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PREFACE

Social theories in the contemporary world mainly come from the Euro-
American world, and here we do not get the dynamics of social thinking
from other parts of the world. In this book, we explore Russian social
thought in the 19th century as part of our effort to understand social theo-
rizing in our contemporary world historically as well as from theoretical
movements from different parts of the world. The book is part of our book
series, Social Thought, Regional Imagination and Planetary Conversations,
edited by Ananta Kumar Giri.

We are offering this work at a critical juncture in Russian and world his-
tory with the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the subsequent war
between Russia and Ukraine and the challenges of NATO expansionism and
American hegemony. There is a need to understand Russia better, and our
exploration hopefully helps us in this direction.

We are grateful to Aakash Singh Rathore, our friend at Routledge, for his
consideration and support for this project.

Ananta Kumar Giri, Artem Uldanov, Sergey Parkhomenko,
Arnab Roy Chowdhury and Deirdre Ruscitti Harshman
June 6, 2025
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AN INTRODUCTION AND
AN INVITATION

Ananta Kumar Giri, Artem Uldanov, Sergey Parkhomenko,
Arnab Roy Chowdhury, and Deirdre Ruscitti Harshman

There is an opinion that Russian social theory is secondary to the European
one and lacks originality. According to Vvedenskiy, such opinions has some-
times led to radical statements that Russians by nature were not disposed to:
“...as if they by nature were too sober and straightforward about things to
venture into philosophical abstractions” (Vvedenskiy, 1898, p. 4). In particu-
lar, B. Yakovenko wrote that the lack of characteristic features of Russian
social thought is related to its “lack of originality” (Yakovenko, 2008, p.
16). Of course, Russian thinkers and social theorists built their ideas on the
already existing foundation of European philosophy, religion, and science.
Russia was not an intellectual periphery, but it did not set trends, by and
large. This was partly due to the “catching-up” nature of Russian scientific
thought in general. Russian social thought in the 19th century was character-
ized by a certain old-fashionedness; it relied on philosophy and religion and
saw in social development deeper themes related to human nature, religion,
and moral choice. The schools of social theory that were practiced in the
Russian Empire were created as part of a larger universe of social thought
(Vucinich, 1976). Its formation, structural place, and practical involvement
in social transformation have given it some distinct features: a holistic view
of social phenomena and crises; moral concepts of relations between society
and the state; and an emphasis on justice, crime, and punishment, along
with the integral concept of personality (Medushevskiy, 2015).

One of the features of Russian social thought is related to the relation-
ship between church and state in Russian society over the course of history.
The strong influence of the state on the church was institutionalized under
Peter the Great and turned the church into a kind of ministry under the
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2 Russian Social Thought in the 19th Century

government. This subordinate position added certain features even to reli-
gious philosophy. Everything has its place; there must be a harmony between
ratio and fides. As Mikhail Lomonosov, one of the founders of Russian sci-
ence and a leading figure of the 18th century Russian Enlightenment wrote:
“A mathematician is wrong if he wants to measure God's will with a com-
pass, but neither is a theologian right if he thinks that one can learn astron-
omy or chemistry from the Psalter” (Lomonosov, 1952, p. 311). The idea
that religion, science, and culture must coexist and nourish the develop-
ment of a prosperous society had strong roots in Russian social thought of
that time. Uncontrollable technical and social progress must be guided by
Christian values, but at the same time this progress could lead to a better
future where the environment is more fruitful to preserve these values.

Russian social theory of the 19th century is closely interlinked with the
concepts of natural philosophy and idealism. Moreover, it is inconceivable
without the German influence and, first of all, without the influence of
Friedrich Schelling. As Gyuliga noted,

Neither Kant nor Fichte, but Schelling was destined to become the ruler
of Russian philosophical thought and to have a significant influence on
the development of Russian thinkers until the end of the XIX century.
Schelling meant more to Russia than to Germany.

(Gyuliga, 1984, p. 289)

The first major disseminator of Schelling’s ideas in Russia was the “Society
of Lyubomudriye” (O6mectBo nobomyapus) (Kamensky, 1980). It was a
secret society consisting of young men from different noble families. All
of them received excellent education, and almost all of them were men of
distinguished talents. When they became close friends while serving in the
archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Moscow, they immediately
agreed on their interest in philosophy. Just at that time, Mikhail Pavlov,
a prominent disciple of Schelling and one of the professors of Moscow
University, returned from abroad and enthusiastically began to familiarize
his students with Schelling’s philosophy. Some of these students were mem-
bers of the “Society.” Their interest in philosophy and receptiveness to new
knowledge were very fruitful grounds for the ideas of Schelling that were
taught by Pavlov and some other professors (Nosov, 1981). From 1831, the
main centre of perception of Schelling’s ideas (together with the ideas of
other German philosophers) became the circle of N. Stankevich, in which
A. Herzen, V. Belinsky, M. Bakunin, K. Aksakov took part. It is a difficult
task to explain the exact reason why Schelling became so popular among
Russian intellectuals at that time. Many of them tried to “transplant” his
ideas to Russian soil. In Russian thought, God, as a concept of pure reason,



An Introduction and an Invitation 3

was considered something very arguable. There was a revolt against the phi-
losophy of religion within reason. Apollo Grigoriev said that Schelling was
“life, not theory” (Grigoriev, 1980, p. 261). Many of the poems of Fyodor
Tyutchev were written under Schelling’s influence, and moreover, he was
personally acquainted with Schelling (Toporov, 1990). Schellingianism, as
a philosophical movement, gave rise to the origins of Slavophilism, which is
clearly seen in the reflection of Schelling’s thoughts in the works of Russian
philosophers. Schelling’s philosophy influenced the work and spiritual
development of P. Chaadaev, F. Dostoevsky, L. Tolstoy, P. Yurkevich, and F.
Tyutchev (Saharov, 1977). His philosophy of art played a role in the forma-
tion of Russian romanticism. The religious and mystical aspirations of F.
Schelling are reflected in the works of V. S. Soloviev. In Russia, Schelling was
loved for limiting the place of knowledge and giving place to faith and for
the fact that he turned the absolute, an empty word of Western philosophy,
into a person who lives his divine life, the living God (Giryonok, 1990).
The development of social thought in Russia is related not only to the
peculiarities of Russian history but also to the country’s geographic posi-
tion. Geography had a strong influence on Russian self-determination, with
its West-East dilemma, which was most vividly expressed in the confronta-
tion between the so-called “Westerners” and “Slavophiles.” The “unique
Russian way” was reflected in the writings of Russian social philosophers,
and the striking contradiction between the West and the East, of which Russia
has been a part for almost its entire history, only reinforced the doubts of
Russian thinkers. It is important to note, however, that the Asian influence
in Russia should be understood to a greater extent as Byzantium influence,
which can only conventionally be classified as Asian, rather than any other
countries or cultures. The Byzantine Empire indirectly served as a prototype
for the creation of the Russian Empire, and the religious influence of the
Byzantine Church laid the foundation for Russian religious philosophy.
The problem of Russia’s uncertain status as a periphery of Europe has
been a major challenge for the Russian elites since the famous reforms of
Peter the Great, but the initial interpretation of this problem was not very
controversial. According to popular wisdom, Russia was lagging behind the
West in terms of growth, but as a “young country,” it has a good chance of
quickly closing the gap. Attempts to mindlessly copy the Western norms and
customs were ridiculed, but at the same time it was clear to Russian aris-
tocracy that the country needs to learn from more developed societies. This
hopeful and widely accepted attitude was challenged after the Napoleonic
Wars, when the disputes between the representatives of the Russian state and
part of the educated elites became more escalated. The latter group seeks
faster modernization of society and meaningful political changes while the
Czar and the state considered such ideas as dangerous and inadequate. The
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debate over Russia’s “special way,” “historical destiny,” “place in European
politics,” “unique spirituality,” and the relative benefits and drawbacks of its
“backwardness” in comparison to the West was particularly heated during
the first ten years of Nicholas I’s reign, which was marked with such impor-
tant events as the Decembrist uprising in 1825 and the November Uprising
in Poland in 1830.

As Pavel Sorokin noted in regard to the context that shaped Russian social
thought at this time: “...the golden age of progressive high culture coexisted
with an outworn institutional system” (Sorokin, 2015, p. 344).

Following the release of Peter Chaadayev’s “First Philosophical Letter”
in 1836, the debate grew even more intense. Chaadayev claims that Russia’s
erroneous decision to make Eastern Christianity the official religion caused
it to be isolated from both the Islamic East and the Catholic West, and that it
was unable to integrate naturally into either of the major civilizations of the
globe (Losskiy, 1991). The letter was published at the same time when Sergei
Uvarov, Minister of National Education, developed the new official ideology
of the Russian Empire, known as “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Narodnost”
(Nationalgeist). According to Uvarov, Russia was spared the degradation
that the contemporary West had to endure because of Narodnost’, which
was characterized by loyalty to the tenets of the established political system
and confession of the dogmas of the dominating religion. Prince Vyazemsky,
a member of the literary society “Arzamas” and a friend of Uvarov, came up
with the notion itself. Vyazemsky helped develop the “State Charter of the
Russian Empire,” which was an analogue of the Constitution that Alexander
I had suggested. While working on this issue he had to deal with the problem
of the Russian political language’s underdevelopment and lack of definitions
for several important terms. For example, the French concept of nationalité
allowed the European monarchies of the time to understand their own power
through a unique relationship to the nation and its citizens, but in Russia
there was no such concept developed. Being in Poland, Vyazemsky noticed
that there is a specific term called narodowosé already existing in Polish, so
he decided to utilize this term and introduce it in Russian as Narodnost’.
The new term linked the two French words populaire and national: “folk”
as referring to the life of the people, such as the peasants or inhabitants of
pre-Peter Russia, and “national” as a characteristic of all social strata in
general. At the same time, it has been unclear what the exact meaning of
this concept is. Almost twenty years later, Belinsky noticed that the term
was used universally, but its meaning remained mostly dark and mysterious.
It referred to other, more significant values that have not been fully concep-
tualized yet (Belinsky, 1979).

When Uvarov became minister of education in 1833, he tried to solve
the problem of the uncertainty and “enigma” of the term and interpreted it
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through the other two elements of the triad. Russian Narodnost’ thus con-
sisted in adherence to Orthodoxy and adherence to a monarchical mode of
government. Moreover, Uvarov was convinced that Russia and Europe are
moving in the same direction, which is set by European values, in particular
science and education. However, Russia is moving towards “European civili-
zation” in a special way that is different from the trajectories of the revolution-
weakened “old” Europe. The Tsar’s power was nationally acclaimed because
it was the result of a centuries-long process of historical development, from
the calling of the Varangians and the baptism of Rus’ to the war of 1812.
Russian Narodnost’ is thus rooted in history. These conflicting doctrines
were amplified by the ongoing debate between the so-called “Westernism”
and “Slavophilism” movements in Russian socio-political thought. During
the heated salon discussions about the meaning of Chaadayev’s publication
both parties formulated their own vision of Russia’s future. From the per-
spective of “Westerners,” Russia can only expect to effectively compete with
its European neighbours in terms of politics, economy, and culture after
finishing the process of Westernization. Slavophiles, on the other hand, held
that Russia had a “special way” that was rooted in its pre-Petrine heritage,’
Orthodox spirituality, and communal spirit. Official ideology supporters
had access to all available resources and used censorship and overt police
repression to limit the expression of opposing viewpoints. Their opponents
promoted their beliefs through literature and self-published articles, and
they arranged their debates in closed salons and clubs. Literature and its
critical interpretations played a pivotal part in these debates since it was
replete with references and clues about the prevailing socio-political contro-
versy. The public discussion around Gogol’s Dead Souls regarding Russia’s
mission and historical destiny is among the most striking instances of this
type of argument. Adherents of both doctrines hastened to enlist the writer
as one of their supporters. “Westerners,” led by the famous literature critic
Belinsky, insisted that Gogol’s work is a ferocious denunciation of Russian
society; Slavophile critics saw this publication as a rampant apotheosis of
Russian culture and society.

Both “Westerners” and “Slavophiles” seek to develop universal argu-
ments in support of their position, and to do so they tried to assess different
positive and negative features of the European influence over Russia. Some
Russian thinkers like Odoevskiy or Kireevskiy saw a downside in European
philosophy in its “one-sidedness.” According to Odoevsky,

But God save us to concentrate all our mental, moral, and physical pow-
ers on one material direction, however useful it may be: whether it be rail-
roads, paper spinning mills, cloth mills or chintz factories. One-sidedness
is the poison of today's societies and the secret cause of all complaints,
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unrest and perplexities; when one branch lives on the expense of the
whole tree, the tree withers away.
(Odoevskiy, 1913, p. 65)

This universal one-sidedness, as Odoevskiy believed, is a consequence of
rationalistic schematism, which is unable to offer any complete and holistic
understanding of nature, history, and person. According to Odoevskiy, only
symbolic cognition can bring us closer to comprehending. In addition, this
demand for a more holistic approach is reflected in Russian social thought
and literature. There are three elements that are fused in a person—believ-
ing, cognitive, and aesthetic. These elements can and should form a harmo-
nious unity not only in the human soul but also in public life. It is this kind
of wholeness that Odoevskiy and many other Russian philosophers did not
find in the 19th century’s civilization (Losskiy, 1991).

It would be incorrect to reduce these debates to purely theoretical mind
games and a sort of hobby for wealthy and well-educated people. Both
“Westerners” and “Slavophiles” desired to implement their ideas in practice
to fight against injustices and the “backwardness” of their homeland. In the
1840s, both intellectual movements made attempts to form a plan to abol-
ish serfdom in Russia and to formulate their vision for further reforms. But
for the “Slavophiles” the development of Russia was not an issue of some
standards that were established in Western Europe and must be simply met
in the Russian Empire, but rather a step on the way to true “Sobornost’.”
In their opinion, this concept is the most essential characteristic of Russian
society that is closely connected with Eastern Christianity’s religious leg-
acy. According to the “Slavophiles,” only Orthodoxy has embraced and
preserved the eternal truth of early Christianity in its entirety, namely the
idea of the identity of unity and freedom. This is reflected in the idea of
“Sobornost’”—the free unity of believers in their joint understanding of the
truths of Orthodoxy and in the joint search for the way to salvation. This
is the way to organize a just and moral society that is not affected by the
“one-sidedness” of Western civilization and not stretched by the “old-fash-
ionedness” of Eastern influence. This endless search for an understanding
of the role and place of Russia between West and East could be traced in
the works of very different Russian social thinkers and in the great Russian
literature of the 19th century (Zhereb, 2017). It is not a coincidence that
one of the brightest figures among the Russian “Westerners” was Vissarion
Belinsky—a famous literary critic.

Art, philosophy, and religion were closely intertwined, and this is why
philosophical ideas were reflected in Russian literature in such a significant
way. Hence, the fact that, for foreigners, the most famous social thinkers of
the time were the Russian writers, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, rather than the
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philosophers Bakunin or Stronin, for example. This may seem strange, since
Russian writers were not detached from social and political discussions and
drew on the ideas of Russian social and religious philosophers in their texts.
Why, then, did Russian literature gain worldwide recognition while Russian
social thought did not? In itself, this question is already incorrect because
it artificially separates Russian philosophy and literature, which are closely
linked in the Russian tradition.

This volume seeks to provide the readers with information about these
concepts and ideas, which are specific to Russian socio-philosophic thought,
and also present the key figures of Russian social theory in the 19th century,
those whose ideas directly or indirectly inspired famous Russian authors of
the 19th and even the 20th centuries, and those who looked for answers to
both philosophical and practical issues of human society’s development. The
Russian variant of social theory, which is the topic of this volume, dwells
heavily on the concept of social reality. As a result of this emphasis, although
the Russian social thinkers of the second half of the 19th and of the early
20th centuries are generally considered sociologists, their ideas and concep-
tualizations link into a much broader and interdisciplinary conversation.
The type of general social theory discussed in our book includes philosophi-
cal provisions, varied theories of social structures and processes, alongside
concerns relevant to contemporary sociologists (Reznik, 2007).

Note

1 Peter the Great introduced significant reforms in Russia at the beginning of the
18th century. They were aimed at the modernization of the country and the
development of its economy, social order, and military capacity. He studied from
European experience and replaced traditional Russian customs with European
ones. Also, he invited foreigners to modernize the administration practices
and the military standards and to push forward Russian science. These radical
changes affected the development of Russia for a long time and were considered
quite controversial because, together with the positive effects, they also eradi-
cated some traditional Russian social institutes.
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