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In memory of our friend and colleague,
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—a Socratic life

∵

��(##�������#�!�� �����$!"����%��"(� ��������	
�����
�!' �!������"!���"�����!���������������	��
���

&����"�������##



��(##�������#�!�� �����$!"����%��"(� ��������	
�����
�!' �!������"!���"�����!���������������	��
���

&����"�������##



Contents

Foreword ix
Acknowledgements xii
Notes on Contributors xv
Note on Transliteration xx

Introduction 1
Alyssa DeBlasio and Victoria Juharyan

1 Socrates in the Philosophy and Intellectual Culture of the Russian
Enlightenment 17

Tatiana Artemyeva

2 The Poet Hryhory Skovoroda: Knowledge as a Process 39
Erica Camisa Morale

3 Elenchus from Other Shores: Alexander Herzen’s Dialogue in
Absentia 63

Arpi Movsesian

4 Writing the Russian Socrates: Dostoevsky, Skovoroda, and theWorld of
The Brothers Karamazov 83

Brian Armstrong

5 A Symposium with Vasily Rozanov 104
Irina Erman

6 Anti-Socratic Attitudes in Russian “Nietzscheanism” 124
Andrea Oppo

7 Gustav Shpet and the Greek Renaissance of Russian Thought 147
Liisa Bourgeot

8 “Skovoroda’sWay” in the Russian Symbolist and Post-Symbolist
Tradition 167

Vadim Besprozvany

��(##�������#�!�� �����$!"����%��"(� ��������	
�����
�!' �!������"!���"�����!���������������	��
���

&����"�������##



viii Contents

9 Between a Satyr and an Eccentric: Nikolai Bugaev as a Russian Socrates
in Andrei Bely’s Works 196

Daria Solodkaia

10 Conversations with Socrates: The Image of Socrates in Russian and
Soviet Philosophical Literature 218

Olga Lyanda-Geller

11 The Fear of theWord: Socratic Subtext in the Yershalaim Chapters of
Mikhail Bulgakov’sMaster andMargarita 239

Ksenia Radchenko

12 Maieutics for Socialist Children: Nikolai Nosov’s Neznaika and the
Epistemology of Know-Nothingness 259

Denis Saltykov

13 Socrates as Symbol: Alexander Herzen, Merab Mamardashvili, and
Alexander Pushkin 281

Alyssa DeBlasio

Socratic Texts

14 Socrates the Greek Teacher [1885] 303
Leo Tolstoy and Aleksandra Kalmykova
Translated by Victoria Juharyan and Alyssa DeBlasio

15 Grigory S. Skovoroda [1907] 319
Leo Tolstoy
Translated by Victoria Juharyan

16 All-Divergence: The Teachings of Iakov Abramov as Interpreted by His
Disciples [1984–1986] 327

Mikhail Epstein
Translated by AnesaMiller

Index 367

��(##�������#�!�� �����$!"����%��"(� ��������	
�����
�!' �!������"!���"�����!���������������	��
���

&����"�������##



Foreword

Few figures stand more at philosophy’s crucial intersections with life, literat-
ure, politics, and history than Socrates. Perhaps for that reason the image of
Socrates has been the subject of constant contestation and reinterpretation
across cultures and generations—from the ancient versions of Socrates in the
writings of Plato, Xenophon, and the Hellenistic schools to the Socrateses of
Nietzsche and Foucault.

Yet in both Anglo-American and Western Continental European philo-
sophy, there is still a limited palette of such images known to most philo-
sophical readers. That Socrates has been for more than two hundred years
the subject of intense Russian reimaginations—in biographies, dialogues, and
literary and philosophical texts—is unexplored territory for many readers.

It is precisely this uncharted territory that the editors of this volume have
begun to open up for English-language readers, with a series of explorations
of Socrates’ presence in writers as diverse as Herzen, Pushkin, Tolstoy, Dosto-
evsky, and Bulgakov, and in writings that—much as Aristotle claimed for the
mimetic abilities of Plato’s dialogues—push against existing genre boundaries
and open new literary possibilities.

What lies philosophically behind the appeal of Socrates for these Russian
writers? To begin with, there is the remarkable immediacy Socrates’ image
has for many readers who take up his question of how to live one’s life, if an
unexamined life is not worth living. This was, as Pierre Hadot’s work has sug-
gested, the crucial question animating ancient philosophy, especially among
the Hellenistic schools, and one that led to various forms of practice or askēsis
that appropriated Socrates in different ways. Socrates became in this context,
for example, not simply a master of specific modes of elenctic search but an
almost unapproachable pattern or model of life who could inspire the practice
of daily lives (witness Epictetus the Stoic reminding his readers that “death is
nothing dreadful… or else it would have appeared dreadful to Socrates”).

In the Russian context, the immediacy of Socrates’ appeal for living one’s
own life can be seen above all in the enduring figure of Gregory Skovoroda
(1722–1794). As Alyssa DeBlasio and Victoria Juharyan point out in their edit-
ors’ introduction, Skovoroda saw that while there were many aspirants to be

1 Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, ed. Arnold I. Davidson, trans. Michael Chase
(Malden, MA:Wiley-Blackwell, 1995).

2 Epictetus, The Handbook (The Encheiridion), trans. Nicholas P. White (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1983), 5:13.
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x Foreword

Russian Platos, Aristotles, Zenos, and Epicuruses, all of these later figures must
be seen as stemming from Socrates in the first place, just as a chick grows from
the yolk of an egg.

This immediacy is not simply a matter of private life, but intersects inev-
itably with larger historical currents. As Olga Lyanda-Geller notes in chapter
ten, the power of this appeal for a figure like Konstantin Sotonin is direct in
the sense that Socrates allows a reader to overleap intervening years of philo-
sophical tradition and interpretation: it is Socrates—and only Socrates—who
“is fit for today” and can thus “decisively cross out in the book of history of
philosophy the twenty-three centuries of idealistic drivel from Plato to the
mid-nineteenth century…”

The social and political importance of Socrates in the context of such
engagements suggests, as Brian Armstrong argues in chapter four, that the
philosophical practice of Socratic self-examination is not so much a means of
knowing one’s own self apart from others but “a means of knowing ourselves.”
In the context of this broader sense of self-examination, the trial of Socrates
looms especially large. In the Apology, Socrates manages to turn the tables
against his accusers, conducting at the trial an interrogation of his accuser
Meletus and questioning whether in fact the good Athenian jurors sup-
posedly trying his case were in fact as serious about their understandings
of what citizenship requires as he had been. The notion of a trial set up
putatively to examine Socrates but in effect examining the polis around
him runs deep within the Russian reflections on Socrates. Many of the Rus-
sian Socratic encounters involve such interrogations—some of them, like
Sotonin’s, involving the familiar charge of corruption. As Lyanda-Geller’s essay
describes, Edvard Radzinsky wrote a play in 1969 that he initially imagined
(prior to a half-decade of censorship) as a farce, but which became—in the
wake of a reading of Tolstoy’s version of the Apology and of repeated efforts by
the authorities to link the figure of Socrates in the play to successive dissidents
(Siniavsky, Daniel, Solzhenitsyn, Sakharov)—a tragedy.

There are a number of tragic resonances of Socrates’ life that can be heard
throughout the essays here, from Skovoroda’s prophetic insistence that a Rus-
sian Socrates was a need rather than a reality he could claim to Herzen’s
famous comment about the Russian lyre as having the three strings of “sad-
ness, skepticism, and irony.” But Plato’s own famous attempt at the end of

3 Lyanda-Geller, c. 10, 225.
4 Armstrong, c. 4, 87.
5 Cited in DeBlasio, c. 13, 290.
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Foreword xi

the Symposium to link the three strings of tragedy, comedy, and philosophy
to the figures of Agathon, Aristophanes, and Socrates seems also to lie behind
Losev’s juxtaposition of the “majestic and tragic unity” of Socrates with the
spirit of what is also “funny, comic, frivolous, fluttering, and sophistic.”

In her concluding essay for the volume, Alyssa DeBlasio follows Losev in
emphasizing the “enigma” that Socrates was—and (inevitably) remains for all
of us. In one of themost famous images of Socrates within the Platonic corpus,
the youthful Alcibiades compared Socrates to the silenus figurines that were
available in the Athenianmarketplace at the time (an image that seems to have
inspired Skovoroda among others). The remarkable thing about these silenus
statuettes, Alcibiades says, is that they hold inside a set of tantalizing images
(agalmata)—images that he sees also within Socrates and that gesture thus to
another level of life and beauty not visible to those who only see his exterior.
Alcibiades’ quest to break open the puzzle of Socrates, of course, foundered
on difficulties in his own character, but the notion of bringing to light what
has not been seen by others is an enduring trope of Socratic literature. A clear
achievement of this volume is the discovery in the “Russian” Socrates of a set
of images that may have been hidden or obscured inWestern culture but that
may have new and enduring power for our ongoing philosophical exploration.

Allen Speight

6 Lyanda-Geller, c. 10, 227.
7 Skovoroda, Silenus Alcibiadis (1775).
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fooling as an act of defiance to structures of domination in nineteenth-
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century Russia and Early Modern England, with a particular focus on the
works of Shakespeare and Dostoevsky. Arpi’s publications include works on
Shakespeare, Dostoevsky, and Soviet Armenian literature. She is the co-author
of the book, Love and Its Critics: From the Song of Songs to Shakespeare and
Milton’s Eden (Cambridge: OpenBook, 2017).

Andrea Oppo
is Professor of Contemporary Philosophy at the Pontifical Faculty of Theology
of Sardinia (Italy). He is the author of Lev Shestov: The Philosophy andWorks of
a Tragic Thinker (Academic Studies Press, 2020) and Philosophical Aesthetics
and Samuel Beckett (Oxford, 2008) and of numerous articles on the relation-
ship between philosophy and the arts in the twentieth century.

Ksenia Radchenko
holds her Ph.D. from the University of Southern California and an MA in Philo-
sophy fromMoscow State University. Her dissertation is devoted to the repres-
entation of death in Russian Modernist Culture. Her research interests revolve
around the literature and art of modernism and the early Soviet period. She
has published several articles devoted to the artistic philosophy of the Russian
Avant-garde artist Pavel Filonov. Currently she is working on a book, provi-
sionally titled Dances of Death: Visual and Verbal Transformations of the Body
in RussianModernism.

Denis Saltykov
(1988–2021) was a scholar of cinema and culture, with a focus on contempor-
ary popular culture, cult film, horror film, and sociological theories of cinema.
His publications appear in Studies in the Fantastic, KinoKultura, New Literary
Observer, Sociology of Power, and Iskusstvo Kino, as well as the popular Rus-
sian websites Kino-Teatr and Knife.Media. He was trained in philosophy at the
National Research University Higher School of Economics (Moscow) and in
film studies and Slavic studies at the University of Pittsburgh.

Daria Solodkaia
holds her Ph.D. from Princeton University. She is a co-editor (with N. A. Bogo-
molov and Michael Wachtel) of the two-volume correspondence between
Viacheslav Ivanov and Lidiia Zinoveva-Annibal, Perepiska [Correspondence]:
1894–1903 (Moscow, 2009). Her literary research focuses primarily on Pushkin’s
time and Russian symbolists. Her current book project discusses the poet,
writer, critic, and thinker Andrei Bely and his reception of ancient Greek
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culture—Plato’s dialogues, the Eleusinian and Dionysian mysteries, and the
ontological sides of myths about creation and competition.

Allen Speight
(Ph.D., University of Chicago) is Professor of Philosophy at Boston Univer-
sity and former Chair of the Department of Philosophy and Director of the
Institute for Philosophy and Religion. A recipient of Fulbright, DAAD, and
Berlin Prize Fellowships, he is the author of Hegel, Literature and the Prob-
lem of Agency (Cambridge, 2001); The Philosophy of Hegel (McGill, 2008); co-
editor/translator (with Brady Bowman) of Hegel’s Heidelberg Writings (Cam-
bridge, 2009); and editor of Philosophy, Narrative and Life (Springer, 2015)
and most recently (together with Sarah Vandegrift Eldridge) Goethe’s “Wilhelm
Meister’s Apprenticeship” and Philosophy (Cambridge, 2020).
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Note on Transliteration

The Brill series in Contemporary Russian Philosophy addresses a scholarly
audience interested in contemporary thought as it is practiced in Russia, but
not necessarily experts in both the disciplines of philosophy and in Rus-
sian history, culture, and/or language. This governs several important editorial
decisions, including our approach to transliteration, where the aim is to make
Russian proper names accessible to the non-specialist in English, while also
ensuring that original sources remain accessible to the specialist.

To this end, all bibliographical references, both in-text and in footnotes
and bibliographies, are transliterated from Russian according to the simpli-
fied ALA-LC Romanization table. Proper names in the body of the text are
largely transliterated according to the same system, but with some important
modifications, including the omission of all diacritical marks (e.g., soft signs)
and the choice to condense the final vowel combinations ый and ий as y, as
only in this case does it reduce the number of letters in the final product:
i.e, Vasily Zenkovsky and not Vasilii Zen’kovskii, but Sergei Trubetskoi. In the
case of well-known figures, we employ commonly accepted spellings when
possible: Fyodor Dostoevsky, Yuri Lotman, Leo Tolstoy. We also always use an
author’s preferred and regular spelling of their own name when known. Com-
plete details on transliteration rules for the series can be found on the Brill
website.

In addition, original Russian titles of works are transliterated in the body of
the text only when not presented in the notes.

Choices about transliteration from other languages have been left to the
professional expertise of individual authors.
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