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 MS: So, my name is Mike Seidman. Today is August 6, 2014 and it’s just 

my tremendous pleasure to talk for a second session with Norman Birnbaum about 

his life and times. The first session was about his years at Georgetown. Today 

we’re going to try as best we can to cover as much as we can of the rest of 

Norman’s career. I think it’s just going to be hopeless to do anything like all of 

this, Norman, and I don’t want to get I don’t want to miss some really important 

things so I don’t think we’ll proceed chronologically but I do want to ask you a 

little about your early childhood. You grew up at a time and place, New York in 

the New York City in the 1930s that’s become legendary, so why don’t you say 

something about your family, about the neighborhood you grew up in, the schools 

that you went to and so on. 

 NB:  Of course. Well, first let me express my pleasure that you’ve taken the 

time, Mike, to encourage what hardly needs encouragement, my narcissistic   

enjoyment about telling these stories.  Well I was born, as you know, in 1926. My 

grandfather had emigrated from Russian Poland in 1898 after serving His Imperial 

Majesty the Czar and my father was actually born in Irkutsk, in Siberia when he 
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was on garrison duty right before he left the army so my father came as a very 

small child when my grandfather sent for my grandmother shortly after getting to 

New York.  My grandfather was a very agreeable guy, a marvelous guy, was a 

house painter, at least in the states. I know that my mother never wanted him to 

paint our house, was a perpetual source of discord but he was also a unionist, he 

read Forverts, the Socialist Yiddish daily, was very interested in politics and so on, 

so he was kind of a great figure who from my I guess the time I was four or five I 

think he always called me Professor prophetically. My father was the eldest of a 

large number, I always have to count, six or seven siblings and went to DeWitt 

Clinton High School in New York and City College class of 1922. My father had 

intellectual interests but one of his professors was the fabled City College 

professor Morris Raphael Cohen who suggested that his classmate Sidney Hook 

could perhaps undertake a career in philosophy but that perhaps my father should 

do other things. My father became a high school teacher, a very good one, an 

administrator, but of course I had the great good fortune to have books in the 

house.   

 MS: Makes a great deal of difference. 

NB: And my father and I discussed current events. 

MS:  Did you have any brothers or sisters? 
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 NB:  I had a younger sister, four years younger than myself, Ruth, now 

unfortunately gone, who was very supportive of things I did and very participatory.   

 MS:  What was the neighborhood like? 

 NB:  Well the neighborhood I really remember was the West Bronx, we 

lived off the Grand Concourse since my father wasn’t in the fur business or 

something or a physician so we couldn’t afford the Grand Concourse. In the end 

we lived on East 163rd Street right off the Grand Concourse.  And I went to the 

local public schools, P.S. 90 and then the junior high school 40, which was where 

my father had taught and which was an interesting experience because it was much 

more inter-racial and mixed than the 

 MS:  I’m sorry to interrupt, was your neighborhood itself Jewish or was it 

mixed 

 MB:  Yes, it was certainly, yes, New York at that time was exceedingly 

ecologically segregated. In fact one of my early memories is of going to the public 

library on November 10th  of 1938, that is the day after Kristallnacht the Pogrom 

Nazi Germany and to get there you had to pass by Saint Ignatius Church on one 

side and St. Ignatius School on the other.   Naturally at the time I had no idea that I 

would end up teaching at Georgetown. Neither may I add did the Irish street kids 

who were fair enough not to attack me since there were ten of them and just myself 

but who yelled anti-Semitic implications and referred to the Pogrom. 
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 MS: Wow. 

 NB: A lasting memory in some ways. But I grew up paying an enormous 

amount of attention to the rise of Nazism, the New Deal, the Spanish Civil War, in 

fact I think I have a memory of having been taken by a neighbor somebody took 

me to what was the last rally in New York for the Spanish Republic and there were 

these two speakers who succeedingly European accents, one was novelist named 

Admorow(?) and the other was a German emigrant named Mann.  They made a 

great impression on me, though I could hardly follow.  So I had begun to read by 

then by 1938 I had begun to read, I was 12, the newspapers, Times came into the 

house, the New Republic and The Nation came into the house and I talked about 

these matters with my father. I have a memory of our listening often to Hitler his 

speeches at moments of crisis so that high pitched hysterical Bavarian accent I 

knew no German but I could hear it in my sleep so to speak. Now it’s generally 

thought that people in New York grew up in a kind of Marxist cocoon like the 

story of the person who went to Brooklyn College and took a course on American 

politics and was astonished to find that the two party system meant Democrats and 

Republicans. He thought they were Trotskyites and Stalinists.  That was not, my 

father was an American progressive, the books in my house were not Marx, Lenin, 

etc. but Charles Beard and John Dewey and Parrington.  

 MS: Did you have religious education? 
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 NB:  no, I was bar mitzvahed but I would hardly call that a religious 

education 

 MS:  Was there Yiddish in your house? 

 NB:  Yiddish was spoken by my parents to my grandfather, particularly 

when there were things that children shouldn’t have heard, etc. 

 MS: A very useful language for that purpose. 

 NB:  An incentive to learn a little bit passively. But we talked English and I 

talked English also to my grandfather whose English was heavily Yiddish 

accented, but quite colorful.  And at any rate there was this cultivated I’m eternally 

grateful this cultivated household with books. My father was actually my father’s 

specialty was music. He was a high school specialist in music but when he got to 

Ben Franklin High School which was new he was made an administrator, he was 

the Dean and did administration for the rest of his academic his tenure in the New 

York City school system.  I was always I think it’s fair to say I was always aware 

of what seemed I won’t say unattainable but distant, a wider world outside ours, a 

different New York.  It was only later when I was 14-15 that I met age mates who 

went to places like Fieldston, a world that was inconceivable and who expected as 

a matter of course to go to Ivy colleges or something like or Columbia. This was a 

world very different than our world. I went to the City College High School, 

Townsend Harris, where we had great, great teachers whose attitude, some of them 
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by the way some of the best of them by the way were Jesuit-educated Irish people 

teaching English literature which I remember Mr. Flynn, Mr. O’Guire, they were 

great teaching English Lit and I remember also another Irish American New Deal 

Catholic who objected to the Marists among us, Mr. Emory who later became 

Dean of social science at Queens. We had a great time arguing with him.  But this 

school was multi-ethnic. It was only about 90 percent Jewish 

 MS: Did you have any sense of financial deprivation or do you remember 

being worried during the Depression about 

 NB: Well since my father had this high school 

 MS:  He was lucky I guess 

 NB:  He was lucky. The other members of his family, his brothers, one of 

them in particular had a great deal of difficulty finding employment, although after 

the war he was compensated, he was a U.S. Army navigator Air Force navigator 

after the war he became a salesman at Alexander’s but he climbed and at one point 

he was the director or manager of the big store in Queens, so he was amply 

compensated or his years of unemployment but that was in the great period of post-

war prosperity. As I look back on that period I think really I’m reminded of the 

great desire to get out, that there the sense which I got through novels, through 

film, what I knew about America I got from film or from reading things like 

Sinclair Lewis or John Dos Passos’s USA which made a great impression on me.  
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Clearly there was a larger world, there was a larger world in New York. How to 

get there, how could you meet, inconceivable if you stayed in the Bronx so to 

speak 

 MS: And then you did get out 

 NB: Well I did get out. I think Townsend Harris and our teachers was to 

some extent the beginnings of an opening. I read these things, I read these books, I 

saw firms, I read books about Europe which I didn’t understand, I didn’t have 

languages at that point but I realized that there was quite apart from the horrors of 

Nazism there was some kind of permanent civil war in Europe between left and 

right, that the legacy of the first war was terrible and here we are today on this 

second day of the 100th anniversary of the beginning of that. I read a lot of stuff 

about I read a lot about England, for some reason English novels, Huxley, Wells, 

little bit more than a little bit of English modern history I read very early when I 

was in high school Tanney and Laski the great profits of labourism.  And for me of 

course it’s interesting at that point the London School of Economics where Tanney 

and Laski taught was a kind of a mythical place. Later on in the I entered 

Townsend Harris in ’39, the war had broken out, New York and lots of others had 

been shocked by the Nazi Soviet pact.  I remember a high school colleague of my 

father’s teaching high school history at another place, Mr. Waldman, a very nice 

man and I remember how smart this guy was because I remember his saying to our 
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disbelief in June of 1939 that Stalin was going to make a deal with Hitler and this 

seemed to us inconceivable and so what makes you say that.  He said he’s fired his 

Jewish foreign minister, Litvinov, you wait and see. And Harry Waldman was right 

 MS:  That’s amazing 

 NB:  Nobody else was and so on. But when I got to Townsend Harris I 

joined the American Student Union and quickly left it after a semester. I 

discovered that it was kind of a Stalinist front and two things immunized me, made 

me not willing to go along with this. First of all a certain atmosphere of leaden 

sloganism, sloganeering. At that point the American Communist Party had an 

absolutely imbecilic slogan the peace front and the peace front was China, the 

Soviet Union and the United States which would stay out of the war.   

 MS:  This was after the Hitler Stalin pact 

 NB:  Yes, after the Hitler Stalin pact. I remember saying to somebody, this is 

ridiculous, peace front, China is fighting Japan. Said well that isn’t the main thing 

or something like that.  And secondly my father had on his bookshelves and I had 

read very early the report by a commission headed by John Dewey about the 

authenticity or verifiability of Stalin’s charges that Trotsky, Buchanan and all those 

Bolsheviks who were persecuted murdered including Trotsky in Mexico were not 

only betraying the revolution but were somehow foreign agents and I had read the 

Dewey commission report, Dewey had gone to Mexico and interviewed there had 
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been regular sessions with Trotsky and that made me somewhat quite resistant to 

Stalinist propaganda without making me a Trotskyite but I saw that these matters 

were extremely complicated and my main I think response initially was 

bewilderment, how could you find out about this, so I read a lot. I read things like 

Koestler’s Darkness at Noon.  Then as time progressed I took two steps which 

were interesting.  I somehow I joined a larger student movement in New York   

which included these people who had gone to who were going to places like 

Fieldston.  They belonged to a larger world so to speak and attached to this was an 

adult movement connected with Roosevelt and liberalism and mostly by this point 

people were the 1940 election came and went were interested in taking steps 

toward getting the United States into the war so this of course was the period of the 

enormous struggles with America First, Roosevelt’s enormous difficulties in 

edging the country into the war. I remember my father’s youngest brother was 

Bernard was drafted. And in New York Europe Nazism the war was close 

somehow one sensed it more so to speak. It was close it was on everybody’s mind. 

Well I got active in these movements and met a lot of people of my age, college 

age and older who clearly came who were from different milieu, old American 

milieu, people who went to legendary places of social reform like Universities of 

Minnesota and Wisconsin, writers, so 

 MS:  So this was when you were maybe 16 or 17 
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 NB:  Yes, it was before when I was 14 and 15 and 16. And somehow I was 

marked as a student leader, I don’t know why, nobody ever followed me but 

managed in the summer of 19 this was ’42 which was my 16th summer to be 

invited to a four or five-week student leaders camp which was on Campobello 

Island at the Roosevelt House which Mrs. Roosevelt had given for this purpose. 

And she came up and I remember her talking about what Mr. Churchill and Mr. 

Molotov had told her about the war which certainly was close as one could get and 

there was a procession of speakers from Washington journalism and public life, 

quite fascinating. I was the youngest there. Most people were 19, 20, 21. I made 

some lifelong friends. I remember one young woman in particular, Virginia  

Smith, who was from the state of Washington, I remember years later I met her 

when she was president of Vassar 

 MS: Was that when Christopher Lash was involved with Eleanor Roosevelt 

or 

 NB:  Joe Lash 

 MS:  Joseph Lash 

 NB:  Yes it was.  Mrs. Lash, Trudy Pratt, was very close to Eleanor 

Roosevelt and she and a woman, you probably know about Molly Yard who later 

Molly Orsensky I think who worked in Washington later, ran the International 

Student Service which was the sponsor of that and then that fall in Washington, it 
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was my first visit to Washington, September, there was on the campus of American 

University, I remember taking the street car out there I think an international 

student conference, the President addressed it by telephone from the White House. 

But I remember meeting people from all over, a decorated British officer in a kilt 

from a Scots regiment with a very kind of British accent who turned out to be the 

extreme laborite and a guy I met later, a man named Fayta Seyev(?) who was then 

the head of the Young Communist League who had been flown from Moscow for 

the occasion and when I met him years later he was the head of ideology of the 

Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party and a dogmatic Stalinist out of 

a caricature by the right wing but never mind, it was also there were people from 

all over that the International Student Service had managed despite the war to get 

to Washington and it was an interesting encounter also with a lot of other 

Americans.  Well through all of these contacts I had made gotten to know a very 

nice guy who was in advertising.  His name was Max Burking and he came from 

Greenwich, Connecticut. Max had gone to Williams and Max was a liberal and 

Max felt I should go to Williams. I knew nothing about it. My high school grades 

for various reasons were not very great but one thing lead to another and Max 

sponsored my application for a scholarship to Williams. As it turned out the 

interviews took place in the basement of what was the old Williams Club, a very 

nice brownstone on 39 between Park and Madison and the admissions director was 
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a very, very nice guy Tom Wood, who was himself a New Deal a left New Dealer 

like many of the Williams faculty and I was there waiting with some other 

applicants. I remember asking one of them why he was going to Williams. He said 

well the usual reasons, I like skiing and my father went there. Well I couldn’t make 

this claim but I remember we talked it was the spring of ’42, we talked about world 

politics and the next thing I knew I was admitted to Williams.   

 MS:  So were your parents supportive of your going there or did they have 

doubts about this? 

 NB:  My father was extremely supportive. My mother didn’t like the idea of 

my mother knew that I wasn’t very familistic in my attitudes let’s say, put it that 

way. So I went to in the fall of ’42 I took the train in those days and went to 

Williamstown, I hadn’t gone there before, hadn’t been there before and somebody 

I remember when I came back for Thanksgiving friends on the block asked me 

what it was like, they were incredulous when I told them there were no apartment 

houses until somebody brightened up and said people live in houses it must be just 

like the movies.  And yes Williamstown was just like the movies. My fellow 

students and above all the teachers but the fellow students anyone thinks that 

snobbism, anti-Semitism they were I found Williams a very welcoming 

environment.  I made friends at my entry in the dorm with a marvelous guy named 
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Bob Coy, Bob later survived, he was an infantry officers, how I managed . . . in 

Europe became a physician and a medical dean and we stayed in touch all our lives 

 MS:  Were there other Jews there or 

 NB:  The other Jews there were mainly from Westchester or from Williams 

had a German Jewish tradition, it was the Lehman’s College, Amherst was the 

Morgenthau’s college, so there were but most the only Jewish person on faculty 

briefly was the writer Max Lerner who left but the faculty were extremely 

welcoming and extremely supportive.  The faculty had a lot of New Dealers people 

who could be described as on the left in many ways.  And here they had this kid 

who knew who Trotsky was. Not many in the Williams entering class were 

interested, knew or interested in matters like that. And so I had a very, very good 

time with faculty. For one another but the college thinned out, it was war time 

 MS: Because of the draft 

 NB:  Because of the draft.  I was at that point, I mean I was too young, the 

draft was at 18 and frankly I suffered at some point in the spring after my third 

semester summer I became depressed and thought that I really needed help that 

nobody there could give me, so I left college and went back home and got a job 

working for the Office of War Information and earned the money to pay for 

psychotherapy which I undertook on my own 

 MS:  Really 
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 NB:  Yeah, I found an analyst who was quite good who helped me.  So for 

two years I was in New York but the job itself turned out to be quite instructive. 

The Office of War Information had an office right down the street from Carnegie 

Hall on 57th and the people there were European exiles, immigrants, American 

journalists who were being prepared to go overseas to work with propaganda teams 

and they came from all over.  I remember a very nice guy named I think John 

White, I forget his name, he had written a book about Kansas, he was from Kansas, 

so it was find of introduction to America rather like my years at college though to a 

broader segment of people. There was a very beautiful young woman from Smith 

there who I was Mayor de Blasio’s mother 

 MS: Wow, a small world 

 NB: A small world, yeah, Maria, I remember her. And there was a very 

interesting American couple the Jolashes(?) who came right out of Woody Allen’s 

film about Paris, that is they were from that bookstore, Shakespeare and Company 

or they were part of that group and they talked about it. And they were Europeans 

and then early in’44 propaganda broadcasts to Italy were made by Italian prisoners 

of war who came in a bus much to the delight of the young ladies in the office, 

they were very gallant and I remember talking with some of these guys, I didn’t 

have any Italian but they spoke English and it was clear to me that they were 

Communists Socialists it was a bit of history live so to speak. Well I worked there, 
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I had been hired as a clerk, that is as a copy boy but after a while I was put to 

writing copy for them which went out. They were all kinds of things and it was 

highly instructive and as I said the historical mix of people there, American 

newspapermen, European immigrants, intellectuals, there was one intellectual from 

New York, the nascent village intellectual group working there named Seymour 

Krim who later was a novelist. And Seymour, Sy, introduced me to people like 

Milton Klonsky, I got a certain acquaintance with people from Greenwich Village 

that side of New York at the time, met some of the artists who later became famous 

who were by no means famous or rich at that point. So it was an exciting two years 

but in ’45 I went back to college. 

 MS: Uh huh, so I said we weren’t going to do this chronologically. Part of 

me wants to continue this story but thinking about the time, maybe you could talk 

some you’ve just known a remarkable variety of interesting and historically 

important people during your life, so maybe you could tell us about some of the 

most memorable people, who have the biggest influence on you or who your 

contact with was most interesting. 

 NB: Well at this when I went back to college I owed a lot to a teacher, Fred 

Schuman, Frederick Schuman who was a teacher, professor of political science at 

Williams but who had a very broad, he was a German American from the Midwest, 

I think he has studied at your university, Chicago, and indeed taught there.  And he 
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had a very broad prospective on modern thought, modern social movements. He 

was an early opponent of the Cold War which discountenanced the alumni no end, 

but he was a great guy in encouraging students and pushing them to their best and 

giving them kind of exposing them to a wider intellectual world.  He introduced 

me to great classics of sociology which was what made me apply to go to Harvard 

to study sociology later when I graduated in ’47. The trouble was at Harvard they 

weren’t at all interested in these larger ideas. But there was Fred. And there was 

somebody I met at that time who did have a considerable influence on me. I knew I 

mean I had met a young lady I liked who went to Bard and on a visit I had 

arranged to take her out on a visit go out with her on a visit to New York from 

college. And when I presented myself at her house she lived in an apartment in a 

West Side brownstone and the family were Austrian Jewish emigrants because I 

was immensely impressed she alternated between flawless English and what was 

Viennese German. Her father was an economist, he was very skeptical of me but 

he questioned me and found me at least for an American literate so I was 

apparently acceptable.  But it turned out there was a problem. She hadn’t been able 

to get in touch with me and she at Bard one of her teachers of writing was Mary 

McCarthy, the great Mary McCarthy whom I’ve read because I had begun to read 

Partisan Review and Mary had told her to come to a party that night and meet her 
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at the townhouse of Peggy Guggenheim on the east side of Manhattan and this 

young lady kind of intimated that well maybe I would be out of my depth or 

 MS:  That’s a long way to come for a kid from the Bronx. 

 NB: Well at any rate, she said all the people from Partisan Review would be 

there have you heard of it. And so I had heard of it, I had read it with bewilderment 

at times but had read it and so I sent them something, it’s true I had sent a letter 

which had not been published but it was therefore no lie and somehow I convinced 

that I wouldn’t disgrace her. So we got on the cross town bus and went to this party 

where the entire New York intelligencia was assembled.  And I remember meeting 

William Phillips who was so self-absorbed and paid me no attention, we later 

became friends, Philip Brov(?) the other editor of Partisan Review who sneered 

politely, he sneered at everybody. Mary McCarthy was exceedingly nice. She was 

a nice person and asked me what I was interested in, what I did and she turned to 

this bald-headed guy and said Clem come here there’s a very interesting young 

man and the bald-headed guy was Clem Greenberg. Clem was then The Nation’s 

art critic 

 MS: The Partisan Review or The Nation? 

 NB: The Nation’s art critic.  He wrote for Partisan. And he was of course 

the founding the herald of the abstract expressionists. And Clem asked me 
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questions about what I did, what I want to do and said keep in touch. And so I 

formed this friendship with a genuine member of the New York intelligencia  

 MS: This was while you were still in college 

 NB:  I was at Williams yeah, it was the fall of ’45 that I met Clem and Clem 

shortly thereafter I think moved from The Nation because he didn’t like its foreign 

policy. He became an editor of what was then being started Commentary, which 

started in ’45 under Elliot Cohn.  I invited Clem, Williams had a so Clem was a 

considerable influence on me. He brought this specific politically tinged 

moralizing aesthetics of the Partisan Review crowd as it were to life. He was 

somebody who had judgments on everything and everybody no matter. They were 

in some kind of permanent war. I remember his being very angry once because 

Life had published a picture by the French abstract painter Duberfey(?) and had 

called it an attack on humanity because it was schematic outline. And the picture 

was written by an ex-communist American writer John Henry Chamberlain whose 

daughter I later met, she was married to a fellow grad student at Harvard. It’s a 

small world. But at any rate Clem gave me to understand that there was almost 

diplomatic negotiations between the Partisan Review crowd in the Village and the 

people who did Time Life and kind of in between the New Yorker group. So one 

got a sense of I don’t know what to call it a kind of congress of Vienna or 
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Versailles treaty of differing intellectual and cultural groups.  But Clem introduced 

me to some extent to what could be called the politics of cultural life. 

 MS: So correct me if I’m wrong but I take it one big issue that people 

associated with the Partisan Review we’re dealing with at that time was what to 

think of mass culture as opposed to high culture and so Dwight McDonald would 

have been one of the protagonists here and 

 NB:  Yes, I later became quite friendly with Dwight. Dwight was at that 

party and I had been shocked I could use the word advisedly by Dwight in another 

way. Dwight had moved away for a while from Partisan Review and had published 

his own review called Politics, which published between ’44 and ’47 I think. And 

at the end of the war when the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

Dwight had written an editorial violently attacking this as the most immoral 

possible thing. And this kind of I don’t know what to call it, dissident thought and 

independence which Dwight for all his life was a marvelous he was a marvelous 

incarnation of it, he’s the grandson of two presidents, not one of Yale, I mean the 

grandson the descendant of, made a great impression on me but it was a period for 

me of intellectual confusion. I realized there was going to be no revolution. I knew 

that Stalinism was bad. On the other hand I thought starting a cold war particularly 

with nuclear weapons was the danger of a nuclear war made the aggresscivity of 

the Cold War highly inadvisable in terms of the survival of humanity and at the 
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same time of course we were entering ’46, ’47 the period of the flourishing of what 

later was called McCarthyism after Senator McCarthy, and people were running 

from their critical attitudes America of course was getting prosperous and it was 

the period in which Partisan Review despite its attacks on mass culture was 

reconciling with the United States. 

 MS:  Maybe you should say something about how you started to write to 

Partisan Review. 

 NB: Well that was a long time later. 

 NB:  I see. 

 NB: My first I think the first thing I did for Partisan Review was as late in 

this narrative as ’64, ’65 and I had met William Phillips and I wrote a review of 

Christopher Lash’s marvelous book, The New Radicalism in America.  At that time 

I was still living in Europe and teaching in Strasbourg but that was a good ten 

years after this period. I had written for Commentary, and I got to know William 

Phillips on visits to New York and he had called come and visited with me in 

England and a lot of water had flowed under the bridge. But this was a period 

we’re now entering a period which I spent at the Harvard Grad School ’47, ’52 and 

the people who I would say the people who influenced me there were not people I 

studied with directly. I was certainly influenced by people who were very nice to 

me.  I was a grad student like Carl Shorsky(?) and Stuart Hughes who were 
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younger professors and a very brilliant younger professor of philosophy named 

Morty White who I met because we were both at Adams House, I became a tutor at 

Adams House where I also to know Arthur Schlesinger who encouraged me. And 

what they encouraged me in was to be it encouraged my skepticism about Harvard 

sociology and Talcott Parsons 

 MS:  Parsons was a leading figure at Harvard 

 NB:  Yes, the notion that sociology somehow was a science rather than a 

series of and I had decided to study sociology because it could help in historical 

interpretation, so when I got to Harvard I found the three themes that the 

sociologists weren’t much interested in were class, race and gender and instead of 

bigger larger overviews of western society, bureaucratization, rationalization, 

social classes we were hustled over to Brookline how Newton High School where 

after two painstaking years of inquiry it was found that the students at Newton 

High School who came from the Protestant  and Jewish middle class tended to go 

to Ivy colleges whereas those from the Italian and Irish groups either went to BC or 

not to college at all, an empirical finding which but of course hardly worth two 

years of inquiry.  So I experienced this inner discontent with sociology as 

represented at Harvard although I read things which were quite interesting for 

instance I read Wright Mills who I later go to know at Columbia. But I think my 

education at Harvard took a dramatic turn for the better when two things happened. 
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When I joined the tutorial, became a resident tutor at Adams House and could 

participate in its larger pattern of activity and secondly when I began to teach in 

Harvard’s general education program with Sam Beer. And so we taught on the 

broader themes of the development of western society and western thought. And so 

I learned a lot also from my fellow grad students. 

 MS:  So speaking of famous figures we can’t pass by your Harvard years 

without your telling us something about Henry Kissinger who I think you knew 

during that period. 

 NB: Well Henry was at that time an undergraduate and then a graduate 

student and  

 MS: What was he like? 

 NB: Much like he later was, totally self-assured, totally arrogant, totally 

patronizing. Henry taught in social sciences too.  Indeed I was the head section 

man or the head teaching fellow, which really was an administrative job when 

Henry was one of my subordinates, I’ve dined out no that ever since. The idea of 

anybody of having Henry as a subordinate, ask Richard Nixon about it yeah.  At 

any rate we used to have these weekly meetings at which we discussed the texts 

and this was a period at Harvard when a smart undergraduate could get through by 

reading three or four books at the most and then choosing his classes. Capitalism, 

Socialism and Democracy by Schumpeter the Protestant ethic and the Rise of 
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Capitalism by Max Weber and either the Wings of the Dove by Henry James or 

Melville’s Moby Dick 

 MS: And that was it 

 NB: Yeah, that was it and you could publicly 

 MS:  Not a bad selection of things to read 

 NB: No but I think there were undergraduates who enjoyed themselves at 

Harvard immensely by mastering these texts and then skillfully choosing their 

courses and then going on to law school.  But whatever the case the text that week 

was The Protestant Ethic and we had a discussion of it and walked out I remember 

walking wherever we were meeting and I remember walking with Henry on 

Massachusetts Avenue and he said to me in his well-known accent, Well Norman 

we read the wrong Weber or something like that well Henry what’s the right  

Weber. You wouldn’t know it’s in German.  I read German, Henry, and at this 

point I remember his answer to this ah for somebody from the Bronx not bad. I 

mean imagine the patronizing, I mean we were fellow students, never mind, since 

you expected this from Henry who would sit through out meetings with an air of 

faintly patronizing air, we were going to teach at Berkeley, Amherst, Harvard, God 

know where else, maybe get Guggenheims, maybe somebody would write 

something reviewed in the Times but he Henry was going, as he would put it, to the 

real world.  At any rate he cited to me some quite obscure writings of Weber I 
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think they were later in his collection of letters of his readings as a . . . ism or high 

school student where he greatly admired some or other Roman writer it could have 

been Kickerow(?) who understood the essence of politics and I said well what is 

the essence of politics. He said well since you know German think of the German 

term . . .  that’s what you should do to your opponents and that I what Weber 

understood.  Out. . . is the German world for rub out or liquidate. 

 MS:  Wow 

 NB: So this was Henry as a grad student.  We weren’t particularly friendly. 

We certainly weren’t hostile but I’ve run into him of course from time to time and 

I’ve have the advantage also of speaking to the Germans around Willy Brandt and 

Hans Dieter Genscher who dealt with his when they were running West Germany 

and he was security advisor and Secretary of State and they were embarking on the 

. . . politique which he did not impede them from doing interestingly enough.  The 

Germans always had a soft spot for Henry. 

 MS: Did you have any inkling that he would become famous at that point. 

 NB: Well certainly his ambition was hardly a secret and he was already 

traveling to Washington with his sponsor William Jan . . . . to advise the 80th 

Republican Congress ’46, ’48 on foreign policy.  You know one had the feeling 

that Henry would not be contended with an ordinary even distinguished academic 

career without making specific predictions. At the time, ’47, ’52 it is true that a 
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considerable amount of prestige at Harvard at the time accrued to people who in 

economics or foreign policy commuted to Washington, it was Truman’s 

Washington. But the interconnections were of course very close and Harvard was 

an advanced outpost of empire with the reigning ideology being the ideology of 

modernization. The whole world was going to get modern, that is get more like the 

United States sooner or later and so this was a period in which somebody wasn’t at 

Harvard or Yale Joe Polombaro(?) wrote a book about Italians to voted Communist 

because they objected to modernization, completely absurd of course but 

modernization was a theory a kind of secular theory of evolution meant to replace 

or oppose the Marxist mythos of world revolution and of course put America in the 

forefront of history. 

 MS:  Non-ideology ideology. 

 NB: Yes, yes.  But at any rate I somehow I was somehow apart from the 

drive to join imperial ideology not quite knowing how to express my opposition to 

it which was more instinctive and I was suspicious. And at the same time I didn’t 

want to a life which consisted of retreat to let’s say being a medievalist or but I was 

very, very interested in Germany. By this point people were coming from post-war 

Germany to visit or to study at Harvard and I talked with them. I hadn’t gone there 

and there were people fellow grad students and others who came from Germany 

like Henry or Henry’s great friend and a great intellectual influence on him, 
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historian named Klaus Epstein who died very young who taught at Brown, who 

was a great intellectual influence on Henry, a kind of world political realist from an 

old learned German Jewish family. His father was an historian who worked for the 

War Department. But what happened was that I decided to write my doctoral 

dissertation for various reasons on capitalism and reformation the origins of the 

German reformation.  Max Weber had said in his positing a positive influence of 

particularly Calvinist Protestantism on capitalism that other side should also be 

treated, I decided I would treat the other side.  I knew German, I had learned 

German to read and I knew also that there was a lot of material on what happened 

in Germany in local histories. Frequently the archives had gone up in smoke but 

generations of . . .  teachers local enthusiasts, local historians had written things so 

you could have blow-by-blow descriptions for instance of the introduction of the 

reformation in a city like Lubeck on the coast which was the hometown later of 

Thomas Mann and which had a revolutionary burgomaster or Mayor Jurgen 

Volenweber(?) and they were accounts of all of this 

 MS: Were they available in the United States? 

 NB: Well they could have been available in the United States but of course I 

thought it was a great excuse to go to Germany and to Europe, so I got myself a 

fellowship and went. And this was ’52 though it took five years 

 MS: And that was the first time you had been outside the United States? 
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 NB: First time I had been to Europe. I traveled across on a French ship La 

Liberté which was the Breman re-baptized taken as 

 MS: So this is only seven years after end of the war 

 NB: Yes, I spent a few days in Paris and then went to Germany. Now I 

remember the first thing when we crossed the border after the border kind of 

formalities passengers got on the train to Frankfurt and I had a little travel 

typewriter with me and there was this woman said to me in German, you have a 

typewriter, you’re a journalist, you’ve come to write something terrible about us. 

Was my first direct encounter with German guilt so to speak of which there was 

plenty.  And I went to the small university town of Marburg where there was a big 

library and a faculty of Protestant theology and got to know post-war Germany. 

 MS: So most of the people you were dealing with obviously were adults 

during the Nazi period and you had to wonder about what their pasts were like 

 NB:  There was no reason to wonder, it was quite clear what they were, that 

they had either been Nazis or had accepted it to some degree 

 MS: So how did you get along with these people? 

 NB:  Fine. I talked with them, I learned a hell of a lot.  I mean there were 

also younger people, people who had come from the soldiers who had come from 

the war and a younger generation.  But in Marburg I met the left most professor in 

the federal republic of political science named Wolfgang Avenroad(?) who was a 
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remarkable man who had been in the resistance, had been jailed, had been put in a 

penal company of the Vermark(?) of the German army and he said by some 

bureaucratic mistake instead of being sent to clear mines in Russia where they all 

would have died they were sent to some Greek island and when he got to this 

Greek island the commander called him in and said Avenroad I know you are a 

dirty traitor to the government but you’re also Dr. . . . therefore I’m making you 

secretary to the island command and Wolfgang was therefore able to serve as 

secretary to the island command and liaison to the local Greek resistance which 

spotted these guy somehow, it’s an incredible story. He was quite a figure, he was 

connected with the German trade unions and he introduced me to the living 

tradition of social democracy in what was the Federal Republic of German, so at 

the same time I was studying church history I met some of the people who had 

been resisters in the Protestant church. One of my fellow students his name will 

come to me in a minute, I regret that I forget it, he was young, his father was one 

of the original military plotters who tried to kill Hitler in ’43 and then had 

committed suicide. The son studied with this left wing professor and spent the rest 

of his life as a research director for the German metal workers union, a very quiet 

guy but I talked with him about his father, he told me something about his father 

and how he had grown up, it was quite impressive. 

 MS:  Did you actually get involved in German politics at this time? 



-29- 
 

 NB: Well I didn’t’ get involved in German politics but I met people and 

followed it 

 MS:  And how long were you there for?  

 NB:  I was there for a year during which I met Nina, my first wife.  Nina 

 MS: Was she German? 

 NB:  Yes, yes, she was from a German bourgeois family. She studied Slavic 

languages and literature.  And the question for me was whether I didn’t finish my 

thesis because I had been so absorbed in absorbing kind of these new experiences 

and I could have gone back to the states and I didn’t have a Ph.D. so I couldn’t 

have gotten an assistant professorship at Berkeley or Harvard or something like 

that. I guess I could have taught at Dartmouth, a place perfectly good jobs but I 

don’t know what to call it, something intervened. I had written while a graduate 

student I had given a lecture on Marx and Weber to the social science . . . was very 

generous and teaching assistants were allowed to give and encouraged to give 

lectures.  To this day I’m trying to wrack my brain, Henry Kissinger gave one but I 

don’t know what it was, whether he was some warning to the student to be aware 

the disease of sentimentalism, I don’t know what some Henry-like theme I can’t 

quite remember.  But somebody said to me why don’t you write this up and 

publish it, so I wrote it up and I thought it would be really, I had this as you know 

image positive image of the London School of Economics and the sociology 
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department at the London School published a journal, it had just begun a journal, 

British Journal of Sociology. So I sent this to them and they published it. 

 MS: So this is while you were still in Germany. 

 NB:  Yes, it was while I was in, it was ’53 and I had visited them for a week, 

I visited England for the first time for a week in February of ’53. I remember it 

very distinctly because I remember the newspaper plaque when Stalin left this 

Earth for his reward such as they were and I met the people from LSE. 

 MS: And that was it still is, but it was a really amazing institution at that 

time. 

 NB:  Yes, it was, it was post-Laski, but later I found his spirit kind of 

hovered over it. I met the sociologists there. They were very nice. We talked. I 

went back to Germany trying to decide what to do.  And there was a letter from the  

LSE, would I be interested in teaching. So they appointed me as an assistant 

lecturer and I got myself to England.  Nina came, got herself some kind of 

 MS:  You were married at this time? 

 NB:  No, we weren’t married.  We married two years later.   

 MS: And how long were you at the LSE? 

 NB:  I was at the LSE for six years from ’53 to ’59.  The LSE was still a 

great place. I mean the legacy some people there were trying to erase or modify its 

image of being left wing but this was a legacy. There were innumerable stories 
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about Harold Laski. One of my colleagues was a younger lecturer in political 

science who had been Laski’s last protégé and student and appointment and we 

talked together occasionally. His name was Ralph Miliband, he’s the father of the 

famous of the Miliband brothers so his son Ed is the leader of the could be a prime 

minister of Great Britain but at any rate 

 MS:  He’s the leader of the labour party and his brother is a rival of his I 

think 

 NB: Well there was this terrible rivalry which was terrible for Marian, their 

mother, whom I knew but David left, who had been foreign minister, left politics 

for the time being, and he’s in New York running the international refugee the big 

private non-governmental organization that deals with refugees, it’s a big 

organization. But at any rate I went to the LSE, I found British culture was very, 

very difficult to join or to understand.  But I got on. I had very good friends like 

my LSE colleague who I greatly liked and admired who is gone, Ernest Gellner 

who came actually from Prague who was very prolific and very funny.  And we 

got to know a lot of interesting people in London, like Eric Hobsbawn 

 MS:  The great Marxist historian 

 NB:  the great Marxist historian and 

 MS: What was he like? 
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 NB:  Very nice person, at the time he was also under the name Francis 

Newton the jazz critic of the New Statesman 

 MS: Wow. 

 NB:  So we got to know Eric quite well. He was very nice to us, introduced 

us to others and we had quite a nice life in London and it was quite interesting. The 

continent wasn’t far. Through one of my nice great colleagues, Tom Bottimore(?), 

Tom introduced me to a Catholic a left Catholic milieu in France amongst the 

sociologists so I got at the same time to know something about France and there in 

London we experienced all the excitements of the 50s, the beginnings of I mean 

the Khrushchev speech, the Hungarian rising, the Suez expedition and we also 

experienced at the end or I also got involved in something at the end. There was 

this group of undergraduates at Oxford Stuart Hall who was from Jamaica, Charles 

Taylor who was from Canada, Reif Samuel who was from the east end of London 

and the Jewish immigration and I guess Gabriel Pearson who was from England, 

later became a professor of literature at a British University, and they had founded 

this journal called Universities and Left Review, which opposed Stalinism, opposed 

the Suez expedition as the last kind of expression of empire, and at the same time 

inside the British Communist Party there was a journal of opposition called the 

Reasoner which was edited by Edward Thompson the great historian and others.  

And Universities and Left Review came to London in effect and broadened the 
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editorial boards, I was invited to join it, with a lot of other people like Iris Murdoch 

and others.  And we had this great, we decided to open a café in Soho Square and 

the café was meant to support the Journal. Trouble was people came to the café 

and played chess, talked, but they only bought one coffee, so the café, except for 

one guy who solemnly every 50 minutes ordered another tea, it was a guy in a suit 

who stiffly who was obviously the Scotland Yard detective assigned to watch the 

activities and there was this problem of what to do and I remember a meeting 

between a I was either on the committee or at least attended the meeting, the café 

had been backed by some wealthy mainly Jewish businessmen from London and 

there was a liaison committee and I know that Stuart Hall, Doris Lessing and 

Hobsbawn were on the liaison committee to the backers. And they had a meeting 

and said we’ve got to do something about the management and people are coming 

sitting all day and so on.  And the businessmen said what you can’t run a socialist 

café for profit and so on.  It was a grotesque meeting at which the left wing 

intellectuals wanted a café run on profit lines and the business backers wanted 

something else. 

 MS:  Reversal of roles.  So a lot of these things you’re mentioning like Doris 

Lessing obviously are famous now. I take it these people were not famous then 

 NB: Well they were getting to be I would think. I mean Doris had written 

The Grass is Singing about Africa, it was before she wrote the book that made her 
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famous which was The Golden Notebook.  Hobsbawn was well known to the 

historians for his various writings. He was about to publish a book called Laboring 

Men and Primitive Rebels.  Edward Thompson had written a great book on the 

English figure William Morris, it was before the Making of the English Working 

Class. And it was a period of great excitement because Richard Hoggart, the 

cultural writer, had written a book on class and culture, so had Raymond Williams, 

and it was a period of the sense of an opening. It was a period in which there were 

the British, French, Israelis Suez attack failed and there was a feeling Eden had 

resigned and been replaced by Macmillan and there was a feeling that this imperial 

it was the last imperial throw of the dice. And that there were other possibilities 

that kind of revived humanistic British socialism which would also draw upon the 

ethical, moral and at time ecclesiastic roots of British socialism.  So it was all I can 

say it was also a period of youth culture, it was on the eve of the Beatles who did 

not emerge until the early 60s but it was a period of irreverence, Iris Murdoch 

published her book Under the Net about bohemian life in London and Paris. And it 

was a period with I think a certain sense of possibility.  And the new left with this 

nascent new left group also made contact with a nuclear protest movement in 

Britain. Now what had happened was that Bertrand Russell and a couple of bishops 

had decided that nuclear weapons were dangerous which indeed they were and that 

there should be some kind of concerted movement to persuade Her Majesty’s 
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government to get rid of them.  And what other way to do it than to write a letter to 

the Times, so they wrote a letter to the Times. 

MS: The English are wonderful. 

NB:  Yeah, they wrote a letter to the Times and to their astonishment all up 

and down the countryside school groups, church groups, local groups completely 

unorganized from the center sprang into being and you had the beginning of a mass 

movement against nuclear weapons in England.  Much encouraged by the first 

anti-nuclear demonstration in Trafalgar Square which included a march to 

Aldermaston out in the country near Reading which was the British Los Alamos  

 MS:  So this would have been around the period that SANE was coming into 

prominence in the United States or was this before 

 NB: There were people from the states who came and spoke. There was 

liaison with the movements in the states Bayard Rustin came and spoke at the first, 

there was the first march a small group of about 1,000-1,500 people who marched 

from Trafalgar Square to Aldermaston and I remember going there with Eric 

Hobsbawn to see them off and there was a lot of agitated discussion at the Square 

and I remember some woman had come with a group to protest against the protest 

and some guy said but why don’t we talk about this or that and this was a guy with 

a beard and said I don’t speak to people with beards, whereupon a clergyman of 

the church of England looking like some caricature thin, almost scrawny guy 
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popped up and said Madam what you say if Jesus Christ were to appear in 

Trafalgar Square.  It was a very British event and so they marched off to the music 

of When the Saints Coming Marching In 

 MS: That’s bizarre 

 NB:  It was great. Next year there was a big march. There were tens of 

thousands of people. I remember being there with the new left contingent. We 

marched from Aldermaston to London. 

 MS:  Did you ever meet Russell, Bertrand Russell? 

 NB:  I met him once or twice. I had an interesting exchange with him and his 

biographer said that he found the letter Russell wrote to me and that it had some 

influence on the Russell tribunal. At one point I suggested to Russell that he hold a 

mock trial  of Eisenhower, Khrushchev, and Mao Tse Tung since they were 

unlikely to respond to appeals to come to London to be tried for ruining the 

atmosphere with nuclear testing. And he wrote back and said it was interesting but 

I think this had some influence on the later Russell tribunal. 

 MS: Wow. 

 NB:  It’s in Clark’s biography of Russell. 

 MS: What about Bayard Rustin, did you have any dealings with him? 

 NB:  I had no dealings with him. I may have met him and he went back to  

the states and as you know was close not alone to King but later the AFL-CIO and 
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defended the Vietnam war, he was part of kind of social democratic wing of the  

American left which defended Vietnam like the AFL-CIO. 

 MS: So that’s another thing I wanted to ask you about.  There were many, 

many people in your generation who thought of themselves as part of the left but 

then when the student movement began in the 60s and broke with the left and some 

of them became really reactionary, you were one of the few who really associated 

yourself with the student movement, defended them, is that not fair 

 NB:  I think that’s fair. Look if we talk in terms of my associations the 

European student movement had several kind of editions so to speak.  The German 

edition which began quite early in the early 60s and continued and then erupted in 

’68 was very much a generational struggle against the legacy ex-Nazi grandfathers 

and fathers and mothers who had been Nazis but now presented themselves as 

defenders of the west.  So it was an effort to bring of a younger German generation 

to call on older generation to accounts.  The French student movement was a 

curious fusion again generational of people who had rehearsed the French rising of 

’68, the students of ’68 had often been Lisieux(?) students in ‘61 and ’62 in mass 

protests against the Algerian war which gave de Gaulle the backing the backing to 

make peace which is what he intended. 

 MS: But then they turned on de Gaulle  
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 NB:  Well they turned on de Gaulle in ’68 yes at which point I was back in 

the states.  The American movement had different its own roots between . . . from 

Berkeley and we forget that the student movement was also a movement of junior 

faculty, of intellectuals. It had a broader texture than mere students which was also 

true in Europe.  Gunter Grass who had become a world famous writer with the Tin 

Drum in ’62 was a great protagonist of the student movement and others like the 

philosopher Jurgen Habermas in Germany and there were elder figures who greatly 

encouraged like my friend Andre Lefay(?) and John Paul Sott(?) who encouraged 

the students in France in ’68.  I took the view that it was I mean each student 

movement in its own way was a break with what you could call a party of reform 

becomes sclerotic the German Social Democratic Party, British Labour, the 

American Democratic Party would parallel the French Socialist Party and the 

French Communist Party to which the student movement was largely opposed 

which was extremely rigid. I remember we’re now approaching, I’ll interrupt, the 

anniversary of Nixon’s resignation and I remember shortly after Nixon resigned 

talking with a member of the central committee of the French Communist Party a 

quite intelligent man named Pierre  . . . and he said to me in French, this is 

ridiculous you can’t get rid of a good president, they thought he was good because 

he made foreign policy just because of an ordinary story about wiretapping, that’s 

ridiculous.  And I explained to him well America took liberalism and so on 
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seriously met with extreme skepticism. But and so the French many people in 

Europe were convinced there was more to it, some plot and so on. At any rate, I 

did the chronology is that I was at Oxford until ’64. There was no student 

movement at Oxford at that time. There were critical students and in fact there was 

an amusing episode which was that the editors of ISIS which is the student 

magazine to me and said this place is boring and so on, I knew them and I said well 

it’s not for me to shake up Oxford but maybe they should talk to some of the 

American students who had been Harvard. There was something called the 

Crimson Guide to Freshman Courses that might interest them.  And so of course 

they began to publish course reviews as the result of which 

 MS: The faculty could not have been happy about that 

 NB: Well they were the vice chancellor or the president of the University 

had them send the proctors the bulldogs the university disciplinarians to confine 

them to quarters and they were about to be tried and expelled from the university 

and this all happened in about one day so ISIS came out these events happened and 

by 9:00 in the evening there they were cheerfully shouting interview questions 

down to the BBC which had a team on the street outside their college. The vice 

chancellor had practically a stroke and took to his bed and there was a marvelously 

British event there were questions and comments with the money from university 

came from the so called university grants committee which the treasury gave them 
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money. So they asked the question of the Chancellor of the Exchequer would the 

right honorable gentleman explain to Oxford that this year is 1963 and not 1463, 

no sir, that is the province of the university grants committee.  And naturally they 

were quickly released and so on. The real tensions at Oxford and at British 

universities came later when I had left England but I left England ’64 -’66 and 

we’ve passed over my instructive and at times difficult years at Oxford but we can 

come back to some of that. And taught for two years at Strasbourg with Andre 

Lefay who was a great French dissident and Marxist quit the Communist Party, 

was a remarkable figure.  He had written many things. He wrote something called 

Daily Life in . . . . daily life in modern society about the rituals surface and 

enchainments or captivities or of daily life. He was a remarkable figure. He was 

from the south of France, was a contemporary of Simon de Beauvoir,  . . . that 

generation and was a great and independent figure who invited me to Strasbourg to 

teach as a visitor which I was very glad to do because I was finished at Oxford and 

didn’t quite know, I was then 38 didn’t know quite what to do about my future, 

that is whether to return to the states, stay on in England, try to get a job in France 

or Germany.  But at any rate amongst our students was some who later became 

were attached to a curious movement of cultural and political revolt called La. . . . 

and they later moved, this was after I had returned to the states in ’66, ’67, they 

later moved to the campus on Nanterre on the outskirts of Paris and participated in  
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or wrote the first acts of the script that led to the great rising at the Sorbonne.  They 

were kind of anarchists satirists you might say of the adult world. And that gave 

that satiric theatrical direction to the French rising in particular the kind of 

tendency incarnated in the states by a figure like Abbie Hoffman, you remember 

Abbie Hoffman’s immortal testimonial when he was questioned by the hapless 

Judge Hoffman at the trial of the Chicago eight, he was asked sworn in was asked 

name, Abbie Hoffman, Judge Hoffman is my illegitimate father.  The witness will 

confine himself to answers. Address, Woodstock Nation. Street and number and so 

on. Judge Hoffman was really one of the funniest if you remember episodes. 

 MS:  I was there when Jerry Rubin testified before the House on Un-

American Activities Committee dressed as Uncle Sam. 

 NB:  Who doesn’t remember that but that was a great dimension to this. 

 MS: Right. So I know you want to get back to Oxford but while we’re on 

this subject of the student movement, I wonder from well go ahead 

 NB:  Well in the end my friend Jurgen Habermas was by then a professor 

not a student but said look some of the tactics of the student movement are not 

generationally neutral. That is to say that I approved of the general wave of 

criticism certainly not alone the criticism of the Vietnam War but what could be 

system criticism but pointed out I remember pointing out very early and I 
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remember I spoke at ’68 at Amherst with Mark Rudd, Mark Rudd did  us the favor 

of visiting 

 MS: Mark Rudd was the leader of the Columbia 

 NB:  Columbia student yes and I remember being my local prestige took an 

enormous surge upward, I had just come when Mark said in there were a couple of 

I was on a panel with him and said I want Professor Birnbaum to know that I heard 

him speak at Princeton at ’67 and he was an inspiration.   

 MS: That’s quite something. 

 NB:  It was really quite something and I had just come to Amherst College 

so I remember afterwards some junior college saying boy was it good that the 

president appointed you something, obviously a fellow voice from the left. But you 

know over the I also participated in an organization that rose and fell rather quickly 

New Universities Conference which was an effort to at the level of graduate 

students, younger faculty members, older faculty to provide a certain amount of 

faculty continuity for the student movement and I think having the advantage of 

hindsight, this was a moment or a movement, it was an eruption of a generation a 

critical generation or consciousness, it had to do with the insufficiencies of 

education, certainly the critique of the integration of the universities with the larger 

society and in particular with the systems of governance was totally justified. 
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Don’t forget it followed part of it was the exposure of the Congress for Cultural 

Freedom and lots of university institutes as being backed by the CIA. 

 MS:  Sure. 

 NB:  It was also the exposure people were reminded of the famous Kennedy 

case when John Kennedy was a Senator of course he was terribly interested in 

foreign affairs, his major interest and he was suspicious that what he was being 

told about China by the State Department and the CIA needed amplification and 

correction.  So he asked the Center for International Studies at MIT to do a study 

for him and I remember the Center for International Studies at MIT because on my 

visits to Cambridge I would frequently be taken to lunch by Harvard colleagues 

and friends to the MIT faculty club because the liquor flowed more freely and it 

was in a building which was guarded by police so you could say it was the only 

place in Massachusetts where you had to have to be cleared by security forces 

before you could buy a drink. The MIT Center for International Studies was a 

wholly owned but covertly owned subsidiary of the CIA so Jack Kennedy learned 

to his extreme displeasure in the White House or so Arthur Schlesinger told me or 

should have known I mean certainly couldn’t be trusted on this that the President 

was surprised and disgusted to find this out. 

 MS:  He shouldn’t have been I guess.  So you said a moment ago that 

Habermas had said the student revolt was not generationally neutral 
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 NB: The techniques of provocation 

 MS: Because you were somewhat older at least slightly older so was there 

tension there 

 NB:  I was older indeed. Yes I think there was a certain amount I meant the 

people who broke away and were critical were people like my colleague Dan Bell 

who certainly wasn’t reactionary I mean Dan never became a neo con I use him as 

an interesting figure because of his intelligence, his critical distance from everyone 

and everything really and he I mean he was his daughter was in the student revolt 

and he was bitterly I thought bitterly and excessively critical of it but the fact that it 

was a generational phenomenon and a phenomenon of students although the 

students were very different in terms of made a great difference, I think the social 

composition of the student body at let’s say Berkeley and Harvard were different.   

 MS: Uh huh. 

 NB:  It is true that if there were to be a great national movement of social 

reevaluation, another New Deal, a move forward you would certainly need other 

strata of the population and of course the student movement was part of a historical 

constellation which in the states produced civil rights, the women’s movement 

everywhere attached to what seemed minor by comparison movements for 

university reform, some of which of course were absurd.  I mean I remember 

students at Amherst saying you know we get together a group of people and a 
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professor and they could agree on a topic and then they could form a group to 

study it.  I remember getting no credit for saying that used to called the chorus.  I 

also remember the time at Amherst I had joined Amherst when the faculty radicals 

who had supported the students consisted of myself, a great product of Harvard, 

Leo Marx who had written that great book The Machine in the Garden, on 

industrialization in America and a marvelous biologist a great friend of mine Tom 

Yost, who had been a left wing biologist and had been in touch with the critical 

biologists in Russia in the Soviet Union to help them against that imbecil 

LeCinco(?) with his fraudulent Stalinist theories.  At least we were confronted by 

students said how can you guys claim to be on the left look at you in these college 

houses, you’re tenured, etc., etc. and Tom looked at me and I looked at Tom and 

Tom who had left Johns Hopkins to come to Amherst, had said listen I want you to 

know that Professor Birnbaum and I have been thrown out of better places than 

you could get into, which was certainly true since I had in effect been 

complimented out of Oxford but that’s another story. 

 MS: We are sort of running out of time and you said you wanted to get back 

to Oxford. Maybe would you like to talk a little about that? 

 NB: Well I can talk a little bit about it. I was at the London School and 

doing quite well but I suffered from excesses of ambition and Oxford had on the 

books a readership or in effect a professorship of sociology they had never filled 
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and Oxford did not teach sociology as an undergraduate discipline in the classical 

social science degree and they decided to do something about this.  So that 

Nuffield College, it was all fixed up that Nuffield College social science college, 

would advertise for a permanent fellowship and the person coming they would get 

a sociologist, so I applied.  And went up, very cordially received but in the end 

they decided only to offer an impermanent, seven-year fellowship and I spoke with 

Isaiah Berlin who I knew slightly, oh you come I will back you, we’ll get you this 

readership and if not you’ll get  college fellowship, don’t worry but briefly I was 

foolish enough to give up my tenured job at LSE to do this, whereas if I held out I 

could have probably gotten some kind of good job at Oxford or not as the case may 

be. But I went up and ran into and put it this way I ran into a certain amount of 

opposition.  Isaiah Berlin did not prove to be the most reliable supporter in the 

world, which I should have known, he was known for this 

 MS:  This is a figure who now is treated like some sort of secular saint. I 

take it wasn’t. 

 NB: Well with all respect for Isaiah let’s say he wasn’t.  All I think I want to 

say is I had a difficult, I wrote the curriculum for the sociology degree which was 

quite a good curriculum not degree but the sociology component of politics, 

philosophy, economics and I remember there was then this interview for this post 

and the vice chancellor of the university said well Birnbaum this new curriculum 
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you’ve read it, yes, you think you could teach to it, yes, what makes you think that, 

well perhaps vice chancellors the fact that I wrote it and afterwards Berlin said to 

me oh you come with these New York manners it’s very hard to do something for 

you, which is absurd, I mean to make a long story lead my academic troubles out 

of it in many ways I had a rather I saw a segment I got closer to what could be 

called the beating heart of British society than I did at the LSE. My own college, 

Nuffield, had two fellows from politics, one was Jim Callahan of Labour and the 

other was Ted Heath, Edward Heath of the Tories and they each 

 MS:  These are prime ministers 

 NB:  Future prime ministers but on Fridays they took the train, came up, had 

dinner at the college with faculty and the next day spent half the day talking with 

students. It was quite remarkable. 

 MS: Were you friendly with them? 

 NB:  Well I talked with them. I was friendly with Jim particularly. I talked 

with Heath who was then conducting the negotiations for bringing Britain into 

what was then called the Common Market. And you saw a lot of people from the 

top of British society, you saw the way that nation functioned, its memory in ways 

that were clearer than at London let’s say.  And so I profited from this. I made 

some good friends. I taught, I mean the one course that I taught that stands out with 

terrific students was a university event, I saw a seminar on the Marxist theory of 
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alienation with a philosopher in the event Iris Murdoch.  And Isaiah Berlin came to 

the seminar to defend himself so we had very good students. Bert Ohlman, a 

historian named Burke, we had some Marshall Berman I mean we had some very 

good students and faculty came to argue, that was agreeable and stimulating.  And 

Nuffield had money so I could bring along friends from the continent to give talks 

and I brought the most variegated group of people and colleges also had the annual 

dinners at which each Fellow could invite a guest and I remember for one of 

Nuffield’s annual dinners I invited Isaac Deutscher  

 MS:  Had you know him? 

 NB:  Yes, I knew him a bit in London. He lived in London and Isaac wrote 

and Isaac had the best sources in the Polish his old comrades he had been kicked 

out of the Polish Community Party for Trotskyite leanings but the people running 

the party and the Polish government he told me a funny story that one day there 

was a ring at the door, this guy was there said to him pam Deutscher in Polish, yes 

I am the economics minister, may I come in. And he said you mustn’t tell the 

embassy that I am here. He said well the ambassador is coming tomorrow night for 

dinner but I won’t tell him. So he had these excellent sources behind the Iron 

Curtain. I think he had the text of his he boasted he had the text of the Khrushchev 

speak before even . . .  and which gave it to the CIA and he came and I remember 

he was seated next to the then chairman of the Tory Party, Lord Helsham, who was 



-49- 
 

a loud British Tory and they talked about Russia, the world, they got on fine.  I 

learned a lot, I met a lot of friends like my next door neighbor John Walsh who is 

still who was a Fellow in history at a college and Iris and her husband whom I 

knew. There were lots of interesting people around and interesting students but it 

was clear that I couldn’t stay and I had to do something and so after five years I 

arranged for my two years at Strasbourg, which was also a different kind of 

education.  I remember when I went to Strasbourg to discuss coming with the 

Dean, you can imagine the stiff atmosphere of Oxford where nothing is quite said 

or some things are implied and he said . . . . who are your enemies at Paris, he was 

quite, of course Paris had to and the guy who had to clear this was somebody who 

wasn’t entirely on my side ideologically namely Raymond Arrone(?) who was and 

I spoke with Arone it was very frank, he said you know Messieur Birnbaum France 

doesn’t precisely suffer from a shortage of academic Marxists it’s difficult to see 

why we should invite one from Oxford. On the other hand I will say this for you 

and Mills, he said your insistence that the United States is not that consensual is of 

course quite correct and you’re at least honest about your own country so I will 

agree to your coming to Strasbourg and then he added . . . you can eat a lot of . . . I 

find it detestable or something like that, it was incredible. Only in France you 

know. But we did have two pleasant years in  

 MS: And then you came back to the United States 
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 NB:  I came back to the states then and I came back first for two years, I 

came back it was an extremely difficult adaptation. I had left the United States on 

the eve of the Truman Eisenhower election. I came back to the turmoils of the fall 

of ’66 if you can imagine the country had changed, yes I visited, yes I had 

followed things, I had been plenty in touch with things and so on but there was 

nothing like the shock of moving into an apartment on Western Avenue, I had a 

job as a professor at the New School, the graduate faculty of the New School, 

reintegrating myself to some degree in the New York intelligencia and in a wider 

America, I went out and gave talks at different campuses. And of course it was 

difficult in the fall of ‘66 to escape the impression that one had entered a 

madhouse.   

 MS: Because things were really beginning to fall apart. 

 NB: Things were really beginning to fall apart, conflicts were sharpening 

and I re-joined the New York intelligencia for which I had written. 

 MS: And that’s the period when you became associated with the Partisan 

Review 

 NB: Well yes I became William Phillips liked me and he printed me and I 

had seen something of him in England and he felt I was highly intelligent, I mean 

William was extremely critical of everybody and everything but he thought I was 
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intelligent and knew what I was talking about, which was I’ll flatter myself was 

approximately true.  And I was also friendly with Norman Podhoretz at the time 

 MS:  Who went on to become the editor-in-chief of Commentary 

 NB: Well he had already become editor of Commentary in ‘61 and by ’66 he 

was beginning his march to the right so to speak, his march way, Commentary ‘61 

‘61, ‘63 don’t forget was critical of the Kennedy administration for not being 

progressive enough, published Paul Goodman, published the piece by David 

Reisman and Michael Maccabee about the American crisis, published a lot of very 

critical, was for a while the theoretical organization of the new left and Norman 

gradually moved away from that.  I followed that at first hand. It was also when 

Norman had published his book Making It, which was very honest about ambition 

and he told me that Lionel Trilling had discouraged him from publishing the book 

and I remember saying to Norman don’t listen to him, I’ve read a good deal of 

Trilling, ambition is great when it occurs in a 19th century English country house, 

why shouldn’t it be good for a kid from Brooklyn.  And Norman 

 MS: Do you think some of his bitterness came from the attacks on him from 

the book from that book? 

 NB:  No, I think some of his bitterness came from maybe a bit not much, he 

wasn’t that much attacked, though it was somewhat critical demolition in the New 

York Review of Books by Catholic writer Wilfrid Sheed I remember which I 



-52- 
 

misunderstood what ambition meant to his and my generation. A lot of us 

recognized ourselves in this picture. 

 MS: There were many, many people like Podhoretz who moved to the right 

during that people. 

 NB: There were many people and I think there were various reasons. One 

the tactics, there were various reasons, one, they felt for one thing the university 

was threatened and that the liberal university was a place of social advancement for 

our generation, for our ethnic generation, Jewish and otherwise, and it had been the 

university which had been open to black studies and so on. There were some 

people who were opposed to that. I remember Harvey Mansfield standing up after 

Harvard initiated women’s studies and saying today western civilization ended. 

 MS:  I think he was wrong about that. 

 NB: Well, he may have been right about our longevity but it’s something 

he’s contributed to undermining himself, shortening himself, but leave that.  That 

was one reason.  Another reason I think was ethnicity I think the reaction of the 

black community, the Afro American leadership, the black churches, Protestantism 

in general to the ‘67 war shocked many American liberal Jews. Thirdly many 

people were politically allied to the AFL-CIO I mean to the Henry Jackson wing of 

the Democratic party. Don’t forget Jackson a Cold War warrior par excellence who 
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thought of Henry Kissinger and Nixon as weak-kneed, particularly on the issue of 

Soviet Jewry but not exclusively on that.  Jackson was a labor Democrat 

 MS:  Right, a Senator from Washington, or as some people said the Senator 

from Boeing 

 NB: Yes, but he was really he was a labor Democrat and the AFL-CIO under 

Meany and later under Kirkland it was then under Meany was certainly in favor of 

the Vietnam War and the Cold War in general but didn’t like a member of a 

student group came to an AFL-CIO convention and jeered Meany which he did the 

patriarch did not at all appreciate.  Although I think there were deeper roots and in 

New York City there was the schools the Ocean Hills Brunswick and the school 

strike 

 MS: The decentralization 

 NB:  The decentralization which opposed a largely Jewish school teachers’ 

union to local community boards. I remember Podhoretz telling me in all 

seriousness that the Ford Foundation was financing this because Bundy was intent 

on keeping WASP power by setting Jews against blacks.   

 MS: That’s a kind of paranoid view 

 NB: Well it certainly was paranoid. Bundy I mean Bundy the Ford 

Foundation under Bundy did quite a lot for American domestic progressivism and 

interesting was this patrician strain. But at any rate I think that and don’t forget the 
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theatricalism rhetorical revolution of the student movement pushed away people 

who knew some American history or who knew how complicated long term things 

were. And I think my position was not much different than the position of my 

friend Christopher Lash. We supported the student movement but favored its 

integration as quickly as possibly a much broader movement for social change 

which would be reflective and consider the whole texture and quality of culture. 

Now some of this was expressed in the slogan, remember the slogan of the 

Berkeley revolt, I am a human being, I am not an IBM card, do not bend, fold or 

mutilate.  But of course the student movement split. It split into a black component, 

split into a woman’s component backed by the entire weight of the feminist 

movement. And then internally split into those who were prepared to look for 

alliances in the adult world and those the ideology of the whether faction that you 

had to seek out an alliance with quote third world elements in the United States and 

the rest of the world no doubt but the whole American working class, white 

working and unionized working class was of course left out, not only was it left out 

no effort was made to induce it so you got things like the remember the hard hat 

revolt incited by Nixon in his early years in New York.  And the conflict the great 

conflict at the ‘68 Democratic Convention.  I had ties to the Institute for Policy 

Studies. I didn’t go to the ‘68 convention but my friend Mark Raskin did you know 

with the New Democratic Coalition, which quickly became a small group in the 
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Democratic party.  But to return and the student movement university protests 

don’t forget by the mid-70s died out with remarkable speed leaving behind some 

very interesting and fruitful things. It’s no minor thing to have had . . . people in 

history and political science, anthropology did take a new view of American 

history. They broke with the modernization doctrine, they broke with the history of 

America as I think the dividing line was whether you regarded the United States as 

already that the United States had already achieved its revolution and therefore was 

a great liberal democratic society with possibilities open or whether you thought 

there was still a revolution of some sort to be made.  

 MS: At the same time looking back on it now we seem so far removed from 

the kind of ferment and openness that there was then, at least it seems that way to 

me. 

 NB:  Yes, I reread the book I published in ’69 called The Crisis of Industrial 

Society and in ‘68 I had published a very long 10-12 maybe even 15 printed pages 

essay in The Nation on the revolutions of ‘68 and I’m struck now by my now 

absurd optimism that these revolutions would touch off were anticipatory strikes 

by the labor force of tomorrow as I called it. That they would touch off serial 

processes of reflection and criticism which would alter the programs and projects 

of let’s say the West European Socialists and Social Democratic parties, which 

would have great effects on the American Democratic party and other social 
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movements in the states and which would carry on, at that point I knew something 

about would carry over to the educated and critical intelligencia of the Soviet bloc 

societies who would constitute themselves reformist vanguards which to some 

extent happened, yes, it was true, I knew these people, I visited them. But there 

was you know the Soviet Union marching into Czechoslovakia no small matter in 

‘68. 

 MS:  Speaking of that I’m sorry this is so disjointed but one thing I 

definitely wanted to ask you about so I’ve looked at your curriculum vitae and you 

have a very long list of honors that have been bestowed on you 

 NB:  . . . four or five items 

 MS: Oh there are a lot but the one that is most intriguing I think the honor 

you list is being declared persona non-grata by the German Democratic Republic 

that is to say East Germany. How did that come about exactly? 

 NB: Well I as you know visited Germany often and in the course of these 

visits I began to visit East Germany when you could visit Stalinism by subway to 

so speak before the old walk into it across the border, the wall only went up in 

autumn of ‘61. I had visited East Germany, particularly East Berlin quite a lot.  

You could visit East Berlin just by going there then to visit the rest, what time, 

how are we doing 

 MS:  It’s 4:15 so should be wrap it up  
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 NB: But I visited and I knew some again some of the people in the institutes, 

I also knew people in the churches and I gradually got to know after the wall went 

up a group of penniless marginalized artists, writers who were really internal 

émigrés I mean they were tough, they didn’t want to join up and so on and they 

were occasionally they were at one point arrested by opening a peace kindergarten 

and then there were demonstrations at the wall by  groups, I remember my 

daughters were then living in Berlin and demonstrated and this was then instantly 

flashed back into East Germany by west television which everybody looked at in 

the east, so they decided the regime decided all right let them go and so on. But 

these people were watched. And I visited them. And at one point I spent the 

calendar year ‘86 at an institute in West Berlin and visited.  And at one point I had 

a KGB officer assigned to me which I was very indignant because he was rather 

young, I thought I should have somebody more senior from the embassy in East 

Berlin and one day he said well some of my colleagues, i.e. from the east bloc 

would like to talk with you, why don’t you come one day for dinner.  And I 

thought why not you know, it was quite interesting.  And I said yeah but I don’t 

want to stand in line at checkpoint Charlie, etc. So I’ll send a car for you. Okay.  

And then he came to see him somewhat concerned and said you know to get you 

cleared quickly , etc. the East German colleagues seemed to think that you are a 

lost if people who are undesirable.  And I didn’t know that, so I took the subway 
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myself or the overhead railway, the . . . to the crossing point which was Fr…strasse 

stop in East Berlin you had to go through and I presented my passport and there 

was a woman I remember in the booth and she said one day, I said one day and she 

typed my name in what was an IBM computer and she said oh please wait a 

minute, very polite and then this guy came out the family resemblance to Sergeant 

Schultz in Hogan’s Heroes, and said somewhat bruskly you will go back to, I don’t 

know whether he said please, I don’t think he did, you will go back to West Berlin, 

your visit is not wished for.  And I said might I know why and he said we are not 

obliged to give that information so I said excuse me for asking I can see that your 

rank is not high enough for you to know. He was terribly insulted but he obviously 

had orders to get me people were around and getting a look and so on, no 

commotion and finally he said please so I said all right. And I discovered I was 

barred and what later happened was that the people because I had visited party 

institutes and talked with people and then I would go see the dissidents but what I 

didn’t realize was I was trailed 

 MS: Sure. 

 NB: And they had people watching them and so on. And these people had a 

moment of glory right before the wall came down when they wrote a letter to the 

regime saying they wanted permission to start a group called New Forum whose 

task it would be to discuss different ways of running the society and state, and they 
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were promptly told they would get no such permission but all over the country 

groups formed calling themselves . . . forum and of course they were deceived 

because by the time there was inner party movement for reform looking to 

Gorbachev but there was no possible reform in East Germany because the 

populace really wanted to join the west. 

 MS: Sure. 

 NB: So their dreams of an independent democratic socialist GDR were 

 MS:  Just wasn’t going to happen 

 NB: Wasn’t going to happen but I was shortly after the wall crumbled the 

ambassador in Washington called me and said I’m glad to say I can you a 

permanent visa for entering our country.   

 MS: So you got the last laugh. 

 NB: Well I later saw my file and he had written to the foreign office which 

had written to the ministry of state security, this guy is known in America as a 

dissident and we’re baring him, he’s going around Washington saying this, he’s 

killing us, it’s rather funny, it’s all in my . . . file but the . . . says no he isn’t he 

consults in our country with dangerous enemies of the state, meaning these artists 

and intellectuals.  And to some degree they were right.  

 MS: Sure.  Well, you know I feel like we’ve just barely scratched the surface 

and we’ve been going for more than two hours.  What I really want to say to you, 
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Norman, is it is just such an honor to be your friend and your colleague and thank 

you so much for doing this and thank you for all these years of friendship and 

enlightenment I really appreciate it  

 NB:  I hope, a lot of this is down on paper I’m glad to say, I’ve got about 14 

I’m writing it, I’m not writing a brief book for publication but for the record and 

I’m now writing about the 19 I’m just about finishing up on the 1970s, I’ve written 

a chapter about my years at Amherst which were ’79 to well ’68 to ’79.  I’ve 

written a chapter on being in New York, Commentary and so on and I’m now 

writing a chapter about my contacts with American and European politics in that 

decade right before 

 MS: It’s just invaluable. 

 NB: And that will end, I mean I should get this done very shortly and then 

we’ll go on to my Georgetown years. 

 MS: Great, I can’t wait. 

 NB:  So I hope to survive to get I hope to survive long enough to get into the 

21st century. 

 MS: The trouble is you’re never going to catch up because you are adding to 

it as you go along. 

 NB: Well I’m not adding to it as much these days, I’m just looking back and 

thinking but I’m very glad for the great support and friendship and companionship 
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that my being at Georgetown has been and of particularly for your friendship over 

the years, Mike, it’s been very great. 

 MS: Thank you so much. [END RECORDING] 

 


