ARCHIWUM HISTORII FILOZOFII I MYSLI SPOLECZNEJ, T. 44, 1999, PL ISSN 0066-6874

George L. Kline

Gustav G. Shpet as Interpreter of Hegel

Although Gustav Gustavovich Shpet (1879-1937)" devoted no monograph or
article exclusively to Hegel, almost all of his works are studded with acute and
sympathetic discussions of Hegelian themes.?

Shpet was powerfully influenced by Husserl, especially the Husserl of the
early Logische Untersuchungen (1900-1901) and Ideen I (1913). But he was not
,-orthodoxly Husserlian,” although until recently he was regularly characterized
as such by both Soviet and Russian emigre commentators.® To be sure, in
dealing with the history of Russian thought he was measurably less generous
than a Russian Hegel might have been. Insisting that philosophy is systematic
and ,,rigorous,” he declined to bestow the title of philosopher on such forceful
and original thinkers as Gregory Skovoroda (1722-1794) and Alexander
Herzen (1812-1870). In Shpet’s somewhat idiosyncratic interpretation, Skovo-

! For details of Shpet’s life and work see my essay, ,,Meditations of a Russian Neo-Husserlian:
Gustav Shpet’s ‘The Skeptic and His Soul’” in Phenomenology and Skepticism: Essays in Honor of
James M. Edie (ed. B. Wachterhauser) (Evanston, 1996), pp. 144-163, esp. Sec. II (pp. 145-150).

? The Shpet archive contains several brief texts on Hegel, e.g., an introduction to a Russian
translation of Hegel’s Vorlesungen ueber die Aesthetik. Unfortunately, I have not been able to
consult any of these texts. One long article from the archive has been published as ,,K voprosu
o gegel'ianstve Belinskogo” in Voprosy filosofii, No. 7 (1991), pp. 115-176. It contains, in addition
to many critical comments on Belinsky, Bakunin, Stankevich, et al., as interpreters of Hegel, an
extended discussion that mentions none of them but focuses on Hegel’s position in the Phaenomeno-
logie in relation to the positions of Fichte, Jacoby, et al., on such topics as rationality, actuality,
reconciliation, and Schoenseligkeit (prekrasnodushie) (pp. 129-140).

3 See V.V. Zenkovsky, A History of Russian Philosophy, trans. G.L. Kline (London and New
York, 1953), 2:830, 832; and V.F. Asmus in Filosofskaia entsiklopediia (Moscow, 1970), 5:519.
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roda was only a ,,moralist,” though an eloquent and persuasive one. And what
Herzen developed with such passion and conviction was not a philosophy but
only a ,,philosophical world-view (mirovozzrenie),” although —as we shall see in
Sec. V below — Herzen’s world-view, strongly Hegelian in essential points,
provided an invaluable theoretical defense against the powerful future-orien-
tation, with its devaluing and instrumentalizing of present persons, which
prevailed in the Soviet Union in the early 1920s.

Shpet was a thinker of considerable systematic power. He did not combine
themes or emphases from Husserl and Hegel in any mechanical way. Rather,
from the beginning, he recognized the need to supplement the position of
Husserl’s early works by recourse to central Hegelian themes and emphases.
During the period — roughly 1914-1927 — when Shpet was developing his own
mature philosophical position, Husserl had not yet produced his quite different
late works, with their characteristic stress on intersubjectivity, history, and the
Lebenswelt.* Shpet was quite justified in viewing the early works, with their
epistemological, phenomological, and ,,eidetic” orientation as tending to be
one-sidedly individualistic and, in a sense, subjectivistic, and thus as requiring
supplementation and completion by reference to the characteristically Hegelian
stress on history, tradition, community, culture, and the network of interrelated
social institutions and practices that constitute what Hegel called objektiver
Geist. Shpet was, it seems to me, much more open to such Hegelian influence
than was Husserl himself — at least the Husserl of the early works, who tended to
view Hegel in a somewhat narrow ,Diltheyan” perspective as primarily
a representative of the sort of historicism he was concerned to repudiate.

Shpet, in contrast, noted a convergence of the Husserlian and Hegelian
projects on one key claim, namely, the insistence that philosophy should be
systematic, should aspire to the condition of Wissenschaftlichkeit. In 1920 he
wrote that

the general shift which contemporary philosophy [esp. Husserlian phenomenology]
has taken toward an immanent analysis of conciousness, its emancipation from
psychologism, and its assertion of ideal objectivity (predmetnost’) in many ways
returns us to the idea and the path of that systematic and scientific character
(nauchnost’) to which philosophy in Hegel’s time had already matured (FL 28).

* The principal work of the late Husserl was Die Krisis der europaeischen Wissenschaften und
die transzendentale Phaenomenologie, published in part in 1936 and in full (posthumously) in 1954.
Obviously, there is no reference to it in any of Shpet’s writings.
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What Shpet says about Herzen'’s relation to Hegel and about certain aspects of
Peter Lavrov’s relation to Hegel seems to apply in significant measure to Shpet’s
own relation to Hegel’s philosophy. There is intense, but not uncritical
admiration. For Herzen Hegel’s philosophy was filled with ideas, with life, even
poetry, in contrast to the dry rassudochnost’ (,,abstract analytical rationality”)
of such pre-Hegelian thinkers as Christian Wolff (FMG 11). As Shpet was well
aware, Herzen had declared, upon his first excited encounter with the Phaeno-
menologie des Geistes, that Hegel was ,,Homer and Shakespeare together,”’
a genius whose creative powers were not only philosophical in a narrow sense
but also ,,epic” and ,,dramatic”. In 1927 Shpet added that, although Humboldt
was not a ,follower of Hegel”, still, ,,in the boldness of his intentions, in the
breadth and scope of his thought, in the depth of his penetration, it is precisely
Hegel with whom he deserves to be compared” (VFS 33).

Shpet compactly characterizes the fundamental tendencies of Hegel’s
thought as ,,nauchnost’,” the methodical development of [the idea of] process,
immanentism, critical rationalism, [and] historicism” (ORF 205). He appears to
be quite sympathetic to the central but disputed Hegelian claim that ,,what is
actual (wirklich) is rational and what is rational is actual” (Pref., Philosophy of
Right). As Shpet puts it, ,,Hegel found in his dialectic a philosophical Jacob’s
Ladder and brought together, in a single identity, both actuality and rationali-
ty” (FMG 13). There is an equally sympathetic discussion of this topic in
Shpet’s 1923 essay on Belinsky’s relation to Hegelian philosophy (cf. VGB
120-121, 129-140, and 170-171).

Philosophy, for Hegel, was the ,,science (nauka) of the absolute self-develop-
ment of thought” (ORF 194). Concerning Hegel’s celebrated dialectic, Shpet
made two related points:

(1) Just as in Humboldt, the ,,piling up of predicates and epithets” is
evidence not of disarray but only of the ,,desire to stress the one true root sense
of a term by means of a variety of [semantic] shadings,” so in Hegel’s dialectical
descriptions ,,different phases or aspects of the truth — phases in the develop-
ment of the concept itself”” are exhibited (VFS 34).

(2) Shpet speaks of Hegel’s ,,difficult idea” that opposition and struggle are
essential to ,,conciousness itself, that every idea is graspable only in its
exhaustive... development and in the context of the whole, [and finally] that this
development is internally necessary” (ORF 206).

* Letter to A.A. Kraevsky, Feb. 3, 1842, in A 1. Herzen, Sochineniia (30 vols.) Moscow, 1961),
20: 128.
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III

As early as 1916 Shpet had announced, in the first volume of his massive
work, Istoriia kak problema logiki, that in the projected second volume he
would show that the further development of the philosophy of history runs
»from Herder, past [or ‘around’ = mimo] Kant, through Hegel, to the
present” (IPL, 422n.1, italics added). He gives Herder credit for the initial
formulation of the general ,,idea of reason’s self-realization in the... progres-
sive develoment of the historical process” but insists that this idea received its
complete formulation only in Hegel’s system (IPL 426). The reason why this
development runs ,,past” or ,,around” rather than ,,through” Kant’s philoso-
phy is that Kant, according to Shpet, failed to discern the ,,realization of
reason in history,” highlighted by Hegel, and did not regard historical subject
matter as something sui generis. Instead, Kant viewed the movement of
history as exhibiting ,,nature’s plan” and as utimately attaining certain
ethically prescribed goals (IPL 444).

In his discussion of the subject matter of the Geisteswissenschaften Shpet
takes a fundatmentally Hegelian position, while subtly distancing himself from
Hegel. The idea that what is social is an ,,objectification” of what is subjective
comes ,,chiefly from Hegel” although certain theorists still (in 1916) defend such
a position. But for Shpet the relation is reciprocal: the social is an ,,objectified
subjectivity” but also a ,,subjectified objectivity”” (SES 196n.1). Like Hegel’s
many puns, this one is entirely serious.

Shpet goes on to make the related Hegelian point that a self or ,,unified
consciousness” may be collective as well as individual. Furthermore, con-
sciousness is in its essence ,,communal” or ,conciliar” (sobornoe) (SES
196n.1, 207. 209; cf. 194n.). Shpet’s most eloquent passages on this topic are
to be found in his late study of Humboldt on the nature and function of
language. There he insists that works of art must be taken in their relation
to ,,integral cultural-historical formations, which are given as objectively
existing” (VFS 180). On such questions, Shpet declares, Hegel’s position is
decidedly superior to the psychologistic views which have come to dominate
European thought in recent years. A work of art is both a ,,cultural-social
fact” and an ,,objectified subject.” An artist is not a mere biological or
psycho-physical individual but a ,social phenomenon, a focus of concen-
trated forces, of social-cultural influences, a condenser of social and cultural
energy” (VFS 186).

Using Hegelian terminology although — in this passage — without explicit
reference to Hegel, Shpet asserts that the self is a consciousness that it is this self,
and not another; there is an acknowledgement of this selfhood on the part of
other selves, and a ,,consciousness of such acknowledgement.” Thus, for Shpet,
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as for the Hegel of the Phaenomenologie, selfhood is a ,,social product” (VFS
191); like a work of art, a self is a ,,cultural-social” fact. Shpet insists on the
distinction between consciousness of oneself as a ,,cultural-social commonality
(obshchnost’)” and as an ,,abstract individual (osob’)”, and he adds:

The path by which this self rises to [such] commonality... as a participant and
co-participant in that commonality in the objectified form of a work of art, which
lives and breathes subjectivity, leads to such commonality not only [of the self] as an
object among objects, but also [of the self] as a genuine subject (VES 217).

IV

Shpet’s attitude toward religion and theology in general, and toward Hegel’s
philosophy of religion, in particular, is less than clear. Zenkovsky sees him as
militantly anti-Christian, but the passages which Zenkovsky quotes are torn
rather arbitrarily out of context.® Shpet’s rather cryptic comment of 1922 that
theology was both the cradle (as Haym had said) and the grave of Hegel’s
speculative system tends to support Zenkovsky’s charge (cf. ALS 82-83). On the
other hand, Shpet appears to be quite sympathetic to what he perceptively
discerns as Herzen’s ,,profound and lively” religious sense, merely noting that
—in sharp contrast to Hegel — Herzen had little interest in theoretical reflection
on religious questions (FMG 9).
For Hegel, as Shpet puts it, the human being

has evelated himself above nature and is [in the process of] actualizing, although
he has not yet finished actualizing, the Absolute, the spiritual, or... the divine
(ALS 83).

Shpet’s clearest and most explicit account of Hegel’s philosophy of religion,
and of the religious dimension of his speculative system, is to be found in his
1922 essay on Lavrov, which includes this key passage: ,,Man [as rational] is
actual through the Absolute, through God [Who is] in him, through the
God-man (Bogochelovek); but God too is actual only through man, realizing
Himself in him and knowing Himself in him” (ALS 83).

Shpet in 1927 added an intriguing — and to my mind quite justifiable — point
about the relation of rationalism to mysticism. He spoke of philosophies which
are ,,rationalistic in principle but nevertheless filled to overflowing with purely
mystical enthusiasm (pod’em).” His examples are the philosophies of Plato, the
Neo-Platonists, Johannes Scotus Erigena (died ca. 891), Malebranche, Spinoza,
and Hegel. Shpet denies that what he calls the ,,mystical overtones” of these
systems are mere ,,chance accompaniments.” Rather, they are — he insists

® Zenkovsky, op. cit., p. 832.
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— ,,necessary complements, which, like a kind of inspiration, accompany the
subtlest analyses and most exalted flights (pod’emy) of the purest and most
perfect work of reason alone” (VFS 155).

It was presumably in deference to the Soviet censorship that Shpet omitted
from his list of ,rationalistic mystics” the name of Russia’s most admired
speculative philosopher, Vladimir Solov’ev (1853—1900), a thinker who made
a central place in his system for both mistika — ,mystical experience and
practice” — and mistitsizm — the form of speculative thought which takes mistika
seriously as a central source of insight into, and understanding of, God, man,
nature, and history.’

v

According to Hegel, as the celebrated ,,Owl of Minerva” passage in the Preface
to the Philosophy of Right makes clear, the task of the philospher of history is to
exhibit the rational pattern of historical development that has led by a dialec-
tical process to the historical present. But, emphatically, it is not the philosop-
her’s task to predict, or urge, how the historical future will or should develop.
Such revolutionary and in the technical sense ,,utopian” theorists as Marx and
Lenin, both of whom closely follow Hegel in their stress on historical
development and transition, decisively repudiate his wisdom in their obsessive
orientation toward the world-historical future. The historical transitions dis-
cussed by Hegel are always movements between two events or conditions both
of which are in the past, or one of which is in the past while the other is in the
present. In sharpest contrast, Marxist and Leninist transitions are typically
between a present event or condition and a projected or anticipated future event
or condition. Such fixation on the historical future logically involves a devalu-
ing and instrumentalizing of the present, especially of living persons, who are
degraded to the role of means for achieving a given future world-historical end.®

On this vital question Herzen stood clearly and passionately on the side of
Hegel against the utopians and revolutionaries. And Shpet, writing in Petrograd
in 1921 under the imminent threat of Marxist-Leninist repression, spelled out
this key point with quiet courage and moving eloquence. In this final section of
my paper 1 shall trace his arguments in some detail.’

7 See Solov’ev’s ,,Filosofskie nachala tsel'nogo znaniia” (1877) in his Sochineniia (2nd ed.)
(St. Petersburg, 1911-1914; rpt. Brussels, 1966), 1: 263-264 and 263n.6. A more recent reprint is
available in the two-volume Sochineniia (Moscow, 1988), 2: 152-154 and 152n.

¥ See my essay, ,,The Use and Abuse of Hegel by Nietzsche and Marx” in Hegel and His Critics
(ed. W. Desmond) (Albany, 1989), pp. 1-34.

® Presumably because of the Soviet censorship, Shpet regularly refers to the position which
Herzen is criticizing as simply mirovozzrenie; but it is clear that he means ,utopian” or



Gustav G. Shpet as Interpreter of Hegel 187

Herzen rejected both Romantic nostalgia for an idealized past and utopian
yearning for an imagined ideal future; in both kinds of rejection — as Shpet
makes clear — he remained solidly on the side of Hegel. The revolutionary
world-view is born in hatred and contempt for the present and the past.
Summing up the position that Herzen expressed with full clarity in his final
years,'® Shpet describes that world-view in the following powerful terms:

[IIn its quest for the ideal [this world-view] turns its imagination toward the future,
... urged on by failures in the present, consumed with envy at what has been achieved
[in the past], driven by ... wounded self esteem ... [W]ithout a history in the past and
without any ... serious occupation in the present ... people [who profess] such
a [revolutionary] world-view become cruel dreamers, strangers to the large and small
joys of the present day, prepared, in the name of their fantastic ,,ideas” ... to sacrifice
their own lives and the lives of others ... Not at home in any time, they dream of
no-time; not at home in any place, they dream of no-place [i.e., utopia]... (FMG 43).

Shpet clearly identifies as ,,Hegelian” Herzen’s protest (expressed as early as
1845) against reducing history to ,,something abusive, an endless sacrificing of
what is living [i.e., the present] for the sake of the future” (Sochineniia [9 vols.],
2:134, quoted by Shpet at FMG 73n.142; italics added). Both Shpet and Herzen
see with full clarity what many of their respective contemporaries were blind to,
namely, that such future-orientation is associated with hatred and contempt for
life in the present. Playing on the two distinct senses of the Russian term
nastoiashchii,'' namely, ‘present’ and ‘genuine’, they speak of this revolutionary
world-view as ,hostile to genuine life, life in the present.” Shpet adds that
anyone who understands the significance of this world-view will listen with
concern and alarm to the sound of the ,,march” which summons individuals
living in the present to the ,,soulless city” of an impersonal future. The clamor of
that march

isintended only to drown out the groans and sobs of those on whose genuine/present
tears and genuine/present blood this mindless and heartless city is being erected in the
present. By his sober attitude toward such a way of thinking Herzen showed with full
clarity the subtlety of his mind and the sensitivity of his heart. He believes in the
future, for that is our noblest and inalienable right, but, believing in it, he wants us to
be filled with love for the present. Belief [in the future] sustains us in difficult moments
of despair, but only love for the present will be alive with good deeds (FMG 44; last
two italics added. The final two sentences are a paraphrase of a celebrated passage
from Herzen’s ,,Dilettantism in Science” [1843]).

,revolutionary” world-view. I shall therefore insert one or another of these terms at appropriate
points to make his meaning explicit.
10 Especially in such late works as Pis’ma staromu tovarishchu (1869), addressed to Bakunin.
" In a letter to Nikolai Ketsher (Jan. 1, 1845) Herzen declared: ,, The spresent (nastoiashchee)
is good and our genuine (nastoiashchee, underlined by Herzen) and most sacred possession”
(Sochineniia [30 vols.], 22: 217).
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Shpet comments that Herzen’s own world-view, which is centered on the
individual person (lichnost’) here reaches its ,,noblest completion” (FMG 44). It
is evident that Herzen assigns a clear priority — both ontological and ethical —to
the present, to living persons, over the past and especially over the imagined
future (FMG 46), something which he called ,,unreal.” As Shpet puts it, utopian
world-views, with their preaching of , life only for the future, a future which
always remains only an abstract scheme, a bare possibility, cannot satisfy
a defender of the rights of living individuals” in the present (FMG 46). Utopizm,
according to Shpet, leads to giozoizm, the latter term being a Russian rendering
of the German term Hyozoismus which Hegel had used in the sense of ‘swinish
life’ or ‘hoggishness’ (FMG 44)."”

According to Shpet, Herzen had a ,,classical” sense of the historical present
as an end-in-itself (samotsel’= Selbstzweck) and the source and measure of all
ideals. The future, as Herzen clearly saw, is a realm not of actuality but of
possibility. ,,Strictly speaking, it does not exist [as actual]” (FMG 47). Shpet
here follows Herzen in rejecting what I have elsewhere called ‘the fallacy of the
»actual future”” and the related ‘fallacy of deferred value’, fallacies regularly
committed by such revolutionists as Marx, Lenin, and their followers."?

Herzen, Shpet insists, has taken what is best in Hegel, namely, the view
which focuses on that rationality

which is realizing itself in history, in every period, in every historical moment, in
every ,,present,” thus acknowledging ... the historical process at every moment as a self-
contained existence, not predestined to serve as a step or a means in a Providential
plan or in the program ... of progress [as defined by future-oriented theorists and
activists] (FMG 48).

Making a crucial distinction, Shpet points out that Herzen in rejecting ,,life
and activity for the future,” also ,,rejects progress as a goal, but does not reject
progress as a result,” namely, of the conscious present activity of free
individuals. Shpet quotes at length a celebrated passage from Herzen’s book
From the Other Shore (1850):

Who is this moloch [of historical progress] who, as the toilers approach him, instead
of rewarding them, draws back; and as a consolation to the exhausted and doomed
multitudes, shouting ‘morituri te salutant,’ can only give the ... mocking answer that

' Hegel used (and perhaps coined) this term in a letter (Aug. 7, 1810) to Friedrich
Niethammer. (This would have been available to Shpet in the Werke of the 1830s as well as in Briefe
von und an Hegel of 1887, where the term occurs at 1:266.) Hegel’s term was undoubtedly inspired by
Plato’s expression hyon polis (,,city of pigs”) at Republic 372d.

3 See my ,,Use and Abuse of Hegel by Nietzsche and Marx.” For further discussion of
Herzen’s views on the relation of the historical present to the historical future, see my essay,
,,Present, Past and Future in the Writings of Alexander Herzen,” Synthesis Philosophica (Zagreb),
Vol. 5 (1990), 183-193.
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