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Atheism, history and ‘autonomous subject’ in the consciousness of russian 'westernizers’ 
The paper analyzes the ‘subjective discourse’ of the so-called Russian ‘Westernizers’, as exemplified by Nicolay Stankievitch, Vissarion Belinskiy and Aleksandr Herzen’s ego-documents. The scope of the study is how the principles of subject’s autonomy / subject’s integration may combine. In the ideology and self-awareness of Russian Westernizers’ movement of the XIX c., asserting the value of an ‘autonomous self’ meant at the same time rejecting a transcendental ‘divine’ authority and showing nihilism in respect of the then existing social norms and prescriptions. The loss of metaphysical foundations for social integrity was compensated by the incorporation of subject (self) in the historical process, often proceeding at the level of linking the present social alienation to the future integrity of the society. Subject’s involvement with history represents itself through the ‘transgression personality traits’ which are symptomatic of disparity between a ‘historical figure’ and actual circumstances. History itself acquires the traits of a sacral combination of autonomy and heterogeneity.
В статье анализируется дискурс субъекта в культуре русских западников XIX в. на примере эго-документов Н.С. Станкевича, В.Г. Белинского, А.И. Герцена. Предметом изучения является сочетание принципов автономии и интеграции субъекта. В идеологии и самосознании представителей русского западничества утверждение ценности автономного индивида сопровождалось отрицанием трансцендентного божественного авторитета и нигилизмом по отношению к существующим социальным предписаниям. Утрата метафизического основания социальной целостности компенсировалась интеграцией субъекта в исторический процесс, нередко реализуемой на уровне синтагматической детерминации социального отчуждения в настоящем с будущей целостностью общества. Включенность субъекта в историю репрезентируется через трансгрессивные личностные качества, свидетельствующие о несоразмерности исторической личности наличным обстоятельствам. Сама история приобретает черты сакрального сочетания автономного и гетерогенного принципов.
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Autonomous subject’s discourse – as it has been established in the symbolic universe of Modernity – holds freedom as the self’s key attribute, i.e. the ability (or right) to be the ‘efficient cause’ for one’s own behaviour. The Cartesian ego’s doubt – which makes it the sole criterion for all trustworthy knowledge – had evolved within the Enlightenment paradigm and became the scrutiny and criticism of all moral and political institutes which relied upon the idea of a higher universal principle and a source of all heteronomic commitments. The logical outcome of such an attack was doubt about the existence of God, i.e. the personal transcendental authority whose ‘trueness’ is proven by his incomprehensibility for human mind. The Enlightenment type of atheism found in the idea of the divine authority a socially determined superstition and the instrument of heteronomic domination over a person. However, in Modernity ‘transcendence’ remains the attribute of self which cannot be completely reduced to its ‘worldly’ manifestations: there is always some sort of ‘surplus’ that avoids any symbolization or socialization. ‘De-socialization’ of the subject [1, p. 306] due to its autonomy raises questions concerning its social, practical and moral qualities: What in a person can make him/her behave as positively motivated and in the interests of the society? How can the subject derive - from himself - moral norms in respect of others? The complete autonomy of a particular empirical person becomes both impossible - within the frames of a society, and unbearable - from psychological point of view. Self-awareness, apart from transcending itself from the actual circumstance, at the same time strives to find such outer identification patterns where it could cognize itself and implement its freedom.

Friedrich Nietzsche speaking about nihilism as the loss of religious faith in a divine power, pointed out that a need to have the ultimate unconditional authority which prescribes goals for human life remains urgent: “The authority of conscience now steps up front (the more emancipated one is from theology, the more imperativistic morality becomes) to compensate for the loss of personal authority. Or the authority of reason. Or the social instinct (a herd). Or the history with an immanent spirit and a goal within, so one can entrust oneself to it” [7, p.16 – 17]. Apparently, in Modernity the shaping of the autonomous subject ideology proceeds concurrently with, on the one hand, a synthesis of the negation of heteronomic foundations and, on the other, the searching for universal ‘worldly’ configurations or structures that should include a freely acting self as their integral part.
A good example of such combination are egodocuments (letters, diaries, autobiographic writings) by Russian ‘Westernizers’ of 1830 – 1840s, i.e. those who were first in Russian culture to formulate the ideology of autonomous subject.
As is widely known, a significant impact upon these processes was made by Hegel’s philosophical system. In the literary salon of Nicolay Stankievitch and Mikhail Bakunin (late 1830s) Hegel’s teaching was given the status of a frame of reference capable of determining and regulating the existence of a person. Nicolay Stankievitch focused on subjective integration of all disparate and fragmented knowledge and phenomena into a single intelligible system: “what I strive for is the ultimate and utter unity of my knowledge; I want to be able to take account of and understand each and every fact or phenomenon and to see its relation to the existence of the whole world, its necessity, its role in the evolution of one single idea” [3, p. 230]. Hegel’s formula that “all that is intelligible is also real” was construed by Russian Hegelians as a call for ‘reconciliation’ with reality which was reduced by Vissarion Belinskiy to the total self-humiliation before it. And yet, this reconciliation was of the nature of pure speculation and theorizing; the important thing about it was not the reconciliation per se but a search for its conceptual foundations. The reality whose reasonable necessity has not been manifested or shown to the self could not potentially be given the status of reality.
Russian Hegelianism combined in itself both the striving to dissolve subjectivity in a higher authority –the ‘reality’, and a tendency towards autonomy and to transcend subjectivity from the thingness of the world around. The former approach dominated at the level of semantics and of ideological demands to shape one's life in conformity with the intelligible ‘oneness’ hidden behind the scattered fragments of reality. The subject has to find integrative significance outside – in the object included in the system of universal categories. Negation of heteronomic authority is implemented at the structural and pragmatic levels. The imperative of personal integrity was opposed with the contrasts of a ‘beautiful Romantic soul’ and, at the same time, with the social image of an ‘ordinary person’ whose personality is torn up by contradictory social roles and guises. The philosophy of ‘reasonable reality’ served for some of the salon’s members as a way to personal emancipation: Mikhail Bakunin used his philosophic erudition and speculative mental skills to oppose his father’s authority over their family; Vissarion Belinskiy through the ‘reconciliation’ rhetoric managed to spin out of Bakunin’s philosophic autocracy. One way or the other, the philosophy of ‘reality’ lent itself to marking its own difference from the milieu and from social authority.  
To the rejection of heteronomic norms and the shaping of ‘Westernization’ - an ideology that places a singular person in its center – also greatly contributed its antagonism with the opposite – and also fledgling – intellectual movement of ‘Slavofiles’. The latter identified an individual ‘self’ with the ‘national spirit’ and demanded that a singular person must subject itself to this ‘collective person’. The Westernizers – viewing the Slavofiles’ national substance as a purely speculative construct having no relation to the actual status quo of dysfunctional Russian society – believed that liberation of the Russian people should rely on translation of such values as self-respect and personal independence.

For Belinskiy – who rendered the largest tribute to the 'reconciliation' rhetoric – the rejection of heteronomic foundations manifested itself in the denial of the whole Hegelian system viewed as the justification of control exercised by impersonal universal nomos over an individual. “For him (Hegel) ‘subject’ is not a goal per se; it is a means of instantly expressing the ‘general’, the latter manifesting itself – in relation to the ‘subject’ – as the Moloch who, having showed off in it (subject) throws it away like old shabby pants” [4, p. 22]. Through 1840 – 1841s Belinskiy in his correspondence denied any universal substantial foundations and objective laws of history the right to impose constraints on the human ‘self’. It was in this period of his life that he developed the openly atheistic views and a critical attitude to morality sanctioned by a divine authority. On the news of Stankievitch’s death Belinskiy commented by a meditation on the lack of perspectives in the ‘other world’: “now people do not believe in any ‘other’, ‘next’ or ‘the beyond’ because it is a nonsense rejected by human reason…” [5, p. 538]. Clinging to a moral law as a heteronomic Universal does not pay off: both immoral and moral behaviour leads to the same end – suffering and imminent death. In lieu of ultramundane foundations of society, according to Belinskiy, there should emerge a reason-based ‘substance of social life’ “containing no irrational forms and rituals, no sentiment-based social conventions and conditions, no obligation or duty; one’s will shall yield not to another’s will but to love solely” [4, p. 70].

The shaping of atheistic views of Alexander Herzen found expression in his diaries of 1842 – 1843s where they are formulated as opposing to the religious outlook of his milieu, his wife and his opponents – the ‘Slavofiles’. The inevitable advent of atheism is showed by Herzen as a tragic duty of reason freeing itself from all metaphysical beliefs. Thus, his meeting Pyotr Chaadaev and recognizing the latter’s catholic stand as a “noble” embodiment of reason, nevertheless, does not lead him to the rejection of the fact that this is a “voice from the grave, from the realm of death and destruction” [6, с. 226]. Herzen implies that the “voice of Modernity” speaks differently: “The God is dead”; his place is being taken by a “sober attitude” systematically negating all and any transcendental foundations. This “sober view” is a hard and tragic way as it leaves man alone with his thoughts revealing to him the relative and transient nature of all historical forms and social conventions.

On the other hand, the metaphysical solitude of man can be balanced by his historical connections with the future: in this case the latter should not become the destiny of a single person but the worldview attitude of a group of people opposing themselves to the existing social order. Thus, on the next day after a diary entry about Pyotr Chaadaev, the absence of metaphysical foundations is projected onto the whole social circle of Alexander Herzen: “Shall future generations understand and appreciate all awesome and tragic aspects of our existence?... yet our sufferings is a bud out of which their happiness shall grow and blossom” [6, с. 226]. Instead of the lost metaphysical oneness Herzen places a possibility of historical integrity binding the group of “coherent sober persons” – excluded from the present - to the future happiness for everybody. Putting it a simpler way, Alexander Herzen rejected the idea of God but staked on History. The substance lost in the form of religious belief is again recovered in historical process where the subject will find a wholesome, universal and overwhelming progress.
We can see that the autonomy of subject as it is represented at the level of ideology (the message content and the values being translated) is balanced at the syntagmatic structural level by the inclusion of subject in a universal whole unfolding itself in time and history. Irreducibility of a subject to existing roles and stereotypes, in the ‘Westernizing’ discourse takes the shape of representation of subjectivity’s ‘plethora’ which is non-convertible into the system of social exchange. This ‘transgressive plethora’ makes its carrier the agent and servant of history.  
Thus, the key characteristics of Vissarion Belinskiy’s portrayals in memoir literature seem to be in line with the ‘transgressive’  type of attitude: vehemence and frenzy in respect of public issues, expressive behaviour completely out of compliance with the ideal of ‘high society reserve’, a contrast between his unhealthy appearance and the “vigorous temper of a warrior” (A. Herzen). Vissarion Belynskiy’s subjectivity – as portrayed in biographical writings – reveals his steadfast incongruity with the outside clichéd perspective; on the other hand, biographers’ constant mentioning of such stereotypes does grasp this incongruity exactly like negative image in photography. The expressive personal approach of Belinskiy to general/universal issues is viewed not as an intrusion of ‘private’ into the realm of ‘public’ but as a breakthrough of ‘universally historical’ into a single individual who thus becomes a historic personality. Vissarion Belynskiy, from this angle, is the embodiment of social thinking or national spirit as the objective ‘element’ of historical process.
The power of history over human ‘self’ as presented in the egodocuments of Russian ‘Westernizers’ is not heteronomic but heterogenic if we are to use Georges Bataille's terminology [6]. It implies not the resigned self-humiliation of the subject but its true freeing itself from the constraints of the existing order, understanding the latter as unnatural and transient; it is the realization of its sovereignty in historical action bringing about change in the order of things. At the same time, historical action perforce means the submission of subject to the driving forces of historical progress, or the demand to become a “living organ allowing the things to drift”, it means forgetting oneself as a private individual and being content with the role of a mere instrument in the hands of history: “we have to leave things to chance and circumstance, to realize their meaning and to place ourselves at the head of them, i.e. by submitting to them - conquer them” [6, p. 297]. Thus, history becomes sacralized and acquires the traits of a very specific dimension demonstrating the ambivalent combination of autonomous and heterogeneous principles as a counterbalance to the heteronomic determination.
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