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Abstract. At the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first 
century there is a widespread renewal of interest in the “Project 
Enlightenment” and its relevance for the present day. The subject has rarely 
been touched upon in Russia. However, the concept “enlightenment” can be 
found in Russian present-day public discourse. Here the different Russian 
traditions in the interpretation of enlightenment are taken up once more. The 
changes and modifications of the concept “enlightenment” in Russian 
intellectual history lead to an understanding of the discourse of 
enlightenment in contemporary Russia. First of all, I sketch the most 
significant stages in the history of the concept of enlightenment in Russia. 
Important in this context is an anti-enlightenment campaign initiated and 
supported by the Tsar and the Church which claimed the concept of 
enlightenment as its own. A continuation of this movement can be found in 
some areas of contemporary public discourse which are essentially 
controlled by representatives of the Church. On the other hand, one finds in 
the media popular presentations of up-to-date scientific research where the 
principles of modern rationality and their importance for a culture of 
humanity are excluded. I show also the place of Kant’s philosophy in this 
tradition and conclude with a thesis concerning the prospects of the “Project 
Enlightenment” in Russia today. 
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1 Introduction 
In the light of the recent ‘reclaiming the Enlightenment’ projects, which have been discussed 
in Europe since the late 1990s by S. Bronner, P. Bourdieu, V. Ferrone, R. Hanna, J.I. Israel, 
M. Onfray, S. Pinker and many others, one might ask whether this concept is present in the 
public arena of today’s Russia – and if it is – in what way. Within the Russian academic 
discourse, the Enlightenment is studied primarily by historians and literary scholars. It is 
rarely addressed in philosophical research. At present only a few Russian philosophers focus 
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on the European and/or Russian philosophy of the Enlightenment (T.V. Artemieva, 
A.N. Krouglov, L.E. Kryshtop, V.V. Vasiliev, A.S. Zilber and few others). Today, the 
concept of enlightenment has a much wider presence in the Russian public discourse. 
However, it is not easy to explicate this concept. To understand the perception and 
functioning of the concept of enlightenment in present-day Russia, one must consider the 
tradition of its interpretation and the changes it has undergone throughout the national history 
of ideas. This is deemed necessary, since the new Russian elite has explicitly formulated a 
‘back to the roots’ policy, a return to the national traditions in search for new ideals that can 
unite the nation and form a foundation for further development. What is the place of the 
concept of enlightenment in these traditions? How do they interpret enlightenment and what 
does the Enlightenment mean today? I will try to answer these questions in my paper. Not 
attempting to cover the entire history of the concept of enlightenment in Russia, I will analyse 
what I believe to be its landmarks and also note the specific reception of Kant’s philosophy 
in the light of this tradition. 

2 The eighteenth century 
The concept of the Enlightenment first appeared in Russian intellectual history during the 
reign of Peter the Great, most likely in the texts of his friend and ally, a theologian and the 
rector of the Kiev Theological Academy, Feofan Prokopovich (1681–1736), i.e. around the 
same years as in Europe. His works provided an intellectual framework for a special 
phenomenon in the history of the Russian Enlightenment that was called the ‘practical 
Enlightenment’ by the Italian researcher Vittorio Strada (1999, p. 403). This phenomenon 
combined the ideal of working for the good of the Homeland under the guidance of a Tsar 
educated in a European manner with that of continuous learning and constant access to 
knowledge that is translated into practice. In 1721, Prokopovich’s Spiritual Regulation 
formalised the church reform, which was commenced by the Tsar in the early eighteenth 
century. As a result, the Russian Orthodox Church lost its independence and was 
subordinated to the secular authorities. The foundations of religious tolerance were laid 
down, which was proof of the enlightened nature of the reform. Of particular interest is the 
mention of the concept of the Enlightenment in that text. Prokopovich associated this concept 
with good education and introduced it in the context of demands for lifelong learning. He 
justified his demands by that the truly “enlightened person” would never achieve “satiation 
with cognition” (Prokopovich, 1856, p. 48).  

In an earlier text – “A Letter to the Professors of the Kiev Academy” (1718) – 
Prokopovich expressed a thought that differed somewhat from the practice-centred approach 
of the early Russian Enlightenment. He stressed the need for a scholar to display 
independence in research and emphasised that scientific knowledge was a value in itself – 
which he links directly to the ‘true’ Enlightenment. Prokopovich (1865, p. 158) believed that 
only “independently obtained scientific views” emanating from the “primary sources” could 
give birth to “formidable scholarship” and “form experts rather than pedlars of science”. 
Under the “primary sources” he meant the texts of ancient authors as opposed to numerous 
later interpretations that obscure the original thought. Thus, Prokopovich was the first in 
Russian intellectual history to formulate the ideal of scientific rigour for the humanities, and 
this ideal was for him one of the manifestations of enlightenment. Further, Prokopovich 
counterposed experts of science to “pedlars of science” – unscrupulous professors who 
exploited secondary interpretations of their subject and used science to secure their privileged 
position in society, and he explicitly preferred the former to the latter. He was thus one of the 
first Russian thinkers to have contributed to the Enlightenment cult of science as a special, 
intrinsically valuable cultural phenomenon. Later, Mikhail Lomonosov (1711–1765) – 
probably, the most famous Russian scholar of the eighteenth century – became the chief 
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proponent of that cult. A striking example of Lomonosov’s propaganda of science is his 
statement cited as a model rhetoric definition in his “Short Guide to Rhetoric for the Benefit 
of Lovers of Eloquence” (1743). He defined science as “the guide to the cognition of truth, 
the enlightenment of reason, the pacification of nations” (Lomonosov, 1952, p. 57, §98). 

In Prokopovich’s Spiritual Regulation, one can discover traces of a different trend in the 
perception and interpretation of the Russian Enlightenment – a trend that linked it to the 
religious tradition. This trend, which was also present in the European Enlightenment, 
originated from the Christian metaphor of light and identified enlightenment with the 
illuminating soul and reason by the uncreated light (John 8:12), with the grace of the Holy 
Spirit. While in the first half of the eighteenth century both trends coexisted in the texts of 
the first Russian enlighteners, including Lomonosov, with a clear predominance of scientism, 
from the mid-eighteenth century these trends started to gradually diverge, which complicated 
the content of the concept of enlightenment. Finally, the “scientistic” interpretation of the 
Enlightenment became settled. However, these two trends rarely clashed in the eighteenth 
century. The incompatibility of these two trends within the boundaries of the concept of 
enlightenment was emphasised by Ivan Elagin (1725–1794), a nobleman of Catherine II. He 
evolved from an atheist and admirer of Voltaire, Rousseau, and Helvétius into a Neoplatonist 
and the Grand Master of the “Provincial Lodge of Russia”, which was connected to English 
freemasons. In his later works, Elagin sharply distinguished between the “blasphemous” and 
“malevolent” enlightenment of reason, which manifested itself in scientism, rationalism and 
naturalism in the texts of French enlighteners, and the mystical religious tradition dating back 
to the ancient world and the Church Fathers. He considered the latter the true enlightenment 
attained through divine Revelation and faith (Elagin, 1864, col. 100-101, cf. col. 108). 

In the second half of the eighteenth century and especially in the early nineteenth century, 
the Russian concept of enlightenment was gradually incorporating a component of social 
criticism, which focused either on the current condition of Russian society or the ideal social 
order characteristic of a ‘truly’ enlightened society. The former lay at the heart of Alexander 
Radishchev’s (1749–1802) novel Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, published 1790. 
Radishchev exposed the abuse of power by government officials, the slavery of peasants and 
the demagogic nature of Catherine II’s enlightenment programmes at the end of her reign. 
The latter approach was formulated by Ivan Pnin (1773–1805), a poet and civil officer, as he 
attempted to answer the question “what enlightenment is” (Pnin, 2010, p. 579), in his Essay 
on Enlightenment concerning Russia (1804). He does not doubt the need for a class and estate 
division of society, but believes that such a division could not be based on serfdom – the 
status borne by peasants until 1861. They comprised most of Russia’s population and 95-
97% of them were illiterate. In his search for a social ideal, Pnin formulates the concept of 
‘enlightened patriotism’, a true love for the Fatherland: “[…] truly prosperous are only those 
countries where the authority of government, based on wise, human-loving and appropriate 
rules for the purpose of civil society, makes as its supreme law that the more a citizen is 
assured of his security and property, the more efficient, active and happy he is, and therefore 
more useful and loyal to his state” (ibid., p. 587). He regards freedom of conscience and 
freedom of speech, i.e. the public exercise of reason, which would allow “the fearless 
communication of truths that comprise the public good” (ibid., pp. 577, 620) as important 
conditions for the prosperity of the country. Pnin elaborates the concept of enlightenment in 
a predominantly social sense: he calls it “civic enlightenment” and defines it as “providing 
everyone with the necessary knowledge to properly perform the duties for which he has been 
called into society” (ibid., p. 607). The “necessary knowledge” includes also virtues intrinsic 
in each social estate, which were crucial for realising the acquired knowledge. 

In his work On the Distinctive Features, Sources and Means of Enlightenment (1800) 
Mikhail Pankevich (1757–1812), Professor of Mathematics at the Moscow University, drew 
a line under the century of deliberations on the idea of enlightenment in Russia and outlined 
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the future of that discourse. To sum up, the essence of the Enlightenment, according to 
Pankevich (2010, p. 509), was “exciting mental faculties, refining minds and educating the 
morals”. He believed nature to be the “main source” of enlightenment that was “open always, 
everywhere, to all and to everyone from youth, and inexhaustible” (ibid., p. 503). The second 
source, which was directly connected to the primary one, was discoveries and inventions 
created by the human being as results of studying nature for the good of humankind. 
Pankevich emphasised the special importance of writing and book printing. Both of these 
sources correspond to the classical, scientistic view on the Enlightenment in Europe and 
Russia. According to Pankeivich, the third, perfect source of “supreme enlightenment” was 
not only God the Creator – a belief shared by many deists of the eighteenth century – but also 
the divine Revelation. Such a stance betrayed the influence of the mystical religious trend in 
the Enlightenment. The ultimate goal of the Enlightenment was formulated by Pankevich 
nevertheless in agreement with French and Russian materialists and deists: It is “the true 
happiness of humanity”, which “consists in pleasant, delightful and consoling awareness of 
one’s being, in possible, concordant with the purity of a theomorphic soul and with a good 
conscience, universal, continuous and at the same time reliable, […] inalienable pleasure” 
(ibid., p. 507).  

Pankevich sees the means of distributing “true enlightenment”, firstly, in the constant 
propaganda of “universally beneficial knowledge” through demonstrating its attractiveness, 
necessity, “ubiquitous love for it” and the “the useful consequences of the education of minds 
and hearts” (ibid., p. 534). Secondly, it could mean establishing factories and workshops, 
where everyone could see and appraise the inventions of the human mind – mechanisms 
performing heavy and precise jobs. Thirdly, it could mean fair distribution of public offices, 
based on natural talents, diligence and level of education rather than noble origins and 
richness. Fourthly, it could be the reverent observance of the laws for distributing profits and 
benefits according to a person’s actual merits to society (ibid., p. 537). Finally, it could be 
universal education, achieved through establishing common schools. These considerations 
reveal the social criticism component of the praxis-oriented part of the Russian 
Enlightenment programme. 

This very element of the enlightenment concept, i.e. the social criticism, underlay the 
social transformation programmes developed by the Decembrists – members of oppositional 
secret societies. These societies were established in 1812–1825 and destroyed after the failed 
revolt of 14 December 1825. Almost all the members – approximately 700 people, primarily 
young noblemen – were repressed. Five persons were hanged and the other sentenced to 
varying terms of penal labour with subsequent life exile in Siberia. Some of the Decembrists 
were demoted to soldiers and assigned to units committed to war action in the Caucasus. 
 
*** 
The Russian fate of the concept of enlightenment cannot be clarified without understanding 
the role played in it by Kant’s philosophical ideas. It is noteworthy that Kant himself was 
almost never mentioned by Russian authors as one of the Enlighteners. In the early stages of 
the Enlightenment in Russia, this title was given predominantly to French philosophers, 
sometimes German Enlighteners were mentioned, usually Christian Wolff, but not Kant – in 
the minds of Russian thinkers, Kant belonged to a new era. For example, Timofei Osipovsky 
(1766–1832), in a speech delivered at the Kharkov University in 1807, lists Kant, who died 
in 1804, among “the newest philosophers” (Osipovsky, 2010, p. 687). And even in 1823 
Mikhail Magnitsky (1778–1844) names Kant among the representatives of the “destructive 
current philosophy” (Magnitsky, 2014, p. 165; italics N.D.).  

However, in the very reflection on enlightenment in Russia, Kant’s ideas had a major role 
to play. His practical philosophy was introduced into the Russian Enlightenment context by 
the writer and historian Nikolai Karamzin (1766–1826) in his Letters of a Russian Traveler, 
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likely the first Russian ‘bestseller’. This book conveyed a detailed and very sympathetic 
portrait of Kant as a person and thinker, together with a summary of his moral philosophy. 
Karamzin was a young man of 23 years at the time of his travel through Germany, 
Switzerland, France and England in 1789–1790. Since the beginning of 1791 he started to 
publish his Letters in the issues of the “Moscow Journal”, and they met with great success. 
Karamzin became famous with this book and was hailed as “a Russian Sterne”.1 This book 
contained the first written mention of Kant in Russian (cf. Krouglov, 2009, p. 84).  

As Karamzin wrote, he visited Kant in 1789, at the beginning of his journey. Karamzin 
gives 19 June as the date of this meeting, which – as he writes – lasted about three hours. He 
describes this meeting in the following way: “Yesterday, after dinner, I visited the illustrious 
Kant, the wise and profound metaphysician who disproves both Malebranche and Leibnitz, 
both Hume and Bonnet – Kant, whom the Jewish Socrates, the late Mendelssohn, called “the 
all-shattering Kant”. […] A short, slight, old man, singularly pale and delicate, received me. 
He immediately invited me to sit down, saying “I have written in a way that cannot please 
everyone. Few enjoy the subtleties of metaphysics”. For about half an hour we talked of 
different things: travelling, China, the discovery of new lands and geography. […] Then, not 
without a jump, I drew the conversation to the nature and morality of man” (Karamzin, 1957, 
pp. 39-40). 

Then Karamzin summarises Kant’s moral philosophy (ibid., p. 40). It can be assumed that 
Karamzin refers to Kant’s doctrine of respect for the moral law with the feeling of “pleasure” 
or – as Karamzin says – “gladness” (cf. KpV, 05: 77; Kant, 2015, p. 65) and then to Kant’s 
doctrine of the postulate of the existence of God (cf. KpV, 05: 125; Kant, 2015, p. 101). It 
should also be noted that Karamzin (1957, p. 41) mentions two titles of the most important 
writings of Kant’s ethics, the Critique of Practical Reason and the Metaphysics of Morals, 
which he, as he alleges, has not yet read and whose titles Kant wrote for him on a piece of 
paper. By the Metaphysics of Morals, of course, he means the Groundwork, which appeared 
in 1785. Scholars agree that Karamzin, or rather the first-person narrator, intentionally 
portrays himself as naïve and less educated in these letters in order to make the account more 
lively and less demanding, and thus be able to convey the serious content to the less educated 
reader in an attractive and comprehensible way (Lotman, 1987, p. 31). Karamzin, who as 
mentioned gained fame through these Letters of his, was the first in Russia to report on Kant 
for the wider public and placed his ethical ideas unequivocally in the Russian Enlightenment 
context.  

3 The nineteenth century 
Russian society’s shock at the suppression of the Decembrist revolt was tremendous. Critics 
were silenced for years and public life was paralysed. The enlightenment discourse returned 
to the Russian public scene only in the early 1830s. The first published text to address the 
issue of the Enlightenment in Russia and its essence after the forced hiatus was Ivan 
Kireevsky’s (1806 – 1856) article “The Nineteenth Century” (1832). This article provided a 
new system of reference for both the genuine enlightenment and religious enlightenment 
traditions in Russia. On the one hand, Kireevsky attempts to justify the need for 
enlightenment in Russia, since enlightenment is key to national welfare. He tries to 
demonstrate that positive results are attainable, firstly, only when the whole nation – rather 
than a small group of activists – devotes all its resources to enlightenment, and, secondly, 
when a nation took part in the universal process of enlightenment of all humankind rather 

 
1 During Karamzin’s lifetime, seven Russian and two German (Leipzig 1799 and 1802–1803) editions 
of the Letters were published. The English translation was made after the second German edition and 
published in London in 1803. 

, 03001 (2023)
t h Kant-Readings Conference12

SHS Web of Conferences 161 https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202316103001

5



than withdrawing into isolation. On the other hand, Kireevsky was critical of the eighteenth-
century content of the Enlightenment. He rejected in it anything that could be described as a 
spirit of ‘Europeanism’. He believed that its central concepts – freedom, reason and humanity 
– had solely negative and “destructive” content in the eighteenth century. He argued that 
“freedom had been understood as the absence of earlier constraints”, humanity as “the 
material majority of people” as opposed to the few selected persons who had earlier 
represented the whole of humankind, and “the realm of reason was called the absence of 
prejudices”, which had resulted in abandoning not only prejudices but also religion 
(Kireevsky, 1989, p. 9). As a result, materialism had prevailed in philosophy, imitation of 
inanimate nature – in arts, and calculated profit – in morals. Overcoming the negative 
consequences of the destructive concepts of the eighteenth-century enlightenment requires a 
new universal enlightenment, where the practice-centred European education would be 
wedded to a nation’s religion and customs in private and public life. Such enlightenment is 
necessary for Russia and Europe, Kireevsky believes. In this respect, Russia is, in his view, 
in an advantageous position. It can borrow the universal education developed by European 
nations in the eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries without repeating the destructive 
mistakes of Europeans and without renouncing the unique national character. 

Strikingly, the same ideas about enlightenment in Russia were formulated by Magnitsky 
(2014, pp. 443-445), the trustee of the Kazan school district, notorious for persecuting 
followers of Kant and the Enlightenment, in 1829 in his letter to Alexander Benkendorf 
(1781–1844), which can hardly have been known to Kireevsky. Simultaneously with the 
publication of the latter’s article, Magnitsky, under the pseudonym Prostodumov (that can be 
understood as “Simple Thinker”), also formulated in his “Letter to the Editor”, published in 
1932 in the magazine “Raduga” (“Rainbow”), the concept of “true enlightenment” as “useful 
to society” and “inseparable from the light of the very faith in whose quiet shelters it 
originated, was preserved and brought up” (ibid., p. 343). 

Rejecting ‘Europeanism’ and reducing enlightenment to education, which was 
understood as the simple obtaining and accumulating of knowledge, i.e. excluding the social 
criticism component from the concept of enlightenment almost completely; laying emphasis 
on religion and traditionalism of the folk culture constituted the content of the enlightenment 
concept that was later employed in the Russian conservative discourse, widely known as 
Slavophilia. 

The conflict between these two interpretations of enlightenment was soon to follow. This 
was a clash between the rational-critical and religious-traditionalist concepts of 
enlightenment, embodied in the polemic between the literary critic Vissarion Belinsky 
(1811–1848) and the writer Nikolai Gogol (1809–1852). In 1847 Gogol published his 
Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends. One of its chapters was titled 
“Enlightenment”. Having spent ten years abroad with brief intermissions, Gogol was drawing 
closer to Slavophiles and Orthodox thinkers. That chapter addressed the tradition of defining 
the enlightenment concept. Gogol (1969, p. 95) criticised it and proposed his own definition: 
“Without thinking, we now repeat the word “enlightenment”. And we have never even 
reflected on whence this word came and on what it means. This word does not exist in any 
other language; it is only in ours. “To enlighten” does not mean to teach, or to edify, or to 
educate, or even to illuminate, but to illuminate a man through and through in all his faculties 
and not in his intelligence alone […].” This enlightenment as “illumination” Gogol does 
indeed associate not only with the Christian doctrine but foremost with the Russian Orthodox 
Church, which he counterposed to all the other confessions, especially the Roman Catholic 
Church. Gogol wrote that ‘[t]his word is borrowed from our Church, which has pronounced 
it for almost a thousand years, in spite of all the darkness and ignorant gloom surrounding it 
on every side” (ibid.). It is the Russian Orthodox Church which Gogol associated with 
enlightenment and “everything necessary for a truly Russian life, in all respects, from the 

, 03001 (2023)
t h Kant-Readings Conference12

SHS Web of Conferences 161 https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202316103001

6



sovereign to the simple family” (ibid., p. 93). Every novelty for Russia had first to obtain a 
blessing from the Church: “It would be even absurd to inoculate our thought with any kind 
of European ideas, so long as it has not baptised them with the light of Christ” (ibid.). Thus, 
Gogol called for reconciliation with the current social order and for patriarchal simplicity and 
emphasised that literacy was not only useless but also harmful for ordinary people. 

Belinsky reacted to this book of Gogol’s with a sharply critical review. In response, Gogol 
wrote a letter to Belinsky, trying to present Belinsky’s criticism of the book as a product of 
his personal grievances against the writer. Belinsky replied to Gogol on 8 (15) July 1847, in 
a letter that defended human dignity, common sense, justice, personal integrity, observation 
of laws and public enlightenment – everything of which most of Russia’s population was 
bereft. Belinsky criticises mysticism and church dogmatism, corporal punishments and 
serfdom, shameless corruption and human trafficking. The critic pays special attention to 
Gogol’s concept of enlightenment. He deems it unacceptable to identify Christ’s teaching 
with the practices of the Russian Orthodox Church, which, according to Belinsky (1962, p. 
86), has always “served as the prop of the knout and the servant of despotism”: “[Christ] was 
the first to bring to people the teaching of freedom, equality, and brotherhood and to set the 
seal of truth to that teaching by martyrdom. And this teaching was men’s salvation only until 
it became organised in the Church and took the principle of Orthodoxy for its foundation. 
The Church, on the other hand, was […] a champion of inequality, a flatterer of authority, an 
enemy and persecutor of brotherhood among men – and so it has remained to this day.” 
Further, Belinsky correlates true Christianity with the Enlightenment emphasising that “the 
meaning of Christ’s message has been revealed by the philosophical movement of the 
preceding century. And that is why a man like Voltaire who stamped out the fires of 
fanaticism and ignorance in Europe by ridicule, is, of course, more the son of Christ […] than 
all your priests, bishops, metropolitans, and patriarchs – Eastern or Western” (ibid.).  

The publication of the letter was forbidden in Russia2 and it was circulated in handwritten 
copies by Belinsky’s friends immediately after his death. It was not long before the letter 
became familiar to all educated people in Russia. 

4 Our Days 
The irreconcilable conflict between Gogol’s and Belinsky’s interpretations of the 
enlightenment concept persisted and reproduced itself throughout the nineteenth and the early 
twentieth centuries to be ‘sublated’ by the revolution of 1917. I omit here the history of the 
enlightenment concept in Soviet times – it is a complex and scarcely studied topic. To 
understand what is happening to the concept of enlightenment today, it is important to point 
out that towards the end of the Soviet Union, the philosophical, humanistic and social-critical 
meaning of the concept had been virtually eliminated from public discourse. It was strongly 
identified with school education and science popularisation. With the collapse of the USSR 
and the abandonment of the single state ideology, the enlightenment discourse almost 
disappeared from the public sphere. The first attempts to reanimate it were made in the early 
2000s, when enlightenment as a social project came back to public discourse.3  

As digital technology developed, several projects striving to bring back the idea of the 
required popularisation of natural sciences and humanities into the public arena appeared on 
the Internet in Russia. For instance, the online magazine “Arzamas” is positioned as “a 
magical project dedicated to the history of culture”. The magazine offers free popular science 

 
2 The letter was first published 1855 by Alexander Herzen (1812–1870) in “The Polar Star” in London. 
3 See Topic Two “Enlightenment as a Social Project” in the journal “Neprikosnovenny zapas” 
[“Emergency Reserve”] in 2002, no. 5, with articles by Yves Michaud, Grigory Gutner, Pierre Bourdieu 
and Andrey Rodin. 
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articles, video courses, interactive projects and podcasts “on literature, art, history and other 
humanities, that is, on the world’s most interesting things” (Arzamas, 2021). Another popular 
online project titled “PostScience” (see PostNauka, 2021) is dedicated to “contemporary 
fundamental science and people behind it”. It reaches out to its audience through video 
lectures, tests, articles, free online and paid-for offline courses, online interviews and books. 
Although the term “enlightenment” is not mentioned in the project’s description, it is an 
enlightenment resource popularising science. Another internet project with a similar focus is 
“Decent People” (Prilichnye Liudy, 2022). It has the section “Enlighteners” and describes 
itself as “media about new meanings and statuses”. It is perhaps the only one that focuses on 
“best practices in social responsibility” (ibid.; italics N.D.).  

Another non-profit project titled “Elements of Big Science” (Elementy bol’shoi nauki, 
2022) was launched in 2005 and focuses on the popularisation of fundamental science. It was 
founded by Dmitry Zimin (1933 – 2021), who also established The Enlightener Award (The 
Prosvetitel, 2022a) in 2008 to support enlightenment projects created in Russian – primarily 
books, and from 2020 also translated editions and internet projects. In the spring of 2022, the 
new head of the Zimin Foundation, Boris Zimin, admitted: “It is now impossible to talk about 
enlightenment without an ethical and political context” and established one more, a special 
award, the PolitProsvet Award, “for a series of articles or a book that focuses on the current 
social and political processes and helps to understand their nature” (The Prosvetitel, 2022b).  

This, of course, does not limit the range of projects which predominantly operate on 
online platforms and position themselves as educational and popular science projects. 
Although many of these projects do promote education and popularise science, only a small 
number of them are not ashamed to use the enlightenment concept in their name. 

It should be noted that in recent years there has been a significant increase in the number 
of publicly available projects whose content ranges from the genuine popularisation of 
academic knowledge to the broadcasting of quasi- and pseudoscientific information, such as 
practical ‘skills’ in extrasensory ‘science’ or ‘facts’ of the ‘new chronology’. 

This rampant true and quasi-enlightenment activity attracted the attention of state 
officials, and in 2021 a so-called “law on enlightenment activity” (cf. RF Government, 2021) 
– a series of amendments to the current Federal Law (no. 85-FZ) “On Education in the 
Russian Federation” – was adopted. 

The amendments define “enlightenment activity” rather broadly: It is “an activity carried 
out outside educational programmes, aimed at promoting knowledge, experience, abilities, 
skills, values and competencies for the purpose of a person’s intellectual, spiritual, moral, 
creative, physical and/or professional development, satisfaction of his/her educational needs 
and interests, and which affects relations regulated by this Federal Law and other normative 
legal acts of the Russian Federation” (ibid., paragraph 35).  

They also strictly regulate the procedure, form, conditions of its implementation and 
control over its content. At the same time, paragraph 2 states that these “Rules” do not cover 
“relations connected with carrying out enlightenment activity within the framework of 
cultural-enlightened activity of religious organisations” (ibid.). 

Perhaps the exception for religious organisations is because the contemporary 
enlightenment discourse in Russia is ‘occupied’ by the Russian Orthodox Church. There are 
numerous examples to support this assumption. In particular, since 2006 the Publishing 
Council of the Russian Orthodox Church has been holding the annual competition entitled 
“Enlightenment through a Book”. The competition aims to “select publications and 
programmes that conform to the high ideals of spiritual enlightenment and patriotic education 
and draw public attention and publishers’ interest to educating younger generations in the 
spirit of true Christian values” (Patriarchia.ru, 2021). The Moscow Sretensky Monastery has 
“Enlightenment Courses” available online in video lecture format (Moskovsky Sretensky 
Monastyr’, 2022), and before the pandemic of COVID2019 there were full-time 
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“Enlightenment Orthodox Courses” at the Moscow Sretensky Theological Academy 
(Moskovskaya Sretenskaya Dukhovnaya Akademia, 2015). The number of such courses that 
have the word ‘enlightenment’ in their title and that are aimed at lay-people is increasing in 
Russia, and the expression “Orthodox enlightenment” is becoming the usual term for 
religious propaganda.4 One could say that the Orthodox Charity Foundation for the 
Promotion of Enlightenment and Spiritual Advancement of a Person (Prosvetitel.com, 2022), 
which was established in 2015 and supports a wide range of educational and cultural 
activities, from publishing to exhibitions and restoration, is clearly posing itself, one can 
assume, as an ideological alternative to The Enlightener Award. In June 2014, in the Siberian 
city of Tyumen, Patriarch Kirill, addressing parishioners, explicitly said that for the Russian 
Orthodox Church “the priority remains to enlighten people” (Pravmir.ru, 2021). The context 
of the speech suggests that the enlightenment in question means “encouragement in faith and 
promotion of the sense of national identity” (ibid.). 

What are the source and the goal of such rebranding of the enlightenment concept? 
Apparently it is rooted in the pre-revolutionary tradition of the religious-traditionalist 
enlightenment, when the church played the role of the principal ideological institution in the 
state. Today’s Russian Orthodox Church also poses itself as the only institution that can 
create a united state ideology, and pursues an articulate ‘back to the roots’ policy which 
revives the pre-revolutionary conservative nationalistic tradition. 

5 Conclusion 
This overview of the history of changes that the concept of enlightenment underwent in pre-
revolutionary Russia and has undergone over the three decades of new Russia shows what 
components of the enlightenment concept have disappeared from the public discourse. The 
missing elements are the principles of social criticism. There can hardly be any doubt that 
without critical self-reflection based on the concepts of human rights, human dignity and 
social justice, which developed within the philosophy of the Enlightenment, Russian society 
will have to return to the beginning of the path that it trod in the nineteenth and twenties 
centuries. 
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