Timothy Garton Ash: Tribute to Ralf Dahrendorf at a service of thanksgiving in St Margaret's, Westminster

In his latter years, here in England, people would often spell Lord Dahrendorf’s first name - Ralf - in the English fashion, with a ph instead of an f. Sometimes, especially in the House of Lords, they would call him [phonetic] ‘Raif’. This did not, I think, displease Ralf. For one of the most endearing features of this supremely intelligent and rational man was a romantic anglophilia which reason alone could not entirely justify. 

Ralf Dahrendorf loved Britain, England more particularly, London above all. He loved British institutions - the House of Lords; the LSE; St Antony’s College, Oxford; a service of thanksgiving in St Margaret’s, Westminster. He loved Britain’s habits of freedom, its rituals, its glorious anachronisms, its culture of civilised debate – and he was, amongst many other things, a superb chairman, both of committees and of academic discussions. 

And, as is the way with love, he was indulgent of faults that in other contexts he would have been the first to dissect with clinical precision. Indeed, he was more indulgent of his adopted than of his native country. Yet he always remained a patriot of both, of Germany as well as Britain – and his extraordinary public service as academic analyst, commentator, politician and European Commissioner are recognised there as here. One patriotism did not diminish the other. In today’s Europe, identities are not a zero sum game. Like titles, they can be multiplied. I enjoyed, as I think he did, the name tag at a conference in Hamburg which described him as Lord Professor Dr. Dr. Ralf Dahrendorf.

To use the word ‘love’ in this context might seem a little overdone. A common misapprehension about Ralf was that he was a man of intellect rather than feeling, head not heart. Many who saw him only as a dry, authoritative chairman, Warden, Director, commissioner, would find it incredible that as a young man he wrote poetry while travelling through Italy (like one or two other German writers before him). In fact, he was a man of deep and complex feeling, himmelhoch jauchzend, zum Tode betrübt. The feeling was just very well hidden, very understated. But then, the city to which he was probably most connected in Germany was Hamburg, and the elite of Hamburg is, as we know, more English than the English – their tweeds are tweedier, their brogues are more brogueish, and their emotional understatement is even more understated.

But the passion was there and, beyond private matters, the central passion of his life is unusually easy to identify. If you just looked through Lord Dahrendorf’s entry in Who’s Who, you might say that here was someone who had tried his hand at a very diverse range of things, a restless spirit, constantly moving on - and a quintessential fox, in Isaiah Berlin’s famous dichotomy of the fox, that knows many things, and the hedgehog, that knows one big thing. And there's some truth in that. Ralf was in many ways a restless spirit. His more than thirty five books ranged from class and industrial sociology through higher education, international relations and the European economy, to history and biography. 

But inside the fox, there was a wholly consistent hedgehog: and that one big thing that Ralf knew, that he clove to throughout his life, was the central importance of freedom. Most people in free countries pay tribute to it, of course, but for Ralf Dahrendorf, the defence and pursuit of individual liberty was a genuine guiding passion. This certainly goes back to his own most radical experience of unfreedom, as a teenager, locked up in a Gestapo prison camp for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets. He later recalled how 10 days of solitary confinement awoke in him "that almost claustrophobic yearning for freedom, that gut resistance to being closed in, whether by the personal power of individuals or by the anonymous power of organisations", which would guide him through his life. 

His work was unusual in analysing as well as promoting freedom in three dimensions: constitutional, economic and social. Perhaps his most original contribution was to the understanding of the social foundations of liberty. He repeatedly insisted that a basic income was a precondition, a sine qua non, for individual human flourishing. The concerns of his father, Gustav Dahrendorf, the German social democrat, were never lost. 
Britain was, for Ralf, the classical land of liberty. But his Europe, too, was a Europe of freedom, and of the struggles for it. He never really warmed to the Brussels institutions, unlike British ones. (We have on the wall at the European Studies Centre at St Antony's College, Oxford, a large map of Brussels, presented to him on the 20th anniversary of his becoming a European commissioner. We have it because he swiftly passed it on.) He often commented that one of the EU's problems is that it's a 'cold' project, economistic, functionalist, too little touching the affective parts of human nature. Konrad Adenauer once said that there are three kinds of Europeans: anti-Europeans, Europeans, and what he called Uebereuropäer, hyper-Europeans. Ralf Dahrendorf was a European.

What he cared most about in Europe was the spread of freedom. He and I first worked together, in the last years of the Cold War, on a project to support publishing in central and eastern Europe, both legal and samizdat; to restore what he called a European 'common market of the mind'. He was thrilled by the liberation of central and eastern Europe in 1989, and deeply, personally engaged in the subsequent knitting-together of the divided continent. He felt this to be some sort of a culmination of a life's work. 

How I wish that we could be together again next week, to walk through the open Brandenburg Gate on the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. But he will be there in spirit; and it was also his spirit - sceptical, empirical, freedom-loving, always ready for civilised debate but iron-hard, uncompromising in defence of the liberal essentials - that contributed to the triumph. His was the kind of spirit that brings down walls.
PAGE  
1

