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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on the constitutional rhetoric of T. D. Lysenko, the founder of 

an agrobiological doctrine (Lysenkoism) in the Stalinist Soviet Union.  As the result of 

using not only scientific, but also political and ideological arguments, the Lysenkoists 

achieved an official ban on Mendelian genetics in the Soviet Union.  Though the ban was 

brief and Lysenkoism as a leading biological doctrine was eventually deposed in favor of 

Mendelianism, today Lysenkoism remains a paradigmatic example of the pernicious 

political interference in science. 

My critical orientation in reading Lysenko’s two major speeches is constitutional 

rhetoric.  It combines Kenneth Burke’s dialectic of constitutions, on the one hand, and 

rhetoric of the subject, on the other.  My analysis shows that (1) Lysenko had to 

constitute his science against an enemy (Mendelism); (2) the Lysenkoist constitution 

depended on its context, but also on the arbitrary wishes of Lysenko and his followers; 

and (3) this constitution rhetorically invented its audience and got the people it addressed 

to identify with this invention.  I also show that Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric created 

a space where scientific terms transformed into political and ideological ones, and vice 

versa.  Contrary to Lysenko’s intentions, his language also gave his opponents, Soviet 

Mendelians, grounds on which to defend their science and criticize Lysenkoism.  

This study of Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric contributes to a better 

understanding of modern science.  I argue for a blurriness of the boundaries between 

what is scientific and political in the discourse of contemporary scientific controversies.  I 
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also argue that scientific language reveals more plasticity and capability to adapt to the 

political situation than has hitherto been assumed. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation features a rhetorical reading of Lysenkoist discourse, which was 

born out of Lysenkoism, a major agrobiological movement in the Soviet Union.  

Lysenkoism opposed classical Mendelian genetics and greatly affected Soviet plant 

breeding and biology in the 1930s-1960s.  Hundreds of articles and dozens of books on 

Lysenkoism have been published worldwide to illuminate its historical, economic, 

political, and scientific aspects.   

I propose to read Lysenkoism as a rhetorical act of constituting a new science 

“Michurinist agrobiology,” which combined biological and agricultural concerns, on the 

one hand, and political and ideological considerations, on the other.  Lysenkoism came 

about at the time when the boundaries of science in general (i.e., science as a knowledge-

making enterprise) were reconsidered.  The new socio-economic situation in the Soviet 

Union of the 1930s required a rethinking of science’s involvement with the political and 

ideological exigencies.  Lysenkoism came about as a response to this requirement.  Thus, 

as a constitutional act, Lysenkoism engaged not only questions of technology, but also 

the question of science’s political and ideological involvement.  To use the wording from 

the Dictionary of Marxist Thought, the question of Lysenkoism revolves around “the 

relation between social, political and economic forces on the one hand, and the role of 

experts on the other” (329).  So my study considers Lysenkoism not only as a science 

from the point of view of experimentation and rigorous theorizing, but as a scientific-

ideological entity. 
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To consider Lysenkoism as an act of constituting such an entity, I propose to use 

Kenneth Burke’s dialectic of constitution and rhetoric of the subject.  Specifically, I will 

demonstrate how two of Lysenko’s major speeches at the Lenin All-Union Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences enacted principles of constitutional dialectic.  I will show that the 

Lysenkoist constitution resulted from a tension between an act of free will and the 

necessity to respond to the existing political, ideological, economic, and intellectual 

environment.  I will also show that Lysenkoism engaged the agonistic principles of 

constitutions by constituting itself against an enemy, particularly against classical 

genetics.  Finally, I will employ rhetoric of the subject to argue that Lysenkoism operated 

by rhetorically inventing its audience and by getting the people it addressed to identify 

with this invention. 

In what follows in this chapter, I first introduce the scientific, ideological, and 

political aspects of Lysenkoism.  Next, I develop an argument for the importance of 

studying Lysenkoism today.  Then, this chapter explains the value of a rhetorical study of 

Lysenkoism.  Finally, it forecasts the content and organization of the rest of this 

dissertation. 

Lysenkoist Science in a Nutshell 

Major Lysenkoist texts, including the two speeches by Trofim Lysenko analyzed 

in this dissertation, emphasize the difference between Lysenkoism and classical 

Mendelian genetics.  Likewise, all critical literature on Lysenkoism discusses it in terms 
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of its opposition to classical or Mendelian genetics.  For example, in his rhetorical 

analysis of Lysenkoism, Paul Dombrowski (2001) writes, 

It appears that Lysenko shaped his science directly by difference and opposition, 
almost as though any tenet held by standard science had to be rejected and its 
opposite notion embraced by Lysenko and Soviet agrobiology.  It is as though 
somehow the act of opposition itself gave validity to the new science.  (298) 

Like Dombrowski, my dissertation argues that Lysenkoism derived its viability 

from its opposition to Mendelism.  Therefore, an overview of the major scientific 

assumptions held by classical Mendelian geneticists and the Lysenkoists is in order here.  

Note that by classical genetics I mean the genetics as it was envisioned in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century.  It is this genetics that the Lysenkoists opposed.  The current 

developments in genetic research have of course modified some views held by classical 

geneticists, but for now I will not stress the differences. 

Genetics studies organic heredity as a mechanism of evolutionary change.  

Classical geneticists posited a division between the hereditary substance of an organism 

and the rest of the body.  The nineteenth-century biologist August Weismann maintained 

that while the rest of the body (“the soma”) underwent various changes during the 

organism’s lifetime, the hereditary material (“the germ plasm”) remained unchanged 

practically indefinitely.  Early twentieth-century geneticists, though skeptical of 

Weismann’s postulation of an indefinite (practically immortal) hereditary substance, still 

believed that the hereditary factors (“the genes” as they were called by the Danish 

botanist Wilhelm Johannsen) maintained a stability for a very long time, by far 

surpassing the lifetime of an individual organism.  Thus, an individual organism’s 

physical constitution is determined by its genes and environmental conditions.  The genes 
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themselves, however, are rarely affected by the rest of the organism or by its 

environment.  Changes to the hereditary make-up, according to classical genetics, may 

result from two conditions, recombination and mutation.  Recombination occurs when the 

parents’ genes are reshuffled in the offspring.  Mutations occur rarely and entail a change 

to the genetic material caused by radiation, certain chemicals, and viruses.  Thus, in 

classical genetic conception, organisms appear as the result of the environmental 

influence, on the one hand, and the gene recombination and mutation, on the other.  Since 

the 1900s, when several scientists “rediscovered” and reconfirmed Gregor Mendel’s 

experiments of the 1860s, classical genetics postulated that hereditary factors are 

distributed over generations according to several statistically determined regularities, 

often referred to as Mendel’s laws of heredity.  Thus, in addition to postulating the 

general stability of the genetic material and its independence from the rest of the body, 

classical genetics discerned a statistical determination in the ways genes are recombined 

in every new generation.   

Lysenko and his followers disagreed with Mendelian geneticists about the nature 

of heredity.  Heredity, according to Lysenko, is not the property of special particles 

(genes) housed in chromosomes, but of the whole organism.  According to Lysenko, 

“Changes in the heredity of an organism … are the result of changes in the living body 

itself” (The Situation 34).  Thus in Lysenkoist conception, changes in the whole or any 

part of the body entail changes in the organism’s heredity.  Since the body changes under 

the influence of the environment, the environment likewise causes changes in the 

organism’s heredity.  Hence, Lysenko maintained that the organism’s heredity manifested 
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itself in the organism’s interaction with its environment.  Lysenko defines heredity as 

“the property of a living body to require definite conditions for its life and development” 

(The Situation 35 emphasis in the original).  For Lysenko, the organism in the course of 

its development requires different environmental conditions.  If the organism finds itself 

in conditions different from those it requires, it dies or adapts to these new conditions.  In 

the process of adaptation, the organism changes, and with it changes its hereditary make-

up, so that the offspring receives a new heredity causing it to require the conditions that 

were new for its parents.   

So, for example, in a Lysenkoist model, if a plant that normally grows in peaty 

soil is transplanted to sandy soil, the plant would adapt to the new stressful conditions 

and pass on that ability to survive in sand to the next generation through its reproductive 

cells. The reproductive cells themselves would literally change in some way with the rest 

of the organism allowing the offspring to adapt to the new conditions.  By contrast, in 

classical genetics, the carriers of heredity, genes, of a plant would not change at all during 

that plant’s lifetime regardless of the conditions the plant lived in (unless there occurred a 

mutation). Any adaptation in future generations to a new soil would be the result of an 

accidental reshuffling of genes that occurred at the fertilizing stage of reproduction—an 

accidental shuffling that happened to make the offspring plants more (or less) successful 

in the new environment. Thus, the difference between the two models is that in 

Lysenkoism, change in an offspring is in response to parental stress, while in classical 

genetics, change is random genetic recombination that precedes the stress. That random 
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change may or may not confer an advantage upon the stressed plant so that it lives to 

reproduce. 

To anyone familiar with evolutionary biology, it is not hard to see that Lysenko’s 

assumptions are in keeping with the Lamarckian theory of the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics.  According to this theory, beneficial changes an organism undergoes 

during its lifetime are transmitted to its offspring.  Lysenko’s doctrine of the inheritance 

of the acquired characteristics went sharply against Mendelian genetics’ postulation of an 

independence of the hereditary substance from the rest of the organism. 

Roots of the Lysenkoist Opposition to Genetics 

By the 1930s, when Lysenko came into an open conflict with the geneticists, 

genetics—Mendel’s laws, the conception of stable hereditary material, the chromosome 

theory of heredity, and the theory of mutation—was still young, but already a well 

established and well respected branch of evolutionary biology, based on abundant 

experimental material.  Yet it would be inaccurate to assert, like Zhores Medvedev 

(1969) in his critique of Lysenkoism, that in classical genetics Lysenko opposed “the 

generally accepted theories of heredity and breeding methods” (20).  From other studies, 

like Roll-Hansen’s (2005) and Levins and Lewontin’s (1985), we learn that in the 1930s 

Mendelian genetics met with opposition among many evolutionary scientists and 

practical plant breeders.   

Many biologists and geologists felt that Mendelian genetics, with its assumption 

of stable genes, rare mutations, and the environment’s limited role in variation, 

6 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

contradicted Darwin’s evolution by natural selection.  Roll-Hansen articulates these 

scientists’ concern: “Classical (Mendelian) genetics simply did not give natural selection 

enough variation to work on” (22).  Lamarckianism, thus, presented a viable alternative 

to classical genetics’ mechanism of organic evolution; especially, because Darwin 

himself adopted the Lamarckian inheritance of acquired characteristics for his 

explanation of evolutionary processes.  The problem with Lamarckianism was that its 

advocates had failed to produce convincing experimental data to confirm its theory.  Yet 

despite this failure, Lamarckianism (or neo-Lamarckianism) preserved its intuitive appeal 

to many Darwinist biologists. 

Classical genetics also met with skepticism in plant breeding.  The genetic notion 

of the environment’s limited influence on variation seemed to contradict the tradition of 

breeding new varieties of plants by cultivation, that is adjusting the plants’ environment.  

The only valuable method classical genetics had given plant breeding by the 1930s was 

the selection and preservation of pedigree or pure-line varieties (or rather genetics had 

given this well-known practice a scientific endorsement).  This method was based on the 

genetic assumption that the possibility of gene recombination in pure-line varieties is 

limited.  So, working with pure lines, the breeder was able to predict the crops’ behavior 

from generation to generation.  Yet in practice, on a mass scale, the preservation and 

breeding of pure lines was difficult and worked mostly with self-fertilizing plants, but 

more rarely with sexually propagated varieties.  Thus in most of Europe, plant breeders 

would trust the traditional methods of selection and cultivation, which were closer in 

spirit to Lamarckianism, rather than Mendelian genetics (Roll-Hansen 27). 

7 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

In addition to genetics’ difficulties in reconciling its assumptions with the 

Darwinian evolution and genetics’ limited success in practical plant breeding, the 

geneticists in the 1930s faced an ideological challenge.  Eugenics, the branch of genetics 

studying ways to improve human hereditary, was seriously compromised in the 1920s 

and 1930s by its popularity with fascist political regimes.   

In brief, entering an open conflict with the Mendelian geneticists in the Soviet 

Union, Lysenko was giving voice to quite many existing disagreements with Mendelian 

genetics on the scientific, practical, and ideological grounds.  Yet, today Lysenkoism is 

known not for its scientific, practical, and ideological doctrine and for its alignment with 

the scientific community’s discontent with the deficiencies of classical genetics in the 

1920s-1950s.  Today, Lysenkoism is known as a symbol of the most outrageous political 

dictatorship in science. 

Lysenkoism as a Symbol of Political Dictatorship in Science 

Historically, Lysenkoism unfolded in the Soviet Union of Stalin’s time.  Having 

gained enough momentum in agronomy and plant breeding, Lysenkoism was about to 

enter other biological disciplines and even other natural and social sciences.  Yet it 

stopped short by the mid 1960s, and Soviet biology was gradually restored to its pre-

Lysenkoist time; that is, it returned into the stream of world science.  Lysenkoism as a 

movement had much influence on Soviet biological research, practice, and education 

between the 1930s and 1960s.  However, it did not change or even seriously affect the 

core of modern science in the Soviet Union, let alone in the West, where the influence of 
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Lysenkoism was almost negligible.  Thus, Lysenkoism as a movement may be considered 

a matter of the past, yet Lysenkoism as a term seems to preserve currency in modern 

scientific and non-scientific discourse. 

The term Lysenkoism is derived from the name of the principle proponent of the 

Lysenkoist movement, Trofim Denisovich Lysenko (1898-1976).  Turning from a proper 

to common noun, Lysenkoism has come to designate pseudoscience, dictatorship in 

science, and neglect of rigorous scientific method.  Lysenkoism also denotes a pernicious 

interference in science by political authorities.  Jeffrey Lee’s 2000 The Scientific 

Endeavor may serve as an example of the general attitude toward Lysenkoism in the 

modern scientific community.  Lee is a professor of geography at Texas Tech University.  

His Scientific Endeavor, subtitled A Primer on Scientific Principles and Practice, 

addresses science students to tell them about the basic principles underlying all sciences 

and in general about “what scientists ought to know about science” (v).  Lee places a 

brief account of Lysenkoism in the section dedicated to cases of pseudoscience.  So 

Lysenkoism finds itself in the company of astrology, dowsing, UFOs, and creationism.  

Unlike the other kinds of pseudoscience, Lee discusses Lysenkoism in terms of political 

interference in science: “Lysenkoism is a terrifying example of the consequences of 

totalitarian control on science and, consequently, the need for academic freedom for 

scientists” (108).  And a little later Lee concludes, “Lysenkoism is a good example of 

what happens when distinctions of good and bad science are made on political grounds 

instead of scientific ones” (108-9).  Lee’s view is in keeping with the general treatment of 

Lysenkoism in Western literature as a warning against political interference in science.  
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This view is summarized in the Dictionary of Marxist Thought: “In the West, 

Lysenkoism was treated as an object lesson: don’t interfere with the relative autonomy 

and value neutrality of science.  Political interference in science produces untoward 

scientific, technological and social results” (329).  In sum, Lysenkoism occupies an 

important place in the pantheon of the nemeses of the modern scientific establishment.  It 

is a negative point of reference designating social and political interference in scientific 

matters.  It is also a warning to scientists that despite science’s dominant cultural position 

in modern society, science is susceptible to a radical redefinition caused by non-scientific 

agents. 

We find the same treatment of Lysenkoism in Russian scientific and popular 

scientific literature, in which lysenkovschina (the Russian for Lysenkoism) is routinely 

treated as a label for false science promoted by non-scientists.  For example, the noted 

physicist Sergei Kapitza in his 1991 article discussing a surge of pseudoscientific 

tendencies in the chaos-stricken Soviet Union of the perestroika time writes, “It is 

fascinating that in the Soviet Union we are importing creationism from fundamentalists in 

the U.S.  After decades of Darwinian indoctrination, we have our own creationists of a 

religious, rather than Lysenkoist, persuasion” (38).  Placing the term Lysenkoist in the 

context of a pseudoscientific trend (even if, or maybe especially because, Lysenkoist is 

placed in a grammatically subordinate position), Kapitza achieves a reinforcement of the 

term Lysenkoism as a representative label for pervasive pseudoscience. 

Lysenkoism as a term is not limited to biology or even science in general.  For 

example, Nikolai Bezroukov, a contributor to online forums for Open Source Software 
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communities, uses the term Lysenkoism to identify and condemn some dictatorial, in his 

view, practices in these communities.  According to a mission statement, Open Source 

Software (OSS) comprises “programs whose licenses give users the freedom to run the 

program for any purpose, to study and modify the program, and to redistribute copies of 

either the original or modified program (without having to pay royalties to previous 

developers)” (Wheeler).  So, OSS unites a community of people dedicated to the creation 

and promotion of freely developing programs.  Despite such a dedication to freedom, 

OSS, in Bezroukov’s opinion, displays dictatorial features similar to Lysenkoist.  

Lysenkoism for Bezroukov denotes “an effort to outlaw a field of research or opinions 

when they conflict with a dominant political agenda.”  Bezroukov believes that frequent 

participants in the popular OSS public online forums zealously guard the reputation of 

OSS luminaries and thus systematically repress attempts at “dissent,” that is, any 

comments challenging the OSS luminaries’ opinions.  While we do not need to look 

deeply into the dynamics of OSS communities, it is interesting to note the function of the 

term Lysenkoism as a marker of dictatorial and abortive tendencies in a non-scientific 

community. 

The above overview shows that the term Lysenkoism has become a weapon in 

scientists’ and non-scientists’ terminological arsenal for distinguishing the “right” science 

from the “wrong” science.  Attaching the label Lysenkoism to a discourse means 

relegating this discourse to the realm of the pseudoscientific and the politically 

authoritarian, that is, in effect, to the realm of untrue.  Such use of the term Lysenkoism is 

more common in Russian and in general post-Soviet scientific and public texts, yet it is 
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also used with a similar purpose in the West.  The active status of the term Lysenkoism in 

scientific and non-scientific literature warrants a rhetorical interest in the phenomenon 

summarized under this term. 

Importance of Studying Lysenkoism 

The above overview of the current use of the term Lysenkoism shows that 

Lysenkoism is still active, if not as a practical and theoretical doctrine in science, then as 

an important point of reference used by scientists in their arguments against pervasive 

political control of modern science.  So it is important for a rhetorician of science to 

study the modern uses of the term Lysenkoism.  The above review also highlights an 

important aspect of the Lysenko-versus-genetics controversy, specifically an active 

participation of the Stalinist political authorities in this controversy.  Yet the question still 

remains: What is the value of studying Lysenkoism as historical phenomenon, an event 

that took place in the Soviet Union about half a century ago?  This section provides 

justification for undertaking such a study.   

First, despite its historical distance, Lysenkoism continues to command interest 

and generate argument.  In the post-Soviet countries, the renewed interest in Lysenkoism 

in the last two decades could be explained by the fact that after the deposition of 

Lysenkoism in favor of Mendelian genetics in the 1960s, a comprehensive investigation 

and illumination of Lysenkoism was promptly hushed up by the authorities.  So a fuller 

realization of the effect Lysenkoism had on their history came to (post-)Soviet people 

only in the wake of the perestroika at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 
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1990s.  This renewed interest in Lysenkoism resulted in numerous publications (see, for 

example, Gershenson (1990), Rossianov (1993), and Kojevnikov (1996 and 1998)).  In 

the West, Lysenkoism received extensive coverage from the 1940s to the 1960s when it 

was in the zenith of its domination in Soviet science.  Of special note are such thorough 

and profound studies as given in the books of the American historians David Joravsky 

(1970) and Loren Graham (1972).  These books, along with a host of articles, have 

resulted in a definitive attitude toward Lysenkoism as an example of a Stalinist aberration 

manifesting itself in a (most notorious) case of pernicious pseudoscience.  This attitude is 

reflected in the modern usage of the term Lysenkoism as was discussed in the previous 

section.  

However, a further engagement with the subject of Lysenkoism leads one to 

believe that the categorical notion of Lysenkoism as pseudoscience results to a great 

extent from the works, such as Joravsky’s and Graham’s, which were written during the 

cold war and bear an imprint of this era.  Two books on Lysenkoism by Russian 

biologists, Zhores Medvedev (1969) and Valery Soyfer (1994), suggest that Lysenko’s 

ideas were not pseudoscientific in the same sense as astrology or creationism.  Rather, 

some of Lysenko’s notions fit the legitimate scientific discourse of his time, while others 

were indeed outdated or outlandish.  It should be stressed that both Medvedev and Soyfer 

participated in the struggle against Lysenkoism on the part of the embattled Mendelian 

geneticists.  But even though they were obviously biased against Lysenkoism, they did 

recognize some rational aspects of this movement.   
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More stress on Lysenkoism as a potentially positive phenomenon can be found in 

the book The Dialectical Biologist (1985) by American geneticists Richard Levins and 

Richard Lewontin.  Levins and Lewontin resist a highly reductive take on Lysenkoism 

promoted by Joravsky and Medvedev, two of the most authoritative sources on the 

subject.  Applying a Marxist critique to their reading, Levins and Lewontin argue that 

Lysenkoism was a product of the conditions of the Soviet Union of the 1930s, as well as 

the conditions in which genetics was at that time.  As such, Lysenkoism was potentially 

beneficial for the development of biology and agriculture, or at least not as harmful as it 

is usually presented. 

Further contribution to the discussion on Lysenkoism appeared as late as 2005 in 

yet another book, The Lysenko Effect: The Politics of Science, by the Norwegian historian 

and philosopher of science Nils Roll-Hansen.  From the vantage point of a historical 

distance not only from the Lysenkoism episode, but also from the cold-war prejudiced 

take on it, Roll-Hansen strives for a balanced account of Lysenkoism as a legitimate 

science gone awry.  Roll-Hansen shows that Lysenko started his career by answering 

some of the burning questions facing the agricultural practice and science in the Soviet 

Union, but eventually in the heat of the struggle with the geneticists, Lysenkoism turned 

from a sound alternative to genetics into a dogmatic and dictatorial movement resenting 

any criticism and therefore hindering development in biological sciences and agriculture.  

Roll-Hansen’s book reminds us that the discussion on Lysenkoism is still current and that 

there is still much to be learned from studying this historically distant event. 
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The second reason for which it is important to study Lysenkoism is that it is a 

unique, but at the same time representative example of the development of modern 

science.  I borrow this notion from Roll-Hansen’s rationale for his account of 

Lysenkoism.  In his vision, Lysenkoism resulted from a combination of a national policy 

on science and an ideology of extreme willfulness.  Roll-Hansen writes, “The Soviet 

Union was the first country to form a comprehensive public policy for scientific research 

and technological development” (15).  Such a policy meant that projects for scientific and 

technological development would receive a generous support from the government, but at 

the same time this policy gave the government and the public more say in scientific 

affairs.  As a result, scientific research was constrained to areas that might turn into 

immediate economic or political benefit.  Practical achievements and political alignment 

were now to distinguish sound science from pseudoscience.  In effect, an intertwining of 

science with public affairs constrained scientists’ freedom, making them more 

accountable for the direction of their research.  This facet of Lysenkoism makes it a 

representative example of modern science because most modern science depends on 

public involvement/funding and thus is accountable before the public.   

What makes Lysenkoism a unique example of modern science is Lysenkoism’s 

ideological background of revolutionary enthusiasm, maximalism, and willfulness, 

dominating the relationships between science and the public in the Soviet Union of the 

1920s and 1930s.  To underscore the intensity of the public’s and government’s trust in 

science in the Soviet Union, Roll-Hansen writes, “While scientific and technological 

utopianism was an important cultural element in the West, it was a state creed in the 
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Soviet Union” (15).  The governmental support of science and technology touted by state 

propaganda gave science great ideological support.  Among many ideological myths the 

Soviet people lived by, there appeared another important myth: science has magical 

powers to solve the many problems Soviet people had to face every day, from procuring 

enough food to building a heavy industry.  Given an unflinching belief in the veritably 

limitless power of science to solve practical problems, the disappointment was 

particularly bitter when these problems did not get solved quickly and effectively.  This 

was especially the case in Soviet agriculture, which chronically failed to provide enough 

food for the growing urban population.  At the beginning of the 1930s, despite a decade 

of sustained governmental support of Soviet genetics and plant breeding and despite 

considerable experimental and theoretical achievements in these areas, crops had not 

increased; moreover, they had decreased, resulting in terrible famines in parts of the 

Soviet Union.  The government’s and the public’s inflated expectations from science’s 

power were deceived, and the blame was shifted on scientists.  If one was to step back, 

one could see that practical solutions do not result only from scientific/technical 

measures; such solutions also depend on social, political, and economic factors.  Soviet 

geneticists did good science as science goes; that is, they achieved impressive 

experimental and theoretical results.  However, scientists could not be solely responsible 

for the success of large-scale national projects, involving social and economic factors.  It 

is their close involvement with public affairs coupled with an ideology of maximalism 

and willfulness that made scientists responsible for practical failures in the public’s eye.  

Such a situation naturally called for a rethinking of what science was, posing the 
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question, “To what extent should science combine public, political, and ideological 

concerns with its customary empirical and theoretical concerns?”  Lysenkoism came to 

the fore as an answer to this question, and as such it is interesting for showing how 

science negotiates its boundaries.  The intensity of the ideological atmosphere in which 

Lysenkoism developed places the process of such negotiation into sharp relief.  It is this 

intensity that makes Lysenkoism a unique example in modern science. 

The above discussion has developed two motives leading to the ascendancy of 

Lysenkoism in Soviet biology and agriculture, a comprehensive public and governmental 

involvement in scientific matters and an ideology of willfulness contributing to a myth of 

science’s power to effectively solve practical problems.  Yet one more facet of 

Lysenkoism should be mentioned for understanding its place in the development of 

modern science; namely, we need to recall that Lysenkoism unfolded in the conditions of 

a totalitarian state.  The 1930s was the time when the Stalinist regime concentrated all 

political and ideological power in its hands for a radical transformation of the Soviet 

Union from a backward agricultural country into a highly industrialized military power.  

This historical process was accompanied by terror, which claimed millions of lives.  All 

cultural and economic activities, including (especially) science and agriculture, were 

thoroughly politicized and ideologized.  The regime required from science efficiency in 

solving practical problems, but also absolute political and ideological allegiance.  

Totalitarianism, thus, became an important backdrop of the struggle between the 

Lysenkoists and the classical geneticists for dominance in Soviet biology and agriculture.   
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Indeed, early commentators of Lysenkoism (see, for example, Conway Zirkle 

(1949)) would stress the political and ideological ingredient in the case of Lysenkoism at 

the expense of other ingredients, such as scientific, cultural, and social.  The Lysenkoists 

were considered to be Marxist-Leninist or Stalinist zealots who used political and 

ideological leverage to wreak havoc in Soviet biology and in effect destroy Soviet 

genetics.  Marking an imbalance in these commentators’ assigning the use of political 

leverage only to the Lysenkoists (indeed, given the thorough politicization of science, it 

would be natural to assume that the geneticists also used political and ideological 

arguments against the Lysenkoists), we should acknowledge that the political factor was 

important in the development of Lysenkoism.   

However, an overstress on the political and ideological factor in the early works 

on Lysenkoism instead of illuminating this case, tends to obscure it by foreclosing a 

further discussion.  The French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser vigorously opposed 

the views according to which Stalinism was an aberration of Marxism and Lysenkoism in 

turn was an aberration of Stalinism.  “It is now child’s play to deal with the problem of 

Lysenko, dismissing him as a charlatan whose fortune was entirely bound up with 

Stalin’s despotism” (Introduction 7).  By overstressing the enormity of Stalinism in 

politics and of Lysenkoism in science, by underscoring the abnormal nature of these 

phenomena, authors in fact simplify and trivialize these matters.  They downplay the fact 

that the relations that gave rise to them could be still alive and well in our time and our 

society.  So after Althusser, we could argue: “The history of Lysenkoism is finished.  The 

history of the causes of Lysenkoism continues” (Introduction 16). 
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Althusser’s mission in calling for a deeper investigation of Lysenkoism is to 

dissociate Marxist thought from its compromising identification with Stalinism and 

Lysenkoism.  It would seem that some Russian commentators of Lysenkoism, writing in 

the wake of the perestroika, confirm Althusser’s concern about an unduly reductive view 

of Lysenkoism.  For example, geneticists Soyfer (1994) and Gershenson (1990) alert the 

reader that Lysenkoist tendencies may still be alive and thriving in Russian science.  

Soyfer writes, “Lysenkoism remains deeply entrenched in Russian science, despite 

perestroika and glasnost and the end of the USSR” (xxiv).  Yet although Soyfer and 

Gershenson manage to avoid reducing Lysenkoism to Marxism and Stalinism, they fall 

into another reductionist pit.  What they decry in modern Russian science are 

pseudoscientific tendencies and poor knowledge in modern genetics rather than a 

complex of social and political relations that may give rise to a movement similar to 

Lysenkoism.  Thus, their presentation of Lysenkoism, while helping them deal with 

problems in (post-)Soviet science, necessarily obscures Lysenkoism as a historical event. 

I started this discussion with the statement that Lysenkoism is both unique and 

representative for the development of modern science.  Reasons have been given to show 

what makes Lysenkoism representative: its involvement with public affairs and 

dependence on public and governmental support.  We have also seen what makes 

Lysenkoism unique in relation to modern science: the 1930s’ Soviet science being 

thoroughly politicized and ideoligized in the conditions of a totalitarian state.  This 

statement contains the word “Soviet,” thus tying Lysenkoism to the Soviet Union, or to 

post-Soviet science, as discussed by Soyfer and Gershenson.  If Lysenkoism is contained 
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by a historical event in the Soviet Union, could we still regard it as a representative 

example of modern Western science?  We find an answer to this question in Robert Todd 

Carroll’s (2005) online Skeptic’s Dictionary: 

Could something similar [to Lysenkoism in the Soviet Union] happen in the U.S.? 
Well, some might argue that it already has.  First, there is the creationist 
movement which has tried, and at times been successful, in banning the teaching 
of evolution in public schools.  With Duane Gish leading the way, who knows 
what would happen if Pat Robertson became President of the United States and 
Jerry Falwell his secretary of education.  Then, of course, there are several well-
known and well-financed scientists in America who also seem to be doing science 
in the name of ideology: not the ideology of fundamentalist Christianity but the 
ideology of racial superiority.  Lysenko was opposed to the use of statistics, but 
had he been clever enough to see how useful statistics can be in the service of 
ideology, he might have changed his mind.  Had he seen what J.  Philippe 
Rushton, Arthur Jensen, Richard Lynn, Richard Herrnstein or Charles Murray 
have done with statistical data to support their ideology of racial superiority, 
Lysenko might have created a department of Supreme Soviet Statistics and 
proven with the magic of numbers the superiority of Lamarckism to natural 
selection and genetics.   

Thus, the discussion of Lysenkoism in the Soviet Union gives Carroll an 

opportunity to identify the pernicious effect of political and ideological factors in the 

development of modern science on U.S. soil.   

Of course, one could object that Carroll is not discussing “normal” or “standard” 

science, but rather movements from which most modern scientists try to dissociate 

themselves.  In Carroll’s presentation, only the pseudoscientific creationism and the 

ideologically odious theory of racial superiority engage political and ideological 

arguments for promotion.  Such deflection of political and ideological analysis from 

“standard” science might suggest that such science, unlike “pseudoscience,” is immune to 

political and ideological influences.  Yet this is not so.  Scholars considering science as a 

sociological and rhetorical phenomenon have amply shown that scientists use what might 
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be called “extra-scientific,” including political and ideological, arguments for 

distinguishing scientific from non-scientific facts and “real” from “sham” science (see, 

for example, Bruno Latour (1987), Alan Gross (1990), Lawrence Prelli (1989), Ken 

Baake (2003), Richard Taylor, Jeanne Fahnestock (1993 and 1997), and Ann Penrose and 

Steven Katz (2004)).  These studies show that political and ideological arguments are 

especially useful in cases where the direction of scientific research is determined by non-

scientists.  Such cases are typical today because modern science is an expensive 

enterprise and often requires public funding.  Thus, modern “standard” science reveals 

some characteristics suggesting a possibility that something like Lysenkoism could 

happen today in the West.  These characteristics are science’s close involvement with 

public interests and therefore with political and ideological concerns.  It is these 

considerations that allow Roll-Hansen to argue: 

The rise of Lysenkoism can no longer be seen as simply the result of illegitimate 
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.  (17) 

In sum, the difference between Lysenkoism and modern science, either on post-

Soviet territory or in general in the West, is that of degree, not kind.  Being on the 

extreme “politicized” end on the continuum between “pure” science and “politicized” 

science, the case of Lysenkoism puts into sharp relief what may happen to any modern 

science if for any number of reasons this science puts more emphasis on its political and 

ideological component.  Kenneth Burke, studying human relations in the wake of World 

War II, alerts us: “[S]ince we … know that there are at large in the modern world many 

militaristic and economic trends quite like those of Germany under the Hitlerite 'science' 
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of genocide, we should at least be admonished to expect, in some degree, similar cultural 

temptations" (Rhetoric of Motives 556).  Similarly, modern science has within it cultural 

temptations that may lead to developments exemplified by Lysenkoism in the totalitarian 

Soviet Union.  Thus, Lysenkoism is related to modern science both by division (by its 

unique place in the development of modern science) and by identification (by the features 

that make it a representative example of modern science).  As such, Lysenkoism today is 

certainly worth scholarly attention. 

Why Rhetorical Reading of Lysenkoism 

The above discussion of Lysenkoism raised a number of questions that might be 

summarized as, “What is science?”  Or more specifically, “What are science’s 

boundaries?”  Or still more specifically, “To what extent is scientific knowledge the 

product of empirical observation and rigorous theorizing on the one hand; and of social 

and political interference in science, on the other?”  

Although I evoke these questions in a discussion of modern science, the questions 

themselves are not new and can be traced as far back as Aristotle who divided scientific 

and rhetorical discourses, the former dealing with certain and eternal knowledge and the 

latter with the uncertain and temporary opinions.  Science’s division from rhetoric has 

affected science’s relation to the social area with which rhetoric has been traditionally 

associated since the classical times—politics.  Since science is divided from rhetoric, 

science should also be divided from politics.  Hence the maxim, which has rung true for 

most of the Western history: Political and ideological concerns cannot affect the true 
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scientific knowledge.  And we may propose that it is this maxim that led most 

commentators of Lysenkoism to expel it from the scientific realm and into the realm of 

“pseudo-science” or “sham science,” or in effect “non-science,” to a great extent because 

of Lysenkoism’s undisguised involvement with politics and ideology. 

In today’s cultural climate, the non-involvement of science with politics and 

rhetoric is routinely questioned.  Sharing the ancient Sophists’ skepticism about the 

existence of absolute truth, scholars united under such disciplinary divisions as history of 

science, sociology of science, and rhetoric of science demonstrate that science is not only 

a method for uncovering empirical truths, but also a social enterprise involving ever 

changing decisions of political or, more broadly, rhetorical nature.  Scientists themselves 

validate the arguments promoted by sociologists and rhetoricians of science.  For 

example, here is how the biologists Richard Levins and Richard Lewontin describe a 

common practice in modern scientific community:  

The academic community is as quick as any small town to declare someone a 
crackpot and not quite believable.  The disabilities attached to such a judgment 
may be anything from smirks to difficulties in getting published, and even greater 
difficulties getting read, to unemployment.  This is especially true if the person in 
question lacks formal academic credentials … but it also applies to wayward 
colleagues.  (178) 

Someone trained in rhetorical theory will immediately recognize in Levins and 

Lewontin’s description actions that would be properly classified as rhetorical.  Indeed, we 

can easily identify an appeal to scientific ethos in an attempt to divide “true” from “false” 

scientists.  It is also obvious that all the “measures” applied to “crackpots” or “wayward 

colleagues” are means of persuasion (granted that this persuasion is in its extreme 

manifestation, more accurately described as coercion).  This example, along with 
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numerous studies in rhetoric of science, demonstrates that the question “What is 

science?” entails rhetorical considerations, rather than “purely” scientific facts.  In the 

words of rhetorician Charles Taylor, “[D]emarcations of science are accomplished 

routinely in every-day social and scientific practice.  What must be recognized, though, is 

that such demarcations proceed not from ontological foundations, but from symbolic 

inducements.  They are, then, rhetorical accomplishments” (15). 

Reading rhetorical motives into scientific matters may be the result of today’s 

cultural climate with its mistrust of transcendent truths and its belief in the social nature 

of knowledge building.  However, the tendency to rhetoricize science may also be the 

result of the changing nature of science itself.  Since the foundation of the Royal Society 

in the seventeenth century, science has been increasingly institutionalized and enmeshed 

with public affairs (see Arendt The Human Condition 271 n.  26).  Almost all modern 

science is closely bound with non-scientific agencies and depends on them for political 

and financial support.  (Recall the currently burning issues of stem cell research and 

global warming and their dependence not only on empirical data and a valid theory, but 

also on the government’s and the public’s approval.)  In such conditions, political 

concerns become more pronounced in the process of doing science.  The boundary 

between the “scientific” facet of science, based on empirical observations and rigorous 

(logical) theorizing, and the rhetorical-political facet of science, involving negotiations 

inside and outside the scientific community, becomes blurry.  In sum, today the 

Aristotelian distinction between scientific and rhetorical discourses can be made only for 
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analytical purposes; in practice, these two kinds of discourses constantly interact to 

produce scientific and technological knowledge. 

Thus, what is at issue in the case of Lysenkoism is not the fact that political and 

ideological considerations interfered in scientific research and method—such 

considerations are always present in scientific matters.  In the words of Loren Graham, 

“The political influence is neither surprising nor unique in the history of science; it is, 

rather, part of that history” (5).  At issue in the case of Lysenkoism is the degree to which 

participants in this case employed political and ideological resources in an argument over 

scientific questions.  To repeat Roll-Hansen’s argument, Lysenkoism is “an extreme form 

of tendencies that are inherent to any modern science” (17 emphasis mine).  The term 

“extreme” seems to distinguish Lysenkoism from modern science not qualitatively, but 

quantitatively, involving considerations of degree.  Lysenkoism is different from modern 

science, but in an ambiguous way.  To employ Kenneth Burke’s technique of shifting the 

accent, we can say that if Lysenkoism is a pseudoscience, it is both pseudoscience, but 

also pseudoscience.  Arguing for a degree to which Lysenkoism is “pseudo” and to which 

it is “science,” natural scientists and scholars in general argue for the degree to which 

modern science should be autonomous from political and ideological concerns.  Studies 

of Lysenkoism put this argument into focus, which makes Lysenkoism a valuable subject 

of modern scholarship. 

The above discussion, arguing that Lysenkoism’s difference from modern science 

is a matter of degree rather than substance, suggests that a rhetorical analysis of 

Lysenkoism might be useful.  To be engaged in questions of degree entails dealing with 
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ambiguity.  Indeed, Lysenko and his followers were and still are in an ambiguous 

position between science and ideology, between science and pseudoscience, between 

theory and practice, between persuasion and coercion, etc.  As we shall see, the 

Lysenkoists skillfully used their ambiguous position for a rhetorical (persuasive) purpose: 

appealing to audiences that were brought together in Lysenkoist discourse, but that would 

otherwise be opposed to each other.  Such rhetorical use of ambiguity, use of rhetoric’s 

capacity to prove opposites, warrants a rhetorical analysis of Lysenkoist discourse.  

While my dissertation focuses on Lysenkoists’ use of ambiguity for rhetorical purposes, 

rhetorical analysis will also help me highlight the numerous argumentative techniques 

used by Lysenkoists and their opponents in negotiations about (read, struggle for) 

domination in Soviet biology. 

Summary of the Chapters 

The following summarizes the content and organization of the rest of this 

dissertation. 

Chapter II reviews major literature on Lysenkoism.  This review is organized 

around several themes that recur in most commentary on Lysenkoism.  These themes are: 

the relation of Lysenkoism to dialectical materialism, the correspondence of Lysenkoist 

doctrine with Stalinist ideology, Stalin’s personal attitude to Lysenko and his ideas, and 

the practical and economic value of Lysenkoism.  The review is organized so as to show 

that authors capitalizing on one of the above themes for explaining Lysenkoism’s success 

and endurance can always be opposed by other authors who will emphasize other themes.  
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The goal of Chapter II is to show that the current discussion of Lysenkoism is ridden with 

contradictions, defying any one conclusive take on this complex historical phenomenon.  

Chapter II, thus, prepares the ground for my rhetorical reading of Lysenkoism as a 

constitutional act.  Rather than dispelling the contradictions arising out of Lysenkoism, 

my reading considers these contradictions and ambiguities as a force generating 

Lysenkoist discourse.  Thus, to employ a mission statement Kenneth Burke makes in the 

introduction to his Grammar of Motives, for my reading of Lysenkoism, “what we want 

is not terms that avoid ambiguity, but terms that clearly reveal the strategic spots at 

which ambiguity necessarily arise” (xviii emphasis in the original).   

Chapter III lays the theoretical and methodological groundwork for my reading of 

Lysenkoism as a rhetorical act of constituting a new science.  Chapter III develops an 

analytical terminology based on Kenneth Burke’s dialectic of constitutions.  

Constitutions for Burke, including the U.S. Constitution, embody principles that govern 

all human affairs.  Some of these constitutional principles can be identified in 

Lysenkoism.  They include the tension between the freedom and necessity present in all 

constitutions and the agonistic nature of all constitutions.  Chapter III also draws on 

Burke to show that constitutions enact the rhetorical functions of identification and 

division.  I will claim that these functions were especially pronounced in Lysenkoism 

because of its tense ideological background.  Finally, Chapter III reviews the works of 

Robert Wess, Michael McGee, and Maurice Charland to establish a link between the 

Burkean constitutional dialectic and the ideology of the subject (also referred to as the 
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rhetoric of the subject or the rhetoric of the “people”).  I will claim that Lysenkoism as a 

constitutional act ideologically (or rhetorically) invented its audience. 

Chapter IV sets the context for the two speeches featured in this dissertation.  

These speeches were delivered by Trofim Lysenko at the 1936 and 1948 sessions of the 

Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences.  They inaugurated and solidified a 

split between classical genetics and Lysenko’s science called “Michurinist agrobiology.” 

Chapter IV will provide a narrative of the beginning of Lysenko’s scientific career to 

show how he came into conflict with Soviet geneticists, who dominated the Soviet 

biology and agriculture in the 1920s and 1930s.  Chapter IV will also overview the 

historical factors that served as the background for Lysenko’s conflict with the 

geneticists.  These factors include the situation of Soviet agriculture in the 1930s, the 

consequences of Stalin’s project of collectivization of peasants, the traditional gap 

between science and farming in the Soviet Union, and the Stalinist principle of the unity 

of theory and practice in Soviet biology and agriculture. 

Chapters V and VI do a close reading of Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in 

Genetics,” delivered at the 1936 session of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural 

Sciences.  Applying the terminology based on constitutional dialectic, rhetoric of the 

subject, and some other methods in rhetorical criticism, my reading shows that Lysenko’s 

1936 “Two Trends in Genetics” was a rhetorical act of constituting a new science, 

Michurinist agrobiology.  Lysenko achieved the desired constitutional effect by marking 

a sharp split and inaugurating an irreconcilable conflict between classical genetics and his 

28 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

new science.  His speech also invented its audience in such a way that all members of the 

audience had to participate in the conflict envisioned and intensified in “Two Trends.”  

Chapters VII and VIII provide the context for and do a close reading of Lysenko’s 

speech “On the Situation in Biological Science,” delivered also at the Academy of 

Agricultural Studies, but in 1948, twelve years after “Two Trends in Genetics.”  This 

reading engages the dialectical principle according to which the result of the constitutions 

cannot be guaranteed.  I show that although Lysenko’s constitution of 1948, as well as 

1936, was enacted with the purpose to eradicate Mendelianism in the Soviet Union, this 

constitution also, contrary to Lysenko’s intentions, provided terms on which the Soviet 

Mendelians could defend their science and attack Lysenkoism.   

Chapter IX summarizes the findings from my rhetorical reading of Lysenko’s two 

speeches, reiterates my argument, and reflects on the implication of my study for 

understanding Lysenkoism, science in general, and the properties of scientific language.   
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CHAPTER II  

LITERATURE REVIEW: CONTRADICTIONS IN LYSENKOISM 

The question underlying all studies of Lysenkoism is what determined its success.  

Why was Lysenkoism attractive to the Stalinist regime and the regime that followed after 

Stalin’s death?  The scope of this question may also be extended to, Why was (and may 

still be) Lysenkoism so appealing to many people, including scientists?  As with any 

complex historical phenomena, the answers developed in some works on Lysenkoism are 

routinely refuted in other works.  However, in this give-and-take, there emerge several 

common themes in terms of which the discussion of Lysenkoism is couched.  These 

themes are: the correspondence of Lysenkoism and classical genetics to Marxist-Leninist 

dialectical materialism, the fitting of Lysenkoism and genetics into the dominant ideology 

of Stalinist Russia, Stalin’s personal preference for one of these doctrines, and the 

practical achievements of the Lysenkoist and genetic doctrines.   

What follows is a review of various approaches to these themes in the literature 

on Lysenkoism.  This review is not intended to make us take a side in the Lysenkoism-

versus-genetics conflict.  Nor does this review seek to highlight some themes as more 

important than others in the discussion of this conflict.  Instead, the purpose of this 

review is to show that although there is a great wealth of literature on the history of 

Lysenkoism, with an inevitable emphasis on the conflict of Lysenkoism with genetics, 

this literature en masse is ridden with contradictions that prevent it from a conclusive 

answer to the question of why Lysenkoism defeated genetics in the Soviet Union and 

why—even after the fall of the Soviet Union—Lysenkoist tendencies may have endured 
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to the present.  The present rhetorical study of Lysenkoism does not presume to give such 

a conclusive answer, either.  However, in order to demonstrate Lysenkoism as a 

rhetorical act of constituting a new scientific-political entity, I need to identify various 

disagreements permeating the history of Lysenkoism.  This dissertation claims that 

constitutions rise out of ambiguities and contradictions.  Therefore, by bringing to light 

contradictions developed in individual works or resulting from juxtaposition of different 

works on Lysenkoism, this chapter lays the ground for my constitutional reading of 

Lysenkoism. 

The Relation of Lysenkoism to Dialectical Materialism 

Some commentators, especially earlier ones, those writing in the wake of 

Lysenko’s official victory over genetics in 1948,  explain the success of Lysenkoism by 

its neat conceptual alignment with the precepts of Marxist-Leninist dialectical 

materialism and, by contrast, the incompatibility of classical genetics with this doctrine.  

Thus, the French biologist Jacques Monod writes, 

What for me was the most revealing aspect of [this conflict] was the fact that the 
real debate did not concern experimental biology itself, but almost exclusively 
ideology or rather dogmatics.  The essential argument (ultimately the only one) 
tirelessly repeated by Lysenko and his supporters against classical genetics was its 
incompatibility with dialectical materialism.  This was the real debate, the heart of 
the problem, and on this terrain chosen by Lysenko but which they could not 
avoid, the Russian geneticists were clearly beaten from the start.  For it is 
perfectly true that the ultimate basis of classical genetics, the theory of the gene, 
invariant from generation to generation and even through hybridizations, is 
incompatible with the spirit and the letter of the dialectics of nature according to 
Engels.  So, moreover, is the purely selective theory of evolution, already 
formally denied by Engels himself.  It was easy, on the contrary, to show—and 
Lysenko tirelessly returned to this too—that Michurinist biology, by “proving” 
the inheritance of acquired characters and the influence of the environment on 
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material heredity, precisely paralleled materialist dialectics, glorified it with new 
and fabulous discoveries, and made way for a real biological “parousia” [i.e., the 
Second Coming]. (qtd. in Lecourt 100) 

In brief, Monod postulates that genetics is inherently inconsistent with dialectical 

materialism on the conceptual (i.e., scientific and philosophical) level, whereas 

Lysenkoism, or Michurinism as Lysenkoists preferred to refer to their science, is in 

perfect conceptual harmony with Marxism-Leninism. 

It should be stressed, and Monod acknowledges it, that the view according to 

which Mendelian genetics is sharply opposed to dialectical materialism was introduced 

and staunchly upheld primarily by Lysenko and his supporters.  Therefore, critics of 

Lysenkoism acknowledging this opposition adopt a favorite Lysenkoist argument.  These 

critics enter the debate on Lysenkoist grounds.  Thus, we see that Monod is in agreement 

with Lysenko in his vision of the correspondence of Lysenkoism with “the dialectics of 

nature according to Engels.”  Where he differs from Lysenko is his political evaluations 

of such a correspondence.  For Lysenko, alignment with dialectical materialism is a 

strong political advantage over the classical geneticists because dialectical materialism 

had been strongly supported as a philosophy of science by the Stalinist regime.  For 

Monod, such compatibility is not only an answer to the question of Lysenko’s success, 

but also a ground for condemning an attempt to bring a Marxist doctrine into science.  

According to the Dictionary of Marxist Thought, “Lysenkoism was successfully used as a 

stick with which to beat socialist and communist ideas about science and society, 

especially in the West” (329).  It seems that Monod uses Lysenkoism exactly in such a 

way—to emphasize the “mortal decay into which socialist thought has fallen in the 
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Soviet Union” (Monod qtd. in Lecourt 21).  Thus, the possibility of Monod’s political 

prejudice against dialectical materialism as a philosophy of science leaves the question of 

Lysenkoism’s conceptual correspondence to this doctrine open. 

To understand how Lysenkoism could be related to dialectical materialism, a brief 

overview of this doctrine and its application to science is in order here.  Dialectical 

materialism was conceived as a philosophy, or world outlook, based on Marxist thought.  

Its two basic assumptions are “an assumption of the independent and sole existence of 

matter-energy” and “an assumption of a continuing process in nature in accordance with 

dialectical laws” (Graham 7).  Dialectical laws, originating in Hegel’s work, assume that 

progress in society emerges in the space between competing modes of thought or social 

organization. Thus, dialectical materialism combines the materialism of the Scientific 

Revolution of the seventeenth century and Hegel’s idealist dialectics (Dictionary of 

Marxist Thought 142-3).  Dialectical materialism views itself as both a philosophy and a 

science.  It draws on Marx for a dialectics of society and on Engels for a dialectics of 

nature.  So it is “supported by the findings of the special sciences” and is “presented as 

scientific laws of a completely general kind, governing ‘nature, society, and thought’” 

(Dictionary of Marxist Thought 142).  As such, it purports to present “a body of theory 

taken to be true of concrete reality as a whole” (142).   

In Soviet Russia, from its appearance in 1917 to Stalin’s death in 1953, dialectical 

materialism underwent an evolution from a philosophy and a theory of revolutionary 

action to a congealed state of dogma to be uncritically counted with and referred to by all 

citizens of the Soviet Union.  Lenin revised Marxist political theory to apply it to the 
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study of the socio-economic situation in tsarist Russia and the discovery of possibilities 

of a proletarian revolution there.  Thus dialectical materialism served as a theoretical 

underpinning for the Bolshevik revolution in Russia.  Yet coming to power, Lenin did not 

impose his interpretation of Marx’s and Engel’s theories as a mandatory philosophical 

platform for various cultural activities, including science.  In Stalin’s time, however, 

dialectical materialism became a tool for the ideological rationalizing of the dominant 

regime’s actions, purportedly taken in the name of social progress.  In sharp contrast to 

the critical spirit of Marx’s thought, Stalinist dialectical materialism was not to be 

examined critically, but accepted as the only true world view.  According to the 

Dictionary of Marxist Thought, “[R]oughly from the end of the 1920s [in the Soviet 

Union] … the Marxist world view became a straitjacket in which not only all citizens, but 

science and art, were confined” (349).  Thus, Soviet scientists from the early 1930s on 

had to explain and justify their sciences in Marxist terms.  In such conditions, a science’s 

correspondence to dialectical materialism became a political rather than philosophical or 

scientific question. 

In light of these considerations, Monod’s vision of a conceptual compatibility of 

Lysenkoism with dialectical materialism and a conceptual incompatibility of Mendelian 

genetics with dialectical materialism may be qualified by a strong sense that the 

Lysenkoists, as well as the geneticists, could use Marxist terms rhetorically in order to 

gain advantage in their struggle with each other.  That Monod accepts Lysenko’s vision 

shows either that Lysenko’s rhetoric is effective or that Monod himself uses an 

association of Lysenkoism with Marxism for a rhetorical purpose, namely for discrediting 
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dialectical materialism as a philosophy of science.  In contrast to views similar to 

Monod’s, other works on Lysenkoism, such as those by Medvedev, Joravsky, Graham, 

and Lecourt, disengage Lysenkoism from Marx and Engels’s doctrine.  The conclusion of 

these authors can be put in Loren Graham’s words: “[T]he controversy best known 

outside the Soviet Union—the debate over genetics—is the least relevant to dialectical 

materialism in a philosophical sense” (6). 

To reinforce the sense that Marx’s and Engels’s theories served a rhetorical 

purpose in Lysenkoism, we need to note that Lysenko did not employ the terms of 

dialectical materialism at the beginning of his confrontation with the geneticists.  Indeed, 

we will not see many such terms in his 1936 speech “Two Trends in Genetics.”  

However, Lysenko structures his 1948 speech “On the Situation in Biological Science” 

around the distinction between classical genetics as “metaphysical” and “idealist” (i.e., 

contradicting the precepts of Marxism) and Michurinist agrobiology as materialist.  This 

delay in the Lysenkoists’ elaboration of an organic link between their science and 

dialectical materialism suggests that their primary goal in invoking this doctrine for 

distinguishing themselves from classical genetics was rhetorical.  So Monod’s contention 

that Lysenkoism is inherently (i.e., scientifically) compatible with dialectical materialism 

is questionable; instead, we might argue that Lysenkoism and Stalin’s interpretation of 

Marxism shared a marriage of rhetorical convenience. 

Equally questionable is Monod’s vision of classical genetics as inherently 

incompatible with Engels’s dialectic of nature.  Indeed, Engels accepted the validity of 

the inheritance of acquired characteristics, the theory that contradicts classical genetics’ 
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assumptions.  However, Engels’s acceptance of the inheritance of acquired characteristics 

could hardly serve as an argument for classical genetics’ inherent incompatibility with his 

dialectics.  Zhores Medvedev reminds us, “It must … be taken into account that Engels’s 

work belongs to a period before genetics as a science of heredity existed, and before 

Lamarckism was experimentally disproved” (8).  Thus, Engels could accept Lamarckism 

because he had not known about classical genetics, and not because he thought it was 

incompatible with his dialectics of nature. 

In contrast, the generation of Marxists that followed Engels, including Georgi 

Plekhanov, who invented the term “dialectical materialism,” welcomed the advent of 

Mendelian genetics.  David Joravsky writes, “Kautsky and Plekhanov were pleased to 

note that De Vries attributed evolution to mutations, which went to show that nature does 

proceed by leaps, reinforcing the orthodox Marxist insistence on revolution as the natural 

way to improve society” (230).  Thus, these Marxists did not find classical genetics 

conceptually or philosophically incompatible with Marxism.  Moreover, they found an 

ideological ally in Mendelian genetics, which presented natural order in a way that, if 

transposed on social order, confirmed the benefits of revolutionary change in society. 

Furthermore, Soviet geneticists of the 1920s and 1930s did not have trouble 

fitting their science into Marxist thought.  According to Joravsky, “[I]n 1930, Agol, 

Serebrovskii, Levit, and Prezent—three Marxist geneticists and one philosopher—

appeared at a major conference of zoologists to argue that Lamarckist teleology 

conflicted with the Marxist outlook, while dialectical materialism was implicit in 

Mendelian genetics” (234).  We should remember that this debate took place when 
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Stalin’s dialectical materialism was becoming a state ideology with a mandatory 

application in all spheres of Soviet life.  Although Agol, Serebrovskii, and Levit were 

convinced Marxists and members of the Communist Party, they could bring to the debate 

a political rather than philosophical agenda.  Like Lysenko after them, they could use 

dialectical materialism as an ideological backing for their science.  As for philosopher 

Isaak Prezent, his participation in the debate on the side of classical genetics is ironic.  

Soon after the debate, he would join forces with Lysenko, helping him articulate the 

ideological superiority of Lysenkoism (with its Lamarckian bend) over classical genetics 

and eventually postulating Mendelian genetics’ incompatibility with Marxism.  Prezent’s 

switching camps reinforces the argument that in the Soviet Union, dialectical materialism 

was read into various sciences primarily for political reasons.  Thus, at issue in the 

philosophical debates of the 1930s was not only, and maybe not so much, a science’s 

conceptual link to dialectical materialism, but the political appropriateness of arguing this 

link.  As we can see, at the beginning of the 1930s, it was politically acceptable to argue a 

conceptual correspondence of classical genetics with Marxism. 

To sum up: Lysenkoism is known in the West mostly by its argument of 

Mendelian genetics’ inherent (i.e., scientific) incompatibility with dialectical materialism.  

Many commentators in the West accepted this argument uncritically, maintaining, like 

Jacques Monod, that on the ground of dialectical materialism, “the Russian geneticists 

were clearly beaten [by the Lysenkoists] from the start” (qtd. in Lecourt 100).  However, 

other studies of Lysenkoism show that the Lysenkoists could use terms of Marxist theory 

for political purposes.  Moreover, the Soviet geneticists used dialectical materialism in 
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the same rhetorical manner as the Lysenkoists for a mandatory rationalization of their 

science by the state ideology based on Stalin’s interpretation of Marxism.  Thus, the 

question of Lysenkoism’s or Mendelianism’s compatibility with dialectical materialism is 

rhetorical and political rather than conceptual or factual. 

The Relation of Lysenkoism to Stalinist Ideology 

Authors of more extensive works on Lysenkoism, especially Medvedev, Joravsky, 

Graham, and Lecourt, explain Lysenkoism’s endurance and its temporary, but spectacular 

triumph over sound science by Lysenkoism’s relation to Stalinist ideology.  We have 

seen above that dialectical materialism, proclaimed as the dominant philosophical 

platform underlying all spheres of Soviet life, underwent a change from a social and 

natural philosophy open to revision in light of new empirical circumstances to an 

instrument for ideological rationalization of the dominant regime’s actions.  This latter 

stage is primarily associated with Stalinism and, in milder forms, the regimes coming 

after Stalin.  Therefore, many commentators of Lysenkoism distinguish dialectical 

materialism from Stalinist ideology and use the latter for explaining Lysenkoism’s 

ideological superiority over classical genetics.  Some of these commentators, like 

Medvedev, Graham, Lecourt, and Levins and Lewontin, subscribe to Marxism, and their 

mission in disassociating Lysenkoism from dialectical materialism is to exonerate 

Marxism as a viable philosophy of science.  They strive to dispel the well ingrained view 

according to which Lysenkoism is a “pseudo-scientific outgrowth of an intrinsically 

corrupt [Marxist] philosophy” (Lecourt 55).  However, Non-Marxist scholars of 
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Lysenkoism, like David Joravsky, likewise tend to distinguish between dialectical 

materialism and Stalinist ideology and associate Lysenkoism with the latter.  So the 

association of Lysenkoism with Stalinism goes beyond a political motive of exonerating 

Marxism in the eyes of modern scientists.  In what follows, I will overview arguments for 

relating Lysenkoism with Stalinist ideology and arguments showing that such a relation is 

insufficient for explaining Lysenkoism. 

Correspondence of Lysenkoism with Stalinist Political Realism 

David Joravsky describes the dominant ideology of Stalin’s regime as political 

“realism” (9).  Political “realism” prescribes that “[o]ne must seek out statements that 

would gain the support of important people” (7).  This rule equates “what is politically 

useful and what is genuinely right, without distinction between the factual and moral 

meaning of ‘right’” (8).  Thus, in Joravsky’s view, Stalinist ideology promoted deference 

to the political authorities whose acts, or practice, determined the validity of any 

knowledge. 

Hannah Arendt arrives at a similar conclusion in her seminal The Origins of 

Totalitarianism.  She contends that totalitarian leaders substitute a fictitious world for the 

world of actual reality.  According to Arendt, the fictitious world in totalitarian regimes is 

built on statements the proof for which consists in the elite’s acting according to these 

statements.  For example, the political elites in Stalin’s Soviet Union “know that when 

they are told that only Moscow has a subway, the real meaning of the statement is that all 

subways should be destroyed, and are not unduly surprised when they discover the 

subway in Paris” (386).  Thus, Arendt’s vision of totalitarian reality being acted out 

39 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

according to the prescriptions of the totalitarian leader is similar to Joravsky’s political 

realism. 

The principles of Stalinist political realism, according to Joravsky, went outside 

the political realm and entered Soviet philosophy and science.  It is in the light of 

political realism that Joravsky interprets Stalin’s call for the primacy of practice over 

theory.  Joravsky writes, 

[Stalin’s pronouncement of] the lagging of “theory” behind “practice” … was 
soon taken up by young militants on the philosophical front.  They insisted that 
philosophy and all other parts of “theory” must be refashioned in order to be of 
immediate service to the chiefs of revolutionary “practice.”  Henceforth the 
central principle of philosophy was to be partiinost’, partyness, which was now 
interpreted with an authoritarian anti-intellectual narrowness that made the older 
Marxists gasp and splutter.  They had understood partiinost’ to include a 
sociological proposition (philosophical views are determined by class interests) 
and a moral injunction (the philosopher should discover and support views that 
correspond to the interests of the lower classes).  Stalin’s young men now added 
two corollaries: the Central Committee of the Soviet [Communist] Party is the 
unanswerable judge of class interest and of philosophical views; and the 
philosopher’s chief duty is to work for the Central Committee.  (234) 

In other words, just as the political action was evaluated according to the 

prescriptions of totalitarian leaders, philosophical and theoretical truths were likewise to 

be adjusted to and to justify the actions (practice) of the dominant regime.  Joravsky 

writes, “After 1929, the ideology actually at work in the minds of the chiefs is to be 

found much more in their intuitive judgments of practical matters than in the largely 

irrelevant texts of theoretical ideology” (9).  Such a vision effectively denies theory any 

significant role in Stalinist ideology. 

We can identify several factors in the case of Lysenkoism that would make it 

suitable to the ideology of political realism and thus give Lysenkoism an advantage over 
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classical genetics.  One such factor is Lysenko and his followers’ unabashed recourse to 

argument from political and ideological authority in scientific debates.  Although 

invoking Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin in all kinds of discussion was quite common in 

the 1930s and 1940s (and the tradition survived until the breakup of the Soviet Union), 

the Lysenkoists referred to these authorities more frequently and more conspicuously 

than their opponents among the geneticists.  The Lysenkoists would always underscore 

the correspondence of their doctrine with the current political situation.  Lysenko’s 

readiness to align his doctrine with the views of the political authorities is vividly 

illustrated by the fact that he submitted his 1948 speech “On the Situation in Biological 

Science” for Stalin’s personal editing (Rossianov).  Thus, Lysenkoism satisfied the 

principles of political realism according to which the dominant political regime is the 

unanswerable judge of all questions, including scientific ones. 

Another practice that made Lysenkoism resonate with the ideology of political 

realism was argument from practice.  The Lysenkoists made it their pet notion that their 

science was practice-oriented and as the result useful to Soviet agriculture; whereas, 

genetics, according to Lysenko, was a useless theory, “a game for gentlemen of leisure” 

(Joravsky 102-3).  Thus, in Lysenkoist argument, while geneticists entertained 

themselves experimenting with Drosophila, Michurinist agrobiologists (i.e., Lysenkoists) 

tirelessly worked on increasing crops.  Yet the Lysenkoist argument from practice also 

worked on a deeper level, which ideologically related it to Stalinist political realism.  For 

Stalinist political realism, proof for leaders’ statements consisted in the political elites’ 

acting according to these statements.  Similarly, proof for Lysenko’s scientific statements 
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consisted not so much in testing these statements according to rigorous scientific method 

(the validity of Lysenko’s experiments was routinely questioned because they could not 

be replicated).  Instead, Lysenko argued the validity of his statements from the fact that 

his techniques were applied to practical agriculture on a mass scale.  For example, in 

response to geneticists’ skepticism about his technique of forced intravarietal crossing in 

self-pollinating plants, Lysenko retorts that in 1936 he had organized “mass testing 

experiments on approximately two thousand collective farms in different parts of the 

U.S.S.R.” (“Two Trends” 170).  To further prove the usefulness of the crossing technique 

and therefore the truth of his statement about intravarietal crossing, Lysenko adduces 

“10,000 collective farmers [who] had excellently mastered the technique of crossing” 

(“Two Trends” 172).  For the future, if the technique continues showing good results, 

Lysenko calls for “500,000 pairs [of scissors] … and 500,000 collective farmers for the 

work of intravarietal crossing” (174).  Thus, in response to geneticists’ doubts and their 

citing experiments that failed to confirm Lysenko’s claims about usefulness of 

intravarietal crossing, Lysenko cites incrementally increasing numbers to stun his 

audience with the scale of the actual application of his technique.  It is as if Lysenko were 

saying, “If so many people and resources are already involved in applying my technique, 

how can you possibly doubt the scientific validity of my statements?”  This kind of 

argument clearly manifests the workings of political realism: proof for Lysenko’s 

statements comes from acting according to these statements, i.e., applying them to 

practice.  Thus, theory in Lysenko’s argument indeed becomes subjugated to practice, 

harmonizing Lysenkoism with Stalin’s call for the primacy of practice over theory. 
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Correspondence of Lysenkoism with Stalinist Evolutionism and Technicism 

Dominique Lecourt, like Joravsky, sees a link between Stalinist ideology and 

Lysenkoism.  However, scrutinizing this link, Lecourt focuses not on Stalinist political 

realism, but on Stalinist evolutionism and technicism.   

Evolutionism and technicism, in Lecourt’s view, are two categories underlying 

Stalin’s interpretation of dialectical materialism.  Stalin writes, 

The dialectical method … holds that the process of development should be 
understood not as a movement in a circle, not as a simple repetition of what has 
already occurred, but as an onward and upward movement, as a transition from an 
old qualitative state to a new qualitative state, as a development from the simple 
to the complex, from the lower to the higher.  (qtd. in Lecourt 107) 

Thus, Stalin postulates a purposeful, teleological development (“an onward and 

upward movement”) inherent in all natural, social, and intellectual processes.  This 

postulation, in Lecourt’s view, is evidence of the evolutionism of Stalinist ideology. 

Lecourt’s vision of Stalinist evolutionism, that is postulation of a teleological 

development underlying all processes, resonates with Hannah Arendt’s analysis of 

totalitarianism.  Arendt believes that totalitarianism can only exist in the state of constant 

movement because it is only in movement that the fictitious world created by totalitarian 

leaders, stays whole.  Arendt writes, “Without the force of the movement, its 

[totalitarianism’s] members cease at once to believe in the dogma for which yesterday 

they still were ready to sacrifice their lives” (The Origins 363).  In keeping with the view 

that totalitarianism is only viable in motion, Arendt prefers the term totalitarian 

movement to totalitarian state in her treatment of Stalinism and Nazism.  Arendt further 

asserts that the viability of a totalitarian movement depends on the presumption of the 

43 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

immanence of certain ends: “One should remember that only a building has a structure, 

but that a movement … can only have a direction” (The Origins 398).  The directionality 

of a totalitarian movement discerned by Arendt makes her vision consonant with 

Lecourt’s argument for Stalinist evolutionism. 

Lysenko, according to Lecourt, provided a scientific confirmation for totalitarian 

evolutionism through his interpretation of Darwinism.  Lysenko saw two directions in 

Darwinism.  One, progressive and materialist, is Darwin’s notion of natural and artificial 

selection.  The other, erroneous and reactionary, is Darwin’s notion of struggle for 

existence.  This latter erroneous notion, according to Lysenko, was the result of Darwin’s 

transposition of the dominant bourgeois ideology onto biological processes (Lysenko 

“Situation” 11-2).  Lecourt maintains that Lysenko’s rejection of the Darwinian struggle 

for existence confers on Lysenkoism a “finalist” or teleological conception of natural 

evolution.  Lecourt points out that the revolutionary element of Darwin’s theory, what 

distinguished Darwin from his predecessors, who had also developed evolutionary 

theories, was in eliminating any predetermination from natural development.  To achieve 

this new vision of evolution, Darwin needed to combine the concepts of adaptation and 

struggle (Lecourt 93).  Therefore, Lecourt argues, “what constitutes the non-finalism of 

Darwin’s theory is its coupling of the notion of adaptation to that of struggle: its thinking 

adaptation as a process in struggle” (93).   

In order to grasp the relation between Darwinian struggle for existence and a non-

teleological vision of natural evolution, let us turn to Darwin himself.  In The Origin of 

Species, he writes, “I use the term Struggle for Existence in a large and metaphorical 
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sense, including dependence of one being on another, and including (which is more 

important) not only the life of the individual, but success in leaving progeny” (116).  

Thus, by struggle for existence, Darwin does not mean that organisms engage in physical 

strife, involving deliberate actions for destruction of competitors.  Rather, struggle for 

existence means that organisms are constantly participating (actively and passively) in a 

natural equilibrium, which, if favorable for an individual organism, allows for this 

individual’s survival.  However, such a vision of interdependence among various 

organisms and between organisms and physical conditions does not distinguish Darwin 

from his predecessors who saw a preordained order and a plan of nature behind the 

natural equilibrium.  What distinguishes Darwin is precisely his rejection of any such 

preordained order or natural plan.  The second, and more important for Darwinian 

thought, principle that struggle for existence encompasses is that a successful organism 

not only survives, but also leaves progeny.  Moreover, “many more individuals are born 

than can possibly survive” (Darwin 130).  Since organisms can reproduce practically 

indefinitely, adaptation occurs primarily when some individuals with favorable 

characteristics fit the given natural equilibrium, survive, and leave progeny; whereas the 

rest of the individuals die out.  Evolution by natural selection, thus, works on the material 

provided by the abundance of life, and there is nothing preordained in this process.  Some 

individuals in an indefinite number of other individuals just happen to have favorable 

characteristics that fit these individuals into the environment that happens to be present 

when these individuals are born (I am borrowing these ideas from Thomas Hunt 

Morgan’s Evolution and Genetics 137-154).  Thus, it is Darwin’s concept of struggle for 
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existence, with its notion of an indefinite number of organisms being born, but only few 

of them surviving, that helps Darwin introduce chance and unpredictability in 

evolutionary studies and to reject any notions of finalism or teleology from the natural 

order. 

Therefore, according to Lecourt, Lysenko’s rejection of the Darwinian struggle 

for existence returned evolutionary biology to its pre-Darwinian teleological or finalist 

stage.  Indeed, Lysenko postulated a direct adaptation of organisms to the environment 

through the inheritance of acquired characteristics, thus allowing for a great and tangible 

possibility of improving cultivated varieties.  Classical geneticists, on the other hand, saw 

natural selection acting on chance mutations of genes that may or may not lead to 

improvement.  It is obvious that Lysenko’s theory promised quicker and more spectacular 

results in agriculture.  But what is more, Lysenko’s allowance for a more direct and 

purposeful human influence in plants brought his doctrine in harmony with Stalin’s 

evolutionist or purposive vision of historical development.  It is in this way that Lecourt 

envisions Lysenkoism’s correspondence with Stalinist ideology. 

In addition to giving support to Stalin’s evolutionist teleology, Lysenkoism, 

according to Lecourt, is also consonant with Stalin’s technicism.  Lecourt shows that 

technicism logically follows from the evolutionist movement (“movement onward and 

upward”) that, according to Stalin, underlies all processes.  For Stalin, the driving force 

of this teleological movement is “not in ‘men’s ideas,’ in their ‘consciousness’ or in their 

‘theories,’ nor in the ‘environment’ … The determining force is ‘the method of procuring 

the means of life necessary for human existence, the mode of production of material 
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values’” (Lecourt 109).  Seeing method as the driving force of the directed movement of 

Soviet society means capitalizing technical progress, “the development and improvement 

of the instruments of production” (Stalin qtd. in Lecourt 111 emphasis in the original).  In 

harmony with this precept, Lysenko’s doctrine set no limits to man’s capacity to direct 

the development of plants.  Lysenkoism, thus, offered an all-powerful technology to 

facilitate the teleological movement postulated by Stalin. 

Thus, according to Lecourt, evolutionism and technicism (the two categories 

underlying Stalinist ideology) found a scientific confirmation in Lysenko’s theory of 

heredity, ensuring the success of Lysenkoism in Soviet biology. 

Contradictions to Lysenkoism’s Dependence on Stalinist Ideology 

The above review of Joravsky’s and Lecourt’s arguments has determined that 

Lysenkoism could be motivated by Stalinist ideology, whose aspects are political 

“realism,” evolutionism, and technicism.  Could this relation between Lysenkoist 

doctrine and Stalinist ideology be opposed on any grounds?  Or, to put it in Kenneth 

Burke’s terms, could there be positions that serve as embarrassments to this relation?  

One such embarrassment could be identified if we stress the word Stalinist in 

Stalinist ideology.  Lysenkoism survived Stalinism by more than ten years.  After Stalin’s 

death in 1953 and especially after Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s errors and 

brutalities at the XX Party Congress in 1956, scientists mounted a vigorous attack against 

Lysenkoism.  However, Lysenko found favor with Khrushchev, just as he had been able 

to find favor with Stalin.  Some historians might explain it by the fact that despite his 

liberating policies, Khrushchev was still a Stalinist at heart.  It was obvious in the fact 
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that having done away with Stalin’s cult of personality, Khrushchev, consciously or 

otherwise, eventually encouraged the creation of his own cult of personality.  Stalinism, 

thus, or rather the ideology that nourished it, survived Stalin, presumably giving 

Lysenkoism the strength to resist violent attacks on the part of geneticists and scientists 

supporting them.  

Moreover, Lysenkoism seems to have survived Lysenko himself.  In 1964, with 

the deposition of Khrushchev, scientists finally received the official approval to 

investigate Lysenkoists’ achievements, publish the results of this investigation, and 

denounce Lysenko for fraud and for dictatorial practices that hampered the development 

of Soviet science.  Lysenko lost his high administrative positions, although he did not 

lose the title of Academician, i.e., member of the Soviet Academy of Sciences.  

Adherents of Lysenkoist theories would still be published after 1964, but they would be 

marginalized and looked on as representatives of an outdated, eccentric science.  The 

political leaders would eventually suppress open and systematic criticism of Lysenkoism, 

so the scope of its material and intellectual effect had not become widely known in the 

Soviet Union until quite recently.  Soviet genetics, however, was restored in its rights that 

it had lost in 1948, when Lysenkoists achieved an official ban on all genetic research in 

the Soviet Union.  “Thus,” writes geneticist Valery Soyfer, “Lysenko personally and his 

‘theories’ were disgraced” (292).  However, this disgrace did not mean the end of 

Lysenkoist tendencies in Soviet science.  Soyfer argues, “Lysenkoists were still legion in 

the academies, institutions, and ministries” (292).  Soyfer sees the reason for such 

persistence of Lysenkoism in the fact that during its dominance of Soviet biology, several 
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generations of biology students were taught Lysenkoist theories and were kept in the dark 

of any developments in genetics.  Another reason for the longevity of Lysenkoism, 

according to Soyfer, was that Lysenko intuitively surrounded himself with people who, 

independent of their attitude to the moral side of Lysenko, genuinely believed that he was 

a scientific genius who had fallen victim to political intrigues and who would yet come to 

be recognized as a great scientist (302).  Soyfer argues that Lysenkoism not only survived 

Stalin and Lysenko (Lysenko died in 1976), but was still alive and well at the time when 

Soyfer’s Lysenko and the Tragedy of Soviet Science was published in 1994.  Soyfer 

writes, “Lysenkoism remains deeply entrenched in Russian science, despite perestroika 

and glasnost and the end of the USSR” (xxiv).   

Soviet geneticist S. M. Gershenson, who participated in the genetics-versus-

Lysenkoism conflict and suffered repressions for his loyalty to the precepts of Mendelian 

genetics, shares Soyfer’s opinion.  In his 1990 article for The Quarterly Review of 

Biology, Gershenson expresses his alarm at the revival of Lysenkoist ideas in Soviet 

science and especially in applied.  He writes, 

I assume full responsibility for stating that many of these workers in applied fields 
[teachers, veterinarians, and agronomists] have very dim ideas about the nature of 
modern genetics and molecular biology.  Many of them, indeed, have considered 
Lysenko’s doctrine to be true and useful.  One can hardly blame any of these 
persons, for they were taught by professors and teachers in Lysenko’s time.  (455) 

Gershenson further cites two recent publications in which Lysenkoist ideas were 

rehabilitated and praised.  Gershenson expressed his concern about the state of Soviet 

biological sciences and the fields where they were applied in 1990, right before the 
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breakup of the Soviet Union. However, it is reasonable to assume that this situation has 

not improved in the post-Soviet period, either. 

Thus, although it is correct to relate Lysenkoism to Stalinist ideology, it may also 

be said that Lysenkoism transcended this ideology and survived till today.  Alternatively, 

we could say that the beliefs and relations that underlay Stalinist ideology and nourished 

Lysenkoism were (and may still be) deeper and more viable than the dominant ideology 

of Stalin’s regime.   

Stalin’s Personal Support of Lysenko 

Another common theme developed in literature on Lysenko is Stalin’s personal 

preference for Lysenkoism.  For example, the title of one of the chapters in David 

Joravsky’s The Lysenko Affair is “Raising Stalin’s Hand,” which underscores the 

importance of Stalin’s personal involvement in the genetics case.  It is common 

knowledge that in a totalitarian state, the political leader has an enormous power.  

Therefore, Stalin’s personal support of Lysenkoism would seem to explain Lysenkoism’s 

success in its struggle with classical genetics.  Yet the fact that Lysenkoist ideas may still 

be considered valid and valuable today belies the contention according to which 

Lysenkoism was the product of Stalin’s whim.  Or rather, this contention begs 

qualification. 

It is correct, in some respect, to assert that Lysenkoism’s success was conditioned 

by Joseph Stalin’s personal preference for, and support of, it.  Indeed, hearing Lysenko’s 

speech calling for uncovering enemies of the people on the scientific front, Stalin 
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exclaimed, “Bravo, comrade Lysenko, bravo!” (Medvedev 17).  Lysenko was also 

showered with state awards, ecstatic praise in the press, and other signs of recognition 

impossible without the highest approval of Stalin himself.  Finally, Stalin played an 

instrumental role in the August 1948 Session of the Lenin All-Union Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences.  Not only did Stalin inaugurate the official smashing of classical 

genetics at this historic session, but he also personally edited Lysenko’s keynote report 

with which the session was opened (see Rossianov).  All these facts would lead some 

commentators to conclude that Stalin preferred Lysenkoism over genetics.  Valery 

Soyfer’s contention is illustrative: “Lysenkoism not only suited Stalin’s interests but was 

in full accord with his views.  The two men shared the same pattern of thought” (202). 

Yet, as most scholars of Lysenkoism note, Stalin’s support of Lysenkoism was 

not always unequivocal.  Though sympathetic to Lysenko’s ideas, Stalin did not sanction 

the complete annihilation of Soviet genetics until 1948, whereas the beginning of the 

struggle between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists is generally dated as early as 1935.  

Stalin fully supported Lysenko in 1948, but already in 1952, the Botanical Journal 

published articles critical of Lysenko’s ideas.  Comments Soyfer, 

The fact that articles critical of Lysenko appeared in print was immensely 
significant.  Appearing while Stalin was still alive, they were widely interpreted 
as a Kremlin-sanctioned offensive against Lysenko.  Rumors spread among 
biologists that Stalin, in conversation with some of his retinue, was supposed to 
have said, in the curt verdict that bespoke the greatest danger to its object, 
“Apparently Comrade Lysenko is getting a swelled head.  We ought to set him 
right!” (226) 

Obviously, if we regard Lysenko’s success as a result of Stalin’s whim, we should 

also admit that Lysenko could have become a victim of this whim.  Historians of 
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Stalinism underscore the fact that Stalin’s favorites were in the greatest danger of being 

arrested and killed (see, for example, Edvard Radzinsky’s biography of Stalin).  In light 

of such tendencies, it is a mystery that Lysenko survived Stalinist purges.   

Soyfer, painting a psychological portrait of Lysenko, argues that Lysenko’s 

strength of personality could compete with Stalin’s suspiciousness and cunning.  Soyfer 

argues that although a mediocrity in scientific questions, Lysenko was highly talented in 

the art of leading an ideological fight and of surviving in the midst of Stalinist terror, 

unerringly divining the bosses’ wishes and anxieties.  Thus, in Soyfer’s presentation, 

Lysenko was the product not so much of Stalin’s whim, but of the dominant ideology.  

Moreover, Lysenko knew how to use this ideology for his interests.  Soyfer writes, 

It would be … unjustifiable … to blame all the horrors of the Soviet system on 
Stalin, and especially naïve to hold him guilty of everything in the case of 
Lysenko.  Lysenko came to the fore thanks to his considerable natural abilities.  
He fought for a position atop the pyramid of power and won it not by chance or 
by a whim of Stalin’s but by his skill in waging the kind of battle that was 
necessary … He outfoxed even Stalin and was able to pull the wool over his eyes 
even when other Party leaders already had seen through Lysenko.  Thanks to his 
courtier’s intuition and his shrewdness, thanks to his ability to divine Stalin’s 
secret designs, he always struck the right chord with “the great helmsman,” never 
arousing his irritation.  (300-1) 

Thus, according to Soyfer’s presentation of a would-be contest of shrewdness 

between Stalin and Lysenko, Lysenko managed to win and survive. 

All said, it is obvious that although Stalin’s personal support played an important 

role in Lysenkoism’s rise to power, the success of Lysenkoism can hardly be attributed to 

Stalin’s involvement only.  To an outside observer, Stalin’s personal support could 

appear unpredictable.  So if the Lysenkoists depended only on Stalin’s favor, their 

success one day could always turn into failure the next.  David Joravsky writes, 
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If the Stalinist system was literally one-man rule, he was a mighty fickle man.  
Consider the campaign for scientific agriculture.  The government gave much 
more support to genuine scientists than to cranks [i.e., the Lysenkoists] until 1935, 
when it abruptly subordinated science and the scientists to the cranks.  For the 
next thirteen years scientists in the afflicted fields dragged out a wretched 
existence, until the government suddenly denied them any right of existence.  
Less than four years later, in 1952, the government changed once again: scientists 
were allowed public opposition to pseudo-science.  (63) 

We do not necessarily have to ascribe this fickleness in deciding the 

administration of science to Stalin’s personality only, but the fact is that Lysenko did not 

always receive the authorities’ unconditional support.  Indeed, once Lysenko gained the 

highest dictatorial power in Soviet biology in 1948, to a great extent due to Stalin’s 

personal support, Lysenko’s throne began to shake when his theories were openly 

criticized in the Botanical Journal in 1952 while Stalin was still alive.   

In Joravsky’s opinion, such a tortuous path of Stalin’s actions gives away an 

attempt to correct possible errors.  Although not admitting his mistakes (either silencing 

them or blaming them on scapegoats), Stalin could drastically change his decisions to 

rectify the disastrous situations that these decisions had led to.  So, seeing the paralysis of 

thought in philosophy and science, resulting from putting them on “Marxist-Leninist” 

rails, i.e., requiring from scientists an unconditional obedience to party-loyal bosses, 

Stalin declared a policy of openness and criticism to encourage development.  Joravsky 

comments, “One can … appreciate the shock of amazement in the summer of 1950 when 

Stalin published a denunciation of despotism in science” (150).  Though indeed, this 

story strengthens the view that many things in the Soviet Union did depend on Stalin’s 

personal decision, it also shows that Lysenko’s career could not be said to depend only on 

the dictator’s fickle disposition.  In fact, Stalin’s call for repealing dictatorial regimes in 
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sciences gave a “big push toward freedom of scientific thought” (Joravsky 250) and 

signaled the beginning of the crumbling of Lysenko’s empire in Soviet biology. 

Further Problematizing the Sources of Lysenkoism’s Success 

The view according to which Lysenko’s success can be found in the relation of 

Lysenkoism with dialectical materialism, Stalinist ideology, or Stalin’s whim can be 

further problematized if we look at the broader picture of the relationship between the 

Stalinist regime and scientists.   

In his “Rituals of Stalinist Culture at Work” (1998), Alexei Kojevnikov reminds 

us that Lysenkoism in biology was not the only attempt to create a Marxist-Leninist non-

Western science in the Soviet Union.  In fact, around 1948 when Lysenko won his major 

victory over Mendelian genetics, ideological struggles, according to Kojevnikov, 

unfolded in four more disciplines: philosophy, linguistics, physiology, and political 

economy.  The ideologically loyal representatives in these disciplines called for radical 

changes after the victorious example of Michurinism (Lysenkoism) in biology.  

Kojevnikov notes that Stalin’s participation in all of these cases gave them the status of 

major political events (26).  Yet, the results of the struggles in the five cases were, as 

Kojevnikov shows, widely varied.  Here is a synopsis of Kojevnikov’s presentation of 

these conflicts: 

Philosophers met in June 1947 to criticize a book by Georgii Aleksandrov, a high 
party official who, although demoted, was later appointed to direct the work of his 
critics.  The August 1948 Session … led to the banning of international genetics 
in favor of an idiosyncratic and specifically Soviet version.  The linguistic 
controversy presents quite a contrast.  In June 1950, after a series of polemical 
publications in Pravda, the candidate for Lysenkoism in linguistics—
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revolutionary and anti-Western Nikolai Marr’s ‘new doctrine of language’—was 
silenced in favor of a very traditional and internationally accepted comparative 
approach.  Conceptual disagreements in physiology were not so pronounced 
when, in July 1950, representatives of this field gathered at the joined session of 
the Academies of Sciences and of Medical Sciences.  Nevertheless, the disciples 
of Ivan Pavlov fought a serious battle over which of them followed the orthodoxy 
of their deceased teacher more closely and should therefore direct his 
physiological institutes.  Finally, in November 1951 a closed panel of economists 
and politicians at the party’s Central Committee (TsK) discussed the project of a 
new textbook on political economy.  This meeting apparently did not end up with 
any resolution, but it provided the pretext and inspiration for Stalin to write his 
last major theoretical opus, Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR.  (26-7) 

The varied outcomes of these cases challenge the view according to which it was 

enough to prove oneself to be “more Marxist” or “more Soviet” (i.e., “more anti-

Western”) than one’s scientific adversary to gain the upper hand in a scientific discipline.   

Practical or Economic Value of Lysenkoism 

Finally, it is necessary to consider how scholars of Lysenkoism present the 

economic value of Lysenkoist doctrines applied in practical agriculture.  Lysenko initially 

came to prominence not as a scientist, but as an agronomist, a practitioner (praktik, in 

Russian), capable of finding solutions to concrete practical problems.  Hence, in his 

struggle for dominance in agriculture and biology, Lysenko would invariably draw on the 

category of practical utility, opposing his “practical” science to “formal” and 

“metaphysical” Mendelian genetics.  It should be noted that the category of practice 

would undergo a transformation in Lysenkoist discourse from a marker of economic 

value to a philosophical, or rather ideological, category that determined the validity of 

theory.  This latter use of practice was obviously adopted from Stalin’s call for rectifying 

“theory’s” lagging behind “practice.” As was shown above, Stalin’s placing practice over 
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theory could be considered as an ideological-political move inaugurating the bosses’ 

actions as an indisputable measure of absolute truth.   

However, Stalin’s cry for more emphasis on practice also reflected a real need to 

boost agricultural production.  The newly founded kolkhozes (collective farms that 

peasants were forced to join by Stalin’s 1929 collectivization policy) were unable to feed 

the growing urban population.  Famines resulting from poor crops several years in a row 

killed millions in the 1920s and 1930s.  In such conditions, Lysenko’s claim to having 

discovered some technical means for a quick and effective improvement of crops met a 

favorable and encouraging response from the government and the general public.  “The 

barefoot Professor” Lysenko, as he was characterized in the first featured story on him in 

Pravda (Medvedev 11), laboring tirelessly in the field to improve crops, contrasted 

favorably in the public eye with the ivory-tower “priests of science” in genetics (Joravsky 

188), engaged in studying the blatantly useless Drosophila.  This contrast is well reflected 

in Polish scientist Aleksandra Putrament’s account of how she came to espouse 

Michurinism primarily because of its concern with people’s basic needs.  In her “How I 

became a Lysenkoist” (1990), Putrament describes her initial reaction to Lysenko’s 1948 

speech at the All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences: 

When Lysenko stated that the purpose of biology is to help in solving the practical 
problems of agriculture, to increase its productivity, and to feed the hungry, that 
made sense to me.  As an example of pointless effort, Lysenko gave the scientific 
work of Dubinin, who determined the changes in a Drosophila population in a 
town that was heavily damaged during the war.  Even now, I recall my 
consequent hatred of Dubinin.  I thought, that man studied the population of 
Drosophila and ignored the fate of human beings.  (437) 
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Here Putrament recalls her feelings at the time when she was a university student 

in the half-destroyed and hungry postwar Poland.  Yet her then situation was not much 

different from the situation of most people of the 1930s and 1940s’ Soviet Union.  So 

Lysenko’s appeal to her sense of the urgent need to find simple and effective solutions to 

agricultural problems was similar to Lysenko’s appeal to most Soviet people.   

It is not surprising then that the issue of the economic significance of Lysenkoist 

policies in practical farming appears in most commentary on Lysenkoism.  Lysenko’s 

persistent refrain of the practical, that is economic value of his doctrine, the claim 

generously magnified by the ecstatic press, exerted a powerful effect on the observers of 

the Lysenkoism-versus-genetics conflict.  Doubtlessly, it is this claim to being concerned 

primarily with increasing agricultural production, and not with building sound but 

impractical theory that won Lysenkoism the reputation of being more effective in practice 

than Mendelian genetics.  The belief that Lysenkoism was more practical than genetics 

has survived to the present, as is obvious from Gershenson’s statement that many 

scientists and practical workers still think that Lysenko’s techniques were useful (455). 

In the literature I have reviewed, I have not found a clear answer to the question 

of the extent to which Lysenko’s agronomical techniques were economically beneficial 

or harmful.  The Stalinist regime was suspicious of such sciences as economics and 

statistics.  So there was no certain way to calculate the profit of applying a technique in 

agriculture.  The situation was further muddied by Stalin’s decree “that profit … was not 

to be calculated for individual enterprise but on a national scale” (Joravsky 66).  

According to this decree, the failure of one kolkhoz to gain profit from an agronomical 
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technique did not mean that the technique was a complete failure; it had to be tested on a 

mass scale to demonstrate its effectiveness.  Finally, we should keep in mind that 

Lysenkoism gained prominence at the time of the forced collectivization, which met with 

the resistance of many peasants.  The management and the infrastructure of the newly 

founded kolkhozes were in disarray.  Obviously, a conscientious implementation of 

various techniques and an accurate account of the results were impossible.  In such 

conditions, determining whether Lysenko’s techniques were economically beneficial 

presents quite a challenge, and to approach this problem, scholars of Lysenkoism have to 

rely on speculations rather than hard data.   

Lysenko’s vehement critics, such as Zhores Medvedev and Valery Soyfer, 

capitalize the Lysenkoists’ fraudulent practices and their unsound and careless 

experimentation.  Thus, Medvedev sees Lysenkoists success as the result of “[d]istortion 

of facts, demagoguery, intimidation, dismissal, reliance on authorities, eyewash, 

misinformation, self-advertising, repression, obscurantism, slander, fabricated accusation, 

insulting name calling, and physical elimination of opponents” (192).  Medvedev reviews 

Lysenko’s techniques one by one to show their ineffectiveness and even harmfulness.  At 

the same time, Medvedev recognizes that Lysenko’s early experiments “from the 

practical standpoint … were doubtless useful” (11).  Despite this concession, tallying the 

total of Lysenko’s achievements, Medvedev writes, 

It is not on ethical grounds alone that one finds it impossible to be reconciled to 
the situation.  The turn of events caused, and is still causing, immeasurable 
damage.  Direct losses from the failure of one or another measure can be 
calculated.  Indirect harm resulting from failure to use many available measures is 
more difficult to establish.  And even harder to compute is the damage caused by 
the inadequate preparations of cadres in schools, in agriculture, biological, and 
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medical institutions of higher learning, in the areas of genetics and breeding.  
(193)  

This diatribe is on the same emotional level as the young Putrament’s (from the 

quotation above) emotional judgment of the usefulness of Michurinism and the 

uselessness of genetics.  It is not clear from Medvedev’s presentation to what extent 

Lysenkoism was economically valuable; nor is it clear how Lysenkoist achievements 

compared to those of geneticists.   

The lack of information concerning the effect that Lysenkoism had on practical 

agriculture allowed other commentators, not directly engaged in the Lysenkoism-versus-

genetics conflict like Medvedev and Soyfer, to suppose that at least some Lysenkoist 

techniques were genuinely useful.  Thus, Dominique Lecourt probing the mystery of 

Lysenko’s fabulous ascent to power sees the answer specifically in Lysenko’s initial 

success in agronomic practice.  Lecourt argues, 

Theoretical delirium? Certainly.  But before this delirium, whose power was 
multiplied tenfold by the intervention of the authorities, there was the period in 
which an agro-biologist called Lysenko made himself known for a number of 
discoveries in agricultural technique.  At that time he was neither the 
“theoretician” not the “philosopher” he later became, and not apparently delirious.  
Without this technical basis, without its persistence, the Lysenkoists’ success 
would be incomprehensible.  This necessary reason for the success is obviously 
not sufficient to explain the unprecedented forms it took.  But without it the rest is 
incomprehensible.  (56) 

Lecourt sees confirmation of the effectiveness of Lysenko’s agricultural methods 

in the fact that Lysenko’s opponents at the 1948 session of the Lenin All-Union Academy 

of Agricultural Sciences never questioned his achievements in practical agriculture.  The 

question of effectiveness was Lysenko’s strongest argument against the geneticists, and 

according to Lecourt, the geneticists were unable to counter this argument: “[W]hat is 
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astonishing is the fact that in their replies the geneticists were silent on this crucial point: 

they discussed neither the methods nor the facts put forward by their opponents” 

(Lecourt 58 emphasis in the original).  Lecourt stresses that at the 1948 session, the 

historic event that effectively stopped the activity of the already weakened Soviet 

genetics, the few geneticists who dared to openly oppose Lysenko readily pointed out the 

inconsistency of Lysenko’s conceptual system, but they “did not cast the slightest doubt 

on the reality of the Lysenkoist experiments, did not in the slightest dispute their 

‘effectiveness’” (62 emphasis in the original).  Lecourt reviews some of the better known 

Lysenkoist techniques—vernalization, summer planting of potatoes, and vegetative 

hybridization—and underscores the rational and practical aspects of these techniques.  As 

to the views of such critics as Medvedev, Joravsky, Graham, and, I may add, Soyfer, 

Lecourt believes that “the open absurdity of the Lysenkoist ‘theory’ of heredity have led 

[these authors] to reject without examination all the techniques defended and applied by 

the Michurinists as ineffective or to ignore them as uncheckable” (62-3).  Thus, in 

Lecourt’s presentation, Lysenkoism was an aberration in science, but it could have had 

valuable practical achievements ignored by the critics because of the overall pernicious 

effect of Lysenkoism on science. 

In his 2005 revision of the history of Lysenkoism, the Norwegian philosopher of 

science Nils Roll-Hansen seems to go even further than Lecourt in redeeming Lysenko.  

Roll-Hansen stresses the fact that Lysenko’s early activity as an agronomist was noticed 

and appraised not only by the authorities and the press, but by leading scientists as well.  

Indeed, all commentators of Lysenkoism note that Nikolai Vavilov, the leader of Soviet 
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plant breeding and genetics, took a personal interest in the young agronomist Lysenko 

already in 1927 and proposed to invite him to work at the All-Union Institute of Plant 

Industry (Roll-Hansen 58).  In his careful review of Lysenko’s early scientific work, 

Roll-Hansen does not see anything pseudoscientific, unlike Lysenko’s critics who, like 

Valery Soyfer, maintain that Lysenko’s “very first work was based on deceit” (Soyfer 

299).  Moreover, Roll-Hansen finds some of Lysenko’s major concepts to be a valuable 

contribution to practical agronomy and science.  Roll-Hansen writes, 

It is true that Lysenko ended up rejecting sound science.  But he was not simply a 
pseudoscietist from the start.  Some of his early results were acclaimed by leading 
Russian scientists as having great theoretical as well as practical interest.  They 
also attracted lively international interest.  A sign of his influence is the term 
“vernalization,” which is still standard in plant physiology for specific phenomena 
of temperature influence on plant development.  (13) 

Nor does Roll-Hansen see Lysenko as being in conflict with standard science 

from the very beginning of his career: “[A]s part of the ongoing activity within an active 

field of research, Lysenko’s work upheld acceptable standards.  He was a respected 

member of the research community within his chosen field” (63).  Roll-Hansen, thus, 

further problematizes the usual accusatory view of Lysenkoism by showing that some of 

Lysenko’s ideas were not only useful for practical agriculture, but also interesting from 

the scientific point of view. 

American geneticists Richard Levins and Richard Lewontin in their Marxist study 

of the historical conditions that brought about Lysenkoism assert the irrelevance of 

statements according to which if it had not been for Lysenkoism, Soviet agricultural 

production would have been higher.  Levins and Lewontin admit to the difficulty of 

calculating the overall economic impact of Lysenkoism on agriculture.  However, they 
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maintain that it is unlikely that Lysenkoism caused a great damage to Soviet agriculture, 

as is claimed by many opponents of Lysenkoism.  To confirm their point of view, Levins 

and Lewontin compare wheat yields in the United States and the Soviet Union in the 

periods before, during, and after the Lysenkoist ascendancy in Soviet agriculture and 

biology.  Levins and Lewontin’s comparison shows a remarkable similarity between the 

dynamics in wheat production in both countries, except for the period of World War II 

when yields in the Soviet Union decreased drastically.  Levins and Lewontin are amazed 

to find that “1948-1962, the period of Lysenkoist hegemony in Soviet Agrobiology, 

actually corresponded to the period of most rapid growth in yields per acre!” (191).  One 

can only surmise whether this growth was due to Lysenkoist policies or in spite of them, 

“but there is no evidence that Soviet agriculture was in fact damaged; Soviet yields 

followed the same upward trend as yields in other advanced technologies, chiefly as the 

result of massive capitalization of agriculture, through the use of pesticides, fertilizers, 

and farm machinery” (91).  Thus, though not showing that Lysenko’s techniques were 

useful for agriculture, Levins and Lewontin’s presentation subverts the opinion according 

to which Lysenkoism caused great damage to Soviet plant industry. 

In his study of the history of Soviet science, Loren Graham has an interesting take 

on the effectiveness of Lysenkoist techniques.  Graham doubts the agronomical value of 

these techniques, but highlights their ideological, or, according to Graham, psychological 

role of mobilizing the new kolkhoz workers, that is peasants who had just been deprived 

of their property and forced to join kolkhozes.  Lysenko’s projects were to convince the 
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peasants of the technical power that the Soviet government was ready to give to 

kolkhozes.  Graham writes, 

The primary question of the times was not so much whether vernalization would 
work as whether the peasants would work.  Still alienated by the collectivization 
program, the peasants found difficulty seeing very much “new” about “socialist 
agriculture” except the fact of dispossession.  Lysenko and his followers 
introduced a great deal that was new.  They organized the peasants weeks before 
spring plowing and planting normally began, in the historically “slack period” for 
the countryside, and had them preparing seed.  Lysenko and his assistants not 
only saw to it that that the seed was prepared, but that it was, in fact, planted, no 
mean feat at that time … Every one of Lysenko’s projects was surrounded with 
the rhetoric of socialist agriculture, and those who liked his projects committed 
themselves to that cause.  A novel action in the service of a cause represents an 
important psychological transition.  (208-9) 

There is a sense that Graham stresses the ideological, or psychological, aspect of 

yields produced under Lysenkoist guidance at the expense of the inherent agronomical 

value of Lysenkoist techniques.  Yet, whether Graham’s purpose is or is not to disparage 

the agronomical value of Lysenko’s projects, in Graham’s presentation, Lysenkoism in 

general appears to have been beneficial for Soviet agriculture of the 1930s because the 

Lysenkoists were able to enlist peasants’ support and convince them to work toward a 

common goal.  Thus, according to Graham, Lysenko’s talent was not in the technical or 

scientific field, but in his leadership.  Indeed, even Lysenko’s enemies were able to 

admire his personal qualities.  Valery Soyfer commenting on his changing impressions of 

Lysenko writes,  

At the beginning of my work on the book, it seemed crystal clear to me that 
Lysenko was not simply a mediocrity, but a scoundrel, a monster.  Over time, 
however, I was able to become more patient, and even began to respect his 
methodical, precisely calculated action, his extraordinary boldness, his ability to 
concentrate forces and parry his enemies’ blows, to speak compellingly in public, 
to resolve psychological problems, and to escape traps and scramble back on his 
feet after a fall.  (296) 
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It is interesting to note that Nikolai Vavilov, who led the geneticists’ opposition 

against Lysenkoism until 1940 when he was arrested and died in prison in 1943, was a 

great authority for scientists not only, and maybe even not so much, for his scientific 

contributions, but for his talent to organize and support scientists, building one of the 

most impressive scientific networks in the world.  The mobilizing role of Vavilov in the 

realm of science, thus, could be compared to Lysenko’s role in practical agriculture, 

where Lysenkoists’ technical novelties and their conviction in the power of these novel 

techniques made the peasants follow them in an effort to increase production.  David 

Joravsky writes, “Yields … are the complex product of social and natural factors” (278).  

We may add that yields also depend on ideological and psychological factors.  From 

Graham’s perspective, thus, Lysenkoism had a beneficial effect at least on some aspects 

of the complex product we call yields. 

In sum: The literature I have reviewed does not give a definitive answer about the 

economic effect that Lysenkoism had on Soviet agriculture.  Those authors who 

themselves participated in the struggle against Lysenkoism try to disparage any of 

Lysenko’s possible achievements, including the economic value of Lysenkoism.  These 

authors only grudgingly allow a possibility of the usefulness of some of Lysenkoist 

techniques, overwhelming this possibility with the amount of harm that Lysenkoism 

caused Soviet agriculture as well as science.  Other authors, on the other hand, point out 

various factors that might indicate that Lysenko techniques could have been useful for 

practical agriculture, at least in the conditions of economic and technical backwardness of 

the 1930s Soviet Union. 
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The literature on Lysenkoism is equally inconclusive on such factors in the 

development of Lysenkoism as its conceptual correspondence with dialectical 

materialism, its harmony with Stalinist ideology, and Stalin’s personal support of 

Lysenkoism.  We have seen that the current discussion of Lysenkoism is ridden with 

contradictions, ambivalences, and ambiguities, defying a conclusive take on this complex 

historical phenomenon.  This chapter, thus, has prepared a ground for my rhetorical 

reading of Lysenkoism as a constitutional act.  Rhetoric does not dispel ambiguities.  To 

employ a mission statement Kenneth Burke makes in the introduction to his Grammar of 

Motives, for my reading of Lysenkoism, “what we want is not terms that avoid 

ambiguity, but terms that clearly reveal the strategic spots at which ambiguity 

necessarily arises” (xviii emphasis in the original).  Rhetoric, thus, seeks out ambiguities 

and shows that they have a generative (or constitutive) power.  It is in this sense that 

rhetoric proves opposites.  In the following chapters, I will argue that Lysenkoism was 

successful due to its rhetoric, which masterfully employed various ambiguities and 

ambivalences of the Soviet political, ideological, and intellectual reality in order to 

constitute a new science, Lysenkoism, at the expense of another science, Mendelian 

genetics. 
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CHAPTER III  

CRITICAL METHODOLOGY 

Recognizing that my rhetorical analysis of Lysenkoist discourse must be 

comprehensive enough so that it shows the complexity of Lysenkoism as a rhetorical 

phenomenon and at the same time focused enough so that it can be fully developed 

within the scope of this dissertation, I analyzed published versions of two speeches 

delivered by Trofim Lysenko in 1936 and 1948 at the Lenin All-Union Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences.  I showed that these speeches participated in an act of constituting 

a new science, Michurinist agrobiology, known today as Lysenkoism.  This chapter 

considers my primary research method, rhetorical criticism, and elaborates the theoretical 

orientation I employed for reading Lysenko’s speeches as constitutional rhetoric. 

Rhetorical Criticism as My Primary Research Method 

Constituting a science is a political and ideological act, and not only the result of 

experimental or theoretical progress.  The connection between science on the one hand 

and politics and ideology on the other has been well established by now.  The Lysenko 

case, unfolding under Stalin’s regime with its notoriously strict demand for ideological 

loyalty from any intellectual enterprise, is an obvious example of such a connection. 

Therefore, to illuminate an understanding of Lysenko’s speeches as an act of 

constituting a new science means to uncover their political and ideological function.  

Most well-known rhetoricians of science though not placing ideology or constitutional 

rhetoric at the center of their research, can be said to have revealed such rhetoric in 
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scientific discourse.  Cynthia Haller precedes her own investigation (1998) of the 

relations of power, knowledge, and discourse in scientific texts with an overview of well-

known studies in rhetoric of science that demonstrate (or can easily be interpreted to 

demonstrate) how ideology influences science.  For example, Lyne and Howe study how 

Gould’s discourse was appropriated by creationists.  This study reveals the creationists’ 

“move to use the authoritative status scientists generally hold in U.S. society as a warrant 

for their own position” (Haller 55).  Likewise, Killingsworth and Palmer show that 

scientists’ tendency to distance themselves from the general public may be explained by 

scientists’ desire to look superior to the general public (Haller 55).  Following Haller, we 

can identify a focus (if not always explicit) on ideological concerns in other key texts in 

rhetoric of science.  In his study of Darwin’s Origin of Species as a rhetorical act 

(“Charles Darwin” 1997), John Campbell notes Darwin’s expression of respect for 

natural theology (4), which is surprising given that the theory propounded in Origin was 

to uproot the traditional theological explanation of the origin of life and species.  Clearly, 

implies Campbell, Darwin was trying to allay objections that Origin was bound to raise 

on the part of the English church.  Campbell also points out that from Darwin’s private 

notes and letters it was obvious that Darwin never set out collecting evidence without a 

theoretical end in view; yet Origin presents the theory of natural selection as based on 

purely inductive method (6-7).  Campbell, therefore, claims that such a presentation 

served a rhetorical purpose of appealing to nineteenth-century scientists’ belief in 

Baconian induction.  Another important figure in rhetoric of science, Alan Gross, can 

likewise be shown to reveal the influence of ideology on science.  In his “On the 
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Shoulders of Giants” (1997), Gross examines Newton’s Opticks as a rhetorical 

paraphrase of a paper that Newton had written thirty years before Opticks came out.  

Gross shows that while the ideas in Newton’s both papers are the same, their 

presentations were quite different.  The first paper went sharply against the Cartesian 

tradition in physics, which resulted in its rejection by Newton’s peers.  The second paper, 

Opticks, rhetorically aligned itself with the tradition and thus got accepted. 

All these studies in rhetoric of science do not employ the term “ideology” or 

“constitutional rhetoric” explicitly as their analytical tool.  Yet their analysis and 

interpretation of the tangled networks of influences accompanying significant scientific 

texts point out a critical approach that a student of constitutional rhetoric can employ for 

her investigation of scientific discourse.  The term “approach” here should be understood 

broadly for it does not imply a set of critical formulas to be applied with precision to 

different scientific rhetorics.  Such an indiscriminate and replicable application of a 

method works well in science, but would be counterproductive in rhetorical studies.  

According to Michael Leff, “[I]n criticism a theory should be the theory of its case” (qtd. 

in Campbell “Strategic Reading” 128).  A critical rhetorical method, likewise, gets 

shaped by a discourse to which it is applied.  Thus, I use the texts of Campbell, Gross, 

and other rhetoricians of science (Baake (2003), Bazerman (1997), Prelli (1989), 

Fahnestock (1997 and 1993), Waddell (1997), etc.) not as a set of formulas, but as 

touchstones of excellence in rhetorical criticism of scientific discourse.  Edwin Black 

explains that such “[t]ouchstones are not models for copying” (67).  Instead, a critic’s 

familiarity with touchstones should develop certain expectations of, and insights into, 
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what good criticism is.  “These expectations and insights do not provide him [the critic] 

with explicit, mechanically applicable standards; they provide him with that vague 

quality, taste, without which no set of explicit standards can be judiciously applied” (67-

8).  Thus, although I have not found a study in rhetoric of science that specifically 

investigates constitutional rhetoric in scientific discourse, I draw on well-known essays in 

rhetoric of science for inspiration and a sense of what good rhetorical criticism is. 

My primary research method is rhetorical criticism as it is articulated in the works 

of Edwin Black (1978), Michael Leff (1980 and 1997), John Campbell (“Strategic 

Reading” 1997), and Jim Kuypers (2005).  The two major components of criticism are 

interpretation and evaluation of human activities.  Rhetorical criticism, correspondingly, 

involves systematic illumination and judgment of human affairs as they are expressed in 

rhetorical discourses.  Three important interanimating characteristics of criticism are: 

1.  The primary tool of criticism is the critic herself.  Black argues, “To note that 

in critical inquiry the critic is the sole instrument of observation is to note its defining 

characteristic” (xi).  All knowledge about the object of criticism and other critical 

endeavors is useful, but still the critic herself is the locus of the critical act.  “[I]n 

criticism, every instrument has to be assimilated to the critic, to have become an integral 

part of the critic’s mode of perception” (xii).  The critical judgment should be based on 

sound argumentation and be in other ways rhetorically appealing to the critic’s audience.  

However, this appeal is not based on scientific precision or detachment: the critic is 

always intimately involved with the criticism, is “an integral part” of the critical act. 
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2.  The critic bears public responsibility.  According to Black, “The critic does 

address a public and he thereby incurs public responsibility” (xii).  Related to this is the 

assumption that criticism, rhetorical or otherwise, is itself a rhetorical act (Leff “The Idea 

of Rhetoric” 95 and Campbell “Strategic Reading” 119 and elsewhere).  Regardless of its 

object, regardless of the distance in time and space between this object and the critic, 

criticism strives to influence human behaviors and attitudes.  John Campbell argues, 

“Because criticism ends in judgment, criticism (and rhetorical criticism preeminently) is 

practical reason” (“Strategic Reading” 116).  In other words, rhetorical criticism always 

participates in human affairs by sanctioning or excluding responses to rhetorical acts.  

Hence, although the object of my critical analysis, an event in Soviet science in the 1930s 

to 1960s, is distanced from my early-twenty-first-century American audience in space 

and time, I still try to relate my criticism to my audience’s concerns and anxieties and to 

shape their views of not only the Lysenko case, but also of the development of modern 

science in general and genetics in particular.  Thus, my criticism is, indeed, practical 

reason, and as such it strives to be “a force in society” (Black 5). 

3.  Criticism focuses on a human artifact, but also on its own method.  Says 

Black: “The labor of the contemporary critic serves both to disclose the enigmas of an 

artistic product and to sanction, implicitly or overtly, its own methods of disclosure” (2).  

This characteristic is organically related with the first two.  Since in criticism all methods 

are to be assimilated to the critic and since criticism is a rhetorical act, the critic’s choice 

of method (her critical tool) becomes an integral part of the argument about the object of 

criticism.  To choose a critical orientation is to argue about the critical discourse under 
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investigation.  Thus, my dissertation aims at promoting a certain understanding and 

appraisal of Lysenko’s speeches, but also (and very much so) at promoting constitutional 

rhetoric as a productive approach to an inquiry into such a phenomenon as Lysenkoism. 

These three characteristics of criticism suggest that, as any other rhetorical 

transaction, criticism is characterized by a dialectical balance between freedom and 

constraint (Campbell “Strategic Reading” 116).  Its condition of freedom is manifest in 

the fact that the critic is to a great extent free to choose a critical orientation with which to 

approach a rhetorical discourse.  This freedom is also obvious in the fact that criticism 

allows for, even demands (Black xiii), the critic’s intimate involvement with the critical 

object and thus subjectivity on the critic’s part.  The condition of constraint in criticism 

inheres in the fact that criticism participates in an argument.  Criticism has to be 

rhetorically effective and thus follow some conventions.  Jim Kuypers (2005) writes that 

in academic criticism such conventions are dictated by an orientation the critic chooses 

(18).  According to Wayne Brockreide, a critic argues when he “states clearly the criteria 

he has used in arriving at his judgment, together with the philosophic or theoretic 

foundations on which they rest, and … has offered some data to show that the rhetorical 

experience meets or fails to meet those criteria” (qtd. in Kuypers 18).  Thus, by choosing 

an orientation, the critic in fact chooses her evaluative criteria, as well as philosophic and 

theoretical foundations for these criteria. 

So to produce a meaningful and rhetorically effective criticism, I had to align it 

with a (well-known) critical orientation.  I tried approaching Lysenkoist discourse (texts 

and speeches produced by Lysenko and his followers) from several rhetorical 
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perspectives before I found that the most productive approach would be uncovering 

features of constitutional rhetoric in two key speeches by Trofim Lysenko.  Thus, I 

scrutinized Lysenko’s 1936 “Two Trends in Genetics” (published in Lysenko’s 1954 

collection of works) and 1948 “On the Situation in Biological Science” (published in the 

complete report of the 1948 Congress of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural 

Sciences) with a definite critical orientation in view.  I selected passages from the 

speeches and related discourses, as well as various relevant responses to them, and 

reconstructed and described them in such as way as to show that they participated in the 

act of constituting a new science. 

The following sections provide an extensive exposition of the critical orientation I 

applied to Lysenko’s speeches.  To consider Lysenkoism as constitutional rhetoric, I 

draw on the terminology of Kenneth Burke’s dialectic of constitutions and his rhetoric of 

identification and division.  I also claim that the Lysenkoist constitutive act operated by 

creating its audiences rhetorically.  To explore this aspect of Lysenkoism, I draw on 

rhetoric of the subject or constitutive rhetoric as they were elaborated by Robert Wess, 

Michael McGee, and Maurice Charland. 

Burke’s Dialectic of Constitutions 

Kenneth Burke’s dialectic of constitutions derives from his doctrine and 

methodology called dramatism.  For Burke, dramatism “treats language and thought 

primarily as modes of action” (Grammar xxii).  Hence Burke proposes to consider human 

relations as they are expressed in language in terms that are traditionally used in the 
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analysis of drama: scene, act, agent, agency, and purpose.  In his Grammar of Motives, 

the work that gives the most extensive exposition of dramatism, Burke traces dialectical 

principles that underlie all human expression and all human relations.  According to 

Burke, constitutions in general, and the U.S. Constitution in particular, embody all these 

dialectical principles in a representative way, that is, in such a way that all human 

relations can be described with the help of constitutional principles.  In Burke’s words, 

constitutional dialectic “serves pretty much as the over-all category for everything, and 

certainly for human relations” (Grammar 338).  Constitutions, according to Burke, 

embody a number of principles.  Some of these principles were useful for my reading of 

Lysenkoism as a constitutional act. 

The first constitutional principle that I used for my reading of Lysenkoism is that 

constitutions are characterized by freedom (voluntarism) and necessity.  Burke defines 

constitution’s structure as “an enactment of human wills” (Grammar 323).  Applying 

Burke’s accent-shifting technique, we may see that on the one hand, a constitution is an 

enactment of human wills.  Indeed, a constitution comprises a number of voluntaristic 

ideals or wishes.  In the U.S. Constitution, these wishes are expressed in clauses and 

amendments.  The voluntaristic nature of such clauses imparts an element of freedom to 

the constitution.  On the other hand, a constitution is an enactment of human wills.  And 

such an enactment, like all acts, appears in response to a specific historical situation; that 

is the constitution as an act is necessitated.  Thus, the U.S. Declaration of Independence 

(which, according to Burke, is as much a constitutional act as the Constitution itself) 

appeared in response to the necessity to unite the rebellious states against the English rule 
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(Grammar 343).  The U.S. Constitution, on the other hand, was enacted in response to the 

necessity to allay the rebellious moods and consolidate around the ideals of a newly 

founded nation (Grammar 363).  Thus, constitutions embody limited freedom.  While the 

constitutional clauses are voluntaristic expressions of wills, their appearance (i.e., their 

enactment) is not voluntaristic, but necessary. 

Lysenkoism as a constitutional act likewise operates under the principle of limited 

freedom.  On the one hand, Lysenkoism comprises a number of ideas expressed in the 

form of scientific and political propositions.  These ideas start out as expressions of wills 

(mostly, the wills of Trofim Lysenko).  In this respect, these ideas are voluntaristic.  In 

fact, the voluntarism of some of these propositions—like Lysenko’s notion of “marriage 

for love” among plants or his rejection of Darwin’s idea of struggle within a species—

would become so pronounced as to leave most of his audience exasperated at their 

ostentatious challenge to traditional scientific ideas.  On the other hand, Lysenkoism with 

its voluntaristic ideals appeared as a response to the political, ideological, economic, and 

intellectual environment of his time.  To consider Lysenkoism as a constitutional act is to 

consider it in light of the freedom of Lysenko’s ideas and the necessity promoting these 

ideas in specific conditions. 

The second important constitutional characteristic that bore on my reading of 

Lysenkoism is that constitutions are inherently agonistic.  In Burke’s words, “They 

[constitutions] involve an enemy, implicitly or explicitly” (Grammar 357).  A 

constitution acts on people who subscribe to it by describing the reality in such a way as 

to indicate how to act in relation to this reality.  Burke explains that a constitution 
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“base[s] a statement as to what should be upon a statement as to what is” (Grammar 

358).  But such statements derive “their point and poignancy by contrast with notions as 

to what should not be” (358).  In other words, constitutions always act against other 

constitutions.  Lysenko was very explicit about which conception (constitution) his 

doctrine was promoted against—classical genetics in the Soviet Union and abroad.  The 

agonistic principle of constitutional dialectic alerts us that Lysenko’s speeches should 

emphasize Lysenkoism’s opposition to classical genetics even in the areas in which the 

two doctrines could seemingly agree.  It is this constitutional imperative that made the 

Lysenkoists observe disagreement with the classical genetics even if these observations 

seemed arbitrary to their opponents and future commentators. 

The two constitutional principles I have just discussed—limited freedom and 

agonistic imperative—concern more directly the coming about of a new constitution.  As 

such, these two principles satisfy my project of focusing on how Lysenkoism appeared, 

how it constituted itself as a new science opposing classical genetics.  The other 

properties of constitutions that Burke develops concern the operation of the newly 

constituted entity.  At this stage of operation, constitutional ideals are applied to concrete 

practical situations.  In the case of Lysenkoism, we may discern two practical areas.  One 

such area is practical agriculture to which Lysenkoism was to be applied in the form of 

technologies derived from Lysenko’s scientific doctrine.  Yet, my dissertation does not 

focus on the economic effect of applying Lysenkoism’s principles to this practical area.  

Rather, I am interested in the presentations of Lysenko’s agricultural techniques 

inasmuch as these presentations affect the second practical area to which the Lysenkoist 
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doctrine was applied.  This second area of practical application of Lysenkoist principles 

is the arena of struggle with the geneticists.  Here Lysenkoism’s constitutional principles 

get translated from what is to what should be and perform a rhetorical function.  In this 

area, it is hard to distinguish the operation of dialectical principles from the dynamic of 

rhetorical persuasion.  Therefore, recognizing the potency of the constitutional principles 

in Lysenkoist discourse, I also used traditional rhetorical terms for reading Lysenkoism. 

Burke’s Rhetoric of Identification and Division 

The above discussion seems to stress a distinction between constitutional dialectic 

and (traditional) rhetoric.  But like the distinction between scientific and rhetorical 

discourse, the distinction between dialectical and rhetorical terms can only be made 

provisionally.  In his Grammar of Motives, Burke writes, “Strictly speaking, we mean by 

a Grammar of motives a concern with the terms alone, without reference to the ways in 

which their potentialities have been or can be utilized in actual statements about motives” 

(xvi).  Thus a grammar, or dialectic, of terms that designate human motives can be 

considered in its pure form only ideally.  In practice, the employment of such terms will 

have extra-grammatical, or extra-dialectical, potentialities.  From Burke’s overall 

conception of human relations, we know that he sees these potentialities primarily in 

terms of rhetoric.  “Actual statements about motives,” (i.e., statements participating in 

concrete historical situations) follow dialectical principles, but at the same time they 

necessarily are attempts at socialization, hence persuasion, hence rhetoric.  If we return to 

the constitution, which according to Burke, representatively exemplifies the dialectic of 
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human relations, we will see that inherent in constitutional dialectic is a rhetorical 

motive.  Constitutional ideals or wishes (or clauses) are related among themselves 

according to dialectical principles.  Yet (1) these ideals result from a voluntaristic act of 

choice; (2) they act agonistically against other ideals; and (3) they are used to consolidate 

people and direct these people’s attitudes and actions.  All these characteristics indicate 

how thoroughly rhetorical constitutional dialectic is.  Shift the analytical emphasis but 

slightly and constitutional dialectic becomes constitutional rhetoric. 

Burke’s rhetoric draws its potency from dialectic.  In his Rhetoric of Motives, 

Burke’s key term for rhetoric is “identification.”  People for Burke are naturally divided 

on the biological and social level.  The rhetorical function of identification works to 

overcome this division.  Says Burke: “If men were not apart from one another, there 

would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity” (Rhetoric 546).  Yet under a 

dialectical tension, overcoming division on one level necessarily entails division on 

another level.  Thus, rhetoric as socializing process acts both by identification and 

division.  The Lysenkoists’ struggle with the geneticists made the rhetoric of 

identification and division especially pronounced.  The ideology of maximalism 

dominating the post-revolutionary Russia gave rise to the slogan “You are either with us 

or you are against us,” which emphatically embodies rhetorical identification and 

division.  Lysenko did not use this slogan in his speeches, but his rhetoric enacted the 

principle inherent in the slogan.  As we shall see, Lysenko’s rhetoric did not allow its 

audience to remain undecided in the question “Are you with the 

Michurinists/Lysenkoists, or are you with the geneticists?”  In the fiction of Lysenko’s 
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speeches, to identify with the Lysenkoists meant to be divided from the geneticists.  The 

case of Lysenkoism, thus, demonstrates how rhetoric employs dialectical principles for a 

socializing effect. 

Rhetoric of the Subject 

So far, we have seen that to consider Lysenkoism as an act of constituting a new 

science means to show that it resulted from a tension between an act of free will 

(Lysenko’s positing of his scientific principles) and the necessity to respond to the 

existing political, ideological, economic, and intellectual environment.  To consider 

Lysenkoism as a constitutional act also means to show its agonistic nature; Lysenkoism 

was enacted against an enemy, particularly against classical genetics.  Finally, I have 

argued that the Lysenkoists’ constitutive effort involved rhetoric of identification and 

division, which was especially pronounced in the ideological atmosphere of the 1920s 

and 1930s Soviet Union.  This section discusses another area of rhetorical theory that I 

used for my reading of Lysenkoism.  Specifically, this section focuses on the rhetoric of 

the subject. 

An important process underlying the Lysenkoists’ constitutional effort is the 

process of rhetorically creating an audience.  As we shall see, in reality Lysenko’s 

speeches addressed an audience that represented a variety of attitudes to Lysenkoism and 

to classical genetics; many of this audience could see beneficial tendencies in both of 

these doctrines.  Yet in the fiction of Lysenko’s speeches, his audience was clearly 

divided into two irreconcilably opposed camps, the Michurinists (supporters of 
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Lysenkoism) and the Mendelists or Weismanninsts-Moragnists (supporters of classical 

genetics).  Lysenko’s rhetorical purpose consisted in creating a fictitious audience and 

getting his real audience to identify with the fictitious audience. 

Describing Lysenko’s audience in such a circuitous way is not a whim, but a 

measure necessary for reflecting the high complexity of Lysenkoism’s rhetorical 

situation.  Indeed, if we ask, Who is Lysenkoist discourse addressing?, we will get a 

catalogue of numerous disparate audiences.  Formally, Trofim Lysenko’s speeches and 

writings addressed specific conferences, congresses, or journal readers.  However, these 

discourses had a political significance, so they also necessarily addressed the political 

authorities, including Stalin himself.  In addition, Lysenko’s speeches and writings 

addressed his opponents because these texts were always born in opposition to traditional 

science, especially genetics.  Finally, Lysenkoist ideas were widely publicized in the 

press, so Lysenkoist discourse also addressed such a murky category of audience as “the 

general public.”  Moreover, within each of the named categories of Lysenko’s audiences, 

we may discern subcategories according to their attitudes toward Lysenkoism.  Some 

scholars of Lysenkoism would create whole systems of such categories and subcategories 

(see, for example, Joravsky).  Placing these attitudes on a continuum, we may identify 

those people who sincerely espoused Lysenkoism through those who were forced to 

espouse it by political and administrative means to those who staunchly rejected 

Lysenkoism.  In a word, Lysenko faced a complex rhetorical task of unifying numerous 

disparate audiences in the rhetorical appeal of his discourse. 
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To accomplish this task of finding a point of convergence for numerous disparate 

audiences, Lysenko’s speeches invented what his audience should be rather than reflected 

what his actual audience was.  In rhetorical scholarship, the process of creating (or 

constituting) an audience is treated under such titles as rhetoric of the subject, or rhetoric 

of the people, or constitutive rhetoric.  In the following, I review three works that theorize 

the rhetorical process of inventing the audience.  These works are by Robert Wess, 

Michael McGee, and Maurice Charland.  What unites these scholars is their inspiration 

by Burke’s conception of rhetoric as a socializing function of language.  Thus, in my 

reading of Lysenkoism as a constitutional act, I was able to combine organically Burke’s 

terminology with the terminology of these three theorists. 

Drawing their inspiration from Burke’s work, Wess, McGee, and Charland insist 

on viewing rhetoric as a socializing function of language.  Therefore, for their conception 

of rhetoric, they draw on contemporary social theory, rather than only on classical 

rhetorical theory with its emphasis on rhetoric as a tool for achieving individual goals by 

consciously persuading a given (reasonable) audience.  For these scholars, audience is 

rarely, if ever, given.  Rather, it is rhetoric that invents social subjectivities and gets men 

and women, who would otherwise be divided, to identify with the invented subjectivity 

and thus to unite socially and politically.  Such a vision of rhetorical function makes it 

identical with Louis Althusser’s vision of ideological function.  In “Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatus,” Althusser writes, 

[I]deology “acts” or “functions” in such a way that it “recruits” subjects among 
the individuals … or “transforms” the individuals into subjects … by the very 
precise operation which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be 
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imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) 
hailing: “Hey, you there!” (118) 

Thus, forming human subjectivity for Althusser is an ideological function.  

However, that Althusser’s ideology is rhetorical is obvious from his recognition that 

ideology acts by “interpellating” or hailing; that is, ideological discourse is addressed, 

which brings it in the domain of rhetoric.  Moreover, an ideology has to use persuasion to 

interpellate (i.e., recruit ideologically) subjects.  In his elaboration of Althusser’s 

ideological formation of subjects, Göran Thernborn (1980) shows that in reality 

individual persons are appealed to not by one, but by several ideologies at once.  To win 

over a person, an ideology has to use persuasion to compete with other ideological calls.  

It is obvious, thus, that Althusser’s and Therborn’s ideology is thoroughly rhetorical.  

Robert Wess (1996) argues that although the term “rhetoric” does not appear in either 

Althusser or Therborn, “rhetoric is present as a conceptual structure” in their vision of 

ideology as the formation of the subject (7 and 10).  In fact, Robert Wess’s work is 

valuable to my project because Wess brings together Althusser’s and Therborn’s 

ideology and Burke’s constitutional dialectic.  Wess claims, “Subjects are invented in 

constitutive acts” (145).  Thus, for Wess, to deal with constitutions is to deal with a 

process of subject formation.  A constitution’s audience is not just addressed, but 

invented rhetorically in the constitutional discourse.  Therefore, reading Lysenkoism as a 

constitutional act, I observed how Lysenkoist discourse participated in an 

ideological/rhetorical struggle for dominating Soviet biology by inventing a certain 

subjectivity with which his audience was to identify.   
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Michael McGee, unlike Robert Wess, does not refer to Althusser or Therborn.  

Instead, McGee draws on social theory in general to arrive at the same conclusion as 

Wess—human subjects or, in McGee’s words, “the people” are formed rhetorically.  In 

his powerful “In Search of ‘The People’” (1975), McGee argues that the collective entity 

“people,” as well as its rhetorical equivalent “audience,” is a fiction created for social and 

political action.  “‘The people’ … are a fiction dreamed by an advocate and infused with 

an artificial, rhetorical reality by the agreement of an audience to participate in a 

collective fantasy” (240).  Although “people” are a fictitious reality, they become an 

“objective” reality once the persons constituting “the people” agree to act according to 

this dream.  What underlies such a socializing process is rhetorical persuasion.  A 

“people” may dissolve at any time, and the individuals constituting it will join other 

“peoples.”  Like Therborn’s ideology, McGee’s collective fantasy (he also calls it a 

“political myth”) has to struggle with other fantasies and myths for keeping its “people.”  

McGee writes, “[T]hey [“the people”] are conjured into objective reality [and] remain so 

long as the rhetoric which defined them has force” (242).  Thus, both Wess’s constitution 

and McGee’s political myth act by inventing a social entity—a subject or a “people”—

and by employing rhetoric for getting individuals to identify with this social entity.  The 

newly constituted subjectivity or the “people,” however, is not eternal; it may disintegrate 

under the pressure of competing constitutions or political myths that appear more 

persuasive than the initial constitutive rhetoric.  In McGee’s words, “‘the people’ are 

more a process than phenomenon” (242). 
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McGee’s stress on the double nature of the human subjectivity as fictitious and 

real at the same time sheds light on the interplay between Lysenkoist constitution and the 

people (i.e., individual men and women) it addressed.  Lysenko’s constitution is enacted 

through what McGee calls a collective fantasy.  It builds a myth in which the addressed 

individuals play out a drama.  As was mentioned above, in the fiction of Lysenko’s 

speeches, to identify with the Lysenkoists meant to be divided from the geneticists.  As I 

discovered in my research, in reality the majority of people listening to Lysenko’s 

speeches were undecided as to their attitude to Lysenkoism and classical genetics.  They 

also did not think they had to make a definitive choice.  It is Lysenko’s speeches that 

emphasized the urgency of making a definitive choice and presented their audiences as 

clearly divided into two camps.  These speeches put their audience in an either-or 

situation.  (Incidentally, Lysenko’s opponents intuited this strategy and responded with 

attempts to present the relations between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists as a 

reconcilable disagreement, putting their audience in a both-and situation.)  Although this 

overview of Lysenko’s strategy stresses the fictitious or mythical nature of the “people” 

that Lysenko’s speeches construct—in McGee’s words, this “people” is Lysenko’s 

dream—this dream becomes objective reality once the individuals addressed by the 

speeches agree to identify with this “people” and play out the drama designed for the 

“people.”  Based on this principle of overlapping fiction and reality, I claim that the 

rhetorical success of Lysenko’s speeches should be measured by the degree to which his 

audience(s) agreed to play out the “either-or” drama, subscribing either to the 

Michurinists’ position or the Mendelists’ position, but not both. 
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Having explored Wess’s subject formation as a constitutive act and McGee’s 

stress on the rhetorical aspect of such social entities as the “people” or audience, I will 

now dwell on Maurice Charland’s constitutive rhetoric and its application to my reading 

of Lysenkoism.  For building his theory of constitutive rhetoric, Charland relies on 

Althusser’s ideological function of interpellating subjects.  Charland also employs 

Burke’s work, but although Charland’s theory is called “constitutive rhetoric,” he does 

not draw on Burke’s dialectic of constitution.  Rather he draws on Burke’s rhetoric of 

identification to theorize the process by which a discourse creates its audience 

rhetorically.  Yet as we have discussed, there is a considerable overlap between Burke’s 

dialectic and his rhetoric, so we may observe an overlap between Charland’s constitutive 

rhetoric and Wess’s subject formation as a constitutive (i.e., constitutional) act.  We may 

thus expect that Charland’s theory will fit organically into the discussion of Lysenkoism 

as a constitutional act. 

In his insightful “Constitutive Rhetoric: The Case of the Peuple Québécois” 

(1987), Charland investigates how a discourse creates a subject persona Québécois, and 

how this discourse interpellates the citizens of the Canadian province Quebec.  A 

successful interpellation of Quebec’s citizens (i.e., their agreement to participate in the 

new entity Québécois) could entail Quebec’s seceding from the rest of Canada and 

forming a new independent nation.  Thus, Charland traces how a political statement 

expressed in a constitutive document, “the White Paper,” rhetorically creates a subject (or 

a “people”) and gets Quebec’s citizens to identify with this rhetorical construct.  To carry 

out this identification, the White Paper relies on three “ideological effects.”  First, the 
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White Paper posits a collective entity Québécois.  Such a collective entity, according to 

Charland, “permit[s] an overcoming or going beyond of divisive individual or class 

interests and concerns.  This identity transcends the limitations of the individual body and 

will” (139).  Thus, the term “Québécois” opens up a space in which individual men and 

women can identify with each other and thus unite for a political action.  Second, the 

peuple québécois is posited as a transhistorical subject.  Charland points out that the 

terms “Québécois” refers to “both eighteenth century settlers who termed themselves 

‘Canadiens’ and those living in Quebec today” (140).  The second ideological effect, 

thus, tautologically reestablishes the existence of the peuple québécois by demonstrating 

that this subject “transcends the death of individuals across history” (140).  Finally, the 

third ideological effect of a constitutive rhetoric creates an illusion of freedom for the 

subject and simultaneously prescribes a definite course of action.  The White Paper 

prepares the citizens of Quebec for a referendum on the question of sovereignty.  It 

articulates the voters’ choice to vote for or against Quebec’s independence.  However, the 

historical narrative in the White Paper is constructed so that the very existence of the 

peuple québécois depends on Quebec’s independence.  Remaining part of Canada would 

signify the death of the Québécois.  So, Charland concludes, “A narrative, once written, 

offers a logic of meaningful totality” (141).  And a little earlier, Charland writes, “To be 

constituted as a subject in a narrative is to be constituted with a history, motives, and a 

telos.  In the rhetoric of Quebec’s sovereignty, ‘Québécois’ is not merely a descriptive 

term, but identifies and positions the Quebec voter with respect to his or her future” 

(140).  Thus, the third ideological effect prescribes that a citizen of Quebec must vote for 
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independence in order to be considered Québécois.  In sum, Charland demonstrates that 

constitutive rhetoric works by identifying a terminological space where individual men 

and women can unite as a new socio-political entity, by giving this newly created entity a 

history, and by constructing the narrative logic of this history in such a way that the 

newly constituted entity can only survive if it acts in a certain prescribed way. 

I apply Charland’s ideological effects to reading Lysenkoism as a constitutional 

act.  We shall see that Lysenko’s speeches identify two collective entities Michurinism 

and Mendelism.  Individuals variously supporting Lysenko could unite under the title 

Michurinism and proclaim their opposition to Mendelism, a title uniting individuals 

variously supporting classical genetics.  Next, Lysenko’s speeches place Michurinism in 

a historical context, identifying Lysenko’s doctrine with the historical personalities 

(Darwin, Timiriazev, and Michurin) who in reality could or could not have supported 

Lysenko.  Lysenko also places Michurinism in a historical opposition to Mendelism, 

showing that there had always been a clearly marked and irreconcilable opposition 

between the ideas represented by Michurinism and those represented by Mendelism.  

Finally, the logic of Lysenko’s narrative dictates to his audience that they must take sides 

with either the Michurinists or the Mendelists.  This “logic of meaningful totality,” in 

Charland’s words, belies the freedom that Lysenko’s audience allegedly had in their 

decision of whether Lysenkoism and classical genetics were reconcilable. 

To sum up: This chapter marks out the terminological scope of the present study.  

To read Lysenkoism as a constitutional act, I scrutinize two speeches delivered by Trofim 

Lysenko to show that they operate by the principles of constitutional dialectic: limited 

86 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

freedom and antagonism.  I also show that Lysenko’s speeches embody Burkean rhetoric 

of identification and division.  Finally, I demonstrate that the exact mechanism of 

Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric consists in creating a fictitious subjectivity and getting 

his disparate audiences to identify with this subjectivity, thus turning fiction into a 

perceived reality.  In this process, Lysenko’s speeches identify the new science of 

Michurinism, place it in a historical context, and get their audience to unite on the ground 

of either accepting this new science or rejecting it. 
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CHAPTER IV  

CONTEXT OF LYSENKO’S 1936 AND 1948 VASKHNIL SPEECHES 

We are almost ready to start scrutinizing Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric in his 

two speeches delivered at two congresses of VASKhNIL, in December 1936 and in July-

August 1948.  “VASKhNIL” is the Russian acronym for “the Lenin All-Union Academy 

of Agricultural Sciences.”  Its establishment in 1929 emphasized the importance of 

agricultural research in the Soviet Union.  Lysenko’s career was closely related to 

VASKhNIL.  In 1935, he became member of the Academy and was its president from 

1938 to 1956 and then again from 1961 to 1964 (Medvedev and “Vlast’ i Genetika: 1917-

1964”).  VASKhNIL also became the main arena for Lysenko and his followers’ struggle 

with Mendelian geneticists.  Lysenko’s speech at the December 1936 VASKhNIL session 

inaugurated a distinction between his Michurinist agrobiology and Mendelian genetics 

and claimed that that these two trends could not co-exist in Soviet biology.  Lysenko’s 

address at the August 1948 VASKhNIL session was followed by an official ban on 

genetic science in the Soviet Union.  It is thus understandable why I have chosen these 

two historic speeches for demonstrating the rhetoric that constituted a new science, 

Michurinism or Lysenkoism. 

So far, this dissertation has been preparing the ground for my rhetorical reading of 

Lysenko’s speeches.  Chapter II established the significance of ambiguity in the history 

of the Lysenkoists-versus-geneticists conflict, and chapter III developed a critical 

vocabulary that allowed me to identify features of constitutional rhetoric in Lysenko’s 

speeches.  However, before we get down to the actual text of these two speeches, it is 
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necessary to make one more digression into the historical context of Lysenko’s conflict 

with the geneticists.  One of the principles of Burke’s constitutional dialectic posits that 

constitutions are, on the one hand, expressions of human wills, but on the other, they are 

a response to an extra-rhetorical situation.  According to this principle, we may consider 

the constitutional rhetoric of Lysenko’s VASKhNIL speeches as an expression of 

Lysenko’s and his followers’ arbitrary wills; yet at the same time, we should view 

Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric as a response to, or a re-enactment of, a concrete 

historical situation.  This situation comprises the circumstances that could necessitate 

Lysenko’s conflict with the geneticists and the constitution of a new, alternative to 

classical genetics, science.   

This chapter considers such circumstances.  First, it narrates the beginning of 

Lysenko’s career to show how he could have developed a personal grudge against the 

Soviet biological science establishment.  Next, it considers the historical factors that 

could bear on Lysenko’s conflict with the academic scientists.  These factors include the 

situation of Soviet agriculture in the 1930s, the consequences of Stalin’s project of 

collectivization of peasants, the traditional gap between science and farming in the Soviet 

Union, and the Stalinist principle of the unity of theory and practice in Soviet biology and 

agriculture.  This chapter concludes with an argument that the Lysenko-versus-geneticists 

conflict can be viewed as an expression of a bigger struggle in 1930s Soviet science, 

struggle between the “new socialist” science, better adapted to the new ideological 

demands, and the “old” academic science, suspicious to the Soviet regime because of its 

would-be inability to keep up with the pace of radical changes taking place in the Soviet 
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Union and because of its ties with the pre-revolutionary Russian and the contemporary 

West.  This argument will underscore the workings of constitutional dialectic in 

Lysenko’s conflict with classical geneticists. 

Beginning of Lysenko’s Career: Coming into Conflict with the Scientific Establishment  

The son of a Ukrainian peasant, Lysenko was able to receive education and 

promotion thanks to the October Bolshevik Revolution of 1917.  After graduating from 

the Kiev Agricultural Institute, Lysenko began to work at a plant breeding station in 

Azerbadjian.  Hard working and enthusiastic, he was able to improve the local plant 

breeding techniques.  Even the staunch anti-Lysenkoist Medvedev grants that Lysenko’s 

early experiments were “from the practical standpoint … doubtless useful” (11).  It is 

also at this experimental station that Lysenko received the first public notice.  An article 

in Pravda, a major Soviet newspaper, sensationalized Lysenko’s modest results and 

hailed him as a new Socialist type of scientist who was able to find grass-roots solutions 

to practical problems without indulging in high theory (Medvedev 11-12).  The article 

called Lysenko “the barefoot Professor,” marking another of his qualities that made him 

ideologically attractive for the Soviet propaganda.  He was “a plain man of the people” 

(Roll-Hansen 57), a Socialist scientist, having no direct ties to the pre-revolutionary elitist 

scientific community.  The Pravda article made Lysenko noticed by both the public and 

the scientists.  Representatives of VIR (the All-Union Institute of Plant Breeding) visited 

the young agronomist at his station.   
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However, Lysenko’s real fame came with his vernalization, an agronomical 

technique that he developed in the same period of working in Azerbadjian.  Vernalization 

consisted in subjecting the seeds of winter varieties of plants to thermal pre-treatment so 

that when sown, these varieties would behave like spring plants.  Lecourt provides a more 

concrete explanation: “In essence the technique consisted of maintaining at a low 

temperature the previously moistened seed of a winter variety of a given plant.  By this 

means, explained Lysenko, it would be transformed into a spring plant” (40).  Such a 

transformation could potentially increase crops because it allowed avoiding frost killings 

of winter varieties. 

Before vernalization became an agronomical technique applied to practical plant 

breeding on a mass scale, it served the young researcher Lysenko as an experimental 

technique.  Lysenko was not the first to experiment with the effects of varying 

temperatures on plant development (he can claim the authorship of the term 

“vernalization,” yarovizatsia in Russian; indeed, to this day vernalization is associated 

with Lysenko).  However, in contrast to the scientists who had studied this phenomenon 

before, Lysenko claimed to be able to develop a theory that would explain the exact 

relations, in numerical terms, between changes in temperature and other environmental 

factors and changes in a plant organism (Roll-Hansen 59).   

Lysenko presented the results of his first vernalization experiments at the 1929 

All-Union Congress of Genetics, Selection, Plant and Animal Breeding in Leningrad.  

His paper was criticized for sloppy methodology and an error in statistical analysis.  This 

criticism came from the plant physiologist N. A. Maksimov, famous for his studies of 
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thermal factors in plant development.  Maksimov also gave a paper on thermal factors at 

the Congress, and it is his, not Lysenko’s, findings and conclusions that received 

attention in the press (Medvedev 13).   

Based on Maksimov’s criticism of Lysenko’s report, many commentators of 

Lysenkoism conclude that the scientific community dismissed Lysenko’s paper out of 

hand as unworthy of attention.  Roll-Hansen, however, disagrees with this interpretation 

of the events.  Carefully reviewing other responses to Lysenko’s paper, Roll-Hansen 

concludes that the 1929 Congress marked a success in Lysenko’s scientific career.  

Although criticized, Lysenko still got approval for his efforts.  His experiments were 

commended by Nikolai Vavilov, a major figure in Soviet plant breeding and genetics.  

Roll-Hansen writes, 

Altogether Lysenko’s appearance at the Leningrad congress in January 1929 and 
the responses that he got confirmed his rising scientific status.  He received 
positive attention from the leading experts within the specialty; a dose of criticism 
that is included is quite normal in science.  Lysenko was now in the position to 
make a respectable career in Soviet agricultural research. (68) 

Thus, his appearance at the 1929 Congress could be interpreted as a success, 

earning Lysenko a firm foothold in the biological community.  Yet other accounts of 

Lysenko’s attitude toward the results of the Congress show that the young ambitious 

scientist was not happy.  For example, a loyal Lysenkoist Dolgushin, a future Lysenko 

biographer, writes, “Returning from the meeting of geneticists, Lysenko understood that 

he addressed himself to the wrong quarters.  [His] discovery was of no use to the 

dogmatic followers of Mendel and Morgan” (qt. in Medvedev 14).  In other words, it 

seems that at the Leningrad congress, Lysenko started off on the wrong foot with the 
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well-known academic scientists.  In fact, even Roll-Hansen, who makes special effort to 

inscribe early Lysenko in the scientific community, admits that since the 1929 Congress, 

Lysenko “was set on a collision course with the scientific establishment and traditional 

science” (68). 

The above presentation of Lysenko’s first encounter with the Soviet scientific 

establishment at the 1929 Leningrad Congress reveals a contradiction.  Lysenko was 

noticed and commended at the Congress.  His report was criticized for gaps in research 

and reasoning, but this criticism did not deny him or his theory a scientific status.  Such 

results would seem to mark success, not failure for a young researcher.  Yet instead, as 

we can see from the above presentation of Lysenko’s attitude, the 1929 Congress marked 

a turning point for Lysenko, bringing him into conflict with the Soviet biological 

establishment.  The question then arises, Why did Lysenko choose to part ways with this 

establishment instead of trying to fit himself into it?  The above statement by Dolgushin 

suggesting that it was the establishment that rejected Lysenko and not the other way 

round seems tendentious, especially if we take into account that Lysenko received the 

most criticism from plant physiologist Maksimov, and not from “the dogmatic followers 

of Mendel and Morgan,” that is classical geneticists.  So the assumption that it was 

Lysenko who started a conflict with the leading academic scientists seems justifiable.  

But what motivated Lysenko? 

Roll-Hansen gives a psychological answer to this question: “The wishful 

character of the young Lysenko’s scientific reasoning [and his intolerance of criticism] 

derives from his lack of scientific education as well as his personality” (69).  To create a 
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picture of Lysenko’s personality, Roll-Hansen adduces reports according to which 

Lysenko was “a gifted but poorly educated enthusiast,” sincerely and passionately 

believing in the value of his work, and becoming aggressive “[o]nly when someone 

criticized his theories” (69).  Roll-Hansen also suggests that at the 1929 Leningrad 

Congress, Lysenko must have felt “socially uncomfortable among the well-educated 

middle-class academics who dominated the scientific community” (69).    

What we see in Roll-Hansen’s interpretation is that the conflict that would 

eventually result in the appearance of Michurinism/Lysenkoism and a ban on classical 

genetic research started from Lysenko’s personal grudge against the academic scientists’ 

arrogant and condescending treatment of his early research.  While my rhetorical 

approach to Lysenkoism does not deny the importance of personal motive (in this case, 

Lysenko’s attitude toward the academic scientists and toward the long established 

scientific norm of organized skepticism, as envisioned by Merton (1973)), we must 

recognize that a presentation based primarily on such a motive would trivialize 

Lysenkoism as a historical phenomenon.  There had to be some historical circumstances 

that, as it were, favored skeptical and subversive attitudes toward traditional science.  

What aspects of the ideological and social climate of the 1920s and 1930s Soviet Union 

allowed Lysenko’s disagreement with academic scientists to transform from a personal 

grudge into a well-organized campaign against the traditionally high ethos of academic 

science?  These aspects will be identified shortly, but now I will trace the history of 

Lysenko’s vernalization a little further to demonstrate that lack of scientific endorsement 
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did not prevent vernalization from becoming a sensation with the agricultural authorities 

and the general public. 

Although Lysenko’s report on vernalization was perceived skeptically by 

scientists at the 1929 Congress, vernalization managed to draw the officials’ attention and 

eventually become a public success.  Lecourt reports that already in 1929, “the Ukrainian 

Commissariat [Ministry] of Agriculture had ordered experiments in vernalization on a 

wide scale” (40).  Ukraine had just suffered severe crop losses due to frosts, and 

vernalization could potentially help avoid such losses because it allowed sowing winter 

seed in the spring.  Lysenko’s father, Denis Lysenko, tried out vernalization on his farm 

and succeeded.  He kept the seed of winter wheat in a sack under the snow the whole 

winter.  Sowing this seed in the spring, he was able to obtain an exceptional yield.  The 

senior Lysenko’s experiment immediately became a sensation, and vernalization “became 

famous throughout the Soviet Union in a few months” (Lecourt 40).  As a result, Lysenko 

the son was invited to the Odessa Institute of Selection and Genetics where he headed the 

department of vernalization created especially for him (Medvedev 14). 

Medvedev and Joravsky argue that Lysenko himself was behind the noisy press 

campaign, which could have exaggerated the success of the first practical use of 

vernalization; it should be added, though, that a commission from the Ukrainian 

Commissariat of Agriculture investigated the senior Lysenko’s remarkable results and 

confirmed them (Medvedev 14 and Joravsky 60).  Yet whatever the actual yield obtained 

by Lysenko the father, the enthusiastic press campaign accompanying it shows that the 

agriculture officials, the government, and the public were desperately waiting for 
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sensational results in agriculture.  They were ready to see Lysenko’s vernalization as a 

remedy for a persistent problem—winter killings of crops—even if the effects of 

vernalization were not unconditionally endorsed by scientific and technical experts.   

Thus, Lysenko’s failure to receive immediate and unconditional recognition in the 

scientific community was well compensated by his success with the officials and the 

public.  Paradoxically, in order to reinforce his status of scientist and agronomist, 

Lysenko had to turn away from the established scientists and the scientific doctrines they 

maintained. 

The Ideology of Willfulness in Soviet Agricultural Science and Practice in the 1920s and 

1930s 

To understand this paradox, we need to place the development of Lysenkoism in a 

larger picture by reviewing the situation in which Soviet science and agriculture were at 

the end of the 1920s.  This period in the Soviet Union is often referred to as the second 

Bolshevik revolution.  Roll-Hansen writes, 

Stalin proclaimed 1929 as the year of “the great break.”  The economic and social 
revolution that had slowed down in the early 1920s was now resumed at full pace.  
After one step back … the regime took two steps forward, to the forced 
introduction of socialism.  A central system of planning was established, and two 
grand economic schemes were launched: the building of a modern heavy industry 
and the collectivization of agriculture. (75) 

The 1929 program for building effective industrial and agricultural systems 

assigned a special role to science: The scientific community was to supply quick and 

effective recipes for the ongoing massive economic modernization.  Yet at the same time, 

the new policy brought to view a general dissatisfaction with science.  This 
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dissatisfaction resulted from a pronounced incongruity between the expectations that the 

public opinion placed on scientists’ role in economic development and the real situation 

in economy.   

It seems that Soviet scientists became victims of the dominant ideology of 

maximalism and willfulness, originating in the revolutionary mood and heated by the 

official propaganda.  This ideology conferred on the Bolsheviks and on their newly 

founded state a perception of unlimited powers that could not be curbed by anyone or 

anything.   In his Origin of Russian Communism (published first in 1937), the philosopher 

Nicholas Berdyaev defines Soviet philosophy and ideology as “social titanism,” which 

relies on “the revolutionary titanic will” (150).  This meant that if the new Soviet state as 

a social whole strongly willed something, it could do wonders and nothing could stop it, 

not even the laws of nature.  According to Berdyaev, young Soviet men and women 

merged in the collective whole felt themselves powerful world-builder, and “the world 

had become plastic and out of it new forms might be modelled” (152).  (The motive of 

the plasticity of organic forms will become important in the Lysenko-versus-geneticists 

debate.)  Such miracle-producing willfulness, of an almost religious kind, was promoted 

in all spheres of Soviet life.  Joravsky quotes Kalinin, head of the Supreme Soviet, who in 

his 1922 address to agricultural workers and scientists calls for “a profound conviction” 

and “a burning faith” that should help Soviet agriculture to catch up with and surpass its 

Western counterpart (26).   

Thus, like everybody else in Soviet Russia, scientists were expected to participate 

in the great myth of Soviet miraculous power by professing the omnipotence of Soviet 
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science.  Indeed, such noted plant breeders and geneticists as Vavilov, Tulaikov, 

Kolitsov, Serebrovskii, and many others with them celebrated the happy union of the 

Communist regime and science, promising fantastic results from a systematic application 

of scientific method in socialist agriculture.  Joravsky cites a 1927 article in which 

Tulaikov promises, “by a close union of science and practice,” a doubling of agricultural 

production within ten years (34).  More cautious estimates, predicting a 6-11 per cent 

increase, were denounced as defeatist and “unbecoming to revolutionaries” (35).  In 

reality, not only did agricultural production failed to fulfill the above optimistic, as well 

as the pessimistic or “defeatist,” predictions, it actually decreased as the result of the 

1929 collectivization.  Scientists’ optimism about the results of a happy union of 

agricultural science and practice could be genuine or conformist.  Joravsky suggests that 

scientists could be sincere in their error: while they had the necessary technical expertise, 

they were not prepared to account for the economic and social factors of yields (35).  Yet 

whatever the motives behind agricultural experts’ optimism, the myth of their 

omnipotence turned against them.  When the optimistic projects envisioned by the public 

and the government and encouraged by scientists failed to come true, the disappointed 

officials blamed the experts.  Thus, as Joravsky notes, mass industrialization and 

collectivization put scientists in an ambiguous situation: their expertise was in more 

demand, but at the same time there was a growing distrust of scientists (64).  This 

distrust, as we have seen, could be the result of a conspicuous incongruity between the 

overinflated expectations placed on science and the reality where crops stubbornly 

refused to increase at the pace predicted by the willful authorities and scientists.  Thus, 
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scientists’ failure to improve agricultural production should be primarily considered on 

the ideological plane.  This “failure” may be viewed as an ideologically induced 

(mis)perception.  In effect, scientists became a scapegoat for failures in agricultural 

practice and agricultural policy. 

Collectivization as a Reason for Failing Agriculture 

It is plausible to assume that Stalin’s government needed a scapegoat to bear the 

brunt of responsibility for the devastating effect of the forced collectivization.  Stalinist 

officials undertook collectivization of peasants to achieve two goals.  First, newly 

founded kolkhozes allowed implementation of central planning of agriculture and putting 

agricultural production on technical rails.  Thus, the consistent use of technology and 

scientific method in the kolkhozes and sovkhozes was to modernize the backward 

Russian agriculture and to solve the problem of scarcity of food for the growing industrial 

population in the cities.   

The second purpose collectivization served was to turn, once and for all, the 

countryside into a class ally of the still young Communist regime.  Indeed, the attitude of 

many peasants to the Soviet government was not much different from their attitude to the 

old tsarist rule, and they did not consider themselves part of the new social order brought 

about by the Bolshevik revolution.  In the words of Levins and Lewontin, for the Russian 

and Ukrainian peasant, “it was not his revolution” (181).  Therefore, the history of the 

relationship of the new Soviet state with its peasants had ranged from open hostility to 

mutual mistrust.  To feed the Red Army fighting in the civil war following the 1917 
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revolution, Lenin’s government forcefully expropriated crops from the peasants.  When 

such expropriations resulted in the peasants’ refusal to work and food supplies collapsed, 

the regime established milder relations with the peasants: they were allowed to produce 

and sell agricultural products on market economy terms.   

However, this situation could not last long.  On the one hand, for the Soviet 

(Stalinist) regime it meant having a petty bourgeois class enemy, who in the words of 

historian Alex De Jonge, could “hold the party to ransom by withholding food from the 

marketplace” (237).   On the other, the market relationship with the peasantry did not fit 

the new policy of radical modernization, which required much food quickly and at low 

costs.  The countryside simply refused to make sacrifices and quickly modernize its age-

old production technology to keep pace with the rapidly growing city.  This situation was 

intolerable to the ruling regime.   

The solution envisioned by the Stalinists was radical and ruthless—forced 

collectivization and the elimination of the class of kulaks, that is, the wealthier and more 

independent peasants.  Much has been written about the tragic results of the new program 

(see, for example, De Jonge (1986) and Radzinsky (1996)).  Without exaggeration, the 

1928-9 collectivization entailed a war against the peasants, with millions killed and 

misplaced and the others scared into cooperation.  The peasants responded with 

resistance and sabotage.  Levins and Lewontin write, “Agricultural production was 

wrecked by the plowing under of crops, refusal to sow and harvest, the wholesale 

slaughter of livestock, and attacks on agricultural officials” (181-2).  It is no wonder that 

if collectivization resulted in the regime’s victory over a class enemy, it certainly did not 
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increase food production.  On the contrary, the yields of the beginning of the 1930s were 

smaller than the pre-collectivization yields.  So we could say that collectivization was, at 

least in part, to blame for new waves of famines sweeping the country in the early 1930s. 

It is obvious, then, that agricultural scientists’ contribution to the effectiveness of 

agriculture was thwarted by unfavorable socio-political conditions.  Scientists could not 

predict the devastating effect of collectivization.  In fact, many of them (like Vavilov) 

regarded it favorably because, in Roll-Hansen’s words, “[c]ollectivization aimed at a 

radical new economic structure with opportunities for a systematic use of science that 

existed nowhere else in the world” (76).  Scientists hoped that collectivization would 

allow a more direct and systematic application of scientific method to agriculture.  This 

hope points to another important factor in the development of agricultural science and 

practice in the Soviet Union—lack of communication between agricultural science and 

practice. 

Gap between Science and Farming 

There always was a deep gap between farming and agricultural science in pre-

revolutionary Russia and the Soviet Union.  While Russian and Soviet agricultural 

science was constantly developing, abreast of, or never far behind, its Western 

counterpart, the agricultural practice would show almost no perceptible change over 

centuries.  David Joravsky punctuates this ever-present split in a series of antitheses: 

While Russian propagandists and students of improved farming methods became 
sufficiently numerous to form societies, beginning with the Free Economic 
Society in 1765, the overwhelming majority of Russian farmers showed almost no 
interest, and were still showing extremely little interest in 1929, when Stalin’s 

101 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

impatient government tried to force the modernization of farming by 
collectivizing the farmers.  At the time, the overwhelming majority of Russian 
farmers were still following the grain-fallow rotations of their medieval ancestors, 
while Russian soil scientists had won an international reputation as virtual 
founders of their discipline.  Russian peasants were still broadcasting mongrel 
folk varieties of seed, while Russian botanists had started to organize the world’s 
greatest collection of living plants in order to breed improved varieties according 
to the new science of genetics. (19) 

Traditionally, the Russian and Soviet rulers would give generous support to 

scientific research in modern farming.  Yet also traditionally, the government would give 

little or almost no support to the peasants.  The peasants constituted the majority of the 

population of the Russian empire and the early Soviet Union, and they were also the 

economic basis of the country.  However, their situation was never favorable.  Under the 

burden of serfdom until 1861, heavily taxed after the abolition of serfdom, and in their 

mass always illiterate, extremely few Russian peasants would find motivation for 

improving farming technique.  So as research institutes would turn out new advanced 

technologies, most of these technologies could not be applied in the extremely primitive 

conditions of farming.  And as universities would graduate new agricultural specialists, 

enthusiastic about the potential of science to improve the human condition, their 

enthusiasm would smash against the harsh reality of the poverty, ignorance, and 

resistance of the countryside. 

Some scientists were acutely aware of the gap between modern scientific 

agriculture and the actual practice on the average peasant’s farm, yet they could not solve 

the problem.  Joravsky writes, “It was easier to define the problem than to solve it, unless 

the scientists were able to change the peasants’ methods of cultivation—and they were 

not—or willing to bring their work down to the primitive level of the peasants” (33).  So 
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as the myth of the omnipotence of science grew and research institutions received more 

funding, some scientists began to be apprehensive about the unrealistic expectations 

placed on science (Joravsky 33).  It was obvious that the incongruity between the great 

experimental and theoretical achievements of Soviet science and the deplorable situation 

in agriculture should reach a critical point where public opinion and the official 

propaganda would turn against scientists for being unable to live up to the inflated 

expectations.  What was ignored in such a view was the fact that scientists had very few 

points of contact with practical agriculture. 

Thus, the kolkhozes and sovkhozes, formed from collectivized peasants, were to 

become the remedy for the age-old disease—lack of communication between agricultural 

science and practical farming.  On these large agricultural units, advanced technology 

would be applied in an obligatory fashion and on a mass scale.  Also, unlike individualist 

farms, the kolkhozes and sovkhozes would be able to afford the acquisition and 

application of modern agricultural equipment.  It is not surprising that this project elicited 

genuine enthusiasm from agricultural scientists.  Finally, their work would become useful 

to common farmers. 

Yet as is known, this project was not realized and the scientists’ dream of a more 

harmonious relation with practical farmers did not come true.  Instead of improving 

agricultural production, forced collectivization delivered such a heavy blow to peasants 

that, in the opinion of some authors, the Russian countryside still has not fully recovered 

from it.  In the turmoil of collectivization, there were even fewer opportunities to 

introduce scientific thought in Soviet agriculture than before.  Collectivization itself did 
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not change the newly collectivized peasants’ attitudes toward the Soviet regime and the 

technology that this regime gave the countryside.  Mass technologizing did not bring 

about “socialist agriculture” that would work in harmony with the developing heavy 

industry.  To use Lecourt’s terminology, the “technological” revolution did not result in 

an “ideological” revolution in the peasants’ minds (74).  So once again, the still primitive 

agricultural conditions and the peasants’ resistance were in the way of modern scientific 

approach. 

Lysenko turned the existing gap between science and practice into an important 

argument against geneticists’ domination of agricultural science.  He claimed that his 

doctrines, unlike the geneticists’, established a more organic link between science and 

practical kolkhoz husbandry.  However, when Lysenkoists took over Soviet agriculture, 

their techniques did not seem to be more consistently applied than the techniques offered 

by Mendelian geneticists.  Levins and Lewontin, for example, dispel the common view 

that Lysenkoism caused great harm to Soviet agriculture.  Instead they show that 

Lysenkoism did not have a perceptible effect, whether positive or negative, on yields 

(189-191).  In his satirical novel Pod Sozvezdiem Kozlotura, the Russian-Abkhazian 

writer Fazil Iskander dramatizes the gap between science and the already collectivized 

farmers.  A journalist of a provincial newspaper, supported by a high official, starts a 

campaign for promoting the breeding of the kozlotur, a hybrid between the common goat 

and the Caucasian goat.  The hybrid is passed off as an achievement of “our Socialist 

Michurinist [i.e., Lysenkoist] agrobiology.”  The story tells about the subterfuges kolkhoz 

workers have to use to sabotage the new “valuable” practice foisted on them by 
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“specialists” who do not know the first thing about practical animal breeding.  While we 

could not say that either non-Lysenkoists or Lysenkoist agricultural scientists were 

absolutely ignorant in agronomy, we could say that neither of them had more effect on 

practical farmers than the other.  Lack of communication with peasants (and later 

kolkhozes) was a problem for both Mendelian geneticists and Lysenkoists. 

Unity of Theory and Practice 

It is this lack of communication between scientific and practical agriculture that, 

at least in part, motivated Stalin’s statement about the primacy of practice over theory.  

Pronounced at a conference in 1929, Stalin’s accusation of “lagging behind practice” was 

leveled not against biological scientists, but against agricultural economists (who 

obviously had a much soberer view of the consequences of the collectivization) (Roll-

Hansen 90).  However, “theory lagging behind practice” and “unity of theory and 

practice” quickly began to be popular topics of discussion within scientific and near-

scientific circles.  Roll-Hansen writes, 

“Unity of theory and practice” was the ubiquitous catchphrase of Soviet science 
policy debates in the 1930s.  Critically pointed against the “ivory tower” 
academic tradition, it appealed to practically minded people tired of academic 
hairsplitting.  It was widely accepted, also among scientists who had little 
sympathy for Marxist doctrine, that academic science had been too isolated from 
practical life, and that a change was needed.  (82) 

The notion of “unity of theory and practice” also had a powerful political and 

ideological appeal.  It was consistent with the Marxist postulate that philosophy/theory 

should actively change rather than passively explain the world.  It was also consonant 

with the utopian vision of a Socialist society harmoniously blending intellectual and 
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physical labor (theory and practice), thus eliminating the pernicious class divisions of the 

bourgeois society (Roll-Hansen 81).  So it is not surprising that the terms “unity of theory 

and practice” and “theory lagging behind practice” had much currency in the debate 

between the Lysenkoists and the Mendelian geneticists.  This debate would also 

demonstrate the highly controversial nature of these terms.  The notion “unity of theory 

and practice” would give rise to “the test by practice” whereby the validity of a theory is 

tested by its practical success.  But, as Roll-Hansen notes, “‘practical success’ is an 

ambiguous term.  It could cover such different things as confirmation by scientific 

experiment, technical feasibility, economic efficiency, and political victory” (82).  

Studies of Lysenkoism also show that Lysenkoists used the notion of unity of theory and 

practice to distract the opponents from Lysenkoists’ practical failures and focus on the 

ideological superiority of their doctrine.   

Summarizing the Historical Context of Lysenko’s Scientific Career 

This, then, is the historical context in which Lysenko entered the scientific and 

agricultural debate.  The end of the 1920s saw a sharp turn toward further introduction of 

socialism into all aspects of life in the Soviet Union, economic, cultural, and political.  

This period marked the launch of two grand projects: the creation of a powerful heavy 

industry and the collectivization of peasants.  If the industrialization program succeeded, 

which was attested by the Soviet Union’s ability to repel the Nazi invasion in the Second 

World War, collectivization had a disastrous effect on Soviet agriculture.  The 

agricultural failures, though, were blamed on scientists, especially geneticists, many of 
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whom were in charge of agricultural research.  For a long time, public opinion hailed 

scientists as magicians capable of doing wonders, and Soviet scientists indeed achieved 

exceptional results.  Yet these results were theoretical and factual, and not practical.  

Thus, the myth of scientists’ omnipotence did them a bad turn.  Scientists were able to 

achieve scientific success, but it was not only up to them to translate scientific 

achievements into practical ones.  Indeed, practical problems require social and political 

as well as technical considerations.  The deep gulf existing between agricultural science 

and practical farming in Russia could not be bridged only by technical means.  So the 

1929 forced collectivization that was meant to put Soviet agriculture on technical rails 

did not solve the problem of the social divide between the peasants on the one side and 

the scientists and political officials on the other.  As a result, collectivization did not only 

fail to increase yields, but in fact decreased them.  And with the yields the ruling regime’s 

trust in the scientific elite decreased as well.  One important marker of the growing 

mistrust was the official call for a fusion of theory and practice and for measuring the 

validity of a theory by the practical (economic) gains that this theory can bring. 

It is not surprising then that while Lysenko’s vernalization, or rather his 

experimentation with and presentation of it, met with some criticism from scientists, it 

was quickly and almost unconditionally supported by the agriculture officials.  It is 

obvious that new approaches to agriculture, now collectivized, were eagerly expected, 

especially if these approaches had the potential to bring quick economic results.  A new 

type of scientist was expected too.  Commentators of Lysenkoism discern different 

motives for the political leaders’ and the public’s support of Lysenko in his struggle with 
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the representatives of established science, especially geneticists.  But whatever those 

motives were, we just need to register that many officials supported, or at least 

sympathized with Lysenko.  Moreover, there was not a unified opposition to Lysenko’s 

doctrines within scientific circles.  Nikolai Vavilov, for example, a leading geneticist and 

scientific administrator, praised Lysenko for his practical mind and enthusiasm.  Only 

later, when Lysenko’s attacks on classical genetics began to threaten the very existence of 

genetic research in the Soviet Union, did Vavilov come to the geneticists’ defense and 

oppose Lysenko.  In Roll-Hansen’s words, “Vavilov was reluctantly being pushed into a 

position of leading the defense of classical genetics” (194).  According to Roll-Hansen, 

Vavilov, as well as many other practical minded scientists in the Soviet Union and in the 

West, felt that some of the accusations against academic genetics, accusations of lack of 

connection with practice, were just (194).  Thus, if not his scientific works, Lysenko’s 

call for more practical achievements met with sympathy in scientific circles.   

Lysenko’s personality and his cause also appealed to many young specialists who 

received their education in the new expanding system of education.  Roll-Hansen writes, 

The period of the first five-year plan, 1928-1932, was also a period of cultural 
revolution.  Research and higher education were abruptly expanded.  Students 
with peasant or worker backgrounds were recruited in large numbers.  There was 
a proliferation of crash courses to make up for poor prior education.  People with 
the appropriate proletarian background were also systematically preferred for 
positions in administration, teaching, research, and so on.  (75) 

To these newly graduated specialists, with skimpy education and close ties to 

practical life, Lysenko with his simple (crude) techniques and theories that reportedly 

could bring quick economic results was the obvious preference over the arcane, elitist, 

“ivory-tower,” academic scientists.  Lysenko also favorably differed from most leading 

108 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

scientists by passing the test of class affiliation.  Unlike many old scientists associated 

with the pre-revolutionary middle class and with world science, Lysenko was “a man of 

the people” capitalizing on the achievements of primarily Russian scientists. 

Old versus New Science 

One obvious implication of the above discussion is that the initial differences 

between Lysenko and the established scientists did not concern their theoretical 

conceptions so much as their understanding of what science was and what its relations to 

practical agriculture should be.  Unlike older scientists, Lysenko allowed wishfulness to 

enter his scientific discussion, wishfulness that was typical of the heady post-

revolutionary period in the Soviet Union, when propaganda promoted the idea that there 

was nothing impossible in the newly founded socialist state.  For Lysenko and his 

sympathizers, traditional academic science with its cautious approach to scientific 

questions (this approach is characterized as the scientific norm of organized skepticism 

by sociologist of science Robert Merton (1973)) was not “socialist” enough; that is, it 

was too inert and indecisive.  The ideology of the time required quick and radical changes 

in all spheres of Soviet life.  Traditional scientists seemed to be out of pace with the new 

way of life.  In the eye of the public and the authorities, academic scientists paid too 

much attention to “theoretical hair-splitting” instead of solving concrete practical 

problems.   

From its establishment in 1917, the Soviet regime had invested many resources 

into the creation of a robust and effective scientific research network.  Now at the 
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beginning of the 1930s, science was expected to pay back with quick and effective 

recipes that would facilitate the two grandiose projects of industrialization and 

collectivization.  Yet, as we saw, Soviet scientists did good experimental and theoretical 

science, but could not guarantee unconditional success in practical agriculture.  That was 

because practical results do not depend on scientific and technical expertise only, but also 

on social and economic factors.  There could be some unfavorable circumstances that 

prevented an effective application of scientific ideas and techniques to practical farming.  

This simple truth, however, was overlooked either due to the well established willful 

myth of the omnipotence of Soviet science, or because the Stalinist regime needed a 

scapegoat for its own failures to modernize the countryside by collectivization.  Thus 

following the totalitarian Stalinist logic, academic science, feverishly revered before, now 

became suspicious in the public eye.  A new “socialist” scientist was called for, someone 

who would harmoniously fit into the new high-paced practice-oriented life and who 

would be ideologically more suitable than most established scientists with their middle-

class origins and their Western scientific values. 

Lysenko seemed to meet these criteria.  He fit the role that the totality of social, 

economic, political, and ideological circumstances called to life (or, to use my dominant 

metaphor, “constituted”) in order to overthrow, or at least to modify, the “old” ivory-

tower theory-minded science, science not as a concrete discipline, like genetics, but in 

general as a social knowledge-creating institution.  Viewed in such a broad context, 

Lysenko’s would-be failure at the 1929 Leningrad Congress (or rather his grudge against 

an arrogant treatment he received there) and his immediate success with the agricultural 
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officials can be viewed as an expression of the struggle of the “new” against the “old” 

science, legitimized and amplified by the dominant ideology.  Lysenko found himself in 

the position to voice this struggle; he became the speaker of this struggle.  In an analysis 

of the relations between discourse, knowledge, and power, Michel Foucault advises to 

look not so much into the personality or the person of the speaker as into the position 

from which the speaker speaks (The Archaeology of Knowledge 52-3).  In effect, the 

critic should ask what gives the speaker the right to speak.  What gave Lysenko the right 

to “speak,” that is to express a discontent at being criticized by well-established 

respectable scientists (in particular, the plant physiologist Maksimov), was precisely his 

role of a representative of the new science defying the old “theoretical hair-splitters.”  He 

did not necessarily see his role in such exact terms, but he could certainly intuit a social 

and ideological demand for someone like himself to fill such a role.   

Admittedly, this discussion suggests that someone other than Lysenko could fill 

this role.  Moreover, some other than classical genetics discipline could have been chosen 

to be attacked as representative of traditional academic science.  The agonistic 

constitutional principle tells us that it was almost immaterial which particular discipline 

was to be “sacrificed” for the coming about of the new type of science.  Lysenko 

happened to fill the role of the spearhead of the new science, and classical genetics 

happened to be on his way when his work started to involve questions of heredity.  

Certainly, this argument is somewhat reductive because it detracts from the uniqueness of 

the Lysenkoism-versus-genetics conflict by presenting it as merely a shadow of the “big” 

struggle between “new” and “old” types of science that unfolded in the Soviet Union in 
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the 1930s through 1960s.  Yet at this still preparatory stage, my argument helps me 

highlight the importance of the big struggle as a motive informing Lysenko’s conflict 

with the geneticists.  It also helps me demonstrate the workings of the constitutional 

dialectic and its impact on the establishment of Lysenko’s new science “Michurinist 

agrobiology.”  This new science needed to be constituted against some other 

“constitution,” which in this case happened to be embodied in classical genetics.  The 

following four chapters focus on the rhetorical aspect of this constitutive process. 
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CHAPTER V  

CONSTITUTIONAL RHETORIC IN LYSENKO’S 1936 VASKHNIL SPEECH: 

CALLING FOR THE ENEMY 

This chapter focuses on Lysenko’s rhetoric at the 1936 VASKhNIL (the Lenin 

All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences) congress.  First, this chapter discusses the 

context of this congress and argues that Lysenko and his followers created a rhetorical 

environment that required a formal discussion of the question of whether Lysenkoism is 

reconcilable with classical genetics.  Second, this chapter reviews commentary on the 

1936 VASKhNIL congress to show that before this congress, the Soviet biological 

community had not worked out a definite attitude toward Lysenkoism.  Rather, there was 

a range of varying attitudes to Lysenkoism.  I argue that Lysenko’s goal at the congress 

was precisely establishment of two distinct irreconcilable camps, respectively supporting 

and opposing his doctrine.  Third, this chapter reviews Lysenko’s actions before the 

congress to suggest that he had been consciously escalating a conflict with classical 

geneticists.  Finally, I begin scrutinizing the constitutional rhetoric in the text of 

Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics,” delivered at the 1936 VASKhNIL congress, 

and in the script of his replies to criticism following this speech.  I argue that Lysenko’s 

speech and answers to criticism constitute his doctrine as irreconcilable with classical 

genetics.  I also show how Lysenko places his science, Michurinist agrobiology, and 

classical genetics in historical context. 
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The Context of the December 1936 VASKhNIL Session 

I will now dwell on the context and outcomes of the December 1936 session of 

VASKhNIL.  To summarize the results of this session, I am turning to a quotation from 

Zhores Medvedev’s 1969 The Rise and Fall of T. D. Lysenko.  In the chapter dedicated to 

the beginning of the struggle between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists, Medvedev 

writes,  

Before 1935 the biologists of our country [the USSR], as well as those in the rest 
of the world, held to the classical concepts—the chromosome theory of heredity 
and the theory of mutation—which had been elaborated on the basis of the 
remarkable studies of Mendel, Morgan, Johannsen, de Vries, Vavilov, Kol’tsov, 
Goldschmidt, Muller, and other outstanding scientists … 

In 1935-1936, however, Lysenko and Prezent [Lysenko’s close collaborator] 
announced a new concept of heredity in opposition to the generally accepted 
chromosome theory which they denounced as reactionary, idealist, metaphysical, 
and barren.  (20) 

In the rest of the chapter, Medvedev compares these two trends in biology in 

terms of their theoretical conceptions, the scientific rigor of their methods, and their 

practical achievements.  Medvedev’s goal in this chapter, as in the rest of his book, is to 

show the superiority of classical genetics over Lysenko and Prezent’s agrobiology.  This 

goal is understandable because in writing his book Medvedev actually participated in the 

present controversy on the geneticists’ side.  Yet whatever Medvedev’s goal was, 

knowingly or unknowingly, his book registers the success of Lysenkoists’ effort at the 

December 1936 session—to identify two distinct irreconcilable trends in genetic science. 

The period between 1929 and 1936 marked a steadily growing confrontation 

between the Lysenkoists and the traditional academic scientists, especially classical 

geneticists.  The open conflict at the 1936 congress was preceded by what rhetorician 
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John Ramage (2006) calls “ambient persuasion” which “occurs when proponents of a 

policy, a decision, or an ideology repeat, typically in the same or similar phrases, a set of 

loosely related claims or ‘talking points’ that lay the groundwork for a fully articulated 

case” (104).  Here are some aspects of the ambient persuasion leading from some 

theoretical disagreements to an open conflict between the Lysenkoists and some 

scientists, who were bound to become the Lysenkoists’ opponents. 

At the beginning of the thirties, Lysenko built a theory of phasic developments of 

plants (see Lysenko “Plant Breeding and Theory of Phasic Development,” first published 

in 1935).  Based on his experiments with vernalization, Lysenko claimed that a plant’s 

development can be divided into stages or phases and in each such phase, the plant 

requires certain environmental conditions for its further development and transition into 

the next phase.  Lysenko argued that determining the exact phases of a plant would allow 

an active intervention in the plant’s development by changing the plant’s environmental 

conditions.  Thus, plant breeders would be able to direct the plant’s development to their 

benefit.   

Although it was criticized when it was published and although it was never fully 

developed, the theory of phasic development of plants was an important step in 

Lysenko’s struggle with the geneticists.  According to Dominique Lecourt, “[This] theory 

played a decisive part in the elaboration of Lysenkoism: for it established a link between 

the modest agricultural recipes [with which Lysenko’s career started] and the great 

polemic on genetic theory” (41-2).  However, it is not obvious that Lysenko developed 

this theory specifically for fighting the geneticists.  In fact, at the beginning it was not 
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impossible to reconcile Lysenko’s phasic theory with classical genetics.  Yet in time, 

Lysenko’s theorizing would deviate further and further from the postulates of Mendelian 

genetics, to the point where it would be impossible to ignore the contradictions.  Such 

deviations could not but elicit sharp criticism from leading geneticists, thus contributing 

to the “ambient persuasion” that would lead from potentially reconcilable theoretical 

controversies to an open confrontation between Lysenko and the geneticists. 

Since the beginning of the 1930s, the scientific controversy over genetics began to 

include political and ideological overtones, and Lysenko used them to his advantage.  A 

talented orator with an acute understanding of the Stalinist system, he successfully used 

political demagoguery to win over the Stalinist leaders in his still undercurrent struggle 

with the established science.  Medvedev cites the well-known (thoroughly publicized) 

incident at a Congress of Collective Farmers in 1935: Lysenko’s speech elicited the 

approval of Stalin who exclaimed, “Bravo, comrade Lysenko, bravo!” (16-7).  As 

Lysenko’s work would receive inordinate acclaim in the press and among the officials, 

some of his scientific would-be opponents began to be criticized on political grounds.  

Thus already in 1931, an article accused Nikolai Vavilov and the All-Union Institute of 

Plant Breeding, which he headed, of ideological unreliability, dogmatism, and sabotage 

(Medvedev 18).  Other articles critical of classical geneticists’ political stance would 

appear, undercutting the status of those scientists who subscribed to classical genetics 

(Roll-Hansen163 ff.).   

By December 1936, the “ambient persuasion” around the case of genetics made it 

obvious that there were enough contradictions between Lysenko’s doctrines and classical 
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genetics to warrant a clear articulation of the relationship between these two genetic 

directions, an articulation that would help decide which of them should dominate Soviet 

genetics and agriculture.  Representatives of classical geneticists had to their credit a well 

developed theory based on widely recognized factual data, a robust research network, and 

a well deserved acclaim among world scientists.  The Lysenkoists had the reputation of 

achieving good practical results and being ideologically closer to the Soviet regime.  

Lysenko was also supported by the officials and some established scientists.  Thus 

although the growing breach between the Lysenkoists and the Mendelian geneticists was 

obvious, it was not clear if these two genetic movements could (or should) be reconciled.  

And if they could be reconciled, which of them was supposed to become the dominant 

doctrine in the new combined genetics. 

The goal of the December 1936 session of the Lenin Academy of Agricultural 

Sciences (VASKhNIL) was precisely to achieve such a compromise between the 

Lysenkoists and their opponents among geneticists and other biologists and plant 

breeders.  The official goal of the congress was announced by Muralov, the then 

president of VASKhNIL.  It was to evaluate “different genetic theories … [in order] to 

‘provide a unity of method’ for practical breeding work” (Roll-Hansen 194).  Obviously, 

controversies within the disciplines guiding plant breeding had a paralyzing effect on 

agriculture, but the outcome of the session also had a political significance for Soviet 

genetics and the country in general.  The political significance of the congress was 

attested by two facts.  First, the opening of the congress was attended by high party and 

government officials.  Second, the congress received a broad coverage in the Party’s 
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main newspaper Pravda and some attention in the government’s newspaper Izvestia 

(Roll-Hansen 195-6).   

Commentary on the 1936 Congress 

Among the commentators of Lysenkoism, Joravsky (1970) and Roll-Hansen 

(2005) give the most attention to the December 1936 VASKhNIL congress.  To present 

this congress as a historical case, they employ similar ingredients, but they differ in their 

emphases.  Both Joravsky and Roll-Hansen admit the significance of the political 

situation in the Soviet Union at the time of the congress.  The country was entering the 

period of political repressions and purges.  So in the atmosphere of terror, “the already 

limited space for objective and open scientific debate became even narrower” (Roll-

Hansen 194).  This atmosphere was further intensified by the recent arrest of the 

geneticist Israil Agol (Roll-Hansen 195).  The exorbitant praise Lysenko received in the 

Pravda testified to the official support of the Lysenkoists in their conflict with the 

geneticists.  Joravsky maintains that in the political situation of the time, such support 

from the officials was a clear signal to Lysenko’s opponents at the December congress: 

“Breeders and geneticists were to ‘discuss’ their disciplines in terms that would confirm 

the official judgment that Lysenko was right, his critics wrong” (Joravsky 99).  So 

Joravsky’s interpretation imposes an a priori outcome on the congress.   

Roll-Hansen is more cautious in his vision of what the officials expected from this 

congress.  Recognizing the political pressures and an official support for Lysenko’s side 

of the controversy, Roll-Hansen still believes that “the political leadership and 
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bureaucracy depended on some kind of agreement among the scientists” (196).  Thus, 

relying on Roll-Hansen’s interpretation, we could say that the 1936 congress still differed 

from Stalin’s infamous show trials, where the outcome was always predictable.  Although 

scientific debate was gaining more and more political and ideological overtones, the 

political leaders still respected science and deferred to scientists for decisions in science 

administration.  Joravsky himself grants, “Officials could not specify wherein Lysenko 

was right, his critics wrong” (99).  Thus, according to Roll-Hansen and to a less extent 

Joravsky, the 1936 congress was indeed necessary in order to clarify the situation of 

Soviet genetics. 

Another point on which Joravsky’s and Roll-Hansen’s interpretations differ, 

mainly in emphasis, is the motivation of non-Lysenkoist participants in the congress.  

The Lysenkoists banded together around their leader.  They did not allow themselves any 

deviations from the leader’s doctrines or any sympathy for other (“enemy”) doctrines, 

and thus they presented a unified front against any opponents.  Conversely, scientists not 

belonging to the Lysenkoist camp did not present such a unified front, unconditionally 

opposing the Lysenkoists or supporting the geneticists.  One can get an impression that 

there was such a clear-cut opposition between the Lysenkoists and the established 

scientists from such polemical works as Medvedev’s.  Roll-Hansen, on the contrary, talks 

about “shades of sympathy for Lysenko” (206).   

Thus, some scientists openly and violently opposed Lysenko’s theory and 

practice.  Others recognized Lysenko’s practical achievements, but criticized his neglect 

of proper scientific procedure.  Some scientists while critical of Lysenko’s aggressive and 
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dictatorial manner, still shared his critical view of classical genetics.  There were also 

those who, like Nikolai Vavilov, made a desperate effort to reconcile Lysenkoism with 

the scientific establishment.  In a word, opinions among non-Lysenkoist participants in 

the 1936 congress varied, from American geneticist Hermann Muller’s accusing 

Lysenkoism of charlatanism and insidious fascism to embryologist Boris Zavadovsky’s 

sharing Lysenko’s belief in the inheritance of acquired characteristics.  We can deduce 

that just as there were shades of sympathy for Lysenko, there were also degrees of 

support for Mendelian geneticists among those whom I call non-Lysenkoist scientists for 

lack of a better word (because not all of them were anti-Lysenkoist). 

Both Joravsky and Roll-Hansen acknowledge a range of attitudes toward 

Lysenkoism, but they attribute different motives to the fact that non-Lysenkoist scientists 

did not unanimously oppose Lysenkoism.  Roll-Hansen interprets this variety of attitudes 

toward Lysenkoism and its opponents as a sincere effort to evaluate both sides and make 

a decision as to which one should prevail.  So most of these scientists acted like a jury in 

a trial.  Joravsky in a seemingly similar way summarizes the controversy of the 1936 

VASKhNIL session as “a conflict between two little bands of militants” watched by the 

silent majority (99-100).  Yet in Joravksy, this silent majority is not indifferent or 

undetermined, unlike Roll-Hansen’s presentation.  Joravsky underscores that the political 

officials pressured scientists into recognizing and accepting Lysenko’s doctrine.  Thus 

pressured, the scientists would pay Lysenko lip service.  In Joravsky’s words, most of 

these specialists “tried simply to keep out of trouble by keeping out of the ‘discussion,’ 

while they continued their usual publications” (99).  Thus, according to Joravsky, most 
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full-fledged scientists though silent, clearly saw the reasons for the conflict and were anti-

Lysenkoist from the start.  Joravsky implies that by the time of the 1936 congress, there 

had already formed a clear dividing line separating Soviet biologists and breeders into 

two distinct camps, the Lysenkoists and their opponents.  Ironically, although Joravsky is 

biased against Lysenko, his interpretation concurs with the point that Lysenko’s 1936 

speech drives home—there is a clear division of two irreconcilable trends in Soviet 

genetics. 

My reading of Lysenko’s speech and various reactions to it disagrees with (or 

rather qualifies) this interpretation.  Rather, my rhetorical analysis of Lysenko’s speech 

concurs with Roll-Hansen’s emphasis on the blurriness of the division between the 

Lysenkoists and non-Lysenkoists.  My reading will claim that the goal of Lysenko’s 

speech at the VASKhNIL December 1936 session was to define and reinforce such a 

division, which before this session had not been as clearly defined as Joravsky suggests.  

This division was necessary for establishing a new biological science.  Thus, after Roll-

Hansen, I will conclude that this congress was a success for Lysenko precisely because 

no compromise between his trend and classical genetics was achieved.  In Roll-Hansen’s 

words, “Lysenko emerged as the leader of a rival equally legitimate scientific school” 

(214-5).  Correspondingly, I will read Lysenko’s speech as a constitutional act that 

ideologically/rhetorically creates new subjectivity (or identity) at the expense of another, 

presumably rival, identity.  To achieve this goal, Lysenko needed to establish a clear 

division between his agrobiology and Mendelian genetics. 
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Identification of the Enemy in Lysenko’s Scientific Work 

One of the most salient characteristics of constitutions is their agonistic nature.  

As Burke notes in Grammar of Motives, “They [constitutions] involve an enemy, 

implicitly or explicitly” (357).  The Lysenkoists left no doubt about who the enemy of 

their agrobiology was—Soviet and foreign geneticists who subscribed to classical genetic 

theory as it was developed in the works of Gregor Mendel, Wilhelm Johannsen, Hugo de 

Vries, Thomas Hunt Morgan, William Bateson, and others.   

Lysenko’s conflict with the geneticists developed gradually.  His initial 

experiments with vernalization, that is the influence of temperature on the development 

of a plant organism, was in the field of plant physiology.  And although Lysenko’s work 

in this area was subjected to some criticism, it still earned him the status of a promising 

young scientist.  In fact, his term vernalization (yarovizatsia, in Russian) is still current in 

plant physiology today (Roll-Hansen 12-3).  One can speculate that had Lysenko stayed 

in the field of plant physiology, he would not have come into conflict with the established 

scientific community.  He could have become one of its respectable (or maybe even 

prominent) members.  Yet soon Lysenko’s articles and speeches began to extend his 

conclusions to claim that by means of vernalization, he could change not just the 

development of an individual plant, but its heredity as well.  He, thus, ventured into the 

questions of heredity, the domain of genetics.  And this is when antagonism with the 

established biologists began to be felt acutely.   

However, even at this stage, a full-scale conflict could have been averted.  

Depending on further qualification, we can view Lysenko’s claim to being able to change 
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a plant’s heredity as contradicting or agreeing with accepted genetic theory.  Classical 

genetics distinguishes between phenotype, the physical make-up of an organism, which 

can change during the organism’s life, and genotype, the hereditary constitution of an 

organism, which unlike the organism’s phenotype, (almost) never changes during the 

organism’s life.  The genes constituting a genotype are transmitted from generation to 

generation (almost) intact.  Lysenko’s claim that changing the plant’s environment can 

modify its heredity contradicted this distinction because according to Lysenko, changes 

in the phenotype entailed changes in the genotype.  On the other hand, geneticists had 

just begun experiments designed to change an organism’s genotype (i.e., induce 

mutations) with the help of X-ray and some chemicals.  In view of these experiments, 

Lysenko’s claim could be interpreted as an attempt at inducing a mutation by subjecting 

the organism’s genotype (and not only phenotype) to certain environmental conditions, 

similar in effect to X-ray or mutagenic chemicals.  Thus, Lysenko did not need to step 

outside accepted genetic theory for explaining his ability to change a plant’s heredity 

with the help of vernalization.  It seems then that it was up to Lysenko to decide whether 

to fit his observations and conclusions into the genetic theory of heredity and mutation.  

Many geneticists, though critical, were open to a dialogue with Lysenko.  Lysenko, 

however, chose to repudiate the genetic theory of chromosomal heredity and mutation.  

Thus, he chose a line of confrontation. 

This last assertion that Lysenko chose to initiate a conflict imposes authorial 

intent on Lysenko.  It implies that this confrontation occurred because Lysenko willed it, 

almost from the beginning of his career.  Indeed, this is the sense one gets from all 
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commentators of Lysenkoism, especially the obviously biased ones, such as Medvedev 

and Joravsky.  For example, in the following list, I arrange into three stages Medvedev’s 

presentation of Lysenko’s effort to escalate the conflict with classical geneticists:  

1.  From one public appearance to the next and on the pages of Lysenko’s journal 

Yarovizatsia, the Lysenkoists would criticize the genetic theory and the agricultural 

practice based on that theory. 

2.  Lysenko proposed that preserving pure lines of self-fertilizing plants was 

harmful and that self-fertilizing plants should be forced into intravarietal cross-

pollination.  The agricultural technique of preserving pure lines was in agreement with 

the genetic assumption of an unchanging genotype.  Thus criticizing this technique, 

Lysenko criticized basic genetic assumptions. 

3.  Lysenko undertook an experiment where he turned one plant of a winter 

variety into a spring variety, with the view of claiming that he was able to change the 

hereditary basis of the plant.  The genetic conception states that the genotype is almost 

completely independent of the organism’s environmental conditions.  Thus, Lysenko’s 

claims were blatantly contradictory to genetic theory. 

Listing all these agonistic actions on the part of Lysenkoists, Medvedev criticizes 

their results from the theoretical and practical point of view, but he also notes that even if 

the results of Lysenko’s experiments with vernalization and changing a winter variety 

into a spring variety were valid, none of them directly contradicted the accepted genetic 

concepts (22-5).  Rather, Lysenko’s interpretation of his experimental results insisted 

that the genetic theory was wrong and that therefore his experiments and ideas could not 
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possibly fit the accepted genetic conception.  Each further stage in Lysenko’s scientific 

career—(1) criticism of genetic theory; (2) criticism of the practice based on genetic 

theory; and (3) undertaking his own experiments that could contradict the genetic 

theory—took him farther and farther from Mendelian genetics. 

It seems then that Lysenko undertook all these actions precisely with the purpose 

of antagonizing classical genetics; Lysenko wanted a conflict with the geneticists and 

deliberately sought ways to antagonize them.  Interestingly, Roll-Hansen, who strives for 

a more objective presentation of Lysenkoism, still observes, “Since early 1935 Lysenko 

and Prezent had pursued a line of confrontation with their proposals for new breeding 

methods and increasingly radical criticism of classical genetics” (194).  The active 

“pursued” leaves no doubt about a calculated intent. 

This agent-centered, idealistic (in Burke’s sense) presentation of Lysenko’s 

cultivation of the conflict with the geneticists satisfies my intention to view Lysenkoism 

as an attempt to constitute a new science.  Although to be fair, one could also highlight 

the scenic (contextual) factors in the development of the conflict between the Lysenkoists 

and the geneticists.  Some of them I have already discussed in previous chapters: poor 

situation in agriculture that was blamed on geneticists, a mistrust of genetics among 

practical breeders (and not only in the Soviet Union, but in the Western countries, too), 

strong neo-Lamarckian feelings in non-genetic biological disciplines, the geneticists’ ties 

with foreign scientists, etc.  Yet, whatever sources of motivation in the formation of the 

breach between classical genetics and the “new” Lysenkoist genetics we wish to 

highlight, it seems obvious that the Lysenkoists approached the December 1936 session 
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of VASKhNIL quite consciously as an opportunity to codify and solidify the 

irreconcilable nature of the disagreement of their science with that of geneticists. 

Identification and Division in Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics”  

Recall that in his Rhetoric of Motives, Burke defines the function of rhetoric as 

persuasion by identification.  To persuade her audience, the speaker must place herself on 

the same ground with the audience; that is, she must identify with the audience.  The 

rhetorical function of identification necessarily implies its dialectical opposite—division.  

According to Burke, rhetorical identification is born in response to the human condition 

of division: “If men were not apart from one another, there would be no need for the 

rhetorician to proclaim their unity” (Rhetoric 546).  Thus, we can say that identification 

and division underlie all rhetorical process. 

Lysenko’s speech at the VASKhNIL congress of 1936, purporting to constitute a 

new science in opposition to another science, employs identification and division with 

utmost clarity.  It is important to understand Lysenko’s employment of these two 

functions on two levels.  I propose to theorize these two levels in terms of Stephen 

Toulmin’s warrant, the assumption that underlies an argument, and claim-evidence, the 

explicit argumentation based on the warrant.  Lysenko’s warrant is that there is an 

irreconcilable conflict between his doctrine and that of the geneticists.  Lysenko’s claim 

is that his doctrine is theoretically, practically, and ideologically superior to classical 

genetics.  On the level of warrant, Lysenko’s speech attempts to identify with as many 

people in his audience as possible.  On the level of claim, explicit division is as important 
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to him as explicit identification.  Thus, those in his audience against whom Lysenko 

proposes to identify are as important as those with whom he proposes to identify.   

It is also on the second level, the level of claim, that another rhetorical process 

takes place, the process of ideological or rhetorical subject formation as it is envisioned 

by Althusser, Therborn, Charland, and McGee.  Lysenko’s speech could be reduced to 

the proposition, “You are either with us or you are against us.”  Indeed, Lysenko 

addressed himself to two groups in his audience, those who were ready to follow his 

doctrine, on the one hand, and those who would stick with classical genetics.  Such a 

division is to a certain extent fictitious because, as Roll-Hansen shows, many participants 

in the congress were not determined in their attitude toward Lysenko’s doctrine.  Thus, 

Lysenko’s speech rhetorically invents its audience as belonging to two sharply opposed 

camps.  Lysenko, as it were, nudges his audience toward one of the roles that his speech 

envisions. 

Rhetorical Reading of Lysenko’s Speech at the December 1936 Congress 

In what follows, I discuss the elements of constitutive rhetoric in Trofim 

Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics” and his replies to criticism following his 

speech (these replies were published as a transcript entitled “Reply to Debate” right after 

the text of “Two Trends in Genetics” in his 1954 Agrobiology).  I show that Lysenko’s 

speech and answers to criticism following the speech rhetorically identify an enemy and 

interpellate an audience that is clearly split into two irreconcilable camps.  I also show 

how “Two Trends in Genetics” places Lysenko’s Michurinist agrobiology in a historical 
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context to demonstrate that it traditionally opposed classical genetics.  Next, I 

demonstrate how Lysenko employs the resources of rhetorical ambiguity to give his 

constitutional discourse enough flexibility and thus viability.   

Stating the Existence of Controversy: Calling (for) an Enemy 

The title of Lysenko’s speech, “Two Trends in Genetics,” lays the ground on 

which he will build his argument.  To reinforce the effect of the title, at the beginning of 

the speech, Lysenko proclaims, 

The controversy that has been and still is going on among us [members of 
VASKhNIL] is not merely a conflict of opinion among individual scientists; it 
affects the most vital interest of research work.  This alone, in my opinion, is the 
reason why this controversy in a seemingly narrow sphere of science—breeding 
and genetics—has roused such wide interest among the Soviet public, including 
collective-farm experimenters.  At issue here are not particular minor problems 
but the main trend of work in agrobiological science.  The chief point on which 
attention is now being concentrated in this controversy is the conception of the 
evolutionary process in the plant and animal world.  (160-1)1   

Thus, Lysenko openly admits the importance of establishing the terms of the 

conflict in such a way as to highlight its fundamental nature, in contrast to presenting it as 

a motive for a routine scientific discussion with the view of making a few adjustments to 

the accepted theory.  In Kuhnian terms, Lysenko wants to pull this controversy from the 

confines of “normal science” (“a narrow sphere of science,” in Lysenko’s words) and 

create a revolutionary situation that would allow overthrowing the framework of the 

currently dominant theory.   

                                                 
 
1 The italics in this and the following quotations are from the original text of “Two Trends in Genetics” 
published in Lysenko’s Agrobiology.  Presumably, they underscore the speech’s strongest points. 
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That establishing an irreconcilable conflict is Lysenko’s major concern is 

confirmed by his treatment of his opponents’ positions.  In the debate following his 

speech, Lysenko expresses what at first reading appears to be gratitude to Hermann 

Muller, an important participant in the congress: 

I am grateful to Professor Muller for his splendid paper … Muller definitely 
dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s.  He clearly and distinctly said that genes mutate 
only in the course of tens and hundreds of thousands of generations; that the 
phenotype exerts no influence on the genotype.  In confirmation, and for 
comparison, Professor Muller referred to the radio: a man at the microphone (the 
genotype) influences the listener at the loud-speaker (the phenotype), but the 
listener at the loud-speaker cannot influence the announcer.  Hence, according to 
Professor Muller, the genotype influences the development of the phenotype, but 
the phenotype exerts no influence on the genotype. 

In general, this means that the hen develops from the egg; the egg, however, 
develops not from a hen, but directly from a previous egg.   

The explanation Professor Muller gave is clear and distinct to us.  Professor 
Muller makes his position as plain as the respected Professor Morgan made it in 
his latest book The Scientific Basis of Evolution.  (188-9) 

Lysenko obviously exercises irony or outright sarcasm in his “approval” of 

Muller’s position in much the same way that Mark Antony proclaims that “Brutus is an 

honorable man” in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.  This sarcasm is betrayed by the context 

(Muller being one of Lysenko’s most militant opponents at the congress) and by 

Lysenko’s apt juxtaposition of Muller’s analogy of radio transmission with another 

analogy, based on the proverbial chicken and egg, but with an unexpected humorous 

interpretation.  Despite the sarcasm, however, this statement reveals Lysenko’s wish for a 

clearly defined division between his and his opponents’ positions.  Just pay attention to 

the number of words for “clarity” that can be found in the above statement: “definitely 
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dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s,” “clearly and distinctly,” “plain.”  This tautological 

series has an almost incantatory effect. 

A little further into the question-and-answer sessions following “Two Trends,” we 

find the following exchange that confirms Lysenko’s appreciation of an uncompromising 

position, including the position that challenges his doctrine: 

Zavadovsky, M.M.  How are we to understand you? You say that you love 
Morgan, and yet you reject his conceptions. 

Lysenko.  I said that I respect him.  I did not say that I “love” him.  (Laughter, 
applause.) 

I respect Professor Morgan and Professor Muller for their scientific 
straightforwardness.  In his paper Professor Muller said he thought about the 
problem of evolution.  You, Academicians M.M. Zavadovsky and Serebrovsky, 
agree with Professor Muller in everything concerning genetics.  You agree with 
him that genes cannot change more often than once in a hundred thousand 
generations.  But if anybody were to ask you whether you held the view that 
genes do not change in a thousand years, you would at once answer: “Nothing of 
the kind.  It is only that ignoramus Lysenko who thinks that about us.”  (190) 

This situation again involves humor, but this time at Zavodovsky’s, not Muller’s, 

expense.  As to Morgan and Muller, Lysenko sounds genuinely respectful to their 

position.   Thomas Hunt Morgan, the U.S. biologist, made an important contribution to 

classical genetic theory.  In “Two Trends,” Lysenko often refers to Morgan’s writings as 

an authoritative source in classical genetics in order to criticize Morgan’s ideas and thus 

all of classical genetics.  Hermann Muller, Morgan’s former student at Columbia 

University, was an outstanding U.S. geneticist who was working in the Soviet Academy 

of Sciences in the 1930s and participated in the 1936 VASKhNIL congress.  Obviously, 

Lysenko respects Morgan because Morgan’s writings contradict his (Lysenko’s) theory.  

Likewise, he respects Muller for expressions of open enmity toward his (Lysenko’s) 
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doctrine.  Commending these scholars for their “scientific straightforwardness,” Lysenko 

at the same time denounces Zavadovsky and Serebrovsky for their relative 

indeterminateness, their alleged insincerity: “You, M.M. Zavadovsky, like Academician 

Serebrovsky, often say things you do not believe yourself” (190).   

Interestingly, M. Zavadovsky and Serebrovsky were among the few who openly 

and systematically opposed Lysenko’s attacks on genetics.  Joravsky writes that at an 

earlier meeting where Lysenko openly doubted the necessity of Mendelian genetics as a 

science and discipline, comparing it to “a game for gentlemen of leisure,” Serebrovsky 

shouted from his seat “Obscurantist!” (102-3).  Yet at the December 1936 VASKhNIL 

congress, Serebrovsky though still openly hostile to Lysenko’s propositions, 

systematically examines Lysenko’s points to show their invalidity from the point of view 

of accepted scientific knowledge (Roll-Hansen 202).  Muller, on the other hand, did not 

deign to study Lysenko’s theory in detail.  His speech at the congress, in Roll-Hansen’s 

words, “was a brilliant but rather dogmatic popularization of the principles of classical 

genetics” (203).  Muller did not deliver his speech himself, but through biologist Nikolai 

Kolitsov.  After Kolitsov finished, Muller himself took the floor to dismiss “Lysenko’s 

ideas as ‘quackery,’ ‘astrology,’ and ‘alchemy’” (Roll-Hansen 203).  Roll-Hansen 

believes that Muller’s arrogant treatment of the controversial questions must have 

alienated those biologists and breeders who were not determined in their attitude to 

Lysenko (203).  Moreover, Muller criticized Lysenko for opposing research in human 

genetics.  The topic of human genetics was officially strictly banned from the agenda of 

the congress because by the mid 1930s, human genetics, or eugenics, was associated with 
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Nazi Germany’s science.  Yet, once Muller mentioned it, the Lysenkoists got a chance to 

recall that some geneticists (including Serebrovsky) had formerly been involved in 

human genetic research (Roll-Hansen 203).  Thus, according to historian Mark Adams, 

Muller “played directly into the hands of the Lysenkoists” (qt. in Roll-Hansen 204).  This 

statement refers to the fact that Muller, out of good intentions to Soviet geneticists, 

compromised their reputation by reminding of their involvement with eugenics.  This was 

a politically insensitive move on the part of Muller.  I, however, maintain that in addition 

to trying to exonerate Soviet eugenics, Muller also played into Lysenko’s hands by 

occupying an uncompromising, dogmatic, and high-handed position toward Lysenko’s 

proposals.  Thus, in the constitutional process initiated by Lysenko, Muller satisfied the 

requirement for a clearly defined enemy.  Serebrovsky and M.  Zavadovsky, who were 

among Lysenko’s more militant opponents, satisfied this condition, too, but to a lesser 

extent, thus deserving Lysenko’s rebuke for being “insincere.” 

Even more telling for my study into Lysenko’s invocation of an enemy is his 

attitude toward Nikolai Vavilov.  Since the 1917 Revolution, Vavilov had been a most 

influential scientist and, even more so, scientific administrator in Soviet genetics and 

plant breeding.  He had a highly acclaimed reputation both in the Soviet Union and 

abroad.  Vavilov was one of the founders and first president of VASKhNIL.  At the time 

of the December 1936 congress, he was head of VIR (all-Union Institute of Plant 

Breeding), the most important research institution in the system of VASKhNIL.  

Naturally, Vavilov’s position in the conflict between the Lysenkoists and their opponents 

was very important for both sides.   
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From the start, Vavilov occupied a conciliatory position, vying for a compromise 

between established (classical) genetic theory and research and the more practically 

minded new trend headed by Lysenko.  From Lysenko’s initial experiments in Azerbaijan 

and the 1929 congress of breeders and geneticists in Leningrad, Vavilov supported 

Lysenko and protected him from harsher scientific critics.  At various public appearances 

and in press, Vavilov would invariably list Lysenko’s experiments among major 

achievements of Soviet plant breeding.  Yet Lysenko did not seem to appreciate this 

support.  On the contrary, Vavilov would often become the butt of Lysenko’s criticism in 

various conferences and publications.  Of course, we cannot know for sure the motive 

behind Vavilov’s support of Lysenko: it could be not only (or maybe not so much) 

Lysenko’s practical or scientific achievements, but also the fact that Lysenko was able to 

gain political and ideological support.  Yet whatever the reason for Vavilov’s outspoken 

commendation of Lysenko’s activity, it is hard to view Vavilov as an active and 

outspoken opponent to Lysenkoism as many commentators present him (for example, 

Medvedev, Popovsky (1984), and Polynin (1987)).  Before 1936, Vavilov seemed to 

oppose Lysenko implicitly rather than explicitly.  In his published works, Vavilov would 

never deviate from the fundamentals of classical genetic theory, even at the risk of 

aggravating Lysenko.  As the Lysenkoists would become more and more critical of 

genetic tradition, Vavilov unswervingly subscribed to this tradition in his publications, 

such as his preface to a Soviet 1935 edition of Mendel’s work (Polynin).  Thus, it seems 

that Vavilov made an effort to ignore or gloss over the obvious contradictions between 

Lysenkoism and Mendelian genetics.  He could be said to be among those whom 
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Joravsky characterizes as trying “to keep out of trouble by keeping out of the 

‘discussion,’ while they continued their usual publications” (99).   

Vavilov, however, was too important a figure in Soviet plant breeding and 

genetics to keep a low profile in the growing conflict between the Lysenkoists and the 

Mendelian geneticists.  At the climatic December 1936 congress, Vavilov had to take a 

more definite stance.  It is significant that in their description of the situation in which 

Vavilov had to make his choice of sides in the conflict, both Joravsky and Roll-Hansen 

use the word “pushed.”  Thus in Joravsky we find, “Vavilov was finally pushed from 

compromising praise of Lysenko to direct criticism” (103); and in Roll-Hansen, “Vavilov 

was reluctantly being pushed into a position of leading the defense of classical genetics” 

(194).  The passive voice of the verb push in both quotations contribute to a scenic 

motivation of Vavilov’s acts.  He was put in a situation where he had to make a choice.  

This situation could involve the geneticists’ appeals to Vavilov to defend their positions 

against an aggressive competitor who aptly wielded political weapons in his attacks on 

them.  But also, more importantly for my purpose of presenting Lysenkoism as a 

constitutional act, we need to note Lysenko’s efforts to contribute to a situation that 

would push Vavilov to one of the sides in the conflict.  There was little doubt that 

Vavilov would not forswear classical genetics; therefore, it was important for Lysenko to 

make Vavilov openly proclaim his enmity toward Michurinist (Lysenkoist) agrobiology.  

Obviously, Vavilov’s non-committal position threatened to preserve the status quo in 

which classical genetics would adjust to the “objective” requirements of the time and 
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remain a dominant framework in biology and plant breeding.  Lysenko needed an enemy 

in Vavilov, not a friend. 

Hence, as Roll-Hansen justly observes, Lysenko’s speech at the December 

congress “was a continuous polemic against Vavilov.  In spite of (or because of) the 

moderation he had shown, Vavilov was staged as the main opponent” (198).  Indeed, 

among Lysenko’s (potential) opponents attending the congress, only Vavilov receives 

sustained attention in “Two Trends in Genetics.”  Thus, accusing classical geneticists of 

denying “the creative role of natural and skillful artificial selection,” a key notion in 

Darwin’s teaching, Lysenko refers specifically to Vavilov as the head of a school with 

such pernicious “anti-Darwinian” views: 

I, and all those who think as I do, stand by Darwin’s theory of evolution, by 
Darwinism in all departments of agrobiological science.  Hence, we 
fundamentally disagree with those views on evolution, on the creation of new 
forms of plants, that are held by the school of N. I. Vavilov and by many 
geneticists.  (166) 

Discussing his proposal for intravarietal cross-breeding, Lysenko cites Vavilov as 

the major opponent to this new technique: “N.I. Vavilov stated in his paper that 

intravarietal crossing was useless and not worth while” (169).  Citing his recent 

experiment in which he allegedly was able to change the heredity of a plant organism, 

Lysenko refers to Vavilov’s theory of homologous series developed on the basis of the 

concept of an unchanging genotype: “What I have said in my paper also fundamentally 

contradicts, of course, N. I. Vavilov’s ‘law’ of homologous or parallel series of variation” 

(184).  And again, Lysenko stresses that Vavilov is at the head of the science that opposes 

Michurinism: “This explains our disagreement with the geneticists, and with N.I. 
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Vavilov’s school, which proceeds from the ‘law’ of homologous series that contradicts 

the principles of Darwin’s theory of evolution” (185).  Finally, in the debate following 

Lysenko’s speech, it is again Vavilov, and not Muller, Serebrovsky, or M.  Zavadovksy, 

who receives the most critical attention.  Thus, despite Vavilov’s attempts at 

reconciliation and compromise, in “Two Trends in Genetics” he is passed off as not just 

an enemy, but head of the enemy camp. 

In sum: “Two Trends in Genetics” sets out to invoke an enemy for those who 

could sympathize (variously) with Lysenkoist doctrines.  My reading shows that the more 

compromising a potential opponent is, the harsher criticism he receives from Lysenko.  

Thus, Hermann Muller, who contemptuously dismisses Michurinism as charlatanism, that 

is, basically insults Lysenko, receives an expression of gratitude (if somewhat ironic) and 

respect in return.  Serebrovsky and M. Zavadovsky, who systematically criticize 

Lysenko’s propositions on scientific grounds, thus recognizing a worthy scientific 

opponent in him, receive a rebuke for lacking “scientific straightforwardness.”  Vavilov, 

who has always called on his fellow-geneticists to discern valuable aspects in Lysenkoist 

doctrines, receives the harshest and most sustained criticism, as the defender of concepts 

fundamentally contradicting Michurinism.   

In this motivational scheme, it is tempting to reverse the causality of Lysenko’s 

growing hostility toward classical genetics.  We may assume that it is not internal 

contradictions of classical genetics and its practical failures that caused Lysenkoists to 

call for a new science, but rather that it is the need for a new science that caused the 

Lysenkoists to look for such contradictions and for a clearly defined enemy in those who 
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subscribed to classical genetics.  And those who resisted being defined as the enemy of 

Michurinism, like Vavilov, would be rhetorically made to assume (pushed toward) a 

position of defending the concepts that fundamentally contradicted Lysenko’s proposals.  

Thus, the audience of “Two Trends in Genetics” is rhetorically constituted (or 

ideologically interpellated, to use the Althusserian term) in such a way as to form two 

distinct groups, supporters of Michurinism and enemies of Michurinism.  

Correspondingly, these two groups would simultaneously be opponents and supporters of 

classical genetics. 

Historical Placement of Michurinist Agrobiology  

Having proclaimed the constitution of a new entity, Michurinist agrobiology, in 

opposition to Mendelian genetics, Lysenko’s speech next places these two opponents in a 

historical context in such a way as to show the continuous, historical nature of the 

controversy.   

Rhetorician Maurice Charland considers such placement an element of the 

ideological trick performed by a constitutive rhetoric.  In his study of how a formal 

political statement rhetorically constitutes a new political subjectivity, peuple québécois, 

Charland notes that the rhetors posit the peuple québécois as a transhistorical subject.  

The terms “Québécois” is used in reference to “both eighteenth century settlers who 

termed themselves ‘Canadiens’ and those living in Quebec today” (140).  Thus, time in 

the constitutive document “is collapsed as narrative identification occurs” to establish a 

link “between the dead and the living” (Charland 140).   
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Lysenko’s “Two Trends” likewise establishes a tradition for his new science, thus 

giving it a historical substance.  At the same time, “Two Trends” (re)constructs the 

history of classical genetics in such a way as to present it as fundamentally opposed to 

Michurinist agrobiology.  Here the rhetorical identification and division are at their 

clearest.  Lysenko meticulously associates his science with a set of motives and, 

correspondingly, dissociates classical genetics from these motives. 

“Two Trends” traces the lineage of Michurinist agrobiology to Darwin, whose 

theory of evolution was scientifically and ideologically uncontestable in the Soviet 

Union.  Since the geneticists, Lysenkoists’ opponents, likewise held Darwin in high 

regard, “Two Trends” singles out and emphasize those elements of Darwinism that would 

support the Lysenkoist theory and practice and would be in opposition to the genetic 

conception.  Thus, at the beginning of the speech, Lysenko lists the “revolutionary and 

effective” aspects of Darwinism.   

First, we find the following statement: “Natural and artificial selection are 

Darwin’s brilliant explanation of the natural purposiveness of the animal and plant 

world” (161).  This statement signals an important point of disagreement of the 

Lysenkoists with classical genetics.  Geneticists did not recognize a purpose in evolution.  

In his Evolution and Genetics (1925), Thomas Hunt Morgan sees the value of Darwin’s 

evolutionary philosophy in attributing natural variation and evolution to chance, and not 

a purpose or a preordained plan (14).  The geneticists’ failure to discern a purpose behind 

evolution by means of natural selection and their allowance for a chance and a great 

degree of unpredictability in evolutionary process annoyed the Lysenkoists, as well as 
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many scientists and non-scientists, including political officials.  In the wishful ideological 

atmosphere of the time, a special effort was made to read purpose both in social and, by 

extension, in natural processes.  Lysenkoism posited natural determinism to support the 

claim of humanity’s almost unlimited capability to change plant organisms for satisfying 

its needs.  The geneticists posited a relatively stable hereditary basis of organisms and 

limited organism variation to gene recombination and fortuitous, unpredictable 

mutations.  This vision put a check on Lysenkoist voluntarism.  Thus, highlighting 

deterministic motives in Darwin’s theory of evolution helped Lysenko associate his 

agrobiology with, and dissociate genetic theory from, Darwinism. 

The next invocation of Darwin in “Two Trends” confirms Lysenko’s intention to 

use Darwinism for supporting his bold vision of plant breeders’ great creative potential.  

Lysenko says, 

Darwin elaborated his theory of evolution on the basis of a generalization of the 
vast experience amassed by human practice and of his observations of plants and 
animals in free nature.  He showed that the plant and animal worlds change.  He 
discovered the causes of the fitness of organisms for the conditions of their habitat 
and, in the case of cultivated forms, also their fitness for satisfying man’s 
requirements.  Darwin’s theory thereby frees man’s hands, frees his initiative for 
action, for creating new forms of plants and animals.  (161) 

In addition to enhancing humanity’s creative potential, this statement also 

identifies Darwinism with another motive valued by the Lysenkoists—practice.  Lysenko 

proclaimed that the science of agrobiology grew out of agronomical practice.  Explaining 

the officials’ support of Lysenko, Joravsky writes, “Lysenko was to be followed because 

he was superbly successful at the fusion of theory and practice” (103).  So “Two Trends” 

employs practice as a common ground for identifying Darwinism with Lysenkoism. 
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The endowment of Darwinism with the motive of practice, and the Lysenkoists’ 

subscription to this motive, is also evident from the personalities that “Two Trends” 

considers “genuine” Darwinists.  The following statement lists these personalities in an 

ideologically favorable light: 

In bourgeois countries Darwin’s brilliant teaching did not and could not really 
flourish nor could it develop further.  The best Darwinian scientists in capitalist 
countries, such as, for example, Burbank in America, and our revolutionary 
biologists K.A. Timiryazev and I.V. Michurin in tsarist Russia, were lone fighters 
in the field.  (161) 

What unites Timiriazev, Michurin, and Burbank is their subscription to 

Darwinism and their mistrust of (and at times hostility to) Mendelian genetics.  But while 

Timiriazev was an academic scientist and a university professor in imperial Russia, 

Michurin and Burbank were not scientists, but rather practical plant breeders with no 

academic education.  Hence, their names enhance the motive of practice in “Two 

Trends.”  

Michurin’s and Burbank’s fame came from their practical successes that were 

largely inflated by the press (for Burbank in America, it was an advertising campaign 

boosting his sales; for Michurin in Soviet Russia, it was political propaganda promoting 

grass-roots initiative in scientific agriculture).  Having become public favorites, both 

Burbank and Michurin attempted to create scientific explanations of their experiments, 

grounding their ideas in Darwinism and intuitive Lamarckism.  Both Burbank and 

Michurin were able to attract the attention of scientists.  Scientific experts commissioned 

to examine Burbank’s and Michurin’s experiments concluded that though valuable from 

the practical point of view, these experiments did not have a firm scientific basis behind 
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them, but were rather intuitive practices based on a long experience.  Thus, both Burbank 

and Michurin were put in opposition to academic science.  They both would become 

skeptical and critical of academic science precisely because it was academic (i.e., 

speculative, ivory-tower type), whereas their science was allegedly based on years of 

practice.  (For a detailed description of Michurin’s career, see Joravsky; for Burbank’s, 

see Dreyer (1985) and Howard (1945).)  It is not difficult to see why Lysenko implicated 

Michurin and Burbank in his fight with the geneticists.  Their motivation for opposing the 

dominant science was very similar to his.  It is also obvious from Burbank’s and 

Michurin’s popularity (resulting in and from their mythologization) that “anti-genetic,” 

“down-to-earth,” “practical-minded,” “scientist-as-a-magician” motives were quite 

common in the first half of the twentieth century, both in Russia and the United States.  

Lysenkoism did not invent these motives; it just consolidated and highlighted them.  

Thus, Lysenko qualified his agrobiology as “Michurinist,” and not “Lysenkoist,” to 

signal continuity between his agrobiology and a popular practical tradition in plant 

breeding, a tradition opposed to Mendelian genetics and viewing plant breeding as more 

of an art than a science.   

As we have seen, Timiriazev is also listed among “the best Darwinians” who had 

to fight for Darwin’s theory in a hostile bourgeois world.  As was said, unlike Michurin 

and Burbank, Timiriazev was an academic scientist and a distinguished member of the 

biological community in Russia before and a little after the 1917 revolution.  He was an 

ardent proponent of Darwinism.  Advocating Darwin’s theory in an open and declarative 

way was a political more than scientific statement in the highly religious nineteenth-

141 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

century Russia.  Indeed, it seems that Timiryazev the politician sometimes got the better 

of Timiriazev the scientist.  According to Roll-Hansen, in 1894 Timiryazev was 

dismissed from his teaching post at the Petrovka Academy of Agriculture and Forestry 

for his defiant political stance (33).  After the revolution, Timiryazev sided with the new 

regime, and Soviet propaganda made him a hero.  The Petrovka was renamed to, and is 

still known as, “the Timiryazev Agricultural Academy.”  Timiryazev’s research did not 

engage questions of heredity, but his attitude toward Mendelian genetics was skeptical.  It 

is obvious that identifying with Timiryazev, both with his image as a famed Soviet (anti-

tsarist) scientist and with his anti-genetic views, served Lysenko’s rhetorical purpose in 

his fight with the geneticists. 

Thus, “Two Trends” produces an ideological-rhetorical effect whereby Lysenko’s 

agrobiology is fit into a tradition; that is, “Two Trends” endorses Lysenkoism 

historically.  By a number of rhetorical identifications, Lysenko manages to relate his 

new science to Darwin, Timiriazev, Michurin, and Burbank.  Each of these personalities, 

in turn, is endowed with anti-genetic motives.  So in the fiction of “Two Trends,” the 

Mendelian geneticists at the 1936 VASKhNIL congress find themselves opposing not a 

lonely young upstart with dubious scientific achievements, but a well established 

tradition counting among its associates the God-like Darwin, the famed Soviet scientist 

Timiriazev, the hero plant breeder (turned scientist by propaganda) Michurin, and a 

“progressive” representative of the capitalist world Burbank.2

                                                 
 
2 Luther Burbank was a commercial plant breeder, a businessman, a representative of the capitalist world 
hostile to Socialist Russia.  But this aspect of Burbank’s career was overshadowed by his image, carefully 
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The above paragraph refers to the historical link Darwin-Timiriazev-Michurin-

Lysenko established in “Two Trends” as a fiction.  Indeed, historical accounts show that 

Lysenko’s enlistment of well-known personalities’ support for his agrobiology 

constituted against classical genetics is ambiguously fictitious.  Lysenko’s appropriation 

of Michurin’s name for his Michurinist agrobiology suggests a possibility that Michurin 

could call his teachings Lysenkoist, thus identifying with Lysenko’s cause.  However, at 

the beginning of the 1930s, when the clashes between Lysenko and the geneticists began 

to be more and more pronounced, the enormously popular Michurin did not support 

Lysenko or become more hostile to the geneticists.  Roll-Hansen writes, “Lysenko tried 

to approach him [Michurin] with the aim of collaboration, but without success.  Only 

after Michurin’s death in 1935 was Lysenko able to effectively appropriate the name and 

market his own agrobiology as ‘Michurinism’” (46).  Timiryazev died in 1920, so he was 

not able to participate in the Lysenkoists-versus-geneticists conflict.  Whether he would 

have supported the Lysenkoists is a matter of conjecture.  As to Darwin, the historical 

distance between him and the time of the controversy makes speculations about his 

possible stance in the controversy rather thin.   

                                                                                                                                                 
 
cultivated in his writings (see for example, his Luther Burbank: His Methods and Discoveries and their 
Practical Application), of a simple man who could help other simple people by creatively applying 
scientific method to practical plant breeding.  It is this image of a practical scientist, as opposed to the elitist 
academics, that had a strong appeal to people all over the world, and especially the Soviet Union with its 
strong ideological inclination to wishful thinking.  Lenin himself was impressed by the model of practical 
agriculture promoted by Burbank and his enthusiastic supporters (Roll-Hansen, 49).  Thus, Burbank’s neat 
fitting into Leninist and Stalinist naïve enthusiastic understanding of science allowed him to be presented in 
the Soviet Union as a “progressive” representative of the capitalist world. 
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What is “genuinely” Darwinian is a matter of argument.  Darwin’s acceptance of 

Lamarck’s theory of variation through inheritance of acquired characteristics could be 

interpreted as anti-genetic, thus making geneticists anti-Darwinian, as such staunch old-

generation Darwinians as Timiryazev would claim.  However, Lysenko’s discerning 

deterministic motives in Darwin’s theory is also a matter of wishful speculation stretched 

to such an extent that it may be qualified as anti-Darwinian.  Darwin saw chance 

variations as the driving force of evolution.  It is this vision that distinguished Darwin 

from previous theorists of evolution.  Thus, Lysenko’s positing a purpose in evolutionary 

development deprived Darwinism of its revolutionary aspect.  In fact in his later works, 

Lysenko would become more explicit in his distinction between the “progressive and 

materialist” aspect of Darwinism and its “erroneous” aspects, giving his opponents more 

excuse to call him anti-Darwinian.  In sum, the establishing of a historical link between 

Lysenko’s proposals and Darwin, Timiryazev, and Michurin is ambiguously fictitious or 

at least arbitrary. 

Historical Placement of Classical Genetics 

Similarly arbitrary is Lysenko’s reconstruction of classical genetics in such a way 

as to dissociate it from Darwin’s theory.  The following quotation from “Two Trends” 

places the geneticists in a close context with, and thus identifies them with, Darwin’s 

outspoken opponents: 

From the moment it appeared, Darwinism was attacked chiefly for attributing a 
creative role to both natural and artificial selection, which Darwin’s opponents 
denied. 
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To save time, I will not deal at length with the first stages of the fight for 
Darwinism.  In capitalist countries Darwinism hewed a road for itself in bitter 
struggle. 

Unable to refute the essence of Darwinism, the critics in the field of biological 
science—the geneticists—have always tried to falsify it, often on the pretext of 
correcting Darwin’s inexact method of work, or on the plea that in Darwin’s time 
the methods of scientific work were inexact.  (162) 

Genetics indeed appeared in part in response to the problematic nature of 

Darwin’s vision of variation and heredity.  Practical breeding did not bear out the concept 

of the inheritance of acquired characteristics that Darwin had applied to his explanation 

of the mechanism of biological variation (Roll-Hansen 24 ff.).  So genetic theory, in the 

works of Hugo de Vries, Wilhelm Johannsen, and other scientists, did set itself the task to 

qualify or correct the postulation of continuous hereditary change that Darwin had 

borrowed from eighteenth-century theories of evolution.  Does it mean that the 

geneticists rejected Darwin’s theory altogether?  It does not seem so.  Classical 

geneticists accepted Darwin’s key concept of evolution by natural selection.  In genetic 

conception, natural selection still determines which new forms are to survive and which 

are to die out.   

Where geneticists disagreed with Darwin was the explanation of how the new 

forms appeared.  Unlike Darwin and evolutionary theorists before him, who believed that 

such new forms were the result of continuous biological change resulting from individual 

organisms’ adaptation to the environment, the geneticists postulated that variation (or 

rather inheritable variation) occurred only by means of mutation, that is, rare and random 

changes in the hereditary substance of organisms, genes.  Genetics, thus, put a limitation 

on variation, restricting it to recombination of existing genotypes and mutations.  
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Lysenko’s “Two Trends,” however, would have us believe that genetics rejected the very 

theory of evolution.  Thus, Lysenko claims, “The followers of de Vries proclaimed their 

own theory of mutation in opposition to Darwin’s theory of evolution” (162). 

So unlike the geneticists, who saw themselves as elaborators of Darwin’s theory 

(calling themselves “neo-Darwinists”), “Two Trends” presents genetics as an insidious 

subversion of Darwinism.  Rather than opposing the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics to mutation as two alternative ways to explain biological variation within 

the framework of evolution by natural selection, Lysenko opposes mutation to the whole 

of Darwin’s theory.  Discussing Johannsen well-known experiment with beans (similar to 

Mendel’s experiments with peas) that allowed him to confirm the great stability of 

genotype and therefore limitations of selection with self-fertilizing plants, “Two Trends” 

claims that Johannsen completely rejects selection, both natural and artificial.  To show 

that contemporary geneticists are of the same opinion as Johannsen, Lysenko cites 

Thomas Hunt Morgan’s conclusion that once all recombination possibilities in what we 

might call today the gene pool in a species are exhausted, there can hardly be any other 

variations within the species.  So Lysenko again gets the chance to dissociate genetics 

from Darwin.  He argues, 

On page 131 of the book [Morgan’s The Scientific Basis of Evolution] we read: 
“The argument shows that natural selection does not play the role of a creative 
principle in evolution.”  Thus, the geneticists’ view of selection, both artificial 
and natural, sharply contradicts Darwin’s theory.  Actually, geneticists deny that 
selection plays a creative role in evolution.  From their point of view, no 
deviations in individual development can play any role in phylogenetic change, 
i.e., changes in hereditary nature of organisms.  (165) 

146 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

That the geneticists denied a creative role of selection is a rhetorical exaggeration.  

Selection for classical genetics is an important condition in the development of life forms, 

but natural selection in genetics follows chance mutation rather than guiding purposeful 

mutation.  Geneticists thus put certain limitations on the role of selection in evolution.  

However, having made a rhetorical leap from a limitation to a complete rejection of 

selection in genetic theory, Lysenko feels entitled to proclaim that Darwinism and 

genetics cannot be reconciled: 

Their [geneticists’] denial of the creative role of natural and of skillful artificial 
selection in the process of evolution alone suffices to show that the fundamental 
theoretical conceptions of genetics are not developing on the plane of Darwin’s 
theory of evolution.  This fundamental question is the pivot of our controversy.  
(166) 

This coda, excommunicating geneticists from the “church of true believers” in 

Darwinism, is followed by a statement that forswears the possibility of any agreement 

between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists: 

I, and those who think as I do, stand by Darwin’s theory of evolution, by 
Darwinism in all departments of agrobiological science.  Hence, we 
fundamentally disagree with those views on evolution, on the creation of new 
forms of plants, that are held by the school of N.I. Vavilov and many geneticists. 

On this question there is a fundamental difference between these two trends in 
science, which no agreement on minor questions can reconcile.  (166) 

Thus, “Two Trends” dissociates genetics from Darwinism on the ground that the 

geneticists reject the creative role of natural and artificial selection.  Since according to 

the classical genetic conception, natural selection does not affect the organism’s heredity 

directly, “Two Trends” states that genetics reduces the role of natural and artificial 

selection to nothing.  Hence Lysenko’s conclusion, “Actually, geneticists deny that 
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selection plays a creative role in evolution” (165).  Hence, according to Lysenko, 

genetics cannot be considered a Darwinian discipline.   

Such a division, like Lysenko’s identification of his agrobiology with Darwin, 

Michurin, and Timiryazev, is ambiguously fictitious.  It is, to use Burke’s concept of the 

ambiguity of substance, both ambiguously fictitious and ambiguously real.3  The division 

of genetics from Darwinism is real because as was said, Darwin did accept the 

inheritance of acquired characteristics wherein beneficial modifications that an individual 

organism undergoes during its life can be transmitted to its progeny.  The geneticists, on 

the other hand, did not accept this concept.  They distinctly divided the physical 

composition of an organism, which does undergo changes in its interaction with the 

environment, from the hereditary make-up of an organism, which is transmitted to the 

next generation unchanged unless a mutation occurs, that is, a change on the level of 

genes.  Lysenko seems also right in stressing that the geneticists’ postulation of a 

relatively stable genotype and its constituent genes, which hardly change for generations, 

downplays the creative role of selection.  In Morgan, we read, “Selection … has not 

produced anything new, but only more of a certain kinds of individuals [that already 

exist]” (Evolution and Genetics 127).  Furthermore, the conception of a stable hereditary 

material contains a temptation to consider it in terms of an eternity.  For example, the 

nineteenth-century German biologist August Weismann, like the geneticists after him, 

distinguished between the “germ plasm” (hereditary cells) and the “soma” (the rest of the 
                                                 
 
3 Chaim Perelman's concept of dissociation is similar to Burke "ambiguity" in that both raise doubts about 
how well an element, X, fits into a category, Y. Burke would imply that X is too vaguely formed for us to 
confidently assign it to the category, while Perelman would suggest that X has characteristics that are 
distinct enough to dissociate it from other elements in Y. 
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body).  Weismann speculated that the germ plasm never changed and experienced 

practically no influence from the soma (Lecourt 87-8).  Weismann’s theory was a radical 

reaction against the dominant in his time view whereby heredity is the property of the 

whole organism, and not of a separate substance.  But today the temptation of a radical 

division between the germ plasm and the soma is still strong.  This is evident, for 

example, from The Selfish Gene (1989) by the modern geneticist Richard Dawkins.  Like 

Weismann, Dawkins sees the mortal body as only a vehicle for the almost eternal genes.  

In the 1930s, such radical views associated with genetics alienated many Darwinian 

biologists from genetic theory.  For these biologists, genetics could not explain evolution 

sufficiently enough.  They felt, in Roll-Hansen’s words, that “[c]lassical (Mendelian) 

genetics simply did not give natural selection enough variation to work on” (22).  Indeed, 

modern genetics is still struggling with some questions posed by evolutionary studies, 

such as the question of how new species appear (this question is engaged, for example, in 

Lynn Margulis and Dorian Sagan’s 2002 book Acquiring Genome: A Theory of the 

Origin of Species).  In sum, Lysenko’s “Two Trends” gave voice to critical attitudes 

shared by many participants in the VASKhNIL 1936 congress and biologists in general, 

both then and now.  In this regard, the division of the geneticists from Darwinism was 

real. 

Yet this division is ambiguously real; that is, by the same token it is ambiguously 

fictitious.  Lysenko’s exposition of the anti-Darwinist motives in genetic conception 

relies on geneticists’ work with self-fertilizing or self-pollinating plants.  Discussing 

Johannsen classical experiment with beans in “Two Trends,” Lysenko concludes, 
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“Johannsen’s theory of the pure lines of self-pollinators fundamentally contradicts the 

central point of Darwin’s theory of evolution, namely, the creative role of artificial and 

natural selection” (162).  However, the preservation of pure lines of self-pollinators, that 

is generations of plants that are the progeny of one individual organism, can be achieved 

specifically by skillful artificial selection.  Carefully selecting the seed originating from 

the same single parent, a plant breeder can preserve the genotype of the plant intact (i.e., 

not changed by gene recombination that would occur if the parent plant is crossed with 

the pollen from different individuals), and therefore she can predict with accuracy the 

behavior of this plant under certain environmental conditions.  The major contribution of 

geneticists into agriculture was exactly the selection of pure lines with useful 

characteristics and then the preservation and propagation of the seed of such pure line 

varieties (or, more exactly, genetics gave this well known and well established plant 

breeding practice scientific endorsement).  In nature, the chances of pure lines are much 

smaller than in artificial conditions.  Wild self-pollinators get crossed with other plants of 

the same species.  Natural selection then tests the viability of the progeny, or in genetic 

terms, tests recombination possibilities of the genes within one species rather than testing 

the viability of the unchanging genotype within one individual plant and its progeny 

produced as the result of self-fertilization.  Medvedev interprets the geneticists’ view of 

the role of selection in the following way: “Mutations have an undirected, chaotic nature; 

selection determines the direction of change” (35).  Selection, thus, did play a role in 

genetic conception of evolution.   
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So Lysenko’s dissociation of genetics from the theory of evolution by natural and 

artificial selection is arbitrary.  He achieves this division by presenting classical genetics 

tendentiously, leaving out those qualifying aspects of genetic theory that make it 

compatible with Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.  To repeat Lysenko’s 

statement, “On this question there is a fundamental difference between these two trends 

in science, which no agreement on minor questions can reconcile” (166).  We can argue 

that the “minor questions” that Lysenko flatly refuses to discuss might have brought 

geneticists more in line with Darwinism than it was as presented in “Two Trends.” 

In sum, both Lysenko’s actions before the 1936 session of VASKhNIL and his 

speech and debate at this session were steps in his effort to constitute a new science, 

Michurinist agrobiology.  Constitutions require an enemy, so a constitution always 

appears against some other constitution.  Following this principle, Lysenko’s rhetoric 

(both in the form of the “ambient persuasion” preceding the 1936 congress and his speech 

and debate at the congress) strives to constitute Michurinist agrobiology against classical 

genetics.  This principle urges Lysenko to discern allegedly fundamental differences 

between his science and classical genetics where these two could presumably be 

reconciled.  Therefore, the goal of Lysenko’s speech is not necessarily to get his audience 

to accept his scientific arguments, but to get his audience clearly divided into those who 

wholehearted and uncritically accept his doctrine and those who flatly refuse to accept it.  

Constitutional rhetoric also (re)invents a historical placement of the newly constituted 

entity.  Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics” relates his science with such 

historical personalities as Darwin, Timiryazev, and Michurin.  At the same time, “Two 
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Trends” places classical genetics in such a historical context that would dissociate it from 

(in fact, would make it an enemy of) the above historical personalities.   

The following chapter continues the discussion of Lysenko’s constitutional 

rhetoric at the 1936 session of VASKhNIL. 
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CHAPTER VI  

CONSTITUTIONAL RHETORIC IN LYSENKO’S 1936 VASKHNIL SPEECH: 

DANCE OF AMBIGUITY 

This chapter continues scrutinizing features of constitutional rhetoric in 

Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics” delivered at the 1936 congress of the Lenin 

All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (VASKhNIL).  Chapter V showed that 

“Two Trends” invented or constituted Lysenko’s science, Michurinist agrobiology, as 

fundamentally different from classical genetics.  We also saw that Lysenko’s 

constitutional rhetoric in “Two Trends” and his reply to criticism at the congress 

constituted a historical placement for Michurinist agrobiology, identifying it with such 

personalities as Darwin, Michurin, and Timiryazev.   Chapter V argued that such 

placement was a myth.   

This chapter shows that the mythical element of “Two Trends” does not render it 

invalid or inactive in its constitutional scheme.  The myth of “Two Trends” could become 

reality if it could get its audience to act according to its fiction.  Next, this chapter 

considers how “Two Trends” employs rhetorical ambiguity in order to recruit its 

audience to support Michurinist agrobiology.  On the one hand, the major goal of “Two 

Trends” is to dissociate Michurinism from classical genetics and establish a clear 

dividing line between them.  On the other, “Two Trends,” paradoxically, associates with 

classical genetics in order to partake of its scientific ethos and in order not to alienate 

those in its audience who could variously support classical genetic theory.  I trace the 

rhetorical moves that Lysenko employs to handle this radical ambiguity, requiring both a 
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clear definition of his opponents as enemies of Michurinism and at the same time an 

evasion of a clear definition of himself in relation to classical genetics.  This chapter 

concludes with an argument that such radical ambiguity is typical of Stalinist political 

and ideological discourse. 

 “Two Trends”: From Myth to Reality 

Lysenko’s division of genetics from Darwinism is both real, since it expresses 

many Darwinian scientists’ dissatisfaction with genetic theory, and fictitious, since it is 

achieved by an opportunistic stress on those aspects of genetics that put it in opposition to 

Darwin’s ideas.  The critics of Lysenkoism often engage an unacknowledged rhetorical 

analysis of Lysenko’s speeches to reveal their inconsistencies, tendentiousness, 

assertiveness, voluntarism, etc.  Thus, Medvedev talks about the Lysenkoists’ “a priori, 

abstract considerations, ignoring the factual material of genetics” (22).  Conway Zirkle 

(1949) disdainfully writes about Lysenko’s predilection for ideological “verbalism,” that 

is, “a usage in which words do not label ideas but are substituted for ideas” (8).  Joravsky 

decries the Lysenkoists’ using scientific standards “sophistically” (225).  Soyfer (1994) 

admires Lysenko’s oratorical skills to imply that they were put to bad use; that is, for 

Soyfer, Lysenko’s rhetoric substituted for real science (60).  All these observations signal 

an acute sense of the fictitious (“not real,” “deceptive”) element in Lysenko’s 

presentation of two opposing trends, Michurinist agrobiology and classical genetics.  

These critics’ goal is to dismiss Lysenko’s argument as irrelevant and therefore 
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insignificant.  The pejorative association of rhetoric with crafty deception is clearly at 

work here.   

Yet from the point of view of constitutional rhetoric, the fictitious element of 

Lysenko’s speech does not render it irrelevant or inactive.  A constitution, according to 

Burke, is idealistic because it expresses some principles or wishes (Grammar of Motives 

360).  It voluntaristically posits a substance in the realm of the ideal.  And as such, a 

constitution does not have to be restricted by the realm of the real or practical.  “Two 

Trends in Genetics” expresses Lysenko’s wishes of how agrobiology and classical 

genetics should be perceived, and not necessarily what these two genetic trends “really” 

or “practically” were.  Despite the fact that Lysenkoism had come to prominence as an 

allegedly more successful practical solution to agricultural problems, it is in the realm of 

the ideal, and not the practical, that the Lysenkoists could claim their superiority over 

classical genetics.  It is also in the realm of the ideal that Lysenko identified classical 

genetics as a doctrine irreconcilable with Darwinism or with Michurinist agrobiology.  

By positing what is, Lysenko’s speech in fact prescribes what should be.  So all 

statements about agrobiology and classical genetics that “Two Trends in Genetics” 

makes—the statements that I qualified as ambiguously “real” and “fictitious”—may be 

considered as part of the effort to inaugurate a new constitution. 

“Two Trends in Genetics,” however, does not present itself as a number of 

constitutional wishes bodying forth the realm of the ideal.  Rather, it purports to have a 

practical influence; specifically, its purpose is to displace (and then replace) classical 

genetics as a dominant evolutionary science and agricultural practice.  Lysenko’s speech 

155 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

thus has to make a transition from the ideal to the real.  How is this transition effected?  

This transition occurs once the people addressed in the constitution begin to act in 

accordance with the principles or wishes propounded by the constitution.  Let us recall 

Michael McGee’s rhetoric of the “people,” which acts by inventing a “people” and 

getting the audience to identify with this invented “people.”  At the heart of the rhetoric 

of the “people,” McGee sees a political myth.  The political myth starts as one person’s 

arbitrary interpretation of history, that is, a fiction requiring “playing like.”  Yet this myth 

becomes real once persons addressed by the myth agree to constitute the “people” 

envisioned in the myth and start acting accordingly.   

“Two Trends in Genetics” likewise is an arbitrary interpretation of the history of 

Michurinist agrobiology and classical genetics.  The speech invents its audience as 

people who see and act according to this history.  Once the audience agrees to see and act 

as “Two Trends” urges them, the invention becomes reality.  As we have seen, Lysenko 

imposes meaning on the past in “Two Trends.”  Michurin or Timiryazev would not 

necessarily have supported Lysenkoism.  And the genetic theory of mutation was not 

promoted with the purpose of craftily subverting (“falsifying”) Darwin’s theory of 

evolution by natural selection.  Michurinist agrobiology was not “more Darwinist” than 

classical genetics.  Yet, from the point of view of constitutional rhetoric, all these 

statements become true and real if Lysenko’s audience would accept them as principles 

according to which one should act. 

Division as a Major Motive in “Two Trends in Genetics” 
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Did the audience of “Two Trends in Genetics” agree to identify with Lysenko’s 

interpretation of the history of agrobiology and classical genetics?  It is unlikely that non-

Lysenkoist scientists participating in the congress immediately accepted Lysenko’s 

political declarations that classical genetics intentionally promoted anti-Darwinism.  

Accepting this proposition in the context of the 1936 VASKhNIL congress, and in 

general Soviet science and ideology of the time, would mean recognizing classical 

genetics as a harmful pseudo-science.  In the mid 1930s, such a conclusion would be 

rather radical not only for scientists, but for non-scientific administrators of science as 

well.  Lysenko probably understood that he would not be able to convince most of his 

audience that classical genetics (especially, Soviet classical genetics) was essentially anti-

Darwinist and harmful.  What “Two Trends” does manage to drive home is that 

Michurinist agrobiology and classical genetics are two irreconcilable trends in Soviet 

biology.  In this light, Lysenko’s radical proposition that Mendelian genetics is an anti-

Darwinist and thus harmful (hostile to the Soviet Union) doctrine is designed to forestall 

any attempts to reconcile his agrobiology and classical genetics.  By proclaiming the 

geneticists anti-Darwinist (almost enemies), Lysenko leaves them almost no choice, but 

to become defensive.  These considerations allow us to argue that Lysenko’s major 

purpose at the congress was drawing a clear dividing line between his newly constituted 

Michurinism and classical genetics. 

Now I would like to take a moment to speculate on possible motives behind 

Lysenko’s resistance to cooperate with the geneticists, who after all did occupy a 

dominant position in Soviet biology and agriculture in the 1930s.  To do this, I will draw 
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a parallel between the established scientists’ treatment of Michurin and Lysenko.  Ivan 

Michurin was a plant breeder before and after the 1917 revolution.  Public Soviet and 

post-Soviet lore still associates the name of Michurin with miraculous new varieties of 

plants created by the talented autodidact.  According to Joravsky, in his struggle for 

recognition and subsidies, Michurin was able to attract the attention of the government, 

especially when the Bolsheviks came to power.  Initially it was up to scientific experts to 

evaluate the amount of support Michurin was to get.  Some of these experts did not see 

any scientific value in Michurin’s work with hybrids.  Others, like Nikolai Vavilov, 

appreciated Michurin’s effort and proposed that some of the varieties he bred could be 

interesting to scientists.  This support from more open-minded scientists secured 

Michurin some financial aid.  Yet it was only when high officials visited his breeding 

nursery that Michurin’s reputation and material status began to increase visibly: “[T]he 

Commissariat of Agriculture showed increased favor.  It decreed celebration of the forty-

fifth anniversary of Michurin’s ‘scientific and practical work,’ publication of his writings 

under the editorship of Vavilov, and a slight increase in financial benefits” (Joravsky 47).  

Eventually, the central press began to take notice of the “wizard” and “Father of Apples” 

Michurin, and his reputation of a genius breeder and an omnipotent scientist was soon 

established in the public eye.  Yet despite this public triumph, scientists did not confer a 

scientific status on his experiments and teachings.  In his introduction to the first 

publication of Michurin’s work, Vavilov highlighted Michurin’s erroneous understanding 

of Mendel’s law.  Vavilov also published an article where he dismissed the more 

sensational and unfeasible of Michurin’s “discoveries,” like the “imaginary hybrids of 

158 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

melon and squash” (Joravsky 51).  Finally, fruit specialist Aleshin in his 1927 article 

“Michurin and Science” reminded the reader that “of course Michurin was not a scientist; 

but his data, if tested and analyzed by scientists, might have significance for genetics” 

(Joravsky 51).  Thus respectfully but firmly, scientists precluded efforts to confer a 

scientific status on Michurin.  They respected his hard work and bold experiments and 

proposed that he could be reaching the same conclusions as held by scientists, but 

through intuition rather than rigorous scientific method. 

Lysenko like Michurin became known for his practical breeding experiments.  

Like Michurin, he was able to attract scientists’ attention (significantly, it was again 

Vavilov who showed interest in the young breeder’s work).  At the 1929 conference of 

plant breeders and geneticists in Leningrad, Lysenko was praised for his interesting and 

useful work, but also rebuked for his sloppy methods.  Embittered by his ambiguous 

success with the scientists, Lysenko like Michurin received recognition and support from 

the officials.  However, when Michurin got some recognition and support from the 

scientists, he stopped being grumpily critical of genetics or academic science in general.  

He did not object to being presented as a talented non-scientific plant breeder, at least 

outwardly.  Lysenko, on the contrary, would become more and more critical of and 

hostile to genetics as the geneticists would extend their praise for his achievements 

widely publicized in the press.  There is a sense then that choosing a line of confrontation 

with the dominant classical genetics, Lysenko tried to avoid Michurin’s fate of being 

presented as a talented practical plant breeder, but without a firm scientific status.  Unlike 

Michurin, Lysenko had a scientific education, so he could have occupied a respectable 
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position in the scientific establishment, yet he would not have been able to share the 

dominance with the highly reputed geneticists.  To achieve a dominant scientific status, 

Lysenko chose to initiate a conflict with the geneticists rather than to get himself fit into 

the dominant scientific framework.  He chose to oppose rather than appose himself to 

classical genetics, to use one of Burke’s favorite puns, in order to resist being 

appropriated and neutralized by it. 

I have to repeat that this interpretation is highly speculative.  It is also reductive in 

suggesting an unlikely line of strategic thinking in Vavilov and other geneticists.  It is 

hard to imagine that Vavilov consciously extended a supporting hand to Michurin and 

Lysenko in order to degrade their experiments and teachings later.  Yet this interpretation 

helps crystallize an important motive behind Lysenko’s effort in “Two Trends.”  By 

genetic (i.e., scientific) standards, his experiments and theories were dubious.  To bypass 

these standards, Lysenko composed a different set of standards, inaugurated a new 

science, and made this new science mutually exclusive with Mendelian genetics.  Hence, 

showing the inherent incompatibility of Michurinist agrobiology and classical genetics is 

an important motive in the Lysenkoists’ attacks on the geneticists before 1936 and in 

“Two Trends.”  “Two Trends” may not have convinced most scientists in the audience 

that classical genetics and Darwinism were irreconcilable, but Lysenko seemed to have 

been successful in convincing the audience that “Michurinist” (“Lysenkoist”) meant 

“anti-genetic” and “genetic” meant “anti-Michurinist.”  To repeat Roll-Hansen’s 

conclusion, as the result of the 1936 congress, “Lysenko emerged as the leader of a rival 

and equally legitimate scientific school” (214-5).   
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Lysenko preferred to oppose genetics in order to head a scientific school.  His 

1936 speech helped him achieve this goal.  “Two Trends” was also successful in 

associating Michurin and Timiryazev with Lysenko’s school.  The critics of Lysenkoism 

register this success by attacking Michurin and Timiryazev for their anti-genetic views as 

if they had supported the Lysenkoists.  Thus Joravsky calls Michurin a “crank” and refers 

to “Michurin’s agrobiology” (54), although in the context of his discussion, the word 

“agrobiology” is associated with Lysenko.  Polynin (1987) states that Lysenkoism grew 

out of Timiryazev’s mistakes and lashes out at Timiryazev for his anti-Mendelian view 

although such views were typical of the Darwinist scientists of Timiryazev’s generation.  

Obviously, Timiryazev gets chastised for being part of the Lysenkoist trend, even if only 

in the fiction of Lysenko’s speeches and writings, and not historically.  It is obvious then 

that Lysenko was able to impose his terms of discussion, and on his agenda was a 

division between his agrobiology (with Timiryazev and Michurin implicated in it) and 

classical genetics.   

Ambiguity as a Rhetorical Resource for Achieving Identification 

“Two Trends in Genetics” is a constitution.  To recall Burke’s definition, a 

constitution is “an enactment of human wills” (Grammar of Motives 323).  A constitution 

posits principles, or arbitrary wishes, but it also effects their enactment.  A constitution 

acts by an interplay between what is and what ought to be.  For example, the statement 

“Mendelian genetics is anti-Darwinist” implies that classical genetics ought to be 

replaced as a dominant biological science and a theoretical underpinning of agriculture.  
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Enacting constitutional principles (i.e., translating them from the realm of the ideal into 

the realm of the real) requires the cooperation of other people.  Therefore, a constitution 

is rhetorical; it addresses an audience with the purpose of getting this audience to 

cooperate in enacting the principles posited in the constitution.  We may envision the 

rhetorical process underlying the enactment of constitutional principles as a process of 

inventing the audience.  In effect, a constitutional rhetoric depicts some people (or some 

subjects) and tries to get the audience to identify with this depiction and to act in 

accordance with it.  In this connection, several questions arise: How is this identification 

effected?  How does a (constitutional) discourse interpellate an audience, to use 

Althusser’s term?  Or to employ Thernborn’s dramatization, how does the constitutional 

discourse get an addressed person to respond with a “Yes, that’s how I am, that’s me!”?  

For Burke, rhetorical persuasion happens by identification or consubstantiality, 

that is, finding a common ground with the audience (Rhetoric of Motives 579).  A 

constitution is an act (enactment), and as such it brings about something new; it posits a 

new substance.  But precisely because it is new, this substance is different from the 

audience’s substance.  How then is consubstantiality with the audience achieved?  It is 

achieved due to what Burke calls “the paradox of substance” (Grammar of Motives 23).  

The paradox of substance describes the necessity to evoke what a thing is not in order to 

say what it is.  Burke puns with the word “substance” to show that literally it means 

something that “sub-stands.”  Therefore, “the substance of a thing” literally refers to what 

a thing is not.  The paradox of substance opens up a space where transformations are 

possible.  A new substance may be ambiguously transformed into the audience’s 
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substance, and then back to the original substance or into something still newer.  It is 

obvious then that the paradox of substance, or the ambiguity of substance, is a powerful 

rhetorical resource because it allows for both identification and division.  Says Burke:  

But put identification and division ambiguously together, so that you cannot know 
for certain just where one ends and the other begins, and you have the 
characteristic invitation to rhetoric.  Here is a major reason why rhetoric, 
according to Aristotle, “proves opposites.”  (Rhetoric of Motives 549)   

A substance, by its ambiguous nature, does precisely that; it invites both 

identification and division.  The ambiguity of substance, thus, is one of the tools that 

helps achieve rhetorical consubstantiality or identification.  And as we shall see, 

ambiguity plays an important rhetorical role in Lysenko’s “Two Trends in Genetics.” 

Lysenko’s Rhetorical Ambiguity 

“Two Trends in Genetics” posits a number of constitutional principles (or 

wishes).  The more salient of these principles are 

• Mendelian genetics is anti-Darwinist and therefore erroneous and harmful for 
agricultural practice 

• Michurinist agrobiology is genuinely Darwinist and superior to classical 
genetics both theoretically and practically 

• Michurinist agrobiology is part of a tradition of fighting anti-Darwinist 
tendencies in biology, including the subversive Mendelian genetics 

• Michurinist agrobiology is irreconcilable with Mendelian genetics 
• Breeding pure lines is harmful, whereas forcing intravarietal crossing 

invigorates crops 
• It is possible to change the heredity of an organism by skillfully modifying its 

environmental conditions 
 

Given its constitutional nature, “Two Trends” requires an enemy for Michurinist 

agrobiology.  It is clear from the above list that Lysenko envisions the classical 

geneticists as such an enemy for Michurinist agrobiology.  As we have seen, “Two 
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Trends” goes to great lengths to invent its enemy and get part of its audience to identify 

with this invention, that is, to act as the enemy of Michurinism.  A survey of events 

preceding the 1936 VASKhNIL congress and a careful reading of “Two Trends” indicate 

that the Lysenkoists provoked the Mendelian geneticists to assume a position of an 

unambiguous hostility to Michurinist agrobiology. 

Yet in addition to making an enemy of classical geneticists, “Two Trends” had to 

win over allies of Michurinist agrobiology.  As was shown, only a few scientists could be 

said to present the two camps in the controversy over genetics at the VASKhNIL 

congress, one camp wholeheartedly accepting Michurinism and the other bitterly opposed 

to it.  In addition to speaking to these two small clearly defined groups, Lysenko 

addressed his speech to a majority in his audience who were not determined in their 

attitude to the conflict between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists.  His radicalism in 

presenting classical genetics as anti-Darwinist and harmful could help him reach the goal 

of identifying an enemy against whom Michurinist agrobiology was constituted, but this 

radicalism could also turn away those who showed various degrees of sympathy for 

Lysenko’s criticism of classical genetics.  Indeed, genetics had not been able to live up to 

the expectations placed on it in agriculture.  Besides genetic theory, in the opinion of 

many, had to work out a more complete explanation of evolutionary variation.  Yet by the 

1930s, classical genetics was already a well established experimental and theoretical 

science relying on abundant factual material.  What is more, genetic research in the 

Soviet Union had received much state funding and achieved results that were highly 

praised by scientists at home and abroad.  In a word, despite its relative youth, classical 
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genetics had gained much scientific clout.  Therefore, Lysenko’s statements that classical 

genetics was “something like football or chess, a game for gentlemen of leisure” 

(Joravsky 102-3) and that in effect genetics was absolutely useless and should be 

completely banned would be extreme for most non-genetic biologists and agricultural 

specialists.  Being extreme was useful for Lysenko’s clear division from classical 

genetics with the purpose of constituting a new science.  Yet this extremeness could also 

turn away possible supporters of Lysenkoism.  Therefore, to appeal to these people, 

Lysenko had to blunt his extremeness.  And what better way to do that but to apply 

ambiguity, the exact opposite to extremeness?  Thus, we need to examine how being 

extreme on one level, Lysenko made his discourse ambiguous on another.   

The early 1930s saw Lysenko propose agricultural techniques that contradicted 

well established genetic conception.  For example, Lysenko’s proposal to force self-

fertilizing varieties of wheat to cross-breed in order to prevent them from degeneration 

contradicted the genetic theory of the stable genotype and the agricultural technique of 

pure lines associated with this theory.  Yet although he would justify this proposal by its 

agreement with Darwin’s and Michurin’s theories, he would still employ genetic terms to 

discuss his new techniques.  Roll-Hansen observes, “Lysenko still could be taken to 

argue within a conceptual framework that did not exclude classical genetics.  He talked 

about genes, homozygotes, and heterozygotes.  He discussed pure lines, mutations, and 

recombination of genes” (171).   Roll-Hansen’s observation thus suggests that Lysenko’s 

criticism of classical genetics at the time did not entail its complete rejection and a sharp 

opposition between Michurinist agrobiology and genetics.  Roll-Hansen does not see 

165 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

ambiguity in Lysenko’s use of genetic terms and simultaneous criticism of some of the 

foundations of classical genetics.  We should keep in mind that Lysenko’s criticisms of 

genetics “were widespread in the international scientific community in the 1930s” (Roll-

Hansen 171).  Thus, before the December 1936 session of VASKhNIL, Lysenko could be 

seen as being ambiguously part of the genetic establishment, criticizing it from within. 

Lysenko’s speech at the December 1936 session reveals more obvious 

contradictions, which invite more pronounced rhetorical ambiguity.  The very title of the 

speech “Two Trends in Genetics” signals an ambiguity.  Lysenko’s task is to forcefully 

criticize the genetic theory as erroneous and anti-Darwinist (pseudoscientific) and oppose 

it to the progressive and thoroughly Darwinist Michurinist agrobiology.  He debunks 

genetics as it was presented both in classical works, like Wilhelm Johannsen’s, and 

contemporary theories, like Thomas Hunt Morgan’s and Nikolai Vavilov’s.  Yet the term 

genetics, firmly associated with these names, is preserved as valid.  This term, then, 

becomes a locus of ambiguity.  Lysenko opposes his Michurinist agrobiology to genetics, 

but Michurinist agrobiology is also genetics, and the Lysenkoists are geneticists.  Only 

their genetics is “good” as opposed to the “wrong genetics” of Mendel, Johannsen, de 

Vries, and others, who were credited with the introduction of the term genetics. 

Ambiguous Treatment of Lamarckism in “Two Trends in Genetics” 

The next conspicuous instance of rhetorical ambiguity in “Two Trends” is 

Lysenko’s attitude to Lamarckism.  Jean Baptiste Lamarck, the eighteenth-century 

French naturalist, made a significant contribution to evolutionary thinking.  Yet in time, 
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Lamarck began to be known not for his innovative evolutionary ideas, but for his theory 

of evolutionary variation through the inheritance of acquired characteristics.  This theory 

posits that the beneficial changes that an organism undergoes during its lifetime are 

transmitted to its progeny.  A gradual accumulation of such changes lead to the 

transformation of one species into another.  Darwin himself adopted this explanation of 

the mechanism of biological variation.  Yet with the development of genetic thought, 

which stressed a stable hereditary basis, the theory of the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics (Lamarckism or neo-Lamarckism, as it was and still is known) began to be 

compromised.  Despite its intuitive appeal, Lamarckism, unlike genetics, was never 

supported with significant factual evidence, although there had been numerous attempts 

to obtain such factual materials (for a review of these attempts, see Morgan Evolution 

and Genetics 154ff.).  By the 1930s, Lamarckism was considered an outdated conception 

by many in the biological establishment.  Yet despite its marginalized status, Lamarckism 

had not lost its temptation as an alternative to the genetic theory, which sill provided 

incomplete explanation of evolutionary process.  Moreover, Roll-Hansen observes that 

Lamarckism has not lost its validity for some scholars until today.  The vitality of 

Lamarckism signifies, according to Roll-Hansen, that “still, at the end of the [twentieth] 

century … the [neo-Lamarckist] idea has to be taken seriously” (23).   

It is not surprising that Lysenkoism with its opposition to genetics, its emphasis 

on the role of environmental conditions in plant heredity, and its belief that the acquired 

changes affect the heredity of an organism began to be associated with Lamarckism.  Yet 

although Lamarckism was the most prominent and viable alternative to genetic theory, in 
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“Two Trends” Lysenko takes exception to being associated with Lamarckism.  

Discussing the importance of environmental conditions in evolutionary process and 

condemning genetics for downplaying this importance, Lysenko comments on previous 

attempts to associate Michurinism with Lamarckism: 

Any attempt to master this process [inducing a certain development in plants by 
adjusting environmental conditions] is at once indiscriminately classed by the 
geneticists as Lamarckism.  They forget that no positive results can be obtained 
from work conducted from the standpoint of Lamarckism.  The very fact that we 
do succeed in changing the hereditary nature of plants in a definite direction by 
suitable training shows that we are not Lamarckians, and that we do not take the 
Lamarckian standpoint. 

Surely it is wrong to classify a scientist as a Lamarckian solely because he 
recognizes the inalienable role of external conditions in the evolutionary process 
going on in the plant and animal world. 

It would be hard to find a bigger enemy of Lamarckism than Dr. Prezent, and yet, 
as you know, Dr. Prezent not only supports the idea of altering the hereditary 
nature of plants by suitable training, but he himself is one of the few who conduct 
fairly extensive experiments along this line.  (174) 

In this rather illogical statement, it is hard to find grounds on which Lysenko 

dissociates his theory from Lamarckism.  Lysenko’s contention does not clarify why 

succeeding in changing the heredity of an organism contradicts the Lamarckian idea of 

the inheritance of acquired characteristics.  Philosopher Isaak Prezent, Lysenko’s closest 

collaborator and ideological guide, did criticize Lamarckism in his public appearances.  It 

is ironic that “Two Trends” now adduces Prezent’s criticism of Lamarckism because 

Prezent made this criticism before he met Lysenko, at the time when Prezent was an 

ardent supporter of classical genetics.  Prezent’s former criticism of Lamarckism, 

however, does not provide enough reason for stating that Michurinism is incompatible 
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with Lamarckism.  “Two Trends,” thus, repudiates any associate with Lamarckianism in 

a peremptory and willful fashion.   

It is surprising that the fiction of “Two Trends” makes an effort to show that to be 

associated with Darwin, Timiryazev, Michurin, and Lysenko means to be anti-genetic.  

Yet Lamarckism, which in the biological discourse of the time was a priori anti-genetic, 

is not enlisted by the Lysenkoists in their struggle for positing the geneticists and their 

enemy.  Whatever the motives behind Lysenko’s repudiation of Lamarckism, this 

repudiation reinforces rhetorical ambiguity.  Lysenko’s experiments and conclusions 

about the ability to change organisms’ heredity in a definite direction and transmit these 

changes to the next generation seem to bear out Lamarckian ideas and to reject genetic 

conceptions.  Lysenko, however, chooses to retain the term “genetics” for his science and 

reject the term “Lamarckism.”  Such ambiguity reinforces Lysenko’s ability to identify 

with those scientists in his audience who could be suspicious of Lamarckian ideas as 

outdated and marginalized.  My interpretation of Lysenko’s repudiation of 

Lamarckianism as rhetorical (i.e., situational) is born out by the fact that in his later 

works, Lysenko would be more accepting of Lamarck’s ideas as being more in line with 

his doctrine than classical genetics.  At the 1936 congress, however, Lysenko appears to 

deliberately confuse his audience by making vague associations and dissociations with 

Darwin, Mendel, Lamarck, and other predecessors in biology and genetics.  This strategy 

allows Lysenko and his followers to achieve credibility by association, while still 

distancing themselves from any theories discredited in the contemporary biological 

community. 
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Appropriation of Classical Genetic Terms in “Two Trends in Genetics” 

The vigor with which “Two Trends” attacks classical genetics would clearly 

suggest that the Lysenkoists rejected genetics as an erroneous (pseudo-)science that 

subverted Darwinism and had failed to bring about any tangible practical results.  Yet 

though rejecting “the erroneous concepts,” Lysenko appropriates the term “genetics” to 

designate a legitimate science of variability and inheritance, and he does that despite the 

fact that the term “genetics” was associated primarily with the people who received such 

a harsh criticism in his hands: Johannsen, Morgan, and Vavilov.  Moreover, in his 

response to the criticisms that followed his speech, Lysenko indignantly denies the 

assertion that his theory rejects the concept of genotype: 

By stating that Lysenko and Prezent assert that the diversity of the gametes is 
created by the weather, i.e., by external conditions, our opponents, and Professor 
Navashin in particular, want to make it appear that we do not recognize, do not 
take into account, the nature of plants, their genotype.  Where did they get the 
idea that we deny the importance of the nature of plants, the importance of the 
genotype?!  (187) 

The term “genotype” in this indignant expostulation is tautologically apposed 

with the term “nature.”  Indeed, in their other writings the Lysenkoists preferred the term 

“nature” for describing an organism’s hereditary make-up (see for example, Lysenko’s 

“Plant Breeding and Theory of Phasic Development” (first published in 1935)).  This 

statement, though, makes it clear that “nature” and “genotype” are the same.  Lysenkoist 

discourse simply translates the genetic “genotype” into the somewhat vaguer term 

“nature.”  
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As even a greater surprise comes Lysenko’s embrace of the term “gene.”  In the 

transcript of Lysenko’s response to criticisms following “Two Trends,” we read, 

“Academician Serebrovsky is also wrong when he says that Lysenko denies the existence 

of genes.  Neither Lysenko nor Prezent have ever denied the existence of genes.  

(Applause)” (188).  The concept of “genes” (i.e., hereditary factors that determine an 

organism’s development and usually pass to the next generation unchanged) was and is 

fundamental for Mendelian genetics.  The term “genes” was coined by Wilhelm 

Johannsen, along with such fundamental terms as “genotype” and “phenotype.”  To 

accept the terms “genes” and “genotype” would seem to signal identification with 

classical genetics.  But “Two Trends” posits Lysenko as opposing classical genetics, and 

it is successful enough in arguing this opposition to make Lysenko’s opponents assume 

that he rejects the existence of genes and genotype.  Lysenko rebuffs his critics’ attempt 

to interpret him as rejecting the concepts “genotype” and “genes,” but he next needs to 

redefine these terms in such a way as to make him ambiguously identified with and 

divided from the geneticists.  As we have seen, Lysenko appropriates the term 

“genotype” by translating it to “an organism’s nature.”  For the term “genes,” he likewise 

offers an interpretation: 

We deny the correctness of your conception of the word “genes,” for what you 
mean by it is particles, corpuscles of heredity.  If a man denies the existence of 
“particles of temperature,” denies the existence of a “specific thermal substance,” 
does that mean that he denies the existence of temperature as a property of 
matter?  We deny the existence of corpuscles and molecules of a special 
“hereditary substance,” but at the same time we not only recognize the existence 
of a hereditary nature, a hereditary basis, of plant forms, but, in our opinion, 
understand it far better than you geneticists do.  (188) 
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As with the concept “genotype,” which “Two Trends” identified with the term 

“nature,” Lysenko appropriates the concept “genes” by reinterpreting it.  In Burkean 

terms, Lysenko places these terms in a larger circumference than the geneticists.  For 

Burke, the scope of the context in which the definition of an object is placed will 

determine the nature of the object.  Indeed, Lysenko’s interpretation changes the semantic 

scope of the terms “genes” and “genotype.”  In “Two Trends,” “genes” are not material 

particles, but the “hereditary basis” of an organism in general.  “Genotype” is also an 

organism’s “hereditary nature” in general.  In effect, Lysenko’s presentation merges 

“genotype,” “genes,” “hereditary nature,” and “hereditary basis” into one and the same 

thing.  The level of generality on which Lysenko places all these terms denies them any 

discriminatory possibility.  The terms “genotype” and “genes” being tautologically 

duplicated in each other and in other terms lose their conceptual potency.  They are 

replaceable and disposable. 

Another key genetic notion, Mendel’s law of the proportion 3:1, receives similar 

treatment from Lysenko.  This law, called “the Law of Free Assortment” by Morgan 

(Evolution and Genetics 67) and known as such in contemporary genetics, refers to a 

stable distribution of characters in the progeny of a hybrid.  In this progeny, the 

individuals with one (dominant) character will always be to the individuals with another 

(recessive) character in the proportion of 3:1.  Mendel discovered this law in the middle 

of the nineteenth century, but the biological community ignored it then.  It was only at the 

turn of the century when several scientists independently of each other and unaware of 
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Mendel’s work discovered the same numerical proportion in the distribution of characters 

in the progeny of hybrid organisms.  With regard to this law, Lysenko says, 

Academician Serebrovsky’s assertion that I deny the frequently observed 
segregation of hybrid progeny in the proportion of 3:1 is also untrue.  We do not 
deny this.  We deny your proposition that this proportion cannot be controlled.  
By proceeding from the conception that we are developing, it will be possible 
(and fairly soon, too) to control segregation.  (188) 

Although Lysenko seems to accept the validity of the observation of the 3:1 

proportion of character distribution, his promise to change this proportion, “to control 

segregation,” denies this proportion the universality of a law.  Morgan comments on the 

universalities of Mendel’s law in the following way:  

The discoveries that Mendel made with peas have been found to apply 
everywhere throughout the plant and animal kingdoms … There must be 
something that these widely separate groups of plants and animals have in 
common—some simple mechanism perhaps—to give such definite and orderly 
series or results. (Evolution and Genetics 73)   

In genetics, this mechanism is reflected in the mechanism of the reproduction of 

heredity-bearing chromosomes.  Claiming the ability to control segregation means 

claiming the ability to control the chromosome-driven heredity.  Such control would in 

effect invalidate the chromosome theory and the theory of a stable genotype. 

Thus, Lysenko takes key genetic concepts and translates or interprets them so 

that they serve his goal.  Lysenko indignantly rejects accusations of denying the existence 

of genes and genotype and in the same breath augments the scope of the terms “genes” 

and “genotype” to such a degree that they become redundant.  He claims the validity of 

the 3:1 character distribution in hybrid progeny, but in effect denies this observation the 

status of law.  Lysenko one by one appropriates genetic terms and invalidates them.  This 
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appropriation results in weakening the conceptual positions of the geneticists, but at the 

same time it allows Lysenko to partake of the ethos of classical genetics, which was still 

high for many scientific and non-scientific attendants of the 1936 session of VASKhNIL. 

More Instances of Rhetorical Translation in “Two Trends in Genetics ” 

As we can see in the previous section, the so-called translation in the sense of 

imposing one’s meaning on the opponent’s key terms is a prevalent feature in “Two 

Trends.”  We might call this technique rhetorical translation because it arises from, and 

reinforces, rhetorical ambiguity.  I have shown that Lysenko’s appropriation of the terms 

“genes” and “genotype” helps him repel criticism, but also creates an ambiguous status 

for his Michurinist agrobiology.  Lysenko’s teaching is seen as categorically opposed to 

classical genetics, but at the same time subscribing to what might be considered as the 

achievements of genetics.  For example, it was widely recognized that genetics was based 

on abundant factual materials and experimental data.  So “Two Trends” turns this 

achievement by the geneticists to the advantage of Michurinist agrobiology: “[M]uch of 

the experimental material obtained by geneticists, which has remained frozen capital in 

their hands, becomes a source of effective knowledge when dealt with from the 

standpoint of development” (183). 

At times, rhetorical translation takes very explicit forms in “Two Trends.”  

Invoking the geneticists’ use of the concept “heterosis,” Lysenko says, 

But if you ask them what this heterosis means in plain language, they answer: 
well, for example, when a plant is more vigourous or earlier-ripening than its 
parents growing beside it, that is called heterosis.  In other words, the geneticists 
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attribute the increased vigour of a plant resulting from intravarietal crossing to 
heterosis, i.e., to increased vigour.  (Laughter, applause.) (171) 

It seems that having found a way to mock the geneticists, Lysenko decides to 

pursue this way further, and in the next paragraph we find his “translation into plain 

language” of the genetic term “mutation”: 

This explanation of increased vigour by “heterosis” is far from being the only 
example in genetics of this method of explaining phenomena.  Thus in genetics, a 
change in the hereditary basis not due to a cross is called “mutation.”  When you 
begin to delve down to the causes of the change in the genotype, the geneticists 
exclaim in one voice: “This is quite clear, the change takes place because the 
organisms mutates.”  Translated into plain language, this means that the organism 
changes hereditarily because a hereditary change takes place.  (171-2) 

Of course, these two comments on the geneticists’ use of heterosis and mutation 

could not serve as serious refutations of these two concepts.  It must have been obvious to 

the audience that Lysenko intentionally simplified the meaning of these terms for 

humorous effect.  Yet in the light of the instances of rhetorical translation discussed 

above, these examples confirm that rhetorical translation was an important element of the 

stand-off between the Lysenkoists and the geneticists.  Indeed, the above humorous jibes 

at the geneticists are followed by a more serious injunction: “If the infinite number of 

genetic terms were translated into plain language, many geneticists would find it much 

easier to see through the fallacious propositions of their science, which has departed from 

Darwin’s theory of evolution” (172).  Intentionally or not, this postulation signals 

Lysenko’s desire to interpret (“translate”) classical genetics and Michurinist agrobiology 

into such terms that the latter becomes the dominant trend of the two.  This conclusion 

also carries out a subject-forming function by inviting the audience (“many geneticists”) 

to participate in the process of translation. 
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The overall effect of rhetorical ambiguity and rhetorical translation allows 

Lysenko to conclude “Two Trends in Genetics” with the following statement (the 

emphasis in the printed version of “Two Trends” underscores their emphasis in 

Lysenko’s speech at the congress): 

Our opponents say that Lysenko rejects genetics, i.e., the science of heredity and 
variability.  This is not true.  We are fighting for the science of heredity and 
variability; we do no reject it. 

We are fighting the numerous erroneous tenets of genetics, which are pure 
inventions.  We are fighting for the development of genetics on the basis and on 
the plane of Darwin’s theory of evolution.  Genetics is one of the most important 
departments of agrobiological science and we must master it quickly and as fully 
as possible, remould it according to our Soviet pattern and not simply accept the 
anti-Darwinist standpoint of many of the fundamental propositions of genetics.  
(186) 

Having dedicated the bulk of his speech to establishing a clear dividing line 

between classical genetics and Michurinist agrobiology, Lysenko concludes that he does 

not reject genetics, but considers it an “important department of agrobiological science.”  

Having started with the impossibility for Mendelian genetics to subsume his Michurinist 

agrobiology—hence an irreconcilable conflict between these “two trends”—Lysenko 

envisions genetics as subsumed by “agrobiological science,” which in the context of the 

congress most probably signified his Michurinism. 

Instances of Rhetorical Translation in the Geneticists 

The above exposition of how “Two Trends” employs rhetorical translation to 

impose its meaning on genetic terms may seem to present the Lysenkoists in a rather 

sinister light.  There may be a sense that Lysenko willfully perverts the meaning of 
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classical genetics for his ulterior purposes.  Hence, Lysenko appears to play unfair in his 

debate with the geneticists.  Yet the geneticists likewise relied on rhetorical translation to 

bring themselves to a peaceful coexistence with Michurinist agrobiology.  They, too, 

“translated” Michurinist terms into genetic terms.  For example, Vavilov in his speech at 

the congress did his best to find points of agreement between the Lysenkoists and the 

geneticists.  One of the ploys he used can be described as rhetorical translation.  

According to Roll-Hansen, Vavilov stressed that at least in part “the disagreement 

[between the two genetic trends] was caused by differing definitions, for instance, of 

‘inbreeding’” (197).   

Twelve years after the 1936 congress, at the August 1948 session of VASKhNIL, 

where the conflict between the Lysenkoists and geneticists would be reenacted, geneticist 

Zhukovsky in his defense of genetics would use a technique similar to Vavilov’s, that is, 

pointing out that the conflict revolved mostly around the definitions and usages of certain 

words.  Comparing the Lysenkoist term “training” and the genetic term “mutation,” 

Zhukovsky says, 

On my word of honour, Trofim Denisovich, nobody will deny that it is possible to 
alter by training, only the methods by which alterations can be obtained are not so 
simple.  You say that you have succeeded in converting hard wheat into soft.  
Once upon a time, Yudin used to come out with sensational reports, which ended 
up with a puff, about the conversion of the husked barley into the bare-grained 
barley.  All this is training, it is possible, but I will call it mutation, and let 
Professor Polyakov call me mutationist.  (Laughter, applause.) (The Situation 
461) 

It is interesting to note how similar Zhukovsky’s rhetorical translation is to that in 

Lysenko’s “Two Trends.”  Zhukovsky appropriates the opponent’s key term, “training,” 

and translates it into “mutation,” simultaneously pointing out some of the deficiencies of 
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the original concept by placing it in the context of a failed experiment by Yudin.  A 

closer study of the words “training” and “mutation” would indicate that they designate 

different processes.  In Lysenko’s teaching, “training” means a directed cumulative 

modification of an organism, including its heredity, by artificial selection and by 

adjusting the organism’s environment.  “Mutation” is a classical genetic term that refers 

to (mostly) unpredictable changes in the chromosomes of an organism that may have an 

effect on the organism’s heredity.  Zhukovsky is aware of these nuances, but he still 

apposes the two terms and thus opens up a space for ambiguity allowing to identify 

genetics and Michurinism. 

The above examples demonstrate that both the Lysenkoists and the geneticists 

engaged in a logomachian process of appropriating the opponent’s terms and imposing 

meaning on them.  The Lysenkoists were quite sensitive to this process and resisted the 

geneticists’ attempts to “translate” Michurinism into genetic terms.  At the 1948 August 

session of VASKhNIL, Lysenkoist Dvoryankin comments on the argumentative ploys of 

the geneticists: 

The first tactical move of all the Morganists, and of B.M. Zavadovsky in 
particular, is to “Mendelize” Michurin.  They are constantly falsifying Michurin’s 
theory.  For example: Rapoport, in his speech, as much as said that Michurin 
warned against being taken up with the training of plants and strongly emphasized 
the importance of Mendel’s law.  (The Situation 366) 

If we return to the December 1936 congress, we will see that Lysenko, too, 

discerns the geneticists’ attempt to (mis)interpret or falsify his words.  In the debate 

following Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics,” Lysenko admonishes his 

opponents, “It is an elementary rule never to quote the work of your opponents in your 
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own words; you must always quote the actual words written in the opponent’s work” 

(187).  And a little later again, “In general, I would ask my opponents, for the common 

good, to quote Lysenko and Prezent not from memory, which sometimes betrays them, 

but from our works” (188).  Nevertheless, Lysenko himself did not follow this rule when 

he explained genetic texts.   

Thus, we see a continuous attempt on both sides of the conflict to “translate” the 

opponent and to resist being “translated.”  Both the geneticists and the Lysenkoists would 

offer their reading of Darwinism, Michurinism, and classical genetics and would point 

out “errors” in their opponents’ reading of these teachings. 

Two Contradicting Tendencies in Lysenkoist Constitutional Discourse 

My reading of the constitutional effort in Lysenko’s speech at the December 1936 

session of VASKhNIL has revealed two contradictory tendencies in this rhetorical effort.  

On the one hand, it calls for a very clear and determinate definition of the opponent 

(enemy) of the newly constituted Michurinist agrobiology.  Those in the audience who 

were undetermined about their attitude toward Michurinism and genetics are “pushed” 

toward one of these rhetorically demarcated positions.  The undetermined ones are 

confronted with the slogan “You are either with us or you are against us.”  On the other 

hand, “Two Trends” resists any attempts to clearly define the newly constituted entity 

“Michurinist agrobiology.”  As we have seen, although Michurinism is in a sharp 

opposition to classical genetics, it is still presented as a “genetics.”  Although 

Michurinism does not recognize the materiality of a special part of the organism that 
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carries heredity, the Michurinists do not reject the concepts of “genes” or “genotype.”  In 

short, “Two Trends” rhetorically creates a rigidly constrained space for classical genetics, 

but at the same time it gives Michurinism enough leeway to be both divided from and 

identified with classical genetics. 

Obviously, these two tendencies conflict with each other in principle.  One 

tendency requires unambiguous definition, and the other requires ambiguous definition.  

The presence of a contradiction between the principles posited in “Two Trends” reveals a 

characteristic of a constitution.  A constitution draws a motivational circumference within 

which its principles are enacted.  Yet, the circumference of the constitution itself is 

placed (is re-enacted) within a much larger circumference.  According to Burke, “A 

Constitution is but a partial act; the only truly total act would be the act of a Supreme 

Founding Father who founded the Universal Substance, the Constitution-beneath-the-

Constitution” (Grammar of Motives 374).  Hence, the principles in a constitution 

maintain the continuity of the constitution, but at the same time the relationship between 

the principles should be flexible enough to respond to the ever-changing and 

unpredictable factors that come from without the circumference of the constitution.   

In the constitution of Lysenkoist discourse, Michurinism is opposed to classical 

genetics.  However, in order to respond to such factors as the strong ethos of classical 

genetics, the Lysenkoist constitution reserves enough flexibility to be ambiguously 

associated with genetics.  Thus, the conflict between the principles in “Two Trends” 

ensures the viability of Lysenkoist discourse as a constitution. 
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Rhetorical Ambiguity as an Ideologically Acceptable Strategy of the Time 

In our frame, the constitution not only posits principles with a possibility of 

conflict among them, but also addresses an audience to get this audience to cooperate in 

enacting its principles.  The ambiguity of the relationships between the constitutional 

principles ensures the applicability of these principles to a large variety of situations in 

practice.  This ambiguity, however, if it is too obvious and blatant, may also alienate 

some people addressed by the constitutional rhetoric.  Lysenko’s dance of ambiguity at 

the 1936 congress must have irritated many scientists, independent of their initial attitude 

toward classical genetics or Lysenkoist doctrine.  Very telling in this respect is the 

exchange between Lysenko and plant physiologist Nikolai Krenke, taking place at the 

Congress: 

[Krenke]: Trofim Denisovich, let’s speak simply, amicably, without irritation … 
From your seat you have confirmed your recognition that the quantitative ratios in 
the segregation of hybrids are determined by reduction division [meiosis]. 

Lysenko: Correct. 

Krenke: Then write that way so everyone will understand. 

Lysenko: Quote what I have written. 

Krenke: No, I don’t want to.  As I see it, that’s tactless, that prosecutor’s form of 
conversation.  You say we misunderstand you.  But look how many 
misunderstand your article … We’re not fools, you know.  You ought to explain 
yourself in a friendly way.  (qtd. in Joravsky 104) 

Lysenko’s deliberate obfuscation, thus, cost him his possible supporters in his 

conflict with the geneticists.  Krenke, in particular, gave a talk at the congress where he 

was critical of theoretical deficiencies of classical genetics (Roll-Hansen 207).  Yet, as is 

obvious from the above dialogue, Krenke found it hard to support Lysenko without 

181 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

pressing him for more clarity.  Science with its adherence to formal logic would seem to 

be less susceptible to and less accepting of voluntarism and obfuscations one would 

expect in political discourse.  It was obvious that Lysenko’s prevarications violated the 

scientific principles of clarity, consistency, and objectivity.   

To compensate for this violation and thus a possibility of losing the whole or part 

of the audience, Lysenkoist constitutional discourse had to extend beyond its 

motivational circumference, to the scene in which it was enacted.  Burke refers to such a 

scene “Constitution-Behind (or Beneath)-the-Constitution” (Grammar of Motives 362).  

Lysenkoism was enacted at a certain time and place.  We may, therefore, expect that in 

addition to its own principles posited as scientific, Lysenkoism drew on the principles 

(values) of the Soviet Union of the 1930s.  The main ingredient of the constitution-

behind-the-constitution for Lysenkoism was ideological and political.  Was Lysenko’s 

rhetorical ambiguity, expressed at times in crude prevarication, an acceptable element of 

the ideological thinking of the time?  Inquiries into totalitarian (and in particular Stalinist) 

ideology suggest a tentative yes to this question.  

Ambiguity in Stalinist Ideology 

Cultural theorist Mikhail Epstein in his After the Future (1995) deduces the 

structural characteristics of Soviet ideological thinking, and I find these characteristics 

consonant with Lysenko’s employment of rhetorical ambiguity and translation.  Epstein 

singles out a special class of words, “ideologemes,” that are significant for ideological 

function.  In ideologemes, “[t]he descriptive and evaluative meanings are strongly 
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linked” (105).  Ideologemes name a fact, but at the same time they impose an attitude 

toward this fact; in Epstein words, ideologemes “control and restrict the thinking of the 

speaker and listener” (106).  Soviet ideolanguage, according to Epstein, is structured 

around special relationships among certain ideologemes; a set of four such ideologemes, 

a “tetrad,” forms the minimum unit of ideolganguage.  The relationships in a tetrad are 

based on the denotative (factual) and connotative (ideological) meanings of the 

ideologemes.  These relationships can be exemplified by the tetrad consisting of the 

following words: 

• internationalism 
• nationalism 
• patriotism 
• cosmopolitanism 

 
Epstein writes,  

“[I]neternationalism” has opposing denotative and connotative meanings in 
relation to “nationalism,” the same denotative and opposite connotative meaning 
in relation to “cosmopolitanism,” and the same connotative and opposite 
denotative meaning in relation to “patriotism.” (114) 

It is not hard to see how the tetradic logic (“tetraletics,” to employ Epstein’s term, 

as opposed to “dialectics”) works for manipulating public opinion.   

Here is an example that I believe illustrates how the above tetrad applies to 

ideological discourse and its vicissitudes in the changing political situation.  After the 

1917 revolution, Bolshevik ideology stressed “internationalism,” reflecting its mission to 

spread socialism all over the world.  Correspondingly, “nationalism” signaled a negative 

attitude.  During the Second World War, however, patriotism was hailed (significantly, 

the war was styled “The Great Patriotic War”) even though “patriotism” is denotatively 
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close to “nationalism.”  The period following the war saw a political campaign of 

persecuting “cosmopolitans,” even though “cosmopolitanism” is denotatively close to the 

exalted “internationalism.”  

Another example, this time provided by Epstein, is Stalin’s use of tetraletics for 

his struggle with his intra-Party opponents.  Epstein aligns the positions of Stalin and his 

opponents in a tetralitic diagram: 

Stalin (right) – Trotsky (left) 

Stalin (left) – Bukharin (right) (120) 

Comments Epstein: “One secret of Stalin’s influence was his lack of specific 

political positions; hence his brilliant mastery of tetraletics.  Trotsky and Bukharin had 

definite positions that made them easy to attack.  They were naïve from the point of view 

of totalitarian thinking” (132). 

In sum, tetraletics for Epstein provides a structure for Soviet (totalitarian) 

ideological thinking.   

We cannot help noting that an equivalent of Epstein’s structure of ideological 

language can be found in rhetorical theory.  First, Burke stresses that any description is 

strategic.  Strategic descriptions “size up the situations, name their structure and 

outstanding ingredients, and name them in a way that contains an attitude towards them” 

(Philosophy of Literary Form 1).  In this sense, all language is “ideologemic,” that is 

performing an ideological, and not only indicative function.  Second, Epstein’s 

categorization of a special class of ideological words closely resembles Aristotle’s 

catalogue of topoi, which according to Burke, are a list of “opinions,” “assumptions,” 
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“attitudes,” and “values” (Rhetoric of Motives 580).  Indeed, Epstein is quite thorough in 

cataloguing ideologemes (what we might call ideological topoi) and combining them into 

tetrads that would form the structure of Soviet ideolanguage.  Next, Epstein’s tetraletics 

can be described within Burke’s constitutional dialectics.  A constitution posits principles 

that coexist peacefully in the ideal, but that will often come into conflict in the real or 

practical.  Each case of constitutional reenactment in practice will emphasize some 

constitutional principles and will downplay others.  Epstein’s tetraletics reflects this 

constitutional mechanism.  A tetrad contains conflicting ideologemes and depending on 

the circumstances, some ingredients of the tetrad are highlighted, while others are de-

emphasized.  Finally, the capacity of tetraletics to employ both negative and positive 

attitudes toward the same phenomenon reflects the basic rhetorical or ideological 

function to prove opposites.  All these considerations show that Epstein’s project can be 

subsumed under rhetorical theory. 

Thus, Epstein’s vocabulary may be redundant for my reading of Lysenkoist 

constitutional discourse.  If I wished, I could identify tetrads in Lysenko’s speeches to 

show how he addressed changing situations in an ideologically and politically suitable 

way.  (Significant in this regard is Paul Dombrowski’s (2001) focus on Lysenko’s 

“plastic language,” underscoring its opportunistic non-scientific nature, allowing for 

different, at time opposite points of view.)  But such effort would tautologically repeat 

my constitutional reading.  What is of value to me in Epstein’s project is his theorizing of 

what seems to be a typical cultural practice underlying ideological thinking in Soviet 

(totalitarian) discourse.  The logic of tetraletics serves the recurrent situation where the 
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rhetor has to change his stance practically to the opposite one and be still ideologically 

acceptable.  Prevarication and resistance to being clearly defined seems a natural 

response to the ideological environment that underlies Epstein’s tetraletics.  Therefore, 

while Esptein’s vocabulary may not give us additional insights into Lysenkoist discourse, 

the cultural practice that Epstein features may help us motivate Lysenko’s rhetorical 

strategies at the 1936 congress of VASKhNIL.   

Epstein is not the only one who has felt the unnerving flexibility and evasiveness 

of Soviet (especially, Stalinist) ideology and politics.  Other authors’ observations 

contribute to a sense that such flexibility, requiring skilful use of rhetorical ambiguity, 

was a trademark of the Stalinist epoch. 

As we saw in Chapter II, David Joravsky describes Stalinist ideology as political 

“realism.”  As an ideological principle guiding political action, political “realism” 

prescribes a constant quest for power, which in turn requires “seek[ing] out statements 

that would gain the support of important people” (7) and in general doing anything that 

may turn into political gain.  Hence, political “realism” is embodied in “a constantly 

shifting jumble of commitments to particular judgments and persons” (7).  The phrase 

“constantly shifting” is key here for underscoring the importance of rhetorical (or 

constitutional) ambiguity in ideological and political discourse.  A “realist” politician 

should be prepared to (re)interpret grand ideological slogans (like “All men are created 

equal”) to fit various constantly shifting situations in such a way as to facilitate her quest 

for power by associating with “important people.”  In Stalinist ideology, the “realist” 

principle that important people are right was increased in degree to the rule whereby 
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“most important people are always right” (Joravsky 9).  In the conditions of Stalinist 

totalitarianism, with terror as its major political instrument, political “realism” was not 

only a way to power, but also quite literally a way to survive.  The irrational and 

indiscriminate nature of Stalinist terror made everyone, to a certain degree, a political 

“realist.”  Here is how the Russian poet and essayist Joseph Brodsky (1986) envisions 

this ambiguity, or in Joravsky’s words political “realism,” in the Soviet Union with its 

Stalinist heritage: 

Ambivalence, I think, is the chief characteristic of my nation.  There isn’t a 
Russian executioner who isn’t scared of turning victim one day, nor is there the 
sorriest victim who would not acknowledge (if only to himself) a mental ability to 
become an executioner.  Our immediate history has provided well for both.  (10) 

A “realist” politician in the Stalinist system had to be prepared not just to apply 

various ideological beliefs to constantly shifting situations, but to espouse completely 

opposite points of view and do so quickly and unabashedly.  An “important person” to 

whom a Stalinist “realist” hitches his wagon today may be proclaimed, for no apparent 

reason, enemy of the people tomorrow (literature on Stalinism provides many examples 

of this condition).  The “realist” should then immediately expunge himself from all 

sullying ties with the condemned.  Obviously rhetorical ambiguity in such conditions 

becomes more pronounced and visible in its extremeness. 

Hannah Arendt’s in-depth analysis of totalitarianism (The Origins of 

Totalitarianism) can be viewed as a catalogue of ambiguities in the functioning of a 

totalitarian political system:  
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• an ambiguous attitude to the official philosophy: “the constant reinterpretation 

of … Marxism … voided the doctrine of all its content because it was no 

longer possible to predict what course or action it would inspire” (324);  

• the constant discrepancy between the words and actions of the leaders: 

“[Stalin] took care always to say the opposite of what he did, and to do the 

opposite of what he said” (Souvarine qtd. in Arendt 362);  

• the blurriness between the present reality and the future purpose: “The Leader 

is always right in his actions and since these are planned for centuries to 

come, the ultimate test of what he has done has been removed beyond the 

experience of his contemporaries” (383); and so on and so forth.   

In effect, Arendt envisions a totalitarian system as having no steady set of beliefs 

(ideological or otherwise) that would guide one’s actions.  The only certain thing is that 

the totalitarian Leader, or the Party line as the expression of the Leader’s wishes, is 

always right.  However, “the constant zigzag of the Party Line” (Arendt The Origins 324) 

makes it hard to follow it.  It is hard to follow it, but not following it is punished by 

terror.  Epstein visualizes this tension in the following way: 

[T]he Party line did not admit the slightest creeping toward either the right or the 
left from the sharpness of the correct line.  Indeed, the Party line was as sharp as a 
razor, and one could not stand on it without being bloodied.  Only Stalin managed 
to stand on it firmly with both feet.  (129) 

In short, it is obvious that ambiguity and ambivalence played a crucial role in 

Soviet (totalitarian) ideological discourse.   

One may object that ambiguity is important for any ideological and political 

discourse, and this is right.  David Joravsky, for example, argues that all grand 
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ideological statements (like “all men are created equal” or “the land belongs to the 

people”) are vague: “[T]he grand ideological slogans resemble poetry, which often 

affects the emotions by its ambiguous reverberations in the intellect” (6).  In fact, Burke’s 

constitutional dialectics posits ambiguity as a major characteristic of constitutions: 

constitutional wishes themselves and the relationships between them should be 

ambiguous enough to apply to diverse (constantly shifting) practical situations.  The goal 

of the above review of works inquiring into Soviet (and in particular Stalinist) ideology is 

to underscore the extreme nature of its ambivalence.  Slavoj Žižek in his discussion of 

ambivalence of the Stalinist discourse recognizes that such ambivalence is typical of all 

political discourse (in Shapoval (2007)), but at the same time he emphasizes “the radical 

ambiguity of Stalinism” (Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? (2001) 127).  Like other 

cultural practices, political ambiguity assumed an extreme (radical) character in Stalinist 

conditions.  Stalinist ideology stubbornly refused to be defined, leaving itself free of 

stable ideological commitments.  Succeeding (or even just surviving) in such an 

ideological climate required constant use of rhetorical ambiguity. 

It is thus understandable why Lysenko’s constitutional effort freely employed 

blatant ambiguity in a scientific discussion.  Lysenkoist constitutional discourse extended 

beyond its motivational (avowedly scientific) circumference to the scene in which it was 

enacted.  Stalinism served Lysenkoism as a Constitution-Beneath-the-Constitution, 

legitimizing some argumentative strategies that would otherwise be unacceptable in a 

scientific forum.  Lysenko could use crude prevarication because it was a typical feature 

of the political-ideological context in which the 1936 VASKhNIL congress took place. 
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One may, of course, object that science as a discursive and social practice is not 

(and cannot) be free of ambiguity.  Indeed, Thomas Kuhn’s study of scientific paradigm 

argues that a dominant paradigm while prescribing a definite course of development 

should be open-ended enough to encourage further research within this paradigm.  Ken 

Baake’s inquiry into the rhetoric of modern interdisciplinary studies (2003) shows that 

metaphor in science, with its inherently imperfect reflection of scientific concepts, serves 

a generative role because it opens a space for new discoveries.  These two examples show 

that ambiguity is important to science at its conceptual level.  Moreover, science as a 

social organization necessarily engages in politics, resorting to rhetoric and rhetorical 

ambiguity.  So it should not be surprising that Lysenko uses ambiguity in a scientific 

forum.  What is peculiar about Lysenko’s rhetoric is not its use of ambiguity in general, 

but its blatancy.  Rhetoric is most effective when it is inconspicuous.  The same is true 

for rhetorical ambiguity.  Yet Lysenko subverts this assumption and his crude 

prevarication is still effective because it draws for its legitimacy on the rhetorical practice 

of the dominant political regime. 

In Conclusion 

Lysenkoist rhetoric, beginning with the “ambient persuasion” preceding the 1936 

VASKhNIL congress and culminating in Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics” 

and his reply to criticism at the 1936 congress, constituted a new science, Michurinist 

agrobiology.   Such constitutional effort required from the Lysenkoists an enemy, and 

they found its embodiment in classical genetics.   An overview of Lysenko’s early career 
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and a rhetorical analysis of his “Two Trends” showed that Lysenko was actively 

inventing or constituting the classical geneticists as categorically opposed to 

Michurinism.    

A constitution is a rhetorical effort.  It addresses concrete people in order to get 

these people to act in accordance with its principles.  At the 1936 congress, Lysenko 

addressed an audience in which the majority were undecided about their attitudes toward 

Lysenko’s Michurinism, classical genetics, and the question of whether these two 

disciplines were reconcilable.  On one level, the purpose of Lysenko’s rhetoric was 

precisely to constitute Michurinist agrobiology and Mendelian genetics as fundamentally 

irreconcilable.  On this level, “Two Trends” called on (pushed) its undecided audience to 

take sides either with the Lysenkoists or the geneticists, but not both.  Following this 

principle, Lysenko commended those who like Hermann Muller openly and 

unambiguously opposed Lysenkoist doctrines and censured those who could show 

Michurinism various degrees of sympathy.  Yet on another level, Lysenko’s rhetorical 

purpose was to win over to his cause as many members in his undecided audience as 

possible.  This goal required Lysenko’s qualifying his radical stance toward classical 

genetics.  Proclaiming that classical genetics was anti-Darwinist and therefore harmful 

was effective for precluding an effort to reconcile Michurinism and Mendelism and thus 

potentially to allow classical genetics to subsume Lysenko’s doctrine.  But this same 

radicalism could also turn away Michurinism’s possible supporters.  Lysenko used 

rhetorical ambiguity to appeal to those in his audience who could variously support 

classical genetics.  Lysenko appropriated classical genetic terms and reinvented 
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(“translated”) them in such a way that they served his Michurinist agrobiology instead of 

designating major classical genetic principles.   

Thus, Lysenko’s speech and debate at the 1936 congress revealed two 

contradicting tendencies: constituting Michurinism and Mendelism as two fundamentally 

different and mutually exclusive disciplines and at the same time, positing Michurinist 

agrobiology as a “genetics.”  Lysenko both dissociated from and associated with genetics.  

Such an ambiguous stance (such a dance of ambiguity) requires much skill from the 

rhetor.  Ambiguity is a typical feature of constitutions and political and ideological 

discourse in general, but to have effect, it ordinarily has to be inconspicuous.  Lysenko’s 

ambiguity, however, was quite conspicuous causing frustration to many of his listeners.  

Yet such crude handling of ambiguity could be legitimized by the atypical context of 

Lysenko’s constitution: Stalinist ideological and political discourse allowed for (in fact, 

required) a radical ambiguity and inconsistency in one’s ideological stance and hence 

argumentative practices.  Stalinism, thus, served as a ground or a Constitution-Beneath-a-

Constitution for Lysenko’s constitutional effort. 
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CHAPTER VII  

CONSTITUTIONAL RHETORIC IN LYSENKO’S 1948 ADDRESS TO VASKHNIL: 

LAYING COMMON GROUNDS FOR THE DEBATE WITH THE GENETICISTS 

This chapter focuses on the constitutional features of Lysenko’s address to the 

1948 August Session of VASKhNIL, which recreated the conflict with Lysenko’s 

opponents among the Soviet Mendelian geneticists.  First, I explore the historical factors 

that bear on this session and argue against the common view according to which the 

repressive apparatus of the Stalinist regime unconditionally supported Lysenko in his 

fight with the geneticists.  I also argue that Lysenko was not the sole abuser of political 

power in the conflict over genetics, which again is the popular vision of the Lysenko 

case.  My review of literature on Lysenkoism shows that Lysenko’s opponents resorted to 

arbitration by the political authorities as often as the Lysenkoists.  Second, I study the 

commentary of Lysenkoism for the ideological and political explanations of the outcomes 

of the August Session.  In light of these explanations, I propose to study the discourse of 

the Session from the point of view of constitutional rhetoric.  In contrast to most 

commentators, who believe that the Session itself was a culmination of a well prepared 

campaign against the geneticists and therefore the participants’ speeches could not 

change the outcome of the Session, I argue that a constitutional analysis reveals the value 

of the rhetorics used at the Session.  Finally, this chapter scrutinizes Lysenko’s address to 

the August Session to reveal its constitutional features.  I show how Lysenko employs the 

paradox of substance to promote his constitutional coordinates. 
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Context of the August Session 

The session of VASKhNIL (the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural 

Sciences) of July 31-August 7, 1948, known as the August Session, was organized with a 

specific purpose to give the Lysenkoists a chance to prevail over their opponents in 

biological sciences and to squash any resistance from Mendelian genetics.  The 

coexistence of the “two trends in genetics,” as they were envisioned by Lysenko in 1936, 

was always punctuated by bickering and more consequential disputes in the press and in 

various academic and public forums.  Yet it was not until the summer of 1948 that 

Mendelian genetic research in the Soviet Union was officially banned. 

Indeed, between the two sessions of VASKhNIL, in 1936 and 1948, the Lysenko-

versus-geneticists conflict never ended in a definite resolution about which of the two 

trends should dominate the direction of genetic research.  Yet overall, the now 

smoldering, now flaming conflict unfolded against the backdrop of the spectacular 

growth of Lysenko’s scientific and political prestige.  In the 1950 brochure Akademik T. 

D. Lysenko (Voinov), we find a laudatory presentation of Lysenko’s career: In 1937, he is 

elected to the Supreme Soviet (Soviet Parliament).  In 1938, he becomes President of 

VASKhNIL.  In 1939, Lysenko receives full membership at the Academy of Sciences of 

the U.S.S.R., and in 1940, he becomes director of the Institute of Genetic Research within 

the Academy of Sciences.   

By contrast, Lysenko’s opponents, according to most sources, were losing their 

positions one by one.   The popular science magazine Znanie—Sila (1998) presents a 

timeline of the Lysenko-versus-geneticists conflict, in which we find the sad story of the 
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Soviet geneticists in the 1930s:  In 1937, the Institute of Medical Genetics is closed for its 

alleged association with eugenics, a genetic field that was associated with the 

ideologically repugnant Nazi science.  Many in the administration of the Institute are 

arrested.  On a false accusation, N. M. Tulaikov, a distinguished soil specialist and 

opponent of Lysenkoism in agricultural science, is arrested and shot.  In 1938, the 

outstanding geneticist N. K. Koltsov loses his position as director of the Institute of 

Genetic Research at the Academy of Sciences (Koltsov dies in 1940 of heart failure in the 

face of unabating persecution).  In 1940, N. I. Vavilov, one of the founders and 

unflagging supporters of genetic research in the Soviet Union, is arrested and 

subsequently dies of starvation in prison (“Vlast’ i Genetika: 1917-1964”). 

Role of Political Terror in the Genetic Conflict 

As these two chronicles suggest, the distribution of power between the 

Lysenkoists and Mendelian geneticists in the 1930s Soviet Union depended to a great 

extent on political-administrative measures, rather than on scientific achievements.  One 

such measure was political terror.  The history in Znanie—Sila seems to argue that the 

great Stalinist terror of the 1930s and 1940s helped Lysenko by eliminating some of his 

opponents.  Almost all commentators of Lysenkoism note that as the terror would cut 

down people who could variously oppose Lysenko, Lysenko’s power increased because 

in many cases, he and his followers would take over the posts vacated by the victims of 

the terror.  It is therefore tempting to assume that terror actually worked for the 

Lysenkoists, that Stalin’s secret police NKVD would consciously target Lysenko’s 
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enemies.  Such is in fact the modern popular vision of the regime’s role in Lysenko’s 

conflict with geneticists.  The article in Znanie—Sila is an expression of this vision.4  

Careful analysis of the Lysenko case, however, does not allow establishing that 

the NKVD directly worked for Lysenko’s cause.  First, some Lysenkoists became victims 

of the terror campaign (see Joravsky and Soyfer).  Second, studying the available records 

of those who were repressed during the 1930s, Joravsky determines that in general very 

few Soviet biologists suffered arrests (116).  Thus, terror did not directly influence the 

Lysenko-versus-geneticists dispute in the sense that Lysenkoists could directly call for an 

opponent’s arrest, and if they did, it would necessarily result in the accused person’s 

arrest.  Rather terror created an unacknowledged, but very tangible atmosphere of 

constant threat to anyone who could be demonstrated, for any reason, to be politically or 

ideologically disloyal.  In such an atmosphere, it was tempting—and obligatory—to 

appeal to political and ideological criteria in any politically significant dispute. 

It is therefore natural to expect that in studying the discourse of the struggle 

between the Lysenkoists and their opponents, we will see appeals to political authorities 

and ideological slogans in both.  It is wrong (or rather, it is tendentious) to assume that 

only Lysenko and his followers used arguments from authority and political propaganda.  

We find such a tendentious interpretation in Medvedev (1969), Soyfer (1994), Zirkle 

(1949), Joravsky (1970), and many other writers.  This interpretation also forms the 

modern popular attitude toward Lysenkoism as a symbol of political and ideological 

                                                 
 
4 See for another example, Yuz Aleshkovsky’s satirical novel Kangaroo, where the NKVD fabricate an 
accusation against an old professor, specialist in marsupials, charging him with preparing a murder attempt 
on Lysenko and other representatives of “progressive biology.”   
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manipulation of science.  This vision, if not absolutely incorrect, is necessarily one-sided 

because it deflects attention from the anti-Lysenkoists’ use of political and ideological 

arguments in their conflict with Lysenkoism.  Studying the historical narratives of the 

conflict, we see that Lysenko’s opponents rarely, if ever, acted without the blessing of the 

political authorities.  So the period between the 1936 and 1948 sessions of VASKhNIL 

may be reconstructed as a history of the two camps’ appeals to high political authorities 

for help in their struggle. 

Yet in this contest of appealing to high authorities, the Lysenkoists were favored, 

while their opponents were tolerated.  Trying to explain the haphazard pattern of the 

Stalinist terror and its effect on the conflict between Lysenko and classical geneticists, 

David Joravsky writes, “The type of person likely to become a Lysenkoite was also likely 

to arouse feelings of trust in the administrators of terror while the type of person likely to 

be a non-Lysenkoite was also likely to provoke suspicion” (124).  If for “the 

administrators of terror” we substitute “the political leaders,” we get an idea of the 

conditions in which “the two trends” had to coexist between 1936 and 1948.  Obviously 

leaning toward the Lysenko side, the political authorities were still indecisive about the 

status of Mendelian genetics.  One sign of this indecision could be the 1939 dispute 

between the Lysenkoists and the classical geneticists, organized by the official 

philosophical journal Under the Banner of Marxism.  The purpose of this philosophical-

genetic dispute was, as in the 1936 VASKhNIL congress, to overcome the deadlock in 

which Soviet agricultural and biological science found itself because of the unabating 

wrangling between the Lysenkoists and the classical geneticists.  And as in 1936, the 
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politically sanctioned referees called for reconciliation between the two trends.  So 

overshadowed by Lysenkoist Michurinism, the Mendelian geneticists were allowed to 

carry out their research, teach classical genetics at universities, and even criticize 

Lysenko (in a mild and respectful manner) until the summer of 1948, when, rather 

unexpectedly, all Mendelian research and university courses were officially banned and 

all biological scientists were required to align their work with the Michurinist (i.e., 

Lysenkoist) doctrine. 

Ideological and Political Explanations of the August Session 

Trying to explain why the course of events took such a turn—why the party and 

government bosses in 1948 decided to foreclose the conflict, instead of trying to (make 

the scientists) find a middle ground as in 1936 and 1939—necessarily involves 

ideological and political considerations.  The American geneticist Hermann Muller, who 

had participated in the Lysenko-versus-geneticists conflict, explains the outcome of the 

August 1948 session in the following way: 

What causes the Communist officials to push Lysenkoism so strongly?  To me, 
the answer is obvious: it is the type of mind that sees things as black and white, 
yes and no, and so cannot admit the importance of both heredity and environment.  
Believing that it has found the complete answer to all the world’s ills, through its 
particular way of manipulating environment, the Communist Party regards as a 
menace any concept that does not fit patly into its scheme for mankind.  The 
genes do not fit into that concept, in its opinion, hence the existence of the genes 
must be denied.  (qtd. in  Zirkle 30) 

We find a similar explanation (and the same “black and white” metaphor) in the 

Russian historian of science Alexei Kojevnikov (1998): “The Stalinist system preferred 

distinct black and white colors over shaded tones and had difficulty drawing an 
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intermediate line between unequivocal political praise and complete political 

denigration” (31).  In fact, this vision of the “black and white”/“positive and negative” 

system agrees with my presentation of Stalinist political radicalism (see Chapter VI).  Yet 

this interpretation applied to the Lysenko-versus-geneticists case necessarily raises the 

question: Why did the Lysenkoists fill the positive role, while the Mendelian geneticists 

the negative?  Or to put this question in Muller’s words, Why did the genes not fit the 

Communists’ “scheme for mankind,” while Lysenko’s inheritance of acquired characters 

did? 

As my foregoing discussion suggests, the answer to this question can only be 

rhetorical and political.  In Chapter V, I show that the logic of the constitutional rhetoric 

in “Two Trends in Genetics,” Lysenko’s speech delivered at the 1936 VASKhNIL 

session, required a clear vision of the enemy against whom Lysenko constituted the new 

science “Michurinist agrobiology.”  This rhetorical search for enemy makes Lysenko the 

agent in applying the “black and white” scheme to his conflict with the classical 

geneticists.  So we can deduce that his constitutional rhetoric was persuasive to the 

political authorities in their choice of terms to evaluate the conflict of Lysenko with 

classical geneticists. 

As to the political explanation of Lysenko’s 1948 victory, we can view it on two 

levels.  First is the political level on which a commentator of the Lysenko case operates, 

that is the author’s political stance in relation to Lysenkoism.  Thus, Zirkle (1949), 

Medvedev (169), Joravsky (1970), and Soyfer (1994) present Lysenkoism as an 

aberration of Stalinism, a perverse totalitarian system; whereas, for Lecourt (1977), 
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Levins and Lewontin (1985), and Roll-Hansen (2005), Lysenkoism was a natural product 

of its social, economic, ideological, and intellectual environment.  The first group of 

authors condemns Lysenkoism wholesale, while the second sees some positive aspects to 

it.  In these evaluations, we can see these authors’ political allegiances.   

On the second level of the political explanation of Lysenkoism, Lysenko’s 1948 

victory is related to the political context in which the August Session took place.  On the 

one hand, the outcome of the conflict between the Michurinists and the Mendelists 

depended on various intra-Party rivalries, with some bosses supporting Lysenko, while 

others the geneticists.  On the other, the Lysenko case can be explained in light of 

international politics.  The post-war mood of cooperation with the Western allies 

coincided with the resurgence of Mendelian genetics in the Soviet Union and a critical 

campaign (apparently sanctioned, or at least not forbidden, by the political leaders) of 

Lysenko and his practices.  With the subsequent arrival of the Cold War around 1947-

1948 and the estrangement of the former WWII allies, however, Soviet Mendelians 

suffered a radical crackdown.  It is therefore logical to conclude that warming in Soviet-

Western relations reflected favorably on Soviet geneticists because of their ties to 

Western science whereas the growth of mutual mistrust between the Soviets and the 

Westerners favored the more nativist Lysenkoists. 

In Preparation for the August Session 

While the rhetorical and political explanations of the August 1948 session of 

VASKhNIL are, by their very nature, provisional, they give us an idea of the conditions 

200 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

in which the Session took place.  Although it was held in a scientific forum, this dispute 

was a political event, which is clearly seen by all commentators of Lysenkoism.  

Medvedev, for example, gives the following summary of the session:  

The LAAAS [VASKhNIL] session of 1948, with the principal address by 
Lysenko “On the situation in biological science,” was no longer a scientific 
meeting: it was a one-sided political routing of opponents, which had nothing to 
do with the real problem of Soviet science and which was exceptionally harmful 
in its consequences.  Its outcome had been predetermined when Lysenko’s report 
had received prior approval of the Politbureau and of Stalin personally.  (114) 

The last point about the predetermined outcome of the dispute needs elaboration 

for an understanding of the political context of the August Session.  On the last day of the 

session, Lysenko announced that his address “On the Situation in Biological Science” 

had been approved by the Central Committee of the Party (The Situation 605).  

Moreover, we now know that not only did Stalin approve this address, but he personally 

edited it, thus becoming a coauthor.  Given the absolute power of the Stalinist regime in 

all spheres of Soviet life, Stalin’s preliminary approval of Lysenko’s address meant that 

the session was to end in a complete triumph of Lysenko’s school and a complete routing 

of his opponents.   

In addition to Stalin’s preliminary approval of Lysenko’s report, the Lysenkoists 

took some precautions to ensure that the congress should end in their victory.  First, the 

dispute was held at the Academy of Agricultural Sciences because Lysenko had more 

supporters among agricultural scientists than among more theoretically oriented 

biologists.  Second, the preparations for the congress had been conducted in secret until 

several days before the beginning.  Finally, the participation in the congress was by 

invitation, and very few among those who could raise a voice against Lysenko had 
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received invitations.  All in all, the effect of these preparations was that the 

overwhelming majority of the speakers at the congress unconditionally supported 

Lysenko, while only very few opposed him.  It is no wonder that the congress voted in 

Lysenko’s favor.   

Thus the evidence—Stalin’s preliminary approval of Lysenko’s address and the 

Lysenkoists’ manipulations to ensure the favorable majority—indicates that the 1948 

August VASKhNIL session was a staged event with a predetermined outcome.  

Dominique Lecourt (1977) writes, 

[H]owever “open” the discussion, its result was never in doubt.  The majority had 
previously been reversed in Lysenko’s favour, at Party instigation.  The vote for 
the final resolution merely sanctioned a decision taken outside the Academy of 
Agricultural Sciences; independently of the proceedings at the sittings that were 
to be held in it.  (34) 

This is the attitude toward this session that most commentators of Lysenkoism 

adopt: The August Session is an example of Stalinist despotism that had now, sadly, 

entered scientific discussion.  In effect, the August Session is viewed as very important in 

its attending circumstances, but insignificant in itself.  Indeed, given its context, it seems 

that the congress itself (i.e., the speeches delivered at it) could change nothing. 

Yet some considerations defy this attitude toward the August session.  First, right 

after the war, Soviet geneticists were able to find powerful allies among the Party 

officials.  Hence, not only were they able to continue and even expand their research and 

education, but they were also allowed to criticize some of Lysenko’s propositions.  Thus, 

the sharp turn in the official attitude toward the conflict, climaxing in the August Session 

and the official decision to ban Mendelian genetics, had to be a surprise to most 
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participants in the Session.  Second, Stalin did not use administrative measures to 

sanction a direction of development for Soviet biology, as he presumably could have 

done.  He left it up to a scientific congress to make this decision.  Third, Stalin’s approval 

was not announced until the last day of the congress, presumably because it was not to 

bias the attitudes of the participants.  Naturally, the design of the Session—its secret 

preparation, Lysenko’s supporters constituting the majority of the participants, and the 

presence at the Session of high Government officials—all suggested to the participants 

that Lysenko was acting with the political bosses’ approval.  Only a suspicion that the 

scales of the authorities’ support tipped to Lysenko’s side was enough to put the non-

Lysenkoists on the alert and make them cautious in their criticism of Lysenko, whose 

address to the Session could represent a pre-approved “official” position.  Yet the extent 

of this official approval could not be known in advance.  Since 1936, the history of the 

intense conflict between Lysenko and geneticists had seen many public discussions with 

the participation of the Government and Party officials.  Yet none of these discussions, 

until 1948, had ended in a complete suppression of genetic research, despite the officials’ 

general predilection for Lysenko’s agrobiology.  Thus, the non-Lysenkoists must have 

approached the August Session with apprehension, but also with a sense that their 

rhetorics could at least preserve a status quo in which Lysenko was dominating Soviet 

biology, but they also had the opportunity to continue Mendelian genetic research. 

All these considerations indicate that at least to a small degree, the 1948 session 

was not an empty formality endorsing a predetermined decision.  It did leave a margin of 
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unpredictability, at least for those participants, constituting a majority, who could not be 

certain of Stalin’s preliminary approval and the extent of this approval. 

The August Session as a Ritualistic Game 

Such considerations allow Alexei Kojevnikov (1998) to present the August 

Session as a paradigmatic case of the rituals typical of Stalinist culture.  Drawing on 

modern anthropological studies, Kojevnikov views rituals as “formalized collective 

performances … which constitute the core of social identity in all communities and have 

both sacred and practical meaning” (32).  In the highly ritualized political life under 

Stalinism, Kojevnikov discerns a nuanced repertoire of ritualistic genres: congresses, 

discussions, meetings, criticism and self-criticism, etc. (33).  These rituals, according to 

Kojevnikov, performed such important social and political functions as grass-roots 

criticism of local bosses (criticism), acknowledging one’s own errors and thus confirming 

one’s loyalty to the party (self-criticism), working out a collective decision on difficult 

theoretical questions (discussion), settling a dispute (congress), exposing and purging 

enemies (criticism and self-criticism), etc.  Kojevnikov envisions Stalinist rituals as 

instruments of intraparty democracy that helped the Stalinist system control its 

functionaries at all levels, avoid stagnation, and justify its decisions by the authority of a 

collective body.  In other words, rituals in Stalinist culture allowed for checks and 

balances that would otherwise be impossible in the highly hierarchical, centralized, and 

despotic Stalinist society.   
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Although these rituals could be (and were) manipulated, the formal power of the 

collective reenacting the ritual was higher than the power of any one individual.  In his 

discussion of the hypocritical nature of totalitarian political discourse (2007), Slavoj 

Žižek stresses the formal power of the collective: 

Let’s imagine: we are in the 1930s; a congress of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party is in progress; you suddenly stand up and begin to criticize 
Stalin; I jump to my feet and cry out, “Are you mad?  No one is permitted to 
criticize Stalin!”  They would of course eventually arrest you, but I would have 
been arrested even sooner.  It was prohibited to criticize the leadership publicly, 
but it was even more strictly prohibited to state that such criticism was not 
allowed.  You [Soviet people] did have freedom, but it was given to you in order 
not to be used.  (in Shapoval; translation from the Russian mine) 

Thus although in private conversations people could acknowledge that Stalin’s 

political power was practically unlimited, the public discourse prescribed that the power 

of the collective transcended individual power.  Such discursive regime, at least in some 

situations, conferred on political rituals a power that was greater than the power of the 

Stalinists.  From this point of view, it becomes clear why Lysenko (as well as Stalin) 

needed VASKhNIL’s vote in his favor in addition to the Politbureau’s (Stalin’s) approval 

to become a sole unanswerable ruler of Soviet biological science and practice. 

According to Kojevnikov, the August Session was to become a test for Lysenko’s 

ability to triumph over his opponents without administrative measures.  “Lysenko’s task 

was to prove that he could control the field, mobilize enough grass-roots support, and 

stage a smooth performance” (43).  The corollary is that Lysenko won in 1948 due to his 

acute sense of Stalinist culture: an experienced politician, Lysenko cast a presumably 

scientific meeting into a Communist Party ritual, using the form of this ritual to coerce 

the participants into supporting him.  Kojevnikov writes, “One cannot say that almost 
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everybody in the hall was a convinced Lysenko follower, but many who in a different 

setting would have preferred to remain aloof from the polemics or even take the opposite 

side joined the common chorus at the August Session” (43).  Obviously, the space-time 

coordinates of a ritualistic game reenacted at that the VASKhNIL congress influenced its 

participants. 

Thus Kojevnikov’s vision highlights the generic or narrative totality of the August 

Session.  The ready-made logic of the ritual—with Lysenko setting the agenda, the 

majority of participants supporting him, and a tiny minority opposing him—prescribed 

that Lysenko should dominate the field of agriculture and biology and that therefore his 

doctrine should set standards by which all Soviet biological research should evaluate its 

development. 

Kojevnikov, however, in a truly (if unavowed) rhetorical spirit, admits that the 

generic totality of the rituals is not absolute.  “Although being rule-governed, the [ritual] 

is not a petrified or simply symbolic one,” and the “participants [bring to it] their own 

reasons, viewpoints, and motives [that reshape the ritual] as it goes along” (32).  Thus 

there appears a space for resisting the dictate of the ritual.  One sign that the opponents of 

Lysenko at the August Session tried to open such a space was the fact that they 

complained about the way the congress had been prepared.  Kojevnikov quotes 

physiologist B. M. Zavadovsky who demanded “to hold another free diskussiia 

[discussion] in a different place” (43-4).  So the participants in a ritual could step out of it 

and criticize it (or rather its concrete reenactment) from without.  Another sign that the 

totality of rituals could be resisted was that they did not always lead to predetermined 
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results.  Kojevnikov shows that following the August Session, similar discussions were 

held in other fields.  Yet their results varied and were not necessarily in favor of the 

faction that had resorted to the ritual, like the Lysenkoists at the August Session, in order 

to overpower its opponents.  

Kojevnikov’s presentation of the 1948 VASKhNIL session as a ritual typical of 

Stalinist culture reveals a contradictory tendency: on the one hand, the ritual’s form 

should lead to a predetermined result in the distribution of power among the participants; 

on the other, the ritual contained flexibility that allowed the participants to promote their 

own various interests, which made the outcome of the ritual unpredictable.  The rituals 

used people, but were also used by people.  We can relate this contradiction to Burke’s 

dialectical principle according to which a constitution operates in a balance between 

freedom and necessity.  This principle aligns Kojevnikov’s analytical model with my 

investigation of the workings of Lysenko’s speeches as constitutions.  It allows us to see 

the significance of the actual meeting (accounting for its freedom and unpredictability) 

rather than only its circumstances (accounting for its necessitarian and deterministic 

aspect).  Kojevnikov’s model allows the rhetorics of the participants in the August 

Session to play a creative rather than just an expressive function.  Although with our 

hindsight knowledge we can see that little could be said at the 1948 VASKhNIL congress 

to change the course of events, the participants in the congress, though suspecting that the 

authorities supported Lysenko, did not the extent of this support and thus allowed 

themselves to use rhetoric to defend their science and their personal positions.  Thus, 

Kojevnikov’s theory fits my constitutional reading of Lysenkoism. 
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Where Kojevnikov’s and my projects differ is in their emphases.  Kojevnikov 

focuses on Lysenko’s crafty use of Stalinist ritualistic game to score a sure victory.  

Despite Kojevnikov’s recognition that the participants in the ritual could change the 

course of events, he does not discern such a possibility specifically in the August Session.  

Kojevnikov’s emphasis is on the necessitarian aspect of the August Session.  My 

constitutional analysis, on the other hand, allows discerning the creative role of the 

rhetorics of the participants in the congress.  So my emphasis is on the voluntaristic or 

arbitrary aspect (aspect of freedom) of the 1948 VASKhNIL congress. 

Viewing the August Session as Constitutional Rhetoric 

As we have seen, Lysenko’s address to the August Session received a preliminary 

approval from the political leadership.  Stalin himself edited the ideological-political 

profile of Lysenko’s address.  According to historian of science Kirill Rossianov (1993), 

Stalin took this task seriously, meticulously picking the words that would reflect the 

current political-ideological situation.  Thus, it was obviously a political decision to make 

to proclaim Lysenko the unanswerable head of this new political-ideological-scientific 

entity called “Michurinism” or “Soviet creative Darwinism.”     

The constitution of “On the Situation in Biological Science,” therefore, seems to 

rule out any possibility for rhetoric.  Lysenko’s address to the August Session was cast in 

the form of a political injunction rather than a scientific argument to be discussed and 

challenged.  If Lysenko’s 1936 “Two Trends in Genetics” was intended to keep the 

conflict with classical genetics open so that Lysenko could constitute his own science, the 
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1948 address recreates the conflict with Lysenko’s opponents in order to quell it once and 

for all.  Indeed, three out of the eight speakers at the Session who had voiced various 

degrees of opposition to Lysenko recanted on the last day of the congress, forswearing 

their sympathy for Mendelism genetics and pledging full support for Michurinism.  This 

gesture made the August Session resemble the infamous show trials of the 1930s, at 

which Stalin’s crushed opponents would recant, delivering passionate and artistically 

ornate public addresses in which they vilified themselves and glorified their executioners.  

Thus, the August Session was not an invitation to argue, but a prescription to “disarm” 

(to use the ideological parlance of the time) and accept the only possible trend in Soviet 

genetics—Michurinism.   

It is, therefore, not surprising that commentators of Lysenkoism do not dwell on 

the arguments made at the August Session.  Roll-Hansen, for example, brushes the 

August Session off as “abstract and somewhat outdated biological theorizing and 

simplistic philosophical arguments, interspersed with references to Engels, Marx, Lenin, 

Stalin, Darwin, Timiriazev, and the like” (273).  Instead of scrutinizing the rhetorics of 

the participants in the 1948 congress, the commentators focus on its circumstances 

(trying to explain why Stalin preferred Lysenkoism over Mendelian genetics) or on its 

disastrous effect on Soviet genetics.  Yet if we view the August Session as a 

constitutional act, we will be able to see the importance of what was said during it, thus 

allowing for a possibility that even in the hopeless situation in which Lysenko’s 

opponents found themselves, they could employ the resources of the Session’s 

constitutional rhetoric to turn it to their benefit. 
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Recall that for Burke, “A constitution is a substance—and as such, it is a set of 

motives” (Grammar of Motives 342).  In proclaiming a common substance or a common 

set of motives, a constitution unites individual men and women for a common political 

action.  Constitutions achieve such a political unity by presenting what should be in the 

form of what is.  Constitutions, thus, present a powerful rhetorical strategy because, in the 

words of Richard Rorty, “finding good reasons to act requires, as a preliminary, finding a 

good description of oneself and one’s situation” (qtd. in Wess 155).  Yet the rhetorical 

impact of constitutions is limited by the contingent historical realities.  This dependence 

on the historical contingency is reflected in the principle whereby constitutional clauses 

or wishes coexist peacefully in the ideal, but conflict with each other in practice.  

Depending on historical circumstances, some constitutional clauses will prevail while 

others will be overshadowed or canceled out.  Commenting on this limited power of 

constitutions, Burke writes, “[O]ne cannot ‘guaranty’ a people any rights which future 

conditions themselves make impracticable” (Grammar of Motives 367).  In other words, a 

constitution cannot predetermine the exact result of the political action for the sake of 

which the constitution was enacted in the first place.  Instead, the power of constitutions 

consists in “suggesting what coordinates one will think by[,] in singling out certain 

directives for special attention, and thus bringing them more clearly to men’s 

consciousness” (367).  Thus, 

A Constitution is “binding” upon the future in the sense that it has centered 
attention upon one calculus of motivation rather than some other; and by thus 
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encouraging men to evaluate their public acts in the chosen terms, it serves in 
varying degrees to keep them from evaluating such acts in other terms.  (368)5

The contrast between the principles that a constitution posits and the way they are 

applied to concrete historical realities is particularly conspicuous in the Soviet political 

discourse.  Take the gap between the Soviet constitution of 1936 (the Stalin constitution) 

and the political reality of the 1930s’ Soviet Union.  Historian J. Arch Getty uses as an 

epigraph to his “State and Society under Stalin: Constitutions and Elections in the 1930s” 

(1991) the words of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, pronounced in 1937: “It is clear that 

tested by the Constitution of the Soviet Union as revised and enacted in 1936, the USSR 

is the most inclusive and equalised democracy in the world.”  But the liberal principles 

laid out in the 1936 constitution were belied by the state of absolute tyranny and the most 

terrible political repressions.  One may, thus, assume that the Stalin constitution was a red 

herring designed to divert public opinion, both at home and abroad, from the real state of 

affairs.  Yet we learn from Getty’s inquiry into the history of writing the 1936 

constitution that Stalin sincerely tried to create a constitution that would represent the 

interests of all Soviet people and would allow them real participation in the political 

process.  It is only after the constitution had been written and published that “Stalin 

panicked at the possible results [of its real enactment], and terror and force replaced mass 

participation as modes of government” (35).  Obviously, a true enactment of the Stalin 

constitution was impossible in the Stalinist regime or the more liberal, but still totalitarian 

regimes that followed it.  Yet despite its seemingly inactive nature, the 1936 constitution 

                                                 
 
5 In this aspect, constitutions are similar to another Burkean concept, “terministic screens.” 
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still had an effect on the Soviet political process in the long run.  According to Getty, 

“The Constitution of 1936 (and its centralizing spirit) outlived Stalin and, more than the 

exorcism of his ghost, they are the stuff of current Soviet political debates [(i.e., the end 

of the 1980s’ liberal policy of perestroika)]” (35).  Thus, constitutional acts may be no 

more than a façade at first, but eventually they will have far-reaching effects on political 

acts.  Says Getty: “Dictators come and go, but their heirs must wrestle with constitutional 

and institutional arrangements that, in the long run, are important” (35). 

Slavoj Žižek’s vision of the Soviet political discourse agrees with Getty’s 

interpretation of the long-run effect of constitutional documents.  Žižek says, 

One of the basic topoi of the left criticism is accusing bourgeois ideology of 
hypocrisy.  But in reality, there is not any ideology that would not by hypocritical: 
any gesture in this sphere is implicitly hypocritical.  When the government of the 
Soviet Union signed the famous Helsinki Declaration [of 1975], it acted quite 
hypocritically because it was not going to comply with it.  Yet the [Soviet] 
dissidents took the Declaration quite seriously and began to appeal to it, requiring 
its full implementation.  (in Shapoval; translation from the Russian mine) 

A constitution may be a hoax at first, an act of hypocrisy to cover the regime from 

its opponents’ criticism.  But in the long run, this constitution will itself become grounds 

on which the regime may be criticized, thus having an effect unforeseen by those who 

initiated the constitution.  Thus, constitutions do not “guaranty” an outcome.  They only 

offer, in Burke’s words, a calculus of motivation.  Yet this calculus may be used by both 

those who instituted it and by those against whom it was instituted.  The initial intentions 

with which a constitution is enacted do not matter in the long run.  Stalin’s sincere effort 

to create a democratic constitution, whose enactment was aborted by his regime, or 
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Brezhnev’s hypocritical endorsement of the Helsinki Declaration, both left behind active 

documents that would be employed by both the regime and its opponents. 

Coming back to the 1948 VASKhNIL session, we may assume that if we consider 

it as a constitution, then its calculus of motivation could be employed by both the 

Lysenkoists and by their opponents, supporters of Mendelian genetics.  Therefore, we 

should not consider the participants’ rhetorics as only inconsequential ritualistic gestures.  

Given the constraints within which the August Session was enacted, it is tempting to 

overlook both the Lysenkoists’ speeches, with their uncritical endorsements of Lysenko’s 

doctrine, and their opponents’, with their heroic, but hopeless attempts to save Soviet 

Mendelian genetics.  But in light of constitutional rhetoric, we should resist this 

temptation and assume that the rhetorics employed at the Session determined the course 

of development of Soviet genetics in ways that were subtler and more far-reaching than 

what the commentators give them credit for.  

The Theoretical Aspect of Lysenko’s Address 

The 1948 August congress of the Academy of Agricultural Sciences was 

organized around the discussion of Lysenko’s address to the congress “On the Situation 

in Biological Science.”  The address took up the whole first sitting; the other fifty-six 

speeches developed its various aspects.  “On the Situation” resembles Lysenko’s 1936 

speech “Two Trends in Genetics” in what concerns its scientific conception and its 

philosophy and history of science.  Like “Two Trends in Genetics,” “On the Situation in 

Biological Science” traces the beginning of scientific biology to Darwin.   It posits 
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Darwinian natural and artificial selection as the premise of modern biology and claims 

that founders of modern geneticists—Weismann, Mendel, Morgan, and their followers—

from the beginning had set out to subvert this sound (“materialist”) foundation.  So in 

1948, Lysenko again, as in 1936, develops the theme of two trends in genetics: true and 

scientific Darwinians, who in the Soviet Union are presented in the followers of Michurin 

and Timiryazev; and on the other hand, falsifiers of Darwinism, pseudoscientific 

“Weismannists,” “Mendelists,” and “Morganists,” as the Lysenkoists had begun to dub 

them by 1948 (or, to underscore the affinity among these theoretical positions, the 

Lysenkoists would also use double labels for their opponents, like “Weismannist-

Morganists” or “Mendelism-Morganism”).   

The major theoretical difference between these two trends, as Lysenko envisions 

it in 1948, as well as 1936, is the nature of heredity in organisms.  “On the Situation” 

argues that for the “Weismannist-Mendelists” (i.e., the founders of classical genetics and 

modern geneticists as well), heredity resides in a special hereditary substance in the 

chromosomes of the reproductive cells of an organism and this hereditary substance is 

separate from the rest of the body.  Lysenko’s address tells the listeners that according to 

Weismannism, while the body changes under the influence of its environment, the 

hereditary substance avoids any influence either from the body in which it resides or from 

the body’s environment.  In such an unchanged form, it is passed from generation to 

generation.  According to Lysenko, such a theoretical stance does not allow Darwinian 

natural and artificial selection its full creative role since the hereditary substance does not 

evolve in this conception.  The only variation of the hereditary substance for the 
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Morganist-Mendelists—mutations—is in Lysenko’s view unsatisfactory because 

Mendelism-Morganism insists on unpredictability of the effect of mutations.  For 

Lysenko, the very idea of unknowability is unscientific.  Besides such unpredictability, 

according to Lysenko, is “handicapping practical agriculture” (The Situation 26). 

Lysenko’s “On the Situation” posits that the Weismannist-Morganist trend is 

opposed, at least in the Soviet Union, by the Michurinists.  Michurinism does not 

recognize any special hereditary substance.  Heredity, in Michurinist conception, is the 

property of the whole body.  Changes in the body under the influence of its conditions of 

life should also affect the hereditary basis of the organism.  Therefore, the Michurinists, 

unlike the Weismannists-Morganists, recognize the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics.  In fact, “On the Situation in Biological Science” articulates the 

controversy between the “two irreconcilable camps”—the Michurinists and the 

Weismannist-Morganists—as the disagreement over the question, “can characters and 

properties acquired by vegetable and animal organisms in the course of their life be 

inherited?” (The Situation 20, emphasis in the original).  Unlike his 1936 speech, in 1948 

Lysenko no longer repudiates Lamarck, with whose name the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics is associated.  The 1948 address recognizes that “Lamarckian propositions 

… are quite true and scientific” (The Situation 19).  Finally, unlike the Morganist-

Mendelist conception of indefinite variation by mutation, the Michurinists, in Lysenko’s 

presentation, are capable of sculpting new organic forms by skillfully manipulating their 

conditions of life. 
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Getting a little ahead of our constitutional analysis, we need to clarify Lysenko’s 

and his opponents’ understanding of heredity.  Lysenko’s statements before the August 

Session (see, for example, Alikhanian’s quotation of Lysenko in The Situation 430-1) 

show that he recognizes that chromosomes reside in almost all cells and that changes to 

chromosomes affect the development of the organism or its parts.  He also admits that 

only changes to gametes (sex cells) in parent organisms affect the heredity of the 

progeny.  So he seems to see a special carrier of heredity, like his opponents.  Where he 

observes a distinction with the geneticists is the degree to which the changes in the 

organism affect its heredity.  For Lysenkoists, the organism and the environment are 

constantly affecting the organism’s heredity.  It is in this respect that heredity in 

Michurinism is the property of the whole body.  Yet, as we will see, modern genetics 

(including those contemporary with Lysenko) likewise recognize the role of the 

environment in heredity.  Thus, “On the Situation” deliberately exaggerates the 

geneticists’ division between heredity on the one hand, and the organism and 

environment, on the other.    

The Ideological Ingredient of Lysenko’s Address 

To focus on the theoretical conception of the 1948 address is to misrepresent the 

substance of this address.  “On the Situation in Biological Science” is more an argument 

in ideology than in science.  Lysenko’s 1936 “Two Trends in Genetics” claimed the 

superiority of his Michurinist agrobiology over classical genetics on theoretical and 

practical grounds.  A substantial part of this speech was dedicated to the description of 
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Lysenko’s experiments, their theoretical explanation, and the results of their application 

in practical agriculture.  An ideological appeal was certainly present, but it was not the 

main theme.  By contrast, Lysenko’s 1948 address features almost no factual data, but 

consists of theoretical statements and abundant ideological arguments.   

The ideological and political, rather than scientific, core of Lysenko’s 1948 

address is quite explicit.  In fact, the difference that “On the Situation” establishes 

between the Lysenkoists and their opponents is primarily ideological.  Lysenko’s 

opponents are presented as representatives of an “idealistic,” “metaphysical,” “mystical,” 

“formal,” “reactionary,” and “scholastic” science, which is thriving primarily in the 

capitalist (hostile to the Soviet Union) world.  Michurinism, on the other hand, is 

commended as a “materialist” and “progressive” science, organically growing from, and 

serving, Soviet society and economy.  The address consistently applies the ideologemic 

pair “materialist”/“idealist” to the comparison of the two trends.  Here is an example, 

“Weismann named his conception Neo-Darwinism, but, in fact, it was a complete denial 

of the materialist aspect of Darwinism.  It insinuated idealism and metaphysics into 

biology” (The Situation 15).  Or in criticism of Soviet geneticists: “An example of how 

uncritically our Mendelist-Morganists accept idealistic genetics is the fact that the 

standard textbook on genetics in many of our colleges had until recently been a translated 

American, strictly Morganistic, textbook” (The Situation 25).  Or commenting on the 

Morganist distinction between the roles of the environment and the genes in the 

formation of an organism:  

The formalistic, autonomistic theory of a “liberating cause” in which the role of 
external conditions is reduced to the realization of an autonomous process, has 
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long been demolished by the advance of progressive science; it has been exposed 
by materialism as unscientific in essence, as idealistic. (The Situation 27) 

One may ask whether Lysenko’s use of the philosophical terms “materialist” and 

“idealist” accurately reflects the distinction between Michurinism and “Weismannism-

Morganism.”  In other words, is Lysenko justified in calling the philosophy underlying 

Michurinism materialist whereas that underlying Mendelism idealist?  Levins and 

Lewontin (1985) say yes to this question.  For them, the genetic conception of an 

immortal germ plasm that affects the organism, but is never affected by it or by the 

environment, confers on the hereditary basis the quality of a spirit, rather than an 

accessible and evolving matter.  By contrast, Michurinism, with its stress on heredity’s 

direct dependence on the environment, that is the constantly changing matter, is 

materialist (Levins and Lewontin 168-70).  Conway Zirkle (1949), unlike Levins and 

Lewontin, argues that the use of the distinction “materialist”/“idealist” in the genetic 

controversy, as well as any other political debate in the Soviet Union, is nothing but 

political demagoguery, in which the original meaning of these philosophical terms is lost 

(7-9).  For us, the quality of these terms lies somewhere in between Levins and 

Lewontin’s and Zirkle’s interpretations.  A philosophical questioning may reveal that one 

of the doctrines under discussion complies more with the materialist tradition in Western 

philosophy, whereas the other with the idealist.  However, since Soviet ideology 

prescribed the application of this philosophical distinction to evaluating all political 

events, “materialist” and “idealist” became political-ideological terms.  And through 

frequent and indiscriminate use, where everyone claimed being materialist and accused 

adversaries of being idealist, these terms began to lose their original philosophical 
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meanings.  They became valuative labels, semantically equal to the pair “good” and 

“bad.”  The same can be said about the other terms that the two camps applied to each 

other to mark ideological and political value: “reactionary,” “metaphysical,” “scholastic,” 

etc.  The distinction between the original meaning of these terms and their valuative uses 

becomes blurry in the discourses of the participants in the August Session. 

In addition to the ideological differences, Lysenko counterposes Michurinism and 

Weismannism on political grounds.  The third part of the address is called “Two 

Worlds—Two Ideologies in Biology.”  Lysenko extrapolates the political situation of the 

Soviet Union in relation to the West on his struggle with Mendelism: “In the present 

epoch of struggle between two worlds the two opposing and antagonistic trends, 

penetrating the foundations of nearly all branches of biology, are particularly sharply 

defined” (18).  In other words, just as the embattled, but invincible Soviet Union presents 

a sound ideological alternative to the “putrid” and “corrupt” West, so Michurinism’s 

sound ideological core helps it repel the “metaphysical” and “sterile” Mendelism-

Morganism.     

Thus, Lysenko’s “On the Situation” offers his opponents an argumentative model 

in which science is inseparable from ideology and politics.  Lysenko argues that 

Michurinism is more suited to Soviet ideology and politics and is therefore superior to 

Mendelian genetics or Weismann’s and Morgan’s chromosome theory of heredity.  In 

effect, Lysenko’s address presents the Michurinists and the Mendelists as two political 

and ideological opponents. 
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Lysenko’s Historical Placement of his Opponents 

 “On the Situation” does not limit itself to showing the inferiority of Western 

Mendelism-Morganism’s political and ideological platform, as it was laid by its founders, 

but also meticulously exposes the “idealists” among Soviet biologists, “our homegrown 

Mendelist-Morganists” (The Situation 22).  A considerable part of “On the Situation” is 

dedicated to the criticism of I. I. Schmalhausen, B. M. Zavadovsky, P. M. Zhukovsky, N. 

P. Dubinin, M. M. Zavadovsky, I. Polyakov, A. R. Zhebrak and other Soviet biologists 

whose work could subvert Lysenko’s domination.  This criticism consists of “exposing” 

(razoblachenie) Lysenko’s opponents.  For example, Lysenko says, “N. K. Koltsov’s 

false assertion dates back to 1938.  It has long since been exposed by the Michurinists” 

(The Situation 23).  This prosecutor style was typical of Stalinist culture, which 

prescribed that every citizen should actively seek out and expose “enemies” or 

“criminals.”  The “crime” of the exposed usually consisted in being associated (or being 

shown to be associated) with some “arch-enemies” of the Soviet people, such as Trotsky 

or Bukharin, who were Stalin’s inra-Party adversaries.  Such establishment of guilt by 

association is a key strategy in “On the Situation.”  So Lysenko’s opponents were put on 

trial at the August Session not for some theoretical imperfections or failed practical 

efforts, but primarily for being associated, or being exposed as being associated, with the 

“idealist,” “harmful,” and “false” science of Weismann, Mendel, Morgan, and other 
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founders of modern genetics.  In the rhetoric of “On the Situation,” Lysenko’s opponents 

are indicted not for opposing Lysenko, but for being associated with a false science.6

To achieve such an association, Lysenko uses the ambiguous historical placement 

whose rhetorical operation we have already seen in Lysenko’s 1936 “Two Trends in 

Genetics.”  Recall that “Two Trends” presented the history of classical genetics as a fight 

with Darwinism.  Lysenko underscored his opponents’ association with the founders of 

classical genetics Hugo de Vries, Wilhelm Johannsen, and Thomas Hunt Morgan, whose 

works indeed had qualified some of Darwin’s assumptions about the nature of organic 

variation.  Specifically, geneticists did not recognize the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics, a mechanism of variation that Darwin had adopted from his predecessors 

(primarily for lack of another explanation of how variation could occur).  This association 

gave Lysenko grounds to accuse his opponents of being anti-Darwinists.  The fact that 

classical geneticists disagreed with some of Darwin’s assumptions, not even the most 

important for his theory of evolution by natural selection, allowed Lysenko to oppose 

classical geneticists to the whole of Darwinism.   

Lysenko’s 1948 “On the Situation in Biological Science” similarly presents 

modern (non-Lysenkoist) genetics as originating from a harmful “false-scientific” 

(lzhenauchnaia) tradition.  Yet “On the Situation” traces the beginning of this “false-

science” not to de Vries, Johannsen, and Morgan, who were inspired by the newly 

discovered laws of Gregor Mendel, but to the nineteenth-century German biologist 

                                                 
 
6 One cannot but notice an analogy with Stalin’s struggle with his opponents: they were not accused of 
conspiring against Stalin, but against Socialism.  Stalinist propaganda never presented them as “enemies of 
Stalin,” but “enemies of the people.” 
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August Weismann.  August Weismann, postdating but unaware of Mendel’s work, 

proposed a theory that in spirit was similar to Mendel’s conceptions and the assumptions 

of Mendelian genetics.  Weismann posited a sharp division between the “germ plasm,” 

the organic material that carried organisms’ heredity, and the rest of the body, the 

“soma.”  Anticipating later developments in genetics and microbiology, Weismann 

placed the hereditary substance in the chromosomes.  According to Weismann, while the 

soma developed and died during the organism’s lifetime, the germ plasm would be 

transmitted intact from generation to generation, never changing and always dictating to 

the soma the course of its development.  Lecourt writes, 

What emerges from this [Weismann’s] theoretical structure, erected almost 
exclusively by deductive methods, is the fact that there is a continuity, even 
“eternity” of the germ plasm, and living organisms can be regarded as each its 
turn no more than a “vehicle” for this plasm: a mere temporary, ephemeral 
excrescence on the seminal lineage.  (87) 

Weismann’s view, thus, was indeed prone to give rise to what Lysenko qualified 

as idealism and mysticism in science, in the original philosophical sense of these terms.  

Most biologists would second the following interpretation of Weismann’s theory by 

Lysenko, underscoring its inherent contradiction: “Weismann thus endows the mythical 

hereditary substance with the property of continued existence; it is a substance which 

does not itself develop and at the same time determines the development of the mortal 

body” (The Situation 17).   

Weismann’s contribution to genetic thought, thus, was ambivalent.  His 

proposition of a division between the hereditary substance, located in chromosomes, and 

the rest of the body was revolutionary.  It became a foundational idea of Mendelian 
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genetics.  However, Weismann’s radical postulation that the hereditary substance was 

immortal alienated the scientific community from Weismann.  Mendelian geneticists 

recognized the general stability of the hereditary material, but never though of it in terms 

of eternity.  Thus the biological community was ready to accept Weismann’s singling out 

the hereditary substance from the rest of the body, but it rejected his vision of the 

immortal nature of this substance.  Lysenko’s “On the Situation,” however, ignores this 

ambivalence in the geneticists’ attitude toward Weismann and places him at the source of 

the genetic doctrine.   

Another position for which Weismann was known was his open and resolute 

struggle with the Lamarckian inheritance of acquired characteristics.  Weismann 

undertook experiments (of somewhat dubious nature) with the overt purpose of refuting 

Lamarckianism.  In Lysenko’s view, such stance was directed against Darwinism: 

“Weismann named his conception Neo-Darwinism, but, in fact, it was a complete denial 

of the materialist aspect of Darwinism” (The Situation 15).  In Lysenko’s presentation, 

modern (contemporary with him) geneticists’ denial of the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics aligned them with Weismann’s doctrine, just as their division between a 

hereditary material and the rest of the organism. 

As we have seen, the question, “How valid is Lysenko’s statement identifying 

Weismann’s doctrine with Mendelian genetics?” is open and a matter of interpretation 

according to political expediency rather than a fact based on rigorous deduction.  

Lysenko cites biologist M. M. Zavadovsky, Lysenko’s outspoken opponent, who 

positively assessed Weismann’s contribution to the development of genetic theory: 
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“Weismann’s ideas found a wide response among biologists, and many of them have 

taken the road suggested by that highly gifted investigator” (The Situation 24).  In today’s 

genetic discourse, we find a laudatory attitude to Weismann in Colin Tudge’s In 

Mendel’s Footnotes (2000), a popular science introduction to genetics, which places 

Weismann, “yet another great German” (24), along with Mendel as a founder of modern 

genetics.  On the other hand, modern textbooks do not always credit Weismann with a 

contribution to genetic theory (they may not mention him at all, as in Neil Campbell’s 

1993 college biology textbook).  Moreover, some biologists may view Weismann’s ideas 

as anti-Darwinian.  For example, geneticists Levins and Lewontin (1985) agree with 

Lysenko’s vision of the “antievolutionary” nature of Weismann’s conception of immortal 

germ plasm (168).  Still others see both positive and negative sides of Weismann’s 

theories.  Lecourt recognizes the clearly speculative nature of some of the major 

postulates of Weismann, but also grants that Weismann’s ideas created an atmosphere in 

which the appearance of genetic theory was possible: “That is why these writings 

[Weismann’s], obscure and involved as they are, and manifestly delirious too in some 

places, were able to help make possible the ‘rediscovery’ of Mendel’s theses” (88). 

Yet whatever the attitudes of biologists, past or present, toward Weismann’s role 

for Mendelian genetics, for our constitutional reading of Lysenko’s “On the Situation,” it 

is important to stress that Lysenko chooses to start the history of his opponents’ doctrine 

with what he calls “Weismannism,” that is August Weismann’s radical view of the 

division between the hereditary basis and the body of the organism and his 

uncompromising denial of any form of the inheritance of acquired characteristics.   
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Thus, “On the Situation” posits a link between “Weismannism” and Mendelian 

genetics: “Weismann’s conception has been fully accepted and, we might say, carried 

further by Mendelism-Morganism” (The Situation 17).   

Lysenko then proceeds to highlight three of the more compromising propositions 

(from the point of view of Michurinism) made by the founders of classical or Mendelian 

genetics: 1) their challenge to Darwin’s theory of evolution; 2) their chromosome theory 

of heredity, which in a more empirical and rigorous fashion confirmed Weismann’s 

speculations that chromosomes were the material basis of the hereditary substance; and 3) 

the Mendelist-Morganists’ rejection of the inheritance of acquired characteristics.  All 

these topics developed in “On the Situation” are the same as in Lysenko’s 1936 “Two 

Trends in Genetics.”  A difference is in emphasis: the 1936 speech stressed classical 

geneticists’ theoretical and practical flaws, while the 1948 address stresses classical 

geneticists’ ideological flaws.  Lysenko quotes Johannsen, Morgan, and other Mendelian 

geneticists to reveal their “true [i.e., pernicious] ideological content” (20).  He concludes, 

“To us it is perfectly clear that the foundation principles of Mendelism-Morganism are 

false.  They do no reflect the reality of living nature and are an example of metaphysics 

and idealism” (The Situation 22).  

Finally, “On the Situation” establishes a link between, on the one hand, 

Weismannism and its further development in Mendelian genetics and, on the other hand, 

Lysenko’s immediate opponents among the Soviet biologists.  Lysenko says, “Plenty of 

examples can be cited to show that our home-grown Mendelist-Morganists accept in its 

entirety the chromosome theory of heredity, its Weismannist foundations and idealistic 
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conclusions” (The Situation 22).  He then cites either the words or the work of his 

opponents that either explicitly or implicitly upheld the principles of classical genetics.  

Thus, “On the Situation” employs the ideological effect of strategic historical placement 

to reconstruct the history of Mendelian genetics in such a way as to make it obvious that 

modern non-Lysenkoist geneticists, including Lysenko’s opponents among Soviet 

biologists, are ideologically and conceptually not different from Weismann, Mendel, 

Morgan, and other founders of classical genetics.  It is based on this strategic historical 

placement that Lysenko accuses his opponents of “idealism,” “metaphysics,” 

“mysticism,” and other ideological transgressions. 

Lysenko’s Attack on the Geneticists’ Foundations 

An overview of Lysenko’s career shows that by 1948, he was more a politician 

and a rhetor in science than a scientist.  His intuition and polemical experience had taught 

him what today is a given for historians, sociologists, and rhetoricians of science: While a 

fully established science (mature or normal science, to use Kuhn’s terms) presents an 

almost unassailable logical totality, its initial assumptions can be shown to necessarily 

display some extra-scientific beliefs.  Thomas Kuhn writes, “An apparently arbitrary 

element, compounded of personal and historical accident, is always a formative 

ingredient of the beliefs espoused by a given scientific community at a given time” (4).  

In other words, any science, no matter how “hard,” is based on beliefs that at least in part 

can be shown to be non-scientific, that is based on an assertion that cannot be tested by 

scientific method.  Lysenko obviously realized that to subvert a neatly woven classical 
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and modern genetic discourse, which was based on a respectable, if not universally 

accepted, theory and abundant experimental data, he needed to address its initial 

assumptions.  Hence we see his emphasis on Mendelian genetics’ foundational beliefs.  

What is more, “On the Situation” places Weismann at the source of Mendelian genetics 

because Weismann’s science, or rather philosophy, more readily displayed the extra-

scientific (indeed, idealist and metaphysical, without the cautious quotation marks) 

ingredient of the chromosome theory of inheritance.  Thus, tracing his opponents’ 

arguments to the foundations underlying genetics, “exposing” them as “Weismannists” or 

“Mendelist-Morganists,” gives Lysenko grounds for accusing them of promoting an 

unscientific (or “false-scientific”) doctrine. 

In an aside, it is interesting to speculate whether Lysenko realized that his 

Michurinist agrobiology could likewise be based on what were not scientific 

assumptions.  After all, the inheritance of acquired characteristics underlying Lysenko’s 

vision of the environment’s influence on heredity had for a long time been compromised 

by lack of experimental evidence.  And like Mendelian genetics, the inheritance of 

acquired characteristics was not a universally accepted theory.  Though respected in some 

fields, it was considered outdated and false in others.  Finally, the writings of Lamarck, 

with whose name the inheritance of acquired characteristics was associated and whose 

authority was endorsed by Lysenko’s “On the Situation,” was considered by many 

scientists no less speculative than the theorizing of Weismann.  Certainly, for rhetorical 

reasons, Lysenko would never openly acknowledge that his Michurinism was based on 
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beliefs that could include an arbitrary extra-scientific ingredient.  Yet some evidence 

suggests that he could be aware of such a possibility.   

The Polish geneticist Wa¢law Gajewski’s recollection (1990) of his visit with 

Lysenko supports this interpretation.  In 1948, Gajewski taught Mendelian genetics at 

Warsaw University, and according to the decision of the VASKhNIL August session, 

which was as binding on Polish biologists as on their Soviet colleagues, he was required 

to start teaching the “new” genetics, Michurinist agrobiology.  To “convert” (Gajewski’s 

term) him to the new genetic doctrine, a personal meeting with Lysenko was arranged for 

him at the Institute of Agronomy in Moscow.  Gajewski describes this meeting in the 

following way: 

I was taken into a big office, where along one wall several gentlemen were seated 
in complete silence.  They remained as muted witnesses of my visit until it ended.  
I have no idea why they were there.  Lysenko greeted me with the statement: “If 
you will not believe in what I am going to say then your visit is pointless.”  Then 
Lysenko started his monologue.  It lasted about two hours … As he spoke, his 
mouth frothed, his voice became more and more aggressive, even though no one 
had contradicted him … Lysenko seemed to pronounced revealed truths, to be 
possessed like Rasputin, and with the fanaticism of a Savonarola to be ready to 
send his opponents to death on the pyre.  (426-7) 

Such terms as “convert,” “believe,” and “revealed truth,” along with the images of 

the possessed Rasputin and the fanatical Savonarola, move us into the domain of religion.  

Gajewski invites us to view Lysenko as a leader of a religious cult rather than a serious 

scientific alternative to classical genetics.  The goal of Gajewski’s recollection is to 

highlight the harm that Lysenkoism caused Soviet and Polish genetics, so it gives a 

necessarily biased picture of Lysenko.  However, Lysenko’s words “If you will not 

believe in what I am going to say then your visit is pointless,” if Gajewski cites Lysenko 

228 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

correctly, may be important to my interpretation of the importance that Lysenko attached 

to belief in science.  We may speculate that just as he knew that accepting his opponents’ 

foundational principles required arbitrary belief, so accepting his Michurinism required 

an initial act of belief.   

We can find support of Lysenko’s acute sense that science, both his and his 

opponents’, is based on an arbitrary belief in the following statement he made at the 

August session: 

It is only when no mention is made of the fundamentals of Mendelism-
Morganism that persons having no detailed knowledge of the life and 
development of plants and animals can be led to think of the chromosome theory 
of heredity as a neat system, as in some degree corresponding to the truth.  But 
once we accept the absolutely true and generally known proposition that the 
reproductive cells, or the germs, of new organisms are produced by the organism, 
by its body, and not by the very same reproductive cell from which the given, 
already mature, organisms arose, nothing is left of the “neat” chromosome theory 
of heredity.  (The Situation 22) 

This pronouncement invites the listener to accomplish a leap of faith and to 

“accept the absolutely true proposition” underlying Lysenko’s theory.  So, in a circuitous 

way, Lysenko’s “On the Situation in Biological Sciences” presents the struggle between 

Michurinism and Mendelism as a struggle of beliefs, rather than sciences.  This 

interpretation is also in keeping with Lysenko’s explicit emphasis on ideology in a 

scientific debate because ideology is more intimately related with belief than science. 

The Paradox of Substance in Lysenko’s Address 

In brief, like Lysenko’s 1936 “On Two Trends in Genetics,” his 1948 “On the 

Situation in Biological Science” presents the founders of classical genetics tendentiously, 
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highlighting only those of their ideas that could be shown as false and harmful from the 

point of view of Soviet ideology.  Lysenko then indicts his opponents among Soviet 

scientists of being associated with classical geneticists.  Yet if in 1936, Lysenko traced 

his opponents’ history to the Mendelian geneticists of the beginning of the twentieth 

century—de Vries, Johannsen, Morgan, etc.—in 1948, he goes to the nineteenth century 

to discover the beginning of modern genetic theory in the scientific-philosophic works of 

August Weismann, based on bolder and more speculative propositions that those of the 

generation of the geneticists following Weismann. 

Lysenko’s 1936 and 1948 speeches show awareness that his opponents will resist 

his historical placement, which identifies them with (in effect, imposes on them) all 

scientific, philosophic, and ideological views of the founders of classical genetics.  In the 

1936 “Two Trends,” Lysenko said, “I know my opponents pretty well.  They will say: 

‘Geneticists nowadays don’t think and act like Johannsen; so Lysenko is simply forcing 

an open door.  Geneticists do not deny the creative role of selection’” (165).  The 1948 

address likewise preempts any arguments according to which modern geneticists could be 

divided from the founders of classical geneticists.  Lysenko says, 

Because this [the falseness of Mendelism-Morganism] is so obvious, the 
Mendelist-Morganists of the Soviet Union, though actually sharing the principles 
of Mendelism-Morganism, often conceal them shamefacedly, veil them, conceal 
their metaphysics and idealism in a verbal shell.  They do this because of their 
fear of being ridiculed by Soviet readers and audiences who are firm in the 
knowledge that the germs of organisms, or the sex cells, are a result of the vital 
activity of the parent organisms.  (The Situation 22) 

One obvious function of this pronouncement is constitutional subject formation, 

which substitutes the statements about what is for what should be.  Soviet Mendelist-
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Morganists should be ashamed and ridiculed and Soviet readers should not doubt the 

Lysenkoist conception of inheritance.  Yet another rhetorical purpose of this statement is 

to anticipate Lysenko’s opponents’ attempts to dissociate themselves from (Lysenko’s 

presentation of) “Weismannism” and “Mendelism-Morganism.”  Whatever his opponents 

could say in their defense, Lysenko is firm in his vision that they share “the principles of 

Mendelism-Morganism” (emphasis mine). 

What allows Lysenko to establish identification between the founders of classical 

genetics and his opponents is the paradox of substance, a dialectical condition that 

requires evoking what a thing is not in order to talk about what it is (Burke Grammar 23).  

Recall that in 1936, under the pressure to identify an enemy in classical geneticists, 

Lysenko insisted on discussing the fundamental differences between classical genetics 

and his Michurinist genetics.  In 1948, Lysenko likewise discusses his opponents’ 

fundamental principles, discerning their “idealist” or “metaphysical” core and their 

essential affiliation with “Weismannism.”  All these italicized words are terms for 

substance, and their presence, both explicit and implicit, allows Lysenko to identify his 

opponents in terms of what they are in principle.  Indeed, Lysenko adduces enough 

evidence (one can discover more) to claim that his opponents among modern biologists 

are essentially Mendelist or Morganist, or even Weismannist (i.e., more radical in their 

division between the genes and the environment in their various influence on organisms).  

However, discussing a subject in terms of its substance allows discerning what it is not in 

the statement about what it is.  To say that Soviet geneticists are essentially (or 

substantially) Weismannist is also to say that they essentially are not.  We may expect 
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that Lysenko’s opponents will employ the resources of the paradox of substance ushered 

into the discussion by Lysenko. 

In sum, Lysenko’s choice to identify his opponents with the theories of 

Weismann, Mendel, Morgan, and other scientists and philosophers who could be shown 

to lay the foundations of modern genetics gives him rhetorical advantages.  First, 

Lysenko discovers in the theories and speculations propounded in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century aspects that by the late 1940s were ideologically compromising, 

especially in the Soviet Union.  Second, as Lysenko is well aware, the theoretical 

foundation of a science should contain beliefs with an extra-scientific ingredient in it.  

Discovering such an ingredient in his opponents’ science supports his argument that 

Mendelian genetics is a “false-science” (or pseudoscience).  To achieve the identification 

of modern (Soviet) geneticists with “Mendelism-Morganism” and “Weismannism,” 

Lysenko employs the paradox of substance, claiming that all these trends are 

substantially the same.  So his historical placement of his opponents’ genetics presents a 

deterministic totality in which Morgan had to draw on Weismann and Zavadovsky and 

Dubinin had to draw on Morgan and Weismann.  Such strict continuity necessarily 

imposes on modern (Soviet) geneticists the same ideological and scientific “flaws” (in 

quotation marks because they can be shown as flaws only retrospectively from the point 

of view of Soviet reality) as were displayed by the founders of classical genetics. 
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Nationalistic Motive in Lysenko’s Address 

One more important ingredient in the calculus of motivation imposed by 

Lysenko’s address to the August session is its nationalism.  The opposition between 

“our” Soviet (or Russian) and “their” Western sciences and ideologies is a major topic of 

“On the Situation in Biological Science.”  Lysenko extrapolates the international political 

situation, “the present … struggle between two worlds” (The Situation 18), on his conflict 

with the Mendelians. 

This distinction along nationalistic lines is obvious from the names associated 

with the two trends, Michurinism and Mendelism-Morganism (in fact, these labels 

themselves are indicative of the national affiliation of the two trends).  For example, 

discussing the historical struggle for upholding the “materialist” core of Darwinism, 

Lysenko mentions “[p]rogressively thinking biologists, both in our country and abroad,” 

but a representative list of such biologists includes only Russian names: “Such eminent 

biologists as V. O. Kovalevsky, I. I. Mechnikov, I. M. Sechenov, and particularly K. A. 

Timiryazev, defended and developed Darwinism with all the passion of true scientists” 

(The Situation 14).  Naturally, this list would not be complete without the name of 

Michurin, whom Lysenko sees as the founder of Soviet biology: “The foundations of 

Soviet agrobiological science were laid by Michurin and Williams, who generalized and 

developed the best of what science and practice had accumulated in the past” (The 

Situation 18).  (Vasily Williams (or Vil’yams) was a Russian and then Soviet soil 

scientist who, like Lysenko, was able to come to dominance due to his ability to find 
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favor with the political authorities.  Williams actively supported Lysenko and was added 

to the pantheon of the founders of Michurinist agrobiology.)   

In contrast, Lysenko’s opponents are represented, in the fiction of “On the 

Situation,” by Western names: Mendel, Weismann, Morgan, Bateson, Schrödinger, 

Castle, Sinnot, Dunn, etc.  All Soviet biologists presented as anti-Michurinists in 

Lysenko’s address—Zavadovsky, Dubinin, Schmalhausen (or Shmal’gauzen), etc.,--are 

always mentioned in association with the “reactionary” Western genetics.  In fact, 

Lysenko almost never fails to dub his Soviet opponents “Mendelist-Morganists” or 

“Weismannists.”  Thus, from these lists of names, we see that the distinction between 

Lysenko’s genetics and his opponents’ is drawn along the political distinction between 

the Soviet (Russian) and the Western. 

The only two Western names that Lysenko makes part of his science are those of 

Darwin and Lamarck, but even they are “Sovietized” in Lysenko’s presentation: “[T]he 

Michurin trend cannot be called either Neo-Lamarckian or Neo-Darwinian.  It is creative 

Soviet Darwinism, rejecting the errors of both and free from the defects of the Darwinian 

theory” (The Situation 19).  This statement—that although Michurinism is a part of the 

Darwinist and Lamarckian traditions is also apart from them—is significant.  According 

to Kirill Rossianov’s study (1993) of Stalin’s editing of Lysenko’s address, it was Stalin 

who insisted on presenting Michurinism as not just a faithful continuation of Darwinism 

(Lysenko’s usual topic), but as a qualitatively different Soviet science (Rossianov 449).   

It was Stalin who insisted on identifying errors in Darwin’s theory (450), which 

made Lysenko dedicate a considerable part of his address to Darwin’s erroneous concept 
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of “struggle for existence.”  Stalin also wanted Lysenko to espouse Lamarckianism more 

readily and openly (448), hence Lysenko’s address proclaims that “Lamarckian 

propositions … are quite true and scientific” (The Situation 19), whereas before Lysenko 

resisted being associated with Lamarck.  Obviously, Stalin, whose views on genetics had 

been formed by popular-science articles at the turn of the century, favored the 

Lamarckian inheritance of acquired characters, considering it a scientific fact, over 

Mendelism-Weismannism, which for Stalin indulged in speculative mysticism 

(Rossianov 449).  Yet apart from his preferences, Stalin also wanted Lysenko’s 

Michurinism to transcend the differences between the Neo-Lamarckians and the 

Weismannists (Neo-Darwinians).  As the result, Lysenko’s address presents his science 

as “creative Darwinism.”  However, the settling of the long conflict between the Neo-

Lamarckians and Neo-Darwinians was to take place on Soviet soil, and “creative 

Darwinism” was to be specifically “creative Soviet Darwinism.”  So Stalin’s vision of the 

role Michurinism had to play in biology ushered a nationalistic motive into Lysenko’s 

address.   

Nationalism became an important topic of the Soviet political discourse in the 

second half of the 1940s.  The onset of the Cold War made the Soviet political 

establishment divide itself from the West.  The United States, Great Britain, and other 

Western capitalist countries had formerly been an ally in the struggle with Nazism, but 

now they had become the Soviet Union’s rival in the struggle for geo-political 

domination.  Hence, in Rossianov’s words, “After World War II, national messianism 

and the idea of a great State standing in opposition to hostile surroundings was the central 
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theme of political ideology” (452).  The nationalism of late Stalinism was to be reflected 

in the ideological image of Soviet science, and the discourse of Lysenko’s struggle with 

“Weismannism” certainly had to include nationalism in its ideological profile.   

It should be noted that the profound change in the attitude of the Stalinist regime 

toward the West was rather sudden, and some of those less astute of the political situation 

became victims of its volatility.  The geneticist Anton Zhebrak published an article in the 

American journal Science in 1945.  The article defended Soviet biology against American 

scientists’ criticism that science in the Soviet Union was experiencing pressure from a 

totalitarian political regime, which was especially obvious in biology, where Lysenko had 

completely ousted modern genetic research.  Zhebrak objected to this vision of Soviet 

biology.  His article stated that the Soviet government helped rather than obstructed 

Soviet science, that modern (Mendelian) genetic research was successfully developing in 

the Soviet Union, and that Academician Lysenko, despite his merits in practical 

agriculture, could be freely criticized.  As we can see, Zhebrak’s article did not show any 

disloyalty to the Stalinist regime or even subservience before Western science.  

Moreover, Roll-Hansen’s research suggests that the appearance of this article in an 

American journal was sanctioned by the high Party functionaries (266).  Yet the sharp 

move in the political agenda from the spirit of cooperation, to which Zhebrak appealed, to 

the atmosphere of mistrust and defensiveness turned Zhebrak’s article into a faux pas, 

allowing the Lysenkoists to cite it as a sign of “groveling before the West.” 

In fact, Stalin’s editorial changes of “On the Situation” show that Lysenko 

himself was not astute enough of the extent to which nationalism had become a political 
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priority.  According to Rossianov, Lysenko’s initial draft of the address established a 

distinction between Michurinism and Mendelism along class lines, envisioning his rivals 

as representatives of bourgeois science, while Michurinism as proletarian.  Such a 

distinction would have been advantageous in the 1930s, but not at the time of the August 

Session.  Stalin meticulously eliminated from Lysenko’s address all references to class 

distinctions in science, insisting on the division between the “materialist” (right) science 

developed in the Soviet Union and “idealist” (false) science domineering in the West.  It 

is interesting to note that Lysenko’s numerous supporters at the August Session would 

apply the label “bourgeois” to their opponents.  They were not aware of the modifications 

in their leader’s (Lysenko’s) ideological calculus of motivation dictated by Stalin himself.  

Obviously, neither Lysenko nor his followers were aware of the significance Stalin 

attached to nationalism.  This new ideological motive made even the well-established 

Marxian distinction “bourgeois-versus-proletarian” fade away. 

To sum up this chapter: The 1948 August session of VASKhNIL was a political 

event.  Examining the historical circumstances of the session shows that both the 

Lysenkoists and their opponents appealed to the political authorities for arbitration in the 

unceasing genetic controversy.  Before the August Session, the Stalinist bosses had 

mostly favored Lysenko, but had not completely suppressed Soviet Mendelism.  Only in 

1948 did Lysenko get Stalin’s personal approval to organize a congress that would 

completely ban all Mendelian research, practice, and education in the Soviet Union.  

Thus the August Session was a political event both because it took place in the highly 
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political atmosphere of the Stalinist regime and because its outcome was predetermined 

by a political decision. 

Given the predetermined outcome of the August Session, most commentators of 

Lysenkoism do not focus on the speeches delivered at the congress, claiming that the 

rhetorics of these speeches could not change anything.  Yet this chapter argues that 

considering the session as a constitutional effort confers a creative role on the speeches of 

both the Lysenkoists and their opponents at the Session.  The speeches could not change 

the overall outcome of the Session, but they could determine the long-term development 

of Soviet genetics.  Lysenko’s constitution imposes on the participants in the congress the 

following terms: 1) scientific controversies necessarily involve political and ideological 

arguments; 2) the founders of classical genetics introduced idealism (i.e., ideologically 

harmful qualities) into science; 3) modern geneticists in principle share all faulty 

scientific and ideological assumptions of classical Mendelism; and 4) Soviet science 

should reflect the current political call for nationalism. 

Sanctioned by a political decision, Lysenko’s terms had to be accepted by his 

opponents at the Session.  Yet since Lysenko’s address “On the Situation of Biological 

Science” posits a substance, we may expect that his calculus of motivation may be 

adopted by his rivals and invested with new motives.  Since a constitution posits 

substance, it ushers in the paradox of substance, which in turn allows for unpredictable 

transformations of the terms promoted by the constitution.  The next chapter focuses on 

this process.  It explores the constitutional features in the defense strategy of Lysenko’s 

opponents at the Session, showing how they use Lysenko’s terms to oppose Lysenkoism. 
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CHAPTER VIII  

CONSTITUTIONAL RHETORIC IN LYSENKO’S 1948 ADDRESS TO VASKHNIL: 

GENETICISTS’ USE OF LYSENKO’S TERMS 

This chapter continues the discussion of the constitutional rhetoric in Lysenko’s 

address to the 1948 August Session of VASKhNIL.  Chapter VII showed that Lysenko 

employed the paradox of substance to establish a historical and logical link between his 

opponents at the August Session (Soviet adherents of Mendelian genetics) and early 

Mendelian geneticists.  In the fiction of Lysenko’s address, his immediate opponents at 

the Session share the ideological and scientific flaws that he discovers in classical 

genetics.  This chapter focuses on the non-Lysenkoist scientists’ response to Lysenko’s 

accusations.  It shows that in their defense strategy, Lysenko’s opponents at the August 

Session employ his own calculus of motivation.  In this process, they also engage a 

constitutional rhetoric (and the attendant paradox of substance) that allows them to confer 

on Lysenko’s terms new motives.  We will thus see how the constitutional discourse of 

the non-Lysenkoists merges with Lysenko’s constitution only to get divided from it at a 

strategic moment. 

Lysenko’s Calculus of Motivation 

The following is a summary of the ingredients of the motivational calculus 

promoted in Lysenko’s “On the Situation in Biological Science”: 

• A genetic theory should underscore the importance of the environment in 

the formation of the organism and its heredity.  The classical geneticists’ 
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division between the hereditary substance and the rest of the body imposes a 

limit on the role of the environment in the organism’s heredity.  This stance 

alienates classical geneticists (Weismannists and Mendelist-Morganists) and 

the non-Lysenkoist geneticists in the Soviet Union from the materialist core 

of Darwinism, that is evolution by selection, and therefore makes them anti-

Darwinists. 

• Science is inseparable from ideology and politics, and on these grounds 

Michurinism is superior to Mendelism.  Michurinism has always promoted 

the materialist core of Darwinism and has organically grown on the Socialist 

ground of the Soviet Union.  Mendelism-Morganism, on the contrary, is an 

inherently idealistic and mystical doctrine flourishing in the anti-Soviet 

West. 

• August Weismann, along with the founders of classical Mendelian 

geneticists de Vries, Johannsen, Bateson, Morgan, etc., introduced idealism 

and metaphysics into classical genetic theory.  Modern geneticists, including 

Lysenko’s opponents in the Soviet Union, in principle share all scientific, 

ideological, and political assumptions of the founders of classical genetics.  

Therefore, modern non-Lysenkoist geneticists promote idealism in science.  

No matter what evidence Lysenko’s opponents may adduce to show that 

their doctrine is different from the earlier genetic theories and especially 

from the radical views of Weismann, they can be shown to be the same 

240 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

substantially.  Hence all Soviet (non-Michurinist) geneticists are 

Weismannists and Mendelist-Morganists. 

• Finally, a science should promote Soviet (and Russian) values and 

achievements against those of the Western capitalist countries.  Under this 

prescript, Michurinism is superior to Mendelism because it embodies an 

original Soviet science drawing primarily on the Russian and Soviet 

scientific tradition, whereas the Soviet Mendelist-Morganists are closely 

affiliated with the West. 

As constitutional clauses, these propositions are directed against an enemy.  This 

enemy is obviously embodied in the founders of classical genetics.  However, “On the 

Situation” also indicts Lysenko’s opponents among Soviet scientists, charging them with 

being substantially the same as Weismann and Morgan.  “On the Situation” lists the 

names of the Soviet “Mendelist-Morganists”—I. I. Schmalhausen, B. M. Zavadovsky, P. 

M. Zhukovsky, N. P. Dubinin, M. M. Zavadovsky, I. Polyakov, A. R. Zhebrak, and 

others—thus “exposing” them, both in the sense of unmasking their “true” ideologically 

pernicious nature and in the sense of identifying them as targets for directed criticism at 

the August Session.   

In the spirit of a trial, the August Session gives the floor to some of those who are 

presented as defendants in court.  Confronted with accusations based on the above 

constitutional calculus, how do Lysenko’s opponents defend themselves and their science 

at the August Session?  We have established that a constitution does not guarantee an 

outcome of the political action for the sake of which the constitution is enacted.  Rather a 
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constitution provides coordinates by which the participants in the political action will 

evaluate their motives.  We may therefore expect that Lysenko’s opponents at the August 

Session may defend themselves by employing the calculus of motivation deployed in 

Lysenko’s address.  Lysenko’s constitution, enacted with the purpose of accusing his 

opponents, will serve as grounds for their defense. 

Non-Lysenkoists’ Use of Lysenko’s Nationalistic and Political Motives 

The non-Lysenkoist scientists speaking at the August Session accept most of the 

terms offered in Lysenko’s address, thus identifying themselves with Lysenko’s cause.  

For example, we can clearly see the nationalistic motive featured in the speeches of 

Lysenko’s opponents.  Geneticist Iosif Rapoport starts his speech with a statement of 

loyalty to the Soviet Union: “This session of the Lenin Academy of Agricultural Sciences 

of the U.S.S.R. imposes a great responsibility upon Soviet sciences.  We represent the 

science of the Soviet State” (The Situation 154).  He keeps referring to “Soviet science,” 

“the Soviet field of biology,” etc., underscoring his allegiance to the new ideology of the 

unique status of the Soviet Union and Soviet science.  He also presents experiments with 

mutation as a great achievement of specifically Soviet genetics (157).  Biologist Boris 

Zavadovsky likewise appeals to the cause of serving “our Socialist Motherland,” 

highlights “the Soviet period” in the development of Darwinism (338), and appeals to the 

Soviet public as a referee in the present conflict.   

Like Lysenko and his followers, the non-Lysenkoists base their argument on the 

writings of Russian and Soviet scientists (Timiryazev, Michurin, Pavlov, Sechenov, etc.) 
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and criticize foreign scientists.  For instance, geneticist S. I. Alikhanian talks about the 

“primitive” experiments and theories of Hermann Muller, Agnes Bluhm, Brown-Sequard, 

and Krzyzaniecki (429).  This list of foreign names suggests Alikhanian’s mistrust of 

foreign science.  On the other hand, he enthusiastically enumerates the achievements of 

Soviet genetics (439).  Thus, the rhetorics of Lysenko’s opponents at the August Session 

obviously show their alignment with the ideological requirement for nationalism. 

In Chapter VII, I pointed out the ignorance of most participants in the August 

Session of the new stress that the Stalinists laid on the ideology of nationalism after 

World War II.  This ignorance, however, did not mean that Soviet scientists were 

unaware of the significance of nationalism in Soviet political discourse, which had 

opposed the Soviet Union to the West since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution.  Yet before 

the Cold War, this opposition was on class grounds: the proletarian Soviet Union opposed 

the capitalist West.  The stress on the class struggle made a part of the West (the Western 

proletariat and “progressive” sympathizers with the Soviet socialism) an ally of the 

Soviet Union, thus allowing praising and adopting some Western ideas and practices.  

When the Cold War had begun, however, the ideological stress shifted from the struggle 

on class grounds to the one on nationalistic grounds, opposing everything Soviet to 

everything Western.  Consequently, this opposition crystallized and intensified to such a 

degree that class considerations were not to enter the discourse of this opposition.  The 

Stalinists envisioned this opposition almost in terms of the Nazi ideology of the purity of 

blood.  Everything Western became pernicious because it was Western.  It is this 

intensification, which came about rather suddenly after the beginning of the Cold War, 
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that both the Lysenkoists and the non-Lysenkoists at the August Session were not aware 

of.  Yet the Soviet political discourse before the Cold War had taught them that in general 

extolling Soviet and disparaging Western achievements was usually rhetorically 

advantageous.  This strategy had always been present in the rhetoric of Lysenko, who 

was genuinely mistrustful of Western science, especially genetics.  The stress on 

nationalism in the rhetorics of the non-Lysenkoists at the August Session thus could be 

considered as the result of both the ideological requirement of the Soviet political 

discourse (both before and after the beginning of the Cold War) and their appropriation of 

one of Lysenko’s constitutional terms. 

As they share Lysenko’s nationalistic motive, Lysenko’s opponents also 

wholeheartedly accept Lysenko’s constitutional postulation of the significant role of 

politics and ideology in science.  Academician I. M. Polyakov starts his speech with a 

statement that contains almost the whole nomenclature of the ideologemic pairs featured 

in Lysenko’s address: 

An interesting struggle is raging in the field of biology today between the 
progressive and the reactionary, between the old and the new, between 
materialism and idealism.  In this struggle, the progressive, scientific ideology of 
the Soviet Union stands opposed to the putrid ideology of the capitalist world.  
The struggle that is going on in the field of biology is a reflection of the acute, 
intense class struggle … [I]n Western Europe and in America, anti-Darwinist 
theories … screen the philosophical line that is hostile to us, the line of idealism 
and mysticism.  (The Situation 441, emphasis on the ideological terms mine) 

Thus exposing ideologically desirable and ideologically pernicious trends in 

politics and science, Polyakov shows his ideological loyalty to Lysenko’s cause of 

making science serve politics and ideology.  The only difference between Polyakov’s 

ideological terms and the calculus promoted in Lysenko’s address is Polyakov’s stress on 

244 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

the class nature of the ideological struggle in science: “The struggle that is going on in 

the field of biology is a reflection of the acute, intense class struggle.”  We see the same 

emphasis in Rapoport’s distinction between “Soviet” and “bourgeois” genetics: “It is our 

duty to draw a distinction between Soviet and bourgeois genetics” (158).  Alikhanian in 

the same vein calls for ridding “our science of all idealistic rubbish … of bourgeois 

genetics” (440).  Like the absolute majority of Lysenko’s supporters at the Session, his 

opponents did not know that Stalin, personally editing the presidential address, had 

insisted on eliminating the topic of class division in science.  But apart from this 

ideological mistake, made through ignorance, the non-Lysenkoist speakers at the Session 

use the same ideologemic terms, with the same emphasis, as are posited in Lysenko’s 

address.  Their ideological profile, thus, is appropriately aligned with Lysenko’s (and the 

Party authorities’) prescriptions. 

Non-Lysenkoists’ Division from Classical Genetics 

The use of ideological language (especially the Marxist distinction between 

materialism and idealism) had been a common ingredient of Soviet scientific discourse 

since at least 1929, when the policy of declaring ideological allegiance to the Party and 

Soviet authorities became mandatory in science and technology.  Nationalism had 

likewise been a staple of any politically significant public discourse in the Soviet Union.  

Therefore, it is not surprising to see these two themes developed at length in the speeches 

of Lysenko’s opponents at the 1948 August Session.  We might say that the motivational 

circumferences of Lysenko and his opponents overlap in these two areas because both 
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circumferences share the same political and ideological context.  So upholding 

nationalism and ideology in scientific debate does not have to be interpreted as a bow 

before Lysenko, but rather as compliance with the current discursive regime imposed by 

the political authorities.  However, it was Lysenko, and not the Party bosses, who first 

prioritized the notion of his opponents’ being part of the legacy of classical genetics.  

Employing the paradox of substance, Lysenko and his followers accuse Soviet geneticists 

of being “Weismannists,” and “Morganists,” that is sharing the scientific and ideological 

assumptions of Weismann, Morgan, and the other founders of classical genetics, 

assumptions that by the 1940s had been considered wrong.  How do the non-Lysenkoist 

scientists at the August Session respond to this accusation?  They choose to support 

Lysenko’s struggle against classical geneticists. 

One by one, Lysenko’s opponents at the August Session denounce the “formal” 

and “idealistic” genetics of Weismann, Morgan, Bateson, and other scientists whose work 

constituted classical genetics.  Darwinian theorist I. I. Schmalhausen makes an apology 

of his work by highlighting his criticism of representatives of “formal” genetics: “In [my 

book] Problems of Darwinism, on pages 194-208, you will find criticism of Weismann, 

of de Vries, of formal genetics, of the view of Lotsy and of the theory of preadaptation” 

(The Situation 490).  I. M. Polyakov repeats Lysenko’s argument almost word for word: 

“Morgan, Simpson, Griggs, Shull, Mayer and others … regard themselves as Darwinists, 

but in essence, they are Weismannists, Neo-Darwinist reactionaries” (441-2).  Alikhanian 

distinguishes modern genetics from the early Mendelism: “[I]dealists of every kind and 

creed made attempts to utilize up-to-date genetical data as a reinforcement for their 
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idealistic theories and pseudoscientific, reactionary conclusions.  I am referring to the 

metaphysical, idealistic conceptions of Johannsen, Weismann, de Vries, Bateson, Lotsy 

and others” (426-7).   

In brief, just as they are ready to accept nationalism and ideology in scientific 

discourse, the non-Lysenkoist scientists at the August Session accept Lysenko’s 

postulation of the scientific and ideological harmfulness of classical genetics.  They 

readily and enthusiastically repudiate Weismann, Morgan, de Vries, and other classical 

geneticists. 

Non-Lysenkoists’ Strategy of the “Third Line” 

Thus, the non-Lysenkoist scientists, whom the design of the Session presents as 

defendants at a trial, do no so much defend themselves and their science as accept the 

constitutional postulations laid in Lysenko’s address.  They acknowledge the existence of 

a controversy in biology and that the nature of this controversy is ideological and 

political.  They also acknowledge that the “wrong” (“enemy”) side in this controversy is 

represented by the adherents of classical genetics, the early idealistic Mendelists, 

promoting a mystical view of organic heredity.  Yet in order not to be subsumed by 

Lysenkoism, both scientifically and administratively, they have to observe a difference 

between themselves and the Lysenkoists.  And the non-Lysenkoists do so in their vision 

of the “right” side in the controversy currently raging in Soviet genetics.  The non-

Lysenkoists at the Session believe that the sound opposition to the idealism and 
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mysticism of Weismannism-Mendelism is found not in Lysenko’s doctrine, which 

Lysenko insists on titling “Michurinism,” but in a “third line.”   

Boris Zavadovsky proclaims: 

Comrade Lysenko is committing a serious mistake by misleading people into 
believing that in biological science only two fronts or two trends are at work 
aiming at the solution of the problems of Darwinism.  Every biologist is aware of 
the fact that three tendencies exist in the theory of Darwinism, in the theory of 
evolution.  The first of them is represented by Darwin and Timiryazev: this is the 
line of consistent Darwinism … Running through all his [Timiryazev’s] work is 
the idea of a struggle on two fronts: a struggle against the errors of Neo-
Lamarckism, the oversimplification of the problem of evolution, on the one hand, 
and against errors committed by the Weismannist-Mendelists, on the other hand.  
(337) 

What we see in this statement is a modification of the nature of the scientific-

ideological struggle in biology as envisioned by Lysenko.  Zavadovsky presents it as a 

struggle not of the Neo-Lamarckists (including the Lysenkoists) with the Neo-Darwinists 

(“Weismannist-Mendelists”), but a struggle of the “consistent Darwinists” with both.  I. 

M. Polyakov, in the same vein, first severely criticizes the “idealistic, metaphysical 

conception” of the anti-Darwinists among classical geneticists, but then adds that “the 

anti-Darwinists are joined by the Lamarckists, who take a vulgar view of the 

interrelationship of the organism and environment, stand by the vulgar theory of 

equilibrium, and are unable to give a scientific, materialistic explanation of the problem 

of organic fitness” (442).  Polyakov then presents himself as a “Darwinist” (“I do not 

employ the term ‘orthodox Darwinism” that is ascribed to me” (443)) rectifying the 

errors of both the metaphysics and vulgarization in evolutionary biology.  Thus, a new 

ideological-scientific entity is constituted in the non-Lysenkoist scientists’ speeches at the 

August Session.  Zavadovsky calls it “consistent Darwinism”; Polyakov “Darwinism.”  
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The other non-Lysenkoists do not feature a label for it.  I will refer to it as the “third 

line.”   

The logic of constitutional rhetoric suggests that having identified a new entity, 

the rhetor will endow it with a historical substance.  Indeed, Zavadovsky says, “We have 

been taught by Comrade Stalin to base ourselves on the experience of history, and there is 

no reason to indulge in the arbitrary ‘creation’ of a history of Darwinism that does not 

conform to the facts” (338).  Thus having rebuked the Lysenkoists for an “arbitrary” 

presentation of the history of Darwinism, Zavadovsky offers his version.  First, he “re-

reads” Timiryazev: 

In all his numerous statements on the problem [of Darwinism], the great Russian 
scientist and Darwinist stressed the point that he drew a distinction between 
“Mendelism” and “Mendelianism.”  By Mendelism he understood the total of 
factual scientific data and methods that are devoted to the study to the 
chromosomal-nuclear mechanisms of heredity.  By Mendelianism Timiryazev 
understood the idealistic and reactionary interpretations and conclusions that have 
been fallaciously drawn from these valuable scientific data, if not by all bourgeois 
and our own Mendelists, then at any rate by most of them, who in the past made 
them the basis for their attack on Darwin’s theory.  (339) 

Unlike the Lysenkoists, who in their reading of Timiryazev stress only anti-

Mendelist views, Zavadovsky highlights Timiryazev’s distinction between sound 

“Mendelism” and pernicious “Mendelianism” (and the two different terminological 

designations help emphasize this distinction).  Zavadovsky next quotes the philosopher 

Mitin, who in 1939 presided at the discussion between the geneticists and the Lysenkoists 

organized by the philosophical journal Pod Znamenen Marxisma.   Like Zavadovsky 

now, Mitin stressed that Timiryazev’s view of Mendel’s rules were “manifold” (The 

Situation 340).  (At that time the authorities were hoping for a reconciliation between the 
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two trends, so Mitin’s stress on compromise is understandable.)  It is also in Mitin’s 

address that Zavadovsky finds confirmation of Michurin’s ambivalent attitude toward 

Mendel.  According to Michurin’s statements quoted in Mitin, Michurin was sarcastic of 

the “pea laws” at first, but more accepting of Mendel’s findings later (341-2).  Thus, re-

writing Lysenko’s historical placement of Mendelian genetics, Zavadovsky re-evaluates 

Timiryazev’s and Michurin’s historical roles in the evolution of Darwinian and genetic 

thought. 

The Features of the “Third Line” as Constitutional Rhetoric 

As we established, Zavadovsky’s “third-line” argument, variously supported by 

the other non-Lysenkoists at the August Session, obviously brings us into the sphere of 

constitutional rhetoric.  I will now briefly review some major principles of constitutional 

rhetoric to elaborate my interpretation of Zavadovsky’s rhetoric as constitutional.   

The agonistic nature of a constitution requires an enemy.  For Zavadovsky it is 

Lysenko and his supporters because they represent Neo-Lamarckism, an idealist trend in 

evolutionary biology that is as fallacious and harmful as “Weismannism-Morganism.”  

Zavadovsky’s argument also employs the ideological effects characteristic of a 

constitution (as they were developed in Maurice Charland’s theory of constitutive 

rhetoric).  First, he identifies (interpellates) a new collective body, “consistent 

Darwinism,” which includes all those who are neither Neo-Lamarkists nor Neo-

Darwinians, but those who fight the errors in both of these idealist trends.  Zavadovsky 

also tries to interpellate, that is to appeal to, those who “are bold enough to disagree with 
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Lysenko [and] are allocated wholesale by Lysenko’s adherents to the odious category of 

‘formal geneticists’” (The Situation 339).  Second, Zavadovsky posits the new entity as a 

transhistorical subject by associating it and its motives with such historical figures as 

Timiryazev and Michurin.  Finally, having explained his vision of the history of 

Darwinism and Mendelism, Zavadovsky poses a rhetorical question: “Now I ask you: can 

we be satisfied with the analysis of the condition of biological science given to us by T. 

D. Lysenko in his address?”  Next follows the predictable answer, “No, we cannot” 

(345).  Zavadovsky, thus, employs the third ideological effect, which creates an illusion 

of freedom of choice for the audience, but at the same time prescribes a definite course of 

action.   

In addition to these three ideological effects, we need to identify in the “third 

line” one more characteristic of constitutions: their dialectical principle of freedom and 

necessity.  Rhetors are free to express their constitutional wishes, but this expression 

itself is necessitated by the historical situation in which the wishes are enacted.  For 

example, Lysenko’s choice to uphold the Lamarckian inheritance of acquired 

characteristics can be considered as arbitrary or voluntaristic: Lysenko chooses to stress 

this concept as an integral part of his theory.  On the other hand, this choice was made in 

response to the necessity to divide Lysenkoist Michurinism from classical genetics for 

whom the Lamarckian inheritance of acquired characteristics was absolutely 

unacceptable.  Zavadovsky is likewise free in his choice of the “third-line” strategy in 

opposing Lysenkoism, but the grounds on which he builds this strategy are required.  

Specifically, Zavadovsky has to appeal to Timiryazev and Michurin, the two names that 
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Lysenko appropriated in his struggle with the geneticists.  Lysenko was so successful in 

his rhetorical effort to constitute Timiryazev and Michurin as key figures in the 

development of Darwinism that they had become required coordinates in any biological 

discussion in the Soviet Union.  In 1939, Mitin said, “In evaluating all these Mendelian 

regularities, … we wish to adhere, and do adhere, to the viewpoint of Timiryazev and 

Michurin.  For us Timiryazev and Michurin are authorities in this field” (qtd. in The 

Situation 340).  But how had Timiryazev and Michurin become (incontrovertible) 

authorities in all things Darwinian and genetic, but through the persistent constitutional 

effort of the Lysenkoists?  Indeed, Zavadovsky lists as one of the greatest merits of 

Lysenko precisely his drawing the biological community’s attention to the works of 

Michurin (355).  Thus, Zavadovsky accepts Lysenko’s terms, and they both employ the 

same terms for their constitutions.   

What is different is the function of these terms in these two constitutions: For 

Lysenko, appealing to Timiryazev and Michurin is (or at least was in the beginning) a 

free choice; for Zavadovsky, such appealing is required by the historical situation in 

which Lysenko’s propositions gained much sway in biological debate.  Dramatistically, 

what is an act in Lysenko’s constitution is a scene in Zavadovsky’s.  But the exact 

constitutional or dramatistic functions of the terms “Timiryazev” and “Michurin” in the 

discourses of Lysenko and Zavadovsky may not be as important to us as the observation 

that the terms on which Lysenko bases his argument can be, and are, used by his 

opponents.  The Lysenkoists are free to promote a motivational calculus, but its exact 

action is not guaranteed. 

252 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

So Lysenko’s identification of his contemporary Soviet opponents with 

Weismann, Morgan, Johannsen, Bateson and other early Mendelians is an accusatory 

strategy, but at the same time it gives his opponents at the Session grounds to exonerate 

themselves.  They agree to make the early Mendelians the vessel of ideological and 

scientific flaws and join the cause of active struggle with the idealist “Weismannist-

Morganism.”  In the same way, Lysenko’s stress on the political and ideological 

significance of science gives his opponents grounds to argue that their “third line” is the 

sole materialist science struggling with the idealism of Neo-Lamarckism and Neo-

Darwinism.  Lysenko’s extrapolation of the current political situation of the Soviet-

Western stand-off on the debate in biology gives Zavadovsky grounds to adduce a 

political situation that supports the soundness of the “third-line.”   

Zavadovsky says, “This struggle waged on two fronts [with both Neo-

Lamarckists and Weismannists] for the general line of the teachings of Darwin and 

Timiryazev, was raised to a still higher level in the light of the experience gained by our 

Party in a similar ideological struggle on two fronts in all spheres of our social and 

political life” (The Situation 338).  Here Zavadovsky refers to Stalin’s conflict with his 

intra-Party rivals Trotsky and Bukharin in the 1920s and 30s, which ended in a complete 

annihilation of the latter.  (The Stalinist propaganda presented this fight for power as a 

struggle with the extreme left and extreme right tendencies within the Communist Party.)  

To reconcile this somewhat outdated event with the contemporary political situation, 

Zavadovsky adds that in the current struggle on the international arena, no compromise is 

acceptable: “there can be no middle, ‘third’ sound line” (345).  “But where Socialism has 
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been victorious,” it is appropriate to fight both “right and left-wing deviations, and 

against scientific and philosophical errors—against the mechanistic vulgarization of 

Marxism, on the one hand, and against Menshevistic idealism, formalism and 

metaphysics, on the other” (345).  It is obvious that in Zavadovsky’s vision of the current 

genetic debate, the “Weismannists” represent “Menshevistic idealism, formalism and 

metaphysics,” while the Lysenkoists promote “vulgarization” of Marxism and 

Darwinism.  Again, it is important to note not so much the aptitude with which 

Zavadovsky employs argument from international and intra-Party politics (in this respect, 

he and Lysenko are worth each other) but the fact that he employs such argument because 

its use is justified by the Lysenkoist discourse. 

Appropriating Lysenko’s Scientific Propositions 

Having appropriated the historical, ideological, and political aspects of Lysenko’s 

motivational calculus, the non-Lysenkoist scientists also adopt the scientific propositions 

of their opponents.  Recall that Lysenko impugns the following of the Mendelist-

Morganists’ scientific positions: 1) downplaying the role of the environment in heredity; 

2) strict division between hereditary substance and the rest of the body (and the 

independence of the hereditary substance of the environment and the body); and 3) 

refusal to accept the possibility of changing the organism’s heredity in a directed way.   

Lysenko’s opponents enthusiastically accept all these charges and show how these 

fallacious positions, identified by Lysenko, have been refuted by the contemporary 

developments in genetic research.  For example, Iosif Rapoport declares that Soviet 
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geneticists’ work with mutations solve most of the problems that Lysenko observes in 

classical genetics: 

Mutation is an immense achievement of Soviet science in that it reveals the 
powerful operation of external physical factors and the operation of chemical 
factors … [W]e Soviet geneticists have found chemical agents which enable us to 
obtain at will hereditary variations many thousand 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. 

There is no such case, and we are able to change the material substratum of life, 
we can actively make the genes what they ought to be.  (157, my emphasis on 
Lysenkoist terms in Rapoport’s statement) 

In effect, Rapoport states that Soviet geneticists have achieved the ideal posited 

by Lysenko’s Michurinism—to change organic form, including its heredity, by 

manipulating its environmental conditions of life.  Of course, in Rapoport’s presentation, 

these programmatic goals are achieved in accordance with the modern genetic theory of 

mutation and the chromosome theory of heredity.  For him and for other non-Lysenkoist 

geneticists, the heredity of an organism can only be affected—“hereditary variations [can 

be obtained at will]”—through mutation, that is changes in the genetic make-up of the 

organism with the help of chemicals or x-ray.  Recall that for the Lysenkoists, heredity 

can be changed by applying external factors to the whole of the organism or any of its 

parts, not only its chromosomes.  The Lysenkoists oppose their opponents’ vision of 

chromosomes as the seat for heredity.  Yet Rapoport chooses not to stress such subtle 

differences, highlighting the substantial similarities between the practical goals of the 
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Soviet geneticists and the Lysenkoists.  He employs Lysenko’s terms to describe the 

practical achievements of modern Mendelian genetics in the Soviet Union. 

S. L. Alikhanian in his defense of the gene as a material entity likewise relies on 

the topics that the Lysenkoists have routinely used in the struggle with the geneticists: 

The gene merely determines the direction in which a character must develop 
under specific environmental conditions. 

Therefore, in determining the course of development and the specific nature of a 
character the gene is not isolated in its action, on the contrary, it interacts with its 
environment … [I]n this complex system it is difficult to say what is really 
determinative.  When man exerts his control over the development of organisms 
the environment becomes of primary importance.  External conditions help us 
mould [sic] and alter the hereditary basis of an organism. 

Thousands upon thousands of experiments have shown that external conditions 
may influence and change the nature of the gene which in its turn leads to the 
alteration of a character; the altered character thus obtained becomes hereditary.  
(The Situation 428) 

Thus, Alikhanian upholds the Lysenkoist stress on the environmental influence on 

heredity, but like Rapoport, he fits it into the chromosome theory of heredity.  The same 

strategy of assimilating Lysenko’s key propositions in genetic theory can be found in I. 

M. Polyakov: 

In its nature, hereditary variation of the organism is physiological.  This statement 
by Timiryazev and Michurin, the statement upon which T. D. Lysenko insists so 
strongly at the present time, is absolutely correct.  It means that variations in an 
organism can take place only as a result of an alteration in the material structure 
of the plasm, in the cytoplasm, of the nuclear plasm, of a change in the 
metabolism that is specific to a given organism, the metabolism that is 
characteristic of each species.  This is the actual way in which the external factors 
become incorporated in the organism.  (The Situation 445) 

Polyakov cautiously avoids the terms “gene” and “chromosome,” yet his stress on 

the fact that hereditary changes take places in “the nuclear plasm,” which is the seat of 
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the chromosomes and therefore the genes, reveals a genetic point of view.  So we again 

see how the non-Lysenkoists scientists promote (Mendelian) genetic theory in the names 

of Timiryazev, Michurin, and Lysenko. 

It is interesting to trace how geneticist A. R. Zhebrak employs Lysenkoist terms 

in his discussion of genetic experiments and theory.  Unlike the other non-Lysenkoists at 

the Session, Zhebrak chooses to defend himself on scientific terms rather than resorting 

to ideological and political debate.  Instead of wholesale condemning or extolling various 

historical figures (Weismann, Morgan, Timiryazev, Michurin, etc.), Zhebrak reports 

experiments in polyploidy and mutation conducted under his supervision.  He describes 

experimental varieties, their chromosomal make-up, their application in agriculture, and 

their high assessment by scientists and plant breeders.  His few theoretical conclusions 

show his adherence to modern (Mendelian) genetics: “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” (470).  Zhebrak does not 

even shun the term “classical genetics,” which could be associated with the now 

unfavorable early Mendelians: “These [valuable] forms were produced by the usual 

methods of classical genetics and selection” (472).  Thus, in this calm and aloof manner, 

as if oblivious of the nature and fervor of the debate, Zhebrak expounds genetic theory by 

showing its experimental and practical achievements.  But even despite his ostensibly 

non-committal and non-defensive style (which most closely among all speeches at the 

Session resembles what we would consider scientific style), Zhebrak bases his argument 

on the terms promoted by the Lysenkoists.  Describing one of the experiments, he refers 
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to Michurin: “So as to overcome this low fertility we have resorted to Michurin’s method 

of crossing remote geographic races” (474).  In a similarly objective manner, Zhebrak 

stresses the role of environmental conditions:  

In the experimental induction of polyploids in cultivated plants it is important to 
note that they were obtained by the action on the hereditary materials of such an 
external agent as colchicine.  This completely shatters the theoretical premises of 
autogeneticists who claim that the germ plasm is isolated from external factors 
and stable in respect to external influence.  (474) 

Without naming names, Zhebrak’s statement makes a bow to the Lysenkoists by 

acknowledging the environmental influence on heredity and a jab at the “Weismannists” 

and “Mendelist-Morganists” with whom the concept of autogenesis is associated.  He 

also acknowledges the validity of Lysenko’s claim to being able to change organic 

heredity: “Contemporary experimental genetics has mastered the means of remodeling 

the hereditary basis of plants and reconstructing the vegetable world” (476).   

But all the concessions Zhebrak makes to Lysenko’s doctrine are inscribed in the 

context of his genetic experiments with mutation.  The corollary is: It is possible to 

change the organism’s heredity, but only through mutation, that is changes to its 

hereditary basis (genes) in the chromosomes.  In other words, Zhebrak is ready to defend 

the chromosome theory of heredity and the theory of mutation on Lysenkoist terms, or 

conversely, Lysenkoist propositions on genetic terms. Thus, if not explicitly, Zhebrak 

endorses the strategy of the “third-line” implicitly in the context of his scientific report, 

which gives this strategy even more validity.   

In sum: the non-Lysenkoists at the August Session promote a number of scientific 

propositions that align them with the Lysenkoists.  They highlight the role of the 
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environment on organic heredity, argue against a strict division between the hereditary 

basis and the rest of the body, and claim to be able to change at will the heredity of a 

vegetable organism.  The non-Lysenkoists justify all these propositions from the point of 

view of the chromosome theory of heredity and the mutation theory: in this view, both 

the environment and plant breeders can only influence the heredity of a plant by affecting 

its hereditary basis, located in the chromosomes.  But the terms employed in this 

presentation—“environmental influence on heredity,” “changing heredity in a desired 

direction,” “incorporating external factors into the organism,” etc.—are Lysenkoist from 

the point of view of the emphasis the Lysenkoists have always put on the concepts 

designated by these terms.  The non-Lysenkoists claim to have shattered the concept of 

autogenesis promoted by early Mendelians, but the struggle with the “idealist” Neo-

Darwinists is certainly part of Lysenko’s motivational calculus.  Thus, to defend 

themselves and to promote genetic theory, the non-Lysenkoist scientists employ the 

Lysenkoist terms. 

Are the “Third-Liners” Lysenkoist? 

We have seen that promoting a calculus of motivation did not guarantee an 

unconditional success for Lysenko.  In his constitutional effort, he imposes a set of 

coordinates in which his audience is to evaluate the political act of deciding the value of 

Michurinism versus “Mendelism-Weismannism.”  But these coordinates could be used 

by both Lysenko’s supporters and his opponents.  His opponents accept Lysenko’s 

emphasis on the struggle with ideologically unsound tendencies in science and claim that 
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they in fact are more successful in fighting idealism than the Lysenkoists.  They accept 

Lysenko’s emphasis on the nationalistic and political components of science and interpret 

their work accordingly.  They also accept his stress on the importance of the 

environmental factors in the formation of organic heredity and argue that they both 

understand this concept and apply it in practice better than the Lysenkoists.  Thus, 

accepting Lysenko’s terms, but at the same time not giving up genetic terms, the non-

Lysenkoists have to reconcile these two terminologies.  Reconciling modern genetic 

theories with Lysenkoist terms requires from the non-Lysenkoists a constitutional effort.  

Hence, they constitute themselves as a “third line” in the development of Darwinism.  

Elaborated explicitly by Zavadovsky and variously supported by the other non-

Lysenkoists at the Session, this new scientific-ideological entity is envisioned as a 

combination of the best of Darwinian heritage and the sound core of Mendelianism. 

My examination of the “third-line” strategy as constitutional necessarily implies a 

stress on the significance of Lysenko’s doctrine in the constitution of the “third-liners.”  

A constitution is always enacted against another constitution.  Against here means “in 

opposition to” (“regarding as an enemy”), but also “leaning on” (as in “a ladder against 

the wall”).  Lysenkoism is important to the non-Lysenkoists at the Session because it 

represents a common opponent against whom the “third-liners” have to unite in a 

concerted effort, but also because it provides terms or coordinates on which the non-

Lysenkoists constitute themselves and their doctrine. 

It is interesting to contemplate the degree to which Lysenkoism was a formative 

element for the Soviet (non-Lysenkoist) geneticists in the late 1940s.  Could a doctrine 
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similar to the “third line” in its ideological and scientific premises have appeared without 

the relentless pressure of Lysenkoism?  Otherwise put, to what degree were the Soviet 

geneticists Lysenkoist? 

Since we are dealing with constitution, which is a positing of substance, 

answering this question involves considerations of the paradox, or ambiguity, of 

substance.  Hence, we should recognize the possibility that there may be arguments for 

and against identifying the “third-liners” as Lysenkoist.  I have developed arguments for 

this identification in the above discussion of the non-Lysenkoists’ use of Lysenko’s 

calculus of motivation.   

Arguments against such identification can be the following: We have already seen 

that some of the propositions promoted in Lysenko’s address, such as nationalism and 

political-ideological significance of science, were required by the Stalinist regime.  The 

“third-liners” could have adopted these propositions not from Lysenko’s constitution, but 

from the constitution-behind-the-constitution, that is the political-ideological context of 

the present debate over genetics.  On the other hand, although political and ideological 

arguments were an objective (a scenic) requirement, in his struggle against classical 

genetics, Lysenko had always used them with such enthusiasm that one might interpret it 

as Lysenko’s original act, a constitutional act that took these arguments to the level 

higher than envisioned by the political authorities.  So it is hard to say whether he chose 

these topics voluntarily or whether he had to include them in his discourse.  It is likewise 

hard to say if the “third-liners” were required to use the political-ideological argument by 

the political regime or whether they chose to adopt them because they saw how 

261 
 



Texas Tech University, Dmitri Stanchevici, December 2007

successfully Lysenko had wielded them against his opponents.  Thus, their use of 

political and ideological argument in scientific debate may be interpreted as a sign for the 

“third-liners” to be substantially Lysenkoist and substantially non-Lysenkoist. 

Another important ingredient of the debate, which bears on our consideration of 

the degree to which the “third-liners” identified with Lysenkoism, is the question of the 

environmental influence on organic heredity.  To the Lysenkoists the environment plays a 

defining role in shaping the organism’s heredity.  This stance is in keeping with Darwin’s 

theory of evolution by natural selection, in which natural selection is the mechanism of 

the environment’s impact on the development of both an individual organism and of 

species (i.e., organisms from generation to generation).  Classical geneticists, on the other 

hand, stressed an organism’s heredity as a mechanism that determined an organism’s 

development and that was, at least to some degree, independent from the environment.  

An organism changed during its lifetime under the influence of its environment, but its 

hereditary basis was passed to the next generation more or less intact.  Many early 

Mendelian geneticists of course dissociated themselves from more extreme genetic 

views, like Weismann’s theory of immortal germ plasm.  Such views, quite common at 

the dawn of classical genetics, conferred on hereditary basis (genes) a mystical status of 

the “Essence of Life,” determining the development of the organism, but independent of 

this development itself.  However, although distancing themselves from such idealist 

views and insisting on the material nature of genes, classical geneticists had for a long 

time failed to develop a satisfactory theory that would show how genes evolve, that is 

how they interact with the environment (I am borrowing the history of classical genetics 
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from Levins and Lewontin 168).  Lysenko’s presentation of classical geneticists, 

“Weismannists” and “Mendelist-Morganists,” as idealist and anti-Darwinist was thus 

substantially justifiable and could find sympathy among many Darwinian scientists.  

However, was he justified in presenting the contemporary Soviet geneticists as a version 

of “Weismannism”?   

The Lysenkoists at the August Session say a definite yes to this question.  The 

non-Lysenkoist scientists try to prove them wrong.  The “third-liners” argue that while 

early Mendelian genetics was indeed formal and metaphysical, contemporary genetics is 

no longer, drawing on current extensive research both in genetics and other disciplines, 

such as physiology and molecular biology.  Says Zavadovsky: “But, comrades, 

everything develops and grows, and the errors of the representatives of the Mendelian 

doctrine in our country are being rectified to a considerable degree” (The Situation 343).  

Thus, developing the “everything-develops-and-grows” argument, the “third-liners” at 

the Session one by one argue that Mendelism, which used to be the basis of an idealist 

“formal” genetics that ignored the role of the environment in heredity, today serves as the 

basis for revealing the mechanism of how exactly organic heredity interacts with the 

environment. 

Evolutionary Synthesis as a “Third Line” in the West 

Note that Zavadovsky talks about new developments of Mendelian genetics “in 

our country.”  Indeed, all the “third-liners” at the Session refer to Timiryazev, Michurin, 

and even Lysenko himself, never any foreign scientists, for theoretical underpinnings of 
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their research into the interaction between heredity and the environment.  Does it mean 

that contemporary Soviet Mendelians owe the newly invigorated emphasis on 

environment to Lysenko?  This question, like the questions above, ushers in substantial 

ambiguity. 

There is evidence that the geneticists’ interest in the environmental factors might 

not have been Lysenko’s achievement.  The period around the 1948 August Session saw 

a trend in world genetics toward reconciling Mendelian genetic theory and Darwinian 

evolution.  In the 1940s, the reconciliation of Mendelism and Darwinism was codified in 

“[a] comprehensive theory of evolution that became known as the modern synthesis” 

(Neil Campbell 439).  According to a textbook definition,  

The synthesis emphasizes the importance of populations as the units of evolution, 
the central role of natural selection as the most important mechanism of evolution, 
and the use of gradualism to explain how large changes can evolve as 
accumulation of small changes occurring over long periods of time.  (Neil 
Campbell 439) 

Thus, the synthesis applies Mendelian genetics to resolve Darwin’s problem of 

explaining how random variations occur against the background of a continuity of traits 

that is preserved from generation to generation.  On the other hand, the evolutionary 

synthesis shows how Darwinian natural selection influences the hereditary basis, thus 

solving the early Mendelians’ problem of appearing anti-evolutionary. 

We can clearly see an overlap between the evolutionary synthesis and the 

evolutionary doctrine promoted by the “third-liners” at the August Session.  In fact, the 

term third line accurately described the intermediary position assumed by the creators of 

the synthesis: reconciling Darwinism and Mendelism.  We may assume that although 
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considerably isolated from the West, Soviet scientists of the 1930s and 40s should have 

heard of the evolutionary synthesis, a major development in Western Darwinian science.  

From this perspective, the “third-line” may not be so much a reaction to Lysenkoism at 

home, as a recognition of a major achievement in Western science (or in world science).  

The non-Lysenkoists’ failure to explicitly recognize the contribution of Western 

Darwinists to the “third line” can be ascribed to the current political requirement for 

nationalism (“the home of world science has long been here [in the U.S.S.R.],” says 

Lysenkoist Dvoryankin (The Situation 366), and the “third-liners” support this slogan). 

Associating the Soviet “third line” with the Western evolutionary synthesis argues 

against interpreting the “third line” as substantially Lysenkoist, that is sharing Lysenkoist 

motives not only in the political and ideological sphere, but in scientific as well.  But 

substantial ambiguity dictates that we may discover arguments for such interpretation, 

too.  Consider the timing of the appearance of the theory of evolutionary synthesis in 

relation to the 1948 August Session.  Ernst Mayr, one of the architects of the modern 

evolutionary synthesis, says, 

In the 1920s, there was still total disagreement among biologists as to what was 
the truth about evolution and what were the mechanisms of evolution.  The theory 
of natural selection was clearly a minority viewpoint.  Then, rather rapidly, in the 
1930s and ‘40s, all the difficulties seemed to evaporate and a modern picture of 
evolution originated.  (Interview with Neil Campbell 416-7) 

According to this description, by 1948, the synthesis should have been widely 

known among the Darwinians and geneticists in the West and, maybe with some delay, 

the Soviet Union.  Yet Levins and Lewontin do not see the synthesis as widely spread 

and accepted by 1948:   
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Among Lysenko’s adversaries, Schmalhausen (1949) in the USSR and 
Dobzhansky (1951) in the United States were almost alone in emphasizing a more 
sophisticated view of genotype-environment interaction … The subsequent 
development of the whole field of adaptive strategy was derived from their 
approach.  (169) 

Unlike Mayr’s presentation, accepted as a textbook version today, for Levins and 

Lewontin a theory reconciling Darwinism and Mendelism (they do not refer to it as 

“synthesis”) appeared after the 1948 August Session.  Thus going by Levins and 

Lewontin’s history, we may say that the Soviet geneticist could elaborate their “third-

line” doctrine independently of their Western counterparts. 

Synthesis and the “Third Line” Appearing Against and Due To Lamarckism and 

Lysenkoism  

In fact, the question of the interdependence of Western and Soviet genetics is 

more complex than the above considerations suggest.  The development of the synthesis 

in the West and the “third line” in the Soviet Union could be happening simultaneously 

under the pressure of similar exigencies.  Recounting his career, Mayr said, “When I was 

a student in Germany [in the 1920s], I was a Lamarckian, which shocks some people. But 

at that time it made more sense than the view of the Mendelians” (Interview with Neil 

Campbell 416).  Mayr, thus, reminds us that despite its experimental failures, 

Lamarckism in the first half of the twentieth century was widely considered as a sound 

alternative to anti-Darwinist (anti-evolutionary) Mendelism.  It is obvious then that to 

become more acceptable among Darwinists, Mendelian geneticists had to elaborate a 

theory that would help them explain how genetic mechanisms interact with natural 
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selection.  In the same way, to secure support among Soviet Darwinians, Soviet 

geneticists had to incorporate Darwinian natural selection into genetic theory.  Like 

Lamarckianism in the West, Lysenkoism with its emphasis on adherence to natural 

selection made more sense to Soviet plant breeders, political bosses, and non-genetic 

scientists than Mendelism.  Thus, developing the synthesis and the “third line” meant for 

the geneticists reclaiming Darwin from the Neo-Lamarckists and the Lysenkoists.   

In this process, Lamarckism was to be discarded.  Mayr states that the refutation 

of Lamarckism was a major contribution of the evolutionary synthesis (Interview with 

Neil Campbell 417).  So like the promotion of the “third line,” the elaboration of the 

synthesis was a constitutional process.  It was enacted against an enemy, Lamarckism.  

However, as we have seen, against in a constitution may be interpreted dialectically as 

both “opposed to” and “relying on.”  Indeed, could we not assume that the synthesis is 

indebted to Lamarckism for the pressure that forced the geneticists to find better ways to 

incorporate themselves in Darwinism?  The synthesis is constituted in opposition to 

Lamarckism, but also draws on it for its raison d’être.  So, at least negatively, the 

creators of the synthesis were Lamarckist—non-Lamarckist.  In this light, it is significant 

that Ernst Mayr started his scientific career as an adherent of Lamarckism before 

discarding it for the sake of a more comprehensive and sophisticated view of evolution 

involving genetic mechanisms.  In the same way, the “third-liners” could be qualified as 

Lysenkoist—at lest negatively, that is as being non-Lysenkoist.  In other words, the “third 

line” could be shown to exist in relation to Lysenko’s constitution.  
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The “Third Line” as Ambiguously Lysenkoist  

Yet Lysenkoism could mean more to the “third-liners” than just a negative point 

of reference.  Lysenkoist N. V. Turbin at the Session cites the English cytogeneticist Fyfe 

who  

arrived at the conclusion that the new ideas are leading to the modification of the 
fundamental propositions of the theory of the gene in the same direction as that 
towards which Lysenko is trying to do, although he says that Lysenko is 
approaching it from an entirely different experimental point of view.  (The 
Situation 477)    

Turbin’s goal is to criticize Fyfe and the “third-liners,” showing that the “third 

line” is a sign that Mendelism is crumbling under the pressure of Michurinism, but for us 

it is important to register that Lysenkoism could be considered as a contribution to “the 

modification of the fundamental propositions of the theory of the gene” that would result 

in a theory similar to the evolutionary synthesis.   

As we have seen, in addition to the pressure Lysenkoism has exerted on Soviet 

Mendelian genetics, it also plays an important role in the “third line” because it provides 

constitutional coordinates on which to promote this doctrine.  Rapoport, Zavadovsky, 

Alikhanian, and other “third-liners” at the August Session distinguish themselves from 

the Lysenkoists (becoming non-Lysenkoist) only at a certain strategic moment.  The bulk 

of their speeches is dedicated to their substantial agreement (identification) with the 

Lysenkoists.  Applying the ambiguity of substance to Lysenko’s constitutional 

coordinates, they argue that they serve the same cause as promoted by Lysenko’s 

Michurinism, both in ideology and science.  In this process, the “third-liners,” according 

to the astute observation of Lysenkoist Dvoryankin, “‘Mendelize’ Michurin” (The 
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Situation 366).  Drawing on the transformational resources of the paradox of substance, 

the “Mendelists” recruit Lysenko’s terms and invest them with motives not intended by 

Lysenko.  In the discourse of the “third-liners,” Michurin and Timiryazev, the two 

favorite topoi in Lysenko’s criticism of Mendelism, promote Mendelian genetics.  

Rapoport similarly reclaims from Lysenko Darwin.  He states, “The founder of the 

modern theory of the gene was Charles Darwin” (The Situation 155).  Alikhanian even 

adduces Lysenko’s words that confirm the non-Lysenkoists’ interpretation of the 

interaction between the chromosomes and the environment in the formation of the 

organism.  Alikhanian quotes Lysenko who in 1947 said, 

Beyond doubt, changes in the egg or in its chromosomes cause a change in the 
development either of an organism as a whole, or of its separate parts; but it is 
likewise an indisputable fact that altered environmental conditions may change 
the process of the building up of the body, including the building up of the 
chromosomes and of the germinal cells in general for the future generation.  In 
the first case the rudiments (egg), that had been altered by environmental 
conditions, produce altered organisms; in the second—the organism, modified by 
external factors, may produce altered gametes.  (430-1, emphasis in the original) 

Alikhanian gives Lysenko’s statement his endorsement: “I wholeheartedly agree 

with this statement of Trofim Denisovich” (431).  Thus unwittingly, Lysenko himself 

becomes a constitutional coordinate helping promote the chromosome theory of heredity.  

In a word, the “third-liners” adopt Lysenko’s motivational calculus, but invest it with 

different motives, turning it into their science. 

“Third-Liners’” Rejection of Some Lysenkoist Terms 

It must be noted that the “third-liners” do not accept all of the constitutional 

coordinates promoted in Lysenko’s address.  Specifically, they reject Lysenko’s apology 
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of Lamarck and Lamarckism.  They also disagree with a wholesale dismissal of 

Mendelism, that is Gregor Mendel’s discoveries.  “Anti-Mendelism is a veritable craze at 

this session,” says Academician P. M. Zhukovsky and proceeds to argue for its sound 

core (460).  For the “third-liners,” Mendelism, cleansed of the pernicious idealism of 

Weismann, Morgan, Bateson, and other classical geneticists, should be incorporated in 

Soviet genetics.  However, the “third-liners”’ disagreement with Lysenko on the status of 

Lamarck (Lamarckism) and Mendel (Mendelism) in the current debate could be 

explained by their uncertainty about Lysenko’s status with the political authorities.  In 

other words, the non-Lysenkoists do not know to what extent the Stalinists supported 

Lysenko in the current debate (as we remember, Lysenko had not announced the 

Politbureau’s approval of his address until the last day of the congress).  After all, the 

Party administrators had always allowed (or at least had not prohibited) some 

disagreement with Lysenko until 1948.  In theory, had the “third-liners” known ahead of 

time that Lysenko’s endorsement of Lamarck and Lamarckism appeared on Stalin’s 

behest, they would have found a way to incorporate Lamarckism in their constitution.   

This assumption seems rather blunt and implies an accusation of the “third-line” 

strategy as unprincipled, that is “unscrupulous” and “morally reprehensible.”  Yet on the 

moral grounds, the “third-liners” could respond, as many sympathizing commentators do 

it for them today, that in the totalitarian conditions of the Stalinist regime, they had to 

adopt the strategy of merging with Lysenkoism to save the sound core of Mendelian 

genetics.  Otherwise put, they had to pay Lysenko some lip service to continue their 

genetic research.  In this respect, they appear highly principled because they sacrifice 
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“minor” positions of their integrity to serve the cause of preserving the higher principle 

of Mendelian genetics. 

The “third-liners” are also highly “principled” in the sense imposed by the point 

of view of constitutional rhetoric.  As my analysis shows, they acutely sense that in the 

conditions of a constitutional rhetoric promoted in Lysenko’s address, things can be 

shown as substantially (i.e., in principle) identified or as substantially (i.e., in principle) 

dissociated.  When Rapoport states that Darwin was the founder of the modern theory of 

the gene (The Situation 155), he of course means that this is so in principle because 

Darwin’s natural selection underlies the modern genetic theory.  Historically, Darwin did 

not know anything about genes.  When the “third-liners” repudiate Morgan, they fail to 

mention that Morgan made an important contribution to the chromosome theory of 

heredity to which they now appeal.  Morgan, along with other classical geneticists, is 

excluded from the pantheon of the modern genetic theory in principle, presumably for 

being idealist, and not his for his scientific work.  The “third-liners,” thus, are 

“principled” in the sense that they skillfully manipulate the constitutional matters of 

principle or substance. 

Lysenkoists’ Criticism of the Rhetoric of the “Third Line” 

The Lysenkoists’ sense of the paradox of substance is no less astute than their 

opponents’.  Recall the anticipation of the Mendelists’ argumentative strategy in 

Lysenko’s address: “[T]he Mendelist-Morganists of the Soviet Union, though actually 

fully sharing the principles of Mendelism-Morganism, often conceal them shamefacedly, 
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veil them, conceal their metaphysics and idealism in a verbal shell” (The Situation 22).  

Since it is a constitutional statement, it becomes a prescription for the Lysenkoists to 

actively seek out and expose the “Mendelist-Morganists’” “verbal shell.”  Therefore, 

considerable parts of the Lysenkoists’ speeches focus on the rhetorical criticism of their 

opponents’ discourse. 

G. A. Babjanyan engages Rapoport’s statements about opposing Weismannism.  

“But is not what Rapoport said about mutations and modifications Weismannism?”  Next 

Babjanyan argues that “Rapoport’s entire speech was based precisely on Weismann’s 

argument” (161).  F. A. Dvoryankin analyzes three “tactical moves” in the strategy of the 

“third line” or “orthodox Darwinists”: First, it is to “Mendelize” Michurin (366); second, 

it is “to search for ideological mistakes on the part of T. D. Lysenko and his supporters” 

(368); and third, it is to “complain about being gagged, while they themselves resort to 

the most shameless gagging of all those who agree with T. D. Lysenko” (368).  N. V. 

Turbin questions Alikhanian: “From this rostrum Docent Alikhanian declared that he has 

fought and will continue to fight Weismannism.  But what does he mean by 

Weismannism?” (478).  Turbin next claims that Alikhanian adopts the wrong definition 

of Weismannism to conceal his essentially “Weismannist” principles.  Turbin concludes, 

“This kind of argument [Alikhanian’s] is, to say the least, cheap sophistry” (486).  I. I. 

Prezent starts with the statement: “In our country, there are now very few outspoken 

Morganists,” but the most dangerous “are those who smuggle in anti-Michurian, 

Weismann-Morganian views under the guise of sympathy for Michurin, people of the 
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type of Zavadovsky and Alikhanian” (577).  He then focuses on the argumentative 

strategies of the “Weismannist-Morganists” to expose their Michurinist disguise. 

We are obviously in the presence of a logomachian struggle, struggle for words 

and their meanings.  The Lysenkoists and the “third-liners” argue over the meaning of the 

key terms set up by Lysenko’s address: “Weismannism,” “Darwinism,” “Michurinism,” 

etc.  These terms, derived from the names of individuals, function as rhetorical 

metonymies, whereby a sometimes elusive concept is represented by something concrete, 

something substantial that can be associated with it.  Thus, both sides claim to focus, and 

call on their opponents to do so, on the substance of these terms.  Babajanyan argues: “It 

is not what Johannsen said that matters, … but the substance of his theory” (The Situation 

161).  Turbin demands to know, “What is Docent Alikhanian’s attitude towards the 

essence of Weismannism?” (478).  Zavadovsky calls on the participants “to consider and 

analyze the very essence of the problem, and not to make play, so to speak, with what 

may be groundless terminological errors” (337).   

As they capitalize substance or essence, both sides call on each other not to 

engage in “cheap sophistry” and “play with terminological errors.”  Zavadovsky, for 

example, says, “And I have grounds for asserting that those who continue to make play 

with these verbal, petty forms of argumentation, are perfectly well aware that that is not 

the main point” (337).  Yet the contestants’ agreement on the importance of focusing on 

essence and to discard “petty forms of argumentation” is belied by both sides’ use of 

terminological manipulations and their careful attention to such use in the opponents’ 

speeches.  For example, Zavadovsky himself, proclaiming his commitment to “the main 
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point,” highlights a difference between “Mendelism” and “Mendelianism,” although one 

could easily argue that these two are essentially the same.  Geneticist P. M. Zhukovsky 

says, “You [Lysenkoists] say that you have succeeded in converting hard wheat into soft 

… All this is [the result of] training, it is possible, but I will call it mutation” (461).  

Seeking reconciliation with the Lysenkoists, Zhukovsky is ready to admit that the genetic 

term “mutation” and the Lysenkoist term “training” are essentially the same.  Yet 

identifying the two concepts, Zhukovsky simultaneously divides the terms.   

Thus, as they call for discussion of the essence of the problem and leave behind 

“cheap sophistry,” both sides continue establishing subtle distinctions between terms and 

scrutinize such distinctions in the opponents’ arguments.  In other words, they implicitly 

admit the importance of the transformations taking place on substantial grounds due to 

the paradox of substance. 

In Conclusion 

The debate between the Lysenkoists and their opponents at the 1948 August 

Session of VASKhNIL can be viewed as a struggle of and for two constitutions and 

therefore two substances.  Lysenko’s address promotes constitutional coordinates on the 

basis of which his supporters are to quell Mendelian genetics and establish Lysenkoism 

as the sole unanswerable doctrine in Soviet biology and plant breeding.  Yet a 

constitution does not guarantee the result of the political action for which it is enacted.  

Confronted with a calculus of motivation designed to impugn their doctrine, the Soviet 

non-Lysenkoist scientists adopt the terms of this calculus to defend their science.  
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Accepting Lysenko’s propositions for the priority of politics and ideology in science, as 

well as the primacy of the environmental factors in organic heredity, the non-Lysenkoists 

at the August Session constitute a new ideological-scientific entity, the “third line.”   

As a constitution, the “third line” projects itself as politically loyal to the Soviet 

state.  In the nationalistic spirit of the time, the “third line” extols the Soviet and Russian 

scientific tradition and shows mistrust for foreign (Western) science.  Like the 

Lysenkoists, the “third-liners” fight idealism of the early Mendelian genetics 

(“Weismannism-Morganism”).  Yet the “third line” posits that Lysenko’s doctrine with 

its obvious predilection for Lamarckism is as idealist (i.e., as ideologically harmful) as 

“Weismannism-Morganism.”  So unlike the Lysenkoists, the “third-liners” fight idealism 

on two fronts.  They also distinguish themselves from the Lysenkoist scientific 

postulation.  While accepting Lysenko’s emphasis on the importance of the 

environmental influence on heredity, the “third-liners” stress that the environment can 

only affect heredity by changing the organism’s chromosomes, and not any part of the 

body as is posited in Lysenko’s doctrine.  Thus, while agreeing that classical Mendelian 

genetics was idealist, the “third-liners” posit that modern genetic research, especially in 

the Soviet Union, has corrected many of its earlier errors. 

In brief, the doctrine of the “third line” allows the non-Lysenkoist scientists at the 

August Session to identify with and dissociate from Lysenkoism.  To employ the accent-

shifting technique, the “third-liners” are non-Lysenkoist because they employ Lysenko’s 

terms, but they are non-Lysenkoist because they invest these terms with new motives. 
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Ironically, one could argue that it was Lysenko himself who opened a space in 

which his opponents could transform his terms.  His 1948 address, along with his 

previous discourses, argues for a substantial identification of the Soviet Mendelian 

geneticists with ideologically and scientifically unfavorable motives.  He ushers in and 

legitimates active use of the paradox of substance, making it accessible both for his 

supporters and, contrary to his intentions, for his opponents.  Thus, as Lysenko posits that 

modern Soviet geneticists are substantially “Weismannist-Morganist,” he necessarily 

implies a possibility whereby they substantially are not.  His opponents at the August 

Session make rhetorical use of this possibility.  The Lysenkoists, in an attempt to prevent 

their opponents from escaping the constitutive definition that Lysenko imposes on them, 

struggle to reclaim Lysenko’s terms as grounds for accusing the non-Lysenkoists, not 

supporting them. 

In this logomachian struggle over the meaning of words, scientific language 

reveals a great degree of plasticity and conformity with the rhetorical situation.  If, in the 

vein of most commentary on Lysenkoism, we assume that Lysenko represented a 

“pseudoscience,” while his opponents “genuine” science, my analysis shows how science 

can reproduce itself even if it has to adopt a considerable part of the discourse of its 

adversary.  Specifically, Mendelian genetics could promote itself in the conditions of a 

severe attack on it sanctioned by the totalitarian political regime.  Yet by the same token, 

we should admit that the paradox of substance ushered in by Lysenko’s constitutional 

rhetoric and supported by the “third-liners” could allow Lysenkoism (at least 

theoretically) to transcend its “pseudoscientific” status and become the basis for what is 
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considered as “genuine” science, that is become a legitimate part of the scientific heritage 

of the modern scientific community. 
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CHAPTER IX  

CONCLUSION 

In the past chapters, we have traced the origins, operations, and uses of the 

Lysenkoist constitution.  Scrutinizing Lysenko’s two speeches delivered at the 1936 and 

1948 sessions of VASKhNIL, as well as relevant responses to these speeches, I selected 

and analyzed those passages that signaled the presence of constitutional rhetoric.  This 

chapter summarizes the findings of my analysis, infers lessons about science’s relations 

to politics, points out the limitations of the present study, and suggests areas of further 

research. 

Constitutional Rhetorical  

This study has considered Lysenkoism from the perspective of constitutional 

rhetoric, which draws on constitutional dialectic and rhetoric of the subject.  By 

constitutional dialectic, Kenneth Burke designates principles guiding all human language 

and relations.  Embodied representatively in constitutional documents (including the U.S. 

Constitution), these principles are: 1) constitutions are characterized by necessity and 

freedom; 2) constitutions require an enemy; and 3) constitutions are inherently self-

contradictory.  A combined interanimating operation of these principles in constitutional 

language opens a space where terms undergo transformation; they shed off the motives 

initially attached to them and acquire new ones.  Such transformational capacity makes 

constitutions a valuable resource for rhetoric.  Rhetors use constitutions in order to 

implement a concerted political act.  Constitutions act rhetorically by offering individual 
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men and women a picture of their situation and getting them to identify with this picture.  

If such rhetoric is successful in interpellating (i.e., appealing to and getting to join) 

individual men and women to the course of action prescribed in the picture, they become 

the subjects or the actors in the drama offered in the constitution.  Thus, dealing with 

constitutional dialectic and rhetoric of the subject, humans both use constitutions and are 

used by them.  It is this reciprocal operation that I have been referring to as constitutional 

rhetoric. 

Lysenkoism as Historical Phenomenon 

Considering Lysenkoism as a constitutional effort, we first identified that it was 

the product of its historical situation.  The end of the 1920s, when Lysenko first appeared 

in public view, was the time of acute intensification of economic and political activity in 

the Soviet Union.  Stalin had just defeated his major intra-Party rivals and was coming 

into full power, turning the country into a totalitarian state.  To control the economy and 

overcome the backwardness of Russian industry and agriculture, the Stalinist regime 

launched two grand projects, the creation of heavy industry and the collectivization of 

peasants.  These projects were accompanied by a cultural-ideological revolution.  If 

before 1929, the young Soviet state had allowed for a relative freedom of ideological 

affiliation, in the 1930s, the Stalinists required people in all spheres of Soviet life to align 

their beliefs with the ideology prescribed by the Communist Party.  These conditions put 

Soviet scientists in a precarious position.  On the one hand, their expertise was sorely 

needed.  On the other, in the highly politicized atmosphere, any failure in the scientists’ 
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service to the national economy could be construed as a political and ideological 

transgression (as sabotage or intentional wrecking, vreditel’stvo in Russian, which was a 

common accusatory topic in the 1920s and 30s’ Soviet propaganda).  Soviet scientists’ 

situation was exacerbated by two more circumstances.  First, many of them were old-

time, pre-revolutionary, specialists, with traditional ties to Western science.  They were, 

thus, suspicious in their ideological loyalty.  Second, Soviet propaganda always conferred 

almost magical powers on science.  Failure to meet the inflated expectations, willfully 

placed on them by the Party bosses and the general public, made scientific and technical 

experts still more suspicious.  Thus, the historical circumstances—a drastic economic 

transformation, a requirement for ideological loyalty to the ruling regime, and an acute 

intensification of political life—converged in such a way that science as it had been know 

until the end of the 1920s in the Soviet Union became “outdated” and unwelcome.  A 

“new” “Socialist” science, in which technical expertise combined with an absolute 

ideological and political loyalty to the ruling regime, was called for.  Lysenkoism was an 

answer to this call. 

Lysenkoism appeared as scientific-ideological alternative to classical genetics and 

strove to replace it as a doctrine underlying plant breeding.  Surrounded by the hostile 

capitalist countries, the newly founded Soviet Union had to rely on its own agriculture to 

feed the quickly growing urban population.  Thus, agriculture and everything connected 

with it was of strategic and political importance.  In the 1920s, Soviet agriculture was 

entrusted to scientists adhering to classical genetics.  So in the 1930s, when “old” experts 

were to be replaced by new “truly Socialist” scientists, the Soviet geneticists found 
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themselves in the position of “old” science in agriculture (ironically, the science of 

genetics itself was relatively young).  Moreover, they had to be responsible for the 

failures of the new collectivization policy, which deprived the peasants’ of their land and 

forcefully united them into collective farms.  In the social turmoil caused by the 

collectivization, agricultural production decreased.  The political authorities rather than 

acknowledging their own mistakes in handling the “peasant question” blamed the 

geneticists.  Significantly, in its search for a scapegoat, the Stalinists blamed the 

geneticists not only on scientific grounds, that is for failing the technical aspect of the 

collectivization, but also on ideological.  Many Soviet classical geneticists were mostly 

representatives of the “old” academic science, which supposedly was not “Socialist” (i.e., 

dynamic and practical) enough.  Thus, the conflict between the “old” and “new” science, 

brought to life by Stalinist ideology, was especially acute in agriculture and genetics.  It 

is not surprising then that Lysenkoism came about, or was constituted, specifically in 

reaction to the tension in genetics, especially in plant breeding.   

Thus, the historical situation encouraged people like Trofim Lysenko to come to 

the fore.  For example, the minor practical success of the young plant breeder Lysenko in 

the end of the 1920s was turned into a great sensation by the press.  Another example is 

Lysenko’s attitude toward criticism at the Genetics Conference in Leningrad in1929.  The 

young and inexperienced plant breeder Lysenko took exception to being criticized by 

more experienced (and better educated) academic scientists.  In other words, evidence 

shows that the historical conditions encouraged capitalizing on minor practical 

achievements and opposing established academic scientists.  The Party bosses and the 
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public were obviously waiting for quick and effective solutions in agriculture from 

young, practically oriented, ideologically loyal experts educated on Soviet soil.  As to the 

“old” academics, with their predilection for sophisticated but allegedly impractical theory 

and with ideologically compromising ties to the pre-Revolutionary or Western science, 

the high social status they used to have right after the 1917 Revolution was to be 

challenged. 

Lysenkoism as a Unique Constitutional Act 

Considering the Lysenkoist constitution from the point of view of its historical 

circumstances is to account for its necessity.  In other words, in such conditions 

Lysenkoism had to appear.  But constitutions should also display an aspect of freedom.  

Therefore, scrutinizing Lysenko’s discourse, I assumed that although he had to respond 

to a specific historical situation, he at the same time constituted his response in a unique 

way that he chose from a number of other ways.  Reviewing Lysenko’s career before the 

1936 session of VASKhNIL, we saw that his scientific argument was compatible with 

genetic theory.  Lysenko’s major scientific contention was that by skillful manipulation 

of the environmental conditions, he was able to change the hereditary make-up of a plant 

so that the progeny would inherit the physical changes the parents experienced during 

their lifetime.  At first sight, such a claim contradicts the genetic conception of a division 

between the organism’s genotype and phenotype and the conception of the great stability 

of the genetic material, which does not change as often and in the same way as the rest of 

the body.  In other words, in genetic conception, Lysenko’s adjustment of the plant’s 
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environment, should not affect the plant’s heredity.  However, in light of the recent 

genetic experiments with x-ray and chemicals applied to chromosomes to cause mutation, 

that is changes to the organism’s hereditary, Lysenko could claim that his manipulation 

of the environmental conditions was a way to cause mutations in the plant.  So 

presumably he could develop his argument within the framework of genetic theory.  

Instead, he chose a line of confrontation.  In his theoretical, practical, and political 

discourses, he would purposefully antagonize classical geneticists, dividing himself from 

them and making them his enemy.  

When I state that “Lysenko chose a line of confrontation,” I stress the arbitrary 

aspect of Lysenko’s constitutional effort.  One may object that constitutions require an 

enemy.  Indeed, constitutions are inherently agonistic and are always enacted against 

another constitution.  However, it was the matter of Lysenko’s choice how to envision 

(constitute) his enemy.  He chose a line of confrontation, that is one of many such lines.  

Lysenko’s initial research, concerning the thermal factors in the development of plants, 

was in the field of plant physiology.  In this area, he achieved some success and 

recognition.  However, when the scope of his work grew and began to include questions 

of heredity, the domain of genetics, he started to receive more scientific criticism.  

Criticism is an integral part of scientific discourse, and geneticists’ criticism of young 

Lysenko’s work could be interpreted as a sign of their accepting him into the established 

scientific community.  He could have criticized genetics from within this community.  He 

could have challenged those areas of classical genetics that he thought hampered a clear 

understanding of his theory.  Indeed, his emphasis on the role of the environment in the 
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formation of organic heredity could be shown to oppose classical geneticists’ tendency to 

obfuscate the role of Darwinian natural selection.  Such criticism of classical genetics 

was supported by many scientists, including geneticists, of Darwinian persuasion, both at 

home and abroad.  Instead Lysenko chose to oppose the whole of classical (Mendelian) 

genetics.  A review of Lysenko’s theoretical and practical work, as well as his numerous 

public addresses, in the early 1930s allowed us to admit the possibility that Lysenko’s 

goal was specifically to discover ways to antagonize the geneticists.  Lysenko and his 

followers questioned all of genetics’ scientific and practical (i.e., applicable in 

agriculture) aspects, as well as denounced the geneticists on ideological and political 

grounds.  In brief, although Lysenko’s constitution, like all constitutions, required an 

enemy, the grandeur of the enemy (i.e., the scope of the enemy constitution) Lysenko 

wished to confront was his choice.  Thus, Lysenko’s constitutional comprised both a 

necessitarian aspect (being a response to its historical situation) and an arbitrary aspect 

(resulting from Lysenko’s choice of the form this response was to take). 

The Constitution of Michurinism and its Enemy in Lysenko’s 1936 “Two Trends in 

Genetics” 

Lysenko’s speech “Two Trends in Genetics,” delivered at the 1936 congress of 

VASKhNIL (the Academy of Agricultural Sciences) was a culmination of his effort to 

constitute a new science against an enemy.  “Two Trends” announced a fundamental split 

between Lysenko’s science called “Michurinist agrobiology” and classical genetics.  In 

Lysenko’s presentation, Michurinist agrobiology dealt with heredity (and even is a 
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“genetics” itself), but it was superior to the genetics of de Vries, Johannsen, and Morgan 

(i.e., founders of Mendelian genetics) and of their Soviet followers.  “Two Trends” 

claimed that Michurinist conception allowed for a full creative potential of Darwinist 

natural and artificial selection, whereas classical genetic theory constrained this potential, 

thus obstructing plant breeders’ capacity to sculpt organic form at will for economic 

benefit.  According to Lysenko, Michurinism was more organically connected with 

agricultural practice, whereas genetics indulged in inane theorizing.  Having thus defined 

the “two trends in genetics” and having announced a split between them, Lysenko’s 

speech placed them historically, arguing that the conflict between Michurinism and 

genetics was a part of a continuous struggle of “true” Darwinists with anti-Darwinists 

over the questions of natural selection and heredity.  The rhetoric of “Two Trends,” thus, 

constituted Michurinist agrobiology against an enemy, embodied in classical genetics and 

its contemporary followers. 

In what concerns their correspondence with the historical facts, Lysenko’s 

statements participating in the rhetorical constitution of Michurinism and classical 

genetics can be shown to be ambiguous, that is both fictitious and real.  However, in 

constitutional rhetoric, reality and fictitiousness are measured not by historical accuracy, 

but by the audience’s attitude toward the picture drawn in the constitution.  The more 

people accept this picture and act according to it, the more real the constitution is.  

Lysenko’s “Two Trends” addressed different audiences.  Some of these audiences, like 

the administrators of agriculture, had already accepted Lysenkoism, and for them his 

vision of Michurinism and classical genetics was real.  Others, like some 
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uncompromising geneticists, had always seen Lysenkoism as a hoax and a 

pseudoscience, and for them his constitution was fictitious.  But the largest audience of 

“Two Trends” consisted of those who were not determined in their attitude either toward 

Michurinism, or toward classical genetics, or toward the relationship between these two 

doctrines (i.e., whether they were reconcilable).  Lysenko’s constitutional effort was 

mostly addressed to this audience, exposing it to two seemingly contradictory rhetorical 

strategies. 

On the one hand, “Two Trends” nudged its audiences toward a clearly defined 

choice: either support Michurinism and denounce genetics, or do the complete opposite, 

denounce Michurinism and support genetics.  Paradoxically, Lysenko’s speech and his 

response to criticism at the 1936 session of VASKhNIL praised not only unambiguous 

supporters of Michurinism, but also its unambiguous opponents.  On the contrary, 

Lysenko severely criticized those who sought compromise between Michurinism and 

genetics.  However, this paradox is dispelled if we recall that constitutions require an 

enemy.  In light of this principle, Lysenko appreciated both clearly defined supporters 

and clearly defined enemies of Michurinism.  Thus, “Two Trends” tolerated no ambiguity 

in its audience’s attitude toward the “two trends” and the conflict between them.  Such 

ambiguity or indecision stood in the way of constituting the new science “Michurinist 

agrobiology.”   

On the other hand, Lysenko resisted a clear definition of his agrobiology, thus 

making his presentation of it highly ambiguous.  For example, although Lysenko’s 

discourse both before and at the 1936 would condemn all things genetic wholesale, 
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Michurinism for Lysenko was still a “genetics.”  Moreover, Lysenko accepted such 

genetic concepts as “genotype,” “genes,” “mutations,” and the Mendelian law of free 

assortment.  Of course, he reinterpreted them (translated them rhetorically) in such a way 

that they fit his conception of heredity, but his acceptance of the terms themselves 

suggests that he accepted some of the concepts and motives designated by them.  And 

since these concepts and motives were part of the genetic tradition, which “Two Trends” 

so vehemently denounced, Lysenko’s presentation of Michurinism became quite 

ambiguous.   

This contradiction in Lysenko’s 1936 speech—tolerating no ambiguity in his 

audience’s attitude toward Michurinism and genetics, but reserving the right to be 

ambiguous in defining itself—can be explained by another constitutional principle, its 

inherent ambiguity.  The statements, or clauses, of a constitution coexist peacefully in the 

fiction of this constitution (in the ideal), but they may contradict each other when they are 

applied to concrete historical situations (the practical).  Legitimized by this principle, 

ambiguity in self-definition gave Lysenko some rhetorical advantages.  On the one hand, 

resisting a clear definition of Michurinism deprived its enemies of solid grounds for 

criticizing it.  On the other, it reached those people in Lysenko’s audience who, though 

not determined in their attitude to classical genetics, could still have various shades of 

sympathy for it.  Thus, showing that Michurinism was a “genetics” could help these 

people make a choice for supporting it.   

However, to be effective, rhetorical ambiguity usually has to be inconspicuous, 

whereas Lysenko’s contradictions took the form of rather crude prevarication and 
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manifest obfuscation.  Such crudity, it would seem, had to repel Lysenko’s potential 

supporters.  What legitimized such crude ambiguity, making it an acceptable 

argumentative strategy, was the context of the Lysenkoist constitution.  Stalinist 

ideological and political discourse allowed for (in fact, required) a radical ambiguity and 

inconsistency in one’s ideological stance and hence argumentative practices. 

Overall, in his constitutional effort at the 1936 session of VASKhNIL, Lysenko 

succeeded.  If the effect of Lysenko’s rhetorical ambiguity at the congress was dubious, 

his first strategy, that is constituting a new science against another science and 

postulating their fundamental irreconcilability, was successful.  Lysenko emerged from 

the congress as head of a scientific school that was equal in status to classical genetics. 

Lysenkoist Constitution as Grounds for Defending Soviet Mendelism 

The two genetic trends, as they were constituted by Lysenko in 1936, coexisted in 

Soviet biology until 1948.  Struggling over questions of heredity, environmental 

influences on organisms, and Darwinism, they never reconciled.  And the political 

leaders, on whom the existence and development of a Soviet science depended to a great 

extent, had not, until 1948, made a decision whether one of the genetic trends should be 

abolished.  In such an uneasy marriage, where two calculi of motivation overlapped, the 

two genetics, Michurinist and Mendelist, were bound to share their constitutional 

terminologies. 

This terminological exchange came into sharp relief in the discourse of the 

August 1948 Session of VASKhNIL.  Like the 1936 congress, the August 1948 Session 
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recreated the conflict between the Lysenkoists and their opponents among Mendelian 

geneticists.  The difference between the two sessions lay in the political authorities’ 

attitude to the conflict.  In 1936, the political bosses wanted a compromise between the 

two trends; in 1948, the Poltibereau and Stalin personally sanctioned Lysenko’s stamping 

out all Mendelian research and education and becoming a sole unanswerable authority in 

Soviet biology and plant breeding.  The August Session was organized with the sole 

purpose to give Lysenko an opportunity to voice Stalin’s vision of the ideological-

political image and function of Soviet science; to announce Michurinism the only true 

embodiment of this image; and in a would-be scientific argument, to quell any resistance 

from the Soviet Mendelians.  In the conditions where the political regime obviously 

favored Lysenko and Michurinism had become the only acceptable doctrine in Soviet 

biology, Lysenko’s opponents among Mendelian geneticists had to adopt the terms of 

Lysenko’s constitution in order to demonstrate that they identified with the motives that 

made Lysenko a favorite.  Yet as they identified with Lysenko, Soviet Mendelians at the 

same time had to divide themselves from him in order not to merge into Lysenkoism 

completely.  Such an inherently contradictory rhetorical strategy can be implemented in 

constitutional discourse.   

A constitution posits a substance.  This means that it describes (posits) the human 

situation, based on which the constitution prescribes a course of action.  The description 

under-lies or sub-stands the constitutional prescriptions.  Yet dealing with the substance 

of a thing necessarily means dealing with what this thing is not, a principle that Burke 

calls the paradox of substance.  Constitutional discourse gave Soviet Mendelians an 
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opportunity to claim that they were substantially Lysenkoist and at the same time that 

they were substantially non-Lysenkoist. 

Lysenko’s opponents used the resources of the paradox of substance in their 

responses to Lysenko’s address “On the Situation in Biological Science,” delivered at the 

1948 August Session.  Lysenko’s address (edited and approved by Stalin) envisioned the 

conflict between Michurinism and Mendelism in Soviet biology as a reflection of the 

ideological and political struggle of the Soviet Union and the hostile capitalist West.  For 

Lysenko, just as the Soviet Union presented a sound ideological alternative to the 

“putrid” and “corrupt” West, so Michurinism’s sound “materialism” guarded Soviet 

biology and plant breeding from the “idealism” of “Mendelism-Morganism” (i.e., 

Mendelian genetics).  Presenting himself and his followers as true Michurinists, Lysenko 

envisioned contemporary geneticists as advocates of the views of the nineteenth-century 

biologist August Weismann and early twentieth-century Mendelian geneticists, such as 

Thomas Hunt Morgan.  In Lysenko’s view, Weismann’s and Morgan’s genetic 

conception revealed an idealist and metaphysical philosophy and ideology, which had 

always been considered harmful and hostile in Soviet political discourse.  This view was 

based on the assumption of an inseparable link between science and ideology.  Thus, in 

Lysenko’s constitution, anyone who recognized a division between the hereditary 

material and the rest of the body and who rejected the inheritance of acquired 

characteristics—two fundamental premises of classical and modern Mendelian 

genetics—was an adherent of an “idealist” and “metaphysical” ideology.  In addition to 

presenting “Weismannists” and “Mendelist-Morganist,” as Lysenko dubbed his 
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scientific-ideological opponents, as idealist, Lysenko’s address claimed that they were 

representatives of Western science as opposed to Michurinism with its firm basis in the 

Russian and Soviet scientific tradition.  In the conditions of the Cold War and the 

attendant upsurge of Russian and Soviet nationalism, imputation of any ties with the 

West (“groveling before the West”) was a heavy charge in the Soviet Union of the late 

1940s.  Having thus set up the coordinates of the ideological-political and scientific 

struggle between Michurinism and Mendelism-Morganism, Lysenko’s address identified 

all Soviet biologists who adhered to Mendelism and opposed Lysenko’s doctrine to be 

Mendelist-Morganist, that is ideologically and politically harmful and alien to the Soviet 

Union. 

Confronted by the Lysenkoist constitution in which they were presented as 

belonging to the enemy side of the struggle between Soviet materialism and Western 

idealism, Lysenko’s opponents at the August Session transcended such placement by 

another constitutional act.  They accepted Lysenko’s vision of the existing struggle 

between the materialist Soviet Michurinism and the idealist Western Weismannism (or 

Mendelism-Morganism).  They supported Lysenko’s accusation of Mendelist-Morganist 

failure to demonstrate how Darwinian evolution, in the form of environmental conditions, 

determined organic heredity.  They also supported Lysenko’s stress on the primacy of 

Russian and Soviet over Western science.  However, they disagreed with Lysenko’s 

vision of their (Soviet geneticists’) position in the current struggle and the nature of the 

struggle itself.  Lysenko’s opponents at the Session envisioned themselves as 

representatives of the “third line” in genetics.  They claimed to fight scientific and 
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ideological transgressions on two fronts: Mendelism-Morganism or Weismannism, on the 

one hand, and Lamarckism or neo-Lamarckism, on the other.  In the constitution of the 

“third-liners,” if Weismannism was idealist in its radical division between the hereditary 

substance and the rest of the body and its failure to recognize the influence of the 

environment on the heredity, neo-Lamarckism was idealist in its vulgar simplification of 

hereditary mechanisms.  The “third-liners,” thus, constituted themselves as a sound 

combination of the best of Mendelian genetics and Darwinist evolutionary theory fighting 

any harmful deviations from these doctrines.  Like Lysenko, the “third liners” used 

historical placement as a constitutional technique.  They presented their struggle as a 

continuation of a historical struggle of the “true” Darwinists, such as Michurin and 

Timiryazev, against the extremes of the neo-Darwinists (Weismannists) and the neo-

Lamarckists.     

Thus, Lysenko’s opponents at the Session employed Lysenko’s calculus of 

motivation to constitute themselves and their position in the genetic controversy.  They 

accepted most of Lysenko’s terms—the stress on the ideological-political profile of 

science, the nationalist motive, and the emphasis on environmental conditions on 

heredity—but then parted ways with the Lysenkoist constitution at a certain strategic 

moment.  They “out-Lysenkoized” the Lysenkoists; that is, they borrowed Lysenko’s 

motives and claimed that their constitution embodies them better than the constitution of 

their opponents. 

Both the “third-liners” and the Lysenkoists at the August Session used the 

paradox of substance to constitute themselves and their adversary.  For example, the 
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Lysenkoists could claim that contemporary Soviet geneticists were “Weismannists” only 

in principle.  For although Soviet Mendelians accepted August Weismann’s view of the 

division of the hereditary material and the rest of the body, they did not accept his 

assumption of the immortality of the gene plasm.  In the same way, the “third-liners” 

could claim that they could change the organic heredity at will (thus appropriating one of 

Lysenko’s favorite claims) also only in principle.  According to the chromosome theory 

of heredity, to which the “third-liners” subscribed, heredity can only be affected through 

changes to chromosomal material (i.e., mutations).  However, by the time of the Session, 

experiments with artificially induced mutations had not afforded a sufficient degree of 

predictability to claim that heredity could be changed at will.  These examples 

demonstrate the importance of substantial argument at the August Session.  The speeches 

of both sides of the conflict claimed to reach for the essence of the conflict and they 

called on their opponents to do the same and not to engage in word play.  However, such 

acute focus on essence or substance invited word play instead of dispelling it.  Under the 

pressure of the paradox of substance, terms transformed and became blurry in their 

motivational potential.  Both the Lysenkoists and the “third-liners” probed this blurriness 

to discover in it those motives that best served their rhetorics. 

Toward a History of the Lysenkoist Constitution 

In summary of my analysis of Lysenko’s two speeches, we may reconstruct the 

history of Lysenkoism from the point of view of the development of its constitution.  This 

constitution was brought into being by a combined force of its historical situation and the 
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arbitrary wishes of Trofim Lysenko and his followers.  Once the Lysenkoist constitution 

had successfully established itself as a calculus of motivation in which Lysenko’s 

Michurinist agrobiology was a superior alternative to classical Mendelian genetics, its 

arbitrariness began to fade away and its terms became part of the historical exigency.  In 

other words, by the late 1930s, Lysenkoism succeeded in establishing itself as an 

important authority in Soviet biology and plant breeding so that its propositions had to be 

taken into account in any biological argument.  Having become a mandatory point of 

reference in biological discourse, the Lysenkoist constitution gave Lysenko and his 

followers rhetorical (hence political) advantages, helping them secure a firm foothold in 

the hierarchy of the Stalinist scientific community.  Yet although constitutions are at first 

enacted for the sake of a specific political action, their long-term effect cannot be 

guaranteed.  Despite the fact that the Lysenkoist constitution had originally been enacted 

with the purpose of eradicating Mendelism from Soviet biology, it eventually provided 

terms on which Soviet Mendelian geneticists could defend their science and impugn 

Lysenko’s doctrine.  Thus, the Lysenkoist constitution revealed its own logic of 

development that was independent of the agents (Lysenko and his followers) who 

participated in its establishment.  Scrutinizing this logic sheds light on the nature of 

Lysenkoism, modern science, and the relation between modern science and politics. 

Implications 

Lysenkoism unfolded against the backdrop of the Stalinist Soviet Union.  Reading 

this dissertation, few would dispute that this unique time in Russian history was the 
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setting of a sequence of moves in a game that maneuvered politics and science 

simultaneously.  But one could come away from this account wondering what insights 

beyond the historical context the study of Lysenkoism offers now.   

First, revealing the mechanism by which political and scientific discourses enter 

each other, my study establishes new grounds for the argument that science is intertwined 

with politics.  Modern science, especially since World War II, has become increasingly 

involved with politics and ideology.  One reason for this involvement is that modern 

science is a highly complex social phenomenon, so the scientific community has to resort 

to extra-scientific arguments for developing decisions about its goals and organization.  

Another factor determining modern science’s close ties with politics and ideology is its 

interdependence with contemporary society.  On the one hand, modern science has 

become an unsurpassable source of technology on which the exponentially growing 

human population depends for survival.  On the other, with the ever-growing 

sophistication of modern scientific research, which has potential for affecting humanity in 

fundamental and not always predictable ways, the modern scientific community depends 

on the public for financial and moral support.  Finally, modern society’s trust in science 

as the producer of trustworthy and reliable knowledge makes the politicians turn to 

scientists for help in defining trustworthy policies (Weingart 703).  All these factors 

contribute to a tighter coupling of science and politics today.  Thus, saying that the 

Lysenko case is unique because it is an example of political interference in science would 

be inaccurate: all modern science is involved with politics.  Rather it is the intensity of 
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the scientific-political interaction that makes Lysenkoism stand apart from other well-

known scientific controversies.   

This intensity was the product of the historical situation.  Lenin and even more so 

Stalin were among the first political leaders who made science a priority concern of the 

state, diverting considerable funds to it and creating a powerful network of institutions for 

scientific research and education, which still constitutes the backbone of today’s science 

in the post-Soviet countries.  Soviet scientists, thus, acquired a high social status and 

favorable conditions for their work, but at the same time their accountability to the 

government and the Communist Party for all their activities and accomplishments 

increased.  The establishment of modern Soviet science coincided with the establishment 

of Stalin’s totalitarian regime, which required from scientists not only technological and 

economic successes, but also ideological support.  In such conditions, Soviet science had 

to be intimately involved with politics.  A search for an answer to the question “To what 

extent should science be a political and ideological enterprise?” was always on the 

agenda of Stalinist scientists.  The Lysenko-versus-geneticists controversy posed this 

question with utmost acuity.  It is the posing of this question in its acuity, almost in 

explicit terms, that makes the Lysenko case a valuable object of study in the history of 

modern science.   

To a rhetorical critic, the Lysenkoist case, with its intensity of interaction between 

political-ideological and scientific discourses, affords an opportunity to trace the exact 

rhetorical mechanism of this interaction.  Under the pressure of the paradox of substance, 

anything said in the context of the Lysenko-versus-genetics controversy could be (and 
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was) interpreted as an argument both in science and in politics.  Trying to pinpoint the 

scientific substance of things, a participant in this controversy necessarily identified her 

political-ideological affiliation.  Thus, terms that were supposed to anchor the meaning of 

things, to designate their substance, revealed a mobility that allowed these terms to slip 

out of the control of the rhetor and play, much to his dismay, into the hands of the 

adversary.  Revealing such mobility helps us argue that scientific language is capable of 

conforming with the rhetorical situation to a greater extent than has customarily been 

assumed.  Thus, constitutional rhetoric reveals a new terminological-argumentative level 

of science’s relation to politics.     

One may, of course, object that since Lysenkoism was part and parcel of Stalinist 

culture, its properties cannot be properly generalized to today’s science.  Yet the fact that 

Lysenkoism was part of the modern scientific network, belonging to science as a social 

organization and doing the bidding of non-scientific agencies, makes it a representative 

case of the political and discursive processes underlying today’s science. 

Recall the current controversies over stem cell research and global warming.  

These areas of research belong to a new type of science that could be referred to as 

“postnormal science,” as opposed to the Kuhnian “normal science” that develops within 

one theoretical framework without regard to its political context.  According to 

sociologist Peter Weingart (2002), “‘postnormal science’ … is characterized by its close 

proximity to politics, its need for social legitimization and its dependence on outside 

knowledge” (703).  In their significance, scope, and belonging to both the political and 

scientific domains, the cases of global warming and stem cell research are similar to the 
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controversy over genetics in the Soviet Union.  Therefore, we may expect that arguing 

about these cases, rhetors will engage constitutional rhetoric.  They will constitute an 

enemy of their position and will attempt to get their audience to identify with the drama 

enacted in their constitution.  We may also expect that the participants in these 

controversies will posit substances, thus opening a space where terms may transform.  In 

this space, what is political and ideological may become scientific, and vice versa, the 

scientific stance will identify the rhetor’s political belonging.  What we may dismissively 

identify in the argumentation over these cases as doublespeak, caricaturing one’s 

opponents’ beliefs, and hypocritical maneuvering in relation to resonant concepts may, as 

in Lysenkoism, be signs of the plasticity of those terms that are presented as essential.  

These forms of “petty” argumentation surrounding the questions of global warming and 

stem-cell research will in fact determine the development of these questions in more 

profound ways than we suspect.  In brief, I expect the controversies in today’s 

“postnormal science” to reveal the rhetorical dynamics found in the Lysenko-versus-

genetics conflict. 

The second lesson that my dissertation teaches is that science survives by 

adapting to the political situation.  Paul Dombrowski in his rhetorical study of 

Lysenkoism (2001) focuses on the plasticity of Lysenko’s language, that is, its 

voluntaristic and opportunistic (in the negative sense) nature.  Dombrowski criticizes 

Lysenko’s ready conformity with Stalin’s politics and admires the vitality of genuine 

“standard” scientific language (i.e., the language of Lysenko’s opponents), which in the 

harsh conditions of Stalinist dictate in biology did not betray the principles of scientific 
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integrity.  Dombrowski, thus, sees science’s vitality in terms of its adherence to certain 

foundational principles (principles that, we may assume, are of the order of the Mertonian 

norms regulating science as a social enterprise).   My study, however, shows that the 

“third-liners” at the 1948 August Session of VASKhNIL showed no less plasticity (i.e., 

conformity to the political-ideological situation) than the Lysenkoists.  Discerning 

plasticity in “genuine” science’s language, I do not disagree with Dombrowski.  Rather, I 

shift the stress to argue that some situations call for rigidity, others for plasticity.  In the 

historical situation facing them, the “third-liners” chose to use plastic language (i.e., to 

absorb Lysenkoist propositions and to integrate them into their science) to ensure the 

survival of Soviet Mendelianism.  It would have been heroic, but unwise for Soviet 

Mendelians to show rigidity and to repel Lysenko’s claims offhandedly.  In fact, my 

study shows that Lysenko’s constitution would have benefited from such a rigid stance 

on the part of his opponents.   

Yet in addition to, and independent of, the scientists’ choice to adapt their rhetoric 

to the political situation, another factor determined the plasticity of the languages of the 

Lysenkoists and the “third liners.”  Specifically, we saw that the more both parties in the 

conflict focused on their principles, the more they invited the paradox of substance, 

which independent of their intentions, transformed terms designating these principles.  

Ironically, the more principled scientists try to be, the more plastic their language 

becomes.  Thus, science survives both by adherence to the principles of scientific 

integrity, which should supposedly transcend all political considerations, and by plasticity 

in relation to politics.  This ambivalence enters scientific argument both as the result of 
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the scientists’ choice and as the property of any language engaging substance.  

Considering science as constitutional discourse helps us see how these two seemingly 

contradictory exigencies can coexist. 

Finally, my study of the constitutional rhetoric in science suggests that 

determining what is science and pseudoscience depends to a great extent on extra-

scientific (specifically, political) factors.  Reviewing the commentary on the Lysenko 

case, we see that the current view of Lysenkoism as an outrageous example of militant 

pseudoscience, although prevalent, is not universal.  Some scientists preserve an 

ambivalent attitude to Lysenkoism, discerning in it both sound and pernicious aspects.  

Moreover, after the downfall of Lysenkoism in the Soviet Union, his science was (and 

may still be) considered as a viable alternative to Mendelian genetics in other countries.  

Such an attitude to Lysenkoism is conditioned by Lysenko’s staunch opposition to the 

Western scientific influence.  So Michurinism may still be considered a sound science in 

those countries whose politics make them opposed to the West.  Lysenko was known for 

dictatorial manners that stifled creativity.  There is evidence that the Lysenkoists could 

use fraudulent practices to prevail over their opponents.  And yet the logic of my inquiry 

into the constitutional nature of scientific discourse suggests that depending on the 

historical (i.e., political and ideological) situation, Lysenkoism could have been 

interpreted as a valuable contribution to the scientific legacy.  As a complex 

phenomenon, it could easily supply advocates with grounds to claim that Lysenkoism in 

principle was a sound science, whose undesirable deviations were in response to the 

harsh conditions of Stalinism.  This, however, is one possibility that the constitution of a 
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science could have realized.  Instead, as we know, the modern biological (and scientific 

in general) discourse constitutes Lysenkoism as a paradigmatic example of 

pseudoscience.  The current political situation, in which Lysenko’s firm ties with 

Stalinism compromises his science, favors the constitution of Lysenkoism as a 

pseudoscience.  Thus, Lysenkoism plays another important role in modern science—an 

enemy against which modern biology constitutes itself.  As such, Lysenkoism serves as a 

point of reference the modern scientific community uses for warning non-scientific 

agencies against interfering in science. 

Limitations of this Study and Suggestions for Further Research 

One of the mechanisms of constitutional rhetoric is historical placement of its 

subject(s).  The constitutions of both Lysenko and his opponents offered their visions of 

the history of Darwinism and Mendelianism.  Such historical placement is part of what 

Michael McGee calls “political myth,” which acts as an ideological tool and gives a 

constitution more credibility.  As such a “political myth,” a constitution is necessarily 

both fictitious and real because it reflects the past in a way that would be rhetorically 

advantageous to the person enacting the constitution.  Reconstructing the history of 

Lysenkoism as a constitutional rhetoric, my study itself creates a “political myth” by 

establishing a historical bridge between Lysenkoism and contemporary science.  My 

study participates in a constitutional act by claiming that the discursive processes that 

were at work in the genetic controversy in the Stalinist Soviet Union may underlie current 

scientific controversies in world science.  As constitutional rhetoric, my historical 
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placement of the Lysenkoist discourse is necessarily both real and fictitious.  Therefore, I 

admit that the results and implications of my study may be reconsidered under the 

pressure of a different political situation and in light of more research into the original 

materials documenting the Soviet genetic controversy.  With this exigency in mind, this 

section discusses the limitations of my study and marks out areas of further research. 

This dissertation focused on only two of Lysenko’s speeches and discourses 

surrounding them for a deep and exhaustive analysis of the constitutional rhetoric in 

them.  However, constructing a history of a constitutional discourse requires a study of a 

more extensive sample of documents.  My analysis clearly demonstrates the presence of 

constitutional rhetoric in the Lysenkoists’ and the Mendelians’ public addresses, but it 

does not ascertain a sustained action of this rhetoric in other Soviet biological texts of 

Lysenko’s time.  My study, therefore, leaves this area open for further research. 

My discussion of Soviet Mendelians’ use of the Lysenkoist constitution implies 

that the impact of this constitution on Soviet biological discourse should have been deep 

and long-lasting.  This assumption is born out by some contemporary commentators of 

Lysenkoism decrying Lysenkoist tendencies in today’s Russian biology.  While these 

commentators primarily mean the longevity of Lysenko’s pseudo-scientific propositions 

and practices, I hypothesize that Lysenko’s constitutional rhetoric (with an 

interpenetrating action of its scientific, political, and ideological ingredients) could have 

survived Lysenko’s dominance, which ended in the mid 1960s, and left vestiges in 

today’s Russian science.  A rhetorical critic, thus, could scrutinize Soviet and Russian 

scientific texts spanning a period from the 1960s to the present and try to discover the 
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constitutional terms and principles that my study identified in Lysenko’s two key 

speeches.  It would be especially interesting to see how these constitutional features have 

helped Soviet and post-Soviet scientists square their research with political and 

ideological exigencies. 

One more area of research suggested, but not developed in my study is the role of 

constitutional rhetoric (with its fusion of science, politics, and ideology) in contemporary 

controversies in Western (world) science.  It is unlikely that Lysenkoism could have 

influenced Western science in the same way and degree as Soviet and post-Soviet.  In the 

West, Lysenkoism has been important only as a negative point of reference, specifically 

as a symbol of pernicious political interference in science.  Yet the conditions where 

science has to reckon with politics are common to both (post)-Soviet and Western 

scientists.  Therefore, a rhetorical critic could fruitfully apply constitutional rhetoric to 

contemporary scientific controversies. 

Finally and related to the above limitations, my study, while engaging a thorough 

textual analysis, does not triangulate its findings with other research methods.  According 

to sociologist of science Leah Ceccarelli (2001), “[O]ne problem with the critical 

approach to close textual analysis is that a researcher who spends so much time squinting 

through a microscope tends to become somewhat myopic” (6).  To avoid such myopia, a 

rhetorical critic could verify the results of my textual analysis with empirical research 

methods.  For example, my study could be supplemented with interviews of scientists 

who received their academic training in the Soviet Union during or a little after the time 

of Lysenko’s domination of Soviet biology.  Their accounts of adapting their research to 
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the political pressures could bring to the study of the Lysenkoist constitutional rhetoric a 

new perspective, not found in the institutionalized publications. 

Its limitations notwithstanding, the present study of the Lysenkoist constitutional 

rhetoric is valuable because it reveals the exact rhetorical mechanism of the interaction of 

science and politics in the controversy over genetics in the Stalinist Soviet Union.  As the 

result, the case of Lysenkoism can no longer be considered as only an arbitrary 

manifestation of Stalin’s tyrannical willfulness in science.  Instead, Lysenkoism should 

be viewed as an extreme manifestation of modern science’s involvement with politics and 

ideology.  To come into being, a new science uses an elastic language that allows for a 

simultaneous fusion and division of scientific and political terms.  It is in this vibrating 

blurriness of scientific discourse that modern science and politics interact.  My 

application of constitutional rhetoric to scientific discourse brings these rhetorical 

operations into sharper view.  Yet recognizing that blurriness and sharpness of vision 

conflict with each other, my study admits that its analytical model may be effective for 

studying the Lysenkoist constitutional discourse, but deficient for probing other modern 

scientific controversies.  If this is the case, my study should inspire rather than guide new 

rhetorical inquiries into the interaction of modern science with politics, ideology, and 

other cogs of modern society. 
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