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In the midst of a discussion with his brother, Konstantin Levin claims that the motor (dvigatel’) of all our actions is personal interest (lichnyi interes) and that no activity can be lasting unless it is based on such interest. Personal interest was considered as a “motor” for social benefit in the writings of Montesquieu, James Stewart, Adam Smith, and a host of other early modern political-economic theorists. It was in this context in fact that “self-interest” took on the essentially positive connotations of a commercial ethic, replacing the medieval notion of “avarice” that made it sinful to earlier ages. In Russia the views of Nikolai Novikov, Mikhail Speranskii, Nikolai Mordvinov, the Decembrists Petr Pestel’, Nikolai Turgenev, and Mikhail Orlov, as well as Alexander Herzen and Nikolai Ogarev, show an implicit familiarity with the ideas of their West European contemporaries. One of the most powerful opposing standpoints, later to be upheld variously by Thomas Carlyle, Alexis de Tocqueville, and John Stuart Mill, pointed to the detrimental effects of such cultural commoditization and contrasted narrow self interest to an agrarian ideal, especially that of an idealized landed Roman citizen. Such a conceptual history of apologies for personal interest makes it at least counter-intuitive if not deeply ironic that Konstantin Levin should uphold it as the foundation for human well being. Given his staunch defense of aristocratic values and heritage, one would expect him to be especially hostile to the theory of rational self-interest that once functioned as a major rationale for the expansion of commercial entrepreneurship throughout Europe. Even more striking is the fact that the very same notion of rational self-interest has in the course of the century’s development now passed into the arsenal of a new set of progressives, Nikolai Chernyshevskii and his followers, all while continuing to be used by the emerging bourgeoisie. The question is, why would Levin, or Tolstoy for that matter, wish to promote the notion of self-interest as motor for human well being when, with its close associations to both commercial ideology and radical politics, its usage contradicts the gentry agrarian principles for which he stands?
