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Berdiaev and Struve (1901-1909)

Ryo NEMURA

The Vekhi group included many thinkers whose thoughts were different from each other.
Even Landmarks, one of the three collections of their papers, was edited without any clear
editorial disipline. Though these thinkers had something in common, it was too comprehen-
sive to be defined exactly. It included, for example, a belief in the theoretical and practical
preeminence of spiritual life over the external forces of community, gradual political transition,
Christianity ect., but they did not bring out the significance of the Vekhi group. This paper
will discuss the two thinkers of the group and consider the differences in their Weltans-
chauung.

The two thinkers, Berdiaev and Struve, had some common elements such as Marxism,
criticism of Mikhailovsky, neo-Kantianism, and cognitive monism in their Marxist period. But
at first they constructed different system out of these elements, and their transition from
Marxism to idealism was also of a different chracter. Struve was the forerunner of this tran-
sition, but did not reject positivism, while employing dualism in Kantian sense. Berdiaev was
always an advocator of monism which would not permit positivism. He thought that skeptism
was the consequence of positivism and Marxism could be a weapon to destroy this skepticism.
Though he was engaged in epistemology at this period, his ambition to establish a new episte-
mology through the ecletic union of Marxism and neo-Kantianism ended in failure. He made up
for this failure by insisting on the predominace of practice over cognitive problems. But, as a
consistent monist, he could not accept Marxian base-superstructure system. His Marxism
was, after all, rather exceptional and his thought in this period had nothing common with the
so-called Marxism. His new religious consciousness was not a product of philosophical trans-
formation but only a change of terms. His philosophical framework remained intact. In a
sense, his “Marxism” became his new religious consciousness and the labour class which
would create future became a Nietzschean superman. He still advocated monism, which
brought about the controversy over dichotomy of flesh and spirit with Merezhkovsky.

Struve who advocated dualism, was annoyed with contradictions of dualism : how indi-
vidual aspirations are combined with social and practical problems ? His liberalism was formal
and nominalistic, and was likely to lead to relativism charactalistic of his thought. He believed
that society could exist without agreement in the most central problems, like religion and
metaphisics. His philosophy was one of the exceptions in the traditional Russian social
thought. But he tried to surmount this relativism by his own version of nationalism which re-

garded nation as formal and psychologically @ priori being. This resolution, however, did not
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.save him from his relativism. Then he advocated the traditionalism which respected the Rus-
sian culture and its tradition. As a result, his theory was able to reject only those radical ten-
dencies which would break up political and cultural traditions, and demand the preservation of
order and nation already confused with the state in his mind ; for him, the state was an organ-
ism and a mystical being. Such a mystification of the state turned out to lead him to con-
servative liberalism. And when he cried for “the great Russia”, his thought was based on So-
cial Darwinism, which Berdiaev rejected as the worst positivism.

Berdiaev who had supported Struve’s nationalism at its formal aspect, however, opposed
his nationalism which led to imperialism. For Berdiaev, the state was not an organism, but
only a function. He also advocated his own version of nationalism and traditionalism, and be-
lieved in the Russian Messianic mission that would play the role of unifying the cultures and
religions of East and West. A consistent monist, he made much of spiritual unity, but the
time when it would be realized seems be eternally postponed. Thus he could ironically
escape from idealism that ignored real and social phenomena as well as relativism. But this
solution seems unpolitical and contained a germ of mysticism.

After 1910, while Berdiaev turned his attention to philosophical and cognitive problems
and made a first step toward a genuine philosopher, Struve was again engaged in economics
and went on editting Russian Thought. In 1922, the differences of opinion about the White
movement brought about rupture between the two thinkers. But this rupture was not only
due to pollitical problems but also to the difference of their Weltanschauung.

Both before and after the Revolution the two thinkers sought new methods instead of
positivism, and thought of another way of progress without revolution for Russia. But after
all Struve remained within positivism and defened his conservative liberal position, when Ber-
diaev did not hesitate to be a mystic whose mystification of Russian future could save him
from relativism. But it made his hope of salvation ambiguous.
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