yes.  And Warren was one of though small number of academics 

one met them every place who felt that the 60s had been an enormous mistake in 

some ways and that the golden epoch was 1950 somehow maybe 19 somehow the 

Eisenhower the high years of Eisenhower culture perhaps, that vision of America. 

And he felt that the market was a very good not very good the market was the 

institution you could count on in many things. He read literature like Posner and 

Becker, Gary Becker 

 MS: So these were not exactly your views 

 NB: These were far from my views which as you know were viewed in a 

singular combination of American progressivism and European post-Marxist 

progressivism of nothing could have been more distinct or at least antithetical but 
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somehow and I don’t know quite how we got into it or whether we stumbled into it 

or whether somebody proposed it as a joke and then Warren and I took it up as a 

serious matter, we gave a course on theories of justice, it was a seminar 

 MS: Wow and how did that go? 

 NB:  It went fairly well, we finally we argued and the students took sides 

and there was some progressive redistributionists and kind of post-New Dealers 

and quote liberals 

 MS: Were there conservatives in the class? 

 NB:  Oh there were certainly Warren had a contingent of market and 

conservatives, cultural conservatism was again something else. Warren wasn’t 

entirely a cultural he didn’t like the prescriptive aspect of cultural conservatism. 

And of course my enduring memory of the class is we managed somehow. My 

enduring memory of the class is the anonymous student I certainly would have 

been prepared to give him an A, had known his or her identity, who wrote on the 

evaluation all things considered I prefer the Communists to the Fascists.  

 MS:  I guess that’s a victory of sorts, right. 

 NB:  Well I think it rather funny. But we had some good discussions in the 

sense that we examined as it was a philosophical fundaments of our positions so 

Warren would ask questions like well how could you justify tax, what is the real 

justification.  Is there a moral justification for taxation? Well it’s a good question 
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about which the country is still arguing one way or another.  And so you could say 

that this course which we gave in the relatively early 80s this course pre-figured a 

lot of debates or took up on a certain amount a number of debates outside the Law 

Center and I think the students were well aware of this and I think they appreciated 

that we went at it more or less intellectually without particular charges of personal 

rancor or the misattribution 

 MS:  It had to be a great experience 

 NB: Well it was quite interesting. Warren and I both behaved like kind of 

gentlemen you might say. 

 MS: So one thing that seems really interesting is the way in which the two of 

you in terms of culture and background seemed very similar you’re of the same 

generation, you’re both New York 

 NB:  He was a bit younger 

 MS: He might be a bit younger but politically somehow from the same 

essentially from the same background you came out in very different places. 

 NB: Well I had Warren knew something about Europe oddly enough Warren 

was a consultant as grotesque as far as I remember Warren was a consultant to  

Leica in East, Leica was in Leipzig or in . . . where Karl Marx got his mail order 

doctorate, which was definitely in East Germany and the West Germans claimed to 

no they had Leica but there was a Leica in the East which was a state firm and 
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there were various law suits and I think because of his competence in antitrust and 

trust law Warren was actually representing East German Leica. 

 MS:  Really. 

 NB:  I think so I’m not sure but we could check on that but he knew he was 

one of the legal or he was of counsel to a firm that representing the East Germans, 

it was a trademark infringement obviously who could sell in the United States 

claiming to be Leica.  But at any rate Warren did not I mean I after all left the 

states in ’52 and went to post-war Europe which was not alone reeling from the 

war time shocks but was putting together the post-war welfare states. I went to 

teach in England where things were somewhat grayish, but the 1940s I came in 

’53, the Labour government had gone out in 1951 but there was the health service, 

British Railways very much the notion that a welfare state had been put in and 

wasn’t going to go away and 

 MS: Is that part of what formed your political consciousness? 

 NB: Well I think I was much impressed at the time although I thought of it 

as too much of a compromise by what the British called Buttscolism(?) there was a 

man named Rab Butler who was a Tory minister, son of an Indian civil servant 

who  was the author of the 1944 British Education Act which had greatly 

democratized access to all levels of British education not only universities, and 

there was a gentleman called Gateskill equally the son of an Indian civil servant 
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who was the leader of the Labour party after Wilson, and who both of them had 

gone I think to the same they both went to Cambridge and both were cultivated 

British gentlemen so to speak. But there was this British consensus on the welfare 

state exemplified by what I had experienced in the famous election of 1959 when 

Harold Macmillan beat Labour handily campaigning on the slogan we’re all 

workers now. And Macmillan was a one-nation Tory that is somebody who these 

days we would probably speak here of Eisenhower Republican or somebody like 

Senator Javits of New York or Earl Warren 

  MS: The kind of Republican that doesn’t’ exist anymore. 

 NB:  Doesn’t exist although they may find it fashionable to reinvent 

Governor Romney having come out for increasing wages any modern miracle is 

possible, you can go back to France and convert someone to Mormonism, which he 

did manage in two years but I find I mean to get back you asked me about people 

here. There was Drinan, I often talked with Drinan, we often talked about 

American politics, we talked a bit about the Vatican certainly about the Vatican, 

about Catholic politics in Europe, Latin American which he followed very closely.  

And when I first came there was this very interesting person I had known from my 

days at Harvard grad school very briefly, Abe Chayes was here. 

 MS: Yes, he was, he visited here.  
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 NB:  Yes, Abe visited here and I remember Abe when he was a 

contemporary of mine in the sense that he was at Harvard Law School when I was 

at the Harvard grad school and I think I knew him and his wife Toni very slightly 

in those days, and I had met him in England I think subsequently. So it was fun to 

know Abe. I had known Peter Edelman of course before. Peter had been I guess I 

had first met Peter somehow or had contact or correspondence with him when he 

was on Bob Kennedy’s Senate staff when I was still in Europe or I came back from 

Europe to New York in ’66 and Bob Kennedy was still so to speak very much 

alive, so I knew Peter. Peter also worked as an assistant to the president of the 

University of Massachusetts so Bob Wood, I think it was Bob, his name was 

Wood. He had been a Secretary of HUD at one 

 MS:  I think it’s Robert Wood 

 NB:  Yeah Robert Wood so there was Peter and with whom I talked quite a 

bit.  And there were other people, well I mean there was yourself of course. There 

was Mark Tushnet and Mark’s interest in the Constitution was like your own very 

broad and really a form of political philosophy, so Mark and I had a great deal in 

common. And there was somebody I frequently talked or argued with, Roy, Roy 

Schotland.  Roy had as you know immense intellectual curiosity. 

 MS:  He did over a broad range of subjects. 
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 NB:  Over a very broad range of subjects. Roy went to Roy frequently went 

to Europe mainly to visit museums at least once maybe twice I would run into him 

and his wife on a plane.  And Roy knew the most kind of museums in Madrid that 

most people living in Madrid had not heard of so to speak but which were well 

worth visiting. 

 MS:  He had an interest in classical literature that I think after he retired in 

the last years of his life he was devoting himself almost exclusively to, it’s just 

quite remarkable. 

 NB:  No, he was remarkable. I mean I think he was remarkable also, he had 

a remarkable intellect, he was remarkable in asking devastating questions kind of 

precise questions to which there were no precise answers but which exposed as it 

were the fortuity or the feebleness all the I’m struggling for a word the thinness 

perhaps or shakiness of the intellectual foundations of this or that commonly held 

position. So I mean talking with going out for lunch with Roy was the equivalent 

of attending a particularly rigorous seminar at Oxford where people with the 

Socratic with a particularly sharp don applying the Socratic method. We gave an 

honorary degree to Hart right 

 MS:  I presented it 

 NB:  You presented it, I remember. Now Roy would have been right at 

home I don’t know in that intellectual milieu with its sharp questioning kind of 
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analytical rigor no nonsense no deferential approach to participants in a debate. 

And there were other people I learned things from.  I mean there was I learned 

things about government from John Kramer. John Kramer worked for Tim Foley at 

Agriculture I think at that point. Wasn’t John counsel to the House 

 MS:  He had been before he came here yes. 

 NB:  He kept up some kind of contact and so there was John who talked 

about the day-by-day business of legislating.  I was affiliated with if that’s the 

word  at that point The Nation and of course I knew some of the people from the 

progressive caucus not many of whom were from Agrarian some were from the 

black Congress persons from the south, yes, but they weren’t particularly Agrarian 

in their they were more urban in their interests and yet John was to some extent an 

opening to an heir to the whole New Deal tradition of Agrarian what the AAA and 

Department of Agriculture was in the New Deal was a great opening for the 

Roosevelt welfare state. And then there were the openings or the beginnings of I 

won’t say feminist jurisprudence but of a certain larger kind of awareness that our 

women colleagues had, Judy, Judy Areen 

 MS: Wendy Williams. 

 NB:  Judy and Wendy I think of. I also think of Elizabeth Patterson, of 

Emma Jordan, I mean I remember of  

 MS: Was Eleanor Holmes Norton 
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 NB: Eleanor was yes 

 MS:  Were you friendly with her at all? 

 NB:  I was friendly with Eleanor because we had adjacent offices.  This was 

before Eleanor became delegate.  But we did have adjacent offices and at this point 

I mean when I came people I came in ’79 and I had had really more than a decade 

of contributions to The Nation. I had written for The Nation on foreign policy in 

Europe but I had also written for The Nation on American domestic politics, on the 

legacies of the 60s, so that I frequently had the pleasure meeting colleagues who 

had read me in these years.  When I was kind of very much part of the inner Nation 

team, although The Nation had correspondents for a while I mean its original 

Washington correspondent had been I.F. Stone who would of course by then left to 

found his own weekly and by the time I got to Washington I think Izzy was 

himself turning to Greek philosophy 

 MS: Yes, Plato he was 

 NB:  Yes Plato and Socrates it was beginning the work that led to the trial of 

Socrates. So what I found I think you can say I found that the Law Center certainly 

not least that these women colleagues kind of openings to different social and 

cultural worlds and milieu.  

 MS: So you had a teaching relationship with Phil Schrag during this period 

didn’t you? 
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 NB: Well, Phil invited me to join his clinical preparation of students who 

were being educated to present cases to Social, appeals to Social Security and Phil 

had a very distinctive, as you know, clinical approach the student had to do it 

totally non-directive and I remember at one point my role playing or actually 

arguing somehow I found myself arguing a case without benefit of so to speak 

legal clerical status and Phil was very flattering about my argumentative talents 

 MS: Was this actually before the Commission or some mock setting? 

 NB:  It was the mock setting. 

 MS:  I see okay. 

 NB:  I don’t think it was a Commission, I don’t think it was a Commission 

setting. I do though remember Phil telling me a great Jewish story that Phil for 

some of these Social Security appeals needed psychiatric expertise on behalf of 

clients who could not you know pay a psychiatrist’s fees. And he frequently 

appealed to the pro bono services of the psychiatric department at Georgetown 

Med. But at one point he needed an expertise fairly quickly and they weren’t 

available or jammed up and there were some students working with him and they 

found somebody so Phil asked them how did you find this person. Said we simply 

went down the list of Washington psychiatrists and took those with Jewish names 

figuring that they would be so guilty that they would do this pro bono. I thought it 

was rather 
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 MS: That was one way of doing it. 

 NB:  That was one way of doing it but I developed great respect doing this 

for Phil’s enormous pedagogic commitment and discipline in developing 

absolutely rigorous in letting the students made their own mistakes. They had to 

make the deadlines, they had to prepare things and at the same time his as it were 

hovering presence was a great pedagogic kind of contribution to them as they 

learned themselves to do this. It was, I thought, a remarkable instance of pedagogy 

by example. 

 MS:  It also speaks very well of him and very well of you that he would have 

and you would provide a kind of non-legal perspective to what was going on while 

these people were preparing and trying these cases. 

 NB: Yes although I mean it wasn’t a kind of a great books course it was far 

from it. If you remember I can think of two instances in which I got in on 

something that was more like traditional liberal arts education. One the innovative 

the new curriculum in which I at one point had the great privilege of participating.  

I think 

 MS:  We were really glad to have you. 

 NB:  Yes, well I mean I went I guess did a section on justice through a term 

and then I found I mean I found the students very good, there was obviously a self-

selection element with this 
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 MS: This was the first year so called experimental section, which is still 

going on. 

 NB:  Yes, it’s still going on. I liked it a lot and I learned a lot working with 

those students. They were obviously a very good self-selected group. There was 

another occasion in which I gave I mean we haven’t even talked yet, maybe we can 

do it at some point later, about the courses I gave but 

 MS: Why don’t we do it now? 

 NB: Well at one point I gave a course I remember giving a course on great 

books and I had about 40 students. They were great classics of western social 

thought. So we read Rousseau it was like a Harvard GE course you might say or 

Columbia CC we read Rousseau and one of the things we read before getting into 

the 19th century or the later part of the 19th century was Mary Wallstonecraft A 

Vindication of the Rights of Women. And so we had a nice good discussion of this. 

One of the students in the class had been a Georgetown undergraduate in English 

and he was a very nice and very smart and very agreeable student but he clearly 

came from a somewhat conventional I think probably Catholic background and he 

in class he said more in bewilderment than anything else, but there must be some 

therefore there is a difference. I said well nobody doubts that there is a difference 

MS: Between men and women 
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BN:   Between men and women, there is a difference, the question is what 

you make of it. And he said well you know he had some question about well he 

wondered how many women present company excepted because he was not getting 

a terribly friendly response from the women of the class, really wanted to do these 

things rather than the traditional role division. And I said well don’t you ask Dr. 

Lacy. Dr. Lacy was a grandmother. She was  . . . geologist, scientist, cosmonaut 

who was about to go up to the Space Station for three months and had been giving 

interviews left and right, marvelous interviews on television and was a very 

grandmotherly lady who talked and Dr. Lacy has spoken the last time I had seen 

her on an interview of her time in school when the teacher asked the kids what they 

wanted to do and she said she wanted to be an explorer and the boys in the class 

had jeered and one of them had said don’t be silly girls aren’t explorers.  I said 

well here Dr. Lacy is about to go up to the Space Station and I bet the guy who 

jeered her is also flying, he’s flying the loan desk at the local bank.  And 

everybody laughed of course I thought that was fairly good and afterwards this girl 

it was the beginning of the class or the beginning of the academic time, one of the 

young lady students came and said Professor Birnbaum and she was clearly 

somebody from Midwestern Protestant intellectual militancy you could see her as a 

certainly a leader of a student group at Michigan or Ohio or someplace and she 
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said Professor Birnbaum I know I shouldn’t say this but I could hug you, which I 

thought was a great tribute. 

 MS: That’s nice.  So I guess the well I’m guessing the students here were 

quite a bit different from what you were used to at Amherst. 

 NB: Well I think they were different in two respects. They were different in 

age, which I appreciated because even the undergraduates those who had come 

directly from undergraduate education were 22 and had had undergraduate 

educations and usually very good ones. All had done very well in the sense of 

being reflective and of course there were the older students who frequently had 

very interesting experiences. I gave a course on race ethnicity race and ethnicity 

and maybe I put in . . . in class I think race, ethnicity and religion in America. And 

I suggested to the students that when they wrote their papers they should write on a 

group different than their own but at the beginning we went through the reading 

list which included William E DuBois  Souls of the 

 MS:  Souls of the Black Folk 

 NB:  Souls of the Black Folk.  And I went through each book and said 

something about each of them and explained that DuBois  was a great American 

black thinker and theorist and somebody said one of the students said well how 

come he has the French-type name and I said well he had partly he came from New 

England and partly Huguenot ancestry and so this student who was a white student 



-35- 
 

said something you mean he had some white kind of ancestry and in the class there 

was a nice lady who had been an IRS official I think or she was a government at 

any rate a quite mature government official who had was actually in our evening 

program but had arranged to take this came over during the day to take this course 

because it interested her, a lady certainly in her 40s mature, self-possessed student 

and she said who was an Afro American and she just looked at this student said 

young man so do we all, so do we all.  I thought that was a great, great lesson for 

the class and that is one of the things that was so good about I think teaching at 

Georgetown the cultural mixture, strong Catholic component, plenty of Protestant 

Americans, Afro Americans, obviously occasional foreign visitors, main stream 

Protestant Americans.   

 MS: A lot of very different people 

 NB:  A lot of very different people and from very different institutions. I 

mean I’ve taught classes which had people who had MAs in classics from Yale 

along with marketing graduates from Oklahoma, a pedagogic challenge of some 

dimensions but I think I greatly appreciated the liveliness, the responsiveness, the 

interestingness I would say they were interesting people the students some of 

whom I’ve kept in touch with and they’ve gone on to do very interesting things in 

the law and in public life generally.  I think it fair to say they were a pleasure and 
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very instructive to teach, they were rigorous, sometimes some complained about a 

little bit administrative casualness on my part which  

 MS:  Oh surely not 

 NB: I freely confess to but it was fun teaching them in the classes and it was 

also interesting to talk to them separately about papers and to discuss these kind of 

these topics with them. Now my range of classes, I mentioned this one race class 

religion in America, race, ethnicity, religion, I obviously did things on social class. 

I occasionally tried teaching kind of a classic list of classics of social thought. I am 

struck by one conspicuous failure just didn’t take, a class I gave on Freud 

 MS: What a shame. 

 NB: Well maybe I should have emphasized Freud’s cultural contribution, 

that is civilization and its discontents, Freud as a cultural figure. But the trouble 

was that some of the students had taken academic psychology . . . the optic nerve 

with . . . and camera-type courses and were convinced that Freud was unscientific 

whereas others were only too willing to talk about their last sessions with their 

therapists. One student in the course actually was the daughter of a psychotherapist 

who was more or less Freudian, she was a good deal of help actually, but somehow 

this class sticks in my mind as one that didn’t somehow it didn’t take.  And I think 

it might have been a technical flaw on my part, that is Freudian theory is difficult, 

it went through phases and I maybe attempted to do too much 
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 MS: There is a problem with a range of abilities and a range of backgrounds 

 NB:  I think I maybe attempted to do too much.  It might have better to teach 

something like Freud and culture and do the book on the religion and do the book 

on his immortal classic civilization and its discontents and maybe give them parts 

of the marvelous Jones and Gay biographies to read. I was always struck about 

Freud by his great ironic sense of humor. You know on that awful day . . . when 

there was a terrible . . . in Vienna storm troopers came to his apartment in the . . . . . 

diagonally opposite of Hertzel lived, and Mrs. Freud was an imposing figure 

apparently and they came and they wanted money, I mean they didn’t quite know 

what they were to do and she was of course scared that they might want to trash the 

apartment or hurt her husband who was in his study or in his consulting room with 

no patient and she said would the gentlemen sit down would the gentlemen like 

coffee and they were apparently nonplussed by this and what is it the gentlemen 

wish and they said we want some money and they named a figure and she said 

excuse me and she went in and knocked on the door and said the SA are here, what 

do they w\ant, money, how much and Freud said well that’s more than I ever got 

for a house call.  I mean imagine the coolness I mean or the irony too to say this on 

that terrible day. But I think what I could if you ask what do you think I did for the 

students I think it was not dissimilar for what perhaps I did for some of the faculty 

that is I could convey to them some of the intellectual excitement of certain texts 
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and their contexts.  I knew Mar . . . you know I could tell them about Mar . . .  as a 

person, quite an interesting figure. I had meant Hannah Erendt who was formidable 

I didn’t really know her but I had met her.  I had been a colleague for five years of 

Isaiah Berlin not quite the sainted figure he is made out to be but that’s a different 

that I didn’t go into but at any rate I could convey these different persons milieu 

atmospheres and try to link it to or bring it into current intellectual and cultural and 

political debate and so I felt myself as to some extent an ambassador from, if you 

use this word, an ambassador from this larger world of New York and other 

cultures to our own somewhat well organized and purposeful circumstances, so 

you could also say I provided a note of relief like a court the intellectual court 

jester of the Law Center.  I wouldn’t take that badly court jesters had very 

important functions. 

 MS: They told the truth. 

 NB:  Yes, in the courts of the early modern and middle ages it wasn’t the 

worse role to play and because there was a certain amount of what the Germans . . . 

a kind of allowance for saying the things you couldn’t ordinarily get away with.  It 

gave me a certain amount of freedom. 

 MS:  If we could switch gears a little. During this whole period you were 

also regularly going to Europe I take it and maybe we could talk a little about what 

you were doing outside the Law Center so you mentioned something I did not 
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know that you were a kind of informal ambassador from the Italian Communist 

party  

 NB: No, I said 

 MS:  Maybe we better get the record straight 

 NB: The record is fairly straight.  The Italian Community party was a major 

formation in Italy which regularly got 25 or 30 percent of the vote.  It had different 

streams and  

 MS:  And to the right of some important strands of Italian politics at that 

time, right. 

 NB: Well it was very much an established part of the establishment. It had 

city governments and regional governments which were well run, for instance for a 

long while frequently in coalition with the much smaller Socialist party. Its leaders 

understood and were friendly with the leaders of the Democracy Christiana.  When 

I went and spoke the Italian Communist party had an annual popular festival called 

the Festival de Unita, Unita was their newspaper which was a kind of gathering for 

discussion, etc. etc. in different cities and I remember once being on a panel there 

with Giovanni Spanolini(?) who was then defense minister and  was later Prime 

Minister.  Everybody came so it was power in the land and not at all and it was 

quite sophisticated.  I had spent ’71 ’72 when I was at Amherst on a leave in 

Europe and had spent part of this time at the Agnelli Foundation in Torino, Agnelli  
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was a family who owned Fiat and they had asked me to do a project that is a study 

group on industrial society which could produce a report.  And I remember saying 

to the legendary Gianni Agnelli the head of the family, who by the way went to 

Princeton, his mother was American, that you know Senor Agnelli you have this 

foundation and everybody knows it’s an operating arm of Fiat, that’s okay but in 

America the foundations are different and so if I do this project for the foundation I 

would like to be free to invite colleagues across the ideological spectrum and in 

Italy that would mean inviting some intellectuals from the Communist party. And 

he said but Professor the reason we asked you to do this we figured if you invited 

they might come. So I did this project for them with my British colleague at the 

time from Sussex, Tom Latimore(?) and my French colleague Alaine Torrain who 

is still alive, a year older than I and doing it I somehow got to know more people in 

Italy and I got to know the worlds of politics and culture, Warren Park quite 

closely connected and what was really a very small country where everybody knew 

everybody else and I got to meet some of the Communist intellectuals who 

introduced me to some of the party people and in particular I got to know Berlinger 

who was the leader of the party but who was a Catholic. And I got to know 

somebody of exactly my age who is now Giorgio Napolitano who is now the 

President of Italy and who was then the leader of more or less the Social 

Democratic tendency inside the Communist party.  And so I got to know the party 
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and they had very there were plenty of Communist intellectuals, professors who 

had come to the States who but on account of official attitudes the leaders had 

never come and they had somewhat they had differing degrees of knowledge of the 

States. I do remember in 1976 when we were celebrating the Declaration of 

Independence the Gram. .. Institute which the study center wanted to put on a 

series of discussions of the American Revolution and the New Deal and ask the 

U.S. Information Agency to bring over people which had said it regretted it 

couldn’t do which is stupid, they should have brought over people.  But at any rate 

one things led to another and I found myself talking about American politics with 

some of these people who were parliamentarians and I eventually got to know 

Berlinger who was a Sardinian nobleman whose first cousin . . . was Prime 

Minister at some point, was a Christian Democrat. And Berlinger was an extremely 

sophisticated figure. He had taken over the party in about in the mid-60s and he 

was a new generation, spoke excellent French, he didn’t speak much English. He 

had never been to the States. He died unfortunately in ’84 of a stroke. He was 

scheduled to come and I had arranged for Paul Warnke to arrange for his trip as 

Paul I thought could do it as his kind of legal representative. But I visited 

occasionally with Berlinger and I remember I once visited with Antonia, my 

youngest daughter, who was then a militant Trotskyite in Paris and she thought the 

Communist party as kind of part of the establishment but yes she was visiting we 
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met in Rome, she would come with me to speak with Berlinger and he spoke good 

French and they could speak in French.  And so she said well she didn’t think his 

party was particularly militant and he said well you know I sympathize with you 

Antonia my children told me the same thing. He was marvelous. He said my 

trouble is this. I am a leader of a party which has about 30 percent of the vote. I 

find it difficult for instance to hold meetings and rallies on the weekends because a 

lot of our voters are away at their weekend houses.  I have to move a little bit 

slowly into the revolutionary epoch that you and I in our hearts would like to see 

and it was a terrific performance. We went out and she said do you think he was 

just having a little bit of fun at my expenses and so on.   

 MS: This sounds in an odd way like Father Healy, somebody who is 

grounded in the reality of the situation that they are in. 

 NB: Well he was a particularly effective and respected leader, his death was 

a tragedy.  And of course at the time I knew Willy Brandt who had been I didn’t 

know him when he was Chancellor I knew him in his post-Chancellor period, 

when he was still head of the party and in some sense inspiring the German peace 

movement.  And I knew 

 MS:  You have a lot of contacts in Germany 

 NB: Well I had a great deal of contacts in Germany over the years and they 

gradually got to be contacts with the mainline of the Social Democratic party 
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though I always had a relationship having being friendly with the Brandt wing 

meant a certain amount of tension with Schmidt.  And I remember there was some 

symposium I went to on international affairs and there was Schmidt as Chancellor 

and this was the period of the agitation over the placement of the Euro missiles in 

which Schmidt and the party were deeply divided. And Schmidt favored it with 

considerable internal reservation as it turned out later, but I didn’t really know 

Schmidt but then he bore down on me at this meeting and said Professor Birnbaum 

when I say something about America half the Social Democratic party listens to 

me and the other half tells me I should read your article.  What do you say to that?  

And Schmidt was a formidable figure and Chancellor of Germany, didn’t know 

what to say. So I finally thought well Chancellor not sure I would dissent from 

what seems to be very good advice and Schmidt who was of course the most 

arrogant guy in the world, complained to his staff they were friends of mine, your 

friend from Washington is really very arrogant.  And it must have been a good 

atmosphere one of them said well Chancellor coming from you he must be 

arrogant indeed or something like that you know.  So I knew the German Social 

Democrats. I knew the French Socialists who were going through a revival, I knew 

 MS: Did you know Mitterrand? 

 NB:  Yes, I knew Mitterrand and Rocard, in fact in 1980 the United Auto 

Workers Mike Herrington and myself had and with money from the German 
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Marshall Fund sponsored a Euro Socialist meeting here at which Brandt came, 

Mitterrand came, Olive Palmer, Tony Bend from England 

 MS: Wow 

 NB:  Gonzales who was then the rising star in Spain.  It 

 MS:  When you say here do you mean at Georgetown? 

 MB:  We had it in Washington, the Congressional Progressive Caucus was 

also our host.  It was December of 1980 that is in the interim between the 

government, Carter was still in and there was a French election on and I remember 

distinctly I phoned Brzezinski and said ask Mitterrand if anybody has asked to see 

him. No, and he wasn’t going to ask. So I phoned Brzezinski and said look 

Mitterrand is here and he said well we’re very busy, kind of hostage crisis 

 MS:  So this was before Mitterrand was elected, he was elected in ‘80 

 NB: Yes, he was elected in ’81 in the spring but this was December ’80, he 

was the candidate, the campaign had begun and I remember Brzezinski’s exact 

words come on Norman you’re letting g your left wing fantasies get the better of 

you, you don’t think he can be elected.  You don’t really think he can be elected. 

And then I spoke with David Albright who was running the transition in foreign 

and defense policy for Reagan and he said well the governor isn’t seeing people 

until he’s inaugurated and in any event Mitterrand, head of the French Socialist 

party I would have to do a good deal of briefing, and then he paused and said come 
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on Norman I know you are Socialist yourself but do you really think he has a 

chance and the both of them missed that and in fact the Reagan government sent 

somebody named Evans Galbraith or something an American businessman to 

France because his chief qualification that he knew Giscard who lost his re-

election bid and as replaced by Mitterrand. So I did know the European Socialist 

 MS:  Did you know Mitterrand personally 

 NB:  Yes. 

 MS: What did you think of him? 

 NB: Extremely difficult to really get to know him. He was really a figure 

somebody in France had to figure out a novel by Stendall that is man on the make 

curious past after all 

 MS:  He collaborated 

 NB:  Well yes, he worked for the Vichy government changed ’43 saw the 

writing on the wall not the only one.  Was a very effective politician and managed 

under the false pretense that he was a Socialist he was not he was Mitterrandist 

first and foremost to re-assemble and  modernize the French Socialist party and 

managed to win after all two elections which was considerable.  And they did some 

interesting things. He for instance Mitterrand backed the stationing of American 

missiles as the Germans said ruefully yes he’s very much in favor of putting 

American missiles in Germany but missiles he would on no account take in France, 
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which was true.  That was another argument so to speak but I did know the 

European Socialists and the thinkers at that period quite well. I wrote for the 

European mainstream press, I wrote I began to write after Spain had liberated itself 

from the desiccated regime which was internally preparing to go so to speak I 

wrote for the newly founded El . . . I occasionally wrote for LaMond although the 

first occasion on which I really wrote for LaMond was a really funny one. I was 

teaching at Amherst, it was late in the 70s, Europeans were having their first 

European election and the LaMond asked Sakharoff and Ted Kennedy to write 

pieces and Ted Kennedy’s office asked me to draft a piece.  I was at Amherst they 

knew I knew Europe 

 MS: Drafted for Kennedy? 

 NB:  Yes.  And so I wrote him a piece which they sent and LaMond 

translated and published and I met the extremely smart editors of LaMond at some 

point not so long had lunch with them in Paris and one of them I think it was 

Andre Fontaine was the chief editor and very smart guy, said who wrote that piece 

for Kennedy, was it you and I said well I’m sure the Senator would be glad to tell 

you if he chooses but let’s just say it represented the Senator’s views quite . . . you 

know you can’t go around claiming you do things like that you’re out.  At any rate 

that was rather fun but I did know the European Socialists, I knew the peace 

movement in the . . . green party in Germany 
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 MS:  What did you think of Willy Brandt? 

 NB:  Well I thought a great deal of Willy Brandt. Brandt was an extremely 

complex character, there are all kinds of he was maneuvered the East Germans 

made a colossal mistake by putting somebody in his office because they must have 

known he would be detected or he would have and so they lost the Chancellor and 

although they got on perfectly well with Schmidt there are all kinds of questions 

about that episode still but Brandt 

 MS: This was when there was an East German spy 

 NB: An East German spy was who should have been spotted by the security 

people because he had moved over from East Germany and his children were 

watched were housed by a West German Communist family when he first came, it 

was dead giveaway which they missed.  But at any rate I got to know parts of the 

German Protestant church which were very active in the peace movement then and 

I remember after unification I asked the then lay president of the Protestant church 

how the church was flourishing, he said nobody comes to church anymore, he said 

the regime is gone in the East and the missiles have been limited in the West. To 

me this was 

 MS:  And that was it 

 NB: And that was it because he was actually a Social Democratic politician 

who had been Minister of Justice but he was under no illusions but the German 
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Protestant church on both sides of the wall did activate itself as a force for dialogue 

reconciliation and the like and was in that sense part of a genuine mass movement 

and there were very important Catholic, the Catholic contribution to this came 

from the Vatican’s Secretary of State, Casaroli, who didn’t matter who was Pope 

Casaroli did the negotiating in eastern Europe.  And the church had its own policy 

of talking with Eastern Europe.   

 MS: So let me just ask you, I’m quite happy to go on but if you’ve had 

enough we can  

 NB: What time is it Mike? 

 MS:  It’s 3:15. 

 NB:  I think we’ve done enough now and maybe we will 

 MS: We’ll do it again.  

 NB: We’ll do another session on my kind of activities outside, we’re 

beginning to get into the activities outside which I should say by way of conclusion 

did flow into my teaching. I remember a student who asked me in a course well 

Professor Birnbaum you occasionally go to Europe did you ever meet actual 

Socialists, do they actually believe this stuff and I said well maybe next time I 

should bring Willy Brandt or Mitterrand to our class you see and they thought I 

was joking but I was able to assure them that people actually did vote for Socialist 



-49- 
 

parties with the conviction that they were contributing to the construction of a 

different social order. Yes. 

 MS: That sounds like a very good place to stop.  Thank you so much, 

Norman. 

 NB: Well thanks for your excellent questions which remind me of that the 

pedagogic vocation I chose is not the worst one in the world. 

 MS:  I should say not.    Thank you, Norman. [END RECODING] 

 


