CHRISTOPHER YODER

Science vs. Ideology: The

Case of Lysenko

For the duration of the cult, Stalin
was ceaselessly called the greatest
scientific genius of all times and all
nations. In fact, of course, he was no
genius, and his creative legacy is rather
small. As e person, Stalin had a num-
ber of negative qualitics: a hypertro-
phied thirst for pewer, suspicion,
eruelty, ireachery, vanity, envy, intol-
erance of brilliant individuals of inde-
pendent character, and megalomania.
These qualities created a very difficult
situation not only for the country's
political life but alse in those areas of
science which came within his sphere
of interest.
Zhores A. Medvedevl

DURING the reign of Stalin in the Soviet
Union, a simplistic dogma was intro-
duced as the only “true” Marxist biology

. a dogma which denied the very exist-
ence of the gene. This article will briefly
sketch the historical and theoretical back-
ground of this gospel, and observe the pro-
jects and career of its most infamous dis-
ciple . . . Trofim Denisovich Lysenko, It
was Lysenko more than anyone else who
took one of the world’s leading nations in
gl:,netic and biological research back into
the dark ages, seeking and obtaining as he
did Party recognition and endorsement of
his views.

The roots of “Lysenkoism” stretch di-

1. Zhores Medvedev, The Rise and Fall of T.D.
Lysenko (New York & London: Columbia
University Press, 1969), p. 5.
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rectly to the biological writings of Marx-
Engels. These occurred hefore the genetic
investigations of Mendel gained promin-
ence, and at a time (around 1870) when
the transmission of characteristics to prog-
eny was understood in only a rudimentary
fashion. One of the leading pre-Mendelian
theories on inheritance was that of the
French biologist Lamarck. Lamarck be-
lieved that environment can cause man to
acquire physical and mental characteristics
which are in turn passed on to offspring.
It was this doctrine upon which Marx and
Engels expanded.

Environmentalism was the basis. Today’s
knowledge of evolution sees the environ-
ment choosing for or against random genetic
changes (mutations) by a process of na-
tural selection . . . the tendency of indi-
viduals with beneficial mutated changes to
live longer and to pass on their genes more
frequently through mating than do individ-
uals possessing counter-productive genetic
changes. Environment is now considered
to be a judicial agent; Marx-Engels held it
to be an executive one. To them the en-
vironment actually catsed the genes to
change in a specific direction. In his fam-
ous theoretical work “The Part Played by
Labor in the Transition from Ape te Man,”
Frederick Engels gives us an example:

Thus the hand is not only the organ
of labor, it is also the product of labor.
Only by labor, by adaptation to ever
new opetations, by inheritance of the
resulting special development of mus-
cles, ligaments, and, over longer per-
iods of time, bones as well, and by
the cver-renewed employment of these
inherited improvements in new, more
and more complicated operations, has
the human hand attaine(; the high de-
gree of perfection that has enabled it
to conjure into being the picture of
Raphael, the statues of Thorwaldsen,
the music of Paganini2
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Because of the mastery over nature to
which labor had led, Engels felt man now
had something to talk with each other
about: thus his larynx developed to enable
speech. The addition of meat to man’s diet
by the improvement of hunting tools, he
believed, had increased the strength, inde-
pendence and intelligence of man. Ques-
tionable as these ideas may seem to “us
today, it must be realized that at the time
they were commonplace.

For the dedicated Communist at the
turn of the century the amateurish biolog-
ical writings of Marx and Engels became
accepted fact. Jack London, the famous
American Communist writer, provides us
with an example which perhaps even more
clearly explains the “effect” of environment
(in its broadest sense) upon heredity:

This, my professor told me, was a
racigl memory. It dated back to our
remote ancestors who lived in trees.
With them, being tree-dwellers, the
liability of falling was an ever-present
menace. Many of them lost their lives
that way; all of them experienced ter-
rible falls, saving themselves by clutch-
ing branches as they fell toward the
ground.

Now a terrible fall, averted in such a
fashion, was productive of shock. Such
shock was productive of molecular
changes in the cerebral cells. These
molecular changes were transmitted to
the cerebral cells of progeny, became,
in short, racial memories, Thus when
you and I, asleep or dozing off to sleep,
fall through space and awake to sicken-
ing consciousness just before we strike,
we are merely remembering what hap-
pened to our aboregl ancestors, end
which has been stamped by cerebral
changes into the heredity of the race.

. . . It will be noted, in passing, that in
this falling dream which is so familiar
to giau and me and all of us, we never
strike bottom. To strike bottom would
be destruction. Those of our arboreal
ancestors who struck  bottom died
forthwith. True, the shock of their faill
was communicated to the cerebral
cells, but they died immediately, be-
fore they could have progeny. You and
I are descended from those that did

2. F. Engels, Dialectics of Nature (London:
Lawrence & Wishart Ltd., 1940), p. 281,

not strike bottom; that is why you and
I, in our dreams, never strike bottom.3

In the Soviet Union there emerged an
uneducated nurseryman named Michurin
who claimed tohave created hundreds of
new varieties of citrus. Under the tsar he
had been more or less ignored by the uni-
versity-trained biological and genetic spe-
cialists. When the Bolsheviks came to
power, however, Michurin received state
support for his research. In October of
1923, Izvestia ran an article covering Mich.
urin’s extravagant claims of achievement.
Less than a month later the Council of
Peoples’ Commissars declared his farm to
he a nationally significant institution. Along
with a great increase in orders for his nurs-
ery came a similar tide of complaints re-
garding the performance of his citrus from
his new customers.

Michurin continued to be ignored by the
scientific community, but on his 70th birth-
day in 1925 the Party declared a national
holiday. Until his death in 1935 the prac.
tical results of his trial and error methods
were few, but by his claims he had pro-
jected the image to a hostile world of a
Russia green with peasant-created fruit

despite the dual hardships of poor
climate and pessimistic scientists. This
image was exactly what the Communists
wanted for the Soviet Union, and if in
actuality this proletarian paradise had not
vet come about it was of little matter for
they knew it would. The Communists
treated Michurin well, and he paid them
back by hailing Party leaders as the in-
spirations for the “imminent reconstruc-
tion and perfection” of natural science:

Only on the basis of the teaching of
Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin can
science be fully reconstructed, The ob-
jective world — Nature — is rimary;
man is part of nature, but must
not merely outwardly contemplate this
Nature, he can, as Karl Marx said,
change it. The Philosophy of dialec-
tical materialism is an instrument for
changing this objective world; it
teaches how to actively influence Na-
ture and how to change it but only the
proletariat is capable of consistently
and actively influencing and changing
Nature — this is what the teachings of

3. Conway Zirkle, Evolution, Marxian Biology,
and the Social Scene (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1959), p. 324,

46 The Intercollegiate Review — Winter — Spring, 1972




Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin—those
unexcelled titanic minds—tell us.
{emphasis added )4

In 1922, to rebuild the war-ruined agri-
culture of Russia, the Bolsheviks began to
plan a federation of research institutes and
extension centers along the lines of that of
the United States Department of Agricul-
ture. To head this project Nikolai Vavilov
was selected, a young Soviet geneticist with
dreams of his own for sculpting nature at
man’s will . . . not by the environmental-
ism of Marx but by the newly emerging
science of genetics. He immediately set
about developing disease-resistant species
of food crops. To this end he dispatched
more than two hundred expeditions to ail
parts of Russia and the major agricultural
centers of the world, each entrusted with
the collection of breeding material for the
improvement of Soviet agriculture. The re-
sult was a stock of over one hundred and
fifty thousand plant varieties. By 1932 there
were some 1 separate research stations
employing 26,000 specialists, all working
toward more vigorous and disease-resistant
plants.

From the beginning, Michurin and his
handful of followers criticized Vavilov's
failure to stress the importance of the en-
vironment, Among these followers was a
young man by the name of Trofim Deniso-
vich Lysenko.

Lysenko was born in the Ukraine in Sep-
tember of 1898 . . . the son of a peasant.
He graduated from the Kiev Agricultural
Institute in 1925 and first received notice
in 1926-27 at the Ganja Experimental Sta-
tion. There he experimented with the win-
ter planting of peas and found that if the
seeds were first moistened, then cooled,
they could be grown under mild winter
conditions. Lysenko tried to give this first
work a sensational character, He was fea-
tured in a Pravda article which told how
he had “turned the barren field of the
Transcaucasus green in winter,”S At the
All Union Congress of Genetics, Selection,
Plant and Animal Breeding in Leningrad
in January of 1929, Lysenko presented a
paper on the nature of winter crops. The
paper was largely ignored except to be
criticized as to methodology and as to
Lysenko’s own claim of the importance of
his “discovery”. The failure of the scientific

4. Ibid, p. 370.
5. David Joravsky, The Lysenko Affair (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), p. 58.

“Lysenko looking over a field of grain.”

community to take note convinced Lysenko
that he had been addressing himself to the
wrong people and that the established
biclogists had been thoroughly captured
by the followers of Mendel. After 1929
virtually all of his writings were published
in '};o ular newspapers or in journals cre-
ated for him by the state,

Lysenko “discovered” the phasic_devel-
opment of plants, whereby he felt that en-
vironmental stimuli affected upon a plant
at specific phases of its development can
alter its inheritable make-up. In 1929 he
conducted his first experiments with “ver-
nalized” winter wheat on his father’s farm,
Vernalization consisted of soaking the seed
at refrigerated temperatures before plant-
ing, which Lysenko claimed increased crop
yield by 40%. The practice was later shifted
from winter wheat to spring wheat when it
was discovered that vernalization actually
caused a decrease in winter wheat yield.
Premature germination of the seed under
treatment could lead to massive seed loss.

Be this all as it may, in the winter of
1927-28 eight million hectares (one hectare
is equal to 2.47 acres) of wheat had been
lost due to harsh weather, and another 7
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million the following year. Lysenka's exper-
iments with vernalization ‘therefore met
with strong Party interest. He was trans-
ferred from the ‘Ganja Station to the All
Union Institute of Plant Breeding in Odessa
and a special department was created un-
der him there. The Ukranian Commissariat
of Agriculture ordered 1000 one hectare
tests tor the spring of 1930, but the results
were destroyed by the violence surround-
ing forced collectivization of farms. Mass
trials of spring wheat vernalization were
ordered for 1932,

Foreshadowing things to come, Mak-
simov — Lysenko's assistant specializing in
winter cereal protection — was arrested and
imprisoned for criticizing Lysenko’s theory
on plant development. In 1934 he confessed
his errors in evaluating Trofim’s achieve-
ments,

The Party Control Commission and Gov-
emment Inspectorate decreed in August of
1931 that all ordinary seeds must be re-
placed by new varieties within two years
and that wheat and potatoes must be
adapted for unfavorable climates within
four. The Party’s patience with the long
process of selective breeding had begun to
wear thin, and Lysenko’s promises of quick
results gained more and more appeal.

Vernalization was increased to two mil-
lion hectares by 1935, (although there is
little indication that yield had heen in-
creased through the process). Anti-Lysen-
koites were hindered in their criticism hy
growing Party favor of Lysenko. They
could vaguely question his” methodology
and request more substantial proofs, but
they could not attack outright either Ly-
senko or his environmentalist views. In the
meantime, Trofim had been able to achieve
the dismissal of the director of the Odessa
Plant Breeding Tastitute and he himself
took the position.

Lysenko was in no way barred from
criticizing his opponents. He had done so
since 1927 and gradually, as his power and
influence increased, the attacks became in-
creasingly fierce — wrapping himself in the
cloak of Mother Russia and Marx. In his
1935 address to the Second Al Union Con-
gress of Shock Collective Farmers (the
Stakanovites of Agriculturc) he demon-
strated one of the basic tenets of Marxism
... that all science is a battlefront he-
tween the forces of idealism and reaction,
and the materialist-progressives (in this
case Lysenko and his followers):

Comrades, kulak-wreckers occur not
not only in your collective farm life.
You know them very well. But they
are ne less dangerous, no less sworn
enemies also in science . . . Tell me,
compaeles, was there not q class strug-
gle on the vernalization front? In the
collective farms there were kulaks and
their abettors who kept whispering
. into_the peasants ears: “Don't soak
the sceds. It will ruin them.” . . . a
class enemy is always a class enemy
whether he is a scientist or not.8

To this Stalin exclaimed “Bravo, comrade
Lysenko, bravo.”

The biological purge soon began in
earnest. In November of 19368 Soloman
Levit, a leading geneticist, was attacked at
a public meeting by the Moscow Party boss
as one who sheltered Nazi doctrines igenet-
ics). Levit was arrested and eventually died
in prison. Two Communist biological theo-
rists, Israel Agol and Maxim Levin were
similarly “removed”. At the first of the year
the Central Committee had called for the
planting of five million hectares of vernal-
ized seed in the spring, and Pravda’s praise
of Lysenko and attacks on the “barren”
science of Vavilov increased.

In 1937 two successive presidents of the
Lenin Academy of Agricultural Science
were removed by the Terror and Lysenko
was given the post. He immediately at-
tacked the parent organization, the Acad-
emy of Science of the USSR, and its presi-
dent for their moral laxity on the genetics
issue. On July 26 the Council of Peoples’
Commissars complained to the senior acad-
emy for its failure to sufficiently combat
anti-Lysenkoist positions.

While Vavilov had come under attack
at home, his stature had continued to in-
crease in the scientific world. This added
to the suspicion that he was the possessor
of a foreign, bourgeois doctrine. The Inter-
national Genetics Congress in Edinburgh
(1937) awarded him its Presidency in a
political move , . . designed to aid Vavilov
in his domestic strugples with Lysenko. The
Soviet government did not allow him to
attend the conference.

In August of 1940, Vavilov was placed
under arrest by the secret police. He was
charged and convicted of “helonging to a
rightist conspiracy, spying for England,
leadership of the Labor Peasant Party,
sabotage in agriculture, links to white

6. The Rise and Fall of T. D. Lysenko, p. 16
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emigres" and more. Vavilov was sentenced
to death, but was instead placed in the
Saratov prison and later moved to Siberia.
Death came to him from malnutrition on
January 26, 1643.

Vavilov’s post as director of the Institute
of Genetics was turned over to Lysenko.
Vernalization had all but vanished from
discussion, as had many other “achieve-
ments” of Marxist biology. Lysenka’s claims
had been sensationally introduced, milked
for political gain and then, when the re-
sults were not forthcoming, passed gradu-
ally into oblivion.

Just before the war, Lysenko presented
several programs to help stimulate produc-
tion. These included relaxation of seed
standards, a campaign for increased use of
millet as a food source, and the mobiliza-
tion of the Ukrainian chicken for the war
against the sugar beet weevil. He spent the
war years in Sibéria and tried to convince
farmers there that by planting their wheat
in the stubble of the spring growth it
would be protected from LEe killing winter.

With the total mobilization for war,
Party regulation and oppression of religion,
national minorities, the arts, and science
was shifted from focus. When the war
came to an end there arose criticism of
Lysenko’s Siberian stubble-planting idea.
In February of 1947 even the Central Com-
mittee made mention of the failure of
Lysenko to develop a hardy winter wheat
for Siberia (first promised by him in 1835).
An added slap was a resolution passed by
the Committee calling for expanded re-
search with hybrid corn.

The powers above were still with
Lysenko, however, and when Zhdanov
launched his extremely nationalistic pro-
gram for the arts Lysenko was right in
style. Environmentalism was still the only
biology for “true” Soviet patriots, and the

ollutéd and bourgeois ideas of genetics
rom the West (sired by a priest no less!
. . . Mendel) were anti-Marx and the
apex of decadence. Stalin stood by Lysenko
and at the Party-packed meeting of the
USSR Academy of Science in 1948 Lysenko
was chosen President. His remarks to the
body make clear the importance of Party
dictation in this his greatest victory:

Progressive biological science owes it
to the geniuses of mankind, Lenin and
Stalin, that the teaching of LV. Mich-
urin has been added to the treasure
house of our Knowledge, has become
a part of the gold fund of our science.

(Applause.) Long live the Midupin
teaching which shows how to ~aps.
form living nature for the bercay of

the Soviet people! (Applause.’ o ong
Jie the Party of Lenin and ~:glin

which discovered Michurin (. he
world (Applause) and created . the
conditions for the progress of udt. soed
materialistic hiology in our o ayry,
(Applause.) Glory to the great --ond

and protagonist of science, our ader
and teacher, Comrade Stalin' 4.
plause, prolonged applause. )1

.. . Comrades! Before proceedng to
the concluding remarks, 1 conzider it
my duty to declare the following: 1
have been asked in one of the vmor-
anda as 1o the attitude of the Central
Committee concerning my pupes. [
answer: the Centiral Commitiee of the
Party has examined my report and
approved . (Tremendous appliuse,
passing into ovation. All rise.)8

The last announcement was thv virtual
outlawing of Soviet genetics. The recanta-
tion of S. I. Alikhangan echoes the ones that
came from scientists all over Russiy:

I act honestly and truthfully and go
with the Party and with my Country,
and if you, comrades, do not du like-
wise, you will be found lagging be-
hind, you will fall behind in the pro-
gressive development of sciencr Sci-
ence does not tolerate indecision and
lack of principle.

From tomorrow, I will begin 1o rid
not only my own scientific activity of
old, reactionary, Weismannist-Morgan-
ist views, but will also begin 1o re-
make, to break in two all of my stu.
dents and comrades

The Praesidium of the Academny of Sci-
ence shortly thereafter sent Stalin 4 letter
pledging to root out “unpatriotic, idealistic
Weismannite-Morganist ideoloyy™ (be-
lievers in genes).

Also in 1948, Lysenko began his yreatest
and most ambitious undertaking 14+ would
plant great belts of trees to protest Russia

7. Julian Huxley, Heredity Eost and “Weg: Ly
senko and World Science (New Y. Scﬁg-
man, 1949), p. 57.

8. Evolution, Marxian Biology, asd #e
Scene, p. 392. Sactal

9. Ibid. p. 393.
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from the hot, dry winds of Central Asia
and thereby transform the Soviet Union
into a land of moist and mild weather,
Stalin_liked the idea and it was decided
that five million hectares of trees should
be planted by 1955. This effort became
known as the “Great Stalin Plan for the
Transformation of Nature”, Lysenko be-
lieved it was unnecessary to space trees
when planting — just plant them in bundles
and they would thin themselves out to the
thickness which best suited them. By 1952
over one-half of the trees had died, and
by 1955 only fifteen percent remained {ob-
viously the thinning process at work). For
the first time the results of Lysenko’s ideas
were really being checked, and when the
“Great Stalin Plan” was discontinued in
195152, the anti-Lysenkoists began a re-
surgence,

With Stalin’s death, open eriticism of
Lysenko blossomed. He was removed as
Eresident of the Academy of Science but

ept his directorship at “the Institute of
Genetics. By 1955 the Soviet Botanical
Journal was suggesting the re-opening of
the discussion of formal genetics. Behind
closed doors, geneticists began once more
to carry on their research. Some was done
under the guise of space wark, other be.
hind a Siberian hydrodynamics lab, and an
Institute of Cytology and Genetics even
sprang up in Siberia.

This is not to say that Lysenko was no
longer a patent force in Soviet agriculture,
Khrushchev had worked with him in the
Ukraine during the 30’s, respected him as
a sclentist and was attracted by his peasant
manner . . . however, the massive control
Lysenko had once exerted had been greatly
slashed.

In 1954 Khrushchev sent to the Polithburo
his “virgin lands” program, with an en.
dorsement from Lysenko promising that
high yields would” result, Crops in the
Soviet Union showed impressive gains up
until 1958. It was during this period that
Khrushchev issued his famous challenge to
the West . . . “We will bury youX It
appeared that he spoke toe soon, for in
1958 Soviet agriculture began to stagnate.
As a part of Khrushchev’s program to out-
strip the United States in milk production,
Lysenko began feeding calves extra-rich
fodder, claiming they would grow up to
give milk containing 5% butterfat. He also
grew some good corn with heavy use of
chemical fertilizers and manure.” Neither
program proved a success and by 1963 it

was necessary for Russia to import grain
from the bourgeois, capitalist West,

This great agricultural embarrassment
was one of the major reasons for Nikita
Khrushchev’s replacement in October of
1964. With the pensioning off of Khrush-
chev a flood of anti-Lysenko articles started
to appear. In November Lysenko was ac-
cused of duplicity in the murder of Soviet
scientists under Stalin, David Joravsky, in
his recent book The Lysenko Affair, listed
over 100 specialists who were “repressed”
and feels tﬁat these are only the tip of the
iceberg. On January 27, 1965 Lysenko was

“Lysenko receiving medal from Deputy Minister
of Agriculture G. K. Pysin, 1962 Exhibition
of Achicvements of ‘U.S.S.R. National
Economy.

removed from his post as president of the
Institute of Genetics and relegated to an
experimental farm near Moscow. It was
later announced that all Soviet biology
texts would be rewritten.

The January 1966 issue of “Soviet Life”
told of the Iaunching of a new journal to
be called “Genetics’ it “will be an
important factor in eliminating the un-
healthy leftovers of the monopoly a group
of dogmatists held on Soviet biology” . . .
“Of all the Sciences, the Stalin personality
cult had the most disastrous effect on
biology. The cult arbitrarily made Aca-
demician Trofim Lysenko the final author-
ity on all questions of biclogy”.10

In his time, Lysenko’s claims included
wheat with tvy-like runners so that it was

10. Business Week, Feb. 26, 1968, p. 72.
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necessary to plant it at only one edge of a
field; carrots grafted onto parsley; and a
stalk that grew oats, barley, rye, and wheat
all at the same time. Some of the falsehood
and quackery of the past may have been
foun(? out, but there is little indication that
anything like true freedom is coming to
Soviet science. Science in the Soviet Union
is simply a means, directed and controlled
by the Party, to the end of gaining pre-
eminence in the world and bringing about
the eventual triumph of Communism.
Zhores A. Medvedev, a young Soviet
geneticist, wrote a book entitled The Rise
and Fall of T. D. Lysenko. He was threat-
ened with prosecution for criminal libel,
and the government refused to allow the
rinting of his manuscript. Several years
ater, Medvedev authorized Columbia Uni-
versity to publish his book in the West, As

a result he was removed from his research
post. On May 2, 1970 Medvedev was ar-
rested at his home and interned at the
Kaluga Psychiatric Hospital. Strong pres-
sure from the Soviet scientific community
brought about his release following a 19-
day confinement.11

Grimly clenching
bis embalmed fists,
just pretending to be dead,
he watched from the inside.
, .. from “Stalin’s Heirs”
by Yevgeny Yevtushenko

11. The account of Medvedev's arrest and deten-
tion is revealed in his new book A Question
of Madness — the English translation of which
was published December 1, 1971 by Alfred
A. Knopf, New York.

“The Yearbook is the only compre-
hensive survey, in any language, of
what takes place in the communist
world, This volume comprises mainly
surveys of ruling and non-ruling com-
munist parties in 92 countries. Activi-
ties of approximately 170 parties are
analyzed, even though their impor-
tance may differ considerably. The
survey — or profiles — on each of the
countries provides data on the party
leadership and its organizational struc-
ture, internal affairs, views on domes-
tic and foreign policy questions, rela-
tions with other communist move-
ments, and eurrent publications.

“The Yearbook includes a number
of aids: an extensive name index; a
chrenology of major activities; and a
bibliography of books on international
communism published in English,
F;—lench, German, Russian and Span-
1sh.

“This volume is a scholarly tool of
inestimable value for the economist,
historian, sociologist, and political sci-

YEARBOOK ON
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNIST AFFAIRS: 1871
Edited by Richard F. Staar

Special price to Intercollegiate Review readers: $20.00

HOOVER INSTITUTION PRESS

SraNFOID UNIVERSITY, STANFORD, CALIE. 84305

entist. At the same time, its format,
clear writing style, and easily-under-
stood indexing make it a most useful
reference woﬁc for the layman inter-
ested in international affairs.

“The Yearbook is extremely valu-
able as a single authoritative source of
an enormous number of facts which
are otherwise scattered in all sorts of
publications of varying reliability and
accessibility, and its annual appear-
ance will make it increasingly valuable
in the future.” The Times Literary
Supplement.

“This is an excellent, well-organized
voluminously documented reference
work on world communist affairs,
The Hoover Institution deserves high
credit for this pioneering work
which provides chronology, ma-
jor Communist documents, and
extremely well-done analyses.
The book is highly recom-
mended and worth the price.”

— Library Journal. (904 pages)
PRICE: $25.00
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