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PREFACE, VoOL. 2

In the second volume of Lysenkoism as a Global Phenomenon our authors
focus on Lysenko’s scientific and cultural impact outside of the Soviet
Union. We begin in Hungary with “Opportunism and enforcement:
Hungarian reception of Michurin biology in the Cold War period.” The
authors chronicle the rise and fall of T.D. Lysenko in Hungary according
to how his theories were received prior to the Cold War, the reaction and
counter-reaction of Hungarian biologists from 1948 to 1956, and how
Lysenko ultimately undermined his own credibility among Hungarian
biologists.

Next we examine what happens in Italy during these same years with
“Lysenko in Bellagio: The ‘Lysenko Controversy’ and the struggle for author-
ity of Italian geneticists, 1948-1956.” Here the author shows how Italian
geneticists instrumentalized the Lysenko controversy to consolidate control
of biological research in Italy, following the Ninth International Genetics
Congress in Bellagio, Italy, in 1953. We return to the Communist Bloc in
“The National Pattern of Lysenkoism in Romania,” where we learn of how
the national affinity for French science and culture influenced Romanian
geneticists to interpret Lysenko’s theories as neo-Lamarckist, extending their
currency far longer than was the case in other Soviet-allied states.

Our next chapter, “H.J. Muller and J.B.S. Haldane: Eugenics and
Lysenkoism,” examines the complicated relationship between eugenics
and Lysenkoism in the USA and Great Britain, in terms of the relationship
between two of the most important figures in history of the evolutionary
synthesis of genetics and Darwinism. Muller was an advocate of eugenics
and Haldane was a skeptic, and Muller’s attempt to convince Stalin of his
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eugenics plan helped smooth the way for Lysenko’s ascent. Muller later
emerged as one of Lysenko’s most prominent critics, while Haldane was
portrayed as his most important defender. The author analyzes the rela-
tionship between Muller and Haldane vis-a-vis eugenics and Lysenko to
illustrate the challenges of geneticists negotiating the bio-political com-
plexities from the interwar period into the Cold War.

This same theme appears in “Why did Japanese geneticists dis-
cuss Lysenko’s biology scientifically?” where the author considers
their thwarted interest in studying Lysenko’s theories after World War
II. Though Japanese biologists had many reasons to be interested in
following up on Lysenko’s claims, the US mandate in their defeated
nation made such research impossible. Along similar lines, “Dialectics
Denied: Muller, Lysenko, and the Fate of Chromosome Studies in Soviet
Genetics,” chronicles the study of chromosomal mutations as a heretofore
unrecognized casualty of Lysenkoism. Though this was an area of research
that thrived in both the USA and the USSR prior to the Cold War, the
geopolitics of Lysenkoism abrogated progress, as biologists on both sides
retreated to their respective foci on phenotype and genotype.

Our final two chapters, “Lessons from Lysenko” and “Current Attempts
to Exonerate ‘Lysenkoism” and Their Causes,” look to the current status
of Lysenko’s legacy and ideas. The former argues that the recent rehabili-
tation of Lamarckism and continued desire to engineer life and steer the
course of evolution reflect the aspirations launched by Lysenko decades
ago. The opposite point of view appears in the latter chapter, where the
author analyzes the current revival of Lysenko’s reputation as a pernicious
trend rooted in contemporary attitudes towards science and religion in
Russia, a quarter century after the end of the Cold War.
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PART I

The Lysenko Controversy: East and
West



Opportunism and Enforcement: Hungarian

Reception of Michurinist Biology
in the Cold War Period

Gabor Pallé and Miklos Miiller

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter we outline the impact of Lysenkoism upon Hungarian
biology according to three topics. First we show that though Lysenko’s
anti-genetics campaign had a negative impact upon the development of
Hungarian genetics in the short term, it stimulated the institutionaliza-
tion of biology, for the first time, as a scientific discipline. Next we outline
five strategies of response—passive resistance, passive acceptance, passive
opportunism, active opportunism, and sincere belief. As we show, the
fourth option—best exemplified by Imre Tord, head of the Department
of Histology and Embryology of the Medical University of Budapest—
resulted in the most positive outcome in terms of the long-term devel-
opment of Hungarian biology. Finally, we show that it was Lysenko

Authors deeply appreciate the help of Magdolna Barath, Diana Hay and all coworkers
of the Archives of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Eva Miiller, Julia Thurau and
Vadim Volubuev in library and archival searches.
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himself—thanks to a January 23, 1960 performance at the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences—who most contributed to the demise of Lysenkoism
in Hungary. The Hungarian case thus complicates the “heroes v. villains”
narrative typical of many earlier analyses of the Lysenko controversy: to
show the salutary effects of Lysenkoism, that the “bad guys” sometimes
did the most good, and that in some cases it was Lysenko himself, rather
than his opponents, perceived and otherwise, who most contributed to
his downfall.

We divide the timeline of the Hungarian response to Lysenkoism
into three stages. During the first stage, occurring from the 1930s
up until August 1948, Michurinism was investigated by Hungarian
researchers as an interesting new development in plant breeding.
The second phase occurred once Lysenko consolidated power over
Soviet biology. In this phase Lysenko’s theories were mandated as part
of Hungary’s transition into a Soviet ally, and biologists responded
according to the five strategies outlined above. The third stage—coun-
ter-reception—began in 1953. This process did ultimately lead to the
demise of Lysenkoism in Hungary, the process hastened along thanks
to the appearance of its namesake.

LYSENKOISM IN HUNGARY

Michurinist biology first appeared in the Hungarian daily press on
August 11, 1948, when the Communist Party newspaper, Szabad Nép
(Free People) published an article entitled “The inheritance of acquired
characteristics.”® The unsigned article reported a major breakthrough
in Soviet science, achieved by academician Trofim Denisovich Lysenko.
The article was a quick response to Lysenko’s report delivered on
July 31 at a session of the All-Union Lenin Academy of Agricultural
Sciences (VASKhNIL) under the title “On the Situation in the Science
of Biology.”?

The full text of Lysenko’s report soon appeared in Tiarsadalmi Szemle
(Social Review), the theoretical journal of the Hungarian Communist Party,
which discussed political and ideological topics in the framework of Marxist-
Leninist-Stalinist theory. The translation of Lysenko’s text was introduced
by the editors, stressing that his report showed the victory of progressive,
revolutionary science supported by the Communist Party over apolitical
bourgeois science, the victory of dialectic materialism over idealism.® This
made Michurinist biology a state-supported direction in science.
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Support for certain biological theories by the political regime was not
entirely unprecedented in Hungary. In previous decades, discrimination
based on biological race, eugenics, and related topics of human genetics
were enlisted as features of state ideology by the Hungarian government.*
What was unique in this case is that the new political regime enforced the
acceptance of a biological world view, which stood in direct opposition
to the Nazi-inspired biological doctrine supported by the interwar gov-
ernment. This shift marked the Hungarian state’s transition from being
one of the numerous Nazi-oriented dictatorships in Eastern and Central
Europe to a member of the Soviet-dominated Communist Bloc.

THE SPONTANEOUS PERIOD

Michurinist biology attracted attention in Hungary long before the
events of August 1948. Lysenko’s ideas of vernalization were discussed
in Hungary as early as 1933, when Rudolf Fleischmann, an experienced
plant breeder, wrote a short article about it in an agricultural magazine.®
Fleischmann is considered one of the founders of modern breeding, pri-
marily of corn and wheat, in Hungary. He studied and worked in various
countries, but his most important results were achieved in the seed breed-
ing and trading station in Kompolt in northeastern Hungary, where he
started to work in 1918. Fleischmann read the bulletin published by the
Imperial Agricultural Bureau in Britain on Lysenko’s vernalization.® He
referred to this British publication and not to Lysenko’s original papers,
about which he probably did not know. His conclusion was that “If we find
in it something that helps our domestic agriculture, the introduction of
the method will follow by itself...We should add that similar experiments
were performed in Hungary by Legany some years ago.” Fleischmann was
not unique in his interest. The next year, 1934, Ott6 Bocskay published a
longer report on Lysenko’s theory of phasic development, the differentia-
tion between growth and development and some results of vernalization
and vegetative hybridization.”

Another article on Michurinist methods appeared in the Hungarian
press in 1942, when Hungary fought on the side of Nazi Germany against
the Soviet Union. It was written by Miklés Horn, also a highly regarded
breeder, who produced new varieties of rye, wheat, oat, sunflower, corn,
and potato. Unlike Fleischmann, Horn cited Russian sources that he
probably read in the original. The enthusiastic title of his 1942 article,
“Revolutionary Russian ideas in plant breeding,” sounds as if it had been
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published six years later, but his text reveals his strong reservations on
vernalization and vegetative hybrids.® Though the journal that published
these articles, Koztelek (Tilled Lands), was widely read, it is difficult
to ascertain whether these early articles had any practical impact upon
Hungarian agricultural research.

Lysenko’s work was also described in a widely known textbook on plant
breeding written in 1944 by Odon Villax, a leader of a most important
breeding center in Magyar6var in northwestern Hungary.” While Villax
included Michurin and Lysenko in this seminal text, he had his doubts and
asked his young coworker, Arpad Kiss, to verify some experiments on veg-
etative hybridization and use of Michurinist mentors. The negative results
obtained by Kiss were the first experimental refutation of Michurinist biol-
ogy in Hungary.'® Villax left Hungary for the West in 1948.

Evidence of further interest in Lysenko’s work comes from Barna
Gyorfty, a leading and pioneering geneticist in Hungary and head of
the Research Institute of Genetics. In a report published in 1957, over a
decade after the fact, Gyorftfy mentioned that he had started experimental
research on Lysenko’s vernalization, and attempted to influence inheri-
tance through metabolism in plants in 1945." By the first half of 1948,
the agricultural section of the Hungarian Society for Cultural Relations
with the Soviet Union arranged a series of lectures on Soviet agronomy,
including a lecture given by Odén Villax on “Michurin and Lysenko.”!?
These early examples show clearly that the new ideas of Michurinist biol-
ogy were noticed by certain experts who did not require any coercion or
government interference to take an interest in them. Scientists spotted
new ideas in scientific literature, and they attempted to learn and employ
them. Michurinist biology in this historical context—prior to the land-
mark VASKhNIL session of 1948—did not seem anything more than
some new ideas related to practical agriculture.

1948

This pattern of reception™ changed dramatically after August 1948.
What had previously been a particular doctrine in agricultural science,
of interest only to specialists, became a major political and ideological
issue. Michurinist biology was now one of the vehicles of political changes
in Hungary. The head of the Communist Party in Hungary, Métyds
Rakosi, dubbed 1948 the “year of turnaround.” Historians consider this
year as the beginning of real Sovietization, meaning the introduction of
the Soviet model in all areas of public life:™* the features of multiparty
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democracy being replaced by one-party rule, and changes being made
encompassing all aspects of politics—from central planning of the national
economy, to nationalization of private property (including bank accounts
and housing), and to central direction of cultural and scientific life. The
most powerful leaders of this process—Matyas Rakosi, Erné Ger6, Mihdly
Farkas, and Jozsef Révai—spent a long period of time in the Soviet Union
as emigrants: they and their close collaborators were called Muscovites,
who were perceived to be trusted by the Soviets, including Stalin himself.
Communists, who had worked in Hungary before and during the War as
members of the prohibited Communist Party, seemed less trustworthy to
the Soviet leaders:

The reorganization of science, as part of the governmental structure,
began that same year. A new organization, the Hungarian Scientific
Council, was set up on September 8 to build up a Soviet-type science
system. This system was based on state-financed central planning, division
of research and teaching, establishment of new research institutes, politi-
cal control, screening of personnel, and dialectic materialist philosophy.'®
The Hungarian Scientific Council was led by a Party Collegium consisting
of five members headed by Erné Gerd, the second most important party
politician next to Rikosi.! The Council had a Natural Science section. Its
secretary, Sindor Rajki, was a 25-year-old scientist, who was and remained
one of the most faithful advocates of Michurinist biology. The next year
however, on Sovict initiative, the Scientific Council was disbanded and its
function of directing academic science was transferred to the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences.!” Applied sciences, including agricultural research,
were under the supervision of various ministries.

ACCEPTANCE OF MICHURINIST BIOLOGY

After 1948, news of Michurinist biology spread fast in Hungary. The idea
of Soviet science emphasized the move of scientists and science out of
their ivory tower. A campaign was started to inform the Hungarian public
of the great victories of Soviet science and its superiority to its bourgeois
Western counterpart. Introduction of methods of Michurinist biology in
agriculture was expected to improve harvests and enable the introduction
of new crops, such as cotton, kok-saghyz or oranges in Hungary, which
were regarded impossible before.!®

The newspaper of the Party regularly reported on Michurinist biol-
ogy, Soviet science and scientists, and the scientific relationships between
Hungary and the Soviet Union in the context of political news, rather
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than special sections covering science. The articles carried headlines such
as “Sabanov: ‘Hungarian science follows the same path as the Soviet sci-
ence now’,”! “Transformation of nature. Professor Glushenko’s lecture
on Michurin and the new roads of Soviet biology,”?* and “The situation
of science radically changed.”?! Such articles also appeared in other news-
papers and popular journals with great regularity. Films shown in the-
aters propagandized the enormous achievements of the Soviet economy,
including agriculture. They showed happy workers on the fields lifting
huge watermelons, working in cotton fields or holding meetings in rooms
where Stalin’s portrait was prominently displayed.

The impact was most evident in the realm of popular science. The highly
respected Természettudomanyi Tarsulat (Society of Natural Sciences, estab-
lished in 1841), which had consistently played a great role in populariz-
ing science, gradually changed its work after 1945, in compliance with
political requirements. In November 1948, just after the announcement
of Lysenko’s victory by the daily press, the Society published the transla-
tion of Lysenko’s closing remarks at the VASKhNIL session in its popu-
lar monthly journal, Természettudominyi Kozlony (Natural Sciences).?
What had been an independent society was now transformed into a state-
directed propaganda organ. By 1953 it would be drastically reorganized
into a centrally controlled new society, Természet- és Tarsadalomtudomanyi
Ismeretterjesztd Tirsulnt (Society for the Dissemination of Scientific and
Social Knowledge).?® A report on popularization activity in this period states
that the goal of the Society and its publications was to explain the decisions
of the party and the government, to fight against bourgeois ideology, “to
help the formation of dialectic materialist world view, and to provide agro-
technical education.”®* The latter included Michurinist biology and it is
notable that no other scientific area was expressly specified in the document.

The Society’s main activity was to organize lectures—given by trained
speakers following prescribed syllabuses and scripts, including still films for
projection—all throughout the country. These lectures dealt not only with
subjects such as strength of the Hungarian army, advantages of agricul-
tural cooperation, Stalin’s support for the peasantry, agricultural machines
in the Soviet Union, Hungarian-Soviet friendship, and the international
situation in Korea and China, but also with relatively less ideological sub-
jects such as climate, sleep, contraception, or superstitions. Michurinist
biology was presented in the context of international politics, the Marxist-
Leninist-Stalinist world view, the transformation of nature and society, and
practical issues of everyday life. The long existing popular science jour-
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nal of the old society was discontinued by the end of 1948, and a new
monthly, Természet és Technika (Nature and Technics), was initiated that
reflected an editorial policy corresponding to the new regime. The Society
also started a new weekly, Elet és Tudomdny (Life and Science), which
remains a most successful popular science journal.

A significant difficulty in the dissemination of Michurinist biology was
the lack of experts in this area. In the beginning, relatively few articles that
appeared in this literature were written by Hungarian authors. Many were
translations of articles by Soviet authors. VOKS (All-Union Society for
Cultural Relationships) dispatched a great number of Michurinist books
to Hungary.?

A new professional journal on agronomy, Agrartudomdny (Agrarian
Sciences), was established by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1949. The
first issuc was introduced by a detailed summary of Michurinist biology.?¢
Lysenko’s Agrobiology was published chapter by chapter in this journal
during 1949. The editors felt it necessary to add a special article to explain
the terms used in Michurinist biology.?” The whole book appeared in
1950.28 By 1952 all major Russian works of Michurinist biology had been
translated. Turbin’s Michurinist Genetics became the approved text for
agricultural schools.?” A complete textbook of biology from Michurinist
point of view was soon made available.3

As for education, by the early 1950s, Michurinist biology became part of
the curriculum in elementary and middle schools. Textbooks appeared con-
taining pictures showing Michurin as a kind, wise old man helping his peo-
ple. Even elementary school textbooks explained the importance of plant
breeding as giving tremendously increased yields and many new species.

By early 1949 emissaries of Lysenko began arriving in Hungary to
give first-hand information on the new biology. The first agrobiologist
to visit Hungary was Ivan Evdokimovich Glushchenko, a close coworker
of Lysenko, who was a delegate to a meeting of the Society of Soviet-
Hungarian Friendship. Glushchenko was the main traveling salesman of
Michurin biology in many countries and at international congresses.’! In
Hungary, he visited many institutions and universities and gave numerous
lectures on such topics as: “Michurin, the great transformer of Nature,”
“Struggle between idealism and materialism in biology,” “Academician
Lysenko as scientist and researcher.” On his departure Glushchenko
reported to the Hungarian authorities with some chagrin that he did not
encounter anyone working along the lines of Michurinist biology during
his visit.*> Hungarians learned of his opinion from Béla Faludi’s article
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on “Tasks of Hungarian biology” that concluded: “The difficulties are
due—as also stressed by professor Glushchenko—that our scientists did
not delve deeply enough into materialist philosophy and did not mas-
ter the use of the dialectical method.”®? Glushchenko suggested that
in addition to translating more Soviet works on Michurinist biology it
would be helpful to establish experimental laboratories in special farms
(Mintagazdasigok). His report was evaluated by Erné Gerd, the second in
command of the party, who brought it to the attention of the other lead-
ers of the party, Matyds Rikosi and Jézsef Révai.®*

Other visiting scientists, as the botanist Pavel Alexandrovich Baranov,*®
the parasitologist Konstantin Ivanovich Skryabin, and the geneticist
Ivan Fedorovich Lyashchenko,®® also significantly contributed to the
dissemination of ideas of Michirinist biology by lectures, discussions and
visits to scientific institutions. In the subsequent years, the connections
between Hungarian and Soviet science became closer. The number of Soviet
visiting scientists increased and in addition to shorter trips of Hungarians
to the Union of Soviet Republics (USSR), a number of students were sent
there for graduate training.®” A visit of Hungarian farmers to the USSR,
including Michurinsk, even became a significant part of a short piece in a
leading Soviet literary magazine by the Michurinist writer, Gennadii Fish.?®

ESTABLISHMENT OF AN INSTITUTIONAL BASE

Among the positive outcomes of the reception of Lysenkoism in Hungary
was the institutionalization of biology, a scientific discipline which till then
lacked any significant institutional and infrastructural support. Prior to this
period, biology had not been taught as a separate subject at Hungarian uni-
versities. Tivadar Huzella (1886-1950) taught biology as part of his lec-
tures of anatomy in the medical school in Debrecen and later in Budapest.®
At the Pazminy Péter University of Budapest and other universities in
Hungary, botany and zoology had their own departments but no depart-
ment of biology existed. Among the few examples of research institutes
which existed in the interwar period is the Hungarian Biological Institute,
a highly specialized research center in Tihany, at Lake Balaton. It con-
sisted of two departments, one for the study of life in and around the lake
and the other for experimental biological studies. Other minor biological
institutes served the Nazi-type racist ideology and politics of the interwar
ruling regime dealing with genetics, rece hygiene, and cugenics*®: these
included Magyar Nemzetbioldgini Intézet (Hungarian Institute of National
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Biology), Kizponti Oriklésbioldgini és Népesedéspolitikai Intézet (Central
Institute of Hereditary Biology and Population Policy) and Embertani és
Fajbiologini Intézet (Institute for Anthropology and Racial Biology). All of
these institutions and with them the whole field of human genetics, disap-
peared completely after the defeat of Hungary in the War.

In the Pdzmany Péter University of Budapest (renamed E6tvos Lorand
University in 1950), a Department of General Biology was organized in
1948 to give an institutional basis for the accommodation of Michurinist
biology. The physician Béla Faludi (1909-1984), who trained in France
and worked in medical laboratories before the War, became its head.
Faludi had little experience in biology; however, he became interested in
biology after the War and became a fervent advocate of Michurinism for
most of his life.*! This Department of Biology became part of the newly
established Faculty of Science, created in 1949 in all universities as part of
a major reorganization starting in 1948.*

The faculties of medicine of the major universities (Budapest, Debrecen,
Szeged and Pécs) were reorganized into separate medical universities in
1951. Biology, including some Michurinist biology, became part of their
curriculum. Huzella’s successor at Debrecen, Imre To6r6 (1900-1983),
professor of anatomy and histology, taught biology for a while; then in
1950, he moved to Budapest to succeed Huzella as director of the newly
named Institute of Histology and Embryology. The subject was then
called medical biology to differentiate it from plant or agricultural biol-
ogy that was organized around Michurinist biology. Medical biology dealt
relatively little with Michurinist biology.*?

The official places for training to become a Michurinist biolo-
gist were schools of agronomy. They were centralized into the Magyar
Agarartudomanyi Egyetern (Hungarian University of Agrarian Sciences)
established in 1945 and moved gradually to G6dolls, a rural town about
30 km from Budapest. A famous professor of this university was Imre
Nagy, head of the Department of Agricultural Politics, a Muscovite,
and future hero of the 1956 revolution. In 1948, a department of biol-
ogy was set up for teaching and research in genetics and plant breeding.
Barna Gyorfty (1911-1960), an acclaimed expert on plant genetics in
Magyardvar, was appointed to head the department, and he taught there
until 1951.#* Gy6rfty, however, was one of the few experts who did not
accept Michurinist biology, although he did not admit this openly at the
beginning. His successor, Andor Bdlint, another expert coming from
Magyarévar, was more accommodating.



12 G.PALLO AND M. MULLER

Finding an adequate institutional forum for research in Michurinist
biology was difficult in the new system of science which separated
research from training, and basic research from applied research.
Michurinist biology was related to agriculture that was generally con-
sidered more of an art than science. Agricultural research was directed
by the Ministry of Agriculture, instead of the Academy of Sciences,
which was otherwise responsible for the basic sciences. In 1949 the
Ministry of Agriculture set up various institutions, including the
Mezbgazdasigi Tudominyos Kozpont (Agricultural Science Center),
Agrobioligini Intézet (Institute of Agrobiology), Evdészeti Tudomdnyos
Intézet (Institute of Forestry), and others, to centralize research con-
ducted in institutions scattered around the country and to intro-
duce Soviet methods.* The newly established institutes included the
Kozponti Novénytermesztési és Novénynemesitési Kutatointézet (Central
Institute of Plant Cultivation and Plant Breeding) in Budapest and
Agrobioligini Intézet (Institute of Agrobiology) in Martonvasar; these
were merged into a Novénytermelési Kutato Intézet (Research Institute
of Plant Production) in 1950 located in Martonvdsar. This latter insti-
tute became the most important research center of plant breeding.
Barna Gyérfty already directed an institute that he wanted to name
Institute of Genetics, but during the reorganizations in 1949, his insti-
tute was incorporated into the Institute of Agrobiology.

A big part of this new, rather complex group of institutes was sub-
sequently transferred to the Academy of Sciences. Fields related to
Michurinist biology (agronomy, biology, and medicine) were represented
in different sections of the Academy of Sciences, reorganized in 1949 in
conformity with the Soviet Academy of Sciences.*¢ Their leading experts
were elected to membership in the Academy of Sciences, providing signifi-
cant privileges such as high remuneration, access to special reports, better
healthcare, and use of official automobiles. Academy Members became
directors of research institutes, heads of university departments, or editors
of journals. In short, the new Hungarian regime bestowed power on them
in their scientific fields as a reward for political and ideological loyalty.

SCIENTISTS’ RECEPTION STRATEGIES

As mentioned, Michurinist biology arrived in Hungary along with many
other aspects of Soviet rule, none of which could be strongly opposed since
the country was effectively occupied by the Soviet army. Almost nothing
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functioned as it did before the War, and almost no one could continue with
his pre-War life. This was true for science and scientists as well. Scientists could
not help but accept the Stalinization of their institutional system. Accepting
Michurinist biology meant giving up a more or less unconscious empiricist
approach to science and accepting a methodology that relied chiefly on cita-
tions of texts of the classics of Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist philosophy. Prior to
this period, these texts had been virtually unknown to Hungarian scientists.

The new regime could build up a new institutional system, but the
new institutions also needed people who would and could work in
them. Glushchenko noticed this problem as he related his experiences in
Hungary in his report to the Soviet Academy of Sciences: “Hungarian sci-
ence, especially biology, is weak.” He mentioned the hostile attitude of the
Communist authorities to agronomists and scientists “who are regarded as
almost reactionaries.”*”

The reaction of Hungarian biologists can be divided into five categories:
Passive resistance, passive acceptance, passive opportunism, active oppor-
tunism, and sincere belief. Most experts functioned as plant breeders with
practical knowledge but lacking in even the basics of genetics. Researchers
who wanted to avoid working following the Michurinist line often used
such ignorance as an excuse. However, some geneticists even found pas-
sive resistance to be an effective response to the new Soviet biology.

Barna Gy0rfty, for example, was a leading plant geneticist of the period.
He received his scientific training in Germany in 1937 supported by a
Hungarian fellowship intended to fund research serving the racist politics
of the Hungarian dictator Miklés Horthy. Gy6rtfy worked in the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institut fiir Biologie directed by Fritz von Wettstein, an adher-
ent of Russian geneticist Nikolai Vavilov.*® Gy&rtty was held in very high
esteem as a plant geneticist by his Hungarian colleagues, and he never
praised Michurinist biology. In fact, when he was asked to speak or write
about Lysenko or Michurinist biology, which could have enhanced his
and his coworkers’ positions, he consistently turned down the requests.
Because of his authority as an expert, and a holder of a 1949 Kossuth prize,
he was a member of every important scientific institution and body related
to plant genetics. However, he was elected a member of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences only posthumously (1990).

In spite of all this, Gy6rfty was in charge of a large project organized
by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, with the title “Inheritance of
Acquired Properties and Studies of Vegetative Hybridization.”* Five insti-
tutions participated in this research project and several others conducted
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research on subjects connected with it: Agrarian University (led by Andris
Somos), Soronhorpics (Kurt Sedlmayr), Institute of Agrobiology in
Martonviésar, Fert6d, Sopron (Rezsé Bokor), Tihany, Institute of Botany
at University of Debrecen, Botany Department of the Teachers College
in Pécs, and others. Some institutions experimented with crossing distant
species. Gy6rfty’s students and coworkers were proud of their master who
was considered an excellent scientist and a morally impeccable person.

Other biologists passively accepted the new political reality by publish-
ing materials apparently supporting Michurinist biology. They delivered
lectures and published articles with titles such as “Damage of Morganist
Genetics to our Plant Breeding,” “Hungarian breeders turned to methods
of Michurin,” “Michurinist Biology and Hungarian Plant Breeding,” “The
Spread and Results of Michurinist Biology in our Country,” “Michurin’s
Impact upon Current Hungarian Husbandry,” and so on.*® These papers
praised Soviet science, described its victories, and explained how much
Hungary could learn from it. They emphasized the superiority of dialecti-
cal materialism, praised the great men behind its philosophical theories,
and so on. Acceptance of the tenets of Michurinist biology in agricul-
ture was seemingly widespread. Three years after 1948, the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences already included in the program of its annual meeting
a conference entitled “Results of the application of Michurinist Biology in
our plant breeding and production of seed material.”®!

These publications, however, often revealed the authors’ passive
opportunism rather than their simple acceptance. A good example is
Kurt Sedlmayr, agronomist of Austrian origin, who rented an estate in
Sopronhorpics, near the Austrian border. His estate was nationalized in
1950 but he was kept on as director. He developed new polyploid variet-
ies of beet that gave excellent yield and were more resistant to pests than
other varieties available in the market. He cooperated with Barna Gyérfty
on polyploidy, a favorite topic of Gorfty’s. Sedlmayr was an excellent plant
breeder who achieved remarkable results. He praised Michurinist biology
and claimed that his success was due to applying its methods but he did not
really rely on them in his work.>? He was elected member of the Academy
of Sciences in 1949, and twice received the Kossuth Prize, the highest dis-
tinction in Hungary, in 1950 and 1954. In 1956 he emigrated to Austria.>®

This well-intentioned passive opportunism seems to apply the “veritas
duplex” of the Middle Ages, separating from the truth of belief the truth
of knowledge. While advertising politically proper ideological positions,
passive opportunists relied on expert knowledge in their experimental
studies. Such opportunism was tacitly supported by some Soviet visitors,
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for example by Lyashchenko who visited Hungary in 1952-1953, and in
his lectures he used the Michurinist notions of vernalization, vegetative
hybrids, and creative Darwinism with ample citations from Engels, Stalin
and Michurin, Lysenko and others.>* But as a classical geneticist, an expert
on wheat and sunflower biology, he was able to discuss with Hungarian
plant breeders in technical terms. He suggested breeding plants, such
as sunflower and rice, resistant to pets, but he found his Hungarian
colleagues’ theoretical knowledge and laboratory biology insufficient in
contrast to descriptive botany and zoology.*®

Another strategy, active opportunism, was presented by Imre Torg,
member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and a knowledgeable
medical biologist.>® With the support of the Hungarian government, Tord
had spent 1929-1930 in Berlin Dahlem in the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute
of Biology studying developmental biology as a pupil of the future Nobel
laureate Hans Spemann and his associate, Hilde Mangold. Subsequently,
from 1936 until 1938, Tord worked as a Rockefeller fellow in the
Anatomy Department at the Columbia University in New York City. In
1950, after moving to Budapest from Debrecen and becoming head of
the Department of Histology and Embryology of the Medical University
of Budapest, Tord reported on his own studies on the evolution of “non-
cellular living substance,” a topic that had very recently—in the summer
of 1950—became a major chapter of Michurinist biology.’” He claimed
to have observed the formation of cell nuclei without the participation of
pre-existing nuclei and called the phenomenon neokaryogenesis. As he
wrote: “The essence of the process is the formation of a new cell nucleus
in the protoplasm without participation of the nucleus of the mother cell,
by chemical transformation of nucleic acids.”

Tor6 interpreted this as formation of cells from non-nuclear intracellu-
lar living matter and stated that his experiments confirmed Olga Borisovna
Lepeshinskaya’s ideas on the development of cells from non-cellular liv-
ing matter. Tor6 presented his claim in one single lecture and published
it in detail.®® In essence that was all he contributed to Michurinist biol-
ogy. He never returned experimentally to this idea again, which was, how-
ever, deemed as important evidence in support of Michurinist biology by
the Stalinist authorities who advertised it widely. Newspaper articles, radio
reports, interviews and even school textbooks discussed To6rd’s break-
through.® T6r6 immediately received the Kossuth prize in 1952 and gradu-
ally gained various high positions in directing Hungarian science, including
head of different research institutes, laboratories, and medical section of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. He also chaired scientific committees and
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in turn became the dean and rector of the medical university. He was elected
member of Parliament and other political bodies. His success proved provi-
dential for Hungarian biology. In all these positions, T6r6 could signifi-
cantly help his colleagues’ research and the overall progress of biology in
Hungary. Such opportunism was rare but not without other examples.

Finally, there were some sincere Lysenkoists who promoted the reception
of Michurinist biology. Next to Béla Faludi, pathologist-turned biologist and
first professor of biology of the E6tvos Lorand University in Budapest, the
secretary of the Hungarian Scientific Council (1948-1949), Laszl6 Rajki,*
was one of the most enthusiastic representative of Michurinist biology. Rajki
studied agronomy, first in Kolozsvar (now in Romania) and subsequently in
Budapest and Magyarévar; he received a doctoral degree from the Magyar
Agrartudomanyi Egyetemn (Hungarian University of Agricultural Sciences) in
1948. During his studies he worked as assistant professor in Magyarévar. He
did graduate studies in the Soviet Union in 1949-1951 and again 19541955,
further developing his positive views of Michurinist biology. These fellowships
helped him much with his career. Subsequently, Rajki occupied positions in
various state offices related to agriculture until 1954, when he was appointed
director of the Agricultural Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in
Martonvasar. In spite of his views on genetics, as director and breeder, Rajki
was a pragmatic and proved to be quite successful. The varieties of wheat and
corn produced by his institute were widely appreciated.®!

While these reception strategies differed from each other, nobody
risked to debate Michurinist biology openly, just as there were no public
debates about Stalinism as a political and ideological doctrine. Under the
strict control of the party, it would have been dangerous to voice criticism.
Debates only started once the political circumstances altered.

START OF COUNTER-RECEPTION IN THE EARLY
PosT-STALIN PERIOD

After Stalin’s death in 1953, Hungarian politics changed significantly. The
changes gradually led to a crisis of the whole regime which culminated
in the 1956 revolution. The reception of Michurin biology, an element
of the Stalinist structure, changed in parallel. In 1953 Rékosi was ousted
and Imre Nagy, Gy6rfty’s former colleague in Godolls, was appointed
prime minister.®?> In 1950 as Minister of Food Production, he criticized
Rakosi and the other leaders for their rigid and erroneous politics. Nagy
aimed to improve living conditions, limit the activity of the secret police,
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free political prisoners, and close labor camps. In short, he wanted to slow
down communist restructuring without changing the regime. Given his
interest and expertise in agrarian policies, he introduced some changes
in the organization of agriculture. He stopped forcing peasants to work
in Soviet-type collective farms and provided machines and material for
developing their own small lots. This was politically relevant because in
Hungary, a traditional agricultural country, about fifty percent of the pop-
ulation lived by farming. Thus Nagy’s ideas had closer contact with the
particular Hungarian conditions and traditions than Rakosi’s program of
industrialization.

Nagy’s program also had a slightly nationalist flavor, an important ele-
ment in a country where anti-Russian and anti-Soviet sentiments were
strong. However, the changed agrarian politics did not yet signal loss of
faith in Michurinist biology by the government yet. A 1953 report on
research submitted to the secretariat of the Party stressed the importance
of “organized study of dialectic materialism and Michurin biology by sci-
entific workers in agronomy... The Academy of Sciences should organize
a public debate on the most important...questions of Michurinist biol-
ogy this fall.... Study of the material of the debate on Lysenko’s theory
on the origin of species currently developing in the Soviet Union should
be used to broadly popularize Michurinist biology and to fight against
the existing Morganist views.”% In an editorial article in Agrartudomdiny
(Science of Agriculture) published in 1953, Nagy still emphasized the role
of Michurinist biology in achieving high yields.%*

Despite the relative popularity of Nagy’s approach, Rdkosi and his
group convinced the Soviet leaders of its faults. Nagy was deposed,
expelled from the party and by 1955 the unpopular Rakosi had returned
to power. By that time, however, the terrifying atmosphere of Stalinism
had somewhat eased. Discontent could be more easily expressed, and
Khrushchev’s secret speech at the 20th congress of the Soviet Communist
Party in February 1956 encouraged a wave of social, political and ideo-
logical criticism originating from various sources inside and outside the
Hungarian Communist party.®®

In parallel to these political developments, Michurinist biology
gradually lost its political and scientific importance. Hungarian scientists
soon noticed a somewhat weakened ideological pressure. A process started
that appears like a counter-reception: almost as if the scientific community
turned against Michurinist biology spontaneously as some of the most
vociferous participants in its support perceived that the political winds had
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shifted. The representatives of various reception types of Michurinist biol-
ogy were able to express themselves more freely in the changing political,
ideological atmosphere and open conflicts between them became evident
and unavoidable.

The first reactions to the slight ideological relaxation soon appeared.
The first papers® in a Soviet botanical journal criticizing Lysenko’s theory
of species formation, a late addition to Michurinist biology,®” were immedi-
ately noted by Hungarian biologists. In February 1953, at a meeting of the
Biological Section of The Hungarian Academy of Sciences, decision was
reached to organize an open discussion of Lysenko’s theory on speciation
and have the relevant literature translated into Hungarian.%® The Party sec-
retariat, however, prohibited the debate: “The Academy of Sciences should
not organize a debate on Lysenko’s theory on the origin of species.”®

Meanwhile, objections to Michurinist biology started appearing
in the press. The Society for the Dissemination of Scientific and Social
Knowledge reported in detail in its journal on the debate on Lysenko’s
views on species formation in the Soviet Union.”® This topic remained in
the focus of interest in Hungary as well.

For instance, Sindor To6th, a philosopher, spoke at a conference
organized by the Eotvos Loérdnd University in 1955 to commemorate
the tenth anniversary of the Soviet liberation of the country. In his talk
“Philosophical aspects of the debate on species formation,””! based on
dialectic materialism, Téth explained that both the adherents of gradual
evolution and of evolution by leaps are one-sided. Materialist dialectics
teaches that quantitative (i.e., gradual) and qualitative (i.e., leaps) changes
are intimately related to each other. He regarded Lysenko as a great biolo-
gist who occupied an outstanding place in the history of science but found
his stand on this particular problem to be limited because of Lysenko’s
disregard for the quantitative element of evolution. Téth noted, however,
that some critical comments indicated a turn against Stalinism. Téth wrote
that according to some “Lysenko’s teaching is fundamentally wrong. In
the Soviet Union some views are forced to be accepted and their criticism
is prevented by power. Lysenko’s publication that appeared in 1948 ... is
false, its theoretical bases cannot be upheld. Lysenko’s views are also false
from the philosophical points of view. ... Michurin’s agrobiology does not
help agricultural practice; it only serves the goals of ideological propa-
ganda.” While Téth rejected these views, he did defend Lysenkoism with
some reservations. He referred to the superiority of Soviet science over
Western and the enormous advantage of dialectic materialist philosophy in
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biological research. However, he did not deny that the objections to the
Lysenkoist theory are not baseless; they pointed out “some weaknesses,
contradictions in the hypotheses and some untenable points in them.”
Toth still stressed, however, that the development of Hungarian biology
depended on forming a creative relationship with Michurinist biology and
that Hungarian science must establish good contact with Soviet science.

The Hungarian Academy of Sciences organized a major discussion on
the problem of species formation on May 15, 1956. Senior botanist Rezsd
So6, member of the Academy, discussed his views on species criticizing
Lysenko’s new ideas in his talk.”? He was convinced of the existence of
intra-species competition and gradual evolution, which Michurinist biol-
ogy denies. Lectures were given by a number of prominent scientists.”?
Subjects discussed were the struggle for existence between individuals of
the same species, how this struggle acts as mechanism of species forma-
tion, cooperation between individual organisms belonging to the same
species, whether evolution is gradual or works by leaps and bounds, how
characteristic Michurinist ideas represented by Lysenko can be applied in
specific cases, and so on. The speakers advocated Lysenko and Michurinist
biology, but they also raised objections and pointed out the need for fur-
ther validation of certain Michurinist claims. A detailed report on this
meeting was published by So6 in the official journal of the Society for
Dissemination of Scientific and Social Knowledge.”

Shortly after this session the Division of biology of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences organized a discussion on June 1, 1956, cover-
ing “Hungarian Results in Researches on Genetics.””® Barna Gydrffy
presented an overview of genetic rescarch in Hungary’® in which he
expressed his doubts about the very existence of vegetative hybrids. The
results of a research project organized by the Academy, under his lead-
ership, “Inheritance of Acquired Properties and Studies of Vegetative
Hybridization” enabled him to reach this conclusion. He was dissatis-
fied with the methods used and remained unconvinced by all the claims
his colleagues made concerning their production of vegetative hybrids.
In addition, Gy6rffy remarked that no real biologists had worked on the
project since the participants were experts only in agronomy, horticulture,
and forestry. Gy6rfty considered them scientifically naive and that they did
not understand the idea of species change. Gy6rfty had now turned from
passive to active resistance.

In the debate, the Lysenkoist Faludi argued at length in support of
the inheritance of acquired characters. He cited a number of non-Soviet
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sources, including Western authors who published positive results. Andor
Bilint, a passive opportunist now out openly, discussed the dilemma of
breeders who wanted to achieve higher yields but did not wish to engage
in theoretical problems. Two theories confront each other, he said, and
everyone knew who advocated them. He himself supported Michurinist
biology, but did not disregard empirical facts. With this confession, Balint
formulated the dilemma of scientists: should they uphold an empiricist
philosophy of science or apply the philosophy propagated by the Stalinist
political regime? Several participants, including Rezs6 Sod, pointed out
that that classical genetics had significant traditions in Hungary. Miklos
Fehér expressed that he was glad to have been invited although his field,
human genetics, had become an outcast thanks to its connection with
the racist Nazi eugenics line before the War. A number of comments fol-
lowed discussing experiments of influencing plant development by physi-
cal factors, such as X-rays and ultrasonic radiation, or applying chemicals.
Endre Papp, a Kossuth prize laureate famous for breeding corn hybrids in
Martonvisar, went as far as to say that hybrids cannot be produced with-
out classical Mendelian genetics.

COUNTER-RECEPTION

This debate on genetics at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences was
already held in an atmosphere of “constructive criticism” of the regime.
Hungarians had begun expressing their dissent with the official views dic-
tated by the party, best exemplified by the organization in the summer
of 1956, of Pet6fi Circles as venues for uncensored debates on various
subjects, such as education, press, history, medicine, and the economy.
These groups consisted primarily of young professionals, many of whom
were supporters of Imre Nagy. Michurinist biology, however, was barely
brought up, even though agriculture was one of the frequent topics
of discussions. Lysenko and Lepeshinskaya were mentioned only in a
debate on education as examples of a new kind of nonsense science that
existed without evidential foundation.”” The speaker was the philosopher-
mathematician Imre Lakatos,”® who left Hungary in late 1956 and became
one of the most influential philosophers of science of his time as professor
at the London School of Economics.

The Hungarian revolution broke out in October 23, 1956. Ger6
was dismissed and Nagy became prime minister again by the will of the
marching masses. Revolutionaries now turned against Soviet dictatorship,
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demanding the re-establishment of multiparty politics. On November 4,
the Soviet army invaded Hungary, and made Janos Kadar general secre-
tary of the Party. He imprisoned, and later executed, many leaders and
participants of the revolution, including Prime Minister Imre Nagy (in
1958).

In spite of the bloodbath, a rigid Stalinist regime never returned.
Hence, one of its features, Michurinist biology, disappeared gradually
from science and education in Hungary, despite Lysenko’s second bloom-
ing in the Soviet Union under Khrushchev.” In 1957, the central Soviet
paper Izvestiya (News) published a major paper by Lysenko defending
the tenets of Michurinist biology against recent developments in molecu-
lar biology.?’ Imre Tord reflected on this new development in a paper in
the daily Magyar Nemzet (Hungarian Nation), a newspaper reputed to
be more open to intellectual topics than the party’s official newspaper,
Népszabadsdy (People’s Freedom), successor of Szabad Nép (Free people).
Toré summarized the long scientific debate on the role of environment
in inheritance. He regarded as one-sided both Weismann’s thesis about
the immutability of the germplasm and Michurin’s and Lysenko’s claim
that adaptation to the environment can be inherited. The discovery of
the genetic role of nucleic acids, DNA, proved that inheritance through
metabolism is not possible, that is, vegetative hybrids cannot exist. All
Hungarian experiments in this field brought negative results. Acquired
characteristics cannot be inherited, but, he concluded new species could
perhaps be produced in the future by changing the DNA. However, in
some microorganisms inheritance might be influenced by other means
also. According to Tor6 dialectic materialism is in good harmony with the
genetic theory based on nucleic acids because DNA is a material entity,
not an idealist assumption.? His main thrust was conciliatory, “We have
to combine what is good in both doctrines.” This approach was gaining
popularity among Hungarian biologists. Tor6 radically changed his stand
from active opportunism by embracing modern molecular biology.

Sandor Rajki, by that time director of the research center in Martonvasar,
sincere Lysenkoist, retained his conviction and replied to To6r§’s article in
the same newpaper.8? He complained that starting from the meeting held
in the Academy of Sciences on May 15, 1956, Michurinist biology has been
silenced. According to Rajki, Tor6 called Lysenko’s genetics dogmatist
while evincing his own dogmatic views when it came to formalist genetics.
According to Michurinist genetics, wrote Rajki, “inheritance is a property
of living material, related to all its particles not only to the chromosomes.”
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This claim is proven by the existence of vegetative hybrids. Michurinist
biology is based on the “the unity of organism and environment” that
ensures the possibility of inheritance of acquired characteristics as it
happens in the case of winter and spring wheat. Formalist geneticists, such
as Tord, based their arguments on negative experimental results which,
says Rajki, were complex and difficult to obtain.

Both Toré and Rajki used empiricist evidence, rather than relying
on ideological, philosophical, and political reasoning. Although To6ré
explained that Western genetics does not contradict dialectic materialism
and Rajki replied that though everything stated in dialectic materialism is
true, it does not follow that everything a dialectic materialist states is true
as well. The style of this discussion—as scientific debate—was typical in
the Hungarian scientific-political context of 1958. Scientific arguments
were used instead of citations from ideologists and the relevance of the
debated issues was not linked to any political regime. The political rel-
evance of Michurinist biology was definitely vanishing.

In the next stage of counter-reception, the participants discussed the
political relevance of genetics in post-Stalinist political Hungary. On
October 9, 1958, a Committee of Genetics of the Biology Division of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences held a debate on the political character of
the Michurinist biology. Tor6, now representing modern genetics, chaired
the session and Rajki, sincere Lysenkoist, gave an extremely long intro-
duction in defense of Michurinist biology.®?

According to Rajki, there are Michurinists and non-Michurinists.
While Michurinist biology had a monopolistic position until 1953-1954,
Michurinists had now been excluded from important positions in
Hungary due to Barna Gyorfty’s efforts. The field should be open both to
Morganists and Michurinists, he argued. Both deserved a chance. He, as a
breeder, was successful without thinking in genetic terms because breed-
ing is a practical activity of crossing and selection. Rajki complained that
he felt excluded. Faludi, another sincere Lysenkoist, agreed with Rajki in
his feelings of exclusion. He thought Gy6rfty, denying the inheritance of
acquired characters, persecuted Michurinist geneticists.

Another point was offered by Andor Balint, a passive opportunist, who
claimed that genetics is politics. Both Michurinist and non-Michurinist
geneticists could be supporters or enemies of socialism. Hence, the real
selective criteria of one’s election to the membership of the Committee
of Genetics at the Academy of Sciences should not be adherence to
Morganism but faithfulness to the socialist political regime.
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The meeting was also attended by Bruno F. Straub, a highly respected
biochemist. Straub had been student and coworker of Albert Szent-Gyorgyi,
the only Nobel laureate who received the prize while working in Hungary.
Straub had high status in politics also. He would become the last President
of Hungary before the collapse of the Soviet empire. At the meeting,
Straub said that the Committee of Genetics was the most interesting com-
mittee at the Academy, a committee where real intellectual debates occur.
However, genetics in Hungary was not sufficiently advanced to really con-
tribute to the solution of fundamental problems of the discipline. He sug-
gested that the committee should not try to decide the question of the
validity of Morganist genetics, but should rather support the breeders who
do the real job.

Tor6, as chairman, concluded that there was a single genetics rather
than two different genetics. In this science, as in other branches of science,
experiments decide between rival theoretical statements. The existence of
vegetative hybrids had not been experimentally verified; consequently they
most probably do not exist.

This meeting showed that Barna Gy6rfty was now comfortable openly
criticizing Lysenko in active resistance. In a report sent to the Academy
of Sciences in 1959, Gyérfty wrote that with his group he experimentally
studied the growth of plants, its relations to metabolism, the possible regu-
lation of metabolism, and inheritance of acquired characters, and they par-
ticularly focused on vegetative hybridization and in vitro embryo breeding.
He concluded that “all our experiments on vegetative hybridization (one
of my assistants started them in Magyarévar) proved to be negative despite
all efforts we exerted. These failures justify our skeptical attitude toward
Lysenkoism.”8* Gy6rfty’s motivation to reject Michurinist biology appears
to be based on his empiricist conviction. He never argued with citations
taken from Stalinist ideology, but only with his laboratory experiences.

The counter-reception continued with an unexpected event. The main
character of Michurinist biology, Trofim Denisovich Lysenko appeared on
the Hungarian stage in January 1960. This happened after Lysenko’s come-
back from his first fall, but before he was appointed again as head of the
Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences in 1961 (See Fig. 1).
Lysenko did not like to travel, yet that year (1960) he visited both Hungary
and Czechoslovakia.®® In Hungary, he was invited to a meeting on corn
breeding and then delivered a public lecture at the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences. His lecture or rather the session where he gave answers to 200
previously submitted questions figures among the best attended events
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Fig. 1 Trofim Lysenko in Hungary
Source: Mrs. Diana Hay, Hungarian Academy of Sciences

in the history of the Academy of Sciences.®¢ In his lengthy presentation,
interrupted by a long break, Lysenko discussed the major topics of Michurin
biology without any indication that he took notice of the advances in biol-
ogy of the past decade. He reiterated his well-known views on the inheri-
tance by the whole organism instead of specific genetic material such as
DNA, to which he referred in a negative tone. He did not say anything
about modern results in the study of DNA and RNA, which were a primary
focus of research at that time. Lysenko said that “no organs are present in
fertilized chicken egg, no beak, no leg, no feather. All these arise during
development...If an organ can develop from another one, why should we
assume that cells cannot arise from anything else, but from another cell?”%”
Lysenko could not give substantial answers to any question raised by the
experts but simply repeated old Michurinist views, which most Hungarian
scientists had rejected by that time. It was a great disappointment to the
large audience and in the end result was that Lysenko personally contrib-
uted to the rejection of Michurinist biology in Hungary.®
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AFTERMATH

From the 1960s onward not much remained of Michurinist biology in
Hungary. Kiddr’s regime became gradually softer,® and by the late 1960s,
with the advent of “Gulash communism,” it was broadly accepted by the
population. Although the Stalin era ended by the 1950s, some of its basic
elements, as central planning, one-party government, Marxist-Leninist
ideology, secret police surveillance, and others remained in Hungary until
1989. The uprising in 1956 prompted some caution in the behavior of
both Soviet and Hungarian communist leaders. As a result, the regime
lost its rigidity and grew into a formation often called “soft dictatorship,”
which aimed to keep the population quiet and politically passive by increas-
ing the living standard.?® Michurinist biology could not serve the goal of
growing yields in agriculture, Soviets no longer forced its acceptance, and
the large majority of experts refused it in the light of molecular genetics.
Yet some remnants were still present.

While even Faludi turned away from Michurinist biology in his text-
book of genetics in 1965.%! sincere Lysenkoist Rajki still did not give up.
In 1966 he had a dramatic clash with Barna Gy®drffy after submitting a the-
sis “Autumnization and its genetic interpretation.”®? to obtain the degree
of Doctor of Science given by the Academy of Sciences (a system copied
from the Soviet one). The dissertation defense lasted for two days, as his
claims were strongly attacked.”® Barna Gy&rtty was one of the opponents
who commented on the dissertation and pointed out blow-by-blow all
methodological and logical mistakes, improper usage of statistics, wrong
assumptions, and the Michurinist approach. Rajki’s replies were not
accepted by his opponents nor by the audience. Finally, the chairman, a
plant physiologist, Vilmos Frenyo, stopped the debate by fiat. In the secret
ballot seven members of the thesis committee voted in favor of Rajki and
only two against him.”* Nobody knows who voted for and who against
but the positive votes show that a Michurinist view did not automatically
exclude someone from the scientific community just yet.

In the end Rajki felt compelled to face the advances of modern genet-
ics. He turned away formally from Michurinist biology, accepted the basic
role of DNA in heredity, but proposed a dramatic revision to the cen-
tral dogma of modern genetics by hypothesizing a reverse transmission
of information from protein to DNA, allegedly explaining the inheritance
of acquired characters. He published a short book on this hypothesis in
1972.° He did not provide direct evidence for this hypothesis and only
outlined his future experimental plans to test it. His hypothesis was not
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accepted by the scientific community and received a harsh rejection in a
review written not by a “reactionary” Western bourgeois scientist, but by
a member of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, Nicolai Dubinin, director of
the Institute of Genetics of the Soviet Academy. In his evaluation, Dubinin
used expressions such as ‘ridiculous’, ‘ignoring the development of genet-
ics’, ‘scientifically insular views’, and so on. Based on the basic tenets of
contemporary genetics, Dubinin rebutted all claims made in the book.”

This debate was in essence an epilogue to the history of Michurinist
biology in Hungary. By the 1970s its views, although not its old represen-
tatives, disappeared from science in Hungary.

CONCLUSIONS

The reception of Michurinist biology in Hungary had three phases.”” In
the first phase (1930s—early 1940s), it was regarded as representing new
scientific results. Hungarian plant breeders and geneticists noticed new
ideas in their field. Early experiments made by Barna Gy6rfty’s group and
others, however, led to suspicion concerning the validity of the new claims.

In the second phase, starting in the fall of 1948, before any discussion
could have started concerning its validity, Michurinist biology changed its
character from a scientific theory to a component of a totalitarian political
regime, becoming part of the ideology of Stalinism acceptance of which
was enforced by a military power that defeated and occupied Hungary in
the Second World War. It functioned as a vehicle to reorganize science and
intellectual life into the Soviet pattern and was an instrument of the gov-
ernment for political and ideological repression. Besides introducing an
unfamiliar philosophical and ideological doctrine (dialectic materialism),
a new institutional structure was also developed by the government. To
accept Michurinist biology was more a question of political loyalty than of
scientific conviction. The political circumstances of a defeated country left
no space for resistance to the fundamental reorganization of every aspect
of Hungarian life, including science.

Scientists developed various strategies to adapt to the new situation,
the most effective of which was active opportunism. Passive resisters did
not speak up, but merely silently distanced themselves from Michurinist
biology. Passive accepters mouthed the slogans of Michurinism, produced
articles and other types of publication in support, but otherwise ignored
it. Passive opportunists propagated Michurinist biology, advertised its
ideological merits, but hardly used it in their professional work, and took
advantage of whatever opportunities supporting Soviet science offered
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them. Active opportunists, on the other hand, contributed research results
to Michurinist biology, based on their empiricist philosophy, while they
might have regarded Michurinist biology as nonsense. Finally, there were
sincere Lysenkoists who supported Michurinist biology with conviction.

In the third phase, after 1953, with de-Stalinization and decreasing
external political pressure, the reception process turned in the opposite
direction; a spontaneous counter-reception got underway. Michurinist
biology gradually lost its status as a component of a political regime and
became again a scientific doctrine that led to a number of open scientific
debates. Michurinist biology was criticized on empirical basis, was consid-
ered science, bad science in fact, rather than pseudoscience, as astrology is.”

The dynamics of the reception of Michurin biology in Hungary was
asymmetrical. Its reception and the formation of strategies in response
occurred quickly, but its counter-reception resulted only in its slow grad-
ual disappearance. The Hungarian revolution in 1956 was definitely not a
turning point in the history of Michurinist biology in the country. Debates
went on long after it.

That said, there was not much violence around Michurinist biology in
Hungary. Vavilov and other suppressed Soviet geneticists hardly had any
Hungarian counterparts. Geneticists were not imprisoned because of their
anti-Michurinist views. But Michurinist biology probably induced excel-
lent experts to leave Hungary for the West, such as Odén Villax, Kurt
Sedlmayr, Tibor Rajhathy, Gyorgy Rédei, Laszlé Olah, and others. Many
other scientists and breeders had to abandon their ongoing research.
Many were forced to speak against their convictions and to work in direc-
tions that they thought to be hopeless and nonsensical. They felt that they
were forced to waste their precious time and energy due to a dreadful and
outrageous political regime.

Michurinism as an intellectual endeavor and political symbol proved to
be ephemeral in the field of biology but the institutional structure built
for its conduct largely survived. The ironic outcome of Lysenkoism in
Hungarian biology is that it—at long last—resulted in the establishment
of biology as a scientific discipline in its own right, in Hungary.
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Lysenko in Bellagio: The Lysenko
Controversy and the Struggle for Authority
Over Italian Genetics (1948-1956)

Francesco Cassata

INTRODUCTION

The Ninth International Genetics Congress met in late August 1953
at Bellagio, on Lake Como. Nearly 900 geneticists from 39 countries
attended. The scientific programme consisted of 27 keynote lectures,
held in 7 plenary sessions,! and more than 300 papers, grouped in 15
sub-sessions.? As Richard B. Goldschmidt wrote in January 1954, per-
haps no genetics congress had ever met “in a more scenic spot with such
pleasant surroundings.”® Four resorts (Bellagio, Menaggio, Tremezzo,
Cadenabbia), scattered on opposite shores of Lake Como, and connected
with free ferry services, hosted the guests. The entertainment was lavish: a
full day’s trip to Lake Lugano, a banquet at Villa Carlotta, a reception with
the Duke Gallarati Scotti at Villa Melzi, a ball, a féte at the Grand Hotel
Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio, tours of the countryside, and trips to the city
of Como and some of the surrounding mountains provided “but too many
temptations to enjoy oneself, both for the geneticists participating in the
meetings and for their families.”* In his December 1953 review in Science,
1. Michael Lerner celebrated the Congress as “a memorable ten days.”®
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The Bellagio Congress was a defining moment not only for the par-
ticipants, but also for the organizers, Claudio Barigozzi (1909-1996),
Adriano Buzzati-Traverso (1913-1983) and Giuseppe Montalenti
(1904-1990). Their work, between 1948 and 1953, coincided with
the process of the institutionalization and discipline-building in Italian
genetics. In 1944, even before the War had ended, Giuseppe Montalenti
obtained the first chair in Italian genetics at Naples. Four years later,
Adriano Buzzati-Traverso and Claudio Barigozzi were appointed to the
newly created chairs of genetics, in Pavia and Milan respectively.®

Before leaving for Berkeley as a visiting professor of zoology in 1951,
Buzzati-Traverso trained a group of bright young collaborators, which
included Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza, Niccolo Visconti di Modrone and
Luigi Silvestri in bacterial genetics; Giovanni Magni in radiogenetics and
yeast genetics; and Renzo Scossiroli in plant genetics. During this same
period in Naples, Montalenti—in collaboration with the Roman haema-
tologists Ezio Silvestroni and Ida Bianco—inaugurated a vast research
programme on the genetics of microcythaemia. This attracted the support
of the Rockefeller Foundation Division of Medicine and Public Health
(DMPH). In September 1953, Robert S. Morison, DMPH Associate
Director, described this project as “an opportunity for the DMPH to
participate in what could become a classical experiment in the prevention
of a hereditary disorder.”” It was in this context of increasing internation-
alization that, from 1948 to 1953, the three Italian geneticists became
deeply involved in the organization of the Bellagio Congress.

The process of professionalization and internationalization of Italian
genetics was significantly shaped by the Cold War, and the Lysenko con-
troversy in particular.® Faced with the “Michurinist” campaign organized
by the Italian Communist Party,’ the reaction of academic geneticists was
twofold. On the national level, they used the popular press to publicly
denounce the political abuses and scientific flaws of “Lysenkoism.” In
November 1948, on the pages of the liberal-oriented magazine L’Europeo,
Buzzati-Traverso ironically portrayed Lysenko as the “Soviet Paneroni,”
a mere “charlatan” and “pscudoscientist.”!? Ten days later, on the politi-
cally moderate pages of Corriere d’informazione, Montalenti interpreted
“Lysenkoism” as a tragic example of the historic conflict between science
and politics, on par with the persecution of Giordano Bruno and Galileo
Galilei by the Roman Inquisition, and, more recently, the racial and anti-
Semitic policies of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy.!!
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Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi were engaged in the Cold War at the
international level as well, contributing to the activities of the Congress
for Cultural Freedom (CCF), a hegemonic institution designed to
incorporate a wide non-Communist spectrum of intellectuals to solid-
ity the US-European alliance.!? In July 1953, Buzzati-Traverso and
Barigozzi participated in the CCF’s Hamburg Congress on “Science and
Freedom.” More importantly, the former was among the promoters of
the CCF Committee on Science and Freedom,'® while the latter orga-
nized the 1955 CCF conference in Milan, under the title “The Future of
Freedom.” Against this background, in this chapter I will explore the role
of the Lysenko controversy in the organization of the Ninth International
Genetics Congress, in terms of the parallel process of constructing Italian
genetics as an academic, internationally recognized field.

At the inauguration of the Bellagio Congress in Villa Serbelloni, on 26
August 1953, the Italian academic geneticists claimed they had tried to
contact all countries beyond the Iron Curtain, but “not even an answer”!*
had been obtained: “thus in the present Congress representatives from
beyond the Iron Curtain are absent.”!® On the contrary, East German
biologists, Hans Stubbe, Friedrich Mechelke and Hans Nachtsheim, had
accepted the Italian invitation. But the impact of the Lysenko contro-
versy was not just limited to the absence of attendees from Soviet-allied
countries. It also provided an opportunity for Italian geneticists to build
their own discipline at the academic level, reinforcing their ties with the
international community.

As Nikolai Krementsov has persuasively demonstrated in his account
of the Seventh International Genetics Congress, since 1930s “inter-
national genetics” (as represented by and at the congresses) became
increasingly “academic” (“pure,” “basic,” “theoretical”), distancing itself
from the “applied” research of its “foster parents,” namely eugenics and
agriculture.'® The Ninth International Genetics Congress confirms this
shift. The Italian academic geneticists used simultaneously the Bellagio
Congress and the Lysenko controversy to foster the construction of their
professional field, legitimizing themselves as expression of the “pure”
and “international” genetics, while stigmatizing—with the adoption of
the label “Lysenko”—their domestic rivals: respectively eugenicists, plant
breeders and “medical” geneticists.

This chapter is divided into three sections, corresponding to the different
fronts which characterized the struggle for authority over Italian genetics.
First, I will examine the conflict between the Italian academic geneticists
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and the demographer and statistician Corrado Gini (1884-1965). As presi-
dent of the three most important Italian institutions in the field of popula-
tion policy and eugenics (the National Institute of Statistics, ISTAT—from
1926 to 1932; the Italian Society of Genetics and Eugenics, SIGE—from
1924 to 1965 and the Italian Committee for the Study of Population,
CISP—from 1928 to 1965), Gini was the leading figure in Italian eugenics
from 1920s to 1960s and one of the most active eugenicists in the interna-
tional arena.!” In the case of the Bellagio Congress, Italian geneticists suc-
ceeded in shielding the scientific organization of the International Congress
from Gini’s influence, disengaging the control of the Congress from SIGE
offices and obstructing the presentation of Gini’s neo-Lamarckian paper at
the Congress.

Second, I will explore how the three academic geneticists in charge
of organizing the Congress rejected the proposal elaborated by a group
of Italian agricultural researchers for a session dedicated to the topic of
“applied genetics” in Italy. On this occasion, the figure of the horticul-
turalist Alberto Pirovano (1884-1973), with his non-academic career of a
self-made plant breeder and his sympathetic reception of “Michurinism”
catalysed the attacks of the Italian academic geneticists, eager to use the
international arena of the Congress to criticize the lack of a Mendelian
agenda in Italian plant breeding.

Finally, I will focus on the conflict between Italian academic geneti-
cists and the zoologist Luisa Gianferrari (1890-1977) and physician
Luigi Gedda (1902-2000). Luisa Gianferrari directed the Study Centre
of Human Genetics (Centro Studi di Genetica Umana), inaugurated in
December 1940 at the Institute of Biology and Zoology of the Faculty
of Medicine in Milan. Gedda was president of the Italian Catholic Action
from 1952 to 1959, and founder, in 1948, of the anti-Communist organi-
zation “Citizens’ Committees” ( Comitati Civici). From 1953 he headed
the Gregor Mendel Institute of Medical Genetics and Twin Research
(Istituto di Genetica Medica e Gemellologin) in Rome. Their activity in the
field they labelled as “human” or “medical genetics” was characterized by
a craft knowledge of human heredity, dominated by the notions of consti-
tution, predisposition and diathesis rather than by statistical computations
of Mendelian transmission ratios. Gianferrari’s and Gedda’s centres had
profound institutional and ideological connections with the Vatican and
the Italian Catholic milieu.

On each of these fronts, Barigozzi, Buzzati-Traverso, and Montalenti
used the label “Lysenko” as a resource to be exploited for stigmatizing their
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rivals (eugenicists, plant breeders and “medical” geneticists), undermining
their credibility and visibility in the international arena. In this context,
Corrado Gini’s neo-Lamarckian eugenics, Alberto Pirovano’s “electroge-
netics” and Luigi Gedda’s “Catholic constitutionalism,” were targeted as
three local variations of “Lysenkoism” to be criticized and rejected. In
some cases, this association with “Lysenkoism” was motivated by factual
connections: Gini and Pirovano had elaborated analogies between their
own scientific contribution in the field of “applied genetics” (respectively,
eugenics and plant breeding) and the development of “Michurinism” in
the Soviet Union. In contrast, the portrayal of Luigi Gedda as the “Italian
Lysenko” was purely metaphorical, and constructed with the precise aim
to denigrate Gedda’s profile as a geneticist by denouncing his influen-
tial domestic patrons, both in the Vatican and in the Christian Democrat
government.

The strategy of discipline-building—that the Italian academic geneti-
cists carried out against Gini’s racial eugenics, plant breeders, agricultural
researchers and Gianferrari’s and Gedda’s development of “medical genet-
ics”—led to significant institutional fragmentation, redefining the social
and political boundaries of the discipline. In 1948, SIGE was the only
scientific association dealing with genetics in Italy. In the aftermath of the
Bellagio Congress, in 1954, besides SIGE, three new associations included
the word “genetics” in their acronyms: the Italian Association of Genetics
(AGI), headed by Giuseppe Montalenti; the Italian Association of Medical
Genetics (SIGEM), headed by the physiologist Carlo Foa (1880-1971);
and the Italian Association of Plant Genetics (SIGA), headed by the Pavia
geneticist Carlo Jucci (1897-1962). The Bellagio Congress and the
Lysenko controversy, I will argue, served as boundary tools which shaped
both discipline-building and the internationalization of Italian genetics.

CORRADO GINI AND NEO-LAMARCKIAN EUGENICS

In their anti-Lysenko articles, Italian geneticists—in particular Buzzati-
Traverso and Montalenti—frequently elaborated analogies between Fascist
eugenics and Soviet Lysenkoism.'® Between 1948 and 1953, these analo-
gies reinforced the efforts of Italian geneticists to distance themselves, both
scientifically and institutionally, from any possible connection with Fascist
eugenics. The organization of the Bellagio Congress reflected, in particular,
the conflict between Italian geneticists and the demographer and statistician
Corrado Gini (1884-1965). President of the SIGE from 1924 to 1965,
Gini was the leading figure in Italian eugenics from the 1920s through the
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1960s. SIGE membership was dominated by demographers, statisticians,
physicians and anthropologists. Despite the official name of the associa-
tion, the role of genetics was marginal in terms of its research agendas and
publications.’ These were actually dominated by Gini’s vision of “regen-
erative eugenics” (eugenica rinnovatrice) based on three major characteris-
tics: the adoption of a Neo-Lamarckian theory of heredity, the rejection of
the “Nordic,” negative eugenics (sterilization, birth control, etc.) and the
implementation of pro-natalist eugenic measures focused on environmental
reform and biotypological control.?

In September 1938, the young Italian geneticists—Barigozzi, Buzzati-
Traverso and Montalenti—participated to the third (and last) congress of
SIGE, held in Bologna. Their contributions dealt respectively with cyto-
genetics, radiation genetics and sex determination, without any reference
to eugenics. In contrast, the session on human genetics was comprised of
eugenic contributions by Gini and his collaborators (mostly demographers
and statisticians). In August 1948, Gini headed the Italian delegation to
the Eighth International Congress of Genetics in Stockholm and accepted
the invitation to host the next congress in Italy?! A few months after
the Swedish Congress,?? Gini immediately began work to re-establish the
SIGE which had almost vanished during the War. On 31 December 1948,
he sent a letter with five attachments to every SIGE member. The docu-
ments announced his intention to reactivate the organization after the
wartime interruption in its activities, recognizing the increasing separation
of genetics and eugenics. In anticipation of the first post-war assembly of
SIGE, to be held on 15 January 1949, the attachments to the president’s
letter aimed at the rapid resolution of several organizational issues. First,
the members were asked to approve a new statute with two new character-
istics. The general frame of reference remained that of racial eugenics, as
was made clear in Article I:

The aim of the Italian Society of Genetics and Eugenics (SIGE) is to pro-
mote and support the studies, research and initiatives that seck to grow and
perfect the knowledge of the laws of heredity and the improvement of the
races, with particular attention to the human races.??

But, Article 2 sanctioned the establishment of two “special sections” to
distinguish the spheres of genetics and eugenics within SIGE. The modi-
fied statute also introduced a markedly centralized “presidential” struc-
ture, in regard to the positions of leadership and organizational activities.
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The statute was accompanied by a questionnaire, conceived as a sort of
guideline for an internal referendum on several aspects of general rele-
vance. The questionnaire asked for the approval of the separate two sec-
tions on genetics and eugenics (the latter including human genetics); the
declaration of membership in one or the other, or both, sections; the
nomination for a secretary to each section; and concrete proposals for
the organization of the Ninth International Congress of Genetics in Italy
(e.g. partners, contributions to expenses, etc.). A voting card followed
for the approval of the president (Corrado Gini), vice-president (Ottavio
Munerati, director of the sugar beet Experimental Station in Rovigo), and
secretary-general (Carlo Jucci, head of the Institute of Zoology in Pavia)
and for the nomination of three candidates for the presidency of genetic
and eugenics sections separately.

Gini’s attempts to reactivate SIGE along the lines of institutional and
theoretical continuity with the past, as well as to place the organization
of the Bellagio Congress under its control, aroused the opposition of the
three main exponents of the Italian academic genetics. In a 1 January
1949 letter, addressed to all SIGE’s members, Buzzati-Traverso and
Barigozzi were explicit in their criticism. They demanded that the SIGE
abandon any reference to eugenics. In their views, the designation of Italy
as the seat of the next International Congress of Genetics placed SIGE in
a position of responsibility to the international scientific community; and
therefore did not allow a simple maintenance of the status quo:

A very serious responsibility looms over Italian geneticists and the institu-
tion that has assumed the role of representing and coordinating them, for
the obvious reasons of prestige and to demonstrate the level and dignity that
the study and the discipline of genetics have reached even among us. This
role must not be underestimated: transactions, compromises and accom-
modations that might be accepted—for lack of anything better—in our own

home, could be severely criticised at an international level, and must there-
fore be avoided.?*

According to Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi, there were two possibilities.
First, the SIGE’s structure would need to be transformed from “presiden-
tial” to “parliamentary,” devolving the organization of the International
Congress to the president of the genetics section. The second was to allow
the SIGE to maintain its “presidential” character; however, the role of
president could not be held by a demographer and statistician such as
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Gini, but would be given “to a professional geneticist to represent Italian
genetics on an international level.”?® Therefore, just a few days before
SIGE’s General Assembly, an internal fracture had occurred, as much
scientific as it was ideological and political: on the one side, the statisti-
cians and demographers with their past commitment to Fascist eugen-
ics gathered around Gini and the university of Rome; on the other side,
Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi, representing emerging academic genetics
in the universities of Pavia and Milan, wanted to eliminate any reference
to Italy’s Fascist eugenics past. As Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi stated
in a letter to their comrade-in-arms Montalenti:

In its title, the society carries two names of Genetics and Eugenics; this has
a historical justification, insofar as the foundation of the society dates back
to times in which eugenics was the more widely used term and was appreci-
ated in a way it is not today, while genetics—at least in Italy—had not yet
reached the same broad significance with which it is used in various lan-
guages. It is highly doubtful that today the two names can be used side by
side. It is above all certain that, while the term eugenics is falling into disuse,
the term genetics corresponds, with unanimous consensus, to a dominion
of experimental and exact research that is identified with the most vital and
functional part of current biological thinking.

There is little relevance in conserving a title for traditional reasons, if the
structure and the style of the society become shaped by this situation. But,
in the communication that we have received, there are several points which
lead to the conclusion that new conditions have not been considered in the
form planned for the functioning of the re-established society.?

A split, which seemed imminent, was avoided through the mediation of
Giuseppe Montalenti, whose strategy was built upon maintaining the
unity of SIGE under Gini’s presidency, giving internal autonomy to the
genetics section and wresting the organization of the future International
Congress from Gini’s control. Although Buzzati-Traverso refused to rec-
ognize the legitimacy of the voting, on 15 January 1949 SIGE’s General
Assembly supported Montalenti’s moderate line.

After being elected president of SIGE genetics section, Montalenti
successfully promoted the establishment of a Provisory Committee, pre-
sided over not by Gini, but by Alessandro Ghigi (1875-1970), profes-
sor of zoology at the University of Bologna and the Italian member of
the International Organizing Committee for Genetic Congresses since
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the 1920s. Ghigi’s role was central to the organization of the Bellagio
Congress. As former Rector of the University of Bologna between 1930
and 1943, Ghigi could ensure the academic, political and institutional
resources that the young geneticists needed for organizing the Congress
(in particular, funding from the Ministry of Public Education and the
National Research Council). Ghigi was also, like Gini, part of an older
generation who had served the Fascist regime. However, unlike Gini and
his powerful cohort of demographers and statisticians, Ghigi represented,
on the national and international level, the field of the natural sciences.

In November 1951, the Provisory Committee for the organization of
the Congress nominated the Executive Committee (Giunta Esecutiva).
The secretary-general was Barigozzi, vice-secretary was Cavalli-Sforza
while Buzzati-Traverso and Montalenti were among the permanent mem-
bers.?” The Congress was, therefore, completely under the control of the
three geneticists. However, this development only served to delay the break
between Gini and the geneticists by a mere few months. Faced with the
persistent hostility of Gini, particularly his refusal to recognize the appoint-
ment of Buzzati-Traverso as secretary of SIGE genetics section, Montalenti
resigned his role as president of the section on 30 March 1950.%

Besides the institutional conflict within SIGE, another source of ten-
sion came from Gini’s scientific contribution to the Bellagio Congress. In
October 1952, Gini presented before the Executive Committee a paper
on the “physical assimilation of the foreign settlements in Italy.” This was
based on anthropological and demographic enquiries between the 1930s
and 1950s, organized by the CISP, to study Albanian settlements in three
isolated villages in Calabria (Carfizzi, San Nicola dall’Alto and Caraffa:
August—October 1938) and the Ligurian-Piedmontese settlements in
two Sardinian villages (Carloforte, August 1939 and 1952; Calasctta,
March—April 1940 and July 1953). CISP investigations had already been
the subject of Gini’s papers for the Second International Congress of the
Latin Eugenics Societies (Bucharest, 1939—abandoned due to the out-
break of War), and at the Seventh and Eighth International Congresses of
Genetics, held respectively in Edinburgh in 1939 and Stockholm in 1948.

The aim of the CISP expeditions was to shed light on the mechanisms
of the “physical assimilation” of immigrant groups, providing data on the
influences of the environment on changes in stature, pigmentation and
84 other anthropometric measures. According to Gini, the final results of
the CISP enquiries demonstrated that the almost complete assimilation of
Albanians in Calabria and of Ligurian and Piedmontese colonies in Sardinia
was due, “at least for a substantial part,” not “to the mingling of stocks,
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but to the influence, direct or indirect, of the environment.”?® Gini’s refer-
ence point for the CISP enquiries was Franz Boas’ 1911 anthropological
research on the changes in the physical characteristics of descendants of var-
ious European stocks which had immigrated to the USA.*° In Gini’s view,
the “physical assimilation” of immigrants was based on a “neo-Lamarck-
ian” theory of heredity, rejecting Weismann’s demarcation between germ
and soma, and explaining the transmission of hereditary characteristics in
terms of induction, transmission of diatheses and “adaptive mutations.”?!

While Boas’ study had intended to challenge American scientific rac-
ism, Gini’s neo-Lamarckian vision supported an environmentalist form
of racial eugenics. During the Fascist regime, the CISP data had provided
the theoretical foundation for Gini’s celebration of Fascist demographic
and racial policies, aimed at the biological unification of different stocks
that comprised the Italian nation while prohibiting intermixture with Jews
and Africans.?? In the post-war period, Gini adopted the same theoreti-
cal framework in order to reject the egalitarian approach of UNESCO’s
1950-51 Statements on Race, while claiming a direct parallel between
environmental and racial differences. In 1953, Gini published a review
of the Statements on Race in Genus, the journal of CISP. Following his
neo-Lamarckian vision, Gini rejected them as a political and ideological
manifesto, contesting in particular the articles that pointed at culture,
instead of heredity, as the major factor explaining intellectual and psy-
chological differences among human groups. On the contrary, according
to Gini, different environmental conditions (both natural and social) led
to the biological differentiation of human “races” in physical and mental
characteristics.?

The relevance of Gini’s short review was twofold. On the one hand,
it mirrored the scientific rift between Italian demographers and the
new generation of academic geneticists over the meaning of race. While
Buzzati-Traverso and Montalenti, in particular, advocated Theodosius
Dobzhanky’s biological notion of race as a Mendelian population, a group
of interbreeding individuals,** Gini retained his belief in racial hierarchies
and negative effects of crossbreeding between Whites and Blacks.?® On the
other hand, Gini’s racist anti-egalitarianism was part of a broader strategy
against UNESCO’s democratic policies in the social and natural sciences.
Between 1950 and 1963, as president of the International Institute of
Sociology (I1IS), the Italian demographer targeted the scientific legitimacy
of the International Sociological Association (ISA), founded in 1949
by UNESCO with the aim to reform the social sciences after the end of
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the War. In the 1950s and 1960s, the IIS counted among its members
a number of social scientists with Nazi and Fascist backgrounds, includ-
ing Friedrich Burgdorfer, Ilse Schwidetzky, Sabin Manuila, Karl Valentin
Miiller and Hans Freyer.?

Even as he criticized UNESCO?’s anti-racism, Gini was establishing
an interesting connection between Soviet Michurinism and his own neo-
Lamarckian theory of heredity. In 1952, he published a short review of
the book Soviet Genetics, by left-wing British botanist Alan G. Morton,
in Genus. Based on original Russian literature provided by the Science
Section of the Society for Cultural Relations between the Peoples of
the Commonwealth and the USSR, Morton’s book described the
“Michurinist theory” as “a positive attempt” to overcome “the difficul-
ties of the gene concept” and “an important and serious contribution to
biological thought”?”:

Michurinism not only provides a theoretical basis to account for differ-
entiation and development, which Mendelism with its unchanging genes
is incapable of doing, but also indicates exactly the kind of experiments
which are required to elucidate the complete course of individual develop-
ment in any particular organism. A whole range of phenomena are opened
to experimental attack on fruitful lines. (...) The ability of Michurinism to
offer the basis for an epigenetic theory of development is the most pow-
erful proof of its consistency with materialism and of its right to replace
Mendelism as the working theory of genetics.®

In his review, Gini constructed a parallel between the theory of heredity
of the “Soviet genetics,” and his own neo-Lamarckian theory of “adaptive
mutations.” While criticizing Morton’s “apologetic tone,” Gini addressed
the book as an example of how “a dispassionate examination and a rigor-
ous discussion of the facts could attenuate, if not eliminate, the contrast
between the opposite views of Soviet and West geneticists.”® Therefore, Gini’s
neo-Lamarckian notion of heredity, constituting the theoretical core of his
eugenic vision, legitimized both his attack on UNESCO’s anti-racism and
his sympathetic approach to the “Michurinist” theory. Bearing in mind
this connection, the opposition of Italian academic geneticists acquires
a broader intellectual and political dimension, targeting at the same time
eugenics and Lysenkoism, both on the local and on the international
level. Rejecting Gini’s paper on the “physical assimilation of immigrants”
implied not only a complete dismissal of neo-Lamarckian interpretations
of heredity, but also an implicit stance against both Fascist eugenics and
Lysenkoism.
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Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi voted against including Gini’s paper in
the Congress programme, while Montalenti suggested accepting it in order
to prevent further tension. This moderate position once again prevailed,
but another weapon remained in the arsenal of the academic geneticists:
the schedule of the programme. At the end of July 1953, Claudio Barigozzi
astutely set the date of Gini’s presentation for August 28, knowing that
Gini had to give, that same day, another talk at the annual conference of the
International Economic Association (IEA) in Santa Margherita Ligure.*
As a result, though Gini’s paper on “physical assimilation” was published in
the Proceedings of the Congress,*! he did not present it in Bellagio. The ple-
nary session on human genetics was dominated by Giuseppe Montalenti’s
paper on Rockefeller Foundation (RF)-funded research on the genetics of
thalassemia.*?> Lionel S. Penrose,* Bentley Glass** and Torsten Sjogren*®
were other eminent speakers at the session. The reputation of fledgling
Italian genetics on the international stage was secured.

THE “ITALIAN MICHURIN”: ALBERTO PIROVANO
AND ITALIAN “APPLIED GENETICS”

Plant breeding and agricultural research represented another front in the
academic geneticists’ struggle for control of the Bellagio Congress and the
institutionalization of their discipline. Despite the reference to “genetics”
in its title, the National Institute of Genetics and Cereal Research (Istizuto
nazionale di genetica per In cerealicoltura), the most important institution in
the area of plant breeding, founded in 1919 by Italian agronomist Nazareno
Strampelli,** did not contribute significantly to the development of a
Mendelian agenda in interwar Italian agriculture.*” During the Fascist “Battle
of Wheat” (Battaglia del Grano), its main task had been implementing the
commercial distribution of Strampelli’s varieties through a network of state-
funded associations and consortia.*® The cultural and scientific weaknesses
of Mendelism in Italian plant breeding was exacerbated by the institutional
distance between the Faculties of Science, where chairs of genetics had been
founded in the post-war period, and the Faculties of Agriculture and plant
breeding stations of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, where courses
(or even notions) of genetics and statistics were often completely lacking.

In the early post-war period, these scientific and institutional con-
flicts reverberated in the international arena, affecting in particular the
relationship between Italian academic geneticists and the Rockefeller
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Foundation. In November 1950, for instance, when assistant direc-
tor of the Rockefeller Foundation Natural Sciences Division, Gerard
R. Pomerat, asked Giuseppe Montalenti if there were “men interested
(and working) in plant breeding and the genetics of cereals and other
crop plants,” the reply was negative:

M. replies that he doesn’t know of any and then says that he has several
times been asked to give lectures on genetics at the Faculty of Agriculture
of the U. [University ] of Naples at Portici, but that he has always declined
because he cannot find the time. M. adds that the Faculty of Agriculture at
Portici is one of the best in Italy but that its standard of research is very low.
GRP then explains the RF system of training fellowships and says that if a
suitably trained young geneticist or a genetically minded agronomist were
to be assured a definite and suitably recompensed post at a place like the Fac.
of Agric. [Faculty of Agriculture] at Portici, the RF would be very glad to
study the possibility of giving him one or two years of advanced training in
crop genetics and breeding.*

Pomerat’s general impression—*“there is no real work on plant breeding
done in Italian universities and none of the geneticists now active in uni-
versity posts seem to be interested in the genetics of economically impor-
tant plants”**—were confirmed by talks with Buzzati-Traverso, that same
month. During a lunch conversation in Milan, Buzzati-Traverso severely
criticized the activities carried out by the National Institute of Genetics
and Cereal Research, headed by the agronomist Ugo De Cillis and by the
Corn Breeding Station in Bergamo, headed by Luigi Fenaroli:

Of the Genetics Station in Rome B.-T. [Buzzati-Traverso] has no very high
opinion and he calls De Cellis [De Cillis] “an idiot” who does not really
know genetics. He is not much more optimistic about the Maize Culture
Institute. Says Fenaroli has no training in genetics but was put in charge of
preparing hybrid corn in Italy. Spent six months in the US and is now testing
hybrid corn seeds which were sent here, but doesn’t believe anything can
be gained by crossing the best US hybrids with the better Italian varieties so
obviously he’s no very promising plant breeder.!

During an interview in Turin with the histologist Rodolfo Amprino,
Pomerat received further dismissing comments regarding Luigi Fenaroli:
“Note for what it is worth: GRP was later told by Amprino that Fenaroli
doesn’t believe in Morgan genetics!”%?
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In this polarized context, the Lysenko controversy, and in particular the
sympathetic attitude of some Italian plant breeders and horticulturalists
towards Soviet “agrobiology,” deepened the rift between academic geneti-
cists and agricultural researchers, by defining precise boundaries between
“pure genetics” and “applied genetics.” To illustrate this process of demar-
cation and its interplay with the organization of the Bellagio Congress, I will
focus on the horticulturalist Alberto Pirovano (1884-1973). During the
organization of the Congress in January 1953, Claudio Barigozzi received
a letter from Alessandro Morettini, director of the Institute of Tree Crops
in Florence, suggesting the organization of a special session dedicated to
Italian “applied genetics.” Writing immediately to Montalenti, Barigozzi
clearly expressed his worries: “Morettini thinks to invite Crescini, Mancini,
Gasparini, Bonvicini, De Cillis, Pirovano, Maliani, Dionigi. As you may
see, there’s an attempt to bring the worst names to the fore.”>® Buzzati-
Traverso was harshly ironic about the intent of Italian plant breeders to
figure as “applied geneticists” at the Bellagio Congress:

There is no applied genetics in Italy, and there’s nothing to be ashamed of
for that. On the contrary, we should be ashamed of having approved a paper
by any one of these guys, who knows as much genetics as my granddaughter
Lalla: the one who is studying not natural science, but paints. Why not invite
my granddaughter Lalla to give a presentation? At least she is quite a pretty
girl. It seems to me that it would be better to have no contributions on this
topic, rather than to have a presentation of that kind. The total absence
could be justified as a surplus of hospitality and modesty, but a pirovancy-
giamento would give us a label very difficult to eliminate.5*

Two points of this quotation are notable. First, Buzzati-Traverso’s stig-
matization of the so-called applied genetics addressed not only horticul-
turalists, agronomists and plant breeders. It also implicitly targeted the
zoologist Carlo Jucci, a pioneer of ITtalian genetics during the 1930s.%°
As a Rockefeller fellow in 1927, Jucci had supported the initial steps of
Buzzati-Traverso’s career in Pavia. In the early post-war years, particu-
larly after the appointment of Buzzati-Traverso as full professor in Pavia in
1948, their personal and academic relationship worsened rapidly. The ten-
sion materialized in institutional opposition: Buzzati-Traverso was head
of the Institute of Genetics, while Jucci established a Centre of Genetics
within the Institute of Zoology, with funding from the Italian National
Research Council (CNR). Research agendas as well began to diverge:
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while Buzzati was increasingly engaged in radiation genetics and in genet-
ics of natural populations of Drosophila, Jucci progressively moved towards
the field of “applied” genetics. In 1946, he founded Genetica agraria
(Plant Genetics), a journal of “genetics applied to agriculture,” whose
editorial board did not include the three Italian academic geneticists. In
April 1950, Jucci, who was already SIGE’s secretary-general, refused to
join the SIGE’s section of genetics, while accepting the presidency over a
new SIGE section dedicated to “applied genetics,” comprising SIGE plant
breeders and agronomists.®® Furthermore, in May 1952, Jucci, initially a
member of the Executive Committee of the Congress, gave his resignation
to protest against the choice of Bellagio—instead of Pavia—as the main
site of the Congress.*”

Another notable quote is the word pirovaneggiamento. The first half
of the term was a reference to the horticulturalist Alberto Pirovano. The
second part, vaneggiamento, means “delirium.” Thus, piro [Pirovano[—
vanegyiamento meant Pirovano’s delivium. Born in Vaprio D’Adda (near
Milan) in 1884, Pirovano took up the family business of horticulture,
while studying botany and physics as autodidact. In the early twentieth
century, Pirovano, together with his father Luigi, introduced over 500
cultivars of table grapes in Italy, including the well-known Italia grape
(uva Italin), a white variety obtained in 1911 by crossing Bicane and
Muscat Hamburg.®

In 1922, Alberto Pirovano published a 300-page volume, with more than
100 figures and plates, titled The Electric Mutation of Botanical Species.>®
By combining elements from Mendelism, Lamarckism, Weissmanism and
Devriesian mutationism, Pirovano focused on the action of electromag-
netic fields applied to pollen as a source for the induction of mutations
and the “discipline of heredity in hybridization.” According to Pirovano,
the stability of the species could only be explained by the stability in the
molecular structure of the germplasm. A direct action could thus bring
disorder (and variation) in the atomic composition of the plasm. This
action, which he called jonolisi, consisted in the application of a variable
electromagnetic field directly to the pollen. The jonolisi was supposed to
shake the stable arrangement of atoms, if the result was one of the few
life-compatible, to give birth to a mutated plant.

Despite Pirovano’s bombastic claims, the experimental part of his book
was highly problematic. First, Pirovano combined different kinds of elec-
trical treatment—radioactive materials, X-rays, UV rays, electrolytic action,
magnetism and high-tension electric current—without specifying precisely



52 F. CASSATA

the alleged mutagen agent. The main portion of the experimental data
was concerned with the application of an electromagnetic field to pol-
len. Pirovano recorded about 150 trials of this sort. Although the number
was indicative, there was no attempt at a systematic control of the field
strength, duration of treatment or cycle. In the first 19 cases, for exam-
ple, the same plant was used throughout, but ten different field strengths,
nine different periods of exposure and three different cycles were applied.
As a result, there was no adequate basis for comparing one experiment
with another. Pirovano’s data and illustrations were therefore misleading
since they failed to indicate the true range of variability associated with the
use of normal pollen. Furthermore, the types of variation obtained—and
attributed to the influence of experimental treatments—were of the sort
ordinarily associated with hybridization, and there were no data on the
changes in the frequency of these variations under experimental conditions.

Despite the limited results of his experiments, Pirovano did not hesitate
to exalt electrogenetics as a revolutionary source of varietal innovation
and horticultural improvement through the creation of new varieties. The
extensive adoption of and experimentation with jonolisi could guarantee,
in Pirovano’s vision, the complete control over hybrid behaviour and
the induction of stable mutations. By claiming the possibility, through
the adoption of the jonolisi method, of converting a recessive trait into
a dominant one, Pirovano exalted the potential revolutionary impact of
electrogenetics in order “to completely subordinate the laws of heredity
to the human will.”¢°

Pirovano’s electrogenetics was severely criticized by scientists. In
1925, for instance, the Journal of Heredity published a critical review
of Pirovano’s book by the US botanist Lewis H. Flint (Bureau of Plant
Industry, Washington, DC), wherein he expressed serious doubts about
the reliability of Pirovano’s data:

These methods are homogeneous in that they all involve the electrical treat-
ment of pollen previous to pollination, yet they offer a lamentable diversity
in the particular nature of the electrical treatment, since use is made of radio-
active materials, x-rays, ultra-violet rays, electrolytic action, magnetism and
high tension electric current, with diverse variations and combinations.®!

Flint hoped that Pirovano’s laboratory could produce more trustwor-
thy data by following “a less pretentious and more carefully controlled
program.”¢?
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Despite this criticism, Pirovano’s electrogenetics gained the support of
the Fascist regime, where his voluntaristic, vitalist approach was perfectly
suited to the official ideology of economic and cultural autarky. In 1924,
Pirovano became chief of the Laboratory of Electrogenetics in Belgirate,
on the Lake Maggiore, and in 1927 he moved to Rome as the first director
of the newly established Institute for Fruit Growing and Electrogenetics
(Istituto di frutticultura e di elettrogenetica). In the early post-war period,
the Institute continued to carry out its experiments in electrogenetics. In
the name of the “plasticity of the species,”®® Pirovano moved from the
rhetoric of Fascist autarky to the celebration of Soviet “Michurinism,”
despite obvious political and ideological contradictions.

In 1948, Pirovano revised Mania Gordin’s French translation of
Michurin’s “Selected Works” ( Oeuvres choisies)®* and gained the reputation
of “Italian Michurin” in Communist and Socialist circles.®® In 1949, in a
long article published in the journal Annali della sperimentazione agravia,
Pirovano contested the “revolutionary” character of Michurinism, consider-
ing Lysenko’s theories as the latest expression of a long historical tradition of
“transformism” in the life sciences, including his own electrogenctics as well .5
In January 1952, Pirovano joined the Commission on Agrobiology, estab-
lished by the Cultural Commission of the Association Italy-Soviet Union.%”
The Commission published the bulletin Studi di Agrobiologin, which aimed
at popularizing the techniques of the “Lysenko-Michurin agrobiology”
among Italian horticulturalists and plant breeders. The Italian Commission
of Agrobiology followed the model of the Association Francaise des Amis de
Mitchourine (AFAM), established in 1950 and headed by Ernest Kahane,
professor at the Ecole Nationale d’Agriculture in Grignon, and Claude-
Charles Mathon, attaché de recherches at the Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique (CNRS) in Paris.® In March 1952, an Italian delegation was
sent to the First National Congress of the AFAM, publishing in Studi di
agrobiolggin extensive descriptions of the activities of the French associa-
tion,* as well as essays by Mathon on “some aspects of Michurinism.”7?

Pirovano’s “electrogenetics” and his sympathetic attitude towards
Soviet Michurinism underpinned the decision of Italian academic geneti-
cists to reject the participation of Italian horticulturalists and plant breed-
ers to the Bellagio Congress. Pirovano’s involvement in the Commission
on Agrobiology and his reputation as the “Italian Michurin” provided
the academic geneticists with a boundary tool which aimed at reconfig-
uring post-war Italian genetics not only as an internally coherent disci-
plinary field, but also as a scientifically and politically credible member
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of the international field of genetics. Not surprisingly, therefore, Italian
representatives were completely absent from the plenary session dedicated
to “applied genetics.” The session included lectures by Jay L. Lush, Otto
H. Frankel, Friedrich Gustav Brieger and Sidney C. Harland,” essentially
dealing more with “theoretical” issues of evolutionary and population
genetics than with “applied” matters.

Luict GEppA, THE “CATHOLIC LYSENKO”

The third front established by Italian academic geneticists during the
organization of the Bellagio Congress was against the Centres of Human
Genetics, headed by Luisa Gianferrari in Milan and Luigi Gedda in Rome.
The conflict developed on three different levels: scientific, political and aca-
demic. On the one side, with the concrete political support of the Christian
Democrats and the Vatican, Gianferrari and Gedda aimed to establish their
own kind of “medical genetics,” basically rooted in constitutional medi-
cine and twin research, within the Faculties of Medicine. On the other
side, in their effort to control the institutional development of the entire
field of genetics in Italy, the three academic geneticists geared the organi-
zation of the Bellagio Congress towards ostracizing both Gianferrari and
Gedda, while building and reinforcing their own disciplinary field—that
of “genetics without adjectives,” to quote Adriano Buzzati-Traverso. The
adoption of the label “Lysenko”—especially with regard to Luigi Gedda,
a key political figure of the Catholic right in post-war Italy—has to be
understood in the context of this heated battle for hegemony over Italian
genetics.

The Milan Study Centre of Human Genetics ( Centro Studi di Genetica
Umana) was inaugurated in December 1940, at the Institute of Biology
and Zoology of the Faculty of Medicine. Supported by the majority of
local political and academic authorities, the Centre was financed by both
private and public institutions. The purpose of the Centre, according to
article 1 of'its statute, was to “collect data on the physiological and patho-
logical human traits, with the aim of carrying out genetic studies, also with
a focus on health and demographic problems.””?

The first important initiative of the Milan Centre was the elaboration
of a national genetic index of the transmission of hereditary traits. The
index drew upon the archives of hospitals, surgeries, special schools, men-
tal hospitals and many other institutes. Data collection was entrusted to
volunteers recruited from among the students of the Faculty of Biology
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and Surgery. Each volunteer was provided with data sheets by the Centre.
In 1944, Gianferrari referred to 510 “student field-researchers.””® By
this time, the Centre had gathered almost 100,000 index cards by sifting
through a number of relevant clinics, hospitals and institutes in Milan and
Lombardy. Their data included over 1000 twins and approximately 1000
documented clinical pedigrees.

The general index, which identified “the branches that could be useful
to study from the point of view of the hereditary transmission of several
traits,””* formed the basis for the principal studies of the Centre during the
1940s. In its first research project, concerned with the identification and
localization of “defective branches” in different zones of Lombardy, the
field researchers discovered “original foci of various pathological heredi-
tary forms,” in particular dental malformations, tumours, schizophrenia
and manic depression.”® The second line of research dealt with the heredi-
tary transmission of “talents,” starting with “pictorial” ability.”®

Between 1940 and 1945, the research activities of Gianferrari’s centre
were perfectly in line with the demographic, eugenic and racial policies
of Fascist Italy, stressing in particular the dysgenic effects of consanguin-
cous marriages in isolated Alpine rural settlements.”” After the collapse
of the Fascist regime, the Milan centre abandoned the project of racial
improvement, shifting its attention to “eugenic counselling” for couples.
In 1946, Gianferrari’s centre provided the first such service in Italy. In
1948, another “municipal eugenic counselling” was founded at the Milan
Policlinic, again entrusted to Gianferrari’s centre.”® The activities of the
two consultancy centres were principally concerned with premarital coun-
selling for prospective parents and counselling for maternal—foetal hae-
matic group or blood group incompatibility.

The focus was on mental and nervous diseases, malformations, eye
diseases and haemopathy (haemophilia). Methodologically, it was based
on the construction of medical pedigrees through a combination of bio-
graphic narratives and anatomical and pathological observations. Medical
pedigrees were used to construct the family as a collective patient, wherein
a single pathological entity could be compared among a set of cases. In
Gianferrari’s vision, “eugenic counselling” was conceived as part of a more
comprehensive system of preventive measures, which also included “direct
action on environmental conditions.”” This environmental component
focused in particular on the dimensions of mother—infant relations (includ-
ing housing and feeding) and education. At the Fourth International
Congress of Catholic Physicians, held in Rome in September and October
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1949, Gianferrari condemned any form of compulsory eugenic interven-
tion and proposed that municipalities distribute a “sanitary booklet to
inform those affected by morbid hereditary conditions or who come from
defective pedigrees of the serious responsibility toward the offspring that
marriage carrics with it.”80

For the Bellagio Congress, Gianferrari proposed a paper on the “genet-
ics of leukaemia.” This paper, which did not contain any reference to
genes or mutations, was the result of a wide genealogical and statistical
survey of 278 patients admitted to hospitals in Lombardy between 1945
and 1950. The collection of tamily cases did not provide any evidence con-
cerning the pathological inheritance of leukaemia.?! Gianferrari’s presen-
tation was not well-received and geneticists began manoeuvring against
her during the pre-Congress discussion of the scientific programme. At
the meeting of the Executive Committee, on 18 February 1953, Buzzati-
Traverso voted against including Gianferrari’s paper in the programme,
while Montalenti suggested that Gianferrari present a paper on a differ-
ent topic, such as the distribution of blood group frequencies in Italy. As
in the case of Gini, Montalenti’s moderate attitude finally prevailed, and
Gianferrari’s contribution was accepted. It was nevertheless relegated to a
special session of “Human genetics,” while the plenary session on human
genetics included, as we have seen, Montalenti’s account of the research
on thalassemia, funded by the Rockefeller Foundation.

Political and academic opposition between “medical geneticists” and
academic geneticists further aggravated the situation. In June 1953, just
a couple of months before the Bellagio Congress, a controversy emerged
with regard to the examination committee for the first Italian ibera docenza
in human genetics. In the 1950s, the lbera docenza was an academic title
for a university teaching qualification, and it was essential for the admission
to the position of professor. At that time the Italian legislative procedure
envisaged that the Minister of Public Education would consult the First
Section of the High Council (Sezione I del Consiglio Superiore) of Public
Education regarding the composition of the examination committee, but
could also modify the final decision of the High Council. In the case of
the libera docenza in human genetics, the High Council proposed the
following names: as permanent members, Barigozzi (professor of genet-
ics in Milan), Montalenti (professor of genetics in Naples) and Alfonso
Giordano (professor of anatomy and pathological histology in Pavia); as
substitute members, Buzzati-Traverso (professor of genetics in Pavia) and
Umberto D’Ancona (professor of zoology in Padua), thus making the
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examination committee a stronghold of academic geneticists who could
control new appointments in the field of human genetics. Without tak-
ing this recommendation into account, on 15 June 1953 the Minister of
Public Education, the Christian Democrat Antonio Segni, politically tied
with Luigi Gedda, proposed a radical alternative: the three professors of
genetics disappeared from the committee, and in their places, Segni nomi-
nated as permanent members Luigi Gedda, Luisa Gianferrari and Giovanni
Di Guglielmo (professor of general clinical medicine and medical therapy
in Rome); and as substitute members Alfonso Giordano and Giovanni
Dall’Acqua (professor of medical pathology and clinical methodology in
Bari).3? The examination committee was therefore dominated by the most
important exponents of the Catholic-oriented “medical genetics” (Gedda
and Gianferrari).

Having petitioned in vain for the Ministry to reconsider its choice,
Barigozzi, Buzzati-Traverso and Montalenti launched a frontal attack:
the first two appealed, on 27 August, to the State Council (Consiglio
di Stato),3® while the third, in December, denounced Segni’s decision
directly to the President of the Italian Republic.®* The three geneticists
questioned the legitimacy of the ministerial decision: the Ministry had not
only ignored the recommendation of the High Council, but also failed to
give any justification for its interference. Finally, considering all sides of
the controversy, the sixth session of the State Council, at its jurisdictional
session on 7 April 1954, decided in favour of the geneticists and annulled
Segni’s decree of June 1953.%°

The third aspect of this struggle between geneticists and physicians
pertained to the institutional organization of the discipline. In 1951,
Luigi Gedda inaugurated a new scientific association: the Italian Society
of Medical Genetics (Societa italiana di Genetica Medica), headed by
Carlo Foa, professor of physiology at the University of Milan.? In January
1952, the first issue of the international quarterly Acta Geneticae Medicane
et Gemellologine, organ of the Italian Society of Medical Genetics, was
published with Gedda as editor-in-chief. In the article opening the jour-
nal’s first issue, Gedda described his journal’s approach to genetics along
the lines of a renewed holistic constitutionalism.3” According to Gedda,
the three different schools of constitutional medicine—morphologi-
cal, functional and neuro-endocrinal—had tried to resolve the dichoto-
mies between “Virchowian localism” and “Pasteurian esogenism,” but
with only limited success. Only genetics could allow a synthesis between
“synchronic” (form and function in action) and “diachronic” (individual
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anamnesis) studies of the phenotype and analyses of “family stock.”®8 In
Gedda’s opinion, medicine had reached a “turning point” because, due
to the decisive contribution of genetics, the focus of scientific and profes-
sional interest was shifting “from the recognition of the imprint of illness
on the phenotype and from the knowledge of esogenic moments of ill-
ness,” to the “endogenic moments, that is, to constitution.”

Against this background, on 6 and 7 September 1953, just a week after
the Bellagio Congress, the Italian Society of Medical Genetics held the
First International Symposium of Medical Genetics (Primum Symposinm
Internationale Geneticaoe Medicae) in Rome, under the patronage of Pius
XII. The Symposium deliberately coincided with the inauguration of the
“Gregor Mendel Institute of Medical Genetics and Twin Research,” in
Rome, with headquarters in Piazza Galeno, directed by Gedda. The level
of conflict between the Italian academic geneticists and Gedda’s group is
reflected in these few indignant lines Buzzati-Traverso wrote to Montalenti:

And what do you think of those S.O.B.s (if you don’t know what it means,
ask the nearest American) Gedda and Gianferrari, who are putting together
a symposium on medical genetics, without saying even one word to the
organisers of the congress? With this, they also make us look stupid, in the
eyes of those who would have been invited, who will conclude that usually
in Italy, we gently lead each other to the gallows.®’

At the inaugural ceremony of the Mendel Institute, Carlo Foa attacked
the so-called pure geneticists directly, reasserting the right of medicine
to engage in human genetics.”® According to Foa, only medicine could
provide geneticists with that “verification of the most subtle clinical symp-
toms,” necessary for the investigation of human heredity.! In his inaugu-
ration speech as president of the Mendel Institute, Gedda stated his vision
of the problems of human heredity, emphasizing in particular the connec-
tion between medical genetics and constitutionalism.?? In his address to
the participants of the Symposium, held at the papal summer residence of
Castel Gandolfo on 8 September, and published the day after (in the origi-
nal French) in L’Osservatore Romano, Pope Pius XII confirmed Gedda’s
programme. Pius XII, on the one hand, gave a summary of the basic and
well-established facts and concepts of genetics, namely cell theory, fertil-
ization, Mendel’s laws, gene theory and mutations. On the other hand,
with regards to the connections between heredity and evolution, the Pope
considered evolution to be an unverified hypothesis.
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In the final part of his discourse, Pius XII dealt with the issue of eugen-
ics. According to his view, “the fundamental tendency of genetics and
eugenics” was “to influence the transmission of hereditary factors in order
to promote what is good and eliminate what is injurious.” This, he argued,
was “irreproachable from the moral viewpoint.” Yet Pius XII strongly
condemned “certain defensive measures in genctics and cugenics.””?
Sterilization, the “interdiction of marriage,” the segregation of defectives
and therapeutic abortion were all rejected in the name of respect for the
dignity of the human person, according to Catholic teachings.”*

The reply of the “pure” geneticists to Gedda’s Symposium was swift.
Following Theodosius Dobzhansky, who had criticized Pius XII’s anti-
evolutionism in Science,”® Buzzati-Traverso published a vitriolic review of
the Symposium proceedings, also in Sczence, denouncing the international
isolation of the initiative:

There are two types of international scientific meetings: those that are “inter-
national” by virtue of their being sponsored and organized by an interna-
tionally recognized agency, and those that receive this qualification from
the person who decides to invite to his laboratory a number of colleagues
from various countries. The Primum Symposium Internationale Geneticoe
Medicae belongs to this second type.”®

Summarizing the scientific content of the Symposium, Buzzati-Traverso
only referred positively to Ceppellini’s paper on the genetics of aminoac-
iduria and to Franceschetti and Klein’s paper on the screening of hetero-
zygotes. He neglected to mention other contributions of the Symposium,
such as those by Othmar von Verschuer, Hans Grebe and Wolfgang
Lehmann, all geneticists and racial biologists deeply involved in Nazi med-
ical research and rehabilitated after the War. Buzzati-Traverso criticized
Gedda and Foa as well, suggesting that they at least learn the correct use
of genetic terminology:

Of course, no geneticist would deny the right of medical doctors to devote
themselves to human genetics, and, in fact, important contributions to the
science of heredity have been made by professional physicians. They, how-
ever, should at least take the trouble to learn the proper use of terms, in
order not to confuse, for example, inbreeding with backcrossing (p. 13) or
chromosome markers with closely linked genes (p. 448).””
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Following the strategy of de-legitimatizing Gedda in the international
context, vis-a-vis their patrons in particular, Italian academic geneticists
did not hesitate to label him as the “Italian Lysenko” in their talks with
Rockefeller Foundation officers. From this point of view, the diary of
John Z. Maier, assistant director of the Biological and Medical Research
Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, is revealing. After a meeting in
Rome with Montalenti, in January 1954, to discuss a major grant in favour
of his project on the genetics of thalassemia, Maier reported extensively on
Montalenti’s campaign against Gedda:

On the way into town, M. detoured to show me a most interesting building
at the Piazza Galeno on Viale Regina Margherita—a magnificent marble
and bronze structure which has just recently been completed and, M. says,
is as palatial within as without, and which houses a new Institute for Human
Genetics, a dangling and free-floating sort of body which has no connec-
tion with the University or with anything else. It is directed by, and due to
the efforts of, a Dr. Gedda, a practising physician in Rome with no teach-
ing position, no research or scientific experience and no formal training in
genetics. (...) He would thevefore appear to be the Lysenko of Italy, and is of
course causing all kinds of trouble for the classical Italian geneticists such
as Montalenti and Buzzati-Traverso. It was he who organized the Rome
symposium on medical genetics referred to above, as a result of a fit of
pique because of what he considered to be the minor role allotted to him
at the International Genetical Congress in Italy in the same month. Many
of the delegates at the congress, all unwittingly, accepted his invitation to
the symposium in Rome and were received by the Pope in formal audience.
Tronically, his institute is named after Gregor Mendel.”

In November 1955, talking with Pomerat, Montalenti harshly criticized
Gedda’s journal:

In Gedda’s journal Acta Geneticae medicae et Gemellologine for September
1955, there appeared an article on linkage between Rh and microcythemia
authored by Dr. Nicoletta Vulpis of Chini’s lab, which M describes as abso-
lute rubbish from a genetical standpoint and something he would have been
ashamed to sponsor.”®

How was it possible to label Luigi Gedda, one of the most radical anti-
communists in Italy, the “Italian Lysenko?” In the strategy of discipline-
building elaborated by Italian academic geneticists, the reference to
Lysenko was a negative category. The stigmatization in this case was moti-
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vated by two arguments: first, Gedda’s medical constitutionalism could not
be considered genetics; second, Gedda’s academic career was based not on
scientific achievements, but on the political support from the Vatican and
the Christian Democratic party. In the eyes of Italian academic geneticists,
the correlation between craft knowledge and strong political backing was
sufficient to turn Gedda into a local version of Lysenko.

CONCLUSIONS

The Bellagio Congress was a fundamental moment in the response to the
Lysenko controversy in Italy. On the national scene, the Italian geneticists
consolidated the disciplinary autonomy of their discipline by constructing
intellectual, institutional and political boundaries that marginalized their
competitors: SIGE eugenicists, plant breeders and “human”/“medical”
geneticists affiliated with the centres of human genetics and the facul-
ties of medicine. The implicit or explicit use of “Lysenko” by the Italian
academic geneticists could be understood as a boundary tool in this
struggle for disciplinary control. Between 1948 and 1956, Corrado Gini’s
“adaptive mutations,” Alberto Pirovano’s “electrogenetics” and Gedda’s
“Catholic constitutionalism” were all successfully portrayed as local varia-
tions of “Lysenkoism.”

The Italian academic geneticists targeted both eugenics and
“Lysenkoism” as similar forms of political interference in science.
Furthermore, the neo-Lamarckian (“Latin”) framework of Fascist eugen-
ics, which the demographer Corrado Gini elaborated from 1920s to
1960s, contributed to reinforce the analogy with “Michurinist” biology.
With regard to Alberto Pirovano, his reputation as the “Italian Michurin”
was clearly a stigmatizing tool in the hands of the Italian academic geneti-
cists: as Lysenko, Pirovano was considered a non-academic plant breeder
without any proper training in genetics, and his “electrogenetics” was dis-
missed as pure “delirium.” As for Gedda, the reference to Lysenko was
completely metaphorical, stigmatizing in particular the intervention of
the Italian government and the Vatican on behalf of a Catholic-oriented
“medical genetics.”

At the international level, the organization of the Bellagio Congress,
coupled with the attacks on “local Lysenkos,” enabled Italian academic
geneticists to reinforce their connections with the Anglo-American scien-
tific elites, legitimizing themselves as members of a transatlantic scientific
community that not only shared a common view of “modern” genetics,
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with its disciplinary consensus regarding research tools, methods, agendas
and so on, but also a common liberal democratic interpretation of science
and its values.

This process of discipline-building took three different forms. First, the
elaboration of the Congress programme mirrored the conflict between the
Italian academic genetics and other forms of “applied” genetic research,
both in human genetics/eugenics and in agriculture. From among the
Italian participants, only Buzzati-Traverso, Barigozzi and Montalenti pre-
sented their contributions at the plenary sessions of the Congress. The
inclusion of Guido Pontecorvo, from the University of Glasgow, and
Renato Dulbecco, from Caltech,!® in these same sessions symbolically
bridged the gap between the three Italian academic geneticists and the
researchers forced to emigrate respectively to the UK and USA, for politi-
cal reasons—as in the case of Pontecorvo, a refugee from Fascist Italy
in the 1930s—or the lack of research opportunities—as in the case of
Dulbecco who, after the War, first joined Salvador Luria and then Max
Delbriick.

Second, the Bellagio Congress contributed to the formation of a lib-
eral democratic network, culminating in the constitution, under the aus-
pices of the CCEF, of the Committee on Science and Freedom, a permanent
organization with headquarters in Paris, established in July 1954 with
the aim to carry on the exchange of ideas initiated at the CCF Hamburg
Congress on “Science and Freedom” in July 1953.1°! Both Buzzati and
Barigozzi participated to the Hamburg Congress, just a month before
the Bellagio Congress. On this occasion, Buzzati pointed out the need
to organize a more aggressive campaign against Lysenkoism, by setting
up “a small group of active persons.”1%? The Bellagio Congress not only
gave the chance to discuss this proposal, but also facilitated concrete
steps towards its implementation. During its closing business session, the
Ninth International Congress of Genetics approved the following resolu-
tion: “The Congress asks the Permanent International Committee not to
recommend that the next Congress be held in any country to which it
may be expected that scientists would be refused permission to enter on
grounds of race, nationality, religion, place of birth or political associa-
tions past or present.”!% The Bellagio Resolution, which clearly targeted
the introduction of the US McCarran Act in 1952, reflected the chal-
lenge of the “Lysenko controversy” on the evaluation concerning the
role and the position of science in democratic societies, both in Europe
and the USA.1*
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On September 2, just a few days after the end of the Bellagio Congress,
Buzzati-Traverso wrote to the Russian-born composer and CCF Secretary
General Nikolai Nabokov suggesting that the Bellagio resolution be linked
to the organization of the planned “Committee on Science and Freedom™:

It seems to me, and it is generally agreed among geneticists, that it would be
very important to give very wide circulation on the press in every country to
the above resolution, accompanied by explanations. At the Congress there
were 873 participants, from 35 different countries. There were no represen-
tatives of countries behind the Iron Curtain, with the only exception of five
geneticists from East Germany. It seems to me that it would be very much
worthwhile if you would make an effort to make this known not only to the
great press agencies but to small local papers in the various countries as well.
It we had already the planned committee on “Science and Freedom” we
could use it for this purpose!1%

It still took more than a year to organize the Committee, but the Bellagio
Congress prompted a series of informal meetings between Nabokov and
the Italian geneticists, namely Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi, which led
to the CCF Conference on “The Future of Freedom,” held in Milan in
September 1955. As in Bellagio, Barigozzi was in charge of the organiza-
tion of the CCF conference.!%

Finally, the Bellagio Congress set an important precedent in proving
the competence of the Italian academic geneticists in the organization of
large-scale international congresses. The Second International Congress
of Photobiology, held in Turin in 1957, offers a remarkable example of
this important turning point. In fall 1956, Alexander Hollaender, head
of the Biology Division of the United States Atomic Energy Commission
(USAEC) Oak Ridge Laboratory and president of the Photobiology
International Committee, became increasingly concerned with the proper
organization of this Congress: the Turin radiologists in charge of it not
only lacked competence in radiobiology, but were also completely unable
to organize the Congress at an international level.!”

Thanks to the mediation of the physicist Ugo Fano, based in Washington
at the US National Bureau of Standards, Hollaender decided to set up
an organizing committee to assist the Turin radiologists. Significantly,
the new ad hoc committee included Buzzati-Traverso, Montalenti and
Barigozzi—who was also appointed vice-president of the Congress. The
initial contacts between Fano and Barigozzi present a telling example of
the international impact of the 1953 Bellagio Congress. In October 1956,
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Fano wrote to Hollaender: “I met today the local geneticist—Barigozzi,
the man who organized the Bellagio congress. 1 don’t know whether he is
good as he sounds but he sounds quite good and eager to help. (...) He
speaks the same language as we do.”1%

Four years had passed, but the memory of Bellagio was still alive and
demonstrated that Italian genetics shared the common “language” of the
Atlantic community, scientifically as well as politically.

10.

NOTES

Bases of heredity; Genetic mechanisms and mutations; Cytological mech-
anisms; Developmental mechanisms; Evolutionary mechanisms; Human
genetics; and Applied genetics. For the scientific program, see
G. Montalenti and A. Chiarugi, eds., Atti del IX Congresso internazionale
di genetica. Bellagio (Como), 24-31 agosto 1953 (Florence: Florentiae,
1954), Vol. 1, pp. 62-82 (hereafter, Azti del IX Congresso internazionale
di genetica. Bellngio).

Evolution, Cytology, Human Genetics, Mutations, Animal genetics, Plant
genetics, Applied genetics, Microbial genetics, Quantitative inheritance,
Blood groups, Cell physiology, Phaenogenetics, Disease resistance genet-
ics, Sex, Biochemical genetics.

R.J. Goldschmidt, “IX International Genetics Congress,” AIBS Bulletin
4, no. 1 (January 1954), p. 26.

I.M. Lerner, “The Ninth International Congress of Genetics,” Science
118, no. 3076 (December 1953), p. 709.

1bid.

Formal and developmental genetics of pseudotumours in Drosophiln and
cancer cytology were the main research focus of Barigozzi’s group in
Milan.

R.S. Morison officer’s diary, “Rome, Italy, September 23-25, 1953,”
p. 109, Record Group (RG) 12.1, Rockefeller Foundation Archives,
Rockefeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, New York (hereafter RAC).
W. deJong-Lambert and N. Krementsov, “On Labels and Issues. The
Lysenko Controversy and the Cold War,” Journal of the History of Biology
45, no. 3 (2012), pp. 373-388.

F. Cassata, “The Italian Communist Party and the ‘Lysenko Affair’
(1948-1955),” Journal of the History of Biolggy 45, no. 3 (2012),
pp. 469-498. On the Lysenko Controversy in Italy, see F. Cassata, Le due
scienze. Il “caso Lysenko in Italin E” (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 2008).

A. Buzzati-Traverso, “In Russia si nasce secondo la legge di Lyssenko,”
L’Europeo IV, 46, November 8-14, 1948, p. 9. Born in Rudiano, Giovanni



LYSENKO IN BELLAGIO: THE LYSENKO CONTROVERSY AND THE STRUGGLE... 65

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Paneroni (1871-1950) was an ice-cream maker and a popular “astrono-
mer.” During the 1920s and 1930s, he became famous for his Pataphysic
theories and his Tolemaic campaign against the Italian “Galilean profes-
sors.” His motto was: “Beasts, the Earth doesn’t revolve around the Sun!”
(La terra non gira, o bestie!).

G. Montalenti, “Scienza e Liberta: il caso Lysenko,” Corriere
A’informazione IV, 275, November 23-24, 1948, p. 3.

On the history of the CCF, see: P. Coleman, The Liberal Conspiracy. The
Congress for Cultural Freedom and the Strugyle for Mind of Postwar Europe
(New York: Free Press, 1989); DP. Grémion, Intelligence de
Panticommunisme. Le Congres pour la liberté de la culture a Paris,
1950-1975 (Paris: Fayard, 1995); M. Hochgeschwinder, Freibeit in der
Offensive? Der Kongress fiir kulturelle Freiheit und die Deutschen
(Miinchen: Oldenburg, 1998); G. Scott-Smith, The Politics of Apolitical
Culture. The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the CIA and post-war
American begemony (London and New York: Routledge, 2002); G. Scott-
Smith and H. Krabbendam, The Cultural Cold War in Western Europe,
1945-1960 (London: Frank Cass, 2003).

The Committee was headed by the renowned physicist Michael Polanyi.
See, W. Taussig Scott and M.X. Moleski, Michael Polanyi: Scientist and
Philosopher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); M.T. Mitchell,
Michael Polanyi: The Art of Knowing (Wilmington: ISI Books, 2006);
M.]J. Nye, Michael Polanyi and His generation. Origins of the Socinl
Construction of Science (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011).
Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, p. 18.

Ibid.

N. Krementsov, International Science Between the World Wars. The Case of
Genetics (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 131-136.

For a comprehensive history of Italian eugenics, with a specific focus on
Gini’s role, see in particular: F. Cassata, Building the New Man. Eugenics,
Racial Science and Genetics in Twentieth-Century Italy (New York and
Budapest: Central European University Press, 2011).

A. Buzzati-Traverso, “In Russia si nasce secondo la legge di Lyssenko,”
L’Europeo4,no. 46, November 8-14, 1948, p. 9; G. Montalenti, “Scienza
¢ Liberta: il caso Lysenko. Una polemica scientifica si trasforma in trage-
dia,” Corriere d’informazione 4, no. 275, November 23-24, 1948, p. 3.
See: C. Barigozzi, “I nuovi orizzonti della citogenetica,” Genus 3, no. 3—4
(June 1939), pp. 35-72; A. Buzzati-Traverso, “I nuovi orizzonti della
radiogenetica,” vz, pp. 73-130; G. Montalenti, “I recenti studi sul prob-
lema della determinazione del sesso e dei caratteri sessuali secondari negli
animali,” 7z, pp. 193-214.

Cassata, Building the New Man, pp. 147-192.



66 F. CASSATA

21.

22.

23.
24.

25.
26.
27.

28.
29.

30.

31.

32.
33.

34.

35.

G. Montalenti, “L’VIII Congresso internazionale di Genetica (Stoccolma,
7-14 luglio 1948),” La Ricerca Scientifica 19 (1949), pp. 130-131.

Gini resumed his academic position as Dean of the Faculty of Statistical,
Demographic and Actuarial Sciences at the University of Rome, after
being nearly suspended during the post-fascist purging. On the purge
trial, see: F. Cassata, “Cronaca di un’epurazione mancata (luglio 1944-
dicembre 1945),” Popolazione ¢ Storia 2 (2004), pp. 89-119.

Gini to members, December 31, 1948, AM, b. 24, f. 2, sf. 8.
Buzzati-Traverso and Barigozzi to Montalenti, 1 January 1949, Giuseppe
Montalenti Papers, Universita di Roma “La Sapienza,” Sezione di Storia
della Medicina (hereafter MP), b. 24, f. 2, sf. 8. The letter was sent to
Montalenti for comments.

1bid.

1bid.

Minutes of the meeting of the Provisory Committee for the 9th
International Congress of Genetics, November, 3, 1951, MP, b. 28, f. 9.
Other permanent members—Carlo Jucci, professor of zoology in Pavia,
Silvio Ranzi, professor of zoology, and Sergio Tonzig, professor of botany,
both at the University of Milan—were connected with both Buzzati and
Barigozzi.

For more details, see Cassata, Building the New Man, pp. 295-308.

C. Gini, “The Physical Assimilation of the Foreign Settlements in Italy,”
in Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica: 246-253, on p. 252.
See F. Boas, Changes in the Bodily Form of Descendants of Immigrants
(Washington: Senate Document 208, 1911).

Gini explicitly adopted the Italian term sub—Lamarckiana, which T trans-
lated as “neo-Lamarckian”: see C. Gini, “Cause e carattere adattativo
dell’evoluzione delle forme viventi,” Genus 17, no. 1-4 (1961), pp. 1-42.
See also C. Gini, “Mutazioni casuali o mutazioni adattative?” Genus4, no.
3—4 (1940), pp. 77-84.

See Cassata, Building the New Man, pp. 147-191.

C. Gini, Review of A. Montagu, Statement on Race (New York: Schuman,
1951), Genus 10, no. 1-4 (1953-1954), pp. 192-194.

See in particular: A. Buzzati-Traverso, “Nonsenso biologico del razzismo,”
La Rassegna d’Italin 1, no. 1, January 1946, pp. 1-8. Significantly, in
January 1951, UNESCO, following Julian Huxley’s suggestions, invited
Buzzati-Traverso to help draft the second Statement on Race: see, on this
topic: C. Pogliano, Lossessione della razza. Antropologin e genetica nel XX
secolo (Pisa: Edizioni della Normale, 2005), p. 166.

For example, C. Gini, “The Testing of Negro Intelligence,” The Mankind
Quarterly 1, 2 (October—-December 1960), pp. 120-125. On the rela-
tionship between Gini and the International Association for the



LYSENKO IN BELLAGIO: THE LYSENKO CONTROVERSY AND THE STRUGGLE... 67

36.

37.
38.
39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

Advancement of Ethnology and Eugenics (IAAEE) and its publication,
The Mankind Quarterly, see Cassata, Building the New Man, pp. 354-379.
On the IIS in the 1950s and 1960s, see F. Cassata, I/ fascismo razionale.
Corrado Gini tra scienza e politica (Rome: Carocci, 20006), pp. 194-213,
and Id., “Un’Internazionale di destra: DInstitut International de
Sociologie (1950-1970),” Studi storici 2 (2005), pp. 407-435.

A.G. Morton, Soviet Genetics (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1951), p. 5.
Ibid., p. 158.

C. Gini, “Review of A. Morton, Soviet Genetics,” Genus 10, no. 1-4
(1953-1954), p. 187, italics added.

Gini to Barigozzi, 10 July 1953 and 17 July 1953, Barigozzi Papers (BDP);
Barigozzi to Gini, 15 July 1953 and 21 July 1953, BP. I wasn’t allowed
access to Barigozzi Papers. I just received from Prof. Gianpiero Sironi one
single file of correspondence related to the organization of the Bellagio
Congress. I thank Prof. Sironi for this opportunity.

C. Gini, “The Physical Assimilation of the Foreign Settlements in Italy,”
Atrti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, pp. 246-253.

G. Montalenti, “The Genetics of Microcythemia,” in Azt del IX Congresso
internazionale di genetica, pp. 554-588.

L.S. Penrose, “Some Recent Trends in Human Genetics,” in Azt del IX
Congresso internazionale di genetica, pp. 521-530.

B. Glass, “The Investigation of Factors Which Modify the Frequencies of
Alleles in Human Populations,” in Azti del IX Congresso internazionale di
genetica, pp. 551-553.

T. Sjogren, “Recent Progress in Psychiatric and Neurologic Genetics,” in
Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, pp. 531-550.

Nazareno Strampelli (1866-1942) was the most famous of the Italian
wheat geneticists. Mussolini’s “Battle of Wheat” was largely based on
Strampelli’s hybridization program. The main reference for Strampelli’s
works is Istituto Nazionale di Genetica per la Cerealicoltura, ed., Origini,
Sviluppi, Lavori ¢ Risultati (Milan: Alfieri & Delacroix, 1932). On
Strampelli during the Fascist period, see in particular: T. Saraiva, “Fascist
Labscapes: Geneticists, Wheat, and the Landscapes of Fascism in Italy and
Portugal,” Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 40, no. 4 (2010),
pp. 457—-498; R. Lorenzetti, La scienza del grano. Nazareno Strampelli e
ln granicoltura italiana dal periodo giolittiano al secondo dopoguerra
(Rome: Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali, 2000).

On this, see in particular L. Tori, Agricultural Genetics and Plant Breeding
in Early Twentieth-Century Italy, PhD Dissertation, University of Bologna
and University of Exeter, 2013.

1bid.



68 F. CASSATA

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.
55.

56.
57.
58.

59.

60.
6l.

62.
63.

64.

65.

66.
67.

Officers’ Diaries, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1950, Box 68, “5 November
1950, Sunday (Naples and Rome),” pp. 375-376, RAC, RG 12.2, Series
905 POM 1950.

Officers’ Diaries, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1950, Box 68, “14 November
1950, (Padova),” p. 395, RAC, RG 12.2, Series 905 POM 1950.
Officers’ Diaries, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1950, Box 68, “19 November
1950, (Milano),” p. 409, RAC, RG 12.2, Series 905 POM 1950.
Officers’ Diaries, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1950, Box 68, “14 November
1950, (Padova),” p. 395, RAC, RG 12.2, Series 905 POM 1950.
Barigozzi to Montalenti, 20 January 1953, MP, b. 28, f. 9. Emphasis in
the original.

Buzzati-Traverso to Montalenti, 2 February 1953, MP, b. 28, f. 9.

On Carlo Jucci, see in particolar: P. Bernardini Mosconi, ed., Carlo Jucci
nel centenario della nascita. Testimonianze e documenti (Milano: Cisalpino,
2000); A. Volpone, Gli inizi della genetica in Italin (Bari: Cacucci, 2008),
pp. 128-141.

Letter by C. Gini to SIGE’s members, 31 May 1950, MDP, b. 24, f. 2.
Barigozzi to Montalenti, 16 May 1952, MP, b. 28, f. 9.

On Alberto Pirovano, see in particular A. Volpone, Gl inizi delln genetica
in Italin, pp. 74-84.

A. Pirovano, La mutazione elettrica nelle specie botaniche ¢ lo disciplina
dellevedita nell’ibridazione (Milano: Hoepli, 1922). On Pirovano’s elec-
trogenetics, see L. Tori, “Electrical Hybrids,” in Electricity and Life.
Episodes in the History of Hybrid Objects, ed. G. Pancaldi (Bologna: CIS,
2011), pp. 65-92.

A. Pirovano, La mutazione elettrica nelle specie botaniche, p. 206.

L.H. Flint, “Electrogenetics. A Review,” Journal of Heredity 16, no. 6
(June 1925), p. 215.

Ibid., p. 216.

A. Pirovano, “Revisione del materialismo biologico,” Annali delln
Sperimentazione Agravia—Supplemento 111, 3 (1949), pp. 19-53.

1.V. Mitchourine, Oeuvres choisies (Moscow: Editions en Langues
Etrangeres, 1949). Pirovano wrote about his collaboration with the
French translator in: “Revisione del materialismo biologico,” p. 19.

O.T. Rotini, Ticcuino sovietico (Pisa: Giardini, 1955), p. 74. Professor of
agrarian chemistry, Orfeo Turno Rotini (1903-1990) was a member of
the Italian Commission of Agrobiology.

A. Pirovano, “Revisione del materialismo biologico,” p. 19.

The Commission included also Orfeo Turno Rotini, head on the Institute
of agrarian chemistry at the University of Pisa and the agronomist Felice
Lanza (Station of agrarian chemistry, Rome).



LYSENKO IN BELLAGIO: THE LYSENKO CONTROVERSY AND THE STRUGGLE... 69

68. The AFAM counted about 100 members, 1000 correspondents, 14
“friendly” associations (associatins amicales) in France and ten groups in
the Paris zone: Archives du Parti Communiste Frangais (APCEF), Archives
départementales Seine—Saint-Denis, Paris, Fonds F. Cohen, note by
F. Cohen, 15 July 1951.

69. R. Duperon, “Fisiologia vegetale. A proposito della reversibilita dei pro-
cessi di vernalizzazione,” iv7 I, no. 4, May 1952, pp. 20-22; P. Chouard,
“Dibattito sulla vernalizzazione,” ivi, pp. 23-24.

70. C.-C. Mathon, “Alcuni aspetti del miciurinismo,” Studi di Agrobiologin 1,
no. 1 (January 1952), pp. 4-24.

71. J.L. Lush, “Rates of Genetic Changes in Populations of Farm Animals,”
in Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, pp. 589-599;
O.H. Frankel, “Invasion and Evolutions of Plants in Australia and New
Zealand,” Ibid., pp. 600-620; F.G. Brieger, “Centers of Diversification of
Wild and Cultivated Plants”; S.C. Harland, “Genetical Aspects on
Verticillium Resistance in Cotton” (Brieger’s and Harland’s lectures were
not published in the Proceedings).

72. L. Gianferrari, “Il contributo dell’Universita al Centro di studi di genetica
umana,” Gli Annali della Universita d’Italia 3, no. 1 (October 29,1941),
pp. 24-28.

73. L. Gianferrari, “Sull’organizzazione ¢ sull’attivita svolta dal Centro di
studi di genetica umana nel primo quadriennio dalla sua fondazione,”
Natura 35 (1944), pp. 112-116, on p. 114.

74. Ibid., p.113.

75. Ibid., p.115.

76. Ibid. p.116.

77. L. Gianferrari, “Importanza, urgenza di ricerche genetiche in popolazioni
endogame,” Atti e memorie delln Societa Lombardna di Medicina 5, no. 8,
1937, pp. 581-584.

78. L. Gianferrari, “Il Centro di Studi di Genetica umana dell’Universita di
Milano ed i Consultori di genetica umana dell’Universita e del Comune di
Milano,” Natura 41 (1950), pp. 75-81, on p. 76.

79. L. Gianferrari, “Introduzione alla profilassi delle malattie ereditarie,” Acta
Geneticae Medicae et Gemellologine 2 (May 1952), pp. 113-117,0np. 117.

80. Id., “Genetica umana,” in Atti del IV Congresso internazionale dei medici
cattolici (Roma, 24 settembre=2 ottobre 1949) (Roma: Orizzonte Medico,
1950), p. 129.

81. Id., “Il problema genetico delle leucemie,” in A##i del IX Congresso inter-
nazionale di genetica, pp. 390—434.

82. Ministerial decree by Antonio Segni, June 15, 1953, Archivio Centrale
dello Stato, Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, Direzione Generale
Istruzione Superiore (hereafter ACS, MPI, DGIS), Divisione I,
Commissione libere docenze 1938-1953, b. 74, f. 1052.



70  F. CASSATA

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.
90.

91.

Barigozzi and Buzzati-Traverso appeal to the State Council, August 27,
1953, ACS, MPI, DGIS, Divisione I, Commissione libere docenze
1938-1953, b. 74, f. 1052.

Appeal by Montalenti to the Head of State, December 14, 1953, in ACS,
MPI, DGIS, Divisione I, Commissione libere docenze 1938-1953, b. 74,
f. 1052.

In July 1954, the Ministry of Public Education appointed a new examina-
tion committee, which included, as permanent members, Barigozzi,
Gedda and Gianferrari, and, as substitute members, Montalenti and
Giordano. In November, at the end of the examination, the title of /zbero
docente in human genetics was assigned to Angelo Cresseri and Giuseppe
Morganti  (Gianferrari’s assistants in Milan), Ruggero Ceppellini
(Barigozzi’s assistant in Milan) and Amleto Maltarello (Gedda’s azuto at
the Mendel Institute in Rome). See ACS, MPI, DGIS, Divisione I,
Commissione libere docenze 1938-1953, b. 74, f. 1052.

A Fascist since 1924, Foa converted to Catholicism in 1938. After the
promulgation of the racial laws, he emigrated to Brazil, subsequently
returning to Italy in 1945.

The “Italian School of constitutional medicine” had its roots in main-
stream clinical medicine, namely in the Medical Clinics of the Universities
of Padua and Bologna. Its main exponents were respectively Achille De
Giovanni (1838-1916) and Giacinto Viola (1870-1943). Italian consti-
tutionalism shared a number of general principles with other European
versions of medical constitutionalism—the primacy of the clinic, an indi-
vidualized conception of'illness, the celebration of bedside diagnostic skill,
the denunciation of mechanization (standardization, specialization). Yet,
a distinctive trait of the Italian school was probably the focus on the role
of anthropometry and statistical biometrics in clinical medicine and medi-
cal pathology. On the “Italian School of constitutional medicine,”
G. Cosmacini, “Medicina, ideologie, filosofie nel pensiero dei clinici tra
Ottocento ¢ Novecento,” in Storia d’Italin. Annali, Vol. 4, Intellettuali e
potere, ed. C. Vivanti (Turin: Einaudi, 1981), pp. 1159-1194; Id.,
“Scienza e ideologia nella medicina del Novecento: dalla scienza egemone
alla scienza ancillare,” in Storia d’Italin. Annali, Vol. 7, Malattia e medic-
ina, ed. F. Della Peruta (Turin: Einaudi, 1984), pp. 1223-1267.

L. Gedda, “Genetica, medicina e costituzione,” Acta geneticae medicae et
gemellologine 1 (January 1952), pp. 1-6, on p. 5.

Buzzati-Traverso to Montalenti, MP, February 2, 1953, b. 28, f. 9.

C. Foa, “Discorso pronunciato nella cerimonia inaugurale dell’Istituto
G. Mendel il 6 settembre 1953)” in Genetica Medica, ed. Gedda,
pp. 447-448, on p. 447.

Foa, “Discorso pronunciato,” pp. 447-448.



LYSENKO IN BELLAGIO: THE LYSENKO CONTROVERSY AND THE STRUGGLE... 71

92. L. Gedda, “Profilo scientifico della genetica medica,” in Genetica Medica,
ed. Gedda, pp. 3-18, on pp. 13-14.

93. “Address of His Holiness Pope Pius XII to those attending the “Primum
symposium internationale geneticae medicae,” in Genetica Medica, ed.
Gedda, p. 429.

94. “Address of His Holiness Pope Pius XII,” p. 429.

95. T. Dobzhansky, “Comment on the Discussion of Genetics by His Holiness,
Pius XIL,” Science 118, no. 3071 (November 1953), pp. 561-563. In
October 1953, Dobzhansky, recently returned from Italy, warned Pomerat
against Gedda: “Without going into details here, it seems that Gedda is
Head of the Catholic Action group in Italy and out of sympathy with the
rest of Italian geneticists” (Officers Diaries’, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1953,
Box 69, Series 905 POM 1953, “23 October 1953, Professor Theodosius
Dobzhansky, Columbia University,” p. 270, RAC, RG 12.2).

96. A. Buzzati-Traverso, “review of L. Gedda, ed., Genetica Medica. Primum
Symposium  Internationale Geneticoe Medicae Roma 67 settembre 1953
(Rome: Edizioni dell’Istituto Gregorio Mendel, 1953),” Science 122, no.
3161 (July 1955), p. 206.

97. Buzzati-Traverso, “review of L. Gedda,” p. 206.

98. Officers’ Diaries, John Maier Diary, Box 83, Folder 199, “1954, January
10 to 14, Rome; professor G. Montalenti,” p. 11, RAC, RG 12.3; italics
added.

99. Officers’ Diaries, G.R. Pomerat’s Diary 1955, Box 70, “28 November
1955 (Naples),” p. 376, RAC, RG 12.2, Series 905 POM 1955; italics
added.

100. G. Pontecorvo, “Mitotic Recombination in the Genetic Systems of
Filamentous Fungi,” in Azt del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica,
pp- 192-200; R. Dulbecco, “Recent Developments of Virus Genetics,” in
Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, pp. 182-191.

101. In November 1954, the Committee on Science and Freedom included
the following members: Michael Polanyi (Chairman), J.R. Baker, E. Boeri,
A. Buzzati-Traverso, C.D. Darlington, T. Dobzhansky, W. Gerlach,
P. Gillis, S. Hook, H. Janne, T. Komai, D. Legache, H. Plessner,
E. Rabinowitch, E. Shils.

102. “II Congresso per la liberta della scienza,” in Liberta della cultura 13,
August 1953, p. 10. See also Buzzati-Traverso to N. Nabokov, September
2,1953, CCEF/IACF Archive, Regenstein Library, University of Chicago,
Series II. Box 48, Folder 10.

103.  Atti del IX Congresso internazionale di genetica, p. 21.

104. On this issue, see in particular: R. Selya, “Defending Scientific Freedom
and Democracy: The Genetics Society of America’s Response to Lysenko,”
Journal of the History of Biology 45, no. 3 (2012), pp. 415-442.



72 F. CASSATA

105.

106.

107.

108.

Buzzati-Traverso to N. Nabokov, 2 September 1953, CCF/IACF
Archive, Regenstein Library, University of Chicago, Series II. Box 48,
Folder 10.

See the correspondence between Barigozzi and Nabokov, CCF/IACF
Papers, Series II, Box 42, Folder 12. On the 1955 Milan Conference:
G. Scott-Smith, “The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the End of
Ideology and the 1955 Milan Conference: ‘Defining the Parameters of
Discourse’,” Journal of Contemporary History 37, no. 3 (July 2002),
pp. 437-455.

Hollaender to W. Burckhardt, 1 October 1956, Alexander Hollaender
Papers Supplement (University of Tennessee Libraries, Knoxville, Special
Collections), 1951-1972, MS.1105, Box 1, Folder 6: C.I.P.—Turin
1957.

Fano to Hollaender, October 19, 1956, Alexander Hollaender Papers
Supplement, 1951-1972, MS.1105, Box 1, Folder 6: C.I.P.—Turin
1957.



The National Pattern of Lysenkoism
in Romania

Cristiana Oghina-Pavie

INTRODUCTION

The Sovietization of Romania’s science resulted just as much from politi-
cal decree as it did from the voluntary submission of Romanian scientists:
“The Romanian scholars were brought to heel, summoned in their turn to
place themselves under the yoke of the Soviet state science.” This state-
ment is taken from a 1949 report sent to the French Ministry of Foreign
Aftairs by the cultural attaché of the Legation of France in Bucharest, the
young semiotician Roland Barthes. He had a unique insight into Lysenko’s
impact behind the recently, metaphorically, drawn “Iron Curtain,” and
from his point of view, Lysenkoism was a product of the relentless spread
of the influence of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe.

Dissemination of Lysenkoism in the satellite states was a more com-
plex process® than the docile submission to the Soviet yoke, emphasized
by Barthes in his report. Romanian historiography has widely studied
Sovietization and its victims, but no exhaustive study has so far been
devoted to Romanian Lysenkoism. The main purpose of this chapter is
to investigate the factors within science that played a crucial role in the
national pattern of Lysenkoism in Romania. This does not mean ignoring
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the political pressure exerted by the USSR and the Romanian authorities
on science. Rather I will focus on the epistemological factors inside sci-
ence, still understudied by historians.

Two major aspects of the Romanian case will be covered in this chap-
ter. First is the behavior of Romanian scientists who mediated the adop-
tion of Lysenkoism under the auspices of the Romanian Association for
Strengthening Relations with the Soviet Union (ARLUS).? I will focus on
the role of Traian Savulescu (1889-1963), a biologist, renowned for his
work on plant pathology and systematics before World War II. In the post-
war period, Savulescu became actively involved in Romanian politics and
was the most influential advocate of Lysenkoism in biology and agronomy.

The second major aspect which will be studied here is the strong
French influence on Romanian culture and science. The traditional link
between France and Romania played a contradictory role in the history
of Lysenkoism. On the one hand, French influence was severely attacked
by pro-Soviet propaganda against the West. At the same time, the pre-
existing neo-Lamarckian thought in Romanian biology was conducive to
the adoption of Lysenkoism. These influences underpinned the reception
and development of Romanian Lysenkoism.

The import of Lysenkoism in 1948-1954 was followed by a long phase
where the Soviet model was intertwined with French neo-Lamarckism.
This original trend in Romanian biology helped sustain Lysenkoism
and extended its impact far longer than in other Eastern Bloc countries.
Elements of genetics were integrated in the beginning of the 1960s,
continuing until the official introduction of Western genetics in 1965.
However, in the 1960s, the abandonment of Lysenko’s thesis did not
entail the simultaneous rejection of Michurinism. Romanian biologists
and horticulturists continued to cite Michurin’s work until the early 1970.

My hypothesis is that neo-Lamarckism played a crucial role in maintain-
ing the continuity of Romanian science, despite the brief interference of
Lysenkoism. Due to the resemblance between Lysenkoist postulates and
neo-Lamarckism, Romanian biologists were able to preserve Romanian sci-
ence from Soviet domination. They used neo-Lamarckism to align their
research with their predecessors before the Second World War and forge a
uniquely Romanian national scientific identity. The idea of continuity will
therefore be the main theme of this chapter. I will focus on the role of
Romanian scientists in the introduction of Lysenkoism, on the persistence of
neo-Lamarckian concepts and on the historical reconstruction of a continu-
ous national science, in order to argue that the importation of Lysenkoism
was an acculturation of the Soviet model to the Romanian national pattern.
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THE MEDIATORS OF LLYSENKOIST PROPAGANDA

Between the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War,
Romania was a field of confrontation between Western and Soviet camps.
ARLUS was established in a general meeting at the Faculty of Science of
the University of Bucharest on November 12, 1944.* The location was
not chosen randomly: half of the 20 founding members were university
professors. Constantin I. Parhon (1874-1969), professor of neurology
and psychiatry and a renowned specialist in endocrinology, was the first
president. Well known as a leftist pacificist, Parhon used his prominence in
the medical community to attract intellectuals from other fields. ARLUS
was organized into sections covering economics, science, literature, phi-
losophy, applied sciences, social sciences, military, transport and commu-
nications, education, media, propaganda, art, sport and tourism.

In the first issue of'its weekly paper, Veac Nou (New Century), ARLUS
emphasized freedom of expression in newly liberated Romania. However,
the organization quickly revealed its real mission by sending a congratula-
tory telegram to Stalin on his birthday, and organizing a reception for the
president of the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations Abroad (VOKS),
Vladimir Kemenov.> ARLUS quickly developed branches in all educational
institutions, as well as in factories and collective farms. It was organized
into clubs on various specific topics. Under the tutelage of VOKS, ARLUS
became, like all the official friendship societies, the main distribution chan-
nel of Soviet propaganda in all fields, including science.®

The presence of scientists in ARLUS was significant. Whether they were
communists, socialists, pacifists, anti-Fascists or simply opportunists, the
first members of ARLUS were part of the inner circle close to C.I. Parhon.”
Some, including the president, were also, in 1944, active members of other
associations, such as Societatea Amicii Statelor Unite (Society of Friends
of the USA) or Societaten Amicilor Frantei (Society of the Friends of
France). This suggests a sincere commitment to asserting the autonomy of
Romanian culture and maintaining ties with the West. As serious research-
ers in their respective fields, they provided an intellectual bond within the
organization, an undisputed prestige among new members and, as profes-
sors in higher education, the ability to influence young students.

Many biologists and physicians served as presidents or vice-presidents
of scientific sections, as well as sections on propaganda and education.?
President of the Section of Applied Sciences, Traian Savulescu, was a spe-
cialist in plant biology who played a central role in the importation of
Lysenkoism. Born in 1889, Savulescu obtained a doctorate in Natural
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Sciences at the University of Bucharest in 1916, specializing in botany
and plant systematics. In 1929, he was appointed Director of the Section
on Plant Pathology in the Romanian Institute of Agricultural Research
(ICAR), where he became a member of numerous international net-
works on floristry, plant systematics, pathology and mycology. He traveled
extensively in France, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Italy, for scien-
tific exchanges, conferences and meetings of scholarly societies and rep-
resented Romania at the International Institute of Agriculture in Rome.’
In 1938, he married his second wife, Alice Savulescu (born Aronescu)
(1905-1970), herself a biologist, who had received her PhD in microbiol-
ogy and pathophysiology at Columbia University in New York in 1934.
However, Traian and Alice Savulescu were dismissed from their teaching
positions for a short period at the beginning of the War (1940-1941)
because Alice was Jewish.. Savulescu returned to teaching in 1941 under
the Antonescu government.!?

Savulescu’s motivation for becoming a founding member of ARLUS in
November 1944, as well as the origins of his friendship with C.I. Parhon,
are unclear. As an internationally known scientist who had published doz-
ens of studies on mycology, systematics and plant pathology, Savulescu was
well positioned, as president of the Applied Science section of ARLUS,
to promote issues of biology and agronomy. He joined the Romanian
Workers® Party (Partidul Muncitoresc Romdn- PMR) in February 1945
and, from that date until his death in 1963, his activity for political and
social change in Romania was continuous. Traian Savulescu was one of
the 60 university professors who, adhering to the National Democratic
Front in 1945, supported the new left-wing government.!! Savulescu par-
ticipated in the reception of delegations of Soviet scholars and traveled
frequently to Moscow.!?

From 1945 to 1948 his scientific publications focused on his specialty:
classification of bacteria and fungi, annual reports of the pest status in
Romania and a university course in plant pathology.!® His political activity
does not appear to have influenced his scientific work; however, Savulescu
became extremely active in propagating communist ideas. He regularly
published articles in Veac Nou and in the general press where he wrote
enthusiastically on Soviet agriculture. Savulescu also prefaced several
works of Russian and Soviet biologists translated into Romanian.'* He
worked actively to apply the Soviet model in Romania.!®

This commitment to the values of the new regime gave momentum
to his political career. In 1946 he was appointed Deputy Secretary of
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State and served as Minister of Agriculture from 1946 to 1948. These
governmental functions placed Savulescu at the forefront of agrarian
reform.'® A law passed on March 23, 1945, mandated the nationaliza-
tion of property exceeding 50 ha and the total expropriation of land-
holdings belonging to war criminals and former collaborators with the
Nazi regime. Savulescu managed the implementation of the reform,
as well as a severe famine in the eastern part of Romania following a
drought in 1946-1947.

After the abdication of King Michael on December 30, 1947, and the
proclamation of the People’s Republic of Romania (RPR), the new regime
nationalized industry, banks and insurance companies. The agrarian reform
completed in 1948 was immediately followed, in March 1949, by a new
project for the “socialist transformation of agriculture.” This period was
characterized by purges affecting all levels of society, including leaders of
the new regime.!” As for Parhon and Savulescu, they continued to occupy
important positions in the state. On April 13, 1948 Parhon became
President of the Presidium of the Grand National Assembly—the highest
official office, where he served till 1952—as well as honorary president of
the Academy of the People’s Republic of Romania. Savulescu, meanwhile,
became coordinator of the Ministries of Agriculture and Forestry and the
second Vice-President of the Council of Ministers in the Groza govern-
ment, a position he left in 1949.

Savulescu’s main task was reorganizing scientific institutions, mean-
ing the subordination of the Romanian Academy to the communist state.
This process involved the collaboration of the most influential, loyal and
opportunistic Academy members.'® In May 1948, a session discussed the
new statutes. Some scholars feared the complete nationalization of the
institution and openly criticized the project.

On May 29, Savulescu presented the report of the Science section,
advocating that the academy be transformed into a state institution. His
arguments concerned the Academy’s mission to improve people’s lives.
Only the state, according to Savulescu, could ensure the durability of the
institution. Savulescu traced the history of the Academy since the nine-
teenth century, showing that though it always responded to national
needs, infighting and lack of funding from the bourgeois state slowed
its development. An academy attached to the Council of Ministers, he
argued, was the only guarantee to fulfilling the scientific needs of the
nation, while maintaining intellectual independence:
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The Romanian Academy will cease to be an institution of patronage and
consecration, and forgive me the comparison, a club of retired gentlemen,
nostalgic for the past, who enjoy weekly gatherings.'?

By the summer of 1948, several decrees established the status,
duties and composition of the new RPR, following the Soviet model.?
Nationalization offered the opportunity to purge some members and
select new ones based upon political criteria.?! At the first meeting in
October, Savulescu declared that science should serve the state and trans-
form Nature to benefit the new social and political order.?? Science must
be applied and useful—as opposed to fundamental science which was
deemed “sterile.” Therefore, the full import of Lysenkoism could rely on
all the mechanisms of the academic system with, on the inside, strong sup-
port from important scientists and, on the outside, the political, burcau-
cratic and repressive apparatus of the state.

IMPORT OF LYSENKOISM

The import of Lysenkoism was based on agronomic practice, theoretical
positions on heredity and evolution and opposition to Western science.
In a general climate of censorship and severe repression of all forms of
opposition,? these three aspects of Lysenkoism, as practice, theory and
ideology, were introduced as a system.

On January 17-22, 1949, a session of the ICAR was dedicated to the
achievements of Soviet science in the field of agriculture. The session was
attended by 300 participants: researchers and directors of agricultural sta-
tions, research institutes on agriculture, animal husbandry and forestry,
technicians from the Ministry of Agriculture and agronomy students.
The reports were submitted by teachers of the Faculty of Agronomy of
Bucharest and ICAR rescarchers,* who were primarily concerned with
two topics—the Dokuchaev-Kostachev-Williams system on soil science
and the Michurinist conception of biology. Both had been presented as
revolutionary and opposed to Western theories and practices, the first by
denying physicochemical approaches to the soil, the second by challeng-
ing Mendelian-Morganian genetics.

Both also raised, in different but complementary ways, the question of
evolution. For Lysenkoism, the link with the evolution was more obvious
because heredity was central to its dogma. For Williams, this link was more
metaphorical. Williams considered soil as a historical and natural body subject
to change, in what the Soviet literature called “genetic science of the soil.”
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Williams and Lysenko both invoked dialectical materialism to explain
the transformation and mastery of Nature as a factor of production. Using
arguments drawn from their predecessors (Dokuchaev and Kostachev for
Williams and Michurin for Lysenko), they deduced a set of practices that
interfered with the cultivation of plants, animal husbandry and soil cultiva-
tion. Concrete measures, immediately applicable in all experimental stations
and state farms, were mandated at the January 1949 session: fall and spring
plowing to conserve water in the soil, perennial grasslands, soil enrichment,
cropping forage, plantation forests and forest belts, improved livestock by
the effects of nutrition and improved varieties of vegetables and fruits.

As director of ICAR, Traian Savulescu defined the research program for the
coming years in strict compliance with the Soviet approach.?® The expected
result of these measures was increasing agricultural production. Resisting or
contesting the validity of Lysenkoism meant opposing the agrarian policy of
the Romanian Workers’ Party. Lysenkoism and agrarian policy were closely
linked to collectivization with the creation of state farms (GOSTAT) fol-
lowing a March 2, 1949 %6 decree and an PMR Central Committee Plenum
March 3-5, 1949.27 Any act to undermine collectivization was defined as
sabotage and punishable by 5 to15 years in prison.?® Scientific debate, already
muzzled by purges the previous year, was impossible because it exposed sci-
entists to accusation of being enemies of the people.

On March 29-31, 1949, the importance of Lysenkoism outside the
narrow circle of specialists in agriculture was affirmed at the Conference
for Peace and Culture of Romanian Intellectuals, a local version of the
World Congress of Intellectuals for Peace, held in Wroctaw, Poland, the
previous year. However, the work of the Bucharest Congress was not lim-
ited to the defense of peace. Traian Savulescu, as president of the RPR
Academy, presented a long report in which he listed the characteristics
of the new Romanian science: it should be a mass science, progres-
sive, collective, planned and useful. In direct reference to the session of
August 1948 of VASKhNIL, Savulescu announced the official position
of the RPR Academy on issues of evolution, heredity and transforma-
tion of living beings under the influence of the environment, as well as
his full commitment to Lysenko’s theses. He particularly emphasized the
ideological implications of Michurinist biology versus genetics. For him,
Western genetics was a “distortion” of science, specific to an idealistic and
bourgeois world view. In arguing that inheritance was immutable, genetics
justified social and political inequality. Soviet Michurinist biology, “based
on a realistic and dialectical representation of nature,” was an expression
of confidence in the transformative power of man over Nature and society.
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In a formal meeting of the RPR Academy on March 30, Traian Savulescu
presented a long report, “From the practical plant breeding to principles
of general biology: Reflections on the report of T.D. Lysenko,” officially
announcing the introduction of Lysenkoism into Romanian agriculture.?
Without debate, the Academy adopted a motion to support Lysenko.?

Once the practical and theoretical status of Lysenkoism was affirmed,
the third aspect—ideological—was announced in June 1949 by the med-
ical section and the Presidium of the RPR Academy, which adopted a
resolution “against anti-scientific, anti-national and anti-patriotic tenden-
cies” in Romanian science. This position was motivated by a discussion
of the Ophthalmological Review to which three objections were raised: it
published in English and French, it ignored the achievements of Soviet
scientists, and it prided itself with being well appreciated by an American
scientific journal. Savulescu repeated the themes®! of struggle against “uni-
versal, bourgeois and imperialist” science. According to him, the political
split between the two antagonistic blocs must necessarily also have been
found in the scientific field. Western imperialism was accused of using
“universal” and “abstract” science as an instrument of domination over
small nations. Soviet science should serve as an example, because it was the
only way to improve knowledge and understanding, and enable mankind
to transform Nature for the benefit of society. Quoting Western scien-
tific literature or publishing in Western journals was evidence of enslave-
ment to capitalist imperialism. Again, Michurinism was raised as a bulwark
against cosmopolitanism.

1.V. Michurin and his disciples raised biology to a superior level of knowl-
edge, understanding, interpretation and application; Soviet biology has a
decisive superiority, verified in practice, over Western science, imbued with
reactionary ideas cut off from life. The struggle waged by T. D. Lysenko
and the Michurinist School against idealist biology aroused interest not only
in the USSR, but also all over the world. The enemy, camp which distorted
scientific truth was exposed.3?

Savulescu criticized the tendency of Romanian scientists to emulate their
Western colleagues, particularly the French: “Why did you insist on being
little Frenchmen, instead of aspiring to be yourselves?”33

It was this report that Roland Barthes was reacting to in the quote at the
beginning of this chapter. He went on to refer to Savulescu directly, saying
that “this academic, who owes all his training to French science, did not
hesitate to deliver an indictment against Western scholars as unworthy as the
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coarse flattery endlessly addressed to Soviet science.?* Barthes highlighted
that in Romania the main target of the anti-Western campaign was France.
The reason for this was the French influence on the Romanian language,
nationalism, ideology, literature, art, manners and tastes of the high society,
symbolizing Romania’s connection to Europe. Before World War II, 80
% of Romanian university professors had been educated in France, and 60
% of foreign scientific books purchased in Romania were French. This is a
common estimation; these numbers were widely discussed in the press, the
diplomatic documents and the memoirs of the intellectuals of that time.
Obviously, a large number of Romanian scientists studied in France.

Though the harmonious relationship between French and Romanian
culture was interrupted by the Second World War, it quickly resumed once
it ended.?® However, from the perspective of the new regime, the predi-
lection of Romanian intellectuals for France made them less receptive to
Soviet cultural policy. The professors of the University of Iasi handed to
the director of the French Institute a “Call to France” in December 1947.
Fearing the decline of French culture and increase of Soviet influence, they
asked books and reviews:

The spiritual life we will find there will relight the extinguished torch. Its
light and heat are necessary for the youth. This is a great work of public
salvation to be undertaken. It would be worthy of France.*®

Thus French cultural diplomacy and ARLUS engaged in a competition
that gradually transformed into open conflict.’” The year 1948 marked
a turning point in French-Romanian cultural relations with Romania’s
formal renunciation of a 1939 Cultural Agreement and the abolition of
the French Institute, created in 1924.3 French cultural diplomacy was
gradually smothered by Sovietization.? However, these short-term politi-
cal maneuvers could not nullify the long-term effects of French influence.

THE FRENCH INFLUENCE: NEO-LLAMARCKISM
IN ROMANIAN B1oLoGy

Despite the attack against France, it is precisely the French neo-
Lamarckian tradition that had created favorable conditions for the recep-
tion of Lysenkoism. The biologists and agronomists trained in French
schools and universities before and after the First World War were exposed
to Lamarck’s theories. This approach to evolution was preserved in their
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research and teaching after they returned to Romania. Among those who
did so was the most esteemed figure in interwar Romanian biology, Emil
Racovita (1868-1947).

Born into a family of wealthy intellectuals in Iasi, Racovita studied law in
Paris and also took courses in natural science. He received a law degree in
1889, a natural sciences degree in 1891, and obtained the title of Doctor
of Science with a thesis on the morphology of annelids in 1896. He then
worked in the French marine biology stations in Banyuls and Roscoft with
Henri Lacaze-Duthiers. Between 1897 and 1899, he participated in a sci-
entific expedition to Antarctica on the Belgica, became interested in cave
fauna and, with René Jeannel, founded a review Biospéleologica.

In 1919, the Romanian government offered Racovita a professorship
at the newly created University of Dacia Superior in Cluj, to give the
institution prestige on an international level. Racovita had little interest
in teaching. By this time, he had taken a French wife and inherited a
considerable fortune, freeing him from the need to work, so he initially
declined this proposal. A few months later the government reiterated the
invitation, giving him full control in organizing a research institute, and
he agreed. The Romanian parliament passed a law founding the Institute
of Speleology in Cluj in December, 1919.#° Racovita was appointed direc-
tor for life and given free rein on deciding a budget, facilities, materials,
staff and, of course, the scientific direction. Racovita paid himself a salary
equivalent to a professor of the University of Cluj, but to his collaborator,
René Jeannel, he gave a five-year contract with a salary equivalent to twice
what he had been paid in France—about 10 times higher than a typical
Romanian professor. The government agreed because its purpose was to
convince Racovita, at any price, to return home.

Racovita introduced a strong international, interdisciplinary approach
at the Institute. He continued his research on cave fauna and mobilized
zoologists, geologists and archaeologists from France and other foreign
countries for conferences, exploratory trips and publications. He became
Rector of the University and played a leading role at the national level as
a member, and then president, of the Romanian Academy from 1927 to
1929. René Jeannel returned to France in 1927, but he continued to sup-
port Racovita’s work.

The controversy between the neo-Darwinian and neo-Lamarckian views
on heredity obviously existed in Romania, but Racovita’s scientific reputa-
tion brought unparalleled power to Neo-Lamarckism. Racovita was person-
ally involved in the theoretical debate and mobilized his research to support
his vision of evolution. As he announced in a public lecture in 1927,
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The neo-Darwinians have come to completely deny the possibility of the
external environment to produce large variations and to transmit it to pos-
terity; ... We must say, however: all changes are caused by variations of the
external environment ....*!

From 1931 onward, however, government subsidies decreased and
the Institute ended up in a precarious financial situation. It was heavily
damaged during World War II and the equipment and collections were
destroyed. In the aftermath, Racovita lost his influence and fortune, and
spent years trying to revive the Institute, until his death in 1947.

Though Racovita was dead by the time Lysenkoism was introduced
into Romanian biology, his ideas played an important role. For example,
in 1947 Stetan Popescu (1888-1961), of the Faculty of Agronomy of Tasi,
published what was probably the last book on plant breeding and genetics
before the arrival of Lysenkoism.*> The theoretical part of Popescu’s book
addressed the issue of the relationship between living organisms and the
environment in neo-Lamarckian terms, similar to Racovita’s. His approach
was based on a conception of life as a continuous and dynamic interaction
between the organism and its environment, which had a lasting influence.

...Organisms cannot be conceived outside of their external environment.
We can say that in reality they inherit, to a greater or lesser extent, the ability
to respond to life factors: both internal and external .*?

According to Popescu, a change in the life conditions of plants and animals
during the early stage of their development led to changes and deviations
in the offspring. Citing Lamarck, Darwin, Weismann, Mendel, Bateson
and Morgan, Popescu considered genetics as a bridge linking the con-
cepts of the physiology of variation and heredity. Popescu understood the
environment as a synthesis between the internal, consisting of genes and
hormones, and external, consisting of the living conditions of the organ-
ism. His analyses on neo-Darwinism did not deny the contribution of
this school, but emphasized its “experimental limits” and the difficulty of
basing plant-breeding practice on neo-Darwinian concepts. Concerning
the debates of his time, Popescu mentioned the position of the “Russian
school” (he did not use the word “Soviet”), which attached great impor-
tance to the environment and offered an original experimental approach.
However, Popescu was not willing to fully convert to this model cither.**
His ideas were based on those developed by Racovita and Jeannel between
1930 and 1940.#
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Did the fact that neo-Lamarckism was so central to Romanian biology
make Romanian biologists more amenable to Lysenkoism? This is a com-
plex question. Analyzing the theoretical positions of biologists affected by
political purges between 1946 and 1949 could shed light on this issue.
Were they neo-Darwinian or rather neo-Lamarckian? An answer is not
possible given the current state of research on the victims of communist
repression in Romania; however, if we limit ourselves to the most promi-
nent researchers in biology and agronomy it appears that repression was
motivated by political, not scientific, reasons.

Among the full members of the Romanian Academy who were not
appointed to the new RPR Academy in 1948 were a biologist and an
agronomist. The first, Constantin Motas (1891-1980) was a Doctor of the
University of Grenoble, a zoologist and hydrobiologist. He was arrested
in May 1949 for being close to the leader of the Social Democratic Party,
Titel Petrescu and sentenced to 20 years in prison. The second, Gheorghe
Tonescu-Sisesti (1885-1967), studied agronomy at Stuttgart and Jena
and founded the Romanian Institute for Agronomical Research, which he
directed, in 1924. He served as Minister of Agriculture four times, between
1931 and 1940. In 1948, he was removed from the Academy by the new
political regime. Meanwhile, two doctors, Mihai Ciuca (1883-1969) and
Constantin Ionescu-Mihaesti (1883-1962), and a biologist, Dimitrie Voinov
(1867-1951), former full members, were demoted to honorary status.*®

What about Savulescu? Was he a neo-Lamarckian? The answer is not
simple. There is not enough space in this chapter to provide a comprehen-
sive summary of his work; so I will limit myself to the concept of species, a
central feature in his publications before and after World War II. Savulescu
was not a product of the French biological school. He did not have close
relations with Racovita. In 1912, his Romanian professor Voinov recom-
mended Savulescu to Racovita to do his doctoral thesis at the Museum of
Natural History in Paris; however Savulescu was unable to obtain a schol-
arship and had to do his thesis in Romania.*” Between 1918 and 1924,
inspired by the experimental transformism of the French neo-Lamarckian
Gaston Bonnier, Savulescu undertook research on experimental taxonomy
on Campanula, namely classifying plants according to the morphological
modifications caused by a deliberate change in their environment. This
approach respected neo-Lamarckian theoretical principles and methodol-
ogy. However, his rescarch was soon to follow a different path.*®
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In 1944 Savulescu wrote an article with a more theoretical approach,
“The genetic basis of the evolution of living beings.”* This focused on
the contribution of genetics to the theory of evolution. For him, the defi-
nition of species should be established on genetic research, based on the
rediscovery of Mendel’s laws. This meant a synthetic approach to cytology,
bio-geography and systematics applied to the study of plant populations.
Savulescu clearly distinguished between phenotype and genotype, empha-
sizing the non-environmental factors influencing the development of the
latter. He made extensive references to Morgan, and illustrated his paper
with Vavilov’s crop genes distribution map, affirming his belief that evolu-
tion must be studied genetically.

Was Savulescu able to reconcile these views with Lysenkoism? His
article “From the practice of domestication of plants to the principles
of general biology. Reflections on the report of T.D. Lysenko” helps
answer this question.®® The purpose of the text was to present the posi-
tion taken by Lysenko in August 1948. Savulescu framed the confronta-
tion between Lysenko and Western genetics as an authentic scientific
controversy about the plasticity of organisms under the influence of the
environment. The article is 70 pages long—and 50 pages are Lysenkoist
propaganda. From this one would assume it is basically a typical “Soviet-
style” document, with requisite references to Lysenko, Michurin, Marx,
Engels, Lenin et al. Savulescu employed here numerous Lysenkoist argu-
ments: Michurin’s vegetative hybridization of fruits and vegetables; the
acclimatization of rice and wheat by vernalization and so on. However,
the remaining 20 pages are of much interest. He mobilized here three
kinds of arguments. Firstly, he quoted Western authors (P. Brien, Lucien
Daniel, Lucien Cuénot, Maurice Caullery, J.B.S. Haldane, Marcel
Prenant, Georges Teissier, etc.), as well neo-Lamarckians and neo-Dar-
winians and interpreted their writings in order to support Lysenko’s
thesis.®! Savulescu’s second argument is theoretical. He said Lysenko’s
proposals were accurate because he approached the living world experi-
mentally and dialectically. Savulescu criticized theories that considered
the species as an isolated construction of random genes. He said evo-
lution was based upon three factors: “phylogeny (kinship), ontogeny
(development) and heredity (the transmission of inherited and acquired
characters).” And finally, the most interesting argument is a series of
examples of Savulescu’s own works:
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I tried to bring, according to my capacity, a modest personal contribution
regarding the essential principles of biology in relation to heredity, adapta-
tion and evolution of living beings, as was suggested by the report of the
Soviet agrobiologist Lysenko and the grandiose work of genius Michurin.5?

He thus presents his researches on parasitic plants and his neo-Lamarckian
study on experimental taxonomy on Campanuln, carried out in
1918-1924, as original evidences justifying Lysenko’s thesis. In this way,
Savulescu engaged himself, as a biologist, in defense of Lysenkoism. He
strongly argued for Lysenko and his theories. He presented himself as a
serious biologist ready to adopt and apply them in Romania. According to
Savulescu, Lysenko’s work was a continuation of neo-Lamarckism familiar
to Romanian biologists. Though this was not explicitly stated in Savulescu’s
article, it was implied by references to the French neo-Lamarckian empha-
sis on the plasticity of living organisms and experimental transformism.
This link would play a crucial role in Romanian Lysenkoism in the follow-
ing decades.

Romanian biologists were not asked to make original contributions but,
following the pattern elsewhere, simply affirm and apply Lysenkoism.
They wrote only propaganda articles and advice on agronomic techniques.
Apart from this, between 1949 and 1953, almost all publications on scien-
tific subjects representing a theoretical or an ideological issue were transla-
tions of Russian and Soviet biologists, namely works of Lysenko, Michurin,
Glushchenko, Turbin, Sacharov, Zavadski and so on. Articles translated
from Russian were published mainly in the series on biology, zoology,
geography or medicine of the Analele Romano-Sovietice (Romanian-
Soviet Annals) and Probleme de filozofie (Problems of Philosophy). The
only major projects undertaken by the RPR Academy focused on areas
that seemed safe from interference from Party philosophers, such as com-
prehensive works on Romanian fauna and flora. It was only during the
thaw after Stalin’s death that the neo-Lamarckian influence showed its real
impact, and Romanian Lysenkoism revealed its originality.

MicHURIN WITHOUT LYSENKO

The period following Stalin’s death was, as in other East Bloc countries, a
period of transition. This occurred in the context marked by a speech by the
first secretary of the Romanian Workers’ Party, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-De;j,
in front of the Central Committee of the PMR on March 23-25, 1956.
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He repeated the ideas of Khrushchev’s speech of February 14, 1956, admit-
ting some mistakes made in the past by Stalinists and improper methods
derived from the cult of personality, as a breach of internal party democracy
and the principle of collective leadership.®* Moreover, de-Stalinization had
a relatively muted impact in Romania, compared with places like Poland
and Hungary. After the withdrawal of the Soviet troops in 1958, the
Romanian ruling class adopted a strategy of “nationalization” of the Soviet
model, accompanied by a new phase of enhanced repression with the aim
of maintaining its power.*®

Between 1955 and 1956, some political prisoners and former dignitaries
were released from prison. A few scientists and professors returned to their
positions in research institutes and universities, a process concurrent with
Vavilov’s rehabilitation and the beginnings of the critique against Lysenko
in the USSR. At the RPR Academy, Traian Savulescu was re-elected
President, and proceeded to repair what he described as the “abuse of the
Stalinist period.” High-ranking scientists, including Savulescu, retained
their positions and, Savulescu’s image was even enhanced by the return of
these academics who had been excluded from Academy and Universities
in 1948. His professor, Gh. Ionescu-Sisesti, returned as full member of the
Academy and, in 1955, became president of the biology and agronomy
section. Constantin Motas was released from prison in 1956, was immedi-
ately invited to a private discussion with Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej and, a
month later, appointed director of the Institute of Speleology. Many biol-
ogists of the older generation regained the right to sign articles and speak
to students. Some of them renewed contacts, interrupted in 1949, with
scientific institutions in France, Belgium, Great Britain or other countries.
These initiatives were not only personal, but also part of a policy of the
RPR Academy to exchange publications with Western scientific institu-
tions and participate in international scientific events.

Did this thaw mean a full and abrupt abandonment of Lysenkoism?
This was not the case in Romania—at least not in terms of any open criti-
cism.?® Rather what we see is a version, in science, of what occurred in
other areas of Romanian society and politics, where the Soviet model was
not rejected, but amended in a manner that reinforced national identity.
Savulescu claimed in 1956: “there is no break between the old academy
and the RPR Academy.”®”

Original publications by Romanian biologists and agronomists, pub-
lished from 1955 to 1965, demonstrate the persistence of Lysenkoist
themes mixed with neo-Lamarckian concepts. In the precise moment



88 C. OGHINA-PAVIE

when the ideological cover of Lysenkoism was being removed, Romanian
neo-Lamarckism re-emerged. Still unsure to what extent Lysenko could
be criticized, biologists did not publicly denounce him. They relied on the
conceptual system that was familiar to them—neo-Lamarckism—embel-
lished with references to Soviet science, to maintain the continuity of
Romanian science. To illustrate this, I will focus on two areas in which the
synthesis operated: plant breeding and the history of biology.

Several textbooks on agricultural experimental techniques had been
published by universities (Bucharest, Timisoara, lasi, and Cluj) since
1949. The first great original book on agricultural techniques were pub-
lished in 1956-1958,%® and of plant breeding in 1960.% The authors were
practitioners of plant breeding in experimental stations and professors of
agronomy.®® The presentation of breeding practices was preceded by the
theoretical foundations of the methods employed. These works refer to
Michurin, Glushchenko and Turbin in order to argue the unity between
the organism and its environment as the condition for the formation of
the characteristics and of their inheritance. Practical advice was founded
on principles that considered heredity as a consequence of environmental
changes on the physiology of plants.

The list of methods was Lysenkoist: sexual hybridization, mentor
method, education of seedlings to cause adaptation, accumulation of the
effects of disturbed heredity on several generations, distant hybridization
and vegetative hybridization. However, in the chapters of these books
providing detailed descriptions of field techniques, these methods do not
all receive the same attention. The presentation of sexual hybridization
is supported by numerous precise examples of agricultural or horticul-
tural plant varieties obtained in experimental stations in Romania. It also
describes intense breeding activity in various experimental stations. Even
for fruit species, the area of expertise for Michurin’s gardening practice,
sexual hybridization was always detailed and recommended, with amend-
ments deriving from the principle of the education of young plants (abun-
dant or poor food in the early stages of development).

This approach, mixing heredity and developmental physiology, is quite
similar to that used in the USSR between 1920 and 1930, before the radical-
ization of Lysenkoism.®! However, for the most problematic methods, and
especially for vegetative hybridization, the examples were drawn from the
Soviet writings. The only indigenous examples were those provided by the
“very promising” work of Rudolf Palocsay in Cluj on the distant hybridiza-
tion of cherry and the vegetative hybridization of peaches and vegetables.?
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Despite the rhetoric of those books, the area of plant breeding seems
to contain two distinct parts: one theoretical and one practical.®® The first
paid tribute to Lysenko with numerous references to Soviet agronomic
works; the second focused exclusively on conventional plant breeding
techniques dating from the previous century. This dichotomy raises the
issue of the differences distinguishing the import of Lysenkoist practice
and theory. This discrepancy continued throughout the period of the
thaw. It had the effect of allowing effective plant breeding while avoiding
open criticism of Lysenko. Thus, the national principle of continuity was
highlighted in the practical aspects.

My second example focuses on historical biological works and the his-
torical introductory chapters in scientific biological books, many of which
were published in the late 1950s and early 1960s. These included mono-
graphs of Romanian scientists working in the nineteenth and first half of
the twentieth centuries or republications of their selected works.%* These
books, written by biologists, provided an opportunity to present the his-
tory and tradition of their discipline as they preferred. The monographic
works mentioned above were marked by a desire to find a national con-
tinuity of science before and after World War II, and an epistemologi-
cal identity for Romanian biology. Nicolae Botnariuc, in his 1961 Din
istorin biologiei generale (History of General biology) clearly explains that
his book will address “current problems” of biology.®® History, he wrote,
enables us to locate the “correct” orientation of biological science.

Contemporary biology is tormented by numerous difficult and controver-
sial issues, which have many economic, philosophical and political impli-
cations. Among these are: the relationship between the organism and the
environment, the problems of heredity and variability, the question of the
relationship between ontogeny and phylogeny. I firmly believe that the cor-
rect approach to these problems cannot be found without knowledge of the
past, of their history.®

It was therefore a matter of finding in the history of scientific commentary
on the origin, organization and evolution of living beings some answers
to the controversy between East and West in the field of biology. More
specifically, the goal was to select arguments in favor of the position taken
by Romanian biologists. Botnariuc, like other authors, tried to find in the
writings of his predecessors all the elements of similarity with their own
biological thought. Lysenko himself uses the same pattern of exploitation
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of the past. He selected isolated aspects from the works of Lamarck and
Darwin as arguments for his “creative Darwinism,” and used the work of
Michurin to underpin his theoretical and ideological dogmas. Similarly,
Romanian biologists searched for a conceptual continuity between the
neo-Lamarckism of the past, and the Lysenkoism of the present, to define
their position in the long-term history of biology. According to them, the
import of Lysenkoism was not a break from tradition, an eftect of political
change, or a distortion of science by ideology, but a step in the progress of
knowledge. This use of history to justify the present®” had significant con-
sequences. It extended the impact of Lysenkoism and made its eventual
rejection more difficult. After 1961, the writings of Romanian biologists
no longer referred to Lysenko. However, Michurin was regularly referred
to for several more years (Fig. 2).

Accounts of the history of biology also anchored science in Romanian
nationalism. This nationalist trend became more powerful, in all areas
of culture, after 1960, and especially after 1964, when Gheorghe
Gheorghiu-Dej and his successor, Nicolae Ceausescu, showed a strong
tendency toward political autonomy in the Eastern bloc. The instruments
of the Sovietization, implemented in 1945-1948, were dismantled in
1963-1964: closing the publishing house “Russian Book,” the reorgani-
zation of ARLUS and the dislocation of the Pedagogical Institute Gorky.®8
Gheorghiu-Dej and Ceausescu promoted a relative (and temporary)
decline in the influence of the state on science.®

This distancing from the Soviet model was reflected in biology by the
return of genetics. Was this “returning” as radical as it might seem? After

Fig. 2 Gheorghe
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1962, many works bearing the title Genetica (Genetics) were published.
Petre Raicu, author of one of the first books on genetics, introduced it with
a Short History of the Emergence and Development of Genetics.”® Lysenko
was, as expected, completely absent from this book. However, Michurin’s
works were described on several pages. Raicu qualified Michurin as “one
of the most remarkable Darwinists, who discovered the most important
laws of general biology, which made possible the directed transformation
of heredity of organisms.” Meanwhile Weismann’s theory was described
as “mystical and idealistic,” and Mendel’s laws were presented as a simple
special case of the segregation of traits in peas.

This historical overview, with its endorsement of Michurin over
Weismann and Mendel, was a stark contrast to the content found in the
rest of the book, which was based on genetics. This can be interpreted in
two ways. The first is that the theoretical foundations of neo-Lamarckism
were fully assimilated by Romanian scientists. Michurin’s work, which in
no way contradicted neo-Lamarckism, was naturally defended in the post-
Lysenko period. Their initial readings of Western authors were through
the lens of neo-Lamarckism, which allowed them to reconcile Michurinism
and genetics. The second is that they simply continued the practice, as did
authors writing introductions to books across numerous fields, of making
requisite reference to Soviet authorities. They were familiar to epistemo-
logical contradiction between the introduction and other chapters of their
books.

In 1964, the first symposium of genetics was organized in Bucharest.”!
The program consisted of 17 reports on general issues of heredity and
55 papers grouped into sections on cytogenetics, radio-genetics, sexual
hybridization and heterosis and hereditary pathology. The introduc-
tory report was presented by Petre Raicu, Stefan Milcu” and Nicolae
Giosan.”® This was a significant disciplinary configuration: genctics, medi-
cine and agronomy were equally represented. But it was also a signifi-
cant political configuration because alongside a biologist (Raicu), were
the vice-president of the RPR Academy (Milcu) and the vice-president
of the Superior Council of Agriculture (Giosan). This indicates that the
symposium was approved by state authorities. The introductory report,
“Orientations of Current research in Genetics,” opened with a criti-
cal presentation of Morgan’s works and an appreciative description of
Michurin’s. As regards Romanian genetics, the authors emphasized the
tremendous support that the communist state had provided to works on
genetics in Romania since 1944! This rhetorical endorsement of genetics
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was not entirely new, as some authors had participated in the International
Congress of Genetics in Holland the previous year, as well as other scien-
tific meetings in Western countries.

Later editions of Raicu’s book, published in 1964, 1966 and 1980,
were purged of references to Michurin. However, the return to genet-
ics after 1965 required annual revision of university courses. Between
1965 and 1980, there were more than 70 books on genetics and, among
them, more than 50 university textbooks. But the ambiguity of the first
works in genetics suggests a real difficulty in making the new scientific
thought coherent. This difficulty may have several explanations. A lot had
happened in Western biology in the intervening years which Romanian
authors had to assimilate quickly. Furthermore, the coexistence of several
generations of biologists trained before and after World War II made a
patchwork of views on heredity and evolution. Dissimilar epistemological
paradigms co-existed.

Also, abandoning Lysenkoism did not mean rejecting Marxist ideol-
ogy. Biologists continued their endeavor to make the scientific content
of their work compatible with the principles of dialectical materialism, to
defend the very concepts that the theory had only recently been used to
oppose. These difficulties and inconsistencies were generally confined to
the introductory chapters. But their presence indicates that the context of
the production of scientific knowledge has remained the same.

As for Michurinism, its longer term legacy is reflected in a 1975 publi-
cation by Emil Pop and Radu Codreanu, Istoria stiintelor in Romanin—
Biologin (History of Sciences in Romania—Biology).”* The authors tried,
in the new scientific and political context, to find corresponding arguments
in science policy. Concerning the development of biology after World War
II, Pop and Codreanu noticed that in this period the new regime intro-
duced the collective planned and coordinated work in all fields, in agri-
culture as well as in science. Even at this late period, Michurinism still
received mild support:

It should be emphasized that the development of genetics was hampered
for some time by adopting Michurinism unreservedly. This adoption caused
damaging exaggerations and provoked a crisis in genetic research in our
country. It should nevertheless be noted that adopting this Michurinist
approach did not have only negative effects. First, this Michurinist trend
attracted the attention of Romanian researchers to the importance of envi-
ronmental conditions on the modification of the heredity. Second, it allowed
some practical applications, useful in agriculture and breeding.”
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The authors were biologists. How they wrote the history of genetics and
Michurinism, reflects their scientific priorities. They were familiar with
neo-Darwinism and neo-Lamarckism, as interpreted by Racovita, con-
fronted with the political and ideological turn after the War, and involved
in the national synthesis of these epistemologies. They defended the con-
tinuity of Romanian science in general terms, while also focusing on their
own particular interests.

The two themes the authors tried to highlight were the value of
national achievements and the international recognition of Romanian
scientists. By the mid-1970s, the Ceausescu regime was seeking both
national identity and international openness without, however, denying
the national past, both recent or more distant. The official position in
the writing of national history was to focus on continuity and to mini-
mize break times. The Lysenkoist period in the Romanian history of biol-
ogy was treated in the same way. It was not openly and fully criticized.
According to the Romanian historians of science, in the 1970s, although
some “damaging exaggerations” was to be deplored during the Stalinist
period, it was important to recognize the “practical achievements” made
by the Michurinism. The central idea was to give an overall positive vision
of national science.

CONCLUSION

The abandonment of Lysenkoism followed the major dates of the chro-
nology in other satellite countries. However, in Romania, Michurinism
was preserved and never truly denied. Why? The answer to this question
highlights the acculturation of Lysenkoism in Romania.

This can be attributed to the overlapping generations of scientists active
before, during and after Lysenko’s theories were introduced in Romanian
biology. Students of neo-Lamarckian professors in France or Romania
drew upon a multitude of references. Lysenkoism reminded Romanian
biologists of their lessons in neo-Lamarckism and the heredity of acquired
characters, stadial development, and the influence of the environment on
the adaptation of organisms. It would be mistaken to say that they sim-
ply mixed neo-Lamarckism with Lysenkoism, and thus deny any political,
repressive and ideological scope to the latter. The fact is that they made
an original synthesis, which became operative in the thaw period, when
Michurin replaced Lysenko as the authority to be cited. Once freed from
ideological dogma, Michurinism (without Lysenko) became acceptable in
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the neo-Lamarckian epistemological system. Its application in Romania
was thus integrated into the national history of biology and agronomy.

This allegiance to the past benefited scientists who were key players in
the Sovietization of Romanian biology. Traian Savulescu’s image is not
tainted by his association with Lysenkoism.”® The history of science, as
part of the nationalist narrative under Ceausescu, had a crucial impact on
the legacy of Lysenkoism. Homage events, such as Racovita’s commemo-
ration in 1968,7” were an opportunity to reaffirm the position of Romanian
biologists in the tradition of their “great predecessors.” To understand the
nature of the Romanian Lysenkoism, it is necessary to take into account
the Romanian obsession for consistency in all areas of Romanian culture.
This is related to a cultural, rather than a scientific, trend: the prevalence
of historical continuity in moments of rupture.
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H.J. Muller and J.B.S. Haldane: Eugenics
and Lysenkoism

William deJong-Lambert

On December 30, 1948 ].B.S. Haldane participated in a radio program
broadcast by the BBC on what had become a cause célebre of Cold
War science—the Lysenko controversy. The other three participants—
S.C. Harland, C.D. Darlington and R.A. Fisher—were also all respected
geneticists. The difference between Harland, Darlington, Fisher and
Haldane was that while the first three were eager to weigh in by denounc-
ing T.D. Lysenko as a fraud, Haldane was not. By this time two things
were clear. One, the anti-genetics campaign launched by Lysenko had
replaced eugenics—especially its German variant, Rassenbygiene, imple-
mented in Nazi Germany during the 1930s—as a focus of concern among
activist biologists in the USA and Great Britain.! Two, Haldane was appar-
ently the only geneticist unwilling to outright condemn Lysenko as a char-
latan who had nothing to offer to contemporary studies in evolution and
heredity.? Lysenko’s power, so the story went, was purely the product of
state interference in science, an outcome portrayed as inevitable in a coun-
try where the official doctrine—Marxism—presumed science as a central
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component of state ideology, and thus necessarily subject to the dictates
of the central governing authority, the Communist Party.

Yet behind this story lies a far more nuanced chronology, showing
how Haldane was inadvertently led into the role of Lysenko martyr by
Hermann J. Muller, perhaps his generation of geneticists’ most fervent
advocate of the notion that a better world could be bred to order through
human selective breeding. Muller’s fantasies for this project were mapped
out along the lines of other would-be technocrats of his generation, such
as Julian Huxley: a society composed of genetically superior individuals
who, in reproducing their kind, would raise civilization to a whole new
level.? The question of how geneticists should treat cugenics was a central
issue among geneticists planning the Seventh International Congress of
Genetics, planned for Moscow in 1937, but ultimately held in Edinburgh
in 1939. At the Eighth International Congress of Genetics, the disagree-
ment over Lysenkoism was already apparent between Muller and Haldane.*
What happened two weeks later at the VASKhNIL session would make
Lysenkoism replace eugenics as the problem among biologists.

In this chapter I analyze this history in terms of Haldane’s relation-
ship with Muller, the Nobel Prize-winning geneticist who had sought
Haldane’s—and Joseph Stalin’s—support for his socialist eugenics plan in
the previous decade. As I will show, the most curious aspect of these events
is the speed with which Muller went from actively courting Haldane’s
endorsement for his eugenics program, to deliberately deceiving him
about his role in Lysenko’s consolidation of control over the Lenin All-
Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (VASKhNIL), following a meet-
ing on December 19-27, 1936. My purpose is twofold: one, to chart the
course whereby Lysenkoism replaced eugenics; two, to show how Muller
successfully steered Haldane into the role he himself would have otherwise
occupied—most celebrated geneticist famously duped by the promise of
Marxist science.

This chapter is divided into four parts. In the first part, I describe
Haldane’s views on eugenics as chronicled in sources ranging from his
boyhood diary at Eton, to numerous articles and essays in the decades that
followed. Among the most obvious themes recurrent in these writings is
that Haldane, like Muller, viewed the USA as—next to Nazi Germany—
the most nefarious player in the game of trying to use biology as a prop for
supposedly scientific beliefs, in fact rooted in racism and class prejudice.

In the second part, I describe Muller’s views on eugenics, first expressed
in a student essay from his undergraduate years, that evolved into his
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notorious address at the 1932 Third International Eugenics Congress in
New York City and his 1935 manifesto, Out of the Night, as well as his
opinions expressed in private correspondence. What is most remarkable
is the extent to which, despite the fact that Haldane’s beliefs were clearly
so different from his own, Muller continually courted the latter as a like-
mind and publicly portrayed him as such.

In the third, I chronicle the pivot point—Muller’s hasty exit from the
Soviet Union in 1937—as he sought to cover up his role in inadvertently
speeding up the demise of Soviet genetics, and how he deliberately hid
any knowledge of this from Haldane. Though Muller can certainly not
be blamed for the cancellation of the Seventh International Congress
of Genetics, his correspondence with Julian S. Huxley, another leading
light of British evolutionary thought and an ardent supporter of eugenics,
clearly indicates that he was mulling over how his actions had contributed
to the outcome. This raises the question of why—having kept Haldane in
the loop on the fate of the congress up to that point—he now wanted to
keep him in the dark, directly instructing Huxley that Haldane must now
“not be informed.”

In the fourth, I cover the landmark moment in Haldane’s role in the
Lysenko controversy, the December 1948 BBC broadcast which was
interpreted by geneticists, as well as many members of the public at large,
as an unqualified defense of Lysenko’s theories. The transcript of the
debate was subsequently published as a book edited by a journalist, John
Langdon-Davies, titled Russia Puts the Clock Back. Haldane was presented
as the sole defender of Lysenko in the subtitle—“Langdon-Davies Versus
Haldane”—which in turn was featured above a quote from a prominent
member of the British scientific establishment, Sir Henry Dale, who had
recently resigned from the Russian Academy of Sciences in protest: “A
terrible indictment” it read. Exactly who, or what, was being “indict[ed]”
was left unclear.®

I argue that this episode, wherein Haldane found himself set up as
the only advocate of an apparent communist tyrant in biology, must be
considered in context with his relationship with Muller. As I will show,
in the previous decade Muller had routinely used Haldane by present-
ing the latter’s views on eugenics as similar to his own, despite the fact
that they were anything but. I will also argue that Haldane’s position on
Lysenko was not nearly so simple as it was portrayed to be by Muller
and others. Though most geneticists had resisted criticizing Lysenko
before the August 1948 VASKhNIL session, out of concern for how this
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might negatively affect their Soviet colleagues, they were now pressured
to loudly denounce Lysenko as a charlatan. Meanwhile Haldane had no
good reason to not follow his normal inclination to challenge the majority
by keeping his mind open to all options, and join in the nearly uniform,
public condemnation of Lysenko among his geneticist colleagues, because
Muller had not told him what was going on. Thus we are left to wonder
how Haldane’s response would have been interpreted in an environment
where scientists were not immediately required to unreservedly condemn
Lysenko, as well as how he would have reacted had Muller told him what
he had told Huxley.

Parr I: J.B.S. HALDANE AND EUGENICS

Among the more telling anecdotes in J.B.S. Haldane’s family history is that
his sister Naomi claimed he joined the British Communist Party because he
felt guilty for being born upper class.® Haldane was the descendent of a dis-
tinguished line that included artists, aristocrats, politicians and celebrated
scientists such as his father, John Scott Haldane, known within the family
as “Ufter.” Ufter’s research focused on the physiology of respiration, and
he frequently conducted experiments upon himself in a home laboratory,
breathing poisonous gases to determine better methods for protecting
miners of coal and tin. Uffer also used his son, known within the family as
“Boy,” as a test subject in his experiments, and during the First World War
they collaborated on designing the gas mask used by British troops.

Haldane became good friends with another descendant of scientific
royalty, Julian Huxley, grandson of Darwin’s “bulldog” T.H. Huxley,
when the Huxleys relocated to Oxford in 1913. Huxley and Haldane
would remain good friends, rivals and colleagues their entire life. What is
notable, however, in terms of the narrative which follows is that despite
their friendship Huxley would, following the instructions of his other
close friend, Hermann J. Muller, deliberately keep Haldane in the dark
about events in Soviet biology by the late 1930s.

Haldane was first introduced to genetics when Uffer took him to a
lecture on Mendelism by A.D. Darbishire at the Oxford University Junior
Scientific Club.” He would go on to be one of three figures, including
Sewall Wright and R.A. Fischer, who would found the field of population
genetics and provide the mathematical evidence that Darwin’s theory of
natural selection could explain evolution in nature. Despite becoming one
of the most important biologists in what Huxley termed the “Modern
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Synthesis” of genetics and Darwinism, Haldane never received a scientific
degree. Rather he studied Greats, a field devoted exclusively to the study
of classical literature. Haldane’s fluent knowledge of the classics would
provide him the narratives he would use to compose some of his most
compelling works as a popular science author, including Daedalus: Or a
Science of the Future, a dark satire of eugenics that would inspire Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World.

Haldane’s early interest in eugenics is evident from his boyhood diary
at Eton, wherein he wrote: “Eugenics will be pretty awful for the unfit,
though really no worse than the way we treat them now.”® This precocious
view of what the desire to breed better humans would mean for the prog-
ress of human civilization and the equality of mankind, would develop
into the conviction that, however desirable in principle, elimination of the
“unfit” was a pointless project which could not, given current knowledge
of genetics and heredity, have a positive impact upon human evolution.

Haldane’s skepticism toward eugenics is most clearly evident in the
above-mentioned Daedalus, published in 1923.° By this time Haldane
was a celebrated war hero, famous for manufacturing his own bombs and
so fearless of death that he put his own men in danger.!® It is important
to highlight the extent to which Haldane’s experiences in the trenches
fostered unconventional views—such as the relative safety of gas warfare—
outlined in his next controversial opus, Callinicus: A Defence of Chemical
Warfare, published two years later.’ Both works reflect a recurrent theme
in his writing, relevant both to eugenics and his later position on Lysenko:
Popular skepticism or suspicion of scientific advances resulted from the
fact that the public was relatively ignorant of how science worked and
affected their lives. They also underpinned the increasingly popular image
of Haldane as a man with a mind so open he was willing to give even the
most apparently outlandish claims due consideration, best expressed in his
belief that “the universe is not only queerer than we suppose, but queerer
than we can suppose.”!?

As for what can be found on the pages of Daedalus, most evident is the
extent to which the recently ended Great War left him with a dim view
that science is necessarily a positive force in human culture. He begins the
book with a grim memory of battle, wherein the combatants appear “irrel-
evant” amid the “great black and yellow masses of smoke” that “[tear]
up the surface of the earth with almost visible hatred.”!® Haldane spends
the first half of the book considering every aspect of human endeavor—
art, industry and each science except biology—in terms of two questions:
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“Has mankind,” in pursuing scientific progress, “released from the womb
of matter a Demogorgon which is already beginning to turn against him,”
or have we become “a mere parasite of machinery, an appendage to the
reproductive system of huge and complicated engines which will succes-
sively usurp [our] activities, and end by ousting [us] from the mastery of
this planet?”* In other words, is science something that will ultimately
result in self-extinction, or simply remove humanity from our central place
in nature, reducing us to a class enslaved by our own inventions?

Once Haldane addresses these questions in terms of reproduction and
our relationship with nature, he warns that “biological invention ... tends
to begin as a perversion and end as a ritual supported by unquestioned
beliefs and prejudices.”’® He frames his prediction of what will initially
seem perverse yet soon be taken for granted in terms of an essay to be pub-
lished by an Oxford undergraduate 150 years hence, which describes the
invention in 1951 of ectogenesis—the possibility of developing an embryo
outside the womb.!® By the time Haldane’s fictitious essay is produced,
ectogenesis has become “universal” in Great Britain.!” Haldane goes on to
predict the workings of a society wherein a small population of “undoubt-
edly superior” individuals are selected for reproduction and the resultant
impact upon politics, public health, psychology and religion.’® He warns
that we must “beware ... him in whom reason has become the greatest and
most terrible of the passions,” and concludes that “[t]he scientific worker
of the future will more and more resemble the lonely figure of Daedalus as
he becomes conscious of his ghastly mission and proud of it.”*®

Haldane’s grim, satirical account was a huge sensation, selling nearly
15,000 copies in its first year despite its relatively expensive price.?* The
book also, along with numerous articles and essays Haldane would publish
in popular magazines and the press, launched him on a career as a popular
science writer. One collection of these writings, Possible Worlds: A Scientist
Looks at Science, published five years after Daedalus, contains a more lucid
account of Haldane’s opinion of eugenics.

“Eugenics and Social Reform,” like Daedalus, begins with the shadow
of Haldane’s experiences during the First World War. In this case he com-
pares the fact that mustard gas, “the most humane weapon ever invented,”
has been banned, while “the growing science of heredity is being used in
this country to support the political opinions of the extreme right, and in
America by some of the most ferocious enemices of human liberty.”?!

Haldane defines the two major issues as “hereditary abnormalities or
tendencies to disease” and “the inheritance of intelligence and the different
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birth rate in different social classes.” He addresses both in terms of economic
inequality, claiming not only that it would take hundreds of generations to
“eliminate hereditary feeblemindedness,” but that a “feeble-minded girl”
would be “quite as likely to harm her contemporaries by transmitting vene-
real disease, and her children by negligence, as to be responsible for the
idiocy of future generations.” The chief problem in Haldane’s view was
that any legislation adopted would “probably be applied unjustly to the
poor,” increasing their suffering, which would keep them in poverty, which
in turn exacerbates the problem the policy was intended to address—the
differential birth rate.?

At this point Haldane enlists a familiar trope in his writing, which is to
say something he knows will sound shocking to grab his reader’s atten-
tion: improve human heredity by promoting social equality.

It therefore follows that any measures which tend to disseminate herita-
ble property among the poor, such as the breaking up of large estates, are
cugenically desirable. So are drastic improvements in our elementary edu-
cation and in our scholarship system. ... If I attached the importance to
cugenics which certain people claim to do, I should, I think, be bound to
advocate the complete abolition of hereditary property, and the free and
compulsory attendance of all children at State schools.?

The points Haldane addressed in his brief essay received book-length
treatment in his 1938 publication, Heredity and Politics. Haldane begins
by stating that though the two countries in the world where eugenics
has had the greatest influence are Germany and the USA, he will focus
on the latter in order to emphasize that “such abuses may occur under a
legal system based on English law, and carried out under the criticism of
a press somewhat freer than our own.”?* He proceeds to discuss what he
calls five “doctrines” of the US eugenics system: (1) the “unfit should be
sterilized”; (2) the question of whether the “unfit” “continue their kind”;
(3) class inequality and the differential birthrate; (4) “that certain races
are congenitally superior to others”; (5) “crossing between different races
is harmful.”?®

Haldane’s characteristic wit is evident throughout the text. For exam-
ple, when describing the classifications listed under the “American Model
Sterilization Law,” he notes that the population of “blind,” “deaf,”
and “homeless, tramps, and paupers,” would mean sterilizing Milton,
Beethoven and Jesus, respectively.?® When quoting a 1910 Report of the
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Committee of the Eugenics Society which states that those undeserving
of Poor Law relief include individuals “born without any independence,”
he comments: “In my own experience the majority of new-born infants
are devoid of this quality.”?” With regard to the fourth doctrine, racial
superiority, he points out that, since it first appears in the Book of Genesis,
it could be considered “originally a Jewish doctrine.”?® In terms of the
differential birth rate, he notes that clearly—in Darwinian terms—the
wealthy are less “fit” since they are less likely to reproduce, and concludes:
“If the rich are infertile because they are rich, they might become less so if
they were made less rich.”%

Haldane also addresses the practical problem of whether or not our
knowledge of genetics is sufficient to develop a science of eugenics. His
answer, based upon his mathematical calculations, is that it could not.
Even worse, not only would “the premature application of our rather
scanty knowledge ... yield little result,” it would “merely serve to discredit
the branch of science in which I am working [i.c., genetics-W.dJL].”30

Toward the end of the text he specifically addresses Muller’s plan, as
outlined in Out of the Night, and concludes: “Once again I am inclined
to regard such a proposal as possibly premature in view of our very slight
knowledge of the genetical basis of those characters which are found in the
‘great men” whom we regard as admirable.”3!

It is with all of the above in mind that we must consider why Muller
continually solicited Haldane’s support for his eugenic views, cited his
writings on eugenics as evidence for his own, but then chose to exclude
him from any knowledge of his own role in the cancellation of the Seventh
International Congress of Genetics and the rise of Lysenko. Had Haldane
known, he certainly would not have stumbled into the position he found
himself in once Lysenko seized control of Soviet biology.

Part II: H.J. MULLER, EUGENICS AND LYSENKOISM

Hermann J. Muller’s background could not have been more different
than Haldane’s. Unlike Haldane, who was essentially bred from birth to
become a scientist, Muller grew up in a working-class family in German-
Irish Harlem, and was only admitted to Columbia University thanks to his
high score on a citywide exam after graduating from public high school
in the Bronx. Muller soon became a member of Thomas Hunt Morgan’s
famous “fly room” at Columbia, so named thanks to the focus of Morgan
and his students’ research, the domestic fruit fly Drosophila melanggas-
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ter. The relationships between Morgan and his students, including Alfred
Sturtevant and Calvin Bridges, as well as their relationships among one
another, were notoriously fraught.®? Jealousy over who contributed what,
as well as accusations (coming almost exclusively from Muller) over mis-
placed credit for various discoveries and ideas, were rampant. Muller’s
reputation for having a “priority complex,” that is, being overwhelmingly
concerned with guarding his reputation and legacy, is a relevant detail to
take into account when analyzing his behavior toward Haldane.®?

Muller’s closest friend in this period was Edgar J. Altenburg, who
joined Muller at Columbia after studying for a year at City College to the
north. According to Altenburg, he and Muller “traded in the three R’s
for the three S’s—science, sex, and socialism,” during their undergradu-
ate years at Columbia.?* The combination of these underpinned Muller’s
notion of how eugenics could be developed.

A talk delivered at a meeting of the campus Peithologian Society in
1910 evinces Muller’s convictions and ambitions for his nascent eugenic
plan. “[T]he way to eliminate the unfit is to keep them from being born,”
he stated, adding that “[w]ith knowledge of the laws of nature comes
power to manipulate them, and knowledge of life thus means the perfec-
tion of man.”3® Muller would maintain these beliefs, albeit according to
different ideas of how they could be achieved, for the rest of his life.

After completing his degree, Muller joined Huxley in the biology
department of the newly founded William Marsh Rice Institute (Rice
University) in 1914. Though Huxley soon returned to England as a result
of the First World War, the bond formed in Houston was enduring. In
1920 Muller later relocated to the University of Texas at Austin where
he continued to develop his ideas on eugenics, and also continued his
research on X-rays as a potential source of genetic mutations. He con-
ducted the experiment that would win him the Nobel Prize in 1926, and
in 1930, he was joined in his lab by two aspiring Soviet geneticists, funded
by the Rockefeller Foundation, Israel J. Agol and Solomon Levit, who
were interested in Muller’s work in genetics and eugenics. He also con-
tinued to become increasingly attracted to socialism, and by 1932 had
become involved with a socialist student organization that was illegal on
campus. Muller’s activities soon attracted the attention of the FBI who
informed campus authorities.*® Fortunately for all concerned, Muller was
offered a Guggenheim Fellowship that same year to work at the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institute for Brain Research in Berlin, from where he would soon
relocate to the Soviet Union.
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Before departing for Europe, Muller delivered an extraordinarily con-
troversial address at the Third International Eugenics Congress at the
American Museum of Natural History in New York City. Muller’s pre-
sentation is notable for several reasons, not the least of which is that the
program of the congress essentially chronicled the deteriorating relation-
ship between geneticists and eugenicists. A decade earlier, at the Second
International Eugenics Congress, held in the same venue, geneticists and
eugenicists, united by mutual interest in human heredity, presented their
research alongside one another. The composition of the third congress
was different in that virtually no geneticists showed up. Though the orga-
nizers attempted to arrange a luncheon with the geneticists, who would be
passing through town on their way to the Sixth International Congress of
Genetics in Ithaca, it seems the former were far more interested in getting
together than the latter.” Muller’s address also stands out in that if it were
up to the man in charge, Charles Davenport, Muller would probably have
never presented at all.

When Muller sent Davenport a copy of his paper, Davenport was
appalled. Muller’s talk was an anti-capitalist tirade wherein he essentially
argued that capitalism was dysgenic. Davenport initially reduced the
amount of time allotted to Muller from one hour to fifteen minutes, and
from there cut it down to ten. Muller, realizing he was being censored,
sent copies of his presentation to other geneticists who he presumed would
be sympathetic.®® One of those he wrote was to Haldane, who replied,

Your article on eugenics appears to me to be rather moderate, provided you
are a convinced socialist. I am an unconvinced one (i.e. I vote socialist on
probability). But I should be inclined to go further than you, and say that
capitalism was almost bound to be dysgenic.®

Despite Haldane’s opinion that Muller’s paper was “moderate,” it hit
like bombshell. Headlines in newspapers the next day like—“HOLDS
CAPITALISM BARS EUGENIC GOAL—Prof. Muller of Texas Asserts
Profit Motive is Inimical to Welfare of Race—DENIES SUCCESS
YARDSTICK—Leader of Finance or Politics Mentally Akin to Gangster,
He Tells World Congress—AGAINST BIRTH SUBSIDIES—Not Charity,
but Society Organized to Assure Economic Plenty to All, is Needed, Paper
Says”—essentially summed up what he had said.*®

Among the geneticists in town for the Ithaca meeting, who would not
be present at the Museum of Natural History, was Haldane. However
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expressing his disapproval by simply not giving a paper could not be
enough for a voluble personality like Haldane. It was his first time in
the USA and he wanted to be noticed. Haldane’s opinions on eugenics
appeared in the New York Tribune on the last day of the congress, that is,
one day before stories on Muller’s address. Haldane was quoted saying,

The eugenicists ... talk loosely about the fit and the unfit, but the fittest
in the Darwinian sense are people on the verge of being feebleminded.
One-half of 1 percent of the people couldn’t fit into the social system under
this classification. I see the problem differently—to try to make a society
into which as many people as possible can be fitted. It is easier to alter the
social organization than to alter human beings.*!

At this point it is worth pausing to note that though Haldane’s letter
to Muller does not necessarily read as though the author was opposed
to cugenics, his statements in the newspaper most certainly do.*? They
also reflect the skepticism evident in Daedalus, not to mention what
he had expressed in his article, “Eugenics and Social Reform.” Though
Heredity and Politics would not appear for six more years—after Muller
had departed the USSR—it is fair to ask if Muller could really have been
under the impression that he and Haldane were of the same mind when it
came to the practicality of human breeding.

As Muller arrived in Europe, he wrote to Altenburg that the celebrated
Russian geneticist Nikolai Vavilov was eager for him to visit the Soviet
Union, and asked if news of his eugenics address had reached Austin.

Vavilov told me I’d get all my expenses paid if I visited Russia, but I don’t
want to do that for 6 or 8 months yet at least. If you visit Austin ... pretend
you know nothing, and pick up what gossip you can about my status there.
By the way, did news of my eugenics talk get into the Texas papers, and if
so, what sort?*3

Altenburg was reading a draft of Out of the Night, and Muller wrote
to him of the challenges he anticipated making his plan acceptable to the
broader public. He predicted that the “social mechanism,” that is, the
practical program to be implemented, would be developed over time, just
like other aspects of socialist construction, such as state control of indus-
try. In the short term, he predicted that “the selective process may get a
start partly, at least, through the action, and example set by, a relatively few
of the more capable women.”**
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What is most striking in Muller’s comments to Altenburg is the extent
to which he was willing to initially deceive people, in order to achieve
what he viewed as a vital long-term goal. The “capable women,” referred
to above, would ultimately need to accept the idea that their role in the
reproductive process would be controlled by the government. Though
the plan could initially be presented as offering “more free choice,” and
women would be told they would be acting “voluntarily,” “the word ‘vol-
untary’ is ..., elastic.”

It will, at the present stage, repel too many people, to tell them that wom-
en’s reproduction will be controlled socially by forces outside of them; bet-
ter lay emphasis on the better opportunity women will have to have better
children, and to choose their sperm well ... and then say there will be agen-
cies evolved to give them better and better guidance (or advice, or some-
thing equivalent) in this matter.*®

The passage quoted above is notable for two reasons: One, it reflects
precisely the conviction Haldane expressed in Daedalus that biological
advances which start as shocking eventually seem normal; two, the extent
to which Muller felt absolutely no qualms about misleading people (“‘vol-
untary’ is, however, elastic”) and hiding his motives.

It is ironic that Muller referred to Haldane directly in his next let-
ter, and his comment is revealing. After reccommending Altenburg read
Haldane’s recently published magnum opus, The Causes of Evolution, he
wrote that among the points he disagreed with is that “man is more child-
like: I think Haldane must have had a long childhood himself.”*¢ Muller’s
joke shows that as much as he appreciated Haldane’s scientific work, he
seems to have also, on a certain level, viewed him with condescension.

Muller’s willingness to shade the truth in order to get what he wanted
became more evident once he arrived in the Soviet Union and laid the
groundwork to get Stalin to support his eugenic plan. Two concurrent
trends became central to the achievement of Muller’s goals. The first was
the growing influence of eugenics in Nazi Germany, the second was the
rising prominence of Lysenko, who would increasingly identify genetics
and eugenics—in its most troubling aspects—as indistinguishable. These
two factors came to a head most explicitly in the context of planning for
the Seventh International Congress of Genetics.

The details surrounding the cancellation of the Genetics Congress have
been well-documented elsewhere.*” Though rescarch indicates concerns
that the organizers were unprepared, as well as the burgeoning Great
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Terror were the primary reasons for the meeting’s cancellation, Muller’s
role—particularly his perception of how his actions affected the congress
and his career—is important in context with his behavior toward Haldane.
In May 1936, secking to take advantage of the Academy Presidium’s
decision to allow eugenics to be addressed in the proceedings, Muller sent
Stalin a copy of his manifesto, Out of the Night*3

In his book, Muller not only cited Haldane’s Daedalus in such a way
as to imply that Haldane endorsed—as opposed to satirized—ectogenesis,
but he even sought Haldane’s endorsement for the cover.*” There is no
record of whether or not Stalin read Haldane’s brief summary of Muller’s
book, but if he had it probably would not have mitigated his negative reac-
tion. If anything, it would have exacerbated it. The text read as follows,

You may regard it as a revelation, or, quite as likely, throw it into the fire.
But do not dismiss it as a mere phantasy. The author is one of the world’s
leading biologists, and his proposals, whether or not they are desirable, are
entirely practicable. If they are adopted, the results will be as important as
those of the industrial revolution.

Muller clearly did not pause to wonder whether suggesting readers
throw your book into the fire, or propose that the ideas outlined therein
might be un-“desirable,” really counted as an endorsement, because he
followed up by asking Haldane to review it in Nature. Muller told Haldane
that, “I feel that a word from you would play a very decisive part in the
manner of reception of the ideas, not only in England but everywhere.”*°

However Muller’s book might have been received elsewhere, it did not
go over well with Stalin. Muller wrote that by inseminating women with the
seed of the “most transcendentally superior individuals,” it would be possi-
ble to make a “considerable step” in improving the population of the Soviet
Union within a single generation. He went on that in 20 years—“if ...
capitalism still exists beyond our borders”—this “vital wealth in our youth-
ful cadres” “could not fail to be of considerable advantage to our side.”!

Muller soon learned that his book did not receive the reception he
envisioned. As he later wrote to Huxley, Muller heard that Stalin was “dis-
pleased” and had “ordered an attack against it.”*? In the meanwhile, plans
for holding the Seventh International Congress of Genetics in Moscow
had begun to falter—in part due to the question of how, or if, eugenics
would be treated in the program.>® Several US geneticists wished to use the
occasion to denounce Nazi theories on race; however, Muller would soon
use the December VASKhNIL meeting to pronounce his socialist-eugenic
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alternative. For whatever reason—and despite the fact that eugenics had
been effectively banned in the Soviet Union for nearly a decade—Muller
could not accept that this line would be totally unacceptable.>*

On November 13, Solomon Levit—who was becoming increasingly
suspect for his interests in eugenics—was publicly denounced as an advo-
cate of Nazi doctrines. The next day the Politburo issued a secret deci-
sion to cancel the congress.”® On December 4, Muller wrote to Haldane
breaking the bad news. “I am writing this only unofficially,” he confided,
“as my understanding is that the Program and Organization Committees
no longer exist.”*® Ten days later the story, possibly at Muller’s instiga-
tion, appeared in the New York Times, in an article highlighting Muller’s
involvement. As the reporter wrote, “Americans had a special interest in
the congress because Professor Herman (sic) J. Muller of the University
of Texas, who during a four-year leave here has attracted worldwide atten-
tion with his experiments on mutations of the fruit fly, was chairman of the
program committee.”®”

The Times followed up with an editorial three days later, in which they
implied that the cancellation was due to the desire of dictators to control
science.

...Geneticists concede that their science is young, that it is not yet possible
to control genes (units of heredity) so rigorously that human beings of the
right social type can be created to order. Yet the dictators of communist
and totalitarian States rush in where these cautious men still feel their way.

Obviously the Times editorialist had not read Muller’s letter to Stalin.
If he had, he would have realized that, in fact, the story was exactly the
opposite. It was the scientist—not the dictator—who had believed human
types could be “created to order,” and that this was, in fact, part of why
the congress was not going forward.

The controversy soon boiled over in a VASKhNIL session held during
December 19-27, pitting Muller, Vavilov and several Soviet geneticists
against Lysenko and his followers. This session may be regarded as a pre-
cursor to the notorious July 31 to August 7 session twelve years later, in
that genetics was essentially being put on trial. Among the more shocking
facts is that, despite the fact that Israel Agol, another of Muller’s former
students from Texas, was arrested on the first day of the meeting, Muller
still went ahead and discussed his plan for a socialist eugenics. This proved
unfortunate. According to what Muller later wrote to Huxley,
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At the end of my anti-Lamarckist, anti-Lyssenko (sic) address, I called atten-
tion to the pro-Fascist race and class implications of Lamarckism, since if
true it would imply the genetic inferiority, at present, of people and classes
that had lived under conditions giving less opportunity for mental and phys-
ical development. The audience applauded wildly, but there was a terrific
storm higher up and I was forced to make a public apology, while the state-
ment I had made was omitted from the published address.>

On the last day of the meeting Muller attempted to save the situation
by invoking the name of a geneticist who he believed could give greater
credibility to his side: Haldane. It sounds, according to a transcript of the
proceedings, that he staged the thing ahead of time with Vavilov. Muller
announced from the stage that he had received a letter from Haldane,
who was on his way to help fight Fascism in the Spanish Civil War. Muller
referred to Haldane as “the greatest geneticist in England,” and empha-
sized: “We did invite him to be one of the major speakers to the interna-
tional congress that is planned to take place next year.”®® The fact that
Muller’s last ditch attempt to defend his position by using Haldane to
demonstrate that not only were geneticists anti-Fascist, but they were
actively engaged in fighting Fascism in Spain, is ironic for reasons that will
become increasingly clear.

Part III: “HALDANE, ESPECIALLY, MUST NOT
BE INFORMED...”

Muller realized he would be better off leaving the Soviet Union—at least
for a while—to repair his image and salvage his work in genetics. As he
wrote in a letter to Huxley, “problems arising out of the questions dis-
puted at the Dec. meeting,” had taken over the research agenda at his
institute, and would occupy his time for at least a year or two.®! Once
again, as Muller told Huxley, he had sought out Haldane’s advice and
decided to go to Spain.®? Just over a week later Muller wrote to Haldane
to confirm his plans, which he requested the latter keep confidential.®
Muller departed the USSR and took a train to France from where he
would enter Spain. The letter he wrote to Huxley on his way is a fascinat-
ing document in that everything about it—that it goes on for eight pages,
includes numerous asterisk-marked digressions, writing up and down both
sides of the paper to fill in details of various episodes as they occurred to
him later—evinces Muller’s anxiety at this juncture. He went over all the
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details of what had forced him to flee; however, his greatest concern was
how these events would be interpreted. It was on this point—particularly
the notion that his eugenic ambitions would be seen as a source of folly—
that he seemed most insecure.

... I am not willing to retreat completely in the latter idea. Nor can I sit
by quietly to see it connected, in the minds of the social progressives and
radicals, with the reactionary social doctrines and movements that they are
fighting against.

Muller worried that to “retreat” now would allow his opponents in the
USSR to label his ideas “bourgeois” and “counterrevolutionary,” which in
turn would influence “an important section of progressive thought” in the
West against them as well. Even worse, he would be seen “as just another
‘bourgeois idealist’ who failed to accept the realities of the revolution, and
expected a paradise and then, in reaction, become ‘anti-Soviet.””%*

Though what Muller described is, more or less, what ended up happen-
ing the process would take many years. It would also be his good fortune
that the Cold War would begin in the meanwhile, making his “retreat”
seem, in retrospect, prescient. He would be seen as a man who—unlike
the likes of Haldane—had learned from experience.

In the meanwhile, the only way to prevent what had happened from
being “misinterpreted,” would be to make sure it was only discussed in a
context he could control. He told Huxley he did “not want to become an
agent of anti-Soviet propaganda,” adding: “What I have told you are only
facts, they cannot be appraised without taking them in connection with
the favorable facts concerning the U.S.S.R. and its system.” The problem
was that the “mass of people” could “hardly see two facts at a time and
so these facts might have a dangerous effect upon them.” “When they are
finally given out,” Muller said, “it must be in just the right setting.”%®

By “just the right setting” we can presume Muller meant conditions in
which he would not seem to have been wrong. Muller would soon receive
a letter from one of his old rivals in the fly room, Calvin Bridges, which
would force him to recognize that—at least in certain circles—his worst
fears had been realized. On the train to France, however, Muller seems to
have decided that his greatest threat was Haldane. He wrote to Huxley,

Haldane, especially, must not be informed—not now, anyway—for I judge
from the tone and content of his letters to me that he is at present having
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his political opinions impressed upon him with a rubber stamp (greatly as
I admire his intellect and person), and would be influenced in the reverse
direction from that which I intended. He would think I had gone over the
conservative or fascist camp, which is the very impression I am trying to
disprove.

“Haldane, especially, must not be informed.” At this point we are justi-
fied in asking why Muller did not want to tell Haldane. After all, Muller
had sought Haldane’s backing on his 1932 eugenics address in New York
City, requested his endorsement and review for Out of the Night, confided
in him about the cancellation of the genetics congress in Moscow, invoked
his name at a key point in his showdown with Lysenko, and then asked for
his “confidential” advice on going to Spain. So why couldn’t he tell him
what was going on now? Did not Haldane deserve the truth? What was
Muller afraid of?

A week later Muller wrote to Huxley again, repeating his plea to keep
silent about what had transpired. It sounds as though Muller’s fear of
humiliation continued to weigh on him and had sunk deeper.

What a rotten business it is when one’s mouth is gagged—what misun-
derstandings, minor and major, it leads to! Again, this all-or-none reaction
working. But it isn’t I who started this business of giving only one side of
the facts, and my associates expect me to follow their method, otherwise I’'m
quite “out” with them at once, and those things which I’m trying to further
with them will acquire a bad odor for them and for all those who are under
their influence to some degree.

The “facts,” according to Muller, were the real problem. He was not
yet ready to tell all, but if he revealed “a part of the facts now” it would
“make people anti-Soviet, which would in turn help the Fascists.” The
time would come to tell the facts “fully,” “so that they are seen in proper
relation and perspective,” “but that cannot be now...” Therefore, Muller
concluded, “until I am ready to discuss the matter openly all-round ... it
is indispensable that I should not be quoted. Such statements should not
be made as that I am ‘disillusioned’ etc.”%®

It is worth noting that the “major fact,” in Muller’s mind, was that
“those things” which he was “trying to further”—that is, eugenics—would
“acquire a bad odor.”®” What upset him most was the idea that people
would say Muller realized he had been foolish to emigrate to the Soviet
Union. That, more than anything, is what really seemed to disturb him.
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Muller’s first hint that the proverbial cat was out of the bag must have
been after he arrived in Spain, when he received the above-mentioned
letter from Bridges. Muller’s intense dislike for Bridges would have made
the letter even more upsetting.®® Bridges said, given that just the sum-
mer before Muller had expressed concern that war would interrupt the
progress of science in the USSR, it seemed strange that he had taken time
away from his work to go fight Franco and the Fascists. “I interpret it as
meaning,” Bridges wrote,

...that you were already in difficulties with the science end? On account
of the crisis between the environmental and genetical points of view pre-
cipitated by Lysenko? You of course are the most prominent of the genetics
“chess players” and I would expect you to be a target for attack. ... I heard
that you lost your party card in the controversy.®’

Now Muller knew for sure that—at least in certain circles—the debacle
was being discussed.

But just because Bridges knew did not mean Haldane did. In this case
Muller would have little to fear. Communications across the Atlantic
were not what they are today, information circulated more slowly. For
example, the man who would finally offer Muller a job, Francis Crew at
Edinburgh University, was so unaware of how Muller’s sojourn in the
Soviet Union had affected his prospects, that he highlighted these experi-
ences when endorsing Muller to US employers. Crew even went so far—
much to Muller’s frustration—as to recommend they get in touch with
the University of Texas, from where Muller had resigned in disgrace.”

In the meanwhile, Muller continued to enlist Haldane in support of
various causes. Five months after he had left the Soviet Union for good,
Muller wrote Vavilov that though the Seventh International Genetics
Congress was not going to be held in Moscow, he had convinced Haldane
and L.C. Dunn that it should be.”! And yet, on the subject of Lysenko,
Muller continued to keep quiet. According to Haldane’s first wife,
Charlotte, Muller visited her and J.B.S. on his way to Edinburgh to start
work with Crew in the fall of 1937. In her autobiography, Truth Will
Out, Charlotte wrote that Muller “expressed acute disillusionment and
dissatisfaction with the changing scientific line in the Soviet Union, and
described to us, although with a certain degree of reticence, the peculiar
developments in Soviet genetics; the gradual unfolding of the Party attack
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on Vavilov, and the rise to power in genetical circles of one, I. Present.”
“I do not now recollect,” she added, “whether at that time he mentioned
the name of Lysenko.””?

Charlotte’s mention of Muller’s “reticence” and lack of clarity on
whether he mentioned Lysenko is notable because by the time she pub-
lished the book, 1950, she and Haldane were bitterly divorced and she
was actively seeking Muller’s support for her work.”® Charlotte had every
motivation to remember the episode differently because her divorce was—
at least in her account—partly the result of Haldane’s refusal to believe
the terrible things she told him about what was happening in the USSR
after she visited in 1941. Haldane’s willful ignorance of the truth would
have seemed even more damning if he had also ignored Muller, but he did
not. There was nothing to ignore because Muller was not “inform[ing]”
Haldane of the reasons he departed the USSR.

And yet Muller continued to seek out Haldane on other matters. Less
than a year after his visit in London, Muller got in touch with Haldane
again. Muller had received word that Robert Merriman, the leader of
the Abraham Lincoln Battalion, had been captured in Spain. Muller
telegrammed Haldane for help organizing an appeal to have Merriman
released.”

Of wider significance was what became known as the “geneticists’ man-
ifesto,” written by Muller. The story of how Muller ended up with the
happy task of composing the “party line” in genetics begins with another
“blunder” on Crew’s part, related to the fact that Muller was not telling
him any more than he was telling Haldane. In a letter dated July 26, 1939,
Vavilov wrote to Muller relating the unfortunate news that neither he, nor
any of his colleagues, would be attending the congress in Edinburgh.”®
Crew, meanwhile, received an official letter from Vavilov, dated the same
day, that Crew and Muller were convinced Vavilov had not written, but
merely been forced to sign. While the tone of Muller’s letter was frank and
dejected, in the missive to Crew “Vavilov” essentially blamed the cancel-
lation of the Moscow congress on Crew and the rest of the organizing
committee.

Crew sent a copy of both letters, along with a working draft of an offi-
cial reply to the letter they assumed Vavilov had not actually written, to
Haldane.” It is clear Crew did not ask Muller’s advice or permission when
he did so, because a week later Haldane received a letter from Muller
where he wrote thus:
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...It is fortunate that Crew now realizes he should not send any such letter
to Vavilov as that which he proposed, and which he sent you and the other
recorders a copy of. It’s a misfortune it ever was sent out even to recorders,
as he now realizes, but at least there’s now no question of sending it fur-
ther. The job of heading off similar adverse criticism from other ostensibly
friendly quarters will not be an easy one though, hence the more solidly the
more progressive elements among the geneticist can get together at this
juncture—when the real fascists would be only too glad to try to exaggerate
or widen any breach in our ranks the better.””

What Muller left out was that a “breach in our ranks” was already pres-
ent, and it was between himself and Haldane. It would only grow wider.

The Second World War temporarily interrupted Lysenko’s anti-genetics
campaign; however, it would soon be renewed in the altered context of
the Cold War. If Muller’s eugenic ideas had been controversial before the
War, afterward they were unthinkable. Muller finally returned to the USA
without a job about one year after Edinburgh congress. Muller was finally
hired by Amherst College where he stayed for a few unhappy years until
his pre-War radicalism caught up with him and he was forced to leave.”®
Muller accepted an offer at Indiana University in 1945 where he would
remain—transformed into a “better dead than red anti-communist”—for
the rest of his career.”” Once Muller was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1946,
his reputation among his colleagues—despite past dalliances with dictators
and totalitarian fantasies—seemed secure.

The war years were also difficult for Haldane, albeit for reasons far
different from Muller’s. While Muller found the teaching emphasis at
Ambherst stifling, Haldane actively engaged in a series of dangerous experi-
ments testing conditions on submarines for the British Navy. This work
is important because not only did it severely damage his health, but
his mental state was deeply affected as well, thanks to the fact that he
seems to have pressured his coworkers into adopting his practice of self-
experimentation.®? This is a topic that requires further investigation, but
the upshot seems to be that Haldane was both physically and emotionally
fragile thereafter.!

Though accounts varied as to Lysenko’s current status and influence
after the War, the issue was now addressed seriously in terms of a con-
certed effort to translate the work of Soviet geneticists into English, and
investigate Lysenko’s claims. The first comprehensive study of the latter,
undertaken by P.S. Hudson and R.H. Richens at Cambridge University,
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essentially concluded that until he published his results in such a way
that they could be replicated, it was impossible to evaluate Lysenko’s
experiments.$?

The antipode of Hudson and Richens was a translation of Lysenko’s
Heredity and Its Variability, organized by Theodosius Dobzhansky and
L.C. Dunn at Columbia University. Whereas Hudson and Richens under-
took a serious assessment of Lysenko’s ideas, Dobzhansky and Dunn set
out to expose him as a charlatan. While Dobzhansky and Dunn’s project—
because it was based upon the false assumption that simply reading a book
by Lysenko would be enough to convince anyone that he was wrong—was
a failure, it was also the first source of Lysenko-related tension between
Haldane and his colleagues. As Dobzhansky finished up the translation
in the summer of 1945, he and Dunn wrote to geneticists like Muller
requesting them to write negative reviews. It is obvious that these were
only intended to be “reviews” in the sense that their subject was Lysenko’s
book. In fact, Dunn wrote his before he even read it.®3

Unfortunately for Haldane, he had a few more scruples. When Muller
asked him to write a review, Haldane responded,

I regret that I have not read Lysenko’s book, and am therefore clearly not in
a position to do anything about the matter. You will agree that publication
in the U.S.A. does not mean availability in this country.

Haldane’s response might sound disingenuous, were it not for the fact
that the distance between the USA and Great Britain was indeed a sig-
nificant factor determining what got published and reviewed where dur-
ing the period.®® Nevertheless, Muller seized the opportunity to question
Haldane’s loyalty by writing to Milislav Demerec that he had “expected
something like this.”® The most astonishing thing about Muller’s remark
is that Muller himself did not publish a review.3” This seems very odd. Why
would Muller not take the opportunity to skewer Lysenko? It would seem
likely the answer is related to the same one he had given Dunn two years
carlier, when Dunn asked him to join the American-Soviet Science Society.
The last thing Muller wished to do at this juncture was draw attention to
his relationship with the Soviet Union.®® As Muller had written to Huxley
many years before, he wished to “retire from all such discussions” until
he was “ready to discuss the matter openly all-round.”® Such a moment
would not come soon enough for Haldane.
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Despite the efforts of US and British geneticists, Lysenko was finally
able to declare victory at the July 31 to August 7, 1948, VASKhNIL ses-
sion. The event was quickly seized upon in the West as an example of
Soviet tyranny in the sciences, and the position of geneticists was closely
scrutinized. Muller immediately resigned from the Russian Academy of
Sciences, a gesture interpreted as a damning judgment of the current situ-
ation in Soviet biology. Muller’s public image had now shifted from com-
munist firebrand to cold warrior. If there was one biologist whose stance
on Lysenko was as at least as much a focus as Muller’s, it was Haldane’s.

Part IV: TaHE BBC “DEBATE”

Perhaps the most important sentences in the transcript of the BBC broad-
cast are Haldane’s first two: “I find this discussion very odd for several rea-
sons. The first is that I do not know what the other speakers have said.””?
Indeed it was not a debate. The four speakers were recorded separately.
According to John Langdon-Davies, who placed the discussion at the
center of his anti-Lysenko expose, Russia Puts the Clock Back: Langdon-
Davies versus Haldane, “The B.B.C. took special precautions against pos-
sible murder by having each of the four conspirators record contributions
under circumstances which insured against their meeting on the stairs.”

Two points before proceeding. First, John Langdon-Davies was a
journalist, not a geneticist. The idea that he would present himself as
the direct opponent of Haldane on the Lysenko issue smacks of self-
promotion. Second, the notion that Haldane, Harland, Darlington and
Fisher—colleagues who were presumably quite aware of one another’s
professional qualifications—would have “murder[ed]” one another over
Lysenko, is clearly just hype to sell books. Unfortunately, Langdon-
Davies’ hatchet job was the filter through which many would interpret
Haldane’s behavior.

Besides, Haldane’s image among the scientific community and gen-
eral public was already well-established by this time. He had joined the
British Communist Party (BCP), in part to offset the scandal of his ex-
wife, Charlotte, having quit. He became a high-profile member of the
Politburo, playing the role of the left-wing radical, unafraid to criticize the
USA on its own s0il.?! The same year Dobzhansky and Dunn’s version of
Heredity and Its Variability appeared, Haldane visited the USA on behalf
of the BCP. Dobzhansky’s account of Haldane’s behavior, in a letter to
Dunn, accurately portrays his image as an unreformed radical.
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Here is something to amuse you. I was invited ... for a reception organized
by the journal “Science and Society” to “meet Prof. J.B.S. Haldane.” ...
The old man was in fine shape and his words were lapped up by those pres-
ent. ... To me it was indescribably funny to hear him say that “dialectics” has
influenced “unconsciously” a number of workers in USA, especially Sewall
Wright, whose approach to evolution is “almost Leninist.” ... Not so funny
was to hear J.B.S. mildly defend Lysenko, and of course all present will from
now on say that Lysenko is a great man because another great man says so!*?

Haldane’s performance on another visit, one year later, makes this even
clearer. He was immediately quoted in the US press that he would judge
US capitalism by its ability to provide him 18 Y2-inch collared shirts, and
complained that the fruit fly samples he had brought for Dobzhansky
would probably be detained on Ellis Island.”® Dobzhansky, once again,
was highly amused.

The New York Times carried a long interview with Haldane where he says
that his purpose of coming to U.S.A. is to find 18 %2 collar shirts which are
not available in England, and that he will judge American civilization by its
ability or inability to supply 18 %2 shirts! ... However, after this foolish start
Haldane has settled down...”*

It is worth contrasting Dobzhansky’s portrayals of Haldane with how
he had now come to view Muller. Though Dobzhansky and Muller would
continue to disagree on numerous issues—mostly related to eugenics—
the latter had, in terms of his politics, clearly redeemed himself in the
eyes of the former. In the same letter where we find the above account
of Haldane, Dobzhansky also described how Muller had come across at
conferences they had both attended recently.

Incidentally, Muller was in splendid form, both at Boston and at Princeton.
I never saw him so placid and self-possessed without being self-conscious.?®

In other words, though to a certain extent Dobzhansky would always
think of Muller as the “fire-eating communist” who had denounced his
own country and set off for the “promising land” (szc), that is, the USSR,
Dobzhansky could tell he was finally content, having won the Nobel Prize.
It was now Haldane’s role to play the radical .”

Thus that Haldane would be asked to weigh in on Lysenko is unsurpris-
ing. In correspondence dating as far back as 1946 till the BBC broadcast,
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Haldane was regularly asked about his opinion on Lysenko’s work and
the fate of Vavilov.”” On the latter point he remained silent; however, he
was not at all unwilling to criticize Lysenko. For example, in a letter to a
Czech correspondent Mikulas Teich sent the month before the radio pro-
gram, Haldane said Lysenko had “gone too far” in his criticism of Soviet
geneticists and “thrown the baby out with the bathwater.”?® He was also
impatient with Lysenko sympathizers in the British biology community
who asked him to help organize a united defense of Lysenko.” He was
more interested in learning more and discussing the strengths and weak-
nesses of Lysenko’s claims than in establishing a party line.

Had the November 30, 1948 broadcast actually been a discussion
between Haldane, Harland, Darlington and Fisher, then he would have
gotten the chance to do so. However, as mentioned above, all four were
recorded separately. As for how listeners responded to the broadcast, as
opposed to the response portrayed in Russin Puts the Clock Back, the
archival evidence indicates Haldane received numerous letters of support.
Among these was one sent the next day by his sister, Naomi, and her com-
ments are revealing.

The broadcast last night was very interesting though it would have been
much more worthwhile if you could all have seen one another’s scripts. ...
Harland was convincing on the background and seemed to be trying to be
fair. What he gave the impression of saying was that Lysenko is a second-rate
man and how can he be expected to have first class ideas. And I remember
you saying much the same about Lysenko yourself at one time. ... the thing
that worries people is whether or not Lysenko has or hasn’t stopped other
people who are doing good and useful work from continuing, and that must
be answered sooner or later.!%

Unfortunately for Haldane, the question of whether Lysenko “ha[d] or
ha[d|n’t stopped other people who are doing good and useful work from
continuing” had long been answered, but Muller had not told him. At this
point it is worth considering some reasons why. The most obvious reason
would seem to be Haldane’s above-mentioned volubility. He was, along
with Huxley, a celebrity scientist in Great Britain. As Muller’s train rolled
through Europe on its way to Spain, he was mulling gloomily over how he
would be judged outside the USSR for his role in the cancellation of the
genetics congress and Lysenko’s growing influence. He was also consider-
ing how, and where, he could continue his work, and he soon reached the
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conclusion, if he hadn’t already, that it would have to be somewhere other
than the Soviet Union. The basic necessity of finding a new job made the
issue of discretion all the more urgent.

An alternative explanation lies in the rest of the sentence after Muller
stated Haldane must not be told of his misadventures. He said that
Haldane was “having his political opinions impressed upon him with a
rubber stamp,” adding: “He would think I had gone over the conserva-
tive or fascist camp, which is the very impression I am trying to disprove.”
In other words, Haldane was a malleable intellect who was being so badly
brainwashed by the liberal Left that he would ignore what Muller said and
conclude he was a Fascist.

This is hard to accept. Had not Haldane stated as far back as 1932 that
the “test of devotion” to science in the Soviet Union would come when
they acknowledged “innate human inequality?”!?! It seems more likely
Muller was concerned that Haldane would think about Muller’s analy-
sis of the situation in Soviet biology to that point, and conclude he had
badly miscalculated. This would certainly not help Muller in his quest for
redemption.

If we accept that Muller believed Haldane could not be trusted to keep
quiet about anything Muller told him, we must also ask if he was correct.
A relevant factor in this question is Muller’s above-mentioned “priority
complex.” Any historian who spends time going through Muller’s corre-
spondence, or consulting other sources where he speaks about his research
and that of his colleagues, would need to explain why they don’t come
away with the impression that Muller believed he was routinely robbed of
proper credit for his ideas.!%? It is casy to see how this concern could trans-
late into a fear of being maligned for notions he regretted. If secrecy and
silence were his priorities after December 1936, the desire not to inform
Haldane seems logical.

Was Muller right? Would Haldane have immediately denounced
Lysenko and sounded the alarm about the imminent threat to Soviet
genetics? Possibly—and if he did it would have been Muller, with regard
to eugenics, rather than Haldane, with regard to Lysenko, who was put
in the awkward position of having to explain his behavior. According to
this formula Haldane’s famous 1932 statement—quoted twice, for maxi-
mum effect, in Russia Puts the Clock Back—that the “test of devotion”
to science in the Soviet Union would come when they acknowledged
“innate human inequality,” would be interpreted as prescient, rather than
embarrassing.!%?
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter I addressed the process by which Lysenkoism replaced
eugenics as a controversial issue among geneticists from the early 1930s to
the onset of the Cold War. To do so I analyzed the relationship between
two geneticists at the center of both controversies—H.]. Muller and
J.B.S. Haldane. I argued that though Haldane was useful to Muller in
terms of promoting his eugenics program, once it was clear this plan was
not to be realized, Muller grew concerned about the extent to which his
attempts to pursue it had contributed to the cancellation of the Moscow
genetics congress, his attitude toward Haldane shifted radically. At this
point Muller, motivated by his fear that Haldane was a loose cannon who
could not, like Huxley, be trusted to portray events exactly as Muller
wished them described, chose to keep him in the dark.

The inglorious end to Muller’s eugenic ambitions in the USSR coin-
cided with the rise of T.D. Lysenko. By the end of World War II, eugenics,
which had been such a pressing issue for geneticists in terms of how, or
if, it should be treated, was rendered irrelevant by the evidence revealed
behind the gates of liberated Nazi camps throughout East and Central
Europe. This image in turn contributed to Lysenko’s renewed influence,
and his ability to portray genetics as eugenics by a different name. Once
the Cold War got underway, Lysenko’s anti-genetics campaign became
the new focus among biologists concerned with the fate and reputation
of their science at home and abroad. By now Muller and Haldane were
barely on speaking terms, and the latter was happy to let the former follow
his usual pattern of wishing to keep an open mind on every topic, thus
hanging himself on the rope of Lysenko. My point is not that Haldane
was right or wrong to defend Lysenko, only that Muller made sure he was
ignorant, and this ignorance led Haldane to become a scapegoat for his
contemporary’s fascination with Soviet science.
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Why Did Japanese Geneticists Take
a Scientific Interest in Lysenko’s Theories?

Hirofumi Saito

INTRODUCTION

Theories of genetics proposed by Trofim Denisovich Lysenko (1898-1976)
and his followers in the Soviet Union elicited powerful critical reactions
from scholars and scientists in Western intellectual communities. In 1946,
when Lysenko’s short pamphlet entitled Heredity and Its Variability was
published in English,! critics were quick to point out Lysenko’s ignorance
and misconceptions about modern genetics. In particular, British and
American geneticists noted a series of defects in his experiments in their
book reviews.? Among those critical reviews, Theodosius Dobzhansky
(19406) stated, “The progress of science would be seriously disorganized if
all scientists interrupt their work every time somebody publishes a dubious
claim.”® As this attitude shows, Western geneticists rejected the theories of
the Lysenko school outright. They concluded that Lysenko’s experimental
results did not deserve a second glance. Following the infamous August
session of VASKhNIL, in which Lysenko, with the approval of the
Communist Party, virtually declared the abolition of genetics studies in
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the Soviet Union, Western geneticists did not leave room for the purely
scientific arguments of Lysenko’s theories anymore. Instead, they discussed
a series of events in relation to Cold War science, politics, and ideology.*

From the very beginning of their discussion, Western geneticists adopted
the position that Lysenko’s theories were scientifically worthless. From today’s
perspective, there is no doubt that Lysenko’s theories exerted no positive
intellectual influence on the development of genetics knowledge. Because of
this, historians of biology tend to ignore some cases in which purely scientific
arguments on Lysenko’s theories developed among professional geneticists in
some countries. In fact, many studies on the history of Soviet genetics adopt
political, economic, cultural, and social viewpoints—that is to say an external
approach to the history of sciences—to explain the acceptance of Lysenko’s
theories and the development of the Lysenko school.> On the other hand,
an internal approach, such as the explanation based on particular intellectual
trends of geneticists in those days, was not mainstreamed until now.¢

Unlike Western geneticists, during the end of the 1940s and the begin-
ning of the 1950s, orthodox” Japanese geneticists showed scientific interest
in the theories and experiments of the Lysenko school. In Japan, even after
the August session of VASKhNIL, scientific argument on Lysenko’s theories
did not cease. Thus, for the comparative study of each country’s response to
Lysenko, Japan will provide an interesting case in which geneticists’ internal
motives, not external such as political and ideological, played a large part in
the development of the controversy. What kind of internal motives existed
behind Japanese geneticists’ scientific concern with Lysenko’s theories?
I will try to answer this question in this chapter.

THE ScorE oF THIS CHAPTER

As a beginning, I would like to limit the analysis of the Japanese case to the
non-political and non-cultural aspects.® Thus, with regard to the political
motives with which some geneticists participated in the controversy, I will
give a brief explanation here. As restrictions on political activities began to
be lifted after the Pacific War, leftist scientists began to embrace socialist
ideology, slogans, and thought. In particular, the doctrine of “unity of
theory and practice” was adopted as a criterion of whether one was a real
scientist; any failure to conform to this ideology was considered a serious
defect on the part of a scientist. Some leftist biologists regarded Lysenko
as an embodiment of this attitude and approved Lysenko’s theories and
agricultural proposals explicitly in their writings; such a manner served
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for them both to demonstrate their academic legitimacy to ordinary
people and to denounce biologists who opposed Lysenko’s theories as the
separation from practice.” However, independent of those who approached
Lysenko’s theories with political motives were some geneticists with
purely scientific motives. Teiri Nakamura, who was actually involved in
the Japanese Lysenko controversy, somewhat explains these motives in his
book!® as follows: There were geneticists who recognized the limitations
of the current chromosomal theory.!! Some of them said they observed the
phenomena of heredity that could not be explained solely by chromosomal
behavior like crossover, and others doubted whether geographic variation
could be always explained only by the gene mutation. Instead, those
geneticists emphasized the role of environmental effects and began to
accept Lysenko’s theories positively.

In agreement with Nakamura’s account above, I will propose my own
view as to why Japanese geneticists had a scientific interest in Lysenko’s
theories. First, for the purpose of supplementing Nakamura, I will recon-
sider the question of the conditions under which Lysenko’s theories were
introduced in Japan after the War. My view is that Japanese geneticists’
first response to Lysenko’s theories was formed while research conditions
were extremely poor in Japan immediately after the Pacific War, and their
attitude was very different from that of Western geneticists in the same
period. Second, in explaining Japanese geneticists’ strong interest in
Lysenko’s theories, I will deviate from Nakamura’s interpretation of the
state of Mendel-Morgan (orthodox) genetics around 1950. Nakamura
explains that one critical aspect of orthodox genetics as seen from biol-
ogists sympathetic to the Lysenko school was that orthodox genetics
could not elucidate the process by which some traits were expressed epi-
genetically. Geneticists with intermediate viewpoints between the ortho-
dox one and Lysenko’s also criticized that a phenotypic trait was not
reducible to a one-to-one stable correspondence of genes because the
function of genes was greatly influenced by cytoplasm or other external
conditions. However, orthodox geneticists began to understand that the
environmental effect could not be negligible in the course of phenotypic
expression. Moreover, molecular genetics and embryological genetics
were developing studies for grasping this process.!?

It is true that interest in Lysenko’s theories resulted in large part from
complaints about the stagnation of Mendelism. With the advance of
genetics, as Nakamura describes, Mendelism had by the end of the 1940s
sloughed off the old concept of the gene as particles separated from other
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substances in a cell. When the development of modern genetics disciplines
was planned on the basic line of Mendelism around 1950, criticism against
Mendelism from the Lysenko school seemed to have lost its ground
almost completely. However, this account does not explain the fact that
scientific interest in Lysenko’s theories was seen among geneticists as late
as the mid-1950s. The present author’s understanding is that scientific
interest in Lysenko’s theories had an aspect other than mere complaints
about Mendelism. That is to say, in the course of the development of
Mendelism, rather than in conflict with Mendelism, interest in Lysenko’s
theories was generated and increased by the rise of a particular genetics
subject and discipline, as described in detail later.

The purpose of this paper is to show that the Japanese Lysenko con-
troversy overlapped the recovery of genetics in the postwar period, and
the attitude of Japanese geneticists to Lysenko’s theories was determined
in this recovery period. I will propose two types of recovery: (1) normal-
ization of the conditions of research, and (2) a trend toward reforming
genetics disciplines. In part 2, I will examine recovery of the first type to
illustrate how Lysenko’s theories were introduced in Japan. Then, in part
3, I will take up recovery of the second type in order to examine Japanese
geneticists” internal concern during the end of the 1940s and the begin-
ning of the 1950s.

INTRODUCTION OF LYSENKO’S THEORIES
IN THE NORMALIZATION PROCESS OF (GENETICS RESEARCH
CONDITIONS IN JAPAN

For this part, it is helpful to begin by previewing the ecarly history of
Japanese genetics.!? Especially, I will highlight the contribution of German
geneticist Richard Goldschmidt (1878-1958), who taught at the agricul-
tural department of Tokyo Imperial University from the fall 1924 to the
fall 1926.

As carly as the first decade of the twentieth century, there appeared
in Japan prominent pioneering geneticists, especially in the field of ani-
mal genetics. Among them was Kametard Toyama, assistant professor
at Tokyo Imperial University, who was counted as one of the earliest
Mendelian researchers because of his study (1906) demonstrating that
Mendel’s law is applicable to the heredity of the silkworm. Toyama’s work
was principally connected with the improvement of the silkworm, which
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was requested in practical terms of sericulture that had grown to become
the chief industry of Japan by that time. Meanwhile, genetics research in
Japan firmed its institutional system in 1920 when the Genetics Society of
Japan was established by succeeding the activity of the Japanese Society of
Breeding (founded in 1915).!* In 1921, the Genetics Society started to
issue annually the Journal of Genetics, which almost constantly contained
some papers written in English and abstracts of the latest foreign works.

In September 1924, Richard Goldschmidt came to Japan in order to
teach genetics at Tokyo Imperial University.!® Since Toyama had died in
1918, the chair of genetics had remained vacant. Chiyomatsu Ishikawa,
a professor of zoology who had been trained under August Weismann in
Freiburg and who had become, like Toyama, a grand pioneer of Japanese
animal genetics, was very worried with this personnel matter. At that time,
Ishikawa was recommended to retire according to the mandatory retire-
ment system newly introduced into the University. On condition that he
agreed with his retirement, Ishikawa nominated Goldschmidt, who he
had become acquainted with in 1914 when Goldschmidt visited Japan
for the first time, for the chair.!® For Goldschmidt, there was great merit
in conducting his research in Japan. As Goldschmidt observed in 1914,
the intersexuality of the gypsy moth (Lymantria) displays rich local dif-
ferentiation in Japan. Therefore, Japanese varieties were indispensable for
verification of his original theory about intersexuality change. Ultimately,
Goldschmidt accepted the invitation.

Goldschmidt held basic lectures on transmission genetics in English
for students of the agricultural department and sometimes the medical
department, and gave a special lecture connected with his own research
in German, mainly for graduate students. One of his best pupils,
Kiyoshi Masui, contributed to the study of sex determination in fowl
and later became president of the Genetics Society of Japan in 1946.
Goldschmidt was respected by Japanese geneticists not only for his
established reputation in physiological genetics (precisely, it is not true
that all Japanese geneticists accepted his unique, controversial works
uncritically), but also for his broad knowledge and understanding of
Japanese culture, art, and lifestyle. After Goldschmidt left Japan, he kept
in touch with Japanese genetics throughout his life. For instance, he
contributed his personal library on genetics, which amounted to about
50,000 works, to the National Institute of Genetics, newly established
in Mishima City in 1949 as the first genetics research center in Japan,
independent of laboratories in universities.
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Goldschmidt played an important role in introducing to Japan the
physiological approach, which characterized the research style of German
genetics.!” On the other hand, fruit fly genetics, which occupied the
interests and tasks of American geneticists in the interwar period, spread
from Kyoto University after Taku Komai, an animal geneticist who had
studied under T. H. Morgan for two years from 1923, came back to Japan
with drosophila samples in 1925. From the middle of the 1920s to the
late 1930s, genetics studies in Japan developed by keeping equal atten-
tion on two major approaches. However, I would like to point out that
dependence on drosophila was not so remarkable in Japan, compared with
America. Instead, the silkworm constantly supported Japanese genetics in
the early age since Toyama, not only as the traditional research subject itself
but also as a model organism applicable to studies both on heredity and
on physiology in general. Hideo Kikkawa, who tackled physiological prob-
lems of the silkworm from the standpoint of biochemical genetics, wrote in
1943, “Even in wartime, Japan was superior to other countries in the stock
of experimental samples thanks to, in addition to fruit fly samples, rich
samples of various mutants of silkworm.”!® To sum up, at least until the
late 1930s, the state of Japanese genetics research had been in a relatively
normal condition; the Genetics Society held general meetings every year,
and geneticists were familiar with advances in world genetics by tracing
foreign publications while publishing original works.

Japan’s defeat in the Pacific War in August 1945 caused serious damage
to the genetics community, as well as to the intellectual community in
general. As Japanese geneticists became aware of the disparities in
knowledge between Japan and the West, they increased their efforts
to close the gap between them. One of the primary tasks of recovery
was the normalization of access to foreign literature. Very few foreign
publications were available during the War due to the breakdown of
scientific interchange. In January 1947, the American Library Association
contributed a number of books and journals published during and
immediately following the War.'® They were distributed to only a few
major institutes, such as the library of the University of Tokyo. According
to the list of journals brought to Japan,?® distribution included the 1946
edition of the Journal of Heredity, which contained Dobzhansky’s highly
critical review of Lysenko’s book (1946). In the spring of 1948, one of the
biggest Japanese book companies, Maruzen, resumed its import of certain
foreign academic journals. However, during the initial postwar period, it
was unlikely that the majority of Japanese geneticists had ready access to
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Western scientific literature. In such a condition, Lysenko’s theories were
hardly known at all among geneticists in Japan.

Next, I will illustrate the process by which Lysenko’s theories were
brought to Japan while Japanese academia was still isolated from the
world. Through three cases, Rytichi Yasugi, Hitoshi Kihara, and Jihei
Sato, with different motives for the introduction of Lysenko’s theories,
readers will be able to understand what Japanese geneticists’ thirst for
foreign knowledge, including Lysenko’s theories, was like.

The simplest approach to obtaining knowledge about Lysenko’s theo-
ries was, needless to say, to read Russian literature. However, from the
end of the War until the beginning of the 1950s, Japanese geneticists had
limited access to the original Russian language literature of the Lysenko
school. Until an official exchange of scientific literature resumed between
the two countries in 1951,*' Russian literature was available only to a
limited few, who obtained it through private means. In addition, because
Lysenko’s theories were published in Russian, few Japanese scientists
could read and evaluate his work. Theodosius Dobzhansky introduced
Lysenko’s theories in America,?® while in Japan these theories were not
introduced by a professional geneticist at first. In the summer of 1947,
Ryiiichi Yasugi (1911-1997), a historian of Darwinism, wrote a short but
relatively detailed review of Lysenko’s theories based on information from
a few Russian publications.?® Many learned Lysenko’s theories for the
first time from this article. In the same year, Yasugi briefly introduced the
Lysenko school’s experiments on vegetative hybridization based on a single
volume of the Russian journal Yarovizatsiya, edited by Lysenko.** Yasugi
could not evaluate Lysenko’s theories adequately and therefore strongly
expected that his introduction would help Japanese geneticists re-examine
Lysenko’s theories and that, based on its results, they would develop
independent criticisms of Lysenko’s theories. Before August 1948, when
much information on Soviet genetics flowed together, Japanese biologists
mainly depended on Yasugi’s introductory articles.

Hitoshi Kihara (1893-1986) was one of the most prominent Japanese
geneticists and was known in the academic world for his discovery of the
ancestor of common wheat, namely bread wheat (Triticum aestivum), in
1944.%5 Tt was natural that Kihara was greatly interested in the work of
distinguished Soviet botanist Nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov (1887-1943),
because the vast collection of seeds of cultivated plants at the Institute of
Applied Botany (from 1929 the All-Union Institute of Plant Industry)
proved very useful for Kihara’s research. In 1929, when Vavilov planned
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to visit Japan to collect seeds of local species, Kihara took care of all the
formalities for his trip. In October, Kihara met Vavilov for the first time
in Kyoto and arranged for him to deliver a lecture entitled “Origin of
Cultivated Plants” at Kyoto Imperial University. After that, he kept in
touch with Vavilov.?®

Kihara had established his research credentials by the 1940s. He
attended the Eighth International Congress of Genetics in Stockholm in
July 1948 as the first Japanese scientist to attend an academic conference
abroad after the Pacific War.?” There, he interacted with many Western
geneticists, such as C. D. Darlington and Goldschmidt.?® After the con-
gress, he traveled to Sweden, Denmark, and North and South America
for two months. In Boston, Kihara met for the first time with American
geneticist Karl Sax, who could have been Kihara’s potential competitor
in the field of wheat genetics. This time, however, they appeared to have
agreed to join forces to criticize Lysenko’s genetics, for they co-published
an article later.

After Kihara came back to Japan on October 2, 1948, he published a
report of his travels in 1949. In the preface of the report he writes:

As long as I observed [the 8th International Congress of Genetics], I felt
that there was not a remarkable degree of advance in genetics research
abroad. However, the more I read the foreign literature I had carried back,
the more I recognized that the gap in the genetics research levels between
Japan and the West had increased substantially during the war.?®

Kihara’s remark as the leading geneticist, especially because of its can-
dor, indicates the unfavorable state of Japanese genetics at that time. The
bibliography attached to the report mainly comprised Western literature
collected by Kihara during his travels. In this bibliography, literature on
Lysenko’s genetics previously unavailable in Japan, such as Scientist in
Russin by Eric Ashby (1947) and Heredity and its Variability by Lysenko
(1946), were included. Later, Kihara prepared his own criticism of
Lysenko’s theories on the basis of those books.

Kihara majored in wheat genetics, and among Japanese geneticists, he
was the most suited for commenting on Lysenko’s experiments on pro-
fessional grounds. Kihara started his independent criticism of Lysenko’s
genetics in 1950. First, he contributed two articles to Shizen [ Nature].3
In the first article, Kihara summarized Lysenko’s genetics based on New
Genetics in the Soviet Union®' by Hudson and Richens (1946) and espe-
cially took up the case of the graft hybrid that Lysenko posited as powerful



WHY DID JAPANESE GENETICISTS TAKE A SCIENTIFIC INTEREST IN LYSENKO’S... 145

evidence of his genetics. Kihara suggested some alternative possibilities to
interpret the graft hybrid from the viewpoint of orthodox genetics. He
contributed another article in 1950 to Iden | Heredity], which became his
first independent criticism.? In the article, he provided a table contrasting
orthodox genetics and Lysenko’s genetics along with his own interpreta-
tion. Of the items in the table, he focused on the problem of environ-
mental impact on the heredity of plants. Kihara criticized Lysenko’s claim
that he could freely convert a wheat species into any other species using
adequate physiological treatments. He pointed out that each species of
wheat had an individual number of chromosomes and insisted that it was
impossible to change the number of chromosomes of wheat by merely
tweaking environmental conditions through vernalization.

Among Western geneticists, Karl Sax, who examined Lysenko’s genet-
ics from experimental agricultural and botanical viewpoints, also had the
same view as Kihara,*® and in 1953, the two men co-wrote and published
an article in the Jowrnal of Heredity®* In his criticism, Kihara scemed to
maintain a balanced viewpoint and sometimes adopted a partly sympa-
thetic attitude to Lysenko’s approach as follows: Unlike chromosomes,
cytoplasm is not stable when exposed to the environment. If we demon-
strate that change in cytoplasm can cause a mutation in chromosomes,
we will recognize the inheritance of acquired traits in the broad sense.?®
Kihara predicted that if orthodox geneticists focused more on the role
substances outside the nucleus, such as cytoplasm, played in the process
of heredity, it would further the development of genetics.? To sum up,
Kihara could play an original role in the introduction of Lysenko’s theo-
ries owing to his international activity, which made him an exceptional
figure in Japan in the early postwar period.

Some Japanese geneticists, who belonged to the group Neo Mendel
Kuai [ Neo Mendelian Society],” industriously addressed the classification of
approximately 12,000 foreign biological papers and books after the War. In
November 1948, they published a catalogue of foreign genetics literature.®
Each chapter of the catalogue was entitled with a particular theme, like
“Structure of a Chromosome,” and consisted of commentary articles and
references written by a qualified member of Neo Mendel Kai. Those themes
selected were important problems as seen from the field of biology at that
time. Hence, we can say that they highlighted the main concerns of geneticists
during that period. One particular chapter is entitled “Genetics Theory of the
Lysenko School.”® In the efforts made to recover genetics knowledge, the
introduction of foreign knowledge was not selective. Therefore, Lysenko’s
theories were introduced as zew knowledge along with other genetics topics.
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According to Nakamura (1997), the Japanese Lysenko controversy
began at the 19th convention of the Genetics Society of Japan held in
Matsumoto City in October 1947; since then, arguments among geneti-
cists intensified incrementally.*® However, in many cases those geneticists
still could not discuss Lysenko’s own writings directly. At least until the
spring of 1948, no noticeable reference to Lysenko’s literature appeared
in orthodox geneticists” writings. In March 1948, a group discussion
was held in Tokyo by seven senior geneticists over Lysenko’s theories.*!
However, the discussion did not extend beyond the book review of
Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability by Richard Goldschmidt (1946),
which turned out to be the only document the participants had con-
sulted before the discussion. Some of them did not even read Yasugi’s
introductory paper mentioned above. A member of Neo Mendel Kai,
Jihei Sato (1911-1996), upon hearing the low quality of this discussion,
decided to improve the condition of the argument. Soon after, he obtained
Lysenko’s book through his own personal means, and a copy of the book
came to be circulated among Japanese geneticists after May 1948.#2

Up to that time, many of Japan’s leading geneticists had released their
initial comments on Lysenko’s theories. In general, these comments were
highly critical. In July 1948, many of these comments were included in
a collection of articles edited by Neo Mendel Kai*® In the preface to this
collection, the editor expressed a strong desire by saying that, “I hope
that this book is published as soon as possible, if not a day sooner, and
that geneticists will undertake a complete re-examination of Lysenko’s
theories by scientific criticism, test, and practice of them.”** Ironically,
immediately following publication of the collection, the August session
of VASKhNIL took place, which had a strong impact on the Japanese
scientific community. By that time, Japan had recovered almost normal
access to Western literature. Thus, the severe attack on the Soviet govern-
ment by Western geneticists in their criticism of this event and their nega-
tive view of Lysenko’s theories received rapid translation into Japanese.*s
Some influential senior geneticists followed those arguments by Western
authorities, and their own criticism gradually took on a political tone.
Nonetheless, alongside the increase in political arguments, scientific argu-
ments persisted in Japan.

In addition to the discussion above, here I refer to geneticists’ scientific
interest in Lysenko’s experiments, the result of which the Lysenko school
regarded as evidence of acquired traits, examining the period when infor-
mation on Lysenko’s experiments became available in Japan, Britain, and
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America. In 1946, both the theoretical and experimental sections of the
Lysenko school were introduced together in Britain and America. Besides
the English translation of Lysenko’s book Heredity and Its Variability,
which consisted mainly of the theoretical contents, the other important
publication in 1946 was The New Genetics in the Soviet Union. The authors
of the book, P. S. Hudson and R. H. Richens, who were based at the
Imperial Bureau of Plant Breeding and Genetics at Cambridge, surveyed
a large number of experimental records of the Lysenko school in this
book. Soon after publication, the book became an important resource
for British and American geneticists to evaluate the experimental results
of the Lysenko school. In fact, many geneticists in those countries found
basic defects in Lysenko’s experiments including the lack of a control vari-
able and inadequate statistical processing. As a result, they concluded that
Lysenko’s theories, which were supported by those inadequate experi-
ments, were, as they had thought, not reliable at all.

Meanwhile, Japan had access to the theoretical aspects of Lysenko’s
work in the late 1940s, prior to the experimental details. It was not until
the early 1950s that Japanese geneticists sufficiently knew the procedure
of Lysenko’s experiments from the original Russian literature.* Japanese
geneticists could not judge for themselves the explicit defects of Lysenko’s
experiments, as British and American geneticists could. Instead, they heard
a rumor of Lysenko’s fantastic experimental results, such as vernalization
and, especially, vegetative hybridization that was, for its own sake, an inter-
esting phenomenon. Some of them were inspired to conduct an experiment
in vegetative hybridization in their own way and in fact attempted it.*” In
Japan, the defects of the original experiments of the Lysenko school did not
prevent them from independently conducting a serious test.*8

THE INTERNAL MOTIVES BEHIND GENETICISTS’ SCIENTIFIC
INTEREST IN LYSENKO’S THEORIES

As seen above, Japanese geneticists’ responses to Lysenko’s theories can
be regarded to some degree as a manifestation of intellectual curiosity
and thirst for foreign knowledge, which grew during the recovery pro-
cess following their limited access to foreign literature. Apart from this
explanation, however, this part will demonstrate that, for some geneti-
cists, internal motives also attracted them to approach Lysenko’s theories.
These geneticists” research interests directly determined their positive or,
at least, tolerant attitude to Lysenko’s theories.
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Behind the scientific interest in Lysenko’s theories, we can find a partic-
ular subject with which geneticists were primarily concerned. In Japanese
geneticists’ articles published from the end of the 1940s to the beginning of
the 1950s, references to Lysenko’s environmental theory often coincided
with the hotly debated subject of the mechanism of phenotypic expression.
By that time, George W. Beadle’s pioneering experiment (started in 1935),
the purpose of which was to specify a chain of biochemical reactions that
determine drosophila’s eye color, had inspired many questions about the
mechanism of phenotypic expression. Parts of this field remained largely
unstudied so that it attracted geneticists’ serious attention. For example, an
authoritative physiological geneticist Yoshichiro Umeya writes:

The relation between gene and cytoplasm [environment in the broad sense |
should be basically neither too close nor too remote, but when we investi-
gate the mechanism of phenotypic expression embryologically, we must pay
careful attention to the close relation between the two. The correct course
for experimental genetics in Japan lies in this direction.*

As expressed in this remark, not only Umeya but also each Japanese geneti-
cist had individual concepts about the direction genetics study should take
in the postwar period. Among genetics disciplines, physiological genetics
was expected to play an important part in the study of this mechanism as
mentioned below.

Mendelism goes beyond chromosomal genetics or statistical genetics, which
was condemned in terms of Lysenko’s theories for the idea that each trait is
described directly as the correspondence to genes. Then studies on interme-
diate relations between genes and traits, that is to say studies of physiological
genetics, began to gain attention.®”

In general, geneticists hoped traditional themes of Mendelism, such as the
regulation of gene separation and the clarification of'a gene’s correspondence
to traits, would be necessarily replaced by studies of the mechanism of
phenotypic expression as the new trend. For this purpose, some Japanese
geneticists  suggested the need for establishing cooperation between
disciplines of genetics to study the theme in various ways, using, for example,
physiological, epigenetic, cytological, and embryological approaches.*!

The priority that physiological genetics should take in the study of
the mechanism of phenotypic expression was stated enthusiastically
by geneticist Yoshito Shinotd, a professor at the University of Tokyo.>
Shinotd proposed a helpful, original concept for the study of phenotypic
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expression. He named the materials that work in the cytoplasm and
rule the series of reactions during the course of phenotypic expression
“Hatarakite | Factors].”® By this term, Shinoté meant not only material
bases such as enzymes, or hormones, but also broader concepts such as
events, including the changing environmental conditions that directly or
indirectly intermediate between genes and traits. With the introduction
of the concept of Hatarakite, Shinoto divided the course of phenotypic
expression into two different phases: (1) gene to Hatarakite and (2)
Hatarakite to the finally expressed (observable for everyone) trait.
Physiologists had already studied the second phase extensively.5* Shinotd
regarded the first phase as a problem left largely unexamined (by Morgan’s
group), as he writes, “The relation between genes and Hatarakite is the
important, ultimate theme which is left us.”* Regardless of whether he
was certain that the first phase contained the stage of what is called today in
molecular biology “gene expression” at its starting point, which possesses
much more complex (non-visible) reactions between series of genes and
Hatarakite, he certainly understood that the research of the first phase
was essential to the complete elucidation of the mechanism of expression
of every trait, which was the goal of physiological genetics.>

As mentioned above, the development of Japanese physiological
genetics owes much to Richard Goldschmidt’s role as a teacher in the
middle of the 1920s. Nevertheless, I cannot easily conclude that more
than twenty years after his stay in Japan, Goldschmidt’s effort had finally
borne fruit in the emergence of positive prospects for physiological
genetics, as opposed to Morganist transmission genetics.®” Thisis because
the shift of geneticists’ interest from the chromosome to physiological,
embryological, or other types of problems was a natural result of the
development of interdisciplinary approaches by the late 1940s; in this
meaning, the shift itself was not peculiar to Japan as being inherited from
Goldschmidt. Thus, instead of emphasizing Goldschmidt’s individual
role too much, I would like to return to the early tradition of Japanese
genetics that started with the silkworm as a model organism, useful
for investigating animal physiology. In this tradition, the favorable
condition for accumulating physiological studies and for the acceptance
of physiological approaches did exist previously in Japan. Thanks to the
conditions provided, Goldschmidt could successfully perform his role of
accelerating the further prosperity of this field in Japan. Therefore, my
explanation is that the traditional preference for physiological studies,
which was increased by Goldschmidt’s educational role, helped to push
geneticists’ shift to physiological problems, such as the mechanism of
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phenotypic expression, especially in Japan. With regard to the cause of
the shift, however, I do not intend to hurry a conclusion that at this
moment would not be beyond assumption. On the contrary, regarding
the result of the shift, I want to insist a little more confidently: The
active debate about Lysenko’s theories emerged from the shift of
Japanese geneticists’ interest to a physiological approach.

This intense interest in the mechanism of phenotypic expression and
the disciplinal trend of physiological genetics inevitably drew geneticists’
attention to the role of the environment. Therefore, when some physi-
ological geneticists met with Lysenko’s environmental approach, they
honestly sought in it a hint for the further study of the relation between
environment and gene expression. Those physiological geneticists adopted
a neutrad attitude toward both orthodox genetics and the Lysenko school,
although they agreed with the basic concepts of orthodox genetics. It
would be more precise to say that the increasing concern of geneticists
with the mechanism of phenotypic expression called attention to Lysenko’s
idea as a sort of environmental theory, rather than that Lysenko’s environ-
mental theory originally increased the concern of geneticists.

The appropriate explanations that could effectively dispel the Lysenko
school’s misconception over the relation between gene and environment
certainly existed at this time. They can be summarized as follows: (1) until
a trait is finally expressed, each gene related to this trait receives an ade-
quate control of expression from particular environmental conditions; (2)
what is inherited from parents is the way each gene responds to the par-
ticular environmental condition during the course of phenotypic expres-
sion, not merely the genotype itself. Seen from the point of view of certain
neutral physiological geneticists, those explanations met no conflict with
the basic line of Mendelism and could be regarded as a compromise.

It was likely that some physiological geneticists believed that the
final expressed trait was determined by a function between two literally
independent variables: gene and environment. In this sense, the role of
environment was as important as the gene. Not only that, but it was also
possible to explain that gene expression is regulated in response to particular
environmental conditions. In this sense, the role of the gene might be
inferior to that of environment and could even be disregarded. It was long
before the regulation of gene expression in response to environment was
studied concretely in the early 1960s that geneticists, primarily physiological
geneticists, had a scientific interest in Lysenko’s invalid theories. Therefore,
the affinity some neutral geneticists felt with Lysenko’s theories could be
understood according to the state of knowledge at that time.
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In 1949, Yoshio Nagatsuka, who specialized in veterinary medicine,
presented an article approving of Lysenko’s approach that did not treat
heredity, metabolism, and environment as separate from each other
in experiments.®® Nagatsuka wrote that if the previous achievements of
physiological genetics, ecology, and experimental embryology were to
be examined from the viewpoint of Lysenko’s school, the results of the
experiments would contribute to a close cooperation between Mendelism
and Lysenko’s theories. Physiological geneticists positioned themselves to
solve the environmental condition regarding the expression of particular
traits, and ultimately, they hoped to synthesize numerous environmen-
tal theories within the gene theory.” From the viewpoint of Mendelism,
doing so would lead to the decline of arguments on Lysenko’s theories.
The existence of neutral geneticists like Nagatsuka represents serious sci-
entific interest in Lysenko’s theories in Japan. At the same time, such an
interest demonstrates a certain element of naiveté in Japanese genetics
knowledge in the postwar period.®

CONCLUSION

After the Pacific War, Japanese geneticists found incentives for engaging
in scientific argument over Lysenko’s theories as they participated in the
recovery process of Japanese genetics. Japanese geneticists’ first acceptance
of Lysenko’s theories was not selective; the introduction was in a way
parallel to other types of genetics researches, due to geneticists’ thirst for
new foreign knowledge. Japanese geneticists were allowed to develop
independent arguments without preconceived ideas about Lysenko’s
theories influenced by severe Western views.

After the VASKhNIL session, scientific arguments about Lysenko’s
theories persisted until the middle of the 1950s. This strange situation
(longtime debate), as seen from other Western case, can be explained by
Japanese geneticists’ deep concern with the mechanism of phenotypic
expression that met the rise of physiological genetics as the primary
discipline studying this mechanism at that time. By explaining the role
that environment plays in phenotypic expression in terms of gene theory,
physiological geneticists hoped to settle arguments over Lysenko’s theories.
However, physiological geneticists’ emphasis on the environmental
role sometimes expressed a certain affinity with Lysenko’s theories. In
this sense, scientific interest in Lysenko’s theories reflects the naiveté of
genetics studies in postwar Japan.
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Finally, I would like to add a few remarks on what we can learn
from Japan’s case. Today, we know Lysenko’s theories had no positive
influence on genetics knowledge. However, essentially, whether an idea
is of significant interest to scientists and worthy of serious discussion or
examination is determined in accordance with the state of knowledge in
a specific place during a specific period. Keeping this in mind, we can
understand that in Western countries in general, the state of knowledge
was mature enough to develop intensely negative views of Lysenko’s
theories. Thus, in hindsight, it appears that Lysenko’s theories were
dismissed from the time of their presentation by the majority of scientists
around the globe. However, Japan’s postwar geneticists are an exceptional
case of professional geneticists holding a scientific interest in Lysenko’s
theories. If Japan’s case can present a lesson for scholars of the history of
science, it may be that it is impossible to examine a scientific argument
fairly unless he or she fully understands the state of knowledge that existed
at the time the argument was proposed.

NOTES

1. T. D. Lysenko, Heredity and Its Variability (New York: King’s Crown
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1944-1947.” Journal of the History of Biology 29 (1996), pp. 229-250 and
O. S. Harman, “C. D. Darlington and the British and American Reaction
to Lysenko and the Soviet Conception of Science,” Journal of the History of
Biology 36 (2003), pp. 309-352.

2. For example, see R. Goldschmidt, “Heredity and Its Variability,”
Physiological Zoology 19 (1946), pp. 332-334, L. C. Dunn, “Heredity and
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3. Dobzhansky, ibid., p. 9.
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indignant reactions to Lysenko in his two articles: “The Destruction of
Science in the USSR,” and “Back to Barbarism-Scientifically,” printed in the
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Marxist philosophers and evolutionists in the controversy, see T. Fujioka,
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In fact, good genetics textbooks were published by the group, like Neo
Mendel Kai, ed., Gendai Iden Gakusetsu | Modern Genetics Theories] (Tokyo:
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Dialectics Denied: Muller, Lysenkoism,
and the Fate of Chromosomal Mutation

Luis Campos

“It should be noted that this admission of the existence of chromosomes
is the only common element between Lysenko and the neo-Mendelians.”

— J. Huxley, Soviet Genetics and Worid Science: Lysenko and the Meaning
of Heredity (1949), 99.

Chromosomal mutations were a compelling new field of research for
both American and Soviet investigators in the 1920s and early 1930s.
Investigators on both sides of the Atlantic, strongly influenced by Hugo de
Vries” “mutation theory” of 1900 (which called for sudden emergence of
new species in the space of one generation) eagerly sought to account for
the emergence of many experimentally produced new species and variet-
ies in terms of the number, arrangement, and interconnections of chro-
mosomes resulting from polyploidy, trisomy, and reciprocal translocation.
Correlating the appearance of potentially important phenotypic changes
in plants with their chromosomal components, investigators also sought
to explain the possibility of experimental evolution by appeal to “chromo-
somal mutations” that operated at a level that was neither solely organismic
(as de Vries had held), nor solely genic (as these transformations occurred

L. Campos (1)
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM, USA

© The Author(s) 2017 161
W. deJong-Lambert, N. Krementsov (eds.), The Lysenko Controversy

as o Global Phenomenon, Volume 2, Palgrave Studies in the History of

Science and Technology, DOI 10.1007 /978-3-319-39179-3_6



162 L.CAMPOS

completely independently of any changes known to have occurred in genes).
This category of “chromosomal mutation”—although it appears almost
nowhere in the secondary scholarly literature on the history of genetics—
was in fact widespread in the primary genetics literature of the early twen-
ticth century.!

And yet, although widely established in the 1920s and early 1930s in
both the US and the USSR (two countries that investigated the phenom-
enon most intensively, although similar research had, of course, been done
in Germany, England, and elsewhere), chromosomal mutations rapidly
began to disappear as objects of serious scientific consideration in both the
US and the USSR at roughly the same time—within the space of only a
few years starting in the mid-1930s. Shockingly, much of the early impor-
tant and pathbreaking work on natural, radiation-, and chemical-induced
chromosomal mutation that had been done in this early period rapidly
came to be overlooked and its existence even forgotten.

Many reasons surely exist for the decline of this level of chromosomal
mutations as an object of scientific investigation—H. J. Muller’s epochal
1927 discovery of the “artificial transmutation of the gene” by means of
X-rays being arguably chief among them. In subsequent years, as Muller’s
studies of the genetic loads of mutation in fruit flies changed mutants into
monsters, mutation of any kind attained a largely negative valence. With
the dawn of the atomic age, fears of the genetic dangers of ionizing radia-
tion—concerns first thoroughly investigated and popularized by Muller—
meant that mutation was most frequently characterized and studied at
the genic level. Accordingly, chromosomal mutations were increasingly
referred to as “chromosomal aberrations,” and no longer seen to be cen-
tral to the evolutionary process.

Muller’s 1927 discovery was interpreted rather differently in the US
and the USSR, however— in the US, it was the production of fortuitous
genic mutations in an otherwise “hard” heredity not subject to environ-
mental influences, while some in the USSR held the exact opposite, that
it was clear evidence of the influence of the environment upon heredity.
Muller’s winning of the Nobel Prize in 1946 and his endless crusading for
concerns of radiogenic safety in a new nuclear age, while fascinating, can
thus be only one part of the story in the constriction of the meaning of
mutation to the genic level.

In fact, the very coincidence of the disappearance, or at least dramatic
downsizing, of the very category of “chromosomal mutation” in the his-
tory of genetics in both the US and in the USSR, and at nearly the same
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time, suggests that there is another previously unacknowledged factor at
work. The death of “chromosomal mutation” may be a heretofore unre-
marked casualty of Lysenkoism.

To use the vocabulary of cytogenetics, Lysenkoism was a chiasma
bringing together two traditions, reworking them, and ultimately trans-
forming them, each by the other. The geopolitical implications for genet-
ics occasioned by the rise of Lysenkoism meant that Lysenkoism polarized
the available options to geneticists—in the US, active visions of a biologi-
cally engineered Promethean future were replaced by fears of mutation,
making it increasingly tricky to research or refer to chromosomal-level
phenomena as anything other than aberrations or signs of artificially
induced damage. For American geneticists living in the wake of Muller’s
epochal discovery, any acknowledgment that heredity might also be based
in some level of heredity other than the genes led to fear of association
with Lysenkoism. In the Soviet Union, on the other hand, Lysenko’s and
his supporters’ attacks on promising Soviet chromosome studies—attacks
that were carried out for many of the same sorts of reasons as the attacks
against belief in genes—led to the sidelining of an important home-
grown tradition of research. So closely associated were chromosomes
with ideologically suspect “genes,” that it became as dangerous to study
chromosome-level phenomena as it was to study gene-level phenomena.?
Even claims to have engineered chromosomes for productive agricultural
benefit became problematic for some Soviet geneticists.

Lysenkoism thus appears to be a heretofore unremarked agent in the
ultimate fate of “chromosomal mutation,” denying the dialectical level
of the chromosome midway between gene and environment, leading to
polarized conceptions of heredity, and causing a previously unidentified
but important epistemological constriction in the meaning of mutation
for both Soviet and American geneticists. That such a result could obtain
from traditions of genetic research that at first shared so much in common
is a remarkable twist of history. How did this happen?

PROMETHEANISM

Lysenko’s claims to remake nature to suit the needs of man—often quot-
ing Ivan Michurin—are readily familiar: “We must not wait for favors from
nature; our task is to wrest them from her” or “It is possible, with man’s
intervention, to force any form of animal or plant to change more quickly
and in a divection desirable to man. There opens before man a broad field
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of activity most uscful for him.”® Or again: “Man can and must create
new breeds of plants better than Nature.”* Popular articles with titles like
“With the Power of Mankind, We Will Seize the Key to Variability of Plant
Forms from Nature” appeared in Soviet sources. Much has been made
in the secondary literature of the challenge the eminent Soviet geneti-
cist and naturalist Nikolai Vavilov raised to Lysenko: “You can refashion
heredity?” to which Lysenko is said to have replied, “Yes, heredity!” Such
a quote is often included in historical accounts with an implication that
this—as well as the other statements—verge on ridiculous overstatement.
“The notion that nature could be reshaped at will to suit communism,”
historian Valery Soyfer has noted, “was an easy corollary from Lysenko’s
claim that there was no such science as genetics.”®

Such Promethean claims would not have been out of place even before
Lysenko, however, as the 1920s and 1930s witnessed a period of a great
efflorescence of “biological engineering.” Indeed, Promethean claims for
evolutionary engineering and the benefits of induced mutation were once
common currency in both the US and the USSR in the decades before
Lysenko’s rise to power.

The respected geneticist Nikolai Vavilov himself had been making
statements of just this sort for years. In 1931 Vavilov declared that he
wanted to “direc[t] the evolution of cultivated plants and domestic ani-
mals according to our will,” and in an introductory lecture at the Faculty
of Agronomy in Saratov he promised students of plant breeding: “In the
near future man will be able to synthesize forms completely unimaginable
in nature.” Elsewhere, Vavilov remarked:

By knowledge of the past, by studying the elements from which agriculture
had developed, by collecting cultivated plants and domestic animals in the
ancient centers of agriculture, we seek to master the historical process. We wish
to know how to modify cultivated plants and domesticated animals according
to the requirements of the day. We are but slightly interested in the wheat and
barley found in graves of Pharaohs of the earliest dynasties. To us, constructive
questions—problems which interest the engineer—are more urgent.”

Such grand promissory claims for the future of genetic research—
remaking nature to suit the needs of man—were as common in the
US as they were in the Soviet Union. The famed American horticul-
turalist Luther Burbank, for example, had decades earlier been claim-
ing that man could “go nature one better”: “man, by perseverance,
patience, watchfulness, study, care and love, may aid immeasurably
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in the processes of... evolution. He may accomplish in ten years what
nature takes ten centuries to do. For more than half a century I have had
one definite object—the improvement of the vegetable kingdom for the
benefit of man.”® Newspaper descriptions of other new institutions for
genetical research drew on similar language:

The dream of Bacon, who saw in the New Atlantis gardens, devoted to
the modification and improvement of animals and plants at man’s will, is
being more than realized by the Carnegie Institution at its new ‘Station for
Experimental Evolution’ at Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island. In this ten-
acre plot man—long content with his part as caretaker and subjugator of
living species—is now learning the new role of creator.’

And the director of the Station himself, Charles Davenport, claimed that:

A knowledge of the principles of evolution... shows how organisms may
be best modified to meet our requirements of beauty, food, materials and
power... by using the already known principles of evolution great practi-
cal advances have been made in the past. We are consequently justified in
expecting that an extension of evolutionary principle will result in further
advances in the future.!®

Both American and Soviet geneticists were strongly influenced to consider
anew engineering approach to heredity by the work of the Dutch botanist,
Hugo de Vries, who published his “mutation theory” in 1901. De Vries
held that new species could emerge in the space of one generation, in an
abrupt leap, and thought he had found experimental proof in the evening
primroses growing in his garden. His work influenced scores of research-
ers and his aim—seeking to make evolution an experimental science—
essentially set the research agenda for the Department of Genetics at the
Station for some time to come. (De Vries was invited to give the inaugural
address at the Station in 1904, where he suggested the use of radium and
X-rays as possible means of getting experimental control over evolution.)

De Vries® theories proved immensely influential. Among de Vries’
greatest admirers in the USA was Albert F. Blakeslee, the second direc-
tor of Cold Spring Harbor, who likewise searched for a species for his
own investigation that had entered into what he hoped was a de Vriesian
“mutating period.” Studying the jimsonweed Datura stramonium,
Blakeslee ascertained that the number, arrangement, and interconnec-
tions of chromosomes—completely independently of any changes known to
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have occurred in genes—were correlated with phenotypic changes in
his plants. These changes arose from polyploidy, trisomy, and “segmen-
tal interchange” (reciprocal translocation), among other mechanisms.
Blakeslee concluded that these phenomena constituted an intermedi-
ate realm of variation and mutation that he called “chromosomal muta-
tion” that operated at neither the organismic nor the genic level. This
was a rather significant departure from the famed approach of Thomas
H. Morgan and his associates, whose studies on the fruit fly Drosophiln
had first led to the development of the “chromosome theory of hered-
ity”—the belief that the genes were like pearls on the string of the chro-
mosome. While Morgan’s “chromosome theory of heredity” had, oddly,
little to do with chromosomes except to treat them as bearers of heredi-
tary units, Blakeslee’s model proposed that chromosomes acted in addi-
tion to genes as hereditary entities themselves, and that their differing
combinations could be sources for phenotypic variation.

Morgan’s reliance on Drosophila as a model genetic system obscured
some alternative genetic mechanisms (such as polyploidy) that were much
more common among plants.!! And, intriguingly, it was Blakeslee’s work
involving chromosomal mutations in the 1930s, not Morgan’s, that
contains the earliest references to anything explicitly termed “genetic
engineering.” Mixing and matching chromosomes could lead to what
Blakeslee described as “synthetic new species” and he and many other
commentators envisioned a future where evolution could be “made up to
order.” The claims that were made for the social utility of such scientific
discoveries were clear in the American context:

The ability to induce chromosome doubling, therefore, is of importance to
practical as well as to theoretical genetics. With increasing knowledge of the
constitution of chromosomes and of methods whereby their structure and
behavior may be altered, there arises an opportunity for the genetics engi-
neer who will apply knowledge of chromosomes to building up to specifica-
tions forms of plants adapted to the surroundings in which they are to grow
and suited to specific economic needs.!?

Similarly, an American volume from 1935 dedicated to Charles Davenport
reads: “It is not uncommon procedure these days for the geneticist to
make a new variety of plant to order. In animals the procedure is slower
and more difficult, but the improved breeds of live stock, pets, and poultry
owe their present-day perfection to man’s increasing knowledge of the
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principles of genetics. And the end is not yet.”!® Such goals were strikingly
similar to some of the advertised goals of later Lysenkoism. Therefore,
when even as late as 1937 Lysenko was still declaring that “the conversion
of one species into another takes place by a leap,” this was something that
American geneticists had at one time readily believed and worked with,
even if by the 1930s they were no longer as enamored of de Vries” muta-
tion theory as they had been in 1910.

But Soviet investigators, too, drew intellectual lines of filiation to
de Vries, and to his vision for developing ever finer experimental con-
trol over evolution. (Vavilov, for one, who was known to dream of the
mutation theory, had met de Vries in 1922 and wrote to him as late
as 1928 to say that de Vries’ picture hung in every Russian genetics
laboratory.)!* Soviet and American investigators alike thus drew on a
shared discourse of mutation coming from a common mentor with
Promethean aims.

THE SOovIET CONTEXT

New methods were developed to make such aims reality. One of Blakeslee’s
greatest successes in inducing mutation in plants had been by using the
chemical colchicine, whose retarding action led to polyploidy, or multiple
copies of entire sets of chromosomes instead of the usual diploid (2#)
number.!® Immediately after reports of Blakeslee’s work, Soviet investiga-
tors likewise began to use colchicine to “control evolution” according
to their own lights. In fact, the Soviet Union had a remarkably strong
tradition of its own investigating chromosomal mutations.

The study of polyploidy had been “a strong field in Soviet science until
1948, thanks to Karpechenko, Zhebrak, Sakharov, and others,” according
to Soyfer.’s Indeed, in 1946 Eric Ashby wrote that there were schools of
old genetics in the Soviet Union that were “setting the pace on world
standards in such fields as population genetics and the use of colchicine-
induced polyploids in plant breeding.”!”

One ardent researcher of artificial amphidiploidy and “[o]ne of the
most gifted geneticists of the twentieth century,” was Georgii Dmitrievich
Karpechenko.!® His work on the production of allopolyploids—“hybrids”
or “mutants” that were neither genic nor organismal in mode of origin—
led most famously to the production of Raphanobrassica, a cross made
from plants belonging to two different genera. Theodosius Dobzhansky
called this hybrid of cabbage and radish a key moment in “formation of
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new hitherto non-existent species” that had been “made fertile by dou-
bling the chromosome number.” Karpechenko had indeed succeeded in
producing “a new synthetic artificial species” with an effort that to some
seemed only slightly less strange than Lysenko’s own ridiculous and oft-
repeated claims, “that it is possible to produce a camel from a cotton seed
and a baobab tree from a hen’s egg.”?

Anton Zhebrak, who had once worked in Morgan’s lab, reported to
Science in 1945 that:

Important results have been achieved in the field of polyploidy, and many
new plant forms have been developed. This research is little known abroad,
although some of my work on the development of new varieties of [allo-
polyploid] wheat has been mentioned in Science and Nature. Sakharov and
Lutkov have developed new varieties of buckwheat; Navashin—kok-sagyz
(the Russian dandelion, as it is called in America); Lutkov—flax; Rybin—
hemp, etc. The work of these scholars offers splendid prospects for the
future selection of the crops concerned.? / It therefore follows that experi-
mentally by hybridizing remote forms and by means of chemical treatment
with agents that exert a specific influence on nuclear material we obtained
new types of wheat hitherto unknown in nature. / I am of the opinion that
these data on experimental polyploidy in cultivated and wild plants are a
valid proof of the soundness of the contemporary chromosome theory of
heredity.?!

Intriguingly, Zhebrak interpreted his studies of colchicine-induced poly-
ploidy not only as proof of the chromosome theory of heredity, but also as
refutations of the Weismannian “autogeneticists”:

In my opinion experiments with amphidiploids, and with tetraploids of
buckwheat, millet, rye and a number of other cultivated plants are the most
original in the Soviet Union. Their value is not only of a practical kind, it
is of considerable theoretical interest as well. In the experimental induc-
tion of polyploids in cultivated plants it is important to note that they were
obtained by the action on the hereditary material of such an external agent
as colchicine. This completely shatters the theoretical premises of autoge-
neticists who claim that the germ plasm is isolated from external factors and
stable in respect to external influences.??

Zhebrak was proud of having “obtained new types of wheat hitherto
unknown in nature,”* and saw these experiments as proof of Marx’s elev-
enth thesis on Feuerbach:
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Experiments with polyploids confirm the dialectical interdependence
between the nature of the plant and its environment; they likewise dem-
onstrate that the hereditary nature of a plant which is dependent upon its
nuclear complement may be controlled by man. These experiments better
than any other work in the field of genetics confirm the justness of the
aphorism of Marx, that up to the present philosophers have been trying to
interpret the world, whereas the problem is to change it. / Contemporary
experimental genetics has mastered the means of remodeling the hereditary
basis of plants and reconstructing the vegetable world.?*

Prior to his ouster by Lysenko, Nikolai Vavilov had also been all in favor
of this chromosomal engineering, and reported on a Soviet conference on
polyploidy that had taken place in 1938 in Moscow:

It has been definitely established that chromosome doubling in sterile
hybrids between distant species is a phenomenon of comparatively fre-
quent occurrence... The possibilities opened up by the artificial induction
of amphidiploidy, i.c., of chromosome doubling in hybrids, are immense.
Genetics is entering a new era of extensive application of distant hybridiza-
tion, at least in the case of plants.

“Distant hybridization” might also work in some cases in animals, Vavilov
thought, but he was more interested in reporting on novel “physical and
chemical methods for obtaining polyploids and amphidiploids,” including
“the application of high temperature during the period of flowering,” and
in particular on “new methods of obtaining polyploids by the aid of col-
chicine (Dr. Blakeslee) and acenapthene...” Reporting on the findings of
Karpechenko and others on barley and flax, and others who obtained poly-
ploids in tobacco, lettuce, petunia, rye, hemp, poppies, and various medici-
nal plants, and reporting as well on Zhebrak’s work on unusually successtul
distant wheat crosses, Vavilov concluded that “the general impression of the
1938 conference was that genetics and plant breeding are entering a new
era of great possibilities for the radical transformation of species and varieties
and of the extensive use of distant hybrids for practical purposes, inasmuch
as sterility may be overcome by the method of artificial amphidiploidy.”?®
Chromosomal mutation on both sides of the Atlantic frequently cen-
tered in its experimental phase around the chemical colchicine. This is not
to suggest a one-way flow from Blakeslee’s early use of colchicine to the
Soviet use of it. Indeed, the study of chromosomal variability and muta-
tion by means of chemicals had been a significant field of research in the
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Soviet Union, and J. A. Rapoport “was the first in the world to experiment
extensively with chemical mutagenesis.”?¢ Polyploidy by colchicine was
simply an obvious extension of earlier Soviet efforts to produce polyploid
varieties by other methods.

American geneticists had likewise readily accepted the colchicine tech-
nique. While in the US such efforts fell under the new label of “genetic
engineering,” in the USSR they fell under claims to “transform nature.”
As V. S. Nemchinov noted, “by understanding the effect of tampering
with and manipulating chromosomes, we can transform nature and by
using the change in the generations of plants and animal organisms we can
alter their form. I think that the chromosome theory of heredity is one of
the great discoveries in biology.” (While applause was initially recorded to
have been the response to such a statement, this was relabeled “commo-
tion” in the published edition of his remarks).?”

Just what the “chromosome theory of heredity” meant appears to have
differed by national context—in the US, it meant Morgan-style mapping
of genes onto chromosomes, and the chromosomes as the material bearers
of heredity, but with the focus of the study of heredity primarily on the
hereditary qualities of the gene. In the Soviet Union, at least for those like
Nemchinov, the chromosome theory of heredity was interpreted in what
was more directly related to the number and properties of chromosomes
as determined by experiments in allopolyploidy—a Soviet parallel to the
cytogenetic work being done by Blakeslee.

Rapoport also made strong claims for the use of colchicine to improve
Soviet science and to refute the dangerous Weismannism:

Mutation is an immense achievement of Soviet science in that it revealed
the powerful operation of external physical factors and the operation of
chemical factors. ... These achievements are that we Soviet geneticists have
found chemical agents which enable us to obtain at will hereditary variations
many thousands of times more often than was the case before. ... As a result
of this work we can say that we have utterly refuted Weismann’s proposition
that the germ cell is contained in a separate case. There is no such case, for
the germ cells change with the same frequency as the body cells.

...Nor do we make adequate use of the artificial polyploidy method, which
we vulgarly call colchicine treatment, but by the aid of which we obtain
a double unit of heredity. We can sece kok-saghyz, tau-saghyz, sunflower,
hemp and other plants the size of which is twice that of the initial diploid
plants. Hundreds of similar examples can be quoted in the case of decorative
plants. Nevertheless, there is no sign of that perseverance which is necessary
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to squeeze the utmost out of the polyploidy method. This method is impor-
tant because of its practical potentialities, but its theoretical significance is
also great. It shows that it is possible to produce by human hand species
which took an immense length of time to create in nature (tobacco, plums).

...We must not simply ape others, but it is our duty critically and cre-
atively, as V. I. Lenin taught us, to assimilate all that has been done abroad.
We must carefully tend the shoots of what is new, and train new cadres who
will be able to push science further forward.?

But from similar claims and similar methods in the US and the USSR came
different reasons to eschew such conceptions of chromosomal mutation.
While for Americans, such work was at most likely to contribute to goals
of genetic engineering, the focus on genes as the elements of heredity
far outshone the work done with chromosomal arrangements. The Soviet
story is equally complicated, albeit in a different direction.

For starters, Lysenko was suspicious of colchicine. Although Lysenko him-
self had claimed on occasion to have induced chromosome duplication—the
transformation of durum wheat (28 chromosomes) into soft vulgare wheat
(42 chromosomes)—he valued such work not for its presumed cytogenetic
value but because it established that “the conversion of one species into another
takes place by a leap.” And yet, he noted, “it is not the numbers of chromo-
somes that determines the quality of a strain.” Polyploidy alone could never
be sufficient.?? In short, Lysenko was suspicious of attributing too much
to the effects of colchicine on chromosomes, even though he himself had
claimed on occasion to have induced chromosome duplication.

Although he did not mean to “deny the biological role and significance
of chromosomes in the development of the cells and the organism,”3°
Lysenko also noted that heredity “is inherent not only in the chromo-
somes, but in every particle of the living body.”3! Lysenko claimed not to
be standing in the way of Soviet cytogenetic work or to its association with
“practical agriculture in our country,” calling such a claim “calumny,” but
nevertheless criticized those who conducted such work on the grounds of
their poor productivity:

I know that many institutes have been engaged and are engaged in this
sort of—in my view—scarcely productive activity. More, the Ministry of
Agriculture set up a special institution, headed by A. R. Zhebrak, to study
questions of polyploidy. I think that this institution, though it has for some
years done nothing besides its work on polyploidy, has produced literally
nothing of practical value.
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Lysenko remained skeptical of the use of chemical mutagens in a sci-
ence of heredity. In The Science of Biology Today, he wrote:

We do not deny the action of substances which produce mutations. But we
insist that such action, which penetrates the organism not in the course of
its development, not through the process of assimilation and disassimilation,
can only rarely and only fortuitously lead to results useful for agriculture. It
is not the road of systematic selection, nor the road of progressive science.?

Fortuitous results alone did not a science make, for Lysenko:

Mendelism-Morganism is built entirely on chance; this ‘science’ therefore
denies the existence of necessary relationships in living nature and condemns
practical workers to fruitless waiting. There is no effectiveness in such sci-
ence. With such a science it is impossible to plan, to work toward a definite
goal; it rules out scientific foresight.

Although Lysenko did not deny that such mutants were possible, and that
they exhibited large changes all at once—he thought evolution took place
through just such kinds of changes—he viewed such induced changes
as merely fortuitous, unreliable, and the Mendel-Morganist explanation
offered for their production ideological.

Clearly, then, Lysenko did not deny that chemicals can cause eftects in pro-
ducing mutations; he agreed in defining mutations as large-scale shifts (such
as what Blakeslee and many of the Soviet geneticists were seeing); but he felt
that these could not be produced at will because they were caused by chance
and not by law and therefore were not the proper base for a science of hered-
ity for the people. Moreover, he viewed it as a problem that such chemicals
would act only at one moment rather than over the lifespan of the organism
(as his understanding of heredity necessitated).

Lysenko was thus opposed to “chromosomal mutations” as the engine
of evolution, even as he knew that such techniques could be fortuitously
productive. This was an uneasy balancing act: just because colchicine
could work did not mean Lysenko was in favor of its continued use in a
program of agricultural improvement. Lysenko even at one point came
to describe colchicine as “one of the strongest poisons,” saying that it
“deforms plants. Cells cease to divide normally, and something like a can-
cerous tumor develops.”?* In 1940, Lysenko was reported to have said:
“By treating plants with a very powerful poison, colchicine, and other
torturing applications they [the neo-Mendelians] mutilate plants.” He also
added that colchicine treatment was of not practical value.”3
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Others agreed; G. A. Babajanyan noted in 1948: “We are told that this
chemical substance is already causing a large number of mutations. But
what does it really amount to? It would be better if this ‘large number’
did not exist, because the organisms obtained in this way are all trash,
freaks!”*¢ But Andrei Zhdanov found such “a bouquet of epithets... far
from appropriate for encouraging a new task. It is strange to hear an inno-
vator say that a new plant form is abnormal. But I tell you: We don’t give
a damn about normal or abnormal, the important thing is to get bigger
crops, a higher harvest!”3%”

Despite Lysenko’s suspicion of chemical means of inducing mutation,
a few decades later, in December of 1962 and February of 1963, Lysenko
referred to radiation mutagenesis as an achievement for Soviet science.
In referring to the discovery by Astaurov of “a process for regulating
the sex of silkworms by irradiation and otherwise influencing their cell
nuclei, chromosomes, and genes,” Soyfer has noted, Lysenko reported
an increase in yield of 25%-30%. “Who now... seriously doubts the pos-
sibility of literally molding, literally creating, winter-hardy winter plants
out of entirely non-winter-hardy plants, such as spring wheat or barley,”
Lysenko wrote in Pravda, “by utilizing the conditions of the nonliving
external environments?”*® Why radiation mutagenesis merited praise while
chemical mutagenesis was suspect for Lysenko remains curious.

Meanwhile, for their part, anti-Lysenkoist “Mendel-Morganian”
geneticists castigated Lysenko for making polyploidy into a “fetish” rather
than a “tool... a very sharp and valuable tool.” The implication of their
criticism of Lysenko—“Those who use it intelligently keep track of the
ploidy of their strains as they go along”—was that although Lysenko might
like the idea of polyploidy strains, he simply did not understand them.

THE AMERICAN CONTEXT

Some version of the genetic engineering ideal was thus common to the
study of heredity in both the US and the USSR. Scientists on both sides
of the Atlantic were fascinated by mutations, and impatient with having
to wait for them to occur. They wanted to take control of evolution into
their own hands. H. J. Muller, for example, was frustrated with having
to wait for mutations—studying mutation frequency was like hoping to
find a dollar bill on a sidewalk, he once said—and he wanted to come up
with a method instead to detect the frequency of mutations, even those
mutations not readily apparent (he then invented a particular C/B strain
of fruit flies with lethal mutations to study this phenomenon). He also
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wanted to find a way to increase the mutation frequency—using radium
and X-rays—and began looking for such ways to control mutation from
very early on.** What is most intriguing is that for all his metaphysical
genism—viewing the gene as the fundamental particle of life and of varia-
tion—Muller shared with many Soviet scientists (active both prior to and
during the reign of Lysenkoism), many of the same sorts of Promethean
goals of transforming nature..

Even as early as 1916, in an unpublished manuscript entitled
“Applications and Prospects,” Muller noted that: “Stockard, report-
ing that alcohol may induce heritable changes in nervous system; not
acquired characters—do not appear in animals that are treated, but
in progeny and are handed down.” And Muller concludes: “These
findings, if confirmed, will constitute the first known cases of induced
mutations.”*! Muller spoke here of the inheritance of characters to
be acquired in the following generation, not quite the inheritance of
acquired characters as Lysenko would have it. But shortly following his
famous 1927 experiment, Muller noted in a lecture that we can envi-
sion a new kind of artificial evolution by

simply concentrating the processes of nature, defeating time, and accord-
ingly involving ourselves in a greater outlay all at once, but getting
correspondingly greater returns, and in a far shorter period.... If you ask me,
what new forms of plants and animals can we hope eventually to produce
through such artificial evolution, I must say, the answer will vary with such
species in question, with our needs and with its possibilities, about which we
can make few or no specific assertions in advance... Human imagination is
too shortsighted to see more than a few steps ahead... we may after all make
some headway on this sector of the biological battlefront: we cannot make
life—far from it; we probably can, however, remake it.*?

Despite coming from the most ardently genic of classical geneticists,
these Promethean claims are remarkably resonant with those of many
others with differing views of heredity. Indeed, some of Muller’s descrip-
tions sound just as stridently optimistic as any of the standard Lysenkoist
tropes: “For although we cannot make I[iving] things—far from it—we
can remake them, and we will not forever let this knowledge go unused.”*?
Muller was after the productive use of mutations for improving human
understanding and human betterment—in various ways—and for him #he
yene was the way to do so. But Muller did not stop at plants and animals:
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[W]hat of man himself? Must we always remain aloof from the challenge
thrown to us by our own genes? ...It is humiliating to think that all mankind
is entirely at the mercy of this little mite of material; that he is unable in
any way to alter or control anything that may happen to it, no matter what
consequences for himself such uncontrolled changes in his genes may have.
We must not be satisfied until we can turn the tables on these genes, so that
instead of admitting that ‘the individual is only the gene’s way of producing
more genes’ we can truthfully make the statement that ‘the gene is only the
individual’s way of producing more and better individuals.”**

Years later, in 1947 to an audience of 4000 at Indiana University celebrat-
ing his winning the Nobel Prize, Muller remarked: “Included in these
possibilities, we now see, are not only the physical ones of remaking the
earth, and we can now be sure, adventuring upon other planets, but the
biological ones of remoulding the life forms around us, and in the end,
even our own inner nature, so as to make us more godlike.”*®

Muller’s colorful Promethean statements are fully the match of the
promissory language of Lysenko and his followers. “Ifit is true that we can
produce various qualitative changes inside the gene artificially by X-rays,”
Muller once noted in a lecture at Ithaca, “then eventually we should be
able to produce desirable changes in species.”® The title of the Times
article reporting the lecture (“Evolution Process Is Aided by X-Rays”)
resonates familiarly with similar-sounding Soviet titles, like “With the
Power of Mankind, We Will Seize the Key to Variability of Plant Forms
from Nature.”

Such resonances—such structural and discursive similarities—are not
to say that Muller’s claims were essentially the same as those of Lysenko
and his supporters. Far from it. Muller’s wanting to control mutations,
to get them at will, and to produce new species was of a piece with claims
made by Blakeslee, but Muller focused on a much smaller level and
argued that such large changes will not take place all at once (indeed,
he actively fought against this notion, considered such changes to be
fortuitous—and yet somehow still thought they might someday soon
come under human control). Timing was important for Muller—affect-
ing the germ cell at just the right moment—and he paid less attention
to the larger dimensions of the life of the organism. His Prometheanism
is therefore hardly the same as Lysenkoist ideology by most reckon-
ing—although in some contexts it was possible for it to be understood
as bearing similar implications.
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In fact, Muller’s legendary 1927 artificial transmutation of the gene was
interpreted in the Soviet Union not simply in the context of Mendelian
genetics, as Muller understood it and as Lysenko would have framed it to
his own advantage. It was, rather, understood by some as being supremely
relevant to the question of Lamarckism—even as Muller and others stead-
fastly argued against such an interpretation.*”

Clearly, just what counted as Lamarckism at this period was vigorously
contested (not only in evolutionary studies but also in studies of sym-
biosis and antibody formation).*® The widespread variety of attempts to
induce mutations artificially by the time of Lysenko’s rise to power—the
induction of mutations by means of radiation, chemicals, moisture, tem-
perature, age, and so forth—appears to have so far destabilized the soma-
germ distinction for some Soviet geneticists that what drosophilists and
many classical geneticists considered to be one of the ultimate successes
of their genically oriented, non-Lamarckian research program in classical
genetics—Muller’s artificial transmutation of the gene in 1927—opened
up the possibility for a total transformation of hereditarian thought in the
Soviet Union against the interpretations of classical genetics. As historian
Mark Adams has noted:

For some Soviet Marxists, Muller’s discovery redeemed Mendelian genetics
by demonstrating that, far from being eternally fixed, genetic traits could
be changed by environmental influences and might eventually be deliber-
ately manipulated and controlled. Serebrovsky, for example, emphasized the
scientific and ideological significance of Muller’s discovery in an article in
the 11 September 1927 issue of Pravda entitled ‘Four Pages That Shook
the Scientific World.”*

While Lysenko had narrated “fortuitous” changes caused by colchicine as
hardly worthy of consideration, Muller’s X-ray radiation mutagenesis was
interpreted by other Soviets as proof of the effect of environmental influ-
ences on heredity—even as for Muller it stood for precisely the opposite,
that is, for the significance of the individual generally imperturbable gene
in calculations of mutation frequency.

In short, both Soviet and American geneticists could see what they
wanted to see in Muller’s work. X-ray mutagenesis was not unequivocal
proof of genic mutation, but could in fact just as easily be adopted into
Lysenkoist environmentalism—just as easily as colchicine had at first been
adopted, and then been excluded, from sanctioned Lysenkoist practices.
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Such radical underdetermination of theory by evidence requires that we
pay close attention to local narratives.

And so, despite the fact that one might otherwise have expected
chromosomal mutations to remain of intense interest in the Soviet
Union for being a dialectical level above the gene, chromosomal muta-
tions increasingly came under fire in the Soviet Union. Already fac-
ing challenges in the West following claims for the death of de Vries’
mutation theory and Muller’s remarkable 1927 successes, Lysenko’s
discourse and political considerations (following Muller’s own poli-
ticking) actively militated against the use of other mutagens besides
temperature and moisture that were by then common in the West and
that were of increasing interest to Karpechenko and others. Retaining
a strong emphasis on breeding and analysis of phenotype, the works
of these scientists became most endangered when they endeavored to
explain their chromosomal mutant hybrids using the language of mod-
ern genetics.

Meanwhile, in the US, the fact that so much important research on
chromosomal mutations had been conducted by Soviet scientists (even
scientists accused by Lysenko and his supporters of being Mendel-
Morganist), appears to have combined with an intensely compelling focus
on the gene so as to lead to a further evacuation of attention from the
chromosomes as sources of evolutionary novelty in their own right. For
American geneticists, chromosomes could be affected by external muta-
gens, and could even produce new species—but did so by means revealing
“damage” or “aberrant” behavior. Chromosomes could not be given the
same level of authority as genes as fundamental units of evolution, and
could certainly not in the face of a Lysenkoist and Communist threat
deliberately bent on attacking the very existence of genes as ideological.
This relentless genetical focus on the gene dovetailed with selectionist
explanations in the constriction of the evolutionary synthesis during the
1940s, serving also to preclude more structural, chromosomal mecha-
nisms of evolution beyond the gene.*

Lysenkoism thus came to be an important factor in the ultimate fate
of “chromosomal mutation” in both the US and the USSR. In fact,
Lysenkoism brought about effects not only on claims of promissory genet-
ics among American geneticists, but shaped the very content of hereditary
knowledge itself, leading to polarized conceptions of heredity and con-
tributed to a constriction of the meaning of “mutation.”
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DiaLEcTICS DENIED

Pluralistic and complex views of heredity and evolution above and beyond
the merely genic seem to have largely disappeared from much of American
genetics during the 1940s and 1950s. This pattern maps well on to the
rise of Lysenkoism. I have attempted to suggest here that, in addition to
more proximate causes, there is perhaps a larger global or external con-
text at play for these shifts in the meaning of “mutation.” After Muller,
heredity in American genetics became increasingly genic and selection-
ist, rather than pluralistically physiological, chromosomal, organismal, and
affected by development, drift, and other factors. As the wagons were cir-
cled, heredity in the West was increasingly defined, refined, and constrained
in opposition to Lysenkoist interpretations.

The historically contingent constriction of the meaning of mutation—
that chromosomal mutations were not mutations proper—tied in with
seeing mutations as damage rather than promissory; to be promissory was
to be Soviet, and to study chromosomal mutations as a form of environ-
mentally induced mutation was to run the risk of being associated with
Lysenkoist or Lamarckist ideas. In the American context, even the fact
that research on chromosomal mutations had been conducted by Soviet
scientists—even scientists accused of being Mendel-Morganists—may have
combined with a post-Muller tendency to reduce the evolutionary signifi-
cance of complex hereditary systems to the level of the gene. Talk of such
variation—and especially of its artificial induction by carefully chosen envi-
ronmental mutagens like radiation or colchicine—could unintentionally
but unwisely sound like Lamarckist Lysenkoism.

Something in the geopolitical context had clearly changed, causing
the chromosome to wither away in the US. What that something was,
was clear to everyone. One scientist commented in September 1948 on
the different response he had received as a result of changing political
circumstances:

It is striking that while no adverse comment was made when I directed
attention to the interesting nature of Lysenko’s work seven years ago, it
is now alleged that I do so ‘to confuse and mislead the public’ on political
grounds. In those seven years the political situation has altered. The facts
concerning inheritance have not.%!

Or, more pointedly, as a colleague wrote to the cytogeneticist
C. D. Darlington in 1949:
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Once you get to the stage of having the plasma-genes in the cytoplasm
modified by external agencies and even taking subversive control of the
chromosome mechanism, it is not far removed, if not from Lamarckism,
then at least from something very deep underlying the superficial tripe that
Lysenko has been getting oft his chest.>?

Even J. B. S. Haldane, referring to consequences attending discoveries of
“important genetical phenomena which have nothing to do with genes,”
warned in 1956 that “today, it is not safe to discover such phenomena
in certain countries” —mentioning both the US and the USSR. In the
1930s Blakeslee had given a series of broadcast radio addresses speaking
of “evolution made to order,” and Muller had likewise made many such
similar claims. But after the emergence of Lysenkoism, Muller explicitly
stated that the kind of promissory hype of the genetic engineering of the
1930s must be downplayed to avoid any potential confusion with the leg-
acy of Lysenkoism. Indeed, by 1952, Muller had changed his tone notice-
ably, was all too keenly aware of how his work could be seen as allied to
Lysenkoism. He left his Promethean popularizations behind:

Furthermore, given effects with so-called ever-sporting genes cannot
yet be regarded as pointing the way to control over ordinary processes
of gene mutation... And any such differences in mutational spectrum as
have been found on comparison of different agents, and of different
genetic backgrounds, are entirely too far removed from the production of
pre-determined mutations to allow the public to think that we are yet even
on the track of positive results in this most important field. So important
indeed is this field, theoretically as well as practically, and also so closely con-
nected with the whole Lysenko controversy (inasmuch as the Lysenkoists of
course have long claimed to be able freely to produce mutations to order)
that any popular treatment which misleads the public in regard to this field
is to be avoided for this reason alone.??

Muller was well aware by 1952 of how his gene-centered work could be
appropriated and reinterpreted by Lysenkoists—after all, even his 1927
X-ray work had been reinterpreted under Lysenko as a contribution to
Michurinist principles. Muller therefore only very cautiously discussed the
potentials of genetic engineering, fully aware that thoughts of directed
mutation could mistakenly be seen to resonate with Lysenkoist views. The
control of evolution, in other words, received a bad rap (the history of
eugenics is undoubtedly a contributing factor in this story as well).
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Moreover, theidea of the “control” of evolution—a dominant Promethean
theme of American efforts at experimental evolution since the founding of
the Cold Spring Harbor Station for Experimental Evolution—had been
eclipsed by a discourse of risk, damage, and fear. A positive message became
a negative one; Muller’s own concerns over Cold War fallout and his work
on genetic loads fits in this story as well. But perhaps there is a/so room here
in this revised narrative of the shifting meaning of “mutation” for the eftects
of fears of Lysenkoist ideology on visions of promissory genetics. After all, it
took until the late 1960s for “genetic engineering” to re-emerge as both a
term and a goal of American biology—only once the shadow of Lysenkoism
had lightened. And it was only in the 1970s that there were first glimpses of
a re-emergence of chromosomal cytogenetic evolutionary studies.

The fate of chromosomal mutation in both the Soviet Union and in the
USA was thus a case of “dialectics denied”—denied in the Soviet Union,
ironically, because although chromosomes existed at a level qualitatively
different from genes and presented new phenomena themselves distinct
from the genic level, they were seen to be insufficiently materialistic and
were too closely associated with genes and “Mendel-Morganism.” And
chromosomal mutations were denied in the US and elsewhere because
talk of such variation, and especially of its artificial induction by carefully
chosen environmental mutagens, in not being sufficiently focused on the
gene resonated a little too closely with Lamarckist Lysenkoism.

Through a series of historically contingent geopolitical circumstances
surrounding Lysenkoism, the study of chromosomal mutation got
wrapped up in the Soviet Union in arguments against Morgan’s “chro-
mosome theory of heredity.” Tragically, what had been a premier field of
Soviet genetic research was targeted for being too abstract, theoretical,
and ideological, and too close to “Mendel-Morganism.” Chromosomal
mutations were somehow still too fortuitous or idealistic for Lysenkoists.
(As Zhukovsky replied to Lysenko: “You refuse to admit that these
mutations are caused by changes in the chromosome. That is where we
disagree. It has gone so far that the very mention of the word ‘mutation’
or ‘chromosome’ frightens many people.”) One terrible consequence
was that many geneticists of the Soviet Union, for whom chromosomal
mutations were a significant and understudied level of hereditary and
evolutionary significance, were soon deposed, exiled, or killed.>*

On the other hand, American efforts to artificially induce mutations
using environmental mutagens—a decades-long set of research programs
that sometimes claimed to find stimulating effects (such as radiation horme-
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sis) and that actually succeeded in producing recognized new species—were
rapidly sidelined as chromosomal mutations were increasingly interpreted
as damayge, as defect, as things to be avoided, and as genetic variability was
established as being fundamentally about gene-level changes, and that only
these were to be called “mutations.” The specter of a Lamarckian interpre-
tation of these efforts in radiation genetics and chemical-induced mutagen-
esis also contributed to the gradual abandonment of these chromosomal
efforts. This specter evidently did not haunt Europe alone.

Lysenkoists focused on the phenotype; American geneticists focused
on the genotype. Little attention was paid to the evolutionary and poten-
tially controllable space between, the karyotype, the chromosomes, and
their mutations. The one geneticist who might be thought of as a key link
between Russia and the West—Hermann Hermanovich, as he liked to be
called—was caught between his ardent support of Russian geneticists and
his even more ardent support of the gene. Even during the period that
historians have pointed to as the heart of the modern synthesis, then, the
genic “thesis” of Muller and the environmental “antithesis” of Lysenko
served to direct attention away almost entirely from the question of chro-
mosomal mutations, and their induction. Geneticists would have to wait
decades for their next synthesis. The story of how mutation came to mean
a change in a gene is thus in no small measure an example of Lysenkoism
not only affecting the geopolitical context of heredity science, but even
helping to shape its very content. Meanwhile, on both sides of the ocean,
the solid reality of chromosomal mutation melted away.
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Lessons from Lysenko

John Marks

INTRODUCTION

Received wisdom tells us that we can, and should, have learnt lessons from
Lysenkoism. But what can we take from this episode in order to inform
our understanding of science today? In very broad terms, two strands of
interpretation have emerged in the extensive work that has been undertaken
on the phenomenon of Lysenkoism. The first strand focuses on the irratio-
nal despotism of the Stalinist era and on the way in which erroneous science
was promoted in the Soviet Union for non-scientific reasons. The Soviet
authorities favoured Lysenkoism because it corresponded with official ide-
ology, and in turn this openness to ideological distortion was exploited by a
ruthlessly ambitious apparatchik in the shape of Trofim Lysenko. According
to this analysis, Lysenkoism stands as a test-case example of the danger of
science and proper scientific values being abandoned in favour of ideol-
ogy. David Joravsky, for example, argues strongly that Lysenkoism dem-
onstrated very little serious engagement with scientific issues or even with
Marxist theory. He emphasises instead the fact that Lysenko’s promotion as
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a “practical” agronomist corresponded to Stalin’s “operative ideology” of
creating a new, repressive hierarchy by elevating workers and peasants into
powerful positions in order to undermine established clites.!

This first strand of interpretation feeds directly into the idea that
Lysenkoism stands as a cautionary tale of what happens when the integrity
of scientific enquiry is contaminated by extra-scientific considerations. This
reading of Lysenkoism has, to a certain extent, become common currency
and the invocation of neo-Lysenkoism is now an established rhetorical
move on the part of those who feel that their work or position on scientific
matters is being challenged or even silenced for non-scientific, ideologi-
cal reasons. In the post-Cold War era, this accusation has frequently been
made on the grounds that the pursuit of scientific truth and objectivity is
being restricted in order to protect and bolster political consensus. In this
way, Lysenkoism today often functions as a shorthand term for the per-
ceived totalitarian drive to silence scientific findings or perspectives that are
incompatible with officially sanctioned frameworks of reference. In short,
Lysenkoism is equated with the dead hand of state bureaucracy and “politi-
cally correct” science policy. A typical example would be the way in which
Bernard D. Davis invoked Lysenkoism in 1983 at the height of the socio-
biology debate in the USA, arguing that research in this area of “behavioral
genetics” was being marginalized and suppressed for ideological reasons:

In effect, we see here Lysenkoism risen again: an effort to outlaw a field
of science because it conflicts with a political dogma. To be sure, the new
version is more limited in scope, and it does not use the punitive powers of
a totalitarian state, as Trofim Lysenko did in the Soviet Union to suppress
all of the genetics between 1935 and 1965. But that is not necessary in our
system: A chilling atmosphere is quite sufficient to prevent funding agen-
cies and graduate students from exploring a taboo area. And such Neo-
Lysenkoist politicization of science, from both the left and the right, is likely
to grow, as biology increasingly affects our lives—probing the secrets of our
genes and our brain, reshaping our image of our origins and our nature, and
adding new dimensions to our understanding of social behavior. When ideo-
logically committed scientists try to suppress this knowledge they jeopardize
a great deal, for without the ideal of objectivity science loses its strength.?

By extension, Lysenkoism is also associated with the closing down of sci-
entific dialogue. The lesson, we are told, is that competing scientific per-
spectives should be allowed expression, and evaluated in strictly scientific
terms. Along these lines, Stephen Ceci and Wendy Williams refer to the
“spectre” of Lysenkoism with regard to the issue of IQ and biological
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differences, a subject that has remained controversial in the wake of socio-
biology debate. Although they, as they put it, hold the “acceptable” view
that racial and gender differences in IQ are not innate, they argue that the
silencing of alternative views undermines the healthy dialectic of challenge
and proper scientific debate:

Acts of censure edge close to Lysenkoism. They also do a disservice to sci-
ence. When dissenters’ positions are prevented exposure in high-impact
journals and excluded from conferences, the dominant side goes unchal-
lenged, and eventually its rationale is forgotten, forestalling the evolution
of crucial ideas.?

Alongside this first strand of interpretation and the implicit and explicit
lessons that it entails, a slightly different—although not altogether unre-
lated—approach attempts to analyse Lysenkoism in terms of complex rela-
tionships between science, politics, society and philosophy. The general
ethos of this second strand is summarised neatly in Louis Althusser’s argu-
ment that Lysenkoism cannot be reduced to “a theoretical folly involving
questions of biology, a folly abetted by State intervention.”* This second
approach is more open to the idea that Lysenkoism shares some features
with “normal” forms of science, and it looks at the issue of ideology in
a slightly different way by focusing on the fact that Lysenko’s emphasis
on a practical approach to science and agriculture fitted with Bukharin’s
interpretation of Marxist-Leninism’s view that the primary aim of a social-
ist regime was to change the world.®

The two strands of interpretation are clearly closely related, and the
differences between the two are often a matter of nuance. However, in
general terms the second approach seeks to show how Lysenkoism achieved
a certain plausibility and legitimacy under specific historical conditions.
What is more, as Roll-Hansen argues, this approach to Lysenkoism can be
applied more generally:

The rise of Lysenkoism can no longer be seen as simply the result of'illegiti-
mate political interference. Lysenkoism appears rather as an extreme form
of tendencies that are inherent to any modern science that is closely bound
up with practical political and economic purposes.®

By drawing primarily on this second strand of analysis and interpreta-
tion the aim here is to suggest that revisiting Lysenkoism as a discur-
sive construction might help to gain some purchase on current issues
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regarding biology, politics and economics. The assessment of Lysenkoism
and what we might learn from it undertaken by Richard Lewontin and
Richard Levins is instructive in this regard.” They propose a dialectical
approach to Lysenkoism as an alternative to the emphasis on Stalinism
and bureaucratic excesses. They formulate the principles of this dialecti-
cal approach—*“lessons” as it were—as a series of analytical principles. We
should remember that history “may leave an important trace”, that “being
and becoming are dual aspects of nature”, that “conditions change”, and
that “qualitative effects of context and interaction may be lost when phe-
nomena are isolated”.® They show primarily the various ways in which
Lysenkoism itself failed to absorb the lessons of a genuinely self-reflexive
dialectical approach, and in doing so they aim to inspire the elaboration of
a Marxist philosophy that might usefully inform scientific practice.

For the purposes of the argument here, these principles suggest ways in
which an understanding of Lysenkoism might aid the analysis of contem-
porary science. Science and the systems of thought—the ideological and
philosophical frameworks within which science occurs—are not isolated
phenomena: instead, they form a dynamic dialectical whole. Furthermore,
it is important to recognise that the discourse that surrounds and sup-
ports science is never judged solely on strictly scientific or philosophical
grounds, but rather must provide a convincing popular narrative.

The polemical construction of an opposition between two types of biology
(“proletarian” and “bourgeois”—for which read “socialist” and “capital-
ist”) is in many ways the surface effect of a more complex set of relations
between ideology and science that have continued to play themselves out in
the intervening years. A number of areas will be highlighted which require
problematization in this respect. First, the Cold War opposition between
Lysenkoism and genetics has tended to define Lysenkoism—and by asso-
ciation Lamarckism—against genetics as a purely ideological construction.
This view tends to reduce the complexity of Lysenkoism as a phenomenon
and assumes a polemical opposition that does not always aid analysis. Recent
years have, for example, witnessed something of a revival of Lamarckian
perspectives on heredity, development and evolution: in short, “soft inheri-
tance” is back on the agenda. Second, Lysenkoism cannot be directly
transcribed as a set of manoeuvres onto contemporary science and science
policy. For one thing, political and ideological influence is today more likely
to be indirect. Third, Lysenkoism shows us in many ways that science can
never be separated from politics. As Lewontin and Levins point out, it is
necessary to distinguish between the “minimal theoretical structure” of a
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particular field of science and semi-autonomous ideological superstructure.
Of particular interest in this respect are the links between genetics and eco-
nomic and political models. Lysenkoism portrayed Mendelian genetics as
an expression of capitalist ideology and, although this claim was inflated, it
is clearly the case that the development of genetics took place in the context
of'a broadly ideological context. Conversely, and with some degree of justi-
fication, Lysenkoism was, and continues to be, equated with the problems
of'a command economy and social engineering. Loren Graham, for exam-
ple, sees parallels between the rejection of genetics and the Soviet refusal
to accept what he regards as the “natural” economic reality of the market.’
Crucially, contemporary biology is arguably even more closely embedded
in issues of economy, politics and society. In short, Lysenkoism reminds us
that science is never value-free.

In this chapter I will look at some relatively recent references to
Lysenkoism in public discourse and consider, drawing on Michel Foucault,
the problematic nature of polemics when dealing with issues around sci-
ence. These contemporary allusions to Lysenkoism tend to replay in vari-
ous forms the Cold War ideological opposition between state socialism
and capitalism. It is necessary to look beyond these rather loaded allusions
in order to identify ways in which those making accusations of Lysenkoism
actually reproduce some of its “errors”. For example, the Lysenkoist
opposition between Lysenko’s “down-to-earth”, practical background
approach and out-of-touch, overly abstract approach of established elites
finds certain echoes in contemporary debates.

In the remainder of the chapter I will look at Lysenkoism as a significant
episode in the rise to prominence of biology in political, economic and
scientific terms, along with the ways in which contemporary biological
science is increasingly framed by neoliberal ideology. I will pay particular
attention to the way in which the claims made around biotechnology are
associated with ideological discourses. Ironically, it seems, as will be sug-
gested here, that the principle that life can be engineered—initially associ-
ated with Lysenkoism—has undergone a series of transformations, and has
reappeared as an axiom of a new capitalist ontology. We are now in an era
of speculation—Dboth in economic and scientific terms—and flexibility, in
which, in a rather different form, the manipulation of life has in many ways
become both a promise and a reality. I will argue that we can learn les-
sons from Lysenkoism, but that they should not be limited to the polemi-
cal appeals to the history of scientific marginalization that are the most
common framing of Lysenkoism today. These lessons are related to the
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ideological inflections of science in two distinctive ways. First, it should
not be forgotten that, however flawed and ideologically expedient the
claims of Lysenkoism were, the dynamics of the ideological battleground
between Soviet communism and Western capitalism meant that the coun-
ter claims of the molecular genetics paradigm inevitably became overly
rigid and monolithic. Current challenges to this reductionist paradigm,
marking something of a tentative return to Lamarckism today, feed into a
new capitalist ontology of “plasticity” and life enhancement. The prom-
ises held out by contemporary genetics, biotechnology and neuroscience
ironically echo Lysenkoism’s promise of abundance, but now in the form
of a radically transformed neoliberal ideological framing. My argument in
this respect is influenced by the Marxist analysis of Hilary and Steven Rose
in their recent Genes, Cells and Brains. Here, they argue that the con-
temporary “molecularised life sciences”, as they call them, have retreated
to a simple, pervasive biological narrative: “Their discourses are at once
essentialist and Promethean; they see human nature as fixed, while at the
same time offering to transform human life through the real and imagined
power of the biotechsciences.”!?

Whilst the intention here is not to claim that Lysenko was scientifically
“right” in any sense, it is important to acknowledge there was some
sort of minimal scientific rationale that gave coherence and credibility
to Lysenkoism, and also to show that ideology operates by constructing
plausible narratives that situate science and its technological applications in
relation to current common-sense assumptions relating to economics and
social order. Biology is an inherently worldly field of science that proposes
both an ontology of the living world and at the same time a programme
for the ways in which we might manage and allocate material resources.
Rather than thinking of Lysenkoism as a cautionary tale of ideological
contamination, it is more fruitful to consider the precise nature of the
ideological framework within which science has a social existence. The
danger that such an argument runs is that of constructing a false equiva-
lence between Lysenkoism and contemporary genetics, biotechnology
and neuroscience. Obviously, such an equivalence would be untenable.
Lysenkoism was fraudulent science in a way that contemporary biology
is not. However, the promises held out by fields such as neuroscience
are often deeply problematic in political and philosophical terms. In an
entirely different context, Lysenkoism offered similar promises of biologi-
cal abundance and viewed biological processes as a confirmation of a very
particular ideological worldview.
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CONTEMPORARY REFERENCES TO LYSENKOISM

Contemporary accusations of Lysenkoism are certainly not uncommon,
coming unsurprisingly from those who feel that their claims to scientific
truth are being marginalised for non-scientific reasons. We will look here
briefly at two relatively recent examples. First, Henry I. Miller, writ-
ing in the mid-1990s, accuses the Clinton administration of adopting a
philosophical orientation that is holding back the development of bio-
technology in the USA.M Just as Lysenkoism evoked the “old myth” of
“Lamarckian and Communist doctrine”; so policy on biotechnology is
driven by the myth of a pure state of nature that should be protected from
biological tampering. Lysenko’s “political correctness” appealed to the
Soviet authorities, he made extravagant promises, and he was ruthless is
denouncing and marginalizing his enemies. Miller identifies vice-president
Al Gore and Chief Domestic Policy Advisor Greg C. Simon as the “heirs-
apparent” to Lysenko. Neither Gore nor Simon, according to Miller, has
significant scientific training, and their positions are motivated by political
and quasi-philosophical considerations. Miller is particularly dismissive of
what he sees as Al Gore’s New Age philosophising, accusing him of nei-
ther trusting nor respecting science.!?

More recently, the controversy around global warming and climate
change has been marked by extensive references to Lysenkoism. In a
widely quoted article originally written in 2009, Clift Ollier accuses
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) of exerting a
powerful ideological influence—enhanced by the use of a highly efficient
propaganda machine—in order to promote the view that global warming
is caused by “anthropogenic” carbon dioxide emissions.!® Ollier draws
parallels between Stalinism and what he sees as the “ideology” of environ-
mentalism and claims that this dominant ideology draws on an extensive
propaganda machine. Furthermore, he claims that environmentalism as
an ideology underpins a bureaucracy and series of vested interests that
depend upon the maintenance of this “ruling concept”. He takes issue
with the received wisdom that the science of global warming is “settled”:
all new, potentially contradictory, evidence is dismissed, and any oppos-
ing voices are demonized as “Deniers” (evoking the spectre of Holocaust
denial) and victimized.

These contemporary invocations of Lysenkoism clearly draw on, and
repeat, the dominant framing of the Lysenko affair as a distinctive and
defining episode in the history of polemics. This is the “two camps” model
as Lewontin and Levins describe it:
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The confrontation between socialist science and bourgeois science was seen
in the military metaphor as an implacable battle ending with victory or
defeat. There was no sense of interaction. Enemy scientific writings con-
sisted of the outrageous or of admissions.*

Michel Foucault’s analysis of polemics as “a parasitic figure on discussion
and an obstacle to the search for truth” provides a useful context here.!s
He identifies three components of contemporary polemics: religious, judi-
ciary and political. In a religious sense, polemics identifies the point of
weakness—an unacknowledged, illegitimate interest or dark desire—that
lies behind dogma. Polemics as a quasi-judiciary practice concentrates on
building a case, collecting proof of guilt and listing infractions. As far as
politics is concerned, polemics secks to build alliances and to construct a
coherent and readily identifiable enemy.

All three models can be discerned in Ollier’s argument. The dogma
of anthropogenic global warming is underpinned by the ideology of
environmentalism, which in turn supports an extensive network of vested
interests, effectively controlled by the IPCC. The juridical case is built
around accusations of scientific dishonesty and the victimization of oppo-
nents, and the political case rests upon the evidence that the ideological
construct of global warming is itself a deeply politicized set of alliances
supported by a propaganda machine and a self-justifying bureaucracy.
In a general sense, as Foucault emphasizes, polemics closes down discus-
sion, pushing opponents back into entrenched positions and preventing
the possibility of genuine intellectual exchange which might facilitate the
production of scientific “truth”. Polemical appropriations tend to assume
that, in a relatively mechanistic sense, scientific truth and method is dis-
torted by a framing discourse that is both radically non-scientific and also
impoverished and compromised by ideological thinking. In this sense
polemics is, in terms of the argument set out by Lewontin and Levins,
undialectical. In this way, polemics reproduces the ideological battle-
ground of the Cold War, and in doing so runs the risk of not acknowl-
edging the tendency of polemics to polarize debate and undermine the
nuance and subtlety of argument.

This polarization remains a relatively unacknowledged consequence
of Lysenkoism: the starkly drawn contrast between a “scientific” Western
Mendelian neo-Darwinism and Lysenko’s opportunistic, ideologically
inflected Lamarckism inevitably had long-term effects on the development
of biological science, exerting what now looks like a distorting effect on
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Western biology. The modern synthesis of Mendelian genetics and natural
selection was reinforced as a reaction to, and rejection of, Lysenko’s
Lamarckism, and this in turn fed into the development of a strongly
determinist molecular paradigm in the post-war era. As the middle ground
between Lamarckism and Mendelian neo-Darwinism was evacuated,
the scientists in the West whose work was deemed to bear any traces of
the latter approach found it difficult to gain credence for their work.!®
Consequently, there was undoubtedly a pressure on biologists in the West
to line up in support of Mendelism. Audra Wolfe, for example, has recently
shown that, despite the feeling expressed by a number of members of the
Genetics Society of America (GSA) that they might stray into the realms
of dogma, the Society was inevitably drawn into a broad statement of sup-
port for the relatively monolithic concept of Mendelism.!” Fields such as
embryology and epigenetics, which emphasize the role of environment,
were particularly affected.!®

Foucault’s rejection of polemics stems in part from the fact that he
is wary of the idea that it is possible to arrive—by means of critique—at
a definitive political prescription for a given problem. Instead, Foucault
reflects on his own work as a series of reflections on the way in which sci-
ence, politics and ethics interact in order to form scientific domains, politi-
cal structures or moral practices. In short, it is a question of identifying
the underlying problematic of a given set of practices which, in the case
of Lysenkoism, have political, economic, technological and ideological
dimensions. If we are to learn any valuable lessons from Lysenkoism it is
necessary to find an alternative to polemics, and Foucault’s alternative of
problematization is valuable in this respect.

A problematizing approach of this kind attempts to look beyond the
surface effects of polemics in order to identify the way in which a particu-
lar object of discourse emerges as being worthy of attention in terms of
the stakes of what is “true” and “false”. Looking from this perspective at
the way in which Ollier and Miller construct their arguments, it is clear
that they both invoke Lysenkoism not simply as a paradigmatic example of
the ideological distortion of science, but also in order to suggest that con-
temporary science policy has similar political motivations to Lysenkoism.
The analogies they draw are frequently more than formal: contemporary
accusations of Lysenkoism draw parallels—often implicitly—between the
Soviet socialist conviction that the living world can be moulded in a techno-
cratic fashion by state intervention and the wrong-headed interventionism
of similarly socialistic contemporary political forces. Al Gore is reproached
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by Miller not only for the fact that he sacrifices science to myth, but also
for his self-righteous, arrogant assumption that the role of government is
to regulnte the field of biotechnology. Gore’s unscientific attachment to
the “childlike” myth of a natural world of purity and innocence is equated
with his drive to regulate the activity of markets. In short, Miller clearly
sees parallels between Gore’s suspicion of biotechnology and his antipa-
thy towards the principle of free markets. The accusation of Lysenkoism
implies that Gore is not only out of touch in scientific terms, but also that
he subscribes to an outmoded model of state-led intervention.

It is also important to recognize that polemics depends upon the con-
struction of narratives that can be readily understood by a popular audi-
ence. Once again, it is worth revisiting Lysenkoism as an example of the
way in which such popular discourses emerge, and Loren Graham’s paper
on the eugenics movement in Russia and Germany remains a useful source
in this respect. As Graham emphasises, although the Soviet rejection of
eugenics may now appear self-evident, it was by no means inevitable that
this would be the case. Eugenic ideas had not yet forged strong links with
either end of the political spectrum, and they were frequently symptom-
atic of a generalized post-First World War pessimism in both countries.
In Russia, debate about the relation of eugenics to socialism and socialist
theory was slow to develop: the concept of eugenics was relatively new
and unknown, and it was initially received by some within the Soviet
authorities as a field that might have potential as a scientific means of
collective improvement.

Significantly, Lamarckism was seen as scientifically flawed by a good
number of Marxist scientists and intellectuals. Graham identifies Vasilii
Slepkov’s 1925 article, “Human Heredity and Selection: On the Major
Theoretical Premises of Eugenics”, as one of the first comprehensive criti-
cal analyses of eugenics that identified the emphasis on biological deter-
minism as reactionary. Slepkov explicitly drew on the Lamarckian principle
of the inheritance of acquired characteristics as a scientific view that would
be more in line with the Marxist idea that material social conditions deter-
mine consciousness. As the debate gathered pace and ideological fault lines
were in the process of being drawn, the eugenicist Yuri Filipchenko inter-
vened and pointed out that, according to a strictly Lamarckian model, the
proletariat would be so hampered by the dysgenic effects of generations
of poor living conditions that they would not be able to administer the
Soviet state. Mendelian genetics, on the other hand, held out the prom-
ise of unexploited genetic potential in the proletariat that could flourish
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under the right environmental conditions. Ultimately, Graham argues that
Filipchenko’s relatively sophisticated argument lost out to a generalized
popular belief that Lamarckism and acquired characteristics opened up
“limitless possibilities” for collective human improvement.'® This analysis
of the debate around eugenics and acquired characteristics leads Graham
to a particularly interesting analysis of the genealogy of Lysenkoism. In
response to the fact that the result of the debate amongst scientists and
theorists on the issue was essentially a “draw,” Lysenkoism emerged as a
relatively “safe” sphere in which to work out a more definitive answer:

The terms of the de facto intellectual truce were pragmatic: let the partisans
of classical genetics and acquired characteristics resolve the issue in practice,
in the applied science of agronomy—not in the dangerous field of human
heredity where the Germans in the 1930s were winning such notoriety, but
in agriculture where the Soviet Union needed help.?®

There are contemporary parallels with the development of genetics, bio-
technology and the neurosciences. These areas are not immediately linked
in public consciousness with the threat, for example, of mass eugenics.
Instead they appear to promise a series of eminently practical interventions
that will potentially enhance the lives of individuals.

THE RETURN OF LAMARCKISM: PLASTICITY

In order, then, to learn lessons from Lysenkoism, it is necessary
to understand the underlying ontological assumptions that frame
contemporary biology within the ideology of neoliberalism. The answer
lies in the broad concept of “plasticity”, which has emerged as the opposi-
tion between Lamarckism and neo-Darwinism has begun to look much
less stark and definitive. The polemical inheritance of Lysenkoism—and
the fact that Lysenkoism ultimately failed as a challenge to a gene-based
biology—has had the effect, until recently, of marginalizing any alterna-
tives to neo-Darwinism. Although it clearly does not look like the basic
concept of the gene will be radically superseded, the absolute rejection of
Lamarckism that characterized the reaction to Lysenkoism has now been
widely challenged in scientific terms, and there has been a renewed interest
in evolutionary models that stand outside of the rigid neo-Darwinism that
accompanied the rise of molecular biology. Both neo-Darwinists and neo-
Lamarckists acknowledge the phenomenon of phenotypic plasticity, but
tend to place a greater emphasis on evolutionary or ecological timescales
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(Haig 2011). This “return” of Lamarckism is also linked to what looks
increasingly like a significant paradigm shift in the deterministic discourse
of genetics that emerges from the ideological battle with Lysenkoism.
Although phenotypic plasticity was marginalized by the rise of
molecular biology, a number of commentators have pointed to a return
of plasticity into a number of fields in biology in recent times, includ-
ing epigenctics, embryology and evolutionary developmental biology.?!
Plasticity here refers to a series of related areas of emerging scientific con-
sensus. “Developmental plasticity” refers to the capacity of a particular
genotype to produce a variety of features (morphological, physiological
and behavioural) in response to different environmental conditions.?? In a
more general sense, the idea of plasticity conveys a growing confidence in
the capacity to manipulate and engineer life. In this way, plasticity has also
emerged as a general principle informing our contemporary biotechno-
logical view of life, as Hannah Landecker claims.?* The importance of the
cell was minimized by the development of genetics and molecular biology
in the first half of the twentieth century, but the cell has now returned to
prominence as an object that demonstrates the inherently plastic quality of
living matter. Biotechnology depends upon the possibility of exploiting “a
certain plasticity of organisms”. Living systems can continue to carry on
“living” even when they or their environment are radically altered:

Where would biotechnology be if after being spliced or frozen or fused or
extracted from its original environment, the cell or organism just up and
died? In my view, the history of biotechnology from 1900 to now may be
described as the increasing realization and exploration of the plasticity of
living matter.?*

What lessons can we take from this renewed interest in Lamarckism
and the emergence of plasticity as a key concept? First, as Gilbert and
Epel point out, we should recognize that the exaggerated and politically
inflected claims that Lysenko made for his work started off within the
realms of what might be recognized as legitimate scientific thought.?
There could have been no Lysenkoism without some—as Roll-Hansen
puts it—“minimal scientific plausibility”. In a broader sense, the inheri-
tance of Lysenkoism should alert us to the ideological dimensions of plas-
ticity. The claims of biotechnology, genetics and neuroscience are often
presented in what appear to be purely technical terms. However, these are
not neutral: they convey a particular narrative of what life is, and of how
it should be managed.
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BroLoGy AND CONTEMPORARY CAPITALISM

Lysenkoism reminds us, then, that science and scientific theorizing have
complex links with politics and, more particularly, economic models.
These links are mutually reinforcing: biological models validate eco-
nomic thinking and vice versa. What is more, the exchanges between the
two fields are multifaceted, encompassing ideological constructions of
biology as an ontology that validates forms of natural political economy
and also material practices. A number of commentators have analysed
the ways in which various versions of a Darwinian evolution have under-
pinned a political economy that favours competition, free markets and
possessive individualism. Hilary and Steven Rose, for example, propose
a Marxist-feminist critique of the way in which this interpretation of
Darwinism—a “mutant” Darwinism as they refer to it—has emerged as
a dominant cultural paradigm that promotes a very particular and value-
laden model of evolution. The Modern Synthesis of the 1930s, and
subsequently the combination of molecular genetic determinism and
sociobiology that developed in the 1970s, have naturalized the values of
both liberal and contemporary neoliberal competitive capitalism.?

Similarly, Donna Haraway perceives ideological analogies between the
informational, cybernetic transformation of biology in the era of molecular
genetics and a broadly post-Taylorist model of what she calls “investment
capitalism”. She points to the fact that sociobiology conceives of nature
as a market in which the basic unit of investment is the gene or, to use
Richard Dawkins’ formulation, the “replicator”. Genes employ bodies
and societies as strategies for maximising “reproductive profit”.

The genes must make stable mediating devices: that is, they must produce
machines embodying evolutionary stable categories, just as capital requires
capitalist institutions. Without mechanisms for transmission and replication,
the genes are like hoarded money. The market demands a technology of
production consistent with its own imperatives. Here we leave the realm of
competition and exchange and enter the factories of life.?”

However, with the development of biotechnology, the economic dimensions
of biology are arguably intensified and, crucially, genetics emerges for the
first time as a practical, technological field. Whereas the Industrial Revolution
relied on the non-biological technological uses of fire, minerals and chemistry,
advanced economies have important biological dimensions: “Now, however,
our economy appears to be changing rapidly, incorporating and relying upon
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new organisms whose genomes have been modified through the application of
human effort and ingenuity.”?® In their recent Genes, Cells and Brains, Hilary
and Steven Rose have argued that the “Promethean” promises of contem-
porary biology are profoundly inflected by neoliberal ideology and the drive
to break with the ideals of welfare based on solidarity that were constructed
in the post-war era in Europe and North America. The fields of genomics,
genetics and neuroscience, hold out new possibilities of life enhancement—
life as plenitude and abundance—but only for a rich elite.

More recently, a number of commentators have explored the links
between the biotech era and the distinctive dynamics of contemporary neo-
liberal free-market capitalism. Notable in this respect are Melinda Cooper’s
Life and Surplus: Biotechnology and Capitalism in the Neoliberal Era (2008)
and Kaushik Sunder Rajan’s Biocapital: The Constitution of Postgenomic Life
(2006). Both Cooper and Rajan trace the links between the development
of biotechnology and the rise of neoliberalism in the USA since the late
1970s. Cooper, in particular, analyses the various ways in which the col-
lapse of the Fordist model and its replacement by a neoliberal framework
of reference entails a significant set of shifts in the way that life and its rela-
tion to production and consumption is conceptualized. Crucially, neolib-
eralism has consistently questioned and undermined the implicit contract
between individuals and the welfare state. The welfare state is, in this sense,
an “economy of life” that seeks to protect the life of the population as a
whole by redistributing wealth and providing guarantees of income and
healthcare. In return, individuals are required in some sense to give their
life to society. So, the welfare state seeks to maintain a distinction between
the sphere of reproduction from that of production through a series of
mutual obligations. In contrast, neoliberalism no longer aims to protect life
from the laws of the market and the speculative dynamics of capital.

Strikingly, Cooper points to the parallels between the development
of neoliberalism and the challenge to the Weismannian-Mendelian para-
digm posed by biotechnology, which is inaugurated by the invention of
recombinant DNA in 1973. As Cooper puts it, life as a concept is now
“destandardized”. The generalization from bacteria of the principle of
transversal—rather than vertical transfer—of DNA corresponds to a post-
Fordist model of production. Biotechnology emerges as a key feature of
what Cooper labels “post-Fordist bioproduction”.?* This new regime of
accumulation entails a fundamental shift in economic rationale, moving
away from the drive to commodify and reproduce in standard form that
underpins Fordism to a model of “promise”. In line with the focus on
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financialization and speculative investment that has been at the heart of
neoliberal economic model, so post-Fordist bioproduction seeks to own
and make profits on potential. Biological patents permit the ownership of
an organism’s “principle of generation” rather than ownership of a par-
ticular organism with a necessarily limited lifespan:

In the age of postmechanical reproduction the point is no longer to repro-
duce the standardized Ford-T model in nature, but to generate and capture
production itself, in all its emergent possibilities. Its success is dependent
on the constant transformation of (re)production, the rapid emergence and
obsolescence of new life forms, the novel recombination of DNA rather
than the mass monoculture of standardized germplasm.°

Cooper points to a general association that has been established in
the contemporary neoliberal era between the idea of free markets as self-
organizing entities and scientific thinking on complexity theory. We see
the emergence of] as she puts it, a kind of “free-market vitalism” from the
1990s onwards.?' She draws directly on Marx’s thinking on the way in
which capitalism conceives of limits and growth in terms of both crises and
surplus. This Marxian reading of contemporary bioeconomics highlights
the importance of capitalism’s periodic flight into speculative “delirium”.
Marx highlights the disjunction between the “plenitude” of the future
that is promised in this speculative mode and the construction of the pres-
ent as a moment of depletion and devastation. This contrast between the
promise of the future and an impoverished present is particularly stark in
the case of contemporary neoliberal speculation.

The neoliberal response to what was widely perceived as a burgeoning
crisis of resources and pollution—initially expressed in the Club of Rome’s
world futures report in 1972—was to call for a paradigm shift away from an
economic model of Fordist mass production to a post-Fordist innovation-
based economy. Neoliberalism responds to falling production by blaming
the welfare state and the redistribution of wealth and life chances. The state
can no longer provide collective insurance against risk, which now becomes
individualized.?? As Rajan sces it, there is an implosion of the economic logic
of neoliberalism and the epistemology of what he terms “postgenomic” life:
“[T]he very grammars of the life sciences and of capital are co-constituted;
life becomes a business plan.”3? Rajan identifies the particular importance
of the concept of “innovation”. It is no longer a question of generating
resources from what already exists, but rather of generating and creating
new resources.* In this way, the economy of biotechnology depends upon
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a distinctively post-Fordist conception of “debt”. The rise of the USA as a
debtor-imperialist force is an expression of capitalist “delirium”. This delir-
ium is caught up in a dynamic of ever-more extravagant promises based on
a dream of regeneration and the creation of new life.

What we see here is the emergence of a distinctive ideological framing
of genetics and biotechnology. Keeping in mind the dialectical principles
suggested by Lewontin and Levins, we can see that the opposition between
genetic determinism and a voluntaristic approach has been transformed over
time. Whilst the principle of a genetic inheritance and the importance of
genetic determinism remain, the practical development of biotechnologies
has opened new possibilities as far as the manipulation of life is concerned.

BraiN Prasticrry: A NEw PoLiTicAL BATTLEGROUND

Evidence of the fact that the concept of plasticity has an ideological dimen-
sion can be seen in current debates on brain plasticity, otherwise known
as neuroplasticity. This refers to the capacity of the brain to modify both
structure and function in response to environmental factors. It seems that
the brain can make new cells (neurons), construct new synaptic connec-
tions between these cells, and modify established neuronal connections.
At the same time, there has been a growing recognition of the plasticity
of human brain functions. These “plastic” dynamics are associated with
environmental factors such as stress levels and injury, and more positively
with learning new skills throughout life.?¢

Brain plasticity can be interpreted in very different ways, and these inter-
pretations tell us a good deal about the way in which our existence as biologi-
cal beings is now, more than ever, deeply political. The lesson to be applied
from Lysenkoism is not that these interpretations can in any way be defined
as right or wrong in scientific terms, but rather that they are loaded with
ideological significance. Also, along similar lines to Graham’s analysis of
Lysenkoism and eugenics referred to earlier, neuroscience appears to offer a
relatively “safe” way of working through the social and political significance
of neuroplasticity. As Pitts-Taylor observes, a number of commentators have
interpreted this phenomenon as a challenge to the conservative tendencies of
biological reductionism and determinism: plasticity in this sense appears to
offer a route for intellectuals out of this biological determinism.%”

Along these lines, French philosopher Catherine Malabou has focused
on what she sees as the philosophical possibilities for freedom and self-
construction that arise from recognition that the brain can be “rewired”
by shocks.?® She revisits the classic philosophical question of the relation-
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ship between mind and body in order to construct a progressive politics of
self-transformation at an individual and societal level. Neuroscience has, she
suggests, converged with the anti-Cartesian philosophical assertion that the
brain is not a central command centre that has sovereignty over the body.
Instead, the brain is a decentred system that cannot be separated from the
body or the environment. This does not mean, however, that we should
think of consciousness as a purely mechanical product of this radically mate-
rialist view of mind and body. The brain is capable of “self-reformation”:

Is this not the best possible definition of plasticity: the relation that an individual
entertains with what, on the one hand, attaches him originally to himself; to his
proper form, and with what, on the other hand, allows him to launch himself
into the void of all identity, to abandon all rigid and fixed determination.®

On the other hand, neuroplasticity also opens up the possibility of the
construction of a “flexible” self-policing subject that corresponds to
the demands of neoliberal ideology. Along these lines, Malabou points
to ways in which brain plasticity is seen as being in tune with the broad
post-Fordist shift to a network model of capitalism. As relatively rigid,
top-down modes of organization have been replaced with more mobile,
decentred networks, so the capacity to be flexible and constantly available
to new connections fosters a new, paradoxically hyperactive form of docil-
ity. Similarly, Pitts-Taylor points to the fact that political rationality of neo-
liberalism seeks to promote individual responsibility for health over state
provision. In this sense, plasticity encapsulates the paradoxical neoliberal
injunction to deploy subjective freedom in order to make oneself a flex-
ible, pliable and disciplined subject. Individuals are expected to improve
and optimize their own health, and to take reasonable preventive measures
in the face of disease and ageing. They, in short, are required to invest
their biological capital wisely, and to a certain extent to improve their bio-
logical inheritance. Significantly, Pitts-Taylor finds in her literature survey
that the plastic brain is widely referred to as a relatively underexploited
resource, and she refers here directly to Rajan’s analysis of biocapital in
terms of hype and speculation around potential.

CONCLUSION

What, then, are the lessons that we can take from Lysenkoism? First, con-
temporary invocations of Lysenkoism are often narrowly polemical and
also tend to replay the ideological oppositions of the past. The sugges-
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tion here has been that Lysenkoism provides a useful starting point for a
consideration of the complex and heterogeneous circumstances in which
biological science establishes itself and operates as a discursive field which is
increasingly embedded in politics. Lysenkoism also reminds us that science
has, at any given time, a practical, operational dimension, and the Soviet
authorities placed great emphasis on the practical orientation of Lysenko as
an agronomist. Further to this, the ideological dimensions of science and
science policy have what we might broadly term philosophical and populist
components. In short, rather than rehearsing the polemical to-and-fro of
Lysenkoism, it is more useful to look at the way in which the episode func-
tions as a pivotal moment in the development of these ways of conceptual-
izing biology and its relation to ideas about life and political economy.

As far as the philosophical framing of biology is concerned, Lysenkoism
marks the point where a version of Darwinism, in the shape of the Modern
Synthesis, wins out over the Soviet synthesis of dialectical materialism and
Lamarckism. These are more than theories of biology, in that they make claims
to general epistemological and ontological significance. This neo-Darwinism
is bolstered by the development of molecular biology, which is framed within
a rigidly reductionist paradigm, and the subsequent emergence of social biol-
ogy and evolutionary psychology. However, as we have seen, there is a fur-
ther ideological supplement to this commitment to a biologically determined
and relatively fixed human “nature”. The technological success of biotech-
nology and the potential suggested by genetics and neuroscience give rise to
an emerging paradigm of plasticity which associates the commercial exploita-
tion of life with the pervasive ideology of neoliberal economics. So, although
philosophically the revival of some aspects of Lamarckism has challenged
neo-Darwinism, at the popular level the idea of plasticity appears to resonate
with dominant contemporary ideas in political economy. Ironically, it might
be claimed that it is Lysenkoism that anticipates the biotechnological capacity
to engineer life. Lysenkoism in this sense was an early skirmish in a struggle
to define the productive possibilities of life. With the collapse of state social-
ism at the end of the twentieth century, these productive possibilities are now
developed and promoted within the context of advanced capitalism.
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Current Attempts at Exonerating
‘Lysenkoism’ and Their Causes

Eduard 1. Kolchinsky

The phenomenon typically referred to as “Lysenkoism” has long been a
feature of Soviet scientific historiography. Less examined is the problem of
Lysenkovshchina, which, as I will show, is far more important in that it is the
strategy by which the former is being revived today.! I define Lysenkoism
as a set of concepts and theories proposed by a scientist named Lysenko,
as opposed to Lysenkovshchina, which was a social practice consisting of
scientists competing for influence in the party-state administration. This
distinction is essential to understanding the contemporary treatment of
Lysenko’s work in Russia, and attempts to restore his reputation.

From the late 1940s, US observers and historians considered Lysenko’s
activities within the general context of party-state policy.> A Russian his-
toriography on Lysenkoism first appeared thanks to Zhores Medvedeyv,
whose work intersected with Joravsky and Graham’s. Abba Gaissinovich
tollowed up by, like Medvedeyv, also describing events from the perspective
of those who participated directly in the biological debates beginning dur-
ing the 1930s, and lasting to the mid-1960s.3
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Despite their differing approaches, both US and Russian historians
established a trend of portraying events in black-and-white, giving praise
and passing judgment on those they regarded as protagonists and antago-
nists. In this framework the academic community of Soviet biologists, as a
rule, were depicted as victims of Lysenkoism. Vladimir Dudintsev’s best-
seller White Robes (1988) was very important in establishing the image of
Lysenko’s opponents as disinterested truth seekers. Simon Snoll’s book
Heroes and Villains of Russian Science also corresponded to this tradition.*

In the 1990s, the opening of previously classified archival collections
created new opportunities for research on Lysenkoism, and the tragic fate
of Soviet genetics.® These studies contributed to a better understanding
of the events that have been interpreted as a struggle within the academic
community for maintaining international rescarch standards.® At the same
time, participants in those events have been often portrayed as people who
competed for funding, the attention of party-state authorities, domination
of their own research schools, as well as leading positions in social net-
works, that is, those interested in building “scientific empires.”” However,
historians have put too much emphasis on social and political factors,
while neglecting the role of scientific practice and the content of research.

Recent academic debates that take place outside Russia focus, as a
rule, on the Cold War context of Lysenkoism as a global phenomenon:
they analyze socio-political and scientific factors that caused the prolifera-
tion of Lysenkoism in the post-war decades, not only in the countries of
the Soviet Bloc, but in other national contexts as well, particularly Italy,
France and Japan.® This resecarch was central at a few recent symposiums
on Lysenkoism in New York (2009), Vienna (2012) and Tokyo (2012).
Some of the materials presented at these events have been published as
special issues of The Journal for the History of Biology and Studies in the
History of Biology.®

In the Russian Federation, however, the situation is quite different.
Here we observe a wave of publications that claim to provide a new per-
spective on the opposition between Lysenkoists and geneticists. Some of
these works examine the history of Lysenkoism worldwide.!® Others focus
on the conflict between N.I. Vavilov and T.D. Lysenko. Attempts to over-
come the narrative of “heroes and villains of Russian science,” and analyze
the conflict between Vavilov and Lysenko within a broader socio-political
context of the Stalinist period, led to an increase in publications that
position themselves as a “pragmatic” interpretation of the conflict.! As
their authors suggest, it was “Vavilov’s fault” that he supported a “young
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agronomist” Lysenko and ensured his rapid career advancement, while
their subsequent confrontation was nothing but a trivial disagreement
between two rival scientific schools, competing for funding preferences in
the Stalinist environment.

Dozens of publications produced by established scholars also glorify
Lysenko’s “achievements” in applied biology and blame Vavilov for his
alleged failure to focus on “real” problems of agriculture. Too frequently
Vavilov is accused of wasting state funding on useless expeditions and interna-
tional exchanges. His critics also emphasize Vavilov’s supposed lack of patrio-
tism. Sometimes these accusations go so far as to suggest that geneticists were
“lucky” to become victims of Stalinist repressions. Their victimhood allegedly
earned them fame, while Lysenko—as the argument goes—suftfered for his
patriotism. His struggle against eugenics, achievements in plant selection and
animal breeding and alleged opposition to Khruchshev’s risky experiments
with agriculture are all presented as unacknowledged virtues.

My objectives here are threefold. First, I will consider some exam-
ples of recent attempts to exonerate Lysenko in Russia. Second, I will
identify the main arguments advanced by Lysenko’s apologists. Third, I
will clarify the social, political and intellectual context of this process. As
mentioned above, in this chapter I define Lysenkoism as a set of various
quasi-scientific concepts that were a contradictory mixture of agronomic
techniques and elements, borrowed from different evolutionary and
genetic theories. Lysenkovshchina, on the other hand, is a social practice of
fighting against competing research teams by appealing to the party-state
administration. This practice takes root in an environment where research
funding is distributed without a thorough academic peer review of pro-
posed projects, or with no consideration of international trends in science.
Lysenkovshchina, as an extreme form of “ideologically correct science,”
leads to a situation where the state eagerly supports unrealistic research
projects that contradict the basic laws of science.

CAMPAIGN TO EXONERATE T.D. LYSENKO

Since the mid-1990s, some Russian and foreign geneticists have interpreted
recent discoveries in molecular biology that are related to research on
cytoplasmic and epigenetic inheritance and prions, as proof that acquired
traits can be inherited—a Lamarckian idea that was central to Lysenko’s
views.!? For example, M.D. Golubovsky, a geneticist and historian of sci-
ence who in the last few decades has been living in the USA, wrote in
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Privodn, a respected Russian popular science journal thus: “Discoveries in
the field of mobile genetics demonstrate that a cell, as a holistic system,
can adaptively rebuild its genome in the process of selection. Instead of
passively waiting for an accidental mutation that would ensure its sur-
vival, the cell is capable of responding to an environmental challenge by
an active genetic search.” Concluding his account of non-standard types
of inheritance, Golubovsky assures his readers: “unwittingly, many basic
principles of classical genetics that were rejected by Lysenko achieved in
this way the status of an almost undisputed truth. When a serious scholar
found something that apparently confirmed Lysenko’s views, he was afraid
to make his discovery public, because he was afraid of being ostracized by
the academic community. Even if his work was published, it was done with
many reservations and occupied a marginal position.”!?

In fact, current debates in molecular genetics and embryology have noth-
ing to do with Lysenko’s speculations about “shattering heredity,” “modify-
ing organisms by mentoring,” or his denial of DNA as the basis of inheritance.
Nevertheless, a Czech biologist, Jaroslav Fregr, tried to find some rational
ideas in Lysenko’s work.!* He agrees that Lysenkoism was just a set of absurd
theories based on anecdotal observations or poorly conducted experiments
without the corresponding control plots and statistical evaluation of the
results. However, in Fregr’s opinion, early in his career Lysenko received some
facts that “might inspire modern biologists to construct testable hypotheses
and suggest experiments that could extend our scientific knowledge.”15

Fregr attempted to explain some of these phenomena (vegetative hybrid-
ization, wobbled heritability, heritability of environmentally induced adaptive
modifications and effects of intra-varietal hybridization of self-fertilizing culti-
vars) in terms of modern biology. Meanwhile, a Chinese biologist, Yongsheng
Liu, also tried “to distinguish between Lysenko’s rightness and wrongness,
and make a concrete analysis of his contributions to biology and his tragedies,
thus reconsidering him from a comprehensive and objective viewpoint.”1¢ In
Liu’s opinion, Lysenko made important contributions to plant physiology,
genetics, evolutionary theory and agrobiology. Essentially, he found just one
fault with Lysenko: “Sometimes Lysenko forgot to mention the names of his
predecessors in his publications.”!”

These statements provide a kind of a “scientific foundation” for a
large-scale campaign to exonerate T.D. Lysenko in Russia. This campaign
acquired a nationalistic flavor from the start, coinciding with the rise to
power of a new ruling elite led by Vladimir Putin. Political and ideologi-
cal arguments were in the foreground of these attempts. In the words of
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geneticist Turii Ivanov, “so-called Lysenkovshehina has never existed.!® There
was anti-Lysenkovshchina, as a stage in perestroika, which destroyed the
Soviet Union.” Historian and journalist Iurii Mukhin also claims to expose
“myths about the great scientist Vavilov and the adventurist Lysenko,”
while economist Iurii Bobylev assures his readers that the main objective
of genetics, and the human genome project in particular, was creating
genetic weapons against the white race, which makes accordingly 90 % of
the Russian population.*?

These publications are part of a well-coordinated campaign, as evi-
denced by the fact that in 2006, several publishing houses simultaneously
released books that glorified Lysenko as a great scientist and patriot who
had been slandered by the enemies of Russia.?’ These books are written by
people of different professions and with different life experience. Some of
these works are pulp literature; however, some have scientific pretensions.

Tu. Mukhin, the author of Genetics, & Harlot: Cognition of the World or n
Sinecure (kormushka) is known as a die-hard Stalinist and staunch opponent
of liberalism.?! Up to the mid-1990s he was the head of a ferro-alloy plant
in Kazakhstan where he published dozens of papers in technical journals and
patented a few inventions in metallurgy. Later he became a public activist and
publisher, funding communist newspapers such as Zavtra (Tomorrow) and
Den (Day), while also publishing Duel—a nationalist, anti-Semitic newspa-
per. He is publisher of the popular book series, Russkain Pravda (Russian
truth), and also produced films that “unmask” anyone who questions Stalin’s
and Beria’s administrative talents, and attacks the Russian intelligentsia for its
alleged lack of professionalism and disengagement from practice.

In Genetics, » Harlot, Mukhin claims to be concerned with genetics; how-
ever, he gives it only passing treatment in the first section. At first glance, the
book almost seems to be a joke. Yet Mukhin is quite serious when he tells
his readers about prosperous Stalinist collective farms, or Lysenko’s alleged
opposition to Khrushchev’s virgin land campaign and the promotion of corn
cultivation.?? He denies the famines of 1932-33 and 1947, which caused mil-
lions of deaths in various regions of Russia. Yet he is most eloquent about Jews
and Americans who “skillfully manipulated” Soviet geneticists, facilitating the
collapse of the Soviet Union. Mukhin citations are the protocols of custodial
questioning of Vavilov, as well as Vavilov’s involuntary confessions. Mukhin
claims that the “subversive activities” (szc) of Vavilov and his colleagues were
conclusively proven in the course of Vavilov’s trial, and interprets the fact that
the accused pleaded guilty as evidence of their “crimes.”?
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Mukin’s book reads like something from the 1940s in that the narra-
tive echoes the style of that period. This feature is particularly attractive to
millions of Russian citizens who feel nostalgic for the Soviet past. The con-
clusion of the book is predictable: Vavilov was not a victim of the Stalinist
regime—he was justly punished for betraying his fatherland and his scien-
tific reputation is vastly exaggerated. Lysenko, on the other hand, was a bril-
liant scientist with an impeccable class background. In 2008, the Savelovskii
district court in Moscow found Mukhin guilty of making public statements
calling for extremist activities and nationalist propaganda, and prohibited
him from occupying editorial positions. Nevertheless, he is now publish-
ing a newspaper K bariern (“To the Barricades”), in which he continues
to spread hatred toward scientists in general, and geneticists in particular.

Turii Bobylov, who authored the book, Genetic bomb: Secret scenavios of
bioterrovism, is a recognized expert on war and terrorism. He also relies
on concepts advanced by the lieutenant-general Vorob'ev, who had previ-
ously worked for a secret “Biopreparat” (Biochemical) research institute
and the KGB (Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti -The Committee
of State Security), and thus is presumably well informed about the use of
genetics in the USSR for the production of biological weapons. In the
first, 2006, edition, Bobylov himself characterized his book as “intellec-
tual pornography” that was meant to scare, mystify, excite and seduce its
readers with tales of dangerous intrigues masterminded by “biologists,
the military and secret services of a few developed countries of the world,
including Russia.”?*

Two years later Bobylov put more emphasis on the “biological aspects”
by using racist interpretations of human biological diversity. He claimed that
the main objective of genetics in general, and the human genome project in
particular, is the development of genetic weapons aimed at the white race. For
him, genetic research is part of a “rising global evil” and “diabolization” of
contemporary life. Bobylov predicts “genocidal wars” among different races
will become more common, and therefore calls for developing ethnic and
racial weapons.?® The author claims that cheap American chicken legs, which
flooded Russian supermarkets in the 1990s, were in fact a deadly “genetic
bomb,” on par with the development of transgenic biotechnologies. In order
to ensure Russia’s “bio-survival,” the author calls for strengthening “defen-
sive” secret services and reforming academic research. It is worth noting that
his book was published by Belye Al’fy, a publishing house allegedly controlled
by the military, police and secret service, which specializes in the production
of racist and nationalist literature.



CURRENT ATTEMPTS AT EXONERATING ‘LYSENKOISM’ AND THEIR CAUSES 213

A trained geneticist, Vladimir Pyzhenkov, authored the book, Vavzilon,
a botanist, academician, and a citizen of the world, which was published by
Samoobrazovanic publishing house in the “Stalin’s epoch” book series.?®
Pyzhenkov spent his academic career at the All-Union Institute of Plant
Breeding (VIR), created by N.I. Vavilov, in the years after Lysenko’s hege-
mony, when genetics had been restored as a legitimate field of research.
He completed his doctoral studies in 1969, and for a few years chaired
its research unit for the study of vegetables. Since 1992, Pyzhenkov has
been working in the St. Petersburg State Agricultural University, where he
chairs the department of genetics, selection and seed breeding. Under the
aegis of the leading agricultural school of Russia, Pyzhenkov published a
series of books and pamphlets in which he assures his readers that Vavilov
produced no original research, made no contribution to solving the prob-
lems of agriculture, but simply traveled a lot, wasting money and making
empty promises.?” Puzhenkov’s arguments are almost a verbatim restate-
ment of accusations made against N.I. Vavilov in the late 1920s and 1930s
by A.V. Al’benskii, A.K. Kol’, I.I. Prezent, G.I.Shlykov and others who
would turn into ardent Lysenkoists.®

Since he is denying Vavilov’s contribution to science, Pyzhenkov is
desperate to attribute Vavilov’s law of homologous series in hereditary
variation, and his concept of the centers of origin of cultivated plants,
to a number of predecessors—both real and imagined—including
I.W. Goethe, A. Humboldt and A. de Candolle. Pyzhenkov does not dis-
tinguish between a casual remark made by Darwin on parallel variability,
and a well-articulated concept of homologous series proposed by Vavilov,
and confirmed by current resecarch on genomes of various organisms.?
Pyzhenkov’s claim about Vavilov’s collection of seeds of cultivated plants
being useless for practical purposes is not supported by the Food and
Agricultural Organization (FAO)—an international agency, which ranked
it as the fourth most important collection on a global scale in terms of its
role for mobilizing genetic resources of plants.*® By comparing Vavilov’s
expeditions with the work of Foreign Plant Introduction Section at the
US Department of Agriculture, Pyzhenkov portrays them as amateurish
enterprises, which resulted in a random collection of materials.

Unlike Mukhin, Pyzhenkov positions his publications as academic
research in the history of science. Yet he does not seek out new archi-
val materials. Instead he is content with interpreting certain isolated
statements made by D.N. Borodin and N.I. Vavilov in their correspon-
dence, Vavilov’s secret police investigation file, the Council of People’s



214 E.I KOLCHINSKY

Commissars’ resolution that authorized the establishment of VIR and so
on. The lack of standard references to archival and published documents
prevents serious scholars from verifying Pyzhenkov’s interpretation. This
lack of evidence is perhaps explained by the fact that agricultural scientist
Piotr F. Kononkov, the editor of Pyzhenkov’s book, received his doctor-
ate from the Institute of Genetics of the USSR Academy of Sciences at a
time when Lysenko was the head of the institute.

Though Kononkov is an “honored worker of science of the Russian
Federation,” laureate of the Russian State Prize (2003), and laureate of
the Russian Government Prize (2013), he is also particularly active in glo-
rifying Lysenko.®! He edited a multi-authored book Trofim Denisovich
Lysenko: n Soviet agronomist, plant breeder, biologist, which portrayed
Lysenko as a great scholar and patriot.*> Among the contributors are a
doctor of agricultural sciences and plant breeder, I.V. Dragina, who taught
Michinurin-style genetics at Moscow State University in the 1960s, as well
as N.V. Ovchinnikov and A. Chichkin, whose academic backgrounds I was
unable to trace. The volume seeks to demonstrate that Lysenko’s group of
researchers pursued “the line set by Stalin’s leadership of the USSR on the
question of accelerating the application of agricultural science to practice,
which was a critical issue on the national agenda in the 1930s to 1940s,
the struggle with eugenics in the 1930s and launching the patriotic move-
ment in the USSR in the late 1940s to early 1950s.”% Kononkov pub-
lished a booklet, Lysenko’s contribution to the victory in the Great Patriotic
War, which argues that Lysenko’s “innovations” were meant to solve the
food problem in the periods of famine when the country lacked adequate
academic, material, financial and human resources.?*

That same year, Ovchinnikov published a book, Academician Trofim
Denisovich Lysenko: Michurinist biology. It was also edited by P.F. Kononkov,
and reviewed by V.P. Petrov—a doctor of agricultural sciences, professor
of the department of genetics, plant breeding and plant protection at the
School of Agriculture of the Russian University of Peoples’ Friendship and
a member of the editorial board of the journal Rastenievodstvo i zhivotno-
vodstvo (Plant and animal breeding). In the section, “Scientific and practi-
cal problems,” Ovchinnikov lists Lysenko’s major “achievements.” Among
them he names vernalization of grain crops, vegetative hybridization, nest
method of forest planting and breeding high-fat dairy cows. As a supple-
ment, the book contains memoirs left by M.V. Alekseeva and 1.V. Dragina
about “persecution” they were subjected to by geneticists after 1964, and
a translated article by Liu Yongsheng. Characteristically, the author makes
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numerous references to works by authors such as outstanding biologist
J.B.S. Haldane, modern historians of biology Uwe Hossfeld and Nils
Roll-Hansen and cites them as though they confirm Lysenko was right.
Haldane’s judgments about Lysenko and the practical value of his ideas
were, in fact, controversial.*®> However, Haldane estimated the possibil-
ity for the direction of change in multicellular organisms as unlikely and
rejected the idea of inheritance of acquired characteristics: “I will never
accept Lysenko’s views on genetics.”?¢ Hossfeld and Roll-Hansen deny as
well any practical significance to Lysenko’s work.?” The paper also refers
to the arguments made by staunch advocates of Lysenko, V.N. Remeslo
and D.A. Dolgushin, about Michurinist biology being allegedly efficient
for breeding high-yield winter wheat varieties, although these arguments
have not been substantiated by data on genetic diversity of original spring
varieties, sowing time, statistics on their survival rate and so on.

As for awards and honorary titles bestowed on Lysenko by the Soviet
government, the context in which they occurred, that is, the Stalin era, is
ignored. Some of Lysenko’s opponents awarded then were subjected to
repression afterward. Moreover, Ovchinnikov borrowed all of his infor-
mation about Lysenko’s achievements from the news media, circa 1932
to the early 1960s. This information was repeatedly refuted later on. At
that time, everything published in the press was propaganda and, as such,
glorified the achievements of Soviet science with Lysenko as its best rep-
resentative. Even Darwin’s jubilees were essentially carried out with the
same purpose. For example, in 1937 at the 60th anniversary of Darwin’s
death, the eminent soil scientist and agronomist Vasilif Vil’iams published
an article devoted not to Darwin, but to Lysenko as Darwin’s successor.
The author stated: “the Doctrine of Lysenko wins, because it’s correct,
dialectical, historical and evolutionary.”?8

The section on the socio-political context of the conflict between genet-
icists and Lysenko is based on research by Krementsov, but supplemented
with a new thesis about Stalin who—as the argument goes—never pre-
tended to have any scientific opinions. Apparently Stalin simply punished
geneticists for their commitment to Trotskyism and propagandizing the
eugenic ideas of Nazis and American imperialists.®® In fact, neither Vavilov,
nor his colleagues who died with him, ever took part in the intra-party
debates or supported Trotsky. The primary ideologist of Michurinist biol-
ogy, L.I. Prezent, and his wife, were Trotskyites at a point in their careers,
and were even arrested during the Great Terror of 1936-1938. This fact,
however, did not prevent them from occupying leading positions at the
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departments of genetics and Darwinism at Leningrad State University
in the early 1940s. Ovchinnikov also refers to Vavilov and Timofeev-
Ressovsky’s pre-trial investigation and court trial documents that contain
their guilty pleas, without noting that these “confessions” were the result
of psychological pressure and torture.*

In order to prove his thesis that Lysenko was persecuted, Ovchinnikov
refers to certain documents from the archive of the Academy of Sciences.
These are mainly Lysenko’s letters to the Presidium of the USSR Academy
of Sciences, the Soviet Government and the Central Committee of
Communist Party (1973-1975).#! However these documents testify only
to the fact that Lysenko complained to authorities about criticism he faced
till the end of his life. He listed many grievances against “some people who
are malicious enemies not only of our progressive science of biology but also
the enemies of the Soviet regime,” and who were subjecting him to “perse-
cution, defamation and slander.”*? Using political denunciations as his sole
argument, Lysenko continually portrayed his critics as foreign agents.

Ovchinnikov never denies that “the Michurinist trend in biology was
a kind of deviation from the main line of the disciplinary development,”
which was achievable “only within the framework of the Stalinist regime
and only with the direct support of Stalin.”** Paradoxically, he considers
Lysenko’s rejection of modern biology, especially molecular, as his main
merit. Ovchinnikov, with great pleasure, quotes Lysenko’s letter addressed
to N.P. Dubinin, written on September 25, 1974, to demonstrate that
Lysenko’s stance on molecular biology remained unchanged: “once again
I declare that we have never used and are not going to use any ideas and
methods of molecular biology. I would like to advise all biologists, plant
and animal breeders and students in the Soviet Union against adopting
these methods, as they only hinder our understanding of the essential, that
is advancement of theoretical biology.”** This statement would cause no
objections if it were not for the fact that this deviation from the main line
of the disciplinary development resulted in a great number of pseudobi-
ologists with academic degrees, titles, awards and prizes, many of whom
still prosper and reproduce their research schools by mentoring the next
generation of scientists and persecuting their opponents.

Piotr Kononkov recently published a book of his own, titled Tiwo Worlds,
Two Ideologies.*® This book, sponsored by the Federal Agency of Press and
Mass Communications, is plainly Stalinist and Lysenkoist. His Lysenko
is a great scholar and patriotic humanist, while geneticists are depicted
as pseudoscientists and charlatans, performing tasks assigned to them by
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globalist structures, hostile to Russia. Opponents of Lysenko are called
“traitors of the nation” (national-predatels). This is also the label Putin
used for critics of his policy in Ukraine. The editor of this book, German
V. Smirnov, educated as an engineer, is known for his anti-Zionist posi-
tions. As Smirmov wrote, Zionism was the main player against Lysenko
not only in Russia, but all over the world.

In the last few years, an author who uses the pen name Sigizmund Mironin
has produced a number of books. His works, published in the series, “The
Mystery of 1937,” vilify genetics and glorify Lysenko. The titles of these
books—Stalin’s Order, Famine in Russin, The Geneticists’ Affnir, Stalin’s
Muvder: The Greatest Conspivacy of the 20th Century, Pseudo-science—ygenetics.
Plague XX century—Dbasically reflect their contents.*® In terms of their objec-
tives, style and argument, these books are similar to Mukhin’s works, even
though Mironin positions himself as a professional biologist (he sometimes
states he has a doctoral degree in medicine). According to the author, the
main objectives of his book on the history of genetics, as well as his lengthy
internet publication, Why Stalin Defended Lysenko, are exposing the “greatest
mystification of the 20th century”—that is, the idea that genetics was a seri-
ous science, while Lysenko was an ignorant charlatan.*” The author assures
his readers that an unbiased analysis of the confrontation between geneticists
and Lysenkoists, and a comparison of their concepts with the current state of
research in molecular genetics, would demonstrate an almost complete com-
patibility of Lysenko’s ideas with recent work on these problems. Or to use
Mironin’s own words, “Lysenko was closer to the truth than formal geneti-
cists of his days.”*3

Mironin’s work on the history of genetics contains a long list of cited lit-
erature (354 entries, of which 197 are in English), yet most of these publica-
tions have nothing to do with genetics. The book is full of verbose arguments
about the golden age of science under Stalin, the Trotskyites who attacked the
honest scientist Lysenko and denounced him to the Central Committee of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), the struggle against cos-
mopolitanism, and the so-called Leningrad affair.*” The arguments advanced
by the author are simple: Everything that has been said about Lysenko is a
lie because Lysenko supported Stalin, who, as everyone knows, never made
mistakes. Meanwhile, the author exaggerates the importance of the fact that
in the aftermath of World War II geneticists were the first to launch an attack
against Lysenko, and the latter had to defend himself by appealing to Stalin.
It is perhaps not irrelevant that Mironin’s publisher, Algorithm, is notorious:
in 2013 it issued a Russian translation of Joseph Goebbels’ novel, Michael.
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Russian-language websites are full of books and articles calling for the
restoration of Lysenko’s academic credibility and refuting “myths” cre-
ated by geneticists. For example, Iurii Chekalin, who edits an Orthodox
magazine, Feofil, placed his detailed response to criticisms against Lysenko
on a website run by deacon Andrei Kuraev, a popular public speaker on
issues of Orthodoxy.*® Chekalin is certain that the 1948 VASKhNIL ses-
sion resulted in no damage to genetics in the Soviet Union. On the con-
trary, it “stimulated its development, as numerous research personnel were
finally forced to do real work with results of a practical significance.”

Recent apologists for Lysenko reproduce the arguments and style of
their idol. These texts are almost indistinguishable: factual mistakes and
deliberate misrepresentations can be found on every page, references to
sources are given in a way that makes them difficult to check, and decla-
rations concerning achieved successes are mingled with unsubstantiated
accusations against their opponents. Though it is tempting to regard these
works as trivial, in a Russia undergoing a spiritual and intellectual crisis
of rising clericalism and anti-scientism, this type of literature is penetrat-
ing into the mass media and reaching broad strata of society. Thus, an
article titled “Seed Wars,” which has been published in the newspaper
Novyi Petersbury, claims that Russia is not ready to step into the contem-
porary market of cultivated plant seeds because of the “deadening grip” of
Vavilov’s concepts, and his students who “illegitimately aspire to a place
among world moderators of agrobiodiversity.”%!

The article, “The academician Lysenko and poor lamb Dolly,” gener-
ated a wide response as well. It was published in Literaturnain gazeta—a
weekly cultural and political newspaper.®? In the early 1960s, Literaturnain
gazetn criticized Lysenko on many occasions. But not this time. The
author, Mikhail I. Anokhin—a doctor of medicine and the chief pediatri-
cian for functional diagnostics in Moscow—assures that successful experi-
ments in cloning mammals confirm Lysenko’s theories, while Vavilov
“made virtually no contribution to science and practice, yet he ...trav-
elled a lot, established connections in the West, had bank accounts there
and ...squandered state funding.” The conclusion leaves no doubt of the
author’s position: “With the course of time experts had to acknowledge
that Lysenko made a greater contribution to science, and to practice in
particular, than Ivan P. Pavlov [...] Dolly the sheep died but the genetics
that Lysenko criticized with a perhaps exaggerated passion died even ear-
lier.”>3 Anokhin considers Lysenko’s achievements as equal to the making
of the first Soviet atomic bomb by Igor’ Kurchatov, and the construction
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of the intercontinental missiles by Sergei Korolev, that launched the first
artificial earth satellites to space orbits. The paper is manifestly provocative
in its treatment of scientists whose names mark the advances of Soviet sci-
ence in the 1950s-1960s.

Finally,ajubileeissue of Izvestiia Timiryazevskoisel'skokhoziastvennoi aka-
demii (Proceedings of the Timiryazev Agricultural Academy—the school
that Vavilov graduated from) published a paper titled “After the fight
(jubilee notes).”** Its author, who is a historian of medieval Russia, argues
for an objective approach to the conflict between Vavilov and Lysenko.
He calls for acknowledging that both figures were right from a certain
perspective, if judged in the socio-political and scientific context of the
twentieth century. He writes that readers must leave aside “their personal
sympathies and aversions, labels indiscriminately applied by both sides,
and learn to discriminate between facts and their interpretations.”®® Yet
the text makes clear that all these calls are addressed first and foremost to
Vavilov’s apologists (S. Reznik, M. Popovskii, Zh. Medvedev, V. Soyfer
and Iu. Vavilov). In Zhuravlev’s opinion, it was Vavilov’s alleged failure
to solve the objective set by Stalin—*“to renew completely the seed pool
within the shortest possible time span and in this way to increase radically
the yields”—that was the reason for Vavilov’s punishment, while denun-
ciations made by Shlykov and Kol’ in the early 1930s, or “Lysenko and
his supporters’ intrigues,” played no role at all.*® In the end, Zhuravlev’s
“objective approach” leads to the same conclusion: Vavilov defended
genetics—the science that made no contribution to real improvement of
agriculture, but merely created genetically modified organisms “with ster-
ilization effects.”®” Genetics, therefore, is presented as part of a global
conspiracy orchestrated by the US ruling elites, who aim to reduce the
human population by 700-900 million people, thus making Russia into a
“vast source of raw materials... void of redundant population.”®®

In the past two years we can see significant changes in the circles that aim to
re-evaluate the historical and scientific role of Lysenkoism. Some professional
geneticists joined these circles to produce the new literature in “re-thinking,”
or even fully rehabilitating Lysenkoism. One of them is a geneticist from
the Vavilov Institute of General Genetics, Lev Zhivotovskii, a “honored
worker of science of the Russian Federation” and a laureate of the Russian
State Prize. In late 2014, Zhivotovskii published his controversial book,
Unknown Lysenko, as a new attempt at “re-thinking” the role of Lysenko.
He claims that Lysenko is one of the founders of the developmental plant
biology. Zhivotovskii is not apologetic about Lysenko; his objective is rather
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to restore the “unbiased” view on the Lysenko affair, placing Lysenkoists
and geneticists on the same level. That major problem with this “detached
objectivity” is that it is in no way warranted by serious historical scholar-
ship. Neither Zhivotovskii nor his associates, such as well-known geneticist
Stanislav Maletskii of the Institute of Genetics and Cytology in Novosibirsk,
provided any new arguments for re-thinking Lysenkoism.>

RESPONSE OF THE RUssiaN ACADEMIC COMMUNITY

Nowadays some scientists and journalists again portray geneticists and
plant breeders as “enemy agents,” and the latter have to defend them-
selves. Prominent embryologist and geneticist Leonid Korochkin was
probably the first biologist who warned about the threat of Lysenkoism’s
revival. In 2002, he published an article, “Neo-Lysenkoism in the Russian
consciousness,” in Literaturnain gazeta. This article, in a revised form,
was reprinted in the third issue of the Bulleten’ v zashchitu naunki (Bulletin
in Defence of Science) after Korochkin’s sudden death.®® Korochkin con-
sidered various attempts to create new variants of “genetics,” or even to
revive Lepeshchinskaia’s doctrine of “living matter,” and concluded that
the dramatic growth of ignorance and popular “theosophy” are the main
threats to Russian biology.

The other early statement against the revision of the “Vavilov and
Lysenko affair,” was made by a professor doctor of biology who works
for the VIR, Ernst Truskinov. In his paper, “N.I. Vavilov. A life and death
drama,” published in Zyezda, a literary magazine popular among Russian
liberals, as well as in his internet publication, “Shadows of the past and
present: current attempts at discrediting academician N.I. Vavilov’s scien-
tific and civic legacy,” on the VIR official site, he considers Mukhin, Turkin
and Pyzhenkov’s work in terms of their cynicism and biases.®!

Anokhin’s 2009 article in Literaturnain gazeta generated more than 600
responses. The opinions expressed ranged from the most positive to the
most negative. A liberal publication, Novain gazeta, was the first to react.
One article, “Lysenko in a lamb skin,” cited criticism by leading Russian
geneticists and academics, including Vladimir Gvozdev, Evgenii Sverdlov
and Garry Abel.? All of them refuted Anokhin’s claims that Barbara
McClintock’s research on sheep cloning confirmed Lysenko’s ideas. In his
statement, Abel explicitly attributed Anokhin’s publication to a crisis in
Russian science. As he gloomily predicted, further developments “could
be more serious than Lysenko-style ignorance. The attempts to reanimate
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Lysenko have been facilitated by the neglect of fundamental research, a
phenomenon coinciding with the rise of a poorly understood market econ-
omy... in virtually all spheres of life, with the unscrupulous pursuit of an
easy and fast profit.” The editorial comments said that these interviews raise
the question of the social and political origins of Lysenko’s recent advocacy.

The newspaper itself did not answer this question. Answer was not
received from the Russian Academy of Sciences, which only posted these
materials on the official website of the Presidium. Meanwhile, it is clear
from published interviews of leaders of Soviet molecular biology, which
show that the basis of neo-Lysenkoism is Stalinism, and the isolation
of Russian science from the rest of the world, as well as the representa-
tion of geneticists as “agents of the West,” who are responsible for the
USSR’s collapse. It is also obvious that the modern attempt to exonerate
Lysenkoism is one result of a crisis in Russian science.

A popular writer and scientific journalist, laureate of the Russian State
Prize, Vladimir Gubarev, asked the same question in his article, “Devil
from the past”: “Why drag academician Lysenko out again onto the his-
torical stage?”% He also did not give an answer, although he pointed out
that some other prominent Russian scientists, like Nobel Prize laureates,
had also been slandered recently. Gubarev accused the editorial board of
Literaturnain gazeta of betraying its own liberal traditions because, in
the Khrushchev years, the newspaper took part in the struggle against
Lysenko. Gubarev said Anokhin was lying when he claimed that Nikolai
P. Dubinin had allegedly acknowledged Lysenko’s achievements. Gubarev
was even prepared to go to court, if Anokhin wished to sue him for libel.
Yet Anokhin refused to defend himself in this way.

Literaturnain gazeta ignored the stream of protests against Anokhin’s
article. The only letter that spoke against Anokhin which was published in
the newspaper was written by corresponding members of the Academy of
Sciences, Nikolai Yanokovsky (the head of Institute of Genetics) and Il'ia
Zakharov-Gezekhus (the chair of the Commission for research and preserva-
tion of N.I. Vavilov’s academic heritage). The editorial board of Literaturnain
gazeta manifestly ignored a letter of protest written by the VIR Academic
Council. Instead, they published a letter by P. F. Kononkov (Pyzhenkov’s
editor), who claimed that Pyzhenkov was correct in his assessment that the
futility of Vavilov’s research in plant breeding had been proven as early as
1939. The newspaper also published Anokhin’s reply, in which he did not
deny his poor understanding of genetics, but claimed the more important
fact was that geneticists supported liberal views and market ideology.
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Further reaction of Russian biologists to attempts to reconsider the
“Vavilov affair” was far from unanimous. Some scientists continued to
voice protest, yet their critical responses remain unpublished. Others con-
sider these publications as a ridiculous episode, which does not deserve to
be discussed by serious scientists. To some it is simply an expression of the
freedom of speech. Yet in general the anti-Vavilov and pro-Lysenko cam-
paign has consequences. The number of those who believe that geneticists
and Lysenkoists were equally responsible for the tragedy of Russian biol-
ogy is on the rise, even among biologists and historians of science. To
my knowledge, among leading Russian geneticists, only I.A. Zakharov-
Gezekhus and Valerii Glazko persist in publicly opposing what they call
an “exhumation of Lysenkoism.”®* To their ranks we can also add the
name of a Ukrainian biologist, Tat’iana I. Sokolova, who considered
L.V. Michurin’s research from the perspective of modern genetics.®

Zhivotovskii’s book met strong critiques.®® My critique of this book,
from the point of view of the historian, was published by Commission
against Pseudoscience on the portal of the presidium of the Russian
Academy of Sciences.®” Well-known biochemist Vladimir Muromets, pro-
fessor of enzymology at the Moscow State University, published a criti-
cal review under the telling name “The timely, but wrong book about
Lysenko” in the newspaper Troitskii variant (a newspaper very popu-
lar among liberal scholars).%® He utterly disagreed with attempts to place
Lysenkoists to the same category as geneticists. To support his position,
Muromets uses some material from his private archive, including a 1956
letter from Ivan I. Schmalhausen to Nikita Khrushchev. In this letter
Schmalhauzen, one of greatest evolutionists of the twentieth century,
complains that he could not publish his work on evolution and his criti-
cism of Lysenko for almost ten years.®

The molecular geneticist and historian of science, Valerii Soyfer, who
left the USSR for the USA 25 years ago, was especially harsh in his assess-
ment of Zhivotovskii’s book. In his letter to the newspaper Trostskii vari-
ant, he reminded that from the very beginning, biologists and agronomists
all around the world tested Lysenko’s ideas and hypothesis, then re-tested
and tested again. Every experiment proved the same thing: Lysenko’s
hypotheses were wrong. Every practical recommendation of Lysenko’s
proved to be fruitless as well. According to Soyfer, Zhivotovskii's book is
not a scientific publication.”®

Certain Russian biologists increasingly seek to avoid discussing the
conflict between Vavilov and Lysenko. It is very telling that the recent
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president of the Russian Academy of Agricultural Sciences, Gennadii
A. Romanenko, requested placing Lysenko’s portrait in a conference hall
where the Presidium of the Academy has its meetings. No one except for
a geneticist, Aleksandr Zhuchenko, spoke against this decision. In 2009,
the VIR directorship passed to Nikolai I. Dziubenko, a former student of
agronomist and seed breeder academician Vasilii I. Remeslo, who was one
of Lysenko’s closest supporters.”!

SOME REASONS FOR THE REVIVAL OF LYSENKOISM

The social and political processes stimulating the revival of Lysenkoism are
fairly obvious. First and foremost is Russia’s so called “sovereign democ-
racy” (suveremnain demokratiin),” that is, politics of authoritarian rule,
with some elements of democracy, but without most of its main prin-
ciples. The opponents of genetics play upon the nationalist feelings of
both the ruling elites and a certain section of Russian society, by exploit-
ing their nostalgia for the days of Stalinism. But of far greater importance
are factors that are internal to science: first of all, owing to the collapse
of Russian science in the 1990s, and the isolationist tendencies of recent
times.”? They facilitate not only the revival of Lysenkovshchina, but also the
spread of some elements of Lysenkoism.

The restoration of Lysenko’s credibility could be seen as revenge of the
part of those in the Russian academic community who work in the field of
agronomy at the Russian Academy of Agricultural Sciences (RASKhN)—
an institutional stronghold of Lysenkoists. It is quite indicative that the
name index of the Proceedings of an international conference, “Vavilov’s
ideas in the contemporary world” (November 6-9, 2012, St. Petersburg),
organized by RASKhN, contains no reference to Lysenko, even though
there were a number of presentations on the historical context of Vavilov’s
work. In contrast, most papers by geneticists and historians of science
that were published in the jubilee issue of Vavilov’s journal of genetics and
selection, placed emphasis on Lysenko’s assault on genetics in the 1930s.

In VIR, Vavilov’s famous collection of genetic plant resources has
been reduced by 4 %within the last few years, while American, Chinese
and Indian collections have expanded by about 50 %, downgrading the
VIR collection to fourth place among the world depositories. Moreover,
the VIR collection is at serious risk, as the institute lost several experi-
mental stations and farms that are essential for its maintenance.” As a
result, Vavilov’s entire collection is under threat. Continuous attempts are
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made to deprive the VIR of its experimental fields in the vicinity of St.
Petersburg, because the land is very attractive to developers who plan to
build high-priced private housing.”

It is important to realize that Lysenkoism has actually never disap-
peared from Russian science. Even after 1965, when Lysenko lost his
influence, many of his disciples and supporters retained their positions
as heads of departments, laboratories and research institutes within the
system of agronomic research and higher education. For decades, millions
of people studied the basics of biology from textbooks that reproduced
Lysenko’s ideas. No wonder that contemporary critics of evolutionary
theory in Russia often make statements resembling Lysenko’s attacks on
genetics and neo-Darwinism. In their works we find the same old declara-
tions that science leaves no room for chance, about the unity of a living
organism and its environment, teleology and vitalism as essential attributes
of life, inheritance as a characteristic of the entire cell and so on.

These basic Lysenkoist precepts have been revived under conditions of
intensive clericalism of Russian society. Lysenko’s advocates and Orthodox
fundamentalists are often united. The editor of the Kononkov’s book,
G. Smirnov, saw in Lysenko’s views the “influence of Orthodox theology,”
while geneticists, in his opinion, were all atheists.”> According to an opin-
ion poll carried out by the All-Russian Center for Public Opinion Research
(VISIOM) in 2009, in 140 settlements in forty-two regions of the Russian
Federation, many citizens trust information publicized by creationists.”®
Since most Russians are not biologists, they are unable to notice numer-
ous factual mistakes (or rather deliberate misrepresentations), while the
authors of these texts shamelessly exploit public ignorance in order to boost
their own sense of self-importance. In the last few years teleological, and
even theological ideas, have been expressed by historians of biology Vadim
1. Nazarov and Iurii V. Chaikovskii in Vestnik RAN (Herald of the Russian
Academy of Sciences)—one of the leading academic journals—where they
have been presented as the most recent concepts of evolution.”

In my view, attempts to restore the academic credibility of Lysenkoism
are primarily related to the spread of Lysenkovshchina as a social practice.
A revival of popular mysticism and superstitions, mass emigration of sci-
entists who worked in the cutting-edge branches of natural sciences—
especially in molecular biology and genetics—as well as the degradation
of secondary and higher education—have all led to the dissolution of the
boundary between science and pseudoscience. A growing gap between
modern science and its popular understanding resulted in “academic”
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publications in premier Russian scientific journals which reject contem-
porary biology, and call for a return to the Bible in the fields of ecology,
nature protection or taxonomy. Some of these publications are written
even by members of the Russian Academy of Sciences.”

Attempts to introduce creationism in middle school are becoming more
and more persistent. In 2013, the Trinity Lavra of St. Sergius published
the third edition of Sergei Vert’ianov’s textbook General Biology for high
schools.” It interprets contemporary biology from the Biblical perspec-
tive.3? The Trinity Lavra of St. Sergius promotes the textbook as a model
for “Orthodox biology.” Vert’ianov claims that in the foreword he used
some statements of Russian Academy of Science member and ex-director
of the Institute of Genetics Iurii P. Altukhov (1936-2006). The hierarchy
of the Russian Orthodox Church tries to influence genetic research and its
practical applications. On December 25-26, 2013, the Holy Synod of the
Russian Orthodox Church declared surrogate motherhood to be “against
nature,” and morally unacceptable, as it “contradicts the Creator’s will.”8!
Patriarch Kirill announced this decision on one of the state TV channels.

In the past few years, government agencies, when considering differ-
ent kinds of projects, do not care to consult scientific experts. As a result,
federal agencies, ministries and local administration lavishly fund suspi-
cious projects, such as torsion fields, perpetual motion generators and so
on.%? Hundreds of millions of dollars were wasted on “top-secret projects”
that promised massive advantages in armaments, communication technol-
ogy and high energy. Pseudoscience reigns in agricultural and medical
research, where it offers various nostrums such as “energy information
therapy,” “passive torsion generators,” “resonance bio-correctors,” and
“quantum radiators” for treating plants, animals and humans.®?

A “Clear Water” project is a particularly notorious case of pseudoscience
that has gained massive support among the Russian political elites. This
project promised to provide 100 % water purification from any contamina-
tion. It was proposed by Viktor I. Petrik—a man with no scientific back-
ground, who was convicted in 1984 for robbery, fraud and blackmail.®*
The chairman of the State Duma and the leader of United Russia, the
current ruling party, Boris V. Gryzlov, became Petrik’s co-author of Clear
Water Project. Gryzlov labeled those who opposed him in his hopes to
secure 500 billion dollars to fund this project “obscurantists.” Ultimately
this project was recognized as absurd, and contrary to the physics and
chemistry laws. Gryzlov was forced to resign from both posts (chairman of
the State Duma and party leader) because of this project. Yet many other
influential supporters kept their positions, including Sergei Kirienko,
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head of Rosatom State Nuclear Energy Corporation (and a former chair-
man of Russia’s Council of Ministers), and Sergei M. Aldoshin, a vice
president of the Russian Academy of Sciences. The Clear Water affair
demonstrates that pseudoscience is still supported in Russia at the highest
level, including leaders of the Russian Academy of Sciences.

Pseudoscientific ideas in Russia flourish in many institutes, such as the
Kurchatov Institute that used to be the leading physics research institute in
Russia.® Recent speeches by its current director, Mikhail Koval’chuk, who
calls for the dissolution of all disciplinary boundaries, for a new science based
on the unity of nanoinformation, bioinformation and cognitive technolo-
gies, are reminiscent of the Lysenkoist mantra concerning the transformation
of nature under human influence.3¢ The Kurchatov Institute receives ample
funding and purchases expensive cutting-edge equipment. Yet its principal
research output is “deciphering the human genome of the Russian nation,”
which received a lot of attention from the mass media in 2010-2012.% The
absurdity of this idea is clear to every geneticist. The campaign that leading
national mass media, including Rossiisknin gazeta (the official newspaper of
the Russian government) launched in support of this project (22.01.2010)
resembled reports about Lysenko’s achievements in the 1930s-1940s.

Koval’chuk failed to be elected to the Academy of Sciences in 2007; he
also failed to be re-elected to the position of the head of the Institute of
Crystallography in 2013. Yet the same year he was appointed by Putin as
a secretary of the Presidential Council for Science. With Putin’s support,
Koval’chuk built a “scientific empire” that seems to be equal to the one
ruled by Lysenko at the peak of his career. Apart from the Kurchatov Center,
which incorporates the best institutes in nuclear physics, Koval’chuk is still the
head of the Institute of Crystallography, the chairs of physics at the Moscow
Physics and Technology Institute, and the Saint Petersburg State University,
and the department of nanosystems at the Moscow State University. In 2013,
when a bill authorizing the liquidation of the Russian Academy of Sciences
was discussed, many members of the Academy compared Koval’chuk with
Lysenko. Like Lysenko before him, Koval’chuk makes promises to develop
hybrid anthropomorphous systems (e.g., a soldier for future wars), genetic
cards for every Russian citizen and so on.

In December 2014, one of the most respected Russian physicists,
Vladimir Zakharov, named M. Koval’chuk among the main destroyers of
Russian science, who as incompetent leaders control financial flows and
make decisions. “The most dangerous among them are people with some
scientific background, but who did not receive academic recognition and
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are driven by their inferiority complex, which is compensated by ‘overval-
ued’ ideas distributed with genuine eloquence. That is, for example, the
notorious M. Koval’chuk.”® As far as I know, this opinion is supported
by the majority of Russian scientists, but the government does not want
to listen to them.

On September 20, 2013, Vladimir V. Putin signed a decree authoriz-
ing the reorganization of the Russian Academy of Sciences. The docu-
ment provoked vocal protests among members of the Russian academic
community.”® Once again, the Russian state authorities demonstrated that
they retain the supreme authority in all academic questions. Once again,
Lysenkovshchina has been supported at the governmental level.

CONCLUSION

This overview of the recent attempts to exonerate Lysenkoism and to
restore Lysenko’s academic credibility in Russia examines the main argu-
ments advanced by Lysenko’s apologists, and illuminates the social, political
and intellectual contexts of their efforts. Nationalist sentiments shared by
the ruling elite, as well as a portion of Russian society, are particularly impor-
tant in facilitating the revival of Lysenkoism in post-Communist Russia.
However, the principal reason for the Lysenkoist revival lays in contempo-
rary public attitudes toward science in Russia, especially the rise of anti-sci-
entific sentiments in society and among the ruling elites, combined with the
growing influence of religious fundamentalism. To some extent, the revival
of Lysenkoism can also be explained by the academic traditions of Russian
biologists, many of whom learned biology from textbooks produced by the
advocates of Lysenko. Many of the most active and capable geneticists emi-
grated. A deeply entrenched confrontation between those Russian biolo-
gists who work at the institutions of the Academy of Sciences, and those
who specialize in agricultural research—a field still dominated by Lysenko’s
advocates—is also a factor contributing to the revival of Lysenkoism.

At the same time, Lysenkovshchina, as a social practice of fighting against
competing research teams by appealing to the party-state administration,
was formed before Lysenko’s ascent to the upper echelons of science. By
placing recent attempts to revive Lysenkoism in Russia in the historical
perspective, and by carefully reconstructing the events that took place in
the late 1920s and early 1930s, we can produce a new understanding
of the opposition between the Lysenkoists and geneticists in the Soviet
Union, and re-examine the history of Lysenkoism on a global scale.
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