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Every heartto love will comebut like a refugee.

Ring the bells that still can ring.Forget your perfect
offering.There is a crack, a crack in everything.That's how the
light gets in.That's how the light gets in.That's how the light
gets in.1

1Leonard Cohen, Anthem, a song from the album The Future,
released in 1992. Courtesy of Leonard CohenStranger Music, Inc.
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A note on translation and transliteration

I have in this study intentionally strived to lessen the amount
of Russian, in order to make it

as accessible as possible for the average reader who lacks
proficiency in that language. The

majority of quotations are therefore given in English
translation, the most significant ones

with the Russian version supplied in an accompanying footnote,
in order to cater for those

interested in the exact wording of the original. I have made use
of already existing English

translations where possible, at times slightly modifying these
when necessary (always

indicated). I have in all instances compared them with the
Russian original, in order to ensure

that they meet a satisfactory standard. In cases when an
adequate translation could not be

procured, either because none exists, which is the case with
Berdiaevs earliest writings, or

when a translation in fact does exist, but is extremely
unreliable, as in the case with

Berdiaevs autobiography, the translations are my own (always
indicated). Russian titles, as

well as separate Russian concepts or words, that appear in the
main text are transliterated

throughout. The system of transliteration used in this study is
the Scando-Slavica system.

Since this thesis is neither linguistic nor has a literary
micro-level focus, which

would demand a greater degree of faithfulness / attention to the
exact spelling of the source

text, than is provided for here, I have only quoted editions
which were affected by the 1917

spelling reform, despite the fact that both the Russian
pre-Revolution publications of Berdiaev

as well as the majority of emigr editions employed the old
orthography. Unfortunately, there

exists as yet no critical edition of Berdiaevs writings, with
the possible exception of his

earliest works, which means that I have quoted from a choice of
contemporary editions. Since

there indeed exists a plurality of such editions, and in view of
the fact that the titles given the

English translations do not always make clear which work is
meant, in order to avoid

confusion, I have included references to Tamara Klpinines
Bibliographie des uvres de

Nicolas Berdiaev(Paris 1978), in my own bibliography.

The symbols / sigils [] and [---] signify, respectively, that a
number of words have been left

out, and that more than a whole sentence have been left out, of
the quotation.
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I. Introduction

1.1.1. Preamble

In Fyodor Dostoevskys final novel, The Brothers Karamazov, there
are three evocative

chapters that revolve around Ivan Karamazov's conversations with
his brother Alyosha, which

take place in a scruffy tavern. The two brothers have not
previously had a chance to make

friends, yet Ivan at once reveals, in a manner quite shocking to
his younger brother, his

essential nature [sut], his despair [ot!ajanie], and the aeonian
yet impenetrable questions with

which he is struggling.2Although his zest for life is still
unabated, Ivan has nearly lost his

faith in the order of things [razyversja v porjadke ve"!ej] and
senses that everything is a

disorderly, damnable [prokljatyj], and devil-ridden chaos
[besovskij chaos].3The world he

witnesses is filled with misery and the evil deeds of men
[zlodejstva ljudej]. If the devildoesnt exist, he says, and is
merely a figment of the imagination, then clearly man must have

created him in his own image and likeness. Ivan puts forward the
case of the suffering of

children as his principal stumbling block. How can one possibly
accept a world order founded

on even a single tear of a suffering child? And yet the earth is
saturated with tears from crust

to core. In view of this, Ivan rejects an inner-wordly
contentment, a world harmony that has

had such a misery as its precondition, as well as a future
heavenly delight, in which the

misery and all misdeeds of man have come to an end. He hands
back his ticket of admissionto such a questionable bliss.

In his conversations with Alyosha, Ivan can, limited as he is by
what he calls his

euclidian mind, initially offer no comforting explanation as to
the reason why things appear

as dreary as this. He merely vents his deeply felt anguish at
the sight of the suffering of

humanity and his unacceptance of this state of affairs. Alyosha,
for his part profoundly

distressed by what Ivan reveals, reacts by calling it a
rebellion [bunt], supposedly aimed at

God, which is also the title of the second chapter of the
section of the novel depicting the

encounter of the two brothers. Ivans rebellion reaches its
apotheosis in the Legend of the

Grand Inquisitor, a suggestive poetic tale [po#ma] reportedly
authored and narrated by Ivan

himself. The tale, set in Late Medieval Spain, narrates the
story of how an oppressive

theocratic hierarchy enslaves the populace in the name of Christ
and keeps it ignorant and

pacified within a system of control, in which it is offered
bread and contentment at the price

2 Fedor Dostoevskij, Bratja znakomjatsja, Bratja Karamazovy,
Knigi I-X, Polnoe sobranie so!inenij v

tridcati tomach, tom XIV (Leningrad: Nauka, 1976), pp. ???.3
Fedor Dostoevskij, Bratja znakomjatsja, Bratja Karamazovy, Knigi
I-X, Polnoe sobranie so!inenij vtridcati tomach, tom XIV
(Leningrad: Nauka, 1976), p. 209.
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of its liberty. Once upon a time, Christ himself (re)appears,
incognito and in a lowly garb,

only to be detained and interrogated by the grand inquisitor,
who clearly experiences his

(re)appearance as a threat to the status quo. The greater part
of the tale is comprised of the

grand inquisitors monologue in defence of his actions and the
oppressive state of affairs

upheld by the hierarchy. Ivan ends his legend by recounting how
Christ, after having given

the inquisitor a holy kiss, departs without uttering a word. An
enigmatic ending to this

evocative tale.

1.1.2. Aim of thesis and line of inquiry

The present enquiry, as the title indicates, is an exploration
of the anthropological thought of

the Christian existentialist philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev
(1874-1948). Not of Dostoevsky. Yet

the departure point of the attitude of mind, and the set of
interconnected motifs, that it will

set out to explore, may be inferred here at the outset from the
redolent story of the encounter

between the two brothers (as) retold above.4Principal is the
agonizing sensibility of Ivan, his

Weltschmerz, which takes the form of an acute experience of the
tragic nature of earthly

existence and the accompanying suspicion that something is
rotten in the state of the world.

On the subjective level, Ivans disquietude might be thought of
as accompanied by an

experience of forlornness (alienation) and a loss of at-oneness
with the given world order. He

clothes his disaffection in the garment of a social and cultural
critique, as a debunking of a

faith in progress and of the dream in a future innerworldly
utopia in which the universal

happiness of man would supposedly be attained. In this
connection Ivan also reveals his

view of the West, native soil to secular progressism, as being a
graveyard [kladbi "!e],

although in his view for any Russian a very dear one. But there
is yet another theme entwined

in the encounter between the two brothers which is more crucial
for the present enquiry.

Ivans estrangement is not merely an expression of a discontent
with the given socialorder,but perhaps to an even greater degree of
a more deep-seated reservation about the ontological

underpinning of the world order itself. In other words, Ivan
gives expression to a disaffection

not merely in terms of a civilizational discontent, but also in
terms of a doubt about the ethical

and ontological foundation of the, allegedly god-given, world
order. And yet Ivans distraught

inquieries, to which he appears unable to reach a satisfactory
closure that would bestow on

him some peace of mind, are far from being merely an expression
of the atheistic nihilism that

4 It should be emphasized that the interpretation of the figure
of Ivan proposed here does not necessarilycorrespond to Berdiaevs
own.
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was widespread in Russia at the time. His revolt is decidedly
more ambiguous and haunting,

given that his non-acceptance cannot be considered
indiscriminately atheistic, since he does

not unequivocally deny the existence of God, but instead offers
vascillating statements

pertaining to this issue. In his conversations with his brother,
he rejects, he says, not God, but

rather the world created by him [mir, im sozdannyj], in effect,
however, implicitly

questioning the moral integrity of its supposed maker. In
essence, Ivan is grappling with the

enduring problem of evil and suffering, which in a religious
philosophical context basically

amounts to the problem of theodicy: How can a supposedly just,
good and omnipotent god be

the originator and upholder of an evidently imperfect and flawed
world order where evil is

rampant? How can such a condition be morally justified by a god
to whom is ascribed

omniscience, ethical superiority and unlimited power? And if
evil does not originate with god,

where then is the source of human misery and suffering to be
found? Ivan is not struggling

with this problem as if it was an abstract theological issue,
but is intensely involved in an

acute existential struggle, which, along with various other
factors described in the novel,

subsequently drive him to the brink of madness. In the face of
widespread misery, Ivan has

lost his belief in the stable meaning of being, and the abyss
that opens up before him is the

bereavement of inner stability, doubt, cynicism, hopelessness,
and utter despair.

Berdiaevs friend, the Symbolist poet and sage Vyacheslav Ivanov
(1866-1949),

defined Ivans posture as a non-acceptance of the world
[neprijatie mira], which in his view

constituted a reverberation of an ancient form of theomachy
[bogoborstvo].5During the Silver

Age, it became a catch-word in the short-lived movement of his
called Mystical Anarchism.

Although Berdiaev was not directly involved in this movement,
and in his autobiography,

written at the end of his life and on the eve of the Second
World War, in fact disowned this

movement, he noted nonetheless:

I have always had an anarchistic tendency []. [] And whats more,
my anarchism had a metaphysicalunderpinning and a metaphysical
colouring. The slogan of a non-acceptance of the world, propounded
bymystical anarchism, was the primary slogan of my life, it was my
metaphysical nature, and not merely theinfatuation of a certain
epoch. The category of freedom was the basic category of my
religious feeling for theworld and of my religious thinking. I
defended freedom as the uppermost principle [].6

5 Vja!eslav Ivanov, Ideja neprijatija mira, foreword to Georgii
$ulkovs O misti!eskoj anarchizme (OnMystical Anarchism), orginally
published in 1906. Edition?6 Samopoznanie kap VI: %&'() *+',-.
/01. .(.2345'+6.) 7'(-'(84) []. [] 9 *&'+7' +
7'&&:;.(.234? :62.+6>. @:(, : ('A24)744
&42.,A2:*:
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In a later chapter of the same work, Berdiaev once again
reconnects to this theme and the

figure of Ivan: This topic, which is basic to my life, concerns
not merely the conflict between

the personality and society, but also the clash with world
harmony. The destiny of the unique

personality does not fit into any world whole. Dostoevsky had a
great significance for the

keen formulation of this theme, and in this I am his man, a
follower of Ivan Karamazov, who

by one half represents Dostoevsky himself. It is not that I do
not accept God, but that I do not

accept the world of God.7

In the figure of Ivan, then, we would have a fictional
representation that evokes a

problematics that will be explored in this thesis. But this is
not all. The direction in which I

want to lead this thesis, and yet another dimension of the
problematics around which it

revolves, can be extracted further from Berdiaevs appraisal of
Dostoevsky, with good reason

considered the fountainhead of Russian existential(ist) thought.
In his brief preamble to the

workDostoevsky, written only a few months before he was to be
exiled from Russia, never to

return, Berdiaev states that Dostoevsky played a decisive role
in his spiritual life, and that the

novelist early on stirred his soul more than any other writer or
thinker. His turn to

philosophical issues, he says, was connected with Dostoevskys
cursed questions [prokljatye

voprosy] and furthermore that his original affirmation of
Christian faith was an espousal of

the portrayal [obraz] of Christ given in the Legend of the Grand
Inquisitor, the high point of

Dostoievskys work and the crown of his dialectic,8the subject
matter of which had entered

his youthful soul with piercing acuity.9

In Berdiaevs eyes, Dostoevsky was not merely an eminent creative
writer, but a

profound thinker and visionary [duchovidec] as well. Most
significant in his thought,

Berdiaev contended, was his anthropology.10Dostoevsky possessed
an intuition of genius

about human and universal destiny. An intuition that is
artistic, not exclusively so, but

intellectual and philosophical as well, a true gnosis: for in a
special sense of the word

Dostoievsky was a gnostic; his work is a system of knowing, a
science of the spirit.11In fact,

in his commentary on Dostoevsky, Berdiaev on several occasions
returns to calling him a

7 Samopoznanie, chapter 12: I'&. E7., :+(:*(.)
-1)&:';D4.1C(:+74('*&'H.'7+)(4*6.6:'&42:*:'8'1:'.
K1):+72:;A:+7.(:*64E7:;7'&0:,2:&(:'
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gnostic,12 adding that Dostoevsky gives expression to an
artistic gnosis [chudoMestvennyj

gnozis].13In addition, contrary to the widespread opinion
according to which Dostoevsky is

considered an austere writer [mu!itelen], whose work lacks both
catharsis and flight [ischod],

Berdiaev affirms that there definitely is to be found an
outgate: The departure [vychod] that

one feels when reading Dostoyevsky, is the departure of gnostic
revelations about man. He

created an unprecedented artistic-gnostic anthropology, a unique
method of probing the

depths of the human spirit by means of an ecstatic vortex.14

On what grounds does Berdiaev call Dostoevsky a gnostic? What is
this novel type

of gnostic anthropology to which he is referring? And what the
flight of gnostic

revelations? As has already been made clear, this study does not
aim at investigating

Dostoevsky, nor even Berdiaev's reading of Dostoevsky, but
rather to proffer an entrance into

Berdiaevs thought itself in search for that which will throw
light on the questions posed here

as well as on the earlier mentioned problematics evoked by the
character of Ivan. In other

words, I would like to be Dostoevskys Berdiaev to Berdiaev
himself as it were, my initial

premiss being that Berdiaev himself in his attitude towards the
world represents Ivan by one

half. Similarly, that he is providing in the form of a
philosophical doctrine what he thought

Dostoevsky had anticipated intuitively and ecstatically in
artistic form, namely rudiments of a

rare and radical anthropology, which for various reasons may be
termed gnostic. My thesis

thus provides an interpretation, or reading, of Berdiaevs
teaching on man and attitude of

mind, focusing on quite a particular stance pertaining to the
existential issues of man's being

in the world, and his relation to self and world. Yet it will
also be argued that the issues which

it attempts to tackle are, in Ivans words, arguably both quite
ageless [vekove!nye] and

universal [mirovye], and at the same time may even be said to
reverberate with a particular

precedent to be found in late antiquity.

1.1.3.Jonasian Gnosisas key interpretive framework

To come to grips with what might be said to make up the
specifically gnostic nature of

Berdiaevs teaching on man, I shall make use of an interpretive
framework, based on what I

have chosen to call, in lack of a better term, Jonasian gnosis,
by which I intend Hans Jonass

12Nikolaj Berdjaev,Mirosozercanie Dostoevskogo, p. 385-386;
Otkrovenie o !eloveke p. 347, 350.13 Nikolaj Berdjajev,
"#$%&'()*( & +(,&'($( ' #'&%+(-#'(
.&-#&('-$&/& (Charkov / Moscow 2002[Moscow? 1918]),
p. 347.

14 Ibid., p. 361: N03:-, 6:7:20; 5>*+7*>'7+) A24 57'(44
K:+7:'*+6:,:, '+7C *03:- ,(:+745'+643:762:*'(4; : 5'1:*'6'. O(
+:3.5'2'
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synthesizing philosophical exegesis of the written remains of
numerous religious currents in

late antiquity, customarily brought together under the
collective heading Gnosticism. The

latter is defined by Jonas as a broad variety of religious
teachings that were rife in the

Hellenized Near East of the first centuries A.D. and purported
to offer knowledge of the

otherwise hidden truth of total reality as the indispensible key
to mans salvation.15 In

Jonass view, nowhere else have a number of the issues which I
ascribed above to the figure

of Ivan, been more uncompromisingly addressed than in this
gnostic phenomenon, the

study of which brings us face to face with one of the more
radical answers of man to his

predicament and with the insights which only that radical
position could bring forth, and

thereby adds to our human understanding in general.16 Jonas
considered the gnostic

phenomenon of universal import, as it in some sense could be
said to embody a timelessly

possible attitude towards existence, although more easily
relateable in our own dislocated

time than perhaps in any other period since Late Antiquity:
Something in Gnosticism knocks

at the door of our Being and of our twentieth-century Being in
particular. Here is humanity in

a crisis and in some of the radical possibilitites of choices
that man can make concerning his

view of his position in the world, of his relation to himself,
to the absolute and to his mortal

Being.17

As interpreted by Jonas in an existential light, the diverse,
yet decidedly interrelated

currents that collectively make up so-called Gnosticism
attempted to tackle a number of

fundamental issues of human existence, responses to which were
set in cosmic and

supracosmic narrative myths, quite unequalled in profundity and
splendour. Its most

distinguishing feature, from where it centuries later also
acquired its disparaging name

(Gnosticism), is generally recognized to be its emphasis on the
possibility of an unmediated

spiritual insight into the mysteries pertaining to God, man and
world. Rather than being

adherents of a doctrinal faith, the ancient Gnostics thus
propunded to a direct acquaintance

with the divine, a knowledge(Gk.gnosis) which they considered a
prerequisite for liberation,and itself the catalyst of redemption.
Gnosis represented a revelatory form of knowledge,

which bestowed on the knower (i.e. the Gnostic) an insight into
the origin of the world

(cosmogony), the workings of the cosmos (cosmology), as well as
of the supramundane

primordial world. In addition, gnosis provided an illuminating
understanding pertaining to the

15Hans Jonas, Gnosticism, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol.
3, ed. by Paul Edwards (The MacmillanCompany & The Free Press:
New York, 1967), p. 336.

16Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. The Message of the Alien God
& the Beginnings of Christianity (Boston2001), p.
xxxiv-xxxv.17Ibid., p. xxv.
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whyand howof individual existence. In the latter aspect gnosis
might be said to constitute a

form of self-knowledge. The Gnostics naturally expressed their
jubilation and joy in the

attainment of this divine awareness. But it must nonetheless
have been a bitter cup to drink, as

it encompassed a very austere vision of mundane existence and
gave vent to a fundamental

misgiving about the metaphysical foundation of earthly
existence. The flaws of the given

world (i.e. the cosmos) were considered intrinsic, the outcomes
of an apostasy (a cosmic

coup) or a falling away on the part of the premundane divine
world.

Jonasian gnosisis this ancient gnostic phenomenon interpreted
from an existentialist

philosophical viewpoint using a phenomenological method. It was
by its originator thought to

constitute a complementary one in relation to more established
varieties of philological

research. Indeed, it is quite a unique approach, differing
substantially from other approaches

to this historic occurrence (occasion), both those predating as
well as the majority of those

antedating it. Its uniqueness consists not least in its vision
of a core, or inner wholeness,

permeating all the wide-ranging expressions of Gnosticism, as
well as in the profundity and

subtleness of thephilosophicalelucidation of the existential
concerns pertaining to this whole.

The Jonasian framework highlights a number of motifs and issues,
demonstrating the manner

in which they intersect in the fabric of an integral synthesis,
its basic premise being that the

gnostic enterprise (quest) is propelled by a search for
existential meaning and that it offers an

exceptionally radical and uncomprimising response to the issue
of mans existence. A famous

fragment ascribed to Theodotos, belonging to the so-called
Valentinian school of gnostic

thought, succinctly defines the essentials of the burning
questions of the gnostic, and the

liberating insight which is bestowed on him through gnosis: What
makes us free is the

knowledge of who we were, what we have become; where we were,
wherein we have been

thrown; whereto we speed, wherefrom we are redeemed; what is
birth and what rebirth.18As

may be discerned from this fragment, centered on four
interrogative markers (whence, what,

why, whereto), the chief striving consisted in answering the
issues of origin, of the present

state of being, and of future destiny, respectively.

What I am intent to deal with more specifically is, in Jonass
words, [] this

strange and even shocking form of an extreme option about the
meaning of Being, the

situation of man, the absolute importance of selfhood and the
wrestling with the saving of this

18 Quoted after Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. The Message of
the Alien God & the Beginnings ofChristianity(Boston 2001), p.
334.
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selfhood from all the powers of alienation that impinge on man
[].19In this quotation are

marked out the basic motifs that will propel the ensuing
discussion. It is here that the

problems of Ivan appear. If I may anticipate somewhat what shall
be treated more in depth in

the ensuing discussion, a key tendency is what Jonass called
demundanization

[Entweltlichung], which I interpret on the one handas the
already mentioned repudiation of

creation (anticosmism), which in the case of Gnosticism
simultaneously amounted to a

disclosure of its allegedly coercive power, a demonization of
it, and on the other, as an active

emancipatory striving towards transcension of, or redemption
from, the world, as an

overcoming of the world. Yet the gnostic stance is not
exclusively rejectionist. It is in equal

degree an apology of man in his capacity of being a divine
spirit, (the absolute importance of

selfhood, mentioned by Jonas above), and a defence of his inner
dignity in the face of what

appears to him malevolent forces of enslavement, alienation and,
in Berdiaevs case, of

objectification. The gnostic struggle might in this sense be
considered a striving for

authenticity and freedom within what is perceived to be a
malevolent universe.

I shall in the thematic section of my thesis consider several
interrelated aspects of the

problematics outlined above in my search for a gnostic
anthropology in support of my

fundamental premiss and conception. For this reason, I would at
the outset like to enumerate

here the basic motifs that will concern me, although their full
elucidation will only follow as I

proceed. I shall therefore have to put this very loosely for an
introductory statement. Stripped

to their bare essentials, the main elements or motifs that will
be explored in the thesis, on the

basis of the Jonasian precedent, are the following:

Dualism: a) varieties of anthropologicaldualism, not least that
between soul and bodyon the one hand, and spirit on the other; b) a
metaphysicaldualism between two world

orders

Pneumatic or pneumocentric anthropology: The primacy of spirit
(pneumatic self)above world and its concurrent affinity with
God

Strangeness in the world [Fremdheit in der Welt]20 -
Weltfremdheit21 as the basicsubjective existential correlate

Demundanization [Entweltlichung]: a devaluation of the
objectified world order anda corresponding eschatological flight
towards transcension of the given

19Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. The Message of the Alien God
& the Beginnings of Christianity (Boston2001), p. xxvi.

20 Peter Koslowski, Einleitung. Philosophie, Mystik, Gnosis,
Gnosis und Mystik in der Geschichte derPhilosophie, Koslowski
(red.,), (Zrich and Munich 1988), p. 9.21Peter Sloterdijk,
Weltfremdheit(Frankfurt am Main 1993).
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The revolutionary or rebellious element in this rejection of the
world [mironeprijatie]:The revolt of the spirit and a defence of
the selfhood from the powers which impede

on its freedom;

The centrality of the concept ofgnosisand the possibility of
spiritual enlightening Gnosis as participatory knowledge and
transformative spiritual experience; gnosis

both as revelatory source of insight and as saving knowledge;
soteriological and

eschatological aspects of spiritual knowledge

As may be gathered from the above, key concepts that will appear
throughout are

(revolutionary) dualism,pneumatism / pneumatology
/pneumocentrism, demundanizationand

gnosis. What transpires / will the outcome be when these key
notions (concerns), and the

points listed above, are applied to Berdiaevs thought? The
comparison between the two

respective philosophical conceptions that will be attempted, or
more accurately, the

application of Jonass gnostic key on Berdiaevs lock, will
illuminate the similarities and

differences alike, but above all facilitate, it is hoped, an
intriguing and novel access to

Berdiaevs thought as such. It will disclose, I believe a crucial
aspect of Berdiaevs thought,

which in some respects have been intuited by previous research,
it is true, but never before

disclosed in its full complexity / complex entirety. I am in
other words aiming at an immanent

analysis rather than merely a comparativeone between to givens.
Hopefully, this approach

will make visible facets of Berdiaevs thought that would
otherwise remain hidden from view.

To be sure, my aim in this thesis has not primarily been to make
a general comparative study

of Berdiaevs gnosis and historical Gnosticism so-called of the
first centuries A.D as a whole,

although I have been operating with an interpretive framework,
which, of course, was an

outcome of the investigation of this ancient historical
occurrence. But instead of viewing it as

a ready-made model once and for all valid for determining what
is gnostic and what not, I

have employed Jonasian gnosis as a heuristic tool, as a
foregrounding of a perceived whole,which is an essential phase
integral to any interpretive process. The Jonasian framework
will

provide us with a conceptualization of a complex of ideas and
attitudes, that will, it is hoped,

permit a novel access to Berdiaevs thought in its own right and
facilitate the discovery and

exploration of a specific facet of this thought.

Besides applying the key notions mentioned above, I also intend
to explore a

few related issues, which will, I believe, make it possible to
throw additional light on the

entire subject matter. I shall, for one thing, investigate the
commencement of Berdiaevsvocation as a religious philosopher and
especially the concurrent initial appearance and first
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uses of the concept of gnosis. The issue of Berdiaevs attitude
towards the ancient Gnostics, is

also treated in a separate chapter. But, before I turn to these
issues, I shall in the opening

chapters address some fundamental ones concerning previous
research, what is meant (here)

by Gnosticism, what constitutes the specificity of Hans Jonass
approach and typology, and

my method.

1.1.4. Relevance and novelty of thesis

Even though I believe that the ensuing discussion will make this
comment quite redundant, it

could nonetheless be worthwile to mention here at the outset
that the topic with which this

thesis is concerned, is no pure invention of mine. There exists
among scholars a recognition

of a presence in Berdiaevs thought of elements which might be
called gnostic, indeed have

been termed just that. My own contribution represents a
re-appraisal of the issues raised by

the gnostic connection, not its actual discovery. In fact, works
pointing towards a gnostic

subtext, or a hidden gnosticism, in Berdiaevs thought were being
published already during

his lifetime. Nonetheless, even if I am not the first to draw
attention to the gnostic link, it

appears commentators have not dared venture a detailed, thorough
and sufficiently profound

investigation of the subject matter. Even if there has been
pointers in the direction, no scholar

has to my knowledge as yet undertaken a thorough and systematic
examination of the issue at

hand, which is why the subject cried out for further study. Far
from wanting to denigrate a

gnostic ascription to Berdiaev, since this issue has been
insufficiently examined, it must be

clarified on what grounds such an ascription is made, why it has
been found useful and

applicable. From the side of Catholic church theology (Danzas,
Kennedy, et. al.), Berdiaev

may clearly stand out as a wholesale gnostic, suspiciously close
to the ancient heresy. But the

arguments brought into such a discussion are quite outmoded and
antiquated, and consciously

or not tend to disregard Berdiaevs negative statements against
the gnostics, as well as the

complexity of the issues treated. Most importantly, the gnostic
ascription must be qualified

substantially, and should not be hampered by a polemic thrust.
The aim of the following study

is to perform such a qualification, to examine the subtle
transformations of a case of neo-

gnosis in modernity. This is done within the framework of
gnostic discourse, and not from the

perspective of one or other church doctrine, or by approaching
his thought with any extrinsic

criteria other than that of Jonasian gnosis. It treats rather
Berdiaevs response to the gnostic

challenge, both his response to ancient gnosticism as he
interpreted it (an interpretationwhich had its limitations), as
well as the peculiarities of his neo-gnosis. To attain to the
latter,
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a number of questions will be posed from within the framework of
Jonasian gnosis.

Furthermore, scholars have generally failed to address Berdiaevs
critique of the gnostics as

well as to consult relevant and authoritative scholarship on the
subject. Dyakov. This point is

crucial for defining and determining what is meant by gnosticism
in the first place, at least if

one strives to go beyond mere hints and allegations. Although I
rely heavily on Jonas, it is not

exclusively so. In the chapter What is Gnosticism? I also
consult other studies within this

field of research.

Whats more, I do not believe it justified to disregard Berdiaevs
quite elaborate

commentary on the Gnostics. Researchers have neglected to take
Berdiaevs negative

comments on the Gnostics into account. In any case, his attitude
towards them must be taken

into account before any general ascription of Berdiaev as
gnostic is made, and certainly

ought to qualify any such ascription. In fact, it is a basic
argument of the present thesis that

Berdiaev took up quite an original position within the spacious
field of gnosis, partly to the

detriment of the classic Gnostics. In order to reach an
understanding of the specificity of

Berdiaevs stance, we need a special tool, and I hold Jonasian
gnosis to be the unique key that

can unbolt this lock. Application of this interrogative
framework will allow us to read the

sources anew, and it might be said to represent a source of
insight, which situates the

important points, separates the central from the peripheral, the
essential from the arbitrary, the

genuine from the alien, the adequate from the feigned, in the
sign system of the sources,

indeed it orders the sources anew.22

My aim in this is not to establish the genetic link between
these gnostic elements

with Gnosticism as historical current, but rather to throw light
on what I (perhaps somewhat

speculatively) consider to be a general gnostic attitude or mode
of thoughtnot limited to

these historical currents, although it was most radically and
uncompromisingly expressed

there.23The gnostic attitude (or paradigm24) is in my opinion
not limited to any certain

epoch, but represents in the words of Gilles Quispel eine
Grundstruktur der religisen

Apperzeption, eine religise Mglichkeit des Menschen neben
anderen, die zu bestimmten

22Hans Jonas, Gnosis und sptantiker Geist, Erster Teil, Die
mythologische Gnosis (Gttingen: Vandenhoeckand Ruprecht, 1954), p.
17: Sie ltzt die Urkunden neu lesen, d. h. von der nun
erschlossenen Erhellungsquelleher setzt sie die
Wichtigkeitsakzente, scheidet Zentrales und Peripheres,
Wesentliches und Zuflliges, Genuinesund Fremdes, Adquates und
Vortuschendes im Zeichensystem der Bekundungen, ja ordnet die
quellen neu[]. My translation F. L.23 The expression gnostic
attitude is a construct that naturally is fated to be haunted by
all the problemsassociated with such-like constructs. See my
discussion in the introduction for further elucidation. I have
there

commented on the problems connected with translating religious
concepts.24Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. The Message of the
Alien God & the Beginnings of Christianity (Boston2001), p.
xxvi.
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Zeiten immer wieder auftaucht [].25Such aphenomenological
approachmakes a gnostic

attribution of Berdiaev possible, despite the fact that he urged
some serious objections to

ancient Gnosticism and denied a genealogical link between them.
Yet, although I evade a

genetic and perhaps also a genealogical explanation, neither
shall I let Gnosticism out of

sight. The relevance of Hellenistic Gnosticism lies in its
paradigmatic function, as it

represents the most elaborate and at the same time extreme
embodiment of the so called

dualistic gnostic attitude.26

And although he did not self-designate as gnostic, he uses the
term gnosis vociferously, calls

his main idea gnostic, and furthermore states that there are
some affinities in his grappling

with certain issues with the ancient gnostics. Indeed he states
that a truly Christian gnosis is

a possibility, and such is the purpose of religious
philosophy.27Simultaneously, Berdiaev

also states that his gnosis should not be understood as equal to
the gnosis of the ancients, and

also makes a negative evaluation of gnosticism, in the process
reverberating many of the

arguments against the gnostics of the Christian polemicists
(docetism, spirit/body, spiritual

hybris, elitism and exclusiveness). It becomes quite obvious
from this discrepancy, that there

are different forms of gnosis in Berdiaevs thought itself. The
question must be asked: With

which particular gnosis are we dealing? (An Orthodox Christian
existentialist gnosis inspired

by the Alexandrian school and the theosophical tradition.)

1.1.5. Source material

My study is based almost exclusively on a reading of the
original writings of Nikolai

Berdiaev and of Hans Jonas, and to a significantly lesser degree
on secondary sources that

interpret Berdiaevs thought. As concerns Berdiaevs writings, I
initially did not set any

limitation as to the scope of the works consulted, which means
that all of Berdiaevs works

25Gilles Quispel, Gnosis als Weltreligion(Origo Verlag, Zrich
1951), p. 19.26Hans Jonas was of the opinion that Hellenistic
Gnosticism has been the most radical embodiment of dualismever to
have appeared on the stage of history, and its exploration provides
a case study of all that is implicated init. It is a split between
the self and the world, mans alienation from nature, the
metaphysical devaluation ofnature, the cosmic solitude of the
spirit and the nihilism of mundane norms; and in its general
extremist style itshows what radicalism really is. All this has
been acted out in that deeply moving play as a lasting paradigm
ofthe human condition. The analogical modernity of ancient
Gnosticism, or the hidden Gnosticism in the modernmind, has struck
me early and was expounded in my essay Gnosticism and Modern
Nihilism. So in the gnostic

paradigm we have all these things []. Hans Jonas, The Gnostic
Religion. The Message of the Alien God & the

Beginnings of Christianity(Boston 2001), p. xxvi.27Nicolas
Berdiaev, Truth and Revelation, translated from the Russian by R.
M. French (Collier Books: NewYork, 1962), p. 53.
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that in one way or another were thought related to the topic
came under scrutiny. There are

some works, nonetheless, that during the course of study turned
out to be more important than

others, and which therefore may be considered my main source
texts. They are The

Philosophy of Freedom(Filosofija svobody 1911), The Meaning of
the Creative Act(Smysl

tvor!estva 1914, published in 1916), Freedom and The
Spirit(Filosofija svobodnogo ducha

1927-28), especially the eigth chapter entitled Theosophy and
Gnosis, Slavery and Freedom

(O rabstve i svobode !eloveka 1939), The Beginning and the End
(Opyt eschatologi!eskoj

metafiziki 1947), Truth and Revelation (Istina i otkrovenie
194?, published 1996) and the

posthumously published autobiography Dream and Reality
(Samopoznanie 1949). In

addition, a considerable number of minor articles will be
referenced as well. As can be readily

seen from the publication dates indicated within parentheses, I
am more or less covering

Berdiaevs entire productive career as a religious philosopher.
In view of this, it must be

emphasized that my study is primarily thematic, and that a
chronological developmental

perspective is deliberately deemphasized. I have, nonetheless,
included one chapter treating

the biographical background of the inception and first phases of
Berdiaevs earliest religious

philosophy. Beyond this initial creative breakthrough and its
first formulations, however, I

have, with only minor exceptions, downplayed any possible
changes, transformations, or

fluctuations that may have occurred in Berdiaevs philosophy.

As concerns Jonas, it is largely his three main monographs on
ancient Gnosticism,

which have been consulted. This is natural since they remain his
main contribution to this

field of research. The first volume of his studies, Gnosis und
sptantiker Geist. Erster Teil:

Die mythologische Gnosis [Gnosticism and the Spirit of Late
Antiquity], was published in

1934.28 The first half of the second part was not published
until 1954, as Gnosis und

sptantiker Geist, Teil 2,1, Von der Mythologie zur mystischen
Philosophie, although it had

been written twenty years earlier.29In 1957 a considerably
amended rendering of his previous

studies was published in English as The Gnostic Religion: The
Message of the Alien God &the Beginnings of Christianity.30It
should be observed that while retaining the point of view

of the larger [German] work and restating many of its arguments,
[the English volume] [was]

different in scope, in organization, and in literary intention,
not least since much of the

more difficult philosophical elaboration, with its too technical
language the cause for much

28Hans Jonas, Gnosis und sptantiker Geist, Erster Teil, Die
mythologische Gnosis(Gttingen: Vandenhoeckand Ruprecht, 1954
[1934]).29 Hans Jonas, Gnosis und sptantiker Geist, Teil 2,1, Von
der Mythologie zur mystischen Philosophie

(Gttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1954). A second part of the
second part was never published.30Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion.
The Message of the Alien God & the Beginnings of Christianity
(Boston2001 [1957]).
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complaint in the German volumes ha[d] been excluded from this
treatment, which strive[d]

to reach the general educated reader as well as the scholar.31
The English edition can

therefore not be considered a mere translation of the German
editions, but must instead be

viewed as an emendation. Although I, for the most part, quote
from the English edition in the

ensuing study, I will now and then refer to the German editions
as well (particularly in the

Keymaker section). In addition, a few separate articles and
encyclopaedia entries written by

Jonas will also be referenced, especially the essay entitled
Gnosticism, Existentialism and

Nihilism.

1.2.Previous research

1.2.1. General considerations

Though the heyday of so-called Gnosticism lay in ancient times,
the scholarly interest in this

phenomenon grew noticeably during the last century, and still
continues to do so, being

boosted by the belated publication of the collection of original
Gnostic scriptures unearthed in

Egypt in 1945.32Generally speaking, the modern study into Gnosis
and Gnosticism has taken

either of two roads. According to the first, ancient Gnosticism
is examined as a unique

historical occurrence, or more accurately as the manifestation
of a compound of interrelated

religious currents, with an equally unrepeatable situativeness.
This approach has been the

customary one within the exacting scholarly fields of philology,
theology and the history of

religion, and remains so to this day, with good reason. However,
possibly owing to the

evocative nature of the phenomenon under scrutiny, even classic
scholars working within the

parameters of this first category, such as Adolf von Harnack and
Hans Jonas, could not refrain

from pointing towards the existence of some allegedly
gnosticizing tendencies in modernity,

thereby opening up for the second variety of research. This
latter, decidedly more tentative,

variety recognizes in ancient Gnosticism what might be termed a
prototype of a mode of

thought, or a value structure, with certain inalienable
features, that is thought to (re)surface in

later historical periods, be it in modernity or postmodernity,
without, however, there

necessarily being any direct genetic dependence attestable. The
late gnosis scholar, Gilles

Quispel, even went to so far as to state: Besides these two
[faith and reason], there has

always existed a third current in the West, namely gnosis.
Gnosis arose in Alexandria at the

31Ibid., p. xxxv.32 Cf. Richard Smith, The Modern Relevance of
Gnosticism, The Nag Hammadi Library in English, thirdrevised
edition, edited by James M. Robinson (HarperSanFrancisco: San
Fransisco, 1990), pp. 532-549.


	
8/13/2019 R e b e l S p i r i t.pdf

21/237

21

beginning of our era. [---] Jerusalem, Athens and Alexandria,
these are the three cities that

have defined our culture. But the most neglected of the currents
that arose there is the

Alexandrian.33Studies belonging to this category identify
various shades of Gnosticism(s)

primarily within the four domains of modern esoteric currents of
thought, (religious)

philosophy, ideology (social and political discourse), and
imaginary fiction. The present thesis

continues in the line of this latter approach, and may be
thought of as a contribution to the

ongoing discussion and research into varieties of neo-gnosis.
For this reason I have deemed it

appropriate to examine below the main trends of study of this
brand in general, and in Russian

culture in particular, as well as to position my own case study
in relation to these.

1.2.2. Studies of gnostic elements in the modern Russian
cultural sphere, and in

Berdiaev in particular

An indicator of the interest in gnosis and gnosticism that has
been generated during the last

decade in Russia is the series of academic conferences arranged
annually at the Rudomino

Library for Foreign Literature in Moscow under the banner Russia
and Gnosis (Rossija i

Gnozis).34 The contributions to these symposia belong to both of
the above-mentioned

categories. Independent of these, there has appeared a number of
studies, Russian or

otherwise, that explore (alleged) gnostic motifs in the thought
of Russian thinkers, such as

Vladimir Solovyov,35 as well as of writers of imaginative
fiction such as Fyodor Sologub,

Alexander Blok,36and Andrey Platonov,37to name only a few. Apart
from these studies that

are limited in scope, a number of more inclusive monographs that
trace what might be termed

33Gilles Quispel (red.), Gnosis. De derde component van de
Europese cultuurtraditie(Haarlem 2005), s. 15, 16:Naast deze twee
[het geloof en de rede] heeft altijd een derde stroming in het
Westen bestaan, de gnosis. Degnosis ontstond in Alexandri omtrent
het begin van onze jaartelling. [---] Jeruzalem, Athene en
Alexandri,

deze drie zijn de steden die onze cultuur hebben bepaald. Maar
de meest miskende van de stromingen die daarontstonden, is de
Alexandrijnse. My translation F. L.34Proceedings of the conferences
are published by the library35 Ludwig Wenzler Mystik und Gnosis bei
Wladimir Sergejewitsch Solowjew ; Piama P. GaidenkoGnostische
Motive in der Philosophie Schellings und Solowjews in Peter
Koslowski (ed.) Philosophische

Religion. Gnosis zwischen Philosophie und Theologie (Wilhelm
Fink Verlag: Munich 2006), pp. 127-148;P.;-'(6: Q.Q. 9+6>B'(4'
-4.1'6746:;: A.(7'4+745'+64' 4 ,(:+745'+64' &:74*0 > P','1)
4 N1.J:1:*C'*.. 0&1%&-23*,&-&3**, R4, c.81, 1998;
F: 324+74.(+7*:& 4 ,(:+7484
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the neo-gnostic trajectory in Russian thought deserve mention.
Irene Masing-Delics

Abolishing Death, applies gnosticizing parameters on a number of
20th century Russian

writers and thinkers, proponents of what she calls the
immortalizers programme.38 Still,

Masing-Delic focuses on what might be termed utopian millenarian
immanentism, which I

believe diverges somewhat from the more otherwordly, dualist and
metaphysical thought

which might be said to have been a distinguishing feature of
ancient Gnosticism. Her study

might therefore be considered more speculative, than true to the
ancient phenomenon, even if

the work is inventive enough not to loose in quality. It is a
greater loss, however, that her

work neglects to treat Mayakovsky and Platonov, who certainly
would have deserved a given

place in her highly captivating and evocative study.

Alexander Dyakovs monograph Gnosticism and Russian Philosophy is
an

ambitious work, which, however, unfortunately does not award
Berdiaev more than a few

pages.39 In an introductory chapter Dyakov includes quite a
detailed survey of earlier

scholarly studies on Gnosticism, and should therefore be
credited with making a

conscientious examination of what Gnosticism has been thought to
constitute by scholars in

the field, something which ought to be part of any study of this
subject matter, but which,

alas, is a rarity.

As concerns Berdiaev, a number of minor works, mainly articles,
have pointed

to the existence of a gnostic subtext embedded in his thought.
In fact, already during his

lifetime, Berdiaev appears to have been accused of holding
gnostic views on several

occasions. In his autobiography he complained that it was
especially his idea of an uncreated

freedom that provoked what in those days amounted to an
accusation: Orthodox Christians,

Catholics, Protestants, which considered themselves
right-minded, attacked my idea of an

uncreated freedom, seeing in it a non-christian dualism,
gnosticism, a limiting of the

omnipotence of the Divinity. But I always had the impression
that I wasnt being

understood.40 And indeed, a number of studies on Berdiaev the
concept of gnosis som

importance were written already during the 1930s. For instance,
his friend and associate Lev

Shestov (1866-1938) authored an article entitled Nikolai
Berdiaev. Gnosis and Existential

Philosophy, in which he questions the expediency of Berdiaevs
references to gnosis as his

38Irene Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death: A Salvation Myth of
Russian Twentieth-Century Literature(StanfordUniversity Press:
Stanford, 1992). Is her study influenced by
Voegelin?39S1'6+.(-2N1.-4&42:*45KC)6:*,
8)&-#*9*:;*%3*,&-&3*>:
("12#*-#&%*$&-3*,&-&3-$&/&=)=,*:=), U:+6*.:
9.14
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source of insight.41Ironically, despite being a sceptic fideist
and a belligerent antirationalist,

Shestov nevertheless makes use of quite commonsensical, even
rationalist, arguments in his

case against Berdiaevs gnosis. The article quite clearly reveals
the discprepancy between

agnostic and gnosticizing forms of existentialism.

No less importantly, the Russian emigrant Catholic Justina
(Julia) Danzas

(1879-1942) published two studies devoted to investigating the
general relation between

Russian religious philosophy and ancient Gnosticism.42 She might
be said to have been

especially suited for such an undertaking, having published a
voluminous study on ancient

Gnosticism more than twenty years earlier. Although her studies
are groundbreaking, she

almost exclusively treats the Sophia connection (in Solovyov and
Bulgakov) and mentions

Berdiaev only in passing. Important for our context, however, is
the fact that in 1936 Berdiaev

himself wrote a review of the longer of these two studies, where
he also comments on the

Gnostic connection, an issue to which I shall return later
on.43

Sorry to say, much of the early commentary on Berdiaevs gnosis
often appears

propelled by the classic heresiological cause, usually from the
perspective of a particular

theological point of view. This is the case not only with
Danzas, but to an even greater degree

with the Jesuit pater Paul V. Kennedys doctoral dissertation,A
philosophical appraisal of the

modernist gnosticism of Nicholas Berdyaev, which is worthy of
note above all as an example

of an early evaluation of Berdiaevs thought written while the
philosopher was still counted

among the living (1936). The purpose of the study was to expound
and evaluate the

predominant tendencies manifested in Berdiaevs post-[First
World]war writings, the initial

premise being that the most important aspect common to all his
works is a modified type of

Gnosticism resting on a foundation of Modernist vital
experience..44As it turns out, the

title is somewhat misleading: this is not primarily a study of
the gnostic subtext of Berdiaevs

thought, but rather a general evaluation of the theological
implications of his philosophy in

the light of Catholic apologetics. It is only in the concluding
seventh chapter that an account

of what exactly modernist Gnosticism amounts to is given and
that an actual comparison is

drawn between Berdiaevs philosophy and ancient Gnosticism. The
study is not merely

41 Lev Shestov, @*$&,=A B(%6>('. 8)&:*- *
C$:*-#()9*=,7)=> 3*,&-&3*>. The article was
publishedposthumously in Sovremennye zapiski, 1938, no. 63.
Republished in A. A. Ermi!ev (ed.),N. A. Berdjaev: pro etcontra,
antologija, kniga 1 (Saint Petersburg 1994), pp. 411-436.42 J.N
Danzas, L'Itineraire religieux de la conscience russes, Les
editions du CERF, 1935; J. Danzas, Lesreminiscences gnostiques dans
la philosophie religieuse russe moderne,Revue des Sciences
Philosophiques etTheologiques. 1936. Tome XXV, pp.
658-685.43"Q>7C", No51. U.;-:67)/2C1936 ,.44P. V. Kennedy, A
philosophical appraisal of the modernist gnosticism of Nicholas
Berdiaev. PhD thesis. St.Louis University, 1936, p. 10.
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seriously flawed by the mentioned apologetic-polemic tone, but
also by the exclusive reliance

on heresiological sources for the delineation of Gnosticism.
Kennedy states that Berdyaev

must be charged with defending a kind of Manicheism a modified,
diluted kind which is,

however, no more acceptable than the original form of that
heresy,45the authors deduction

being that Berdiaev is a Gnostic.46In the concluding section, A
Final appraisal, Kennedy

makes the following announcement: All this makes Berdiaevs
pretense of being the herald

of the new dawn rather absurd; and he and his shop-worn vagaries
could safely be disregarded

except for the strange fact that he has received so much
attention and appreciation in certain

Catholic circles.47Having refuted Berdiaevs philosophy on point
after point on the basis of

its divergence from Catholic theology, Kennedy makes the
following statement concerning

the mystical trajectory:

Now the fact of the matter [!] is that there is scarcely a
shadow of real depth and not a single trace of genuinemystical
exaltation in Berdyaevs writings; one finds only complexity,
confusion, and obscurantism. He himselfapologizes for his lack of
clarity and attributes it to the profundity of the questions he is
handling; which isreminiscent of the little lad who thought the
reason why teacher [sic.] could not understand his poems was
thatthey were so deep. What depth is there in that primitive belief
in an Ungrund? Or what genuine mystical

exaltation can one find in such an absurdity?48

Not unexpectedly, the concluding words of the dissertation
amount to a veritable apology for

the Catholic mother church:

It would be most agreeable to interpret Berdyaev as a pilgrim
struggling towards the truth, misled perhaps onsome points but
still essentially sound and wholesome. It is Berdyaev himself,
however, who rejects such aninterpretation; he makes it plain that
it is precisely against traditional Christianity that he is waging
his fight. Andas long as he persists in that attitude and continues
to propose himself as a self-made religious leader bearing the

burden of correcting the Church and inaugurating the new
spirituality which the future calls for, so long mustone be very
slow to accord him reverence or pin ones hopes of the future on
him. Modernist Gnosticism is adangerous malady.49

I have not offered the quotations from Kennedys study above for
the reason that I value them

as findings of serious research, but merely to give the reader
some examples of the highly

biased / depreciative tone lingering in this field of research,
and to signal that heresiology of

the classic brand was alive and well in the 1930s.

Another article, of a lesser scope, but published in the same
year, is very much

in the same vein as Kennedys study. The stated purpose of Vernon
J. Bourkes article The

45P. V. Kennedy, p. 138.46P. V. Kennedy, p. 206.

47P. V. Kennedy, p. 227.48P. V. Kennedy, pp. 228-229.49P. V.
Kennedy, pp. 229-230.
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Gnosticism of N. Berdyaev, is to point out those things which
Roman Catholic readers have

found attractive in this new philosophy and also to indicate
Berdyaevian teachings which do

not seem to be consonant with Neo-Scholasticism.50The aim is
thus apologetical, rather than

scholarly, and the heading of the article functions mainly as a
deterrent, directed towards

Catholic readers who in the mind of the author of the article is
unduly fascinated with

Berdiaev, rather than as a pointer towards the actual content of
the article, which one would

think treats the gnostic connection. Bourke does indeed refer to
Berdiaevs distinction

between two forms of mysticism, one of them being gnostic, and
also to his thoughts on

freedom and the spirit. But he nevertheless draws the conclusion
that It is evident that it is

not this vague Gnosticism of the spirit which has attracted so
much recent attention. It is

rather Berdyaevs undoubted practical wisdom used in the
consideration of life in its

historical, social, and even religious, phases.51Bourkes
admonition to Catholic readers is

that Berdyaev is not the simple Christian that he appears on
first glance. He is an example of

a very complex mentality.52 To prove his point, he refers to
Berdyaevs own idea of an

aristocracy of the spirit, which he insinuates represents a form
of elitism. Bourke cautions

his readers, stating that the very intense zeal with which he
[Berdyaev] thinks and writes is a

fertile source of error.53He further declares that it is evident
that the general philosophical

position of Berdyaev is not consonant with Catholic
Scholasticism.54After having clarified

on what points Berdiaev diverges from Catholic theology, to the
detriment of Berdiev, of

course, his final words on the issue are as follows: Berdyaev
has wonderfully profound and

wise views on the problems of human life, human society, and
human history, but his

metaphysics is warped by his anti-intellectualism. It would be
more correct to say that he has

no metaphysics. His valuable contribution to practical
philosophy are vitiated by his lack of

system, his excessive dependence on intution, his
misunderstanding of Christian

Aristotelianism.55

In his article Un gnostique moderne: Nicolas Berdiaeff,
published two years

subsequent to the above mentioned studies, Eugne Porret proposes
to analyze merely one

aspect of Berdiaevs thought, namely le plus curieux et le moins
compris: le caractre

50Vernon J. Bourke, The Gnosticism of N. Berdyaev, Thought: A
Review of Culture and Idea, 11, Dec., 1936,p. 409.51Vernon J.
Bourke, pp. 419-420.52Vernon J. Bourke, p. 420.

53Vernon J. Bourke, p. 421.54Vernon J. Bourke, p. 421.55Vernon
J. Bourke, p. 422.
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gnostique de son systme.56After having enumerated some basic
tenets of Berdiaevs views

on freedom, the fall, redemption etc., Porret states that
Berdiaeff a voulu crer une gnose

chrtienne en opposition la philosophie matrialiste et
scientifique moderne.57Although

one might agree with this contention, it must be pointed out
that Porret merely hints at a

gnostic connection, but that he does not actually explore one.
The only instance where a direct

comparison is drawn is the introductory statement, which points
in the direction of gnosis

itself: Just like the gnostics of the first centuries, Berdiaeff
makes claims of having attained a

certain knowledge, without doubt imperfect and partial, about
the mystery of man and of God,

about creation and of being, through a mystical intuition.58 It
is this mystical source of

knowledge that makes up Porrets stumbling-block, although on
completely different grounds

than in the case of Shestov: Berdiaev takes too great liberties
in relation to the authoritative

word of the Bible. To illustrate his point, he recounts an
anecdote about a conference attended

by Berdiaev and the protestant theologian Karl Barth. After
Berdiaev had explained some

aspects of his metaphysics, Barth exclaimed: From where do you
know all that?59

Curiously, Porrets conclusion turns out to be quite close to
that of Kennedy, namely that

Berdiaev diverges from what is prescribed in the normative
tradition of the church, although

he points to Berdiaevs deviation from the authority of the
Bible, while Kennedy falls back on

the authority of the (outspokenly anti-modernist) pope (Pius
X).60The concluding words of

Porrets article are as follows: A Protestant would, without
doubt, discover there the constant

threat of gnosis, this treacherous liberty that the mind
indulges in, in contravention of the

Biblical Revelation, in order to explore the least accessible
domains; and he would recognize

the peril that mystical and gnostic thought has succumbed to
throughout the entire history of

the Church, namely of being Neoplatonic rather than
Evangelical.61 This unanticipated

finale, an allegation of Neoplatonism, only serves to expose the
inconsequentiality in Porrets

study devoted to the gnostic nature of Berdiaevs thought.

56Eugne Porret, Un gnostique moderne: Nicolas Berdiaeff,Foi et
Vie, 99/100 (1938), p. 188.57Eugne Porret, p. 197.58Eugne Porret,
p. 188: Comme les gnostiques des premiers sicles, Berdiaeff prtend
arriver une certaineconnaissance, incomplte et imparfaite sans
doute, du mystre de lhomme et de Dieu, de la cration et de
ltre,

par lintuition mystique. My translation F. L.59Eugne Porret, p.
1??.60P. V. Kennedy, A philosophical appraisal of the modernist
gnosticism of Nicholas Berdiaev. PhD thesis. St.Louis University,
1936, p. ??.61Eugne Porret, p. 199: Un protestant y dcouvrira sans
doute, toujours le pril de la gnose, cette dangereuse

libert que lesprit se donne dexplorer, hors de la Rvlation
biblique, les domaines les moins accessible; et ilvrifiera le
risque auquel tout au long de lhistoire de lEglise, la pense
gnostique et mystique succombe: savoir dtre davantage
noplatonicienne quvangelique. My translation F. L.
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The authors mentioned so far, writing during the time that
Berdiaev was still

alive, should be honoured for spotting this link early on, and
for establishing the relevance of

the subject-matter.62As may be gathered from what has been said,
however, what has been

lacking is a structured investigation of the gnostic connection,
based on textual substantiation,

which goes beyond mere allegations and insinuations. Only very
rarely do references to

scholarship on gnosticism appear, and to original gnostic
sources not at all. The studies that

do actually have some import, such as those of Danzas or Dyakov,
regrettably mention

Berdiaev only in passing. Later commentators, who concern
themselves more exclusively

with Berdiaev, are Marie-Madeleine Davy (d. 1998)63 and Klaus
Bambauer (1940-2002),64

whose works, although inspiring and valuable in themselves,
hardly amount to anything more

than quite general comments on, and outlines of, the mystical
trajectory in Berdiaevs

philosophy. There are other works which identify separate
gnostic elements in Berdiaev, for

example in his philosophy of eros,65 in his thoughts on
androgyny,66 and on the Ungrund.

James M. McLachlan.67

More important for my study than the works mentioned, are a few
by Renata

Galtseva, Piama Gaidenko and Georgy Fedotov, who have not been
mentioned so far. In their

interpretations are found some exceptionally perceptive
observations that will be brought into

the discussion as we proceed. I might just mention that Galtseva
has pointed to the connection

between gnosticism and existentialism in connection with the
thought of Berdiaev. Indeed,

her comments pertaining to this issue anticipate what is being
stated in the present thesis.

Galtseva considers Existentialism to be a version of a gnostic
sensibility towards the world:

X6
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[:77.164*.(4':7&42.],69stating that of all points in the
Existentialist canon, the key point

is a rejection-of-the-world [].70Yet she never points out here
actual source for drawing

this parallell, assuming as if it were a natural fact that the
two are more or less equal in

general, which may be seriously doubted. Moreover, Hans Jonas is
not mentioned in the

context, despite the fact that he, to my knowledge, was the one
who initially pointed to the

affinity and parallells between these to currents of
thought.

I might conclude this survey of previous research, then, by
stating that the

studies mentioned merely make some preliminary, if valuable,
observations, and that there

exists as yet, to my knowledge, no in-depth study devoted to
investigating the gnostic

elements in Berdiaevs thought. They offer isolated comments,
rather than in-depth

discussions of the gnostic connection. In view of this, I
believe that my study represents a

sizeable contribution, perhaps long overdue.

1.2.3. Major studies on gnostic return in Modernity and
Postmodernity

It is not possible to step into the same stream of study into
modern Gnosticism twice. New

studies appear at a regular basis, although of varying quality
and profundity. It was once the

case, to a lesser degree at present, that it was mainly within
the German language area that

modern attempts to superimpose a gnostic conception, modelled on
ancient Gnosticism, on

contemporary thought, have been made. As the Romanian-born
scholar Ioan Couliano once

observed somewhat ironically: Philosophy, said one of the
greatest German philosophers, is

a German provincial affair. The modern debate on Gnosis has not
yet left this province,

where, beside concepts like secularization and nihilism, it
continues to fascinate

philosophical minds.71This development might be said to have
commenced with Ferdinand

Christian Baur (1792-1860), a theologian and historian of
religion from Tbingen, who in

1835 authored a work entitled Die christliche Gnosis oder die
christliche Religions-Philosophie in ihrer geschichtlichen
Entwicklung,72 in which he postulated a genealogical

69Renata Aleksandrovna Galceva, O!erki russkoj utopi!eskoj mysli
XX veka(Moscow: Nauka, 1991), p. 18.70Renata Aleksandrovna Galceva,
O!erki russkoj utopi!eskoj mysli XX veka (Moscow: Nauka, 1991), p.
18:9
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development leading from Gnosticism to the thought of modern
German thinkers.73 Baur

deals exhaustively with Jacob Boehme, Schelling, Schleiermacher
and especially Hegel. Kurt

Rudolph states that Baurs book is a landmark in research in this
field, even if his attempt to

treat the gnostics as the starting point of the Christian
philosophy of religion which

culminated in Hegel does not do justice to them.74It is not
unlikely that Berdiaevs view of

Hegel as a latter day gnostic, to which we shall have a chance
to retun, owes a great deal to

Baur or at least is based on the tradition of interpretation
that followed in the wake of Baurs

work. In his assessment of Baur, Rudolph concluded that it would
be very attractive to re-

examine the problems posed by Baur and to continue the
investigation beyond Hegel to the

present day.75One who does exactly this is Cyril O'Regan, who
has launched an ambitious

project that is to amount to seven in-depth analyses of what he
labels the gnostic narrative

discourse allegedly to be found in a number of modern thinkers,
such as Jacob Boehme76and

Hegel.77 The methodological basis of his approach, which is an
amendment of Baur's

precedent, is set down in Gnostic Return in Modernity.78 O'Regan
should be credited for

meticiously delimiting his method, but I must regrettably in
part comply with the critique

which has been directed against him for making use of an all too
dense and technical

language.

In the last century Eric Voegelin (1901-1985) and Ernst Topitsch
(1919-2003),

among others, interpreted contemporary currents of thought,
primarily political (totalitarian)

ideologies, as modern expressions of gnosticism.79Modernity in
general was in the eyes of

these thinkers held to be an age dominated by gnostic discourse,
which they assessed as an

utterly negative occurrence. Voegelins influential study defined
Gnostic Speculation as an

attempt to immanentize the Eschaton [Gk. the end of time],80 in
other words as a striving

for a manifestation of the transcendent within the limits of
this world (e.g. the Kingdom of

73The statement that Baur was the initiator of modern gnostic
studies of philosophy and mysticism should be

qualified somewhat. First, in theological circles, gnosticism
has remained a prevalent concept in heresiologyfrom ancient times
up to the present day. Second, Oetingers Ktzergeschichte should be
mentioned as arevisionist attempt to honour the gnostics as
heterodox Christians. Third, the Enlightenment showed an interestin
ancient gnosticism as a relevant opposition to the despised Church
tradition. For instance, a hero in VoltairesCandidecalls himself a
Manichaean.74Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis. The Nature & History of
Gnosticism(San Francisco 1987), p. 30-31.75Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis.
The Nature & History of Gnosticism(San Francisco 1987), p.
368.76Cyril ORegan, Gnostic apocalypse: Jacob Boehmes haunted
narrative (Albany: State University of NewYork Press, 1994).77Cyril
ORegan, The Heterodox Hegel(Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1994).78Cyril ORegan, Gnostic Return in Modernity, State
University of New York Press, 2001.79Eric Voegelin, The New Science
of Politics. An Introduction(Chicago 1952); Wissenschaft, Politik
und Gnosis(Munich 1959). Ernst Topitsch Marxismus und Gnosis Cf.
also Luciano Pellicani (Revolutionary

Apocalypse) and Carl A. Raschke (The Interruption of Eternity),
Peter Jones (Spirit Wars). Stefan RossbachGnostic Wars80Eric
Voegelin,Die neue Wissenschaft der Politik. Eine Einfhrung(Mnchen
1959).
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God on Earth), and to actualize the end of time in history.
While this may have been an

accurate definition of ancient gnostic individual transformative
praxis, in the sense of an inner

mystical experience of the Divine, at once an immanent and a
transgressive movement, it can

hardly be considered an accurate depiction of its uncompromising
attitude towards the world

and its two-world theory, which strives to distinguish and to
not mix the two. Voegelins

interpretation would be justified only with reference to Platos
original usage of gnostike

episteme as the knowledge that rules, i.e. the knowledge that is
best suited for the elite

guardians of the ideal platonic state. In this regerd its
implications become ideological,

political, and unavoidably connected to a position of power.
Thus, though these applications

of the term gnostic and gnosticism made in Voegelins works may
be fascinating in their own

right as original interpretations of modern expressions of
gnosis and gnosticism, the

applications become extended to such a degree that they, in the
end, entirely lose their

bearing. In a slightly absurd overextension of the use of the
concept of Gnosticism, Voegelin

came to include all the current of thought which he appears to
have resented, such as

progressivism, positivism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, communism,
fascism and national

socialism.81It should be quite obvious to anyone, that these
modern currents of thought are

not merely decidedly diverse. In being expressions of secular
modernity, they do actually

share in a divergence from the profoundly religious,
transcendentalizing and apparently

unpolitical Gnosis of the ancient mystical tradition(s).82That
they lack any conception of (a)

God, of gnosis, and in the ancient context meant above all a
knowledge of God, does not

appear to trouble Voegelin in the least. Voegelins studies are
not merely marred by their

heavily biased narrative, not unlike the one found in the
ancient heresiologies. His misguided

effort leads, paradoxically enough, to labelling gnostic exactly
that (secular anti-metaphysical

ideology), which is the reverse of Hans Jonass general
definition of Gnosticism (a dualistic

81Eric Voegelin, Science, Politics and Gnosticism(Chicago 1968),
p. 83.82 Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis. The Nature & History of
Gnosticism (San Francisco 1987), pp. 264-265. Rudolphemphasizes the
unpolitical nature of the Gnostics: [Criticism of society:] The
view of the world and history held

by Gnosis, as we have depicted it, contains a criticism of all
existing things which hardly finds it counterpart inantiquity. The
rejection of the creation together with its creator and the
degrading and demonizing of the celestialspheres (the stars and
planets) necessarily include a disapprobation and denial of the
socio-political worldgenerated by antiquity. This aspect of the
gnostic revolt against the prevailing secular and religious system
isnot however stated explicitly. The reason for this lies in the
first place in the gnostic supreme indifference tothis present
world. [---] Gnosis, at least according to the present state of our
knowledge, took no interest of anykind in a reform of earthly
conditions but only in their complete and final desctruction. It
possessed no other

revolutionary programme for altering conditions, as they
appeared to it, than the elimination of earthlystructures in
general and the restoration of the ideal world of the spirit that
existed in the very beginning. (264-265)
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transcendent religion of salvation83). Furthermore, gnosticism
could be regarded as perhaps

the most consequent rejection of immanentization, with the
exception of the divine, which

is acknowledged as possible to recover within the individual
consciousness. I therefore agree

with Coulianos conclusion: Their [Taubes', Voegelin's,
Topisch's, Pellicani's and others']

creative misunderstanding of Gnosticism is possible, although it
may have no legitimacy in

the eyes of someone who looks for more than superficial
analogies among phenomena.84

Hans Blumenberg (1920-1996) championed what amounts to the exact
opposite

view of Voegelins, namely that modernity represents the final
overcoming of Gnosticism

[die berwindung der Gnosis].85Modernity epitomizes a complete
acceptance of the world

[Weltbejahung] and an exertion of power over the world
[Weltbewltigung], in contrast to

the premodern escapism [Weltflucht] and rejection of the world
[Weltablehnung] that

might be said to have characterized Gnosticism. To a certain
extent I support Blumenbergs

thesis that the hegemonic discourse of modernity represents an
overall cancellation of gnostic

dualist metaphysics and otherworldliness. Nevertheless, it is in
my view exactly againt the

backdrop of this common agnostic, secular and immanentist
context that the revolutionary

challenge of existential gnosticism receives its force. A view
maintained by some scholars

before me, holds that the desacralization and disenchantment
[Entzauberung] of the world,

(Max Weber) as well as the alienation so pervasive in this age,
generates and radicalizes a

gnostic strategy of defiance, although it occurs on a very
limited scale.86 This would hold

good both for modernity as well as for postmodernity. Obversely,
in the secular and post-

metaphysical and this-worldly dominant trend of modernity, the
flight towards the

otherworldly cannot be but considered a sad form of pathological
escapism, a world-

rejectionary heresy (Weltha), or a sorry relic of a, to all
intents and purposes, pre-modern

worldview.

Besides Voegelins work, which met with quite a popular appeal,
there can be

no doubt that Jonas has been a prime source of inspiration for
many of the writers who have

attempted to distinguish alleged gnostic returns in modernity,
even though he mostly wrote on

the ancient phenomenon itself, rather than its reverberations in
modernity. In her best-selling

The Gnostic Gospels, Elaine Pagels states that Jonass American
work utgr n idag den

83The latter definition is borrowed from Hans Jonas: The Gnostic
Religion. The Message of the Alien God & theBeginnings of
Christianity(Boston 2001), p. 32.84Ioan P. Couliano, The Tree of
Gnosis. Gnostic Mythology from Early Christianity to Modern
Nihilism [Gnosesdualistes dOccident 1990], transl. H. S. Wiesner,
(New York, HarperCollins, 1992), p. 262.85 Hans Blumenberg, Die
Legitimitt der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main 1988? [1963 eller 66?]);
and also

Skularisierung und Selbsbehauptung...86 See Jacob Taubes, Das
sthlerne Gehuse und der Exodus daraus oder ein Streit um Marcion,
einst undheute, Gnosis und Politik, J. Taubes (ed.)
(Mnchen/Paderborn 1984).
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klassiska introduktionen till gnosticismen, and Karen L. King,
makes a statement to the same

effect: Jonass clarity of thought and philosophical insight
brought to Gnostic studies a

breath of fresh air that makes his work still the classic
starting point for exploring this

topic.87As Jonas will be treated separately in a subsequent
chapter, I shall not enter into a

further discussion of his work here.

Whatever one might think of this development, to the credit of
the mentioned

scholars, it should stated that their work has spawned an entire
array of followers. Jacob

Taubes (1923-1987) for one, edited an entire volume with
contributions on the connection

between gnosis and political ideology.88The works of Michael
Pauen and Norbert Bolz treat

various radical critics of modernity active during the interwar
years, not least representatives

of Marxism and critical theory, such as Georg Lukacs, Ernst
Bloch, Walter Benjamin and

Theodor Adorno. Susan Anima Taubes wrote an article on
Heidegger, arguing that gnosis

represented Heideggers secret theology.89Contemporary scholars
such as Peter Koslowski,

Luca Di Blasi and Boris Groys90share the view that some
(post)modern philosophies may be

considered expressions of neo-Gnosticism.91

Unusually enough, the German professor of philosophy, Peter
Koslowski (b.

1952), has attempted to argue for the positive bearing of gnosis
and Christian theosophy in the

postmodern condition, considering them to be viable options for
overcoming the negative

historical paradigms of modernism (Hegelianism / Marxism), as
well as of nihilistic

postmodernism.92Thanks to his in-depth knowledge of German
Idealism as well as of such

theosophers as Jacob Boehme and Franz von Baader, Koslowski is
undoubtedly one of the

most able philosophical investigators of these traditions on the
contemporary scene. Whats

more, in 1990 Koslowski organized a conference in Moscow
dedicated to Russian religious

philosophy, where his own contribution focused on Christian
Gnosis.93Mention should also

87

Karen L. King, What Is Gnosticism? (The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press: Cambridge,Massachusetts, London 2003), p.
135.88Jacob Taubes (ed.), Gnosis und Politik(Mnchen/Paderborn
1984).8990 Boris Groys, Elemente des Gnostizismus im Dialektischen
Materialismus (sowjetischen Marxismus),Gnosis und Mystik in der
Geschichte der Philosophie, Peter Koslowski (ed.), (Zrich and
Munich 1988), pp.352-367.91 Luca Di Blasi, Antizipationen des
religious turn. Postmoderne Anknpfungen an die Gnosis, in
PeterKoslowski (ed.) Philosophische Religion. Gnosis zwischen
Philosophie und Theologie (Munich 2006), p. 209.AndDer Geist in der
Revolte. Der Gnostizismus und seine Wiederkehr in der
Postmoderne(Munich 2002), p. 51f.92Peter Koslowski,Die Prfungen der
Neuzeit. ber Postmodernitt, Philosophie der Geschichte,
Metaphysik,Gnosis(Wien 1989).93 Peter Koslowski (ed), Russische
Religionsphilosophie und Gnosis: Philosophe nach dem Marxismus,

published as vol. 6 of Philosophie und Religion, Schriftenreihe
des Forschungsinstituts fr PhilosophieHannover (Bernward Verlag:
Hildesheim, 1992). As stated in the foreword to the publication of
the conference
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be made of Koslowskis colleague, Luca Di Blasi (b. 1967), who in
the wake of Jonas

redefined gnosticism as revolutionary dualism [revoltierender
Dualismus].94Although the

main section of his Der Geist in der Revolte actually treats
ancient Gnosticism quite

thoroughly, the author has strangely enough chosen not to refer
to the wealth of original

sources discovered in the middle of the last century, and
instead remains within the closed

circle of his metadiscourse. In the second section of the work,
Di Blasi enumerates a number

of modern and postmodern proponents of gnosticism, which he
thinks are relevant in the

cont
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