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Abstract

The article explores Nikolai Berdyaev’s engagement with Hegel’s philosophy from
his early writings up to his exile in 1922, tracing how his initial admiration developed
into a critical transformation. Through historical and conceptual analysis, it recon-
structs the genesis of Berdyaev’s view of Hegel within the broader context of Russian
religious and philosophical thought at the turn of the twentieth century. The paper
argues that Berdyaev reinterprets Hegel’s dialectic of Spirit as a dialectic of Freedom,
replacing the impersonal logic of the Absolute with the creative act of the person.
This reinterpretation not only marks the birth of Berdyaev’s personalism and philos-
ophy of freedom but also illuminates the passage from German idealism to Russian
existential thought.
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VON DER DIALEKTIK DES GEISTES ZUR
PHILOSOPHIE DER FREIHEIT: BERDJAJEWS
AUSEINANDERSETZUNG MIT HEGEL BIS 1922

Zusammenfassung

Der Artikel untersucht die Auseinandersetzung von Nikolai Berdyaev mit der Philo-
sophie von Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel von seinen frithen Schriften bis zu sei-
nem Exil im Jahr 1922 und zeichnet nach, wie sich seine anfingliche Bewunderung
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zu einer kritischen Transformation entwickelte. Durch eine historische und begrift-
liche Analyse rekonstruiert die Arbeit die Genese von Berdyaevs Hegel-Verstindnis
im breiteren Kontext des russischen religiosen und philosophischen Denkens um
die Wende zum 20. Jahrhundert. Der Aufsatz argumentiert, dass Berdyaev Hegels
Dialektik des Geistes als eine Dialektik der Freiheit neu interpretiert, wobei er die un-
persénliche Logik des Absoluten durch den schopferischen Akt der Person ersetzt.
Diese Neuinterpretation markiert nicht nur die Entstehung von Berdyaevs Persona-
lismus und seiner Philosophie der Freiheit, sondern beleuchtet auch den Ubergang
vom deutschen Idealismus zum russischen existenziellen Denken.

Schliisselworter: Nikolai Berdyaev; G. W. F. Hegel; Freiheit; Dialektik; Deutscher
Idealismus; Russische Philosophie

Introduction

The approach of Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948) to the philosophy of
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) can be examined through two
distinct periods of his intellectual development. Although Berdyaev did not
fundamentally change his overall attitude toward the great German philoso-
pher, he gradually distanced himself from him. The first period encompass-
es Berdyaev’s thought up to his exile from Russia in 1922, while the second
begins during his emigration, when he established himself as a thinker of in-
ternational significance rather than merely a Russian philosopher, and con-
tinues until his death. In other words, one may speak, in a conditional sense,
of an early period and a mature (or late) period in the creative development
of Nikolai Berdyaev. Berdyaev’s early life and work were marked by intellec-
tual debates on Populism (Narodnichestvo, napopuudectso) and Marxism,
which gradually led him toward religious thought, and subsequently to-
ward personalism — a philosophical current that places the human person at
the center of reflection. In Berdyaev’s thought, personalism was not merely
a theoretical framework; it also inspired a number of personalist movements
that emerged in France during the 1930s, centered on the ideas of human
dignity and freedom, with Berdyaev becoming one of their major sources of
inspiration and spiritual leaders.

Often referred to as “the philosopher of freedom”, Berdyaev understood
this designation as an expression of his central philosophical concern —
freedom as the essence of the human spirit — regardless of his intellectual
evolution from Populism, through Marxism and Neo-Kantianism, to exis-
tentialism and Christian personalism. In his numerous writings, he sought
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not to construct a rigid system, but to develop a comprehensive philosoph-
ical vision grounded in the idea of human freedom and creativity. During
his law studies in Kyev, Berdyaev began to engage more systematically with
philosophy and became involved in the social-democratic movement, advo-
cating Marxism. As a result, he was arrested in 1898 and expelled from the
university. He then joined the so-called “legal Marxists”,! a group of think-
ers who operated within the limits of Tsarist censorship, led in Russia at the
time by Petr Berngardovich Struve and Mikhail Tugan-Baranovsky.

In his late work Dream and Reality: An Essay in Autobiography
(Camonosnanue. Onwm ¢urocogckoii asmobuozpaguu, 1949), Berdyaev
unites personal confession with a philosophy of spirit and freedom. This is
not a conventional autobiography, but rather a philosophical confession—
the author contemplates his own life as a path of spiritual awakening and
creative realization. Berdyaev reflects on his childhood, the revolution, exile,
and his intellectual activity in emigration, yet he perceives all these expe-
riences through the symbolism of dream and reality—the dream as an ex-
pression of spiritual truth, and reality as its limitation. The work embodies
his personalist and existential philosophy, in which freedom and creativity
form the bridge between the human being and God. The book stands as a
philosophical life narrative, a testimony to the inner birth of the spirit of
freedom in spite of historical and social constraints. In this work, Berdyaev
states that he “grew up with Hegel”. As he recalls, at the age of fourteen he
was already reading the Phenomenology of Mind* and wrote: “I could un-
derstand Schopenhauer, or Kant, or Hegel when I discovered their universe
of discourse within myself.” (Berdyaev 1962, 48) So deeply was he captivat-
ed by Hegel that, as he himself admits, he “copied quotations from Hegel’s
Phenomenology into his cousin’s album”.(Berdyaev, 1962, 91-92) Never-
theless, despite his early fascination, Berdyaev soon began to distance him-
self from Hegel. Unlike Hegel, the foundation of his thought became the
primacy of freedom over all else: “Freedom is not, as Hegel maintained, the
creature of necessity; just the reverse: necessity is the creature of freedom, or,

' In the scholarly literature, the origin and meaning of the term “legal Marxism” have

been interpreted in various ways, but one of the more widely accepted explanations is
that the “legal Marxists” published their works in periodicals that appeared legally under
Tsarist rule. Later Marxists interpreted this to mean that the representatives of “legal
Marxism” wrote in such an abstract manner that, precisely because of this excessive ab-
straction, their writings were able to pass through the filters of Tsarist censorship.

Berdyaev refers to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, corresponding to the Phenomenolo-

gy of Spirit.
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to put it differently, a certain tendency or orientation of freedom”. (Berdy-
aev 1962, 57) From this arises his enduring rebellion against any totalization
of the universal over the personal. He admired “Belinsky’s revolt against
Hegel’s World Spirit” and situated his own philosophy “in opposition to
all monistic tendencies”, defining it as a form of “radical personalism”.?
(Berdyaev 1962, 100) For Berdyaev, German idealism after Kant represent-
ed a “betrayal of Kant”, which culminated in the “triumph of the World
Logos... in monism, pantheism, and evolutionism”. (Berdyaev 1962, 98)
He did not, however, dismiss Hegel’s genius; he believed that Hegel had
introduced dynamism into logic and had transformed logic into ontology.
Berdyaev acknowledged that “Hegel’s monistic philosophy is redeemed by
his vision of a dialectic and a struggle of opposites at the heart of existence”.
(Berdyaev 1962, 93) Yet it is precisely here that he draws the line: a dialectic
without the person turns into objectification that destroys the uniqueness
of the individual. Thus, Berdyaev insists that he is not a Hegelian: “But I
am no Hegelian who identifies religion with philosophy and makes the best
of two worlds.” (Berdyaev 1962, 171) Although Berdyaev maintained that
it is impossible to philosophize at all without passing through the problems
of Kant and Hegel, and regarded Hegel as one of those thinkers who tran-
scended their own century and were, in essence, “creators of the twentieth
century”, (Berdyaev 1962, 172) the central thread of his thought remained
unchanged: truth and knowledge must be born out of freedom and the
personal spirit, not from an “objective scheme” that turns the human be-
ing into a “means of abstraction”. These reflections may be understood as
Berdyaev’s final judgment on Hegel —a recognition of his genius, yet at the
same time a firm rejection of any idea that threatens the personal freedom
of the spirit.

To fully understand how and why Berdyaev arrived at such a position
toward Hegel, it is necessary to analyze the development of his thought on
Hegel in its genesis. This article focuses precisely on Berdyaev’s early peri-
od, when the fundamental intellectual premises of his later philosophical
personalism and his understanding of freedom were formed. We examine
the period from the late nineteenth century, when Berdyaev published
his first reviews and critical essays—often unsigned or written under a

3 Berdyaev uses the term “radical personalism ” to emphasize the metaphysical primacy of

freedom and personality over any system or objective order. His conception should not
be confused with the later French personalism of Emmanuel Mounier and his circle. See
Emmanuel Mounier, 4 Personalist Manifesto (London: Longmans, 1938).
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pseudonym—in Russian philosophical and literary journals, up to his ex-
pulsion from Russia in 1922.

In the intellectual climate of his time, Hegel held in Russia an almost
sacred philosophical status (cf. Walicki 1979, 115-134; Zenkovsky 1953,
238-269) — his thought represented the ultimate measure of systematic
depth and coherence, and every serious philosophical reflection began or
ended with a dialogue with Hegel. In this spirit, many Russian Hegelians
believed, following Hegel’s own remarks about Russia as a land of “unprec-
edented potential”, that it might one day become the next bearer of world
history. (Hegel 1956, 399-400)* Berdyaev’s departure from such an author-
ity was therefore not merely a matter of theoretical disagreement, but also
an expression of spiritual independence and philosophical courage.

In examining these aspects, the article combines a historical-philosophi-
cal approach with a conceptual analysis of Berdyaev’s early texts, aiming to
reconstruct the evolution of his attitude toward Hegel within the broader
intellectual context of Russian thought at the turn of the century.

The paper is divided into two parts. The first part covers the period up to
1910, when Berdyaev primarily acted as a critic and commentator — author
of reviews, essays, and shorter articles—in which one can already discern
the tension between idealist and existential approaches. The second part ex-
amines the period after 1910, when Berdyaev emerged as an independent
philosopher and began publishing his own books, in which his reflection
on Hegel took on a deeper, more systematic, and more personal character.

The scholarly significance of such an approach lies in the fact that, al-
though Berdyaev was not a systematic interpreter of Hegel, he was a pro-
found connoisseur of Hegel’s philosophy, and integrated Hegel’s thought
into his own philosophical horizon as an indispensable background to his
intellectual development. An analysis of his early period allows us to better
understand the inner dialectic between idealism and personalism, and to
trace the transformation of Hegelian motifs—such as dialectic, spirit, and
freedom—into the existential-personalist framework that characterizes his
later work. In this way, we gain a deeper understanding not only of Berdy-
aev’s relationship to Hegel, but also of the broader process of the reception
of German idealism in Russian philosophy at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century.

* In this section, Hegel refers to the “great Slavic nation” of Eastern Europe, noting that
it had not yet appeared as an independent force in the development of world spirit, but
suggesting that it might do so in the future.
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1. The Early Period (1898—1910)

In the final years of the nineteenth century, Berdyaev published his first
works in the journal The World of God (Mup boxcuii), consisting mainly of
short book reviews and critical notices. This journal was one of the central
venues in which the ideas of Russian religious idealism and cultural criti-
cism were formed, and it was there that Berdyaev began his publicistic and
philosophical career. The World of God published the works of prominent
writers and thinkers such as Leo Tolstoy, Dmitry Merezhkovsky, Vasily
Rozanov, and others. At the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth cen-
tury, the journal became an important forum for discussions on religious
renewal and philosophical issues that led to the so-called “religious-philo-
sophical renaissance” in Russia. In 1898, Berdyaev published an unsigned
review of Johannes Rehmke’s Philosophy of History. He valued Rehmke’s
clear exposition of philosophical ideas but criticized the neglect of French
Enlightenment thinkers and modern nineteenth-century movements. He
mentioned Hegel as “the greatest German philosopher after Kant”, observ-
ing that “Rehmke devotes considerable attention to Fichte; as for Hegel, the
greatest German philosopher after Kant, he gives him only six pages, from
which it is hardly possible to gain even an approximate idea of Hegelian
philosophy”.’ (bepases 1898a, 76)

In his 1898 review of Wilhelm Kronenberg’s The Philosophy of Kant and
1ts Significance in the History of the Development of Thought (Pusocogus
Kanma u e¢ snauenue 6 ucmopuu passumus mocan), Berdyaev discusses
Kant’s system and briefly turns to Hegel. He argues that Kant’s philosophy
of pure and practical reason lacks a unified worldview: “In the attempts
to find and establish such unity, German philosophy, through Fichte and
Schelling, arrives at Hegel, in whose teaching one finds precisely the idea
of development that it is useless to look for in Kant: ‘in his eyes knowledge,
morality, and religion represent something firmly established and com-
plete, not something that continues to develop™.® (bepases 1898b, 76-77)
Berdyaev concludes that the connection between Kant and Hegel remains

> “HosomsHo BHMManus Pemke ypeser tawke Quxre, 4ro ke Kacaerca lerens,

sroro Besnuyaiimero nociae Kanra ¢unocoda ITepmanuu, To eMy IOCBANIIAETCA BCETO
LIECTh CTPAHUYEK, U3 KOTOPBIX BPAJ JIM MOXKHO BBIHECTH KaKOC-HHOY[b IOHATHE O
reresbsSHCKOM pumocoduu.”

“B ycnmsix HaliTi ¥ yCTAHOBUTD 9TO €AUHCTBO Hemerkas ¢puitocopust depes Ouxre u
Menmunra gocturaa leress, B y9eHUH KOTOPOTO HALITA KAK Pas Ty UACI PA3BUTHA,
KOTOpYIO TIeTHO McKaTh y Kanra: ‘B ero rrasax nosHaHve, HpaBCTBEHHOCTb, PEJTUTUSA
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evident, showing how deeply Kant inspired the spirit of free and critical
inquiry.

Writing in 1899, Berdyaev observed a renewed fascination with Spino-
za, whose philosophy, he noted, had captivated poets and thinkers such as
Lessing, Goethe, and Schiller through its pantheistic spirit. Spinoza gained
further prominence with Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, who embraced his
monistic conception of reality. As Hegel famously stated, “to become a Spi-
nozist means the beginning of all philosophizing”. 7 (bepases 1899a, 93)
Berdyaev argued that this insight profoundly shaped later thought about
the unity of being and reason. He also noted Schopenhauer’s acknowledg-
ment of Spinoza’s influence, seeing in it proof of the enduring vitality of
monism in modern philosophy.

In a 1899 review of Théodule Ribot’s study on Schopenhauer, Berdyaev
reports Ribot’s view that German pessimism originated in Kant’s philoso-
phy, from which all later speculative thought developed. According to Ri-
bot, Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason poses a dilemma: either remain within
the bounds of experience or attempt to transcend them through absolute
idealism. Since this attempt failed with Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, the
only option left was to abandon the idea of the absolute and accept that the
“thing-in-itself” is ultimately inaccessible to human knowledge. (bepuses
1899b, 78-79)

In his 1899 review of the Russian translation of Plato’s works by Vladi-
mir Solovyov, Berdyaev writes that idealism has always been connected with
Plato: “All the creators of idealistic systems—Dbe it Kant, Schopenhauer,
Hegel, or any other—have undoubtedly borrowed something from him.”
(bepmses 1899c¢, 88) Berdyaev emphasizes that from this point of view, Pla-
to has always proven to be exceptionally important for the study of the his-
tory of philosophy.

In 1900, Berdyaev published an article on Friedrich Albert Lange and
critical philosophy in relation to socialism in the Marxist journal Die Neue
Zeit, edited by Karl Kautsky. Still within the Marxist milieu, he sought to
connect Kant’s critique with Marxist theory. In this essay, Berdyaev reflects

-- SABJIAIOTCS YEM-TO MPOYHO YCTAHOBJICHHBIM, 3aKOHYECHHBIM, 4 HE IPOFOIDKAIOIIMM
pasBuBaThC’.”

“TTo cnosam Teremns, manp[umep], ‘chenarbcs CIMHOBMCTOM €CTh HAYATIO BCAKOTO
¢uocopcrBOBaHms: HEOOXOZUMO OKYHYTb Aymy B 95pup efuHON cybCTaHUuM, B
KOTOPOI pACTBOPEHO BCE, YTO O CHX ITOP CIUTATIOCH 34 HCTHHY.”

“Bee mocrpouteny upeanucTudeckux cucrem, Oyas to Kant, Illonenraysp, Terens uu
KTO-1100 JPyroit, 4To-HUOY/b [a I03aUMCTBOBAIIH y Hero.”
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on dialectics, idealism, and materialism, criticizing Marxist materialism yet
acknowledging its roots in the German philosophical tradition from Kant
to Hegel. He concludes that the future belongs to neither idealism nor ma-
terialism, but to a new, spiritual philosophy that transcends both. (Berdja-
jew, 1900, 207)

In his 1900 review of the book by university professor of philosophy A.
N. Gilyarov, Berdyaev observes that in Russia the intellectual movements of
Western Europe are often received with considerable delay and, one might
say, in an officially distorted form. He notes that university courses—both
in the history of philosophy and in the history of the philosophy of law—
devote only the final few hours to thinkers such as Hobbes, Montesquieu,
Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel. (bepases 1900a, 106-107)

Nikolai Berdyaev began his vast philosophical oeuvre with the book
Subjectivism and Individualism in Societal Philosophy (Cybsexmususm u
unousudyarusm 8 obmecmsenrori gurocoguu, 1901), a critical study of the
Russian publicist and sociologist Nikolai Konstantinovich Mikhailovsky.
Written at a time when Berdyaev was still close to Marxist circles, the work
already reveals clear signs of his philosophical departure from orthodox
Marxism. The book offers a critique of individualistic and subjectivist ten-
dencies in Western social philosophy, particularly those rooted in liberalism
and empiricism. Berdyaev examines the relationship between subjectivism,
morality, and social solidarity, arguing that a genuine understanding of so-
ciety cannot be grounded either in abstract individualism or in materialist
collectivism. Although he still employs Marxist terminology, the book al-
ready displays a spiritual dimension that would later define his thought —
the emphasis on freedom, personality, and the spiritual meaning of history.
Among other points, Berdyaev notes that Friedrich Engels, drawing on He-
gel’s philosophy, developed a remarkable doctrine of the unity of freedom
and necessity, describing the transition from necessity to freedom and assert-
ing that freedom is the recognition of necessity. This conception, popularized
in Russia by N. Beltov (the pseudonym of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin), became
the traditional Marxist interpretation of the relation between freedom and
necessity in the historical process. Berdyaev, however, takes issue with this
view: “We, however, are not adherents of Hegelianism nor of the philoso-
phy of dialectical materialism, and we believe that the views of Engels and

4(2) — December 2025
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Beltov, as well as the terminology they employ, contain serious epistemolog-
ical and, more broadly, philosophical shortcomings.” > (bepnses 2008, 151)

Berdyaev’s further departure from Marxism was marked by his participa-
tion in the renowned Russian philosophical collection Problems of Idealism
(I1pobaemot udearusma), which represented a turning point in the develop-
ment of Russian religious and philosophical thought at the beginning of
the twentieth century. Published in Moscow in 1902, the volume brought
together a young generation of Russian philosophers and intellectuals who
sought to overcome the limitations of positivism and materialism and to
renew philosophy as a discipline of idealism and spiritual values. Among the
contributors were Nikolai Berdyaev, Sergei Bulgakov, Semyon Frank, Pavel
Novgorodtsev, Bogdan Kistiakovsky, and others. Their essays were directed
toward a critique of positivism, empiricism, and Marxism, and a return to
the metaphysical and ethical dimensions of thought. Problems of Idealism
is often regarded as the manifesto of the “Russian religious-philosophical
renaissance”, an intellectual movement that profoundly shaped Russian
culture at the turn of the century and influenced many major philosophers,
including Berdyaev himself. His “apostasy”, like that of the so-called “le-
gal Marxists”, stemmed from a recognition of the necessity of a religious
and metaphysical foundation for the values of human freedom and digni-
ty. At this stage, Berdyaev turned toward metaphysics and gradually moved
away from positivism, ceasing, in the philosophical sense, to be a Marxist.
In his essay “The Ethical Problem in the Light of Philosophical Idealism”
(“Ornueckas npobiiema B cBete Ppumocodekoro uneanusma’), Berdyaev dis-
cusses the idea that the moral life of the individual is not an isolated one:
each person, when acting morally, becomes a channel through which the
universal moral order is realized. On the personal level, we do what is right;
yet on a deeper, metaphysical level, this is the manifestation of something
greater — the universal good or the world spirit. (Berdyaev 2003, 176) In
a footnote, he explains that this is, broadly speaking, Hegel’s metaphysics,
and in particular his philosophy of history, which, as Berdyaev writes, “in
essence has never been refuted”. He further notes that Kant offers no in-
dication of how the moral law can or must be realized in human life. By

“MbI He CTOPOHHMKH TerebAHCTBA U GHIOCOPHU AUATEKTUYECKOTO MATepPHAIU3Ma
U TIOJIaraeM, 9YTO B3IJIAABI JHIEIbCa M DesnbroBa M TepMUHONOTHA, K KOTOPOH OHU
IpUBEratoT, UMEIOT KPYIHbIE THOCEOTIOrHYECKUE U BOOOIe PUIOCOPCKUE HEJOCTATKH.
Benukue crpemmeHMA M TPajULMM TEPMAHCKOTO HJCATM3Ma B MapKCH3ME He
OCYILIECTBUIINCH, a orubiu, obopsamcs.”
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contrast, “Fichte and Hegel was a big step forward, for it advanced the ques-
tion about the realization of the moral good in history”. (Berdyaev 2003,
178) Berdyaev argues that raising this question leads toward a philosophy
of progress, which Kant had only superficially suggested. In this way, the
individual moral problem becomes a social problem. Nevertheless, the essay
as a whole shows that Berdyaev regarded Hegel’s conception of the ethical
principle—as the rational expression of the universal spirit—as one that re-
sults in an abstract and collectivist ethics, neglecting individual freedom and
moral responsibility. According to Berdyaev, Hegel’s dialectic, which seeks
the reconciliation of contradictions within the abstract mind, cannot en-
compass true freedom of will or the moral autonomy of the individual. This
perspective laid the groundwork for Berdyaev’s later philosophy, which em-
phasizes freedom, personal responsibility, and spiritual autonomy as the key
elements of ethical life.

During the transitional period from his Neo-Kantian and Marxist inter-
ests to religious and philosophical themes, Berdyaev wrote in 1903 a review
of Arthur Kenyon Rogers’s 4 Brief Introduction to Modern Philosophy. He
argued that Rogers discussed in greater detail only the systems of Kant and
Hegel, yet interpreted both incorrectly. Berdyaev notes that Rogers criticiz-
es Kant’s and Hegel’s philosophies for their alleged individualism, but at
the same time he recognizes that Rogers understands Hegel’s philosophy as
an unfolding of the meaning of individual experience through its successive
development. According to Berdyaev, such a reproach of “individualism”
toward Hegel is entirely misplaced, since the concept of the individual in
Hegel’s system appears only within the totality of the system itself, and nev-
er as an independent philosophical principle. (bepases 1903, 91-93)

In his 1903 essay “Critique of Historical Materialism”, Berdyaev devel-
ops his early critique of Hegel and Marx, arguing that both thinkers subor-
dinate freedom and personality to the “necessity of the historical process”.
Among other things, Berdyaev writes: “The monistic tendency of our cog-
nition with regard to the historical process can be satisfied only by a phi-
losophy of history, which is a part of metaphysics, not of scientific sociol-
ogy. And here idealism strongly asserts its rights. If Marx has contributed
much to sociology, then Hegel can contribute far more to the philosophy of
history. Only on the basis of metaphysical idealism can empirical diversity
be overcome and understood as the visible manifestation of a unified spir-
itual reality. But sociology must be positive and realistic, like every science,
and therefore historical materialism must abandon its monistic pretensions

DISTINCTIO 4(2) — December 2025
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— only then can valuable data for sociological science be drawn from this
doctrine.” (beppses 2002, 124-125)

In essence, Berdyaev here exposes the limitations of both Hegel and Marx:
Hegel is metaphysical, yet offers insight into the meaning of history; Marx is
more scientific, but when he aspires to metaphysics, he lapses into dogma.
Berdyaev’s aim is to establish a balance — science should remain empirical,
while metaphysics, or the philosophy of history, should address the spiritual
unity of reality.

In 1904, Berdyaev published his article “On the New Russian Idealism”
in the journal Bonpocer punocoduu # ncuxonoruu (Questions of Philosophy
and Psychology), one of the most prestigious Russian philosophical and sci-
entific periodicals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
journal served as a central forum for Russian academic philosophy and psy-
chology, featuring contributions from many leading thinkers such as Vlad-
imir Solovyov, Lev Lopatin, Sergei Bulgakov, Semyon Frank, and others.
Intellectually, it represented a synthesis of Russian idealism and scientific
inquiry, playing a crucial role in the religious-philosophical renaissance that
marked early twentieth-century Russian thought. “On the New Russian
Idealism” is one of Berdyaev’s key early essays, in which he articulates his
own philosophical position within the so-called “new Russian idealism”—a
circle of thinkers who sought to revive metaphysical thought in the spir-
it of freedom and spirituality, in opposition to positivism and Marxism.
Berdyaev argues that the fate of metaphysics, and indeed of philosophy as
a whole, depends on overcoming two strongholds: that of Kant and that of
Hegel—the former representing epistemological idealism, rationalistic de-
spite its critical intent, which pervades modern German philosophy; and the
latter representing absolute, abstract idealism, the culmination of Western
thought that has led it into a dead end. He insists that this path has been

10 “MomnucrryecKas TEH/EHIMs HALIETO [IO3HAHMS 110 OTHOUICHHUIO K HCTOPUYECKOMY
IIPOLIECCY VAOBIETBOPSETCS TOMBKO GuIocoPueis HMCTOPUM, KOTOpas, €CTh YacTh
MeTapUBHUKH, 4 He HAYIHOM corpronoruu. K TyT rpoMKo 3asBIsSeT CBOM IpaBa MACAIU3M.
Eciim Mapkec MHOTO jjast cOUMONIoruy, 1o it puiIocodpuu UCTOPUK ropaspo Gosbiie
moskeT aTh Leresn. Tompko Ha TOYBe METAPUBIYIECKOTO HAECATH3MA MOYKHO IIPEOTOTIETh
SMIIMPUYECKOE MHOrO0Opasye, MOXKHO MOHSATH €0 KaK BUJMMOE IPOSIBICHHE ¢UHOM
nyxoBHOM peanbHocTH6. Ho couponorus nomkHa ObITh MOSUTUBHA U PEAIMCTUYHS,
KaK M BCSKAas HAyKa, M IIOTOMY HMCTOPHYECKM MATEPUANM3M JJOIDKEH OTOPOCHTH
CBOM MOHMCTHYECKHE MPETEH3HMHU, TOTBKO TOTAA M3 3TOTO YYECHHS MOXKHO H3BIEYD
IIeHHBIE JaHHBIE It corponormdeckoit Hayku.” Huxomait BEPIAEB, “Kpurunxa
HCTOPHUYECKOTO MaTepHani3ma.”
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exhausted and that new directions must be sought: “The Hegelians, in their
efforts to find a substratum, that which truly is, and in their desire to escape
the stifling atmosphere of abstract concepts, have passed into materialism;
in this striving to find firm grounding in matter there was a deep inner log-
ic. Yet, for us, there is no place there.” ' (bepases 2002, 177)

Berdyaev maintains that original Russian philosophical thought has pro-
vided the deepest and most brilliant critique of Hegelianism and of ratio-
nalism in general. The new Russian idealism, as he conceives it, aspires to
a metaphysical realism, a concrete spiritualism, and a renewal of integral
experience, in which being is immediately given. He sees in this a seed from
which Russian philosophy will grow, destined to make its own contribution
to world culture. In this context, Berdyaev points out that Boris Nikola-
yevich Chicherin, the Russian philosopher and jurist, a follower of Hegel,
is not close to him, whereas Aleksei Stepanovich Khomyakov, philosopher
and poet, is. Berdyaev writes that Khomyakov “offered a brilliant and pro-
found critique of Hegelianism, a critique of rationalism—the original sin
of almost all European philosophy—and clearly recognized the necessity of
moving from abstract idealism, which turned being into nothingness, to
concrete spiritualism.”"* (beppstes 2002, 177) It is precisely these beginnings
of concrete spiritualism, according to Berdyaev, that make Khomyakov the
founder of an independent Russian philosophy—a thinker to whom Berdy-
aev would later devote several articles and an entire monograph.

In his 1904 article “A. S. Khomyakov as Philosopher” («A. C. Xomskos
KaK ¢uiocod» ), published in Mir Bozhiy, Berdyaev highlights Khomya-
kov’s critique of Hegel: “the root of Hegel’s general error lies in the error
of the entire school, which took reason as the whole of spirit. The entire
school failed to notice that, by taking the concept as the sole foundation
of all thought, it destroys the world: for the concept turns every reality
subordinated to it into pure, abstract possibility.” * (bepmses 2002, 219)

“TerebsHIBI B CBOUX MCKAHUSX CyDCTpaTa, MOAJIEKALIErO, CYIIEro, B XKeJIAHUH BBIATH
U3 yAYLUIMBOM aTMOCEpb! A0CTPAKTHBIX OHATHI [EPELUIM K MATEPHATU3MY, 1 B 9TOM
IIOIBITKE TBEPAO ONEPEThCs HA MaTepUIo Oblia 11yboKas BHyTpeHHss toruka. Ho Ham
TYT HEYETO JieaaTh.”

“.man  GuectsAmylo ¥ [IyDOKOMBICICHHYIO KPHUTHUKY —TI€IeIbSHCTBA, KPUTHKY
paLMOHATN3Ma, STOrO U3HAYATIBHOTO IPexa BCEM IIOYTH €BPOIEHCKOM ¢puiocodun, u
SICHO CO3HAJI HEOOXOMMOCTb TIEPEXOfa OT abCTPAKTHOTO HEATU3MA, [IPEBPALIABILIErO
ObITHE B HUYTO, K KOHKPETHOMY CIIAPUTYaIU3MY.”

“Kopens rxe 0b1weit oumbxu Teress neska B omubKe BCei IKOIbI, TPUHSABLIEH PACCY{OK
3a LIeI0CTh Ayxa. Best mikosra He saMeTHUIa, 9TO, IPUHNUMAS NIOHATHE 32 CAUHCTBCHHYIO
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Berdyaev credits Khomyakov with recognizing the dead end of rationalis-
tic and abstract thought, which transforms the world into a “shadow of a
shadow.” He agrees with Khomyakov that Hegelianism inevitably leads to
materialism, a process that actually unfolded within German philosophy
and revealed its inner crisis. Khomyakov, he writes, understood that the so-
called Hegelian school inherited only “the factory process of thinking and
terminological patterns,” while losing the true spirit of Hegel’s philosophy.
Berdyaev notes that the same struggle continues among the new Russian
idealists, who, like Khomyakov, sense the futility of rationalism in all its
forms: “The only difference is that we now criticize not so much Kant as
the Neo-Kantians, not so much Hegel as the Neo-Hegelians, and that we
have experienced an even greater number of disappointments.” ** (bepases
2002, 222) He sees in Khomyakov a forerunner of Solovyov’s “mystical per-
ception” and of later efforts to move beyond rationalism and empiricism:
“All German criticism, the entire philosophy of the Kantian school, has still
remained at the level on which Kant himself placed it.” Berdyaev concludes
with a warning that Russian thought must avoid repeating those paths that
end in desolation: “Such are the paths of rationalism — the path of Kan-
tianism, which inevitably leads to Hegelianism, and this, in turn, ends in
nothingness or in illusory matter.”" (beppses 2002, 223)

Kuno Fischer, the German philosopher and historian of philosophy, is
best known for his monumental Geschichte der neueren Philosophie, which
traces modern thought from Bacon and Descartes to Hegel. In 1905, Berdy-
aev reviewed Fischer’s work, focusing on his method of combining histori-
cal narrative with systematic idealism. He recognizes in Fischer a character-
istic expression of the German idealist tradition and especially underscores
the close connection between Hegel and Fischer. While admiring Fischer’s
erudition and coherence, Berdyaev criticizes his rationalistic interpretation
and argues that the history of philosophy must also convey the living, cre-
ative spirit that animates ideas. (beppses 1905a, 92-95)

In his 1905 review of Franz JodI's Ludwig Feuerbach: Sein Leben und seine
Lebhre, Berdyaev reflects on Feuerbach’s role as a transitional figure between

OCHOBY BCETO MBIIUICHUs, paspymiacT Mup: ub0 mOHATHE OobpaljaeT BCSIKYIO €My
TIO/UISKAILYIO ICHCTBUTEIBHOCTD B YMCTYIO, OTBJICYEHHYIO BOBMOYKHOCTD.”
" “PagHuua JMmb B TOM, YTO Mbl KPHTHUKyeM Temepb He crosnbko Kauta, ckombko
HEOKAHTUAHIIEB; HE CTOJIBKO Iereisi, CKOJIBKO HEOTEresIbsAHIEB, U INEPEKHIN Clle
GoJbIee KOMTMYECTBO Pa3ouapoBaHuil.”
15 “TaKoBBI yTH PALMOHATU3MA, Iy Th KAHTUAHCTBA, C POKOBOM HEU3OEKHOCTHIO BEy Mt

K I€reJIbAHCTBY, YITUPAIOIMEMYCS B HUYTO MJIHA IIPHU3PATHOC BCH.IECTBO.”
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German idealism—especially Hegel—and nineteenth-century materialism
and humanistic atheism. He sympathizes with Feuerbach’s affirmation of
human dignity but criticizes his reduction of humanity to mere biological
existence. For Berdyaev, Feuerbach was a symptom of his time rather than
a philosophical model. He stresses that Feuerbach’s thought can be under-
stood only in relation to Hegel’s system, though Berdyaev ultimately fol-
lows neither Hegel’s nor Feuerbach’s path. (bepnses 1905b, 132-134)

Not only in his literary but also in his organizational activities, Berdyaev
gradually distanced himself from the Marxist narrative and drew ever closer
to the philosophical and religious milieu. In 1904, he joined the editorial
board of the journal New Way (Hoswii nyms), which was one of the cen-
ters of the so-called religious-philosophical revival in early 20th-century Rus-
sia. The journal brought together thinkers who sought to unite Christian
spirituality with philosophical reflection, while simultaneously criticizing
positivism and Marxism, then dominant in intellectual circles. Within this
atmosphere, Berdyaev began to shape his fundamental ideas about freedom,
spirituality, and personality — concepts that would later define his philoso-
phy. From 1905, together with Sergei Bulgakov, he edited the journal Prob-
lems of Life (Bonpocwt scusnn), which deepened this line of religious and
philosophical inquiry. Although short-lived, the journal became an import-
ant center of the new Russian idealism and a vibrant forum for dialogue on
the relationship between faith, science, philosophy, and society, leaving a
lasting mark on the spiritual climate of pre-revolutionary Russia.

In the article “The Catechesis of Marxism” («Karexusuc mapkcrusmas ),
published in the journal Problems of Life in 1905, Berdyaev criticizes Marx-
ist dialectics, “which arose from Hegelian dialectics and bears its fatal im-
print.”* (bepases 2002, 267)

In his 1905 review, Berdyaev examines Avenarius and Lunacharsky’s at-
tempt to make his work accessible to a broader audience. He analyzes three
approaches to the synthesis of empiricism and idealism: Avenarius’s theory
of “pure experience,” Lunacharsky’s interpretation, and Holzapfel’s “pani-
dealism.” Berdyaev emphasizes that The Critique of Pure Experience impos-
es demands on the reader that are almost greater than those of Hegel’s Logic,
which helps explain why efforts emerged to render Avenarius’s teachings
more accessible and comprehensible to a wider readership. (beppses 1905¢,
110-112)

16 “MapKcucTCKas BUAIEKTUKA POIUIIACH OT JUATEKTUKU IereIbsSHCKON U HOCHT Ha cebe
€€ POKOBYIO IeyaTh.”
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Discussing S. N. Bulgakov’s 1907 pamphlet “Karl Marx as a Religious
Type”, Berdyaev observes: “Marx was a passionate rationalist, a materialist
rationalist, and in this he inherited much from Hegel; but he diminished
Hegel’s great reason, turning it into a small reason. The great aspirations
and traditions of German idealism were not realized in Marxism—they dis-
appeared, they were broken off.”" (bepmses 2008, 325) He explains that the
limit of rationalism reached by Hegel became the starting point of Marx-
ism, whose voluntarism remained imbued with faith in the rationality of the
material and social process. Berdyaev notes that what spiritually links Marx
to Hegel is the rationalistic schematization of history—the “logization” of
material life. Yet, as he writes, “in his philosophical spirit, Hegel stands many
heads above Marx—for in him one feels the breath of eternal idealism. But
the impasse of Hegelianism, which had lost its real substratum, found one
of its outlets in Marx’s pan-logical materialism” ."* (bepases 2008, 325)
Berdyaev concludes that Bulgakov was right to reject any attempt to estab-
lish a true continuity between Marx and Hegel.

In The New Religions Consciousness and Society (1907), Berdyaev adopts a
critical stance toward Marxism, viewing it as a form of rationalistic faith and
a distortion of Hegel’s approach. He writes: “Marxism believes in the logic
of matter, relies on the rationality of the development of material produc-
tive forces, materializes Hegel’s panlogism, but rejects the Logos, turning its
gaze away from the meaning of the world.” ' (bepases 1907, 90)

Reflecting on P. B. Struve’s Great Russia (1908), later included in The
Spiritual Crisis of the Intelligentsia (1910), Berdyaev notes that Struve’s an-
alytical and modern method is nevertheless inspired by Hegel’s deification
of the state as the expression of the Absolute Spirit. This Hegelian pathos,
he argues, leads Struve toward an apology for modern imperialism—an il-
lusion transparent to those who have spiritually overcome the temptation
of power. Berdyaev therefore asks: “Struve is, by his moral, philosophical,

17" “Mapxc 6bLI CTPACTHBIM PALMOHATUCTOM, MATEPUATHCTUYECKUM PALJMOHAINCTOM, U B

3TOM MHOTOE TToTy4m ot leresa, Ho ymamun Gombmoit pasym leress, npesparun ero B
Mastbli.”
8 “TIo ¢umocodpckomy cBoemy pnyxy lerenp MHOrmmu ronmosamu Bbime Mapkea, B
HEM YyBCTBYETCHA JbIXaHHE BEYHOrO HJEAINM3MA, HO OE3BICXOZHOCTH IEreIbAHCTBA,
IIOTEPSIBIIEIO PealbHbIl CybcTpar, Hamura cebe OFMH M3 HCXOHOB B MapPKCOBCKOM
IIAHJIOTHYECKOM MaTepramsme.”
1 “MapKcusM BEpHUT B JIOTMKY MATEPHM, IOJArACTCA HA PALMOHATIBHOCTb PASBUTHS
MAaTepPHAIbHBIX POU3BOJUTEIbHBIX CHJI, MATEPUATUSUPYET IereIeBCKUI ITAHIOTH3M, a

Jloroc orpurjaet, or CMbIC/Ia MEPa OTBOPAYMBACTCA.”
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and probably religious convictions, an extreme individualist, and it is very
unclear how he reconciles his individualistic faith with the Hegelian deifica-
tion of the state.” (beppses 1910, 122)

In the article “Philosophical Truth and the Justice of the Intelligentsia”,
originally published in 1909 in the collection Landmarks (Bexu), Berdy-
aev adopts a critical stance toward Hegel’s rationalism and abstract ideal-
ism, which he sees as the final yet exhausted stage of Western European
philosophy. In contrast, he regards Russian philosophy as more fruitful
and profound, since it aspires to concrete idealism, mystical ontology, and
the union of knowledge and faith. Berdyaev emphasizes: “But German ide-
alism stopped at the stage of ultimate abstraction and ultimate rationalism,
which Hegel brought to completion. Russian philosophers, beginning with
Khomyakov, sharply criticized Hegel’s abstract idealism and rationalism,
and turned not to empiricism, not to neo-criticism, but to concrete ideal-
ism, to ontological realism, to the mystical supplementation of the reason
of European philosophy, which had lost its living being.”* (bepnses 1910,
188) Incidentally, in the famous anthology Landmarks (Bexu), the Russian
intelligentsia was sharply criticized for its revolutionary political tendencies
and was called upon to reconsider its spiritual and philosophical orientation.
The publication sparked an intense public debate; within just a few months,
Landmarks went through five editions, and the warnings expressed in the
collection proved to mark a turning point in modern Russian intellectual
history.

Already in this period, the radical left wing of the Russian intelligentsia
— the increasingly powerful movement gathered around Lenin’s Zsk7z and
other socialist publications — completely rejected Nikolai Berdyaev and the
thinkers of the Russian spiritual renaissance. Lev Davidovich Bronstein,
better known as Leon Trotsky, had already in 1901, in his article “Two Lit-
erary Souls in the Power of the Metaphysical Devil” (“/IBe mucarensckue
Ay BO BacTu MeTadusmdeckoro becax»”), delivered a sharp and sarcastic

2 “CrpyBe 1O CBOUM MOPWILHO — (UIOCOPCKUM U, BEPOATHO, PEIUTHO3HBIM
yOOKACHMSM KPaMHUM MHIMBUYAINCT, U OYCHb HEACHO, KAK OH COCJHHACT CBOKO
MH/MBU/YUIMCTUYECKYIO BEPY C [ETeIEBCKUM 000rOTBOPEHIEM TOCYAApCTBa.”

* “Ho repMaHCKUl H[EAIN3M OCTAHOBWJICS HA CTAfMHM KpAMHEH OTBIEYCHHOCTH |

KPaHMHEro panuoHaIM3Ma, 3aBepuieHHoro lerenmem. Pycckue ¢umocodrl, HaumHas ¢

XOMAKOBA, JATIU OCTPYIO KPUTHKY OTBICYCHHOTO MACATH3MA U parjroHanusMa leresa

U TIEPEXORHUIN He K SMIMPU3MY, HE K HEOKPUTULIU3MY, 4 K KOHKPETHOMY HCaTU3MY,

K OHTOJIOTHYECKOMY PEan3My, K MUCTUYECKOMY BOCHOIHEHUIO Pa3yMa eBPOIEHCKOM

umocoduu, moTepssiIero xusoe burrue.”
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critique of the return to metaphysics and the “spiritual rebirth” of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia after its disillusionment with liberal positivism. Trotsky
mocked their attempt to rediscover “eternal truths” and “the meaning of
life” through metaphysical philosophy, viewing it as an intellectual escape
from reality and as a disguise for social passivity under the mask of moral
language. He portrayed Berdyaev as a self-proclaimed prophet of transcen-
dental consciousness, hiding behind lofty rhetoric to avoid responsibility
and real social engagement. The clearest expression of Trotsky’s disdain
for Berdyaev can be found in the following passage: “He projects his own
moral judgment onto the canvas of ‘transcendental ethical consciousness’
and presents himself not as an independent evaluator acting at his own
risk, but as a mere acolyte in the temple of objective truth.” * (Tpouxuit
1926b, 198) With this biting irony, Trotsky made it clear that he regarded
Berdyaev as a hypocritical idealist, who, instead of confronting real social
conflicts, fled into metaphysical abstractions and moral posturing. In his
later essay “The Idealistic Spectrum” (“Mpeanucriaeckas ramma”, 1903),
Trotsky attacks the contemporary Russian intelligentsia, which, instead of
engaging in social struggle, indulged in a “spiritual revival”. Philosophers
such as Berdyaev, Bulgakov, and Merezhkovsky were, for Trotsky, symbols
of reaction — figures who preached humility to the people while offering
the ruling classes justification in the form of “Christian theosophy”. He
was particularly scathing toward Berdyaev, whom he ridiculed as an idealist
proud to have “moved forward — in the direction of metaphysical idealism
and spiritualism”. Trotsky quotes Berdyaev’s own words: “Exactly like Mr.
Berdyaev, who teaches us that one must not surrender ‘one’s right to the
image and likeness of divinity’ for any goods of this world, nor for happi-
ness and satisfaction, nor for power and fame in life”. > (Tpouxwuit 1926a,
62) Trotsky uses this quotation with deliberate irony — as evidence that
Berdyaev’s “spirituality” was nothing more than an escape from reality. In
the conclusion of the essay, Trotsky mocks the entire idealist movement as
a “complete idealistic scale” that ultimately serves the social order: “This
is the full idealistic scale. [...] And the World Spirit looks down from the

2 “OH npoenupyer CBOI0 TMYHY0 MOPAIBHYIO OLICHKY Ha IIOJIOTHE “TPAHCLICHCHTATIBHOTO

9TUYECKOTO CO3HAHMS' W PEKOMeHAyeT cebsi IpM 5TOM He KaK JEHCTBYIOILIEro 3a
CBOU COOCTBEHHBII CYET M CTPAX OLEHIKKA, 4 KAK IIPOCTOTO HOCIYLIHUKA B XpaMe
00BEKTUBHOM UCTUHBL.”
# “Toub-B-TOYb, KaK 1 I. Bep/isieB, KOTOPBI YT HAC, YTO ‘CBOETO [IpaBa Ha 06pas 1 nogobue
GoskecTBa’ HEJIb3s1 YCTYIUTh HU 32 Kakue 671ara MUpa, HU 3a CYACTbE M JOBOJILCTBO, HU 32

BJIACTb U CJIABY B YKHM3HH.”
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temple upon the little, bewildered Mr. Berdyaev — and laughs ironically”.
* (Tpouxkwmit 1926a, 63) A few years later, Trotsky, speaking on behalf of
the Marxists, emphasized that mysticism was of no use to them, that they
refused to believe in “Kyev witches,” unlike Berdyaev. As he wrote: “Mr.
Berdyaev began from the lofty heights of mysticism, yet ended up believ-
ing in a witch — on her broomstick and with a tail — and now, together
with the civil servant Lebedev (do you remember him from Dostoevsky?),
he earnestly insists that disbelief in witches ‘is a French idea, a light-minded
idea’.”* (Tpouxkwuit 1926b, 279) Berdyaev and religious consciousness were
again the main targets of attack in Trotsky’s text “Aristotle and the Horolo-
gion” (“Apucrorens u gacocnos”). For Trotsky, the “intelligentsia mysti-
cism” to which Berdyaev belonged was the product of unfortunate histor-
ical circumstances, as he wrote: “Everything here is contrived, calculated,
deliberate. Their faith is individualistic, conditional, fragile, purely verbal
— entirely composed of aesthetic and philological combinations, Greek
quotations, literary allegories, and Nietzschean aphorisms”. * (Tpouxuit
1926b, 288) Vladimir Ilyich Lenin likewise regarded Berdyaev as a “liber-
al renegade” and an ideologist of bourgeois idealism who undermined the
Marxist worldview and compromised the revolutionary movement. In his
1909 article “Concerning Vekhi”, Lenin described the collection Land-
marks as an “encyclopaedia of liberal renegacy”, accusing its authors of: 1.
the struggle against the ideological principles of the whole world outlook
of Russian (and international) democracy; 2. repudiation and vilification
of the liberation movement of recent years; 3. an open proclamation of its
“flunkey” sentiments (and a corresponding “flunkey” policy) in relation to
the Octobrist bourgeoisie, the old regime and the entire old Russia in gen-
eral. (Lenin 1977, 124)

* “Ero omHa nonHas upeanucrmdeckas ramma. [...] A Beemmpnbii Jyx cMorpur Ha
MaJICHBKOTO, pacTepsiHHOTO T. bepausieBa — u uponudecku cmeercst.”

» “Bowu r. beppsieB Hayan ¢ GOJBUIMX MUCTHYECKHX BBICOT, 4 KOHYMJI BCE-TAKH BEPOIl

B BEJbMY — Ha IIOMeJIe U C XBOCTOM — U HbIHYE BMecTe ¢ YuHOBHUKOM JleOeseBbiM

(momumure, y JlocroeBckoro?) yOeXicHHO TBEPHHUT, 4TO HEBEPHE B BEAbMY <«eCTb

paHITy3CKas MBICIIb, €CTh JIETKAS MBICTTb.”

“3aech BCe HAAYMAaHO, PACCIUTAHO, YMBIUIIEHHO. 3/ieCh BEpa MHIAMBHJYATUCTHIHA,

YC/IOBHA, XPYIKa, CJIOBECHA, LECJIUKOM COCTOMUT M3 ICTCTUICCKUX U (PI/IJIOJ'IOFI/I‘IecKI/IX

26

KOMOMHALH, IPEYECKUX LIUTAT, INTEPATY PHBIX AIIETOPHI, HULIIEAHCKUX apOpH3MOB.”
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2. The Second Period (1910-1922)

The Philosophy of Freedom: An Essay in Christian Metaphysics
(Dunocopus ceob60dv.: Onvem xpucmuanckoii memagusuxu, 1911) is one of
Nikolai Berdyaev’s early yet seminal works. In this book, he for the first
time systematically presents his own philosophical position, which he
would continue to develop throughout his life — the idea of freedom as the
ontological foundation of being, more primordial even than God Himself.
For Berdyaev, freedom is not a socio-political concept but the primordial
element of existence, from which both the world and God arise. The work
is profoundly antideterministic, opposing every form of necessity and all
systems that constrain human spiritual and creative freedom. At the same
time, it is a work of Christian metaphysics, since freedom leads toward God
— not through dogmatic theology, but through inner, spiritual experience.
The Philosophy of Freedom is regarded as Berdyaev’s first truly original book:
before it, he had published collections of essays and collaborated in philo-
sophical anthologies, but this work represents his first systematic and inde-
pendently conceived philosophical treatise.

Berdyaev begins by asserting that philosophy is undergoing a deep cri-
sis — reflective thought has reached a dead end, and the creative power of
reason has dried up. Faith in philosophy has been shaken: “The last true be-
liever was Hegel, perhaps the greatest philosopher in the proper sense of the
word. In Hegelianism philosophy reached its self-deification — it was the
unprecedented arrogance of abstract, self-sufficient reason. Hegel was the
greatest and the last of the Gnostic rationalists. Instead of the living God,
Hegel worshipped his own philosophical gnosis, his abstract reason. And
when Hegel turned philosophy into an idol, philosophy was overthrown; it
tell lower than ever before in the history of human self-consciousness. Ma-
terialism was the Nemesis of Hegelianism, God’s punishment for the sin of
idolatry and self-deification.””(bepnses 1989, 17)

7 “Tlocnepuum nopMHHO Bepyiowmm Obin Terens, ObITh MOXKET, BeJMyaMmIKi 13
$u10coPpoB B COOCTBEHHOM CMBICIIE STOTO CJIOBA. B reresbsiHcTBe $primocodust pormwra
[0 CaMOODOIXKECTBIICHHSA, TErEJIbSHCTBO — HEBUJAHHASA TOPHBIHS OTBJICYEHHOTO
¢uocoerpyromero pasyma. Ieresnb GbuI BeIMYAMMIUM U OCIEAHUM M3 THOCTUKOB-
pauuonanuctToB. Bmecto sxusoro bora moxsonuica Ierens coemy duocopcxomy
THOBHCY, OTBJICICHHOMY CBOeMy pasyMmy. K mociie roro kak gpurocodus Obiia pesparieHa
Terenem B upout, purocodust Obina CBEPrHyTa, OHA MAJla TAK HU3KO, KAK HE I1ajjaJia elle
HUKOIJA B MCTOPUH YETOBEYECKOro camocosHanus. Matepuamuam 6su1 Hemesupoit
TeTesIbHCTRA, Dojkbell Kapoi 3a Ipex U0IOCOTBOPEHHA U UOIONIOKIOHEH .
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Berdyaev maintains that religion can exist without philosophy, but phi-
losophy cannot exist without religion. Philosophy, he writes, “needs religion
as nourishment, as the source of living water.” Religion is the vital founda-
tion of philosophy, for “religion feeds philosophy with real being.” Philos-
ophy, he continues, cannot aspire to total unity or self-sufficiency, as Hegel
claimed; rather, it must remain a partial and organically subordinate sphere.
Berdyaev also criticizes Vladimir Solovyov, arguing that he contributed to
the misunderstanding that a universal philosophical synthesis or philosoph-
ical attainment of unity might be possible — an idea that, in Berdyaev’s
view, reflects the lingering influence of Hegelianism in Solovyov’s thought.
(bepmses 1989, 20)

Berdyaev observes that concepts such as rational reality, rational freedom,
and rational personality are merely “phantoms of abstract, self-sufficient
thought”. Even German Idealism of the early nineteenth century — despite
its creative force — failed to address the essential problems of philosophy:
“Fichte and Hegel, as idealists and rationalists, denied reality; they recog-
nized freedom only superficially and illusorily, and in their ontology there
was no place for the concrete person.” (beppses 1989, 22) In pantheistic
idealism, he adds, “as in an ocean, both personality and freedom, as well as
concrete reality, are drowned.”

Following the Protestant Reformation, Berdyaev argues, the human per-
son felt separated from objective being, withdrawn into self-reflection and
losing contact with the “sap of being.” On this foundation, the entire Ger-
man philosophy developed: in Kant, it reached the height of subjective in-
trospection; in Hegel, it turned into “false, rationalistic objectivity”; and in
Schelling, it made an incomplete attempt to open itself toward the breadth
of the world soul. Protestantism, by severing its link with objective being,
“relocated man into the world of inner subjectivity and thus gave birth to an
ultimate, abstract spirituality”. Berdyaev concludes: “The pathos of Protes-
tantism is permeated with false spirituality”.”” (bepases 1989, 34)

He further claims that confidence in absolute science has been under-
mined, and that few any longer believe in abstract philosophy. Once again
he links this decline to Hegel: “Hegel was the last great Gnostic; he deified
philosophy and turned it into a religion. The collapse of Hegelianism, that

# “Quxre u Teresb MpeanUMCTHYECKU U PALMOHANMCTUYECKUA OTPULATH PEAbHOCTD,

yTBepyKAAIH cBOOO/Y JHUIIL [PUSPAYHO U HIIIO30PHO, B OHTOJIOTUH UX HE OCTAIOCH
MECTA 77151 KOHKPETHOM JTUIHOCTH.”

# “TTadoc mpoTecTaHTU3MA TIOJIOH JIO)KHOM JIyXOBHOCTH.”

STINC'T
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titanic arrogance of philosophy, was at the same time the crisis of abstract
philosophy — the downfall of rationalism. Rationalism limits experience
and opposes the divine reason. European thought has passed from the ab-
stract rationalism of Hegel’s type to materialism and empiricism, seeking
in ‘experience’ the lost living being. Yet in that experience, being cannot
be found. Materialism is the poorest form of ontology.” (bepases 1989,
67-68).

For Berdyaev, the dangers of psychologism and anthropologism threaten
only those unable to perform the act of self-renunciation, through which
a person unites himself with the universal reason. The Divine Logos, he
writes, lives and acts “only in the Church, in its mystical and universal or-
ganism”; outside the Church there is no catholicity, no great reason. Ger-
man Idealism, in his view, never penetrated this truth: though it exalted the
idea of universal reason, it still bore the seed of Protestant individualism.
“Even Hegel did not overcome anthropologism and psychologism, for his
Logos was not ecclesial — his path of philosophizing was rationalistic. Even
Schelling was too rational a Gnostic. Therefore, German Idealism, despite
its great significance, revealed the impotence of dialectical thought in its
final conclusions — it exposed the self-destruction of reason as a rational-
istic principle.”" (bepmses 1989, 74). In his critique of Hermann Cohen,
the Neo-Kantian philosopher, Berdyaev remarks that for Cohen, “scientific
vocation is being itself.” This, he argues, drives Neo-Kantianism back to-
ward Hegelianism, since “Hegel forever remains the model of demonic and
titanic rationalism.” ** (bepases 1989, 78)

30 “Teresp ObI MOCTHEHHUM BEJIMKMM THOCTHKOM; OH obororsopui  $unocoduio,
IPEBPATHI e¢ B penuruio. KpyireHue rereqbsHCTBA, STOM TUTAHHYIECKOH TOPABIHU
¢uocopuu, BbUIO BMECTE € TEM KPUBUCOM OTBJICYCHHOM GUIOCOPHH, HOPAKEHIEM
pauyonanusMa. PaMoHaINsM ¥ OrPaHUYUBAET OIIBIT, U IPOTUBUTCS DOXKECTBEHHOMY
pasymy. EBpomerickas MpICAb IEpelIa OT OTBJIECYEHHOro paruo Haamsma lerems x
MaTepUaIM3MY ¥ SMIMPHU3MY, UCKaJIA B «OIBITE>» yTepsiHHOE xuBoe Obitue. Ho B sTOM
«OIIbITE» HEJb3sl HAlTU ObITHsA. Marepuanusm ecrb camas HecoCTosTenbHas Gopma
oHTONOTUM.”

31 “Haxe Terenp He Npeofonesl aHTPONOJNOTM3MA ¥ ICUXOJOTU3MA, [OTOMY 4TO €ro

Jloroc He 6GbUI LEPKOBEH, €ro IyTh $UIOCOPCTBOBAHMUS OblI PALMOHATUCTHICCKHUIL.

Haxe IemnmuHr OBl CIUIIKOM PalMOHANBHBIM THOCTUKOM. I109TOMY repMaHcKuit

HJeATU3M, 3HAYCHUE KOTOPOrO OIPOMHO IIOKA3asl JIMIUb Oeccuiie AUaeKTUYeCKOM

MBICJTA B KOHEYHBIX €€ BIBOJAX, OH OOHAPYIKHJI CAMOPA3TIOKEHHE PasyMa KaK Hadara

PAI[FOHATHCTHIECKOTO.”

32 “Teresb ocTaeTCs HABEKU 0OPA3LIOM JIEMOHIUYECKOTO U TUTAHUYECKOTO PalHOHAIM3MA.”
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Berdyaev adds that rationalistic abstraction afflicts not only Descartes,
Spinoza, Leibniz, and Hegel, but equally Kant, Hume, and the entire criti-
cal philosophy. (bepases 1989, 100)

In his critique of Neo-Kantianism, Berdyaev writes: “Kant is great, and
his significance in the history of philosophical thought is immense — not
because he gave rise to Neo-Kantianism, but because he gave birth to the
philosophy of Fichte, Hegel, and Schelling.”** (Bepnses 1989, 101) He
then goes on to emphasize: “The ultimate limit of the inner development
of Kant’s philosophy is Hegel, not Cohen or Rickert.”** (bepnses 1989,
101) Berdyaev thus rejects the Neo-Kantian attempt to revive Kant’s crit-
ical philosophy in a purely epistemological or scientific sense. For him, the
true continuation of Kant’s legacy lies not in the formalism of the Marburg
or Baden schools, but in the creative, metaphysical expansion undertaken
by German Idealism—above all by Hegel, who represents the culmination,
though also the exhaustion, of that inner philosophical trajectory.

Berdyaev published his book Aleksei Stepanovich Khomyakov in 1912.
The work represents a kind of homage, but not in the form of a simple
apologetic or ideological treatise. Rather, it is a philosophical and spiritual
reinterpretation of Khomyakov and Slavophilism in the light of Berdyaev’s
own personalist and spiritual-existential thought. Although Berdyaev him-
self was not a Slavophile, he believed that the Slavophiles creatively trans-
formed, within the Russian national spirit, the intellectual movements that
had arisen at the heights of European and world culture. According to him,
they had, more successfully than the Westernizers, absorbed and reworked
European philosophy — “they passed through Schelling and Hegel, those
summits of contemporary European thought.”” (beppses 1912, 3) Berdy-
aev emphasizes that the main achievement of the Slavophiles did not consist
in their supposed independence from Western influences or in any exclusive
reliance on the Eastern tradition. Rather, it lay in the fact that they were the
first to approach Western ideas creatively and independently, and that they
“dared to enter the circulation of world cultural life”. He explains: “The
significance of the Slavophiles is not to be sought in the fact that they did

33 “KaHT BeJIMK, ¥ 3HAYCHUE €rO B UCTOPUK PUIIOCOPCKON MBICTH OIPOMHO HE [OTOMY,
YTO OH TIOPOJHJI HEOKAHTHAHCTBO, 4 II0TOMY, 4To nopopu ¢punocoduio Puxre, Teress
u lemmmnra.”

3 “IIpenenom nmyrpenHero passutus ¢puinocoduu Kanra ocraercst Terens, 1 ve Koren

w Puxxepr,...”

3 “..mpouum yepes IHemmunra u Teress — 9TU BepIIMHBI €BPOIENCKON MBICIM TOM

snoxu.”
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not wish to know of Hegel and Schelling, nor in the fact that they were
uninfluenced by them, but rather in that they sought creatively to rework
Hegel and Schelling, approached them independently, and thus spoke
their own word in the development of philosophical thought.” ** (bepases
1912, 3—4) Berdyaev therefore insists that one cannot deny the influence of
Schelling and Hegel on the Slavophiles, nor can one overlook that Slavoph-
ilism belonged to the worldwide ‘Romantic’ reaction at the beginning of
the nineteenth century against the rationalism of the eighteenth. Accord-
ing to Berdyaev, independent Russian philosophy begins with the critique
of Hegel’s abstract idealism and advances toward concrete idealism — the
original fruit of Russian thought. Overcoming Hegelianism, with its “ti-
tanic arrogance and titanic power of philosophy”, was the task undertaken
by Kireevsky and Khomyakov. For Berdyaev, the overcoming of Hegel also
meant overcoming every abstract and rationalistic philosophy, a challenge
addressed to the very spirit of Western culture. Khomyakov saw in Hegel
the spirit of Cushitism, a spirit that rejects free creativity: “Hegelianism is
the summit of the entire Western path of development, the final stage —
beyond it lies only an empty abyss”. ¥’(bepuses 1912, 117)

The collapse of Hegel’s philosophy, according to Khomyakov, signified a
crisis of philosophy itself. “The general error of the whole school, says Kho-
myakov, which appeared dimly in its founder Kant and was sharply revealed
in its completer Hegel, consists in having identified the ceaseless movement
of the concept in the subjective sense with the movement of reality itself.”**
(bepmses 1912, 118) The root of this error, according to Khomyakov, lies in
the misconception of the whole school that took reason to be the entirety
of spirit.

As Berdyaev explains Khomyakov’s view, when the concept is taken as the
sole foundation of thought, the world itself is destroyed: every reality sub-
jected to the concept is reduced to pure, abstract possibility. Khomyakov,

3¢ “3HaveHue CIaBAHOPUIIOB HY)KHO MCKATh HE B TOM, YTO OHU HE XOTeJIH 3HaTh leresst u

HlesumHra 1 He UCIBITAH Ha cebe X BIMSAHMSL, 4 B TOM, YTO OHU TBOPYECKH IIBITAIHCH
nepepaborars Teress u Hlenmnra, caMOCTOATEIBHO K HUM OTHECIIHCh U CKA3AJIM TEM
CBOE CJIOBO B PasBUTHH PHIOCOPCKOH MbICTH.”
37 “TeresIbstHCTBO — BEPUIMHA BCErO 3aaJHOTO IyTH DPa3BUTHS, HOCIEHHSS CTYIEHD,
manbiue — nycras besgHa.”
3% “O6man omubka Bcell MKOJBI, €€ HESCHO BBIAIOMANACA B €€ ocHoBaresne — Kaute u
Pe3Ko xapaKTepusyromas e€ JoBepInTesst — leresis, COCTOUT B TOM, YTO OHA IIOCTOSHHO
IPUHUMAET [BHIKEHUE [IOHSATS B IMYHOM IOHUMAHUHY 32 TOXKECTBEHHOE C JJBUYKECHIEM

CaMoil fieiicTBUTEIBHOCTH (BCeil peabHOCTH).”
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he adds, foretold the inevitable transition of Hegel’s abstract idealism into
materialism.

Hegel did not live to see the dialectical materialism of Marx, although it
was he himself who had engendered it. Khomyakov foresaw the emergence
of Marxism, in which ‘the factory process of Hegel’s mind’ would be pre-
served. The philosophical disgrace of dialectical materialism was the punish-
ment for the sins of rationalism.

Berdyaev here shows how Khomyakov and Kireevsky opened the first
genuinely Russian philosophical position, one that transcends the ratio-
nalism of the West; how they saw in Hegel the ultimate outcome of the
‘philosophy of reason’, which sought to construct the world from the con-
cept but in doing so lost living being; and how they anticipated material-
ism and Marxism as the inevitable consequences of Hegel’s unsubstantial
rationalism.

Kireevsky and Khomyakov understood that German idealist philosophy
was the product of Protestantism, that Kant represented one of the stag-
es in the development of Protestant apostasy, and that Hegel was the con-
summator of Protestant rationalism. According to Berdyaev and these two
Slavophiles, “this apostasy from the Church as ontological reality led to the
fragmentation of the integral life of the spirit, to the separation of ratio-
nal-logical thinking from integral reason”.”” (bepases 1912, 121)

Berdyaev also formulates the difference between Western and Russian
thought as he sees it: “Western thought, after the collapse of Hegelianism,
seeks being in matter, in sensibility, in positive science. Russian thought
seeks being in mystical perception, in religious experience”. ** (bepuses
1912, 123)

Berdyaev observes that in German rationalist philosophy, and in Hegel
in particular, Khomyakov found neither will nor freedom, for there exists
only static reason, not dynamic reason. Khomyakov’s voluntarism is not ir-
rational but spiritual and organic — in it, will and reason are one. The law
of love is the highest expression of volitional reason; in this way, Khomyakov
transforms metaphysics into spiritual ethics.

¥ “OrnageHre OT UEPKBH KaK SKMBOTO OPraHM3Ma, KAK OHTOJIOTHYECKON pPEasbHOCTH,

IIPUBEJIO K PACCEYEHHIO LIEIOCTHOM YKUBHH [yXa, K OTHAJACHUIO PACCYHOYHO-IOTUIECKOTO
MBIIITEHHA OT LIEJIOCTHOTO pasyma.”
0 “BamagHas MpICHb 1I0OCE KPYIIGHHs TIErebsAHCTBA MILIET Cyllee B MATEPUM, B
9yBCTBEHHOCTH, B IIOJIOXKHUTEIIBHOM HayKe. Pycckas MbIC/Ib HILIET Cyliiee B MUCTHIECKOM

BOCIIPUSATHH, B PETIUTHOSHOM OIIBITE.”
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Berdyaev concludes: “In the time of Khomyakov, creative thought stood
before the task of overcoming Kant and Hegel. Today, creative thought
stands before the task of overcoming Neo-Kantianism and Neo-Hegelian-
ism — gods of lesser stature, yet no less powerful”. *! (bepmses 1912, 141)

In The Meaning of the Creative Act (Cmoica msopuecmsa, 1916), Berdy-
aev develops his personalist and existential philosophy, arguing that creativ-
ity (msopuecmso) is the highest expression of human freedom and humani-
ty’s calling to participate in God’s act of creation. For Berdyaev, the human
being is not merely a creature, but also a creator — a co-creator with God;
it is precisely through free creative activity that man transcends necessity,
evil, and death. The work had a profound impact on Russian religious phi-
losophy and on existential thought of the twentieth century, and it contin-
ues to be regarded as a manifesto of spiritual freedom and human creative
responsibility. Berdyaev observes that the dream of modern philosophy is
to become a science — a goal shared by positivists and metaphysicians, ma-
terialists and critics alike: “Kant and Hegel, Comte and Spencer, Cohen and
Rickert, Wundt and Avenarius — all of them wish philosophy to be a sci-
ence, or at least to resemble one”.** (beppses 1989, 262)

He particularly criticizes Hegel’s philosophy, which, though different
from positivism, shares with it the same tendency to elevate philosophy
above man: “Hegel thought differently, yet he too believed that philosophy
was more real and more absolute than man himself. This philosophy that
kills man is an expression of the titanic arrogance of the philosopher — not
of man, but of the philosopher himself, and indeed of philosophy itself, of
philosophical knowledge as such”.** (bepases 1989, 287) In this, Berdyaev
perceives panlogism — the elevation of logic and its categories to the level of
absolute being. Yet he also acknowledges that one must recognize in Hegel
an enduring truth: for Hegel, knowledge is the development of being —
it is ontological. In Hegel’s system, idealism transforms itself into realism.

1 “Bo Bpemena XoMsAKOBa TBOPYECKAs MbIC/Ib CTOSLIA TIepey; 3afaucii npeogonenus Kanra

u Teress. Herne TBOpUecKas MBICIIb CTOUT mepef; 3ajadeil IPeoONeH s HEOKAHTUAHCTBA
1 HEOTETreIbIHCTBA, OOrOB MEHBIIEN BEJIMYMHDL, HO HE MEHEE BJIACTHBIX.”
# “Kanr u Ieress, Konr u Crencep, Koren u Pukkept, Bynar u Apenapuyc —Bce xo 1T,
uT00bl punocodus bbura Haykoil win Haykoobpasuoit. Ouitocodus BedHO 3aBUpyET
Hayke.”
# “Teresb O-UHOMY, HO TOXKE AyMaJl, 4TO GpUIOCOPUs peanbHee U abCOIOTHEE YeTOBEKa.
Ora yenoBekoybuiicTBeH Has GUIOCO(Hs €CTb NPOSBICHUE THUTAHUYECKON TOPAOCTH
¢unocoda, He yenoBeka, a punocoda, u gaxe He Gpuaoco Ppa, a camoit PpuocoPu,

caMoro GpuIoCcOPCKOro mosHa Hus.”
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Nevertheless, Berdyaev concludes: “Hegel’s great achievement lay in break-
ing with formal logic. In Hegel’s titanic attempt, philosophy reached its ul-
timate limit, and thereafter began its descent, its fall, the collapse of philos-
ophy.” * (bepnsies 1989, 287)

The Fate of Russia (Cydvba Poccin, 1918) was written in the aftermath of
the Russian Revolution and stands as both a philosophical and prophetic
reflection on the spiritual foundations and historical destiny of Russia. In
this work, Berdyaev interprets the revolution not merely as a political up-
heaval, but as a profound spiritual crisis of the Russian people — the out-
come of an inner rupture between spirit and matter, between freedom and
collective necessity. Instead of calling for a return to ideology or violence,
Berdyaev urges a spiritual renewal of Russia through the revival of the free
and creative spirit of Orthodoxy. The significance of this book lies in its
role in laying the groundwork for Berdyaev’s philosophy of Russian mes-
sianism — his vision of Russia as a nation with a special spiritual mission,
yet also as a nation crucified between East and West. In this work, Berdyaev
also reflects on a distinctive aspect of the German spirit, which, in its deep-
est essence, strives to recreate the world anew from within itself: the true,
profound German always seeks, after rejecting the world as something dog-
matically imposed and critically unexamined, to recreate it anew out of him-
self — out of his own spirit, will, and feeling. According to Berdyaev, this
tendency of the German mind first took shape in the mysticism of Meister
Eckhart, continued through Luther and Protestantism, and found its most
powerful philosophical expression in the great German idealism — in Kant
and Fichte, and, in a different way, in Hegel and Eduard von Hartmann.
(bepmses 1918, 169)

During the same period, Berdyaev compiled a collection of essays titled
The Spiritual Foundations of the Russian Revolution: Essays from 1917-
1918 ([lyxoBHbie ocHOBBbI pycckoit peomonuu. Onsrrer 1917-1918 rr.).
The work was written immediately after the October Revolution, between
1917 and 1918. It was most likely never officially published as a public edi-
tion due to political circumstances and censorship, and is known primarily
from manuscript and archival sources. Some parts of the text were later in-
corporated into Berdyaev’s subsequent works. In bibliographies, this col-
lection is listed as a series of essays written in 1917-1918, which already

# “Benukas saciyra Ieresst —ero paspbiB ¢ pOpPMabHOL JIOTHKOM. B Tu TaHmdeckoi
nonsiTke leress dpumocopus gocruraer npe JebHON TOYKHU, U IOCIIE STOIO HAYMHAETCA
CIyCK, mafieHue, Kpax punocodpun.”
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reveal the central themes that would come to define Berdyaev’s mature phi-
losophy — namely, the spiritual, religious, and moral roots of revolution.
In these writings, Berdyaev seeks to interpret the Russian Revolution not
merely as a political event, but as a spiritual phenomenon. He argues that
the revolution was not only the result of social injustice, but also the conse-
quence of the spiritual illness of the Russian intelligentsia, which had reject-
ed God and absolute values. For Berdyaev, the revolution signified a spiritu-
al catastrophe — the perversion of freedom into destruction. The Russian
people, he claims, did not find liberation in the revolution, but rather a new
kind of bondage — material and collectivist. The collection represents a
spiritual and philosophical continuation of The Fate of Russia (1918) and a
precursor to the anthology From the Depths (1918), sharing with them both
the tone of self-criticism of the Russian intelligentsia and the tragic reflec-
tion on the meaning of revolution. The Spiritual Foundations of the Russian
Revolution thus marks Berdyaev’s first attempt at a religious-philosophical
interpretation of revolution, a theme that would later become central to his
thought in exile.

The essays clearly reveal Berdyaev’s intellectual transformation — from
a social philosopher to a religious existentialist. In one of them, discussing
socialism within the context of the Russian Revolution, Berdyaev writes:
“The Marxist theory of collapse (Zusammenbruchstheorie) was constructed
according to the Hegelian dialectical scheme. Yet this theory still showed
more respect for the fact of social evolution than did Mr. Lenin and most
Russian Social Democrats, who essentially combine old Russian popu-
lism with old Russian rebelliousness”.* (bepases 1998, 26-27) The term
“Zusammenbruchstheorie” (German for theory of collapse) refers to the
Marxist idea that the capitalist system will inevitably undergo internal eco-
nomic breakdown due to its own inherent contradictions.

The anthology From the Depths (H3 2aybunue), published in 1918 in Mos-
cow, was a collective work of Russian religious philosophers who sought
to provide a spiritual and moral interpretation of the catastrophe of the
Russian Revolution. Among its contributors were Nikolai Berdyaev, Sergei
Bulgakov, Semyon Frank, Georgy Florovsky, and others. The collection was

# “Mapkcucrckas  Zusammenbruchstheorie  Obi1a  mOCTpOEHa O reresIeBCKOM
muaneKTryeckoit cxeme. Ho B 9Toi1 Teopuu 6bUI0 Bee-Taky GosblIe yBaKeHNs K GaKTy
COLIMATIBHOM 9BOJIOLMH, 4eM y T. JIeH!Ha 1 GOJIbIIEel 1aCTH PYCCKUX COLMAT-IEMOKPATOB,
KOTOPBIE B CYWHOCTU COCAUHAIOT CTAPOE PYCCKOE HAPOZHUIECTBO CO CTAPBIM PYCCKUM
GynrapcToM.”
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conceived as a “cry from the spiritual depths” — an attempt to discover the
deeper meaning of the Revolution as a spiritual crisis of the Russian people
and of civilization itself. Shortly after its publication, however, the book was
banned. The Bolsheviks regarded it as a reactionary and counterrevolution-
ary work, since its authors criticized the spirit of the Revolution — its athe-
ism, violence, and moral disintegration accompanying the revolutionary up-
heaval. In this anthology, published in 1918, Berdyaev contributed an essay
titled “The Spirits of the Russian Revolution” ([yxu pyccxoii pesorroyun’),
though in this particular article he does not refer to Hegel.

In his last article before exile, published in the anthology Oswald Spen-
gler and the Decline of Europe (Ocsanvd LInenzaep u saxam Esponst, 1922),
Nikolai Berdyaev employs the figure of Faust — the symbol of Western
man — to convey the spiritual crisis of European culture in the aftermath
of the First World War. For Berdyaev, Spengler’s diagnosis of the decline
of the West is merely a symptom of the end of an era. According to Berdy-
aev, culture is no longer a living spiritual reality, but rather “a flower that
has already withered”. The “Faustian soul”, which for centuries had sought
infinity and creation, has lost the light of the Logos and the Christian sun
— it has lost its religious foundation. Spengler, Berdyaev observes, senses
this deeply, yet he perceives only the downfall and the inevitability of cul-
tural death, not the possibility of its transformation into a new spiritual
reality. Berdyaev acknowledges Spengler’s great intuition and genius in dis-
cerning the crisis, but nevertheless calls him a “blind man”: Spengler sees
decadence, but not the spiritual light that might overcome decline. In this
context, Berdyaev compares him to Hegel, who still possessed a Christian
philosophy of history, one imbued with a sense of purpose and a conscious
subject of history, whereas Spengler is already immersed in a civilization
without God: “Hegel still had a Christian philosophy of history — in his
own way no less Christian than the philosophy of history of Blessed Augus-
tine. It recognizes a single subject of history and the meaning of history. It
is wholly permeated with the reflection of the Christian sun. Spengler no
longer possesses these reflections. Hegel belongs to a culture that has a reli-
gious foundation; Spengler already feels himself to be part of a civilization
that has lost its religious foundation.” * (bepases 1922, 32) The essay “The

% Y Terens Obiaa eme xpucThaHcKas $uiocodust UCTOPHH, B CBOEM pOjie HE MeHee
XpHUCTHAHCKAs, 4eM putocodpust ucropun bi. Asrycruna. OHa 3Haer efuHbI CyObeKT
ucTopuu M cMbIcT uctopur. OHa BCSA CBETHTCA OTCBETOM XPHCTHAHCKOTO COJHIA.
VY Hlnenrnepa HeT y»ke 9TUX OTCBETOB. leresb MPUHAIOKHUT KYJIBType, MMEIOICH
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Deathbed Thoughts of Faust” is not only a critique of Spengler, but also
Berdyaev’s own philosophical meditation on the end of an epoch and the
need for Europe’s spiritual resurrection. The article holds multiple layers of
significance: in it, Berdyaev simultaneously anticipates his later existential
and spiritual pessimism while affirming faith in the possibility of metaphys-
ical renewal, articulates his fundamental conviction that a culture without
a religious foundation is doomed to perish, and at the same time marks the
transition between his Russian and émigré phases, having been written im-
mediately before his expulsion in 1922.

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, Berdyaev had al-
ready become suspect to the left-wing intellectual circles gathered around
Lenin, who regarded him as a renegade from Marxism and an ideological
adversary. After 1917, the conflict with the Bolshevik regime became in-
evitable. In 1922, the Soviet authorities carried out one of the most no-
torious ideological expulsions in modern Russian history — the so-called
“philosophers’ ship” (Dusocogpcxusi napoxod). Acting on Lenin’s direct or-
ders, more than a hundred Russian philosophers, theologians, and scientists
were deported from the country for their “hostility to Soviet power”. This
event was not merely a political act, but a symbolic end of an entire epoch
of Russian spiritual culture — a time when philosophy still believed in the
possibility of free and creative thought. Berdyaev’s exile marked the con-
clusion of the period characterized by his critical dialogue with Hegel and
Marxism, and the beginning of a new, existential-personalist phase of his
thought. In a letter to the Politburo in the spring of 1922, Lenin demanded
ruthless measures against “reactionary professors and intellectuals”, calling
for their deportation as a preventive step. (Gregory 2008, 84) The operation
was executed by GPU* leaders Felix Dzerzhinsky and Lev Kamenev, while
Leon Trotsky cynically referred to the act as an expression of “far-sighted
humanity”: “Those elements whom we are sending or will send (abroad)
are politically worthless in themselves. But they are potential weapons in the
hands of our possible enemies. In the event of new military complications

penuruosHyio octosy, [Ilnermiep dyBcrByer cebst yoke HepeleuM B LBUIM3ALIUIO,
YTEPABILYIO PEJTUTHO3HYIO OCHOBY.”

# GPU (State Political Directorate, TocysapcrBesHOe monuTHdeckoe yIpasieHue) —
formed in 1922 as as the Main Political Directorate under the NKVD of the Russian
SESR. The successor to the Cheka (Beepoccusicxas upesswnatinas xomuccns), the GPU
was the main Soviet security agency in the early years of the Bolshevik regime, overseeing
censorship, surveillance, and the deportation of intellectuals on the so-called “philoso-

phers’ ship”.

4(2) — December 2025

107



108

Ivan Culo

— and these, despite all our love of peace, are not ruled out — all these un-
reconciled and incorrigible elements will turn into military-political agents
of the enemy. And we will be forced to shoot them according to the regula-
tions of war. This is why we prefer in a peaceful period to send them away
in good time. And I hope that you won't refuse to accept our far-sighted
humanity and will take it upon yourself to defend it in the face of public
opinion”. (Chamberlain, 2008, 121) Two ships, Oberbiirgermeister Haken
and Preussen, carried from Petrograd to Stettin more than 160 intellectu-
als, among them Nikolai Berdyaev, Sergei Bulgakov, Semyon Frank, Ivan
Ilyin, and Pitirim Sorokin. The official Soviet announcement declared that
“counterrevolutionary elements” had been expelled, but the true purpose
was the elimination of all forms of independent thought. The expulsion of
1922 thus marked the culmination of a long ideological conflict. Berdyaev
— whose philosophy of spiritual freedom and personal responsibility was
irreconcilable with Marxist materialism — was sent into exile in Germany.
In emigration he became a central figure of the Russian religious diaspora,
and his works profoundly influenced twentieth-century European philoso-
phy. The “philosophers’ ship” became a lasting symbol of the Soviet perse-
cution of free thought — the moment when Russia lost many of its most
gifted minds, and ideological orthodoxy replaced intellectual freedom.

Lenin, on the other hand, valued Hegel as a great dialectician, but ac-
cepted him only partially — he adopted Hegel’s method while rejecting his
spiritual content. In the Philosophical Notebooks he wrote that “without un-
derstanding Hegel’s logic, one cannot understand Marx’s Capital”, (Lenin,
1976, 180) yet he transformed idealist dialectics into materialist dialectics.
In the Soviet Russia of the 1920s, any form of idealism was branded a bour-
geois deviation, and philosophers who spoke of “spirit” or “the absolute”
were silenced or exiled. Given that Berdyaev, as a spiritual heir to Hegel,
was among those deported on the “philosophers’ ship”, one might say that
Hegel himself, had he lived in Soviet Russia, would have been condemned
as a reactionary idealist and shared Berdyaev’s fate.

Trotsky’s disdain for Berdyaev persisted even after his own expulsion
from the Soviet Union. In his work “Their Morals and Ours” (1938), he of-
fered an illustrative and revealing passage about his perception of Berdyaev
and Hegel:

“At the end of the last century in Russia there arose a whole school of
‘Marxists’ (Struve, Berdyaev, Bulgakov, and others) who wished to supple-
ment the teachings of Marx with a self-sufficient, that is, supra-class moral
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principle. These people began, of course, with Kant and the categorical
imperative. But how did they end? Struve is now a retired minister of the
Crimean baron Wrangel, and a faithful son of the church; Bulgakov is an
orthodox priest; Berdyaev expounds the Apocalypse in sundry languages.
These metamorphoses which seem so unexpected at first glance are not at
all explained by the ‘Slavic soul” — Struve has a German soul - but by the
sweep of the social struggle in Russia. The fundamental trend of this meta-
morphosis is essentially international.

Classical philosophic idealism in so far as it aimed in its time to secularize
morality, that s, to free it from religious sanction, represented a tremendous
step forward (Hegel). But having torn from heaven, moral philosophy had
to find earthly roots. To discover these roots was one of the tasks of materi-
alism. After Shaftesbury came Darwin, after Hegel — Marx. To appeal now
to eternal moral truths signifies attempting to turn the wheels backward.
Philosophic idealism is only a stage: from religion to materialism, or, con-
trariwise, from materialism to religion”. (Trotsky, 1938, 164)

This passage reveals Trotsky’s fundamental misunderstanding — and
simplification — of both Berdyaev and Hegel. Trotsky presents Berdyaev,
along with Struve and Bulgakov, as an example of the “decadent intellectu-
al” who began with Marxism and ended in religion. He explains this not
as a matter of philosophical development but as a result of class struggle
and social transformation. Yet Berdyaev did not abandon Marxism out of
“class opportunism”, as Trotsky suggests, but from a deep spiritual and phil-
osophical critique of Marxist determinism and materialism. Throughout
his life, Berdyaev insisted on the primacy of spiritual freedom, creativity,
and personal responsibility — values he believed were suffocated by Marx-
ist notions of historical necessity. Trotsky’s reading thus reduces Berdyaev’s
thought to a sociological symptom, ignoring its inner philosophical log-
ic. Likewise, his interpretation of Hegel is crudely materialist: Hegel, for
Trotsky, represents merely an intermediate stage between religion and ma-
terialism — the philosopher who “secularized” morality and prepared the
way for Marx. This is, however, a vulgar oversimplification. Hegel’s phi-
losophy was not a “secularized idealism” awaiting its Marxist inversion. For
Hegel, Sittlichkeit (ethical life) was not an alienated remnant of religion but
the concrete self-consciousness of freedom realized in history — something
that depends neither on transcendence nor on “material roots” in Trotsky’s
sense. Trotsky, like many Marxists of his time, reads Hegel teleologically —
as a prelude to Marx, rather than as a philosopher in his own right. In doing
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s0, he misses the deeper meaning of Hegel’s concept of freedom and ethi-
cal life. His text is therefore not a philosophical analysis but an ideological
pampbhlet, seeking to prove that any moral philosophy not grounded in class
struggle must inevitably end in religion. Within such a framework, there is
no space for genuine understanding of either Hegel or Berdyaev.

Ironically, the very logic of revolutionary “purity” with which Trotsky
once justified the expulsion of Berdyaev was later turned against him. Jo-
seph Stalin merely carried to its extreme the idea Trotsky himself had the-
orized — that every opposition constitutes betrayal and must be physically
eliminated. In that sense, Berdyaev and Trotsky can be seen as two figures
within the same tragic drama: Berdyaev as the victim of the revolution from
without, for rejecting its ideology, and Trotsky as its victim from within,
for trying to reform and save it from its own degeneration. Trotsky’s end —
exile, isolation, and assassination — stands as a grim symbol of the revolu-
tion’s self-destruction, the tragic moment when the revolution, like Kronos,
devours its own prophets.

Conclusion

The development of Nikolai Berdyaev’s thought from 1898 to 1922 can
be understood as an extended and evolving dialogue with Hegel — one that
moves from initial intellectual proximity to conscious transcendence. For
Berdyaev, Hegel was never merely a historical figure; he represented the cul-
mination of the Western philosophical spirit — rational, systematic, and
confident in its ability to comprehend the totality of being through reason.
In confronting Hegel, Berdyaev was in fact grappling with the entire legacy
of European rationalism, asking whether philosophy could continue to ex-
ist after the exhaustion of the Hegelian system.

In his early period, Berdyaev still worked within the horizon of German
Idealism. He acknowledged the grandeur and historical importance of He-
gel’s metaphysical synthesis, while already perceiving in it a fundamental
danger: the subordination of freedom and personality to the logic of neces-
sity. This initial criticism would become the cornerstone of his later philos-
ophy. As his thinking matured — through works such as Subjectivism and
Individualism in the Philosophy of Society (1901), his contribution to Prob-
lems of Idealism (1902), and The Philosophy of Freedom (1911) — Berdy-
aev’s relationship to Hegel evolved from critique to transformation. He no
longer opposed Hegel from outside, but sought to reconfigure his dialectic

~
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from within. The Hegelian movement of Spirit, aimed at the reconciliation
of opposites in an all-encompassing Absolute, is reinterpreted by Berdyaev
as the creative drama of freedom — a process open to transcendence, with-
out the closure of synthesis or the determinism of necessity.

In The Meaning of the Creative Act (1916), Berdyaev gives this transfor-
mation its full metaphysical articulation. There, Hegel becomes the emblem
of philosophy’s “titanic pride” — the attempt to grasp God through pure
reason and to make the human spirit subordinate to thought itself. Yet, par-
adoxically, Berdyaev also sees in Hegel the last philosopher of faith: “the last
true believer,” as he calls him, for whom philosophy still reflected the light
of the Christian Logos. It is precisely this duality that gives Berdyaev’s read-
ing of Hegel its depth — admiration for his creative power, and at the same
time a recognition that the Hegelian synthesis marked both the summit and
the exhaustion of Western rationalism. Beyond that summit, Berdyaev sees
the necessity of a new, spiritual epoch grounded not in logic, but in freedom
and creativity.

In his later pre-exilic writings — especially The Fate of Russia (1918) and
“The Deathbed Thoughts of Faust” (1922) — Hegel reappears less as a sys-
tematic thinker than as a symbol of the dying rational culture of Europe.
Berdyaev reads the crisis of European civilization after the Great War as
the visible consequence of Hegel’s inner collapse: reason, once illuminated
by faith, has turned into an autonomous and lifeless force. “Culture”, he
writes, “has become a flower already withered”. Yet unlike Spengler, who
sees only decline, Berdyaev discerns the possibility of renewal — the rebirth
of spirit through freedom and creativity. The end of the Hegelian epoch
thus becomes, for him, the beginning of a metaphysical awakening.

Berdyaev’s engagement with Hegel, therefore, is not a simple rejection,
but a profound transfiguration. He preserves Hegel’s dynamic vision of be-
coming, yet liberates it from the impersonal logic of the Absolute. What
in Hegel was the dialectic of Spirit becomes, in Berdyaev, the dialectic of
Freedom. The goal is no longer reconciliation within the Idea, but the af-
firmation of the personal, creative act as the highest expression of being. In
this transformation, Berdyaev turns the metaphysics of the Absolute into
a metaphysics of the person, replacing necessity with freedom and system
with life.

Thus, the philosophical journey that began within the confines of Hege-
lian idealism culminates in a vision that moves beyond it. For Berdyaev, He-
gel marks both the end of one era and the threshold of another. The collapse
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of rational totality opens the path toward a personalist metaphysics — one
that finds unity not in abstract reason, but in living spirit, freedom, and
divine-human creativity. In this sense, Berdyaev’s early engagement with
Hegel anticipates his mature Christian existentialism: a philosophy that
transforms the dialectic of history into the drama of freedom and reaffirms
the human vocation to co-create the world with God. Thus, Berdyaev’s ex-
ile in 1922 marked not only his physical departure from Russia, but also
the metaphysical closure of the Hegelian age and the birth of his existential
personalism.
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