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PREFACE

Th1s book did not grow out of an interest in the capability
of Soviet technologists, which has had a tendency to dominate
recent discussions of Soviet science. It grew out of an interest in
the intellectual history of the Russian Revolution, out of a desire
to understand the modern analogues to Marat and Lavoisier in
an earlier revolution, or to Calvin and Servetus in another. It
may be naive for a contemporary of Lysenko and N. I. Vavilov,
who enter the last pages of this history and will be major figures
in the sequel, to believe that interest in such a subject can be
different from animus or enthusiasm, that a desire to under-
stand such people need not be a desire to expose or vindicate.
Naive or not, that is my belief. I hope that this history will be
a contribution, however limited, to the satisfaction of a similar
interest and desire in others.

The focus here is on Soviet Marxist philosophy of natural

science, as it developed in its first phase; Irom 1917 to 1932.
‘Natural science’ is used in the conventional sense to mean the
systematized knowledge of nature, with the exception—
equally conventional-—of human nature. The ‘philosophy of
natural science’ is, of course, a controversial concept that may
be used to indicate such diverse things as emotions, Weltan-
schauungen, or methodologies that claim derivation from and
application to natural science. Fortunately, it has not been
necessary to attempt a definition of my own in order to review
the arguments that Soviet Marxists fell into when trying to
define theirs. But it has been necessary to make extended
excursions into their philosophical heritage from pre-revolu-

tionary times, into certain policies and dissensions of the Soviet

Communist Party from the Revolution to the early ’thirties,
into the changing nature of the Soviet scholarly community

1X
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PREFACE

during the same period, and into some contemporaneous con-
troversies in biology and physics. The reader should not expect
to find these collateral subjects fully treated. For example, he
will not find a complete survey of pre-revolutionary Marxist
views on natural science. Nor will he find a full history of
natural science and higher education in the Soviet Union
during the period under review. He will find only certain parts
of such collateral histories—those parts that are necessary for
an understanding of the first phase in the interaction between
Soviet Marxism and natural science. I have tried to draw lines
of demarcation narrow enough to avoid superficiality, yet
broad enough to avoid distortion by artificial isolation.

I hope that this history will help, if only slightly, to lessen
the widespread confusion concerning Soviet Marxism and its
relations with Soviet natural science. Soviet Marxists have con-
tributed to this confusion by interpreting their intellectual
history in accordance with their shibboleths, which change
rather frequently, and by their general reluctance so far to
write substantial intellectual histories of the Soviet period.
Non-Communist authors have contributed to the confusion by
-an excess of boldness, by the proclivity that many have shown
towards magisterial judgments on the basis of insufficient
evidence. One author, for example, writing in a scholarly
journal, based a history of the theory of relativity in Soviet
physics and philosophy on three ‘sources’, two of which were
merely ambiguous passing references to Einstein’s theory in
Soviet articles on other subjects.! Such hasty generalizations
help to explain why non-Communist authors have pinned such
diverse labels on Soviet Marxism as mechanistic materialism, a
curious sort of positivism, voluntaristic idcalism, pragmatism,
an abortive version of ‘ideal realism’, a perverted twin of
Thomism, or merely a philosophically meaningless pistol for
shooting the opponents of Lenin and Stalin. Estimates of this
philosophy’s relations with Soviet natural science have been
hardly less diverse; weighed down by few facts, such estimates
have tended to drift with the tides of public attitudes towards

_the Soviet Union.

There are of course other reasons than hasty generalization
for the diversity of views on the relations between Soviet
Marxism and natural science. Not the least of them is the lack

X



PREFACE

of consistency and clarity with respect to the crucial terms used
to discuss Marxist philosophy, both by Marxists themselves and
by philosophers at large. Difficulties peculiar to the various
types of Marxists will be examined in Chapter 1, but here it
seems appropriate to review some crucial ambiguities of a
broader provenience, in the hope of averting as many obscuri-
ties as possible.

‘Metaphysics’ will be used below in the conventional sense
to describe a type of philosophy that seeks knowledge of univer-
sal reality beyond that given by the empirical sciences, and by
other methods than those used in the empirical sciences.
‘Positivism’ will be used to describe a type of thought that
would limit knowledge to the methods and results of the empiri-
cal sciences. But serious reservations must be made in these
definitions. The tortuous course of ‘positivism’ since Comte
shows the difficulty—some would say the impossibility—of
escaping from ‘metaphysics’, of excluding from philosophy
knowledge and methods that are not appropriate to the
empirical sciences. Accordingly, the distinction just given be-
tween ‘metaphysics’ and ‘positivism’ may be artificial from a
philosophical point of view; it is used here without philoso-
phical commitment to describe an historically observable
cleavage among philosophers. Moreover, in applying the terms
to Marxists, most of whom claimed to transcend both ‘meta-
physics’ and ‘positivism’, I am not judging them fools or liars.
In the first place, I am not using these terms in the special
pejorative senses that they have for Marxists. (These meanings
will be described in Chapter 1.) In the second place, I know of
no other terms to describe the historically observable cleavage
in Marxist thought that will be traced through the Chapters
below.

‘Materialism’ will be used below to indicate a type of philo-'
“sophy that regards ‘matter’ as the universal substance. But one
must bear in mind that ‘materialists’’ definitions of ‘matter’
have ranged from the Democritean—e.g., ‘extended, impene-
trable, eternally existent [particles that are] susceptible of
movement or change of relative position’2—to the nearly
agnostic—e.g., ‘the extra-mental cause of sense experience’.?
At one extreme ‘materialism’ is ‘metaphysical’, even though
the term itself may be proscribed; at the other, ‘materialism’

X1



PREFACE

is presented almost solely as an epistemology and becomes
rather ‘positivistic’. As the reader no doubt rcalizes, and as he
will find time and again in what follows, this ambivalence
characterizes not only ‘materialists’ as a group but often the
mind of an individual ‘materialist’.

‘Mechanism’ has a history of even more diverse meanings
than ‘materialism’. It will be used here to indicate a type of
philosophy that considers ‘reduction’ the chief, or perhaps
even the only method of scientific explanation. The meaning of
‘mechanism’ therefore depends in each case on the meaning
given to ‘reduction’, and on the boundaries, if any, that are set
to its applicability. ‘Reduction’ may be defined most com-
prchensively as the attempt ‘to explain complicated . . .
phenomena as the result of combinations of simpler ones’.4 In
further definition the ‘mechanist’ reveals his tendency towards
‘metaphysics’ or towards ‘positivism’, since he may or may
not try to assign ontological as well as epistemological signifi-
cance to ‘reduction’®. And whatever his views on the ontolo-
gical significance of ‘reduction’ may be, he may restrict
the applicability of ‘mechanism’ to one or another area of
study. A ‘vitalist’, for example, may believe that the physical
sciences will ultimately be ‘reduced’ to the mechanics of ele-
mentary particles, but he remains a ‘vitalist’ by denying that
the same can happen to the biological or social sciences. A
‘mechanist’ social theorist ‘reduces’ human behaviour to such
determinants as geographical conditions, race, means of pro-
duction, or id and ego, but he may be indifferent or even hostile
to ‘mechanism’ in other fields.

‘Dialectics’ is an ancient philosophical term richly over-
grown with various species of meaning. The species of interest
to the prescnt study is a very comprehensive one: a type of
philosophy that perceives a universal process of change or
transformation to be the essence of reality, whether mental or
external. Some will object that this definition is too compre-
hensive. Under it, what some Marxists have scorned as ‘vulgar
evolutionism’ would be ‘dialectics’. Under it, Cratylus, who
was so overwhelmed by the sense of endless change that he
would not assume the stability of concepts long enough to sus-
tain conversation, and Hegel, who was comparatively com-
forting with his vision of recurring triads, would both be

X1



PREFACE

‘dialectical’ philosophers. Similar objections could be ritade to
the broad definitions of other philosophical terms given above.
But the historical method that I have tried to follow prohibits
judgments of what, once and for all, ‘dialectics’ or ‘material-
ism’ should mean; it allows only descriptions of what, in
different contexts, such terms have meant. Virtually all of the
authors whose views are analysed below claimed to be uphold-
ing ‘dialectical materialism’. I have tried to characterize their
divergent views accurately, and to discover the circumstances
that helped shape their divergencies. I leave it to the philoso-
pher to decide which came closest to genuine ‘dialectical
materialism’.

Some of the confusion concerning Soviet Marxism is due to
difficulties of translation. The translator must constantly be on
guard both against the carelessness that smudges what is pre-
cise, and against the officiousness that tidies up obscurities.
But even when he consciously aspires to this golden mean, he
finds in Russian some elements both of clarity and of confusion
that cannot be reproduced in English. The Russian ideinyz, to
take a simple example, would have an exact equivalent in the
adjective ‘ideal’, if ‘ideal’ were understood in the sense, ‘per-
taining to an idea or belief’. But the adjective ‘ideal’ is gener-
ally understood in its other senses, and one must translate
ideinyi either as ‘ideological’ or as ‘ideational’, each of which
carries implications lacking in ideinyi. Similarly, the Russian
nauka like the German Wissenschaft, acquires new connotations
when it becomes ‘science’. A number of Russian philosophical
terms, to take a case that is particularly troublesome, are loan
translations of German words that have no felicitous equiva-
lents in English, especially when the terms have Hegelian con-
notations. Predstavienie (Vorstellung), sniat’ (aufheben), zakono-
mernyi (gesetmdssig)—these cxamples may suggest to the rcader ;-
the translator’s perplexities. If the reader will bear in mind also
that grammatical differences can make exact translation im-
possible (English articles and verb tenses, for example, force
unwonted niceties on Russian, which has no articles and fewer
tenses than English), he will understand why the readability of
some translations in the text below has been marred by the
insertion of the Russian original, or even a German equiva-
lent, in parentheses or brackets. I made such insertions
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whenever there seemed to be danger of significant misunder-
standing. _

I want to thank Columbia University, the Social Science Re-
search Council, the Research Progam on the History of the
CPSU, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and
Brown University, for fellowships and grants that enabled me
to work up this book. I am also grateful to the following
teachers and colleagues, who were kind enough to read various
parts of the manuscript, and contributed their informed
criticism: Robert S. Cohen, A. Erlich, Donald H. Fleming,
Philipp Frank, George L. Kline, Walter Landauer, Mary
Mothersill, Hermann J. Muller, Henry L. Roberts, Ernest J.
Simmons. I am indebted most of all, for advice and criticism, to
Professor G. T. Robinson. It hardly needs saying that he and
the others are not responsible for the interpretations I have
arrived at, or for the errors I may have committed.

Many thanks to Jane Blanshard for doing the Index.
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former in Daedalus, Summer, 1960 and the latter in Journal of
the History of Ideas, Jan., 1959. ~
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PART ONE

THE PRE-REVOLUTIONARY
HERITAGE






ORTHODOX MARXISM
AND NATURAL SCIENCE

Recent intellectual history is considerably simplified by
writers who tick off the philosophy of Marx and Engels as a
typical nineteenth-century materialism comparable, say, to
Taine’s!, but history of this kind hardly enables one to under-
stand the powerful yet diverse appeal of Marxism. Fortunately
such writers are becoming rare; it is getting to be a generally
recognized fact that the philosophy of Marx and Engels con-
tained contradictory elements. Many critics use this fact to dis-
miss Marxism as ‘a philosophical farrago’, to quote one of the
most recent and well-informed of them,? and logic may be on
their side. It may, for example, be an appropriate and deadly
stroke to comment, as Rudolph Stammler did in 1896, that
astronomers do not form a political party to bring on a pre-
dicted eclipse.® But the historian must wrestle with phenomena
that the logician may dismiss as absurd. The very combination
of revolutionary and scientific claims that Stammler and others
have found inherently ridiculous has made a quite different
impression on many of Marx’s followers. ‘ The irresistible power
of attraction that draws the socialists of all countries to this
theory [Marxism],’ Lenin wrote in 1894, in his first published
work,

lies precisely in the fact that it unites a rigorous and most lofty
scientism [nauchnost’] (being the last word in social science) with
revolutionism, and unites them not by chance, not only because the
founder of the doctrine combined in his own person the qualities of a
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ORTHODOX MARXISM AND NATURAL SCIENCE

scientist and a revolutionary, but unites them in the theory itself
intrinsically and inseparably. 4

However harshly a philosopher may judge this characterization
of Marx’s theory, an historian can hardly fail to agree that
Marx’s claim to give scientific guidance to those who would
transform society has been one of the chief reasons for his
doctrine’s enormous influence.?

In this central aspect of Marx’s thought—and of Engels’, one
must add, for their views are virtually inseparable®—lie the
chief determinants of their philosophy of science. Social theory

~was their predominant concern, but, if they were to prove that
theirs was a scientific social theory, they had to assume or
demonstrate some continuity between it and natural science.
A similar problem is of course faced by all social theorists who
would be social scientists,” but Marx and Engels had the
special problems of those who would also be revolutionaries,
not on a separate level of their existence, but in their very work
as scientists.® The result was that they claimed to have dis-
covered not merely a scientific method that is applicable both
to natural and social science, but one that

includes in its comprehension and affirmative recognition of the
existing state of things, at the same time also the recognition of the
negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking up; . . . [one that]
lets nothing impose on it, and is in its essence critical and revolu-
tionary. ®

To accomplish these divergent purposes Marx and Engels
placed great stress on ‘contradiction’, a term that has many
meanings in their writings. Sometimes they used it in its every-
day senses, and then, of course, they did not claim it as a virtue
of their philosophy but charged it as a sin against their oppo-
nents. In their own system they claimed to have incorporated
‘dialectical contradiction’, something they found both in thought
and in material processes. At times ‘dialectical contradiction’
appears to mean the simultaneous truth of opposed statements
(Marx and Engels not bothering to distinguish among the tradi-
tional types of logical opposition) ; sometimes the opposition of
forces moving in different directions ; sometimes the tensions or
simply the differences among aspects or parts of a mental or
material process, the tensions or differences being regarded as

4






ORTHODOX MARXISM AND NATURAL SCIENCE

dialectics was ‘the science of the general laws of motion and
\ development of nature, human society and thought.’*® In effect,
| one can argue, this picture of dialectics as the queen science

tores what Engels rejected: ‘a special science dealing with
the great totality of things and of our knowledge of things’,
provided ‘the great totality’ be conceived as processes rather
than fixed things.

It would be most interesting, if this were a philosophical
analysis of Marxism, to inquire whether Marx and Engels
achieved a logically defensible synthesis of these contradictory
attitudes, or whether they were inclined more towards one than
the other. For the purposes of the present work it is sufficient to
note that both attitudes may readily be found in their writings.
The best place to observe this, with respect to the philosophy of
natural science, is not in the works that Marx and Engels pub-
lished during their lifetime. In 1885 Engels explained that -

a knowledge of mathematics and natural science is essential to a
conception of nature which is dialectical and at the same time
materialist. Marx was well versed in mathematics, but we could only
partially, intermittently and sporadically keep up with the natural
sciences.!4

It is mainly in the voluminous correspondence and notebooks
of the two men that the record of their intermittent and
sporadic study is to be found.!?

The correspondence is especially intersting because it reveals
the groundlessness of the notion that Marx did not share Engels’
views on the philosophy of natural science, that Marx held to
positivism, Engels to metaphysics. If Marx had generally less to
say on the subject of natural science, the reason was his defer-
ence to Engels in this field. Once, for example, when he read
several books on physiology because influenza had made him
‘quite incapable of work’, he wrote to Engels that a certain
criticism of phrenology reminded him favourably of Hegel, but
he added apologetically: ‘You know that everything 1. comes
late with me, and 2. I always follow in your footsteps.’'é
Actually Marx was exaggerating when he said ‘always’, for
there was at least one occasion on which he disagreed with
Engels on a question of natural science, and the incident is
worth recounting, for it shows the contradictory nature of Marx

6



ORTHODOX MARXISM AND NATURAL SCIENCE

and Engels’ philosophy of natural science very clearly, with
Engels in the role of positivist and Marx in that of meta-
physician,

Marx took a fancy to the theories of one Trémaux, who had
ventured to explain evolution in terms of the properties of
various soils, and, as usual in such matters, he turned to Engels
for an opinion.'? Engels dismissed Trémaux’s theories as a
ridiculous construct, guilty of terrible blunders in geology.
‘By the way’, he concluded, ‘let no one tell me any more that
the Germans alone know how to ‘“‘construct” systems, the
french [sic] beat them hollow at that.’!8 Marx, somewhat
piqued, reminded Engels of the argument between Cuvier and
‘German Naturphantasten’ (a play on Naturphilosophen [philoso-
phers of nature] and Phantasten [Visionaries])

who were quite able to express Darwin’s fundamental idea, however
little they were able to prove it. Nevertheless this did not obviate the
fact that Cuvier, who was a great geologist . . . was wrong and the
people who expressed the new idea were right. Trémaux’s funda-

“mental idea concerning the influence of the soil . . . is, in my opinion, an
idea that needs only to be expressed in order to acquire once and for
all rights of citizenship in science, and this quite independently of
Trémaux’s exposition.1?

Here, it would seem, Marx was implying that philosophy, even
the ‘drunken speculation’ that he and Engels had renounced in
1845 in favour of ‘matter-of-fact philosophy’, 2 could establish
truths in science ‘once and for all’, presumably impervious to
empirical refutation. Yet this was the same author who, in a
famous passage in Capital, disdained the method of ‘a priori
construction’ that was characteristic of Hegel’s dialectics, and
described his own dialectical method as ‘not only different
from the Hegelian, but . . . its exact opposite’. 21}

It was not merely in sentimental declarations of the last sort
that Marx showed his respect for empirical science in contrast
to ‘a priori construction’ and ‘drunken speculation’. Perhaps
the most convincing demonstration of this respect was the pain-
staking research that was evident in the work he published ‘as a
scientific man’, and his abstention from publishing any exten-
sive statement of his views on natural science.22 In private he
sometimes used periods of illness or recreation to study certain
areas of natural science (chiefly those dealing with change or

7



ORTHODOX MARXISM AND NATURAL SCIENCE

development, such as biological evolution or the differential
calculus), and on occasion he used his sense of philosophical
superiority to pass judgment on the works he studied. Tré-
maux’s book, he wrote to a friend after Engels had denounced it,
is full of blunders, but ‘it is still—for all that and all that—an
advance on Darwin’,23 In one letter to Engels he indicated a
desire, which he did not find time to satisfy, to publish a
pamphlet explaining what was rational (das Rationelle) in
Hegel’s universal method.24 But it is noteworthy that he did
not publish, and expressed no desire to publish, an extensive
.treatise on the philosophy of natural science. The incidental
references to natural science in his published works were
\generally arguments by analogy to prove the scientific nature
lof his social theory, rather than efforts to show natural scientists
iwhat to think about their subject.?

For a long time Engels was similarly diffident in public, even
though Marx generally deferred to him in matters concerning
natural science. But he was disturbed by the spread of rival
philosophies among the radicals to whom he and Marx looked
for followers, and in 1873 he jotted down a plan for a polemic
against the ‘vulgar materialism’ of Vogt, Moleschott, and
Buichner:

One could let them alone and leave them to their not unpraise-
worthy if narrow occupation of teaching atheism, etc., to the Ger-
man Philistine, but for 1) the abuse directed against philosophy
(quote passages) which in spite of everything is the glory of Ger-
many, and 2) the pretension to apply the theories of natural science
to society, and to reform socialism—all this compels us to turn our
attention to them.?28

These characteristically polemical considerations were the be-
ginning of Engels’ project of writing an extended treatise on the
philosophy of natural science. But in 1876 and 1877 political
considerations required him to lay aside this project and write a
series of polemics against Diihring, whose criticisms of Marxism
had been gaining a considerable following in the German Social
Democratic Party.2? Engels incorporated in the famous Anti-
Diihring some of his views on natural science, writing to Marx
that his recent studies enabled him to ‘move with a certain
amount of freedom and security’ in this field, but he also con-
fessed that he still felt somewhat insecure and in need of ‘great

8



ORTHODOX MARXISM AND NATURAL SCIENCE

caution’. 28 Perhaps this caution is one of the main reasons, along
with Engels’ constant ridicule of Diihring’s claim to have estab-
lished ‘final truths’, that Anti-Dihring, which was for two
generations the chief Marxist text on the philosophy of natural
science, seems more positivist than metaphysical.

In the Preface to the second edition of 1885 Engels acknow-

ledged ‘a certain clumsiness’, and boasted of caution, in
treating natural science.?® To be sure, he also restated his
metaphysical vision:
It goes without saying that my recapitulation of mathematics and
the natural sciences was undertaken in order to convince myself in
detail—of which in general I was not in doubt—that amid the
welter of innumerable changes taking place in nature, the same
dialectical laws of motion are in operation as those which in history
govern the apparent fortuitousness of events; the same laws as those
which similarly form the thread running through the history of the
development of human thought and gradually rise to consciousness
in the mind of man; the laws which Hegel first developed in all-
embracing but mystical form, and which we made it our aim to
strip of this mystic form and to bring clearly before the mind in their
complete simplicity and universality. 39

But following this confident assertion of his metaphysics was an
equally categorical declaration that lends itself to positivist
interpretation:

. to me there could be no question of building the laws of dialectics
1nto nature, but of discovering them in it and evolving them from
it. . . . To do this systematically and in each separate department is
a gxgantlc task. 81

The impression of positivism was strengthened by Engels’
cheerful remark, after mentioning his projected treatise on the
dialectics of nature: ‘It may be, however, that the advance of
theoretical natural science will make my work to a great extent
or even altogether superfluous’,?? for natural science w
allegedly turning dialectical spontaneously. But then Engel
cautioned that natural scientists work with concepts, and th
art of working with concepts, he said, is not inborn but requires’,
‘real thought’. This ‘real thought’, philosophy in short, de-
veloping for two and a half thousand years, had allegedly cul-
minated in dialectical materialism. If natural scientists would
assimilate the results of this development, Engels concluded,

9
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natural science would rid itself both ‘of any isolated natural
philosophy standing apart from it, outside it, and above it’,
and ‘of its own limited method of thought, which was its in-
heritance from English empiricism’;33 In Engels’ view, dia-
lectical materialism had ‘ transcended’ (aufgehoben) both : destroy-
ed them and at the same time absorbed their best elements.

This Preface to the second edition of Anti-Diihring was in a
literal sense the summing-up of Engels’ philosophy of natural
science, for it was written in 1885, when he had just set aside his
work on the subject—this time for good, as it turned out—in
order to complete Capital.3* (Marx had died in 1883 with only
the first volume published.) The mass of study notes, comments,
and first drafts that Engels had accumulated in approximately
eight years of work on the philosophy of natural science
(1873-1876 and 1878-1883), posthumously published as Dia-
lectics of Nature, may therefore be expected to display a similar
mixture of metaphysical and positivist elements. And so they
do, but the emphasis is on the metaphysical element, for
Engels’ projected.adversary in this unfinished work was not
Dithring’s philosophy of ‘final truths’, but ‘narrow-minded
empiricism’, ‘mechanistic materialism’, ‘vulgar evolutionism’,
and ‘pan-inductionism’. The continuing hero through the
fragmentary manuscript was ‘Hegel, in whose [word indeci-
pherable because of an ink blot] the synthesis of the sciences of
nature and their rational grouping arc a greater achievement
than all the materialistic stupidities put together’.35 Towards
natural scientists who ‘believe that they free themselves from
philosophy by ignoring it or abusing it’,3¢ Engels was didactic:

Whatever pose natural scientists adopt, philosophy rules over them.
The question is only whether they want to be ruled by some vile
fashionable philosophy, or whether they want to be guided by a
form of theoretical thought that is grounded on acquaintance with
the history of thought and its achievements.??

But the comment immediately following this admonition shows
that the positivist element was present even in the Dialectics of
Nature :

Physics, beware of metaphysics!—that’s quite right, but in a
different sense [from the one usually intended].
By contenting themselves with scraps of the old metaphysics
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natural scientists still continue to leave philosophy some semblance
of life. Only when natural and historical science have absorbed
dialectics, only then will all the philosophical rubbish—with the ex-
ception of the pure theory of thought—become superfluous and dis-
appear in positive science. *®

It is noteworthy that Engels showed a readiness not only to
criticize natural scientists on philosophical issues—Newton, for
example, is tagged an ‘Induktionsesel’ (inductive ass)3®—but
also to overstep the hazy boundaries that separate philosophy
from science and to speak with authority in the latter field. He
was perhaps just on the boundary between philosophy and
physics in rebutting Clausius’ theory of the ‘heat death’ of the
universe, % but he steped fairly into physiology in charging the
Faulhorn experiment of Fick and Wislicenus with ignoring im-
portant aspects of metabolism.4! J. B. S. Haldane, Engels’
English editor, argues that Engels has been vindicated in both
cases by the development of natural science since his time.42
Whether or not Haldane is right is beside the present point,
which is simply that Engels felt confident enough both of the
power of dialectical materialism, and of his own grasp of natural
science, to criticize not merely the philosophical attitudes but
also the scientific theories of contemporary natural scientists. It
is easy to take this as evidence of the metaphysical overweening
that presumes to tell what is true about nature with little or no
regard to facts and empirically established theories, the kind
that Hegel made notorious.*?® But such an interpretation of
Engels’ attitude towards natural science ignores the fact that
the Dialectics of Nature is a fragmentary, unfinished work. (At
the end of his criticism of the Faulhorn experiment, for example,
Engels noted: “All this has to be greatly revised.’44) What is
more, such an interpretation overlooks Engels’ repeated
acknowledgment of an empirical criterion of truth: ‘We are all
agreed that . . . in theoretical natural science one must not
construct connections into the facts, one must disclose them in
the latter and, upon disclosing, prove them, so far as possible,
empirically.’4

Indeed, it is possible to argue that this empirical criterion of
truth was more nearly characteristic of Marx and Engels’
attitude towards the natural sciences than their occasional
readiness to derive theories from philosophical principles and
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the possibility of appealing to the ‘founders’ for the elucidation
of disputed points, this diversity grew greater still, until it

~ erupted at the end of the nineteenth century in the famous con-

troversy between revisionism and orthodox Marxism. The
issues tended to differ from one country to another, but the
common central problem in theory was the attitude that
socialists should take towards the heritage of Marx and Engels.
The term ‘revisionist’ was first applied to Eduard Bernstein
and his followers, who considered themselves Marxists, though
they insisted on the necessity of altering or abandoning many of
Marx’s doctrines;% but it has come also to describe the wide
variety of socialists who have not considered themselves
Marxists but have felt free to adopt parts of Marxism and reject

others. To describe ‘orthodox’ Marxists as those who would not

tolerate any alteration of Marx’s doctrine is to shut one’s eyes to
the fact that they often have altered it, though, when they have
done so consciously, they have represented themselves as chang-
ing the ‘form’ rather than the ‘cssence’ of Marxism, or as
‘developing Marxism further’ rather than ‘revising’ it.% Thus,
orthodox Marxism is better described as a temper, an attitude
of strong conviction that the fundamental teachings of thc
‘founders’ are true, and may be altered to suit changing cir-
cumstances only with the greatest caution, lest revolutionary
socialism be turned into opportunism,

One of the characteristic, though not universal,5” ideas of re-
visionism was that ethical beliefs rather than scientific know-
ledge were the proper theoretical basis of socialism. The
orthodox could not combat this idea without some effort to
demonstrate a continuity between cthical and scientific judg-
ments, and since they were orthodox they generally claimed to
base such demonstrations on dialectical materialism. But the in-
herent contradictions in the philosophical heritage of Marx and
Engels, and the diversity of personalities, intellectual traditions,
and current problems in various countries produced remark-
ably different combinations of ideas under the rubric of dia-
lectical materialism. It is not within the compass of the present
work to attempt a thorough survey of these combinations, but
some foreshadowings of trends of thought in post-revolutionary
Russia need to be examined.

The case of Paul Lafargue, for example, is noteworthy for his
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startling union of mechanistic materialism with Cartesian
rationalism, which had considerable influence on the Soviet
discussions of the ’twenties.® Lafargue was concerned to
answer the argument of Jaurés and others thatideas of justice
are the theoretical basis of socialism, and that they are funda-
mentally different from scientific ideas. He thought to accomp-
lish this by a sweeping reduction of all ideas, ethical and
scientific, to the influence of sensations on the brain. The brain,
he argued, transforms sensations into ideas as ‘a dynamo trans-
forms motion into electricity’. In a quaintly Victorian version of
Diderot’s analogy between the mind and a harpsichord,
Lafargue said that ideas are placed in the head ‘as new airs are
added to a barrel organ’.%® But he reasoned further that certain
fundamental ideas, placed in the head by generations of similar
experiences, have become hereditary characteristics: ‘We must
admit that it [the brain] possesses the molecular arrangement
destined to give birth to a considerable number of ideas and
concepts’.8% Thus Lafargue used mechanistic materialism to
support his belief in innate ideas as a significant source of true
knowledge, whether in mathematics or in cthics. And thus he
believed that he had overcome the disjunction between ethical
and scientific arguments for socialism: both were ultimately
empirical in nature, but the scientific was preferable since it
was consciously and systematically empirical.®!

Lafargue was unusual not only in the nature of his philosophy
but also in the attention that he gave to natural science. The
German leaders of Marxist orthodoxy were largely indifferent ‘
to the philosophy of natural science. ‘Historical materialism,” °
wrote Franz Mehring, ‘is a self-contained theory, designed for
the cognition of the historical development of human society, a
theory that draws its justification from itself alone and allows it-
self to be amalgamated with the methods of natural science just
as little as it raises natural scientific claims for itself.’®* Indeed
Karl Kautsky, who was probably the leading theorist of Ger-
man, and therefore of European, orthodox Marxism in the
period before the First World War,®® was not especially in-
terested in epistemology even within the hotly disputed field of
social theory. In 1898 he wrote to Plekhanov, who had been
prodding him to take a stand against the neo-Kantian philo-
sophy that was then the vogue among revisionists :

]
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In any case I must openly declare that neo-Kantianism disturbs me
least of all [the views of the revisionists]. I have never been strong
in philosophy, and, although I stand entirely on the point of view
of dialectical materialism, still I think that the economic and
historical viewpoint of Marx and Engels is in the last resort com-
patible with neo-Kantianism. . . . If Bernstein was moulting [ge-
hdutet] only in this respect, it would not disturb me in the least. ¢4

And in 1909, when Kautsky was asked for an opinion of the
Russian Marxists’ quarrel over Machism, he wrote that he de-
‘plored it. He was himself a dialectical materialist, but Marxian
social theory could be united with Machist philosophy too, for
‘Marx proclaimed no philosophy, but the end of all philo-
' sophy’.8% The basic doctrine of Marxism was that social con-
| sciousness is determined by social being.

’

Whether this conception is based on 18th-century materialism, or on
Machism, or on Dietzgen’s dialectical materialism, is not all the
same for the clarity and unity of our thought ; but it is a question that
is entirely inconsequential for the clarity and the unity of our party.
Individual comrades may study this as private people, as they may
the question of electrons or Weissmann’s law of heredity; the party
should be spared this.®®

Thus Kautsky and Mehring were not far from the notion that
Marxism is not a universal but only a social philosophy; they
usually declared themselves opposed to this revisionist view,
but for the most part they ignored the implications of such
declarations. If, as the reader will see, a similarly paradoxical
position was widespread among orthodox Soviet Marxists of
the ’twenties, the influence of German orthodoxy must have
been a considerable cause.?

There is probably broad significance in the fact that Russian
Marxists prodded Kautsky to make a major issue of dialectical
materialism. As G. D. H. Cole has shown in his monumental
History of Socialist Thought, Russian Marxism was sharply
different in many important respects from Marxism in Western
Europe. The repressive nature of the Russian government made
Russian Marxists, revisionists included, almost uniformly
revolutionary, and, by cutting them off to a very large extent
from the everyday parliamentary politics that absorbed the
cnergy of West European Marxists, repression turned Russian
Marxists in on themselves and greatly magnified the importance
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of theoretical arguments in their eyes.®® But whatever the
causes may have been, the fact is clear that arguments over
general philosophy (Weltanschauung, epistemology, the philoso-
phy of science) were a prominent feature of Russian Marxism.
For a time they were largely disputes between an ephemeral
group of ‘Legal Marxists’, who rejected dialectical material-
ism,%® and the bulk of Russian Marxists, who were generally
agreed on orthodoxy in philosophy, though they were in-
creasingly divided on political issues into the Menshevik and
Bolshevik factions. But then, as the two factions grew into two
separate parties, disputes between philosophical revisionism
and orthodoxy appeared within both.

Plekhanov, the chief Menshevik theorist, and Lenin, the
chief Bolshevik fout court, did not differ to any great extent in
general philosophy. Both were orthodox. In fact, orthodox
Bolsheviks, overlooking their political hostility to Plekhanov,
regarded his philosophical works as the chief ‘classics’ after
those of Marx and Engels. The point bears stressing, for the
past thirty-five years of Bolshevik writing have quite obscured
it. After Lenin’s death in 1924 his philosophical writings be-
came equally authoritative ‘classics’, and after 1930 a retro-
spective equation of philosophical and political positions
turned the historical record upside down. Lenin was made the
philosophical teacher, Plekhanov an errant pupil, no less
Menshevik in his philosophy than in his politics.??® Thus, if we
are to understand the philosophical heritage that orthodox
Soviet Marxists began with in 1917, it is necessary to set aside
their own accounts and study the original sources in their
original context.

Of course there were connections between the philosophical
and political differences of pre-revolutionary Russian Marxists
(they will be reviewed in the following section), and there were
philosophical differences between Lenin and Plekhanov. In
epistemology Plekhanov showed a greater sensitivity than Lenin
to the sceptical trend of thought that stems from Locke,
Berkeley, Hume, and Kant. Plekhanov conceded that precep-
tions do not ‘resemble’ or ‘reflect’ the external objects or pro-
cesses that arouse them. He preferred to say that perceptions

‘correspond’ to things-in-themselves, and on one occasion he |

went so far in stressing the differences between perceptions and
17
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‘conventional symbols’, which stand for objects but do not
resemble them. Plekhanov called this comparison an unneces-
sary ‘terminological concession to our philosophical oppo-
nents’.?? Moreover, it must be noted that neither Plekhanov
nor Lenin was nicely uniform in his choice of terms to describe
the relation between perceptions and the objects of perceptions.
Plekhanov tended to favour the term ‘correspondence’, while
Lenin, forewarned by the Machist use of this term as an open-
ing for attack, tended to favour the term ‘reflection’; but
neither took pains to use only his favoured term, and neither
developed a full epistemology clearly opposed to the other’s.
Both allowed the difference between them to remain embryonic
—and therein lies the chief significance of the episode. For both
were chary of deep involvement in epistemology, since both
held to Marx’s famous ‘ Thesis on Feuerbach’:

The question whether objective truth is an attribute of human
thought—is not a theoretical but a practical question. Man must prove
the truth, i.e. the reality and power, the ¢ this-sidedness’ of his think-
ing, in practice. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking
that is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic dispute. 78

Thus both Plekhanov and Lenin were inclined to shrug off,
with a gesture towards successful human ‘practice’,* the
epistemological problems raised by their commitment to a
materialist philosophy.??

Of course polemics cannot be conducted entirely with
gestures. Some argument is needed, and it is probably true to
say that Plekhanov’s argument against the so-called Machists
showed a greater sensitivity than Lenin’s to the force of the
Humean and Kantian tradition. The reason for this difference
may be contained in a letter that Lenin wrote to Gorky as he
was beginning Materialism and Empirio-criticism:

Plekhanov is in essence altogether right against them [the Machists],

* In Marxist philosophical writings the term ‘practice’ has any or all
of the following meanings: (1) sense data, (2) workable techniques in
agriculture and industry, (3) effective policies in social and political
affairs, and (4) theories that are ultimately verifiable by any of the fore-
going, singly or in combination. Accordingly, thie statement often found
in Marxist writings, that ‘practice is the criterion of truth’, is susceptible
of many different interpretations both as a general dictum and as applied
in particular cases.
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only he is unable, or unwilling, or too lazy to say it concretely, circum-
stantially, simply, without superfluous intimidation of the public with
philosophical niceties. And I at any price will say it my way.®°

But one must also note that both Plekhanov and Lenin had an
interest in philosophy beyond the immediate needs of polemics.
It is significant that Plekhanov’s interest took him to the
materialists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,?8?
while Lenin’s studies concentrated in the end on Hegel. It is
furthermore worth noting that, as Lenin studied Hegel, his
epistemological disagreement with Plekhanov recurred to him
and the comments that he left in his notebooks are tantalizingly
suggestive of a new turn in his thought, towards a greater
emphasis on dialectics than one can find in Materialism and
Empirio-criticism.8? If Lenin had lived long enough or been less
busy with politics, one wonders whether he would have per-
severed in his efforts ‘to apply dialectics to the Bildertheorie [the
theory of reflection], to the process and development of know-
ledge’.83 It may be that his commitment to the priority of
‘practice’ over theory, which is reaffirmed in these same
notes,®* would have made him grow impatient with such an
enterprise and drop it as ‘scholasticism’ before he had made
much more than the little progress one can find in his frag-
mentary Philosophical Notebooks. But this is idle speculation. For
present purposes it is sufficient to note that there were em-
bryonic epistemological differences between Plekhanov and
Lenin, which played a subordinate role in the philosophical
discussions of the ’twenties, when the works of Plekhanov and
Lenin as well as those of Marx and Engels were considered the
‘classics’ of orthodoxy.

If Plekhanov was more sensitive than Lenin to the Humean
tradition in epistemology, the situation was reversed in regard to
anti-materialistargumentsbased uponnew developmentsin phys-
ics. The only really harsh words that Materialism and Empirio-criti-
cism had for Plekhanov as a philosopher concerned his neglect of

the connection between the new physics . . . and Machism. . . . To
analyse Machism and at the same time to ignore this connection—
as Plekhanov does—is to scoff at the spirit of dialectical materialism,
i.e., to sacrifice the method of Engels to the letter of Engels. Engels
says explicitly that ‘with each epoch-making discovery even in the
sphere of natural science’ (not to speak of the history of mankind),"
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Another example of this paradox is Lenin’s denunciation of
‘energeticism’. Arguing, after Boltzmann, that motion cannot
exist without matter, he rejected as idealist Ostwald’s theory
that energy rather than matter is the universal substance.®!
To be sure, this may be regarded as a philosophical argument,
but it can have an influence on the acceptance of physical
theories ; Lenin’s authority would be used by some participants

tin the Soviet discussions of physics to discredit the relativistic
denial of a fluid-like ether acting as a medium for physical inter-
action. But their opponents would be able to match quotation
~ \ against quotation. A field of force in ‘empty’ space may be re-
N |garded as a material substance, if Lenin was right in defining
, imaterialism as ‘recognition of nature’s objective regularity

‘ ‘[zakonomernost Gesetzmassigkeit] and of the approximately true
Y‘ % reflection of this regularity in man’s head’.?> Moreover, Plekh-
anov, raising his head from the history of philosophy to make

one of his rare comments on the new physics, said that ‘ener-
geticism’ was a form of materialism, as Joseph Priestley’s ac-
ceptance of Boscovich’s atoms proved.®® On the whole, one

must stress, there was very little in Lenin’s Materialism and
Empirio-criticism that would commit a dialectical materialist

to one physical theory rather than another, for it was clearly
Lenin’s desire to avoid the examination of physical theories as

such. ‘It is far from our intention,” he wrote at the outset, ‘to

deal with special physical theories. What interests us ex-
clusively is the epistemological conclusions that follow from
certain definite propositions and widely known discoveries.’ 24

¢ Though Lenin did not comment on new propositions and dis-
coveries in biology, other orthodox Marxists showed a readiness

to take them for granted too, hastening only to put a dialectical
materialist gloss on them. The connection between Darwinism

and Marxism was one of their favourite topics, but it was seen

as a problem of justifying socialism against the attacks of

{ rugged individualists, of proving that the law of tooth and

nail in the animal kingdom at large must by a natural evolution
give way to a collectivist ethics within the human enclave.®
%  They were also concerned to refute the argument that Dar-
winism proved gradual evolution to be the natural pattern of
change rather than sudden revolution. Thus, when De Vries
put forward his theory of mutation as the basis of evolution,
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LENIN AND THE PARTYNESS
OF PHILOSOPHY

SovieT Communists and some of their most militant oppo-
nents are agrced in attributing to Lenin the current Soviet
Marxist doctrine of ‘partyness’ (partiinost’), which is generally
understood to mean simply the ideological control of philosophy
(and of art and scholarship generally) by the Communist
Party’s Central Committee. N. V. Valentinov, for example,
reaching back nearly fifty years to recapture the philosophical
arguments he had with Lenin, attributes to his deceased
opponent the belief that ‘knowledge of the laws of social life . . .
—precisely because epistemology, the theory of knowledge, is a
party science—can be only the privilege of the Party headed by
Lenin’.® Valentinov concludes that ‘from this book [Lenin’s
Materialism and Empirio-criticism] the road goes straight, well
smoothed by bulldozers, to a state philosophy, resting on the
GPU-NKVD-MGB’.2 Except for the final reference to the
political police, this is very like the doctrine of partyness that M.
B. Mitin inferred from Materialism and Empirio-criticism in 1930,
when Valentinov was about to emigrate and Mitin was establish-
ing himself as one of the leading philosophersin the Soviet Union :

The philosophy of dialectical materialism is the official point of
view, the world view of the Communist Party. . . . There is not and
cannot be a philosophy that wants to be considered Marxist-
Leninist philosophy while denying the necessity of ideational-
political and theoretical leadership on the part of the Communist
Party and its leading staff.?

24



LENIN AND THE PARTYNESS OF PHILOSOPHY

But neither Valentinov nor Mitin could adduce an explicit
statement of this version of partyness from Materialism and
Empirio-criticism, for it is not there. Indeed, in all of Lenin’s life
there were only two or three occasions on which he approached
this version of the partyness of philosophy. The doctrine of
partyness recurs frequently in his writings, but generally in a
different sense.

Usually Lenin’s doctrine of partyness was merely a new name
for the standard Marxist sociology of knowledge. If being deter-
mines consciousness, and the essence of social being is class
conflict, then social theory cannot be disinterested, as pro-
fessors hypocritically claim it to be; willy-nilly, consistently or
confusedly, every social theorist serves the interest of one con-
tending class or another.4 At the age of twenty-four, in his first
published work, Lenin used this argument against those who
called themselves abstractly the Friends of the People and
claimed to speak for universal justice.® A year later, in 1895, he
turned the same type of argument against Struve, a fellow
Marxist who had described the rise of capitalism in Russia
without denouncing it or urging its revolutionary overthrow.
Lenin rejected such dispassionate objectivity in favour of the
‘more consistent, more profound, fuller . . . objectivity’ of the
materialist, and coined the term partiinost’ or partyness to
describe it: ‘Materialism includes, so to speak, partyness,
enjoining one in any judgment of an event to take directly and
openly the standpoint of a definite social group.’® Thus, the
Marxist sociology of knowledge, which Lenin chose to call
‘partyness’, was a prescription as well as an analysis, a pro-
gramme of action for the proletarian theorist as well as a
sociological dissection of all theorists. And it is clear that in
both respects partyness was a figure of speech: social theories
were correlated with the interests of various classes, and the
Marxist was exhorted to take the side of the working class. In
1895 Lenin could hardly have correlated social theories with
genuine political parties or demanded that the Marxist sub-
ordinate his theory to the control of the one true party of the
proletariat, for in 1895 there were no genuine political parties
in Russia, but only trends of thought, local ‘circles’, and study
groups. To be sure, only a few years later genuine parties were
organized, and Lenin announced his famous theory of the
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‘vanguard party’, according to which the standpoint of the
working class is taken clearly and consistently only by the
party of the working class—that is, by Lenin’s Bolsheviks.?
Logically then, one may conclude, he must have insisted on a
Bolshevik monopoly of proletarian truth in the field of general
philosophy no less than politics. But the evidence indicates that,
more often than not, he continued to understand the partyness
of philosophy in the broad sense of commitment to the stand-
point of the working class, without specification as to party.
To understand the reasons for this anomaly, one must trace the
connections between Lenin’s philosophical development and
the political history of Russian Marxism.
— In the late ’nineties, against Mikhailovskii and the ‘sub-
jectivist’ school of sociology Lenin held up Marxism as ob-
jective social science; against Struve’s ‘objectivist’ interpreta-
_tion of Marxism he held up Marxism as a call to action. He
“seems to have been indifferent to the epistemological diffi-
culties of this demand for thinking that would be wilful at the
same time that it was realistic, that would be volition as well as
cognition. Struve offended his orthodox soul by arguing that
Marxism lacked a solid philosophical foundation, but Lenin’s
initial reply was a positivistic shrug. ‘From the point of view of
Marx and Engels’, he declared, philosophy has no right to a
separate independent existence, and its material is dissolved
among the various branches of positive science’.® When
Struve and the ‘Legal Marxists’ began to argue that the
philosophical foundation for Marxist social theory was to be
supplied by Kantianism, Lenin protested indignantly that
Engels had rejected Kantianism and that Plekhanov had
proved dialectical materialism to be the legitimate and in-
evitable product of the whole development of modern philoso-
phy.® He wanted to go beyond such argument from authority
to the analysis of issues, but he was stayed by diffidence. ‘I am
very conscious of my philosophical ignorance,” he wrote to a
friend in 18gg, ‘and do not intend to write on these themes
until I study up.’!? In Siberian exile he began to study up,
meanwhile writing to friends that Plekhanov should defend
orthodox Marxism against the neo-Kantians.!
He could recognize the neo-Kantians’ revisionism, for they
explicitly rejected dialectical materialism, but he was initially
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taken in by a new trend of philosophical revisionism that did
not openly criticize Marx and Engels. In 1899 A. A. Bogdanov
published his first philosophical work, and Lenin, carefully
studying it in Siberia, was kindled with enthusiasm. He thought
‘Bogdanov’ a pseudonym for Plekhanov, and was so incensed
by a hostile review of the book that he planned to write a
reply.12 But then he went abroad to work with Plekhanov on
Iskra (The Spark), Russia’s first Social Democratic newspaper,
and ‘Plekhanov’, he later confided to a friend, ‘explained to
me the erroneousness of Bogdanov’s views’.!3 L. I. Aksel’rod
(‘the Orthodox’, as she called herself), another disciple of
Plekhanov’s, who had earned a Swiss doctorate in philosophy,
was asked to write a critique of Bogdanov’s philosophy for the
newspaper.14

The political split of the Russian Social Democrats in 1903
had no initial effect on this incipient division in philosophy,
especially since Plekhanov at first stood with Lenin on the
Bolshevik side of the political split. By 1904, however, a re-
arrangement occurred that was to have a profound influence
on Lenin’s understanding of the partyness of philosophy:
Plekhanov, his mentor in philosophy, shifted to support of the
Mensheviks, while Bogdanov, coming to join the émigrés with
two more philosophical works, each more openly revisionist
than the one before, was eager to join the Bolshevik faction.!3
Pulled in opposite directions by philosophical and political
convictions, Lenin made a characteristic choice. He made a
deal with Bogdanov: the Bolshevik faction was to be philoso-
phically neutral; philosophy was to be considered a private
matter and was not be be discussed in the faction’s publica-
tions.1¢ The major difficulty of this arrangement was that the
Mensheviks were not bound by it. Three of the seven editors of
the Bolshevik newspaper (Bogdanov, Bazarov, and Luna-
charsky) were revisionists in philosophy, and the Mensheviks
could hardly pass up such an opportunity to impugn the Bol-
shevik claim to orthodoxy. Iskra, which had become a Men-
shevik paper, finally published Aksel’rod’s long-delayed
critique of Bogdanov in November, 1904. She opened with the
sarcastic remark that Lenin had asked her to write the critique,
obviously hoping to embarrass the Bolsheviks and perhaps to
instigate internecine philosophical polemics among them.!?
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But they ignored the provocation, holding to their pact of
philosophical neutrality.

In 1905 philosophical issues were pushed into the background
by the mounting revolution in Russia, but they were not en-
tirely forgotten. Plekhanov, accusing the Bolsheviks of deviat-
ing towards Blanquism in politics, suggested that ‘Machist’
philosophical revisionism was a contributing cause.’® Lenin
used the forum of the Third Party Congress in May, 1905, to
reply, sneering at Plekhanov for

dragging in Mach and Avenarius by the ears. I certainly don’t
understand what relation these writers, for whom I have not the
slightest sympathy, have to the question of social revolution. They
have written of individual and social organization of experience, or
something of that sort, but, truly, they have not speculated on social
revolution,1?

And Lenin dismissed the issue with a fu quogue: ‘Doesn’t Ple-
khanov know that Parvus [whom Lenin considered a Men-
shevik] has become an adherent of Mach and Avenarius?’ 29
Plekhanov, however, was not willing to drop the matter. He
was well aware, he wrote, that Lenin regarded Mach and
Avenarius as ‘extraneous subjects. But then, for him all other
philosophical ““subjects’’ are extraneous, for he has always been
quite indifferent in regard to philosophy’.2! He speculated that
Lenin’s simple mind was being perverted by his ‘Machist’
entourage; they should prove their denial of a connection
between ‘Machist’ philosophy and Bolshevik politics by show-
ing what consequences ‘Machism’ did have for Social Demo-
cratic politics.22 But the Bolsheviks still turned down the
challenge, repeating the assertion that philosophy was an
extraneous issue, and the denial that the Bolshevik faction was
predominantly ‘Machist’.?3 In October, when the Revolution
reached its climax, Lenin sent Plekhanov an urgent plea to join
the Bolshevik newspaper. He recognized that Plekhanov might
feel disinclined to work with the three ‘Machist’ editors, but he
swore to Plekhanov that they had never tried and were not
trying to connect their philosophical views with any kind of
official Party business, and assured him that they were sin-
cere and friendly in their desire to work with him. 24 The plea
failed in its purpose, in part, one supposes, because Plekhanov
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could not stomach Lenin’s refusal to set a Party line for
philosophy.

Yet the paradoxical fact is that shortly after Lenin wrote this
plea to Plekhanov, he struck off an article that was to be end-
lessly quoted after 1930 to prove that his doctrine of partyness
meant continuous Party control of philosophy.2% In October,
1905, the Tsar was forced to promise civil liberties, and Lenin
hastened to warn his exhilarated comrades of the dangers in-
volved with the opportunities. The Asiatic censorship was being
struck down, he wrote, but it could be replaced by the Euro-
pean mode of publishing, in which commercialism, careerism,
and anarchic individualism determine literary production. To
avoid this calamity, newspapers, publishing houses, book stores
should become party enterprises; and, whatever the other
parties might do or fail to do, the Social Democratic Party
must discipline its authors. Many inconsistent intellectuals
would try to use the Party’s publishing facilities now that it was
safe to do so; they must be taught that literary activity is ‘“‘a
wheel and screw”’ of the great Social Democratic mechanism.
With malicious delight Lenin pictured the outcries of con-
sternation at such a suggestion.

What! You desire the subjection to collectivism of such a delicate,
individual business as literary creation! You want workmen to
decide questions of science, philosophy, esthetics by a majority of
votes! You deny the absolute freedom of absolutely individual
creation of ideas.?®

Lenin had a double reply. He was not denying the writer’s
freedom, for anyone who feared Social Democratic discipline
could stay out of the Party and ‘enjoy’ the hypocritical freedom
of bourgeois publishing, which was actually a masked en-
slavement to capitalism. For intellectuals who were bold
enough to seek their real freedom in service to the proletariat,
Lenin had a few words of reassurance:

It is self-evident that literary work is least of all submissive to
mechanical uniformity, to levelling, to the rule of the majority over
the minority. It is self-evident that, in this work it is absolutely
necessary to guarantee great scope to individual initiative, to indivi-
dual propensities, scope for thought and fantasy, form and content.
All this is indisputable, but all this proves merely that the literary
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part of the proletariat’s Party work cannot be mechanically identi-
fied with other parts of the proletariat’s Party work.??

And Lenin returned to the main theme of his article: the need
for discipline of the writer and for Party control of publishing.

It is fairly clear that ‘bourgeois’ freedom for the writer was
linked in Lenin’s mind with the apparent birth of ‘bourgeois’
democracy, and there was nothing in this essay that suggested
the slightest qualms at the prospect of victorious Social De-
mocracy eliminating the writer’s ‘bourgeois’ freedom along
with the bourgeois publisher. The two crucial questions that rise
in this connection were not answered. If a writer’s submission
to the Party’s discipline was a frec action, since it was a volun-
tary choice between proletarian partyness and ‘bourgeois-
anarchic individualism’, would it still be free whenthe pro-
letarian cause triumphed and the ‘bourgeois’ Press was
eliminated? Presumably Lenin regarded such a question as one
of the many utopian demands for ‘the recipes of the future’,
which he put off writing until the future should arrive. The
second question, however, concerning Lenin’s assurance of full
scope to individual creativity within the limits of partyness,
was an immediate issue, for the Party already existed. For
Social Democratic writers where was the line to be drawn be-
tween disciplined uniformity and creative originality, between
mandatory Party doctrine and permissible private belief?
Lenin’s essay of November, 1905, did not answer this question,
but, as far as general philosophy was concerned, his record
for the previous decade was a clear answer. He had supported
the drive that had pushed neo-Kantianism outside the pale,
but he had been the chief promoter of official neutrality to-
wards ‘Machism’, even though he had belatedly learned from
Plekhanov to regard it as a revisionist philosophy.

In the course of 19go6 and 1907, as the Revolution expired,
divisive recriminations sprang to new life among the Russian
Marxists. For those who identified self-realization and realiza-
tion of the cause it was bad form to parade individual feelings,
with the result that Lenin’s letters and the reminiscences of
him are singularly unrevealing of his inner mood. But from that
very identification of the self and the cause we can easily infer
how Lenin must have felt as, from a dacka in Finland, he
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watched the final unco-ordinated outbursts of peasant rebels
go down before Stolypin’s punitive expeditions to the country-
side. This was the time, the summer of 1906, when Bogdanov
emerged from jail with the third instalment of his latest
philosophical work, Empiriomonism, a copy of which he pre-
sented to Lenin.2® Reading it and falling into acrimonious
disputes with another Bolshevik ‘Machist’ who was a regular
visitor at the dacha, Lenin filled three notebooks with a critical
letter to Bogdanov.2® ‘An explanation in love’, he called it
subsequently, though Bogdanov found it so insulting, if we can
accept a secondhand report, that he returned it, commenting
that he would regard it as unopened and unread in order to
maintain his friendship and political collaboration with
Lenin. 3% Lenin toyed with the idea of publishing the long letter
as ‘Notes of a Rank-and-File Marxist on Philosophy’, but re-
frained.3! Philosophical neutrality was still a condition for
unity of the Bolshevik faction, and he had still to overcome his
diffidence in philosophy. In 1907 a further strain was put on
Bolshevik unity by the government’s call to elect the Third
Duma on the basis of an arbitrarily revised electoral law.
Bogdanov, arguing for a boycott of the election, again clashed
with Lenin, but we have Lenin’s word for it that there was no
connection between this political disagreement and the long-
standing one in philosophy, especially since Bazarov, one of the
foremost ‘Machists’, took the Leninist side on the issue of the
boycott.32 In any case, Lenin carried his point, and Bogdanov
acquiesced in the decision to participate in the election, until a
similar issue was raised in the summer of 19o8.

In the interim a great intensification of the philosophical dis-
cord brought the Bolshevik faction to the verge of a split.
With the Revolution unmistakably dead, at least for the time
being, a fever of abstract discussion laid hold of the Russian
intelligentsia, the Marxists included. Bogdanov at last saw fit to
reply to Plekhanov’s taunts; in a legal publication of the Bol-
sheviks, shortly before the government cut short its existence, he
threw down a challenge. He demanded that Plekhanov cease
his casual dismissals of ‘Machism’ as though it were a dead dog
and publish a full-fledged analysis of the issues.?3 It may well
have been this challenge that decided Lenin to enter the
philosophical quarrel, with the urgent motive of forestalling a
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war of orthodoxy and revisionism in which the Bolsheviks
would be revisionists, the Mensheviks orthodox. He must have
indicated his decision to Gorky, for already in January, 1908,
Gorky, recovering from tuberculosis on Capri, was calling the
Bolshevik leaders to conference.34 ‘Either a congress,” he
wrote to Lunacharsky, ‘or we enter the swamp of new splits,
misunderstandings, and so on. II'ich [Lenin], it seems, has
already entered!’ 36

Apparently Gorky was simultaneously pleading the Machists’
case to Lenin, in letters that have not been published, for
Lenin’s letters of early February, which have been published,
replied to Gorky on that subject. He was determined, he wrote,
to save Bolshevism from charges of philosophical revisionism.
This would mean a public dispute with fellow Bolsheviks, but if
the dispute were conducted outside the faction’s illegal news-
paper, a split could be avoided, for there was no essential con-
nection between the philosophical issues and the political
programme on which the faction had maintained almost per-
fect unity.3® He had hardly written this when three nearly
simultaneous events all but precipitated an immediate split.
The ‘Machists’ published their most audacious work to date,
Essays on the Philosophy of Marxism, which caused Lenin to
‘rage with indignation’.3?

To assure the reader that ‘faith’ in the reality of the external world
is ‘mysticism’ (Bazarov), to confound materialism and Kantianism
in the most hideous fashion (Bazarov and Bogdanov), . . . to teach
the workers ‘religious atheism’ and the ‘deification’ of the higher
human powers (Lunacharsky) . . .! No, this is too much! . . . I
would sooner be quartered than agree to participate in an organ or
a group preaching such things. 38

About the same time that this infuriating book appeared, Neue
Leit, the most important organ of Marxist orthodoxy, whose
softness towards ‘Machism’ had already caused Lenin to
grumble in private, printed a translation of Bogdanov’s article,
‘Ernst Mach and Revolution’.?® In a little preface the trans-
lator informed the German audience that the Russians had un-
fortunately made a political issue of Mach: the Bolsheviks had
made his philosophy the basis of their faction, while the Men-
sheviks defended the materialism of Spinoza and Holbach.4?
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The most divisive event was the arrival at the Bolshevik editorial
office of a ‘Machist’ article by Gorky, the faction’s most prized
literary figure, who had come to regard the philosophical dis-
pute as a clash between ‘Philistine materialism’, preaching
‘historical fatalism’, and ‘a philosophy of activism’.4!

At a meeting of the editorial board on February 24, 1908,
Lenin berated the ‘Machists plainly, coarsely’.#2 But an im-
mediate split was still avoided by a reaffirmation of the agree-
ment of 1904, which was however made more explicit, and
apparently even put down in writing, the first Bolshevik
resolution on philosophy. 43 Gorky’s article was to be rejected,
and in the future The Proletarian, the faction’s illegal, official
newspaper, was to publish no articles on philosophy of any sort.
In legal publications philosophical articles could be printed, on
condition that orthodox dialectical materialism and ‘Machism’
were to have equal space.44 Finally, notices were to be placed
both in Neue Jeit and in The Proletarian to the effect that
philosophy was not a factional issue within Russian Social
Democracy, since ‘Machists’ and dialectical materialists were
to be found within both the Menshevik and the Bolshevik
factions. 45 In this way, Lenin wrote to Gorky the next day, the
Bolsheviks could engage in a public philosophical debate,
which was necessary to refute the widespread notion that the
Bolsheviks were uniformly ‘Machist’, without disrupting the
tactical unity of the faction.4® Thereupon Lenin plunged
feverishly into a study of philosophy, from which he emerged,
in the fall of 1908, with the manuscript of Materialism and
Empirio-criticism. 47

It has been necessary to retrace the origins of this famous
book in such unduly minute detail because of the widespread,
erroneous view of it that stems from the Soviet revaluation of
partyness in 1930. In that revaluation a one-to-one linkage of
political and philosophical groups was asserted to be virtually a
universal law, and retrospectively Lenin was given credit for
striking down the ‘Machists’ as a political no less than philoso-
phical deviation.48 A variant of this interpretation has been
given currency outside the Soviet Union by Bertram Wolfe,
who cautions against the excessive stress of Soviet scholars on
the linkage of political and philosophical groups, but reads the
political significance of Lenin’s chief philosophical work
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largely as they do: as a stroke at political dissidents within the
Bolshevik faction.4® Such an interpretation is achieved by
telescoping the philosophical disagreements between Lenin
and the ‘Machists’, which had their origin in 1go1 and reached
the breaking point in February, 1908, with the political dis-
agreements within the Bolshevik faction that began to emerge
clearly only in the summer of 1908. Inorder to achieve this inter-
pretation one must also disregard the fact that the original
sources, including Materialism and Empirio-criticism itself, never
suggest the political motives that Wolfe and the Soviet scholars
attribute to Lenin. The sources show that he kad a political aim
in writing the book, but it was not to join the philosophical and
political issues that Russian Marxists were arguing about; it
was to separate them. The Mensheviks were trying to join
them, in order to picture the Bolsheviks as philosophical no less
than political revisionists, and Lenin’s chief political hope in
working up his book was, as he wrote to Gorky, that ‘the
Mensheviks will be reduced to politics, and that is death for
them’.50

As he set to work, the correlation of Bolshevism with
‘Machism’ was restated at greater length and with more
plausibility than ever before. In the Menshevik newspaper
A.M. Deborin, a 27-year-old disciple of Plekhanov’s in Geneva,
published a lengthy analysis of ‘Machism’ that built up to a
double correlation between it and Bolshevism:

The stamp of ‘subjectivism® and ‘voluntarism’ lies on all the tactics
of so-called Bolshevism, the philosophical expression of which is
Machism. . . . Our Machist-shaped Marxists are conscious Bolshe-
viks, who ‘give meaning’ to the practice and tactics of the latter.
And Bolshevik tacticians and practical people are unwitting
[bessoznatel’nye] Machists and idealists.52

The last sentence was apparently Deborin’s method of account-
ing for the fact that Lenin, the chief ‘practical person’ of Bol-
shevism, had been silent in public—with the one fleeting excep-
tion noted above—concerning the controversy over ‘Machism’.
About the same time that Deborin’s article appeared, in April,
1908, Lenin proclaimed his entry into the philosophical
arena—in defence of Plekhanov. He described Plekhanov as
‘the sole Marxist in international Social Democracy who, from
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the point of view of consistent dialectical materialism, has given
acritique of the improbable banalities that the revisionists have
effused’, and he decried ‘the profoundly mistaken attempts to
palm off old and reactionary philosophical trash in the guise of
criticism of Plekhanov’s tactical opportunism.’? Having thus
made clear that he approved of Plekhanov’s philosophy as
strongly as he disapproved of his politics, Lenin promised a
series of articles or a special pamphlet in criticism of the Essays
on the Philosophy of Marxism, ‘by Bogdanov, Bazarov and
others’.%3 (By his special mention of the Bolshevik contributors
he underscored his intention of raising the philosophical dis-
cussion above the factional division of Russian Marxists.)
While this proclamation was dragging through the press,
Bogdanov gave a lecture on philosophy to the émigré colony in
Geneva, and Lenin chose this opportunity to make another
public display of the contervailing orthodox tendency within
Bolshevism.5* He worked up ten questions for one of his fol-
lowers to address to Bogdanov. (He himself was away in the
British Museum digging up material for his book.) The three
questions selected for special stress were designed to demon-
strate that the only possible choice in philosophy was between
idealism and materialism; that an external world existed in-
dependently of the mind; and, finally, that ‘Machism has
nothing in common with Bolshevism, that Lenin has repeatedly
protested against Machism’, that the Mensheviks were guilty
of ‘imposture’ in picturing their faction as the home of philoso-
phical orthodoxy.5®
These public announcements did not, however, put an end to

such Menshevik claims. Aksel’rod the Orthodox, writing
another criticism of ‘Machism’, granted that there were
empirio-critics in the Menshevik faction and dialectical
materialists in the Bolshevik, but she denied any significance to
the fact.

The question concerns not the views of one or another individual
person, who can always be inconsistent, but a tendency as a whole,
which, on closer and more attentive examination, always discloses a
logical regularity [zakonomernost’] that gives a basis for philosophical
generalization. But here another question can be raised, to wit,
whether it is possible to seek a logical connection between two such
incommensurable quantities as factional politics, on the one hand,
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and a general philosophical trend, on the other hand. In other
words, what can there be in common between epistemology, which
has to do with the primary conditions of scientific experience, and a
comparatively narrow, limited, local and ephemeral political
tendency? In spite of the important and imposing appearance of
this question, it does not withstand the slightest criticism. ¢

This, with the long analysis that followed, was the most striking
anticipation in pre-revolutionary Russian Marxist literature of
the linkage of politics and philosophy that was to triumph in
Soviet Russia. The bewildering convolutions of Russia’s
revolutionary history would, in the late ’twenties, join Aksel’-
rod the Orthodox with Bogdanov (the ‘Machist’) in a bloc
opposing the first major step towards a conscious linkage of
epistemological issues and factional politics. In 1908-1909
Lenin was the chief opponent of such a linkage.

It must not be imagined that Lenin treated philosophy with
academic detachment in Materialism and Empirio-criticism. On
the contrary. Still a bit diffident in philosophical matters, yet
passionately certain that he was defending elementary truths
against opponents who were not honestly disputing but slyly
undermining them, Lenin fluctuated between dreary stretches
of inordinate quotation and violent explosions of invective. In
both respects Engels’ Anti-Diihring was obviously his model, but
there were significant differences. Long quotations, which had
been Engels’ method of setting up the targets for his polemical
fire, were also, in Lenin’s book, a frequent substitute for
independent exposition and analysis; and Engels’ sarcastic
laughter was transformed into furious scolding.5” In both
respects Materialism and Empirio-criticism was clearly a step to-
wards the frightful style of quote and club that would dominate
Soviet philosophical writing for a generation following 1930.%
But, stylistic considerations aside, the book’s concept of party-
ness was hardly an anticipation of the rule that the Bolshevik
leaders are the areopagus of philosophical truth. Partyness was
one of the book’s main themes, but always in the broad sense.
The only possible parties in philosophy, Lenin argued, were
idealism, which had been serving the interests of priests and ex-
ploiters since the Hellenic age, and materialism, which for an
equally long time had been the banner of science and revolu-
tion. His reply to the Menshevik correlation of Bolshevism and
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‘Machism’ was contemptuously to ignore it, and to show by
example how philosophical issues should be separated from
factional politics. Though he demurred from one aspect of
Plekhanov’s philosophy, he defended him and Aksel’rod the
Orthodox against the Bolsheviks Bogdanov and Bazarov.%® Of
course he did not specify the factional affiliations of those he
was defending or attacking, for his whole point on the party-
ness of philosophy was that it transcended factional differences
among revolutionaries ; willy-nilly the comrades who had em-
braced ‘Machism’ were supporting the ancient party of re-
action. Driving the point home at the very end of the book, he
called attention to the fact that Mach, though proclaiming
himself a freethinker, had dedicated a book to a philosopher
who supported the Kaiser politically as well as ideologically.
And to this concluding ‘demonstration’ of the true partyness of
philosophy, Lenin appended a supercilious sneer at the Men-
sheviks’ misuse of the concept:

Plekhanov, in his remarks against Machism, has been concerned less
with refuting Mach than with dealing a factional blow at Bolshe-
vism. For this petty and wretched exploitation of fundamental
theoretical differences he has already been deservedly punished—
with two books by Machist M ensheviks. 8¢

The political discord among the Bolsheviks, which arose
while Materialism and Empirio-criticism was being written, rein-
forced Lenin’s commitment to the supra-factional under-
standing of the partyness of philosophy. In the spring of 1908
some of the Bolshevik organizations in Russia reverted to the
mood that had, a year earlier, produced the demand for a boy-
cott of the Duma elections. If Bolshevism was truly revolu-
tionary, they felt, it should not traffic in the parliamentary
politics of a pseudo-constitutional régime. They demanded that
the faction recall its delegates in the Duma, or at least oblige
them to make such revolutionary speeches there as to precipi-
tate their ejection. When the news of this otzovism (from the
Russian for ‘recall’) reached the Bolshevik leaders in emi-
gration, their unity, already severely strained by public dis-
putes over philosophy, was pushed towards destruction.
Lenin wanted the faction’s newspaper to condemn ofzovism as a
semi-anarchist deviation, while Bogdanov thought it should be
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discussed as a permissible variant of Bolshevism.6! At the
same time the opposite of ofzovism was pushing the Menshevik
faction towards a split of its own. Some Mensheviks, dis-
missing the illegal organizations as virtually dead, stressed
legal organizations as the basis of a renovated Party. Other
Mensheviks, including Plekhanov, not only opposed this
‘liquidationism’, but were moving towards a break with its sup-
porters, which was accomplished towards the end of 1908,
when Plekhanov withdrew from the Menshevik newspaper
and set about establishing his own.®2 It was probably at this
point that Lenin, seeing the possibility of a bloc with Plekh-
anov and his ‘Party-Mensheviks’, decided to press for a com-
plete split with the Bolshevik ‘Machists’ and otzovists.

As late as December 19, 1908, he showed a lingering re-
luctance to make the break, by permitting his sister to tone
down the denunciation of the Bolshevik ‘Machists’ in Material-
tsm and Empirio-criticism, which she was seeing through the
press. 82 But a month later he seems to have changed his mind;
he plunged for a split by wilfully violating the resolution of
February, 1908, concerning the Bolshevik newspaper’s philoso-
phical neutrality.® Overriding Bogdanov’s protest, he got The
Proletarian to publish a blast at Lunacharsky’s philosophy of
‘god-building’. %% (His rationalization was that the article con-
cerned religion rather than philosophy.) At the end of February
he sent out a call for a plenary session of The Proletarian’s
editors, and wrote his sister to abstain from toning down the
invective against the Bolshevik ‘Machists’: ¢ Our relations with
them are completely broken. There is no point in toning down, it
isn’t worth it.’68

At this point, one might think, philosophical and political
issues would become fused, and the Conference would lay down
a Bolshevik line for philosophy as well as politics. Yet ‘Machism’
was not on the agenda, when the editors of The Proletarian
gathered in the upstairs room of a Parisian café late in June,
1909; and through several days of debate the chief epithets
that Lenin and Bogdanov flung at each other were not ‘idealist’
and ‘dogmatist’—though each had such an opinion of the
other—but ‘semi-anarchist’ and centrist’. 87 (‘Semi-anarchist’,
because Bogdanov wanted the faction, tolerating ofzovists, to
erect itself into a separate, ardently revolutionary party that
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would have no truck with Mensheviks of any kind; and
‘centrist’, because Lenin wanted to purge the faction of
ofzovists and form a bloc with Plekhanov’s ‘Party-Menshe-
viks’.) 88 And at the end, though Lenin had his way completely
and the split with Bogdanov was formally consummated, the
Conference’s published resolutions contained no reference to
‘Machism’. One zealous Leninist (Skrypnik) moved that em-
pirio-criticism be condemned along with ‘god-building’, but
the motion was defeated. ¢®

The reasons for this apparent anomaly are not hard to find.
Lenin would not have put ‘Machism’ on the agenda in any
' case, for he would not admit that he was calling in question the
resolution on philosophical neutrality. And, aside from such
tactical considerations, he had just brought out a whole book
demonstrating that philosophical issues transcended the
factional politics of Russian Social-Democracy. (Materialism and
Empirio-criticism finally came off the press about two months
before the Conference met.)?® He was hardly ready to turn
about and urge the establishment of a philosophical line
mandatory for all Bolsheviks. Indeed, he had followed up T#e
Proletarian’s denunciation of Lunacharsky’s ‘god-building’
with an article defending the right of religious believers, even
ordained priests, to be Bolsheviks as long as they did not
proselytize within the faction.”! Bogdanov agreed that religious
propaganda must be proscribed, and the debate on the news-
paper’s denunciation of Lunacharky therefore turned on the
question whether his ‘god-building’ was actually a religion
or a philosophy, like Feuerbach’s, that used religious terms but
was genuinely atheistic.

Lunacharsky, who was not present but submitted a state-

ment, charged the Leninists with hypocrisy for insisting that
‘god-building’ was a religion, and, half mockingly, half
seriously, demanded the establishment of a clearly defined
philosophical line:
Bebel declared once that we have no dogma and therefore cannot
have heretics. Let us grant that he was mistaken, that both heresy
and its condemnation are a possible phenomenon in Social Democ-
racy. But don’t we have a right to expect that in our Party free
thought will have at least the same guarantees as are given to it by
the Catholic Church, which prides itself on its intolerance? 72
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And he described with ironic admiration the Church’s careful
thoroughness in the examination of suspected heresies. Bog-
danov forthrightly stated a similar view. If the editors’ meeting
were an authentic Bolshevik conference, he said, he would in-
troduce a resolution recognizing the departure from the
faction’s philosophical neutrality and ‘making clear the limits
of aberrations’, which would include a condemnation of
religious terminology and of idealism.”® Voicing this demand
for a philosophical line without Lunacharsky’s irony, he was
more obviously inconsistent when he added that he was
against ‘restricting the great proletarian movement within
authoritarian limits’.74

These efforts to provoke a clear definition of the Bolshevik
line in philosophy were in vain ; the Leninists condemned ‘god-
building’ but held to their position that the resolution on the
faction’s philosophical neutrality had not been upset. But then
Bogdanov walked out of the conference, and the Leninists were
released from the necessity of diplomacy. Zinoviev, presumably
speaking for Lenin, introduced a resolution on philosophy, but
three substitute motions were immediately offered. Tomsky
condemned philosophical discussion altogether, as a flight from
the painful tasks of revolutionary agitation, and proposed that
all philosophical articles be banned in the Bolshevik press.
Rykov wanted a simple repeal of the resolution on philoso-
phical neutrality, arguing that any effort to define the Bol-
shevik position in philosophy was fruitless, since no two Bol-
shevik philosophers could agree with each other. (The last
remark provoked Lenin to cry ‘Slander!’) Kamenev, sharing
Rykov’s liberalism but somewhat more hopeful of finding a
common philosophical denominator, proposed that the Bol-
shevik newspaper be allowed to carry philosophical articles
written from the point of view that the core of West-European
revolutionary Social Democracy holds to’.”® To which Lenin
remarked, somewhat cryptically, that it was impossible to
determine beforehand what course the philosophical dis-
cussions would take. Thereupon Zinoviev’s resolution was
adopted by a vote of six to one, with two abstentions. It
amended the old resolution of February, 1908, by striking the
requirement that the faction’s legal publications must give
equal space to ‘various philosophical tendencies’, and im-
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plicitly left in force the ban on all philosophical articles in the
illegal newspaper. But this ban was not to be interpreted as a
sign of the editors’ neutrality : ‘ If philosophical questions should
come up in the [Party’s] Central Organ, the representatives of
[The Proletarian’s] extended editorial board in the Central
Organ should take the definite [opredelennuiu] position of Marx-
Engels’ dialectical materialism.’’® Thus the editors were
formally committed to philosophical orthodoxy, however
laconically defined ; Lenin had made sure that the Mensheviks
could not link philosophical revisionism with his faction.

This resolution was the second occasion on which Lenin ap-
proached the narrow conception of the partyness of philoso-
phy—or the first, if the article on Party literature, in which he
had suggested the possibility of deciding philosophical questions
by a majority of votes, is considered too vague to be relevant. It
would be a mistake to emphasize the nearness of the approach.
For one thing, the resolution was not made public (it was first
published in the ’thirties), and thus could not become a part of
the faction’s platform, binding on all who joined. When Bog-
danov and Lunacharsky, in the manifesto announcing their
new faction, the Vperedists, followed the advice they had given
Lenin and stated their philosophical position, Lenin exclaimed
with amazement that they were the first ‘of all the groups and
factions of our Party’ to make philosophy part of their plat-
form.”” Very likely the amazement was genuine, for in 1912
Lenin readmitted the Vperedists, even though they continued to
publish ‘Machist’ works; he required only that they abstain
from publishing their philosophical views in the Bolshevik
press.?8

Nor did Lenin ever make a serious effort, as Aksel’rod and
Plekhanov had done, to demonstrate an organic connection be-
tween ‘Machism’ and a specific political deviation. On one
occasion he seemed on the verge of doing so. In reply to an
argument that the dispute over philosophy was a bagatelle
without relevance to the political cause, Lenin asserted that the
defence of materialism ‘is always connected ‘‘by an organic,
real bond’ with “the Marxist socio-political movement”
—otherwise the latter would be neither Marxist, nor socio-
political, nor a movement’.?® But this comment, which Soviet
authors have quoted time and again in their repeated efforts to
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demonstrate the philosophical roots of political deviations and
the political offshoots of philosophical deviations, was in
context merely another example of Lenin’s understanding of
partyness in the broad sense. For it was the introduction to an
argument that different historical periods demand attention to
different aspects of Marxism, making philosophy a relatively
unimportant issue at one time and a crucial one at others.8°
He did not try to demonstrate an organic connection between
dialectical materialism and his own political line, or between
‘Machism’ and otzovism. Indeed, when the re-established unity
with Bogdanov broke down in 1914, and Lenin had to explain
both why the new unity had been possible and why it had now
broken down, he stressed the lack of an organic connection be-
tween politics and philosophy: ‘The point is that the Vperedusts
were pasted together of heterogeneous anti-Marxist elements,
... [of] “Machism” and ‘““otzovism”. . . . Against [Machism]
both the Menshevik G. V. Plekhanov and the Bolshevik V.
I’in [Lenin] struggled energetically.’8!

If Lenin had tried to show an organic connection between
dialectical materialism and his own political line, he would
have ruled out the bloc that he was seeking with the ‘Party-
Mensheviks’. He therefore had political reasons for his repeated
insistence that dialectical materialism was defended by Marxists
of all factions.®? Even so, Aksel’rod the Orthodox and Ple-
khanov still grumbled that he was easier on the Bolshevik
‘Machists’ than on the Menshevik, and they explained the
minor difference between his interpretation of dialectical
materialism and Plekhanov’s as evidence of ‘Machist’ influence
on Lenin’s ‘prosaic and unphilosophical nature’.83 But, how-
ever condescendingly, they took the hand that Lenin held out
to them. Plekhanov expressed joy that the departure of the
revisionists surrounding Lenin had again made visible his own
head, ‘with its more or less narrowly and woodenly under-
stood Marxism’.8¢ If Lenin did not reply in kind, the reason
was not simply his desire for a political bloc with Plekhanov.
Even when the bloc was failing, and Lenin was accusing Ple-
khanov of political ‘idiocy’, he wrote in an encyclopedia® ‘On
the question of the philosophy of Marxism and of historical
materialism the best exposition is G. V. Plekhanov’s . . .’;
and farther along in the same bibliographical article, he listed
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Aksel’rod’s writings ahead of his own.8% Evidently he had a
genuine admiration for their philosophical work.

Thus Lenin approached the narrow concept of partyness in
one respect—the official Bolshevik newspaper was to be kept
pure of revisionist philosophy—but he lacked the narrow con-
cept in four other respects. He did not seek out organic cor-
relations between philosophical and political deviations ; he did
not assert a Bolshevik monopoly of philosophical orthodoxy;
he did not require philosophical conformity among Bolsheviks ;
and he did not try to maintain continuous supervision of
philosophical discussion by the Central Committee. Ironically,
some of the Marxists who accused him of authoritarianism
came somewhat closer to the narrow concept of partyness than
he did: Plekhanov and his disciples by arguing a one-to-one
correlation between philosophical and political trends, Bog-
danov and the Vperedists by demanding a clearly defined Bol-
shevik line in philosophy. 88

Lenin’s broad concept of partyness survived the Bolshevik
Revolution and helped shape the intellectual milieu of Soviet
Marxists until the end of the ’twenties, that is, until conditions
arising after Lenin’s death engendered the narrow concept of
partyness. It would be a mistake to attribute to Lenin either a
streak of conscious liberalism, inhibiting the full development
of the narrow concept of partyness, or a cunning omniscience
that anticipated this full development but concealed its pre-
science until the time for revelation should arrive. The second
view is contradicted by too many facts to be seriously main-
tained, even if its underlying assumption could be accepted.
The first view overlooks the fact that Lenin could be liberal
only by accident, for he was illiberal on principle. Liberalism, :
the willingness on principle to give free play even to ideas one
loathes, is founded on doubt that any one idea is absolutely
true, and Lenin hated such doubt as one of the chief hin-
drances to revolutionary action. Absolutely sure that he and his
Party knew the way through the capitalist present of blind
necessity to the socialist future of conscious freedom, he be-
lieved that his Party enhanced freedom by extending its control
wherever refractory forces blocked that way. If he did not draw
the inference that his Party had to establish its undisputed,
rigid control all over, the reason was that obstacles did not
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rise up all over, and that other people than Bolsheviks sup-
ported one or another of his chief ideas, philosophical ortho-
doxy included. Audaciously and wilfully as he steered his
revolutionary course, still he ran before a mighty wind of popu-
lar, spontaneous revolution. When fatal obstacles would loom
on every side, and contrary winds and intractable calms would
beset his Party at every turn, in the time of Stalin’s ‘ revolution
from above’, his illiberal legacy would be developed to the
ultimate degree.



PART TWO

THE SOVIET SETTING
I917-1929






3

INTRA-PARTY POLITICS
AND PHILOSOPHY

QUITE abruptly at the end of 1929 Soviet Marxists discovered
that their philosophical discussions of the preceding twelve years
had been determined by the clash of political factions within
the Party. By 1931 they worked out the formula that is still
standard in the Soviet Union. The Party had been fighting a
war on two fronts in philosophy as in politics. There had been
a group of mechanistic authors who had provided the philoso-
phical justification of the right deviation; there had been a
group of Deborinite or Menshevizing idealist authors who had
done the same service for the ‘left’ (always in quotes) deviation
and there had been ‘the Party’ (never in quotes), now trium-
phant over all deviants.! Fortunately, no one recalls that
M. B. Mitin, the chief author of this standard formula, as late
as April, 1929, reviewed the controversy over mechanistic
materialism without a word about the right deviation, and in
June attacked the right deviation without a word about mech-
anism. Certainly he did not connect the Deborinites with the
left deviation, for he was then a Deborinite himself. 2
Outside observers of Soviet Marxism have reacted to this
formula in different ways. When it was first announced, émigré
Russians who had followed the philosophical discussions
laughed sarcastically, supposing that nothing more was in-
volved than an abrupt decision of Stalin and his place-hunting
young men to control philosophical discussion.? They had
seen no evidence that might, even with hindsight, support the
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newfound formula; and they had overlooked the actual
political significance of the preceding philosophical discussions,
in part because they denied the very possibility of finding class
or party interests in abstract philosophical views. A similar
interpretation echoes in recent Thomist accounts of Soviet
philosophy, which, in their historical sections, rely heavily on the
writings of the Russian émigrés.4 Somerville’s book on Soviet
philosophy skirts the issue of intra-Party politics, largely
ignoring it in the account of developments before 1929, and
translating the retrospective political allegations made since
then into vague and non-committal terms.® R. A. Bauer’s book
on Soviet psychology, taking these allegations very seriously,
imaginatively constructs a covert manceuvre by Stalin in the
philosophical discussions of the ’twenties. 8

A good deal of the confusion on this question could be
avoided by introducing a few elementary distinctions. Soviet
Marxist discussions of the philosophy of science during the
’twenties may have had connections with politics, understood
as factional dissension and manceuvring within the Bolshevik
Party, or with politics, understood as state policy. And in
either case, one can seek either consciously formed connections,
which may be presumed to have left some clear evidence of
themselves, or an unintended cross-fertilization of ideas, which
is difficult to prove conclusively. The possibility of such un-
intended cross-fertilization will be examined in a later chapter,
and connections between the philosophy of science and state
policy that was not the object of factional discord will be a
recurrent theme all along. But first one must set aside the legend
that already in the ’twenties there were consciously formed
connections between the factional struggle within the Party and
the discussions of the philosophy of science. There is no direct
evidence of overt connections between the two fields, but the
legend thrives nevertheless, on the assertion of indirect evidence
of covert connections.

Without the possibility of archival research one can probe for
covert efforts to connect the philosophical and political dis-
sensions of the ’twenties only by searching for truly distinctive
ideological affinities and repeated chronological coincidences
between developments within the two fields. The search usually
begins with the assignment of determinist presuppositions to
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Bukharin’s political thought, voluntarist ones to Trotsky’s, and
an opportunistic mixture of both to Stalin’s—a highly simpli-
fied formula that has some substance but can hardly be re-
garded as a great truth from which lesser facts may be logically
deduced.? Moreover it seems doubtful, even if these standard
labels did adequately and accurately describe the philosophical
presuppositions of the three political factions headed by these
men, that the same lables might with just precision be pasted
on corresponding groups in the philosophical discussion. In-
tellectual history would indeed be easy to write—and hardly
worth writing—if there were an unexceptionable logic by
which the political and philosophical views of men and their
parties could be inferred from each other. How, to take a con-
crete example, could the following facts be fitted into the
scheme that makes the opposition of determinism and volun-
tarism the essential element both of the conflict between
Bukharin and Trotsky and of the conflict between the
mechanists and the Deborinites? In a little controversy of
1922-1923 between Bukharin and Sarab’ianov, each accused
the other of unwittingly adopting a philosophical basis for
Menshevism. In Sarab’ianov’s view that society’s ‘super-
structure’ can change only when the ‘base’ has already
changed, Bukharin saw the kind of determinist argument that
the Mensheviks used to deny the Marxist legitimacy of the
Bolshevik Revolution.® And Sarab’ianov perceived the seeds of
a similar determinism in Bukharin’s view ‘that man’s will is
not at all free, that it is determined by the external conditions
of man’s existence’. Against this Sarab’ianov cried out spiritedly :
‘No, Comrade Bukharin, not at all! The limits of the human
will are determined rot only by the external conditions of man’s
existence but also by man himself and his own will.’? After 1923
Bukharin and Sarab’ianov ignored each other, and Sarab’-
ianov, who became a leader of the mechanist faction, defended
his voluntaristic philosophy against the attacks of the Debori-
nites.10 .

But it is quite beside the purpose of the present work to
attempt a definition of the philosophies implicit in the political
and social theories of Bukharin, Trotsky and Stalin, and it
would be premature at this point to attempt a definition of the
basic differences between the mechanist and Deborinite factions
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in the philosophical controversy. Let it be assumed then,
for the moment, that the mechanist faction in philosophy and
the right deviation in politics did exhibit a truly distinctive
ideological affinity, and that the same may be said of Trot-
skyism and the Deborinite faction, while Stalin may be de-
scribed as co-operating with Bukharin to defeat Trotsky and
then appropriating both the Trotskyite political programme
and its alleged Deborinite correlate to defeat Bukharin. Does
chronology indicate that conscious though surreptitious efforts
were made by either the political or the philosophical faction-
alists to exploit these presumed correlations?

From the autumn of 1923, when the ‘Platform of the Forty-
six’ appeared, until the Fifteenth Party Congress in December,
1927, the political controversy was between a left opposition,
originally led by Trotsky and ultimately by Zinoviev and
Kamenev as well, and the dominant Party leadership, in which
Stalin and Bukharin appeared to be indissolubly joined. If this
dominant leadership had been covertly trying to exploit its
alleged affinity with the mechanist group in philosophy, one
would expect to find some evidences of official favour being
extended to the mechanists. But the contrary is true. As the
reader will see below, almost from the start of the philosophical
controversy, and certainly from 1926, there were rather clear
signs of high-placed sympathy with the Deborinites. By the end
of 1927, when the Fifteenth Party Congress pronounced a final
anathema on the left opposition, all but two (or four at most)
of the Marxist-Leninist journals, societies, and institutions of
higher learning were either active supporters of Deborin’s
philosophy or benevolently neutral. If the dominant Party
leadership had been conscious of a distinctive affinity between
the Deborinites and the Trotskyites, it is difficult to under-
stand how the former could have moved from triumph to
triumph as the latter were being pushed towards destruction.
Apparently the dominant leadership regarded the Deborinites
favourably for other reasons than those of political factionalism.

In 1928, as the First Five Year Plan got under way, there was
a split within the dominant group that had defeated the left
opposition. In the autumn of 1928 Stalin called publicly for a
struggle on fwo fronts, against a right as well as a left deviation.
In January, 1929, the Political Bureau heard Stalin denounce
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Bukharin as the leader of the right deviation, and in April,
1929, the full Central Committee and the general public heard
the same.! During the same month of April, 1929, the Debori-
nites achieved their ultimate triumph over the mechanists at
the Second All-Union Conference of Marxist-Leninist Scienti-
fic Institutions, which adopted resolutions formally condemn-
ing mechanism as anti-Marxist. It would seem that mechanism
and its alleged political correlate, the rightist opposition, were
suffering defeat together, and from this approximate coinci-
dence Bauer has inferred a covert manceuvre by Stalin. Bauer
pictures Stalin as sponsoring the victory of the Deborinites in
order to justify a break with determinism and to gain ‘a power-
ful weapon against the theories of . . . Bukharin’.12

This reasoning is plausible until one examines the facts a
little more closely than Bauer apparently has done. In the first
place, the victory of the Deborinites had already been assured
before the split occurred between Stalin and the right devia-
tion In the second place, if one is to imagine Stalin deciding in
192.8 or early in 1929 to make the Deborinite ascendancy
official and complete in order to gain ‘a powerful weapon’ in
the gathering conflict with the right deviation, one would think
that he would have got the Deborinites to give a political, anti-
rightist emphasis to the propaganda against the mechanists.
But in 1928 and through much of 1929 allusions to intra-Party
politics in the philosophical controversy were just as rare and
haphazard as they had been previously. At the Conference of
April, 1929, where the mechanist group was formally con-
demned, the right deviation was not mentioned in the main
speeches by Deborin and O. Iu. Shmidt. During the debates
some mechanists raised the issue by describing the Deborinites as
philosophers of the right deviation, and some Deborinites, in-
cluding Deborin himself in his ‘Concluding Remarks’, threw
the charge back at the mechanists.3

When the philosophical portion of the Conference had ended,
V. P. Miliutin, a prominent economist and a member of the
Party’s Central Control Committee, gave an administrative
report on the work of the Communist Academy, in the course of
which he remarked:
Comrade Deborin said here that we, the economists, historians,
legal scholars, have not taken an active part in the struggle that the
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philosophers have been obliged to carry on with the mechanists.
But we can present another bill: in the struggle with the right
deviation, which the historians and economists have been obliged to
wage, the philosophers have unfortunately participated insuffi-
ciently. . . . In Comrade Deborin’s speech the line of dialectical
materialism’s further penetration into the field of natural science
was corrcctly projected, but I should say that a greater penetration
of dialectical materialism is also needed in the field of the social
sciences, and also a more active struggle on the front of bourgeois
philosophy and revisionist views.?4

It will be noted that Miliutin demanded the philosophers’ help
in the Party’s factional conflict, but he did not specifically
picture mechanistic materialism as the philosophical basis of
the right deviation. Evidently ncither he nor the philosophers
had been informed of Stalin’s alleged intention to use Debori-
nite philosophical arguments against the right deviation.
Similar ignorance was displayed in a subsequent decree of the
Central Committee elaborating on the ‘organizational ques-
tions’ that had been raised at the Conference of April, 1929;
the decree contained no explicit mention of the philosophical
controversy, with or without reference to the drive against the
right deviation.1®

Furthermore, Stalin’s speeches against the right deviation
show no distinctive signs of an intention to use the Deborinite
version of dialectical materialism. Three days after the philoso-
phical Conference dispersed, a plenary meeting of the Central
Committee gathered to hear Stalin’s major polemic against
Bukharin and the right deviation. Stalin had almost nothing
to say about dialectical or mechanistic materialism; in his
criticism of Bukharin as a theorist, he concentrated on some of
the criticisms that Lenin had once made of Bukharin.1¢
Characteristically, Stalin ignored the most philosophical
criticism that Lenin had made of Bukharin, the considerable
lecture on the difference between dialectics and eclecticism
that occurs in Lenin’s well-known speech, ‘Once Again on the
Trade Unions’.'? Instead Stalin quoted inordinately long pas-
sages to demonstrate Bukharin’s alleged divergence from Lenin
in political theory. As an introduction to this attack on Bu-
kharin’s orthodoxy, he quoted the famous passage from ‘Lenin’s
Will’ that describes Bukharin as something of a ‘ ““scholastic”’
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who “‘has never studied, and . . . never fully understood
dialectics’’.18 Only in Stalin’s incidental observation, as he
commented on this quotation, that ‘dialectics is the soul of
Marxism’ can one find the slightest evidence of a possible bor-
rowing from the Deborinites, but it is much more likely that he
was simply repeating a cliché common to many more Marxists
than the Deborinites.1® Certainly Sten, a leading Deborinite
who was in Stalin’s audience, did not behave as if he were wit-
nessing the application of his principles to politics. He inter-
rupted Stalin twice to defend Bukharin. 20

.There is, finally, a fourth reason that it seems wrong to read
the coincidence of the defeat of mechanism and the drive
against the right deviation as evidence of a conscious though
surreptitious effort to use the Deborinite philosophy as a
weapon against the right deviation. Even after Miliutin had
plainly indicated thc Central Committee’s desire for the
philosophers’ aid in the campaign against the right deviation,
and after Stalin had publicly criticized Bukharin as a theorist,
there was a gap of some months before the Deborinites com-
plied with Miliutin’s request and followed Stalin’s example. 21
Very likely the leading Deborinites were reluctant to abandon
the safety of their previous separation from intra-Party politics,
and were, furthermore, perplexed by the novelty of their
assigned task. Moreover, when the leading Deborinites did come
out with philosophical criticisms of the right deviation, Stalin
appears to have been dissatisfied rather than pleased.

In December, 1929, there was another coincidence of meet-
ings. At a series of meetings in the Communist Academy the
Deborinites pictured mechanistic materialism as the philoso-
phical basis of the right deviation, and just after these meetings
were wound up, a Conference of Marxist Agrarian Economists
assembled in the same building to hear Stalin deliver another
major polemic against the right.2? Stalin once again argued
against the right without mentioning mechanistic materialism,
while the Deborinites had dwelt on machanism as the heart of
the right deviation. Moreover, they pictured themselves as
showing the Party leaders the way to criticism of the right
deviation, while Stalin complained that ‘the theorists’ were
lagging behind the Party’s practical leaders. If Stalin may be
presumed to have included the Deborinite philosophers among
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these lagging theorists, it would appear that his first public
comment that could possibly be interpreted as showing an
awareness of the Dcborinite philosophy was a complaint of its
uselessness to the Party. Thus, if Stalin consciously intended to
use the arguments of the Deborinites as ‘a powerful weapon’
against Bukharin, then he must be presumed also to have
intended to keep the borrowing quite secret, so much so that
he removed the evidence from his polemics against Bukharin,
and censured rather than praised the Deborinites when they
finally came out with a philosophical critique of the right de-
viation. This seems an excessively long chain of inferences to hang
on the lone fact of a coincidence of meetings in April, 192g.

For all these reasons it is highly improbable that the Party
leaders made conscious efforts to gain their ends in the Party’s
factional struggles by covert manccuvres in the philosophical
discussions. Indeed, the direct evidence, the actual record of
the philosophical discussions, suggests something quite differ-
ent: a widespread, conscious effort to keep the philosophical
discussions separate from the Party’s factional quarrels. Con-
sider the case of I. I. Stepanov (or Skvortsov-Stepanov), who
was a leading mechanist in the philosophical discussions and a
leading opponent of Trotskyism. When one recalls that the first
attack on Stepanov’s philosophy came from a Deborinite
philosopher who belonged to the left deviation, as did one other
prominent Deborinite (Sten and Karev), 23 it seems strange that
Stepanov did not allege a connection between his philosophical
and political opporents. Yet the fact is that he did not. He was
not above the injection of ad hominem arguments in his philoso-
phical polemics. He once described the Deborinite Gredeskul

a mature, honoured Cadet [i.e., Constitutional Democrat] in the
past; a solid professor, an irreproachable idealist in the past and the
present. If in pre-revolutionary times Deborin, half Zionist and half
Menshevik of the extreme right wing, exhorted us to vote for the
Cadet, why should he not form a bloc with Professor Gredeskul now
against the materialist danger? 24

The Deborinites countered this sort of attack with arguments
that mechanist philosophy was logically a justification of Men-
shevism or Social Democracy, but they did not mention fac-
tional deviations within the Bolshevik Party, 25
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There were only four exceptions to this mutual abstention
from allusions to the Party’s internal conflict. In 1927 the
Deborinite A. A. Maksimov submitted an article to Under the
Banner of Marxism, in which he accused Stepanov of supporting
a philosophy that justified Trotskyism. News of the accusation
reached Bukharin, who wrote the editors that it would be
‘ridiculous, and politically—how shall I put it?>—not mighty
clever’ to link Stepanov with Trotskyism. ‘The [philosophical]
discussion can and should go on, but not with such methods
as in essence hardly correspond to reality and in politics are
plainly harmful. This is my persenal opinion.’2¢ Deborin, the
chief editor, wrote back that he shared the opinion, and had
killed the offensive passage a month before Bukharin’s letter
arrived.2? But Deborin did allow Maksimov and two other
authors to drop fleeting assertions, without reference to
Stepanov, that mechanism in philosophy and Trotskyism in
politics were natural correlates. 28

That is the whole record—outside the archives—of efforts to
link philosophical discussion and the Party’s factional struggle
before the end of 1929. The fact that thesc premature efforts
were made by over-zealous Deborinites suggests the probable
reason for Stepanov’s failure to charge the Deborinites with
Trotskyism. With the exception of Karev and Sten, they were
as firmly opposed to political deviation as he.2® Otherwise one
cannot understand his role in the Communist Academy early
in 1928. He was sent by the Party leadership to guard the
Academy ‘against each and every school and non-school
deviation [shkol’nykh i neshkol’nykh uklonov].’3° Very likely the
expulsion of Trotsky and other leaders of the left dcviation
from membership in the Communist Academy, which was
carried out by a plenary meeting towards the end of March,
1928, was the result of Stepanov’s instigation. But the same
plenary meeting extended membership in the Academy to two
leading Deborinites. 3! Apparently Stepanov saw no discrepancy
in this simultaneous acceptance of Deborinites and expulsion of
Trotskyites, for his last philosophical polemic, published about
the time he died in October, 1928, taunted leading Deborinites
with their pre-revolutionary membership in non-Bolshevik
parties, but still made no effort to connect them with Trot-
skyism. 32
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Another noteworthy instance of an apparent tendency to
keep the factional struggles in politics and philosophy separate
was Bukharin’s anomalous position in the philosophical dis-
cussions of the ’twenties. When his Theory of Historical Mater-
ialism appeared in 1921, Soviet Marxist philosophers felt free to
receive the book either hostilely or favourably.3® But during
1924, when the controversy between the Deborinites and the
mechanists was taking shape, hostile judgments of Bukharin’s
book disappeared almost entirely from the Soviet press, and
remained conspicuous by their absence until the Sixteenth
Party Conference in April, 1929, made criticism of Bukharin an
element of the Party line. During that periad, 1924-1929, no
extensive discussions of Bukharin’s philosophy, whether pro or
contra, were published. A number of passing references to his
views were made by philosophers of both blocs ; these references
were almost uniformly favourable, and were often accompanied
by awkward silences in regard to major issues on which Buk-
harin’s views were sharply at variance with those of the author
citing him. One senses the existence of a gentleman’s agree-
ment to keep Bukharin out of the philosophical controversy,
for the similarity between his views and those of some
mechanists fairly clamoured for comment. The silence is
cspecially striking in the numerous Deborinite attacks on
Bogdanov; never, during the period 1924-1929, did these
attacks mention Bukharin, the most famous of Bogdanov’s
disciples. 34

It is tempting to turn to the simple explanation that the
Deborinites were afraid of being called Trotskyites if they
attacked Bukharin during the years 1924 to 19g29. That was in-
deed the implication of some remarks made by one of the first
Deborinites to break the silence on Bukharin in 1g29:

. . . Comrade Bukharin has occupied an altogether different position
[from that of the much-criticized mechanists]. For people working
in the field of Marxist theory, it has been no secret that Comrade
Bukharin in some fundamental, philosophical questions of a
general theoretical nature, has not kept to the positions of Marx and
Lenin, but has tried to ‘develop’ their views ‘further’. But in the
eyes of the broad masses of readers, he appeared to be a true follower
of Marx and Lenin. This happened because for the broad masses
Comrade Bukharin’s political role, which was deservedly his until a
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very recent time (until he became the ideologist of the right devia-
tion), scrved as a guarantee of theoretical orthodoxy. 35

Still, as the reader has already seen, two of the leading Debori-
nites were Trotskyites, for a time at least, during the period
1924-1929; yet they too observed the truce on Bukharin’s
philosophy when participating in the philosophical con-
troversy. 3¢ The obvious supposition is that they did so in order
not to embarrass all the other Deborinites who were opposed to
Trotskyism. In other words, the Deborinites found it possible to
ignore their own political differences in the service of their
philosophical cause.

But how is one to interpret the mechanists’ failure to make
capital of the similarity between their own and Bukharin’s
views? In retrospect it may seem odd that they neglected the
argument that all opponents of Trotskyism must share Bu-
kharin’s mechanistic philosophy, and, conversely, that opposi-
tion to the mechanistic philosophy was the equivalent of sup-
port for Trotskyism. Yet they did not advance this argument.
Stepanov, for example, ignored Bukharin when writing
polemics against the Deborinites. Stepanov, to be sure, had the
same problem as the anti-Trotskyite Deborinites : one of his col-
laborators in the mechanist faction was a leading Left devia-
tionist in the political struggles.3? But the present writer feels,
as has already been indicated, that Stepanov’s main reason for
refraining from intruding political factionalism in the philoso-
phical controversy was that most of his opponents in philosophy
were his supporters in the political wars within the Bolshevik

arty. Moreover, not all the leading mechanists approved of
Bukharin’s views on Marxist philosophy; in the period before
1924 the future mechanist Sarab’ianov, as well as the future
Deborinite Gonikman, had exchanged polemics with Bu-
kharin regarding the philosophy expressed in the latter’s Theory
of Historical Materialism.38

One can only speculate about the reasons for Bukharin’s dis-
regard of the philosophical controversy and the controversy’s
disregard of Bukharin. The assumption of a sort of gentleman’s
agreement to keep intra-Party politics out of the philosophical
controversy does not explain why Bukharin did not, like
Stepanov, put aside his role of Party leader for occasional
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participation in the philosophical controversy. Perhaps he was
simply too busy with other matters. Perhaps he was sulking. In
1923 he publicly expressed his anger at the editors of Under the
Banner of Marxism for sheltering an alleged enemy of the Party,
who had criticized Bukharin’s philosophy. Bukharin announced
his intention of having nothing more to do with Under the Banner
of Marxism, which was the chief journal of Soviet Marxist philoso-
phy.2?® Or perhaps the philosophers considered Bukharin a
popularizer of historical materialism rather than a significant
figure in the elaboration of dialectical materialism.¢® What-
ever the causes may have been, the fact of mutual avoidance
between 1924 and 1929, with occasional nods of polite respect
towards Bukharin from philosophers of both blocs, is un-
deniable.

Other major figures in the Party’s political factions also re-
mained aloof from the clash of mechanists and Deborinites.
Zinoviev, for example, in 1925 celebrated the publication of
some of Lenin’s philosophical notes by a leading article in
Bol’shevik that was silent concerning the philosophical con-
troversy, in spite of the fact that Lenin’s notes were an object of
special contention in it.4! Nor did Trotsky, the chief leader of
the Left deviation, take a position in the philosophical con-
troversy. In 1925, while exhorting a meeting of chemists to
support the Soviet régime, he expressed views on the philosophy
of natural science that were strikingly similar to those of the
mechanists, but without openly commenting on the philoso-
phical controversy.4? This speech was probably the basis for the
abortive Deborinite effort in 1927 to connect the mechanist
philosophers with Trotskyism. It was unfortunate for the
Deborinites that they did not persist—or were forbidden to
persist—in this effort, for they were subsequently charged with
surreptitious Trotskyism because of their failure to make an
extended critique of Trotsky as a philosopher. It is a fact that:
the Deborinites were largely silent concerning Trotsky’s
philosophy, but, viewed in conjunction with their similar
failure to critize Bukharin, with the avoidance of such subjects
by the mechanists no less than the Deborinites, and with the
abstention of Bukharin, Trotsky, and Zinoviev from participa-
tion in the philosophical controversy, the fact of Deborinite
silence is evidence, not of surreptitious Trotskyism among the
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Deborinites, but rather of a common inclination to keep the dis-
cussions concerning the philosophy of science separate from the
factional quarrels of the Bolshevik Party. Indeed, as shown by
the case of the three Deborinites who charged mechanism with
being a correlate of Trotskyism, the Deborinites tended to be
somewhat closer than the mechanists or the Party chieftains to
the mixture of Party politics and the philosophy of science that
would be characteristic of the ’thirties.

Another indication of the tendency during NEP to keep the
philosophy of science separate from Party politics was Stalin’s
position in the philosophical controversy. For his part Stalin
avoided the controversy no less than Bukharin, Zinoviev, and
Trotsky. Stalin’s obituary of Stepanov, for example, praised
him unreservedly as a Party leader, but said nothing of his
controversial philosophical views beyond the vague remark:
‘Many thousands of comrades know him as one of the oldest
and most popular writers on Marxism’.43 For their part the
philosophical disputants tended to ignore Stalin completely,
which was not difficult, since Stalin had even less to say about
the philosophy of science than his fellow Party leaders. There
was one notable exception to this rule. In the spring of 1924
Stalin attempted to define the foundations of Leninism in a
series of lectures at Sverdlov Communist University. His intro-
ductory delimitation of the subject set aside ‘world view’
[mirovozzrenie, Weltanschauung] as an area in which Lenin
contributed nothing new and distinctive ‘to the general
treasurehouse of Marxism’, and the exposition of Leninism that
followed was accordingly concerned only with social and
political theory.44 At one point, however, while stressing the
importance that Lenin assigned to theory, Stalin reached to
the philosophy of science for an illustrative example, and
attributed to Lenin and ‘no one else’ the accomplishment of the
‘very serious task of generalizing, in accordance with materialist
" philosophy, the most important of that which was given by
science during the period from Engels to Lenin. . . >4 The
awkwardness of the Russian, which the present writer has
attempted to preserve in translation, as well as the apparent
inconsistency with the original limitation of Lenin’s creativeness
to social theory, and certain other ‘lapses’ and ‘deviousness’,
were criticized by G. K. Bammel’, a prominent Deborinite,

39



INTRA-PARTY POLITICS AND PHILOSOPHY

in a review of the literature on Leninism that was published
in the latter part of 1924.4% In the same review Bammel’
made clear his agreement with Stalin in questions of political
and social theory, but he felt free to read lessons in ‘methodo-
logy’, as he called it, not only to Stalin, but also to Bukharin,
and the Zinovievist Safarov. Not even Deborin emerged un-
scathed from Bammel’s critical survey.*?

This curious incident, let it be stressed, occurred in 1924; no
Deborinite attempted a similar criticism of Stalin in the years
following, as far as the present writer knows. 48 If there was any
significance in this early, isolated occurrence, it lay in the
philosophical superciliousness that Bammel’ evidently com-
bined with political respectfulness in his attitude towards the
anti-Trotskyite Party leaders. Subtler evidences of this Debori-
nite superciliousness towards politicians and others immersed in
less exalted occupations than the study of dialectics will be
examined below, but the fact of its existence should be noted
here, for it was another manifestation of the widespread
tendency during NEP to regard Marxist philosophers of science
as somewhat autonomous specialists. As far as the public
record reveals, Bammel’ was not rebuked for presumptuous-
ness ;4? it was not until December, 1929, that he and the other
philosophers of science heard from Stalin. They heard—or
rather, some of them heard, for many refused to believe that
Stalin was addressing them—a complaint of the ‘lag of theory
behind practice’, a complaint of the separation between
theoretical work and the Party’s practical political tasks.5?
That complaint helped inaugurate Stalin’s ‘great break’ on
‘the philosophical front’, a time when the ‘Bolshevization of
philosophy’ became the order of the day, and the Deborinite
leadership defended the autonomy of philosophers until the
Central Committee issued a decree against them. But Stalin’s
complaint also shed considerable light on the period that it
brought to an end. It was a final piece of evidence that until
1929 neither the philosophers of science nor the Party leaders
had made significant efforts to connect the discussions of
Marxist philosophy of science with the struggle against political
deviations within the Bolshevik Party.

The chiefs of Party and state had a ‘political’ interest in the
discussions of the Marxist philosophy of science, but it stemmed
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from generally accepted policies that were not at issue in the
Party’s factional strife. These policies will be discussed below,
and further attention will be given to the problem of ideo-
logical affinities between the philosophers of science and those
political leaders who were highly regarded as theorists. For the
present chapter was not intended to deny any validity to the
affinities that have been retrospectively established between the
philosophical and political factions of the ’twenties; the pur-
pose has been to show that such affinities do not prove the
existence of consciously formed connections between the two
fields. A comprehensive intellectual history of Soviet Russia
during the ’twenties might well perceive in the contemporaneous
arguments of politicians and philosophers of science a pattern
of analogous responses to vaguely similar perplexities. Both
groups were, after all, struggling to apply a commonly held
theoretical heritage to different, but equally refractory areas of
Russian life. At the centre of the politicians’ arguments was the
problem of carrying peasants along in the drive to indus-
trialize and collectivize Russia. At the centre of the philoso-
phers’ arguments was the problem of winning scientists to sup-
port the Bolshevik ideology that inspired the drive. The
mechanist philosopher and the Rightist politician, each in his
own area, urged caution, gradualism, coaxing the refractory
element, while the Deborinite philosopher and the Trotskyite
politician urged boldness, haste, compelling the refractory
element. But these affinities are great oversimplifications,
apparent only in retrospect. The political and philosophical
controversies of the *twenties may well have proceeded in the
same general direction, but they did so along largely separate
paths that did not merge until the end of 1929.

61



4

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION
AND ‘BOURGEOIS’ SCIENTISTS

I~ Soviet Marxist usage ‘culture’ is ‘the aggregate of human
achievements in the subjection of nature, in technology,
education, social structure’.! Since it progresses through stages
common to all humanity, the wooden plough, wife-beating,
illiteracy, and religion, to take only a few examples, are now
signs of cultural backwardness or simply ‘non-culturedness’
(nekul’turnost’). But the wooden plough determines the rest; the
chief sign of non-culturedness is the absence of modern tech-
nology and science. With this usage in mind it is possible to
understand why Lenin warned, as his government beat down
its armed opponents, that non-culturedness was the main
obstacle to the building of socialism; for the new régime’s
supporters were overwhelmingly non-cultured, while the
minority of Russians who had culture were largely opponents
of the new régime.? It was against this condition that the Bol-
sheviks planned their ‘Cultural Revolution’. To make cul-
tured people out of revolutionary workmen and peasants, to
create a new and numerous generation of professional people
and white-collar workers (the Russian word intelligentsiia now
includes both types) who would be Bolshevik in outlook, that
was the goal of the Cultural Revolution.

It would be a mistake to think of this Cultural Revolution
as a process beginning in 1917 and continuing in an un-
deviating line towards its predetermined goal, regardless of the
convolutions of Bolshevik policy in the concomitant political
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and economic revolutions. The Soviet authorities adjusted
their cultural policies not only to changing realities within the
field of culture, but also to the changing requirements of
economics and politics. While a full examination of these
relationships is beyond the limits of the present work, some
peculiarities of the Cultural Revolution must be considered, for
they had a profound influence on the contemporaneous dis-
cussions of the philosophy of natural science.

Perhaps the most important peculiarity of the Cultural
Revolution from 1917 to 1929 was a fundamental ambiva-
lence in it: concessions to the ‘bourgeois’ specialist accom-
panied a determined drive : against him. The reasons for this
ambivalence are not hard to find. Most professional people
and white-collar workers were hostile to Bolshevism (and the
Bolsheviks were convinced that the more skilled were the more

hostile), but their skills were essential to the new régime. It !

was even possible to predict a vicious circle. How was a new

generation of ‘red specialists’ to be trained by teachers long- :

ing, as Lenin put it, for ‘an orderly bourgeois republic’?3 Or,
assuming that proletarians and peasants were the most likely
raw material out of which ‘red specialists’ could be fashioned,
how were they to be given higher learning when most were not
properly equipped to enter even secondary schools? Pavlov,
who was neither a Bolshevik nor a Marxist, was free to con-

sider the Cultural Revolution an ‘ineluctable contradiction’.4
M. N. Pokrovsky, the Bolshevik historian who was probably

the leading figure in the transformation of higher education,
described the anomalies of the Cultural Revolution more
concretely and less pessimistically, when reviewing the first
ten years of Soviet education:

... in reality we were faced with two dangers; on the one hand, the
danger of remaining in the old rut, since we had a certain fear of too
abrupt and decisive demolition, and as a result we could be held
prisoner by bourgeois specialists. . . . On the other hand, the danger
consisted in the fact that there were some comrades who said: ‘All
bourgeois education is worth absolutely nothing. It is necessary to
throw all this out and to begin anew.’

Pokrovsky believed that a middle course was possible and
desirable, and was in the main being followed.
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Whether it should be called a middle course or an ambivalent
one, it was clearly in evidence from the founding of the Soviet
state until 1929, in spite of occasional shifts that portended the
end of all concessions to the ‘ bourgeois’ specialist. For example,
in 1918 the Council of People’s Commissars decreed that all
citizens, 16 years and over, had the right to a higher education
without regard to sex, nationality, or social origin. No special
favours were given to workmen and peasants, other than the
order that universities should establish ‘workmen’s faculties’
(rabfaki in the Soviet abbreviation) to give workmen and
peasants the necessary academic preparation for higher educa-
tion.® But by 1921, when the Civil War was ending, the
rabfaki were supplying only a small fraction of the students in
higher education, and within the rabfaki themselves nearly a
fourth of the students were of non-proletarian, non-peasant
origin. The government thereupon introduced a system of class
preference in admissions to institutions of higher education,
and purged the rabfaki, expelling students who were neither
peasant nor proletarian in origin until they declined to 15 per
cent of all the students in the rabfaki.? But drastic measures
were exceptional before 1929. In admissions to higher educa-
tional institutions class preference was applied, as the law
required, but not so vigorously as to effect a rapid transforma-
tion. By the academic year 1928-1929g students of proletarian
and peasant origin, taken together, were just under 50 per
cent of the total student body in non-Communist institutions of
higher education. Among graduate students they were still a
small minority, on faculties and research staff a tiny one. 8

Bolshevik efforts to win control of the faculties in higher
educational institutions followed an analogous pattern. In
1918, conferences of faculty members refused to adopt Bol-
shevik proposals that would have given the government
effective control of them.® In 1921, with the Civil War ended
in its favour, the government decreed what it could not
accomplish by persuasion; even the right to select graduate
assistants was subjected to control by Party and State. The
immediate result was actual strikes by the faculties of some
leading universities early in 1922.1° Though the government
won its point in principle (the strikes were ended without the
‘Statute Concerning Higher Schools’ being revoked or re-
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vised), some provisions were not enforced until 1929. In the
interim, the degree of enforcement, as the extent of Bol-
shevization in general, varied from one type of institution to
another: from the non-Communist to the Communist, with a
mixed type in between.

Research institutes, scholarly societies, and university de-
partments in the field of natural science were allowed to remain
in the control of non-Communists and non-Marxists—*bour-
geois specialists’; as they were called in the Soviet press. Until
1929 ideological pressure was exerted upon them only gradually
and indirectly, largely through the slowly growing number of
Bolshevik-minded graduate students. Through a number of
agencies (such as the Union of Scientific Workers, TsEKUBU
[the Central Commission for Improving the Condition of
Scholars], VARNITSO [the All-Union Association of Workers
of Science and Technology for Assistance to the Construction of
Socialism], and the societies of materialist natural scientists
that were created by the Communist Academy), an effort was
made to win the ‘bourgeois specialist’ in natural science to
political sympathy with the régime, and, if possible, to ideo-
logical agreement with Marxism.!! But as late as 1928 natural
scientists were assured by Lunacharsky himself, the Com-
missar of Education, that it was their ‘legitimate right’ not to
be Marxists.!? Indeed, Kalinin, the President of the Soviet
Union’s Central Executive Committee, speaking to a doctors’
conference in December, 1925, implied a cheerful indifference
even to the political affinities of the ‘bourgeois specialist’ :

Communism is being created in the provinces by the man who says:
‘I am against Communism, decidedly against Communism.’ But by
his work that very man is helping the Communist cause, for at
present the Communist cause signifies in medicine, for example,
raising the people’s health. . . . It is precisely in this that the strength
of Communism lics: under the Soviet 1égime Communist work is
being performed essentially by everyone who is working honourably,
conscientiously, in his own field.13

Lunacharsky, to be sure, followed his reassurance to natural
scientists with the assertion that

The victory of the proletariat in this matter [the conversion of
scientists to Marxism] is inevitable, for dialectical materialism flows
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with a perfect conformity to law [zakonomernost’] from the whole
structure of contemporary science, considered in its objective and
healthy parts.?4

And Kalinin’s assurance that honourable and conscientious
work in one’s particular field allowed the natural scientist to
have what thoughts he chose, could not have been entirely com-
forting, in view of such a clear announcement as was made by
the Twelfth Party Conference of August, 1922:

. . . the use of repressions cannot be renounced, not only in relation
to S-R’s and Mcnsheviks, but also in relation to the intriguing upper
strata of the pseudo-non-Party, bourgeois-democratic intelli-
gentsia who, for their counter-revolutionary purposes, abuse the
fundamental interests of entire bodies [literally: corporations], and
for whom the true interests of science, technology, pedagogy, co-
operation, ctc., are only a hollow phrase, a political screen.!®

‘Nevertheless the evidence indicates pretty clearly that until

1929 repressive measures were not the rule for the govern-
ment’s policy towards natural scientists and their institutions.
The voice of a Russian Marat was occasionally heard demand-
ing the closing of the Academy of Sciences, the central research
organization largely for natural science, which enjoyed
autonomy even to the extent of having the only non-Com-
munist press exempted from prior censorship. But until 1928
the Soviet government financed the Academy without in-
fringing its unique autonomy.!¢ Indeed, as the reader will see
below, the Academy’s Vice-President felt free, in 1923, to
lecture the Bolshevik authorities on the necessity of un-
trammelled academic freedom.

Explicitly Communist institutions of higher learning were a
second, and entirely different type. Originally they were centres
of teaching and research exclusively in the field of politics and
social science. Thus the nominal centre of Marxist research was
called the ‘Socialist Academy of Social Sciences’ when its
existence was proclaimed in 1918;!7 the ‘Inmstitute of Red
Professorship’ had no departments of the natural sciences
when it was founded in 1921 to train ‘red professors’ for higher
education;!8 and the three-step network of ‘Soviet Party
Schools’, ranging from short-term indoctrination centres for
Party agitators to the so-called ‘ Communist Universities’, was
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charged with the ‘training of Party workers’ for leading
positions at all levels within the government, trade unions,
co-operatives, and, of course, the Party itself.1® From 1921,
however, as the Communist Universities began to establish a
three-year programme of genuine higher education, courses in
mathematics and natural science came to be offered, and some
Marxist educators got ideas of training natural scientists and
engineers in the Communist Universities as well as ‘social
and political workers [deiateli]’, a standard Soviet phrase for
public functionaries.2® In 1923, moreover, the Socialist (soon
to be Communist) Academy was directed to go ‘beyond the
limits of the social sciences’ in its research and propaganda, and
shortly thereafter the Institute of Red Professorship began
courses in the history and philosophy of natural science. 2!

But teaching and research in the natural sciences remained a
distinctly subordinate function of these Communist institutions.
In 1924, a resolution of the Thirteenth Party Congress re-
minded the Communist Universities that ‘the tasks of speciali-
zation’, i.e., the training of specialists in technology and
natural science, were to be fulfilled by the non-Communist in-
stitutions of higher learning.?2 And throughout the ’twenties
the Communist Academy had little more than a single labora-
tory, a place of Pavlovian research, derided by the head of the
Marx-Engels Institute, D. B. Riazanov, with a punning
epithet (sobachii institut) that can be translated only approxi-
mately (‘bitchy institute’ perhaps), for it refers both to the
dogs used in the research and to the poor state of the research. 23
A fuller examination of the controversial position of natural
science in the Communist institutions of higher learning will
come later; here the only point is that their main functions
throughout the period under review were the training of public
functionaries and the development and propagation of Marx-
ism as a group of social sciences and a general Weltanschauung,
which did not entail anything like comprehensive and detailed
work in the specific disciplines of natural science. Such work
was left to the institutions of higher learning where ‘bourgeois
specialists’ predominated.

The third type of institution of higher learning may be de-
scribed as the mixed or joint type: Communists and non-
Communists, Marxists and non-Marxists collaborated—and
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conflicted—within institutions of this type. In a sense, all the
non-Communist universities qualified for this description, if
one considers the departments of the humanities and the social
sciences, for a ‘Commission For the Radical Reform of the
Teaching of Social Sciences in the Higher School’ began in
1921 a ripping and patching operation that extended through-
out the period under review.2?? Courses in philosophy, for
example, appear to have been abolished and later re-intro-
duced in altered form, with both Communist and non-Com-
munist teachers, including even a few survivors from the pre-
revolutionary era.?® As late as 1929 there was a report from
Bielorussia of ‘cases that give rise to the necessity of the liquida-
tion of university courses that are anti-Marxist, hostile to
Marxism’:

We still have departments where Marxism is applied by ‘automatic
Marxists’ in very moderate doses, as an ‘unavoidable evil,” where it
is resorted to as a phraseology that commits one to nothing.2¢

For present purposes the most important instance of the
mixed institution was the ‘Russian Association of Scientific-
Research Institutes of the Social Sciences’. Within RANION,
as it was called for short, were about fifteen institutes doing
research and training graduate specialists in such fields as
history, economics, experimental psycholcgy, and the philoso-
phy of science.?” The degree of Communist or even Marxist
influence varied, as V. M. Friche, the famous Communist art
critic who was in charge of RANION, reported to a con-
ference in March, 1928:

In proportion with the growth of the cadrc of graduate students—
and here we have about 40 per cent Communists—grow the pressure
and thrust from below of the Marxist graduate students on the non-
Party, research part [of the staff], hence there is conflict and
difficulty in the work. When we have insufficient Marxist leadership
in an institute, the graduate students ‘lay it on’ us, the press lays it
on, and so on; but when we put pressure on the non-Marxists, then
in the foreign press appears an appropriate article, to the effect that
we are strangling science. And thus an extraordinarily difficult
situation is obtained. 28

When D. B. Riazanov, whose contempt for the Communist
Academy’s venture into natural science has already been
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noted, twitted Friche on the tardiness of Marxist ascendancy in
RANION, Friche was obviously nettled :

It is, of course, very easy for Comrade Riazanov to talk, for, clearly,
the Institute of Karl Marx and Engels [headed by Riazanov] con-
sists of Communists and Marxists. (Exclamation from the floor:
‘Not only Marxists!’) There, of course, the matter is different, but
just you try and work where there are not only a few Marxists, but
where the majority consists of non-Marxist speisy [colloquial abbre-
viation for specialists, scholars].2®

Similar dilemmas were, presumably, the cause of the un-
certain status of the Institute of Scientific [ Nauchnot] Philosophy.
In origin it appears to have been established under the Com-
missariat of Education’s Academic Centre as a sort of special
commission, composed largely of non-Party specialists, study-
ing the use of statistics in various sciences.?? Subsequently it
undertook a programme of graduate training and became a
member of RANION, when that Association was founded in
1923. But that same year growing Bolshevik concern over the
ideological aspects of natural science caused the Institute to be
shifted from the control of the Commissariat of Education to
that of the Socialist (soon to be Communist) Academy.?! The
Institute seems to have shifted its interests too, from such
problems as statistical methods in biology to such as Machism, or
Henri Bergson’s philosophy of science. In the process it became
exclusively Marxist, as Friche boasted in March, 1928, but still
it was spoken of as a member of RANION, and not merely as
another part of the Communist Academy. 32 This hesitation to
cut off the Institute entirely from the mixed or joint type of in-
stitution may be interpreted as evidence both of the slow-
dying Communist diffidence in the field of higher learning, and
of the lingering hope that non-Marxist specialists might be
converted to Marxism by working in the Institute.

The Institute of Scientific Philosophy was, indeed, only one
example of the Communist authorities’ ambivalent feeling that
they needed but could not rely on the ‘bourgeois specialist’.
Even in such fields as economics and history there was a dupli-
cation of institutes within RANION, on the one hand, and the
Communist Academy, on the other, in spite of the Communists’
continual boasts that none but Marxists had anything con-
structive to offer in these fields.?3 Pokrovsky repeatedly stated,
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as he participated in the suppression of ‘bourgeois’ historio-
graphy, that he welcomed ‘bourgeois’ scholarship as a neces-
sary spur to Marxist thought; and he probably was not con-
sciously hypocritical when he did so.34 Even in 1929, when the
Communists were launching a drastically new policy in their
relations with the non-Marxist scholar, and Pokrovsky an-
nounced that the necessity of relying on non-Marxists and
‘fellow-travellers’ in higher learning was coming to an end, he
added the qualification, ‘except, of course, for natural
science’. 3%

A similar ambivalence can be discerned in the Soviet govern-
ment’s policy towards publishing during the period to 1929. In
a decree of December 12, 1921, the State Press, known as
Gosizdat or Giz, was given life-or-death power over private
publishers by its authority to license them and to exercise
prior censorship over their products. But this power, soon
transferred to a special body called Glavlit, was not used to
extinguish private publishing until the time of the First Five
Year Plan.3® Furthermore Giz itself was far from being a
Bolshevik monolith. From 1922 to 1930 its ‘Scientific Section’
was headed by the non-Party mathematician, V. F. Kagan,
who was then only vaguely sympathetic to Marxism.3? Occa-
sionally Gtz, or some other governmental press, published such
plainly non-Marxist works as the two books by the pheno-
menologist G. G. Shpet that appeared in 1927.28 Within the field
of the philosophy of natural science, non-Marxist books and
articles appeared throughout the *twenties, although in steadily
declining numbers. They might be native Russian works, as,
for example, the mathematician A. V. Vasil’ev’s popularlza-
tion of recent physics interpreted according to Eddington;3? or
they might be translations of foreign works. Sometimes the
latter suffered unannounced deletions. For example, in 1929
the Academy of Science’s journal of popular science, Priroda
[Nature], quietly excised some of Jeans’ patently religious
thoughts in a translation of his article, ‘The Physics of the
Universe’. But even so the reader of Priroda could have had
little doubt concerning Jeans’ fundamentally non-Marxist
mctaphysms 40 In short, the Bolsheviks, having placed-thtottl-

\mg ﬁngers on the pubhcatlon of non-Marxist philosophy of
science in 1921, choked it only gradually, wi th the result that

70



AND ‘BOURGEOIS’ SCIENTISTS

Soviet Marxists faced overt competltlon in this field through-
out the "twenties. T ,
It would hardly be appropriate to attcmpt a full descrlptlon
of the currents of non-Marxist philosophy that circulated
among Russia’s ‘bourgeois’ specialists. Nevertheless, one needs
a more vivid sense of them than a simple assertion of their
existence can supply, for it was largely in reaction to them that
intensive Marxist discussion of the philosophy of natural science
took shape. For present purposes, non-Marxist currents of
thought may be grouped in two categories: those that struck
Soviet Marxists as basically antithetical to their own philoso-
phy, and those that appealed to them as support for their own
philosophy. It must be borne in mind that the distinction be-
tween the two types could be made easily only in extreme
cases. When, for example, the famous old biologist K. A.
Timiriazev startled the scholarly world and ‘quite enrap-
tured’ Lenin by announcing his fervent support of the Soviet
régime, it became an almost unquestioned assumption among
Soviet Marxists that Timiriazev’s views on the philosophy of
science were basically akin to Marxism.4! (The same non
sequitur could not be applied to Pavlov before his conversion to
Soviet patriotism in the ’thirties; until then he openly scorned
the Bolsheviks, though many of them admired his school of
psychology.) At the opposite extreme were philosophers of
the so-called Russian school, who occasionally ventured into
the philosophy of natural science. When Father Ilorenskii, for
example, argued that Einstein’s theory of relativity proved the
existence of heaven and hell, Soviet Marxists could hardly have
considered Florenskii’s argument a support for their own
philosophy, though some did use it as alleged evidence that
Einstein’s theory was inherently anti-materialistic.42 But be-
tween the apparently clear-cut cases of affinity and incom-
patibility with Marxism lay a variety of doubtful cases, pro-
voking the Marxists to a disconcerted, anxious hostility.
Consider, for example, the case of Orest Danilovich Khvol’-
son, or Chwolson, as he signed his name to publications in
West European languages. Already sixty-five when the Bol-
shevik Revolution came, he had an international reputation
not only as a physicist but also as a defender of religious
faith.43 “The purpose that I have in mind,’ he told the students
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of Petrograd University in the introduction to his course of
physics, ‘consists in this: . . . I want to forestall an incorrect
exaltation of knowledge on your part and a pernicious dis-
paragement of faith.’ 441t is hardly to be wondered at that Lenin,
in his Materialism and Empirio-criticism, had commented wasp-
ishly on Khvol’son, or that Khvol’son was considerably
apprehensive in 1918, as he approached the new rulers of
Russia to learn the fate of some scientific projects that had en-
joyed governmental support before the Revolution. 46 He found
that the Bolsheviks, faced by the hostility of the intelligentsiia
in its majority, were overjoyed at his willingness to work with
them; in 1926 they gave him the title of ‘Hero of Labour’
and decorated him with the ‘Labourer’s Red Banner’. What
may well have touched Khvol’son more deeply was the new
government’s willingness to spend considerably more on
physics, both in research and education, than its predecessors
had.

But what were Soviet Marxist philosophers to make of Khvol’-
son, who had a special genius for popularizations and text-
books? In a popularization of the theory of relativity that he
published in 1922, he showed clearly his continuing fideism:

What right do we have to suppose that everything that exists or
takes place in the universe must unfailingly be accessible to our clear
perception, must be situated within the horizon of our under-
standing and comprehension? And is not such a proposition a dan-
gerous relic, an unwitting echo of that arrogance, that mania of
greatness that grew out of the idea that man is the centre of the
universe, the tsar of nature, to whose all-encompassing reason every-
thing that exists and takes place must be accessible? Is it not more
seemly for us to take a more modest position (‘there are more things,
Horatio . . .”), granting the possibility that there are limits to our
reason, our perceptions, and even our fantasy, which it is not given
to us to transgress 24

When Soviet Marxists objected to this explicit rejection of their
Promethean notion of science, Khvol’son removed the passage
from a later edition of his book, and ceased his overt campaign
on behalf of fideism.4? But he did not espouse materialism,
and Marxist philosophers continued to find ‘idealist errors’ in
his publications. Nevertheless, one critic conceded in 1927,
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Until the materialists produce significant scientific forces, it will be
necessary to make peace with such a Course of Physics as Professor
Khvol’son’s, and, while giving credit to all that is scientifically
worthy in it, unceasingly to underline and expose what is scienti-
fically harmful. 4#

The only trouble was that Soviet Marxists could not agree on
what was ‘worthy’ and what ‘harmful’ in the chastened
Khvol’son. For example, the critic just cited (Z. A. Tseitlin)

thought that Khvol’son’s denial of universal ether was a !

rejection of materialism, but another Soviet Marxist (S. Iu.
Semkovskii), who had scoffed at the concept of ether in his own
book on the theory of relativity, proudly cited Khvol’son’s
praise as proof of the book’s merit, 49

Philosophical interpretations of the theory of relativity were
by no means the only reason for the mixed awe and anxiety
that Soviet Marxists felt towards natural science and its adepts
who had a philosophical bent. V. I. Vernadskii, an outstanding
geo-chemist with interests in a wide range of subjects including
the history and philosophy of natural science, produced a
similar effect among the Marxists. His essay, ‘On the Scientific
Weltanschauung’, had won him Lenin’s praise in Materialism and
Empirio-criticism, which caused some Marxists to consider him
an unwitting dialectical materialist.5¢ Others were disturbed
by his respect for religion and idealist philosophy, his allegedly
vitalist views on the origin of life, and his steadfast unwilling-
ness even to consider Marxism as a philosophy of science.5!
On the political side he had been a zemstvo liberal, and had
joined the mass resignation from Moscow University in 1911
as a protest against governmental abridgment of the Uni-
versity’s autonomy. He spent the Civil War with other anti-
Bolshevik scientists in the Crimea, but he did not go into
emigration when that last stronghold of the Whites fell. He
returned to the Academy of Sciences in Petrograd and re-
sumed his leading role in work of capital importance to the
Soviet régime, such as the inventory of the country’s natural
resources, and the founding of new scientific institutes.52 He
shared the Bolsheviks’ desire for a great flowering of science and
technology under the sponsorship of ‘the state, [which] must
give funds, call to life scientific organizations, set tasks for us.
But,” he added,
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we must always remember and know that its intervention in creative
scientific work cannot go further than this. Science, like religion,
philosophy, or art, is a spiritual field of human creativity, funda-
mentally more powerful and more profound, more eternal than all
the social forms of human life. It suffices unto itself. It is free and
does not tolerate any limitations.5?

Vernadskii was not the only eminent scientist to set such
terms on his co-operation with the Soviet régime’s promotion of
science. When V. A. Steklov, the famous mathematician and
Vice-President of the Academy of Sciences, published a brief,
popular biography of Galilco in 1923, therc could have been
little doubt concerning his basic motive: he was reading the
Bolsheviks an historical lesson in the philosophy, or perhaps
one should say the sociology, of science. The ‘party’ that con-
trolled the Catholic Church in the scventeenth century, he
explained, tried to subject science to their ‘party discipline’.
‘In social affairs, in politics.” Steklov conceded, ‘this party
discipline is unavoidable for the achievement of specific action
at a given, specific moment, but to science and to scientists it is
inapplicable.’®* Indeed he hammered the last point with
considerable force, which is unfortunately weakened in
translation by our rejection of the double negative ;

. . . The free mind of the exact researcher and thinker can never be
subordinated to any previously defined and forever immobile
slogans of any party. There has not been, is not, and will not be
such a force as would oblige that mind to subordinate itself to this
requirement. . . .

Demonic science [a reference to a monk’s description of mathe-
matics as a satanic science] must not be trifled with in any respect;
it and its servants should be allowed full freedom in all respects,
and the whole world should pay close attention to its discoveries of
genius, which fly out over the world from century to century, above
all the conditions of the given historical moment.5s

One Soviet Marxist disagreed sharply with this conception of
the relationship between science and society, and sneered at
Steklov’s ‘homily for politicians’.56 Other Soviet Marxists
occasionally spoke of ‘the dictatorship of Marxism’ as already
existing in the ’twenties, with the apparent implication that
only transient exigencies of the Cultural Revolution explained
the freedom of scientists to express non-Marxist views.3” But
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still other Marxists showed signs of fearing that Steklov’s view
might be, to some extent at least, justified. Friche’s sensitivity
to complaints that the Bolsheviks were ‘strangling science’
has already been cited, as has Pokrovsky’s view that Marxist
scholarship needed the competition of non-Marxist scholar-
ship. In a later chapter Trotsky will be found to have expressed
a view similar to Steklov’s, and further on the reader will find
evidence of continued division among Soviet Marxists even in
the time of the First Five Year Plan, as the ‘dictatorship of
Marxism’ emerged more and more clearly from the vanishing
ambiguities of the ’twenties. If extensive arguments concerning
the position of non-Marxist philosophies of science in Soviet
Russia are not to be found—and they are not—the reasons are
complex, and consideration of them may be postponed. But it
should already be clear that even on this critical question of the
relationship between science and society, between scientists and
politicians, the reaction of Soviet Marxists to the non-Marxist
views that were current during NEP was not simple hostility,
but complex anxiety.



5

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION
AND MARXIST PHILOSOPHERS

SovieT Marxists responded to the challenge of non-Marxist
interpretations of science not only on a level that may properly
be called philosophical discussion, but also on the level of mass
propaganda, as part of the drive against religion. Even though
the very word, ‘philosophy’, was generally shunned on this
level, the anti-religious campaign exerted a considerable in-
fluence on Soviet Marxist philosophy of natural science, and
a brief excursion into the history of Soviet atheism is accord-
ingly unavoidable.

People who were not only atheist in thought but joined
atheist organizations and participated actively in the ‘struggle
against religion’ were known in Soviet Russia of the ’twenties as
antireligiozniki, which had best be translated literally as ‘anti-
religionists’, so that the cumbersome neologism may suggest
in English as in Russian zealous participation in a new cult.
There were astute intellectuals in the movement, but they
appear to have been a distinct minority ; complaints of the low
intellectual level of the average anti-religionist and his propa-
ganda were constant in the anti-religious press throughout the
’twenties.! One gets the impression, moreover, that intellectual
crudity was often joined with a streak of wildness, an obstre-
perous eagerness to play the gadfly on religious ‘Philistines’
(meshchane, obyvateli). Consider, for example, the anti-reli-
gionists’ use of the defiantly ambiguous term bezbozhnik rather
than the precise and relatively decorous ateist (atheist). Bezboz-
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hrik may be rendered literally as ‘godless’, but this translation
does not convey the pejorative sense of the Russian word,
which Lenin himself used as invective, indicating shameless un-
scrupulousness.? By calling themselves bezbozhniki the anti-
religionists were gratuitously ‘giving a fig’, or thumbing their
noses as we should say, to their religious countrymen. One is
accordingly not surprised to find The Anti-religionist, the
theoretical journal of the ‘League of Bezbozhniki’, warning
anti-religious speakers that they did the cause harm by railing
at their audiences when questions and comments indicated
resistance to the atheist creed.®

Another noteworthy feature of the anti-religious campaign
was the widespread feeling among anti-religionists that the
attack should be limited to political and social aspects of
religion, and that anti-religious propaganda among peasants
and workmen should not deal with cosmological questions.
This ‘practicality’ was fairly widespread, but it was officially
censured.4 ‘The peasant,” wrote V. N. Sarab’ianov, who was a
leading figure in philosophical discussions as well as the anti-
religious movement,

also poses questions broadly, methodologically, if you please, and
not only narrowly, practically: concerning god [sic] and the world,
and not only concerning the priest and the peasant’s own household.
If one succeeds in demonstrating to the peasant the law of the con-
servation of matter and what follows from this law, in the long run
he, even on his own, will see the connection with the question of the
world’s creation and its end.’®

In short, propaganda of the rationalist as well as the anti-
clerical elements in atheism seemed desirable in spite of wide-
spread intellectual poverty and emotional wildness among the
anti-religionists. It was this ambitious programme that the
Central Committee of the Communist Party sanctioned;
directives of September, 1921, called for propaganda that
would ‘set a foundation of natural science under an historical
explanation of the question of religon’.® A similar decision was
embodied in a resolution adopted by the Twelfth Party Con-
gress in April, 1923 :

... Most of the literature published thus far cannot satisfy the mass
reader. Pamphlets and leaflets must be published that are accessible
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to the average worker or peasant, that will, in a form he can under-
stand, give answers to questions concerning the origin of the world
and life and the essence of human relationships, that will expose the
counter-revolutionary role of religion and the chureh, especially the
Russian Church. . .. Itis necessary to give special attention . . . to
the attraction of specialists, natural scientists, materialists to the
reading of [popular] lectures. . . . All our anti-religious agitation and
propaganda cannot really penetrate the people until we actually set
in motion work on the formal education of the labouring masses of
town and country in the spirit of scholarly, materialist natural
science. . . .7

In effect the Party was calling on the anti-religionists to pro-
pagate a substitute for religion, a comprehensive vision of the
universe and man’s place in it that would replace the worship
of supernatural beings under the guidance of priests by faith
in progress towards an earthly paradise under the direction of
Communists.? In this atheist Weltanschauung natural science
was called on to play a leading role. In practice,‘scholarly,
materialist natural science’ was shaped to suit the peculiarities
of the anti-religious movement. The crudity and obstreperous-
ness that were widespread in the movement, and the lingering
doubts among anti-religionists concerning the efficacy of
cosmological propaganda in any form, were probably the main
reasons that the atheist Weltanschauung of the ’twenties tended to
be a low grade of positivism.® For the most part philosopliy was
not even discussed but simply ignored or summarily dismissed
as an attempt ‘to light up the darkness with the stars people see
when they run their heads against a stone wall’.1% Nevertheless,
some anti-religionists, as the reader will sce below, did get in-
volved in explicit discussions of the philosophy of science,
bringing their positivist bias with them.

On the level of philosophy, properly speaking, Soviet
Marxists were rather slow in taking up the challenge of non-
Marxist interpretations of natural science. When Under The
Banner of Marxism, the chief philosophical journal of Soviet
Marxism, first appeared in 1922, its concentration was almost
entirely on social and political theory. The editorial manifesto
and a salutatory letter from Trotsky said nothing about the
philosophy of natural science.!? Only among the book reviews
was there a portent: A. K. Timiriazev, a Bolshevik physicist,
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who had already begun his compaign against the theory of
relativity in another journal, commented hostilely on a Russian
translation of Einstein.12 Otherwise, from the flaming editorial
at the front—‘We are not trying to be researchers . . . we are
fighters . . .’—to the woodcut of rebellious proletarians on
the back cover, the stress was on Marxist materialism as a
militant political and social philosophy.

Rather circumspectly, in a communication that was pub-
lished in the second issuc of the journal, Lenin advised the
editors that without attention to the dialectics of natural science
‘Materialism cannot be militant materialism. It will be not so
much the smiter as the smitten, to use an expression of Shche-
drin’s’.13 This communication of Lenin’s, ‘On the Significance
of Militant Materialism’, proved to be of critical importance,
not simply because it impelled Soviet Marxists towards work in
the philosophy of natural science, but also because it impelled
them towards two different and ultimately conflicting ten-
dencies. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that
Lenin’s authoritative words hastened the cmergence of ten-
dencies that were already germinating among Soviet Marxists.
In either case, the article merits close scrutiny.

To begin with, Lenin commended the editors’ declared in-
tention of engaging not only Communists but materialists at
large to write for Under the Banner of Marxism. He also applauded
the editors’ proclamation of war on religion, and gave them
strategic advice.! It was in a separate second part of his article
that Lenin noted the journal’s neglect of the philosophy of
natural science. He suggested that perhaps even more import-
ant than an alliance with non-Communist materialist philoso-
phers was

an alliance with those representatives of modern natural science who
incline towards materialism and are not afraid to defend and preach
it against the modish philosophical wobbling towards idealism and
skepticism that is prevalent in so-called ‘educated society’.

The article by A. Timiriazev . . . permits us to hope that the
journal will succeed in effecting this second alliance too. Greater
attention needs to be paid to it. It needs to be remembered that
reactionary philosophical schools and quasi schools, trends and
pseudo trends, are being born almost continuously, precisely out of
the abrupt breakup that contemporary natural science is experiencing.
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For this reason, following the problems that are raised by the
recent revolution in the field of natural science, and drawing
natural scientists to this work in the philosophical journal, are a
task without the performance of which militant materialism cannot
possibly be either militant or materialisin,®

Rcturn@_ to Timiriazev’s article as a model, Lenin gave the
misleading impression that Timiriazev had expressed hostility
not to Einstein’s physics but only to the philosophical interpre-
tations that the ‘bourgeois intelligentsia’ put upon the theory
of relativity as upon most of the great innovations in recent
natural science.l® Thus, Lenin’s demand for an alliance with
natural scientists ‘who incline towards materialism’ could have
been interpreted as having little or no substantive bearing on
natural science itself, and requiring little or no specifically
dialectical materialism.

But Lenin went on to argue the necessity of ‘a solid philoso-
phical ground’ both for the natural sciences and for material-
ism if they were to endure ‘ the struggle against the onslaught of
bourgeois ideas, against the re-establishment of the bourgeois
world outlook’. And the ‘solid philosophical ground’, Lenin
specified, must be Hegelian dialcctics materialistically re-
interpreted :

The group of editors and contributors of the magazine Under the
Banner of Marxism should, in my opinion, be a kind of ‘Society of
Materialist Friends of Hegelian Dialectics’. Modern natural
scientists will find (if they know how to seek, and if we learn to help
them) in the Hegelian dialectics materialistically interpreted a
series of answers to the philosophical problems that are being raised
by the revolution in natural science making the intelligentsia who
admire bourgeois fashion stumble into reaction.!?

Lenin probably thought of this programme as complementing
the one he outlined first. Natural scientists with materialistic
inclinations were not only to be enlisted in the struggle against
‘reactionary’ philosophical interpretations of scientific theories,
but they were also to be taught how to be specifically dialectical
materialists. In practice, as the reader will sec, the two pro-
grammes diverged. Promoters of the anti-‘bourgeois’, mater-
ialist alliance with natural scientists tended to become positi-
vist in their world view and reductionist in their methodology,
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while the ‘Friends of Hegelian Dialectics’—and such a society
was actually formed—!® tended towards a metaphysical
philosophy that insisted on irreducible ‘qualities’ or levels of
integration. And both groups could claim to be following
Lenin’s directives.!?

It seems strange, in view of Lenin’s ambitious programme for
Soviet Marxist philosophy of natural science, that the Party’s
formal directives on the subject were so scanty as to be almost
unnoticeable. The Party press, to be sure, carried constant
articles warning of the anti-materialist indoctrination that the
‘red specialists’ of the future were receiving from the ‘bour-
geois’ professors of natural science.2? But when the Twelfth
Party Conference in August, 1922, adopted a long resolution
on measures to combat ‘bourgeois’ ideology, the philosophy
of natural science was not explicitly mentioned. Only a faint
echo of Lenin’s article could be found in one paragraph.?!
The Twelfth Party Congress, which met in April, 1923, was a
little less vague in a similar resolution concerning the struggle
with ‘bourgeois’ ideology :

In closest connection with the necessity of organized counteraction
to the influence that bourgeois and revisionist-minded professors
have above all on the student youth, the task of enlivening the work of
scholarly Communist thought must be advanced to a greater degree
than at present, by making the Socialist Academy the centre of this
work, and by extending the range of the Academy’s activity beyond
the boundaries of social science. 22

This brief, vague statement of the Party’s requirements in the
philosophy of natural science, and a similarly brief but slightly
more explicit statement in the Socialist (or Communist)
Academy’s Statute,?® were the only formal, public directives
that Communist philosophers of science received throughout
the ’twenties. This seems strange, until one recalls the Com-
munists’ poverty of men and expert knowledge in the field
of natural science and its philosophy. Lenin could project the
triumph of his philosophy of natural science as readily as he
sketched plans for massive electrification or for a government so
simplified and democratic that cooks would be able to manage
it, but actual directives for immediate action had to be con-
siderably more modest.
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This explanation of the difference between Lenin’s plan and
the Party’s directives is borne out by the evidence of delay in
‘extending the range of the [Communist] Academy’s activity
beyond the boundaries of social science’, and by the meager-
ness of the result when the extension did occur. A plenary
meeting of the Academy’s members, and a conference between
the Academy and the Agitation and Propaganda Department
of the Communist Party’s Central Committee, decided in 1923
to transfer the Institute of Scientific [nauchnot] Philosophy to the
control of the Communist Academy; but, as the reader will
recall, considerable irresolution was displayed in carrying out
the transfer.?4 Morcover, it was not until 1925 that steps were
taken to establish within the Academy a Section devoted
specifically to natural sciences (estestvoznanie), and Otto Iulevich
Shmidt, the Bolshevik mathematician and explorer who
fathered the new Section, had his eye much more on the
political ideology of natural scientists than on their science or
its philosophy. ‘At the time that I came to this work,” he
recalled in 1930,

the situation with respect to Marxist cadres [of natural scientists)
was, of course, many times worse than now, although now too there
are dreadfully few. I drew some Communists into the Section, but at
the same time I considered it possible at that stage to draw in what
appeared to be the left front of non-Party people, to try and organize
them, and thereby to intensify the division among natural scientists,
and to increase the guiding role of the Communist Academy in this
essentially political work. 28

The division among natural scientists that Shmidt tried to
intensify was a division between well- and ill-wishers of the
Soviet régime. Merely to get a reputable scientist to work
within the Communist Academy’s Section of the Natural and
Exact Sciences was considered a gain almost regardless of what
he did there. The result was at least one scandal (Professor
Kostitsyn, who was put in charge of the seminar on the structure
of matter, emigrated), some hard feeling on the part of Com-
munist graduate students because the eminent specialists
tended to ignore Party affiliation in appointing assistants and
filling seminars, and in general the anomalous presence in a
Communist Academy of ‘perfectly decorous scientific estab-
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lishments’, as Shmidt remarked in 1930, when he helped launch
adrive to Bolshevize the proliferations of the original Section. 27
To be sure one can perceive a change creeping over the
Section already in 1927. An influx of young scientists focused
the discussions more and more on problems of the Marxist
philosophy of natural science, and Director Shmidt finally be-
came involved in the controversy between the Deborinites and
the mechanists. But even to the end of the controversy most of
the papers read at meetings sponsored by the Section (or
Institute, as it came to be called) of Natural Science dealt with
technical subjects that had little bearing on the philosophical
controversy, and indeed displayed little that was explicitly
Marxist. 28

Similar results can be observed in other institutions where
Soviet Marxists tried to go ‘beyond the boundaries of social
science’. The ‘State Timiriazev Scientific Research Institute
for the Study and Propaganda of Natural Science From the
Point of View of Dialectical Materialism’ got a considerable
number of natural scientists to publish little pamphlets of popu-
lar science with a more or less materialist slant.2? But other-
wise it belied the promise of its ponderous title until 1925,
when it rallied to the defence of the mechanist faction in the
philosophical controversy, and became their chief stronghold,
publishing what was in effect the organ of the mechanist
faction. In the Ukraine the ‘Scientific Research Department of
Marxism-Leninism’ was part of the Ukrainian Academy of
Sciences only ‘in a dialectical sense’, a Marxist once reported
to a conference, for the Ukrainian Academy was actually
dominated by ‘bourgeois’ natural scientists.3° In 1928, when
this report was made, the Department of Marxism-Leninism
had begun to harangue—or perhaps one should say hector—
the rest of the Academy with dialectics;3! but in 1924, as the
reader will see below, the Ukraine’s chief Marxist philosopher,
S. Iu. Semkovskii, approached ‘bourgeois’ scientists with the
argument that they already were Marxists without realizing it.

This chief philosopher in the Ukraine had been a Trotskyite
and ‘Machist’ before the Revolution; in 1913 Lenin had de-
nounced him as ‘a liquidator of Marx’s philosophical material-
ism’.32 The fact is noteworthy not as a curiosity but as an illus-
tration of a general rule, which can also be attributed to the
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peculiarities of the Cultural Revolution in the ’twenties. The
chief philosophers in Moscow were A. M. Deborin and Liubov’
Aksel’rod the Orthodox, both resembling Semkovskii in their
history of pre-revolutionary conflict with the Bolsheviks in
philosophy and in politics.?? Only in 1924 did the Bolsheviks
feel strong enough to drop the broad appeal implicit in the
description of their highest institution of learning as the
Socialist Academy ; they began to call it specifically the Com-
munist Academy.34 But this restriction, like the contem-
poraneous decision to assume responsibility for natural science,
was considerably more difficult to accomplish than to announce.
As late as 1928 twenty-six of the Academy’s fifty-nine ‘senior
scholarly colleagues [starshie nauchnye sotrudniki]’ were not Party
members, and a good many of the remaining thirty-three were
very likely former Mensheviks only recently accepted into the
Bolshevik Party.35 In 1924, when Pokrovsky proposed the sub-
stitution of ‘Communist’ for ‘Socialist’ in the name of the
Academy, he explained, ‘Our diapason has been somewhat
constricted.’3¢ But it was not so constricted that any public
notice was taken of Riazanov’s characteristically non-Leninist
comment in agreeing to the change: ‘I am not a Bolshevik, I
am not a Menshevik, and not a Leninist. I am only a Marxist,
and as a Marxist I am a Communist.”’3? Not until 1931 was
Riazanov publicly censured for the views that prompted such a
remark.

In part, this toleration of heterodoxy was a product of the
destruction of the rival revolutionary parties during the Civil
War. Many former Mensheviks and Social-Revolutionaries
‘recognized the October Revolution’, as the current phrase
ran, and offered their services to the Bolshevik régime. At first
the Bolsheviks welcomed them, but in 1921, with victory
assured, a campaign was launched to put Communists on guard
against ‘Mensheviks’, in Lenin’s description, ‘who have re-
painted their “facade” but have remained Mensheviks at
heart’.38 The Central Committee, in a less truculent mood,
warned that ‘Menshevism is a contagious disease ; it is not easy
for one to be cured of it, even one who sincerely strives for a
cure’.3® This campaign brought a major purge in the Party,
but it had relatively little outward effect on the rapidly growing
network of Communist institutions of higher learning, where
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even a former Cadet (Constitutional Democrat) became a lead-
ing philosopher.4°

Some Communist officials had misgivings, but the extreme
shortage of undeviating Leninists who were qualified for ad-
vanced research and teaching shoved such misgivings into the
background. In 1920 or 1921 Sverdlov Communist University
asked the Party’s Organizational Bureau whether Deborin
and Aksel’rod the Orthodox might be allowed to give courses in
philosophy. The ‘Orgbureau’ replied that Deborin might, but
not Aksel’rod, presumably because she had been a ‘defencist’
during the World War, while Deborin had been an ‘inter-
nationalist’ Menshevik. (The ‘defencists’ had supported
Russia’s war effort, while the ‘internationalists’ had urged an
immediate peace, but had not agreed with Lenin’s programme
of ‘turning the imperialist war into a civil war’.) But Sverdlov
University, pressed for teachers, would not let the matter drop,
and the ‘Orgbureau’ passed the problem on to Lenin, who re-
plied: ‘In my opinion, both, unquestionably. They are useful, for
they will defend Marxism (if they begin to agitate for Men-
shevism, we shall catch them; [they] need to be supervised).’4*
Such philosophers were accordingly in a position strangely
similar to that of the ‘bourgeois’ specialists ; in the eyes of some
Bolshevik officials they were a possibly dangerous makeshift to
get the Cultural Revolution under way.

It would be wrong to exaggerate this distrustful attitude to-
wards heterodox Marxists, as many have done, reading into the
history of the ’twenties the tone of Soviet intellectual life since
1930. Aside from the shortage of qualified personnel there was
another reason for the toleration of heterodoxy in the *twenties:
the carry-over from pre-revolutionary times of Lenin’s broad
understanding of the partyness of philosophy. The very note
that told the Organization Bureau to keep an eye on Deborin
and Aksel’rod, lest they revive their Menshevik politics, took it
for granted that they would defend Marxist philosophy.
Apparently Lenin still did not think that the Bolsheviks had a
monopoly of orthodox philosophy. Plekhanov died in 1918, an
unregenerate Menshevik and opponent of the Soviet régime,
but Lenin, while criticizing the Bolshevik Bukharin’s under-
standing of dialectics, advised young Communists to study
‘everything Plekhanov wrote on philosophy, for it is the best
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in all the international literature of Marxism’.42 Moreover,
Lenin’s toleration of philosophical heterodoxy within the Bol-
shevik Party survived the Revolution. Such former Vperedists as
Lunacharsky, Pokrovsky, Bazarov, and Liadov were given high
posts in ideologically sensitive fields without disclaimers of
‘Machism’ being required. Indeed, Lunacharsky, the Com-
missar of Education, gave printed evidence of his continuing
heterodoxy.4® And when (in 1918) Bogdanov organized the
First All-Russian Congress of Proletarian Culture, Lenin did
not repeat his pre-revolutionary denunciations of the concept
and the organization as a screen for ‘Machism’, but politely
returned the best wishes that the Congress sent to him. 44

Yet the paradoxical fact is that in 1920, when Proletcult, as
Bogdanov’s organization was called for short, gathered for its
Second Congress, Lenin invoked the authority of the Party’s
Central Committee to destroy the organization. Very likely the
success of Proletcult was its undoing. It had become a mass
movement, claiming to have eighty thousand at work in its
studios of proletarian art, and disseminating Bogdanov’s
‘organizational science’, as he called the latest phase of his
philosophy, to more than half a million workmen outside the
studios.4® Lenin declared ‘merciless hostility’ to Proletcult in
May, 1919, when he discovered its great influence at a con-
ference of Soviet educators.4é In effect, the pre-revolutionary
conflict over Bogdanov’s school on Capri was now repeated on
a much grander scale; at stake was the right to teach prole-
tarian philosophy not to a handful of émigrés but to a mass
audience in Russia. A month before the Second Congress of
Proletcult Lenin brought out a second edition of Materialism
and Empirio-criticism, explaining in a new preface that he did
not have time to bring it up to date, but that an appendix by
V. I. Nevskii did the job for him. Nevskii’s essay, ‘ Dialectical
Materialism and the Philosophy of Dead Reaction,” was a reply
to Bogdanov’s Philosophy of Living Experience, which had just
appeared in a second edition.4?

Not content with pitting book against book, Lenin detailed
Lunacharsky to tell the Congress of Proletcult that the organi-
zation must become a part of the Commissariat of Education.
Lunacharsky, who sympathized with Bogdanov’s philosophy,
turned this into a request for co-operation between the two
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bodies, whereupon Lenin took the matter to the Party’s Cen-
tral Committee.4® Pokrovsky, another former collaborator of
Bogdanov’s, and Bukharin, a young admirer of Bogdanov’s
philosophy, were sent to tell the Congress that it must adopt a
resolution expressing its desire to become a part of the Com-
missariat of Education.4? ¢ After long, hot debates,’ the journal
of Proletcult tells us, ‘the Communist faction, by force of
Party discipline, carried the resolution through the Congress.’s°
As the quotation suggests, the report in the journal of Prolet-
cult was angry at its loss of independence, and the Party’s
Central Committee replied with a letter in Pravda, justifying
its intervention on the ground that workmen must be pro-
tected against ‘Machism’, and promising Proletcult ‘full
autonomy in the field of artistic creation’.®! (In fact, the
organization withered away within the next few years.)

Thus a precedent was set for the Central Committee’s inter-
vention in philosophical discussion, but it is significant that the
precedent was not invoked as such until 1930. In the meantime
Bogdanov continued to publish his ‘Machist’ views in books
and in the journal of the Communist Academy, where he was a
full member until his death in 1928. He had been kicked up-
stairs. He could speak to the intellectuals and participate in the
controversy over the philosophy of science, as the reader will see
below, but he had been denied a mass audience organized in-
dependently of the Communist Party.

In general, the highest Party organs kept a fairly light rein
during the ’twenties on the institutions where Marxist philoso-
phers worked. The Communist Academy, which was supposed
to be the organizing and directing centre in all fields of Soviet
Marxist thought, was formally attached not to the Party’s
Central Committee but to the Central Executive Committee of
the Soviet Union.®2 And in practice the high Party officials who
were nominal members of the Academy’s governing body, its
Presidium, rarely attended its meetings.®3 It fell to the historian
M. N. Pokrovsky, another Marxist with a history of deviation
from Bolshevism, to report the Party’s requirements to the
Academy. In October, 1923, for example, he reminded a
meeting of the Academy that the Party’s Twelfth Congress had,
six months ago, resolved that the Academy should extend its
commitment ‘beyond the boundaries of social science’. But,
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Pokrovsky added, ‘ the Congress’ decree binds nothing [specific]
on us’. Indeed, he was somewhat embarrassed and apologetic:

And the fact that at the present time we arc charged with this task
as a Party function, I think that this is pure gain for us; it will be
possible for us, at least when utilizing Party forces in this direction,
to operate with the methods of Party discipline. I, like many old
Party intellectuals, have reacted querulously and discontentedly to
external discipline, but I must say that recently I have begun to
notice that some things are not feasible without it, so that in the
given instance external discipline will be useful to us.54

Towards the end of the period under review the autonomy of
the Communist Academy began to shrink. In January, 1927,
Stalin, Molotov and Rykov were elected to membership,
apparently as a gesture of the Academy’s political orthodoxy ;5
and in the summer of 1927 the work of the Academy was sub-
jected to a formal review by the Party’s Central Committee.
Pokrovsky’s attitude, when he reported the results of this
review to a meeting of the Academy, was significantly different
from his attitude in 1923. He hammered the point that the
Academy could not be ‘a parliament of opinions’, that it must
adhere to a single line; and even though it was obvious that he
had the Party’s factional quarrels uppermost in mind, his
view of other matters was affected by the new spirit. The same
resolution of the Twelfth Party Congress that he had described
in 1923 as ‘binding nothing on us’, he now characterized as
stating ‘for the first time absolutely officially’ that Marxist
thought cannot be confined to the social sciences.5® Neverthe-
less, as the reader has already seen, it was not until March,
1928, after Stepanov had resumed active membership, that the
Communist Academy expelled Trotsky and other prominent
deviationists, ‘in accordance with considerations of an ideo-
logical character’.®? And, as far as the philosophy of natural
science was concerned, to the end of 1929 some philosophers in
the Academy could persuade themselves that they were leading
rather than following the Party’s Central Committee.*®

It will be necessary in a later chapter to consider at greater
length the related problems of the limited autonomy and of the
diversity of opinion among Soviet Marxist philosophers of
science, for they were problems, even though the philosophers
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tended to slur them no less than the analogous problem of the
limits of toleration for non-Marxist philosophies. The point here
is that the necessities of the Cultural Revolution obliged the
Central Committee to entrust the development of a Marxist
philosophy of natural science to old intellectuals who, as
Pokrovsky indicated, would have reacted querulously to ex-
ternally imposed discipline. Moreover, as the reader will find
below, some of these philosophers experienced an internal con-
flict between their desire to be ‘orthodox’ and their irrespres-
sible conviction that objectively existing truth is found by
individual minds and is no respecter of orthodoxies. The same
thinker who ridiculed his critics as ‘zealots of the ancient
piety’, earned from them the epithet ‘ Talmudist’ because of the
endless quotations that he culled from Marx and the other
‘founders’ or ‘classics’ to prove his points.®® In the absence of a
clearly defined programme and a firm guiding hand—and the
Party’s high command provided neither—controversy could
hardly have been avoided.
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6

MECHANISM AS A
TENDENCY

MEcuanisTic materialism in various forms was probably the
dominant philosophy among Soviet Marxists until the Debor-
inites challenged it in the mid-’twenties. In part this was a
prodigiously anti-philosophical mechanism, an inflamed reac-
tion to the Civil War and the desperate position the Bolsheviks
were in even when the war was won. Staggering from one crisis
to another, many Bolsheviks developed an impatience with
abstract theory, if not an outright contempt for it, a ‘revolu-
tionary pragmatism’ or ‘Soviet Americanism’, as it was some-
times called.! The obverse was a hunger for panaceas, a search
for simple, all-embracing formulas that would on application
quickly dissolve complex difficulties and realize the Communist
paradise. Exlibiting both sides, ‘ Enchmenism’ and ‘Mininism’
are the prime specimens of this anti-philosophical, simplistic
mechanism.

Emmanuel Enchmen, a former Social Revolutionary, an-
nounced his ‘evolutionary theory of historical physiology’ dur-
ing the Civil War itself, by the publication in 1920 of Eighteen
Theses Concerning the Theory of the New Biology.2 The theory was
a travesty of the neuro-physiological school of psychology.?
What Pavlov, the cautious scientist, only hinted at occasion-
ally, Enchmen proclaimed as a firmly-established, indeed a final
truth :

Our understanding of the process of cognition does not in the least
coincide with the meaning that has been given and is given to these
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words in all doctrines except the theory of the new biology : for us the
words knowledge and cognition signify only physiological reactions
without any participation of a psyche, i.e., without any participation
of non-spatial phenomena.®

Mind, spirit, psyche—all such concepts had been invented by
the exploiters to befuddle the exploited. The end of these con-
cepts, indeed, the end of concepts in general, was now imminent.

World-view is an invention of exploiters. . . . With the arrival of the
cpoch of the proletarian dictatorship we are against any ‘world-
view’. We are for the proletarian, the emerging Communist, single
system of organic reflexes. . . . The philosophical world-view called
dialectical materialism will be reduced to ashes, for thanks to bio-
logical training the necessity of logic will disappear; cognition,
thought, will wither away, and only the physiological reflex of
the guffaw will recall exploitative dialectical materialism, which
befuddles the innocent heads of advanced revolutionary workmen. ¢

It would be profitless, though diverting, to follow Enchmen’s
detailed account of the utopia that would be realized, if only
his fellow revolutionaries would utilize the ‘fifteen analysers’
in the human nervous system. Ultimately there would be a
‘world commune’, administered by a Revnauchsovet (an acronym
for ‘Revolutionary Scientific Council’) issuing ‘physiological
passports’ to people who would no longer possess the written
or even the spoken word but only the ‘single system of organic
reflexes’. But so long as proletarians did read, Enchmen was
‘profoundly convinced that in the not distant future all the
works on the philosophy of Marxism that are now considered
very authoritative will in the saddest fashion gather an ever
thicker layer of dust on the shelves of school libraries’, while
his own Eighteen Theses would go through many editions, ‘and
many times we shall witness workmen studying this pamphlet,
turning its pages with their calloused hands”?

Enchmen’s expectations were cruelly disappointed. After the
first and only edition (1920) of the pamphlet just mentioned,
he published in 1923 ‘Issue One’ of a projected ‘Encyclopedia
of the New Biology’.® And that was the end. He had, to be sure,
acquired a following among the revolutionary youth who were
turning from war work and soldiering to higher education.?
In some Communist universities his followers had formed clubs
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of “te-en-bisty’ (T-N-B’ers’, for ‘Theory of New Biology’).1°
But among the people who taught in the Communist univer-
sities, edited Communist publications, and headed Communist
research and propaganda organizations, Enchmen had, so far
as the present research has revealed, not a single supporter. In
fact, established authority was mobilized against him. Bukharin
was among the leading Party theorists who published polemics
against him, and an editorial in Pravda took a slap at
Enchmenism, giving the impression in a passing reference
that only those opposed to the Party’s general line could be
Enchmenist.

Fortune was only slightly kinder to S. Minin, the revolution-
ary who used Comte as Enchmen used Pavlov. Minin broke
into print not two but three times, and subsequently the Debor-
inites attemped to discredit their mechanist opponents by call-
ing him the founder of the mechanist bloc; later still this
polemical exaggeration was elevated to the status of dogma,
and careless scholarship outside the Soviet Union continues to
propagate the error.?> It would be as accurate to count Father
Coughlin among the founders of the New Conservatism in
America.

There is reason to believe that Minin was arguing his views
to sympathetic students at Sverdlov Communist University
during 1920 and 1921, while the Civil War was still on.?® But
it was not until the middle of 1922 that he broke through the
hostility of Communist editors, first in a provincial journal,
then in Under the Banner of Marxism itself,’® the newly estab-
lished journal of Soviet Marxist philosophy. In a note prefixed
to Minin’s manifesto, the editors of this journal warned that
they were printing it—abridged, they said, owing to a lack of
space—only as a symptom of anti-philosophical currents of
opinion, and immediately after it they placed a rebuttal more
than twice the length of Minin’s article.'® Towards the end of
1922 they allowed Minin space once again for a reply to his
many critics.)” And then silence. For a time he may have
nourished hopes of vindication. The leading anti-religionist of
Kharkov, and an anonymous author in Tsaritsyn(now Stalin-
grad), published articles in defence of his views.?® But by the
end of 1923 defences of Minin had disappeared even from
provincial journals,!?
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In substance, Minin’s theory was not nearly as revolutionary
as Enchmen’s, but his style made up for that lack. Brief, per-
emptory paragraphs asserted his simple argument. Religion
was a tool of landed ruling classes, who needed no science;
philosophy had been a tool of the bourgeoisie, who needed
science for production but needed also to befuddle the masses.
The proletariat alone needed neither religion nor philosophy,
but only science.

PHILOSOPHY IS A PROP OF THE BOURGEOISIE.
Not idealist, not metaphysical philosophy only, but
precisely philosophy in general, philosophy as such. . . .
In a word the proletariat retains and must retain science,
only science, but no kind of philosophy. SCIENCE TO
THE BRIDGE—PHILOSOPHY OVERBOARD!

S. Minin, 26/IV, 1922, o225 [i.e., 2.25 a.m.]?°

To the charge that he was merely dressing Comte’s scheme of
intellectual history in revolutionary phrases, Minin replied,
with Plekhanov as his authority, that Comte had stolen the
theory from the socialist Saint-Simon.?* To the argument that
Marx and the other ‘founders of Marxism’ had repeatedly in-
dicated their belief in the necessity of philosophy, Minin replied
that they had been children of their times, and that, even so,
their writings contained hints of the newly-revealed truth that
science needs no philosophy. ‘Away with the “dirty linen”
of philosophy!’ Minin exclaimed, paraphrasing Lenin’s famous
remark concerning Social Democracy. ‘We need science, only
science, simply science.’ 22 ‘

The influence of Enchmen and Minin was almost entirely
confined to the Communist student youth. With the single
exception of the Kharkov anti-religionist, established Com-
munist theorists, including those who would become leading
members of the mechanist faction, displayed hostility or in-
difference to these ultra-revolutionary positivists. But evidences
of other, less crude varieties of mechanism as a tendency
abound in the very polemics against Minin and Enchmen.
Bukharin, for example, countered Enchmen’s reduction of
social science and psychology to biology by asking whether
biology could not be reduced to chemistry and physics.23 A
critic writing in Pravda found Enchmenism and Mininism to be
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essentially idealist, and set up against them ‘the mechanico-
materialist view’.24 And the Rector of Sverdlov Communist
University responded to the vogue of Enchmenism and
Mininism among his charges by calling for the abolition of
courses in philosophy. At this point something quite different
from mechanism emerged ; another Communist educator con-
tended that the study of Hegel was the only antidote for Mini-
nism and Enchmenism, and a brief disputc arose bewteen
him and the Rector of Sverdlov, which helped to precipitate
the extended controversy between the mechanist and Debori-
nite factions. 28

Two other Soviet Marxists who are frequently associated
with the clash of the Deborinite and mechanist factions, even
though they took no part in it, are much better known than
Minin and Enchmen. They are Trotsky and Bukharin, who
contributed to the dominance of mechanism in the first half of
the ’twenties, but did not come to its defence when the Debori-
nites attacked it.

Trotsky’s mechanism may cause surprise to those who
facilely assume that his celebrated ‘voluntarism’ in political
theory must have precluded a mechanistic philosophy. Actually,
political ‘voluntarism’ and philosophical mechanism can be
Joined in various ways, as the quarrel between Bukharin and
Sarab’ianov showed.2¢ Trotsky, who was less interested in
abstract theory than Bukharin, made no extended effort to
justify his political theory with philosophical arguments,2?
but his mechanistic outlook was clearly revealed on the one
occasion when he became seriously involved in the philosophy
of science. 28

In 1925 he tried to persuade a congress of chemists that they
had no cause to feel strange towards Marxism, for they were
Marxists themselves. He told them that Mendeleev—and by
implication the contemporary chemist also—was, in chemistry,
without realizing it, ‘nothing else but a dialectical mater-
ialist’.2® On that basis he offered a programme of mutual non-
interference between Communists and chemists :

From the field of chemistry there is no direct and immediate exit to
social perspectives. . . . An objective method of social cognition is
necessary. Marxism is that method.
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When any Marxist tried to convert Marx’s theory into a universal
skeleton key and flitted through other fields of knowledge, Vladimir
IP’ich [Lenin] would rebuke him with the expressive little phrase,
‘Communist conceit’. This would signify in particular : Communism
does not replace chemistry. But the converse theorem is also true.
The attempt to step across Marxism, on the pretext that chemistry
(or natural science in general) must solve all problems, is a peculiar
chemical conceit, which is theoretically no less erroneous and
practically no more likeable, than Communist conceit. 3°

Trotsky drew a picture of individual scientists setting their own
rescarch goals without regard to the demands of social utility,
yet, without willing it, producing enormous social utility.3!
Adam Smith’s famous ‘invisible hand’, which created social
harmony out of the seeming anarchy of individualism, was of
course replaced in Trotsky’s vision by the immanent ‘laws of
social development’.

Thus Trotsky’s views embodied a paradox that was almost
universal among the mechanist philosophers. The proclamation
of dialectical materialism as a universal philosophy, applicable
to natural as well as social science, was actually, for natural
science, little more than a benediction. The ‘revisionist’ belief
that Marxism is not a universal philosophy but only a social

[ theory was ceremonially rejected and implicitly accepted;

“ Marxism in natural science meant what natural scientists were

\.already doing. But Trotsky expressed more of the mechanistic
philosophy than that. He sketched out a Weltanschauung that
would justify his simultaneous assurances to Communist social
theorists and non-Communist natural scientists that their
separate and apparently unconnected endeavours were actually
complementary.

Material particles were, in Trotsky’s view, the ultimate
reality, to which science would ‘in the last analysis’, ‘on

\reaching its final goal’; reduce all phenomena, whether
chemical, biological, social, or intellectual.32 This was in effect
a justification of the ‘chemical conceit’ that Trotsky rejected.
He therefore limited his mechanism. Reductionist assumptions,
Trotsky argued, were necessary for a ‘complete world view that
connects all phenomena into a single system’, but these
assumptions must be qualified by such phrases as ‘in the last
analysis’, so that the various sciences may continue to apply
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their own special methods to the special types of phenomena
that they study.3® The insistence on reductionism protected
Marxist social theory from spiritualization : human affairs were
still to be reduced to class interests, and beyond that, to forces of
production. The limitation of reductionism protected Marxist
social theory from a Pavlov or a Bekhterev, who sought the
causes of ‘wars, revolutions and their horrors’ in the physiology
of the central nervous system, 34 or in sunspots.33

One other aspect of Trotsky’s thought is worthy of note, and
that is his assessment of Lenin’s place in the development of
Marxism. This was in large part a political question, growing
out of the clash of parties before the Revolution and sustained
by the factional struggles of the ’twenties. The political leaders
of the *twenties defined their attitudes towards Menshevism in
the past and towards the problem of ‘building socialism’ in the
present partly by their estimates of Lenin’s innovations in
Marxist theory. It is accordingly not surprising that this
question was barely mentioned by the philosophers of natural
science in the period before 1930; the Party’s internal politics
entered the philosophy of natural science only late in 1929.
At that time their entry was effected in part by the charge that
the Deborinites had been surreptitiously abetting Trotsky’s
alleged disparagement of Lenin as a source of Marxist philoso-
phy.

The tangled problem of Trotsky’s attitude towards Lenin as a
philosopher may be omitted here, but two points should be
clearly understood. If Trotsky did consider Lenin considerably
less important as a philosopher than the other ‘founders of
Marxism’—and the evidence indicates that he did3®—the
thought was by no means ‘Trotskyite’. When Bukharin, for
example, commemorated Lenin’s death in January, 1924, by a
long address on the theme, ‘Lenin as a Marxist’, he had noth-
ing to say about Lenin as a philosopher.3? And Stalin’s famous
lectures, ‘The Foundations of Leninism’, delivered in April,
1924, began with an explicit denial that Lenin had contributed
anything ‘distinctive and new’ to the Marxist Weltanschauung.3°
His inconsistent assertion, further on in the same lectures, that
Lenin had ‘generalized, in accordance with materialist
philosophy’, the major developments of natural science since
Engels’ time, was only the faint beginning of reverence for
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Lenin as the most important philosopher after Marx and Engels,
an aspect of the cult of Lenin that was not clearly announced
until 1930. It is therefore wrong to see Trotsky’s influence
whenever a philosopher of science ranked Plekhanov ahead of
Lenin, or even neglected to mention Lenin, in the list of
‘founders’.

In the second place, Trotsky’s contribution to the ranking of
Plekhanov or Kautsky or Lafargue ahead of Lenin as sources of
Marxist philosophy was probably more helpful to the mechanist
than to the Deborinite cause, for Lenin of the Philosophical
Notebooks, a posthumous work that appeared during the con-
troversy, was pronouncedly ‘Hegelian’ by comparison with
Plekhanov and the other Marxists just mentioned. In short, the
retrospective charge that the Deborinites’ ‘underestimation of
Lenin’ was evidence of Trotskyite influence is quite wrong-
headed. In this matter as in the others Trotsky’s influence on
Soviet Marxist philosophy of science was probably more
mechanistic than otherwise.

Bukharin probably contributed more than Trotsky to the
formation of the intellectual atmosphere within which the
philosophers of science worked, for he wrote at length on ab-
stract problems of Marxist philosophy, and in 1923 was actually
entangled in a polemic with two future leaders of the philoso-
phical factions (the mechanist Sarab’ianov and the Deborinite
Gonikman). But in the period 1924-1929, as the reader has
already scen, an artificial silence prevailed between Bukharin
and the philosophers of science. One may nevertheless suppose
that during this period the philosophers experienced a con-
tinuous influence from Bukharin’s widely-read theoretical
writings.

The essential nature of that influence can be perceived by
considering one of the issues on which Bukharin explicitly dis-
agreed with Bogdanov, who was Bukharin’s mentor in philoso-
phy.3® Both accepted the view that the mode of production
determines the organization and development of society, but
Bukharin feared that Bogdanov had ‘ psychologized’ the human
side of the mode of production, that is, the relationships of
production. Bukharin corrected the mistake as follows:

In my view, the relationships of production are the labour co-ordi-
nation of people (considered as ‘living machines’, in space and time. The
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system of these relationships is as ‘psychical’ as a system of planets
together with their sun. Determinateness of place at each chrono-
logical point—that is what makes the system a system. 4°

The implicit vision of a single universal science, expressed per-
haps in a set of formulas from which all particular phenomena
could be derived, did not offend Bogdanov ; it had indeed been
his before it was Bukharin’s. They could not agree on where to
seek this ‘scientific monism’, as Bogdanov called it. Bukharin
seems to have visualized the ultimate unity of science in a sort
of energetics, which, in the particular case of human society,
would calculate the absorption of energy from non-human
nature by the ‘living machines’, whose organization in society
would be derived from their spatial distribution in the pro-
ductive process, itself determined by the non-living machines
at which they laboured. 4!

The reductionism of this philosophy is not its only note-
worthy feature. Like many other mechanists, Bukharin be-
lieved that dialectical materialism meant little more for natural
science than a conscious formulation of what natural scientists
were already doing. It is curious that he approached this con-
clusion by an argument very similar to one often used to dis-
credit dialectical materialism. The distinction between
mechanical and dialectical materialism is a false one, the
argument runs, since the characteristic features of dialectics—so
far as these features are rational and not a vestige of Hegelian
mysticism—can be found in mechanics as well as any other
science. Hence, the opponent of Marxism concludes, the cele-
brated dialectical materialism is exploded.*2 Hence, Bukharin
concluded, dialectical materialism is essentially mechanical
materialism, a philosophy confirmed by the triumphant pro-
gress of natural science, one that natural scientists are already
following spontaneously.#3 The first argument ends with a sneer
at Marxism, the second in a posture of reverence, and the ver-
sion a Russian natural scientist might choose to accept would
therefore be a matter of considerable political importance to
the Bolsheviks. But it seems clear that the scientist could
accept either version without altering his methodology—unless,
to be sure, he felt that mechanistic methods had become in-
adequate for science’s further development.
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It would probably be incorrect to assume that Bukharin
elaborated his philosophy with an eye on natural scientists and
their political attitudes. The present writer gets the impression
that Bukharin was primarily a social theorist who took seri-
ously, and tried to obviate, many of the criticisms of Marxism. 4
The startling derivation of relationships of production from the
spatial distribution of the producers was, in effect, a reply to the
argument that historical materialists equivocate when they
include social relationships within the allegedly material ‘mode
of production’ that determines human development. The
search for a purely mechanical world view in the laws of
thermodynamics—and that is the essence of the notorious
principle of equilibrium, which Bukharin took from Bogdanov,
who had taken it in turn from Gibbs and Le Chatelier ¥*—was
an effort to forestall several famous criticisms of Marxism. The
critics argued that dialectics is not a truly universal methodo-
logy; what could be more truly universal than the laws of
thermodynamics? The critics said that Marxism is based on a
religious faith in infinite progress, that its allegedly scientific
prediction of social development is actually a new eschatology ;
Bukharin affirmed the reversibility of universal processes
(human included), pointing to mechanics as his model. The
critics called dialectical terminology a gibberish, used by its
adepts to mean whatever they might choose ; Bukharin offered
‘the theory of equilibrium’ as ‘a formulation [of the laws of
material moving systems] cleansed of idealist elements’.

Marx and Engels emancipated dialectics from its mystical husk in
action, i.e., by applying the dialectical method materialistically in the
investigation of various fields of nature and society. The problem
now concerns the theoretico-systematical exposition of that method
and the placing of a foundation, also theoretico-systematical, under
it. Just that is furnished by the theory of equilibrium.*®

Disturbed by the ambiguities in Marxism, Bukharin tried, in
effect, to eliminate the Hegelian, the dialectical parts.4? But,
like Trotsky, he did this in order to achieve a satisfactory vision
of the universe rather than a set of practicable methods for
scientists. Theoretically, social science and biology could be
reduced to mechanics; but in one place Bukharin argued
that
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it would be truly monstrous to suppose that, let us say, the law of
the conservation of energy makes the law of labour value, or the
doctrine of the base and the superstructure, or the laws of monetary
circulation superfluous. . . . The latest generalizations of science...do
not liquidate the particular laws, they merely establish the connection
among them, they express the principled monism of science and the
unity of its method. But this does not in any measure abolish any div-
ision of scientific labour, i.e., the special scientific disciplines. ¢8

In any assessment of Bukharin’s share in the dissemination of
mechanistic views, one must bear in mind that the Party youth
greatly admired him, even if the established theorists tended to
be hostile or condescending before 1924, and respectfully in-
different from 1924 to 1929.4® But one may not leap from that
fact to the conclusion that Bukharin drew many theoretically
minded young Communists towards support of the faction that
defended mechanist philosophy against the Deborinite attack.
The one philosophical disputant who can be proved to have
begun his intellectual career as a protégé of Bukharin was
Podvolotskii, and he became a leading Deborinite. The fact can-
not be avoided that Bukharin did not associate himself with the
mechanist faction and was not assigned to that faction by its
members or its adversaries until the end of 1929, when the
mechanist faction had already been condemned. Thus, his in-
fluence on the controversy of the Deborinites and the mechanists
becomes an imponderable, depending on something that the
educational psychologists call transfer. Enthusiastic about Bu-
kharin as theoretically minded young Bolsheviks may have
been, were they reflective enough to realize that his textbook on
sociology presented much the same views on the philosophy of
science as the mechanist faction was defending against the
Deborinites? When it became possible for the Deborinites to
criticize Bukharin as a mechanist, in the latter part of 1929, a
Deborinite claimed that students had ‘besieged’ their teachers
with questions reflecting their doubts ‘concerning the purity of
the Marxist chasuble on Comrade Bukharin’.5? If this is true,
Bolshevik students did see the connection between Bukharin’s
views and those of the mechanist faction, even though no one
pointed it out while the controversy over mechanism was in
progress. But, of course, one cannot tell whether or to what
extent the story is true.
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In general it is extremely difficult to determine where signifi-
cant transfer was made, where mechanism as a tendency in
fields of thought outside the philosophy of natural science was
an important source and continuing support of mechanism as a
faction in the philosophy of natural science. The problem is
really twofold. Soviet Marxists who quarrelled over the
philosophy of natural science during the ’twenties were subject
not only to mechanistic influences flowing from their fellow-
Marxists in the various fields of social theory; they were also
subject to mechanistic influences coming from ‘the most in-
accessible citadel of the ruling classes’, as, in 1931, natural
science was still described.?! Reading over the literature of the
philosophical controversy, one cannot avoid the paradoxical
conclusion that ‘bourgeois’ natural scientists, even though they
were considered an alien group, exercised on Soviet Marxist
philosophy of natural science a more considerable influence
than fellow-Marxists in the philosophy of social science did.
One of the most illuminating details in Bukharin’s writings is
the footnote that he appended, early in 1924, to a long polemic
against Pavlov, who offended the Bolsheviks during the ’twen-
ties by his political hostility to them. ‘ The author of these lines,’
Bukharin wrote, ‘who expounds dialectical materialism from
the point of view of equilibrium, is particularly pleased to note the
following statements of Professor I. Pavlov.” The statements that
followed were Pavlov’s profession of faith in the mechanist theory
of equilibrium, essentially the same as the one that Bukharin had
borrowed from Bogdanov.?2 Thus Bukharin, smarting from the
attacks that fellow-Marxist social theorists had recently made on
his philosophy, boasted of the support he found in a ‘ bourgeois’
scientist whom he was criticizing as an opponent of Marxism.

In general, one is impressed by the predominance of mechan-
istic over non-mechanistic influences coming into Soviet
Marxist philosophy of natural science from biology and
physics during the ’twenties.’3 To be sure, the writings of
Soviet Marxists were a curved mirror in which the currents of
philosophical opinion among biologists and physicists were
reflected with considerable distortion. But they were for all that
a mirror, and on looking into them it is possible to say that
there was a great deal of mechanistic thinking among biologists
and physicists of the "twenties.
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One notes, for example, the fairly uniform assessment that
the Marxist disputants made of the philosophical outlook pre-
valentamong natural scientists. Deborinites and mechanists who
mentioned the subject—and they did so frequently—were
almost entirely agreed that most natural scientists who gave a
thought to the philosophy of science were mechanist or positi-
vist in one form or another.’* On the part of the Deborinites
this was a damaging admission, for they were in effect confess-
ing that theirs was more a philosophy for than of natural science.
It therefore seems probable that Professor A. F. Samoilov was
indeed expressing ‘communis doctorum opinio’—as a Deborinite
admitted®>—when that eminent physiologist explained why he
sympathized with the mechanist philosophers.

Natural scientists do not form some kind of caste [or] union, whose
members are bound by some definite philosophical world view. They
are bound together essentially only by a method of research; who-
ever understands the peculiarities of the contemporary experimental
method of natural science and knows how to use it in his chosen
specialty we call a natural scientist. But here it is fated that the
method of contemporary natural science drives the natural scientist
spontaneously to the side of mechanistic materialism. Once he has
learned and grown accustomed to turn for the explanation of the
complex to simpler relationships, once he has learned to reduce the
more complicated phenomena to simpler ones, he spontaneously
comes to the thought that all phenomena [tavleniia] can be reduced
to a rather simple phenomenon [ fenomen], to the motion of a material
point in space and time. The method and the world view of the
natural scientist are organically inter-connected, and without con-
certing together on this matter, natural scientists, in the mass, in a
preponderant majority, profess the mechanical view concerning all
phenomena of dead and living nature.®®

Even if we question the quantitative accuracy of Professor
Samoilov’s judgment, there can be no doubt that a good many
of Russia’s natural scientists were as he described most of them,
and these must be counted among the mechanists by tendency
—overwhelmingly non-Marxist in this case. Among them, to
take one of the few Marxist examples, was M. M. Zavadovskii,
a biologist who concluded a popular survey of his science’s
history with the declaration that the trend from primitive
fantasy to science was a movement
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from external manifestations to physico-chemical and mathematical
analysis ; from mysticism and the prejudices of naive vitalism to the
rigorous analysis of the consistent mechanistic interpretation. And
everywhere from quality to quantity. We can say boldly that con-
temporary biology has developed under the sign of the numeral and
the experiment. 7

This credo was stated in 1924 with no thought of starting or
entering a controversy, and, so far as the present writer knows,
no Soviet Marxist took exception to Zavadovskii’s credo. But
in 1923 and 1924 other writers who expressed similarly mechan-
istic views were being challenged in a number of small separate
controversies, merging into a clash of two factions. M. M.
Zavadovskii and many other mechanists in tendency did not
join in that clash, but, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, they
must have been a considerable influence on it.

106



]

THE FIRST CHALLENGES TO
MECHANISM, 1922-1924

Mecuanist thought was challenged, before 1925, in a series
of isolated disputes concerning diverse issues, disputes that only
gradually developed into a clearly defined struggle of two
factions with the philosophy of natural science as their main
concern. These preliminary clashes were so numerous, hap-
hazard, and apparently disconnected, that the one which
precipitated the formation of philosophical factions was
generally credited by contemporaries with causing the forma-
tion of factions, and the role of other earlier disputes, which had
expired without apparent issue, was overlooked. In retrospect
one can see a pattern.

One can see Soviet Marxists proceeding towards controversy
over the philosophy of natural science as they became enmeshed
in the problems of training ‘red specialists’, and the process was
a complicated one. A. K. Timiriazev, for example, a physicist
who turned Bolshevik in 1921 to become one of the chief figures
in the reconstruction of education and subsequently one of the
chiefs of the mechanist faction, aroused no discord in 1923
when he addressed a gathering of the editors of Under the Banner
of Marxism on a question ‘not infrequently discussed in the
[Party’s] Moscow Committee’ : whether the teaching of natural
science in the Communist Universities could be entrusted to
non-Marxists.! Timiriazev believed that it could, for natural
scientists, he said, were unwitting dialectical materialists in
their specialties. He argued the point at length to an audience
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that probably included some of his futurc opponents in the
philosophical controversy, but there is no record of contention
either at the meeting or when Timiriazev’s speech was pub-
lished. Evidently the people who would later denounce
Timiriazev’s views as positivist were, in 1923, largely indifferent
to the philosophy of natural science.

A different effect was produced when M. N. Liadov, a pub-
licist who traced his Bolshevism back to 1903,2 examined the
problem of training ‘red specialists’. He had been made Rector
of Sverdlov Communist University in the spring of 1923, and,
after observing the students for several months, he became dis-
turbed by their intellectual tendencies. He found them sus-
ceptible to Enchmenism, to the bourgeois ideologies of their
professors of natural science, and to political deviations from
the Party line. The main cause, he wrote in Pravda, was that the
students’ training in Marxist theory was too abstract, isolated in
separate courses called ‘dialectical materialism’, ‘historical
materialism’; and ‘the history of philosophy’. To Liadov this
curriculum was one symptom of a general disease in the Com-
munist educational system that he called ‘academism’, attribut-
ing it to the ascendancy in the system of non-Communist
Marxists. He warned that they would transform the revolu-
tionary student youth into

Menshevising intellectuals who of course will never understand and
cannot understand our Bolshevik tactical and organizational line,
but will always willingly follow any opposition to that line. . . . T am
entirely agreed with Comrade Lenin that without ‘solid philo-
sophical training’ we ‘shall not win the struggle against the on-
slaught of bourgeois ideas’. But precisely for that reason I suggest
that philosophy, as a separate discipline, should be decisively stricken
rom our programies.

Liadov tried to get around the apparent inconsistency of his
recommendation by utilizing Marx’s dictum that truth is always
concrete:

A concretely thinking proletarian student without any philoso-
phical training is invulnerable to bourgeois ideology. He will never
be permeated with it. But that same student, having taken an
abstract course of Marxist philosophy, will easily become a victim of
any arch-bourgeois philosophical school. ¢
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It will be recalled that the most important teachers of
philosophy, not merely at Sverdlov University but in the Com-
munist educational system as a whole, were Deborin and Aksel’-
rod the Orthodox, ex-Mensheviks, whose appointment. to
Sverdlov in 1921 had been the subject of anxious exchanges
among Communist officials, including Lenin himself.> Now it
scemed not only that Lenin’s recommendation in favour of
their appointment might be undone, but that the entire pro-
gramme of philosophical education might be destroyed.
Deborin and Aksel’rod, neither of whom was a Bolshevik at
this time, held their peace. But S. L. Gonikman, a student of
Deborin’s who had an almost unblemished Party record, and
was already at the age of twenty-six, a teacher of philosophy,
defended his profession in Pravda.® He found the non-Marxist
professors of natural science to be the main source of the corruption
of proletarian students, and he not only defended courses in
philosophy as the only antidote, but argued strongly for Hegel
as the main concern of such courses. Indeed, in a contem-
poraneous paper that grew out of his work in Deborin’s siminar,
Gonikman called Hegel ‘the only springboard from which the
leap into Marxism is possible’.?

The reader who has noted Gonikman’s disagreement not
only with Liadov but also with A. K. Timiriazev is more per-
ceptive than Liadov, who replied to Gonikman in Pravda but
neglected to call Timiriazev to witness, and then dropped the
question of philosophy altogether.® Perhaps Liadov desisted
because N. A. Karev entered the field against Gonikman.
Karev was himself a student of Deborin’s and a fledgling pro-
fessor of philosophy, who argued that Gonikman exaggerated
the importance of Hegel to Marxist philosophy, that, indeed,
Gonikman was echoing the error of George Lukacs and other
West European ‘Hegelianizing® Marxists.? Karev did not, to
be sure, defend Liadov’s recommendation that courses in
philosophy be closed, and within a relatively short time, in the
course of a different dispute with still another philosopher, he
discovered that he was in fundamental agreement with Gonik-
man on the prime importance of Hegel to Marxist philosophy.1?

These brief disputes, between Liadov and Gonikman, and
then between Gonikman and Karev, were thus minor inci-
dents in the drift of Soviet Marxists towards the formation of
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philosophical factions. They are significant not only because
they show that the process was a drift, and a rather complex
one with subsidiary eddies, but also because they reveal one
of the forces pushing Deborin and his students towards their
challenge to mechanism. Proposals to terminate university
courses in philosophy, and complaints about the esoteric use-
lessness of philosophical writings,!! could hardly be ignored by
the teachers of such courses and the authors of such writings.

Concern over the spread of Enchmenism and analogous
doctrines also aroused some disputes in 1923 and 1924 between
a couple of psychologists and three philosophers. The psycho-
logists, deriving from Pavlov a psychology that was somewhat
similar to Enchmenism, denied the reality of traditional con-
cepts not only in psychology, but also, perhaps without in-
tending it, in philosophy.}? That two associates of Deborin
took up the defence of philosophy is noteworthy only for the
fact that this was one of the very few occasions on which
Deborinite philosophers intervened in the discussions of
Marxist psychologists.!3 But the third man to defend philoso-
phy was not an associate of Deborin; he was Sarab’ianov, a
prominent anti-religionist and subsequently a leader of the
mechanist faction. He was willing to accept a radically re-
ductionist psychology, but demurred at its extension to
Weltanschauung and epistemology :

Epistemology is not biology, and conversely.

That epistemology cannot but rest on the achievements of the
natural sciences is indisputable, but it is also indisputable that the
ends sought by epistemology are other than those in biology. That is
why the conclusions of Academician Pavlov, which are entirely
correct in our view, cannot be interpreted in the extended fashion of
[the Enchmenists].14
These words, written before Sarab’ianov had to defend himself
against Deborinite charges of denying the right of philosophy to
exist as an independent discipline, show that the clash of the
Deborinite and mechanist factions would not be a simple clash
of friends and enemies of philosophy. The psychologists who
were the enemies of philosophy in this early dispute took no
part in the subsequent controversy of mechanists and Debori-
nites, and the friends of philosophy turned up on opposite sides
of that later and larger controversy.!®
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Another series of minor disputes that brought Soviet Marxists
to the verge of their major controversy was set in motion by
V. V. Adoratskii, a friend of Lenin’s whose tastes in philosophy,
however, were rather different. While convalescing from a
serious illness during the Civil War, he followed Lenin’s sug-
gestion to compile a one-volume selection of the correspondence
of Marx and Engels. ‘Only scholarly fools like you and me,’
Lenin said, ‘ever read the four fat volumes published by
Bebel and Bernstein.’*® The Selected Correspondence that resulted is
probably familiar to students of Marxism all over the world in
one of its many editions or translations, but the first editions of
the early "twenties, which contained a long preface by Adorat-
skii, were not universally received as a standard work.!?

In his preface Adoratskii tried to prove Lenin’s remark that
materialist dialectics is the focus of the entire correspondence.!®
But instead of seeking an understanding of dialectics in Hegel,
as Lenin had done,!'® Adoratskii concentrated on the positi-
vistic utterances of Marx and Engels. Without realizing it, he
came close to the ‘revisionist’ view that Marxism isa social
theory rather than a universal philosophy. To be sure he pro-
claimed his adherence to the ‘orthodox’ view that Marxism
rests on materialistic dialectics, which is universal in its applica-
tion, but he declared that this universal methodology is merely
a handful of commonsense rules of thought. Applied in one
area it gave rise to the natural sciences; consciously applied in
another area by Marx, Engels and their followers, it gave rise to
the social and political theory of the Bolsheviks, to which
Adoratskii devoted the bulk of his preface. Referring to Marx’s
desire to present the ‘rational kernel’ of dialectics in a pam-
phlet,20 Adoratskii denied that more than a pamphlet was
necessary :

In these matters [i.e., in dialectics] everything essential has been
said. No new philosophy of Marxism need be created. We need the
dialectical method, the consistent application of the materialist point
of view, and the positive sciences, which deal with concrete material,
study objective reality, and do not weave a web of ideology. 2!

In another place he declared simply that ‘philosophy, as an
ideology, must be overcome [ preodolena)’.2?
In asserting that dialectics was no ‘ideology’, which he
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defined as any partial and therefore unrealistic scheme of
thought, 23 Adoratskii helped initiate a special controversy
among Soviet Marxists that dragged on for years in various .
forms. One writer, for example, roused considerable furore by
turning to Freudian psychology as a necessary supplement to
Marxism in explaining the origins and nature of ideologies. 24
Among other philosophers the debate centred on the definition
of the concept itself: Was ideology necessarily a distortion of
reality? Was human thought either science, disinterested and
therefore objective, or ideology, interested and therefore un-
real ; or was it in some sense both? Adoratskii was not active in
the controversy he helped initiate, beyond publishing a single
reply to a critic who had called him a ‘Mininist’. %

A teacher of historical materialism at Saratov State Univer-
sity, I. P. Razumovskii, came to Adoratskii’s defence with a
pejorative explanation of ideology that included philosophy in
it, and left no place for either in the classless society of the
future. Only the positive sciences would be necessary to the dis-
passionate minds of that time.2® When a student of Deborin’s
pointed out the similarity of Razumovskii’s views with the
‘simple Mininist scheme, ‘“religion, philosophy, science”,’
Razumovskii complained that he had been misinterpreted and
began shifting his position—until he turned into a Deborinite. 2?
The reason for his anomalous shift, and for Adoratskii’s grudg-
ing endorsement of the Deborinite faction in 1929, will be
examined below. But these opponents of ideology had an
anomalous connection with the start, as well as the close, of the
Deborinite compaign against mechanism. They helped involve
the Deborinites in the philosophy of natural science, even
though neither they nor the Deborinites had any special in-
terest in the subject. When A. K. Timiriazev argued at length
that the natural sciences were classless, disinterested branches of
knowledge on which bourgeois philosophers wilfully fastened
their ideological nonsense, Deborin and his students tacitly
agreed. Adoratskii and Razumovskii merely suggested this
view while arguing that ideology, philosophy included, must be
eliminated, and the Deborinites took up arms. Of course, the
Deborinites’ main object was the defence of philosophy, but
they could not help raising the question whether the natural
sciences were pure of ideology.
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The Dcborinites were not eager to get involved with this
question. Indeed, in 1922-1924 they did not always object
when philosophy was rejected as ‘ideology’. The determinant of
Deborinite silence or protest seems to have been whose or
which philosophy was the target of positivistic arguments.
Thus, in 1922, when the future enfant terrible of the mechanist
faction used thoroughly positivistic arguments to discredit the
religious philosophy of the academic philosophers then being
exiled, no Deborinite protested.?® And as late as 1924 the
editorial board of the Communist Academy’s journal, pre-
sumably with Deborin’s approval, took the unusual step of
placing its formal endorsement on a series of articles in which
the terms ‘philosophy’ and ‘ideology’ were regularly used as
pejorative synonyms. 2® But these articles were directed against
the philosophy of the Hungarian Communist, George Lukacs,
with whom the Deborinites apparently felt no bonds of in-
tellectual sympathy or professional interest.

As teachers, the Deborinites limited their responsibilities to
general expositions of philosophy; as scholars, trying to carry
out Lenin’s behest to elaborate the theory of dialectics, they
concentrated on the history of philosophy, especially on the
philosophical antecedents of Marxism. In both phases of their
activity they were increasingly drawn, apparently with some re-
luctance, towards controversy over the philosophy of natural
science. The case of G. K. Bammel’ and V. N. Ivanovskii is
instructive with respect to the general expositions of philo-
sophy. Bammel’ was a junior associate of Deborin’s in the
Marxist research institutes and publications of Moscow;
Ivanovskii, at the Bielorussian State University in Minsk, was
one of the few academic philosophers of pre-revolutionary
standing still teaching under the Soviet régime. In 1923 he
published a Methodological Introduction to Science [Nauka] and
_ Philosophy, and Bammel’, who reviewed it, showed a mixture of
respectful criticism and unqualified admiration.3° The criticism
centred on Ivanovskii’s unwillingness to argue an ontological
basis for the methodology of science, on his indifference both
to materialism and to idealism. When Ivanovskii published a
reply, making explicit his indifference to ontology, arguing the
classless nature of scientific truth, and plainly stating his view
that Marx’s theories were applicable to social phenomena but
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not to the philosophy of natural science, Bammel’ lost some of
his deference, and criticized Ivanovskii rather sharply as a
positivist. 31

But Bammel’ was still far from declaring war on such
positivism. In 1924 he sponsored the translation of a popular
exposition of Marxist philosophy by Karl Korsch, a German
Communist who specifically denied the applicability of dia-
lectics to natural science.?2 It may be that Bammel’ warned the
reader against this positivism in his Preface, which has been in-
accessible to the present author; certainly the students of
Deborin who reviewed ths book did. 3?2 But none of these future
Deborinites felt that Korsch’s lapse with respect to the philoso-
phy of natural science destroyed the value of the book. More-
over, nobody objected to the fact that the Communist Aca-
demy’s journal carried an entirely favourable review of Korsch
by Adelbert Fogarasi, a Hungarian Communist who also felt
that dialectics was inapplicable to natural science. 34

The arguments of the future Deborinites concerning the
history of philosophy were, intellectually, the richest of all their
disputes, for the history of philosophy was their special field.
Here it is appropriate to recall only some aspects of those de-
bates, and not necessarily the most interesting ones from a
philosopher’s point of view. Deborin, an editor of the Com-
munist Academy’s journal, was apparently indifferent to the
positivist elements in the polemic against George Lukacs and in
Fogarasi’s review of Korsch. But when the journal of the Com-
munist Academy published an article denying the ‘idealist
legend’ that Kant had made a significant contribution to the
advancement of knowledge, an editorial note promised a reply
from Deborin, which shortly appeared.®® It was difficult for
Deborin to stay clear of the philosophy of natural science in this
case, for the offending article used the history of philosophy to
expound a radically positivistic philosophy of natural science.
But Deborin managed the difficult feat by turning over to I. E.
Orlov the task of criticizing the article’s philosophy of natural
science. 3¢ One finds Deborin repeatedly turning such problems
over to Orlov or A. K. Timiriazev—until both Orlov and
Timiriazev became leaders of the mechanist faction, thereby
obliging Deborin to do his own thinking about the philosophy
of natural science.
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The division of philosophical labour among Soviet Marxists
during this early period, and the growing strain on that divi-
sion, may be seen in the tangle of Orlov and two other Marxists
concerning Descartes and physics. Orlov, who was one of the
few Soviet Marxists specializing in the philosophy of natural
science in the early ’twenties, published a popular historical
survey of the concept of matter. He held Descartes responsible
for the ‘purely descriptive’ or ‘formal’ method in physics, a
method that had been Orlov’s déte noire ever since his pre-
revolutionary debut as a philosopher of science.®? It happened
that Z. A. Tseitlin, a young Marxist physicist who would be a
leader of the mechanist faction, was just then coming to the
conclusion that Descartes’ method was essentially the progeni-
tor of all that was worthy in natural science, and in social science
as well. Moreover, Tsecitlin was convinced that Einstein’s
general theory of relativity was acceptable to dialectical
materialism, and he had already debated the issue with Orlov,
who felt that both the special and the general theories were
contrary to sound physics and philosophy.3% Now, in 1924,
these future leaders of the mechanist faction extended their
debate to Descartes and the history of philosophy. Thereupon
a student of Deborin’s specializing in the early modern history
of materialism entered the dispute. And he did more than
challenge Tseitlin’s interpretation of Descartes. He disagreed
with Tseitlin’s view on the relationship of matter and space.3?
But it is indicative of the continuing Deborinite reluctance to
assume full responsibility for the philosophy of natural science
that he refrained from comment on Tseitlin’s views concerning
the theory of relativity. Indeed, as late as 1927 he was still
neutral on that issue.4©

As the example just given suggests, the disputes of 1922, 1923,
and 1924 that were concerned specifically with the philosophy
of natural science tended to occur not between Deborinites, on
one side, and mechanists, on the other, but among people who
later joined the mechanist faction or took no part in the major
philosophical controversy of the *twenties. The Deborinites did
not participate in discussions of the philosophy of natural
science during these early years. Indeed, Deborinite indifference
or neutrality towards two special issues, genetics and the theory
of relativity, lasted until the late ’twenties, even though
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discussion of these issues began in 1922. Marxist debate over
genetics and relativity influenced the formation and clash of
the philosophical factions only by bringing individual Soviet
Marxists to an awareness of their own philosophical views.
Some were brought in this manner to the mechanist faction,
and a very few to the Deborinites, but the bulk of the partici-
pants in these special disputes joined neither philosophical
faction. 41

Thus, the Deborinite challenge to the mechanistic philosophy
of natural science grew out of disputes over such issues as the
definition of ‘ideology’, or Descartes’ place in the history of
Marxist philosophy, or the place of philosophy in a Com-
munist university, rather than Einstein’s theory or Mendelian
genetics. Further reflections on this anomaly may be left to a
later chapter, where, in conjunction with other peculiarities of
the controversy, it may help to reveal the essence of the con-
tending positions. But the reader may gain a keener sense of this
anomaly by considering the startling foreshadowing of the
Deborinite and mechanist positions in an exchange printed in
January, 1924, before the rival factions had formed. A. Gol’ts-
man, a publicist who described Einstein’s theory as ‘the
apotheosis of dialectical materialism’, replied as follows to Timi-
riazev’s assertion that the theory lacked experimental proof:

And in any case it is not the Marxist, or the materialist, who are
condemned to demand of philosophy a limitation to ‘facts’ and ex-
periments alone. Hence runs the direct, well-beaten path to posi-
tivism, the narrow-minded ‘philosophy’ of natural scientists with a
bourgeois orientation.

What does materialism demand of physics? Not very much. In
order for a physical theory to satisfy dialectical materialism, it is
necessary and sufficient that it reduce all occurrences in nature to a process of
material substances.**

Timiriazev’s rejoinder not only reasserted the requirements of
experimental proof, but transcended the question of Einstein’s
theory, as Gol’tsman had, to assert a general philosophy of
natural science:

Now I think that it is clear to everybody, and especially to us and
you, that the root of our disagreements does not lie in certain details.
You think that materialist philosophy should live and develop
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apart from natural science, allowing natural scientists to do their
job and only from time to time slightly reining them in. While I
think that Engels was right when he said that ‘as soon as each
separate science is required to get clarity as to its position in the
great totality of things and of our knowledge of things, a special
science dealing with this totality is superfluous. What still indepen-
dently survives of all former philosophy is the science of thought and
its laws—formal logic and dialectics. Everything else is merged in the
positive science of Nature and history’. 43

Two or three years after January, 1924, Soviet Marxists
would have unhesitatingly indentified Gol’tsman’s statement as
Deborinite and Timiriazev’s as mechanist. At the time, the
future Deborinites paid no attention to either statement. Sub-
sequently, Gol’tsman did not join the Deborinites, nor was he
honoured as one of their pioneers. Indeed, when the Debori-
nites finally took a position on the theory of relativity, they
ignored not only Gol’tsman, who was their predecessor in the
characterization of the theory as dialectical materialism in
physics, but also the German Communist, August Thalheimer,
who preceded them in crediting Hegel with a forecast of the
theory.44 The final irony came in 1929, when Semkovskii, who
had earned the enmity of the Deborinites in mid-1924 by
coupling support of Einstein’s theory in physics with a de-
nunciation of Hegelianism in philosophy, went over to the
Deborinite faction and proudly announced that 4e had initiated
both support for Einstein’s theory as dialectical materialism in
physics, and the search for its philosophical explanation in
Hegel.%

Yet it would probably be a mistake to regard the fore-
shadowing of the rival philosophies of natural science by
Gol’tsman and Timiriazev as a freak, and the dispute among
Soviet Marxists over the theory of relativity as having no con-
nection with the origins of the philosophical controversy. After
all, Timiriazev did become a leader of the mechanist faction,
and there is little room for doubt that he was brought to a
realization of his position in the philosophical controversy
partly by his discussion of Einstein’s theory. Oddly enough, the
same can probably be said of the physicist Z. A. Tseitlin, who
was defending the theory of relativity against Timiriazev’s
attack at the same time that both of them were becoming
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leaders of the mechanist faction in philosophy. For Timiriazev
did not reply with a rival philosophy when Tseitlin hailed a
successful repetition of Michelson and Morley’s experiment as
‘a great victory of the mechanical picture of the world and,
accordingly, of dialectical materialism, which assumes that all
the phenomena of nature are the motion of matter . . . i.e., are
subject to the laws of mechanics’.4¢ Timiriazev, tacitly
accepting Tseitlin’s philosophy, rejected his physics by pointing
to Dayton Miller’s alleged refutation of Michelson and
Morley’s experiment.4? On the other hand, the students of
Deborin, embroiled with Tseitlin’s philosophy of natural science
by an argument over Descartes, bumped against a very similar
philosophy of natural science when they quarrelled with
Timiriazev over a philosophical handbook for anti-religionists,
which will be described in the next chapter. Obliged in this
manner to fashion their own philosophy of natural science, the
Deborinites raised a cry for Hegel and against mechanism, and
Timiriazev and Tseitlin sank their differences over Einstein’s
physics to defend the mechanist philosophy they held in
common.
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THE FORMATION OF
FACTIONS, 1924-1926

D emanbsfor the curtailment of philosophy as an independent
discipline, and problems in the historiography and populariza-
tion of Marxist philosophy provoked Deborin and his students to
unconnected polemics in the first half of the ’twenties. In 1924
and 1925 two new elements were introduced into the continu-
ing stream of such minor disputes. Deborin’s two most dis-
tinguished colleagues among the professional philosophers ex-
pressed a muffled sympathy with the demands for the curtail-
ment of phllosophy, and Deborin’s students challenged
mechanism in a book by I. I. Stepanov, a Party chieftain and
leading anti-religionist. The unexpected result was the crystal-
lization of philosophical factions that were divided by issues
centring on the philosophy of natural science.

There can be little doubt that L. I. Aksel’rod the Orthodox
and S. Iu. Semkovskii were, along with Deborin, the most dis-
tinguished professional philosophers in the Soviet Marxist com-
munity during the ’twenties. (Bogdanov, of course, had a more
famous history, but his status during the ’twenties was low, even
if he did participate in the work of the Communist Academy.)
Semkovskii, the chief Marxist philosopher in the Ukraine, had
exhibited positivist tendencies before the Revolution, when
Deborin was a disciple of Plekhanov’s orthodox line in philoso-
phy. But it was probably more than this inherited difference
that led Semkovskii in 1924 to insinuate that Deborin was a
scholastic. For Semkovskii, the leading figure in the campaign
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to win the natural scientists of the Ukraine, was intent on prov-
ing to them that their method and ontology as natural scientists
were already Marxist in all but name. At the Kharkov Aca-
demy of Sciences in February, 1924, he read a paper arguing
that the theory of relativity was the realization of dialectical
materialism in physics. Presumably as a simultaneous re-
assurance to the natural scientists and as an admonition to
Deborin in Moscow, he disowned metaphysics in the following
words : ‘For Marxists, dialectics is not a dead stereotype, even if
it is scholastically “‘deepened” from Hegel himself, but a living
method, rooted in the achievements of science at each stage of
its development.’! Deborin and his students were of course the
target of the phrase in italics, for they were earnestly following
Lenin’s advice to elaborate dialectics from Hegel. And they did
not overlook the admonition, however subtle and parenthetical
it was.? But they ignored it outwardly, and in October, 1924,
Semkovskii repeated his thought more forcefully and more
prominently, including it in a Postscript to a collection of
essays:

In recent years we in the Soviet Union have had to experience in
the field of Marxist philosophy a flowering of research that is ex-
ternally sumptuous. But this entire flowering threatens to remain a
sterile blossom in view of the scholastic deviation that draws it back-
wards, away from the actual, living problems of dialectical material-
ism, which are raised by the development of the natural and social
sciences, back to the fruitless scholasticism of school philosophy.?

Semkovskii still did not mention names, but it was plain that
he meant Deborin and his followers. About the same time a
similar complaint came from Aksel’rod the Orthodox. In an
Introduction to some things of Plekhanov’s that were published
in 1924, she wrote:

At times the old abstract scholasticism, clothed in Marxist termi-
nology, emerges before us with extreme clarity. The concrete, real
‘base’ is set off to one side, and all thought is drowned in barren and
meaningless metaphysical abstractions. . . .4

The implied criticism of Deborin and his students was even
more remote than Semkovskii’s remark of February, but the
Deborinites took immediate offence, and began a campaign
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against Aksel’'rod before they took public notice of Sem-
kovskii’s criticism. Aksel’rod and Deborin were, it will be re-
called, jointly responsible for education in philosophy at the
Institute of Red Professorship, the graduate school preparing
Communist professors, and at Sverdlov Communist University,
the model for a growing network of Communist universities.
Perhaps Aksel’rod was beginning to have second thoughts about
the concentration on Hegel at the Institute. Whatever the rea-
son, Deborin and his followers must have been angry, for they
began a rather underhanded campaign against her. A Debori-
nite review of a booklet by Askel’rod insinuated that she had
abandoned the orthodox philosophy she once learned from
Plekhanov, but, ostensibly as a kindness to her, refrained from
offering evidence.®

In the fall of 1924, Ian Sten, probably a student of Deborin’s, ¢
went further, in a review of a Polish Marxist’s popularization of
philosophy. Semkovskii had written the Introduction for the
Russian translation, and Aksel’rod had added footnotes, both
taking exception to the Polish Marxist’s positivistic tendencies.?
But Sten criticized the positivism in the book without mention-
ing Semkovskii’s and Aksel’rod’s disavowal of it, and con-
cluded his review with the opinion that a new edition with a
‘genuine Introduction and genuine notes’ could be a useful
addition to the literature.® Even in 1925 the clashes of Aksel’rod
and the Deborinites continued to be somewhat veiled by in-
direction, as in the examples just given.® It was not until the
spring of 1926, at the debates within the Communist Academy’s
Institute of Scientific Philosophy, that the break between
Aksel’rod and Deborin came fully into the open.1©

The incidents that have just been detailed may seem like
petty back-biting more than the beginning of a philosophical
controversy. Certainly they do not have as much claim to
philosophical significance as some of the minor disputes that
were, during 1924 and 1g25, continuing to erupt. When
Sandor Varjas, for example, became embroiled with two or
three Deborinites over his History of Modern Philosophy, the
issues were much more clearly stated, fully developed, and
philosophically significant, than they were in the furtive duel-
ling of Deborin’s students with Aksel’rod and Semkovskii. And
the dispute over Varjas’ book did contribute to the formation of
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the opposing factions. Bogdanov and Varjas learned that they
were closer to each other’s views than they had imagined when
Varjas first projected his ideas to the Communist Academy in
the summer of 1924, and Bogdanov had criticized them. At any
rate, they found themselves closer to each other than they were
to the philosophy of Deborin and his students, whom Varjas
finally accused if Hegelianism.!! And Karev, who had been
criticizing a fellow-student of Deborin’s for Hegelianism, found
his true feelings in this minor dispute with Varjas. ‘Yes!’ he
shouted at Varjas, ‘. . . we are “Hegelians”! Everything great
in modern history has been in one way or another connected
with Hegel’s name.’12

By comparison with such a bold confrontation, the bickering
of the Deborinites with Aksel’rod and Semkovskii seems petty
indeed. Yet the bickering was probably more important in pre-
cipitating the formation of factions. In later references to the
beginning of the controversy the Deborinites usually neglected
to mention the particular disputes that were described in the
preceding chapter, or even the dispute over Varjas’ book,
which merged directly into the major controversy. But these
later Deborinite accounts nearly always referred to the com-
plaints of Aksel’rod and Semkovskii concerning scholasticism,
representing them as the culmination of a ‘steadily growing
stream’ of similar complaints.?

Deborin and his students conceived their lifework to be the
elaboration of dialectics from Hegel and his predecessors. It is
therefore not hard to understand what they must have felt when
Deborin’s two most eminent colleagues muttered their sym-
pathy with the widespread positivistic aversion to Hegelian
dialectics. However indistinct or trivial the mutterings may
seem to one viewing the affair only as it was recorded in print,
they must have struck Deborin and his students as incipient
apostasy in high places. Otherwise one can hardly explain
either the stir aroused by mere obiter dicta or the vigour with
which the Deborinites began to press an organized campaign
against mechanism. A dispute over a handbook for anti-
religionists was, to be sure, the trigger that set off the Debori-
nites’ campaign, but the spring that it released had probably
been given its final compression by the obscure quarrel with
Semkovskii and Aksel’rod.
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The dispute over the handbook is susceptible of more than
one interpretation. Face the facts all at once. In September,
1924, Ian Ernestovich Sten, a fairly prominent Party pub-
licist, probably a student of Deborin’s at the Institute of Red
Professorship, and one of the two leading Deborinites who were
Trotskyists in politics, published in Bol’shevik, the theoretical
journal of the Party’s Central Committee, a critique of a hand-
book for anti-religionists by I. I. Stepanov-Skvortsov, a famous
old Bolshevik publicist, a leading theorist of the anti-religious
movement, editor of Izvestiia, and one of the chief members of
the Central Committee’s anti-Trotskyist majority.1¢ To face
these facts all at once is to realize the multiple possibilities, and
therefore the futility, of speculative interpretations. Perhaps
Sten’s attack was the consciously planned beginning of a
Deborinite campaign against mechanistic thought in the anti-
religious movement. Whether or not one supposes this to have
been the case, there may or may not have been consultations
with high authorities—the Agitation-Propaganda Department
of the Central Committee, for example.’® There is also the
remote possibility that Sten acted as a Trotskyist, that his chief
motive was to discredit Stepanov as a Stalinist theorist.1® And
there is the further possibility that no elaborate manceuvring
was involved in Sten’s polemic against Stepanov, which may
have happened, as so many other little disputes were happening,
simply because one Marxist disagreed with another. Such
speculations may be a diverting exercise, but they are also
fruitless, as long as one has no access to archival materials, and
no relevant information can be found in the printed record.

The printed record does show very clearly that the necessities
of the anti-religious struggle had evoked Stepanov’s Historical
Materialism and Contemporary Natural Science. As the title implied,
his Weltanschauung for atheists had two parts : historical material-
ism (the Marxist doctrine of human society), and ‘ philosophical
materialism, or, to employ a clearer and more direct expression,
contemporary natural science. . . .’17 Stepanov, as the reader
will see below in greater detail, explicitly denied the need for
philosophy as a separate discipline. Sten advised him to study
Hegel, as Lenin had recommended, and defined ‘the chief
positive task of philosophy’ as ‘the elaboration of the methodo-
logy of science or, as Hegel puts it, the elaboration of “the
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science of logic”.’!® In substance this quarrel was hardly
different from some others that have been reviewed above.
What was different was the temper of the disputants. Stepanov
was sufficiently incensed to continue the quarrel past one or
two replies and rejoinders. And Sten, along with the other
Deborinites, not only defended philosophy but launched a
campaign against its detractors. Indeed, Deborin himself, who
had previously been aloof from the disputes of Soviet Marxists,1?
proclaimed the campaign.

By January, 1925, when Deborin published his proclamation,
he was in effect, though not yet in title, the managing editor of
Under the Banner of Marxism. The editors of Bol’shevik had
closed their columns to the controversy between Sten and
Stepanov, expressly transferring it to Deborin’s journal.2?
Even if Deborin had not felt threatened and aggressive because
of the affair with Semkovskii and Aksel’rod, he could hardly
have played the neutral referee. After all, Sten was defending a
conception of philosophy that he had probably learned from
Deborin, and Stepanov had quoted from Deborin’s best-known
book a passage that could be interpreted against Sten.?2!
Deborin, however, went beyond a note of clarification, or a
defence of Sten. Indeed, he did not even mention Sten or
Stepanov. Using the first published instalment of Lenin’s
philosophical notes as a wall, he posted a general manifesto.

‘Lenin’s notes,” he announced in his editorial preface to them,

are very timely in their appearance. There is no point in con-
cealing the evil : not all is right in our ranks. Some comrades are in-
clined towards a simplification and wvulgarization of Marxism,
dialectics included. Others indulge in vulgar and mechanistic
materialism. A third group, inclined towards a peculiar positivism,
are prepared to declare dialectics ‘scholasticism’. 22

In a fourth group, no doubt for reasons of symmetry, Deborin
placed those who had deserted to Hegelianism and other forms
of idealism. He may well have intended the Hungarian Marxist,
George Lukacs, for this category, for Lukacs was regularly
used as a whipping-boy by the Deborinites when they were
charged with Hegelianism. But Deborin mentioned no names in
the fourth group, just as he did not name Aksel’rod and
Semkovskii in the third. His vagueness was the result not of
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timidity but the reverse, a desire to challenge all possible con-
tenders :

Obviously a fierce ideational struggle will erupt against all these
deviations, and against any vulgarization, if a turn does not set in
towards genuine dialectical materialism. Moreover, we have reason
to think and hope that such a turn will come, perhaps as a result of
struggle, but inevitably all the same. 23

The doctrinal core of this manifesto, which will be examined
below, stressed what Deborin’s students had been stressing
earlier: the autonomy of philosophy, and Hegel as its chief
source. Deborin, indeed, asserted the supremacy of philosophy
over the other, particular disciplines.

One is accordingly not surprised to find Stepanov turning for
support to the Institute for the Study and Propaganda of
Natural Science from the Point of View of Dialectical Material-
ism, or the Timiriazev Institute, as it was known for short, in
honour of K. A. Timiriazev, the famous biologist. As its title
implied, this institution put the major stress on the natural
sciences rather than philosophy, and was staffed in the main by
natural scientists of vaguely Marxist sympathies. 24 In February,
1925, after a discussion that produced a single defender of the
Deborinite position, a formal resolution of support for Step-
anov’s book and its views was adopted with only two dissenting
votes:

The open session of the Council of the . . . Institute welcomes the
appearance of I. I. Stepanov’s book. It is the opinion of the meeting
that this book, though it contains a number of easily corrigible
errors concerning particular questions of natural science, elucidates
the foundation of mechanistic natural science quite correctly, and
truly projects the connection of such science with the dialectical
materialist world view. %8

Thus the nucleus of the mechanist faction was formed, giving
rise to the idea that the controversy was between Marxist
philosophers and Marxist natural scientists, a notion that was
fairly widespread at the beginning of the controversy, and has
certain elements of truth. The Timiriazev Institute did become
the centre of the mechanist faction; it published, beginning in
1926, what amounted to the faction’s organ, a series of col-
lections (sborniki or recueils) under the title Dialectics in Nature.
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But an examination of the opposing factions and their philoso-
phies in the following chapters will show that Marxist natural
scientists were by no means the only important element in the
mechanist faction, and further, that the Deborinites managed to
acquire some natural scientists of their own.

The early view of the controversy as a clash of philosophers
and natural scientists was based on two significant facts:
organized defiance of Deborin’s manifesto came first from a
group of natural scientists, and the main issue dividing the
embryonic factions was the relationship of Marxist philosophy
and natural science. In a sense both these facts are surprising,
for, as the reader may recall, neither the natural scientists nor
the issue of natural science had played much part in the minor
disputes that led up to this factional conflict. Even when the
conflict had begun, the Deborinites continued, for a time, to
avoid specific issuesin the philosophy of natural science. As early
as July, 1924, the Deborinite editors of Under the Banner of
Marxism censured an article on epistemology by I. E. Orlov for
its alleged failure to criticize ‘the shortcomings of Mill’s
empiricism’. 26 But as late as the summer of 1926, when Orlov
was a leader of the mechanist faction they disowned an attack
on his theory of contingency, even though the young Bolshevik
mathematician who wrote the attack quoted Deborin on the
problem’s philosophical aspects. And Orlov’s reply to the young
Bolshevik was printed in the fall of 1926 without editorial
comment. 27

But however reluctant Deborin may have been to go where
the issues and some of his students were leading, he could hardly
have avoided ever deeper involvement in the philosophy of
natural science. Stepanov and many others understood Marxist
philosophy to be a social theory (historical materialism) plus
‘the most general results of contemporary natural science’.
If Deborin wanted to prove the need of something more, a
separate discipline trying to describe the universal connection
of everything with everything’, as he once defined the task of
dialectics,2® then he had to prove this need in the context of
natural science. It was generally taken for granted that Marx’s
Soviet followers were consciously elaborating social science on
the basis of ‘the universal connection’. Soviet Marxists also
took it for granted that natural scientists were unwittingly
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working in harmony with ‘the universal connection’. The
problem was to convince the natural scientists of the harmony,
to persuade them that they were wrong to be indifferent or even
hostile to Marxism. Thus the Deborinite defence of an auto-
nomous discipline of philosophy came to centre on natural
science.

The participants in the controversy perceived the essential
nature of their conflict only gradually. The Section of Natural
Science, which the Bolshevik mathematician O. Iu. Shmidt
established within the Communist Academy in 1925, did not
become an arena of conflict until late in the controversy. In the
beginning, immediately following Deborin’s manifesto and the
resolution of the Timiriazev Institute in January and February,
1925, the controversy did not penetrate even into the Institute
of Scientific Philosophy, the strange hybrid of the Communist
Academy and RANION that was described in Chapter Four.
But when the controversy did erupt within this Institute, in the
spring of 1926, it provoked a series of weekly public debates,
each lasting about four hours, in the course of which the oppos-
ing factions assumed their mature form.

As far as one can reconstruct the debates from subsequent
allusions and printed versions of isolated speeches, the affair
began quite unexpectedly in the discussion of a paper that one
of Deborin’s students had read.?® The paper was a critique of
Henri Bergson. Bogdanov objected to criticism based on what
he called ‘empty ratiocination’ (his pejorative, rassuzhdatel’stvo,
is actually untranslatable), and called instead for criticism
based on the data of ‘ positive science’, whereupon Bergson was
forgotten.®® In two months of debates the speakers ranged
from the nature of universals to the place of Kant, Fichte, and
Spinoza in the evolution of dialectical materialism, and to the
question—only faintly philosophical—whether Soviet Marxists
were actually divided into two groups. A Deborinite had just
published in Pravda an unfavourable review of a mechanist -
publication, and the mechanists were convinced that he had
violated the ethics of comradely discussion. 3! Deborin insisted
that the mechanists were ‘revisionists’ and not entitled to com-
radely consideration.3? Aksel’rod recalled the two years of
criticism she had borne in silence, because she was reluctant
to get into a controversy. But now
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Deborin has declared war by characterizing me in his speech as a
revisionist and positivist. .

You have turned one and all into ‘revisionists’: Semkovskii,
Stepanov, and others, and finally you have begun on my humble
self. You have smitten all, you have excommunicated all. There
remains Deborin alone, and his students. 33

The major philosophical question that revealed itself as the
debates wore on was whether or not dialectics should be
elaborated largely from Hegel apart from the concrete material
of the natural sciences. In giving a negative reply to this ques-
tion, such different thinkers as Aksel’rod, A. K. Timiriazev,
Bogdanov, and Varjas found themselves in substantial agree-
ment, probably to their own surprise. The Deborinites were
convinced from the beginning of the debates that Hegel was the
chief source of dialectics, and that all who did not agree, how-
ever different their views might be in other respects, were
‘mechanists’, opponents of ‘the penetration of Marxism into
new scientific fields . . . in union with open and concealed op-
ponents of Marxism. . . .”34 The mechanists impatiently tried to
brush off the label of ‘mechanist’, as indeed their opponents
did the label ‘Deborinite’, for each faction claimed that it was
simply Marxist.® The mechanists denied that they were
opposed to the penetration of Marxism into natural science.
They were opposed, they said, to the ‘neo-Hegelianism’ or
‘scholastic realism’ that the Deborinites were trying to bind
upon natural science. 36

About two months after the debates within the Institute of
Scientific Philosophy ended, V. V. Sorin, a fairly prominent
Bolshevik administrator and publicist,37 wrote an account for
Pravda, in which he not only credited the debates with crystal-
lizing the factions in philosophy, but described ‘Deborin’s
school’ as ‘the orthodox Marxists’, and called for Party inter-
vention on their behalf:

It would be a departure from our Party’s tradition, if the struggle
of ideas now proceeding in the field of philosophy were regarded as
having no significance for the Party and as being unworthy of its
attention. Ideational hegemony for orthodox Marxism and Leninism
must be secured here too. And one cannot consider one’s self—or be
—a supporter of orthodox Leninism without sharing all of Lenin’s
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Sundamental philosophical positions without exception, both in general and
regarding Hegel in particular.®®

By his allusion, in another place, to the Central Committee’s
Resolution of July 1, 1925, concerning the literary controversy,
Sorin seemed to be calling for a most authoritative form of
Party intervention, which did not actually appear in the field of
philosophy until January, 1931.3° ,

Until that time, one can only guess what ‘the Party’s’ policy
was towards the controversy over the philosophy of natural
science, if, indeed, ‘the Party’ had a policy in the matter. One
thing is clear: already in 1926, when the controversy was just
beginning, a trend of Party thought was observable in the
Deborinite direction. Whether or to what extent this trend was
initiated and directed from some high authority—perhaps the
Agitation and Propaganda Department of the Central Com-
mittee—is a question that cannot be answered without access
to archival materials. But the evidence of the trend is indis-
putable, in the Deborinite editorial policy of a growing number
of periodicals and the policy of various Marxist institutions and
societies of higher learning, as well as the growing number of
individual Marxist intellectuals who joined what Deborin
called ‘the social movement around dialectics’.4? A detailed
analysis of this trend will be undertaken in a further chapter,
in connection with the victory of the Deborinites, but it can be
noted here even in one accession of strength that the mechanists
enjoyed in 1926, when the anti-religious movement founded a
theoretical journal.

One would expect the anti-religious movement to have con-
tributed at least the degree of formal, organized support to the
mechanists that the Timiriazev Institute did. Not only the
sources and component elements of the anti-religious move-
ment, but the fact that two of its most important theorists were
also leading members of the mechanist faction, while none were
Deborinites, lead one to this expectation.4! The ¢ League of the
Militant Godless’ was being organized at the very time that its
leading theorist, Stepanov, was being attacked as a revisionist
for his anti-religious handbook.4? And early in 1926, as the
philosophical factions were taking final shape, the League
launched its theoretical journal, The Anti-Religionist, with
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indications of support for the mechanists, as one might expect.
But they were veiled and indirect indications of support. The
editorial manifesto that proclaimed the journal’s existence
stressed “the elaboration of a rigorous, scientific world view’ as its
chief aim, and one can note in such phrasing the same aversion
to the term ‘philosophy’, or even ‘dialectical materialism’ that
was observable in Stepanov’s book.4?® The manifesto appealed
for aid to the Society of Militant Materialists, and especially to
materialist natural scientists, pointedly omitting an appeal to
Marxist philosophers, who were regarded as uniformly Debori-
nite in the early phase of the controversy. The Anti-Religionist’s
first book review was explicit in its support for the mechanist
faction only by comparison with the truly subtle hinting of the
editorial. The review was an encomium of a second edition of
Stepanov’s disputed book. Noting that the first edition
occasioned ‘lively debates in philosophical circles’, and com-
pletely ignoring the issues of the debates, as though they were
without significance to the anti-religionist, the reviewer de-
clared that Stepanov’s book ‘correctly elucidates the founda-
tions of the Marxist world view’.44 That was the full extent of
the journal’s support for the mechanist faction.

For a long time The Anti-Religionist was mechanist in tendency :
not only the frequent popularizations of natural science but
even the periodic lists of anti-religious literature displayed this
tendency, for these bibliographies had no category marked
philosophy, and the works of Deborinites were not mentioned,
as a rule. The editors, Iaroslavskii and Lukachevskii, did not
excise from their journal such remarks as occurred, for example,
in a report on the public debates between priests and anti-
religionists: ‘. . . sometimes the theme takes a philosophical
deviation, the speakers toy with foreign words, quarrel about
terms. . . .*3 But there was no open support for the mechanist
Sfaction. Sarab’iarov, who was a prolific anti-religious writer as
well as a leading opponent of the Deborinites, published his
philosophical polemics in other journals than The Anti-Reli-
glonist.

Speculation concerning the causes of this restraint—parti-
cularly remarkable for such an obstreperous group as the anti-
religionists—may be left to a later chapter, where a number of
similar anomalies will be considered jointly. The fact itself is
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noted here as a sign of the mechanist faction’s peculiar failure,
at the very outset of the controversy, to realize fully its potential
resources of strength. A similar failure can be noted in the case
of natural scientists with Marxist sympathies. From the general
agreement in both factions that the majority of Marxist
natural scientists sympathized with the mechanist faction,48
we may assume such sympathy to have been a fact. The failure
of significant numbers of Marxist natural scientists to speak up
strongly and persistently in support of the mechanist faction
was accordingly no less anomalous than the restraint shown by
the anti-religious movement. The silence of Bukharin, Trotsky,
and other social theorists of a mechanist tendency was thus part
of a general pattern. Mechanism in various forms was probably
the dominant philosophy among Soviet Marxists, but relatively
few came to its defence when the Deborinites challenged it.
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THE MECHANIST FACTION:
PROPAGANDISTS AND
PHILOSOPHERS

To call the mechanists a faction may suggest an organized
coherence of thought and membership that they sadly lacked.
Most of the Soviet Marxists who associated themselves with the
faction did so only occasionally and briefly, and those who may
be considered the faction’s leaders, either because of their per-
sonal eminence or because of their persistence in the faction’s
cause, were far from professing a uniform or clearly defined
creed. Accordingly, a series of intellectual biographies is the
only approach to the faction’s basic standpoint.

‘Ivan Ivanovich,” we are told in an obituary of I. I. Step-
anov, ‘was never of a ““scholarly’ nature, he was a fighter. .. .’!
The comment was undoubtedly justified, but it should be
borne in mind that Stepanov’s weapons were ideas. Gorky
knew him as a ‘Marxist scholar. He eschewed all books except
Das Kapital—he made a boast of that. ... A short man with a
greyish complexion, his light blue eyes smiled, however, the
triumphant smile of the lucky man who has reached a truth in-
accessible to others’.? Before and after the Revolution he was
one of the Party’s leading ‘ propagandists’, as the disseminators
of basic doctrine were called, in distinction from ‘agitators’,
who carried the Party’s line on immediate issues to ‘the broad
masses’.® Already forty-seven at the time of the Bolshevik
Revolution, Stepanov was best known for his popularizations
of Marxist economics, some of which had been written with
Bogdanov, and for the translation of Marx’s Capital (all three
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volumes) that he had done with Bazarov. The association with
Bogdanov and Bazarov must not be interpreted to imply
agreement with their ‘Machist’ philosophy, for Stepanov had
helped Lenin bring out Materialism and Empirio-criticism.4 (His
subsequent wavering towards support of Bogdanov’s Vperedists
was probably prompted by their political appeal as arch-
revolutionaries.?)

In 1922, when Russia’s production of iron and steel had
fallen to the level that Peter the Great had reached two hundred
years earlier, and a disorganized economy helped a drought to
produce a terrible famine, Stepanov contributed to Bolshevik
self-confidence with a book, The Electrification of the R.S.F.S.R.
in Connection with the Transitional Phase of the World Economy. It
was perhaps the first of what has since become an important
genre of propagandistic literature in the Soviet Union: the
‘plan for the transformation of nature and society’, a mixture of
popular science, Communist politics, and science fiction of the
optimistic variety. Lenin himself wrote an enthusiastic preface,
and Stepanov came to be regarded as an authority on the
Party’s programme in the field of natural science and tech-
nology.® The book’s attitude towards the philosophy of
natural science was pretty clearly mechanist and positivist, but
such views were taken for granted more often than not in the
first half of the ’twenties.? Stepanov was therefore surprised
and indignant when an organized campaign against such
mechanism and positivism was precipitated by his publication
of a handbook for anti-religionists in 1924.

The demands for such a manual, Stepanov later explained,

made themselves felt in dozens of notes that poured in after every
speech on ‘religious themes’ in Moscow, in the Urals, the Ukraine;
they besieged us almost at every meeting of the anti-religionists;
they erupted, finally, in the questions that every anti-religious
agitator is obliged to answer, and in the face of which he often feels
his helplessness. At each step it was revealed that the Marxist cannot
avoid contemporary natural science, that he must give at least a pre-
liminary answer to several basic problems of natural science. 8

The central problem was to refute the ‘argument from design’,
to show that life and the human psyche could be explained
without recourse to a supernatural intelligence or crcator.
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Stepanov assumed that an ontology was necessary for this pur-
pose, and he found it in the popular science of his day. The en-
tire universe, in his view, was made up of microscopic particles
that differed in a few physical qualities such as charge and mass
but were otherwise identical. Ultimately all phenomena,
biological and intellectual as well as physical, would be reduced
to the combination and separation of electrons and protons.
Although the completion of such a unified science lay still in the
remote future, Stepanov believed that major steps towards it
had already been taken, and indeed that the basic law had been
discovered: the law of the conservation and transformation of
matter and energy. Some day, he believed, all the theories of
the physical, biological, and social sciences would be shown to
be particular instances of this basic law.?®

This ontology has been inferred and pieced together from a
number of remarks that Stepanov dropped on various occasions.
If it cannot be found clearly and fully developed in any one of
his writings, the reason is not that he was ashamed of it. When
his opponents challenged him to comment on Engels’ state-
ment that undifferentiated matter, ‘matter as such’, is an
abstraction only, a mental construct, while only particular
kinds of matter exist in reality, Stepanov replied boldly that
twentieth-century physics had proved Engels wrong. ‘Matter as
such,’ he said, had been found experimentally; it was electrons
and protons, the building blocks of the universe.1® Or, when
reproached for not mentioning dialectics in his manual for
anti-religionists, he replied quite forthrightly:

The dialectical understanding [of nature] is too general a name.
For the present time the dialectical understanding of nature takes
concrete form precisely as the mechanical understanding, i.e., as
the reduction of all nature’s processes exclusively to the action and
transformation of those forms of energy that are studied by physics
and chemistry.?

But if he was unashamedly mechanistic or reductionistic, he
was also pretty thoroughly positivistic, and this is presumably
the reason that his ontology is nowhere clearly and fully
developed :

Historical materialism continues the work that is done in one part by
philosophical materialism, or, to use a clearer and more direct ex-
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pression, by contemporary natural science ; for Marxists there exists no
field of some kind of ‘philosophizing’, separate and aloof from
science : materialist philosophy is for Marxists the latestand most
general conclusions of contemporary science.!?

He was convinced that the Deborinites were helping the cause
of religion by denying the adequacy of physical and chemical
explanations of life, and he feared that the ‘Hegelian scholastic-
ism’ of the Deborinites was alienating rather than winning the
natural scientists:

If we dialectical materialists want, not in words, not in empty
chatter, but in fact to lead the natural scientists, will it not be
correct to show [them] . . . that Engels almost half a century ago foresaw
that science can expect great conquests precisely along the path that they are
travelling?1®

In other words, Stepanov believed that Soviet natural scientists
should be won to Marxism by being shown that they were
already dialectical materialists without realizing it.
Stepanov’s one-time collaborator in the field of economic
theory, Alexander Aleksandrovich Bogdanov (né Malinovskii in
1873), was an ardent believer in collectivism who insisted to the
end on going his individual way. Repeatedly offered the choice
of submitting to Lenin’s ‘rigid discipline’ or standing aside, he
repeatedly chose to stand aside.'* The last choice, as it turned
out, was made in 1920, when the Central Committee ordered
Bogdanov’s Proletcult to submit to the Commissar of Education
—his brother-in-law and fellow ‘Machist’, Lunacharsky, who
had chosen to submit to Lenin’s discipline while retaining his
intellectual independence. ‘My Proletcult work was cut short,’
Bogdanov tells us in his laconic autobiography; ‘I devoted my-
self entirely to scientific work.”’® As a medical doctor, he headed
an Institute for Research in Blood Transfusion ; as a member of
the Communist Academy he participated in that body’s dis-
cussions of philosophy and published in its journal, until he
killed himself in 1928 by performing an unsuccessful experiment
in blood transfusion on his own body.!® But he had no part in
the teaching or popularization of Marxist philosophy, where,
indeed, his name and theories were endlessly condemned.!?
His occasional words on behalf of the mechanists were accord-
ingly an embarrassment rather than an aid to their cause.
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When a Deborinite speaker, in the course of one discussion
within the Academy, said that the mechanists would cite a
paper of Bogdanov’s in their behalf, Bogdanov called out:
‘You won’t find people so stupid as to cite me; it’s disadvan-
tageous. . . . There is unity [between my views and the mechan-
ists’], but they won’t cite me. 18

In reality ‘unity’ was too strong a word to describe the re-
lationship between Bogdanov’s views and those of most mechan-
ists. For one thing, most of the mechanists had a thirst for
orthodoxy, a tendency to ‘prove’ their arguments by citations
from the ‘classics’, which was repulsive to Bogdanov, who had
learned in a militaristic high school * to fear and hate dominators
and to reject authorities’.1® ‘One needs to study,” he told the
Communist Academy in 1927,

not old chains of reasoning, even though the best of them ; one needs
to go to nature, to life, to prove every chain of reasoning in nature, in
life ; there is the criterion, there is truth, and all the rest, all expendi-
tures of energy on what has outlived itself and cannot be revived—
that is grave-robbing, that is vampirism of what is moribund but
does not want to die.?®

When he was censured for his ‘revisionist’ attitude towards
‘orthodox Marxism’, he grew sarcastic:

Precisely my little old godmother, who first excommunicated me,
was orthodox ; and now she too has proved to be a heretic. . . . In
Russia, when you speak of dialectics, you do so most often in order
to deny in fact the possibility of development. 2!

Not even mechanists like Stepanov, Sarab’ianov, or Aksel’rod,
who were bold enough to express explicit disagreement with
the ‘classics’ on specific issues, were willing to take this com-
pletely mocking attitude towards orthodoxy.

The basis for Bogdanov’s ‘unity’ with the mechanists must be
sought in certain aspects of his philosophy of science, which was
most extensively elaborated. Indeed, of all the mechanists and
Deborinites, Bogdanov is probably the most deserving of
detailed study as a philosopher; he is probably the one who
is least adequately described in a brief summary. Accordingly,
the following synopsis of his views is offered tentatively,
without any claim to being a definitive account.
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Bogdanov felt that Marx and Engels had many perspicacious
ideas that could be developed further if their antiquated
philosophy, borrowed from Hegel, were superseded by a
philosophy more in harmony with the methods and spirit of
modern natural science. Dialectics he considered neither a
universal theory of knowledge nor a universal ontology, but a
needlessly confused version of the commonplace idea that
opposing forces can sometimes produce motion and change.
Materialism was to Bogdanov a near truth that had been made
an erroneous dogma by Lenin and his followers. In Bogdanov’s
view the ‘external’, the ‘objectively real’ were what the
human mind must contend with, what the human mind per-
ceives as a regularity (zakonomernost’, Gesetzmdssigkeit) different
from its own. Or, approaching the problem in a different
way, he defined the ‘objectively real’ as the regularities
(zakonomernosti, Gesetzmdssigkeiten) constructed by the human
mind: the socially verified, collective experience of human-
1ty.

The basic trend of human thought, he believed, was towards
a ‘scientific monism’. First, the fantastic monisms called
religions, whose main function was to subject nature to a crude
level of production and to subject exploited producers to the
will of the organizers of production; then, the speculative
monisms of metaphysical philosophies, which attempted to
overleap the inadequacies of nascent science—these were the
past stages of human thought. The time had come, he believed,
to construct a monism that could be tested empirically. He
selected the thermodynamic theories of Gibbs and Le Chételier
as furnishing the most likely chief hypothesis for such a monism,
and tried to surmise how the main theories of other sciences—
Marxian economics included—might sometime be converted
into instances of the ‘universal law of equilibrium’. 22

It was not the relativism as much as the positivism in this
philosophy that brought Bogdanov into ‘unity’ with the other
mechanists. The reader has already seen how, in the spring of
1926, he helped precipitate the debates within the Institute of
Scientific Philosophy by objecting to a Deborinite criticism of
Henri Bergson. The criticism was based, Bogdanov said, not on
the data of positive science but on ‘empty ratiocination’
(rassuzhdatel’stvo). The Deborinites dared the other mechanists
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at the debates to agree with Bogdanov’s ‘rejection of philo-
sophy’, and L. I. Aksel’rod, one of the two mechanists whose
remarks in the debates were subsequently printed, did so,
brushing aside the invidious allegation that Bogdanov and she
were ‘rejecting philosophy’.2® A. K. Timiriazev, the other
mechanist whose remarks were printed, ignored the Deborinite
challenge. Timiriazev was entirely opposed to relativism in
philosophy and to the theory of relativity in physics, and had
previously clashed with Bogdanov on both subjects, but he did
not disown Bogdanov on this occasion for he shared Bogdanov’s
repugnance towards ‘empty ratiocination’.24 Timiriazev and
most other mechanists usually expressed this repugnance by the
demand that dialectics should not be elaborated apart from
concrete data, that it should flow out of a detailed study of the
positive sciences, while Bogdanov, lacking reverence for the
terminology of ‘orthodox Marxism’, did not ordinarily speak of
dialectics. He demanded simply that the generalizations and
hypotheses of philosophy be subject to empirical verification.
But the difference in the formulations does not conceal the basic
affinity or ‘unity’ of views. Moreover, Aksel’rod and Sarab’-
ianov, the two mechanists who publicly acknowledged their
affinity with Bogdanov, shared some of his relativism as well as
his positivism.

It is surprising that Liubov’ Isaakovna Aksel’rod (aged
fifty-eight in 1926) expressed agreement with Bogdanov, for
she had been the first Marxist to criticize his revisionist philo-
sophy before the Revolution. She was known as Aksel’rod the
Orthodox, or simply as Orthodox, because of her devotion to
‘our classics and masters’, as she called Marx, Engels, and
Plekhanov.?® Indeed, a full biographical study of Aksel’rod
would probably show that devotion to Plekhanov was the cen-
tral principle of her intellectual life. Her politics faithfully re-
flected Plekhanov’s somewhat erratic Menshevism throughout
the pre-revolutionary period of her life; with him she quit
politics after the Bolshevik Revolution, and she probably
retained his attitude towards the Soviet régime even after he
died in 1918.28 At any rate she did not join the Bolshevik Party,
and she publicly refused to repudiate her pre-revolutionary
Menshevik views when she was pressed to do so.2?

The reader has already scen that Lenin nevertheless urged
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her appointment to an important place in the teaching of
philosophy at Sverdlov Communist University and the Insti-
tute of Red Professorship, and that she had a falling out with
A. M. Deborin, her colleague at these institutions and at the
Communist Academy. In the ensuing dispute she tried to
prove that her philosophy was orthodox, that it was derived
from Plekhanov, ‘whose piety towards Marx and Engels is well
known’.28 But her orthodoxy was more Protestant than
Catholic; what her individual reason found in the revered
texts and in the new revelations of science, not the collective
wisdom of instituted authority, defined the orthodox position
for her. In 1929, when a Conference of Marxist-Leninist
Institutions condemned mechanism, and even after 1931, when
the Party’s Central Committee officially endorsed the con-
demnation, she did not renounce her views.?2® She has already
been quoted sneering at her opponents for ‘excommunicating
everybody . . . [but] Deborin and his students’.3® On one
occasion she expressed herself more forcibly :

If one is to regard as ‘revisionism’ differences [from the classics] in
the evaluation of one or another particular phenomenon, then it is
perfectly clear that nothing remains for the followers of Marxism
but to repeat, and to repeat endlessly and with painful tedium, what
was said by the masters. In other words the living, eternally creative
theory of dialectical materialism would have to be converted into a
deadening religious dogmatism, 31

.

\.

Orthodox Marxism, she explained, was adherence to ‘the )
method and spirit, not the letter of the doctrine’.32 J
Aksel’rod’s understanding of the method and spirit of Marx- ~
ism found positive expression mostly in the fields of aesthetics,
social theory, and the history of philosophy ; her largest work, a
doctoral dissertation that had appeared in 1go1, was a study of
Tolstoy. 23 But she was better known as a polemicist. Lenin had
esteemed her attacks on various forms of ‘idealism’ and re-
visionism, which were reprinted several times in the Soviet
period—until the habit of judging books by their authors’
politics grew even stronger than reverence for Lenin’s judg-
ment. 34 Her polemics with the Deborinites, who were originally
no more interested in the philosophy of natural science than
she, began with arguments about Spinoza and Hegel.®® But in
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defining their respective attitudes towards Hegel, Aksel’rod
and her opponents defined their divergent views on dialectics;
and by their debates over Spinoza, they clarified their positions
on materialism.

At the centre of her quarrel with the Deborinites Aksel’rod
found ‘the problem of dialectics, or rather, not the problem
itself, but the different views on the relationship of dialectical
materialism to Hegel’s dialectics’.3® She urged, in effect, that
Hegelian dialectics be forgotten:

Deborin says, for example: purposefulness is transcended [tselesoo-
braznost® snimaetsia, weckmdssigkeit ist aufgehoben] by causality.
This sounds chic and entirely Hegelian. But such terminology binds
one to nothing and suggests no questions. It is another matter if we
say: purposefulness is a variety of causality. In this case a whole
series of concrete questions immediately rises, to wit: what kind of
variety, what are its sources, etc.?3?

Her chief contention, constantly repeated in various forms,
was that

dialectics must receive the content of contemporary science. The simple
transmission of some well-known Hegelian propositions is devoid of
any serious significance. . . . Dialectics acquires its true significance
only when it is intrinsically and indissolubly connected with con-
crete content.38

Though she denied the Deborinite charge that she wanted the
discipline (rauka) of philosophy to be limited to ethics, aesthetics,
and the history of philosophy, and otherwise to be dissolved in
the positive sciences, her underlying attitude clearly seems to
have tended in that direction. As a methodology of science, she
said, ‘dialectics taken in ils entirely abstract form leads inevitably to
empty and meaningless scholasticism’.3® And when she was pressed
for her views on dialectics as the most general synthesis of the
findings of science, she exclaimed:

I dare to reply to this question: the synthesis is in the aeroplane, in
the radio receiver, and in general in all the great practical results of
contemporary natural science. I dare to reply in this way because I
do not forget Marx’s great thought that one may explain the world
one way or another, but the most important thing is to change it.4°

Aksel’rod’s dispute with the Deborinites concerning Spinoza
in effect resumed her pre-revolutionary disagreement with what
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she called ‘naive realism’.4! Her chief opponent was now
Deborin, who had in the pre-revolutionary period agreed with
her criticism of Lenin as a ‘naive realist’, and Aksel’rod now
described the main issue as an historical problem :

My grievous sin, from my opponents’ point of view, consists of this,
that I regard Spinoza’s substance as the course of conformity to law
[zakonomernost’, Gesetzmdssigkeit]. From my opponents’ point of view
Spinoza’s god or substance is nature, identical with matter. In other
words, substance is matter, 42

But she, no less than the Deborinites, accepted Plekhanov’s
dictum that ‘Marxism is a variety of Spinozism’, and their dis-
agreement over Spinoza’s concept of substance was accordingly
a disagreement over the source and nature of Marxist material-
ism. To Aksel’rod the ‘soul of materialism’ was its recognition
in nature of a universal regularity or conformity to law (zakono-
mernost’, Gesetzmdssigkeit), and its consequent rejection of tele-
ology and religion. She would not agree that the hallmark of
materialism was Lenin’s ‘theory of reflection’; she rejected his
theory that human knowledge ‘reflects’ the ‘essence’ of external
matter. She believed that matter exists independently of, and
prior to, the human mind, but she felt that our sensations and
knowledge ‘correspond’ to certain ‘ properties’ of external matter.
She repeated the old distinction between the primary and
secondary qualities of matter, the former alone being subject to
measurement and hence to scientific study:

Imagine that my neighbour’s brain is exposed and that I, as a
researcher, am observing the activity of the nerve centres just at the
moment when he is experiencing some sensation. What then? Under
this circumstance, ideal for cognition, I should nevertheless come to
know merely the motion that causes my neighbour’s sensation,
but I should not obtain the slightest conception of his internal
condition, i.e., of his experience [perezhivanie] ; in other words, this
would remain closed to me by a dense, impenetrable cloud.4?

In a similar vein Aksel’rod objected to the view that universal
concepts reflect independently existing universals; her position
on this ancient problem was that universal concepts correspond
to objectively existing relationships or connections among indi-
viduals.44 In general, then, she was a Marxist who construed
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materialism to be largely a synonym for empiricism and
irreligious determinism.

A similar understanding of materialism can be found in the
writings of Semen Iulevich Semkovskii (zé Bronshtein in 1882)
who had been a prominent Menshevik and Trotskyist before the
Bolshevik Revolution. Even though Semkovskii’s politics and
his ‘Machist’ philosophy had involved him before 1917 in
fairly sharp clashes with Lenin, the necessities of the ‘cultural
revolution” made him the chief Marxist philosopher in the
Soviet Ukraine. His efforts to win the natural scientists in the
Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, by telling them that they al-
ready were Marxists without realizing it, have already been
mentioned ; for the incidental rejection of Hegelian dialectics
with which he bolstered his appeals to scientists helped precipi-
tate the formation of rival factions among Soviet Marxists. Thc
main burden of his argument to the Ukrainian scientists was
that Einstein’s theory of relativity was the concrete form of
dialectical materialism in the physical sciences ; that Darwinism
was the realization of the same philosophy in the biological
sciences; and that Marxist social theory was its crowning
triumph in the scientific study of man.*

The identification of dialectical materialism and the theory
of relativity brought Semkovskii into conflict with a leading
mechanist, A. K. Timiriazev,*¢ at the same time that the re-
jection of Hegelian dialectics involved him in controversy with
the Deborinites. He called for a ‘third force’ in Soviet Marxist
philosophy, which would avoid both ‘vulgar materialism” and
‘Hegelian scholasticism’.47 But he could not escape identifica-
tion with the mechanist faction. For he attacked the Debori-
nites on the central issue (the elaboration of dialectics from
Hegel, apart from the positive sciences), and defended the
theory of relativity when it was no issue at all in the clash of the
two factions. The Deborinites were largely indifferent to
Einstein’s physics, and few mechanists approved of Timiriazev’s
hostility to it. Even in 1928, when the Deborinites were moving
towards Semkovskii’s position on relativity, he repeated the
chief mechanist criticism of them: they were ‘“pure” philo-
sophers, separated from the material of the sciences, [who]
philosophize fruitlessly. . . .48

In 1929, at the Conference that formally condemned the
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mechanist faction, Semkovskii spoke as a Deborinite.4® He spoke
as if the views that the Conference was endorsing had been
his all along. Had he not been arguing that the theory of
relativity was the realization of dialectical materialism in
physics? As for the general issue of the controversy, the rela-
tionship between dialectical materialism and natural science,
he recalled an ingeniously ambiguous metaphor:

In this question I usually employ the following figure, which, in my
opinion, most correctly expresses the relationship between dia-
lectical philosophy and the individual sciences. This relationship
can be compared with the relationship of the Party and the class in the
Leninist view. ‘The Party,’ I have written . . ., ‘does not go behind,
does not passively “summarize”, but goes in front, actively leads.
But for this, Lenin taught, the Party itself must be the concentrated
expression of the class.” And such is also the dialectics of the inter-
action between philosophy and science.5?

The ambiguity of the metaphor was its chief virtue to Sem-
kovskii ; it spanned his previous views as a mechanist and his
present endorsement of the Deborinite position. Had he not
been trying to establish Marxist leadership in natural science
by showing that Marxist philosophy was the ‘concentrated ex-
pression’ of science? The Deborinites, to be sure, sought this
‘concentrated expression’ mainly in Hegelian dialectics, which
Semkovskii had rejected in 1924 as ‘scholasticism’. In April,
1929, he did not repeat that epithet, but he did warn that
Hegelian dialectics was idealist and therefore could not be
transferred to Marxist philosophy without basic alterations.5!
It seems clear, therefore, that his shift of philosophical factions
was accompanied by little change of philosophical views.%?

While Semkovskii was searching for a philosophy that would
win natural scientists to Marxism in Kharkov and Kiev,
Aleksandr Ignat’evich Var’iash was doing much the same in
Moscow. Sandor Varjas, to use his proper Hungarian name,
was a professor of philosophy who had been an official of the
union of teachers and civil servants during Bela Kun’s régime.
Admiral Horthy’s régime had imprisoned him, but an exchange
of prisoners between Russia and Hungary brought him in 1922,
aged thirty-seven, to Moscow, where he was placed in a munber
of teaching and administrative positions, all involving efforts to
win intellectuals to Marxism.5?
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For the most part there was little to distinguish his philosophy
of science from the mechanist versions that have been surveyed
so far. The unity of science was his great dream no less than the
others’. ‘I stand,’ he said, ‘on Marx’s point of view that “we
know one single science. . . .””’%* Maxwell had taken a giant
step towards this single science by reducing electricity and
magnetism to a single set of laws; most recently Einstein’s
theory of relativity had moved the physical sciences closer yet.
Ultimately scientists would achieve ‘the unification of physics
and chemistry, then of chemistry and biology, then of biology
and psychology’.®® The curious omission of the expected final
item (social science) together with Varjas® explicit rejection
on two occasions of efforts to reduce social science to biology,%®
was an anomaly that was fairly common among the mechanists.
But the anomaly was especially marked in Varjas’ case, for he
was given to sweeping assertions of reductionism :

There is not one basic law or regularity [zakonomernost’, Gesetz-
madssigkeit] that is not physico-chemical. . . . The so-called ‘mecha-
nists’ . . . do not accept more fundamental, irreducible qualities
than are absolutely necessary for objective explanation. We accept
the fundamental qualities of the electrical charge in the two forms of
positive and negative electricity; we accept the various possible dis-
tributions of electrons and other material particles; we accept also a
whole series of properties (motion and extension as attributes of
matter), but naturally we do not accept as many properties as man’s
naked eye is capable of noting.%

Moreover, when Varjas discussed social theory, he was again
prone to rigidly reductionist sentiments, as in the following
thematic statement from his History of Modern Philosophy :

.« . between ideas and the social process of production there exists only one
correlation, namely that ideas are entirely and unequivocally and causally
determined by the process of production.5®

Yet he denied the suggestion that social phenomena might be
reduced further than ‘the process of production’, to biological
or even physical laws.

In other matters too Varjas had views that were typical of the
mechanist faction. In the spirit of empiricism he derided the
‘Hegelian panlogism’ of the Deborinites, and insisted that
dialectical materialism was not to be extracted from Hegel and
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applied to the sciences. He said that dialectical materialism was
to be found in the work of an Einstein or a Weyl, who might
imagine themselves to be following the philosophies of Mach or
Husserl but were actually using the method of dialectical
matarialism:

For dialectical materialism is not a norm of some categorical imperative,
which one must follow, according to which it is necessary to proceed in
order to obtain good results; it is, as far as possible, an exact de-
scription of the actual path along which humanity is actually pro-
ceeding. Dialectics is not a logical postulate, not a norm, but the
actual path.®

Yet this foe of ‘Hegelian panlogism’ was charged by the
Deborinites with hypostasizing logic and mathematics, with
secking materialist dialectics in Bertrand Russell’s Principles of
Mathematics.®® And there was some justice in the charge.
Varjas did have a high regard for Russell’s contribution, which,
as Varjas saw it, transcended formal logic and was actually
dialectical logic.®! In general he believed that contemporary
logicians and mathematicians, whether they were ‘bourgeois’
or not in their social philosophy, were making important con-
tributions to materialist dialectics, which he regarded as a
universal methodology that summed up the most general
characteristics of the universe. In other words, Varjas had a
trend of thought similar to what has already been noted in
Lafargue and will be found again in Tseitlin : a tendency to fuse
rationalism with mechanistic materialism. If reason is a mirror
of material reality, he argued, then one can see material reality
in it. In the most abstract products of reason (mathematics and
logic) one can perceive the most general characteristics of
material reality, and thereby arrive at a methodology for science
as a whole. 82

Unusual combinations of ideas were also characteristic of
Vladimir Nikolaevich Sarab’ianov, who was a very prolific
propagandist in a variety of fields, from anti-religion to econo-
mics. As late as 1926 the Deborinite Luppol found reason to say
that Sarab’ianov, who was then forty, was ‘a rather good
dialectician, and in a whole series of the theoretical disputes of
these days he has taken a correct dialectical [i.e., Deborinite]
position’. 83 Perhaps Luppol had in mind Sarab’ianov’s criticism
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of Bukharin, which has already been noted.®4 It is more likely
however that Luppol was pleased by Sarab’ianov’s explicit
defence of philosophy as an autonomous discipline, in marked
contrast with the tendency of some mechanists to dissolve
philosophy into the natural and social sciences.®® Moreover,
Sarab’ianov had no objection to the use of Hegelian termino-
logy. To be sure, he held a number of views that the Deborinites
opposed as mechanistic. He defined ‘accident’ simply as an
event whose cause is unknown, while they favoured the Hegelian
notion that accident is a form of necessity ; ¢¢ he felt that mental
phenomena would ultimately be reduced to chemical and
physical processes;$? and he had a tendency to interpret the
abstruse Hegelian concepts that he did accept in such a way
that they became indistinguishable from ordinary concepts—
‘self-movement’, for example, was to Sarab’ianov little more
than a synonym for development or growth.¢® But more than
anything else, it was his views on the concept of quality that in-
volved him in dispute with the Deborinites. For both Sarab’-
ianov and the Deborinites placed heavy emphasis on the con-
cept of quality, but each understood it differently.

Sarab’ianov assigned great importance to the concept of
quality as a result of his difficulties in the propaganda of
historical materialism (Marxist social theory) and anti-religion.
He blamed these difficulties on the vagueness that he found in
Marxism. Social base and social superstructure, ran the
formula of historical materialism, influence each other recipro-
cally, but the base is the determining influence ‘in the long run’,
or ‘in the last analysis’. Marxist anti-religion taught that living
and thinking beings have developed out of non-living and non-
thinking matter in a manner that can be explained by physical
and chemical processes, without recourse to the supernatural ;
but the Marxist ‘classics’ also denied that such explanation by
reduction ‘will exhaust the essence’ of life or thought.®®
Sarab’ianov argued that analysis of both formulas turns on
the concept of quality. Superstructure and base, he reasoned,
can influence each other quantitatively, but qualitative change
can come only from the base. Higher levels of the organization of
matter rise out of lower ones, but each level has a special
quality that is not entirely reducible to the levels below it. The
problem was to define quality unequivocally, and he believed
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that he had found such a definition: ‘Quality is the relation-
ship of the aggregate of properties of a given thing, a given
phenomenon, to the aggregate of properties of another thing,
another phenomenon.’?® The empiricist shunning of ontology
was as obvious in this definition of quality as it was in Aksel’
rod’s; both avoided speaking of the essential attributes of
things. To be sure, Sarab’ianov repeated Aksel’rod’s exception
for motion, bulk, [and] weight’, which he considered inherent
in matter and not merely ‘the result of the interaction between
the external world and our own’.?! But on the whole, Sarab’-
ianov stressed the agnostic view of quality as a relationship; he
endorsed Plekhanov’s characterization of sensations and know-
ledge as ‘hieroglyphs’, and he even repeated Hobbes’ argu-
ment that the sound we hear when a bell ringsis a ‘phantom’.”?

Into this understanding of quality Sarab’ianov introduced
what he considered a scientific version of dialectics ; the relation-
ship that constitutes a quality he called a relationship of
‘opposition’ or ‘contradiction’. His purpose was to make
quality a measurable concept by describing it as the pre-
dominance’ of one aggregate over the other. When quantita-
tive, measurable changes in either aggregate reversed the ‘pre-
dominance’ of one over the other, Sarab’ianov argued, a ‘leap’
occurred, a new quality came into existence. To his opponents
it seemed at times that he was trying to ridicule dialectics, as in
the following illustration of the ‘leap’ from one quality to
another:

I am hungry, I eat a loaf of bread—less hungry; I eat another—
still less hungry; I eat a biscuit—I am full. Quantity has passed into
quality. In a certain relationship I have become a new quality. But
at this moment (moment of the leap), when I have become full, I
still want to drink; in this relationship I shall become another
quality (don’t want to drink) only some time later. And so on.

Was there a leap? Yes and no. Dialectics.™

There can, however, be little doubt that Sarab’ianov had
serious purposes in mind. In the process of cognition, he
argued, men select for study only a few of the infinite qualities of
things. The basis for the selection is the purpose, the practical
goal of the person making the selection. This train of thought
led him to recall and stress the remark that Lenin had dropped
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while criticizing Struve, to the effect that ‘materialism includes
in itself partyness [partiinost’], requiring that one take the point
of view of a definite group or class’.’¢ He interpreted this
dictum, which was ignored by most Soviet Marxists in the
’twenties, in a highly subjectivist manner. Both Lenin (the
ideologist of the proletariat) and Struve (the ideologist of
Russia’s nascent industrial bourgeoisie) were right, each
from the point of view of the class he chose to speak for. One
chooses one’s allegiance and interests, and truth is altered
accordingly.”® Sarab’ianov called this epistemology ‘sub-
jectivism on the basis of objectivism’, and argued that it alone
could justify Bolshevik social theory and political action.?®

Of more interest to the present study is his claim that the anti-
religious campaign and the effort to win natural scientists were
seriously hampered by fundamental obscurities in Marxism :

In any university audience to a lecture on dialectical materialism,
when you give examples of the transition [of a thing] into its opposite
they will reply to you: ‘What kind of an opposite is that!” Mean-
time the teacher of natural science strengthens this ‘scepticism’ by a
series of very learned proofs that the plant is not the opposite of the
seed, that nature does not make leaps, and so on.??

Sarab’ianov admitted that, in his efforts to overcome such
arguments by defining Marxist concepts more precisely, he was
departing somewhat from Engels’ or Lenin’s understanding of
dialectical materialism and approaching the views of Bog-
danov. But, like Aksel’rod or Bogdanov himself, though less
forcibly, he argued that criticism of the ‘classics’ was required
not only by new times and new knowledge but also by devotion
to the true spirit of the ‘classics’.?8

It should by now be apparent that the leading mechanist
philosophers and propagandists adhered not to a uniform creed
but to diverse formulations of a common attitude. The problem
of defining this common attitude may be postponed until the
views of the natural scientists who were leading mechanists
have been examined. But already it should be clear that it is a
considerable over-simplification to characterize the mechanists
en masse simply as opponents of dialectical materialism, as
advocates of the view that science is its own philosophy. It is
noteworthy that the one mechanist whose views can fairly be

148



PROPAGANDISTS AND PHILOSOPHERS

described in that fashion was associated only briefly with the
faction. In February, 1925, when the Timiriazev Institute dis-
cussed and formally approved Stepanov’s handbook, Ivan
Adamovich Borichevskii (aged thirty-three) added his vigorous
assent, but objected to a fellow-mechanist’s use of such ‘in-
disputably “philosophical” terms’ as quality:

‘Qualities’ are nothing but certain changes of ‘ quantities’. And for
scientific materialism it is entirely sufficient to recognize that these
changes arise not only by means of slow, ‘continuous’ development,
but also by explosions, by leaps. All the rest is the purest ‘philo-
sophy’, which is entirely unnecessary, whether for positive science
or for scientific materialism.7®

‘Scientific materialism,” he explained, is a Weltanschauung that
is ‘intra-scientific, that wants to be one of the limiting generali-
zations of positive science as a whole, and strives to emancipate
science from any philosophical phantasms’. 80 Borichevskii even
objected to the ‘philosophical legend, invented by Engels and
repeated by Lenin’, that Biichner and Moleschott were ‘vulgar’
materialists. 81

The Deborinites repeatedly cited Borichevskii’s statements as
prime examples of the mechanists’ views, but actually such
extreme positivism was unusual for the mechanist faction.
Borichevskii himself, who had been very active as a writer on
philosophical topics up to 1926, published nothing more until
1930, when the clash between the Deborinite and mechanist
factions was superseded by a controversy between the Debori-
nites and a new group.®2 One suspects that in the period from
1926 to 1930 he was persona non grata to the mechanists as well as
the Deborinites.®? Even Stepanov, who was frankly opposed to
the cultivation of philosophy as a separate discipline, took
philosophy more seriously than Borichevskii, treating its tradi-
tional concepts with something more than an irritated gesture
of rejection. But the natural scientists in the mechanist faction
must be canvassed before its least common denominator can be
discovered.

149



10

THE MECHANIST FACTION:
NATURAL SCIENTISTS

T uerE were two distinct phases in the association of bio-
logical scientists with the mechanist faction. In the first, several

. biologists who were opposed to vitalism supported the mechan-

ist faction because it seemed clearly committed to physical and
chemical explanations of living phenomena, while the Debori-
nite position on this problem seemed dubious. Gradually, how-
ever, these mechanist biologists dropped out of the philoso-
phical controversy; at the close in 1929 only one of them was
still actively supporting the mechanist faction. The second
phase set in rather abruptly towards the end of the contro-

. versy, when the genetical theory called ‘Lamarckism’ was

attached to the mechanist philosophy, and a few previously
aloof biologists joined the faction, arguing the inheritability of

. acquired characteristics rather than the possibility of reducing

life to the chemistry of proteins. The two phases thus involved
an almost complete turnover both of individuals and of issues.

Among the Marxists who may be considered charter members
of the mechanist faction because of their part in the Timiriazev
Institute’s formal approval of Stepanov’s little book, a con-
siderable number must have been biologists. Of the eight
speakers who took Stepanov’s side in the discussion preceding
the vote, four were biologists, including the Assistant Director
of the Institute.! He was the botanist, George Gustavovich
Bosse, aged thirty-eight in 1925, when he helped found the
mechanist faction, and apparently a tireless tcacher and popu-
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larizer both of biology and of Marxist philosophy.? In both
areas a thoroughgoing reductionism was his basic principle :

Theoretically and in the last analysis social phenomena are also open
not only to qualitative (sociological) analysis, but also to quantita-
tive (physico-chemico-biological) analysis. It is another matter
whether, apart from the method of historical materialism, that genial
method for the analysis of social phenomena, we shall sometime
succeed in working out a physico-chemico-biological method that
will be applicable to social phenomena. As yet we have no basis for
this hope. We have not made a single step in this direction. . . . But past un-
successful approaches do not prove the impossibility in principle of
building a quantitative, dialectical materialist, mechanical founda-
tion under sociology.?

The Deborinites made much of this frankly expressed dream of
the absorption of historical, no less than dialectical, materialism
by a quantitative, ‘ physico-chemico-biological’ science. Marx-
ist social theory was not truly scientific, they interpreted Bosse
as implying, as long as such a reduction was not effected. Even
when Bosse was sent to South America to study rubber-bearing
plants, the Deborinites continued to cite him as a typical
mechanist, until three leading mechanists felt it necessary to
publish a joint disclaimer of responsibility for Bosse’s philoso-
phical views.? They dismissed him as ‘only a popularizer’;
though in fact Bosse was ceasing to be even that, except in the
rather narrow field of rubber-bearing plants. He became an
cminent specialist, but he entirely dropped philosophical writ-
ing and popularizations of general biology.®

The other biologists who spoke for the mechanists at the start
of the controversy and then fell silent were not publicly repudi-
ated by the leaders of their own faction, and one can only sur-
mise their reasons for quitting the fight.® It may be that the in-
creasing abstractness and complexity of the issues as the con-
troversy unfolded made them feel beyond their depth. Their
chief interest, the conflict of vitalism and mechanism as bio-
logical theories, was very soon transcended by such issues as the
relationship of quantity and quality, or the nature of dialectical
contradiction.? Moreover the Deborinites succeeded, very early
in the controversy, in fixing upon the mechanist faction the
brand of ‘revisionism’, of opposing the penetration of Marxism
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into natural science. It became increasingly difficult for a bio-
logist who considered himself a Marxist to defend the mechanist
faction, especially after Deborin’s master-stroke, towards the
middle of 1926, in publishing the defence of the mechanists by
Professor A. F. Samoilov. For Samoilov, a famous ‘bourgeois’
physiologist, explained that he agreed with the mechanists
because he himself was not a Marxist.8

Samoilov’s article, ‘The Dialectics of Nature and Natural
Science’, was originally a paper read in the Scholars’ House of
Kazan, one of many such clubs that the Soviet government had
established to court the goodwill of ‘bourgeois’ scholars.
Samoilov described the philosophical controversy among Soviet
Marxists in a tone of amused condescension, and his audience
probably felt as he did : the controversy was pointless, for it was
largely a clash of citations from Engels, who was often vague
and inconsistent.® Nevertheless Samoilov made a serious effort
to evaluate Engels’ philosophy of natural science, as expressed
in the recently published Dialectics of Nature. He claimed that in
some important matters Engels had brilliantly anticipated the
development of natural science since his time.1® But Samoilov
reasoned that even in such matters Engels’ dialectical material-
ism proved nothing and was accordingly superfluous; only
empirical science could prove or disprove the theories criticized
by Engels. In other matters he found Engels’ philosophy to be
actually harmful. The tendency ‘to bind abstract formulas on
nature’, which the mechanists attributed to the Deborinites,
Samoilov attributed to Engels. His main objection was to
Engels’ assertion, in criticism of reductionism, that there are
irreducible qualities in nature beyond those of homogeneous
particles in motion. At one point, to be sure, he agreed with
Engels that the reduction of thought to molecular and chemical
processes in the brain would not ‘exhaust the essence’ of
thought; Samoilov required only that the term ‘essence’ be
replaced by ‘content’.!! But he would not agree with Engels
that physical and chemical methods were inadequate in bio-
logical research, and he concluded by challenging ‘those
Marxists who are inspired by faith in the power of the dia-
lectical method’—by implication the mechanists were clearly
excluded—to prove their method by achieving results in
natural science that would be difficult or impossible to achieve
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with another method. If they could, Samoilov said, then the
dialectical method would be automatically adopted by all
scientists, ‘without fruitless, insulting polemics’.12

It must have wrung the hearts of the leading mechanists to
see their main contentions cogently stated and endorsed by an
eminent physiologist as an argument against the penetration of
dialectical materialism into natural science. The Deborinite
picture of the mechanists as apologists for the ‘bourgeois’
natural scientists seemed to have received independent con-
firmation.!3 Perhaps this was the main reason that the Marxist
biologists who had originally supported the mechanist faction
ceased to do so about 1926, for the most part without giving
up their reductionist views in biology.14

The case of Fedor Filaretovich Duchinskii tends to confirm
this picture of Marxist biologists pulled to the mechanist
faction by their philosophy of science but alienated from it by
political ideology. In 1926, as Duchinskii, a forty-two-year-old
veterinary, participated in the debate among Soviet Marxist
biologists over thecories of heredity, he did not mention the
philosophical controversy, but he revealed his essential sym--
pathies nonetheless.’® He used the terms ‘mechanist’ and
‘materialist’ interchangeably, and he quoted with unqualified
approval Lamarck’s statement: ‘“Itis not true that in nature
there are special laws for organisms, opposite to those govern-
ing the changes of dead bodies.””’1¢ Stepanov quite under-
standably claimed Duchinskii as a mechanist, but a Deborinite
countered with a characterization of Duchinskii as a ‘natural-
scientific’ (estestvenno-nauchnyi) materialist on the road to
genuine dialectical materialism, i.e., to the Deborinite philoso-
phy.17 Duchinskii, protesting that he was already a dialectical
materialist and had been since 1903, when he first embraced
‘orthodox dialectical materialism’, complained that neither
Stepanov nor the Deborinite understood his biology or his
philosophy.1® One can believe the protestation of philosophical
differences with the Deborinite, but the repulse to Stepanov was
probably due to the stigma of ‘revisionism’ that had been
attached to the mechanist faction.1®

Though Duchinskii’s views on reduction, which were clearly
similar to those of the mechanist faction, could not induce him
to join it, his ‘Lamarckist’ theory of heredity, which had little
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logical connection with the philosophical controversy, brought
him belatedly to attack the Deborinites.2? And this was not an
isolated or unique irony. The genetical controversy among
Soviet Marxists had begun about 1925 quite independently of
the philosophical controversy, largely as a result of the Com-
munist Academy’s success in drawing considerable numbers of
Moscow’s physicians and biologists to lectures and discussions.
In these discussions no reference was made to the contem-
poraneous philosophical controversy, nor was there much
fundamental similarity in issues. ‘Lamarckists’ and ‘Mor-
ganists’ felt no need to decide whether the Marxist philosophy of
science should be an independent discipline, or whether the
chief source for its elaboration should be Hegel or empirical
science. Nor did they argue whether or where to place a limit on
reduction as a method; both groups took the method for
granted and argued about its application. 2! Only in 1928 some
Deborinites began to claim that their philosophy sanctioned
the ‘Morganist’ position in genetics, while ‘Lamarckism’ was
allegedly a correlate of mechanistic materialism. Three leaders
of the mechanist faction, who had previously been indifferent
to the genetics controversy, thereupon endorsed ‘Lamarckism’,
and Duchinskii, at the very end of the philosophical con-
troversy, attacked the Deborinites.22 The most paradoxical
aspect of these manceuvres was the general failure to demon-
strate a logical connection between the biological and philoso-
phical positions that were being paired. 23

If the mechanist leaders who rather abruptly went to the aid
of ‘Lamarckism’ did so in order to win the support of
‘Lamarckist’ biologists, they had little cause to feel successful.
Counting Duchinskii only three or four ‘ Lamarckists’ were won
to a brief, tenuous association with the mechanist faction. In-
deed, they did not actually express approval of the mechanist
faction; they confined themselves to a defence of ‘ Lamarckism’,
and a criticism of the individual Deborinites who were attack-
ing it.2¢ In 1930 Duchinskii deserted the mechanists alto-
gether. He tried to prove that the Deborinite philosophy sup-
ported the ‘Lamarckist’ position in biology.?® But these were
exceptional cases. In general the ‘Lamarckists’ did not find it
necessary to compromise their claim to orthodoxy by coming to
the defence of the condemned mechanist faction. It was
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possible to be prudently silent in philosophy while defending
‘Lamarckism’ in biology.

The one Marxist biologist who showed no skittishness or
vacillation in the philosophical controversy, whether at the be-
ginning or the end, was Sergei Stepanovich Perov. In February,
1925, this thirty-six-year-old biochemist helped to found the
mechanist faction by his part in the Timiriazev Institute’s en-
dorsement of Stepanov’s book. He also took the mechanist part
in subsequent debates, and in April, 1929, he still defended the
mechanist faction at the Conference that condemned it as
‘revisionist.’ 26 Indeed, Perov was one of the mechanist leaders
who refused to renounce his views even in the ’thirties, and one
can detect a continuation of his war with the Deborinites in his
participation, during the ’thirties and ’forties, in Lysenko’s
campaign against ‘Morganism’.2?

This is not to say that genetical theory was Perov’s main con-
cern, whether as a scientist or a philosopher of science; until
1929 he appears to have ignored the problem of heredity and
variability altogether.28 His main concern, as befitted a bio-
chemist, was with chemical and physical analyses of living
phenomena, and he nursed a grudge not merely against the
Deborinites for their philosophical denial of the adequacy of
such analyses, but even against fellow-biochemists who, Perov
argued, were unnecessarily multiplying the types of proteins
and thereby giving support to the vitalist argument that ordi-
nary chemistry cannot explain life.?® Like the other leading
mechanists, he regarded dialectics as a ‘constant guiding
principle . . . and not the wretched dregs of Hegel. . . .’30 Like
them, he searched in the empirical sciences for the universal
principle that would furnish an ontological and methodological
basis for the unity of all sciences, and he claimed to find it,
somewhat as Bogdanov did, in the work of the American
chemist, Willard Gibbs.3! Even at the Conference of April,
1929, when Perov for the first time stood up for ‘Lamarckism’,
he defended it in terms of political ideology (‘Weissmanism’, he
said, was the basis of racism), and he was no more successful
than the other speakers who touched on this theme in demon-
strating a connection with the main philosophical issues of
the controversy.3? To Perov those main issues were still the
reduction of life to the chemistry of a single protcin, and the
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harmfulness of Hegelian metaphysics. Only considerably later,
while participating in Lysenko’s struggle against ‘Morganism’,
did he argue a plausible connection between ‘Lamarckism’
(rechristened ‘Michurinism’) and the chemical reductionism
that was his original inspiration.33 But that lies beyond the
boundary of the present study.

The Communist Academy’s efforts to draw natural scientists
to Marxism had considerably less success among physicists,
chemists, and mathematicians, than among biological scientists.
Why this should have been the case is a puzzle, but the fact it-
self, of considerable importance to the present subject, is readily
established. The Circle or Society of Materialist Physicists and
Mathematicians was formed only at the very end of 1927, four
years after comparable organizations for physicians and biolo-
gists had been founded.3¢ At the end of 1928, the Society of
Materialist Physicians could claim forty-one ‘actual’ [deist-
vitel’nye] or full members, in spite of the requirement of pub-
lication for that rank; while the Circle of Materialist Physicists
and Mathematicians refrained from publishing figures on mem-
bership, and admitted that even the few scientists who had
been persuaded to speak under the Circle’s auspices had read
technical papers or popularizations, with little or nothing to
say about materialist philosophy or Marxism.3® Participation in
the discussions of Marxism and natural science that the Com-
munist Academy sponsored during the ’twenties tells a similar
story. Topics like ‘Marxism and Darwinism’ brought out con-
siderable numbers of people, and largely non-Party scientists
with Marxist sympathies, while topics like ‘Marxism and the
Theory of Relativity’ drew very few participants, among whom
scientists were comparatively rare.® Perhaps it was this scarcity
of Marxist physical scientists that was responsible for their play-
ing a much more important role in the philosophical contro-
versy than did the more numerous Marxist biologists. Perhaps
it was the markedly philosophical nature of theoretical physics
and mathematics, or perhaps quirks of personality, but what-
ever the causes may have been, the paradoxical fact is that the
physical sciences contributed several leaders to both factions in
the philosophical controversy.

The most eminent of these physical scientists, until the very
end of the controversy, was Arkadii Klimentovich Timiriazev,
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who, more than Stepanov, deserves to be considered the chief \
leader of the mechanist faction. Already forty in 1921, when he *
joined the Bolshevik Party, Timiriazev had little record of pre-
vious political or philosophical activity.®? He had probably
absorbed some Leftist inclinations from his famous father, the
biologist Kliment Arkad’evich Timiriazev, who boasted that
his father had been a sympathetic witness of the Decembrist
rising.3® In 1911, when the Tsar’s Minister of Education
abridged the autonomy of Moscow State University, both
Timiriazevs were among the staff members who resigned in
protest. 3° But this was as nothing compared to the combination
of political, educational, and ideological activity that en-
gulfed A. K. Timiriazev after he saluted the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion and joined the Communist Party. Professor of physics at
Moscow State University, head of the Department (Kafedra) of
Natural Science at Sverdlov Communist University, a leading
member of the State Council of Scholarship (GUS, the organ of
the Commissariat of Education that imposed a new abridge-
ment of autonomy on Russian universities in 1921-1922),
an important and active member of the Communist Academy,
the editor of Under the Banner of Marxism in charge of its offerings
in the field of natural science, lecturer, translator, and writer—
here, one might say, was an incarnation of ‘the release of
energy’ that was the main result of the Russian Revolution,
according to Maynard and Pares.4?

In 1923 he published The Philosophy of Science, an anthology
of excerpts not from the writings of philosophers (these Timi-
riazev brushed aside as useless to the student of natural science,
for whom he had prepared the anthology), but from the works
of famous natural scientists, who were, he explained, unwitting
dialectical materialists.4* The resulting impression, that;
Timiriazev’s dialectical materialism was a sort of positivism,!
was strengthened by his favourable reference to Comte,42 and
by his assurance to Marxist students of natural science that they
would find in the theoretical writings of the great natural
scientists very little ‘tar’ of class ideology and much ‘honey’ of
materialist philosophy.43 (‘Tar in honey’ is the Russian
equivalent of our ‘fly in the ointment’.) He expressed similar
views in contemporaneous speeches to the State Council of
Scholarship (GUS), the Moscow Committee of the Communist
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Party, and the editors of Under the Banner of Marxism.** He
reassured those Marxists who feared to entrust the teaching
of natural science in Communist universities to non-Marxist
scientists, and also those who felt that ‘ Marxists have no reason
to poke their noses’ into natural science.*® Natural scientists,
he explained, were already dialectical materialists, and it
would be easy to demonstrate this to them, for the principles of
dialectical materialism were bound on the scientist by nature.
In Timiriazev’s interpretation, these dialectical principles were
simply that all things are subject to motion or change, that all
things are interdependent, and finally, that ‘contradiction’ is
the essence of the endless change of interdependent things. The
examples that Timiriazev used to illustrate the meaning of dia-
lectical ‘contradiction’ (D’Alembert’s principle, and the
principle of Le Chatelier-Braun) show that he understood this
crucial term to mean the opposition of forces moving in different
directions, or the disturbance and re-establishment of mechani-
cal equilibrium. He doubted that the notorious triad (thesis,
antithesis and synthesis) was a meaningful concept for natural
science, and he expressed the same skepticism concerning the
principle of quantitative changes becoming qualitative changes.

It was the last issue that he emphasized in February, 1925,
when he helped found the mechanist faction. The Deborinites,
he claimed, by their assertion of irreducible qualities at each
level of integration, were trying to limit or deny the scientific
method of reducing complex phenomena to simple ones.4¢
Moreover, Timiriazev felt that the method of reduction could
not be justified without a corresponding ontology, in which
universal ether and two kinds of electricity were regarded as
the ultimate reality.47? Since the Deborinites cast doubt on such
ontologies as well as on the unlimited applicability of the
method of reduction, Timiriazev’s defence of both filled his
polemics in the philosophical controversy. He tried to connect
his crusades in physics and philosophy (he was at war with the
theory of relativity) by arguing that the Deborinite position
in philosophy encouraged ‘formal constructs in physics, of
the Einsteinian variety’.4® But paradoxically, by 1927, when
the Deborinites finally abandoned their initial evasion
and endorsed the theory of relativity, he himself had moved
close to the Deborinite position on the philosophical prob-
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lem of reduction, though he was still opposed to the term
‘quality’:

The ‘reduction’ of physical and chemical phenomena to mechanics
in contemporary theoretical natural science does not in the least
signify the identification of these phenomena with mechanics, as was
the case among the French materialists of the 18th century. This
reduction signifies the utilization of the equations of mechanics, and
even more than that: the expression of the laws of these ‘super-
mechanical’ phenomena in the form of the equations of mechanics,
but with the condition of utilizing also such laws as are not derived from
these equations.®®

Yet, however closely Timiriazev’s view of reduction ap-
proached the Deborinite position, his positivist understanding
of philosophy as a whole sustained his hostility to the Debori-
nites, as he explained in 1928:

Now we come to the very root of our disagreements. Those who are
called mechanists propose that the study of the concrete facts and
phenomena of nature and society should be brought to such a level
that the dialectics of these processes would emerge from the pro-
cesses themselves. Our opponents believe that in the field of natural
science one needs to formulate once and for all general propositions
like the following: ‘There is no positive electricity without nega-
tive; there is no dispersion of energy without its concentration;
there is no action without a reaction, etc.’ . . . ‘The task consists in
encompassing from the dialectical point of view natural science as a
whole,’8?

‘These vague and diffuse formulations’, as Timiriazev called
them, were actual quotations from Deborin, whose version of
dialectics Timiriazev treated sometimes with ridicule, as above,
and sometimes with apprehension.

As one might expect, Timiriazev was accused of ‘tailism’
(khvostizm), a Leninist pejorative signifying, in this case, adapta-
tion to the currents of opinion among ‘bourgeois’ scientists, re-
nunciation of Marxist or Party leadership in the field of natural
science.5! But paradoxically he was also accused of ‘ nihilism’ or
more appropriately for the nineteen-twenties, of ‘On-Guard-
ism’ (napostovstvo), a pejorative taken from contemporaneous
literary disputes, signifying a tendency to reject ‘bourgeois’
culture indiscriminately and to advocate unreasoning force in
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promoting ‘proletarian’ culture.’? The explanation of this
paradox does not lie in Timiriazev’s theoretical justification of
Communist intervention in the field of natural science. Few
members of either philosophical faction would have disagreed in
principle with his argument that

along with valuable material one encounters all kinds of rubbish in
contemporary science. . . . In this field as in politics we must learn to
distinguish the correct line from all possible ‘deviations’. When, in
the field of natural science, we learn to distinguish genuine theory,
genuine science, from their counterfeits, with the same success that
we have now in distinguishing Marxism and Leninism from each and
every deviation, and moreover when we do this more quickly and
better than the specialists in natural science who do not study
dialectics, then a significant part of the task now standing before the
Marxist methodologist in the field of natural science will be solved.5?

Soviet Marxists might approve of these principles and disagree
concerning specific cases of alleged ‘rubbish in contemporary
science’. Or they might try, as the Deborinites did, to be vague
in their methodological counsel to natural scientists, to avoid or
postpone entanglement in specific issues within the scientific
disciplines. Timiriazev himself had two minds. On a general
level, as a Marxist philosopher, he invited the charge of
‘tailism’ by preaching a sort of laissez faire; dialectical material-
ism was simply the philosophy that natural scientists were
already using in their work. But Timiriazev was also an old-
fashioned physicist who had been committed to war on the
‘formal method’ of the theory of relativity before he learned to
call it “‘bourgeois’, or to cite Engels and Lenin as authorities on
the philosophy of science.®® When the Deborinites in 1927
finally overcame their diffidence in relation to Einstein’s theory,
it had won nearly universal acceptance among physicists, and
Timiriazev, the self-proclaimed defender of contemporary
science against an alien metaphysics, was quite naturally
pictured by the Deborinites as a ‘nihilist’ or ‘On-Guardist’,
threatening the progress of science with his outworn dogmas.
A similar charge could hardly have been levelled at Timi-
riazev’s fellow-mechanist, Zakhar Aronovich Tseitlin, for this
young physicist (born in 1892) became involved in the philoso-
phical controversy in large part as a result of his defence of the
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new physics. In 1924 and 1925, while defending the theory of
relativity against Timiriazev, and the ‘formal method’ as a
whole against I. E. Orlov, Tseitlin became convinced of an
essential similarity between Marxism and the philosophy of
Descartes. He thereby incurred the displeasure of the Debori-
nites, who were, in 1925, still largely uninterested in problems
of physics but were very much alive to issues in the history of
philosophy and in general characterizations of Marxism.*® By
1927, when the Deborinites finally endorsed the new physics,
Tseitlin and Timiriazev found that their different evaluations
of Einstein’s theory were grounded on mutual devotion to the
Newtonian or mechanist heritage in physics. Both were deter-
mined to defend mechanism against Deborinite attack. Indeed,
after 1927 Tseitlin muffled his defence of the theory of relativity,
or recast it, using language that might not offend Timiriazev.5?

Tseitlin’s reading of the mechanist tradition in physics and
philosophy involved him in quarrels with fellow-mechanists
over more matters than the theory of relativity, before the in-
creasingly critical conflict with the Deborinites caused him and
the other mechanists to forget their differences with each other.
For example, Tseitlin described as equivalent Engels’ argu-
ment that space is a form of matter’s being, for we never ex-
perience space without matter, and Einstein’s argument that
‘“space possesses physical qualities’”’, for otherwise space
would be unthinkable.’® The former argument appeals to sen-
suous experience to prove that space is an attribute of the sub-
stance matter; the latter argument, if taken literally, appeals to
reason or logic to prove that matter is an attribute of the sub-
stance space. In an effort to prove that these apparently
different views are actually equivalent, Tseitlin argued that
materialism, empiricism, and rationalism could be reconciled,
as they allegedly were in the philosophy of Descartes. Lafargue’s
empiricist and materialist defence of Descartes’ belief in innate
ideas was repeated. Generations of human experience had
allegedly fixed in the evolving human brain an ever more
accurate reflection of the laws of the universe; the child of
civilized people learns arithmetic easily because of the in-
herited distribution of molecules in his brain.®®

In several articles and a remarkable book, Science and Hypo-
thesis, Tseitlin tried to show that the great physicists from
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Newton to Einstein had been applying and extending the
method of Descartes, and, moreover, that Marxism was simply
the extension of the Cartesian method to social phenomena.8?
Indeed, Tseitlin went so far as to seek a one-to-one correspond-
ence between certain concepts and laws of physics and those of
Marxist social science:

The physical atom (or ether) of political economy is money (gold).
. . . This discovery of the real meaning of money justly places Marx
on a level with Democritus. But Marx went further than Demo-
critus: like Newton, he gave a mathematical theory of economic
atomism (ether). [Tseitlin regarded atoms as vortices in the univer-
sal ether.]

Newton’s atomism, as we have seen, made it possible for him to
define mass as the product of a body’s volume and its density, i.e.,
the number of atomic units in a unit of volume. Precisely in the same
way Marx’s hypothesis makes it possible to define the mass of capital
rigorously as the product of capital’s volume, i.e., the general
monetary expression of capital, and its density, i.e., the number of
units of common abstract labour in a given monetary unit of capital’s
volume. §1

It is hardly surprising that such strange comparisons provoked
criticism from mechanists as well as Deborinites. 2

As Tseitlin became deeply involved in controversy with the
Deborinites, his views on specific issues of natural science, the
principal source of dissension between him and fellow-mechan-
ists, receded into the background, and more abstract problems
in the philosophy of science came to the fore. If Marxist social
theory is truly scientific, he argued against the Deborinites, a
continuity of method must be demonstrated between it and the
natural sciences. There could not be a lower method for the
natural sciences, based on ‘metaphysical’ or mechanistic
materialism, and a higher fully dialectical method for social
thought and philosophy, as the Deborinites seemed to be saying
with their doctrine of irreducible qualities at ascending levels of
integration. The unitary scientific method, Tseitlin believed,
was quantitative analysis. Non-mathematical analysis in terms
of qualities was tolerable only when quantitative methods could
not be employed because of the current limitations of the
human mind. Theoretically, in principle, it was not impossible
for ‘a super-genius of a mathematician’ to ‘express in quanti-
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tative mathematical form the complex of material motion that
we call Tolstoy’s War and Peace’.®? Like most other mechanists,
Tseitlin did not advocate actual efforts to reduce all knowledge
to ‘quantitative mathematical form’. Only madmen, he
stressed, would want War and Peace in mathematical formulas. 64
He considered the denial of irreducible qualities vitally im-
portant in the defence of empirical natural science against the
Deborinite metaphysics, not in preparation for a reductionist
attack on social science.

Indeed, it was Tseitlin who stated the central mechanist
grievance against the Deborinites most vividly at the climactic
Conference of April, 1929:

Natural scientists will not accept Deborin’s formalism. It is in-
applicable to exact scientific research. . . . Here formalism leads
absolutely nowhere, and those materialist natural scientists who
want to carry on a genuine, dialectical materialist investigation of
nature, and not a game of jackstraws, not a game of ‘dialectics’,
inevitably clash with the philosophers who are proceeding along the
wrong path. All this is explained by the fact that our philosophers do
not study the natural sciences, do not study concrete natural
science : they learn Hegel and other philosophers by rote from Kuno
Fischer. I should advise them as follows : Lenin studied Hegel when
he was 45, and he had the head of a genius: Comrade Karev [a
prominent Deborinite] I should forbid as yet to study Hegel. When
he is go, let him study Hegel, but first let him pass an examination in
all the concrete disciplines of natural and social science !5

Tseitlin’s sarcasm did not prevent the Conference from con-
demning the mechanist faction as anti-Marxist. Indeed, he
played into the hands of the Deborinites, who pictured the
mechanists as aiding the resistance of ‘bourgeois’ specialists
to the penetration of Marxism into natural science. Deborin
singled out Tseitlin’s speech as ‘extraordinarily characteristic
of the narrow-minded natural scientists, the spetsy’ (Soviet
slang for experts), and from the floor someone called out the
further specification: ‘ Crawling empiricists.” 8¢ It was of course
a considerable distortion to lump Tseitlin with ‘crawling
empiricists’ (a Soviet cliché corresponding to our own ‘mind-
less empiricists’), for he all but identified materialist em-
piricism with Cartesian rationalism.

The basic attitudes shared by the mechanist faction as a
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whole can be perceived clearly in the writings of the chemist,
Ivan Efimovich Orlov. The reason is not that he was a cau-
tiously reticent conformist who took care to be always in step
with the rest of his faction, but that his points of basic agree-
ment stood out by contrast with his many disagreements. From
the appearance of his first philosophical articles in 1916 (he
was thirty at the time) until 1929, when his publications
abruptly ceased, I. E. Orlov showed himself to be a rather un-
usual thinker with much to say about many things.¢? Ethics,
logic, the philosophy of mathematics, esthetics, the theory of
relativity, popularizations of natural science and its history—
all these topics received consideration in Orlov’s two books and
twenty-odd articles, nearly all of them published in the five
years preceding 1929, when, for reasons unknown to the pre-
sent writer, he fell silent. (He was probably not condemned
as an ‘enemy of the people’, for some of his writings are still
listed in Soviet bibliographies. )

The views he expressed in these fields were often at variance
with those of other mechanists. As early as 1923, when the
future Deborinites were still ignoring natural science, Orlov
published ‘The Dialectics of the Experiment’, in which he
called for the ‘elaboration of materialist dialectics by itself, as a
method of research’. 8® The italics have been added to point up
the contrast with the usual mechanist view that the philosophy
of science, dialectics, must not be elaborated out of the context
of the specific sciences. To be sure, a close reading of Orlov’s
article shows that he was by no means a premature Deborinite ;
he was merely repeating, this time with Marxist phraseology,
the critique of traditional logic, including Mill’s ‘rules of in-
duction’, that he had published already in 1916.7° The basis of
the critique was not Hegelian metaphysics but a kind of em-
piricism that led Orlov in other publications to reject the so-
called ‘formal’ or ‘symbolic’ method in physics, quite in the
spirit of A. K. Timiriazev’s objections to the theory of relati-
vity. 7t Opposition to Einstein’s theory was by no means a hall-
mark of the mechanist faction; indeed, Timiriazev and Orlov
were almost alone in this matter. Nor was Orlov’s vigorous and
unequivocal assertion that dialectical materialism should
‘intervene directly in the thick of the struggle of physical
theories’ 72 characteristic of the mechanists—or of the Debori-
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nites, for that matter. The principle that Marxism must pene-
trate the natural sciences was generally accepted, but it was
generally understood and applied in a vague and diffident way.
Orlov was sneering at nearly all Soviet Marxists of the *twenties,
without distinction of philosophical faction, when he asked
scornfully whether dialectical materialism

can lay down its line [in natural science] . . . merely by following
after the change of theories, remaining outside special disputes,
saluting the theory that has evidently triumphed, and explaining it
in the spirit of the materialist world view. 78

Orlov was also rather unusual in his views on accident and
necessity, though here too he was in agreement with A, K.
Timiriazev. Using arguments from nineteenth-century physics,
but referring also to the traditions of philosophical atomism
going back to Epicurus and Democritus, Orlov reasoned that
necessity, sequences of causes and ineluctable effects, were
actually summaries of myriad chance occurrences. He scoffed
at what he called the Philistine (meshchanskit) notion of universal
determinism, declaring that it had been

pitilessly destroyed by science. The laws of nature are natural and
elemental [stikhiiny] in the full sense of the word: they are only the
general result of innumerable disorderly motions of particles.?4

On this basis Orlov asserted that Hegel was right in regarding
accident or contingency as an objective category, inseparable
indeed from the equally objective category of necessity.”®
Nevertheless, it was possible for a fledgling Deborinite mathe-
matician to attack Orlov’s view as mechanistic, for Orlov ex-
pressly approved ‘a mechanical picture . . . [that] reduces all
phenomena to matter and motion’.”¢ But in regard to con-
tingency the fledgling mathematician, for all his citations from
Deborin and Engels, preferred the tame old definition of
accident as the intersection of two or more necessary processes
that originate independently of each other; and the Deborinite
editors of Under the Banner of Marxism, apparently in a quandary,
disclaimed responsibility for his article.?? Obviously then I. E.
Orlov was no ordinary mechanist. At the very time he must
have been preparing his first polemic on behalf of the mechanist
faction, he was probably writing an article on cybernetics, as it
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would now be called, in which he derided the notion that
thought can be performed by calculating machines.?® It is
therefore highly instructive to examine Orlov’s expressed rea-
sons for siding with the mechanists and against the Deborinites,
for one can find in these reasons the least common denominator
of the mechanist faction’s philosophy.

Orlov said that the necessity of ‘mechanical models’ in the
physical sciences made him a member of the mechanist
faction.?® This was part of his special animus against the
‘formal’ method in physics, an animus that he had been ex-
pressing since 1916, when he did not yet speak as a Marxist. 80
Actually this favourite issue of Orlov’s was irrelevant to his dis-
pute with the Deborinites, for they did not object to the use of
‘mechanical models’ in the physical sciences. When Orlov de-
fined the term ‘mechanical model’ carefully, this alleged reason
for adhering to the mechanist faction became transformed into
his second, and truly fundamental reason. ‘Mechanical
models,” he explained, ‘are heterogeneities of matter that
yield to spatial differentiation [poddaiushchiesia prostranstven-
nomu razlicheniiu ncodnorodnosti materti].’8! Putting the matter
another way, he insisted that quantitative analysis was the sine
qua non of natural science; that qualitative differences and
changes in matter are always connected with, and expressible
in terms of measurable transpositions of homogeneous elements.
Or he could put the matter more simply yet, as he did in his
final polemic against the Deborinites, isolating the thought in a
separate paragraph for special emphasis:

Let us note the most important specific peculiarities in the metho-
dology of the natural sciences. Such peculiarities are the absolute
necessity of reducing the complex to the simple, and the important
significance of studying mechanical motion. 82

Probably all the mechanists would have agreed with this
statement on reduction, though some would have found it too
modest. It may seem difficult to understand why they regarded
this as the basic position that they were defending against
Deborinite attack. For the Deborinites granted the ‘absolute
necessity’ of reduction in the natural sciences, and ‘the im-
portant significance of studying mechanical motion’.83 The
Deborinites limited the applicability of reduction, but so did
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Orlov. Indeed, in his final polemic he made a special point of
the necessity of different methods in different disciplines, and
expressly denied that his cherished ‘mechanical models’ were
applicable in the social sciences. One wonders accordingly why
he said that ‘the position on which we shall accept battle is the
connection between a change of quality and the transposition
of matter in space’.8% Apparently the Deborinites’ repeated
assurances that they were not attacking this position, that they
were perfectly content to see natural scientists searching for
quantitative explanations of qualitative differences in nature,
did not allay the hostility of Orlov and the other mechanists.
What vitiated these reassurances was the concomitant Debori-
nite insistence that natural scientists must also search for some-
thing else, or affirm the existence of something else on the
authority of Hegel and his Deborinite interpreters. In other
words, reduction was a disputed method not in natural science
itself but in the construction of a Weltanschauung for natural
scientists.

Orlov was too sophisticated to say, as one or another of his
fellow-mechanists did, that nothing existed but quantitative re-
lationships, or that there were only atoms and the void, or only
an ethereal ocean in endless turmoil, and that the goal of
science was the reduction of all phenomena, social and mental
included, to the mechanics of the Urstoff. His final polemic was
modestly entitled, ‘ Concerning Dialectical Tactics in Natural
Science’. It was a homily on the necessity of circumspection in
transferring concepts from Marxism, which was primarily a
social doctrine, to the field of natural science.®® In effect he was
warning the Deborinites to be cautious in telling natural
scientists what to believe about natural science even on the
abstract level of Weltanschauung. The Deborinite talk of irredu-
cible qualities, Orlov felt, was more likely to alienate than to
attract natural scientists, whom he pictured as inherently
hostile to metaphysics. If one may view the matter cynically, as
in all probability Orlov did not, he was calling for a monistic
Marxist Weltanschauung that would stress qualitative analysis
and non-mathematical laws in the social sciences, but would
expediently forget such concepts when seeking converts among
natural scientists.

In general, it may be said that a pliant positivism was the
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chief distinguishing characteristic of the otherwise diverse
mechanist faction. Their varieties of positivism were all part of a
common effort to syncretize Marxism and the views of natural
scientists. One of the last joint declarations of the faction, pub-
lished in 1928, revealed this common characteristic with un-
usual clarity:

Only a living dialectics that takes into account the singularity of each field of
phenomena, that is extracted from the factual interdependence of phenomena
and is not an a priori consiruction introduced into them from without, can
yield positive results, i.e., results that bear testing by facts, by experi-
ment, results that the natural scientist accordingly cannot and will
not mark off from himself with the argument that they do not con-
cern his discipline . . . The study of [the problems of natural science]
requires great perseverance, aptitude, and profound preparation in a
specialty. It is most appropriate of all, if the Marxist physicist makes
positive researches concerning dialectics in physics, the Marxist
biologist in biology. One need not imagine that anybody can wrile
on any subject on the basis of a study of Hegel’s logic.®®

In effect, then, each discipline was to have its philosophy de-
fined by its own Marxist specialists in terms of its own content,
with the results gathered under the rubric of dialectical mater-
ialism. The knotty problem of locating final authority in dis-
puted issues, which would have arisen if this programme had
been adopted by the majority of Soviet Marxists, and even
more if it had been established as state policy by the Bolshevik
leaders, was not examined.

The chief effort of nearly every mechanist was to justify as
‘orthodoxy’ some variety of syncretic positivism, which was
considered indispensable if natural science and its adepts were
to be fused with Communist ideology and its advocates.
Avowed positivism, in the sense of explicit rejection of any and
every ontology, was clearly ‘revisionist’ and accordingly im-
possible, except for a few peripheral figures such as Bogdanov
or Borichevskii. An unacknowledged positivism that made an
ontology by lumping recent physical and biological theories
with Bolshevik social thought seemed quite proper for ‘ortho-
dox’ Marxists; as long as the term ‘positivism’ was not used,
and adherence to a universal, dialectical materialist philosophy
was explicitly declared. That is why reduction seemed the chief
issue (and, incidentally, why the faction was called ‘mechanist’,
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i.e., reductionist, rather than ‘positivist’).8? Marxist philosophy
of science, dialectical materialism, was acknowledged in
principle to be a universal ontology and methodology, only to
be reduced in further definition to theories and methods of the
particular sciences. The justification offered for this anomaly—
or dialectical contradiction, as some mechanists chose to call it
—was that the basic method of science is reduction, the ex-
planation of complex phenomena in terms of the interaction of
their constituent elements. The mechanist faction was not
positivist avowedly but only in effect, and the effect was
achieved by its stress on reduction.



II

DEBORIN AND HIS
STUDENTS

T'1E Deborinite faction differed from the mechanist not only
in its understanding of Marxism but also in its composition.
Instead of a rather haphazard assortment of theorists with
divergent views, the Deborinite faction consisted of a homo-
geneous nucleus of militants, who began the controversy and
pushed it to a successful conclusion, and an outer section of
complaisant supporters accumulated in the later stages of the
controversy. The mechanist description of the nucleus as
‘Deborin and his students’ was literally true, regardless of the
malice that prompted it. Nearly all the leaders of the Debori-
nite faction were products of Deborin’s seminar at the Institute
of Red Professorship.! What is more, as they left his seminar
and became teachers and writers in the field of philosophy, they
continued to regard Deborin as disciples do a master. Indeed,
there was a growing tendency among them to look to Deborin
as a latter-day Engels or Lenin in the ficld of philosophy. ‘It is
A. Dcborin,’ declared I. K. Luppol in 1927,

who revealed an understanding of the philosophical tasks of the
epoch. The tendency both of his pedagogical work and also of his
literary activity has consisted in emphasizing the significance of
dialectical materialism as the methodology of science, in elaborating

materialist dialectics. This led . . . to the analysis and materialist
reworking of Hegel. One may say that, after Lenin’s instructions, it
was by the works of A. Deborin . . . that a new, third period in the

philosophical thought of the U.S.S.R. was begun. An enormous
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interest in Hegel the dialectician has been aroused, and at the same
time, if one may express one’s self so, a regular struggle for Hegel
has begun.?

In 1928, another of Deborin’s students put this attitude more
simply :

Unfortunately, neither Marx nor Engels nor Lenin, in spite of their
desire to do so, left us a systematized theory of materialist dialectics.
The continuer of their work in this field, Comrade A. M. Deborin,
has . . . begun such a work.?

Thus, the philosophy of the Deborinite faction was to a large
extent a single individual’s interpretation of the Marxist
heritage, broadcast by his disciples.

The individual, Abram Moiseevich Deborin (né Ioffe, 1881),
was in origin a revolutionary metal-worker who had sided with
Lenin in 1903, when the Russian Social Democrats split into
the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions. In 1907, under the in-
fluence of Plekhanov and formal study in a Swiss university,
he had turned Menshevik, and had criticized Machism as the
philosophical correlate of Bolshevik voluntarism in politics. 4
After the Bolshevik Revolution he quit the Menshevik Party
and offered his services as a Marxist philosopher to the Soviet
régime. In 1921 Lenin approved Deborin’s appointment to a
teaching position in Sverdlov Communist University, but
warned that Deborin must be watched, lest he smuggle Men-
shevism into his teaching.’ Despite this inauspicious beginning,
Deborin’s career as a Soviet Marxist was for nearly a decade an
unchecked rise in authority and prestige. Even before 1925,
when the philosophical factions took shape, he was in effectual
control both of the Section of Philosophy at the Institute of
Red Professorship, the centre of graduate training in Marxist
philosophy, and of the chief journal of Soviet Marxist philosophy,
Under the Banner of Marxism. In short, he was already the most
influential Soviet Marxist in the field of academic or ‘pure’
philosophy, though he was not yet a Party member. (He joined
in 1928.)

It is somewhat misleading to describe Deborin as an acade-
mic or ‘pure’ philosopher, even in speaking of those years when
he was not yet publishing articles on alleged connections be-
tween philosophical issues and the current Party line. (His first
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such article appeared in November, 1929.%) For he did write
polemics of a markedly political nature, in the broad sense of
the word, against the theories of Spengler, Freud, or Christian
socialists; and in all his writings he did stress alleged connec-
tions between philosophical issues and class conflict.” Never-
theless, the bulk of his non-polemical writings dealt with such
topics as materialism in early modern times, dialectics in Kant
and Fichte, and the comparison of dialectics in Hegel and in
Marx.8 Nor was this assortment of topics merely an expression
of personal taste. At the Institute of Red Professorship Deborin
put future ‘red professors’ of philosophy through the following
curriculum: the first year was given to the French materialists
and Kant (Spinoza was added in 1923); the second year
entirely to Hegel; and the last year to historical materialism,
conceived as dialectical materialism (the fusion of materialism
with dialectics) applied to social phenomena.® The philosophy of
natural science got incidental treatment in the second year, as
an illustration of Hegel’s universal dialectic;!® for, until the
controversy with the mechanists, Deborin was not especially in-
terested in the philosophy of natural science.!! He clearly re-
vealed his academic, historical, tendentious conception of
philosophy when he defined the basic idea underlying the cur-
riculum he had established : ‘by means of a critical study of the
history of philosophy and dialectics, to make clear the necessity
of dialectical materialism as the inevitable outcome of all
modern philosophy.’1? His conception of philosophy was thus
political, in the sense that it aimed to serve the Communist
movement, but it was also academic, in the sense that it re-
garded rather abstruse studies in the history of philosophy as its
main service.

In this connection one must note Deborin’s remarkable
ability to bend with the wind and remain rooted in one spot.
He had already established his programme of education, re-
search, and publication in philosophy, when Lenin called on
Soviet Marxist philosophers for services that Deborin’s pro-
gramme hardly envisaged.!® This was especially true of aid to
the anti-religious movement and efforts to win natural scientists
to Marxism; Lenin placed great stress on both, while Deborin
was little interested in either. Deborin responded by making
repeated obeisance to Lenin’s instructions, but he continued his
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work in philosophy much as before. He and his students trans-
lated early modern atheists, which fitted in perfectly with
their previously established programme, but beyond that they
contributed almost nothing to the anti-religious campaign.14
When the controversy with the mechanists dragged them into
the campaign for natural scientists, Deborin found his philoso-
phy of natural science, as Lenin had suggested, in a materialist
interpretation of Hegelian dialectics. And in 1929, when
Marxist philosophers were called upon to help the Party’s
immediate struggles, Deborin complied with this behest too:
he described the elaboration of dialectics from Hegel as the
philosophical correlate of the Party’s drive against the right
deviation, or whatever else might be the slogan of the day.!®

It was probably not temporizing that prompted these tactics,

but the condescension of the universal philosopher towards
those on the lower slopes of Olympus. When Deborin first
challenged the mechanists at the beginning of 1925, he stated
his point of view quite plainly:
. . . We demand the re-working of the new data in each field of
knowledge from the point of view of materialist dialectics, while
various ‘critics’, often without being aware of it, are inclined to-
wards the ‘re-working’ of dialectical materialism from the point of
view of particular facts, of a particular science. . . .

The method of dialectical materialism is the result of the entire
accumulation of human knowledge. Therefore it cannot be over-
thrown by particular, contingent facts, which are themselves subject to
critical examination from the point of view of the general metho-
dology.1®
It was for this kind of remark that the mechanists regarded
Deborin as an arrogant metaphysician, scornful of empirical
considerations in his rationalistic search for ‘the universal con-
nection of everything with everything’.*? He fed the dismay of his
empirically minded opponents by such comments as these:
The question of the possibility of ‘reducing’ chemistry and biology
to mechanical laws is a question of principle. Its methodological

formulation and solution cannot be dependent on whether such a
‘reduction’ has or has not been achieved already in practice.?®

Quotations in a similar spirit can be greatly multiplied, ap-
parently substantiating the reputation that Deborin had among
the mechanists.
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To be sure, one can also accumulate quotations of a strikingly
different character. For example, in the same speech to natural
scientists in which he described philosophy as a search for the
universal connection of everything with everything’, he described it
further in a way hardly different from the so-called mechanist
point of view:

In what does the power and significance of philosophy consist?
Above all in the fact that, by synthesizing the results of the separate
sciences, it gives us a unitary world view; on the other hand,
philosophy has as its subject the process of cognition, the analysis
of scientific concepts, and the elaboration of the method of cognition.
... A firm union between philosophy and the positive sciences is the
sole theoretical guarantee of a powerful development of human
knowledge.1®

Moreover, Deborin could show deference not only to the posi-
tive sciences but to other aspects of ‘practice’, which, in line
with the Marxist tradition, he declared to be the criterion of
truth.29 On one occasion he even anticipated a predominant
feature of Soviet Marxism since 1930. Describing as ‘ practical
dialectics’ ‘the practice of class struggle in contemporary
society’, he remarked: ‘If thought is determined by being,
then it is natural that theoretical dialectics is determined by
“practical dialectics’’.’?! But one must bear in mind the ex-
treme pliability of the concept of ‘practice’ in Marxism. In-
deed, in Deborin’s very claim that particular facts or sciences
cannot overthrow dialectical materialism, there was an appeal
to an allegedly empirical criterion of truth. He declared his uni-
versal philosophy to be irrefutable becausc it summed up the
whole of human experience.

To a large extent Deborin was of course merely reproducing
the contradictions already noted in the ‘classics’ of Marxism-
Leninism. Like them, he replied to the charge of inconsistency
with the claim that truth is contradictory or dialectical, and the
present writer will not try to decide whether Deborin sub-
stantiated the claim. But it is possible to decide, without undue
intrusion of one’s own philosophical judgments, whether
Deborin was more metaphysical than positivistic in his attitude
towards the natural sciences. Appropriately enough for a
dialectical thinker, he was both, and in order to perceive where
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his emphasis lay on the most general level it is necessary to
examine his thought on some specific issues.

Deborin’s ambivalence in defining ‘matter’, one of the cen-
tral concepts of dialectical materialism, is illuminating. He
could repeat the mainly epistemological definition to be found
in the ‘classics’ of Marxism-Leninism: ‘matter is the objective
reality that exists in time and space, acts on our senses, and is
reflected in them.’22 But he was not entirely satisfied with
this definition, and supplemented it with a markedly Hegelian,
ontological explanation:

In a broader sense, matter is the whole, infinite, concrete aggregate
of ‘mediations’ [oposredstvovanii], i.e., relations and connections.
And the concrete scientific disciplines—mathematics, mechanics,
physics, chemistry, biology, etc.—deal with various forms and
stages of the ‘mediations’, i.e., the processes, relations, and con-
nections of this same matter. 23

He heaped scorn on the typical mechanist effort to give an
ontological definition of matter in terms of current physical
theories, and by this scorn he caused the mechanists to com-
plain that he would deny physicists the right to visualize
electrons and protons as the building blocks of the universal
substance, matter.24 But, far from denying such a model to
physicists, Deborin himself could speak on occasion of the
physicist’s ether as ‘the single universal substance’, and could
give electrons and protons Hegelian dignity by picturing them
as ‘nodal points’ in the universal substance, matter or ether.?
His definition of matter depended on his particular audience
and purpose. To teach the mechanist faction, and natural
scientists at large, a sense of their own inadequacy and a con-
sequent reverence for the dialectical materialist philosopher
wrestling with the truly universal problems. Deborin stressed
the Hegelian type of definition. To reassure natural scientists
that he had no intention of interfering with their proper work,
that he was in fact generalizing their work on an inspiring level
of abstraction, he stressed the mainly epistemological type of
definition, or even translated current physical theory into
dialectical terminology.

Deborin showed some awareness of these contradictions, and
tried to justify them by his central doctrine of ‘ quality’. Matter,
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he taught, the universal substance, might have the quality of the
physicist’s ether and elementary particles on its lowest level of
organization, but higher levels of organization of this same
matter had additional qualities or specificities (spetsifichnosti) ;
that is, the higher levels exhibited regularities or laws (zakono-
mernosti, Gesetzmsdsigkeiten) that could not be reduced to the
regularities of simpler or lower levels.2¢ Deborin insisted that
his philosophy was still 2 monistic materialism, for he taught
that ‘the higher forms arise from the lower forms’,27 and on this
basis he approved of the method of reduction, at the same time
that he sought to limit its application.

Corresponding to each level of the organization of matter, he
argued, was a particular science that used the method of re-
duction but also sought the irreducible qualities, the specific
laws, of its particular level. At the summit of this hierarchy was
materialist dialectics, the epitome of all the sciences below but
at the same time qualitatively different from them: the univer-
sal ontology, studying the most general characteristics of all
reality, and simultaneously the universal methodology, show-
ing men how to study all reality. Hegel was considered the
chief source for this universal discipline, but Deborin taught
that Hegel was to be interpreted in a materialist way, and
granted the propriety of enriching dialectics from the positive
sciences and ‘practical dialectics’ or politics. In all this, no less
than in the definition of matter, Deborin’s stress depended on
his particular audience and purpose. Arguing against the
mechanists’ tendency to make reduction the single universal
method of science and to neglect the elaboration of dialectics as
an independent discipline, Deborin emphasized the concept of
irreducible qualities and the study of Hegel as the chief occupa-
tion of the dialectical philosopher. Seeking to reassure mechan-
istic or uncommitted natural scientists, he stressed his approval
of reduction or whatever methods or particular concepts might
be convenient in particular disciplines.

“We are striving for this,” said Deborin,  that dialectics should
lead the natural scientist, that it should indicate the correct path to
him. . . %8 In contrast he pictured the mechanists as seeking
a philosophy that would ‘hobble after the “brilliant successes”’
of the natural sciences. 2° Quite naturally therefore he felt com-
pelled to give concrete examples of the dialectical philosopher’s
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leadership of the natural scientist, but the results of his efforts
in this direction were tardy, few, and insubstantial. His most
ambitious effort was a trilogy of articles called ‘Engels and
Dialectics in Biology’,3° which he would have been wise not to
publish, for they were, as Aksel’rod the Orthodox remarked,
‘oppressively boring and essentially inane’.3! One example will
suffice. Biologists with Marxist sympathies were debating the
rival theories of ‘Lamarckism’ and ‘Morganism’ when
Deborin wrote his articles, and he took due note of the debate.
He explained that the philosophical root of the trouble was con-
fusion about the twin concepts, ‘internal’ and ‘external’, and
he gave Marxist biologists this advice :

The opposition between the internal and external has, it goes with-
out saying, only a relative character. The relationship between them
is such that they pass reciprocally from one into the other. The
possibility of the transition is explained by their oneness, their
‘reality’, their reciprocal connection. The external is the appear-
ance of the internal, and the internal is along with that also external.
In the internal there is nothing that would not appear in the exter-
nal, while in the external there is nothing that would not be in the
internal. The external and the internal constitute merely elements
[momenty] of one and the same thing; the external is only relatively
external, consequently it is also simultaneously infernal, and vice
versa. ®?

To be sure, ‘Morganism’ was proclaimed a Deborinite posi-
tion, but only at the very end of the philosophical controversy,
and not by Deborin himself. Indeed, at the climactic Con-
ference of April, 1929, after listening to many speakers wrang-
ling over rival theories of heredity and other major issues in the
natural sciences, Deborin remarked:

. . . it seems to me that we have conducted the discussion poorly
today, for the discussions have treated really all the problems there
are in the world. . . . It was necessary to concentrate attention on
some nodal, central problems, but this wasn’t done. . . .33

If his silence concerning the endorsement of ‘Morganism’ as
the Deborinite position in genetics may be interpreted as
acquiescence, he was probably motivated by tactical considera-
tions that will be examined farther on, for there was little or no
logical connection between ‘Morganism’ and Deborin’s views
on ‘the internal’ and ‘the external’.34
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Deborin offered physicists as little practicable guidance as
biologists. In 1924 and 1925, to be sure, he showed hostility to
the theory of relativity;*® but in 1926, as he was emerging
from tutelage to A. K. Timiriazev in the philosophy of natural
science, he took a necutral position on relativity.2é By 1930 he
learned from some of his followers to picture relativity as the
realization of dialectical materialism in physics.37 But all these
were incidental remarks ; Deborin never undertook an extended
analysis of Einstein’s theories. Nor did he get heavily involved
in the problem of contingency, which became a critical issue in
discussions of physics following Heisenberg’s announcement of
the principle of indeterminancy in 1927. Deborin could readily
repeat Hegel’s general formulas: contingency is an objective
category, existing not only in the mind but also in external
reality; it is indeed a manifestation of necessity. He could also
repeat the Aristotelian definition, which seemed to make con-
tingency an appearance and not a reality: it is the intersection
of two or more independently developing lines of causation.
But when he tried to show how these views might be reconciled,
or how they might help physicists through the philosophical
difficulties caused by quantum mechanics, he did nothing but
quote at great length from ‘bourgeois’ physicists, arguing that
they were spontaneously approaching a dialectical solution
based on the recognition of different types of causality for
different types of phenomena. And Deborin completed his cir-
cular argument by saying that the solution would be hastened
if the physicists would study materialist dialectics.38

Thus, if one asks whether Deborin was arrogantly meta-
physical or worshipfully positivistic in his attitude towards the
natural sciences, the answer must be that he was both. He could
argue, as in the case just cited, that scientists were becoming
dialectical materialists spontaneously. But he frequently
pictured the overwhelming majority of natural scientists as
‘bourgeois’ specialists, stubbornly resisting the penetration of
dialectical materialism into their domain, while the mechanist
faction allegedly acted as their apologists.?® His explanation of
the paradox was that the increasingly complex and con-
tradictory nature of natural science had a double result. To
solve problems within their specialties natural scientists were
becoming unwitting dialectical materialists, while, to compre-
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hend science as a whole, their Philistine (obyvatel’skie, meshchan-
skie) minds turned to anti-dialectical, ‘bourgeois’ philosophies,
among which varieties of positivism were the most popular.4®
Accordingly Deborin saw his own role as that of winning
natural scientists to a dialectical materialist view of science as a
whole, to recognition that the universal philosophical problems
were answered by Marxist philosophers digging in Hegel. He
showed indifference, or even impatience, towards specific prob-
lems of the natural sciences, however pregnant with philoso-
phical issues they may have been. It was his job to elaborate an
abstract theory of dialectics out of Hegel and other great
philosophers; it was up to the scientists to accept the theory,
profess it, and apply it in their work.

On this basis it is possible to understand what Deborin meant
when he described his work in the philosophy of natural science
as the stimulation of a ‘social movement about dialectics’:

Nor is it a secret to anyone that the polemic concerning problems of
dialectics . . . has stirred up our natural scientists and compelled
them to take a closer interest in problems of the dialectical method,
so that on this front we may note significant progress. . . . True,
some of the patented Marxists, and especially the Marxist natural
scientists, turned tail at a most critical moment, but the social move-
ment about dialectics continues to develop in breadth and depth.
It has taken hold of the youth, who are turning from their ‘authori-
ties’ in the field of natural science, for they have already grown a
head taller than their teachers in matters of theory. 41

Against the intractable ‘“authorities” in the field of natural
science’, who were unwilling to acknowledge the relevance of
Marxism to their disciplines, and especially against the
mechanists, whom Deborin pictured as apologists for the
‘bourgeois’ professors’ contumacy, he held up his grand meta-
physics in authoritarian fashion. Towards those who professed
his metaphysics, or might profess it but for fear that it was a
Procrustean bed for the natural sciences, he showed himself to
be as permissive as only he can be who is basically disinterested
in particular scientific theories.

‘The method of dialectical materialism . . .,” Deborin said,
‘cannot be overthrown by particular, contingent facts. . . .42
This could be the assertion of the philosopher’s right to tell
scientists what they might or might not accept; it could also be
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the assertion that anything the scientist might declare to be
fact would be consecrated by the philosopher as dialectical
materialism. ‘We proceed,” Deborin said, ‘from the most pro-
found conviction that materialist dialectics . . . can help natural
scientists raise natural science to a new, higher level, just as hap-
pened in the social sciences, thanks to the efforts of Marx and
Engels.’43 He offered almost nothing in the way of empirical
proof to support this conviction.4¢ In demanding that natural
scientists profess it after him, he was therefore demanding a
declaration of faith in the universal, beneficial potency of dia-
lectical materialism. But he did not demand much more. If they
were willing to seek the blessing of the dialectical materialist
philosopher, to profess belief in the transubstantiation of their
disciplines as a result of the blessing, he was willing to leave the
rest to them.

‘Deborin’s students’, the nucleus of the Deborinite faction,
did little more in the philosophy of natural science than to rumi-
nate, expand, and broadcast Deborin’s arguments. Like
Deborin, they did their most creditable work in the history of
philosophy,® and came to the philosophy of natural science
largely for polemical reasons. Nevertheless their polemics are a
rewarding object of study, if only because of their propensity to
simplify and exaggerate, and thus to show the faction’s basic
trends more vividly than Deborin. Thus, V. P. Egorshin, one
of the very few of Deborin’s students who were also students of a
natural science (physics in Egorshin’s case), pictured the
natural scientists as already dialectical materialist ‘in their
special researches’. But he derided as typical of the mechanist
faction exclusive stress on this spontaneous dialectical material-
ism, allowing natural scientists to continue their old way of life
undisturbed : ‘Materialism and dialectics not only in the workaday
laboratory but also in the holiday speech and in the generalizing book—
such must be the slogan we cast to the natural scientists of the
Soviet Union.”4¢ Another young Deborinite who was studying
a natural science, B. N. Vyropaev, straining for a succinct
description of the desired relationship between natural scientists
and Marxist philosophy, said that Hegel, the chief source for the
philosophy, had to be read through a materialist prism. ¢ Here,’
he concluded, ‘a division of labour is necessary. The philoso-
phers must become such a prism.’ 47
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Both these authors evidently took it for granted that the re-
lationship between scientists and Marxist philosophers would be
based on what might be called mutual respect for sovereignty,
and it is perhaps significant that both these young Deborinites
were of the select few who were also fledgling natural scien-
tists. 48 More common in the writings of Deborin’s students was
afigure of speech that represented philosophers as ruling natural
scientists. 4% This startling metaphor had its origin in Engels’
posthumous Dralectics of Nature, where it was a derisive comment
on the self-deception of natural scientists who claimed to need
no philosophy: ‘Natural scientists may take what stand they
please,” went the redaction current in the ’twenties, ‘but they
are ruled by philosophers.’®® Engels had hardly been in a
position to mean this as anything but an historical comment,
but in the writings of Deborin’s students it took on the tone of a
high-handed programme or prescription, which might have
been interpreted as threatening the sovereignty of natural
scientists even ‘in their special researches’.

Some of Deborin’s students exaggerated not only their

master’s superciliousness towards natural scientists, but also his
philosophical justification for it. The following, for example,
might be taken for a caricature of Deborin’s manifesto to the
mechanists, though it was actually part of an intensely serious
Deborinite tract for members of the Young Communist League
(Komsomol) :
If dialectics as a science studies the universal laws of motions [sic],
then the positive sciences study the concrete forms of motion. As the
general is the basis for the particular, so also dialectics is the basis
for particular concrete facts. . . . Our philosophy rests on the ex-
perience of the entire history of cognition of the world, and there-
fore it is unconditionally truer, more objective, than individual
positive sciences in their theoretical constructs.’

Against such extravagant declarations it is of course possible to
set repetitions of Deborin’s formal adherence to an empirical
criterion of truth, especially the formula that ‘practice’ has
priority over theory. But the repetitions of this ambiguous
formula by Deborin’s students must be considered in context if
their meaning is to be understood. For cxample, in order to
refute the mechanists, who gave the formula a positivist mean-
ing, two leading Deborinites (Karev and Sten) recalled Marx’s
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contempt for an understanding of ‘practice only in the dirty-
Jewish form of its appearance’. (They changed ‘dirty-Jewish’
to ‘dirty-swinish’ [griazno-svinskot], just as the newest Soviet
Russian translation makes it ‘dirty-hucksterish’ [griazno-
torgasheskot].) ‘ Practice’, the Deborinites insisted, in order to be
the criterion of truth, must be ‘considered from the vantage
point of universal history’.®2 But in that case, one cannot help
noting, ‘practice’ had become indistinguishable from the
universal philosophy that was declared to be ‘truer, more ob-
jective, than individual positive sciences. . . .’

Marx and Engels had derided ‘systems’ of philosophy often
enough for the Deborinites to deny the mechanist charge that
they were trying to build one, but at least one of Deborin’s
students boldly agreed that he advocated the elaboration of a
‘philosophical system’.5® What is more significant is the in-
escapable fact that the Deborinite nucleus, even though it
usually shunned the forbidden term, was indeed beginning to
create a system of metaphysics, as the period under review was
drawing to a close. At the very beginning of the controversy a
Deborinite projected such a system, while defending the culti-
vation of philosophy as an independent discipline :

To express one’s self in Hegel’s language, the subject of dialectical
materialism is the most general determinations [opredeleniia, Bestimmungen)
of being: matter, quality, quantity, measure, causality, subject-
object, etc. All the concepts we have indicated are applicable in
equal degree both to natural and to social science, but at the same
time they do not merge with either one.%

The studies that this Deborinite seemed to be promising began
to appear only late in the ’twenties, and then only in very small
number. Moreover they never lost the character of researches
in the history of philosophy, which never ceased to be the forte
of the Deborinite faction. For example, a paper on ‘Hegel’s
Doctrine of Contingency’, read to the Communist Academy in
March, 1929, was a purely historical study, except for its initial
declaration that Hegel’s doctrine was acceptable to materialist
dialectics virtually without change.5® It is significant that, with
no mechanists participating in the discussion, the only criticism
of the paper came from young Deborinites who complained
that the speaker was too abstract, too hard to understand. But
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no one objected to the virtual identification of Hegelian and
materialist dialectics on the subject of contingency.*

Behind the increasingly ponderous, Hegelian terminology of
Deborin’s students, it is possible to perceive the same willing-
ness to endorse current theories of natural science that has
already been noted in the case of Deborin himself. Examination
of the so-called Deborinite positions in biology and physics will
reveal this most clearly. But it may be discerned also in the fact
that Deborin’s students were remarkably moderate in their
treatment of the concept of irreducible qualities. Indeed N. A.
Karev, the Deborinite who was most notorious for arrogancc
towards the positive sciences, formulated the Deborinite posi-
tion on quality and reduction in a way that moved A. K.
Timiriazev to exclaim that the dispute was ended. Karev
granted

that every higher form of the motion of matter rises from a lower one,
and its appearance is not due to the intervention of any special
forces besides those that exist in the lower form. It rises as a result of a
complication of the motion of the lower form, a complication that
engenders new qualities. In this case there cannot be any thought of
vitalism. Every higher form can be created under appropriate
conditions out of the interaction of the lower forms—this is indubit-
able.’?

But such endorsements of reduction as a method in the natural
sciences did not end the dispute, for the Deborinites were not
quarrelling about the methods actually used in natural science.
They stressed the concept of irreducible qualities in order to
check scientists from expanding special theories and methods
into a universal ontology and methodology, in order to make the
scientists look to ‘Deborin and his students’ for the universal
philosophy.
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DEBORINITE NATURAL
SCIENTISTS

Foxr a while even some Deborinites followed the mechanist
habit of describing the controversy as a clash of Marxist natural
scientists (the mechanists) and Marxist philosophers (the
Deborinites).! Before long, however, the Deborinites dropped
this usage, in part because they perceived the handicap that it
placed upon them in winning the allegiance of scientists, but
also because natural scientists began to join Deborin’s ‘social
movement about dialectics’ in significant numbers. The bulk
of these scientific Deborinites were young people, mostly
graduate students in the universities and institutes of Moscow
and Leningrad, whose views during the period under review
were virtually indistinguishable from those of ‘Deborin and his
students’. But the same cannot be said of several mature
natural scientists who gave their support to the Deborinite
faction. To a large extent they complaisantly repeated the
general slogans and formulas of the Deborinite nucleus, but
they also revealed some significant differences.

Alexander Aleksandrovich Maksimov was prized by the
Deborinites as their first physicist (until he quarrelled with
them in 1929).% On the other hand, an eminent physicist once
commented that ‘Comrade Maksimov is not a physicist but a
philosopher’.® The facts are that Maksimov graduated from
the University of Kazan in 1916 with a major in physics,
joined the Bolsheviks just after the Revolution, and served the
new régime as a provincial educational official and soldier.
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On demobilization he got a post at the centre (in the Com-
missariat of Education’s division of secondary education), and
in 1922 went to help A. K. Timiriazev win scientists to Marx-
ism at Moscow University.* There he found his career as a pro-
lific and persuasive propagandist. He became chairman of the
University’s Department of the History and Philosophy of
Natural Science, which grew out of the informal study circle
that he and Timiriazev organized in 1923, and by the end of the
’twenties he was considered an eminent Marxist physicist by
mechanist as well as Deborinite philosophers.® Let us say that
Maksimov became a physicist to philosophers, a philosopher to
physicists.

His first contribution to the Deborinite cause was a polemic
against the popularizations of natural science that had been
coming from the Timiriazev Institute, the stronghold of the
mechanist faction. These popularizations, he complained, put
too much stress on the method of analysis, the explanation of
complex phenomena in terms of simple constituent elements;
they neglected the method of synthesis, and the importance of
Marxism as a Weltanschauung for natural scientists was thereby
diminished. As Maksimov saw it, the mechanist faction was
furnishing a theoretical justification for such vulgarizations of
natural science.® In short, he repeated, with variations appro-
priate to his particular interests, the Deborinite theme that the
mechanists were blocking ‘the penetration of dialectical
materialism into natural science’. And, like the other Debori-
nites, he understood this slogan mainly as a demand for a pro-
fession of faith from natural scientists.” Indeed, he quarrelled
with the Deborinite faction when it finally took a stand on a
specific issue in physics, the theory of relativity.

To understand Maksimov’s disgruntlement it is not necessary
to delve into the variety of Soviet Marxist positions on relativity
that had been developing since A. K. Timiriazev attacked
Einstein’s physics in 1921.8 For Boris Mikhailovich Gessen (or
Hessen, as he has been known in the West since 1931 for his
notorious paper on Newton)® manccuvred the Deborinites into
the simple assertion that relativity was the realization of dia-
lectical materialism in physics. In 1927, when he began this
manceuvre, Gessen was a forty-four-year-old dotsent or Assistant
Professor in Maksimov’s Department of the History and
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Philosophy of Natural Science at Moscow University.1¢ A
specialist, like Maksimov, in the borderland between physics
and philosophy (but one with a greater knowledge of physics),
he quietly observed a Congress of Physicists where Timiriazev
wrangled with eminent non-Marxist scientists over the theory
of relativity. When he gave a neutral report of the wrangle in
Under the Banner of Marxism, Timiriazev protested: Marxists
could not be neutral to relativity for it contradicted material-
ism.1! Gessen replied that it did not, since it did not question
the existence of matter as the source of sensations and know-
ledge. He even went so far as to say that Newtonian physics was
in need of a supplement. ‘“Whether Einstein’s theory or some
other theory will serve as that supplement, physics will reveal;
and furthermore, no theory will destroy materialism.’12 Thus
Gessen’s début as a Marxist was typically Deborinite; discreet
neutrality on a concrete issue was combined with sweeping
assertiveness on a metaphysical level. But he pressed Timiria-
zev vigorously on a practical matter, picturing him as a dog-
matist baiting non-Marxist physicists:

Here we come to conclusions in which theory is already interwoven
with practical politics ; and we, along with the Party and the Soviet
régime hold to the unshakeable conviction that we need to work in
unison with the representatives of contemporary science, that we
can make dialectical materialists of them only by means of joint work
with them, while the point of view of nihilism, of a peculiar scientific
‘On Guardism,’* would do irreparable harm to the Revolution
and to Marxism.13

This was a startling inversion of combat positions that had be-
come almost conventional; a Deborinite was charging a
mechanist with endangering harmonious co-operation between
Marxists and natural scientists by thrusting an alien and dog-
matic philosophy upon the scientists. By 1928 Gessen was ready
to take the final step in his manceuvre, presumably after he had
made sure that Timiriazev was almost entirely alone in opposi-
tion to the theory of relativity. Gessen then announced that ‘in
the field of physics the views of the theory of relativity on space
and time basically coincide with the views of dialectical
materialism on the relationship of space, time, and matter’.14

* For an explanation of this term, see p. 159.
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When Gessen’s manceuvre was completed in 1928, the
Deborinite faction was on the verge of its complete triumph over
the mechanists, and Maksimov had material incentive to stay
with the winning side. Why then at the end of 1928 or begin-
ning of 1929, did he call Gessen a ‘Machist’ and ‘Right devia-
tionist’ ?*® The first epithet is not hard to account for. Gessen
had concluded that Einstein’s physics coincided with dialectical
materialist views on space, time, and matter; Maksimov be-
lieved that ‘through Lorentz, in the person of Einstein, physics
has finally reached ideas that approach the adoption of dialectical
materialism’s viewpoint on space and time’.1® In other words,
Gessen put less stress than Maksimov on the ‘idealist’ elements
in Einstein’s writings, and Maksimov therefore accused him of
accepting Einstein’s ‘Machist’ philosophy along with the
valuable physics in the theory of relativity. On that basis one
can account for the second epithet, ‘ Right deviationist’. At the
end of 1928 and the beginning of 1929 this term was not yet
associated with mechanistic materialism, but was used to de-
scribe, in Stalin’s words, ‘people in our Party who try, perhaps
without themselves realizing it, to accommodate the work
[delo] of our socialist construction to the tastes and needs of the
“Soviet” bourgeoisie’.’” Apparently, then, Maksimov pictured
Gessen’s position on the theory of relativity as evidence of a
larger effort to accommodate the ‘social movement about
dialectics’ to the tastes and needs of the ‘bourgeois’ specialists
in natural science.

In effect, Maksimov was accusing Gessen, and by implication
the Deborinite leaders who approved Gessen’s manceuvre,
of being too soft and permissive in their efforts to convert
natural scientists to Marxism; he was turning against the
Deborinite faction one of its main charges against the mechan-
ists. It is therefore easy to understand why his quarrel with
Gessen did not take him to the mechanist faction. He became an
outsider. Within a new, Deborinite Institute of Philosophy at the
Communist Academy he was made a subordinate of Gessen’s,!8
and he was given no place at all on the editorial board of
Natural Science and Marxism, which the Academy’s Section of
Natural Science began to publish in 1929.1? He stayed away—
because of illness, he later said—from the Conference of April,
1929, which, while crowning the Deborinite victory, announced
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Gessen’s view of relativity as the Deborinite view.2? (Actually,
it had been the mechanist Semkovskii’s before it was Gessen’s.)
Maksimov would come to the top in the ‘great break’, when the
Deborinites would be condemned for their lack of partyness
(partitnost’) in relation to natural science. 2!

In 1928, about the same time that Gessen was placing the
Deborinite label on the equation of Einstein’s theory and
dialectical materialism, Israel Iosifovich Agol, a g7-year-old
geneticist, undertook a similar manceuvre. He claimed that
true dialectical materialism (i.e., the Deborinite version of it)
and ‘Morganism’ (roughly, the theory that combinations and
mutations of genes are the chief cause of evolution) were
mutually corroborative; and he declared the philosophy of the
mechanist faction to be inseparable from ‘Lamarckism’
(roughly, the theory that adaptation to environment and in-
heritance of acquired characters are the chief cause of evolu-
tion).2? On that basis he demanded the suppression of
‘Lamarckist’ work at the Communist Academy and the
Timiriazev Institute. 23

This seems at first to be basically analogous to Gessen’s
manceuvre, but the crucial difference is apparent in Agol’s de-
mand for the suppression of ‘Lamarckism’. Gessen had no need
to make an analogous demand, for he was giving a Deborinite
blessing to a scientific theory that was almost universally
accepted; his main purpose was to enhance the Deborinite
appeal to natural scientists. Agol tried to use the Deborinite
ideology as a club against a biological theory that enjoyed con-
siderable support among Soviet Marxists. In order to strike a
blow at his opponents in biology he was willing to risk a loss of
strength to his philosophical faction. Other Deborinites were
unwilling to take this risk, but Agol had the zeal of a new con-
vert—to uncompromising ‘Morganism’, one must specify.
In 1926, when he had become a Deborinite but not yet a mili-
tant ‘Morganist’, he had pictured the Austrian Lamarckist
Kammerer as a persecuted hero of science, seeking a haven in
the Soviet Union. 24 But in April, 1929, Agol demanded that
Kammerer’s followers should be expelled from the Communist
Academy and the Timiriazev Institute, since they were enemies
both of the true science of genetics and of the true, Deborinite
version of Marxist philosophy.?
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Similar anomalies point up the basic motivation of the other
‘Morganist’ biologists who spoke as Deborinites at the Con-
ference of April, 1929. Their efforts to link the biological and
philosophical factions were as strange and new as Agol’s, and
were similarly directed much more against the flourishing
school of ‘Lamarckism’ than against the decimated mechanist
faction in philosophy.2¢ Solomon Grigorevich Levit, a 35-
year-old physician who had also been recently converted from
‘Lamarckism’,2? came the closest to demonstrating a logical
connection between ‘Lamarckism’ and the mechanist faction’s
philosophy. ‘Lamarckism’, he argued, by its stress on en-
vironmentally induced changes and gradual adaptations,
denies the ‘self-movement’ and ‘development by leaps’ of
living organisms. He also charged the ‘Lamarckists’ with
failure to appreciate the dialectical ‘interconnectedness’ of
the germ plasm and the soma, the organism and its environ-
ment. 28 But the ‘Morganists’ were themselves vulnerable to
such arguments from dialectics. If, at the Conference of April,
1929, they displayed a slightly greater facility in this sort of
argument than the ‘Lamarckists’, the reason was probably
that they had a head start, and not that their position was in-
herently more ‘dialectical’. In the judgment of the present
writer, the unquestioning reductionism of both biological
factions made them both more akin to the mechanist than to the
Deborinite philosophy. But genuine intellectual affinity was
hardly at issue in Agol’s manceuvre and the arguments that it
provoked.

A similar effort to use the victorious Deborinite philosophy
was made by some of the Marxists engaged in the psychological
controversies of the late ’twenties.2® For example, three
psychologists who spoke at the Conference of April, 1929,
ostensibly to describe the penetration of dialectical materialism
into their discipline, did not let slip the opportunity to hint that
their own theories of psychology were part of the victorious
Deborinite philosophy, and to insinuate that the theories of
their opponents were linked to the ‘revisionist’ philosophy of
the mechanist faction.3? In speaking this way they came into
conflict with each other, for they advocated different theories;
they agreed that ‘reflexology’ was ‘mechanistic’, but they
could not agree on what should supersede it. From the leading
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Deborinites there was only silence on this question, and onc of
the three psychologists complained that ¢ Comrade Deborin . . .
has not demarked himself from those who . . . speculate in
dialectics [spekulirutut dialektikoi], and there are not a few of
them’.3! The Russian phrase does not have the charitable
ambiguity of its English translation, which may mean either
that some people were using dialectics for speculation, in the
sense of theorizing with insufficient evidence, or that some
people were trying to profit from the rising market in Debori-
nite dialectics. The Russian phrase unambiguously intends the
latter meaning ; the speaker, A. N. Zalmanzon, was complain-
ing that unscrupulous people were cynically using Deborinite
talk to advance special interests in scientific disputes, and
Deborin’s silence was being taken as support for such people.

Actually it is not necessary to put Zalmanzon’s sordid inter-
pretation on the efforts of rival scientists to climb on the
Deborinite band-wagon—as, indeed, he himself was trying to
do, through grumbling that the best places had been taken.
People climb on band-wagons for many reasons, not all of
them sordid. Moreover, the silence of the leading Deborinites
in regard to conflicting theories in psychology was part of a
pattern of Deborinite reluctance to become involved in the
concrete issues of the various sciences, whether social or
natural. The appearance of the bickering psychologists at the
Conference of April, 1929, and the concomitant silence of the
Deborinite leaders, have therefore only indirect significance for
an understanding of the Deborinite philosophy of science. They
show once again that the Deborinite faction had created a
‘social movement about dialectics’ without being ready or
willing to give authoritative answers to the theoretical questions
that agitated Marxists in various scientific fields. Paradoxically,
one may also note that the Deborinite philosophy of science
made possible (or even probable) a scramble for authoritative
answers,

The clearest evidence that the Deborinite leaders were not
trying to become arbiters of scientific controversies is the
activity of the one truly eminent scientist among them. Otto
Tulevich Shmidt (or Schmidt, as he wrote his name in Western
scientific journals) was only twenty-eight in 1918, when he
joined the Bolshevik Party, but he already had a reputation
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both as a mathematician and as a revolutionary (he had been a
prominent Left Menshevik). During the ’twenties he was
honoured (or burdened) with offices as important as those of
A. K. Timiriazev, the only Bolshevik scientist of comparable
stature during this period.3? For a time Shmidt was head of the
State Press (GIZ) and chief editor of the Large Soviet Encyclo-
pedia. As Vice President of the State Council of Scholarship
(GUS) and President of its Scientific and Technical Section, he
played a central role in the continuing transformation of higher
education and research. When the Communist Academy in
1925 finally established a Section of Natural and Exact Sciences,
he organized and then headed the new Section, and accordingly
became a member of the Presidium that governed the Academy.
Still he managed to continue his work in mathematics, pub-
lishing both in Soviet and in foreign journals, and already in the
‘twenties he began the geographical explorations that were to
make him something of a popular hero. But perhaps the most
remarkable aspect of Shmidt’s versatile personality was his
attitude towards the problems of a Marxist philosophy of
science. He had probably the most crudely practical, the least
‘philosophical’, attitude of all the major figures in both
factions.

Shmidt’s essential position was vividly revealed as early as
February, 1924, even before the philosophical controversy
began, when he made one of his rare contributions to the Com-
munist Academy’s continual discussions of Marxism and natural
science. Having heard A. K. Timiriazev reject the theory of
relativity in the name of dialectical materialism, and Bog-
danov and Bazarov defend the theory from a ‘Machist’ philoso-
phical viewpoint, Shmidt anxiously insisted on the possibility of
supporting both the orthodox Marxist philosophy and Ein-
stein’s physical theory. Shmidt argued that the physical
theory must be judged independently of its creator’s philos-
ophy; ‘the ideology of a certain professor living in Berlin is of no
interest to us’.3® And he quite frankly, almost cynically, ex-
plained his pragmatic attitude towards the philosophical
aspects of the theory:

Relativist philosophy was the first to make use of Einstein, the first
to begin extracting capital out of him. It does not follow that we
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must reject him. Let us also try to extract capital from him and take
what answers to our world view. 34

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Shmidt conceived his
task as head of the Communist Academy’s Section of Natural
and Exact Sciences to be ‘essentially political’. His main pur-
pose, he said, was ‘to intensify the [political] division among
natural scientists’, by encouraging those with materialist sym-
pathies to make some demonstration of sympathy with the
Soviet régime and its ideology.% Nor is it surprising that for a
long time he kept out of the philosophical controversy, though
evincing some sympathy with the mechanists. (His difference
with A. K. Timiriazev over the theory of relativity was not for
Shmidt any more than for Tseitlin or Semkovskii a reason to
oppose the mechanist faction.) He felt that most natural
scientists who had materialist sympathies were closer to the
position of the mechanists than to that of the Deborinites, and
he wanted not only to avoid offending them but to draw them
into his Section of Natural and Exact Sciences, or at least into
one of the societies of materialist scientists that his Section
organized. On the other hand, he did not want to offend the
growing number of Deborinite graduate students in the natural
sciences, in part because he agreed with some of their views.
But as late as the academic year, 1927-1928, he invited a
leading mechanist, Aksel’rod the Orthodox, to give the
seminar on dialectical materialism in the Communist Aca-
demy’s Section of Natural and Exact Sciences.?¢ Evidently he
still believed, at the beginning of this academic year, that it was
more important to propitiate mature natural scientists who had
mechanist sympathies than fledgling natural scientists who were
Deborinites.

At a conference in March, 1928, Shmidt, goaded into a public
comment on the philosophical controversy, showed that he was
being pulled towards the Deborinite faction but was still re-
luctant to commit himself entirely to it.37 In order to rebuff
‘bourgeois’ ideologies among natural scientists, to make sure
that the rising generation of natural scientists would be
thoroughly devoted to the Soviet cause, in a word, to establish
the Party’s tentacle (shchupal’tse) in all branches of natural
science, Shmidt felt it necessary to assert the primacy (primat)

192



DEBORINITE NATURAL SCIENTISTS

of philosophy and social theory in the elaboration of the
Marxist philosophy of natural science. This was of course a, or
even, the central principle of the Deborinite faction, though
Shmidt did not identify it as such. In effect, he was saying that
if he had to choose between the mature natural scientists with
mechanist sympathies and the Deborinite militants among the
graduate students, he was ready to choose the latter. But he did
not feel it necessary to choose; he hoped to reconcile the two.
He followed the mechanists’ custom of deploring the philoso-
phical controversy as an internecine struggle distracting Marx-
ists from their proper work of combating ‘bourgeois’ ideologies.
(The Deborinites generally represented the controversy as an
unfortunate but ultimately beneficial purge of ‘revisionists’
from the body of Marxists.) And he tactfully repeated the most
common mechanist criticism of the Deborinites, without
identifying it, by saying that metaphysics must be avoided, that
the necessity of concreteness in the philosophy of natural science
must be recognized.®® Even in January, 1929, when Natural
Science and Marxism was launched as a quarterly publication of
the Section of Natural and Exact Sciences, with Shmidt as the
chief editor, the editorial manifesto revaled Shmidt’s adherence
to the Deborinites only glancingly.3®

Only at the Conference of April, 1929, did Shmidt attack the
mechanist faction and declare himself a Deborinite publicly,
strongly, and in detail. Indeed, he gave one of the two main
speeches denouncing the mechanist faction. But even there he
could not entirely repress his arriére-pensées, which broke into his
speech continually,a discordant refrain clashing with the predom-
inant Deborinite theme. He drew a laugh from his audience by
quoting a bit of anonymous doggerel that described the Confer-
ence as a meeting of ‘““Catholics™’ trying to ““‘convert botany
and zoology into Marxotheology’’’.49 He told mockingly of

one graduate student, a very sweet girl, a student of a man who con-
siders himself a Marxist, [who] submitted an essasy in which the
first lines began: ‘The entire great multiformity of the universe is a
continuous transition from quantity into quality.’4!

He imagined a physicist charged with an absurdity who would
counter: ‘“How is that absurd? That is the unity of
opposites.”’ 42
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Even some parts of Shmidt’s theses were found objectionable
by the Deborinite committee selected to write the ‘Resolution
in Accordance with Comrade Shmidt’s Speech’. Some of the
committee’s emendations were trifling, but indicative all the
same. Where Shmidt wrote that ‘the union [of Marxist natural
scientists] with Marxists working in the social sciences, especi-
ally philosophy, is very important’, the committee changed
‘union’ to ‘close union’, and described such union as ‘abso-
lutely necessary’ instead of ‘very important’.43 Shmidt
deplored

the primitive [kustarnye] attempts of the so-called mechanists to
build ‘their own’ philosophy on the basis of contemporary natural
science in isolation from the development of dialectical philosophy
and social theory in general,

and the committee struck ‘so-called’, Shmidt’s one conciliatory
reservation in an otherwise thoroughly Deborinite condemna-
tion of the defeated faction. 44 But one of the committee’s emen-
dations was not trifling. An entire thesis was dropped, especially
since the mechanists at the Conference claimed that it conceded
the justice of their hostility to the Deborinites :

The struggle of the dialecticians [i.e., Deborinites] with the mech-
anists within our own ranks . . . has weakened us: it has distracted
attention from the common enemy (idealism triumphant in the
West) ; it has temporarily led some philosophers to underrate posi-
tive knowledge, which portended scholasticism; the whole dis-
cussion was at times conducted on an insufficiently high level. . . .45

These points had indeed been among the mechanists’ central
criticisms of the Deborinites. Apparently Shmidt hoped that
this thesis would reassure natural scientists who feared the
metaphysical arrogance and partisan unscrupulousness that
the mechanists attributed to the Deborinites.

It must not be imagined that Shmidt always objected to
polemical methods of ‘an insufficiently high level’. At the Con-
ference of April, 1929, he gave a review of Soviet Marxist dis-
cussions of the theory of relativity that was entirely in accord
with Gessen’s manceuvre. He completely ignored not only the
support given Einstein’s theory by Soviet Marxists who were
not Deborinites but even his own earlier comments.4® In other
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words Shmidt gave his wholehearted support to the legend that
the Deborinite faction had saved Einstein’s theory from the
attacks of the mechanist faction. To be sure, he resisted Agol’s
manceuvre, and promised that ‘Lamarckists’ would not be
expelled from the Communist Academy and the Timiriazev
Institute, but his motivation was probably not an abstract
desire for fair play.4? The Gessen manceuvre was designed to
extend the appeal of the Deborinite philosophy to as many
natural scientists as possible, while Agol’s manceuvre was in-
tended to destroy a school of thought that was fairly wide-
spread among Soviet Marxists. Shmidt, in supporting one and
condemning the other, showed once again his main objective in
the philosophy of science: to bring as many scientists as possible
to ideological sympathy with the Soviet régime.

This objective made Shmidt conciliatory, but only on
condition that certain Deborinite fundamentals be accepted.
In March, 1928, he had already been inclined towards the
Deborinite faction because he had sensed the need of a Com-
munist ‘tentacle’ in the natural sciences, and he had recognized
that unless the ‘primacy’ of philosophers and social theorists
were granted, it would be impossible to establish such a ten-
tacle. But he had feared then that the bold assertion of this
primacy would alienate the natural scientists whose friendship
he had been cultivating: those with a preference for some
kind of mechanist philosophy. By April, 1929, he had changed
his mind on some essential matters. ‘ Now,’ he declared, ‘it is no
longer a question of the Party’s having some sort of tentacle in
this field [of natural science] . . . . We must concentrate [our]
forces in this field of work.’4® Vaguely sympathetic natural
scientists had proved insufficient; after all, the overwhelming
majority of mature natural scientists were still followers of
‘bourgeois’ philosophies. The coming generation of natural
scientists, Shmidt warned, including even many Communists,
were being ‘confused’ by their teachers of natural science.
It was necessary to mobilize these young people in a struggle for
the supremacy of Marxism as the philosophy of natural science;
the students would have to teach their teachers. Philosophers
and social theorists were to show the students what to teach,
and the theoretical justification of the entire process was ‘the
primacy of philosophy’. If this basic position would be granted,
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Shmidt argued, natural scientists had nothing to fear from the
Deborinites :

The ridiculous dispute between philosophy and natural science does
not exist for us dialectical materialists. We recognize the leadership
of philosophy in the sense of a general methodology and a general
viewpoint [ustanovke]. On the other hand, the philosophers, through
the mouths of Deborin and his students who have spoken here, have
refuted the absurd accusation sometimes made against them, that
they scorn concrete natural science and prescribe their own laws to
nature. While continuing their own work in the development of
dialectical materialism, the philosophers are in need of facts and
concrete applications of the method from us [natural scientists].
We, in our turn, need the leadership of dialectical materialism for
the solution of the tremendous task before us, that of mastering all
natural science as a whole, and we shall utilize that leadership.4®

The Deborinite philosophers at the Conference of April, 1929,
did not take exception to this peroration. And they had no rea-
son to, for Shmidt had neatly expressed the practical side of
their main position: natural scientists could do as they pleased
in natural science, if they recognized the primacy of Marxist
philosophers and social theorists in questions of Weltanschauung
and abstract methodology.

Shmidt, who was probably the most estimable natural
scientist qua scientist in either faction, had the least ‘philoso-
phical’ attitude towards the issues. Perhaps this was the result of
his preoccupation gua government official with the Cultural
Revolution in natural science. Perhaps, paradoxically, it was
the result also of his genuine profundity as a scientist: maybe
the feeble light of the Deborinite philosophy (or of dialectical
materialism altogether) could not penetrate the depths of his
mathematical mind. Or, assuming the Deborinite philosophy
and dialectical materialism to have been more than a feeble
light for science, perhaps he had the kind of scientific mentality
that was insensitive to all but technical and political issues.
An attempt to choose the most likely possibility would raise
the larger problem of determining what are the meaningful
questions in the philosophy of science that are neither technical
nor political. For present purposes it is sufficient to note that
Shmidt’s view of the controversy was largely political. He per-
ceived the Deborinite and mechanist positions in terms of the
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relations between natural science and its adepts, on the one
hand, and Communist ideology and its interpreters, on the
other hand. What is more, something similar can be said of
nearly all the mature scientists who joined the Deborinite
faction. (The exceptions were those who tried to use the
Deborinite philosophy as a weapon in scientific controversies.)
The Deborinite faction appealed to Marxist natural scientists to
join a ‘social movement about dialectics’, and that apparently
is what those who responded did. It is therefore hardly sur-
prising that the semi-philosophical issues dividing natural
scientists gua scientists were rather artificially involved in tke
writings of the Deborinite natural scientists.
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SOCIAL THEORISTS IN THE
DEBORINITE FACTION

Mutuav indifference prevailed between the Deborinites and
the social theorists of the *twenties,! but there were two excep-
tions to the rule. A few social theorists gave support to the
Deborinite faction, and the Deborinites began to extend their
philosophy into the field of social theory in the second half
of 1929, that is, when they had finished their dispute with
the mechanists and were on the verge of being attacked by a
third faction. These exceptions deserve examination, for
they point up some of the essential features of the Dcborinite
philosophy.

Without doubt the most notable of the social theorists who
gave articulate support to the Deborinites was David Borisovich
Riazanov (né Gol’dendakh in 1870), a sardonic old revolu-
tionary, crusty enough to decry the cult of Lenin,? but never-
theless kept on as the chief of research on Marx and Engels
until 1931.% There is no place here to review his impressive work
as an historian of Marxism, for his support of the Deborinite
faction was a peripheral incident in that work, very nearly the
result of a misunderstanding. Among the manuscripts that he
wheedled out of the archives of the German Social Democratic
Party was Engels’ fragmentary Dialectics of Nature, which he
deciphered and finally published in 1925, just as the contro-
versy between the mechanists and Deborinites was getting fully
under way.* This new ‘classic of Marxism-Leninism’, as the
Deborinites hailed it, contributed to their victory over the
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mechanists. But Riazanov did not regard the work as a ‘classic’,
in the sense of an authoritative standard for the Marxist
philosophy of science; he agreed with Einstein’s opinion that
the manuscript had only historical interest as a source for the
intellectual biography of Engels.® If Riazanov nevertheless
argued publicly that Engels’ new work helped to prove the
Deborinites right and the mechanists wrong, his reasoning
was simply that the mechanists denied the universality of
Marxism, while Marx and Engels declared, in many ‘classics’
as well as this new work, that dialectical materialism was
applicable to natural no less than social science.® Such an
argument was of relatively little help to the Deborinites, for the
mechanists were not positivists explicitly but only in effect; the
chief issue was not whether but how the Marxist philosophy
applied to natural science. Riazanov probably perceived this as
the Deborinites became more and more involved in natural
science by their efforts to prove that their version of dia-
lectical materialism rather than the mechanists’ was the truly
universal Marxist philosophy; for he ceased active support of
the Deborinite cause as early as 1926.

By the spring of 1928, though he still felt that the Deborinites
were right by comparison with the mechanists, he was sar-
castic towards the entire effort of Soviet Marxists to ‘ penetrate
natural science’. Indeed, many aspects of Soviet Marxism must
have been troubling the old man, for he disturbed a Con-
ference of Marxist-Leninist Rescarch Institutions in March,
1928, with sarcastic interjections on several subjects.” He de-
rided the Communist Academy’s efforts to conduct Pavlovian
research.® He confessed that Deborin was justified in accusing
him of indifference towards ‘the hunt after natural science’,
which he characterized by the Russian equivalent of catching a
tiger by the tail (‘the hunter seized the bear, and the bear will
not let him go’).® ‘Recently,” said Riazanov, shifting his figure
of speech, ‘these symptoms of the infection not of natural science
by Marxism, but of Marxism by natural science, have been
growing stronger and stronger.’” When the mechanist Varjas
interjected at this point, ‘And what does that mean, infection?’
Riazanov gibed at him and specified the mechanist disease
of reductionism.1® But apparently he felt that the Deborinites
had also contributed to the infection, or the ‘jabberology’
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(boltologiia), as he described the philosophical controversy at
one point.!!

Soviet Marxism, he argued, would not be ready to penetrate
and transform natural science in a meaningful way until a great
many natural scientists had been trained with Marxism as their
general philosophy. In effect, he wanted the universality of
Marxist philosophy taught to natural scientists as a self-evident
truth, leaving the task of explaining what this truth meant to a
future generation of natural scientists that would take it for
granted. Thus Riazanov combined the mechanist argument
that the philosophy of natural science must be elaborated by
natural scientists in the specific context of their disciplines with
a peremptory declaration in the Deborinite manner—but em-
barrassingly naked—that natural scientists must begin by pro-
fessing dialectical materialism on faith. One may accordingly
surmise that his complete absence from the closing stage of the
controversy was the result of Deborin’s wishes no less than his
own,12

In the closing stage of the controversy, as Riazanov was with-
drawing his original support of the Deborinites, some other
prominent social theorists were going through an opposite pro-
cess: they were relinquishing an original coldness or hostility
towards the Deborinites. V. V. Adoratskii, who had shown pro-
nounced mechanistic tendencies in the early ’twenties, re-
treated into silence when he found himself lumped with Minin
and Enchmen.!® He did not cease his writings in the field of
social theory, where he revealed his continuing mechanistic
tendency,'4 but the Deborinites kept aloof from this area of
Marxist thought. One wonders what discussions occurred be-
tween Adoratskii and Deborin, who were colleagues in 2 num-
ber of institutions of Soviet Marxist higher learning.!® In this
connection, there would appear to be some significance in the
manner of publication of Lenin’s philosophical notes. Deborin
published the first fragments in 1925 as a blow at the mechan-
ists,18 but Adoratskii, who apparently became the editor of the
notes in 1926, when Stepanov became head of the Lenin
Institute,’? delayed publication of the rest. Some Deborinites
began to complain publicly and to recall Adoratskii’s ‘Mini-
nism’.1® When the first volume of the notes finally appeared
early in 1929, Deborin was the author of the Preface. Ap-
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parently Adoratskii had agreed to support the Deborinite
faction, though he had requircd some unspecified alterations in
Deborin’s Preface.1® Perhaps Adoratskii, who had been a friend
of Lenin’s, was converted to grudging support of the Debori-
nite ‘struggle for Hegel’ by poring over Lenin’s admiring com-
ments on The Seience of Logie.

Whatever the causes may have been, Adoratskii’s support of
the Deborinites could hardly have been more niggardly, for hc
never publicly and explicitly endorsed them or condemned
their opponents. This was an especially difficult feat, for
Adoratskii’s report on Lenin’s philosophical works was one of
the principal speeches at the climactic Conference of April,
1929.29 In one portion of this speech he implied agreement
with the Deborinites, but even there he could not forbear a
little irony at their expense:

Dialectics is the logic and the theory of knowledge of Marxism,
dialectics that is of course purged of idealism, that reflects the ex-
ternal motion of the real world. And so, until the new Leibniz
promised by Comrade Iurinets appears and writes us a theory of
dialectics, until then, Hegel’s book, The Science of Logic, studied with
the guidance of Lenin’s notes, is the most important guide in this
theory of dialectics. 2!

The reference to ‘the new Leibniz promised by Comrade
Turinets’ was a fairly plain sneer at Deborin, for Deborin’s
students (Turinets included) tended to picture him as the suc-
cessor to the ‘founders’ (osnovopolozhniki) of Marxism-Leninism
who would soon write the definitive work on materialist dia-
lectics. Moreover, Adoratskii’s twin stress on purging Hegel’s
dialectics of idealism, and on the indispensability of Lenin’s
notes in the process, distinguished his remarks from the usual
profession of the Deborinite creed (and anticipated a later
school of Soviet Marxism), for the Deborinites usually stressed
neither the purging nor the use of Lenin’s notes. One supposes
that Adoratskii was trying to be loyal to Lenin’s admiration of
Hegel, and to the ‘social movement about dialectics’. But his
old belief that materialist dialectics must not be considered a
philosophy, which he had formerly dismissed as ‘ideology’, was
apparently still working in his mind; perhaps along with sus-
picion—perhaps jealousy—of Deborin’s growing eminence.
Adoratskii had been supported in his mechanistic tendencies
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of the carly ’twenties by I. P. Razumovskii, a specialist in
historical materialism and the philosophy of law. Razumovskii
became a supporter of the Deborinites as early as 1926, and
was a good deal more outspoken and less stinting in his support
than Adoratskii.2? Perhaps his motives were similar to those
already noted in the case of some psychologists, for he used
charges of ‘mechanist revisionism’ as a weapon in the disputes
concerning social theory.23 In the judgment of the present
writer, Razumovskii’s social theories were no less mechanistic
than his opponents’, 24 but it is not necessary to examine them,
for the leading Deborinites were aloof from issues in social
theory until late in 1929. The only aspect of Razumovskii’s
social theory that his Deborinite colleagues commented on was
his definition of ‘ideology’. The memory of his earlier con-
demnation of philosophy as an ‘ideology’ evidently rankled,
especially in view of his continuing relutance to grant that
ideologies might, like sciences, be judged true or false in a
‘theoretico-cognitive sense’. He regarded ideologies as signifi-
cant only in a ‘class-useful’ (klassovo-poleznaia) sense, and this
could be interpreted as a belittlement of philosophy, which was
generally considered an ideology.? But the leading Deborinites
took an indulgent attitude towards Razumovskii’s aberrations
even on this touchy issue, probably because there was only one
other notable social theorist who gave more than perfunctory
support to the Deborinite faction.

The one other was I. P. Podvolotskii, ‘one of Bukharin’s
pupils’ in the field of social theory,2¢ who gave no indications
of changing his views on social theory when he became a
Deborinite. In his first contribution to the Deborinite faction in
1927 he stressed the usual theme that ‘methodology [has] the
task of guiding the work of natural scientists’; indeed, he was
tactless enough to imply that the humbling of natural science
was one of the Deborinite aims. ?? As late as April, 1929, he still
failed to connect the Deborinite philosophy with issues in
social theory.2® But in the fall of 1929 he produced the first
Deborinite attack on Bukharin’s social theory as the correlate of
mechanistic materialism in philosophy and of right deviationism
in politics. 2? And when the Communist Academy developed this
theme in a series of meetings at the end of 1929, Podvolotskii was
the continuing chairman and a principal speaker. 30

-
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One cannot exclude the possibility that Podvolotskii’s view
of Bukharin’s social theory had been changed before the end of
1929 by the logic of Deborin’s philosophy; he may simply have
kept the change to himself until it was permissible to criticize
Bukharin without risk of being called a Left deviationist. Nor
can one rule out the possibility that Podvolotskii had been un-
aware of a conflict between his Bukharinite position in social
theory and his Deborinite position in philosophy until the
highest officials of the Party demanded that the Deborinites
join in the criticism of Bukharin.3! It is also possible that
Podvolotskii was a time-server. But whatever the cause of his
abrupt appearance as an opponent of Bukharin’s social theory,
he was apparently somewhat uncomfortable, and tried hard to
show that the attack on Bukharin’s social theory was rooted in
the previous activity of the Deborinites. In doing so he took a
step that does credit to his logical ability but raises considerable
doubt of his political acumen. The main conclusion to be
drawn from the discussions of Bukharin’s social theory, he
stressed, was that the Deborinite philosophers had been the
Party’s prophets:

The struggle against the theoretical foundations of the Right deviation is a
direct continuation of our struggle against the mechanists and a verification of
the correctness of the theoretical, the philosophical positions that we held in our
struggle. It is the political verification of our theoretical positions.®?
Podvolotskii may not have realized it, but he had taken the
Deborinite belief in the primacy of philosophy to the verge of a
dangerously Platonic position on the relationship of philoso-
phers and kings. He could have been interpreted as implying
that the philosopher, since he was the master of the universal
dialectics, was to guide not only the work of the practical man as
natural scientist, but also the work of the practical man as
political leader and statesman.

But a radically different conclusion could be drawn from the
Deborinite philosophy whén applied to social theory. The
Deborinites repeated the usual Marxist formula that practice
has priority over theory, but usually interpreted ‘practice’ in
such a way that it became indistinguishable from the universal
theory of dialectics, thereby justifying once again the primacy of
philosophers over practical men.32® The mechanists had con-
tinually used the same formula to a contrary end, and quite
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naturally one of them (Malyi) did so again at the meetings late
in 1929, when the Deborinites extended their philosophy into
political and social theory. Stalin, he claimed, had discovered the
error of Bukharin’s social theory, because Stalin was a practical
man and therefore a better dialectician than the abstract, specu-
lative philosopher, Deborin. 34 A young social theorist of Deborin-
ite sympathies, P. A. Shariia, thereupon objected :

Comrade Malyi opposes the practical dialectician Stalin to the
theoretical dialectician Deborin. This is once again, in essence, an
attack on theory. Stalin is a practical dialectician because he is a
good theoretical dialectician. Stalin’s correct practical standpoint
results from a correct theoretical standpoint. . . . It is impossible to be a
practical dialectician without being a theoretical dialectician. The old
argument, when Lenin was called a practical man and not a
theorist, is now being repeated by Comrade Malyi. I categorically
deny that the chiefs [vozhdi] of our Party are only practical leaders [rukovo-
diteli]. If they were not theorists they could not determine the Party’s
general line. To say that there are practical dialecticians is to in-
sinuate the mechanistic view that the theorist has no significance for
the practical struggle. It is once again the struggle against theory,
against theoretical philosophy, the separation of practice from
theory, and the preaching of crawling empiricism and tailism.

With a few months similar arguments would be used by a third
faction, neither mechanist nor Deborinite, to justify the sub-
jection of philosophers to kings.

Most likely neither Shariia nor Podvolotskii realized that they
had come to the verge of sharply different conclusions in argu-
ing that there was harmony between the Deborinite philosophy
and the Stalinist social theory. Their thoughts as philosophers
were still oriented towards the controversy with the decimated
mechanist faction, a controversy that had been focused on the
relations between philosophy and natural, rather than social
science. In dutifully undertaking a philosophical rebuttal of the
right deviation, they unwittingly revealed once again the essen-
tial ambiguity of the Deborinite philosophy, its mixture of
arrogance and deference towards less exalted studies than the
claboration of dialectics from Hegel. But they were taking the
Deborinite philosophy into a field, as the controversy of 1930
was soon to reveal, where such an ambiguity would not be
tolerated.
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CLOSING THE CONTROVERSY,
[926-1929

By 1926 it was already apparent that Soviet Marxists were
reluctant to defend the mechanist faction publicly. This reluct-
ance was especially notable in the case of anti-religionists, social
theorists, and natural scientists with Marxist sympathies, for
they were predominantly mechanistic in the tendency of their
thought. On the other hand, several Marxists whose views
differed from the philosophy of ‘Deborin and his students’
nevertheless made some public show of support for the Debori-
nite faction. This anomalous weakening of the mechanist and
strengthening of the Deborinite faction, with apparently scant
correspondence between public behaviour and inner thought,
continued beyond 1926. At the Conference of April, 1929,
which closed the dispute by condemning the mechanist faction
as ‘revisionist’, a Deborinite could boast that only a negligible
handful of diehards was left in the mechanist faction.! At the
same time another Deborinite warned that it was deceptive to
judge the strength of the mechanist faction by the eight or nine
who still stubbornly spoke up for it; there were, he cautioned,
many silent sympathizers.2 And neither of these Deborinites
was far wrong. The mechanist faction was depleted even
though mechanism as a tendency remained strong ; the Debori-
nites gained their victory on a nearly deserted field.

One of the chief reasons that the mechanist faction withered
away was that important Party organs showed favour for the
Deborinite faction as early as 1925. Bolshevik, the theoretical
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journal of the Party’s Central Committee, had carried the
original polemic between Sten and Stepanov, but had closed its
columns to the controversy in apparent neutrality at the end of
1924.% However, less than a year later Bolshevik began pub-
lishing occasional pieces by Deborinites, and none by mechan-
ists.® Other important journals and newspapers (for example,
Pravda, the Party’s chief daily, The Young Guard, journal of the
Communist Youth, and Chronicles of Marxism, published by
Riazanov’s Institute of Marx and Engels) took similar notice
of the philosophical controversy in occasional reviews and
articles that were uniformly Deborinite.> The journals that
regularly carried philosophical articles were, with one excep-
tion, under Deborinite control from the start of the contro-
versy ; they allowed space for mechanist polemics, but appcnded
deprecatory editorial footnotes and Deborinite rebuttals much
longer than the articles rebutted. This was true of the chief
philosophical journal, Under the Banner of Marxism, long before
the end of 1926, when Deborin was formally elevated to the
post of ‘responsible editor’, or editor in chief, as we should say.®
And though Deborin never held the same position on TheHerald
of the Communist Academy or The Militant Materialist (published by
the Society of Militant Materialists), as early as 1925 and 1926
these periodicals were following a Deborinite policy in their
philosophical offerings.” By 1928, if not earlier, the State Press
(GIZ) was in Deborinite hands, as far as philosophical publica-
tions were concerned.®? It is thus small wonder that Soviet
Marxists, most of whom no doubt wanted to be in the swim of
Party thought, increasingly shunned the mechanist faction.
However, the Party’s Central Committee made no formal
pronouncement on the philosophical controversy, and it was
possible to stand against the current. As early as August, 1926,
the Deborinite V. V. Sorin appealed, from the pages of Pravda,
for a decree to end the philosophical controversy; but the
Central Committee did not respond.® Perhaps this silent rebuff
caused Sorin to adopt a liberal view. At any rate, until mid-
1927, when he and the leading anti-religionist Iaroslavskii were
dropped from the editorial board of Red Virgin Soil, this famous
review gave space to Aksel’rod’s polemics against the Debori-
nites.”® And there were other cases of important periodicals
occasionally granting space to the mechanists: Izvestiia, which
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was edited by Stepanov, did so,!! and as late as 1928 Sarab’-
ianov was allowed to present the mechanist case in The Young
Communist, a publication of the Communist Youth.1* To be sure,
these were isolated cases, as also was Dialectics in Nature, the
thoroughly mechanist organ of the Timiriazev Institute, which
appeared five times between 1926 and 1929. All these were in-
dications that the philosophical discussion was formally held
open until April, 1929, even though increasingly few writers or
editors were willing to show favour to the mechanist faction, or
even to appear neutral. We are accordingly faced with this
singular pattern: high-placed support for the Deborinites con-
tributed signally to the rapid weakening of the mechanist
faction almost from the start of the controversy, yet the same
high places seemed in no hurry to shut off the dispute alto-
gether.

Any effort to explain this singular pattern must take note of
the tactful self-restraint displayed by the Deborinites, and the
corresponding self-restraint of those who might well have
opposed the Deborinites but did not. The Deborinites confined
their attack on mechanistic thought to certain fields, mainly the
history of philosophy and the philosophy of natural science, and
even in the latter field they tended to ignore mechanistic thought
as long as it was not explicitly associated with the mechanist
faction. The literature of the anti-religionists, for example, laid
heavy stress on natural science, interpreted in a pronouncedly
mechanistic way; yet, with the single exception of Sten’s initial
attack on Stepanov, the Deborinites ignored the anti-religious
literature. The anti-religious movement returned the favour by
refraining from throwing its weight, which became consider-
able in 1927, behind the mechanist faction. Indeed, by 1927
and 1928 a few anti-religious writers were showing faint signs of
Deborinite influence,’® and towards the end of 1928 the chief
anti-religionist, Emilian Iaroslavskii, fleetingly acknowledged
the accumulating defeat of the mechanist faction. But he did so
somewhat ambiguously, in the course of a tribute to Stepanov,
who had just died:

This discussion [which Stepanov’s book precipitated] is not yet
finished, and however mistaken the views of the group of Marxists to
which I. I. Stepanov adhered may have been, his direct and precise
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formulation of the problem has aided the work of giving Hegelian
dialectics a materialist explantion.!¢

Apparently Iaroslavskii was a bit uneasy in regard to the
gathering victory of the Deborinites; not until the discussion
was formally ‘finished’ by the Conference of April, 1929, did
The Anti-religionist, which Iaroslavskii edited, publish a Debori-
nite article.’® Even then the predominantly mechanistic
tendency of the journal was only slightly altered; and it is
noteworthy that in 1930, when the Deborinite ascendancy was
attacked by a third faction, Iaroslavskii not only helped mount
the attack, but tried to make it a resurgence of mechanism.1®
Thus, it seems fair to assume that Iaroslavskii and the anti-
religious movement were one of the forces that kept the con-
troversy from being ‘finished’ until 1929, even though they
were unwilling to give active support to the mechanists.

The Deborinite faction overlooked mechanistic tendencies
also in the field of social thought, perhaps intentionally, thereby
making it possible for a few social theorists like Razumovskii
and Podvolotskii to become active Deborinites in the philoso-
phical controversy without altering the mechanistic tendency of
their social thought. But the active support that these few gave
the Deborinite faction was probably of less moment to the out-
come of the controversy than the abstention (or simple in-
difference) of most social theorists. It may well be that many
Soviet Marxists did not realize the similarity between mechan-
istic tendencies in social thought and the mechanist faction’s dis-
favoured philosophy of natural science. But at least one
eminent social theorist, S. S. Krivtsov, realized the similarity,
and alluded to it in a passing comment that is noteworthy for its
perceptive distinction between mechamism as a tendency and
as a faction. ‘ The dispute still goes on, it is not yet decided,’ he
wrote in 1928,

for which reason this is not the place to give an evaluation of this
still uncompleted process, all the more since each of us belongs, if
not to one or the other faction, then to one or the other tendency.?

Krivtsov’s comment, with its stress on the formal openness of the
dispute, is as noteworthy as Iaroslavskii’s for it too was made
late in 1928, when the disfavoured mechanist faction had lost
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the active support of all but a few Soviet Marxists. Krivtsov was
no more willing than Iaroslavskii to join this hardy band,
especially since his own work was not being criticized by the
Deborinites; but, like Iaroslavskii, he appears to have been
anxiously aware of the similarity between his own philosophy
and that of the failing mechanist faction. On the assumption
that other social theorists, perhaps including Bukharin and
Trotsky themselves, felt as Krivtsov did, they must be con-
sidered another force holding back the formal termination of
the controversy.

There was a most revealing episode at the First All-Union
Conference of Marxist-Leninist Institutions, which was con-
vened by the Communist Academy in March, 1928. The philoso-
phical controversy was deliberately excluded from the agenda,
and one of Deborin’s former students, S. L. Gonikman, who
was then, at thirty-one, head of the Leningrad Institute of
Marxism, sharply protested at the exclusion and at other signs
of what he called ‘a certain neutrality of the Communist
Academy as an institution in the philosophical dispute’:

In this discussion, not with the ‘so-called’ mechanists, [the Con-
ference’s chief speaker, V. P. Miliutin, had used that expression] but
with genuine philosophical revisionists, how has the Communist
Academy shown itself . . .? If one looks at the journal of the Com-
munist Academy, one can find in it a paper of Comrade Bogdanov,
‘A Reasoner’s Reasonings Concerning Reasoning’, . .. .18

As Gonikman proceeded with his sarcastic indignation, V. P.
Miliutin, an economist and a member of the Party’s Control
Commission who shared the leadership of the Communist
Academy with the historian Pokrovsky, called out from the
floor: ‘Are you suggesting that the list of the Academy’s
members should be revised?’1® Gonikman backed away from
this logical conclusion of his argument, and Miliutin subse-
quently took the speaker’s stand to explain the attitude of the
Academy’s leaders towards the philosophical controversy. He
said that the Academy was ‘an institution where the clash of
opinions that exist among us Communists on one or anotlker
theoretical question is permitted and must be permitted’.2?
At that point an unidentified voice from the floor resumed
Gonikman’s line of argument by calling out: ‘Including the
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revision of Marxism?’2! Miliutin did not answer directly, but
reminded his critic that freedom of discussion had been granted
even to Preobrazhenskii’s deviationist views on economics, and
asked again whether the expulsion of the mechanists—he men-
tioned Stepanov and A. K. Timiriazev specifically—was
desired.

Miliutin felt that the mechanists should not be expelled, but
he was not consistent in explaining himself. On the one hand, in
appealing to the Deborinites for moderation, he implied recog-
nition that the Deborinite philosophy was right and the
mechanist wrong. ‘Comrade Deborin cannot complain; we
have given the preference to him.’22 (At this point Riazanov,
ever sensitive to what would now be called the cult of the per-
sonality, called out: ‘Not to aim, but to the trend [of thought]”,
and Miliutin accepted the correction.)® On the other hand,
Miliutin justified toleration of the mechanists by the argument
that the truth was not clearly on either side. He hoped that the
two factions might be reconciled, but in any case,

it cannot be said that some comrades or other—Timiriazev, Stepa-
nov-Skvortsov—have abandoned Marxism. It is not known
whether, as a result of elaboration, discussion, in the final analysis
a single line will be laid down here, or whether the same situation
will remain; we cannot tell this beforehand, and therefore we are
going to allow the elaboration of these problems within the walls of
the Communist Academy. 24

Pokrovsky also spoke in neutral fashion,? though he too must
have approved of the ‘preference’ being given to the Debori-
nites. Presumably the historian Pokrovsky, the social theorist
Krivtsov, and the anti-religionist Iaroslavskii had the same
peculiar mixture of feelings towards the philosophical con-
troversy as the economist Miliutin. Acquiescing in the increas-
ing ascendancy of the Deborinites, they appear at the same
time to have been somewhat anxious to allow still a little room
for defence of a mechanistic philosophy.

The ‘preference’ that Miliutin inconsistently boasted of
giving to the Deborinite faction in the Communist Academy
had begun to show itself clearly in 1926, just after the debates in
the Institute of Scientific Philosophy crystallized the opposing
factions. Miliutin had then proposed the creation of a separate
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Section of Philosophy, characteristically avoiding any show of
partiality, arguing merely that Marxist philosophy could not
for long endure the existence of two factions, which might
harden into two permanent schools.2® But preference for the
Deborinites was implicit in the proposal itself—did not most
mechanists oppose the study of philosophy by itself, apart from
the concrete material of the sciences?—and became evident in
the implementation. The Section of Philosophy, designed to
eliminate the division in Marxist philosophy, was put under the
direction of A. M. Deborin. 27

Nevertheless, until the end of 1928 the mechanists in the
Communist Academy could still function within the Institute
of Scientific Philosophy, and in O. Iu. Shmidt’s Section of
Natural and Exact Sciences they probably enjoyed a slight
‘preference’. Shmidt tried, to the very end of the controversy,
to conciliate the mechanist faction; in 1927 he even invited
Aksel’rod to give the seminar on dialectical materialism in the
Section of Natural and Exact Sciences.2® He probably joined
the Deborinites only at the end of 1928, at a time when further
‘preference’ was being given them: the Institute of Scientific
Philosophy was fused with the Section of Philosophy to form a
single Institute of Philosophy headed by Deborin.?® Evidently,
it was at the end of 1928 that the authorities at the Com-
munist Academy decided to suppress the mechanist faction
altogether, regardless of any offence to the natural scientists
that Shmidt had been patiently wooing. But until that time,
Marxist and potentially Marxist natural scientists had probably
exercised an influence on the controversy similar to that of the
social theorists and anti-religionists. Unwilling for the most part
to defend the mechanist faction, they had nevertheless evinced
enough sympathy for it to hold back its formal condemnation.

Very likely the conflict in the Timiriazev Institute was one of
the main reasons that Shmidt, and Soviet Marxists generally,
took it for granted that the mature natural scientists who might
be won to Marxism were predominantly sympathetic to the
mechanists. This Institute, which was the centre of attraction
for Marxist natural scientists before Shmidt’s parallel institu-
tion was organized in the Communist Academy, voted a formal
resolution of support for Stepanov’s book early in 1925 and be-
came the mechanist faction’s stronghold. It remained to the
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end of the controversy the only institution of Marxist higher
learning that the Deborinites did not control, although they
appear to have tried repeatedly to win it. There is an uncon-
firmed report that a Deborinite resolution was pushed through
in 1927 but was not implemented.3° In the second half of 1928
Stepanov complained that a mechanist had been removed
from the management of the Institute’s seminar on dialectical
materialism. *! But the biological laboratory and the Institute’s
philosophical publication remained in mechanist hands to the
end of the controversy. Perhaps this continuing difficulty in
gaining control of the Timiriazev Institute was the chief reason
that many of the Deborinite leaders were permissively silent
when Agol linked the philosophical controversy with the dispute
over genetical theories. Agol was trying to oust the mechanists
from their one remaining centre by charging them with false
science (‘Lamarckism’) as well as false philosophy. At the Con-
ference of April, 1929, he boasted that he had achieved control
of the Institute, and promised a Deborinite reorganization.32
But he spoke prematurely, for Shmidt defended the right of
Marxist biologists to continue ‘Lamarckist’ research, and the
Conference resolved that the Timiriazev Institute should be
fused with Shmidt’s Section of the Natural and Exact Sciences
at the Communist Academy.3?

The proposed fusion did not grind its way through the
bureaucratic mill until the latter part of 1929 (the Institute was
subject to the Commissariat of Education of the R.S.F.S.R.,
while Shmidt’s Section of the Communist Academy was sub-
ject to the Council of People’s Commissars of the U.S.S.R.),
and in the meantime the mechanist diehards at the Timiriazev
Institute got out two more issues of their philosophical jour-
nal.34 When the Communist Academy’s Presidium finally ob-
tained approval of the projected merger, it ordered that the
Timiriazev Institute’s press be absorbed by the corresponding
part of the Communist Academy, thereby closing the mechanist
faction’s access to print. But the Presidium qualified other
aspects of the merger:

Transfer this Institute’s section of methodology into the [Com-
munist Academy’s] Section of Natural and Exact Sciences, but

preserve it in the form of a separate group. The biological labora-
tory of the Communist Academy shall be fused with [that of] the
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Timiriazev Institute, but the continuation of Professor Kammerer’s
[i.e., ‘Lamarckist’] experiments shall be provided for in it.38

Thus, even at the end of 1929, when mechanism had been con-
demned not only as a philosophy of natural science but also as
the philosophical foundation of the right deviation, the Com-
munist Academy’s authorities did not entirely relinquish
Shmidt’s efforts to conciliate the mechanistic tendencies of
Marxist natural scientists.

This combination of official hostility towards the mechanist
faction with indulgence of mechanistic tendencies, especially
among natural scientists, was clearly revealed at the climactic
Conference of April, 1929, which condemned the mechanist
faction as preaching ‘revisionism’. Indeed, the Conference was
arranged in such a way that the chief conciliator, O. Iu.
Shmidt, who had only just become a Deborinite, appeared to
be the equal of Deborin in the leadership of the victorious
faction. At separate sessions each one, the philosopher and the
natural scientist, gave a ‘main speech’ (doklad); and two
separate resolutions were adopted, ‘The Contemporary Prob-
lems of the Philosophy of Marxism-Leninism (In Accordance
With the Speech of Comrade A. M. Deborin)’, and ‘The Tasks
of Marxists in the Field of Natural Science (In Accordance with
the Speech of Comrade O. Iu. Shmidt)’.2¢ Shmidt made the
intended lesson explicit by trying to insert in his resolution a
rebuke to those philosophers who ‘have underrated positive
knowledge, which has portended scholasticism’.37 The other
Deborinites excised this point from Shmidt’s resolution, but
several Deborinites echoed Shmidt’s vigorous assurances that
‘the philosophers, through the speeches of Deborin and his
students, have refuted the absurd accusation sometimes made
against them, that they scorn concrete natural science and pre-
scribe their own laws to nature’.®® And the Deborinite editorial
committee did approve, as part of the Resolution ‘In Accord-
ance With the Speech of Comrade O. Iu. Shmidt’, a thesis that
stated one of the central views of the mechanists: ‘ The Marxist
methodology of the natural sciences cannot be built on general
reasoning, isolated from the concrete problems of science and
from participation in concrete, experimental work.’3?

In view of this conciliatory attitude towards mechanistic
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tendencies among natural scientists, social theorists, and anti-
religionists, one may well ask why authoritative Party organs
favoured the Deborinites in the first place, why Soviet Marxists
of mechanistic tendencies shunned the mechanist faction,
and why the decision was finally made to suppress that faction
altogether. The answer is to be found partly in posthumous
works of Engels and Lenin, but much more in living exigencies
of the Cultural Revolution.
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‘CLASSICAL” AUTHORITY AND
THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

Itis hardly surprising that the Deborinites claimed victory
for themselves when Engels’ Dialectics of Nature was published in
the summer of 1925, for this new ‘classic’ was an extended
polemic against positivist and mechanist interpretations of
natural science.! Luppol, for example, complacently declared
that

the publication of Dialectics of Nature in Riazanov’s Archives [of the
Marx-Engels Institute] should put an end to the disputes that have
filled the pages of our theoretical journals for many months. To all
the questions of principle that are involved in these disputes Dialec-
tics of Nature gives clear and unequivocal answers. 2

And Bol’shevik, the theoretical journal of the Party’s Central
Committee, published a review that described Engels’ new
work as ‘naturally the decisive blow in the struggle, the blow
that . . . achieves complete victory for the camp of the sup-
porters of the philosophy of dialectical materialism’, i.e., the
Deborinite faction.?

Of course, these claims and predictions were proved wrong
by events; the controversy continued for nearly four years after
the appearance of Engels’ book. One reason was that the
mechanists would not surrender the new ‘classic’ any more than
the old ones, but stubbornly claimed it as support for their own
position. Stepanov, for example, argued that Dialectics of Nature
showed Engels’ development through two periods, from
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Hegelian metaphysics to a philosophy of science that agreed
with Stepanov’s own.4 To be sure, Deborin turned this argu-
ment against Stepanov by demonstrating that the mechanistic
passages in Dialectics of Nature corresponded to no chronological
pattern; Deborin concluded that there were not different
periods in Engels’ development but dialectically contradictory
elements in his philosophy.? Stepanov thereupon turned to the
simpler, and much less effective, argument that Dialectics of
Nature is a jumble of raw notes and hasty first drafts, from which
conclusions about Engecls’ philosophy can be drawn only with
the greatest caution.® Other mechanists followed a similar
practice, adducing congenial citations from the book and
brushing aside plainly Hegelian passages as confusions that
Engels would have eliminated from the final draft.? On balance,
the Deborinites profited more than the mechanists from the
new ‘classic’, for it contained more Hegelian than mechanistic
sentiments. Moreover the Deborinites never made the mechan-
its’ mistake of describing an uncongenial passage as the result of
Engels’ error or unfortunate expression. The mechanists could
and did quote against the Deborinites such passages as Engels’
warning that ‘in theoretical natural science one must not con-
struct connections into the facts, one must disclose them in the
latter and, upon disclosing, prove them, so far as possible,
empirically’.® The Deborinites shrugged off such citations not
only with talk of dialectical contradiction, but also with
declarations of their own deference to empirically established
scientific theories.

Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks was also claimed by both
factions, but this new ‘classic’ did not excite as much conten-
tion as Engels’. Throughout the ’twenties Engels was generally
regarded as a more important source for the philosophy of
natural science than Lenin; it took the ‘Bolshevization of
philosophy’ in 1930~1931 to put Lenin next to Engels in the
standard list of ‘classics’.® Moreover, Lenin’s new ‘classic’ was
much closer to the state of raw notes than Engels’, which had
considerable ' stretches of argumentation and exposition.
Finally, the full text of Lenin’s new work was not published
until the controversy was nearly over.1® Nevertheless, it will be
recalled that Deborin, early in 1925, published sections of the
notes as support for the crusade that he was then proclaiming
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against the mechanists, and throughout the controversy his
faction constantly recalled the fact that Lenin had studied
Hegel’s Science of Logic long and carefully. The mechanists were
obliged to moderate their opposition to the study of Hegel or
give up their claim to orthodoxy. But Lenin’s new ‘classic’ did
not, any more than Engels’, induce a fundamental change in
the mechanists’ position, if only because they were able to find
support in Lenin’s new work as in Engels’. They quoted the
Philosophical Notebooks to prove that the Marxist philosophy of
natural science must be primarily empirical in origin, must be
drawn out of the natural sciences and used to transform
Hegel’s dialectics, rather than wvice versa as the Deborinites
argued.!! In short, Lenin’s new work, like Engels’, helped the
Deborinites to victory, but it cannot be pictured as an irrefrag-
able text that obliged the mechanists to capitulate.

Supporting the mechanist refusal to capitulate was a general
vagueness with regard to the force of ‘classical’ authority as a
criterion of philosophical truth, and supporting that, the ab-
sence of an institutional authority that might have issued bind-
ing interpretations of disputed texts. Lacking a presbytery
(until April; 1929) or a pope (until December, 1930), Soviet
Marxist philosophers of science could not agree on the limits of
private judgment.

The closest thing to a generally recognized rule concerning
the binding force of ‘classical’ authority in the philosophy of
natural science was an understanding that it applied to
‘fundamentals’ and not to ‘particulars’. ‘We distinguish,’
wrote a Deborinite,

two sides in the system of views of the founders of Marxism: in the
first place, a number of particular propositions, entirely determined
by the concrete historical conditions and the level of science of their
time, and second, Marxism’s methodological foundation, its
philosophy. This is the unchanging side of Marxism, and along
with that, its essence.!?

Concrete propositions on natural science were generally re-
garded as ‘particulars’; the ‘classics’ were not binding in such
matters. For example, B. M. Zavadovskii, a ‘Morganist’ in the
biological discussions and a Deborinite in philosophy, was quite
vexed when a ‘Lamarckist’ cited Engels’ argument that a
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Europcan child learns arithmetic more easily than a Bushman.
‘The facts that I have been studying these past years,’ said
Zavadovskii, ‘dictate to me the necessity, in the problem of the
inheritance of acquired characteristics, of abandoning the
views of Darwin, and Engels, and [K. A.] Timiriazev, and
Marx.’13

There is no record of Zavadovskii’s being charged with
‘revisionism’ for this forthright declaration.'* Indeed his point
of view was used to put the ‘ Lamarckists’ on the defensive ; they
were charged with trying to subordinate empirical science to
outmoded philosophical texts.!®* And a ‘Lamarckist’ who re-
plied to this accusation showed the spirit of the times by
arguing that he and his colleagues used empirical evidence to
prove their views, while they cited the classics’ merely to show
that these views did not contradict Marxism.1¢ Of course, it is
possible to find Deborinites asserting the absolute truth of
Marxist philosophy in such a sweeping manner as to imply the
primacy of ‘classical’ authority even in concrete issues within
the natural sciences. Karev, for example, once denied the
charge that the Deborinites thought truth could be established
by quotations from Marx and Engels rather than by empirical
proofs ; but then Karev went on to assert that ‘agreement with
a theory that has been confirmed by the experience of the class
struggle of millions is of immeasurably greater weight than very
many so-called “proofs’’.1? Nevertheless, there is no evidence
that Karev or the other Deborinites meant such assertions to
apply to concrete issues within the natural sciences.

In discussions of abstract philosophical issues, both factions
displayed a basic ambivalence towards ‘classical’ citations as
evidence of truth. The Deborinite Luppol has been quoted in a
quite dogmatic vein, declaring that Engels’ new ‘classic’ must
end the philosophical controversy. But the same Luppol on
another occasion ridiculed a mechanist for withdrawing his
opposition to the study of Hegel simply because Lenin said that
Hegel must be studied.'® Even if Luppol and the other Soviet
Marxists had been wholeheartedly inclined to use magister dixit
as sufficient evidence of truth, the intellectual atmosphere of the
’twenties palpably inhibited them. They were, after all, trying
to win natural scientists to Marxism.

Once, when Deborin was arguing that his faction was ‘defend-
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ing the orthodox point of view’, someone in his audience called
out: ‘That does not correspond to science!’ Deborin’s first re-
action was to sneer at ‘the very “learned”’ person who
‘shouted to me that Marxism contradicts science’, but he
quickly regained his composure and tried to show by extended
quotations from German physicists that non-Marxist natural
scientists unwittingly shared the philosophical views of Engels
and Lenin. Running out of time, he concluded:
But I beg those who say that dialectical materialism, Marxism, con-
tradicts contemporary science to tell us where, in what, in which
parts? Then we shall discuss with them. But I affirm beforehand
that Marxism, both in its general philosophical assumptions in the
field of general methodology, and in its sociological part too, is
entirely confirmed daily by life and by science.?
This ambiguous mixture of superciliousness and deference to-
wards empirical criteria of truth had certain Deborinite
peculiarities, but in one form or another it was shared by nearly
all the participants in the controversy. Bogdanov was virtually
alone in his objection on principle to philosophical argument by
‘classical’ citation, and even Bogdanov occasionally quoted
Marx to prove a point. ?°

The effort to win mature natural scientists to Marxism was
not the only cause of ambivalance in regard to ‘classical’ cita-
tions as evidence of philosophical truth. Perhaps a more
important cause was the vagueness of the distinction between
‘revisionism’ and legitimate criticism of the *classics’. Aksel’rod
the Orthodox once apologized for repeating elementary truths
when she defined ‘revisionism’ as disagreement with the
fundamental views to be found in the ‘classics’, and legitimate
criticism as the alteration of the ‘founders’” views on particular
subjects, a procedure actually required by ‘the eternally
creative theory of dialectical materialism’.2* The Deborinite
Karev replied that her distinction was indeed ‘a rudimentary
truth’; but, as one might expect, he found her guilty of dis-
agreeing with the ‘classics’ on ‘ fundamental problems, problems
of method and world view’, and therefore repeated the accusa-
tion of ‘revisionism’ that had prompted Aksel’rod’s distinction
in the first place.?? A similar exchange occurred between
Sarab’ianov and Deborin. Sarab’ianov sneered, as Aksel’rod
did, at the tendency to
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repeat this great thinker [Engels] complacently, and to consider
every newly announced idea as an insult to his memory, as a pro-
fanation of his doctrine, and even more so anything that disagrees
with him to one or another degree!

We understand perfectly well that criticism of such teachers of
Marxism as Marx, Engels, Plekhanov, Lenin, easily leads into the
camp of Marxism’s enemies; but here one needs merely to follow
carefully after the critics in order to admonish in time both the
critics themselves and also their readers, in case a critic enters the
slippery path. 23

Deborin did not dispute this general point, but, again as one
might expect, he argued that ‘the mechanists with their
“criticism”’ have ““entered the slippery path” of the revision of
Marxism’, 24

It is noteworthy that both factions, with the exception of
the unique Bogdanov, agreed in principle on the difference
between ‘revisionism’, which both abjured, and legitimate
criticism. The mechanists tended to be only somewhat less
hedging, somewhat more emphatic, than the Deborinites in
their approval of the right to criticize the ‘classics’. This
difference in emphasis rather than principle was evident not
only in the rare comments on the right of criticism, but also in
the equally rare exercise of it. ‘Morganist’ biologists, as already
noted, expressly disagreed with the ‘classics’ on the inherit-
ability of acquired characteristics; A. K. Timiriazev did not
object when it was pointed out in a friendly manner that his
Newtonian view of space differed fiom Engels’;% and in other
scientific issues of less theoretical significance obsolete views in
the ‘classics’ were quietly ignored. On a philosophical level
express disagreements with the ‘classics’ tended to follow the
pattern of the philosophical differences between Plekhanov and
Lenin. Deborin and his students brushed aside as lapses or
oversights Plekhanov’s statements of the ‘hieroglyphic’ theory
of knowledge, and other formulations of Plekhanov’s that
appeared to deny the objectivity of all but a few primary
qualities.?¢ On the other hand, some mechanists openly
criticized those statements by Engels and Lenin that denied the
possibility of reducing all phenomena to a few primary quali-
ties.?” In doing so, these mechanists not only quoted Plek-
hanov in their bchalf, they also quoted judiciously selected
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passages from Lenin and Engels against the passages stressed by
the Deborinites. Thus, neither side ventured very far in its
criticism of the ‘classics’, and the willingness of some leading
mechanists to go slightly farther than the Deborinites was
probably not a major reason why the reputation of ‘revision-
ism’ fastened on the mechanist faction.

The most striking aspect of the disputants’ attitude towards
the ‘classics’ was their silence with regard to questions that
seize the attention of the outside observer. The ‘rudimentary
truths’ concerning the difference between ‘revisionism’ and
legitimate criticism were the object of only fleeting comment on
rare occasions. No serious effort was made to define the
authority—in a philosophical or institutional sense—that would
decide whether disagreement with the ‘classics’ touched the
inviolable ‘fundamentals’ or the ephemeral ‘particulars’ of
Marxism, whether such disagreement ‘revised’ the basic
method of Marxism or creatively ‘applied it to new circum-
stances’ and ‘developed it further’. The reason for this silence
was that almost all the participants in the controversy were not
outside observers but orthodox Marxists. They were intent on
proving their agreement with the ‘classics’, not on establishing
their right to disagree. Disagreement with the ‘classics’ was
nearly always a crime charged against one’s opponents; they
were ‘revisionists’, however crowded their writings might be
with misinterpreted quotations from the ‘classics’. The effort
of the disputants was therefore not to decide when, in general,
disagreement with the ‘classics’ was permissible, but to define
for present purposes the fundamental principles with which
there could be no disagreement.

In this effort, both factions quoted the classics’ with ease;
the two new ‘classics’ gave the Deborinites an advantage, but
not a decisive one. Accordingly the ultimate appeal of both
factions was to the objective reality that the ‘classics’ were sup-
posed to reflect, the ‘practice’ that, both factions agreed, had
priority over ‘theory’. And if the Deborinites were more suc-
cessful than the mechanists in their claims to orthodoxy, the
main reasons must be sought in that ‘practice’, in this case the
demands of the Cultural Revolution.

Seen in retrospect, the clear tendency of official policy
during the ’twenties was to undermine the ideological
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autonomy of natural scientists. But it was possible during
the ’twenties to imagine otherwise, not only because such in-
fluential people as Trotsky, Lunacharsky, and Kalinin told
natural scientists that they might have what philosophies they
chose as long as they did their work as natural scientists con-
scientiously ; 28 but also because most mature natural scientists,
their institutions, and organizations took advantage of the prof-
ferred right, and were almost as little Bolshevik or Marxist at
the end of the twenties as they had been at the beginning. On
the eve of the First Five Year Plan even the Union of Scientific
Workers, which had abstained almost completely from the dis-
semination of Marxism as a philosophy of natural science, could
claim barely six per cent of all scientific workers as its mem-
bers.2? VARNITSO, the newly established Association of
Scientific and Technical Workers for Support to Socialist Con-
struction, had enrolled even less.?° The Communist Academy’s
societies of materialist scientists, which fad campaigned for the
acceptance of Marxism as a general philosophy, had a com-
bined membership of a few hundred by the most generous
estimate.3! Obviously, peaceful persuasion was a slow method
of transforming mature scientists into dedicated supporters of
the régime. Yet precisely such scientists, the government was
convinced, were essential to the success of the Plan.32

The progress of the new ‘red’ specialists was hardly more
encouraging, as the Plan began in 1928. The law required that
the sons and daughters of manual workers and peasants be
favoured in admissions to higher schools, and there was an im-
pressive network of rabfaki or ‘workmen’s faculties’ to give
them the academic pre-requisites for higher education. But
this system had been in effective operation only a short time,
not enough for even the first contingent of predominantly
proletarian students to have received degrees.3® They were
reaching the universities as undergraduates, but the children of
non-proletarian elements were still the majority even of first-year
graduate students in 1928.34 To the Bolshevik authorities this
seemed the main reason that most graduate students in the
natural sciences either were uninterested in Bolshevik ideology
or shared their ‘bourgeois’ professors’ scepticism.?® Beginning in
1927 all graduate students were required to pass an examination
in Marxism, but when an examiner asked a future mathc-
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matician for an appraisal of dialectical materialism, his ques-
tion was answered with another one: ‘“Why should I bother
with such nonsense?”’’3¢ Nor was this ‘contradiction between
the ever-growing role of the scientific worker in socialist con-
struction and his ideological and socio-political backwardness’
the only cause of deepening Bolshevik anxiety.3? The elemen-
tary problem of numbers threatened to get out of hand; the
rate of production of new technicians and scientists seemed to
be falling hopelessly behind the staggering increase in the Plan’s
demand for them.38

‘Military measures’ designed to achieve ‘maximum results
in the shortest time’ seemed the only way to achieve the
‘scientific change-over’ (nauchnaia smena), as Andrei Vyshinsky,
then an important official in higher education, wrote in 1928.3?
The Party’s Central Committee ordered a detachment of one
thousand Communists to be enrolled in higher schools in the
fall of 1928 with scant regard for academic pre-requisites.4?
In June, 1927, the Council of People’s Commissars had decreed
a new statute for the Academy of Sciences, which extended the
right to nominate a greatly increased number of Academicians
to organizations outside the hitherto autonomous Academy, and
laid it down that an Academician, however nominated or
elected, might be deprived of his chair for activity ‘harmful to
the U.S.S.R.’4! For a time the new statute lay dormant, but
following the ‘Shakhty affair’ in the spring of 1928 (a number
of mining engineers were convicted of ‘wrecking’ in an intense
glare of publicity), a spirited public drive was set in motion
to ‘renovate’ the Academy of Sciences. The Press clamoured
for the election of new, pro-Soviet members, crying to the
existing Academicians, who were to do the final voting: ‘Yes
or no, for or against, together or apart—these are questions that
demand a clear and unequivocal, an operative and not a
declaratory answer.’ 4%

In the universities professors of ten or more years’ standing
were ordered to undergo ‘re-election’, as required by statutes
that had lain dormant since 1918. At public meetings their
fitness both as specialists and as ‘social men’ [obshchestvenniki]
was to be examined by colleagues, students, and representatives
of the Party.43 Of course, membership in the Union of Scientific
Workers or in VARNITSO counted heavily in a candidate’s
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favour, especially since the Union, early in 1929, formally
established the Marxist-Leninist Weltanschauung as a requirement
for membership.44 In short, efforts to push forward new ‘red’
specialists and pressure on mature specialists to give up
‘neutralism’ or ‘the so-called simply legal relationship to the
Soviet régime’ were considerably intensified in 1928 and the
first half of 1929.% The vision that Kalinin had given a con-
ference of physicians in 1925, of socialism being built even ‘by
the man who says, “I am against Communism, decidedly
against Communism,”’ was evidently being dispelled. 48

Such were the forces that produced the condemnation of the
mechanist faction by the Conference of Marxist-Leninist Re-
search Institutions in April, 1929. Pokrovsky put the matter
very clearly when he called on the Communist Academy to
convoke the Conference. He explained that
the moment has arrived when it is necessary to put an end to the
peaceful collaboration still existing in some scientific fields between
Marxists and scholars who are far from Marxism or even hostile to
Marxism; . . . it is necessary to begin the decisive offensive on all
fronts of scientific work by creating our own Marxist science, and in
particular to take more decisively in hand the work of preparing the
scientific change-over. 47

Pokrovsky pointed out that Marxists had already won a number
of disciplines, chiefly in the social sciences, ‘pressing into the
background scholars that are hostile to Marxism’.

The most backward in this respect is the field of the natural and
exact sciences, where Communists have not yet entirely rid them-
selves of that fetishism before bourgeois scholars which Com-
munists working in the field of the social sciences long ago shook off.
Therefore, the most important current task must be a heightened
offensive in the field of these sciences. 42

This was the recurrent theme of the speeches at the Conference,
which condemned the mechanist faction as proponents of con-
tinued autonomy for ‘bourgeois’ natural scientists.

It must not be imagined that the mechanists accepted this
condemnation. They argued, and very likely with complete
sincerity, that the Deborinites were hindering the celebrated
‘penetration of dialectical materialism into natural science’.
‘The natural scientist,” warned one of the last mechanist
declarations,
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is transmitting his science to young comrades in the university
classrooms and his technical instruction in the laboratories of fac-
tories and plants. It is impossible that he transmit only this, and not
his general world view, his ideology, along with it. We must try to
draw him to our side, to convince him that he is in practice a
dialectician, though often a poor one precisely because he does not
know the theory of dialectics. But if this is presented to him in works
that treat of everything, that are like goods in a scientific depart-
ment store where there are all sorts of things on the shelves, only of a
very bad quality, in a word rejects—then the natural scientist will
throw up his hands and take care not to enter such a collection.*?

But this sort of argument made little impression on Marxist
students who joined Deborin’s ‘social movement about dia-
lectics’, and on the Communist authorities who tacitly ap-
proved of the movement. Probably the main reason was that
the mechanist programme of winning natural scientists by
proving dialectical materialism in the context of the natural
sciences was not nearly as sure of swift success as the Deborinite
demand that natural scientists accept dialectical materialism
ready-made from the ‘classics’ and Hegel. The mechanist
faction wanted to argue with ‘bourgeois’ natural scientists on
ground where they were far stronger than both Marxist philoso-
phers and Communist students. Even if the mechanist pro-
gramme might have succeeded in the long run in winning
significant numbers of converts among mature natural scien-
tists, the demand in 1928 and especially in 1929 was for the
speediest possible ‘change-over’ from ‘bourgeois’ to ‘red’
specialists. The wager was placed on the young.

On this basis one can understand the causes of the Deborinite
victory over the mechanists. At the Conference of April, 1929,
S. L. Gonikman, the Deborinite who had criticized the
Communist Academy’s authorities a year before for their
protracted toleration of the mechanist faction, expressed im-
patience with the conciliatory gestures still being made to
natural scientists of mechanistic sympathies. No one, he said,
had ever doubted that

we must construct a demonstration of the victoriousness of our
method in individual concrete problems. However, I think that this
is not the high road along which we can proceed to the fulfilment of
the task before us. The point is that natural scientists at present are
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demanding above all, not a demonstration of the method’s superi-
ority in one or another individual problem, they are demanding a
world view, they are demanding a system, they are demanding
integral views.®

Gonikman’s attribution of this demand to natural scientists,
who were predominantly non-Marxist, is hardly credible,
especially in view of his own warning, in the same speech, that
‘we are going in to attack on the most difficult sector of the
ideological struggle: we are going in to attack on natural
scientists’. But his description of the main goal sought by the
Deborinite faction reveals on analysis the basic reasons for that
faction’s triumph, and also for the anomalous pattern of that
triumph.

The Deborinites had insisted all along that natural scientists
must accept a ready-made Weltanschauung and methodology
from Marxist philosophers, and the mechanist faction had all
along challenged this basic principle. The mechanist faction
had thereby exposed itself not only to the suspicion of ‘re-
visionism’ (here, the denial in principle of the applicability of
Marxism to natural science), but also to the more serious sus-
picion of justifying the ‘bourgeois’ scientist’s resistance to
Marxist ideology. The reductionist arguments by which the
mechanists had supported their opposition to the Deborinite
thesis struck responsive chords in a variety of Soviet Marxist
hearts, including many high-placed ones. But these sym-
pathizers would not speak up for the mechanist faction, because
the faction’s central argument—that the Marxist philosophy of
natural science could not be accepted ready-made from
Marxist philosophers, but must be worked out in the context of
the natural sciences—seemed a defence of permanent ideolo-
gical autonomy for natural scientists, who were predominantly
‘bourgeois’. Paradoxically, this fatal defect of the mechanist
faction’s philosophy was probably the chief reason not only for
the rapid atrophy that the faction suffered but also for the
extended toleration that it enjoyed. The mechanist faction was
frowned upon but tolerated as long as ideological autonomy for
‘bourgeois’ natural scientists was frowned upon but tolerated ;
the faction was formally condemned when an all-out attack was
mounted against the scientists’ autonomy.

But the formal condemnation of the mechanist faction was
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also the formal coronation of ‘Deborin and his students’. The
Party seemed to have delegated to them the authority to define
the philosophy that was to penetrate natural science as part of
the “scientific change-over’. The business meeting that followed
the adoption of the ‘Resolution in Accordance with Deborin’s
Speech’ ended with a paean to Deborin, ‘ the only one of the old
generation of Marxist philosophers who followed Lenin’s in-
structions, who understood the task that stands before the
philosophy of Marxism in our extraordinarily complex and
difficult circumstances, in "this situation in which we are
struggling’.%* In the list of philosophical readings required for
admission to graduate training in the Communist Academy,
several works of Deborin’s followed the ‘classics’ of Marx,
Engels, Plekhanov, and Lenin, and preceded a single work of
Stalin’s.5® Until the end of 1929 the explosive potentialities of
this situation were not realized. To be sure, one of the chief
Deborinite philosophers was Sten, who urged Communist
Youth in the spring of 1929 not to repeat blindly the dicta of the
Party’s chiefs, but to ‘criticize and verify, on the basis of your
own experience, the whole policy of the Party’. But this
scandal was taken as evidence of Sten’s deviationist politics
rather than his Deborinite philosophy—until 1930, one must
specify, when the Deborinites were attacked for their super-
ciliousness towards ‘practical’ leaders. Until that time the
authority of Deborin and his students was not only tolerated
but tacitly approved by the highest Party authorities. After all,
it was natural scientists over whom Deborin and his youthful
admirers sought to exercise ‘the ideational hegemony’ of
Marxism, and these scientists were largely ‘bourgeois spetsy’.
The formal condemnation of the mechanists was also the
formal establishment of conciliarism, as we may conveniently
call the practice of deciding philosophical truth by resolutions
of conferences. V. P. Miliutin, a member of the Party’s Control
Commission, pointed out the significance of this new departure.
‘We are adopting—for the first time in history, I dare say—a
philosophical resolution. It will be, so to speak, a definite plat-
form in regard to dialectical materialism and a formulation of
all the work that will be done in this field.’”®® And he predicted
that the practice of establishing ‘clarity’ and ‘definiteness’ in
theoretical work by resolutions adopted in conferences would
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be extended to other fields than philosophy and natural
science.’® He was of course bringing into the philosophy of
science an attitude that had long been characteristic-of Bol-
shevik political thought: if truth is to be made effective in
human affairs, it must enjoy uniform acceptance among a well-
disciplined group. Soviet Marxists were conditioned to accept
this attitude; only a couple of mechanists challenged ‘the
propriety of deciding scientific questions by a majority of
votes’.57 Most of the mechanists complained that the issues of
the dispute had not been thoroughly examined, that a resolu-
tion ending the controversy was premature rather than im-
proper. This complaint assumed the propriety of deciding what
the truth is by resolutions of conferences. Deborin, with a
similar assumption in mind, declared that the issues had been
thoroughly examined, the controversy exhausted, the time
come to close it ; unity was necessary for the accomplishment of
the Party’s tasks. 4

Neither Deborin nor anyone else felt it necessary to examine
in any detail the philosophical presuppositions of this con-
ciliarism. A Deborinite editorial simply brushed aside the
conventionalist theory of knowledge that may be inferred from
it, in conflict with the empirical theory espoused by mater-
ialism. ‘It goes without saying.’ the editorial snapped, ‘that no
kind of voting by itself is the last instance in settling philoso-
phical arguments.”®® The Conference had simply made clear
what no Bolshevik of right mind could doubt. Neither were the
practical consequences of this conciliarism explored. M. B.
Mitin, a Deborinite militant, declared that ‘essentially, the
decrees of the All-Union Conference have put an end to the
situation when [sic] problems of Marxism have been problems
for discussion. Now great positive work rises before us’.¢° This
seemed to rule out for good the possibility of questioning the
Deborinite version of Marxist philosophy; yet only a year later
Mitin himself would denounce that version as a revision of
Marxism.

What warrant could he produce mightier than the Con-
ference’s ‘decrees’, as he chose to call its resolutions? And what
sanctions were proper against recalcitrants like Tseitlin, who
told the Conference that the passing of a hundred resolutions
would not change the facts that made him a mechanist, or
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against the other mechanists who defied decreed truth? ¢! And
those who renounced their ‘errors’—how could their sincerity
be tested? 82 Would the same warrants, sanctions, and tests be
applicable to natural scientists as well as Marxist philosophers,
when the ‘scientific change-over’ was completed? In April,
1929, these questions were left hanging. When the mechanists
complained that it was premature to close the controversy,
Karev exclaimed:

We declare merciless struggle on all deviations from Marx, Engels,
and Lenin. Your defence of spinelessness and freedom of criticism is
advocacy of the undermining of the dictatorship of Marxism in our
country. We stand for the unity of the Marxist-Leninist front,
while you want to disrupt it by giving ‘freedom’ to all the critics of
Marxism and all the deviators from Marxism. ¢3

But almost a breath before this outburst against the ‘critics’
and ‘deviators’, Karev had inconsistently boasted of the
mechanist works that ‘we [the Deborinites in charge of the
State Press’ philosophical offerings] have printed’.®4 And
Luppol, an official of the Union of Scientific Workers who
could also speak of the ‘ideological dictatorship’, at the Con-
ference of April, 1929, distinguished between deviant Com-
munists, who must be proscribed, and balky non-Communist
specialists, towards whom a patient, tactful attitude must be
adopted.®® Evidently, the ambiguities that had characterized
the Cultural Revolution during the ’twenties were not yet
entirely dissipated.
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THE GREAT BREAK FOR
NATURAL SCIENTISTS

Mipway through the fury of his first Five Year Plan Stalin
singled out 1929 as ‘the year of the great break [perelom]’, the
year of shattering transformation, ‘on all fronts of socialist con-
struction’.! He had in mind the beginning of ‘the decisive
offensive of socialism on the capitalist elements of town and
country’, and of course he did not mean to suggest that the
offensive would be completed in 1929. The shattering and trans-
forming, he made clear, had only begun. Academic historians,
who like to speak of this as a ‘watershed’ or ‘turning point’ or
‘spinal year’;? ought to concede that Stalin’s more violent
image is more appropriate for the crisis of forced industrializa-
tion and collectivization, though they are probably right in
shunning his effort to dramatize the great break by assigning a
particular year to it. On ‘the scientific front of the cultural
revolution’ the great break took about two and a half years,
from the middle of 1929 to the first part of 1932, which is short
enough, considering the magnitude of the changes accom-
plished, to require no further dramatization. In this brief period
‘the scientific change-over’ from ‘bourgeois’ to ‘red’ specialists,
and the accompanying search for a suitable philosophy or
ideology of science, reached a crisis, a breaking point, by which
past trends were selected, some for destruction, others for
dominance over a generation of Soviet scientists and philo-
sophers of science.

The ‘scientific change-over’ had been accclerated already
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in 1928 and the first part of 192g9. A thousand Communists had
been sent to higher schools without regard to academic pre-
requisites; professors of ten or more years’ standing were
ordered to undergo ‘re-election’; the Academy of Sciences was
‘renovated’ by the imposition of many new members; and
highly publicized trials of ‘wrecking’ specialists were staged.
But still, as the Soviet régime approached its supreme test
towards the end of 1929, the drive for solid collectivization of
agriculture, it showed growing dissatisfaction with the progress
of the °‘scientific change-over.” Professors were reportedly
sneering at the dispatch of ‘the thousand’ as an effort ‘“‘to
prove the theorem that any illiterate can become a university
student”’3 And it appeared that such professors usually had
little to fear from the ‘re-elections’. In most institutions there
had as yet been none; in others, all candidates, regardless of
their ‘social physiognomy’, were being ‘re-elected’ by a formal
ritual of meetings and eulogies. When there were genuine ‘re-
clections’, the Communists on the spot (students for the most
part) tended towards one of two extremes, equally denounced
as deviations in the central press. Either they attacked the pro-
fessorial candidates as if they were lishentsy (a Soviet neologism
for such people as priests and former gendarmes, who were de-
prived of civil rights), or, more often, the Communists suc-
cumbed to the mysteries of the academic guild and agreed to
use professional competence as the sole basis for judging the
candidates.*

The ‘renovation’ of the Academy of Sciences also moved for-
ward haltingly. In January, 1929, A. M. Deborin and V. M.
Friche, the chief Soviet Marxists in the fields of philosophy and
art criticism, though nominated to membership by many Com-
munist institutions, were voted down by the Academy, while
the mathematician N. N. Luzin, an intuitionist in the theory of
mathematics, was elected qua philosopher.> To be sure, the
Academy quickly reconsidered this affront to the Bolsheviks,
and elected the two Marxists at an extraordinary session in
February.® At the public celebration that followed, the
Academy’s Permanent Secretary, the sixty-seven-year-old
orientalist S. ¥. Ol’denburg, who had been one of the Pro-
visional Government’s Ministers of Education, reassured the
Bolsheviks with pathetic earnestness: ‘We feel still more our
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close connection with public opinion; we feel that there is no
“we” and “you”, but only “we”’.7 Apparently not all shared
his feeling. A meeting of the Academy’s graduate students
[graktikanty] resolved that compulsory training in Marxism
should not be made a part of their programme.® And in the fall
of 1929 a special investigating commission descended on the
Academy and fired at least one hundred and twenty-eight
people, some of whom appear to have been prosecuted subse-
quently in secret before administrative tribunals.® For Soviet
scientists the great break had begun in earnest.

Without access to the archives one cannot know much about
secret arrests and punishments, but the public record does re-
veal some things. In the first place it shows that mass terror, as
a means of pressing the Cultural Revolution, made its appear-
ance in the fall of 1929.1° From the spring of 1928, to be
sure, there had been intensely publicized trials of specialists
accused of ‘wrecking’, that is, of activity, ‘bringing economic
and political harm to the Soviet state with the purpose of
sapping its power and preparing for an anti-Soviet inter-
vention’.11 Such loud admonitory shouts at the ‘bourgeois’
specialist did not cease at the end of 1929, but they were joined
by a more poorly defined threat, by obscure, unexplained acts
of terror. For example, the most serious published allegations
of malfeasance in the Academy of Sciences concerned some
historical documents found in the Academy’s library. They
were supposedly ‘of political importance’, and the Academy’s
Librarian, the historian S. F. Platonov, was ‘relieved of all
administrative posts’ for failing to turn them over to the proper
agency and for allowing unauthorized people to see them.12
Platonov’s further fate was not publicized, nor was light shed
on the misdeeds or the further punishment of those fired with
him. A similar obscurity, an ominous omission of specifics,
characterized most of the references in 1930 and 1931 to
‘methods of terrorizing the accomplices of counter-revolution’,
methods that were being used, if we can believe a speaker in
December, 1930, against ‘that whole upper-echelon bourgeois
intelligentsia, which, though not caught flagrante delicto, fosters
wrecking activity by its sympathy or by its neutrality’.13

There was no longer any question whether antipathy to
Communism was permissible. The great outcry was against
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‘apoliticism’ and ‘neutralism’. VARNITSO took scientific
workers out on the streets of Moscow to demonstrate against
these sins,’4 and a g8-year-old Bolshevik mathematician
warned against the most refined kind of ‘apoliticism’: verbal
endorsements of Marxism-Leninism unaccompanied by deeds
to prove sincerity.!® ‘Never,” he exclaimed,

has the class struggle in science been carried on with such bitter-
ness as just now. Never has the demand for our science, a science that
really serves socialist construction, been as great as today. Whoever
now is not with us, whoever is still neutral, is against us.18

Nor were lesser Bolsheviks the only ones to erase the former
distinction between political loyalty and ideological solidarity.
Lunacharsky, the former Commissar of Education who, early in
1928, had given scientists one of the last assurances of their
right to reject Marxism, in 1930 spoke to them with a new
toughness, saying nothing of rights but only of obligations.1?
Perhaps Karl Radek’s exhortation, ‘On One Side of the
Barricades or the Other’, which appeared in August, 1930, was
the most revealing. ¢ The broad mass of specialists,” he wrote,

stunned by shootings and arrests, dash off in various directions, and,
frightened by the hostile atmosphere that events have created about
them, do not know where to submit, and try in the meantime to hide
their heads in their wings, in expectation of better times.1?

Radek warned such ‘Philistines’ that ¢ the mistrustful attitude of
the working class cannot be assuaged by correct declarations of
loyalty or by silence’.1® Still, declarations of loyalty abounded,
culminating at the end of 1930 in a birthday greeting from the
Unions of Scientific and Educational Workers to the Star
Chamber itself: the Unions thanked the OGPU, on the
occasion of its thirteenth anniversary, for purging their ranks of
those not worthy of the honourable title of Soviet scientific
worker. 20

One can also get a vivid sense of the ‘hostile atmosphere’
surrounding the mature specialist in 1930-1931 from the plays
and novels of the time. Gorky’s irritation with the Russian
wntelligentsiva (the Russian word runs together what English
separates as ‘intellectuals’ and ‘white-collar class’) was given
new expression in a play about a counter-revolutionary
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engineer, whose villainy is inspired by arrogant pride in his
special knowledge and by contempt for the working man’s
ignorance. 2! ‘The workers have seized state power,” he explains
to his wife,

but they can’t manage. . . . In general, the dictatorship of workers,
socialism, are fantasies, illusions, which we, the intelligentsiia, in-
voluntarily support by our work. . .. Machinists, house-painters,
weavers, they’re not capable of state power: it must be taken by
scientists, by engineers. 22

When his troubled wife asks whether he is not two-faced, he
exclaims: ‘Am I two-faced? Yes! Any other way is impos-
sible! . .. The role of the defeated, the prisoner’s role, is not my
role!’23 This was one of Gorky’s exceptional individuals (gone
wrong, to be sure), but a similar sense of outraged pride was
presumed to be hidden behind the mask of complaisance put
on by the ordinary ‘ Philistine’ [obyvatel’skit] specialist, the type
who had no stomach for plots against the Soviet state but
might, if the proletarian dictatorship relaxed the threat over
him. Anyone educated before 1917 was a ‘bourgeois’ specialist
unless he proved himself otherwise. He belonged to that

long-winded, weak-kneed intelligentsia . . . which met the October
Revolution with passive sabotage or with active, armed resistance,
and which in part continues to struggle ‘in word and deed’ against
the Soviet régime even to the present day, wrecking consciously and
unconsciously. . . .24

Was the suggestion in Gorky’s final phrase (that a specialist
might unknowingly commit the capital crime of ‘wrecking’)
simply an extravagant flight of rhetoric? Probably not, for the
central problem of a very popular play written in 1930 was
precisely a scientist’s unwitting ‘wrecking’.?® The play, Fear,
dealt with an eminent professor of human physiology (was
Pavlov the author’s original inspiration?), who was not one of
the Soviet state’s conscious enemies, but played into their hands
by developing a theory that fear was the essential motive in the
behaviour of Soviet people. His theory was ‘exposed’ in a public
meeting by an old Bolshevik woman, whose rich political ex-
perience compensated for her lack of formal education. When
she concluded her indictment of the professor with a cry to the
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audience on stage to be vigilant and merciless towards the class
enemy, the real audience in the theatre responded with loud
applause. 28 The response lends verisimilitude to the dramatist’s
picture of ‘public opinion’ working with the OGPU to make
the professor a Soviet patriot or break him. Certainly the
vydvizhentsy in the audience, a Soviet coinage for proletarians
‘pushed up’ into scientific or other responsible work, must have
felt a tightness in their throats at the symbolism of the play’s
ending. The professor, converted, promises to give a public
criticism of his ‘wrecking’ theory and to hand over the keys of
all the offices to the vydvizhentsy in his institute.

One naturally wonders whether the great break of 1929-1932
was actually the triumphal completion of the ‘scientific change-
over’, as this play suggests. Were Russia’s mature scientists
forced to choose between full-throated Bolshevism and self-
destruction by ‘wrecking’? Did the management of scientific
institutes and university departments pass in this brief period to
the ‘pushed-up’ new generation of ‘red’ specialists? Certainly
there is non-fictional evidence that seems to suggest an affir-
mative answer to both questions.

‘The thousand’ of the academic year 1928-1929 (that is, the
detachment of Communists pushed into universities and insti-
tutes with little regard for academic pre-requisites) were joined
by two thousand more in 1929-1930, and by still more in the
next two academic years.27 Even without such special detach-
ments the staggering overall expansion of higher education
between 1928 and 1932 (the student body trebled and the
teaching staff doubled) suggests that the older specialists were
being ‘dissolved in a sea of new forces’, as a report of the State
Planning Commission put it in 1930.%28 ‘A young man who
studies our science,’ said the mathematician O. Iu. Shmidt,
who helped write the report, ‘has every chance of becoming a
professor at twenty-five.’2% At the same time drastic measures
were taken to reduce the sense of need for highly trained pro-
fessors. In November, 1929, the Party’s Central Committee
ordered ‘ continuous productive practice’ for students in higher
technical education, with the result that abstract, theoretical
subjects, the stronghold of the old specialists, were pushed into
the background.?? Some institutes even abandoned courses in
theoretical physics and chemistry altogether, brushing aside as
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reactionary—or worse—the professors who protested that
technicians rather than engineers would be the result.3! New
methods of teaching and grading in ‘brigades’ were designed to
get around the need for individual expertise in students as well as
teachers.

Even in research it seemed that the masses might break down
the tsekhovshchina or guildlike seclusion of the old specialists.
When T. D. Lysenko, a virtually unknown thirty-one-year-old
seedman from the Caucasus, failed to impress a scientific con-
vention in 1929 with a report of his experiments in plant
physiology, he got dirt-farmers to try them out, and the Com-
missariat of Agriculture was so impressed that in 1931 it ordered
collective farms to experiment with Lysenko’s allegedly new
methods ‘on a mass scale. . . . Only in this way’, the Com-
missar of Agriculture declared, ‘will the business be set up in a
really scientific way, in a really revolutionary way’.3% Such
things seem to confirm the playwright’s vision of the great break
as a time when the old specialists surrendered the keys of their
institutes to the vydvizhentsy, to those ‘ pushed up’ from bench and
plough.

Moreover, one can find real analogies to the fictional in-
dictment of a scientist for unwitting wrecking, in apparent con-
firmation of the notion that the older scientists were actually
forced to choose between full-throated Bolshevism and self-
destruction by ‘wrecking’. A physician’s pamphlet on the con-
trol of venereal disease, for example, aroused intense anger in a
Bolshevik reviewer because of its calm, objective tone. The
pamphlet did not sufficiently extol Soviet accomplishments in
this field nor sufficiently berate bourgeois failures. ‘In our
time’, the reviewer lectured,

the time of the socialist offensive, when all hostile class forces are
resisting desperately, the pen is obliged to shoot just as accurately
and truly as the revolver. Paper, the printed word, speech—all are
weapons that must guard our life, our construction, our philosophy
from all sides. . . . We say loudly and clearly: it is not only useless
to write such ‘scientific’ works [as the pamphlet under review],
but also harmful, and criminal.’33

It may be that the ‘criminal’ physician survived this rhetorical
fusillade, but more than verbal guns seems to have been used
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against statisticians in the State Planning Commission. Ap-
parently they did not satisfy the Party’s insistence that the
Plan’s goals must be the scientific prediction of mathematicians
no less than the passionate desire of ‘shock brigadiers’
(udarniks).34

To be sure, such statisticians, like the physician writing on
public health or the fictional professor in the play, Fear, were
on the dangerous frontier where the natural and social sciences
met, but one finds an attempted crusade against wrecking in the
mathematical theory of statistics too. A fifty-three-year-old
insurance specialist, who had vainly criticized the established
authorities in statistical theory before the Revolution, won a
following in the time of the great break. He helped ‘unmask the
wreckers’ in the Planning Commission, and then teamed up
with two young Bolshevik mathematicians to produce an
allegedly revolutionary Theory of Mathematical Statistics in
1930.% If other mathematicians were obliged to support this
book in a milieu where the distinction between pistols and pens
was lost, then it might seem reasonable to suppose that ‘the
proletariat on the front of the Cultural Revolution’, to quote a
young Bolshevik mathematician in 1930, was indeed ‘storming
heaven itself,” forcing the mature scientist ‘to place not only
himself as citizen [obshchestvennik] but also his science in the
service of socialist construction, to reconstruct it’.8

Yet there is considerable evidence that requires major
amendments to these simple conclusions. Mathematicians ap-
parently were not forced to accept the new theory of statistics.
At the end of 1930 a supporter of the theory complained that
O. Iu. Shmidt, the most important Bolshevik ‘on the scientific
front’ and a mathematician himself, was indifferent to it, and
within a few years it appears to have died altogether.3?
Lysenko’s programme for boosting yields did not turn into a
full-scale attack on geneticists until 1936. The pistol-waving
review cited above was not at all typical of the journals of
natural science; they continued throughout the great break to
print specialized articles, and showed the influence of the times
only by occasional editorial declarations of Soviet loyalty and
by considerable transformations of their editorial staffs.38

Looking through them one begins to understand why Radek
reported that ‘the broad mass of specialists’ responded to the
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clamorous demands for positive proofs of patriotism in a
‘Philistine’ [obyvatel’skii] way, with little more than ‘correct
declarations of loyalty, or silence’.3? In fact this conclusion is
suggested by the Bolsheviks’ exasperated repetition of the warn-
ing that such a flaccid response was not enough, that ‘Phili-
stine’ specialists could not escape history, or, to use Radek’s
industrial version of Lincoln’s phrase, that they would be ‘cast
aside by the flywheel of history’. Perhaps the °Philistine’
specialist had a firmer grip on the dizzily spinning Russian fly-
wheel—than Radek himself? (He was condemned only a few
years later.) To ask this in sneering malice is to take sides, and
not with the liberal opponents of regimentation, but with the
type whose only cause was self-preservation, who would not
sacrifice himself in any cause.

Direct evidence of the extent and geological force of this
‘swamp’ [boloto]—if the metaphor may be shifted to the
standard Bolshevik pejorative for the passive, adaptive, self-
centred type—is provided by the scientific conventions of 1930.
They were the highpoints of a drive to capture the scientific
societies, whose virtually complete autonomy had aroused only
headshakes and grumbling before 1930.4° Now, the Bolsheviks
proclaimed, this autonomy was to be destroyed. But for all such
loud talk the conventions of 1930 were much the same as those
of previous years : a great mass of special papers were read, most
of them trivial or repetitive, as in scholarly conventions the
world around.#! The ‘great break’ at each convention was a
keynote speech, with a corresponding resolution, on science’s
role in the construction of socialism, and, when the convention
broke into its many sections, perhaps two or three papers on the
dialectical materialist reconstruction of science.

The pettiness both of the victories claimed and of the rebuffs
lamented is the most striking characteristic of the Bolshevik
reports of these conventions. The Congress of Physiologists, for
example, was pictured as making history in its handling of the
affaire Pavlov. He stayed away from it as he consistently did
from all but foreign conventions, to demonstrate his disapproval
of the Soviet régime. Previous congresses of physiologists had
elected him honorary chairman in absentia, but the Congress of
1930 passed him by, and elected to its ‘honorary presidium’—
the entire Political Bureau of the Communist Party. Against
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this victory a defeat: the famous Professor A. F. Samoilov,
whose report on electrical methods in physiological research
was the convention’s most memorable event, dismissed dia-
lectical materialism ‘with genial irony’. 42

In Baku, to take another example, a Congress of Pathologists
adopted the proper resolutions and elected to its presidium the
thirty-six-year-old Dr. S. G. Levit, one of the leaders of the
drive for a dialectical materialist reconstruction of science. But
then a foreign professor, who told the convention that science
should be free both of religion and of Marxism, was duly
applauded at the end of his speech. Perhaps, the Bolshevik
reporter noted hopefully, the audience did not understand him,
for he spoke in German. 4? In Odessa, where the physicists had a
pleasant August meeting, there seem to have been no such con-
tretemps. The fifty-year-old Academician A. F. Ioffe, a univer-
sally respected physicist and genuinely enthusiastic supporter of
the Soviet cause, though not of dialectical materialist recon-
structions of physics, gave a keynote appeal for planned research
to aid industrial expansion. 44 Clearly Ioffe and Levit belonged
to a tiny band of prophets in a heathen land, where principled
and outspoken opponents were even rarer, and certainly
much hardier. Reading through the reports of the conventions
one senses a vast flaccidity silently, perhaps indifferently, ab-
sorbing a few brave Bolshevik speeches.

There was one illuminating exception to this rule, the rebel-
lion of the Congress of Mathematicians in June, and the related
trouble of the Moscow Mathematical Society in December. The
turmoil in statistics had nothing to do with these events,* and
other substantive issues relating to mathematics were only
slightly involved. The ‘Moscow school’ was famous for its
otherworldly absorption in pure theory, and D. F. Egorov, the
sixty-one-year-old chief of the ‘school’, would not criticize this
tradition and declare some interest in serving the Five Year
Plan. As this fact suggests, the main source of trouble was a
general stiff-necked nonconformity in Egorov and an equally
stiff-necked liberalism in his colleagues. He scandalized the
Bolsheviks by refusing to join the Union of Scientific Workers,
while remaining an elder of the Church, and the Moscow
Mathematical Society not only kept him on as president but
listed émigrés in its membership. ¢ Already in the ‘re-elections’
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of 1929 Bolshevik graduate students at Moscow University
singled him out for attack, and it seems that he was removed
from control of the Mathematical Institute.4? Still he was a
leading figure at the All-Union Congress of Mathematicians in
June, 1930, and it may well be that his example was a contri-
buting cause of the Congress’ rebellion: it refused to send
greetings to the contemporaneous Sixteenth Congress of the
Communist Party. A complete revolution was not attempted ; the
mathematicians did resolve to aid socialist construction, though
adding the caution that theoretical work should not be neg-
lected in the interests of immediate practicality.4® But 1930, the
year of savage class warfare in the villages and of frantic ‘shock
brigades’ in the towns, was hardly a time even for a limited re-
bellion, which was continued moreover by the Moscow Mathe-
matical Society’s refusal to expel Egorov.

The climax was reached at the end of 1930, when Egorov told
a meeting of the Society that ‘nothing else but the binding of a
uniform Weltanschauung on scientists is genuine wrecking’.49 It
is significant that the Bolsheviks present could not agree on the
appropriate reaction. The one who took the floor tried to
smooth over the clash with talk of a misunderstanding, for
which he was subsequently accused of ‘rotten liberalism’ and
‘Maecenasism’.®® Bolsheviks with the proper ‘irreconcil-
ability’ [neprimirimost’] took action after the meeting was over.
Egorov was arrested. But his colleagues in the Society, includ-
ing a member of the Communist Youth, silently defied the
terror by holding a regular business meeting. (They were
expected to condemn the arrested man and engage in ‘self-
criticism’ for resisting Bolshevization so long.)’! Thereupon
five mathematicians, styling themselves an ‘Initiating Group
for the Reorganization of the Mathematical Society’, published
a truculent denunciation of the Society’s belief that ‘*“one can
be a Egorov by conviction yet work honourably with the Soviet
régime”’’%2 They could hardly have expressed more succinctly
the government’s assurances to ‘ bourgeois’ scientists during the
’twentics, but they lashed this belief as ¢ Philistinism [obyvatel’-
shchina], hiding in its corner from the class struggle, and
decorating this corner with scientific aestheticism instead of the
canary of the rank-and-file Philistine. . . .’® But the other
mathematicians would not yield to revolutionary appeals any
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more than to terror. The wretched affair had reached a climax
without issue. The Society was not reorganized but simply
ceased functioning for more than a year, in the course of which
Egorov died. The place and cause of his death are not in the
public record, nor are the steps leading to the revival of the
Society in 1932.% One supposes that the locked opposition of
intransigent Bolshevizers and unyielding liberals gave way to
some such complex adjustment of principle and reality as had
already made the functioning of the other scientific societies
possible.

Until the end of 1931 it was not clear that an adjustment
would be made even with the complaisant majority of old
specialists. The Bolshevizers kept up the struggle for something
more than complaisance, and looked beyond the scientific
societies to the places where scientific work was done. ‘How-
ever strange it may be’—a young Bolshevik biologist told a
meeting of the Communist Academy in January, 1931—

in the fourteenth year of the Revolution, though we have at our
disposal a colossal apparatus of scientific establishments, museums,
laboratories, observatories, etc., in essence we do not possess them at
all. It would seem to me . . . that the Association of Natural Science
[of the Communist Academy] should set itself the organizational and
ideological task of entering, of penetrating these institutes, these
observatories and laboratories, through the cells of atheists that exist
there, the sections of VARNITSO that exist there, all the circles of
political or other character that exist there, so that we will have at
each institute some cells on which we can rely in our work.5s

As if in response to this suggestion, the Party’s Central Com-
mittee decreed, on March 15, 1931, that the Communist
Academy should establish its ‘ methodological control’ over the
most important non-Communist (vedomstvennye was the actual
term) scientific research establishments.®® They were to submit
their research plans to the Communist Academy for approval
and admit the Academy’s representatives to the drawing up o&
future plans.

The old distinction between the special network of Com-
munist institutions and that of non-Communist (vedomstvennye)
ones was thus to be erased; the Communist Academy, which
had previously been the directing centre only for the former,
was now apparently to become the centre for all. Clearly there
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was a conflict here with the competence of the Academy that
Peter the Great had founded, the Academy of Sciences of the
U.S.S.R. One wonders with what wild surmise Stalin’s young
men, newly triumphant at the Communist Academy, gazed
upon the order to establish ‘methodological control’; they had
the most rudimentary knowledge of natural science, or worse.
But their chief was then declaring that the most important
goals of the economic Plan, audacious enough on a five-year
scale, could be reached in three, if only the Bolsheviks would
nerve themselves (and the masses) to it.5” ‘If there is a pas-
sionate desire to do so, every goal can be reached, every
obstacle overcome. . . . We lag behind the advanced countries
by fifty to a hundred years. We must cover that distance in ten
years. Either we will do it, or they will crush us.’®® Inflamed by
such desperate encouragement, the Bolshevizers of science
must have grown suspicious of their recent victory over the
scientific societies, for it had been too easy. As they established
their ‘methodological control’ of scientific research establish-
ments—in essence it was ideological control of the personnel®
—they launched a new drive against the societies. Bolshevik
speakers and writers ‘completely exposed the protective colours
with which the societies have redecorated themselves, using
Marxist terminology for this and also some change of leader-
ship’.8? Forcibly converted, mature scientists were coming
under the entirely logical suspicion of hypocrisy. Soviet Marxists
seemed about to follow the example of Spanish Christians; con-
verting Moors and Jews by force, they felt a natural complusion
to lay open the hidden beliefs of Moriscos and Marranos.

At this convulsive moment the first signs of relaxation began
to appear. Opening the First All-Union Conference on the
Planning of Science in April, 1931, Bukharin brandished a
‘physical or moral guillotine’ over scientists, and, raising the
question whether the planning of science meant the imposition
of Marxism as ‘a state doctrine, the doctrine of the proletarian
dictatorship’, he answered forthrightly: ‘Yes, that is true.’8!
Closing the Conference a few days later, Molotov cautioned
young Bolshevizers of science to treat distinguished scholars
respectfully, and even implied in one fleeting sentence that the
latter might take some time yet to be converted to Marxism. %2
In June, Stalin lectured Bolshevik executives on a change in the
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dominant political attitudes of senior industrial specialists.
Within the past two years, said Stalin, active wreckers had been
‘routed’ or driven ‘deep underground’; most industrial
specialists would no longer have anything to do with them. ‘It
would be incorrect and undialectical to continue the old policy
under these new conditions. It would be stupid and senseless
now to regard just about every specialist and engineer of the old
school as an undetected criminal and wrecker.”¢® In August
Pravda suggested that this absolution might be extended from
industrial engineers to professors, by printing an appeal from
Academician Bukharin to all Communist organizations: as
they selected people for graduate training at the Academy of
Sciences, let them remember that the Academy had been trans-
formed into a thoroughly Soviet institution, performing great
services for socialist construction; let them cease dumping on
the Academy their ‘“superfluous” people or . . . second-
raters’.64 In October a leading Bolshevizer of science, still
stressing the dialectical materialist transformation of natural
science as the only guarantee of loyal specialists, nevertheless
included scientists in Stalin’s absolution of older specialists
from automatic suspicion of wrecking.%®

And then, in 1932, the frenzy of Stalin’s first Five Year Plan
was spent. Criticisms and cautions that had formerly been de-
nounced as subversive promptings of the class enemy, now
came from the Central Committee itself. In June A. I. Stetskii,
the head of the Central Committee’s Propaganda and Agitation
Department, called off the ardent young Bolshevizers who had
been establishing the Party’s ‘methodological control’ even in
engineering and ichthyology.¢® He voiced the familiar com-
plaint of ‘a purely verbal, formal, declaratory’ endorsement of
Marxism, but he did not conclude, as he had a year before, 87
that the pressure on the non-Party scientist must be increased,
the struggle intensified. Now he concluded that Bolsheviks
must work long and well on the specific material of the sciences,
so that the non-Party specialist might be convinced of Marxism
in terms of his own specialty. Foreshadowing the fate of the
Communist Academy itself, Stetskii called on Communist
scientists to leave their special societies at the Communist
Academy and dissolve into the societies of non-Party scientists,
which had been brought under Bolshevik control.

246



THE GREAT BREAK FOR NATURAL SCIENTISTS

Three months later the Central Executive Committee of the
Soviet Union called for an end to ‘shock brigade’ methods of
effecting the Cultural Revolution in higher education.®8 The
intervention of student and Party organizations in the manage-
ment of the higher school was to stop——in part, we may suppose,
because the political reliability of the rectors had been tested in
the fire of the past few years. The overemphasis on ‘con-
tinuous productive practice’ was to end, for this practice had
been producing technicians rather than engineers. Of course,
the professors who had been called reactionary for predicting
as much were not vindicated, very likely because the Soviet
economy needed technicians anyhow, and because professors
needed to learn respect for the Party’s decrees. The ‘brigade’
methods of teaching and grading were to be dropped, and the
individual responsibility of students to individual teachers was
firmy re-established. Professional competence was to be the
only basis for filling vacancies and giving promotions in
faculties, and graduate students were to be appointed only by
the facultie