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Abstract  
The article considers the ideological and theoretical legacy of liberal historians of the 

late XIX – XX centuries in the context of the study of the main philosophical trends 
of this period. The purpose of the article is to highlight the current ideas about the 

influence of positivism, neo-Kantianism and Marxism on Russian liberal 

historiography, and to identify the main trends in the history of studying the problem. 

Based on the comparison of the experience of reforming the historical science of the 
last century with modern requirements and principles of development, the analysis of 

the main trends in the formation of innovative projects by P. G. Vinogradov, N. I. 

Kareev, A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky, P. N. Milyukov, I. M. Grevs, D. M. Petrushevsky is 

presented. Of particular relevance is the appeal to the discussions of St. Petersburg 
historians, whose scientific and pedagogical activities in the field of conceptual and 

methodological updating of historical science in Russia had a global character. The 

so-called cognitive model of knowledge development in society in critical epochs, 

which has found its embodiment in the pedagogical practice of scientists, is still 

relevant today. 

Key words: European philosophical thought, Russia, liberal historiography, human 

personality 

 

Introduction 

At the turn of the 19–20th centuries, there was a global revision of the methodological 
and philosophical foundations of the development of the humanities. The formation of 

a new vision of the tasks of historical science and ideas about the nature and specifics 

of the methodological practice of the historian was accompanied by active polemics. 

Almost all historians, Russian and foreign, were involved in it. Assessing the depth of 
historiosophical and sociological discussions about Man in the cultural space, it is 

necessary to bring to the fore such problems as the personality of a scientist in the 

system of scientific knowledge, the personality of a person in society, the legal 

boundaries of world perception, the ability of a person to understand the world, the 
boundaries of scientific knowledge. In the historical and philosophical literature, there 

is no unified position on the question of the time of perception of positivist and neo-

Kantian ideas by the largest Russian representatives of liberal historiography: A. S. 

Lappo-Danilevsky, N. I. Kareev, M. M. Kovalevsky, D. M. Petrushevsky, P. N. 
Milyukov, V. M. Khvostov, M. M. Khvostov. 

The social reality of the era of globalization has put the humanities before the need for 

a systematic understanding of the ways of humanitarian knowledge. From the 

methodological opposition of the natural sciences and the spiritual Sciences (as using 
fundamentally different cognitive strategies), scientists gradually come to realize the 

unity of the principles of scientific knowledge about the natural Sciences, about life 

and about man (Ramazanov, 1999). These ideas, developed by liberal scientists of the 

late 19–20th centuries, also encourage modern researchers to think more deeply about 
the problem of "methodological crisis of science at the turn of the century" (Korzun, 

2000), "man in the space of culture". Today, at the epicenter of modern reflections of 

the scientific community – the integrity and consistency of the historical process, its 

systemic qualities as part of the world whole, the prospects and possibilities of 
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historical knowledge. A comprehensive analysis of modern Russian and foreign 
literature has revealed serious discrepancies in the assessment of historiosophical 

positions and methodological orientation of Russian liberal historians in the context of 

comparing their positions with positivist and neo-Kantian trends (Malinov, 2003). 

The historical-social and political-legal positions of liberal historians were largely 
determined by the nature of methodological research, reflecting the ideas about the 

nature, driving forces of historical development and the specifics of historical 

knowledge (Sidnenko, 2006). In this regard, liberal historians were primarily 

interested in positivism, neo-Kantianism, and Marxism. Forming its attitude to them, 
Russian liberal historiography developed its own methodological positions (Sidnenko, 

2008: 55). 

 

Russian scientific thought 
The traditional dispute in Russian scientific thought about the degree of influence of 

certain European scientific schools and philosophical trends on the formation of 

historical thought in Russia at the turn of the 19–20th centuries remains relevant for 

modern researchers of the work of liberal historians. The key parameters for the 
assessment and objectivity of judgments are, on the one hand, the theoretical and 

methodological basis underlying the epistemological and ontological constructions of 

scientists, on the other hand, their political and legal views on the prospects for the 

development of society and man in it, in the conditions of revolutionary upheavals in 
Russia. Thus, based on the specifics of the methodology of neo-Kantianism, it is 

wrong to classify N. I. Kareev as a neo-Kantian, based only on the identification of 

his "ethical attitude" to history with the neo-Kantian method of attribution to value. 

First, by" ethical attitude " N. I. Kareev meant not the method of selecting the 
essential in history, but only the ethical assessment of the past, the necessity and 

inevitability of which, unlike the founders of the Baden school, he recognized 

(Kareev, 1913: 278, 283). Secondly, the "ethical attitude" only complemented the 

unified General scientific method of cognition, Which N. I. Kareev called the 
"theoretical" attitude (Kareev, 1913: 278). It is obvious that the theoretical basis 

underlying the conclusions of N. I. Kareev, which he used as arguments to explain the 

uniqueness of the historical method of knowledge, is fully justified by the means of 

positivism. Moreover, in the General system of scientific views of the scientist, there 
is no mention of the subjectivity of the historical method of knowledge, only the 

subjectivity of the scientist's attitude to the historical facts established by scientific 

research is emphasized (Dzhivelegov – Kareev, 1913: 326). 

On the contrary, V. M. Khvostov's views should be recognized as neo-Kantian in their 
basis (Khvostov, 1919). It was V. M. Khvostov who developed neo-Kantian ideas 

most fully and deeply in pre-revolutionary Russia. Moreover, socio-political events in 

Russia in 1905-1918 dramatically influenced the final transition of the historian to the 

position of neo-Kantianism. 
Studying historical patterns, the influence of socio-political and socio-legal processes 

on the change of the scientific paradigm in history, on the emergence of new scientific 

trends and ideological concepts in society, in contrast to the positivists, N. I. Kareev, 

M. M. Kovalevsky, A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky, P. N. Milyukov admitted the possibility 
of catastrophes in history, a combination of progress and decline in the evolution of 

society (Kareev, 1915: 155, 158; Kovalevsky, 1913: 1, Lappo-Danilevsky, 1923: 6–7; 

Milyukov, 1903: 11; Milyukov, 1890: 1). It should be emphasized that liberal 

historians do not borrow the scheme of O. Conte, and the application of his scientific 
direction in the framework of historical research. This position was expressed in the 

relationship of understanding the driving forces of social development with the 

solution of the problem of progress in history. Sharply criticizing the metaphysical 

attempts to explain the nature of phenomena is not based on empirical data and using 
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theory constructions, P. N. Miliukov, at the same time took the existence of issues not 
addressed by experience, but only available to "philosophical explanation" (Milyukov, 

1918, Part 2, 3]. P. N. Milyukov tried to prove that his theoretical and conceptual 

constructions are strictly "positive" in nature, completely based on facts. But in fact, 

no scientist can completely eliminate subjectivism in their research. This is evidenced 
by the chosen logic of the scientist's evidence in the issue of identifying patterns in 

history. P. N. Milyukov gave the following proofs of his position: "... the Wide 

application of the idea of regularity necessarily follows from the modern view of the 

world, just as the idea of expediency followed from the old worldview. We accept the 
regularity of historical phenomena completely regardless of whether history can 

reveal these desired laws to us" (Milyukov, chapters 1, 8). This view is a clear 

reflection of the influence of neocantianism on P. N. Millyukov, but it did not take 

place to the extent that allows us to talk about the neocantian methodology of 
research. The scientist was true to the position that in the process of research, 

objective fact is primary, and only on its basis is a theory or concept created. Unlike 

the neo-Kantians, he insisted that history, like the natural Sciences, had its own laws, 

and the historian could not limit himself to describing individual facts, but should 
strive for generalizations. Moreover, P. N. Milyukov raised the question of the need to 

distinguish between a fact and representations about it (Kareev, 1883: 173). 

The impact of neo-Kantianism on the Russian historiography of the XIX century was 

more pronounced in the sphere of methodology. Within the framework of the neo-
Kantian current, a radical break was made in the ideas about the nature and form of 

historical knowledge, on which Russian historical science was based (Sidnenko, 2019: 

26, 29). The establishment of the leading positions of neo-Kantianism in Russian 

historiography of the early twentieth century was facilitated by the desire of the neo-
Kantians to combine methodological constructions with the system of historical 

knowledge, to turn the methodology of history into a special scientific discipline. 

Fundamentally diverging from positivism in the interpretation of the final orientation 

of the knowledge of history, the methodology of neo-Kantianism absolutized the 
practice of concrete historical research based on factographism, which the positivists 

considered as a preparatory stage of the development of historical knowledge 

(Sidnenko, 2008: 55). 

At the present level of scientific research of the process of interpenetration of 
methodological and conceptual structures in the philosophical and historical European 

thought in a comparative analysis with the Russian historiographic research practice, 

we will highlight the main trends that influenced the spread of neo-Kantianism as a 

philosophical and methodological direction. First, the statement and theoretical 
constructions concerning the role of the individual in history and science. Social and 

political upheavals of the early twentieth century. they led the theorists of Russian 

liberal-historical thought to the need for a value reorientation in the justification of 

historical and political events, the possibility of establishing a "legal state" (Kareev, 
1876: 54-56) in Russia. 

Developing a comparative analysis of existing value judgments in science regarding 

the diversity of research approaches to the role of the individual in history, we 

emphasize the diversity of existing trends in Russian socio-political and historical-
sociological thought of that time. As part of the study of the specifics of the 

approaches of liberal historians, we will highlight some of the most characteristic 

positions. For example, P. N. Milyukov took the position of Marxists in determining 

the natural course of history. The scientist refuted any attempts to evaluate the 
creativity of the individual, the free expression of human thought, as opposed to the 

laws of the historical process. All creative activity, including scientific activity, of the 

individual, was considered by him exclusively within the framework of the laws that 

govern the development of society, culture, and society. In this regard, constant 
opponents of p. N. Milyukov were P. B. Struve and N. I. Kareev. If P. B. Struve 
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questioned the scientific nature of p. N. Milyukov's attempts to explain the role of the 
individual in history using the idea of regularity, then N. I. Kareev emphasized a 

significant element of subjectivity in the activity of the individual, which not only 

affects its personal fate, but also affects social phenomena, becoming one of the main 

factors of progress (Kareev, 1876: 114-115, 142). Moreover, without identifying a 
logical mechanism for the influence of psychological regularity on the behavior of 

individuals in P. N. Milyukov, P. B. Struve rejected the idea itself. 

It is obvious that the differences in the approaches and positions of N. I. Kareev and 

P. N. Milyukov to the scientific substantiation of the specifics of the role of the 
individual in history consisted in their interpretation of the factors of the historical 

process. P. N. Milyukov put forward a sociological regularity in the first place, 

believing that "personality" is present in history as an element of "chance" (Milyukov, 

1993: Parts 1, 14). N. I. Kareev's dominant position is that the individual is given a 
more significant role. On the other hand, P. N. Milyukov distinguished the spheres of 

perception of this problem: practical and theoretical, and accordingly identified two 

approaches to solving the problem. In public activity, P. N. Milyukov recognized a 

more active role for the individual. 
Despite the similarity with extending the period of the Marxist interpretation of Man's 

place in the world of personality in history, a scholar in the Sciences, the position P. 

N. Milyukov, in contrast to the Marxist concept of "the decisive role of the masses in 

history", did not record quantitative growth of the consciousness of the masses in the 
studied social phenomena and focused on the possibility of qualitative changes 

(Milyukov, 1993: 1,18). Thus, Milyukov clearly shows historical optimism as an 

integral feature of his scientific and social activities, in contrast to Milyukov. Kareev, 

who is inclined to see in the activities of individuals more elements of irrational than 
conscious creativity. 

Seeing in the person "the only factor of history" N. I. Kareev sought to find the laws 

of social development in the properties of human nature. Adherents of social 

biologism were, in particular, I. V. Luchitsky (1868), P. G. Vinogradov (1905), M. M. 
Kovalevsky (1905). The desire to find in psychological laws the key to understanding 

the social process, reducing the variety of trends in historical development to human 

nature as their primary source, an attempt to combine psychological and economic 

points of view in the interpretation of the history of society reflected one of the trends 
in the development of liberal historiography at the end of the 19th century (Sidnenko, 

2014: 1491). 

At the same time, biopsychologism in the explanation of history has become one of 

the weakest sides of the methodological views of liberal historians, leading to 
historical agnosticism, distracting historians from the study of historical regularities in 

their concrete historical works. The fascination with the biopsychological explanation 

of history contradicted the desire of liberal historiography to reveal the significance of 

socio-economic relations in the social process. In the last quarter of the 19th century 
not idealism, which proclaimed the idea as the Creator of history, but 

biopsychologism, as a more refined form of idealistic worldview, becomes the main 

opponent of the materialistic understanding of history (Sidnenko, 2019: 29). Note, 

however, that pointing to historical idealism as the essential content of liberal 
historiography is clearly not enough. In fact, the term "historical idealism" is 

extremely ambiguous. Moreover, the methodological views of liberal historians who 

were influenced by a materialistic understanding of history were too complex and 

contradictory to be reduced to a purely idealistic system. The defining feature of the 
methodological ideas of liberal historians is a certain eclecticism, which is expressed 

in a mixture of materialistic and idealistic ideas about the nature and driving forces of 

the historical process in the presence of a common idealistic worldview (Sidnenko, 

2019: 30). It is important to emphasize that the influence of biopsychologism affected 
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mainly in the sphere of their theoretical views about the nature of Man, about the 
place of Man in the space of culture, in concrete historical works, on the contrary, the 

object of research is usually socio-economic relations in a given period of time. 

Secondly, an important result of the author's research is the fact that the positions of 

liberal historians were differentiated within the scientific direction, which refutes the 
widespread view of the unity of the liberal direction of Russian historiography. The 

positions of liberal historians in their critical attitude to neo-Kantianism as a 

philosophical direction were quite different (Sidnenko, 2014). To a large extent the 

desire to revise a number of provisions of the Baden school stemmed not only from 
the originality of the previous development of Russian historical and philosophical 

thought, but also the specifics of the socio-political situation in Russia from 1903 to 

1918 years, the visible contradictions of neokantianism doctrine, the inconsistency of 

some of his methodological principles, the practice of concrete historical research. In 
contrast to neo-Kantianism, the research practice of liberal historiography reached a 

high scientific level by the end of the 19th century, mainly associated with success in 

the study of socio-economic history. Liberal historians gave priority to history, 

philosophy, and sociology in the General system of Sciences and, as a result, to the 
system of Humanities education. The basis for this position is the use of special 

historical and philosophical methods of knowledge, including the way of 

understanding the past of humanity in the system of scientific values (Lappo-

Danilevsky, 1910) For example, P. Rickert contrasted history and philosophy, and A. 
S. Lappo-Danilevsky pointed out that it was permissible for a historian to justify 

values, although he considered it a matter of philosophical science. In fact, the 

doctrine of value itself was considered by A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky to be one of the 

sociological problems (Lappo-Danilevsky, 1923). So, A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky, 
following the neo-Kantian tradition, fundamentally objects to the monistic approach, 

solving questions about the method and subject of history from dualistic positions. A. 

S. Lappo-Danilevsky developed a methodology, not his own philosophy of history, 

which was his main divergence from neo-Kantianism. Neokantians philosophical 
beliefs manifested in A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky in his division of Sciences into 

nomothetical and idiograficescoe. The peculiarity of the position of A. S. Lappo-

Danilevsky is that in contrast to the neo-Kantians of the XIXth century, who 

attributed all natural Sciences to nomothetic, and sociology to idiographic, he 
attributed sociology to nomotetic Sciences, and the history of nature to idiographic 

(Lappo-Danilevsky, 1902: 25). 

Third, considering the specifics of historical knowledge and the epistemological roots 

of historical knowledge, liberal historians turned to the problem of building a 
cognitive model of man at the turn of the century. In the General process of 

modernizing scientific research at the turn of the century, a special place was taken by 

the recognition of the cultural value of information, which not only changes the 

cognitive model of a person, i.e. his ability to mentally perceive and process external 
information, but also the idea of the educational system as a whole. Research by the 

author of liberal-historical thought of the late XIX – early XX centuries. in the context 

of historical and comparative comparison of the program provisions of the heritage of 

the Russian liberal historiography with modern projects of transformation of the 
education system, the following conclusions can be drawn. 

The problem of comparative analysis of educational systems of Russian and Western 

civilizations was first raised in Russian history by representatives of liberal 

historiography. Scientists have identified the discrete, fragmented non-system nature 
of this process, having considered in some detail the issue of translating knowledge 

and ideas in Russian society. The study focused not only on the problem of the 

variability of ideological borrowing in different epochs, but also on focusing on 

specific cognitive models of knowledge development in society in critical epochs. The 
theoretical model has also been implemented in practice (Sidnenko, 2015: 156). 
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The growth of socio-political and cultural-legal contradictions in Russia at the turn of 
the 19-20th centuries gave rise to serious doubts among some historians about the 

possibility of rational justification of generally significant values and processes. The 

increase in the scale of criticism of the methodology of neo-Kantianism by Russian 

socio-philosophical thought also influenced the strengthening of methodological 
disputes among historians. Attempts of liberal historians to establish the relationship 

between the socio-political development of society and changes in the economic 

system (M. M. Kovalevsky, N. I. Kareev, I. V. luchitsky, P. G. Vinogradov, P. N. 

Milyukov, D. M. Petrushevsky), cannot be understood outside of the radical shifts in 
all spheres of life that Europe and Russia experienced at the end of the 19th century. 

in close connection with the ideas of liberal historiography about the revolution, its 

regularities in the historical process, and the attitude of its representatives to the 

Marxist interpretation of the revolutionary process in history. And finally, the 
development of historical science was for advancing the historiographical and specific 

historical studies to identify the driving forces of history and progress in historical 

science, the nature of social relations in a certain historical epoch, understanding the 

specifics of social consciousness. Changes in research guidelines in historical science 
were mainly due to the search for strict scientific knowledge, the desire to identify the 

relationships of historical events, to identify the special place of Man in the space of 

culture. This new paradigm of research has most fully manifested itself in the work of 

liberal historians. 
It is no exaggeration to say that the concept of feudalism (P. G. Vinogradov, M. M. 

Kovalevsky, N. I. Kareev, I. V. luchitsky, P. N. Milyukov, D. M. Petrushevsky) in 

Russian historiography was formed under a certain ideological influence of the 

materialist theory of the historical process. This influence affected not so much the 
assessment of individual historical facts and processes, but rather the General 

theoretical principles that guided scientists in their research of specific problems in 

the history of Western Europe and Russia. So, I. M. Greaves explained the interest in 

the knowledge of "economic history" by the achievements of political economy and 
statistics; the relevance of social issues in modern social life; the internal development 

of historical science and the influence of Marxism (Grevs, 1899: 34-35). 

 

Opposing influences 
But it is also worth noting opposing influences, at least indirect ones, that at the end of 

the 19th century and in the early twentieth century formed Russian thought. They 

formed in opposition to Russian liberal historiography and dominated its European 

counter-current. Here, of course, we cannot get past the new mentality, actualized 
through the writings works of Dostoyevsky. It created something that the philosopher 

Nikolai Berdjaev calls the Russian idea. (Berdyaev, 1979)  

From Dostoyevsky onwards, Berdjaev included, we differentiate people by whether 

they read Dostoyevsky or not. His thought is deeply Russian and existential at the 
same time. It is no coincidence that the Soren Kierkegaard was composing his own 

manifesto of the Single Individual, (Kierkegaard, 1998; Martin et al., 2020) known by 

the title Works of Love (Kierkegaard 1995) while Marx and Engels were writing the 

Communist Manifesto Kierkegaard’s thought began to appear in journals with first 
fragmented translations in Russia as early as the end of the 19th century. Thinkers 

such as Nikolai Berdjaev and later Lev Shestov include both Dostoevsky and 

Kierkegaard in new personalistic philosophy that became quite influential after First 

World War. They both share a common anti-ecclesiastical position (for example at 
Dostoyevsky in the Grand Inquisitor), the subjectivity of truth, the freedom of a 

believing individual, and a sharp critique of the existing European positivist spirit, 

which is also prevalent in governing European institutions at that time. There are also 

surprising things: the kinship of Kierkegaard's notion of the term Salighed, (Khan, 
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1982) which, though derived from the Protestant tradition, has much in common with 
the Russian notion of “Foolishness for Christ”, which is also at work in key heroes of 

Dostoyevsky's novels from Knez Mishkin in the novel Idiot, Sonja in Crime and 

Punishment, to Alyosha and Zosyma in the Karamazov Brothers. That influence 

continued in the development of Russian scientific and pedagogical activities until the 
First World War. (Porubsky, 2017; Porubsky, 2018). Accordingly, Russian existential 

thought was spread to Europe through those exiled, especially in Paris. 

 

Conclusion  
We note that the anthropological turn in socio-humanitarian research of the turn of the 

19th and early twentieth centuries radically predetermined the further development of 

Russian liberal historiography. Highlighting the influence of positivism, neo-

Kantianism, and Marxism on the liberal historiography of the late 19th and early 
twentieth centuries, we once again focus on the methodological independence of 

liberal historiography. The differentiation of the ideological and methodological 

positions of Russian historians was due to the originality of the previous development 

of Russian and foreign historical and philosophical thought, the specifics of the socio-
political situation in Russia in 1905-1918 years, the understanding of the place and 

role of the individual in history, the Person in the space of culture. The study of socio-

political and state-legal issues by liberal historiography reflected the needs of the 

historical consciousness of society and the development of science as a whole. 
Using the example of scientific research by liberal historians presented in this article, 

we have illustrated the processes that reflected the dynamics of historiography at the 

turn of the century. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the range of problems 

covered, sources used and methods of their processing by historians expanded, which 
inevitably led to the evolution of both positivist and neo-Kantian ideas. The departure 

from classical methods in the works of liberal historians has put Russian science on a 

new stage of development in General theoretical, concrete historical and cultural 

terms (Sidnenko, 2014). 
The desire of liberal historiography by applying a set of approaches to the study of 

historical and social laws reflected the general processes of the evolution of historical 

science in the early twentieth century. Namely, the analysis of the relationship of 

socio-economic relations and personality in history; culture, science, politics and 
ideology; the relationship of the socio-legal status of historical science, the personality 

of the historian in society with his specific historical and theoretical and 

methodological works, proposed by M. M. Kovalevsky, N. I. Kareev, A. S. Lappo-

Danilevsky, P. N. Milyukov, D. M. Petrushevsky, allows us to make a statement 
about the high scientific significance and modernity of the conclusions of scientists. 

The legacy of liberal historians of the turn of the 19-20th centuries is also of particular 

significance in the framework of modern trends in the study of the typology of 

historical situations, the study of the role of the subjective factor in them, the 
interaction of different types of situations as stages in the development of the system 

that characterize its state.  

The repeatability of systems of phenomena and processes, as well as the repeatability 

of situations, marks a return on a new level to the historical tasks that once faced 
humanity. And at the present time, in the period of re-evaluation of historical, cultural, 

social and legal values, the need to use the views of liberal historians in the 

development of the problem of" socio-psychological and state-legal conflicts in 

history, in society in a certain historical period " seems very relevant. 
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