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On “Vekhit”

Ryo NEMURA

“Vekhi,” the second collection of papers of the Vekhi group, was not a breakthrough in
itself, but contained many problems and questions, which cannot be reduced to the rejection
of materialism and socialism.

Gershenzon, editor of “Vekhi,” made no efforts to give it editorial coherence. There was
not that unity of terms among the contributors unity, which was necessary in this kind of
book. Nor was his preface a good guidance for readers of “Vekhi.” In fact, he was engaged in
the history of Russian literature, and had little interest in social and political problems. He
was not a member of the Vekhi group, though it was not a political party with clear
doctrines. Struve, who was a leading man of figure in this group, did not demand rigid
agreement and regarded their differences as true liberalism. But these differences were
mixed with editorial lack. When we read “Vekhi,” it is necessary to distinguish such
differences and look for their common ideas.

Most important of the differences was the role given to religion. Bulgakov, who was
influenced by Vlagimir Soloviev, advocated “religious politics.” According to Bulgakov,
religion must have close contact with the problems of life, and politics also must have
religious elements. So he criticized the “prudent neo-Kantian” tendency. But Struve and
Frank remained within neo-Kantianism. Frank was engaged in ethics, while Struve looked
upon religion as an inner individual problem and rejected the link between religion and
politics. Bulgakov criticized their attitudes to religion, but Struve answered that the
thought of Bulgakov was “religious dogmatism.” Opposing this view, Berdiaev regarded
Struve's understanding of religion as too formalistic to give religion concrete substance.
This difference was not overcome. After the Vekhi dispute, their thoughts went different
ways.

In spite of these differences, the authors of "Vekhi” had a common idea. In order to make
it clear, first of all, we need to know why “Vekhi” made a sensation. As the essay of Berdiaev
in “Vekhi” showed, the Vekhi group shared that type of aestheticism which was prevalent in
fin de siecle thought. This new sense of value implied that every field of science and art had
its own meaning which could not be reduced to the social and economic spheres. Liberals
took it for granted, but it remained an idea that they could not openly advocate. “Vekhi”
challenged this taboo. Even many liberal critics of “Vekhi” recognized the claim of the
construction of new values as justified. But this, alone, cannot explain the sensation caused
by “Vekhi.” It was more important that the Vekhi group tried to link these new values with
social and political problems. The main advocates of these new values, most of them

engaged in literature, opposed this kind of linkage, and tried to defend the independence of
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their own fields. And the liberals, who had begun to take it for granted, were shocked to find
it connected not with reactionary but with conservative political ideology. So they criticized
“Vekhi” as reactionary and ignored the problems “Vekhi” had presented. This linkage,
however, was an important novelty of the Vekhi group. They opposed the simplification of
cultural phenomena to the economic or political subjects, which the Russian intelligentsia
had often made. Rather, they thought it important that culture had an effect on economic
and social phenomena. And they thought that if cultural values had been ignored, society
might have been damaged both culturally and socially.

This cultural value was a common idea of the Vekhi group. But as it origin was in the
transcendental sphere, we cannot study it directly. So we study it in its connection with
society. The Vekhi group expected cultural consciousness to give people a norm. This
consciousness was thought to be made up of growing self-education within according to the
notional tradition. Thus the Vekhi group put importance on tradition, and emphasized the
gradual development of Russia, rejecting revolution. But ironically, this traditionalism
could not find in Russia any appropriate tradition in those days. For example, Berdiaev and
Bulgakov, who expected much from religious tradition in Russia, had to criticize the church;
Struve, who proposed nationalism, could not agree with the old type of nationalist;
Kistiakovski, who required legal consciousness, could only deplore the absence of it. As a
result, they could not propose any concrete policy except the rejection of radical tendency.
Only the nationalism of Strurve was a concrete policy, but it was criticized even among the
Vekhi group. The problem of the relationship between culture and society, which the Vekhi
group brought forward was a universal problem. But their solution was too ambiguous and
conservative to persuade the Russian intelligentsia. Their appeal to the sense of order and
discipline in the individual seemed to be conservative for both radicals and liberals, since it
was of little advantage to the opposition. Moreover, though they wanted the development of
Russian capitalism, they felt antipathy toward the vulgar culture which this development
brought about. This ambivalence precluded their unequivocal thought.

After the Vekhi dispute, participants looked for independent values in their own fields
and they began rethinking this problem, but their ways of development of thought were
different.

— 209 —



