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The Addiction of Russian Intellectuals to
Historicism

Isaiah Berlin spoke on this subject on numerous occasions, four of which
have yielded a text. On 12 December 1962 the Russian Research Center at
Harvard hosted a talk and discussion on ‘The Addiction of Russian
Intellectuals to Historicism’, transcribed below (no recording survives). ‘The
Russian Preoccupation with Historicism’, transcribed here, was a lecture
given and recorded at the University of Sussex in 1967. The recording, the
original of which is held by the University of Sussex Library, may be heard
here. Next, Berlin delivered the second Dal Grauer Memorial Lecture, ‘The
Russians’ Obsession with History and Historicism’, at Totem Park, University
of British Columbia, on 2 March 1971, and again a recording is available.
Finally, there was a BBC talk, recorded on 14 December 1973, transmitted
on Radio 3 on 24 July 1974 (and repeated on 17 March 1975), and on 29
October 1975 by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation as ‘The Russian
Obsession with History’: a transcript is here, and a recording (the clearest of
the three that survive) may be heard here. None of these versions was
published by Berlin, though a very short extract from the BBC talk appeared
under the subheading ‘History’ in ‘Out of the Year’, Listener, 19 and 26
December 1974, 830.1

THE RUSSIAN INTELLIGENTSIA, or its leaders in the
nineteenth century — men whose ideas contributed vastly to
making the Russian Revolution what it was — were not principally
interested in history as historians are interested in it, or as ordinary
students of it are; what absorbed their attention was the problem

I ‘Sir Isaiah Berlin spoke of the concern for “History” manifested by
nineteenth-century and twentieth-century Russians — and, comparably, by
developing nations in Asia and Africa: “There obviously is some deep
connection between being technologically inferior and looking to history to see
what one can do. In some way, history offers a prop. It offers some kind of
encouragement to proceed in a certain direction, which successful societies don't
feel because they can simply ask themselves what is the rational thing to do,
without particularly bothering about alleged patterns to which they look as some
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THE ADDICTION OF RUSSIAN INTELLECTUALS TO HISTORICISM

of laws of history, patterns of history — historicism, that is to say —
for they looked to history more or less as a substitute for
metaphysics or religion. They looked to history for a theodicy, for
a justification of their own lives, and those of mankind at large, and
they hoped to find in it a pattern which they might follow — rules,
goals, ways of life, answers to the torturing questions, social and
personal, with which they were afflicted.

By way of setting this topic in its context, let me begin by
propounding some propositions which appear to me to be truisms
— perhaps because I have believed in them so long myself — but
which may turn out to be exaggerated or faulty.

The first of these propositions is that scarcely any major ideas
in the field either of the humanities or of social thought have
sprung from Russian soil. There is, I suppose, an exception to this
generalisation in the case of the mir, of the addiction to the
principles of obshchinnost' and  sobornost’, of the Slavophil and
populist faith in the ethos of village Gemeinschaft, of communal
solidarity, hatred of barriers and a sense of common life and action;
but even that is to some degree a translation into concrete agrarian
terms of German Romantic ideas which had already been in the air
for a good half century before they were ever articulated by the
Russians.

The second proposition is this: the important fact that
conscious social and political thought came to its maturity at the
same time as German Romanticism is a historical coincidence. I
shall not call it an accident, because the roots of both these
movements, if not identical, are perhaps to some extent
intertwined. But at any rate this is a confluence which set the
special tone and temper and content of specifically Russian
thought about social, historical and political questions, and
rendered it different from the discussion of such topics in other
countries.

As to the lack of original thought in modern Russia, this is
doubtless in part due to the fact that there was no solid, continuous
intellectual tradition in Russia before Peter, no tradition either of
scholarship or of logical argument or of rational metaphysics in the
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Russian Church, so far as I know: holy living, martyrdom, spiritual
experience, a great hierarchical Church, battles between order and
antinomian deviation, but nothing like the scholastic disciplines of
the West, nor a secular Renaissance, nor a Reformation. I shall not
enlarge on this, but it is a powerful factor in the situation which
arose after Peter the Great sent his young men to Europe; when
Western ideas did begin to enter en masse into the Russian Empire,
they were entering a virtual vacuum in which they encountered no
counteracting ideas. In the West, one idea collides with another,
like the atoms of Epicurus; there is constant interaction, and
therefore no single idea or thesis or doctrine has a free run all to
itself. Ideas run up against other ideas, destroy, modify, combine
with one another, give birth to unintended and unpredicted
consequences, and so constitute what is called a climate of opinion,
and it is very difficult for any set of ideas to achieve monopoly.
Whereas in Russia, simply because there were few counteracting
ideas, seeds were wafted across from the Western world by all
kinds of peculiar routes, fell on extremely fresh and receptive soil,
and swiftly grew to enormous proportions. That is why, from early
Romantic ideas to Marxism, Darwinism and beyond, Western ideas
developed so powerfully in Russian conditions, and came to be so
deeply and passionately believed, with a naivety and limitless
dedication which transformed them. Nothing, perhaps, transforms
ideas so much as being taken seriously. And Western ideas were
accepted seriously in Russia with a strength just bordering on
fanaticism, which even their authors in the West, or at any rate
their later followers, seldom reached.

The most obvious case of this is Marxism. The development,
for example, of the notion of the ‘monolithic’ party, or of the
notion of class, is simply the literal and direct application, with no
qualification, of certain Marxist theses — something which the
founders and followers of ‘scientific socialism’ in the West did not
think of doing. This tendency is strong throughout Russian
nineteenth- and twentieth-century intellectual history. Fourierism,
Darwinism, populism, patriotic communism, love of the West,
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hatred of the West: where did such secular faith reach comparable
peaks?

This liability to be overcome by ideas was noted quite eatly in
Russian history. Joseph de Maistre, the Sardinian agent in
Petersburg from the beginning of the century until 1817,
comments in his interesting notes on Russia on the fact that
nobody is so susceptible to ideas as the Russians. He, of course, is
a passionate right-wing Catholic publicist, trying to warn people
about the effects of radicalism, liberalism, natural science,
utilitarianism, scepticism and other diseases which have ravaged
mankind since the eighteenth century. In the course of these notes,
he says to one of his noble Russian friends that in the West there
are two great anchors upon which society is founded. One is the
Roman Church, the other is slavery. Only when the Church
became so secure and respected and authoritative that it penetrated
to every department of thought and action in Europe, and became
the intellectual, moral, and spiritual centre of European life, was it
able to abolish serfdom, which was a humane and Christian act
which it had always sought to perform, but could not while society
was in a state of insecurity and potential disintegration. In Russia
the Church is not respected; the priests are ignorant and despised;
the bishops and metropolitans are not held in sufficient public
respect; hence it is impossible to let the Russian state rest on
clerical foundations, because the Church lacks all traditional and all
intellectual virtues, and indeed all social and public authority.
Therefore, he says to Alexander and his other Russian
correspondents, do not abolish serfdom. If you do, Russian society
will disintegrate. It will disintegrate because Russians are over-
susceptible to alien ideas, since they have very few of their own.
He goes on to say that Russians, late arrivals in the Western world,
overestimate the value of ideas from the West, so that a few
revolutionary hotheads, aided by some university rebels (‘quelque
Pugatscheff d’une université’),” plus a few dissident leaders, are

2 ‘Some university Pugachev’. Joseph de Maistre, Quatre chapitres sur Ia
Russie, chaptet 1: Oenvres complétes de ]. de Maistre (Lyon/Patis, 1884-7), viii 291.
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enough, if they are sufficiently fanatical and sufficiently steeped in
subversive ideas from the West, to overturn the entire state. ‘Soon
you will find that your country will pass from barbarism to anarchy
with no intermediate civilised interval.”” Therefore, he advises,
retard science, retard knowledge, do not allow all these German
scientists and literary men to come. These people come only
because they are refugees. Refugees are people who have not made
the grade in their own countries. That is why they wander. Decent
people do not leave their families and their native soil. They work
peacefully for their kings and governments. All the German
Protestants and French Jacobins are essentially subversives, people
who cannot but bore from within. If you allow too many into
Russia, as you appear to be doing, and, moreover, if you start all
these universities, encourage the sciences, encourage the arts, you
will find that the Russians will take to all this much too eagerly. It
will be like a heady wine to men not used to it, and will cause
terrible inebriation, violence, chaos, and this will mean the end and
ruin of your entire system.

Alexander I did not follow Maistre’s advice; he made a few
unconvincing efforts to check enlightenment. Nicholas I retarded
education and tried to insulate Russia intellectually, both after the

Emel’yan Ivanovich Pugachev (¢.1742-1775) was the leader of a peasant and
Cossack rebellion crushed in the reign of Catherine the Great.

3 The transcript reads ‘despotism’, not ‘anarchy’, but this must be a mistake,
whether by Berlin or the stenographer. Maistre writes (ibid.) about what will
happen if the serfs are liberated: ‘sans préparation, ils passeront infailliblement
et brusquement de la superstition a I’athesime, et d’une obéissance passive a une
activité effrenée’. Berlin quotes this passage in ‘Joseph de Maistre and the
Origins of Fascism’, translating it thus: ‘without preparation, they will infallibly
and suddenly pass from superstition to atheism, from passive obedience to
unbridled activity’ (CTH2 156). And in his lecture on Maistre in Freedom and Its
Betrayalhe paraphrases Maistre in these words: ‘if you [...] liberate the serfs, why
then your country will be plunged into the most vicious revolution. It will go
from barbarism into anarchy.” There is no basis in Maistre for the reference to
despotism in the transcript, where the ‘quotation’ is in any case a loose
paraphrase of Maistre, who directly mentions neither barbarism nor the absence
of a civilised interval.
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Decembrist revolt, and more particularly in the 1840s, and this
policy was openly preached by really black reactionaries like
Leont'ev and Pobedonostsev in the later nineteenth century. Yet
these efforts to try to suffocate knowledge, prevent progress in the
arts and sciences, to freeze (podmorozit’) Russia, which was the
official formula of the obscurantists of the 1880s, was clearly a
hopeless business. Ideas did enter; they were understood, they
were acted upon, and all the revolutionary consequences which
Maistre gloomily predicted did begin to occur. As Voltaire had
remarked of the French Revolution, ‘It was books that did it all.”*
This may be an exaggeration, but it contains far more truth than
either Marxists or irrationalist historiographers will grant.

My second proposition is concerned with the Romantic
movement. Why did the Russian intelligentsia become so
interested in historical ideas? Largely because those were the ideas
which were prevalent during the period during which Western
ideas streamed into Russia, towards the end of the reign of
Catherine the Great, who, despite repression, was not able to keep
them out; even more so after the great promenade across Europe
to Paris which occurred in 1814-15. This was an hour in which
Russia suddenly found herself driving into Europe as a major
power. I do not mean that Russian officers suddenly became
infected by Western ideas, but they came into much closer contact
with them than before. And this occurred together with the
inevitable rise in the volume of Western education in Russia, a kind
of progress inevitable in a country which was compelled to
modernise itself, not especially out of national pride, but from the

4 ‘Les livres ont tout fait™ ‘Epitre au roi de Danemark, Christian VII, sur la
liberté de la presse accordée dans tous ses états” (1771): Oenvres complétes de
Voltaire [ed. Louis Moland] (Paris, 1877-85), x 427. Maistre quotes this more
than once: see, e.g., ibid., chapter 4, 344. The transcript reads: ‘As Maistre had
remarked after the French Revolution, “It was ideas that did it all.” > But this
seems to be another error. I have not (yet) found such a remark in Maistre’s
works. See also A 541. ‘Les idées ont tout fait” appears in [Dominique Georges
Frédéric] de Pradt, Congres de Carlsbad, part 1 (Patis/Brussels, 1819), 41, but this
probably has no relevance to IB’s alleged quotation here.
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need, experienced by every powerful country, to develop a
technological defence against technologically superior neighbours.

At any rate, Western ideas entered, and the Western ideas in
question were to some degree Romantic ideas, stimulated largely
by the German thinker Herder. Although the Russians did not read
Herder more widely than they read other Germans, his ideas were
very popular in Germany; they rapidly travelled to other countries,
and in popularised and simplified forms affected a good many
young Russian thinking men in the 1820s, 1830s and 1840s. The
central idea relevant to my thesis, for which Herder was
responsible, is the notion of the individual [o/ksgeist; that is to say,
the idea that it is not the case, as some French philosophes
maintained, that men are similar everywhere, that the same laws
produce similar results upon them, so that a general sociology can
be formulated which will tell you, given knowledge of physical and
other discoverable empirical circumstances, how the human beings
placed in them are likely to develop. Herder taught that there
existed certain specific differences, not so much of nations (in
which he did not believe), but of cultural groups (largely
determined by language) which exhibited unique public
personalities of their own. Herder elucidated in a very compelling
and imaginative fashion the notion of ‘belonging’ — of being a
member of a whole — which previous philosophers had not
explained to any important extent.

What does it mean to belong to a group? For Herder, to belong
to a group was not simply to be born in the same soil as others, or
to obey the same laws, or even to speak the same language as
others. These were not sufficient conditions of being truly a
member of a single unique group to which, willy-nilly and not by
choice, you necessarily belonged. As a result, perhaps, of
geographical and physical development, certain collections of
human beings, according to Herder, developed a common
language and common habits, and, as a result, a common culture.
A culture to him meant at least something of this kind: If a man
was rightly called a German, then the way in which he walked and
ate and stood and sat, the way in which he created his legal system,

7
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the way in which he sang, the kind of books he wrote, the kind of
dances he danced, the kind of songs he sang, the kind of political
constitution which tended to develop amongst him and those like
him, would have certain properties, family properties, in virtue of
which all these dissimilar activities would be more akin, resemble
each other more, in impalpable ways than they resembled
corresponding activities or ways of feeling and thought among, say,
the Chinese or the Portuguese. A German could propetly develop
his nature and characteristics only among other Germans, because
he felt at home only among other Germans, and to feel at home
meant that there were certain pattern properties, difficult to
describe — gestalt properties — in virtue of which a certain way of
arranging one’s hair, a certain way of accenting one’s voice, a
certain attitude towards public life, a certain mode of musical
composition, a certain sort of handwriting, a certain sort of legal
system — all of these possessed certain qualities in common, in
virtue of which you could say of a piece of handwriting or a vase,
or a document or a mode of living, that it did or did not belong to
a given human group or a given culture. The whole idea of the
typical and the characteristic, in terms of which people began to
attribute things — so that one could say that a painting or a
sentiment or a gesture was typically Renaissance, or typically
eighteenth-century, or typically radical, or typically Russian, or
even typically Nizhny Novgorod — that kind of talk, which is part
of the very texture of our thought and speech today, would not
have been very intelligible before the middle, and indeed the
second third, of the eighteenth century.

This was Herder’s historic achievement. He went further than
this, and said not only that there existed certain characteristics in
terms of which certain kinds of common outlook and common
behaviour could be defined, something in terms of which the
people who shared them could be identified as a single group, and
in terms of which the lives of these people were, in fact,
determined. He said more: that members of a single culture moved
towards a common goal, which entailed, and was entailed by, the
culture in question and it alone. Human life was unintelligible

8
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unless you could understand that men were social in their very
essence; and created things communally, in a semi-collective
fashion. Ballads, forms of dancing, language — none of these things
were individual creations. Language was not something which a
given individual happened to invent. As Maistre, mocking the
French Encyclopedists, said, it is not true to say that language, like
everything else, was created by division of labour; language was not
made like a machine, by the addition of mechanical components
on the part of skilful technicians. Are we to believe that one
generation of men said BA, and the second generation said BE, that
the Assyrians invented the nominative and the Medes invented the
genitive?” This is not how language grows. There is such a process
as impersonal growth, for which no particular person is
responsible. Moreover cultures, like individuals, can be said to seek
certain forms of satisfaction, even if no specific individual is aware
of this, which could be called their goals. Happiness for the
Germans is different from happiness for the French. The specific
gravity — the central point — of one nation differs from that of
another. Satisfaction for the Chinese is different from satisfaction
for the Peruvians. This is because they grew up differently, and
they seek after something different, and their works of art are
differing forms of collective self-expression.

The notion of self-expression is something comparatively new,
an invention of the Romantic movement. Until then, art was
thought to be an activity governed by certain rules which had
universal objective validity; and, by some, to be directed towards
the reproduction of eternal Platonic originals, perfect patterns,
impersonal, objective — identical for all rational men. Romanticism
denied this. Art was now an attempt to say one’s own word, to
assert one’s individuality, whether personal or collective. The value
of my creation was that it was my own. Art was not an attempt to
create objects, but to speak, express, communicate; what was

5> Joseph de Maistre, Les Soirées de Saint-Pétershourg, second conversation:
Oenvres completes de J. de Maistre (Lyon/Patis, 1884-7), iv 88.
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communicated was a vision unique to the communicator, not a
public entity which anyone with eyes might see.

This is the element of the Romantic movement which
particularly struck the Russians. In the case of the Germans, you
could say that it was historically a national response on the part of
a humiliated people to the domination of the seventeenth-century
French; that, if Richelieu and Louis XIII had not invaded and
crushed and destroyed the Germans in the Thirty Years War, this
agonised response to the French would not have occurred.

The psychological situation was that of a people who saw the
French as the great, arrogant, impregnably dominant nation,
masters of all the arts and the sciences, the central sun whose rays
illuminate the world: so that the measure of a culture was the
degree to which it reflected the unapproachable ideal standard in
terms of which all things were judged. Sooner or later the Germans
were bound to ask themselves whether it was indeed true that
France was everything and Germany nothing: Have we Germans,
then, nothing at all of our own, no claim, no achievement to put
beside those of the conqueror? Wounded national feeling must
take an aggressive form. The Germans put forward great claims:
There is something which we have that they have not: they are
superficial, formalistic, legalistic, a cold remnant of a once living
Latin civilisation, now marching towards its doom. We have
something they have not: an inner life, Innigkest. We can look within
and find spiritual treasures of which the French have no inkling.
All their attainments are vain posing and show. Depth is a category
unintelligible to these lovers of the external world. We and we
alone have an understanding of what makes a human being. We
have a capacity for music, which is inner art, as opposed to the
glittering, external, superficial visual art of the French. Our mystics
and poets have seen to the inner core of the spirit. Moreover we
have the unspoiled simplicity of people who have not been
corrupted by power and pleasure, by the hollow civilisation of the
French.

The Russians caught at all this eagerly. In 1815 a large and
powerful nation has just won a major war; it is headed by a small

10
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class of persons, educated in Western ideas, which have little — too
little — application to Russian reality. Anybody who studies the
works of Voltaire, or Montesquieu, or Rousseau (which are what
the educated Russians, like all civilised Europeans, read), and then
begins to think of how such ideas might be applied to Russian
realities, is faced by the apparently insuperable obstacles of Russia’s
conditions, which I need not rehearse. If these ideas are too remote
for Russian realities, then one is faced with the alternatives of trying
to mould — or break — the reality in the name of the ideas; or else
of ignoring the reality, repressing its natural life, lest it break the
minimum means required to keep it going at all.

The educated bureaucrats whom Peter the Great invented, and
Catherine the Great perpetuated, did their best to invent ad hoc
measures — short-term means of governing the great mass of the
recalcitrant, ignorant, dark peasant population with its uneducated
clergy. But ever since Western enlightenment penetrated the
Empire there were always some men morally too sensitive, and
intellectually too sympathetic to Western progressive ideas, to be
able to identify themselves with what was by and large a continuous
repressive policy on the part of Catherine, Paul, and even
Alexander. They cannot accept the repression, but neither have
they the means of altering it. Hence the peculiar phenomenon of
the typical eighteenth-century Russian nobleman, who reads
Voltaire and Rousseau, with one hand half accepts their ideas, but
with the other, since one must live as one can, quite contentedly
whips his serfs, and half cynically, half resignedly accepts the life
of an Oriental pasha. The two sides of the fathers’ lives do not
come together at all: and lead to the guilt complexes and neuroses
of the sons.

This inner split is clearly observable even in the enlightened
Alexander, and adds to the enigmatic quality of that ambivalent
figure. Observe him, educated by his Swiss tutor, with his New
Dealers around him, trying to reform the constitution, trying to
reform Russian conditions; but the task is obviously far too great,
and there is, moreover, a great war coming. Furthermore, it is quite
obvious that any serious attempt at radical reform is likely to stir
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up all kinds of dormant forces, breed dangerous, uncontrolled
movements which may shake the Church and the throne. Hence
the de facto abandonment of the central reforms — for example,
those of serfdom, civil liberties, obsolete feudal institutions,
agrarian backwardness, obstacles to trade and industry, lack of
education. They are abandoned not out of bad will, but because
the would-be reformers feel that these kinds of concepts, these
Western ideas, are too dangerous to apply, even by degrees, to too
backward a people. And so you find what you always do in these
backward conditions: groups of intellectuals, bred on Western
ideas, with no appropriate occupation in a medieval country, no
jobs, no way of employing their unemployed energies, who either
become depressed into a corrosive self-contempt and easy
cynicism, or into acts of ineffectual revolt; or simply into quietism
and passivity, a fate common enough among intellectuals in
oppressed countries.

The first person to give vent to all this was Chaadaev. Chaadaev
asked all the questions which came to preoccupy the Russian
intelligentsia for ever afterwards. Chaadaev is the first person who
says, in the spirit of the Herderian movement: What about us, our
culture? Why do we exist? Is there some goal or purpose for which
we were created? The French clearly fulfil their natural selves; so
do the English; Western culture is a going concern; it produces
magnificent works of art and great works of science. And wer Have
we a history to which we can look back with any degree of pride,
something which will inspire us with glory, inspire us with
examples for the future? Karamzin has indeed written a
magnificent history of the Russian Empire, but if you look at it
more closely you will find that our history is empty. Our history
contains nothing of the slightest interest to an educated man. Our
history is the history of ignhorance, brutality and failure. Our past is
squalid: wandering tribes, feeble Byzantinism, Tatars, Poles, palace
politics, the aping of foreign customs, poverty, stupidity, darkness.
And our present? Our future? What is the cosmic mission of this
great nation of many millions, living in sordid misery and
ignorance? Is there some part for us to play in the drama of history?

12
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According to the Romantic movement, every human being, every
human group, every association of human beings must have a goal,
a purpose, the realising of which will give it satisfaction. What are
our goals? Are we, perhaps, a slip, a mistake of the creator? Are we
simply a hideous abortion of the creative process — a caution to
other peoples, intended by God to warn them against following
our own wretched path?

Chaadaev becomes intoxicated with self-hatred and mounts
horror on horror. Then he wonders whether, on the contrary, there
is some special fate which Russia has been called upon to achieve
which is as yet veiled from our sight. The famous first Philosophical
Letter, as a result of which Chaadaev was officially pronounced
mad, set the tone for the continuous self-denigration and breast-
beating which later became the habitual mood of the Russian
intelligentsia. Chaadaev struck the note — and struck it very loudly
— of exultant self-depreciation which so deeply wounded the pride
of patriots and nationalists, and not theirs alone. Sooner or later
every Russian zntelligent asked himself, in public as well as in private:
What are wer? In comparison with the French, with the Germans,
with civilised Europeans, what are we? We scarcely exist. We have
no native resources. We must learn, go to school in the West, make
up for all those lost centuries, for Byzantium, the Tatars, Ivan the
Terrible, the knout, pogroms, Siberia.

At the same time, in the Apologie d’un fon, which he was perhaps
forced to write by the exigencies of the government, Chaadaev
strikes the other note which is echoed equally in Russian writing
and talk in the century that follows: Yes, we are young, we are
barbarous, callow, ignorant, we are not in communion with
European culture, but perhaps this is an advantage. Maybe because
we are young and untried we are fresh; not exhausted by the great
struggle for civilisation and domination which has so exhausted the
now feeble and declining French, the commercial and narrow
English, the neat, limited, pedantic, inhuman Germans. Perhaps
we are being reserved for a marvellous fate. Perhaps we can pluck
the fruits of the tree which others have grown. Perhaps there is
some special virtue in backwardness.

13
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This is a proposition which is afterwards repeated by Herzen
and Chernyshevsky, then by a good many people in the 1780s, and
triumphantly enunciated by no less an authority than Isaac
Deutscher. Perhaps there is something peculiarly advantageous
about joining the race so late, because this may free one from some
painful stages passed by others — for example, the Industrial
Revolution — whose fruits the latecomers may enjoy without
having laboured to create them. They invent, we enjoy; they make
the discoveries, they go through the terrible toil and tears and
blood that are the price of creating a civilisation, while we, being
fresh, young, strong, numerous, powerful, may be able simply to
pluck the fruits of the trees which they have grown with such care
and suffering, and even use them against their creators, or if not
against them, at any rate for our own advantage. This is, in effect,
the second sermon of Chaadaev, and it too became a central topic
in all subsequent social discussion in Russia.

This entire approach — the agonised self-questionings, the
unending discussion of whither Russia is tending, the contrasts of
‘we’ and ‘they’ (the West), ‘their’ culture versus ‘our’ barbarism,
‘their” worn out sophistication versus ‘out’ spiritual riches and
unexhausted powers, ‘their’ dead reason versus ‘our’ heart and
intuitive vision and life-giving spirit — all this is typical of a deep
national sense of inferiority and inadequacy. The Germans were
the first to set this fashion, but the Russians outdistanced their
teachers: their preoccupation with themselves and their destinies
became a national obsession. You do not in England, or in France
ot in Italy, at a comparable period find writers who ask: Why do
we exist? Whither England? Whither France? Perhaps towards the
end of the nineteenth century, when British power is beginning to
wane, there does arise the question of justifying imperialism; such
concepts as ‘the white man’s burden’ or France’s ‘civilising
mission’ are born. But the writers who stood near the centre of
their people’s consciousness — Dickens or Thackeray — do not ask:
What is the next step to be? Where is England going? Why do we
exist? Balzac and Stendhal do not say: Let us consider the
phenomenon of France. Is there some goal which the French gua
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French must pursue, a specific element which they add to
European culture, so that we must keep a sharp look-out — prepare
ourselves most carefully not to miss our national or cultural cue —
and play the historical role which providence has provided for us?

These writers are too confident for this; they simply try to create
the best works of art that they can; or to make discoveries and
inventions to the best of their ability. Whoever achieves these
things is duly admired and confers glory upon his country. The
Germans, who came rather later into the European picture, are
concerned by the problem of whether there exists a special
German mission or message for the world; they discover it all too
easily — not one mission, but many conflicting ones. But even they,
by the 1830s and 1840s, are not wholly preoccupied with
themselves. The Russians are far more narcissistic. All Russian
literature after the 1830s is about Russia. There are certain
exceptions, but broadly speaking the works of Gogol, of Tolstoy,
of Dostoevsky, even of Turgenev, who is regarded as the purest
artist of them all, are preoccupied with Russia, the Russian past,
the Russian future, the varieties of Russian soul, what we are and
what we should be, or should not be; the peculiar glories and
miseries of being a Russian nobleman, a Russian peasant, a Russian
writer, in the nineteenth century.

This springs largely from the peculiar coincidence of the
emergence of Russia as a world power with the rise of the
Romantic conception according to which every group has a goal,
every human being has an end, a function or mission which can
and must be discovered. This, together with the obvious fact that
the Russian mission is far from self-evident — that, if it does exist,
it seems heavily veiled from sight — causes an anxious and, at times,
agonising desire to seek for an answer, for a pattern which will once
and for all make clear what we are and where we should go.
Religion is obviously unsatisfactory; at least, the Orthodox Church
has obviously not got enough of a hold on the educated minority,
brought up on the scepticism of the French and the metaphysics
of the Germans, to provide a sufficient answer to their problems.
Nor does politics provide it; nor do the facts of public life, which
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are extremely shaming, depressing, and such as no man of
intelligence or good will would possibly contemplate without the
acutest feelings of horror and humiliation.

There is something very remarkable about a country in which a
large section of the educated public feel it to be their duty to remain
in permanent opposition; where Herzen says that Russian literature
is nothing but one vast indictment against the Russian state,’ or
where Korolenko, writing in the twentieth century, declared,
‘Russian literature became my homeland.” When he said this,
nobody was in any doubt about what he meant. It would be odd if
a writer in England, let us say Somerset Maugham, were to say,
‘English literature became my homeland.” What would this mean
to the average reader of a newspaper? It would not mean very
much if a French writer suddenly said, ‘French literature became
my homeland.” If Malraux said that, it would be far from clear what
he meant. When Korolenko said what he did, his meaning was all
too clear. This could have been said equally well by Belinsky or
Chernyshevsky or even Turgenev. His audience would understand
him to mean that although he loved his country and his people, yet
Russian history was a history of crimes, vices, follies, disasters,
weakness; heroism and martyrdom on one side, repression and
brutality on the other; whereas Russian literature was a great moral
instrument, and a great political instrument too, a mirror in which
you could see the genuine ideals of humanity in general, and of
Russian society in particular.

¢ ‘Le grand acte d’accusation que la littérature russe dresse contre la
vie russe’/‘BeAukuii OOGBHHHUTEABHBIN AaKT, COCTaBAAEMBIN PYCCKOM
AUTEPATYpPOl mpoTHB pyccKkoii skm3Hu’: ‘Du développement des ideées
révolutionnaires en Russie’, chapter 6; A. I. Gertsen [Herzen|, Sobranie sochineni
v tridsati tomafkh Moscow, 1954—606) vii 211/247.

7 ¢/l HalIeA TOrAQ CBOEO POAUHY, H 9TOM POAMHOM CTAAQ IIPEKAE BCEro
pycckas amreparypa.’ Literally: ‘T discovered my own homeland, and that
homeland became, above all, Russian literature.” Istoriya moego sovremennika,
chapter 27: V. G. Korolenko, Sobranie sochinenii v pyati tomakh (Leningrad, 1989—
91), iv 270.
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Literature is criticism of life, said Matthew Arnold.® But in
Russia it was a very concrete and specific criticism of the historical
evolution of Russian society. Hence History with a capital H, the
patterns and purposes of history, and the theories of history, might
have been created for the imaginations of Russian intellectuals. The
early history of the Russian intelligentsia — the 1830s and 1840s —
is full of talk about the philosophy of history. Is history determined
or is there freedom of the will? Is Hegel right or wrong? Is the
truth in Saint-Simon or in Fourier or in some other teacher —
Feuerbach, Comte, Schelling, Count August Cieszkowski? These
discussions went on everywhere. They occur in the native countries
of Hegel and Saint-Simon to some degree also, on a more
theoretical level. Professors discussed these questions, young poets
discussed them, other young intellectuals talked about them, but in
the comparatively calm spirit in which people can now talk about
Spengler or Beard or Toynbee. There are those who think that
Toynbee’s schemata of world history are correct: and those who
deride him. Nothing follows in practice. It is very difficult to find
someone whose life is so Toynbee-ridden that his whole moral,
intellectual, political and social mode of existence is literally
transformed by the thought that since he is living in such and such
an age, X must be the challenge, Y is the proper response, and
therefore one must dedicate one’s life to A rather than B. But this
was literally true about the Russians.

It was Herzen again who said that Russians did not lack logic,
what they lacked was good judgement. He was attracted and
repelled by the spectacle of men who accepted certain intellectual
premisses because they were guaranteed by Western authorities
and argued from these premisses in a perfectly rigorous fashion.
They were not at all lacking in logic, not mystical or preoccupied
ot vague, not muddled; on the contrary, all too rigid, all too lucid.

8 “The work of the two orders of men [those famous ‘for ever’ and those
famous ‘in their own generation’] is at bottom the same, — a criticism of life. The
end and aim of all literature, if one considers it attentively, is, in truth, nothing
but that.” Joubert’, Essays in Criticism (London, 1865), 249.
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They argued from these premisses to certain conclusions; and if
the conclusions were eccentric, or appallingly difficult, to translate
into practice, wished to implement them all the more passionately:
bent their will desperately to achieve them. The attitude was that
the more unpalatable the conclusions, the more categorical the
obligation to implement them in practice, since if one retreats
before difficulties this merely indicates moral weakness. The
attitude is one of total commitment: if the premisses are true, the
argument correct, and the conclusions valid, then by God one must
try to implement them, because not to do that is to betray the truth,
not to do or say what you know to be correct; and what is this but
moral betrayal, something that no honest man can permit himself?
The more agonising the choice, the holier: the less realisable the
plan, the greater must be the enthusiasm, the dedication, the
martyrdom. That is the mood of some of the young, left-wing
intellectuals grouped around Herzen, Belinsky and their successors
in the 1860s and 1870s and after.

Belinsky was correctly described as the protomartyr of this
movement.’ The search for an altar on which to immolate himself
is very patent. First the unworldly, elitist, aestheticising, pre-
Hegelian phase. Then Hegel and the belief that everything is
rationally determined, part of a rational world plan; hence the
disasters of history are necessary discords which contribute to a
vast harmony which will be visible only from a higher, historically
later standpoint; that, at least, is his interpretation of Hegel, and it
is not nearly as incorrect as some later interpreters have tried to
make out. When Belinsky argues, it is not just theoretical
conclusions to which he comes, as a literary critic, or as a man who
talks in a salon, discussing these things with his