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Preface

Rabbi Tarphon said: “It is not for thee to finish the work, nor art thou free to
desist therefrom” (Pirqe Avot II,19).

This book is the result of a long process that I sometimes thought I would
never see the end of. Now that I have nevertheless reached that end, as un-
finished as the result may be, it is only because of some very important peo-
ple who encouraged me, got me started and urged me to get on with it. Pro-
fessor Lars Kleberg finally persuaded me, with much tenacity, to leave the
Arctic Circle and come down to Södertörn to do research. I am grateful to
Östersjöstiftelsen - The Baltic Sea Foundation and BEEGS who provided the
financial means for this research. My supervisors, professors Per-Arne Bodin
and David Gaunt, have both shown admirable patience and endurance and
helped me over many obstacles. Professor Leonard Neuger and Alexander
Pereswetoff-Morath both scrutinized an earlier version of the manuscript and
gave valuable comments and suggestions of improvements. Aleksei Seme-
nenko was very helpful in discussing and advising me on Russian semantics.
Yael Feiler graciously helped me with the translation of documents in He-
brew. Absolutely instrumental in pulling me through all of the practicalities
associated with the thesis were the administrative staffs at BEEGS/CBEES,
in particular Lena Andersson, Lena Arvidson, Nina Cajhamre and Ewa Rog-
ström. My former colleagues at Södertörns högskolebibliotek were also of
great help in procuring documents needed for the thesis, providing work-
space, professional advice and social well-being; Mats Alexandersson,
Michal Bron, Louise Brunes, Erland Jansson, Dace Lagerborg, Greta
Linder, Camilla Olsson, Magnus Sandgren, Elisabet Sandström and several
others all contributed to this. Pamela Marston did her very best to correct
my most serious mistreatments of the English language. Last but not least, I
owe gratitude to my family for putting up with me during all of these years
of hard work.
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Abbreviations

CDA Critical discourse analysis
OPE Obshchestvo dlia rasprostraneniia prosveshcheniia

mezhdu evreiami v Rossii
PSZ Polnoe sobranie zakonov Rossiiskoi imperii.

A brief note on language: In order to avoid diacritics, I have tried to follow
the Library of Congress transliteration of Russian and Hebrew, with some
minor revisions. For technical reasons, instead of a dot, I have used under-
lining under h for the transliteration of the Hebrew letter [het], thus h. And
instead of k with a dot beneath, I have used q for the Hebrew letter [qof].
When giving the original Russian quotes in the footnotes, and also when
transliterating, I have retained old-style Russian word-endings like –yia and
–ago for added flavour, while, for technical reasons, I have substituted ob-
solete letters with the corresponding modern ones. The result is a Russian
script that was never actually in use, and that may not be to the liking of
everyone, but it should nevertheless be comprehensible to all who are fa-
miliar with the Russian language.
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1 Introduction

1.1 The purpose of evolution: research problem

Once upon a time, by the end of the 19th century, a provincial Jew returned to
his native shtetl from the big city of Vilnius, at that time commonly called
Vilna, but by the Jews themselves respectfully referred to as Yerushalayim de
Lite – the “Jerusalem of Lithuania.” As the homecoming prodigal son was
asked to relate some of the wonders he had seen in the big city to his provin-
cial fellow Jews, he first told them he had seen a Jew continuously studying
the Torah and the Talmud from early morning until late evening, without a
minute of interruption. The villagers were displeased, as they had expected to
hear something about miracles or angels, but the returnee continued instead
by telling them that he had also seen a Jew making love to a woman continu-
ously, from early morning until late in the evening, without pause. The vil-
lage audience still was not satisfied; they asked instead for something really
special, maybe something about the spirit of the Vilna Gaon. The storyteller,
however, related as his third noteworthy observation from big city life that,
further, he had seen a Jew busily translating the works of Karl Marx and
Charles Darwin into Hebrew all day from early morning until late evening,
without interruption. The villagers, now obviously disappointed, protested
again:
- Come on! Give us something special at last! All you have given us is three
Jews being busy in different ways, what’s so special about that?
The storyteller making a final effort to impress his audience:
- But this was special! Didn’t I tell you, it was the same Jew being busy with
all these things simultaneously!

This anecdote was told by Emanuel Singer, Member of Parliament in
Lithuania and a leader of the Jewish community, at a reception during a con-
ference of Jewish studies in Vilnius in April 2005. He attributed the story to
his mother, of blessed memory. The anecdote well reflects the heterodox
behaviour associated with life in the city among East European Jews at the
time (cf. Zipperstein 1983:200). The anecdote also tells us something about
the role of Darwinism as a symbolic expression of modernity in the eyes of
Jews in the shtedtlakh of Eastern Europe. So, what was it with Darwin that
put him on the same shelf as Marx, and made his name suitable for such a
symbolic function in the eyes of the Jewish public?
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The Darwinian concept of evolution, that is, the gradual evolvement of
biological species, through the mechanisms of natural and sexual selection,
is generally considered to be incompatible with a teleological worldview,
according to which God fashioned everything according to a plan, one in
which every single organism has its given meaning or function. Modern
biologists may express their rejection of teleology in other terms, but the
implicit meaning is very much the same when they specifically remark that
the existence of evolutionary trends does not imply that evolution is goal
oriented (Campbell 2002:480).

One of the main arguments of opponents to Darwinism and the theory of
evolution still today is the argument from design, proposing that the sheer
complexity of living organisms, “the purposeful arrangement of parts” in
them, indicates an intelligent designer, according to whose will they were
shaped (cf. e.g. Behe 1998:187-253). More specifically, the idea of a perpet-
ual evolution of life on earth in accordance with natural laws has been seen
as contravening the notion of a God-given purpose in history.

With this in mind, what could possibly be meant by “the purpose of evo-
lution”? The title of this thesis is above all meant to convey two ideas, or
rather, pose two problems pertaining to the notion of purpose at two different
levels:

i) First, this study is concerned with Jewish intellectual history. Now, it
has been acknowledged that a particular trait of the history of the Jews, as
perceived by the Jews themselves, is the strong sense of purpose that perme-
ates it:

No people has ever insisted more firmly than the Jews that history has a pur-
pose and humanity a destiny. At a very early stage in their collective exis-
tence they believed they had detected a divine scheme for the human race, of
which their own society was to be a pilot. They worked out their role in im-
mense detail. They clung to it with heroic persistence in the face of savage
suffering. Many of them believe it still.

(Johnson 1987:2)

True, some prominent Jewish thinkers, both traditionalists and “rationalists”
such as Maimonides, Moses Mendelssohn and Salomon Maimon, have dis-
played skepticism towards the study of history as being a futile endeavour.
But others, such as David Gans (1541-1613) and leading Jewish enlighten-
ment pioneers like Naphtali Herz Wessely and Isaac Euchel and their fol-
lowers found the study of history to be eminently important and useful (cf.
Feiner 2002:11-30). The idea of a purpose in history is clearly expressed in
some of the arguments they offered their fellow Jews in order to justify the
study of general ‘gentile’ history:

the hand of Providence, which ‘destroys a nation and raises up a nation’, is
also manifested in general history; and a comparison of the historical destiny
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of the nations of the world with the fate of the Jewish people strengthens faith
in the continued existence and eternal mission of the Jews, when compared to
the disappearance of other peoples.

(Feiner 2002:14f)1

The natural question that arises, then, is if it is possible to reconcile this
sense of purpose with the Darwinian concept of evolution. More specifically,
how did the 19th century Jewish intellectuals present the theory of evolution
to their co-religionists?

The problem with the concept of purpose could also be described, some-
what simplistically, in the following terms: Darwinism and natural selection
denies the presence of any ultimate purpose in the development of life on
earth in the sense that some species, some modes of beings (plants, animals),
and some particular organs or body-functions, will eventually prove to have
no “meaning,” no purpose at all, and will die out in the struggle for exis-
tence.

The religious, teleological view, on the other hand, seems to presuppose
that every mode of being, (every organ and bodily function, even) has a par-
ticular meaning, a purpose, as being part of God’s all-embracing plan of
creation (the argument from design).

As Cherry (2001:3f) observed, the Jewish theological problem with Dar-
winism is not with the idea of evolution and the transmutation of species per
se. The real challenge of Darwinism to traditional Judaism comes from evo-
lutionary history, with its recurrent mass extinctions of entire species, mak-
ing it very difficult to find any sense in the ideas of Creation and Providence.
How then could one possibly believe in a benevolent God, who created eve-
rything according to a purposive plan with the Torah as a blueprint, and who
carefully supervises the course of events?

However, not all Jews, not even all religious Jews, share this view of an
inherent purpose in either nature or history as being essential to Judaism. A
contrary claim is that man himself must be the judge of history:

Not to submit the Law of justice to the implacable course of events, to de-
nounce them, if necessary, as meaningless or as folly – that’s being Jewish. ...
Only thus is a privileged possibility accomplished on earth for man: a being
that is free to judge history, instead of letting himself be judged by it.2

(Lévinas 1976:317f)

                                
1 To foreshadow one of the results already at this point, we will see a variant of the second
argument in a more modern, “evolutionist” form expressed in some of our source texts, e.g.
Fin 1860-61, as what we have termed “the argument of longevity.”
2 French orig.: “Ne pas soumettre la Loi de la justice à l’implacable cours des événements, les
dénoncer s’il faut comme contre-sens ou comme folie - c’est être juif. ... C’est seulement ainsi
que s’accomplit sur terre et pour les hommes une possibilité priviligiée: un être libre qui juge
l’histoire au lieu de se laisser juger par elle.”
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Such an alternative view has gained support against the backdrop of the ex-
traordinary calamities that have befallen the Jews during the twentieth cen-
tury. But it is still a view that could legitimately claim to be founded on tra-
ditional Jewish conceptions of man as, to a certain extent, the maker of his
own destiny, expressed e.g. through the traditional Jewish saying ein mazal
leyisrael – “there is no destiny for Israel.” Furthermore, the Judaic concept
of teshuvah - penance, as expressed in the High Holyday prayers, implies
that man himself can influence the sentence passed by God on the Day of
Judgment, since “repentance, prayer and charity cancel the stern decree”3

(Birnbaum 1979:362). In fact, already the story of creation in Genesis 1 can
be interpreted as expressing a Jewish reaction against Babylonian fatalistic
astrology. Opposing the deterministic influence of the heavens on the course
of earthly affairs, the author of Genesis 1 reserves for God alone the role of
unique creator of the world, while human free will is also preserved (cf.
Cherry 2001:22f).

We have already taken the liberty of moving more or less freely when
talking about purpose between the evolution of life on earth as a whole, on
the one hand, and human history, on the other. Naturally, there is quite a
difference between these two spheres or levels of reality. This is also some-
thing that is clearly recognized in the traditional Jewish conception of hash-
gahah - Divine Providence - where there is a distinction between hashgahah
peratit and hashgahah kelalit, God’s providence (or “supervision”) working
on an individual and a general level. The former has been thought of as per-
taining exclusively to humans, whereas the latter concerned only whole spe-
cies of animals and plants. This distinction might facilitate the retention of a
notion of purpose in human history, even while abandoning it as regards the
general evolution of life.

However, the introduction of a sharp division between man and beast
hardly makes any reconciliation between Darwinism and Judaism easier.
Indeed, at least intuitively, it is difficult to see how such a distinction could
be made compatible with the view of humans as beings that have developed
gradually, through natural selection, from lower forms of organisms to their
present state of rational, cunning creatures. Some of the more radical Jewish
enlighteners, the maskilim, instead rejected the notion of Providence alto-
gether, in favour of a view of history to a large extent based on Buckle’s
History of civilization in England 1856, 1861) and Draper’s A history of the
intellectual development of Europe (1864), as ruled by general, scientific
laws (Feiner 2002:281f). At least one of these radicals, Abraham Uri Kovner
(1842-1909) also openly questioned the Biblical account of Creation, as not
withstanding the test of scientific evidence, proving that humans had lived
on the earth for more than 100,000 years (Feiner 2002:285).

                                
3 Heb.: uteshuvah utefilah utsedakah ma‘avirin et r‘a hagezerah.
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Hence, at the first level, the “purpose of evolution” is meant to stage the
potential difficulties in reconciling Darwinism and Judaism, and to set the
scene for the possible resolutions of this problem by the Jewish intelligentsia
in imperial Russia 1860 - 1900.

ii) On another level, and in a narrower sense, the “purpose of evolution”
refers to the possible motives of the Jewish intellectuals in making use of the
theory of evolution, or at least particular concepts appropriated from it, in
texts oriented primarily towards their fellow Jews. It is far from obvious that
the most important purpose of using the “evolutionary discourse” in a text
aimed for a Jewish reading audience would be that of “enlightening” the
readers on the progress of modern biological science; the main motive be-
hind the text might just as well be that of promoting a particular view of
“Jewish identity,” of integration or assimilation, of nationalism, maybe even
that of fundraising for the Zionist cause. The intensified social mobility of
the Jews during the period investigated here may have made Jewish intel-
lectuals particularly prone to make use of whatever ideas were available in
society at large in order to gain legitimacy, as one historian seems to sug-
gest:

Jews moved in significant numbers from the economic periphery into (or, at
least, near) the centre of commercial and financial activity. They came to
justify normative decisions with the explicit use of the ideas and beliefs of
the larger society. Emancipation came to be widely viewed by them as an un-
questionable (if still frequently inaccessible) right.

(Zipperstein 1983:191)

Darwinism was at the epicentre of a complex of current ideas in Russian
society from the 1860s and onwards, serving almost as a kind of litmus test
of modernity. For a minority population group struggling to fit into this soci-
ety, eager to prove ‘useful’ in the eyes of Russian decisionmakers while
trying to convince their coreligionists of the need for change, so as not to
compromise their own position, some basic acquaintance with Darwinism
would seem almost a prerequisite for survival.

What we might expect to find, then, in the emerging Jewish press in Rus-
sia during the investigated period, are not primarily numerous references to
Darwin spelled out in full, or wholesale, full-bodied introductions of the
theory of evolution aimed at a Jewish audience, but rather piecemeal, partial
invocations of Darwinian or evolutionist concepts, such as the “struggle for
existence” or the “survival of the fittest,” in an interdiscursive, intertextual
admixture of concepts, designed to convey certain messages to certain im-
plied readers. It should also be observed that outside the Jewish context, in
Russian society at large and even within the scientific community, it was not
necessarily so that Darwinism always expressed itself by means of direct
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references to Darwin. As a leading researcher of the general reception of
Darwinism in Russia has observed:

To be a Darwinian scholar did not require one to make direct references to
Darwin. Most biologists made no - or very rare - references to the creator of
the theory of natural selection. This was the period of mounting political op-
pression and of deep conservatism in the high offices of national education.
To talk or write about Darwin was to preach heresy. To avoid intimidation by
authorities, the evolutionists found it helpful to avoid categorical and blanket
endorsement of every idea Darwin put forth and to use more subtle idiom in
expressing their favorable interpretations of general evolutionary views.

(Vucinich 1988:82)

Even one of Darwin’s most loyal supporters and propagators in Russia, the
zoogeographer M.A. Menzbir (1855-1935), wrote entire essays on evolution
without a single explicit reference to Darwin (Vucinich 1988:208).

Thus, our second research problem concerns the identification of the
driving forces behind the Jewish reception of evolutionism and Darwinism
in the Russian empire.

Following section 1.2, which gives a brief account of previous research in
the field and the possible contribution of this thesis, chapter 2 offers a his-
torical background of the status of science in the Russian empire and an
overview of the general Russian reception of Darwinism during the second
half of the 19th century. Chapter 3 similarly gives a background of the status
of the Jews in Russia in the 19th century, tracing the emergence of the “Jew-
ish Question” (section 3.1) and the development of the Jewish enlightenment
movement, the Haskalah (3.2), as well as that of the Jewish press (3.3).
Jewish attitudes to secular knowledge and to science are described (in sec-
tion 3.4), while the final section of chapter 3 gives some examples of poten-
tial points of conflict between Judaism and Darwinism.

In chapter 4, then, we propose a methodology for the analysis of our
sources, which consist primarily of articles from the Russian-Jewish press,
with some Hebrew and some general Russian texts added for comparison.
The process of the selection of source-texts is also briefly described. The
actual analysis of the 39 source texts follows in chapter 5. Chapter 6 then
summarizes some of the more important results of the analysis, and offers a
more general discussion of these results. Chapter 7 concludes this book with
a brief summary of the entire thesis.

1.2 Previous research and possible contribution
This study hopes to contribute to research in Russian Jewish intellectual
history both through its content, by focusing on an aspect of Jewish history
that seems not to have received too much attention before, and through the
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methodology that it attempts to employ, by combining theory and method
from different fields of research in a novel way within this area of research.

Jewish reception of Darwinism has been studied before, notably in
America by Swetlitz, who explicitly calls for the need to also study the Jew-
ish reception of Darwinism in Russia (Swetlitz 1999:234). Cherry (2001,
2003) focuses on the theological Jewish responses to Darwinism in Europe
and America, giving valuable insights about the possible motivations for the
Jewish interest in the theory of evolution as primarily a concern about its
ethical ramifications. However, although some of the arguments put forward
by these Jewish theologians may also have been in play among Jewish in-
tellectuals in Russia, due to the particular conditions and constraints they had
to adapt to, especialy when expressing themselves in Russian, their reception
and response to the ideas of evolution was different; more secularist in kind
and more indirect, as we will see. Of the Jewish theologians studied by
Cherry we analyze here in some depth a Hebrew text by Naphtali Lewy
(1840-1895) from Poland.

Contemporary with Lewy was Joseph Lev Sossnitz (1837-1910) from
Lithuania, whose Hebrew work Akhen yesh Hashem (“Indeed there is a
God”) will not be analyzed in this thesis, but who is given due attention by
Cherry (2003:134-143). In his personification of natural selection, making it
into an attribute of God, “his language of progress and perfection, his discus-
sion of leaps [between species], as well as his acosmic theology, Sossnitz
anticipates the response to evolution offered by Rav Kook” (Cherry
(2003:141 n209). Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935), was born in
northwestern Russia and studied at the famous Talmud academy of Volozhin
(in present day Belarus), but his response to evolution, although he never
actually cited Darwin or any other biologist (Cherry 2003:205), belongs
essentially to the beginning of the 20th century, from the time after his emi-
gration to Palestine, and thus it falls largely outside the scope of this thesis.

A collection of essays entitled “Jewish tradition and the challenge of
Darwinism” was published fairly recently. In the introduction to this book,
the editors argue that “[e]ngagement with evolutionary history forms an im-
portant yet underexamined dimension in Jewish history and thought” (Can-
tor 2006:1). The importance of such studies, it is argued, comes from its
potential relevance for questions about the Jewish encounter with modernity,
the challenges to religious belief and theological understanding, the devel-
opment of Jewish identity and national consciousness. However, none of the
essays in the book deal explicitly with the reception of Darwinism among
the Jews in Russia.

The general Russian reception of Darwinism has been quite extensively
studied (e.g. in Raikov 1960; Rogers 1960a, 1960b, 1963, 1972; Todes 1989;
Vucinich 1972, 1988). Some of the results of this research are presented in
chapter 2, as a background against which Jewish reception of Darwinism is
evaluated in the final discussion in chapter 6.
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Research on the Russian Jewish intelligentsia and the Haskalah move-
ment in Russia is prolific, but has not dealt specifically with the reception of
particular scientific ideas, to the best of my knowledge. Closest to such an
approach to Jewish intellectual history is perhaps the research-project The
Russian Jewish Anthropology in the late 19th and early 20th century Russia:
in search for a “Jewish Race” by Marina Mogilner at Kazan University.
However, the focus in this thesis is different, as it is concentrating on the
“popularization” of a scientific idea, rather than devoting much attention to
the professional milieu of academics. This also means that the sources for
the research conducted in this study are different, as it is based primarily on
general, popular Jewish journals and newspapers in Russian, and to a very
limited extent sources published in Hebrew.

The proposed methodology of this study is an attempt at combining dis-
course analysis and institutional theory for the study of intellectual history.
As far as I know, such an attempt has not been made before. To be sure, the
dispersion of scientific ideas within an institutional setting has been studied
before. There are several studies within what is generally called the ”social
studies of science” dealing with the impact of the institutional framework
within which science is produced on the production and dispersion of scien-
tific ideas. But such studies, although valuable because of their insistence on
viewing ideas in their social context, are still mainly intra-scientific, in the
sense that they deal mostly with the institutions functioning within the com-
munity of professional scientists. In the case at hand, by contrast, we are
dealing with the dispersion of a scientific idea within a non-professional,
extra-scientific social environment, and the possible transformation of the
original idea resulting from that “relocation.” In such a case, a more general
institutional theory, applicable in principle to most associations, communi-
ties or organizations, functioning within institutional frameworks, would
intuitively seem better suited to answer our questions.

True, in fields of research such as management theory and organization
theory the employment of discourse analysis together with institutional the-
ory has been tried before, with interesting results. In particular, Lewis (2002)
applies the concept of isomorphism from institutional theory on texts that are
produced by organizations or individuals within organizations, working
within an institutional framework. Her research seems promising for the
prospect of better understanding how discourses are used and transformed
through institutional constraints. Although in the case at hand there is no
tight organizational structure present, nevertheless, the process of adaptation
of a minority to a majority environment might also produce effects of iso-
morphism, which can be studied through discourse analysis of texts.

Thus, the attempt at bringing together theory and method from these dif-
ferent fields is intended to strengthen both the social context and the formal,
language-oriented side of the research.



19

2 Historical background

2.1 The Russian empire 1855-1905
From the time of accession to the throne of tsar Alexander II and during the
decades that followed, Russian society was experiencing a rapid transforma-
tion. The new tsar introduced a number of administrative, economical and
political reforms during a rather short period of time. Industrial and techno-
logical development of the Empire was already under way. The first major
Russian railroad, linking St. Petersburg with Moscow, had been opened for
traffic during the reign of Nicholas I in 1851 (Riasanovsky 1977:382), and
the Great Russian Railway Company was founded in 1857. In 1861 the law
abolishing serfdom was passed (followed by enforcement acts for Lithuania
and the South-western provinces in 1863), and in 1864 there was a reform of
the law courts. I that same year, rural self-government was instituted through
the zemstvos (county councils), to be followed by municipal self-government
(dumas) in 1870, and a reform of the army in 1874 (Hellman 1983:11f,
Wolfe 1967:194f). While the reform of the courts was important in making
people more equal before the law, the military reform had possibly an even
deeper impact on the preconditions of intellectual life in the Russian empire,
by reducing the term of service substantially (from 25 to 6 years), and - per-
haps most important - drastically shortening terms for students (Wolfe
1967:194). This may have created incentives for young men of rural descent
and lower class city dwellers to enrol at the universities and institutions of
higher education. The zemstvos, although limited to but a select few of the
provinces in the Russian empire, also contributed to the formation of a pub-
lic literate opinion, as “the beginning of a multicentred society, a school of
administration, a means of initiating, and gaining social assent to, social
action” (Wolfe 1967:195). Despite a few set-backs in the form of warnings
and discontinuations of periodicals, freedom of the press gradually increased
from 1855, culminating in 1865 with the “Temporary Rules” of April 6,
allowing for the first time the publication of liberal journals without prelimi-
nary censorship, although at first only in St. Petersburg and Moscow. Also
freed from preliminary censorship were “all publications of academies, uni-
versities, and learned societies” everywhere in the Empire (Vernadsky
1972:616). These rules remained in effect, with minor revisions, until 1905,
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despite the long period of reaction that began with the failed attempt of
Karakozov on the tsar in 1866 (Kornilov 1917:103ff).

However, the economic development did not entirely keep pace with the
political and social reforms. Scholars disagree on the actual onset of Russian
large-scale industrialization, but there seems to be consent at least that it
occurred somewhere during the period between 1860-1885. The earlier Rus-
sian industrial centres, from the first half of the 19th century, were mostly
confined to the Urals and the Moscow and St. Petersburg-Baltic regions (Ri-
asanovsky 1977:381). Since most Jews were living in the South-western
provinces, within the boundaries of the Pale of Settlement, they remained
largely unaffected by the industrial development, at least until the 1860s.

Irrespective of the assessment of Russia’s economic and political devel-
opment during the second half of the 19th century, it is probably safe to con-
clude that, conforming to an older Russian tradition, the process of reform
was to a greater extent directed from above than what was the case in most
Western countries.

Thus, in view of the considerable political and economical changes that
the Russian empire experienced during this period, the term “transforma-
tionism,” used by contemporary radical intellectuals such as Chernyshevskii
for what we would rather call “evolutionism,” could perhaps be seen to de-
scribe also an acknowledgement of and general assent to this development.
But it was a transformation that still seemed to require a chief transformer, a
“creator” responsible for the evolution of Russian society. That is why even
members of the radical intelligentsia continued to plead to the tsar for re-
forms, even in the early twentieth century (Wolfe 1967:195).

As a society undergoing rapid transformation, Russia was also a nation in
search of its own identity, conceived as its proper mission between West and
East. This was an ongoing quest dating back in time at least to the reign of
tsar Peter I. Later, in the first decade of the 19th century during the reign of
Alexander I, this struggle for a Russian national identity came to the fore in
the conflict between the conservative defender of autocracy Nikolai
Karamzin and the constitutionalist reformer Mikhail Speranskii; a conflict
which was expressed in terms of history and tradition on one side versus the
rule of law and formal administration on the other.

However, although there is often a connection between them, one must
not equate “Westernism” with rationalism and secularism, as is seen from
the example of Chaadaev, who for all his negative views of Russian history
and his extolment of Catholic Europe, expressed in the (in)famous Lettres
philosophiques adressés à une dame (1829-1830, published in the journal
Teleskop - the most controversial first letter was not published until 1836),
still retained the idea of a special mission for his fatherland, in the interest of
Christian civilization. And again, the conservative historian Karamzin enti-
tled his journal “Herald of Europe” (Vestnik Evropy), while leading early
Slavophiles such as the brothers Kireevskii named their journal “The Euro-
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pean.” Thus, interest in the West did not necessarily imply sympathy with
secularism or rationalism, nor did a belief in a special destiny for Russia
necessarily mean a lack of interest in Western Europe (Billington 1970:316).
Another example is Chaadaev’s contemporary, the leading musical and liter-
ary critic prince Odoevskii, who favoured a Russian spiritual conquest of
Europe, in order to “unify the chaos of European science” (ibid.). He was
particularly influenced by Malthus’ theory of population growth, and in a
series of dialogues written in the 1830s, published as “Russian Nights” in
1844, he maintained that the West was perishing, while the nineteenth cen-
tury belonged to Russia, “designated by Providence for a great deed (pod-
vig),” saving “not only the body but the soul of Europe as well” (quoted
from Billington 1970:318).

The Russian identity crisis was also spurred by the defeat in the Crimean
war (cf. Kornilov 1917:147f). In general, war as a trigger of self-examination
has been a recurrent theme in Russian history (Billington 1970:381). Al-
though the outcome of the Crimean war had more or less been foretold by
Turgenev already in 1847 (Kornilov 1917:1), and even though the new tsar
managed to sign a not-too-humiliating peace accord in March 18564, it still
took a considerable moral and intellectual effort to digest the defeat. The
way of handling this disappointment naturally shifted between Westernizers
and Slavophiles, with different explanations of the causes of the war - eco-
nomical or ideological (Riasanovsky 1977:374f), as well as shifting distribu-
tion of the blame.

The setbacks suffered in the war, which revealed corruption and disorder,
was instrumental in the newly forming radical intelligentsia’s losing faith in
the authority of the government, and in the widening of the rift between the
”fathers” of the 1830-1840s generation and their ”sons” of the 1860s (Raeff
1984:203f). Whatever the sentiments of the Russian intelligentsia, the out-
come of the war had also demonstrated the extent to which Russia was lag-
ging behind the West, for example in the development of an adequate trans-
port system that could serve the troops. Russia remained essentially a pro-
ducer of raw materials; the production and export of machinery was still
negligible, and on a whole the role of Russian industry, although growing
internally, had declined on a European scale from 1800 to 1860 (Riasa-
novsky 1977:384). Also, the urban population, although almost doubling its
proportion of the total population from 1800 to 1851, was still below 8%
(ibid.).

The abolishment of serfdom in 1861 was a step towards modernization of
the country and emancipation of the peasants, but as it happened to coincide
with a rapid population growth in rural areas, the effects were not unani-

                                
4 The Peace Treaty of Paris, March 18/30, 1856, however, contained clauses on the demilita-
rization of the Black Sea and its coast that were much resented by Russia, and later (in 1870)
abrogated by the Tsar (Vernadsky 1972:606; Tarasov 2000).
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mously beneficial to Russia’s further development. The land plots that were
initially distributed to the freed serfs proved insufficient for the needs of the
growing peasantry, and the periodic redistribution of land, together with
underutilization counteracted yield growth through possible improvements in
farming techniques (Raeff 1984:180f). Further, peasants did not benefit from
the new judicial system introduced in 1864; they were confined to special
rural courts, without juries, that enforced old customary law, in the absence
of a legal code (Raeff 1984:179). The mobility of the peasants was restricted
by the commune, the mir, which was responsible for tax collection and the
issuance of passports, usually granting permits to peasants wishing to leave
their commune temporarily to work elsewhere only on condition that they
would eventually return to pay their due of communal taxes (Raeff
1984:181).

It is interesting to observe that in all these respects - economic restraints
regarding the acquisition of landed property (for the Jews, restraints were
even reinforced as late as during the reign of Nicholas II - cf. Riasanovsky
1977:440), special jurisdiction, tax collection and restricted mobility, the
situation of the peasants resembled that of the Jews. A similar view was also
taken by the educated elite towards the emancipation of peasants and Jews,
as something that had to be earned through enlightenment and education (cf.
Raeff 1984:211).

The introduction of the zemstvo in 1864 gave Russia for the first time an
administrative body of elected representatives that was to be responsible for
important functions such as education and health care in rural areas. How-
ever, a conflict between central government and the zemstvos soon devel-
oped, one which impeded a much-needed modernization of rural life, im-
provement of hygiene among peasants and introduction of new farming
techniques (Raeff 1984:182). The zemstvos were introduced gradually dur-
ing a period of five years following the statute of January 1, 1864, to cover
thirty-four guberniias mainly in the strictly Russian areas of the empire, with
the important exception of the western borderland areas, where the govern-
ment, in the wake of the Polish insurrection in 1863, obviously did not trust
the loyalty of the Polish estate owners (Riasanovsky 1977:416; Vernadsky
1972:613). The reform affected only a small fraction of the population di-
rectly, since electoral rights were restricted by a census, although village
communities also had a collective vote (Kornilov 1917:97; Vernadsky
1972:613f). Despite the restrictions of the zemstvo institution, it did have an
impact on the development of public education and health care, e.g. by the
introduction of medical treatment free of charge (Riasanovsky 1977:417).
Perhaps even more important, in conjunction with other reforms, the zem-
stvo system created an increased need for people with higher education and
served in itself as a school of liberal enlightenment endeavour, however
moderate, by this time known as kulturtregerstvo (Riasanovsky 1977:417;
Hellmann 1983:138; Offord 1985:219).
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The judicial reform of 1864, perhaps the most successful of all the re-
forms that Alexander II undertook (Raeff 1984:178; Riasanovsky 1977:418),
also contributed to the formation of a new intelligentsia, not only of students
and professors, but of professional administrators, engineers, and physicians
drawn from various previous estates. In particular, it virtually created a new
liberal profession - that of the lawyers, and in one blow made the Russian
courts into some of the most modern in Europe, separating the judicial from
the administrative sphere of government, and introducing open trials by jury.
However, the presence of a jury was withdrawn from press-cases and certain
serious offences such as state-treason (Kornilov 1917:102). Retaining a
measure of control, then, in 1865 the government nevertheless introduced
the temporary rules for the press, meaning the liberation from preliminary
censorship.

The military reform of 1874 was important, not only because of its drastic
reduction of the time of service, freeing many young men from an entire life
spent in the army, or because of the substantial democratization of the mili-
tary by the extension of the obligation to serve to all classes of Russian soci-
ety. It also had a substantial impact on education through the provision of
basic literacy education (azbuka) of new recruits, especially peasants, who
learned to read and write for the first time in the army (Raeff 1984:179).
Statistical figures show that literacy rose among new army recruits from 21
percent in 1874 to 68 percent in 1913 (Brooks 1985:4). Further, with the
shortened military service, it now became a real prospect for many veterans,
having served their term, to return to civil life, with new knowledge and
experiences gained from the interaction with recruits from all walks of life,
ready to enter into new associations with their fellow citizens. Thus, the new
military organization may have functioned as an integrating force in Russian
society.

Although reforms continued into the 1870s, in 1866 a long period of re-
action began, sparked by the failed attempt in April that year on the life of
tsar Alexander II by Karakozov, a young student (Kornilov 1917:107, 112ff;
Riasanovsky 1977:421f). In fact, the Polish insurrection in January 1863 may
have served as an earlier incitement to forthcoming counter-reforms. But the
1866 incident gave an even better pretext for persecutions and restrictions,
hitting both liberals and radicals, and driving political opposition under-
ground. Progressive journals such as Sovremennik and Russkoe slovo were
closed down. The liberal minister of education Golovnin, accused of a fail-
ure to russify the Northwest sufficiently, was replaced by the reactionary
Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod, Count D.A. Tolstoi. The young genera-
tion was to be taught traditional moral values and how to behave. According
to an Imperial rescript of Prince Gagarin, the President of the Committee of
Ministers, from May 13, 1866, Russia should beware of the consequences of
“aspirations and ideas which arrogantly encroach upon everything sacred,
upon religious beliefs, foundations of family life, property right, obedience
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to the law, and upon respect for the established authorities” (Kornilov
1917:112f)

Therefore, Gagarin had now given instructions for the education of the
young that it should

be directed in the spirit of religious truths, of respect to right of property, and
of keeping the fundamental principles of public order, and that in all schools
there should be forbidden the open or secret teaching of those destructive
conceptions which are hostile to all conditions of moral and material well-
being of the people.

(quoted from Kornilov 1917:112f)

However, the political reaction was not exclusively a result of government
pressure. Some former liberals, under the impression of the terrorist threat,
defected from their previous positions and passed over to the conservative
camp. Such was the case of the publicist M.N. Katkov, editor of the influen-
tial journal Russkii vestnik, who became an ardent nationalist and supporter
of repressive measures against “nihilists” and Polish insurrectionists. Other
leading former liberal intellectuals, like the literary critics Vasilii Botkin and
Aleksandr Druzhinin, and the historian of law Konstantin Kavelin, went
through analogous, if not completely similar developments, increasingly
defending autocracy and status quo against the attacks from radicals and
revolutionaries.

After the second, successful attempt on the life of Alexander II in 1881,
and the accession to the throne of Alexander III, the reaction that followed
was, understandably, even more severe than that of 1866. The measures
taken by the government after 1881 could in a certain sense be described as
“more of the same” in relation to those introduced some fifteen years earlier.
“Temporary Regulations” to protect state security and public order were
issued as a direct response to the assassination of the tsar. The laws were
primarily targeting the Narodnaia volia terrorist group responsible for the
killing, but the subsequent repercussions were much wider, hitting the press
with new regulations, making radical journals impossible to publish, and
restricting academic freedom of the universities by the replacement of the
liberal university statute of 1863 with a new one in 1884, virtually abolishing
university autonomy altogether (Riasanovsky 1977:435; Vucinich 1988:118).

Further, there was an increase in the government’s measures of russifica-
tion and religious coercion of the non-Orthodox, non-Russian population of
the Empire (Riasanovsky 1977:436). Russian nationalism became a guiding
principle of official policy, not only in the management of foreign affairs,
but perhaps even more important, in the handling of interior problems of the
Empire. Chauvinist and activist pan-Slavist sentiments had been enflamed
during the Russo-Turkish war in the Balkans 1876-78, and could readily be
rekindled again. There was obviously a fear that the rebellious spirit of the
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Poles and the awakening Ukrainian nationalism would prove contagious to
other ethnic minorities and nationalities within the empire, thereby posing a
threat to the unity of the state. (The Ukrainians had suffered persecutions
already in the 1870s through the prohibition of the use of Ukrainian lan-
guage in publications and in the theatre, and the dismissal of leading Ukrai-
nophile intellectuals such as professors Dragomanov (philology) and Zieber
(economy) from the University of Kiev (Kornilov 1917:224f).

Nevertheless, the administrative counter-reforms and the economic crisis
of the first part of the 1880s notwithstanding, the industrial development of
the country continued under Alexander III. Modernization was in a certain
sense unstoppable, no matter what measures were taken to quench the politi-
cal opposition. True, the worldwide economic recession of 1873 had ham-
pered industrial growth also in Russia, e.g. by slowing down temporarily the
further building of new railroads. Still, by 1892 the Russian railroad network
had grown from a total length in 1861 of 2,240 km to 32,900 km, that is, by
almost fifteen times in thirty years (Hellmann 1983:111). At the same time,
however, the terrible famine of 1891-92, from which more than 600,000
people died, revealed that the remarkable growth of industry in Russia might
have come at the expense of the development of agriculture. In any case, the
famine and the government’s inability to meet the demands of the suffering
seems to have reawakened a social conscience in the intelligentsia, turning
the universities again into a scene of political agitation (Frolova 1997:6f;
Raeff 1984:187f).

Nicholas II, the eldest son of Alexander III, followed closely in the foot-
steps of his deceased father, whom he succeeded on the throne in 1894,
mixing administrative counter-reform with constructive economic reform.
He once more extended the ”Temporary Regulations” of 1881, restricting
even more the freedom of the press, education and the authority of the
zemstvos. Meanwhile, his minister of finance, Sergei Witte, did everything
he could to promote the development of heavy industry and the further
growth of the Russian railroad network, which doubled in mileage from
1895 to 1905, mainly through the construction of the mighty Trans-Siberian,
which was ready in 1903 (Riasanovsky 1977:435, 441).

The entire epoch ended as it had started, with a humiliating military de-
feat. Again a failure in war put into question the Russian self-perception and
contributed to an awareness of the need for radical change, soon to materi-
alize, confirming thereby once more the observation about the unsettling
impact of war in Russian history.

Looking back at the Russian historical development between 1855-1905,
despite the recurrent periods of reaction, the dominant impression is that of
the process of modernization and progress. Industrial development, social
progress, military reform and the modernization of administrative and judi-
cial systems all contributed to the formation of the new intelligentsia. How-
ever, the joint effects of these processes on the intelligentsia, although im-
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portant, should not be overestimated. As to its numbers, this new class of
professionals, publicists, academics and artists was still very marginal; as
late as 1897 it comprised only slightly more than 0.5 per cent of the total
population (Poland and Finland excluded) according to the first all-Russian
census (Hellman 1983:138). In order to understand the notwithstanding un-
proportionally significant impact of the Russian intelligentsia in the trans-
formation of society, we must first take a closer look at the development of
public education in Russia and the spread of “enlightenment.”

2.2 Enlightenment and education in Russia
In the Russian language, the same word - prosveshchenie - has historically
been used to denote both “enlightenment” and “education.”5 Thus, the Min-
istry of Education of the Russian government was until early Soviet times
officially named Ministerstvo narodnago prosveshchenia, i.e. “Ministry of
Popular Enlightenment”. In an almost literal sense prosveshchenie could also
carry a connotation of light passing through something that was previously
opaque and impervious to light, making the object of enlightenment trans-
parent, for the purpose of gaining control over it. On the other hand, the
emancipatory power of learning may also imply a loss of control over the
newly enlightened, making the ruling elite prone to impose restrictions of
various kinds on the access to education. These two opposed perspectives on
enlightenment and education, i.e. control vs. emancipation, have alternated
throughout Russian history until today.

Originally the concept of prosveshchenie had a religious connotation in
Russian, as a synonym of baptism or conversion to Christian Orthodoxy.
Literacy in the early years of Russian Christianity was clearly linked to re-
ligion, and enlightenment to salvation (Brooks 1985:22). Vladimir the Great
(980-1015), the first Russian ruler to adopt Christendom, was called Pros-
vetitel’, “Enlightener” by 15th century chroniclers, and the same title was
given to a pamphlet against the “heretics” published by Joseph Volotskii
(Lotman 1977:107). Even as late as in the second half of the 19th century,
enlightenment and literacy was sometimes associated with religion, as a road
towards salvation. A local priest called upon the faithful in 1867 to “[t]ake
up literacy […] in order to see the contemporary light of the Scriptures, the
light of the Orthodox faith, in this world” (Brooks 1985:23).

However, as Lotman observed, the secularism of French Enlightenment
philosophes such as Condorcet and Voltaire, both with a substantial influ-
ence on Russian intellectuals, changed the conception of history. It was

                                
5. True, there is also another word for education, obrazovanie, derived from obraz - “form”,
“image”, “icon”, which is used more commonly than prosveshchenie in modern colloquial
Russian.
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given a direction, from darkness to light, from ignorance to enlightenment
and truth. Thus, historical development came to be associated with the idea
of progress (Lotman 1988:629). This also meant that teleology and the con-
cept of purpose acquired a new meaning, without the former necessary
theological connotation.

By the beginning of the 19th century the idea of progress and enlighten-
ment through education of the masses was far from generally accepted in
Russia. The demand for enlightenment and education could often only be
awakened if there was a perceived usefulness of its fruits. For example, in
1861 a Russian priest expressed his disappointment with the failure of the
peasants to see “any material benefit from the teaching of their children,” but
on the contrary perceiving it “as a loss of needed work time” (Brooks
1985:3). But the popular demand for education was nevertheless rising in
Russia during the 19th century, partly as a result of the reforms undertaken
during the reigns of Nicholas I and Alexander II. Peasant communities en-
tered into new legal and economic relationships of responsibility, where
written documents gained in importance as records of decisions. The useful-
ness of literacy increased with the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, and the
somewhat later introduction of the zemstvos and other forms of local gov-
ernment, where literate intermediaries were needed in dealing with govern-
ment authorities (Brooks 1985:4f). The spread of literacy was further en-
hanced by processes of urbanization and migration, the continuing develop-
ment of railroads and the military reform of 1874, which placed a general
premium on education, reducing service by two years for those who had
finished primary school with an examination certificate (Brooks 1985:20).
University students did only six months of military service, and for the
common people literacy training in the army was greatly improved, so that
after 1875 almost no recruits ended their service without being able to read
and write (Kornilov 1917:161). Among the peasants, there was even direct
economic gain to be obtained from literacy, e.g. by avoiding payment for a
professional reader at the deaths of family members (Brooks 1985:6, 25).

However, from a government perspective, the potential benefits of educa-
tion for the development of society must often be balanced against the need
for control, and the risk of awakening rebellious attitudes among the recipi-
ents of enlightenment through its emancipatory power. Potential dangers to
the state posed by insurgent students were sometimes warded off through
direct financial cuts in education. Alexander Sturdza, a Moldavian nobleman
at the Russian court, wrote in his his widely discussed Memoir on the pre-
sent state of Germany (1818) that Germany's unrest was a direct result of
undisciplined student activities and the autonomy from Church discipline
mistakenly granted to universities by the Western Church. According to
Sturdza, Orthodox Russia should not make the same mistake in its new uni-
versities, and should limit the elsewhere rapidly growing number of German
professors employed at Russian universities and seminaries (Billington
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1970:291). Mikhail Magnitskii, governor of Simbirsk under the reign of Al-
exander I, started a campaign against the all-too-permissive Russian educa-
tional system, proposing the establishment of a Russian Inquisition in order
to cleanse all publications from heresy. In 1819 he directed his attacks in
particular against the Kazan University, the head of which he subsequently
became, basing henceforth the whole curriculum of the university on the
Bible and “on piety, in accordance with the decrees of the Holy Alliance”
(Billington 1970:292). Thus, the whole discipline of geology was banned as
hostile to Biblical teachings, books were removed from the library and se-
vere punishments were introduced for student infractions. But Magnitskii
was not alone; he found an ideal companion in Runich, the first curator of St.
Petersburg University, in his further struggle against philosophy, perceived
as the most dangerous threat to revealed religion, and as promoting ideas of
natural law and liberalism. Together they succeeded in having several uni-
versity professors dismissed.

Ministerstvo narodnago prosveshchenia, the “Ministry of Popular En-
lightenment” had been created in 1802, possibly also as a means of rein-
forcing centralized control over education. At the same time a division of the
empire into six educational regions with a university in each was introduced.
Consequently, new universities were founded in Kazan, Kharkov and St.
Petersburg. The repressive measures against the universities, first introduced
during the reign of Alexander I, were reinforced after the Decembrist revolt
in 1825 with the accession to the throne of Nicholas I. Further attempts at
centralization and standardization of education were made under the new
minister of education, count Sergei Uvarov (1786-1855), in office from 1833
to 1849. Some of the measures he took were a prohibition on the hiring of
foreign tutors for private instruction and the introduction of full-time in-
spectors into the universities to monitor the behaviour of students even out-
side of the classroom (Riasanovsky 1977:387ff). The previous relative
autonomy of universities was substantially circumscribed by the new statute
of 1835, and the teaching of philosophy was finally banned altogether, driv-
ing many students instead to the rapidly developing natural sciences. Cen-
sorship became even more severe, and restrictions were imposed on travel-
ing to Europe and on the import of foreign publications (Raeff 1984:148f).
The need for increased control by the authorities and at the same time for a
return on their investment - the demand for usefulness - was clearly ex-
pressed by the minister of education, count Uvarov, who in 1845 proposed
an increase of gymnasium fees “because in secondary schools and universi-
ties there is an evident increase of young men born in the lower orders, for
whom higher education is useless; it is a superfluous luxury which takes
them out of their original condition without profit to them or to the state”
(Baron 1976:36). The result, particularly evident in the advanced Western
Provinces, was a marked decline in popular attendance of secondary schools
- by 10 per cent compared to 1826, with 80 per cent of the gymnasia pupils
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throughout Russia being children of nobles or officials in 1846 (ibid.). In
general, the rule of Nicholas I from 1825 to 1855 was characterized by a
conscious government effort at making education more exclusive at all lev-
els of schooling, by raising standards and accession requirements, while also
emphasizing the practical utility of learning, e.g. by establishing new higher
institutes of technology, jurisprudence, agriculture, veterinary medicine,
architecture, arts and crafts. New chairs were created and new fields of re-
search at the universities were opened up, while others were forced to shut
down. Whether out of fear of “contamination” or as a measure of punish-
ment, the former Polish University in Vilna was closed after the Polish insur-
rection in 1831, and instead a Russian university was opened in Kiev a few
years later (Riasanovsky 1977:389).

The need for central control of education along with suspicion towards
popular enlightenment reappeared time and again in Russian officialdom
throughout the 19th century, for example in the 1880s, in the aftermath of the
military reform of 1874, when some officers expressed concerns about the
morality and political reliability of literate recruits (Brooks 1985:21). On the
other hand, already under Nicholas I there was an increasing awareness of
the need for modernization of the educational system in Russia. In 1851
Nicholas’ second minister of education, P.A. Shirinskii-Shikhmatov, ordered
that Greek be replaced by natural sciences in many gymnasiums, declaring
that “the implementation of this measure will ensure a more complete edu-
cation for future civil servants and will give a more versatile and profound
grounding in the natural sciences to students planning to enroll in the phys-
ico-mathematical and medical faculties” (Vucinich 1963:380). The defeat in
the Crimean war, revealing Russia’s technological backwardness, reinforced
the urgency of educational reform and the development of science in the
Empire. The new minister of education under Alexander II, Avraam Norov,
expressed it very clearly to a group of school administrators in 1855: “Sci-
ence, gentlemen, has always been one of our most important needs, but to-
day it is our first need. If our enemies are superior to us, it is only because of
the power of their knowledge” (ibid.). Looking back, Kliment Timiriazev,
professor of plant physiology and Darwin’s most valiant advocate in Russia,
saw this statement as a turning point in the government’s attitude towards
science, marking a change from putting up obstacles to one of active coop-
eration and support (Vucinich 1963:381).

As a result of this growing awareness of the importance of science for
Russia’s future development, the number of science students at Russian uni-
versities showed a spectacular increase in the 1850s, from 22 graduates in
1853, to over 500 in 1860 (ibid.). Simultaneously, the number of publica-
tions devoting space to the natural sciences was growing, and scientific mu-
seums attracted new visitors. Earlier restrictions on student enrolment were
lifted in 1855, the teaching at the universities of philosophy and constitu-
tional European law was again permitted, and Russian students were again



30

allowed to go abroad to study at Western universities, an opportunity that
also benefited several young notable scientists, including D.I. Mendeleev
and A.O. Kovalevskii.

By the time of 1860, then, it seems science, popular education and en-
lightenment had become concepts of such centrality that no participant in the
public debate who wanted to be taken seriously - whether radical, liberal or
conservative Slavophile - could avoid using them. “The word “science” was
now everywhere” (Vucinich 1963:383). In discourse theoretical language
one might say that the very notion of nauka, “science,” had become an
“empty signifier,” for the content of which there was a struggle for hegem-
ony. Formerly, nauka had usually been employed with a more general
meaning of “learning” or “scholarship.” Now, at the beginning of the 1860s,
it often became synonymous with “natural science” and was coupled with
the quest for being useful to society. One of the leading radical intellectuals,
Dmitrii Pisarev, confessed later with some self-irony about his strong desire
to consecrate himself to a mission and the urge for science, truth and en-
lightenment awakened in him at the university:

Science, truth, light, work, progress, evolution – these words kept somer-
saulting in my head, and this somersaulting seemed to me extremely fruitful,
although nothing really came out of it, or could come out of it. “I want to
serve science, I want to be useful; take my life and make something useful for
science out of it!” There was a lot of rapture, but less of meaning. […] Real
science, the fruit of attentive observation and sober thinking, is to its very
nature hostile to all kinds of rapture, however well meant it may be.6

(Pisarev 1863:30f)

Even less radical intellectuals felt the need to express their reverence for
science, as the following passage illustrates, taken from a review of Cherny-
shevskii’s famous novel “What is to be done?” by two liberal critics:

We do not want popular education and science any less than others, but only
not according to the obscurantist programme of the socialists that we have
described, which is capable only of distracting people from their innate
common sense. It pains us to see distrust in public education among intelli-
gent individuals of our society.7

(Fet 1863: 241)

                                
6 Ru. orig.: “Наука, истина, свет, деятельность, прогресс, развитие – эти слова так и кувыркались у
меня в голове, и это кувырканье казалось мне ужасно плодотворным, хотя из него ничего не
выходило, да и выходить не могло. “Хочу служить науке, хочу быть полезным; возмитье мою
жизнь и сделайте из нее что-нибудь полезное для науки! ” – Восторгу было много, но смыслу мало.
[…] Действительная наука, плод внимательного наблюдения и трезвой мысли, по самой природе
своей враждебна всяким восторгам, как бы ни были они добродетельны.”
7 Ru. orig.: “Мы не менее других желаем народного образования и науки, только не по выписанной
нами обскурантной программе социалистов, способной только сбить человека с врожденного
здравосмыслия. Нам больно видеть недоверие сознательных элементов общества к публичному
воспитанию.”
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The urgency of educational reform as a means for social development was
expressed in a note signed by a group of distinguished professors at Moscow
University in 1861. And reform, although not as radical as some may have
wished for, was soon to come. The revised university regulations of 1863
were more liberal than those of 1835, restoring part of the earlier autonomy
of universities, according them, for example, “the right to import, at liberty
and duty free, scholarly texts of any kind from abroad,” without previous
examination by censorship (Vernadsky 1972:611). The right for “outsiders”
to attend university lectures was also formally and generally acknowledged
in the statute, something that was already practiced at Saint Petersburg Uni-
versity from the late 1850s, when daring women pioneers such as N.P.
Suslova, M.A. Bokova, M.M. Korkunova and others fought for and finally
gained access to lectures as “free listeners” (Raikov 1960:40).

Accepting women in higher education had finally become a question that
was high on the agenda. Higher courses for women were inaugurated in St.
Petersburg and Moscow during the 1870s. In Moscow, these courses for
women “acquired the character of a school of natural sciences, par exel-
lence”, soon to be augmented also by a historico-philological department
(Kornilov 1917:170f). Part of the motivation for count Tolstoi’s decision to
submit, finally, to the demand from the women, seems to have been fear of
the unhealthy anarchist-socialist influence that Russian women studying at
universities abroad would risk becoming subject to, lacking higher education
possibilities at home (ibid.).  The same argument could possibly be used for
granting ethnic or cultural minorities access to higher education.

In his capacity as minister of education, count Tolstoi otherwise promoted
“classicism” in the gymnasia as a means of trying to curb radical tendencies.
Supported by the conservative editor of Russkii vestnik, M.N. Katkov, Tol-
stoi in 1871 thus introduced a classicist counter-reform of the gymnasia,
aiming to purge them of the detrimental influence of the natural sciences and
the ensuing spread of materialism and nihilism (Kornilov 1917:166). This
measure was directly inspired by anti-Darwinist briefings given to the gov-
ernment by conservative intellectuals such as Mikhail Pogodin and N.N.
Strakhov. As a result, the former real-gymnasium lost its status, and “the
classical gymnasium was now recognized as the only direct institutional path
to university education” (Vucinich 1988:103f). In the official Journal of the
Ministry of Education, Zhurnal ministerstva narodnago prosveshcheniia of
1871 the substantial increase in the number of hours devoted to classical
languages in the gymnasia through the reform was legitimized by a reference
to the German pedagogue Gustav Muehlmann, who considered the study of
classical antiquity essential to character formation, and “an antidote, in the
highest degree beneficial, to the constantly increasing materialism of our
time” (Vernadsky 1972:623). The same article further pointed to the neces-
sary knowledge of Greek and Latin for access to the primary sources of early
Christian doctrine and the manifestation of Russia’s European identity as



32

motivation for the allotment of more than 40 per cent of the compulsory
hours of instruction to the classical languages (ibid.).

Religion was a cornerstone of primary school curricula, not only in the
parish schools sponsored by the Orthodox church, but also in the secular
schools, as is seen from the statutes of 1864 and 1874, according to which
the purpose of schooling was “to uphold religious and moral understanding
in the people, and spread useful primary knowledge” (quoted from Brooks
1985:47). Religion could also be used to imbue the school children with a
sense for the riches of nature as gifts of God, teaching them to see “the
guiding hand of providence at work in nature, history, and geography”, as
apparently did most textbook authors of the 1860s through 1880s (Brooks
1985:53). Religious reverence did not prevent liberally minded intellectuals
like K.D. Ushinskii (1824-1870), the father of Russian pedagogy and author
of several primers and elementary textbooks for Russian primary schools,
from enhancing the importance of studying nature as “the most worthy and
useful logic for children” (Brooks 1985:51). Ushinskii had served some time
in the early 1850s under count D.A. Tolstoi, who was then head of the “De-
partment for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Denominations” (Departament
Dukhovnykh del inostrannykh ispovedanii) at the Ministry of Interior, while
writing criticism and articles on geography in liberal journals like Sovre-
mennik and Biblioteka dlia chtenia. His major written work was the unfin-
ished Chelovek kak predmet vospitania – “Man as the object of education,”
the second volume of which was published in 1869. Here Ushinskii dis-
played the importance he attached to natural science in education. Two
chapters in the book explicitly deal with Darwin’s theory of the origin of
species.8 Although he was critical on some important points, Ushinskii
greeted Darwin’s theory as a renewal of natural science, giving life and
meaning to the hitherto isolated facts of descriptive botany and zoology.
Ushinskii was first and foremost an educator, for whom Darwin’s thought
had a pedagogical value through its unifying force, serving hereby as an
antidote against the obtuse criticism of natural science that had been heard
lately in Russia. Furthermore, according to Ushinskii, Darwin’s theory had a
moral value, by showing “that we are living in the midst of a great process
of creation and eternal perfection, the prime mover of which is unknown, but
is felt by us as a cause, before which even the proudest mind bows down in
awe.” He deplored the fact that, due to the “dullness” of some, and the “fe-
verish delirium” of others, Darwin’s theory was not allowed to contribute all
the practical usefulness in education that it potentially could (Ushinskii
1869:283f; Raikov 1960:80).9 Part of Ushinskii’s criticism against those ob-
                                
8 A short biography of Ushinskii was published in the Hebrew journal Hakarmel 1871 no. 1,
but apparently without mention of his Darwinism.
9 Ru.orig.: “что мы живем посреди великаго процесса творчества и вечного совершенствования,
двигателем котораго является неведомая, но чувствуемая нами причина, перед котораго и самый
гордый ум склонится с благоговением. Прискорбно видеть, что положительное тупоумие одних и
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structing the teaching of Darwin’s theory to the schoolchildren was evidently
directed against his former superior at the Ministry of Interior, count D.A.
Tolstoi.

The importance of religion as a motivational force in education shifted in
accordance with the intended receiver of the message; after the implementa-
tion in 1871 of count Tolstoi’s “classicist” reform, which apparently aroused
much debate in the press, only a year later, in the same journal of the Minis-
try of Education, a quite different official reason was given for the necessity
of the reform, viz. that of making Russia truly into a part of Europe, by
strengthening the bonds with the European classical heritage (Vernadsky
1972:624). It seems the Ministry had found an ingenuous way to beat the
radical “Westernizers” at their own game. Probably pleased with his accom-
plishment so far, count Tolstoi was also preparing reforms in the same di-
rections for the institutions of higher education, but failed to complete his
plans before his term was ended, disturbed as it was by recurrent student
unrest (Kornilov 1917:170). Similarly, in the 1860s-70s primary schools
were marked by conflict between the local zemstvos and the Ministry of
Education, which under count Tolstoi tried to exercise and strengthen central
government control by the appointment of special ministerial inspectors in
every province, and by the restriction and curtailing of the education of
peasant children. These conflicts continued in the 1880s, after the dismissal
of Tolstoi in 1880 and a brief interlude between 1881-1882 with liberal
ministers of education, under the new minister Delianov (Kornilov
1917:172ff).

The government’s wish to control education was natural. Properly hand-
led, schooling and institutions of education could become instruments of
transmission of values and ideas, serving the creation and strengthening of a
national identity (cf. Darden 2003). Count Tolstoi’s educational reform ef-
forts coincided in time with a conscious policy of russification, particularly
in the western provinces of the Empire, in the aftermath of the Polish insur-
rection of 1863. Thus, in order to serve its aim well, education had to be
submitted to centralized control of both the content of curricula and the pace
and direction of the spread of enlightenment, prosveshchenie.

Before count Tolstoi, in the early 1860s there were those who thought the
radical intellectuals were moving too fast in their enlightenment endeavour.
The Slavophile Ivan Aksakov presented the image of Russia as a carriage
stuck in the mud, left behind by the forreiter-progressist, not noticing that he
had lost his carriage, galloping on ahead, far away from the people. He pic-
tured Russia as a tsarstvo fasadov, “a kingdom of façades”, with beautiful
institutions for education and science, but poor education among the people,
many newspapers and journals, but very few who were able to read them

                                                                                                                            
лихорадочный бред других не позволяют идеи Дарвина принести в области воспитания всей той
практической пользы, которую она принести может.”
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(Aksakov 1862:22ff). Indeed, much remained to be done in order to spread
enlightenment to the masses of people. In 1855 the number of people able to
read and write was roughly 800,000 out of a total population of some 68
millions in the Russian empire, that is, a literacy rate of little more than 1
percent! As late as 1897, still only 21 percent of the total population claimed
to be literate (Brooks 1985:4; Klier 1995:xiii).10 Thus, what was then gener-
ally referred to as the obshchestvo, literally “society”, representing the public
opinion, comprised only a very small, educated elite. The joint edition of the
press, the general newspapers and the literary journals taken together,
reached no more than a total of some 100,000 copies sold during the 1860s,
and the number of bookshops, not to speak of public libraries, was still very
limited (Klier 1995:xiii).

Nevertheless, despite its apparently insignificant volume, public opinion
mattered in tsarist Russia, particularly in the beginning of the reign of Alex-
ander II, inaugurated by an official policy of glasnost’ - an invitation to dis-
cuss openly a range of social and economic problems, including the so-
called “Jewish question,” which had previously been censored from the
press. The new, growing freedom of the press, with the “Temporary Rules”
of 1865 abolishing most of preliminary censorship, at least in St. Petersburg
and Moscow, stimulated the development of a host of new periodical publi-
cations; the total number of Russian-language periodicals more than tripled
from 1860 to 1900 (Brooks 1985:112). The number of bookstores in the
country also multiplied rapidly, from 63 in 1864 to 611 in 1874, reaching
3,000 in 1903, predominantly concentrated to the large cities, with Moscow
boasting the greatest number, followed by St. Petersburg, Warsaw and
Odessa (Brooks 1985:110). From 1860 and onwards illustrated magazines,
newspapers and literary journals gained an increasingly wider public. Many
of these new publications were directed towards an essentially urban, mod-
ern and secular readership, interested not only in domestic affairs but also in
international events, and in science and technology. Popular magazines such
as Niva (“Grainfield”), founded in 1870, and Rodina (“Motherland”), from
1879, took it upon themselves to spread enlightenment also to those “who
previously did not have the means or the method to enrich themselves with
knowledge, moral ideals, and the rules of a reasoned society” (Brooks
1985:114). In addition, there were journals specializing in popular science,
geographic discoveries, arts and literature, such as Priroda i liudi (“Nature
and people”) and Vokrug sveta (“Around the world”), which experienced
rapidly augmenting edition figures as late as in the 1890s (Brooks 1985:117).

                                
10 According to other figures, the 1897 literacy rate was somewhat higher, 27.7 per cent for all
of Russia, while it was 50.1 percent for the Jewish population (Kniesmayer 1995:31). Other
sources have radically lower figures for the Jews, at only 24.5 per cent on average, but with
large regional variations (Zipperstein 1983:197f). What is unclear, however, is the exact rate
of Russian literacy among the Jews in different provinces.
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Thus, the enlightenment endeavour was not a passing fancy of the radical
intelligentsia of the 1860s. The poetry of a very young S. Ja. Nadson, whose
father was of Jewish origin, testifies that the enlightenment ideal was alive
and of burning actuality still in the late 1870s - mid 1880s, as is seen from
the following example from one of several poems on the same theme:

Forwards, forget your suffering,
Do not retreat before the storm, -
Fight for the future radiance
of dawn, shining in the darkest night!
Work hard, while your hands are strong,
You must not loose your brightest hope,
In the name of light and science
Your individual lantern lift up high!
[...]
Awaken from the deepest darkness
those who sleep, the tired ones
lend your hand, and like a ray of light
throw into the crowd the word of truth.11

(Nadson 1878)

This poem, written in 1878, is from Nadson’s immensely popular Stikhot-
voreniia, which during the period 1885-1892 enjoyed ten printings, with a
total of some twenty to thirty thousand copies sold, an extraordinary number
by Russian standards.

Nadson’s poetry reflects the self-imposed mission of a number of con-
cerned intellectuals, mostly of radical, populist inclination, who actually
went out “to the people” in order to enlighten them and organize reading
circles. Partly through the efforts of these radical activists of enlightenment,
secular literature and newspapers also started to penetrate little by little into
the rural areas, where religious publications like the Bible and Gospels had

                                
11 I have taken little or no care to preserve rhyme and meter, yet have tried to remain true to
the contents. The Russian original, of course, is more expressive, and more elegant:

Вперед, забудь свои страданья,
Не отступай перед грозой,-
Борись за дальнее сиянье
Зари, блеснувшей в тьме ночной!
Трудись, покуда сильны руки,
Надежды ясной не теряй,
Во имя света и науки
Свой частный светоч подымай!
[...]
Буди уснувших в мгле глубокой,
Уставшим - руку подавай
И слово истины высокой
В толпу, как светлый луч, бросай.
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only just begun to get a wider distribution in the 1860s and 70s, with the
Psalter as the most frequently owned book (Brooks 1985:24, 33).

It was not only political radicals who felt this responsibility towards the
people. Nor was it only a question of literacy and education; the matter con-
cerned just as much material conditions, health and the sanitary situation for
the rural population. Members of the liberal professions, the so-called
“rooted intelligentsia” of engineers, chemists and physicians, many of whom
were also zemstvo officials, experienced the same urge to be of assistance to
their people, something that repeatedly brought them into open conflict with
central government, and promoted their “politization”, making them side
with the radical intelligentsia. School teachers often resented interference
from the Holy Synod, which was sending missions out to non-Orthodox
groups in the provinces, promoting its own educational policies in the par-
ishes (Raeff 1984:219ff). In some cities efforts were made to reach out to the
common people through open Sunday lectures at the universities, spreading
the word of science to the masses.

The enlightenment endeavour undertaken by various groups of the edu-
cated classes,12 promoting their own views of progress, national identity,
science and superstition, was also partly a reaction to a growing commercial
literature and its potential degenerative effect on the people. The success in
winning the masses was rather limited, but for the raznochintsy of mixed
social origin, the emerging  “intelligentsia from the people” of the upwardly
mobile classes, also including an increasing number of Jews, the idea of a
canon of classical literature and science as entry tickets to Russian national
identity had an obvious attraction, far superior to that of showing allegiance
to the Orthodox church and the tsar (cf. Brooks 1985:299).

The strong political reaction that followed in the 1880s, after the assassi-
nation of Alexander II, brought “counterreforms” with new press laws that
made the existence of radical journals impossible and severely restricted the
freedom of expression that remained for moderate liberal journals. Univer-
sity autonomy was again virtually abolished through the new statute of 1884
(Riasanovsky 1977:435). Special academic controllers reporting directly to
the Ministry of Education were introduced, professors of liberal persuasion
were dismissed, student organizations outside the official academic institu-
tions were made illegal, deans and higher university officials were appointed
by the Ministry of Education, rather than elected by faculty, and the exami-
nation of students was transferred from professors to special government
commissions – these were some of the harsh measures taken to curb student
radicalism (Vucinich 1988:118).

                                
12 The educated classes, defined as those who had attended secondary school or higher, re-
gardless of whether they had graduated or not, comprised according to the census of 1897 no
more than 5 per cent of the literate population (Brooks 1985:295).
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The government’s own changing educational policies during the second
half of the 19th century were at least partly responsible for the radicalism
among students. Making higher education a necessary requirement for ac-
quiring any position of importance in society drove ambitious youth of hum-
bler social origins to the universities, while restrictions and control measures
imposed on education promoted the growth and development of radical,
more or less underground student circles. The neglect or outright refusal of
the government to adapt the contents of education, the curricula, to respond
to urgent practical social needs, and hence impeding the development of
civil society, may further have increased the allure of these radical student
circles (Raeff 1984:204f).

Leading the crusade against the radical intellectuals in the 1880s were
Konstantin Pobedonostsev, Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod, and once
again count D.A. Tolstoi, who had returned to the government under Alex-
ander III in 1882, now as head of the Ministry of Interior. The “Temporary
Regulations” of 1881, aiming to protect state security and public order, were
renewed and repeatedly extended. Russification efforts intensified, with
growing pressure on ethnical and religious minorities. Quotas for Jewish
student enrolment at institutes of higher learning were imposed in 1887.

The reaction, lasting well into the 1890s, affected not only government
officials and conservatives in general, but also professional artists, philoso-
phers and – not least important – scientists, university professionals who had
previously been under the spell of positivism. In part, the new professional
opposition to the radicals was directed against the utilitarianism associated
with positivism, which seemed to make science and art into a simple tool in
the hands of politics. Now, it was as if art and science reclaimed their auton-
omy, their independence from politics and crude materialist needs, asking to
be valued only for their own sake once again (Raeff 1984:220f). A general
scepticism and suspicion towards science as the motor of “progress” and as
something foreign to the “Russian spirit” was also making itself felt, notably
in the work of one of the main ideologists of the reaction, Konstantin Le-
ont’ev. The publication of Nikolai Danilevskii’s voluminous anti-Darwinian
magnum opus, “Darwinism” (1885-1887), with its general view of Western
science as posing a threat to Russian spiritual values, fitted rather well into
this context. In “Darwinism” Danilevskii partly continued to develop one of
the themes from his “Russia and Europe” from 1869, that of the “national
character” of science, with English science typically characterized by con-
cepts of competition and struggle, as Hobbes, Adam Smith and Darwin all
exemplified. The Ministry of Education was soon to give its official ap-
proval of Danilevskii’s book, already in January 1886 requiring it to be in-
cluded in libraries of secondary schools and teachers colleges, and bestowing
upon it a very favourable review in the official journal of the ministry
(Vucinich 1988:128).
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In order to understand better the reaction that occurred in the 1880s and
90s, we must first get more closely acquainted with the Zeitgeist that ruled in
the Russian empire from the 1860s and onward.

2.3 The Russian intelligentsia and the Zeitgeist of the
1860s
Prosveshchenstvo, the aspiration towards popular enlightenment, may not
have been the driving force of the Russian radical intelligentsia of the 1860s,
as Zen’kovskii (1948:371) is careful to point out, but nevertheless, there was
at least a double motivational force behind their enlightenment endeavour.
First, associated with the new secular belief in science was a conviction that
progress, in nature as in human society, was possible, if not inevitable, by
means of education and enlightenment. Secondly, there was in the new Rus-
sian radical intelligentsia, many of whom were raznochintsy, students of
middle or lower class extraction, a sense of “indebtedness” to the people that
made them want to reach out and “go to the people” to repay their debt. This
perception of responsibility towards the people was also clearly expressed by
populist thinkers of landowner origin such as Mikhailovskii and Lavrov
(Zen’kovskii 1948:395, 428). The radicals, with their belief in reality and
science, felt the need to spread their insights outside their own narrow cir-
cles. True, enlightenment and progress was not their only mission. Russian
radical secularism preserved all along a residue of a religious urge that it
tried to satisfy through various kinds of utopianism (populism, agrarianism,
socialism), and religion remained a dominant theme, along with science,
within Russian public debate all through the second half of the 19th century.

During much of the first half of the 19th century, the thinking of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia had largely been dominated by the philosophy of Schelling
and Hegel (Planty-Bonjour 1974:6). The exclusive philosophical, sometimes
esoteric concerns of these early Russian intellectuals can perhaps be ex-
plained in part by the fact, that in the absence of a middle class, they had no
real social basis to lean upon, no popular support of any kind, but remained
more or less confined to the salons of Moscow and St. Petersburg (Berlin
1978:2). It was not until the 1860s that the raznochintsy, the students of
mixed social origin, would enter the institutes of learning and form a more
socially concerned intelligentsia, with a particular interest for the conditions
of ‘the people’. The change brought about in the aftermath of the defeat in
the Crimean war, through critical reassessment of national and social identi-
ties, through political reform and economic development, naturally affected
the newly emerging intelligentsia.13 In order to understand the rapidly
                                
13 Gasparov (2000) argues that the special role of the Russian intelligentsia as the moral
conscience of society was more or less self-imposed on them by the monopolization of politi-



39

changing world of which they were themselves an integral part, they were
searching for the laws of change itself, which seemed to be provided by
natural science, as among others Alexander Herzen testified:

without natural science there can be no salvation for modern man; without
that healthy nourishment, that vigorous elevation of thought based on facts,
and that proximity to the realities of life ... our soul would continue to be a
monastery cell, veiled in mysticism spreading darkness over our thoughts.

 (quoted from Vucinich 1988:8)

The ground had already been prepared by the German Naturphilosophie of
Schelling, whose impact on Russian intellectuals had been great ever since
the late 1820s. Notably, it had influenced such distinguished scientists as
Karl von Baer (1792-1876), one of the founders of embryology, who devel-
oped a pre-Darwinian idealistic theory of purposeful evolution, which made
an impact even on radical thinkers like Kropotkin and Mikhailovskii. From
Schelling they learned that nature had a history and that everything in nature
was in a state of flux. “Schelling encouraged men to think that profound
changes might be forthcoming from the process of becoming, which was the
essence of life itself” (Billington 1970:313). Observing the changing reality
that they were living in, with political, economic and social transformation
occurring before their eyes, it took only a small step for the radical Russian
intellectuals to extend this wisdom of life to human society, which after all
was only part of nature:

Everything, that was considered immovable and beyond doubt, was set in
motion and started to fluctuate [...] the greatest authorities were turned into
ashes, ancient relationships and bonds were broken [...] Gradually the con-
viction penetrates everywhere, that everything is changeable and that the es-
sences are not eternal, but only the laws that govern their changes. The belief
in progress, in evolution, in perfection replaces belief in unchangeable es-
sences and eternal truths. We observe the final success of this view, its final
victory in Darwin’s book [i.e. Origin of Species]. This book disproves the
permanency of the species, - a dogma that was obstinately defended up until
now by all acknowledged naturalists.

(Strakhov 1865:179; quoted from Elizavetina 2003:497)14

                                                                                                                            
cal power and the absence of an institutionalized political opposition. Further, there was a
traditional demand from the authorities, at least since Peter I, for intellectual universalists,
rather than specialists, as in the West.
14 Ru. orig.: “Все, что считалось неподвижным и несомненным, поколебалось и двинулось [...]
величайшие авторитеты были разбиты в прах, вековые отношения и связи нарушались [...]
Постепенно проникает всюду убеждение, что все изменяется и что постоянны не сущности, а
законы их изменения. Вера в прогресс, в развитие, в усовершенствование заступила место веры  в
неизменные сущности и вечные истины. Последный успех этого взгляда, последнюю его победу мы
видим в книге Дарвина. Эта книга опровергает так называемое постоянство видов, - догмат,
который упорно защищали до сих пор все признанные натуралисты.”
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The question of the relationship between nature and society and of the use-
fulness of science had been the object of heated debates in Russia already
during the 18th century, in connection with the reception of Rousseau and the
philosophes of the French Enlightenment. This was a time when the useful-
ness (pol’za) of science was high on the agenda, as expressed in a number of
tractates on the subject by leading intellectuals of the period, among them
the father of Russian science Mikhailo Lomonosov (Lotman 1969:395f).15

Through Rousseau, the problematic and for the Enlightenment fundamental
distinction between nature and society was formulated in Russian for the
first time (Lotman 1969:410). Against Rousseau, Russian 18th century intel-
lectuals like Radishchev and Kozel’skii claimed that the natural, inborn ra-
tional egotism of man could serve as a healing power, bridging the gap be-
tween nature and society - an idea they found well expressed by materialist
philosophes such as Helvetius and Holbach, particularly in the latter’s
Système de la nature from 1770 (Lotman 1969:408,425). This was an idea
that reappeared with full force in the 1860s, with the new radical intelligent-
sia represented by writers like Chernyshevskii.

The historian of literature Nestor Kotliarevskii (1863-1925) described the
growing secularism in Russia during the 1860s as a process in which natural,
physical and social interpretations of the universe were preferred in all areas,
where there was an inclination towards “a substitution of anthropology for
religion, inductive method for deductive method, materialistic monism for
idealistic dualism, empirical aesthetics for abstract aesthetics, and the theory
of rational egotism for morality based on supersensory principles” (quoted
from Vucinich 1988:8).

The Zeitgeist of the 1860s, then, was radical and nihilist, with an almost all-
embracing “scientism” as a general over-ideology. Bazarov, the hero of Tur-
genev’s novel Fathers and Sons (1862) very much embodied the radical
ideal of the time, when he suggested that reading Kraft und Stoff by Ludwig
Büchner, the popular materialist physiologist, was more useful than reciting
Pushkin’s poetry. The natural sciences enjoyed a privileged position in the
minds of the radical intellectuals as the model to follow in the social sciences
as well. One of the forefront Russian intellectuals of the time, the social
philosopher Nikolai Mikhailovskii, in a very influential essay on “The
analogical method in social science” claimed that “the presently existing
social sciences should expect their renewal from a rapprochement with natu-

                                
15 Titles include Lomonosov’s Слово о пользе химии (1751) and Рассуждения о пользе
феоретической философии в обществе (1756, published anonymously in the September issue
of Ежемесячные сочинения), О пользе упражнения и благородных художествах и науках (ibid.,
December 1756), Письмо о пользе наук / Н. Поповский (ibid.), and Рассуждение о пользе наук /
С. Домашнев (In: Полезное увеселениею 1761, № 7, ноябрь). However, no open polemics
against Rousseau can be found in these or other Russian tractates on the subject from the
same time, according to Lotman.
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ral science,”16 acknowledging as a fact the “passionate rapture over the natu-
ral sciences” in the Russian society of his time (Mikhailovskii 1869:6).

The radical publicist Pisarev stated clearly in 1863 the importance of the
natural sciences for his generation, linking them to current political activism:

Only the natural sciences are deeply rooted in activity that is alive ... Only in
that field does no kind of reaction penetrate; only they form a sphere of pure
knowledge; strangers to any kind of purpose, only the natural sciences conse-
quently place man face to face with actual life, uncolored by the teachings of
morality.

(quoted from Rogers 1960a:14)

The many translations of popular scientific works were a sign of a rising
general interest in natural science in Russia and of the Zeitgeist of the 1860s.
As one contemporary witness testified:

Natural science, being formerly the property and concern of a few sworn-in
scientists and an even fewer number of amateurs, now suddenly becomes
general property, - thus the famous zoologist Modest Bogdanov described the
spiritual movement of the 1860s. – It was as if a dam broke and a loud, pow-
erful stream flooded the plain, carrying along people who did not previously
take any interest in nature. Self-evidently, this had an enormous influence on
the scientific environment, on the learned societies, on individual specialists.

(Raikov 1960:65)

New theories of nature that were associated with positivist and materialist
philosophy had a particularly strong appeal on the young generation of the
1860s. German materialist philosophers such as Büchner, Vogt and Mo-
leschott enjoyed great popularity; they seemed to enhance two guiding prin-
ciples of the restless young radicals: “positivist faith in the limitless power of
science, and historicism” (Vucinich 1988:8).

Much of the passion for the natural sciences was embodied in positivism,
or “Auguste Comteism”, as Chernyshevskii called it in his programmatic
novel What is to be done? from 1863. The particular attraction of positivism
on the Russian intelligentsia of the time was at least partly due to its rejec-
tion of the distinction between nature and society, implying that the same
laws of nature applied everywhere. Perhaps even more important was the
key role that positivism seemed to assign to this same intelligentsia in the
progress of society through the spreading of enlightenment ideals, meaning a
development away from metaphysics and theology, towards the “positive”
knowledge of science. In this way, the intelligentsia, the carriers of enlight-
enment, was in fact made “the prime mover of history”, holding the main

                                
16 Ru. orig.: “ныне существующия общественныя науки должны ожидать своего обновления от
сближения с естествознанием”
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responsibility for the betterment of the human race (Stanislawski
2001:182).17

Both these elements in positivism - the unity of science (including the so-
cial sciences) and the moral responsibility of the intelligentsia - are present
in the widely read essay by Mikhailovskii, for whom the knowledge of the
laws of nature and of their consequences turns out to be almost a prerequisite
for moral action. He affirms the general tendency of effacing the distinction
between nature and culture, arguing that both nature and history are ever
changing, and quoting Goethe’s words about nature as valid also for history:
«Was da ist war noch nie; was war, kommt nicht wieder» (Mikhailovskii
1869:3). So history has no tolerance for repetition. In the same spirit, Mik-
hailovskii again professes his positivist belief in the unity of science:

Natural science is a science about the universe, and ... the phenomena of so-
cial life represent no more than one link in the long chain of natural phenom-
ena.

(Mikhailovskii 1869:9)18

In particular, Mikhailovskii regards Darwin’s theory of the origin of species
as an important step towards the positivist ideal of the unification of science,
thus counteracting the splitting up of zoology into different specialties
(ibid.).19 The article as a whole gives a vivid view of the Zeitgeist of the
1860s through the display of references to other, predominantly Western
historians and scientists of the time: Buckle, Comte, Condorcet, Malthus,
John Stuart Mill, Darwin, Laplace, Clémence Royer (French translator and
introducer of Darwin), Spencer and others. Among the Russian names that
figure prominently is Turgenev, in a direct reference to “Fathers and Sons”
and the old liberal Pavel Kirsanov’s words, directed against the young radi-
cal Bazarov, about those who “believe in frogs, but do not believe in princi-
ples.” Against this Mikhailovskii claims that a “belief in frogs,” that is, in
natural law, in no way excludes, but on the contrary, actively supports a be-
lief in principles, implying a special mission for man’s spiritual activity.20

History, as well as nature, Mikhailovskii holds, basing himself on Condor-
cet’s Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrès de l'ésprit humain (1794),
is to a certain extent governed by general laws, not only by pure chance or
coincidence. However, Mikhailovskii does not consider fatalism a necessary
consequence of the belief in the lawfulness (zakonoobraznost’) of history

                                
17 Stanislawski here cites Pipes, Richard (1970): Struve, Liberal on the Left, 1870-1905. -
Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 1970. - P. 30f.
18 Ru. orig.: “Естествознание есть наука о вселенной, и [...] явления общественной жизни
представляют не более как одно из звеньев длинной цепи явлений природы.”
19 Ru. orig. “Науки неорганическаго мира готовы слиться, благодаря теории единства и
метаморфозы сил; теория Дарвина нанесла удар различным орнитологиям, эрнетологиям,
ихтиологиям и пр.”
20 Ru. orig. «в задачи  духовной деятельности человека».
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(Mikhailovskii 1869:36). His middle position between the hard-line positiv-
ists and the conservative historians (believing in Divine Providence as the
master of history, or enhancing the role of human free will in history) is me-
diated through his professed non-reductionism, acknowledging at the same
time, with Comte, the dependency of e.g. sociology on the natural laws of
biology and all of the underlying, “simpler” sciences (mechanics etc.), and
its autonomy from all other sciences. He insists on the existence of a certain
“residue” (ostatok) within each science, with particular reference to the high
complexity of sociology, which can only be explained by laws proper to that
science.

Another leading Russian social philosopher, Petr Lavrovich Lavrov (1823-
1900), was similarly influenced by positivism, while being critical on some
important points - just like Mikhailovskii. In an article entitled “The prob-
lems of positivism and their solution” (Zadachi pozitivizma i ikh reshenie),
published in 1868, Lavrov refers among other critics of Comte to Herbert
Spencer, who found the classification of the sciences in Comte’s system
much too rectilinear. Another problem Lavrov finds with positivism is its
strict requirement of the verifiability of scientific hypotheses, threatening to
exclude from science as “unscientific” some speculative, but nevertheless
fruitful hypotheses. As an example of such a hypothesis, Lavrov specifically
mentions Darwin’s theory of the evolution through natural selection. Nev-
ertheless, although impossible to test instantaneously, Lavrov believes Dar-
win’s theory to be in principle verifiable, by means of the systematic obser-
vation of a large number of individuals over several generations (Lavrov
1868:599).

In his widely influential Istoricheskie pis’ma - “Historical letters”, which
became a kind of gospel of the radical Russian youth (Zen’kovskii
1948:406),21 Lavrov deepened his criticism of positivism on some points,
while reaffirming his allegiance to the general quest of science. In the first
letter, Lavrov posed the question which of the two, science (estestvoznanie)
or history, is closer to contemporary life. Much of the following argument
was aimed at showing the usefulness (poleznost’) of history, or rather histo-
riography, not least as a foundation providing the empirical material for sci-
ences such as psychology, ethics and sociology, all of which Lavrov counts
as also belonging to the natural sciences (estestvoznanie).

In the second letter, entitled “The process of history”, Lavrov pointed to a
possible bridge between science and history in the study of the changes
brought about in the world of animals and plants by human impact, which

                                
21 First published under the pseudonym Mirtov as a series of articles in the journal Nedelia
(1868-69), then in a revised version as a separate book in 1870. A second edition planned for
1872 was censored, according to the preface to the second edition that was indeed published
only in 1891.
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already belong to the history of man himself (Lavrov 1869:30). However, for
the zoologist only the recurrent phenomena, the regularities of the animal
world, are the proper object of study, whereas historiography in practice
limits itself to the changes occurring in the human world. This is so, even if
from the point of view of “transformism” one may talk about the “history of
the whole organic world”, where every organic form derives its meaning
only from a common organic origin (Lavrov 1869:30).22

Much of the space in Historical Letters discusses the concept of progress,
and different proposed definitions of it. Now and then it seems Lavrov’s
understanding of progress falters between something that is relative and
changing with time, and an absolute concept involving the spread of truth
(Lavrov 1869:283). The very last chapter (letter 17) is devoted to the mean-
ing of history. Lavrov holds that there is an unavoidable subjective element,
based on one’s personal moral ideal, in the evaluation of historical events,
even in the search for a natural law of history (Lavrov 1869:291).23 He has
already earlier dismissed the claim of those proposing that Henry Thomas
Buckle, in his History of civilization in England24  already had discovered
universal laws of history. Lavrov’s answer is simply that what Buckle did
was only to discover by means of historical examples some laws of sociol-
ogy, stating what would happen if the same social conditions would occur
again (Lavrov 1869:34).

Lavrov’s “critical subjectivism,” adding an ethical, subjective dimension
to a basic acceptance of positivism and “transformism,” or evolutionism, can
be seen as a rather typical position of the Russian radical intelligentsia,
shared to a greater or lesser extent also by such leading intellectuals of the
1860-70s as Mikhailovskii, Pisarev, Chernyshevskii and Kropotkin. At the
heart of the debate stood the distinction between beast and man, nature and
society, science and history, determinism and voluntarism. For Lavrov and
Mikhailovskii alike, it was man’s own consciousness of his freedom to fight
for progress, to achieve the goals he set himself, that was the beginning of
history. Human self-consciousness thus distinguished history from nature in
one sense, but historical development was still dependent on natural law (cf.
Zen’kovskii 1948:410f, 424f). Man was an animal, struggling to free himself
of nature and “the natural course of things,” as Mikhailovskii entitled an
article in his series on “Darwin’s theory and social science”25 (Zen’kovskii
1948: 424).
                                
22 Ru. orig.: “с точки зрения трансформизма каждая органическая форма имеет смысл лишь как
момент общего органического генезиса.”
23 Ru. orig.: “Общий естествознательный интерес, возбуждаемый отыскиванием закона истории в
ее целом, есть не что иное, как интерес осуществления нашего нравственного идеала в
прогрессивном ходе истории. ”
24 Buckle’s work is known to have been very influential among both the Russian and Jewish
radical intelligentsia –cf. Vucinich 1988:10
25 Теория Дарвина и общественная наука. Статья 5-ая: Естественный ход вещей. – In: Sochineniia.
T. 1. – S. Peterburg, 1896
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Apart from positivism, then, another powerful idea of contemporary science
very much influenced the spirits of the intelligentsia in the Russian empire at
the time: Darwinism or, more generally, evolutionism or “transformism,” as
it was still more frequently called at that time.26 Russia was in fact well pre-
pared for evolutionary thinking. Some leading biologists in Russia like Karl
von Baer and K.F. Rouillier had already developed ideas about evolution in
nature, prior to Darwin. But the inclination towards “transformism” reached
far outside the scientific community in a stricter sense.

What the young radical intellectuals found so attractive in Darwinism was
in particular the concept of natural selection, offering a universal mechanism
that could explain the evolution of organic life without resort to teleology
and religion, thus supporting, as it seemed, their programmatic materialism,
rational egotism and historical determinism (Rogers 1960:17).

Darwinism reinforced three guiding principles of the rebellious intelligentsia:
it placed the weight of scientific evidence behind the notion of historical
relativism; it supported a materialistic view totally opposed to the spiritualis-
tic and irrationalistic bent of autocratic ideology; and it introduced causality,
as the fundamental principle of scientific explanation, into a domain of in-
quiry that had previously been heavily laden with teleological presupposi-
tions and allowances for providential interference.

(Vucinich 1972:228)

Darwinism was perceived not only as a scientific theory, but as representing
a philosophical worldview, as both adherents, like the literary critic and
popularizer M.A. Antonovich (1835-1918),27 and opponents such as
Danilevskii acknowledged (Antonovich 1896:234, Danilevskii 1885a:4; cf.
Vucinich 1972:229). Viewed as a secularist, materialist philosophy, Darwin-
ism was seen to carry with it certain statements about man and his relation-
ship to nature and society, including an ethical doctrine. Pisarev, for exam-
ple, points out how rational egotism seems to be supported by Darwin, in his
account of how natural selection works by favouring only those properties
that are useful to the survival of the organism in its struggle for existence,
and hence, its chances to multiply and leave healthy offspring:

Useful (polezno) is that, which gives the organism a possibility to conquer his
enemies in the struggle for life; harmful is that, which takes this possibility
away from him. […] The question about what is useful, what is harmful and

                                
26 “Transformism” and “evolutionism”, though, were not necessarily seen as synonymous; for
example, the populist historian N.I. Kareev associated “transformism” with Darwin’s expla-
nation of the organic world, while “evolutionism” to him represented a broader concept,
aimed at explaining the whole universe in accordance with Spencer’s laws (Vucinich
1988:344).
27 Antonovich was a graduate of the St. Petersburg Theological Academy in 1854, but like
many of his fellow students of that generation he was attracted to secular science, to the point
of later making independent contributions to geology (cf. RBS 1999; Vucinich 1970:6).
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what is neutral in this sense, is determined individually in every particular
case through the direct experience of life; there can be no general rules here;
everything depends upon the conditions under which the individual organism
lives, what kind of food he must procure and from what kind of enemies he
suffers persecution.

(Pisarev 1864:49)28

The conclusion to be drawn from this mechanism of how useful properties
are favoured and preserved in nature is, according to Pisarev, that a principle
of “complete egotism” rules all of organic life:

The conclusion is, that every breed (poroda) always acts only for itself, and
that complete egotism constitutes the fundamental law of life for the whole
organic world.

(Pisarev 1864:53)29

In 1864 there also appeared in the popular journal of “agriculture, science,
the newest inventions and observations” Vokrug sveta (1864 no. 2) an article
entitled “Nature as battlefield” (Priroda kak pole bitvy), giving a popular
explanation of evolution in almost military terms. This is one of few early
examples in Russia of an attempt at applying the Darwin’s theory also to
human society, with a clear expression of even some racialist views. In gen-
eral, though, ”Social Darwinism” as we know it in Western Europe and USA
never got any real foothold in Russia, where the Malthusian element in the
theory of evolution was considered a weakness even among Darwin’s most
ardent Russian followers (Rogers 1960:17ff, 21, Rogers 1974:505; Todes
1987:540f). Instead, there developed in Russia a tradition not only among
social philosophers and dilettantes but also among professional biologists
which stressed the importance of cooperation and “mutual aid” for survival
in the struggle for existence. The best-known representative of this strong
Russian current of thought is perhaps Kropotkin, whose later works were
very influential among the radical intelligentsia. But Kropotkin definitely
had predecessors among professional scientists such as Beketov, Nozhin and
Kessler (Todes 1987:545f).

Despite this particular Russian concern with cooperation and solidarity, in
nature as in society, “rational egotism” and utilitarianism, equating what is
good with what is useful, were still part and parcel of the radical spirit of the
age, as expressed most clearly perhaps by Chernyshevskii (cf. Zen’kovskii
1948:382ff). In What is to be done? Chernyshevskii described as one of her
                                
28 Ru orig.: “Полезно то, что дает организму возможность одолевать противников в борьбе за
жизнь; вредно то, что отнимает у него эту возможность. [...] Вопрос о том, что полезно, что вредно
и что безразлично, решается для каждого отдельного случая прямым опытом жизни; тут не может
быть никаких общих правил; все зависит от того, при каких условиях живет данный организм,
какую пищу ему приходится добывать и от каких врагов он терпит преследования.”
29 Ru orig.: “Вывод тот, что каждая порода действует постоянно только сама для себя, и что
полнейший эгоизм состовляет основной закон жизни для всего органического мира.”
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few assets (perhaps the only one) the calculating, dispassionate egotism (in
the sense that she would not let her emotions make her do something that
might harm her self-interest) of Mar’ia Aleksevna, the controlling mother of
the main female character of the novel. And in the dialogues between
Lopukhov, the main male character, and Vera Pavlovna, the main female
character, or her mother, the author - through Lopukhov - professes his pro-
grammatic determinism and utilitarianism or “social egotism” (cf. in par-
ticular Chernyshevskii 1863:99-106).

“Rational egotism” was part of a more general radical idea that was of
great importance in the favourable Russian reception of Darwin, and which
can be described as a kind of “anthropologism” or even “anthropotheism,” in
which man was elevated to the highest level and made to replace the Divine.
In his main philosophical work, heavily influenced by Feuerbach, and typi-
cally entitled “The anthropological principle in philosophy” (1860), Cherny-
shevskii developed the thought of the 1840s Petrashevtsy circle in St. Peters-
burg about anthropology as a branch of science, aimed at studying man as
part of nature, as subject to the universal law of causality (Walicki
1979:160). Thus, “anthropologism” also involved a consciousness about
man as a “natural being”, as an organism or animal among others. Other
radical intellectuals such as Pisarev and Lavrov expressed similar views,
although with some reservations in the case of the latter.

This  “anthropological” perspective, so important in the worldview of the
Russian radical intellectuals of the 1860s, contained two main, partly con-
flicting points: 1) the belief in the essential unity between nature and society,
meaning that human society is ruled by and can only be understood through
the general laws of nature, and 2) the ambivalence between determinism, on
the one hand, and voluntarism or “personalism” on the other, that is, a faith
in the rational, transformative power of the individual (cf. Zen’kovskii
1948:388). Thus, on the one hand, natural law was thought to apply every-
where, tolerating no exception; on the other, there was the belief that pro-
gress is possible, but not inevitable, and that voluntary, conscious acts by
individuals can actually change the course of development, through the
transfer of knowledge and experience, i.e. through upbringing and education,
or “enlightenment.” In this perspective, science and the distribution of its
fruits to the people in Russia acquired a double significance, which the sci-
entists themselves to a certain extent seemed to be aware of, not confining
themselves to publishing only theoretical works for the specialists, but trying
as best as they could also to meet the demand for popular science in articles
and books aimed at a wider audience.

While dominating the intellectual scene during the 1860s, the radicals, with
all their enlightenment zeal, their secularist materialism, positivism and
evolutionism, were bound to meet a reaction sooner or later. Vladimir So-
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lov’ev published a philosophical essay directed against positivism in 1874,
entitled “The crisis of Western philosophy (against the positivists).”

Solov’ev directed his anti-rationalist critique of Western philosophy not
only against the positivists, among whom he counted along with Auguste
Comte also J.S. Mill and Herbert Spencer, but also against materialists such
as Büchner. The realization of the ethical can neither be effected through
Western abstract rationalism, nor through socialism, which is fundamentally
based on egotism, Solov’ev argued (Solov’ev 1874:139).

The future hope of mankind for a much needed unification of ontology
with ethics, reason and morals, faith and science, he found in the East (in
Russia, we may assume). The final goal and highest good of the purposeful
evolution of world history is reached only through a negation of the exclu-
sive self-affirmation of the individuals and their different material interests,
replacing it by a “kingdom of souls,” embodying the universal, absolute
spirit, Solov’ev argued. Thus far Solov’ev appeared as a fairly early “dis-
senter” from the ruling Zeitgeist of the age.

However, it was not only philosophers like Solov’ev who searched for the
ethical, spiritual foundation of ontology; it also became a mission for some
scientists of vitalist persuasions. Neovitalism, rooted in the earlier German
Naturphilosophie and in the new philosophy of Henri Bergson, was one of
several directions that evolutionary thinking took in Russia in the 1890s.
Spiritualism or “psychologism” was in the air in the late 1880s and 1890s,
and Russian scientists were not unaffected by it. To understand how and why
we need to go back in time and trace the development of science and the
reception of evolutionism and Darwinism in Russia during the second half of
the 19th century.

2.4 Science in Russia 1855-1905

2.4.1 Development before 1860: control and utility
The history of science in Russia has been affected by the recurrent ambiva-
lence from the government between, on the one hand, the practical utility of
science for the benefit of the state, and, on the other hand, the need for con-
trol and suspicion regarding the political implications that the spread of sci-
entific knowledge might bring. Somewhat paradoxically though, it seems
Russia has traditionally been stronger in theoretical, “blackboard” science,
and weaker in applied science and engineering (Graham 1989). Perhaps in a
society where government intervention in academic affairs was always a
possibility that had to be reckoned with, the scientific community felt safer
dealing with abstract, theoretical issues without practical, and possibly po-
litical consequences. Be that as it may, Russia’s slow rise to a scientific ma-
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jor power in the late 19th century had its early birds already in the 18th cen-
tury, with men of excellence such as Lomonosov and Kaverznev, who were
both also early evolutionists or “transformists” of their kind, within geology
and zoology respectively. The multitalented Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-
1765) has been called the “father of Russian science” and he is also consid-
ered the founder of Moscow University. He produced numerous works
within fields as distinct as astronomy, geology and linguistics. Less well
known perhaps is another pioneer of Russian science, Afanasii Avvaku-
movich Kaverznev (1748 - date of death is unknown), a zoologist who ad-
mitted a direct kinship between humans and apes (Gurev 1957:181). In 1775
he published the thesis O pererozhdenii zhivotnykh – “On regeneration of
animals,” in which he claimed that the variability in animals was determined
by direct influence of the environment, with changes in climate, food, tem-
perature and also the domestication of animals as the most important factors.

The expansion of the system of higher education and the foundation of
new universities during the first half of the 19th century naturally had an
impact for the development of science in the Russian empire, despite recur-
rent attempts from the government to impose strict measures of control, even
banning entire scientific disciplines, such as geology, at times. Among the
branches of science that managed to escape involvement from the authorities
more or less unharmed during this period, mathematics and astronomy did
particularly well. Russian scientists also excelled in fields such as embryol-
ogy, morphology and paleontology.

The anti-scientific campaigns undertaken by governor Magnitskii and
procurator Runich under Alexander I, with repressive measures directed
against the universities of Kazan (1819) and St. Petersburg as the most
striking examples, continued to some extent under Nicholas I, but abated
somewhat during the tenure of count Uvarov as minister of education. By the
end of the 1840s the universities had already regained much of their strength
as centres of scientific research, a number of learned societies had developed
in which discourse on scientific matters was cultivated and the formerly
weak Academy of Sciences now enjoyed an international reputation as an
important scholarly centre (Whittaker 1984:152; Vucinich 1963:371).

A new attack was launched against higher education in Russia 1848, as a
reaction to the European student upheavals that year, with tightened censor-
ship, raised tuition fees, severe cuts in student enrolment and travel restric-
tions for Russian postgraduate students destined for Western European uni-
versities as a result. In 1850 philosophy was banned altogether from Russian
university curricula, and a spirit of general suspicion towards everything
foreign and “republican” made itself felt in the academic environment. For-
eigners in Russia were subjected to special surveillance, and in 1852 the
invitation of foreign scholars to Russian universities was forbidden through a
special decree (Vucinich 1963:366).
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However, it seems this time the natural sciences were less severely af-
fected than the humanities. The tsar himself was not unaware of the potential
utility of science to Russia, although he may have mistrusted everything
overly theoretical. In fact, the teaching of natural sciences was allowed to
increase to a certain extent, at the expense of philosophy and the humanities
in general (ibid.:371). Furthermore, the growth of science in Russia during
the preceding decades had created a stronger, more numerous group of peo-
ple interested in defending secular knowledge against attempts to restrict
academic freedom. With an important cadre of ethnic Russian scientists it
was no longer credible to picture science as a purely Western invention,
foreign to the “Russian spirit”. Since 1851, most new members of the Acad-
emy of Sciences in St. Petersburg were native Russians (ibid.:384). The his-
torian and critic Ovsianiko-Kulikovskii (1853-1920) clearly observed the
growing demand for natural science in Russia by the time of the 1850s:

A strong interest in natural science was manifest in Russia as early as the
1850’s. By the end of the decade scientific interest was fully formed. […]
The widespread attacks on authorities of all kinds did not interfere with the
general respect for the scientific contributions of such scholars as Liebig, von
Baer, and Darwin. At times, these names and the scientific ideas associated
with them preoccupied the minds of young men no less, if not more, than
such intoxicating words as ‘people,’ ‘freedom,’ ‘society,’ ‘brotherhood,’ and
‘justice.’

(quoted from Vucinich 1970:39)

The results of science had already begun to penetrate into society at large
through popular journals such as Sovremennik – “The Contemporary”, which
in 1852 still dared to publish translations of works by foreign naturalists
such as Alexander von Humboldt’s “Ansichten der Natur.” Apart from the
popular general journals, there were also the bulletins of the learned societies
in different branches of science and the publications of various government
agencies and institutions. Most important among these publications was
perhaps the Zhurnal ministerstva narodnago prosveshcheniia – the official
journal of the Ministry of Education, which also reached ordinary gymna-
sium teachers with its systematic accounts of “the most important discover-
ies, experiments, and observations in the mathematical, physical, and natural
sciences” (Vucinich 1963:379f). Further, it reported on the scientific research
performed at Russian universities, and the activities of the Academy of Sci-
ences and the learned societies. Occasionally the journal also contained
translations or summaries of reports on important scientific research con-
ducted outside Russia.

An even wider readership than that of the official journal of the Ministry
of Education was reached by the weekly Vestnik estestvennykh nauk – “Mes-
senger of the natural sciences,” published since 1854 by the Moscow Society
of Naturalists and edited by the professor of zoology at Moscow University,



51

K.F. Rouillier (or Rul’e, 1814-1858), a convinced “transformist” and a pre-
cursor of Darwin in Russia. Many of the leading professors in the Empire by
that time were of German descent, naturally publishing themselves in Ger-
man, but Rouillier, who was of French origin, unlike many of his colleagues
wrote in Russian. He was a very popular lecturer, drawing large crowds,
reaching a significant part of the educated public. Still under Nicholas I, in
1851, Rouillier had given a widely acclaimed public lecture on the relation-
ship of animals to the environment in which they lived; parts of the lecture
were subsequently published in a Moscow newspaper, sponsored by the
University. It was then that the minister of education reacted against the
“antibiblical” tendency of the article, issuing a warning to the editor, Mikhail
Katkov, not to publish material of the same kind again (Vucinich 1963:386f).
But Rouillier received unexpected support, both from the editor Katkov, and
from the newly appointed dean of the Faculty of Philosophy at Moscow
University, Stepan Shevyrev, selected by the government for this position as
a true representative of official nationalism. Both Katkov and Shevyrev de-
fended Rouillier, interestingly, with references to the Metropolitan of Mos-
cow Filaret and the distinction between divine truth and human truth, be-
tween religion and science, complementary and fully compatible with each
other as Filaret had shown in his Zapiski na knigy Bytiia – “Notes on the
book of Genesis” from 1816. The function of science, according to Filaret,
was “to reveal the omnipotence, omniscience, and goodness of God, as re-
vealed in his creations” (Vucinich 1963:387). Another supporting reference
was Lomonosov, who had stated that “truth and religion are blood-sisters,
the daughters of one supreme parent, which can never come in conflict with
each other” (ibid.). Shevyrev claimed that Rouillier in his lecture had clearly
“placed the truths of Providence above truths based on empirical knowl-
edge,” accepting only those scientific truths that agreed with the Bible
(ibid.).

However, the defence of Rouillier, even by recourse to religious authori-
ties, was not accepted by theologians and anti-rationalist philosophers such
as Fedor Golubinskii, N.P. Giliarov-Platonov and the leading Slavophile
Ivan Kireevskii. For them, rationalist natural science belonged to the past as
something foreign to Russian tradition; they preferred, rather, to define the
Russian “national character” as rooted in religion and spiritualism. There
were also attempts by less ideologically determined scholars to describe a
particular Russian scientific tradition as having its own characteristics, dis-
tinguishing it from that of the West.
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2.4.2 Development from 1860: the “nationalization” of Russian
science
The overall state of Russian science by 1860 was unclear. The universities
were degenerating as scientific centres, with many teaching positions vacant
(Vucinich 1970:46f). However, towards the end of the 1850s science in Rus-
sia did show some noticeable progress and innovation, partly through influ-
ences from researchers returning from abroad.

The “national argument” that had been vented in connection with
Rouillier’s lectures became more pronounced during the 1860s, when a
process of “nationalization” of science in Russia can be said to be inaugu-
rated by the Academy of Sciences, formerly almost completely dominated
by foreign nationals and resented by many intellectuals as a “German insti-
tution” (Vucinich  1970:66). In 1861/1862 the Zapiski Imperatorskoi
Akademii nauk - “Notes from the Imperial Academy of Sciences” made its
appearance as the first scientific periodical in the Russian language of any
perseverance (until 1895). At the same time, the number of new Russian
members of the Academy rose dramatically from 1860 to 1880 (Vucinich
1970:68). The new university statute from 1863 increased academic auton-
omy, promoting scientific specialization by authorizing the division of fac-
ulties into departments (Vucinich 1970:49). This evidently had a positive
effect on the growth of both the quality and volume of scientific research
performed in Russia. The reaction against “German science” to a certain
degree prevented universities from filling the vacant teaching positions with
professors from abroad after the formal prohibition against it was lifted in
1862. But at least some of these former vacancies were now filled with Rus-
sian nationals who had returned home from studies and research abroad. The
increasing general interest in higher education can be seen in a more than
doubled student enrolment at the five national universities in St. Petersburg,
Moscow, Kazan, Kharkov and Kiev from 1865 to 1881.30

The “nationalization” of science in Russia continued, making science an
integral part of Russian culture to an extent not experienced before. The
Academy of Sciences strengthened its ties with the universities in the Em-
pire, by publishing papers also by Russian scientists outside its own ranks
and through Academicians giving lectures at St. Petersburg University or
other institutions of higher education (Vucinich 1970:69). Such efforts con-
tributed to giving the Academy the image of a distinctly Russian national
                                
30 Apart from these five universities, there were also new universities founded in Odessa,
Novorossiiskii Universitet in 1865, and in Tomsk (Siberia) in 1878. The former “Royal Acad-
emy” in Åbo (Turku), was renamed the “Imperial Academy of Turku” in 1809, as Finland
became a Grand Duchy of Russia. The university was moved to Helsinki in 1828, and was
renamed again “Imperial Alexander University in Finland” (Kejserliga Alexanders Univer-
sitetet i Finland). However, the university was more of a centre of national life that promoted
the emergence of Finland as an independent state, rather than an integrated part of the Russian
scientific development.
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institution, contravening the opinion held among some intellectuals, notably
Danilevskii, - of science as something foreign to Russian culture.

However the Academy of Sciences was not the sole and not even the most
important institution in this process of “nationalization” of Russian science.
The expanding universities and new learned societies with a wider popular
appeal did much more to spread the awareness of science to Russian society
at large, including people outside the institutions of higher education. The
Society of Admirers of Natural Science, Anthropology, and Ethnography,
founded in 1864 at Moscow University, deliberately chose to publish its new
series of papers in the Russian language only, in contrast to the older Society
of Naturalists at the university, existing since 1805, whose publications were
all in German or French. The new Society of Admirers also organized a
number of scientific exhibitions, which attracted large crowds of visitors
(Vucinich 1970:77).

A new phenomenon in Russia was the holding of national conferences of
scientists, organized after the German model from the 1860s. The First Con-
gress of Russian Naturalists and Physicians met in St. Petersburg in 1867.
Subsequent congresses were held in Moscow 1869, Kiev 1871, Kazan 1873,
Warsaw 1876, St. Petersburg 1879 and Odessa 1883, with the last one in the
series as late as 1913 in Tbilisi (Vucinich 1970:80). These congresses were
national meeting points, bringing together scientists from all over the vast
Empire to exchange ideas – a fact important enough in itself, as K.F. Kessler
observed when promoting the First Congress, which he organized together
with the Beketov, noting the utter isolation of Russian botanists and zoolo-
gists from their peers, scattered all over Russia (Vucinich 1970:93). The
sessions were also open to non-specialists, such as secondary school teachers
and private citizens, both men and women.

The ambition to make science part of the Russian national identity was
clearly expressed by P.P. Semenov Tian-Shanskii, a leading figure in the
Russian Geographical Society, founded in 1846, and as head of the Central
Statistical Committee largely responsible for the Geographical-Statistical
Dictionary of the Russian Empire (5 vols., 1863-1885) published by the So-
ciety. Semenov saw it as incumbent on Russian scientists, if they did not
prefer to remain ‘cosmopolitans,’ to share in the life of their countrymen, by
making science an integral part of national life (Vucinich 1970:90). The
regular congresses of naturalists and the development of learned societies
fostered a sense of community among Russian scientists that contributed to
the growing nationalist sentiment.  At the Second Congress of Russian Natu-
ralists and Physicians in 1869, the professor of geology and mineralogy at
Moscow University G.E. Shchurovskii hailed the Congress as a means of
mobilizing forces for the scientific study of Russia herself, expressing the
hope that the Western European centres of science that had previously at-
tracted Russian scholars for advanced studies should henceforth only serve
to supplement Russian science, continuing:
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From now on, the scientific achievements of the West should be transplanted
to Russia not as naked truths without any practical value for the Russian peo-
ple but as ideas that can be absorbed by our culture. If we continued to con-
centrate on cosmopolitanism and the abstract ideas of mankind, we would not
be able to defend the honor of our nation and our position in Europe, for we
would not have our own national, Russian science.

(quoted from Vucinich 1970:95)

Far from all Russian naturalists shared Shchurovskii’s national fervour, but it
was a widely held opinion that science in Russia, although international in its
content, must be put to national use. Many Russian scientists were still pre-
occupied with the dominance of foreign nationals in Russian scientific in-
stitutions, which they perceived as detrimental to the development of a na-
tional science suited to Russian needs. The Academy of Sciences in St. Pe-
tersburg, despite the efforts to become a national, Russian institution, con-
tinued to be a hotspot in this conflict. This became particularly evident in
1880, when Mendeleev was nominated for the Academy’s vacant chair of
chemistry and technology, but was rejected by the majority of Academi-
cians. Petitions protesting the Academy’s discrimination against Russian
scientists were then issued, “in the name of national pride, and in the name
of justice,” by members of the Physical and Mathematical Faculty at Mos-
cow University and by representatives from all Russian institutions of higher
learning (Vucinich 1970:96f).

The ensuing nationalist reaction obviously favoured the imminent “russi-
fication” of the Academy of Sciences. But the rapidly increasing use of the
Russian language in scholarly publications proved to be a two-edged sword,
on the one hand giving access to science to a larger number of scholars of
middle and lower social origin without proficiency in foreign languages,
while on the other threatening to isolate Russian scientists from the interna-
tional scientific community. Mendeleev, who had called for the publication
of the Academy’s studies in the Russian language, already perceived the
danger, proposing at the Fifth Congress of Russian Naturalists and Physi-
cians in 1876 that summaries in foreign languages of the works of Russian
scientists be published for the benefit of the international scientific commu-
nity. The proposal reflected a growing self-awareness among Russian scien-
tists of their own contribution to international science. Europe was evidently
already beginning to see the value of scientific research performed in Russia;
a clear sign of recognition came in 1886 when systematic publication of
summaries of Russian scientific works started in France.

The relative social homogeneity of the Russian scientific community, de-
spite the influx of raznochintsy to the universities, created a scholarly envi-
ronment without major philosophical strife, where positivism and material-
ism in some form served as a tacit over-ideology in the 1860s and 1870s.
However, there were signs of change coming in from Europe. The poten-
tially boundless scope of scientific knowledge had been seriously questioned
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by Emil Du Bois-Reymond, German physiologist and a convinced Darwin-
ist, at a conference of naturalists in Leipzig 1872. In a lecture entitled “Über
die Grenzen des Naturerkennens” he claimed the real essence of matter and
force, as well as that of the concept of ‘consciousness’ (Bewusstsein), were
out of bounds for science: “we will never know” – ignorabimus. The rela-
tivism thus introduced into science by Du Bois-Reymond marked a water-
shed in breaking down the optimistic materialist view of science as all-
powerful. After making the grand tour of Europe, with rapid translations into
French and English, the lecture finally made it to Russia, where a translation
was published, significantly, in the Pravoslavnoe obozrenie (“Orthodox Re-
view”), while Russian scientists generally did not yet find it important
enough to merit comment (Vucinich 1970:101).

The discussion in the Russian scientific community focused more on the
proper balance between the theoretical advancement and the practical utility
of science, where the scientists themselves naturally tended to put more
weight on theory, while the government as often before was more eager to
see the practical results and material benefits of science. But gradually more
philosophical concerns were making inroads among Russian scientists, again
through influences from the West. If matter and force were essentially un-
knowable, as Du Bois-Reymond had claimed, it still seemed possible to as-
sume some kind of spiritual foundation of life. The (re)emerging neovitalism
had roots in the earlier German Naturphilosophie, which had seen many
adherents among the numerous earlier followers of Schelling in Russia.
True, the Zeitgeist had changed radically since then, but perhaps the mindset
lay dormant in some scholars, ready to be activated again. Together with
adherents of psychological strands of neo-Lamarckism, neovitalists repre-
sented a kind of “panpsychism”, viewing all organisms as self-sufficient
systems of mental acts, assuming the existence of a special life force, an
inherent impulse that made all living beings capable of purposeful, inten-
tional action. Thus, evolution was explained as a purposeful, teleological and
unidirectional process (Vucinich 1988:160,169f).31

Neither “psycho-Lamarckism” nor neovitalism had any significant num-
ber of dedicated followers among Russian scientists, but the criticism
launched by these strands of thought against the mechanistic world-view that
had come to be associated with classical Darwinism forced Darwinists to
respond and to adapt their thinking. In 1887 Mikhailovskii reported on an
increasing general interest in the psychological reality of organic nature,
even among committed evolutionists such as I.I. Mechnikov (1845-1916),
Nobel laureate in medicine 1908, who was assuming the existence of a
“protozoic psychic activity” in phagocytes (Vucinich 1988:181). Further, the

                                
31  To mark the unidirectional character of evolution, Theodor Eimer, a Geman zoologist
acknowledged as the ancestor of “psycho-Lamarckism,” called it “orthogenesis” (Vucinich
1988:160).
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professor of botany at St. Petersburg University, Andrei Sergeevich Famint-
syn (1835-1918), member of the Academy of Sciences and known as a loyal
Darwinist, began stressing the importance of studying the psychological
behaviour of organisms as the foundation of organic evolution. Simultane-
ously, psychological formulas more and more came to replace earlier bio-
logical analogies in the social sciences.

Throughout the entire period of 1860-1900, evolutionary thinking re-
mained an important part of the development of Russian science. It was par-
ticularly manifest in disciplines such as geology, the life sciences and, to a
certain extent, the social sciences. Therefore the following review of the
history of science in Russia during this period will be restricted to these
branches of knowledge.

2.4.3 Geology and paleontology

Geology became an independent scientific discipline in Russia only during
the first half of the 19th century. There was already a tradition in the field to
build on, from such scholars as Mikhail Lomonosov and Peter Simon Pallas.
Lomonosov anticipated in his work O sloiakh zemnykh (“About the layers of
the Earth”, 1763) the idea of evolution, viewing the Earth as undergoing a
geological historical development. He argued for the necessity of exploring
the causes of the physical appearance of mountains, valleys and waters, op-
posing those who held them to be unchangeable, once and for all created by
God with their present appearance (Gurev 1957:54). Pallas wrote Observa-
tions sur la formation des montagnes et sur les changemens arrivés au
Globe, particulierement a l'egard de l'Empire de Russie” (1777), also indi-
cating an evolutionary approach to his subject.

The first institutionalization of geology in Russia came with the founda-
tion of the so-called Gornoe uchilishche already in 1773, which later devel-
oped into the Gornyi institut (Mining Institute) in 1866. Another centre was
the University of Dorpat, which was particularly strong in producing schol-
ars in geology by this time. These new centres were also important in
spreading the new ideas coming from Europe, not least the “uniformitarian-
ism” propounded by Lyell and his followers.

Geology also “gave birth” to paleontology, which was just beginning its
development in Russia with the pioneering works of C.I. Pander (1794-
1865) and E.I. Eichwald (1795-1876) - both with links to Dorpat University.
Of importance for the development of geology was also the presence of
“popularizers” and excellent lecturers at the universities such as professors
Kutorga in St. Petersburg and Rouiller in Moscow. Several geological expe-
ditions in the Empire further contributed to raising the awareness of and
interest in geology among the public.
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The new university statute of 1863 decreed the institution of departments
of geology and paleontology at all universities in the Russian empire. As a
result, during the 1860s and 1870s most of the important geological and
paleontological research was conducted by university professors such as I.F.
Levakovskii (Kharkov), author of the first Russian textbook in geology. Le-
vakovskii in this Kurs geologii also gave some attention to Darwin’s theory
of evolution, for which, however, he found the geological evidence incon-
clusive so far (Mechnikov 1863:14).

With the new institutional status of the discipline, the interest in the theo-
retical foundation of geology also increased. The “Mining Journal” now
published articles on contemporary geological theory, and the Principles of
Geology and Antiquity of Man by Charles Lyell were translated into Russian,
receiving a wide readership (Vucinich 1970:397). Paleontology came to
serve as a bridge between geology proper and biology, with the articulation
of the evolutionary theoretical approach. Instrumental in this development
was the outstanding palaeontologist V.O. Kovalevskii (1842-1883), who
never received a professorship but was elected docent in geology at Moscow
University in 1881. He earns special mention through his study of the evolu-
tion of ungulates and the development of the hoofs of horses in particular, a
work that was highly valued by Darwin and other renowned European sci-
entists, in that it laid the foundation for evolutionary paleontology. The im-
portance and excellent quality of this work, entitled Sur l'Anchiterium aure-
lianense et sur l'histoire paléontologique des cheveaux (1873), was ac-
knowledged through its publication in the prestigious journals of the Royal
Society of London and of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences (Brandt
1879:101).

The evolutionary approach to the paleontological study of fossils was pre-
sent already from the start in Vladimir Kovalevskii’s work, the mission of
which was “to study causes of the transformation of species, and to unveil
the path this transformation has followed,” as he expressed it in a letter to his
elder brother Aleksandr in 1870 (Vucinich 1988:63).

The further development of the earth sciences shows essentially the same
general characteristics as that of most naturals sciences in Russia during the
second half of the 19th century: “nationalization,” specialization and histori-
cism. Through the building of the Trans-Siberian railway, from 1891, and
the systematic exploration of Siberia, geology became a national concern of
prime importance. Non-professional geologists like Petr Kropotkin also
played an essential part in this endeavour. Progress of the “nationalization”
process within geology became evident from the 1880s, with most geologi-
cal research in the country now being performed by native Russians
(Vucinich 1970:401).

Despite the polictical reaction of the 1880s and its potentially inhibiting
effect on scientific theorizing, scientists like the paleontologist A.P. Pavlov
still dared to speculate about evolutionary theory. His stratigraphic analysis
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of Archaeopteryx fossils made him reject the idea of unidirectional evolution
(Vucinich 1970:402f).

The “historicist” element in the development of Russian geology came to
the fore not only through the evolutionary theorizing following Lyell, and in
the analysis of fossils in paleontology, but also through a marked interest
among some scholars in the history of science, and that of their own disci-
pline in particular. This was also a theoretical interest in the history of sci-
ence as a means of better understanding the foundations of the contemporary
research being performed within one’s own field and helping to identify its
problems (Vucinich 1970:412). One Russian crystallographer of distinction,
E.S. Fedorov, even attempted to generalize and unify evolutionism and his-
toricism into one universal concept covering all the sciences, with continu-
ous adaptation to the environment as the unifying force, whether it con-
cerned the relationship of natural phenomena to external conditions, or that
of the development of national traditions in the evolution of science
(Vucinich 1970:420).

Geological and paleontological research continued to develop in Russia in
the 1890s. By the end of the century, Russian geology received an acknow-
ledgement of its status with the organization of the International Geological
Congress in St. Petersburg in 1897. An account of the congress, with a clear
expression of national pride, was published in the journal of popular science
Mir Bozhii (1897 no. 11), which regularly held book reviews of geological
works, often by renowned European scientists in Russian translation. The
account in Mir Bozhii noted that one of the urgent questions of geology
raised at the Congress was that of the choice of a common taxonomy:
whether to preserve an artificial classification system, built exclusively on
historical facts and with arbitrary divisions in periods named after the geo-
graphical site where they were first observed,  or, rather, to switch to a
“natural classification” system founded on physico-geographical changes
common to the whole Earth and on the data from the ancient fauna, i.e. from
paleontology (Agafonov 1897:56). This may be seen as another expression of
a general tendency, supported by positivism, towards unity between the sci-
ences and the reality they described,  making itself also felt within geology,
despite a continuous process of specialization and the emergence of new
sub-disciplines. The presence of Ernst Haeckel, the reputed German evolu-
tionary biologist, at the Geological Congress in Russia, which was particu-
larly noted in the account (Agafonov 1897:54), could be interpreted as an-
other sign of the close relationship between  different branches of science.

The connection between geology and Darwinism in Russia is evident al-
ready from the fact that the first accurate and complete Russian translation of
one of Darwin’s works, appeared as an article entitled “Geology,” published
in the journal Morskoi sbornik (1860 no. 13), which by this time had been
transformed from a small official organ of the marine authority (Morskoe
vedomstvo) only for specialists, to a broad literary-scientific journal. But the
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development of geology and paleontology as independent scientific disci-
plines in Russia was of importance to the reception of Darwinism in several
ways.  First, Darwin himself repeatedly referred to Lyell’s Principles of Ge-
ology in his argumentation for natural selection as a principle continuously
active in shaping the organic forms through gradual, cumulated change, just
as the continuous forces of wind, water, precipitation and erosion shape the
face of the earth. The development of geology in Russia made the public
more conversant with this argumentation and the theory behind it. Secondly,
the results of geological and paleontological research made it easier to un-
derstand the reasons for the imperfection of the geological record, used as an
argument in defence of Darwinism against those who requested tangible
proof of the evolution in the form of “missing links” between different spe-
cies. Thirdly, being an important part of the “nationalization” of Russian
science, the geological exploration of the rich natural resources of Russia
was a source of national pride that in all likelihood contributed to make sci-
ence in general more accepted as a genuine part of Russian national identity.
Finally, references to geological sources are also important in the discussion
of Darwinism in its relation to the Biblical story of creation in Christian Or-
thodox and Jewish sources (cf. Pravoslavnoe obozrenie 1886 no. 11:554-
594, 1887 no. 46: 676-718; Gauzner 1861). But at the focus of attention here
was first and foremost the place of man in creation, and his relation to the
organic world, that is, the phenomena studied by the life sciences, to which
we now turn.

2.4.4 The life sciences
By the mid-19th century the three major branches of life sciences in Russia,
botany, zoology and physiology, developed in accordance with the general
tendencies that affected Russian science by this time: specialization and
“nationalization.” And unavoidably, they were all influenced by contempo-
rary evolutionary thinking.

Botany had long been more or less synonymous with taxonomy. But from
the 1850s it started to develop branches such as morphology and the physi-
ology of plants. A leading scholar among the geobotanists was A.N. Beketov,
professor at St. Petersburg University, a convinced evolutionist of more La-
marckian than Darwinian inclination, though, emphasizing the influence of
environmental conditions on the distribution of plants. Beketov was the
author of the first systematic botanical textbook for university students in
Russian, and he was successful in having several of his students as follow-
ers. He also wrote a number of widely read books of popular science, e.g. Iz
zhizni prirody i liudei (1870) - “From the life of nature and people.”

Another botanist with great popular appeal was Kliment Timiriazev, a
former student of Beketov’s, who became a professor at Moscow University
specializing in plant physiology, with important parts of his research devoted
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to the study of photosynthesis by means of spectral analysis. Timiriazev was
not only a pioneer in introducing modern scientific methods into botany; he
was also a great popularizer of science in general and of Darwinism in par-
ticular, both as a lecturer and as a prolific author. His lectures on the “Life of
the plant” in 1875 drew a large, enthusiastic audience, and the published
lectures were issued in five editions until 1898, with translations into several
languages. Equally successful in Russia was Timiriazev’s book “Short de-
scription of Darwin’s theory,” which from 1865 to 1905 also enjoyed five
continuously revised and extended editions in Russia. Timiriazev, like so
many young scholars of his generation, had studied abroad; in Heidelberg,
together with Vladimir Kovalevskii, and in Paris under Claude Bernard,
among others (Vucinich 1970:129).

In physiology Ivan Sechenov (1829-1905) had a profound influence as
founder of the very successful Russian school of physiology. A methodo-
logical empiricist, Sechenov also took an interest in the philosophy of sci-
ence. His widely influential Refleksy golovnogo mozga (1863,1866) – “Re-
flexes of the brain” spurred the reaction of the censorship authorities because
of its “materialist theory,” which, in the perception of the authorities, at-
tempted to explain human psychology as simple functions of muscular re-
sponses to external stimuli, thereby reducing “even the most human of all
human endowments to the level of a machine devoid of consciousness and
free will” (Vucinich 1970:120). However, the censorship attempt against
Sechenov failed when a court ruled in 1867 that the book transgressed no
law, since an expression of materialism was not punishable in itself, as long
as it did not involve overt attacks on Christian belief and morality (ibid.)

A similar influence on the further development of biology in Russia was
exercised by Leon Cienkowski (or Lev Semenovich Tsenkovskii, 1822-
1887), of Polish origin, considered to be the introducer of microbiology in
Russia. Cienkowski was the first in Russia to introduce the microscope into
university teaching. He was a member of the Heidelberg kruzhok of Russian
naturalists for some years (Vucinich 1963:376). Although he was holding
chairs in botany (in St. Petersburg, Odessa, and Kharkov), Cienkowski dedi-
cated much of his research to protoctists, microscopical unicellular animals
such as ciliates. In his doctoral thesis “On the low algae and ciliates” (1856)
he “convincingly demonstrated that morphological and physiological proc-
esses on the border of animals and plants coincide and no clear characters,
delimitating the two kingdoms can be found” (Fokin 2001:69). In this sense
he can be considered a pre-cursor of Darwin, through his recognition of the
evolutionary principle as knowing no artificial borders between different
groups of organisms. Through his public lectures, actually the first Russian
course of general biology, he made the evolutionary connection between
unicellular and multicellular organisms, as “the first to draw attention to the
phenomen of symbiosis in lower organisms” (ibid.).



61

Another member of the earlier Heidelberg kruzhok of Russian scientists
was Aleksandr Kovalevskii (1840-1901), a highly skilled embryologist, to-
gether with his brother Vladimir, the palaeontologist, belonging to some of
the most important introducers of Darwin in Russia. The older brother Alek-
sandr’s interest in embryology had been awakened through the already es-
tablished Russian research tradition in this field, represented by names such
as Caspar Friedrich Wolff (1733-1794), Christian Pander, and not least Karl
von Baer, but he also received important influences from Cienkowski’s lec-
tures and the thorough training in microscopy that went with them (Vucinich
1970:108f). Aleksandr Kovalevskii’s research, conducted partly at the ma-
rine station in Naples, centred first on lancelets, which he in his magister
dissertation of 1865 concluded were showing traits of both invertebrates and
vertebrates in their embryonic development, and thus occupy a kind of mid-
dle position between the two, possibly serving as evidence in support of
evolution. His later research on ascidians (tunicates), another group of ma-
rine organisms with an unclear position in the taxonomic hierarchy, at the
time generally regarded as belonging to the molluscs, showed them to be
more closely related to the vertebrates than previously thought.
Kovalevskii’s research evidently served to strengthen the evolutionary trend
in embryology, which had become something of a Russian specialty,
searching for a common, unifying pattern of all organisms in the germ-layer
formation and gastrulation at the early stages of development (Vucinich
1970:109f; Shimkevich 1999:3). Although the older generation of compara-
tive embryologists in Russia, notably Karl von Baer, opposed far-reaching
evolutionary conclusions based on embryological evidence, younger schol-
ars like Kovalevskii could use the principles of embryology, in particular
von Baer’s “law of embryonic similarity,” in the search for homologies be-
tween groups of organisms allowing them to establish phylogenetic relation-
ships (Mikhailov 2002:693). Kovalevskii’s contribution to evolutionary the-
ory was also duly acknowledged by Darwin himself in The Descent of Man,
and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871), where there is a reference to a letter
Darwin had received from Naples, in which Kovalevskii related the results
of his further research on ascidians. Institutionally, Aleksandr Kovalevskii,
just like others of the younger, radical generation of scientists with Darwinist
sympathies, for a long time failed to secure himself a position at either of the
more prestigious universities in St. Petersburg and Moscow. While the old
seats of learning in the two capitals were still dominated by an ingrown con-
servatism, newly formed provincial universities like Odessa and Warsaw in
some respects proved more open to the new ideas, and it was here that pio-
neering evolutionary embryologists such as Aleksandr Kovalevskii and I.I.
Mechnikov first earned their academic positions (Vucinich 1988:43).
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I.I. Mechnikov32 started out in embryology, just like Aleksandr
Kovalevskii. The two actually cooperated during a brief session in Naples in
1865. Later, however, Mechnikov turned his focus of interest to parasitology
and immunology. Mechnikov was clearly an evolutionist, although he was
initially much more sceptical towards Darwin’s theory than Kovalevskii.
Already in 1863, as an 18-year old student in Kharkov, Mechnikov wrote a
review of the Origin of Species,33 in which he rejected some of the funda-
mental principles of Darwin’s theory, in particular the Malthusian elements
of the notion of “struggle for existence” and the importance accorded to
natural selection. At the same time the young author expressed great expec-
tations for the very idea of the transformation of species (izmeniaemost’
vidov) and the theory of evolution in general, seeing himself as one of its
most ardent future adherents (Mechnikov 1863:20; cf. Vucinich1972:244).

Mechnikov experienced much the same problem as Kovalevskii in trying
to earn himself a position of distinction at Russian universities, expressing
his complaints about the dreary intellectual atmosphere at the Novorossiiskii
University in Odessa, where he held a teaching position until 1882. Some
years later he found himself at the Institut Pasteur in Paris, which no doubt
provided a more inspiring research environment, with his own laboratory
allowing him to further develop his theory of phagocytosis and cellular im-
munity, eventually earning him the Nobel prize in 1908, together with the
German pathologist Paul Ehrlich. His Nobel lecture of December 11, 1908,
although concerned mainly with immunology, still testifies to the importance
of evolutionary thinking for his work, by acknowledging as a fact that cer-
tain elements of now-living organisms, which play no part in the digestion of
food, are “nevertheless capable of storing foreign bodies […] are no more
than remains from the digestive system of primitive beings” (Mechnikov
1908:2).

One of the few prominent Russian scientists of Jewish origin was Il’ia
Faddeich Tsion (1842-1910), also known by his French name Elie Cyon.
Born to a Jewish family in Lithuania, he studied medicine at the Medical-
Surgical Academy in Warsaw and at the University of Kiev, finally com-
pleting a doctorate in medicine and surgery from the University of Berlin in
1865. Working together with the German physiologist Karl Ludwig in his
laboratory in Leipzig in 1866, Tsion contributed substantially to the elucida-
tion of the mechanism for the regulation of blood pressure, as one of the
discoverers of the depressor nerve (aka Cyon-Ludwig nerve) and the vaso-
motor centre (Bauereisen 1962:298; Nozdrachev 1999). Politically conser-
vative, a convinced monarchist, and apparently lacking “social competence,”
                                
32 Mechnikov’s grandfather on his mother’s side was the author of Vopl’ docheri iudeiskoi
“The cry of the daughter of Judah”, Leib Nevakhovich, a Jew who later converted to Luther-
anism.
33 The review remained unpublished until 1950(!), since the journal Vremia, for which it was
aimed, was closed down by the authorities prior to publication.
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he caused student unrest as a professor in St. Petersburg, where he had suc-
ceeded the radical democrat Sechenov as professor of physiology. As a re-
sult Tsion was more or less forced to leave office, and in 1875 he left for
Paris, where he was to represent the Russian Finance Ministry (Nozdrachev
1999; Vucinich 1988:104; Zimmer 1998:204).

Tsion’s political idiosyncrasies notwithstanding, as a physiologist he ex-
erted a positive influence on Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936), the first Russian No-
bel laureate, immortalized through his experimental study of conditioned
reflexes in dogs. Pavlov performed his first experimental work under Tsion’s
leadership. Pavlov’s “synthetic” method in physiology endeavoured to ex-
amine the organism as a whole; as an adaptive, purposive system of interre-
lated functions interacting with its environment. In a speech given in 1903,
Pavlov summed up some of the fundamental tenets of his scientific credo:
“the infinite adaptability that constitutes life on earth,” the unity of the or-
ganic world “as an almost endless chain of adaptation,” and the correspond-
ing unity of science, implying that psychological phenomena “are only dis-
tinguished from purely physiological phenomena by degree of complexity”
(Vucinich 1970:306f). These are very much the same fundamental positions
in the philosophy of science that came forward from Mechnikov’s classic
Leçons sur la pathologie comparée de l’inflammation (1892), viewing in-
flammation as a phenomenon found in all animals, with only quantitative
differences between vertebrates and invertebrates, and serving as part of the
adaptation of an organism to the environment, which means that diseases are
being subject to evolution just like animals and humans themselves
(Vucinich 1970:325).

Mechnikov and Pavlov became established as scholars at a time when
neovitalism and other “psychic” explanations challenged the mechanist bio-
logical view that had dominated the life sciences for some time. The struggle
with neovitalism and other strands of “mentalism” in science intensified
during the 1890s, and could not be ignored. The plant physiologist I.P.
Borodin may not have been a clear-cut neovitalist, but he delivered a paper
before the St. Petersburg Society of Naturalists in 1894 entitled “Protoplasm
and Vitalism,” which received much attention because of its violent attack
on the all-too frequent application of physicochemical analysis in contempo-
rary Russian biology and the almost exclusive dependence on mechanical
models in the explanation of life processes (Vucinich 1970:282, 1988:264).
Borodin’s paper was only one of several similar “neovitalist” attempts to
undermine the ruling mechanist dogma in biology, demanding the acknow-
ledgement of a particular “life force” which exists independently of the laws
of physics and chemistry. The neuropathologist and psychiatrist V.M. Bek-
hterev offered an early review of Russian neovitalist thought in 1902, noting
as examples, in addition to that of Borodin, S.I. Korzhinskii’s address at
Tomsk University in 1888, Aleksandr Danilevskii’s article “The Living Sub-
stance” (1896), and A. S. Famintsyn’s long essay “Modern Natural Science
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and Psychology” (1898), although none of these scholars would see himself
as a professed neovitalist (Vucinich 1988:171).

Pavlov’s reaction to these tendencies was balanced but clear enough. He
was not a “reductionist” in the strict sense, and did not even consider himself
a materialist, but he was nevertheless firmly convinced that mental phenom-
ena represented adaptations of the organism to the environment, and that
human and animal behaviour could ultimately be understood only through a
physiological study of the brain (Vucinich 1970:309). In his view there was
still room for the concept of purpose in nature, although not as a teleological
explanation, but rather as a purely heuristic concept in understanding the
integration of the whole organism, complementary to the concept of adapta-
tion. Pavlov himself elucidated the matter thus:

It is clear that an equilibrium in the interaction of component organs and in
relations with the external world is the basic condition for the survival of the
complex forms of life. […] The constant striving for the preservation of this
equilibrium can be viewed either as an adaptation, if it is regarded from the
vantage point of the Darwinian theory, or as purposiveness, if we look at the
organism in general from a subjective, anthropomorphic point of view. We
should not object to these labels, which are only provisional, until we can ar-
rive at more objective terms.

(quoted from Vucinich 1970:311)

Pavlov was the first Russian scholar of renown to give women access to
scientific laboratories, and he also helped promote the careers of Jewish sci-
entists, who elsewhere risked discrimination. Finally succeeding in per-
suading the Society of Russian Physicians in St. Petersburg to accept quali-
fied Jews as members, he was fortunate to see one of his own graduate stu-
dents as the first Jew to be elected into the Society. Perhaps Pavlov’s be-
nevolent attitude towards Jews, far from universal among Russian scientists
at the time, was partly an expression of recognition towards his former
teacher in anatomy, Tsion, who first taught him the importance of experi-
mentation in physiological research, and whom he continued to hold in high
esteem as a teacher all his life (Nozdrachev 1999). Here Pavlov’s view evi-
dently differed from that of Mechnikov, who was himself of Jewish descent
on his mother’s side, but whose view of Tsion was quite negative: “Many
who knew him – and I was one of them – profoundly disliked him because
of his malicious character and his failure to hold on to any higher moral
point of view”34 (quoted from Nozdrachev 1999). This evaluation may serve
as another piece of evidence of the fact that moral judgments continued to

                                
34 Ru. orig.: “Многие знавшие его – и я в том числе – его очень не любили за его
злобный характер и неспособность стать на сколько-нибудь нравственно
возвышенную точку зрения”. (Mechnikov, I.I., Stranitsy vospominanii. – Moskva,
1946. – P. 45)
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play a role in the development of Russian science throughout the entire pe-
riod, not only in the life sciences, but perhaps even more so in the social
sciences and in anthropology in particular.

2.4.5 Anthropology and social sciences
Anthropology developed as a particular scientific discipline in the second
half of the 19th century. Academic anthropological societies were established
in Russia as late as in 1887 and 1893. However, the “need for a new science”
that he termed “analytical ethnography” had been expressed in Russia al-
ready by prince Vladimir Odoevskii (1803-1869) in his philosophical dia-
logues “Russian nights” from 1835, and further in a note from 1841, carry-
ing the abbreviated heading “Social physiology” (Odoevskii 1841). In this
short note the author developed the concept of society as an organism, con-
sisting of many individual organisms banding together, acting with a definite
goal. All organisms are complex, both in nature and in society, and they are
all governed by the same natural laws, Odoevskii contended, from the sim-
plest atom to the most complex human thought. Every nation (narod) is an
organism and can be studied as such. This idea would later be exploited for
the somewhat different purpose of the Slavophiles, notably by Nikolai
Danilevskii.

By the beginning of the 1860s, the quest for defining anthropology was
intense in Russia, and extended outside the purely scientific community.
Chernyshevskii’s main philosophical work was typically entitled “The an-
thropological principle in philosophy” (1860). It gave full expression to a
line of thinking that was heavily influenced by Feuerbach and which had
been in the making ever since the days of the Petrashevtsy circle in St. Pe-
tersburg in the late 1840s. In this view, anthropology was the result of a de-
velopment from positive religion via pantheism and materialism into a final
acknowledgement of man as part of nature, and as the only supreme being
(Walicki 1979:157f). The Petrashevtsy had thus prepared the ground with
their “pre-positivist” understanding of anthropology as a branch of science,
studying man as part of nature, subject to the universal law of causality, and
with a kind of secular “anthropotheism” as the foundation of this new sci-
ence. However, for Chernyshevskii, the “anthropological principle” meant
that although man is fully subject to natural laws, there is no such thing as a
“historical reason,” no historical necessity; progress is not inevitable, it is the
fruit of knowledge and completely of man’s own making (Walicki
1979:197).

Through this anthropological consciousness of man as a “natural being,”
Rousseau made his comeback in Russian minds, not least through Pisarev,
actualizing again the question of what was in essence natural, and the dis-
tinction between nature, on the one hand, and culture, or society, on the other
(Zen’kovskii 1948:386, 391). Lavrov asked essentially the same question in
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“What is anthropology?” - a review from 1860 of two German works by
Immanuel Hermann Fichte and Theodor Waitz,35 inclining himself towards
the answer of the latter of these two, describing anthropology simply as the
science of man as an animal being, that is, as a branch of zoology. But an-
thropology, according to Lavrov, deals with what is particular to humans, as
compared to other animal species, namely emotions, thought, will and
knowledge. In other words, anthropology belongs to the same branch of
science as psychology.

In the end, anthropology for Lavrov appears as a kind of Phänomenologie
des Geistes, describing the evolutionary history of human consciousness;
anthropology becomes a philosophy of history that is transformed into a
history of philosophy (Lavrov 1860:489). But unlike Hegel, Lavrov does not
acknowledge any final goal, no “absolute knowledge” at which the history of
consciousness would come to an end. Thus, Lavrov is apparently opening up
for the idea of evolution also in a Darwinian sense, as a process without any
preconceived Divine plan or goal, doing away more or less completely with
teleological explanations (Lavrov 1860:491).36

Evidently the Russian interest in anthropology at the beginning of the
1860s appeared as a response to the development of this “new” discipline in
Europe. The discussion in England and Germany, in particular, was followed
closely in Russia. Part of the debate focused on what other sciences should
serve as the foundation and methodological model for the new discipline. In
this context it was natural that the theory of evolution became a central point
of conflict. In his entry on “Anthropology” for the Encyclopedic Dictionary
of 1862, Karl von Baer, who subsequently was to become an ardent anti-
Darwinist, had identified the brain of anthropoids as “occupying an interme-
diate position between the cerebral cortex of man and that of the higher ani-
mals” (Vucinich 1988:48). Indeed, much of the later debate on Darwinism
focused, not surprisingly, on the question of man’s animal origin. In the late
1860s John Lubbock’s Prehistoric Times (1865) came out in a Russian
translation, an archaeological study of man as both animal and cultural be-
ing, showing by means of empirical data evolution at work on both the bio-
logical and social levels. The book was well received in Russia, and was
seen as further evidence of the applicability of Darwin’s ideas to society, just
as Schleicher earlier had used Darwin’s method in linguistics, a fact reported
through the publication of Schleicher’s letter to Haeckel in Zagranichnyi
vestnik in 1864 (Vucinich 1988:23). And Lavrov observed in the journal

                                
35 The works reviewed by Lavrov are: Anthropologie: die Lehre von der menschlichen Seele
... / Immanuel Herman Fichte. - 2. Aufl. – 1860, and  Anthropologie der Naturvölker / von Dr.
Theodor Waitz. - 1. Theil: Über die Einheit des Menschen-Geschlechtes und den Naturzu-
stand des Menschen (1859); 2. Theil: Die Negervölker und ihre Verwandten (1860).
36 Ru. orig. “Эта возможность бесконечного развития, не мешающая законченности философской
системы, есть необходимое следствие антропологического начала и позволяет построить
философию истории, не ограничивая человечество в формах его развития.”
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Otechestvennye zapiski (“Fatherland Notes”) in 1869 that anthropology was
in fact an application of Darwin’s theory to the study of the origin and evo-
lution of man (Vucinich 1988:23). The association of anthropology with
Darwinism was also evident in the organization of exhibitions at the anthro-
pological museums of the Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg and of
Moscow University (Vucinich 1988:68). In 1876 anthropology was institu-
tionalized as part of the regular curriculum at Moscow University, with D.N.
Anuchin as its first professor, a convinced Darwinist and disciple of the bi-
ologist A.P. Bogdanov. Anuchin wrote the first Russian study on the anthro-
poid origin of man, defending the idea of a common origin for all mankind,
and clearly acknowledging man’s genealogical bonds with other primates,
citing as references Darwin as well as Huxley, Haeckel, Vogt and Wallace
(Vucinich 1988:69). However, probably because of its close association with
Darwinism, anthropology was soon removed from the curriculum through
the new university charter of 1884, and Anuchin was converted into a pro-
fessor of the new discipline of geography instead.

This fact should be seen against the background of the optimistic pros-
pects for the further development of anthropology as a discipline described
in the annual report of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences from 1878.
Largely due to the fast growing knowledge of human fossils, the report ob-
served, anthropology had during the last ten years developed “more swiftly
than any other science”, also encouraging an “anthropological and ethno-
graphical study” of present-day “tribes and national groups” (Vucinich
1988:70). The report took on an international point of view in its optimistic
assessment of the development of anthropology. In Europe the discussion of
the proper scientific foundation for anthropology continued even after its
institutionalization as a distinct academic discipline. At the Congress of
German Anthropologists in Vienna in 1889, Rudolf Virchow suggested that
anthropology as a discipline should be independent of evolutionary ideas and
Darwinism. Virchow, known as a staunch anti-Darwinist of vitalist persua-
sion, argued that there was no evidence of any lower animal being the an-
cestor of man, and that the question of man’s animal origin had no scientific
answer (Vucinich 1988:208). In Russia, although not an anthropologist by
vocation, the loyal Darwinist Menzbir responded in detail to Virchow’s ar-
guments some years later, considering man’s animal origin self-evident, and
defending the general applicability of Darwinian theory and “scientific mate-
rialism” (ibid).

With anthropology still in the making as an independent discipline, its
boundary to sociology, also in a state of formation, was not always clear.
Academic anthropology at that time identified itself rather as a natural sci-
ence. For instance, anthropology had its own heading in the account of the
achievements of the Academy of Sciences in “the zoological sciences” given
by Brandt in 1879. “Anthropology” in Brandt’s report is almost entirely de-
voted to the comparative study of human craniums from different races
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(Brandt 1879:9ff). Such a narrow definition of anthropology, though, was
rather an exception. Even if the boundaries were not so well defined, there
was at least a transitional zone between anthropology and social science,
with common problems to solve, and perhaps more important, in part a
common theoretical foundation. Both anthropology and sociology were
subject to a major impact from “transformism” in general, and Darwinism in
particular, despite the fact that “Social Darwinism” of Western fashion never
acquired any real footholds in Russia.

The evolutionary approach in Russian sociology manifested itself through
the perception of the subject matter of the new science as the study of uni-
versal laws of social development. There was a particular preoccupation with
the evolution of moral norms and values, as an index of progress in society.
The concept of progress, though, was not unproblematic. For example, when
asking how progress came about, the potential contradiction between the
voluntary action of the individual and the determinism of natural law tended
to reappear. This conflict between subjective “purposiveness” and “objec-
tive” causality was an integral part in the development of sociology in Rus-
sia (Vucinich 1970:424f). And then again there were the various different
ideas of how to define progress in the first place, whether as an increasing
secularization of knowledge, as Pisarev proposed, or as an extension of soli-
darity to encompass eventually all humanity, as Lavrov seemed to suggest.
The subjective sociology of the populists, with Lavrov and Mikhailovskii as
the foremost representatives, differed from that of Pisarev and the Nihilists
in more than one way. Populism did not share the radical positivism and
scientism of the nihilism of the 1860s; Lavrov and Mikhailovskii both ex-
pressed their reservations about the objective truth of science. The Russian
word pravda has two meanings, “truth” and “justice,” which better reflected
the double aspect of social science, necessarily including moral judgement
too, as an indispensable part. This view brought the proponents of subjective
sociology into conflict with Herbert Spencer, who held that social phenom-
ena should be treated in the same way as natural phenomena and should be
described objectively through general laws of social change, regardless of
any moral implications. Spencer was well known in Russia and exerted a
certain influence on Russian social science through translations of his works.
In 1881 the liberal journal Mysl’ - “Thought,” published by the zoologist and
writer N.P. Vagner (Wagner), ran Spencer’s “Evolution of political institu-
tions” in a series of articles. Mir Bozhii in 1897 had a short notice on the
occasion of the publication of the final third volume of Spencer’s recently
finished “Sociology.” Spencer’s overall achievements were summed up in a
few lines, and his strong impact in Russia was noted with reference to the
fact that all of his previous translated works had already become biblio-
graphical rarities in Russia. The columnist held Spencer’s influence as par-
ticularly important in the 1860s, when the “[p]owerful criticism of Spencer
saved many from an inclination to metaphysics” (Mir Bozhii 1897 no. 2:69).
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Spencer together with Darwin, Buckle and John Stuart Mill were described
as “teachers, towards whom humanity should be forever thankful” (ibid.).

“Social Darwinism,” with its view of the development of human society
as driven by the struggle for survival and natural selection through the com-
petition between ethnic or social groups, found few supporters in Russia.
Nevertheless, biological models were used by professional sociologists and
intellectuals of different persuasions. Society as an organism was a model
used both by radicals like the Polish positivists (Kozinska-Witt 1993:3), and
Russian conservatives like Nikolai Danilevskii. “Organicism” again had its
roots in the doctrines of Comte and Spencer, both viewing society as an en-
tity growing in complexity, orderliness and specialization, and undergoing
certain fixed stages of development - just like an organism. In Russia the
most explicit representative of the “organicist” view was probably Pavel
Lilienfeld (1829-1903), who in his Mysli o sotsial’noi nauke budushchego
(1872) - “Thoughts about the social science of the future,” subsequently
appearing in a much expanded five volume German version (1873-1881),
considered society to be a real, living organism, with the individuals as its
cells. He even went so far in his parallelism between the natural and the so-
cial organism as to propose an embryological law of society, corresponding
to Haeckel’s notion about the ontogeny of the individual as recapitulating the
phylogeny of the species, or in this case, the development of society as a
whole.

Less extreme in the application of biological evolutionism to sociology
was Iakov Novikov (1849-1912), or Jacques Novicow, as his name was
spelled in France, where he spent most of his adult life. The Darwinian in-
fluence was evident in his Les luttes entre les societes humaines et leurs
phases successives (1893). However, Novikov saw no contradiction in the
simultaneous acknowledgement of the struggle for existence and cooperation
in society. Like Lavrov and Mikhailovskii before him, he considered pro-
gress in social development as tantamount to the triumph of morality,
meaning the same as “[h]armony among men” (Vucinich 1970:434). Conse-
quently, he openly rejected “social Darwinism”, publishing La critique du
Darwinisme social (1910), in which he utterly refuted the idea of conflict
and war as a prerequisite to evolution.

Neither Lilienfeld nor Novikov exerted any major influence on the devel-
opment of Russian sociology. In a review of Benjamin Kidd’s Social Evolu-
tion in Mir Bozhii (1897 no. 10: 71-75) they were both, together with Kidd,
more or less ridiculed as representatives of an outmoded organicist theory of
society, “presently having almost no authority whatsoever in the scientific
world,” as evidenced at the recent congress of the International Sociological
Institute in Sorbonne.

Far more influential among the biologically inclined social theorists, al-
though not a professional sociologist, was Petr Kropotkin, the anarchist
leader, for whom Darwinism offered a scientific foundation for the study of
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the historical origin and development of human institutions (Vucinich
1970:436). However, like Novikov, Kropotkin rejected “Social Darwinism,”
but unlike Novikov, he showed much reticence regarding the concept of
struggle for existence, at least in the restricted sense of intra-specific compe-
tition, whether in nature or in human society. Instead he promoted the con-
cept of mutual aid as describing a universal law of development, a driving
force of progress – in nature as in human society.

Whether or not the historicist awareness in the social sciences traced its
influence to Darwinism or evolutionism in general may be difficult to deter-
mine in every single case, but in fact several of the fundamental questions of
biology had their parallels in Russian sociology at this time. For example,
there was the debate between populist “subjectivism” and Marxist “objec-
tivism” about the causes of social change – individual actions and personali-
ties, as the populists preferred, or, rather, as the Marxists would have it, ex-
ternal, economic forces. To a certain extent this debate was the reflection of
a conflict in biology between teleology and vitalism, on the one hand,
against Darwinism, on the other. In the biological discussion, vitalist con-
cepts of purpose and “inner” forces of life were pitted against Darwinist
external causes and natural selection.

Another conflict emerged in sociology through the “revisionist” debate,
concerning the question as to whether social change was a continuous proc-
ess brought about through piecemeal social reform, or whether it required
sudden leaps of revolution – a discussion that very neatly mirrored the con-
flict in contemporaneous biology between the “gradualism” of orthodox
Darwinists like Timiriazev, on the one hand, and “mutationists” like Korz-
hinskii and De Vries, on the other.

The influence of natural science and biological evolutionism on social
thought was most conspicuous in A.A. Bogdanov (1873-1928, a pseudonym
for Aleksandr Malinovskii), who in 1899 published Osnovnye elementy is-
toricheskogo vzgliada na prirody – “Basic principles of a historical view of
nature,” paying his due to both Newton and Darwin in a scientific analysis of
historical change as being at the same time universal, relative and causal,
with no place for teleology (Vucinich 1970:446). In his unified picture of
reality, the key concept was adaptation, describing the fundamental process
of nature and society, driven by selection as its primary force.

Thus, although the references are not always spelled out in full, it is emi-
nently clear from the work of Bogdanov and that of many other Russian
social theorists that the influence of Darwin was far-reaching in this recur-
rent search for the unity of nature and social reality, and of all branches of
knowledge. To get a more complete picture of the extent of this influence,
the rest of this chapter is devoted exclusively to the reception and develop-
ment of Darwinism in Russia.
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2.5 Darwinism in Russia

2.5.1 Precursors and preconditions
Several observers have noted that Russia was very well prepared for the
reception of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution (Raikov 1960; Rogers
1960b; Vucinich 1970:104f). After the death of Darwin in 1882 A.O.
Kovalevskii delivered a commemorative address at the Seventh Congress of
Russian Naturalists and Physicians in Odessa 1883, where he acknowledged
Russia’s special relationship to Darwin:

Darwin’s theory was received in Russia with particular sympathy. While in
western Europe it encountered many established traditions and a strong oppo-
sition, in our country, awakening after the Crimean War, it lost no time in ac-
quiring the rights of citizenship in the scientific as well as in the social world.
Admiration for Darwin has continued until the present time.

(quoted from Vucinich 1988:87; cf. Rogers 1960b:383)

Darwinism in Russia was preceded by more or less independent Russian
formulations of “transformist” theories by scholars such as the zoologist
K.F. Rouillier, the geologist Shchurovskii, and biologists like Cienkowski
and Beketov. Rouillier in particular seems to have been instrumental in pre-
paring the ground for Darwin in Russia. He was professor of zoology at
Moscow University, where already in 1845 he gave a series of lectures on
the habits and forms of animals, in which he presented his concept of evolu-
tion as a gradual, slow development of organic forms from a number of other
forms, but without giving a definite mechanism for this process (Rogers
1960b:372). The professor of comparative anatomy I.A. Borzenkov testified
in 1881 about the influence of Rouillier among the students of Moscow Uni-
versity on the early reception of Darwin’s famous book, bearing the cumber-
some title On the origin of species by means of natural selection; or, The
preservation of favored races in the struggle for life (1859):

We read Darwin’s book, which reached Moscow (in Bronn’s German trans-
lation) at the time when the memory of Rul’e was still fresh in our minds.
The new book did not repeat exactly what we had learned from Rul’e, but the
ideas it presented were so close to those Rul’e had passed on to us that we
felt we had been familiar with them for a long time. The only exception was
that Darwin’s book presented these ideas with more clarity, more scientific
rigor, and incomparably richer backing of factual information.

(quoted from Vucinich 1988:15; cf. Rogers 1960b:372)

Already during the repressive regime of Nicholas I, when philosophy was
banned from Moscow University, M.G. Pavlov (1793-1840), a follower of
the Naturphilosophie of Schelling and Lorenz von Oken, taught science
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classes through which he “popularized the idea of transformation or evolu-
tion and of the unity of all nature, lectures which had an enormous influence
on later Russian scientific and social thought” (Rogers 1960b:375). The
combination of Schellingianism and transformism in Pavlov was more than a
coincidence. As a matter of fact, the wide influence of Schelling on the Rus-
sian intelligentsia during the early 19th century, in conjunction with a strong
tradition of research in embryology, from Wolff, Pander and von Baer, pro-
moted a search for unity in nature that opened up for the possibility of a
common genealogical origin of all life forms. The most conspicuous “trans-
formist” among these embryologists was perhaps Pander, founder of pale-
ontology in Russia, who in Die vergleichende Osteologie (1821), based on
the evidence of the fossil record, assumed an “unbroken succession of de-
scent [ununterbrochenen Folge der Abstammung] as well as the progressive
transformation of animals [fortlaufende Verwandlung der Thiere] in relation
to different external relationships.” (quoted from Scmitt 2005:5)

It is important to observe that the early emergence of embryology in Rus-
sia was almost exclusively led by German scholars, and that it was intrinsi-
cally associated with a “new” understanding of embryonic development,
resting on the idea of epigenesis. The idea, actually rooted in ancient Aris-
totelian, teleological physics and in the notion of final causes, was that of the
embryo as forming gradually and increasing in complexity, from initially
unorganized matter without any preconceived form. To explain the organi-
zation of organic form from this formless matter or fluid, Caspar Wolff, pio-
neer of the modern theory of epigenesis, referred to a special “essential
force” (vis essentialis), an idea that was to reappear again by the end of the
19th century, in slightly different disguise with the (re)emergence of neovi-
talism. Thus, the theory of epigenesis openly challenged the at-that-time
prevalent conflicting theory of preformation, according to which “embryonic
development was nothing but the growth of existing parts”, the unfolding of
a preconceived form already contained in the sperm or the egg (Schmitt
2005:2). This association of the “new” embryology with epigenesis and
thereby, at least indirectly, with teleology, had far-reaching implications for
the further reception of Darwinism and the criticism of it that was subse-
quently formulated, e.g. by Karl von Baer. On the one hand, then, embryol-
ogy helped prepare the ground for Darwinism through its general endorse-
ment of transformism or evolutionism and the idea of unity in nature, while
on the other it contained a potential criticism of the “mechanist”, anti-
teleological element in the theory of natural selection.

The name of Darwin was known by Russian scholars well before the
publication of Origin of Species, through abridged translations and reviews
of some of Darwin’s minor works published in the Russian “Journal of Agri-
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culture” in 1840 and in the “Mining Journal” in 1846 (Raikov 1960:17,19f).37

The first accurate and complete Russian translation of one of Darwin’s
works appeared in 1860, when an article entitled “Geology” was published
in the official organ of the Marine Authority, Morskoi sbornik,38 which had
recently been transformed into a broad literary-scientific journal with popu-
lar appeal. The anonymous translator of this particular article was most
likely Nikolai Nikolaevich Sokolov (Raikov 1960:26). Although his field of
research was chemistry and mineralogy, rather than biology, Sokolov played
a role in the popularization of Darwinism in Russia through another anony-
mous article, entitled Darvin i ego teoriia obrazovaniia vidov - “Darwin and
his theory on the formation of species”, which was published in the broadly
oriented journal “Library for reading” - Biblioteka dlia chteniia in 1861.

Darwin was well aware that he had predecessors elsewhere in Europe.
The sixth edition of Origin of species (1872) mentions some of them, in-
cluding the names of three Russian scientists of Baltic German origin –
Christian Pander, Karl von Baer, and the geologist Alexander Keyserling.
Von Baer was shown particular respect by Darwin, both in Descent of Man
(1871), where he is referred to as “the illustrious Von Baer,” and in the sixth
edition of Origin of Species (1872):

Von Baer, toward whom all zoologists feel so profound a respect, expressed
about the year 1859 […] his conviction, chiefly grounded on the laws of geo-
graphical distribution, that forms now perfectly distinct have descended from
a single parent-form.

(Darwin 1872:xxi)

These precursors to Darwin all entertained some idea of evolution or trans-
formation of organic forms and the non-permanency of species, but they still
had no clear notion of the mechanisms involved in this process. What was
new in Darwin’s theory was the idea of natural selection - and this was also
where some of his predecessors parted ways with Darwin. Von Baer, while
still respecting Darwin as a scientist, later developed into a firm opponent of
Darwinism, reacting against what he perceived as its materialist tendency,
and refusing to accept natural selection as the primary force of evolution and
the descent of man from a common primate ancestor.

2.5.2 Early reception
What seems to be the first reference to Origin of Species (1859) in Russia
appeared under the heading Novosti estestvennykh nauk: Poiavlenie
cheloveka na zemle (“News from the natural sciences: The appearance of

                                
37 Zemledel’cheskii zhurnal 1839 no. 4. (The actual publication of this journal issue was de-
layed well into 1840; Gornyi zhurnal  1846, ch. 2, kn. 4, p. 1-67.
38 Morskoi sbornik 1860 no. 13, p. 1-33.
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man on Earth”) in the Zhurnal ministerstva narodnago prosveshcheniia of
January 1860, two months after the publication of Darwin’s book. The larger
part of this unsigned article is a translation of an article by Charles Lyell,
originally published in the French L'Institut 1859. Lyell here refers to Dar-
win’s work as further support for his own views about the antiquity of man,
in addition to the paleontological and archaeological evidence that he dis-
cusses. The anonymous translator and commentator of this article is believed
to be N.N. Strakhov (Sobol’ 1957:196; Vucinich 1972:233, 1988:17). In his
commentary Strakhov stresses the “enormous importance” of Lyell’s support
for Darwin’s work, in view of the all-too-long ruling dogma of the non-
changing, permanent species, lacking any empirical scientific evidence
(Strakhov 1860:6f).  Further, by way of contrast he refers also to H.G.
Bronn’s Untersuchungen über die Entwickelungs-Gesetze der Organischen
Welt (1858). The advantage of Darwin over Bronn, according to Strakhov, is
precisely the insistence of the former that evolution in the organic world is
the result of actual, ever-present, well-established natural forces, instead of
being due to some unknown, secret “power” (sila) invoked by Bronn as an
alternative explanation to the idea of an active Creator ruling the order, for-
mation, organization and distribution of millions of different species into
“the smallest detail” (Strakhov 1860:7). Strakhov cannot see “why this
power, completely unknown by us,” to which Bronn refers, should not be
compatible with the idea of “the regeneration of species, with the doctrine
adopted by Charles Darwin” (Strakhov 1860:8).39 Strakhov’s favourable
evaluation of Darwin’s work by this time rests almost exclusively on Lyell’s
short account, in which no mention is yet made of natural selection as the
mechanism of evolution. Strakhov thus lacks any direct acquaintance with
the full text of the Origin of Species, and he is really not in a position to give
any substantial judgment about it (Sobol’ 1957:198).

In another article, entitled Durnye priznaki  - “Bad symptoms”, a kind of
review of the French translation of Origin of Species published in Vremia in
1862, Strakhov gave a very positive evaluation of Darwin’s theory and the
concept of natural selection, with which he had by now become well ac-
quainted, while reacting against the French translator Clémence Royer’s
attempt to apply Darwin’s theories to human society (Raikov 1960:57;
Sobol’ 1957:203ff; Vucinich 1972:233; Vucinich 1988:19f). Strakhov’s
magister dissertation in zoology, “On the wristbones of mammals” (1857)
was based on the idea of unity in the animal kingdom, searching actively for
homologies in different groups of organisms, and with this in mind his en-
dorsement of Darwin’s theory as supporting the idea of unity seems natural
at this stage. Nevertheless, in Durnye priznaki, while generally favourably
inclined to Darwin, Strakhov’s concern is at the same time to delimit the

                                
39 Ru. orig. “Непонятно даже, почему эта совершенно неизвестная нам сила не совместима с
перерождением видов, с учением, принимаемым Чарльсом Дарвином.”
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applicability of the concepts of struggle for existence and natural selection to
nature. He warns against viewing natural science as a universal solution to
all problems that confront humanity (Sobol’ 1957:203). The “bad symp-
toms” that Strakhov observes in Clémence Royer are attempts to apply laws
from the world of plants and animals to human society. Strakhov could thus
be seen as a pioneer in the general Russian resistance to “social Darwinism,”
that would develop during the years to come. He introduces a dualism be-
tween  matter and mind, body and soul, beast and human, which  already in a
sense anticipates his future fierce resistance to Darwinism (Sobol’
1957:208f).

Almost simultaneous with Strakhov’s article from 1860 was the publica-
tion of a short notice in a scientific journal formerly edited by Rouillier, the
Bulletin de la Societé impériale des naturalistes de Moscou (1860 V:130-
132). Indeed, 1860 quite naturally proved to be a formative year in the Rus-
sian reception of Darwinism. That same year a whole series of translated
articles appeared in the Vestnik estestvennykh nauk – “Herald of Natural
Sciences,” organ of the Moscow Society of Naturalists. Among the trans-
lated articles was Thomas Huxley’s report on Darwin’s theory, read before
the members of the Royal Institution of Great Britain on February 10, 1860.
All the articles in this series were clearly pro-Darwinian. However, the series
did not last long, since the Moscow Society of Naturalists, as an essentially
conservative, aristocratic organization, withdrew its support for the publica-
tion of articles on Darwin as soon as his theory turned out to cause heated
controversy (Vucinich 1988:33).

When Russkii vestnik in its November and December issues of 1860 pub-
lished an article by the young biologist Beketov, obviously written before
Darwin’s ideas had reached Russia with full force, it was in a way already
“too late.” In this article, entitled Garmoniia v prirode  - “Harmony in na-
ture”, the author argued that adaptation and change in accordance with gen-
eral laws are fundamental in nature, and that the gradual transformation of
organisms to meet the conditions of environment is what determines the
extinction or survival of individual species. The harmony that man perceives
in nature explains, according to Beketov, man’s attraction to nature, of
which he is himself part. It constitutes evidence of a fundamental unity be-
tween all natural phenomena and all the sciences that describe them (Beketov
1860:545). Beketov exemplifies in some detail40 this harmony in nature
through the functional adaptation of the organisms’ means of reproduction
and digestion for the aim of ensuring their survival. He sees a direct connec-
tion between the vulnerability of an organism to extinction and the multi-
plicity of means of reproduction available to it (Beketov 1860:547). The ad-

                                
40 Many of the examples are taken from Physiologie végétale / Auguste-Pirame de Candolle
(1832). Further, there are references to Grundzüge der wissenschaftlichen Botanik / M.I.
Schleiden (1850) and to Lyell’s Principles of Geology.
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aptation of  an organism to its local environment is viewed by Beketov only
as part of a correspondence with a general goal (obshchaia tsel’), the com-
plete harmony and unity of all nature (Beketov 1860:557).

The author mixes ideas of teleology with concepts of transformation or
evolution into a complex that is not so easy to disentangle. The role of man
in this fundamental unity of nature is not clear, since Beketov appears to be
ready to acknowlege the immortality of the human soul and the exclusive-
ness of man, with regard to his mental capacities. He endorses without ques-
tion Cuvier’s explanation of man’s bipedal stature as associated with the size
of the human brain, excluding as it seems a previous four-legged primate
ancestor (Beketov 1860:567f).

Further, Beketov returns to the question of whether the harmony observed
in nature is only a local phenomenon, meaning simply the result of an adap-
tation of organs and organisms to their immediate environment, or, as many
think, the “manifestation of a global integrity” (proiavlenie mirovoi tselosti).
His answer refers to the universality of the natural forces and the image of
how all matter, like cast metal, must adapt to the form it is cast in, thus
seemingly suggesting some kind of preformationism. But then, at the same
time, Beketov acknowledges the important difference between metal and
living organisms, by pointing to the fact that the “form” in which organisms
are cast, i.e. the living conditions provided by their environment, are also
eternally changing (Beketov 1860:570). His recognition of the previous ex-
tinction of whole groups of organisms formerly inhabiting the Earth, as evi-
denced by geology, however, is still fully compatible with Cuvier’s catastro-
phe theory. All in all, despite its “transformist” elements, and the apparent
influence from Lamarck (although without explicit references) in its focus
on the role of environment, Beketov’s article remains within an earlier tradi-
tion of thinking about evolution that was already giving way to the new the-
ory introduced by Darwin and Wallace, simultaneous discoverers of the
mechanism of natural selection.

While Beketov still seems to leave room for teleology, and possibly also
for the existence of a benevolent God, by contrast, the author of an article
the same year in Kolokol - ”The Bell” (1860 June 15) - Alexander Herzen’s
Russian exile journal in London, exhorts the editor of Sankt Peterburgskie
vedomosti to avoid publishing articles on religious matters, since “they are
unnecessary, nobody asks for them, and what is more, nobody reads them,”
recommending instead as an antidote against religious fanaticism (izuver-
stvo) the works of “Buckle, Grove, John Stuart Mill, and Darwin’s On Spe-
cies” [sic!] (Kolokol’ 1860:614). Herzen himself also discussed the role of
religion in his memoirs - Byloe i dumy, equating teleology with theology, by
asking “what difference is there between preordained purposefulness and
providence?” (Gurev 1957:140).

Herzen’s role in this context, however, was rather peripheral. More im-
portant in acquainting the Russian reading public with Darwin’s theory was
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the aforementioned essay in Biblioteka dlia chteniia 1861 (no. 11-12), be-
lieved to be written by Sokolov (Elizavetina 2003:484; Raikov 1960:48). The
article, published in two consecutive issues of this popular journal and run-
ning over 75 pages, is the first comprehensive presentation of Darwin’s the-
ory of natural selection in the Russian language. It opens with an introduc-
tion to the problem of the origin of species, as one of explaining both the
diversity of organic forms now existing and their historical development, the
constant renewal of fauna and flora, as observed through the evidence of
geology, the fossil record. Then follows a short account of pre-Darwinian
attempts at explaining these phenomena.

The author distinguishes two irreconcilable types of explanations, a) those
referring to some kind of special creational force (zizhditel’naia sila), dis-
tinct from all other natural forces, and, on the other hand, b) the scientific
explanations admitting only an eternal organizational force (sila obra-
zovatel’noi), the aspiration (stremlenie) of which is expressed through the
different organic forms (Sokolov 1861a:1). The hypothesis of the first type of
explanation (a) is that of a periodically active creational force and of succes-
sive faunas and floras replacing each other completely, whereas the other
explanation (b) hypothesizes a perpetual organizational force that produces
gradual change of existing organisms into what some regard as more and
more perfected beings (this special case of (b) the author calls “the theory of
gradual perfection”- Sokolov 1861a:2). The second hypothesis (b) gains
credibility already from the observed fact, that all living organisms undergo
change and substantial transformation, as testified e.g. by embryology.

Among the supporters of (a) the author mentions Linnaeus and Cuvier,
while Lamarck, Goethe and Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire represent those
supporting (b). However, there is an asymmetrical relationship between the
two hypotheses, since (a), the theory of successive creations, presupposes
long periods of an inactive, dormant  creational force, for which the theory
cannot be made to account, whereas the supporters of (b) are in principle
accountable for all the changes occurring in nature and have to provide evi-
dence of intermediate organic forms linking the past to the present. While
the theories of Lamarck and his followers proved insufficient in this respect,
the “brilliant considerations” (genial’nyia soobrazheniia) of Darwin and
Wallace finally challenged the scientific dogma of the essential permanency
of species, until recently upheld by the adherents of (a). The author particu-
larly praises Darwin and Wallace for their empiricism, for founding their
theory on extensive experience from field research in the midst of nature,
allowing them to unearth a host of supporting empirical evidence (Sokolov
1861a:5f).

The terminology used by Sokolov to describe Darwin’s theory is some-
what ambiguous (partly since the Russian Darwinian terminology was fixed
only through Rachinskii’s translation of Origin of Species in 1864), for ex-
ample, he employs otbornost’ instead of podbor for “selection”. Further, he
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prefers the term bor’ba za zhizn – “struggle for life,” used alternatively with
“struggle for existence” also by Darwin himself, fully acknowledging Dar-
win’s indebtedness to Malthus in his view of this struggle as springing from
the conflict between limited food resources and the instinct to procreate:
“The struggle for life, in its essence, is the same theory of Malthus, adapted
to the totality of the animal and plant kingdoms” (Sokolov 1861a:14). To be
victorious in this struggle means simply to be successful in reproduction;
that is the new sense that Darwin gives this concept. Further, Sokolov recog-
nizes the role of chance (sluchainost’) as influencing the outcome of this
struggle for life, together with such factors as climate and food resources. He
fully endorses Darwin’s view of the intraspecific struggle as more intense
than the struggle between different species, since the former always involves
competition for the same resources (Sokolov 1861a:15), and he further seems
to support the claim that the struggle is more fierce in wide, continental
stretches of land, like Russia, than in small, isolated areas (Sokolov
1861a:18). This Darwinian view of intraspecific struggle would later be
contested by Kropotkin in his theory of mutual aid.

There is a residue of teleology in Sokolov’s use of terms like stremit’sia
and  stremlenie – “aspire, strive ” and “aspiration”, as for example when it is
said that, according to Darwin,  large “genera are striving to become more
and more rich in number of species” at the same time as they are “striving to
divide into many smaller” (Sokolov 1861a:12),41 or when natural selection is
said to have gradually changed certain elements in the organisms, that were
initially identical, “with the aim  (tsel’) of using them for utterly different
functions” (Sokolov 1861a:37). 42 And again, teleology is not far away when
the reader learns that natural selection “is taking care (zabotitsia)  to prolong
the existence of some individual differences, consolidate them and produce
from them new species”(Sokolov 1861a:21).43  But, the author is careful to
underline, natural selection does not create the initial differences between
individuals, it operates on differences already present, enhancing and con-
solidating them. Darwinian systematics, the author explains, is a genealogi-
cal system, where species, genera and families reflect a common origin,
rather than representing a “natural system,” seen as expressing a purported
divine plan, or only a more or less accidental, subjective abstraction. This
unifying character of Darwin’s theory, its explanation of the similar structure
of organisms belonging to the same groups as the result of a common origin,
is seen as its main advantage. In contrast, for the theory of successive crea-
tions, similarities in embryological development between different organ-
isms have remained much of a mystery, just like the existence of organs that
                                
41 “роды стремятся сделаться более и более богатыми количеством видов  […] большие роды
стремятся разделиться на многие меньшие”
42 “с целью применить их к весьма различным отправлениям”
43 “заботится о том, чтобы продлить существование некоторых индивидуальных различий,
упрочить их и произвести из них новые виды”
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seem to serve no particular purpose (Sokolov 1861a:38f). On the whole, the
author gives a very favourable view of Darwin’s theory, invoking as sup-
porting evidence facts of morphology, embryology and the geographical
distribution of organisms.

However, Sokolov does not refrain from bringing forth possible counter-
arguments against the theory, discussed by Darwin himself in the Origin of
Species, viz. (i) the “missing links”, that is, the absence of “intermediary
forms” of organisms in the geological record of fossils, (ii) the purported
insufficiency of natural selection in explaining the formation of very simple
and very complex body organs (such as the eye), (iii) the acquisition and
change of animal instincts (behaviour) by means of natural selection, and
finally (iv) the infertility resulting from hybridization, making it difficult to
account for the evolution of new species from other very different species. In
response to (i), just like Lyell and Darwin himself, the author points to the
utter incompleteness of our geological record (Sokolov 1861b:4f). As for (ii),
although acknowledging that Darwin goes a long way towards making prob-
able that gradual transformation through natural selection could produce an
organ as complex as e.g. the eye of a bird or a mammal, the author still holds
Darwin accountable for failing to explain the very first appearance (or for-
mation) of useful organs, since natural selection can only preserve useful
varieties, not create them (Sokolov 1861b:10). Thus, Darwin himself is
charged with “teleologism,” although in a slightly different sense of the
word:

This theory is essentially teleological, - true, not in the usual sense of this
term, since Darwin, like every other critical naturalist, is strictly speaking an
opponent of so called final causes. But if his theory is not founded on final
causes, then, at least, it rests on what might be called final choice (vybor), fi-
nal selection (otbornost’). Indeed, natural selection can only preserve useful
changes in species (vidoizmenenii) – useful to the organism, in which they
occur, of course. It [i.e. natural selection] cannot create these useful changes,
and, hence, sharply differs from final causes; but it aspires towards (stremit-
sia k) the perpetuation of these changes, when they have been produced by
some chance or other (kakim-nibud’ sluchaiem). Because of this sort of
teleological direction of natural selection, it is eminently difficult to give an
account of the original formation of many organs. In effect, in the majority of
cases the first rudiments of organs are probably less useful, than burdensome
to the organism.

(Sokolov 1861b:10)44

                                
44 “Эта теория есть в сущности телеологическая, - правда, не в обыкновенном смысле этого
термина, потому что Дарвин, как всякий критический натуралист, есть противник собственно так
называемых конечных причин, Но если его теория не зиждется на конечных причинах, то, по
крайней мере, она опирается на то, что можно бы назвать конечным выбором, конечною
отборностью. Действительно, естественная отборность может только сохранять полезныя
видоизменения, - мы разумеем полезныя для организма, в котором они происходят. Она не может
создавать этих полезных видоизменений, и, следовательно, резко отличается от конечных причин;
но она стремится к увековечению этих изменений, когда они произведены каким-нибудь случаем.
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The role of chance in Darwin’s theory for the initial transformations of or-
gans is thus acknowledged, something that will later serve as a point of at-
tack for Danilevskii’s criticism.

As for the third possible counter-argument (iii), the acquisition of useful
instincts by various organisms, such as ants and bees, the author does his
utmost to show that Darwin actually succeeds in explaining these phenom-
ena without resorting to “final causes.” Finally, regarding (iv), the infertility
of hybrids, it is shown that this is by no means a general rule, and that there
are different gradations of fertility and infertility, allowing at least different
varieties of a species to reproduce and have perfectly fertile progeny. Varie-
ties are in fact nothing but “unrevealed”, not yet fully expressed species
(Sokolov 1861b:28).

Summing up, the author finds Darwin’s defence against the proposed
counter-arguments skilful and often convincing. The argument against Dar-
win, that his theory demands too long of a time perspective, is rejected as no
real argument, since modern science is constantly revising the age of the
Earth, making it ever older. Hence, the Biblical story of Creation as an event
occurring no more than 6000 years ago can boldly be considered as belong-
ing to fairy-tales (Sokolov 1861b:30). Of all the proposed theories attempting
to explain the origin of species, the author considers Darwin’s theory to be
“undoubtedly the most logical, the most satisfactory and at the same time
one of the most simple”. Having established natural selection as a powerful
factor in the formation of species, however,  “we do not find in it a complete
resolution of its task” (Sokolov 1861b:33). The question still stands: What is
this organizational force? Or, in other words: What is life? Darwin’s answer
to the question about the origin of species is, according to Sokolov, insuffi-
cient by itself as an explanation for the phenomenon of evolution, which
requires further research (Sokolov 1861b:35f; cf. Rogers 1960b: 378f;
Vucinich 1972:232).

Sokolov’s article was no doubt important in the reception of Darwinism
as the first extensive account of the theory of natural selection in Russian
language, acknowledging the full value of Darwin’s contribution while
pointing out some problems that the theory was facing. Still, the absence as
yet of an authoritative Russian translation of the Origin of Species caused
terminological ambiguity, increasing the risk of misunderstanding Darwin’s
theory. This might also have affected Mechnikov’s review from 1863, which
obviously was built on Bronn’s German translation rather than on the Eng-
lish original. Since it remained unpublished, this review could have no im-
pact on the general reception of Darwinism in Russia, but it is still somewhat

                                                                                                                            
Вследствие такого, в некотором роде телеологическаго, направления естественной отборности,
необыкновенно трудно дать себе отчет в первоначалном образовании множества органов. В самом
деле, в большей части случаев  первые зачатки органа должны были быть не столько полезны,
сколько тягостны для организма.”
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symptomatic of its time in its general acceptance of the idea of evolution,
while being very sceptical about Darwin’s application of Malthus’ law of
geometric reproduction to nature and about the very concepts of “struggle
for existence” and “natural selection” (termed estestvennoe izbranie by
Mechnikov).45 In particular, Mechnikov expresses the thought that “rapid
reproduction is a result of the struggle for existence, not the cause of it” as
Darwin will have it (Mechnikov 1863:17).46 Further, Mechnikov here already
questions the idea of the intraspecific struggle of existence, the competition
between closely related organisms, as being the most intense (Mechnikov
1863:17f). Instead he points to cooperation as an alternative to struggle and
competition, an idea that will recur with fuller force later in the Russian re-
ception of Darwin, most notably in the work of Kropotkin. Although the
young Mechnikov is thus quite critical of Darwin (as seen through the eyes
of Bronn), he nevertheless acknowledges as a merit of the author of Origin
of Species that his theory does not rely on hybridization for the explanation
of the transformation of species (Mechnikov 1863:12).

A key role in the Russian reception of Darwinism was played by the first
Russian translator of the Origin of Species, the professor of botany at Mos-
cow University Sergei Aleksandrovich Rachinskii (1833-1902). In 1863 he
published an article in Russkii Vestnik, introducing the notion of struggle for
existence and regular mass extinction in nature, recommending Darwin’s
“excellent” book, already in the process of being translated by himself, iden-
tifying it as “one of the most brilliant books ever to be written in the natural
sciences” (Raikov 1960:58f; Vucinich 1988:18f). The translation appeared in
1864; it enjoyed three editions (1864, 1865, 1873) and was of particular im-
portance in determining the Russian Darwinist terminology, which until then
had differed from reviewer to reviewer. In 1864 a host of articles on Darwin
and reviews of the translation were also published. Among the authors were
K.A. Timiriazev, whose series of articles appeared in Otechestvennye zapiski
under the title Kniga Darvina, ee kritiki i kommentatory  - “Darwin’s book,
its critics and commentators.” The articles were also published as a book the
following year, entitled Kratkii ocherk teorii Darvina – “Short description of
Darwin’s theory.” Timiriazev’s book enjoyed five editions (revised and ex-
tended) up until 1905 under the title Charlz Darvin i ego uchenie, thus be-
coming a standard reference work in Russia, playing a key role in the propa-
gation of Darwinism (Raikov 1960:61).

Further substantial articles were published in 1864 on the same subject by
Antonovich (Sovremennik), Edel’son (Biblioteka dlia chteniia), A.N. Engel-
hardt (Sanktpeterburgskie vedomosti) and D.S Mikhailov (Naturalist), all
                                
45 Bronn has natürliche Züchtung in German, which corresponds more to “breeding” than to
“selection,” for which a more proper German term would perhaps be Auslese or even Selek-
tion.
46  Ru. orig.: “стремление к быстрому размножению является следствием борьбы за
существование, а не причиною  ее”
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called forth by the appearance of Rachinskii’s Russian translation of Origin
of Species. The activity of translation of works on Darwinism was also set in
motion from this time.  Among the popular works translated was Ch. Dar-
win’s Lehre von der Entstehung der Arten im Pflanzen- und Thierreich in
ihrer Anwendung auf die Schöpfungsgeschichte by Friedrich Rolle (1863),
which appered in two different Russian versions in 1864 /1865. Other trans-
lations were made (in a shortened version, via the French edition) of Om-
boni’s Carlo Darwin sull’origine dell specie (Milan, 1865), and of Thomas
Henry Huxley’s Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature (London, 1863),
which also appeared in two Russian translations (from the German edition
by Julius Viktor Karus) in 1864 by A.N. Beketov in Saint Petersburg and by
the Jewish publicist Iulius Goldendakh in Moscow.47

An illustrative example of all the secondary publications brought forth by
the Russian translation of Origin of Species in 1864 is the rather lucid review
in the influential journal Sovremennik (“The Contemporary”) by the radical
critic M.A. Antonovich, who on the whole was quite sympathetic, even en-
thusiastic about Darwin’s theory. To begin with, he noted the favourable
conditions in Russia for the reception of Darwin’s book. Russia was in no
way lagging behind enlightened Europe, Antonovich contended with a slight
touch of irony, at least not as far as institutions of education are concerned.
In Russia there were universities and gymnasiums, and there were scientists,
writers and journalists, mostly liberally-minded like in the West. Concerning
translations and the popularization of science, Russia was even ahead of
Europe, where scientific works were read only by specialists, whereas in
Russia they penetrated to the masses of readers forming the public opinion,
as the example of Buckle’s works showed, published in two separate Rus-
sian translations, both experiencing second editions soon after the first. With
this in mind, Antonovich nevertheless welcomed the Russian translation of
Darwin, expressing the hope that it would not only enjoy the “external suc-
cess” which it was almost certain to have, but also the “inner success” of
becoming a vital force in the minds of people. He noted that even before this
translation appeared, Darwin was well known in Russia through the French
translator Clémence Royer and the translation of a lecture given by Schlei-
den on Darwin’s Origin of Species.

Antonovich contrasted Darwin’s view of evolution, the changeability of
species and the transformation of varieties into new species, with the tradi-
tional view of fixed, immutable species and successive acts of creation fol-
lowing upon catastrophes exterminating completely earlier forms of organ-
isms. Associated with Darwin’s theory, he noted, was also the idea of a
                                
47 Iulius Iosifovich Goldendakh appears as the translator of medical German literature, e.g.
Lektsii sovremennykh nemetskikh klinitsistov (1868). Interestingly, Goldendakh’s Jewish
identity was strong enough to make him an anti-assimilationist and a partisan of the Hebrew
language, as he showed in a debate with R. Goldenviezer in the Russian-Jewish newspaper
Sion from 1861 (cf. Klier 1995:105f).
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common origin of all human races. Against this the opponents promoted a
theory of a polygenetic origin of humans of different races, arguing that too
long a period of time must be assumed to have elapsed for such significant
diversification between humans with a common single progenitor to occur.
The defenders of a common human origin again sustained the view, that a
period as short as some 3,000 years would indeed be sufficient for the
needed transformation (Antonovich 1864:70f).

Although the preface to Origin of Species mentions precursors such as
Lamarck and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, both affirming the existence of evolu-
tion and the changeability of species, Darwin was the first to have presented
a possible mechanism displaying the likely causes behind this transforma-
tion, thus giving the theory a scientific foundation rather than basing it on
pure conjecture like his predecessors. Without mentioning Malthus explic-
itly, Antonovich further observed that the struggle for existence was a result
of the law of geometric progression of reproduction while food resources
were limited. But Darwin understood the concept of struggle for existence in
a wider sense, as encompassing every form of dependence of one organism
on another, Antonovich remarked. The sexual competition between males is
only a special case of this struggle for existence. Antonovich readily ac-
cepted Darwin’s view that the fiercest struggle occurs between organisms of
the same species, competing for the same resources (Antonovich 1864:77).
He described the mechanism of natural selection as acting on those aberrant
properties of an organism that are advantageous (vygodno) to it in the strug-
gle for existence, preserving and accumulating the sharpest and most con-
spicuous differences between organisms promoting hereby specialization
and diversification (Antonovich 1864:79).

Antonovich gave an accurate description of the fundamental difference
between Darwin’s theory and earlier teleological views on the presence and
absence of perfection and purposefulness in the organisms, explaining how
according to Darwin the organisms are ever changing, and how they are not
always perfectly adapted to their environment, with some body organs being
of little or no use (examples are the wings of some insects that are unable to
fly, or the nipples of male mammals), thus lacking a “purpose.” This view
contrasts sharply with the traditional view of every organism as a perfect
creation of God, with a purposeful design in all its parts, all having their
“final cause” (Antonovich 1864:82).

Antonovich devoted some space to the question of “imperfection” and
“perfection” in nature, explaining how the perceived apparent “purposeful-
ness” (tselesoobraznost’) of body organs in organisms was only the result of
a long, never-ending process of perfection, during which less purposeful,
less perfect varieties perished in the struggle for existence (Antonovich
1864:96). He thus countered ‘the argument from design,’ which in the ap-
parent purposefulness of organisms and body organs found evidence of
God’s plan of creation. Against such attempts, Antonovich quoted Darwin as
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saying that natural selection does not necessarily imply unconditional per-
fection, recognizing the presence of several imperfections in organisms, as
e.g. the sting of a bee or wasp, which due to its indentation cannot be re-
moved after being used against an enemy without the bee or wasp dying
itself. He also reaffirmed Darwin’s claim that all organisms are in a sense
egotists, living only for themselves, with their structure, inasmuch as it is
“perfected.” being so only for their own benefit or use (pol’za) (Antonovich
1864:97).

Summing up, Antonovich found most of the evidence from paleontology,
from the geographical distribution and systematics of organisms, and from
comparative morphology and embryology to support Darwin’s theory. As
further evidence he quoted at length the generally favourable views of Dar-
win expressed by Huxley and Bronn (though not without reservations), ac-
knowledging as particularly important the unifying force of the theory of
natural selection in explaining previously disparate facts of organic life
through one common cause.

The popular science monthly Vokrug sveta – “Around the world” contrib-
uted to the particular attention devoted to the Origin of Species in 1864 with
an article entitled Pole bitvy prirody - “Nature as battle-ground”, an enthusi-
astic account of Darwin’s theory, giving various examples of how adaptation
and purposefulness in nature results from the struggle for existence, de-
scribed as a universal battle for food and for survival of all beings with each
other and with the conditions of life. The aim of this struggle, the article
noted, is not only to survive, but also to reproduce, to multiply (Vokrug sveta
1864:52). The anonymous author was careful not to pass final judgment on
the veracity of Darwin’s theory, but in any event acknowledged the genius of
its founder, comparing him to Lyell, the famous geologist. The theory of
evolution was characterized as a law of progress, the importance of which
would finally become clear to us only when applied to the human species,
since “success in the struggle for existence is not only physical, but also
intellectual and spiritual” (Vokrug sveta 1864:54f).48 This observation served
for the author as the foundation for an explicitly racialist doctrine, recogniz-
ing as a fact that “between the now living human races a struggle so fierce is
going on, that its like will not be found among any other animals, and its
winner can only be the most perfected, or at least, the best organized race”
(ibid.:55).49 Although the youngest and strongest of races, according to the
article, were “the Caucasian tribe and the negroes,” the likely winner of this
struggle belongs to a future race far superior to our present ones. For those
fearing this eternal struggle in nature, the readers were assured, Darwin of-
                                
48 Ru. orig.: “успех борьбы за бытие не только физический, но и умственный и духовный”
49 Ru. orig.: “между живущими ныне человеческими расамм происходит столь ожесточенная
борьба, какой не встречается ни у каких других животных, и в которой победителем может
остаться только самая совершенная, или по крайней мере, лучше других организованная раса.”
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fered the consolating thought of at least temporary cease-fires; death is usu-
ally quick when it finally comes, and we can generally remain confident that
the winners will be stronger, healthier, more powerful and skilful (ibid.).

This article, in its apparent embracement of some kind of “social Dar-
winism” was rather an exception in the Russian reception, but its association
of the notion of social progress with the theory of evolution was far from
unique, at least not among the radical, leftist intelligentsia. Another article in
this tradition, more important for the popularization of Darwin’s theory and
known to have been particularly influential and accessible to a broad reading
audience, was Pisarev’s review article Progress v mire zhivotnykh i rastenii
– “Progress in the world of animals and plants,” written while the author was
in detention in the Peter and Paul fortress and first published in Russkoe
slovo in 1864. Pisarev introduced Darwin’s work in laudatory terms :

In this theory the reader will find both the strict precision of the exact sci-
ences and the boundless sphere of a philosophical generalization and finally
the highest and most unadorned beauty, which puts its imprint on all the great
products of strong and healthy human thought.

(Pisarev 1864:13; transl. by Rogers 1960:16)

Pisarev’s “review” is actually a one-hundred-and-seventy pages long essay,
introducing the contents of Origin of Species to a lay reader, closely follow-
ing the original. But Pisarev, lending support also from Vogt’s Zoologische
Briefe, drew his own conclusions about the applicability of Darwin’s theory
to society. For example, he completely “anthropologized” ant society, de-
picting ants as fully conscious beings and as masters of their own progress,
with an ability to learn and to remember. He insisted we should reject our
prejudices about the “mechanical” behaviour (mashinal’nost’) of animals,
and recognize instead the purposefulness of their actions (tselesoobraznye
postupki), for the benefit of their society and the survival of their species
(Pisarev 1864:132). Pisarev compared the society of the slave-making red-
dish-brown ants of the species Formica rufescens, who will rather die of
starvation than work for themselves, to human society:

The reddish-brown ants, just like humans, always aspired completely con-
sciously to what appeared to them in each particular instant as a benefit and a
convenience; and just like humans, they were unable to look into the future,
and therefore, as a general result, these aspirations to immediate benefit and
immediate convenience led them to final and irremediable demoralization. If
we compare the history of the reddish ant with that of many slave-owning so-
cieties, then we will see a striking affinity in the disposition of causes and
consequences. Both here and there – first there is war, then slavery, and fi-
nally demoralization. This proves to us, that as soon as society is being
formed, then immediately begins to work the incontrovertible supremacy of
social laws, which, like all other laws of nature, operate completely objec-
tively and without the permission of any exceptions.
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(Pisarev 1864:137)50

Pisarev’s popular essay was instrumental in attracting students in Russia to
the natural sciences, as Ivan Pavlov later testified (Vucinich 1988:26). How-
ever, one might ask whether the initial success of Darwinism in Russia in the
1860s was a cause or, rather, an effect of an already prevalent general inter-
est in natural science. The latter alternative seems to be suggested by another
introducer of Darwin’s ideas, Evgenii Nikolaevich Edel’son (1824-1868), a
literary critic who had studied at the faculty of mathematics and physics of
Moscow university, and from 1863-1865 was editor of the literary section of
the popular journal Biblioteka dlia chteniia, where he published his own
review of the Origin of species in 1864. Edel’son explained the lack of suc-
cess for Lamarck’s earlier ideas about evolution and the contrasting favour-
able reception of Darwin’s theory partly through the remarkable change in
Zeitgeist that had appeared since then, with the awakening of a general inter-
est in the natural sciences, which seemed to promise a simple, natural answer
to several of the secret questions that hitherto had seemed inaccessible to the
human mind (Edel’son 1864a:10ff,15). Further, he pointed to the decisive
influence of Lyell’s geology in promoting the idea of gradual change in both
the inorganic and the organic world, and the fact that Darwin’s theory al-
ready had shown its applicability in other fields of knowledge, through
Schleicher’s use of his method within the field of linguistics (Edel’son
1864a:14).

The breakthrough of Darwinism in the scientific community was to a
certain extent the work of dedicated promoters like Kliment Timiriazev and
the brothers Kovalevskii. Vladimir Kovalevskii visited Darwin in England a
couple of times, and entertained a lively correspondence with him periodi-
cally; he translated and furthered to publication in Russia the first section of
Variation of plants and animals under domestication before the manuscript
was even published in English (Vucinich 1972:235). Darwin explicitly re-
ferred to observations made by both Alexander and Vladimir Kovalevskii in
Descent of Man (1871) and expressed his gratitude in a letter from 1873
(Rogers 1960b:379). Timiriazev also visited Darwin in Down in 1877. As
the most long-lived of the first generation of Russian Darwinists, Timiriazev
was the foremost custodian of the theory of natural selection in the Empire.

                                
50  Ru. Orig. : “Рыжеватые муравьи, подобно людям, постоянно стремились cовершенно
сознательно к тому, что в каждую данную минуту казалось им выгодой или удобством; и подобно
людям, они не умели смотреть вдаль, и потому, в общем результате, эти стремления к близкой
выгоде и к близкому удобству привели их к окончательной и неисправимой деморализации. Если
мы сравним историю рыжеватого муравья с историей многих рабовладельческих государств, то мы
увидим поразительное сродство в расположении причин и следствий. И здесь, и там - сначала война,
потом рабство и наконец деморализация. Это доказывает нам, что как только образуется общество,
так начинается немедленно неотразимое господство социальных законов, которые, подобно всем
остальным законам природы, действуют совершенно бесстрастно и не допускают никаких
исключений.”
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He tirelessly explained, popularized and defended Darwin’s theory against
attacks both from within and outside the scientific community.

Darwinism in Russia, then, was far from being a matter of concern only to
professional scientists. Darwin’s ideas soon became the fashion of the day;
they were discussed in circles outside the narrow confinement of the radical
intelligentsia, by people with no previous interest in questions of science. A
literary journal printed a caricature of the typical Darwinist in the shape of
an elegant young lady reclining on a couch reading the Origin of species
(Raikov 1960:66f). By 1880 the subject of evolution, and in particular that of
the descent of man, had penetrated into popular literature, as exemplified by
Chekhov’s humorous short story Pis’mo k uchenomu sosedu - “Letter to an
erudite neighbour,” in which an old land-owner from some backward rural
province expresses his deep respect for science, and his simultaneous dis-
agreement with his scholarly neighbour about the evolution of man from the
“tribe of marmosets and orangutangs.” If that doctrine had been true, the
author of the letter continues, then man, the ruler of the Earth and the wisest
of all living beings, would have had a tail and a wild voice (Chekhov
1880:6).

Among those participating in the efforts with Sunday schools for the
common people in Moscow in the 1860s was the liberal journalist P.A. Bibi-
kov, introducer and translator of Malthus’ Essay on the principle of popula-
tion (1798), the first Russian edition of which appeared in 1868 as Opyt o
zakone narodonaseleniia. In 1862 Bibikov had reacted against Strakhov’s
article Durnye priznaki (cf. above), which he classified as representing a
“sentimental philosophy,” taking it upon himself to defend social Darwinism
as represented by Clémence Royer, Darwin’s French introducer and transla-
tor. While Malthus simple-mindedly had taken the simultaneous presence of
many children and little food to be a misfortune, Royer by means of Dar-
win’s theory now showed that more numerous families would lead to sharp-
ened competition, which would promote progress through the survival of the
best, most privileged members of society. But in fact, Darwin’s theory was
nothing new in this respect. Whatever the “sentimental philosophy” might
think, “the law of the supremacy of the naturally selected and strong, and the
dismissal (otstranenie) of the feeble, weak and degenerate has always been
in force. Whole peoples and tribes have been exterminated through contact
with more powerful, stronger, livelier peoples” (Bibikov 1862:118; cf.
Vucinich 1988:20).

But as already noted, Bibikov’s position was by no means typical for
Russian Darwinists. One of few others who embraced “social Darwinism”
was the young Varfolomei Zaitsev (1842-1881), belonging to the same close
circle of nihilists as Pisarev. Zaitsev in a review in Russkoe slovo 1864 of
Quatrefages’s book on the unity of humankind attempted to bring Darwin-
ism into the social realm, putting forward a racialist theory of polygenesis
(founded largely on Vogt’s doctrines), according to which different human
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races had descended from different species of animals, with the black race
purportedly being inferior to the white (Rogers 1972:258f; Vucinich
1988:30). This racialism of Zaitsev’s had few if any followers, and encoun-
tered sharp opposition e.g. from M.A. Antonovich. Instead, partly in opposi-
tion to the Darwinian concept of struggle for existence, a notion of mutual
aid, influenced by Proudhon’s concept of mutualité, was developed by Nik-
olai D. Nozhin (1841-1866).

Nozhin had studied in Heidelberg and Tübingen under H.G. Bronn. He
translated Fritz Müller’s Für Darwin into Russian. In Italy, he did important
research in embryology together with Alexander Kovalevskii. Particularly
important for Nozhin, as for many other Russian intellectuals, was the uni-
fying character of Darwinism in science, and he carried this trait further into
the social realm, so that science in itself took on a moral dimension, replac-
ing religion as the source of guidance for social development and the only
way to “salvation” (Vucinich 1972:250). An ardent Darwinist, Nozhin nev-
ertheless rejected the concept of struggle for existence as the mechanism
behind evolution, viewing the emphasis on competition, rather than coop-
eration, as a “bourgeois” idea of evolution (ibid.).

Nozhin’s general idea of social cooperation as a factor essential for evo-
lution was later promoted by K.F. Kessler and P. Kropotkin. True, in
Kessler’s case the idea was more or less stripped of its political content. But
notions of cooperation or mutual aid became important in Russia, both
within biology and sociology, as a possible link between Darwinism and the
idea of historical progress, “bringing purpose back into evolution” (Rogers
1972:260). Thus, evolution was given a direction - that of striving towards
an ever widening solidarity between humans and possibly between organ-
isms in general. The question still remained open, however, as to whether
this was a natural tendency occurring by biological necessity (as Kropotkin
believed, making mutual aid a general feature inherent in all of nature), or
whether it was somehow induced by humans through a conscious subjective
choice (as Mikhailovskii would have it), or was a result of economic neces-
sity, as the Marxists preferred to think.

The reasons may have differed, but for most Russian intellectuals, the
Malthusian element in Darwinism was problematic. This was also true of
Mikhailovskii, the leading populist philosopher. Opposing reductionism in
science in general, he argued against the excessive use of statistics in the
study of society and the fatalism associated with it in Malthusianism. In the
same non-reductionist, non-determinist spirit, Mikhailovskii criticized those
who tried to reduce sociology to biology by using the metaphor of society as
an “organism”. The hierarchical relationship between the sciences that he
embraced meant that a “higher,” more complex science such as sociology
could not normally export its laws to the “simpler”, more general sciences
such as biology. This would apparently make it difficult to accept Darwin’s
claim, that what he had done was really only to apply Malthus’ laws of eco-
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nomics to the field of biology. In the end Mikhailovskii nevertheless admit-
ted that Darwin was right in his claim, although he reminded us that Mal-
thus’ theory was originally inspired by Franklin’s thoughts about the repro-
duction of insects, so that what looked like a law of economics or of sociol-
ogy was actually a biological law from the beginning. Hence, there was
nothing surprising in Darwin’s application of it to cover the world of plants
and animals as well as humans. In the same vein, Mikhailovskii went on to
acknowledge the applicability of the biological law of struggle for existence
to sociology, while asserting at the same time the necessity of studying the
special characteristics this struggle takes on in society, the foundation of
which is cooperation (Mikhailovskii 1869:45). Thus, Mikhailovskii con-
firmed his adherence to the Russian tradition, which asserted the importance
of cooperation both in human society and in the animal world; a tradition
that seems to have been particularly strong in Saint Petersburg (cf. Todes
1987:546), furthered by biologists such as Beketov and Kessler and social
philosophers like Chernyshevskii and Kropotkin.

Ushinskii, as already noted, in his capacity of educator saw a great peda-
gogical and moral value in Darwin’s theory. His critical evaluation of the
Origin of species in “Man as object of education: an essay in pedagogical
anthropology” (1869) was mostly constructive and to the point, noting in
particular the role of chance (sluchai) in Darwin’s theory and the missing
explanation of the orginal variation in organisms on which natural selection
operates (Ushinskii 1869:278). But ‘chance,’ as Darwin admits according to
Ushinskii, is only another word for an as-yet unknown cause. [In an earlier
chapter, Ushinskii analyzes the concept of stremlenie - “aspiration” or
“striving,” finding it frequently to be used synonymously with another term
used profusely by Darwin, “instinct,” which he finds denoting simply an
unknown cause that is somehow inherent in the organism (Ushinskii
1869:33).] In Ushinskii’s view, Darwin confounds simple means (sredstva)
with causes (prichiny). What Darwin describes are simply the means of ad-
aptation of the organisms - natural and sexual selection. These should also be
supplemented with inheritance and the direct influence of the environment
(Ushinskii 1869:282). The real causes of this adaptation, the results of which
appear to us as the purposefulness of nature, are three, according to Ushin-
skii: 1) the environmental conditions, 2) the survival instinct (stremlenie) of
the individual organisms, and then again, 3) the unknown cause named
‘chance’, accounting for the variation among organisms that makes natural
selection possible (Ushinskii 1869:280). Nevertheless, although it may seem
Ushinskii tends to somewhat downplay the importance of natural selection
and the struggle for existence, he readily acknowledges with Darwin that the
struggle is more intense among species that are close to each other gene-
alogically and geographically (Ushinskii 1869:282). Discussing “the psy-
chological conclusions of Darwin’s theory” and man’s relationship to the
animal world, finally, without going into the possible common origin of
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humans and apes (note that Ushinskii wrote this before the publication of
Descent of Man), Ushinskii’s view was that there are definite substantial
differences between man and beast. Perhaps not surprising for an educator,
he held man’s capability of learning from others in his environment to be a
distinguishing human characteristic, setting us apart from the instinct-driven
behaviour of animals. In humans, the animal organic inheritance has been
supplemented and sometimes overruled by a historical succession
(preemstvennost’), a transfer of knowledge from one generation to another.
This has given us technologies, such as the steam engine, and will in a near
future allow us to use the laws of aerostatics for flying (Ushinskii 1869:287).
Thus, we have become to a certain degree independent of the evolution of
the rest of nature. Last but not least, a great difference setting us apart from
all other organisms is the emergence among humans of the Christian relig-
ion, with its defence of the weak and downtrodden running counter to the
principle ruling the struggle for existence, where the strong always defeats
the weak.

By the end of the 1860s, Mechnikov as a professional scientist had already
got thoroughly acquainted with Darwin’s theory of evolution, which he now
endorsed more or less wholeheartedly. This is seen from his account of Ernst
Haeckel’s Generelle Morphologie from 1869. Mechnikov here followed
both Darwin and Haeckel a long way down the road, acknowledging the
“theory of mutability of organic forms” (teoriia izmeniaemosti or-
ganicheskikh form) as “the only scientific foundation of the history evolution
and morphology in general” (Mechnikov 1869:76). While he was sceptical
about some of Haeckel’s far-reaching conclusions, such as the mechanist
hypothesis of reproduction, Mechnikov still seems to have accepted
Haeckel’s Lamarckist idea of the inheritance of acquired properties (Mech-
nikov 1869:79f). He recognized the importance of the objection by Oskar
Schmidt, that Darwin had not answered the question of how individual
variations in organisms arise, the same variations on which natural selection
operates. The only answer to this question given by both Darwin and
Haeckel remained a reference to pure chance, Mechnikov concluded. Nev-
ertheless, he now apparently accepted natural selection and the struggle for
existence as the most important mechanism of evolution, leading to “natural
progress” and “perfection” (sovershenstvovaniia) of organic forms, and he
also seemed willing to concede that the struggle is more fierce between
closely related organisms, and consequently less intense between diverging
organic forms (Mechnikov 1869:87f). This also meant that there is a ten-
dency towards diversification in nature, as a strategy in order to evade com-
petition, and that the intermediate forms are subject to extinction in the
struggle for existence. Following Darwin and Haeckel, Mechnikov clearly
acknowledged that “the law of perfection” follows logically from the law of
natural selection and the struggle for existence, so there was no need for
teleological concepts such as an extra “progressive foundation” or some
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special “aspiration towards perfection” to explain it. As a further reason for
rejecting teleology, Mechnikov referred to Haeckle’s concept of disteleol-
ogy, founded on the fact that there is not only “natural progress” but also a
“natural regression”, not only of body organs but even of entire organisms.
Darwin limited his discussion of this fact to cases of rudimentary organs,
while Haeckel generalized his concept of disteleology to cover six different
types of regression, e.g. of individuals and colonies of organisms (ibid.:92f).

Finally, Mechnikov recognized as a necessary consequence of the theory
of evolution that “man developed from the lowest animals and closest of all
in fact from the apes,” and, hence, “anthropology is only a special branch of
zoology” (Mechnikov 1869:104).

Summing up the early, mainly favourable reception of Darwin’s Origin of
species in Russia so far, then, two questions stand out as particularly preoc-
cupying the Russian intellectuals and scientists. First, there is the question of
Darwin’s relationship to teleology and the concept of purposefulness (tsele-
soobraznost’). For the radical intelligentsia at least, Darwin’s main contribu-
tion to progress was the abolishment of ‘trancendentalism,’ and therewith
teleology, through the explanation of apparent purposefulness in nature as
the results of natural law, without recourse to ‘Divine Providence.’ This was
much more important for their adherence to Darwinism than the somewhat
problematic concept of ‘struggle for existence’ and the Malthusian elements
of thought associated with it, which were often less well received, as we
have seen. At the same time, there appears to be elements of “teleologism”
remaining in the very terminology employed, also by scientists and radicals
such as Sokolov and Antonovich. This may in part be the result of linguistic
ambiguities in the sources they used for getting acquainted with Darwin’s
theory, but it is not unlikely that this tendency also, to some extent, repre-
sents elements of a Russian “spiritualist” tradition of thought, further pro-
moted by the strong earlier influence of German idealist philosophy in Rus-
sia.

Secondly, several of those who were critical of parts of Darwin’s theory
still acclaimed the Origin of species for its unificatory character, bringing
together all of nature under the laws of evolution. The unifying ambition of
Darwinism in science also made it appear as a model for the social sciences,
even for some of those opposing reductionism, like Mikhailovskii (Vucinich
1972:250f). Darwin’s theory also had moral lessons to teach. And, of course,
the unity of nature and of science implied by Darwinism further meant that
man was part of nature, an animal among others, with a common origin in
the distant past, beyond Biblical time. This would naturally become even
more evident with the publication of Descent of Man (1871) and the debate
that followed in its wake.

The purposefulness and the unity of nature had been central already in the
German romanticist Naturphilosophie, which, particularly through Schelling,
had exerted a major influence on the Russian intelligentsia earlier in the 19th



92

century. To a certain extent, then, the initial reception of Darwinism in Rus-
sia can be seen as reflecting a residue of that influence, as an attempt to fi-
nally settle accounts with the remaining romanticist view of nature. At the
same time, however, these were also some of the main points towards which
much of the Russian opposition against Darwinism came to be directed.

2.5.3 Russian opposition to Darwinism
Although Darwinism initially seems to have been less controversial in Rus-
sia than in the West, it was still far from generally accepted. Several of the
older universities and institutions of higher education appear to have taken
little notice of Darwin’s theory, and simply continued as before in the estab-
lished tradition of natural history dominated by Cuvier and his followers.
Part of the explanation for the slow acceptance of Darwinism by the estab-
lished major scientific institutions in Russia was its association with political
radicalism and nihilism, represented by younger scientists such as Vladimir
Kovalevskii and N.D. Nozhin.

Contrasting with the favourable early reception of Darwinism in Russia
by the radical intelligentsia and some younger scientists, there was also some
explicit resistance. Already in 1864, the year of appearance of the first Rus-
sian translation of the Origin of species, the journals of the Moscow and St.
Petersburg Theological Academies Creations of the Holy Fathers and
Christian Readings both published adapted translations of articles from
British journals calling for a crusade against Darwinism (Vucinich 1988:45).
This was only the beginning of a sustained campaign from the Orthodox
Church against Darwinism in particular, and against the interpretation of the
results of science as being at odds with Scripture and the doctrine of the
Church.

Criticism of secularist materialism and of Darwinism was not restricted to
the Church. Also within the scientific community itself there were powerful
voices, cultivated by their previous training in the idealist German Natur-
philosophie of Schelling and Lorenz von Oken, who criticized vividly the
materialist tendency of Darwinism as being unable to account for the spiri-
tual elements in the processes of nature (Vucinich 1988:48). Ironically, the
most prominent critic of Darwinism in Russia became Karl von Baer, the
famous embryologist, who in a letter dated 1860 to Thomas Henry Huxley -
Darwin’s most loyal supporter in Britain - declared that he had already ear-
lier expressed the same ideas as Darwin on the origin of species. Darwin, on
his part, had referred to Baer with great reverence in Origin of Species.

The critique Baer directed against Darwinism was founded on scientific
as well as ethical-philosophical arguments. Darwin was accused of lacking
empirical data supporting his hypothesis of natural selection, and of disre-
garding purposiveness in organic processes. In a lecture first delivered in
Berlin in December 1866, Baer dealt in particular with the notions of pur-
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pose (Zweck) and goal-directedness in nature. He expressed his conviction
that it was still a legitimate task for a researcher to look for the ends of natu-
ral processes (die Ziele in den Vorgängen den Natur zu fassen), and that it
was a mistake either to ban teleology from science altogether, or to believe
that the causes of natural phenomena could be inferred from these ends
(Baer 1866:66). In general, the impression given by Baer is that of a moder-
ate evolutionist who is careful to show his adherence to the principles of
natural science, while at the same time still leaving room for the spiritual and
the creational forces in nature, and for harmony between the natural forces as
an expression of a God, unknowable by natural science (Baer 1866:77). Baer
does not see any problem in combining natural science with faith in God. He
finds every page in Alexander von Humboldt’s work to be testifying about
the revelations of God, and he claims that natural scientists have greater
respect for the second commandment of Moses’ than most other people
(ibid.).

In his mission of saving teleology a place in natural science, Baer then
suggests that the concept of ‘purpose’ (Zweck) be replaced with ‘goal’ (Ziel)
for individual natural processes, where no conscious will behind them can be
detected. Ziel according to Baer, simply denotes the end result of a natural
process (Baer 1866:82). However, regarding nature as a whole, as a totality
of processes, Baer still wishes to retain the notion of purpose, Zweck, with a
conscious and wilful Essence (ein bewusstes und wollendes Wesen) behind it
(ibid.). And even in special cases, regarding individual body organs, such as
the eye, Baer must acknowledge the purposefulness (Zweckbeziehungen) of
its construction (Baer 1866:91), the “artfulness of its composition”
(kunstvolle Zusammensetzung), completely directed to its goal of giving
sight to humans or animals (Baer 1866:94). The case of the eye is of course
particularly relevant in this context, since it was one of those problems that
Darwin himself raised in the Origin of Species, claiming that it had a possi-
ble solution within his theory.

In a later article, “Über Darwin’s Lehre” (1876), Baer focuses entirely on
Darwin’s theory, explaining in more detail his own view of it. He notes first
the great impact of Darwinism through its numerous contemporary adher-
ents, and at the same time the opposition it has aroused as being materialist,
running counter to ethics and religion, lacking goal-directedness in its reli-
ance on pure chance (Baer 1876:238).

The accusation against Darwinism for undermining religion Baer simply
wants to pass by, since his conviction is that the religious need in man is so
strong that it calls for some kind of satisfaction, no matter what conclusions
science may come to (Baer 1876:241). Baer wants, rather, to delimit the
conclusions drawn by others from his own embryological research, as pur-
portedly supporting Darwin’s theory of the “transmutation” of species. At
the most, he is willing to concede the possibility of a development of closely
related species or even families from a common original form, e.g. for all
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species of deer now living, but not that of a universal transformation taking
place between all organisms. In fact, Baer contends, we must admit, that
some time long ago in prehistory “a much more powerful creational force
ruled the Earth, than what we now have knowledge about, whether it worked
through transformation of already existing forms or through the procreation
of completely new rows of forms” (Baer 1876:245).51 Apparently, Baer here
comes quite close to some kind of “creationism”; at least it seems he is
leaving the possibility open of an active role for a benevolent Creator. De-
spite his declared quasi-indifference to the question, the purported a-
religiousness of Darwinism nevertheless seems to be a major point in his
final conclusion about Darwin’s theory:

Die Elimination des äussern Schöpfers ist es ja, was dem Darwinismus den
Reiz verliehen hat; man suche das Schaffende in jedem Organismus, so lässt
es sich nicht austreiben. Das zeigt ja das Darwinsche System, indem es die
Anpassung nicht entbehren kann.

(Baer 1876:480)

By the introduction of a distinction between, on the one hand, the mechani-
cal principles of the physical world, explained in terms of cause and effect,
and, on the other hand, the organic world, with phenomena such as heredity
and adaptation requiring teleological explanations in terms of a purpose or
goal, rather than a cause, Baer attempted to save the idea of evolution in
nature, which he obviously still endorsed (cf. Vucinich 1988:95).

Of even greater importance for Baer’s critical reaction against Darwin
was the “unsupportable thesis” of the animal origin of humans. Already in a
series of articles entitled “The place of man in nature” (Mesto cheloveka v
prirode), published in the popular scientific journal Naturalist 1865-1867,
Baer severely criticized Huxley’s application of Darwin’s theory to the ori-
gin of humans. This kind of critique, now directed against Darwin himself,
grew stronger in Russia in the 1870s after the publication of Descent of Man
in 1871 (Vucinich 1988:49).

Indeed, it seems it was the question of man’s possible animal descent that
finally alerted the censorship authorities to the dangers of Darwinism, as
being contrary to the Biblical teaching of Creation. Several editions of De-
scent of Man in Russian translation were subjected to judicial investigation
by the St. Petersburg censorship committee in 1871 (Kharakhorkin 1960:83).
The illustrated politico-literary journal Siianie - “Radiance” was particularly
hard hit by censorhip for promoting Darwinism. In 1872 the publishing in
Siianie of both an illustration of evolution, from the simplest organisms to

                                
51 Ger. orig.: “Wir müssen also, […] zugestehen, dass in einer weit entlegenen Vorzeit eine
viel gewaltigere Bildungskraft auf der Erde geherrscht habe, als wir jetzt erkennen, möge
diese nun durch Umbildung der bereits bestehenden Formen oder durch Erzeugung ganz
neuen Reihen von Formen gewirkt haben.”



95

humans, and entire articles were prohibited. The motivations given by the
censors referred to the extra-scientific, popular appeal of the journal, in
combination with the fact that Darwin’s theory contradicted the Biblical
story of creation, and the materialistic orientation of the text (Kharakhorkin
1960:86f). Several other popular science journals had articles on evolution
forbidden in the same way.52 It seems censorship authorities were particu-
larly sensitive to attempts at spreading fundamental Darwinist ideas to a
wider reading audience, outside the confinements of the scientific commu-
nity. In 1893 a renowned professor like Beketov had a popular version of a
work that was originally permitted for scientific publication stopped by cen-
sorship, as being “inconvenient” (neudobnoi) for general access. The censor-
ship authority motivated their decision by the fear that the brochure, in
which Beketov defended Darwinism against accusations of being “immoral,”
might “give rise to false and distorted interpretations of Christian morality”
(Kharakhorkin 1960:96).53  The Censorship Committee in Saint Petersburg
in 1902 explicitly motivated its rejection of a renewed application for the
publication of a brochure on the “History of the origin of animals and
plants,” intended for a broad reading public, with the contention that the
presentation of Darwin’s ideas was “unfit” (neprigodnoi) for popular reading
(Kharakhorkin 1960:100).

The intensified censorship in the 1870s furthered the spreading of ru-
mours that Darwin’s works risked being banned completely. This spurred the
poet count Aleksei Tolstoi, a not too distant relative of the minister of edu-
cation count D.A. Tolstoi and also close to the court of Alexander II, to ad-
dress an “Epistle on Darwinism” in the form of a satirical poem to the cen-
sor, Mikhail Longvinov. Aleksei Tolstoi was worried that Darwin’s work
would be banned on the ground of its, in his view, false association with
nihilism, from which he aspired to liberate it. His satirical poem gives us
some hints about the apprehensiveness of the authorities and the arguments
used to counteract it. Tolstoi here conveys the idea that science cannot be
censored; it follows its path more or less independently from us, and ever
since Lomonosov it has also penetrated into Russia, shedding its light on the
course of things, irrespective of human efforts to thwart it. Interestingly,
Tolstoi explicitly opposes not the Bible, but the Jewish tradition to science,
claiming that already “Copernicus partly separated from Moses” (third
stanza) and that his friend Longvinov, “like a nanny coddling Jewish tradi-
tion”, to be consequential ought to ban also Galileo (fourth stanza).54

                                
52 E.g. Vsemirnyi puteshestvennik in 1876 and Priroda i liudi in 1890 (Kharakhorkin
1960:88f, 92f).
53 The Committee formulated its decision thus: «Считая брошюру неудобной для
общенародного, доступного обращения, как могущую порождать ложные и превратные толкования
о христианской нравственности, признать рукопись подлежащей  запрещению».
54 Всход наук не в нашей власти,
     Мы их зерна только сеем;
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In the meantime, anti-Darwinism was on the increase in Russia. The con-
servative journal Russkii vestnik (“Russian Herald”) published British anti-
evolutionists in Russian translation, among them John Tyndall’s attack on
the idea of a single common origin of all living organisms. Russian anti-
Darwinist writers like Mikhail Pogodin, a staunch defender of autocracy,
willingly used the same arguments in their critique, adding also a scepticism
towards science in general and a nationalist view of Darwinism in particular
as “non-Russian” in its soul (Vucinich 1988:100), an argument further de-
veloped by Strakhov and Danilevskii. It was symptomatic for the 1870s that
several of the initially favourably inclined intellectuals, like Strakhov and
Rachinskii, the first translator of Origin of Species into Russian, turned into
some of the fiercest opponents of Darwinism. Strakhov equated Darwinism
with British scepticism in the tradition of Bacon, Hobbes and Locke and
with materialist philosophy, which denied the role of a supreme intelligence
as the creator and upholder of nature. Founded on random change, on pure
chance as a primary force, Darwinism in Strakhov’s view was unable to
explain the very essence of natural phenomena (Vucinich 1988:102).

The Russian-Jewish expatriate physiologist Il’ia Tsion in Paris represents
the “new” scientific opposition to Darwinism, emerging after the publication
of The Descent of Man. In 1878 Tsion published an anti-Darwinian essay
entitled Proizkhozhdenie cheloveka po Gekkeliu (“The descent of man ac-
cording to Haeckel”) in Russkii vestnik. The article was disguised as a criti-
cism of Darwin’s most enthusiastic supporter in Germany, Ernst Haeckel,
but after paying due respect to Darwin himself as an able scientist, who had
unified biology, Tsion arrived at the general conclusion that there was no
empirical support for natural selection and the struggle for existence. Al-
though Tsion apparently was a deeply religious man, he did not make use of
religious arguments here (Nozdrachev 1999).

In general, it seems the scientific arguments against Darwinism were con-
sidered more serious and more efficient in winning people over to the critical
side. Apparently even professional theologians realized this, as did for ex-
ample A.P. Lebedev, professor at the Moscow Theological Academy, who in
two articles entitled Uchenie Darvina o proizkhozhdenie mira or-
ganicheskogo i cheloveka in Russkii vestnik 1873 leaned heavily on the anti-
Darwinian arguments of recognized scientists like von Baer. Thus, lack of
empirical support was a recurrent theme among Darwin’s critics in Russia,
both inside and outside of the scientific community, as it was for the

                                                                                                                            
     И Коперник ведь отчасти
     Разошелся с Моисеем.

     Ты ж, еврейское преданье
     С видом нянюшки лелея,
     Ты б уж должен в заседанье
     Запретить и Галилея.

(Tolstoi 1872).
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Hegelian philosopher Boris Chicherin, who in his Nauka i religiia - “Science
and religion”(1879) found insufficient evidence provided by Darwin for
adaptation as a mechanism of evolution. An equally, if not even more seri-
ous flaw in Darwinism was, according to Chicherin, its attempt at a mecha-
nistic explanation of life; life as a purposeful natural phenomenon could only
be explained outside science, by philosophy itself.

The common interest of the age in the natural sciences, and the remaining
impact of Schelling and Naturphilosophie, influenced many intellectuals,
even among those most critical of the radical Zeitgeist, to express themselves
in a biologically tinted language. One of them was the poet and literary critic
Apollon Grigoriev (1822-1864), main ideologist of the so-called pochven-
niki, an anti-enlightenment circle advocating a “return to the soil” and to the
traditional Russian village. Grigoriev’s “organic criticism”, as he himself
termed it, was directed against Chernyshevski and his followers, whom he
accused of regarding their own consciousness and its struggle for “progress”
as representative of “historical reason”, while completely ignoring Divine
creativity, the “vital focus of the supreme laws of life itself” (Walicki
1979:217f). Grigoriev openly acknowledged his debt to Schelling for rein-
stating human individuality as an absolute value, transcending historical
change, and for the view of nations also as kinds of personalities and organic
beings, each with its own particular properties or types. Russia, for example,
had its own types, represented both by the meek personality hailed by the
Slavophiles, and the “predatory” type of contemporary individualism.

This kind of reasoning became even more pronounced with Nikolai
Danilevskii in his “Russia and Europe” (1871) where it was argued that
every “historical nationality” (istoricheskaia natsional’nost’) has its proper
mission (zadacha), deserving national and political independence only in
order to fulfil that mission, and a nation, a “historical people” (istoricheskii
narod) was viewed as an organism that remains a political “cripple” as long
as it does not manage to unite all its body-parts, all its “organs” into a whole
(Danilevskii 1871:26). Further, whole civilizations and cultures were likened
to species, genera and orders of organisms that must eventually become ex-
tinct when their survival potential is exhausted (Danilevskii 1871:74f). On
the whole, explicit analogies between the organic world and the social, po-
litical sphere abound in Danilevskii’s work. Civilizations and nations are
described as living organisms that mature, decline and eventually die when
their “juvenile fire cools off” and their “force of progress dries up” (ibid.).

Next to Apollon Grigoriev, the ever-present Nikolai Strakhov became the
leading ideologist of the pochvenniki, advocating a “return to the soil”
(Walicki 1979:220). A close friend of Dostoevskii and later of Lev Tolstoi,
Strakhov entertained a holistic world-view, in which nature and society
formed an organic whole, imbued with spirit. Consequently, he opposed
what he perceived as the “atomist” and “mechanist” doctrines of Feuerbach,
which he viewed as destroying the unity of the world, replacing it only with
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separateness and multiplicity, a typical symptom of the sickness of the West.
The remedy to overcome this sickness went through a reaffirmation of the
“organic principle” of human existence, meaning a return to the native soil,
to the national identity and religion (Walicki 1979:220f).

His holistic, subjectivist outlook comes to clear expression in his criticism
of Darwin, as for example in his treatment of “The Descent of Man,” whose
author Strakhov accuses of nursing a prejudice against abstract philosophical
systems that makes him disregard the necessity of making the results of sci-
entific research fit in with a general world-view (Strakhov 1873:114). Fur-
ther, Strakhov makes the development of new scientific theories into an al-
most entirely subjective affair, with a selective human reason that is gov-
erned by emotion and will, reflecting typically also a national identity. He
refers to Danilevskii’s “Russia and Europe” (1871), in which “the theme of
nationality in science is brilliantly developed,” showing for example that
Darwin’s theory, just as those of Hobbes and Adam Smith, bears a typical
moral imprint of the British (Strakhov 1873:120f). The explanation of the
evolution of organic life offered by Darwin’s theory is entirely founded on
chance, just like that of the ancient atomists; there is according to this theory
no preexisting plan, no cause preceding the phenomena that would endow
them with a meaning (Strakhov 1873:127). By contrast, according to the old
theory as represented by Cuvier, the organic world is filled with beauty and
meaning, emanating from its unique source, that is God.

Behind Strakhov’s criticism is a general discontentment with the anti-
metaphysical stance of positivism which fails to see any value in philosophy
and denies the existence of any higher source of creation, relying exclusively
on the effects of chance and natural law (Strakhov 1873:129). Strakhov
charges Darwin with giving an unsatisfactory and incomplete picture of the
organic world, lacking an account of such important biological phenomena
as heredity, differences between the sexes and sensibility (Strakhov
1873:132). Thus, given the poor foundation of Darwin’s theory, the more or
less sudden acceptance of it by quite a number of contemporary scientists is
explained not by internal theoretical scientific considerations, but rather by
the notorious influence of materialism and nihilism (Strakhov 1873:134).

In the beginning of the 1870s, critics like Danilevskii and Strakhov still
had few followers among the intellectuals. Symptomatically, Danilevskii’s
work “Russia and Europe,” first published as a series of articles in the jour-
nal Zaria in 1869, and as a monograph in 1871, had no success and passed
almost unnoticed during the lifetime of its author, dead 1885. Only later did
it attract the attention of Vladimir Solov’ev, who criticized it severely in
Vestnik Evropy in 1889, on the occasion of a third edition of “Russia and
Europe,” published by Strakhov (Vaigachev 1991:533f). But the criticism of
Darwinism by conservatives like Danilevskii and Strakhov would gain in
strength during the 1880s and 1890s, with the general reaction against radi-
calism also affecting the scientific community. Even those who remained



99

liberal in political conviction gradually changed their perception of Darwin-
ism, influenced by the critique directed against it.

However, already during the 1870s another type of criticism against Dar-
winism emerged in Russia, from within the radical or liberal camp. This was
a kind of “friendly fire,” but was directed towards the very heart of Darwin’s
theory, the concept of ‘struggle for existence.’

2.5.4 Friendly fire: struggle for existence or mutual aid
The Darwinian concept of ‘struggle for existence,’ with its Malthusian con-
notations, was problematic already from the beginning for the Russian radi-
cal intelligentsia and also for some professional scientists such as Beketov
and Mechnikov, as we have already seen. In the course of the 1870s their
criticism of Darwinism developed and deepened, becoming more complex.
Beketov in 1873 held three public lectures on “The struggle for existence in
the organic world,” which were subsequently published in Vestnik Evropy.
By this time more conversant with Darwin’s theory than when he wrote
“Harmony in nature” in 1860, Beketov widens the concept of struggle for
existence to encompass also inorganic matter. He comes close to a universal
teleology, in which even the “salt crystals struggle for the preservation of
their form with the water, which aspires (stremitsia) to exterminate this
form” (Beketov 1873:563).55 However, Beketov admits that ‘struggle for
existence’ is used here rather as an allegoric description of the reciprocal
action of general physical forces, leading to the perpetual replacement of one
form by another in a world of constant change (ibid.). The same applies to
the struggle of existence in the organic world, which is likewise only the
result of a reciprocal action of physical forces (vzaimodeistvie sil).

Beketov gives numerous examples of how the struggle for existence is
fought among plants, apparently accepting the Darwinist view that the strug-
gle is most fierce between closely related organisms competing for the same
resources (Beketov 1873:571). An individual tree is described as a colony of
beings, united by a common trunk, in which the individual shoots are all
competing with each other for light and nutrition. The result of this struggle,
of this antagonism between the different shoots, is, paradoxically it may
seem, the preservation of ‘equilibrium’ (ravnovesie), a key concept, which
more or less replaces Beketov’s earlier concept of harmony in the article
from 1860, as the author himself reminds us (Beketov 1873:573). This equi-
librium serves as the limiting regulator of the struggle for existence, result-
ing from overpopulation. Despite his resistance to Malthus, in this respect
Beketov nevertheless seems prepared to accept a Malthusian element in

                                
55 Ru. orig.: “соляные кристаллы борются ради сохранения своей формы с водою, которая
стремится уничтожить эту форму”
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Darwinism.56 It may almost appear as if Beketov makes equilibrium take the
place of “purpose” in nature. But at the same time he clearly regards any
kind of vitalist reference to a special “life force”, purportedly inherent in
plants, as an idea of the past, which is not taken seriously by scientists any
longer (Beketov 1873:574).

In the final part Beketov carries his idea of equilibrium as the result and
goal of the struggle for existence further into the animal world (Beketov
1873:580).57 Once again he acknowledges the intraspecific struggle as par-
ticularly sharp, and he recognizes the proto-Malthusian principle of the com-
bination of limited space and excessive reproduction as a determining factor
of the struggle for existence between individuals and species (ibid.). Beketov
dismisses earlier teleological explanations of adaptation as insufficient, since
they only answer the question “why” or “for what reason” (dlia chego), for
example, the tiger has claws and sharp teeth, while the important scientific
question, left unanswered by teleology, is rather: how did these special at-
tributes of the tiger develop (kak voznikli). The great merit of Darwin and
Wallace, then, is to have shown how this adaptation of organisms comes
about through the struggle of existence, by means of natural selection and
inheritance (Beketov 1873:582). Nevertheless, there still seems to be a La-
marckist strain of thought in Beketov, allowing for the inheritance of prop-
erties acquired by organisms through exercise (ibid.).

Beketov further expresses the thought that “the human form, like every
other, aspires to occupy alone all the surface of the Earth” (Beketov
1873:584).58 So far, he seems to endorse Malthus’ idea of an unstoppable
reproductive instinct in humans, as well as in other organisms. However, he
explicitly accuses Malthus of giving an inaccurate picture of the struggle for
existence by his the claim that humanity sooner or later is bound to perish
from starvation, as food supplies cannot keep up with the geometric progres-
sion of reproduction (Beketov 1873:586). Extinction of whole species or
peoples is a rare event in evolution, Beketov claims. A more frequent out-
come of the struggle between peoples (narody) is the attainment of some
kind of equilibrium, as Beketov purports to show through the examples of
the Native Americans (krasnokozhie) and the Jews. Rather than becoming
completely extinct, these peoples have become assimilated into the majority
peoples among whom they live and thus attained a new equilibrium. Even if
the Jews have ceased to be an independent people, in their dispersion they
are still, most likely, more fruitful than any other people (Beketov 1873:587).

                                
56 Elsewhere however, Beketov, like several other Russian Darwinists, expressed his sharp
opposition to Malthus (cf. Todes 1987:544; 1989:45ff).
57 Ru. orig. “равновесие есть цель (в смысле результата) так-называемой борьбы за
существование”
58 Ru. orig. “Человеческая форма, как и всякая другая, стремится одна занять всю поверхность
земнаго шара.”
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Although there are differences between humans and other organisms,
Beketov would not describe them as abysmal. On the contrary, he holds it as
one of the greatest achievements of modern science to have shown that all
human attributes have a natural origin; even the most noble human charac-
teristics, such as self-consciousness, reason and sympathy with one’s fellow-
beings can be observed in the animal world, for example among other
mammals and birds (Beketov 1873:591). Towards the end of the end of the
article, then, Beketov displays what Mechnikov later would call his “ideal-
ism”, describing the importance of science, enlightenment and education in
the struggle for existence, for the perfection of the human race. The concept
of sympathy acquires a universal significance as a means of survival in the
struggle for survival, foreshadowing Kropotkin’s later enhancement of the
importance of mutual aid. The clearest expression among humans of this
natural sympathy is Christendom, where the love of one’s fellow man is
promoted to the highest moral principle, and has become the chief attribute
of human nature. “The change that humanity inevitably is going through, by
means of natural selection, occurs in fact through the development and
spreading of universal sympathy, humanism, and Christian mutual love”
(Beketov 1873:593). Malthus and his followers, focusing only on quantita-
tive measures, have simply overlooked this qualitative change, leading to the
perfection of humanity (ibid.)

In the course of time, Beketov grows more sceptical towards central ele-
ments in Darwin’s theory, in particular regarding the role of the direct an-
tagonism between organisms, which he calls “life competition” (zhiznennoe
sostiazanie), as distinguished from “struggle for existence,” which is used in
the more general sense of the relationship between the organisms and exter-
nal physical forces. Instead, the importance of the concepts of harmony,
equilibrium and sympathy is even more enhanced, partly as a result of the
influence from Kessler and the idea of cooperation and “mutual aid” or
“self-help” (samopomoshch’) as means of survival (Beketov 1882:103;
Todes 1989:57). Beketov abandons the far-reaching ambitions to give a uni-
versal mechanist explanation of both inorganic and organic matter, which
caused him to criticize Darwin for not going far enough. In an article entitled
“Darwinism from the perspective of the general physical sciences” in the
“Transactions of the St. Petersburg Society of Natural Scientists” 1882, he
recognizes that no scientist any longer hopes to demonstrate the transforma-
tion of inorganic matter into an organism (Beketov 1882:94). Darwin is still
called a genius, and the existence of natural selection is not called into doubt,
but it remains to prove that it is sufficient for the explanation of the trans-
formation or “transmutation” of organic forms (Beketov 1882:96). There is
no proof in Darwin’s theory of any physical necessity of organic change,
explaining the variation of organic forms (Beketov 1882:106f).

Furthermore, Darwin’s theory still lacks an explanation of the mechanism
of heredity, which is serious given the importance of heredity in the theory



102

of evolution as one of two principal means, in conjunction with the original
variation of organic forms, without which natural selection cannot operate.
Beketov still recognizes that Darwin and his followers have already provided
enough proof of natural selection as the cause of many, perhaps most indi-
vidual organic changes (Beketov 1882:109). But natural selection, Beketov
contends, is not universal; it operates only where there is direct antagonism
between organisms (zhiznennoe sostiazanie), not, for example, where or-
ganisms live more or less isolated from one another, as in the case of many
endemic plants of the Cape province in Africa. The evolution and organic
change of these organisms, consequently, cannot be explained by natural
selection, and, hence, natural selction is not the only cause of evolution
(ibid.). However, Beketov still stands firm in his rejection of teleology, con-
sidering the major contribution of Darwin’s “hypothesis” to be the “abol-
ishment from the realm of natural science of coarse teleological explana-
tions” (Beketov 1882:110).59

Beketov was not the only Russian scientist whose view of Darwinism be-
came more critical with time. Mechnikov, partly as a reaction to what he
considered as Beketov’s “idealism” published an essay in 1878 in Vestnik
Evropy, entitled “The struggle for existence in a general sense”, where he
seems to return to some of his earlier positions in his unpublished article
from 1863 (cf. above). In particular he entertains the idea of a close relation-
ship between reproduction and nutrition, and of the thought of rapid repro-
duction as an effect rather than a cause of the struggle for existence (Mech-
nikov 1863:17; 1878:13ff). On the other hand, Mechnikov in this later essay
clearly comes out in favour of the struggle for existence as such, recognizing
as a logical consequence of the Malthusian element in Darwin’s theory its
application to human society as well. He notices as an impact of human cul-
ture on this struggle for existence, with increased diversity also resulting
from the preservation of weaker individuals who would otherwise have per-
ished under natural conditions (Mechnikov 1878:25). Human culture thus
serves only to enhance the original natural differences and inequalities be-
tween human individuals, tribes and races (Mechnikov 1878:27).

Consequently, Mechnikov dismisses as “idealists” those German natural-
ists who believe that the struggle for existence and natural selection inevita-
bly leads to the intellectual and moral perfection of the human race. To these
idealists Mechnikov also refers Beketov, with special mention of his pub-
lished lectures from 1873 (Mechnikov 1878:29). It is not that Mechnikov
does not see the positive effects of competition, which he regards as some-
thing natural also in human society; competition furthers human industrious-
ness and knowledge, but it also encourages fraud, cunning and other vices
belonging to what Spencer termed the “market morality” (Mechnikov
                                
59 Ru. orig.: “упразднение из области естествознание грубо телеологических объяснений”
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1878:31f). Mechnikov generously and approvingly quotes Spencer as saying
that in order to succeed in business, one must adapt to the moral codex ruling
commercial life, and not try to stand either above or below it, since, as Mac-
chiavelli already noted, he who wants to remain pure and honest in all rela-
tions is doomed to perish in the midst of a dishonest majority (Mechnikov
1878:34).

Mechnikov seems to side with the supporters of laissez-faire, who prefer
to let the struggle for existence run its natural course in human society, ac-
knowledging the natural inequality of individuals while removing or at least
diminishing purely cultural privileges that allow, for example, a stupid rich
man to conquer a clever poor one. To give further weight to the argument,
Mechnikov quotes Darwin at length from Descent of Man:

With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that
survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men, on
the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build
asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws;
and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every one to
the last moment. There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved
thousands, who from a weak constitution would formerly have succumbed to
small-pox. Thus the weak members of civilised societies propagate their
kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will
doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising
how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration
of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one
is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed. […]

Nor could we check our sympathy, even at the urging of hard reason, without
deterioration in the noblest part of our nature […] Hence we must bear with-
out complaining the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and
propagating their kind […]

(Darwin 1871:168f; quoted by Mechnikov 1878:45)

Mechnikov finally finds humanity standing before the choice of either (1)
allowing our sympathy with the weak full freedom, but then to without com-
plaint be prepared to bear the consequences of suffering defeat in the strug-
gle for existence, or (2) following the voice of reason, by suppressing and
limiting our compassion, thus assuring ourselves of better prospects of vic-
tory in the struggle, but at the expense of lowering our noble moral stan-
dards, which after all are also part of our human nature. In the end we are
standing before the same choice between competitiveness and morals as the
prospective businessman on the market. This, however, is a purely subjective
decision that science cannot make for us. Hence, Mechnikov contends, any
theory built on self-interest, is more likely to be practically useful in this
case than general theories standing on unstable “ethical foundations” (Mech-
nikov 1878:47).



104

By this time the belief in “rational egotism” prevalent among Russian radi-
cals of the 1860s had already abated considerably, so in this respect Mech-
nikov was not wholly synchronized with his age. Instead, ideas about coop-
eration and social instinct within nature were gaining support, not only
among political radicals, but also in the scientific community. These ideas
were not new; there was already a Russian line of thought about cooperation,
represented by both naturalists and social philosophers. After 1871, the pro-
ponents of this line of thought could also point to the importance accorded to
cooperation by Darwin himself in Descent of Man. In 1879, these scattered
ideas acquired even firmer ground, as the Russian zoologist Karl Fedorovich
Kessler (1815-1881), former rector of the Sankt Peterburg University, gave a
speech before the St. Petersburg Society of Natural Scientists in which he
discussed “the law of mutual aid” and its importance for the survival of a
species. Kessler’s argument, in brief, was that whereas hunger and the scar-
city of food leads to competition and struggle for existence, the reproductive
instinct, on the other hand, develops into care for other individuals of the
same species, not only one’s own offspring, and that this sociability is a
more important factor in the evolutionary progress of a species than compe-
tition, as is particularly evident in the case of the human species (Kessler
1880:134).

The idea of mutual aid as a means of survival in the struggle for existence
became almost the norm of Russian evolutionary thought after Kessler.
Thus, the Darwinian notion of intraspecific competition was more or less
completely replaced by that of cooperation between organisms of the same
species in their struggle with the physical environment. This “new” Russian
evolutionism, particularly strong in St. Petersburg, seemed to offer a morally
more acceptable description of nature than pure Darwinism, as the soil sci-
entist Dokuchaev testified:

The great Darwin, to whom contemporary science is indebted for perhaps
9/10 of its present scope, thought that the world is governed by the Old Tes-
tament law: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. This is a big mistake, a
great confusion. […] But Darwin, thank God, turns out to have been incor-
rect. Alongside the cruel, strict Old Testament law of constant struggle we
now see clearly the law of cooperation, of love.

 (quoted from Todes 1989:113)

Thus, the idea of mutual aid and cooperation in nature acquired a religious
significance, eagerly seized upon by the theologian M. Glubokovskii in an
article in the popular religious journal Vera i razum “Faith and reason” in
1892 (Todes 1989:113). The religious implication was evident already in
Beketov’s notion of “sympathy” from 1873, as we have seen. Impressed by
Kessler’s argument, Beketov further endorsed the notion of mutual aid in his
widely influential Uchebnik botaniki - “Textbook of Botany” (1882-85), and
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he continued to develop his idea of harmony in nature in later works, e.g. in
“Morality and natural science” (1891) and “The Geography of plants”
(1896) (Todes 1989:57).

There were also more general attempts in Russia to reconcile Darwinism
with religion, for example an article entitled “Religion and the theory of
evolution” published in the popular scientific journal Mysl in 1881. Formally
it was a review of a book, “Social questions in Russia” by the former mayor
of Odessa, N.A. Novosel’skii. The anonymous author of the “review,” how-
ever, decided to focus entirely on the theory of evolution, considered by
Novosel’skii himself as one of the main causes of the ruling contemporary
spirit among Russian youth (Mysl’ 1881:219). While Novosel’skii was op-
posed to the theory of evolution, which he associated with materialism, the
reviewer in Mysl’ on the contrary assured him that evolutionary theory had
nothing in common with materialism, and that science and religion are fully
compatible with each other. In fact, the author claimed, if evolutionism is
rejected, then Creation must also be refuted on the principle that everything
remains as it has always been and nothing ever changes. Conversely, evolu-
tionism needs Creation, since evolution cannot start from nothing; it must
have a beginning (Mysl’ 1881:224). The article was careful, however, to
avoid mentioning the name of Darwin.

Another serious attempt at reconciling Darwinism and religion came
through an article by the professor of botany A.S. Famintsyn (1835-1918),
Oprovergnut li darvinizm Danilevskim? in Vestnik Evropy 1889, which was
a direct follow up to Danilevskii’s criticism in Darvinizm from 1885. It pro-
voked a reaction from Timiriazev; although he admitted along with Famint-
syn that Darwinism could in fact be compatible with religious emotion, he
pointed out that this depended on the specific kind of religious emotion and
referred to the example of Reverend John Stevens Henslow, chairman of the
Oxford meeting in 1860, who declared that he could not agree with his for-
mer friend and protegé Darwin, since he found the Origin of Species incom-
patible with his religious conviction (Gurev 1957:219).

Another way of solving the same problem was that of the literary critic
and popularizer M.A. Antonovich in his book Charl’z Darvin i ego teoriia
(1896), who chose to describe religion and science as belonging to com-
pletely separate, incommensurable realms of reality, without any points of
connection.

Among the proponents of the mutual aid hypothesis was also the prolific
populist writer Mikhail Mikhailovich Filippov (1858-1903), who had an
education both in jurisprudence from St. Petersburg University and in natural
science from Novorossiiskii University in Odessa. Filippov started his writ-
ing career in the popular scientific journal Mysl’ – “Thought,” published by
the professor of zoology N.P. Wagner, with an article entitled “Struggle and
cooperation in the organic world” (1881), in which he, from the observation
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of the mutual influence of all organisms living in a limited space, derived the
necessity of a “general sociology” encompassing the “collective life of or-
ganisms from protists to man” (Filippov 1881:351). The founder of this gen-
eral sociology, Filippov claimed, must not be seen as Auguste Comte, but as
Charles Darwin, since in Darwin’s theory the mutual influence of organisms
on each other is at the forefront, with the indirect action of natural selection
being more important than the direct impact of climate. But Darwin’s con-
cept of ‘struggle for existence’ is imprecise, Filippov protests, since it in-
cludes all forms of interdependence between organisms, and does not distin-
guish cooperation and solidarity from the open antagonism between predator
and prey, for example. This confusion then leads Darwin to the conclusion
that the struggle for existence is most intense between closely related organic
forms, for example those of the same species, whereas in fact cooperation is
most developed precisely between closely related organisms (Filippov
1881:352f). While not denying the importance of struggle and antagonism in
nature, Filippov, after having provided numerous examples of cooperation
between organisms, finally comes to the conclusion that Darwin’s theory
must be supplemented with an account of cooperation as naturally springing
from basic organic functions of nutrition, reproduction and growth. The
evolutionary progress that results from struggle for existence, as Darwin has
shown, is a progress of some individuals at the expense of the regress of
others, whereas cooperation, by contrast, is the foundation of a harmonious
progress (Filippov 1881:363f).

Part of Filippov’s argument was extended specifically to human society.
He developed it further later, notably in a work entitled “The Russian-Jewish
question” (1882), and in an article in Vek the same year, partly in response to
N.P. Wagner’s antisemitically tinted interpretation of Darwinism as applied
to the Jewish question (Filippov 1882).

Nikolai Chernyshevskii was among those radicals who felt the need in the
1880s to settle accounts with the Darwinian notion of struggle for existence.
Hiding behind the pseudonym “Staryi transformist,” in an article in Russkaia
mysl’ in 1888, Chernyshevskii reacted against what he called “the theory of
the benefit of struggle for life”, not to be confused with the theory of evolu-
tion itself. He begins by asking the simple question: “Is what is harmful,
harmful or useful?” (Chernyshevskii 1888:79) And he concludes that the
proponents of the said theory have all come to the brilliant logical conclu-
sion: what is harmful is useful! However, in reality “the theory of the benefit
of struggle for life” according to Chernsyhevskii contradicts all the facts of
all branches of science, botany and zoology in particular.

Chernyshevskii in particular criticizes the Malthusian element in Dar-
winism. He considers Darwin’s theory to be not an application to nature of
Malthus’ law of population growth, as Darwin himself asserted, but a distor-
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tion (izvrashchenie) of the meaning of Malthus’ words (Chernyshevskii
1888:112). Preferring to use analogies from physiology, Chernyshevskii
somehow seems to equate change or variation with damages in an organism,
leading to successive degeneration:

If the transformation of species were a product of natural selection then it
would be limited to a degradation of organisms. […] There would be no pro-
gress beyond unicellular organisms.

(Chernyshevskii 1888:113; transl. by Vucinich 1988:147)60

Chernyshevskii failed to see how struggle for existence and natural selection
could lead to the growing physiological complexity of an organism as ob-
served in nature. Although he still held Darwin in high esteem as a scientist,
not least for giving biology a historical orientation, this article was an im-
portant sign of the time that severe criticism of Darwinism was no longer
restricted to conservative  and religious intellectuals on the political right.
Chernyshevskii’s article soon got approbation from one of the giants in Rus-
sian spiritual life of the time – Lev Tolstoi, who wrote in his diary of De-
cember 19, 1888: “Chernyshevskii’s article about Darwin is wonderful
(prekrasna). Power and clarity (sila i iasnost’)” (Tolstoi 1965:349). Tolstoi,
who openly despised Malthus, in Anna Karenina let the character Levin
heavily criticize the moral consequences of Darwinism, in which he recog-
nized the application of Malthus’ laws to nature (cf. Todes 1989:43f).

Whereas Chernyshevskii in his late criticism of Darwin did not refer to co-
operation as an alternative to the notion of struggle for existence, Kessler’s
law of mutual aid, in contrast, made a particularly strong impression on Petr
Kropotkin (1842-1921), the internationally well-known anarchist leader who
had a past training as a naturalist and had participated in geographical expe-
ditions to Siberia during the 1860s. His very widely read Mutual aid: a fac-
tor of evolution was first published as a series of articles in the journal The
Nineteenth Century (1890-1896); in book form it appeared in Bulgarian in
an abbreviated version in 1900, and then in a full English version in London
and New York in 1902. The first Russian translation was published in 1904.
Several subsequent editions, in Russian and other languages - among them
Yiddish - followed, and it became one of the key texts among the radical
intelligentsia in many countries all over the world. The point of departure is
Kropotkin’s own observations of animal life during his travels in the Russian
far east, with its particularly harsh natural conditions, where he claims to

                                
60  “Насколько видоизменяються организмы действием естественнаго отбора, они деградируются.
Еслиб он имел преобладающее влияние на историю органических существ, не могло бы быть
никакого повышения организации. Если предками всех организмов были одноклеточные
организмы, то при преобладании естественнаго отбора не могли бы никогда возникнуть никакие
организмы  хотя сколько-нибудь выше одноклеточных.”



108

have seen few if any signs of a struggle for existence between individuals of
the same species, but on the contrary ample evidence of mutual aid among
members of a flock or herd of animals, serving to preserve the species and
better its chances of survival. However, Kropotkin gives much of the credit
for the very concept of mutual aid to Kessler, whose lecture “On the law of
mutual aid” threw new light on the relationship between Darwinism and
sociology, which preoccupied Kropotkin in his later years. Kropotkin basi-
cally disagreed with Kessler only about the origin of the social instinct,
which Kropotkin evidently viewed as something more fundamental than the
reproductive or parental instinct from which Kessler derived it.

Kropotkin further claims that Darwin himself was aware of the impor-
tance of cooperation for survival in the struggle for existence, as can be seen
from his Descent of Man (1871), but that his followers largely had ignored
this, and put too much emphasis on the violent sides of the struggle, which is
described as a Hobbesian struggle of everybody against everybody. The
received Darwinian view of evolution is already at the outset challenged by
Kropotkin. From his own observations of semi-wild cattle and horses in the
Transbaikal region, and of wild ruminants and squirrels everywhere, he con-
cludes that periods with scarcity of food, meaning an intensified struggle for
existence, so weakens all of those affected, that no progressive evolution of
the species can possibly come out of such competition. Kropotkin with ap-
probation refers to Chernyshevskii’s claim in his “remarkable essay” upon
Darwinism, that “[e]vil cannot be productive of good” (Kropotkin 1902; ref.
to Chernyshevskii 1888).

Kropotkin’s main argument is not with Darwin, but with Huxley, whose
Struggle for existence and its bearing upon man (1888) he sees as a misrep-
resentation of both the facts of nature and of Darwin’s theory. Kropotkin
claims that since mutual aid has proved beneficial for survival, it is being
favoured by natural selection, so that anti-social behaviour (such as robbery
and drunkenness among bees!) is continually eliminated (but may reappear
in times of abundance of food). Thus, according to Kropotkin “the cun-
ningest and the shrewdest,” by Huxley seen as belonging to the surviving
fittest, “are eliminated in favour of those who understand the advantages of
sociable life and mutual support” (Kropotkin 1902, ch. 1).

Social life is the rule, solitary life the exception in the animal world, and
not without reason. Association increases the chances of survival. Opposing
Huxley, who - paraphrasing Rousseau - holds that society was first created
by man’s substituting mutual peace for mutual war, Kropotkin insists that
society was not created by man; it is anterior to man. The distinction be-
tween nature and culture, beast and man is effaced.

Living in a society is so advantageous for survival that it may even make
other weapons superfluous or obsolete. Life in society requires a collective
sense of justice, from which moral values may develop. Compassion is an-
other necessary outcome of social life, a natural phenomenon, of which Kro-
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potkin gives several examples from the animal world. On the other hand, he
finds no convincing evidence of competition for food, safety and procreation
within a species or even smaller groups of animals.

Thus, Kropotkin contends, the term “struggle for existence” must be
given a wider, metaphorical sense, other than the competition between indi-
viduals of the same species or even between different species. A species
becomes extinct not because it is exterminated or starved out by another
species, but because it is less well adapted to new environmental conditions.
The same argument applies to the hypothesis concerning purported missing
links in the chain of intermediate forms between species, the idea of an “ex-
termination of transitional varieties,” often mentioned by Darwin. The word
“extermination” here again must be taken in its metaphorical sense, as the
extinction of a species or subspecies not as a result of a fierce battle, but
from insufficient accomodation with the environment, or possibly as a result
of starvation caused by the appearance of a new variety that is better adapted
to the environment.

In the concluding chapter, Kropotkin views mutual aid among humans as
counter-acting the atomistic power of the state and its “iron laws.” Once
more professing his belief in the fundamental unity of nature and culture,
beast and man, he talks about the necessity of resurrecting the forgotten, but
as a factor of evolution immensely important power of mutual aid in human
society. Mutual aid is the foundation of ethical and industrial progress, Kro-
potkin concludes.

The criticism directed against Darwin from Russian mutual aid theorists was
quite severe sometimes, since it concerned key concepts of the theory of
evolution, such as the struggle for existence and natural selection. However,
their opposition was never meant to overthrow the authority of Darwin as a
great scientist, or to question the very idea of evolution, on which several of
them depended too much themselves in their social thinking and political
practice. Of quite another kind was the fierce criticism of Darwinism that
came from the political right, as part of the reaction that followed in the
wake of the assassination of tsar Alexander II in 1881. The chief theorist of
this criticism was Nikolai Danilevskii, and in order to defend Darwin against
his attacks, he could only be matched by the leading “orthodox” Darwinist in
Russia, Kliment Timiriazev. Their intellectual “struggle for existence”
marked the latter part of the 1880s, and beyond.

2.5.5 The Darwinist strife of the 1880s: Danilevskii vs.
Timiriazev
Despite the increasing “friendly criticism,” the overall favourable reception
of Darwinism in Russia was manifested again by the decision by a body of
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students from a number of different Russian universities to honour Darwin at
his funeral 1882 with a salutary wreath. According to Timiriazev, ever since
the 1860s the relationship to Darwinism had served as a measuring-rod for
modernity or backwardness in Russia (Gurev 1957:129f). The impact of
Darwinism went far beyond the borders of academic biology. Darwinism
was perceived as something more than just a scientific theory; it was seen as
a philosophy, a worldview. The declared ambition of Danilevskii’s two vol-
ume magnum opus Darvinizm (1885-1887), was to finally refute Darwinism
as a system of thought.

Already from the beginning Danilevskii makes it clear that his work is not
oriented solely towards the narrow circle of specialist scientists, but rather at
the broader public of educated readers, since Darwinism has already exerted
a mighty influence over the minds of educated, half-educated and even un-
educated people from all parts of society. Darwinism has become more than
a scientific theory; it is rather to be seen as a philosophical system, compara-
ble to Cartesianism, Spinozism, Schellingianism or Hegelianism (Danilevskii
1885a:4).

The actual world is described by Danilevskii as the rational result of a ra-
tional cause. The rationality of the world can be explained through the pur-
posefulness of its design (tselesoobraznost’ zamysla ego ustroistva), as in
deism, or by the immanence of rational lawfulness pertaining to all phenom-
ena, as in pantheism (Danilevskii 1885a:5). In any event, Danilevskii consid-
ers mechanical explanations insufficient in order to account for organic phe-
nomena, where purposeful adaptation to the environment is evident
(Danilevskii 1885a:6). He observes that no one has as yet succeeded in giv-
ing a mechanical explanation of the organic forms and their origin, although
Haeckel falsely pretends that Darwin did just that.

What Darwin really did, Danilevskii claims, was to replace both the mate-
rialist principle of mechanical necessity and the idealist purposefulness and
rationality with pure chance. The lawfulness of the development of the ani-
mal embryo, described by Karl von Baer and other prominent scientists, is
undermined in Darwinism, which, according to Danilevskii, views the de-
velopment of the embryo, the ontogeny, as an abbreviated repetition of the
evolution of organic forms or species, the phylogeny. But since phylogeny in
Darwinism is entirely dependent on the cumulation of chance individual
variations between organic forms which have proven useful in the struggle
for existence, it follows that the lawfulness of the evolution of organic forms
is replaced by chance as the explanation of both the diversity of forms and
their purposefulness, as observed through their adaptation to the environ-
ment (Danilevskii 1885a:7).

By making chance the fundamental principle of reality, Darwinism alters
not only our conception of biology, but our entire world-view. Although
Darwin himself claims to be a Christian, acknowledging the role of God as
Creator, in reality, the only role that is left to God in Darwinism is that of



111

setting primeval matter in motion and breathing life into the very first primi-
tive organism (Danilevskii 1885a:9). Indeed, by doing away with the idea of
purposefulness in the wondrously organized world of living creatures, leav-
ing no room for the notion of planned creation and Divine Providence, Dar-
winism has removed the main obstacle to overcome for materialism, and it
could again claim, as did Laplace while defending his Exposition du système
du monde before Napoleon, that there is no need for the hypothesis of God
(Danilevskii 1885a:10). To those who object that Darwin himself was no
atheist, Danilevskii remarks, with reference to Karl von Baer’s Über Dar-
wins Lehre, that the idea of a preconceived plan of creation is nevertheless
absent in Darwinism (Danilevskii 1885a:11). Although one may not doubt
the honesty of Darwin in his personal deist belief in a Creator, such a belief
in no way follows logically from his theory of evolution.

Further on, Danilevskii notes that the foundation of Darwin’s theory,
variation, is given no causal explanation in the theory; nor does it give any
explanation of inheritance. If you ask why a giraffe looks the way it looks,
the explanation given by Darwin’s theory is just that all the other individual
variations in its predecessors that were not correspondingly adapted to their
environment were extinguished, and that even if some characteristics of the
present giraffe should be less adaptive, they were nevertheless inherited from
its ancestors. Darwin’s theory, Danilevskii claims, is thus not a causal one,
comparable to the physical theory of Newton, but a teleological theory, ex-
plaining the past by reference to future goals. This, Danilevskii assures us, is
not in itself a reproach against Darwin (Danilevskii 1885a:181). But how are
these goals achieved in Darwin’s theory, he asks further, or rather, how do
these goals determine the development of organic forms according to the
theory? To answer this question, Danilevskii points to three key features of
Darwin's theory: 1) chance (sluchainost’), 2) replacement of any creative
foundation with a critical one, 3) “mosaïcism” (mozaïchnost’). Regarding
(1), Danilevskii relies on von Baer’s definition of chance, or accident (slu-
chainost’) as a relationship between two events that are not causally linked
to each other (Danilevskii 1885a:182). This implies that a single event can-
not be accidental; every single event has some cause, although we may not
know what it is. So when individual variations in Darwinism appear as acci-
dental, it means simply that we ignore, as yet, what caused them.

However, Danilevskii criticizes Darwin for believing that the element of
chance in his theory is only dependent on our ignorance of the true causes of
variation, while it is in fact an essential feature, independent of our knowl-
edge, one which is absolutely necessary for the theory to be consistent. In
contrast, if individual variation could be shown to conform to definite laws,
then this lawful variation, rather than natural selection and the struggle for
existence, would determine the origin, structure and purposefulness of living
beings (Danilevskii 1885a:188). In any case, Danilevskii claims to have
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proved, by means of more than one quote, that even Darwin himself admits
his theory is founded on chance (sluchainost’).

The second feature, (2) above, the lack of any creative foundation, means
that all rationality and purpose in nature according to Darwin’s theory ap-
pears only as the result of the negative, critical effect of natural selection,
through its rejection of those individual variations that are unfit. In itself,
natural selection is incapable of changing any given organism in any way,
neither adducing nor reducing it even one iota.

Finally, (3) the “mosaic” character of Darwinism is a necessary conse-
quence of the gradualness of change required by the theory. Gradual, piece-
meal change is necessary in Darwin’s theory for the explanation of adapta-
tion, and the resulting purposefulness of organisms, and further for giving
speciation the time it requires (Danilevskii 1885a:193). These features to-
gether make Danilevskii refuse calling Darwinism a theory of evolution.61 A
real theory of evolution or development (razvitie) would be one that ex-
plained, for example, how individual organisms develop from embryos. But
in Darwinism there is nothing of that; instead of laws of development there
are only the cumulation of random, accidental variation influenced by exter-
nal causes, rejecting some variations, while accepting others (Danilevskii
1885a:195). With this conclusion, Danilevskii proceeded to a more detailed
criticism of Darwinism in the rest of his book.

However, it soon became evident already to contemporary observers that
much of the detailed criticism that Danilevskii directed against Darwinism
consisted largely of an anthology of arguments that had been vented before
by other anti-Darwinist biologists, like Kölliker and Nägeli, and to which
Darwin and others had responded in kind. This was also part of Timiriazev’s
response to Danilevskii in the strife that followed between them.

In sum, Danilevskii’s judgement of Darwin’s theory was almost entirely
negative. The only positive features of the theory he found were apparently
those that could be exploited for his own conservative political views. Thus,
he valued the scientific support for nationalism, against cosmopolitanism,
through the shift of attention from individual to group characteristics that
Darwin’s theory had effected. He also welcomed the acknowledgement by
Darwin’s theory of inherited properties as more important than upbringing
and the influence of environment (Danilevskii 1885a:26; Vucinich
1988:123). True, Danilevskii offered Darwin personally some more or less
perfunctory praise as a man of “great erudition” and “noble spirit”. But as a
whole, Darwin’s theory was judged unscientific by Danilevskii on the
ground that it was lacking predictability. Compared to the views of the
highly estimated von Baer, Darwinism came out negatively, offering no or-
ganic purposiveness, only “pseudo-teleologism,” and no “superior intelli-

                                
61 “напрасно причисляют ее к числу теорий развития – теорий эволюционных” (Danilevskii
1885a:194)
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gence” giving living nature meaning and direction, only chance and random-
ness. Furthermore, Darwin according to Danilevskii ignored the possibility
of sudden leaps in organic development, and he provided no empirical evi-
dence of the struggle for existence as a selective force. It still remained to be
shown that natural selection was in reality a causal force, something more
than a mere biogeographical principle of distribution. Darwin’s theory, then,
to Danilevskii represented a philosophical, materialist worldview, rather than
a genuine scientific, biological theory. Moreover, it contained serious logical
flaws, and it aimed to remove the necessary mysticism of the phenomenon of
life.

Danilevskii died in 1885, the same year as the first volume of Darvinizm
was published. The book had little or no immediate success. It received
some negative attention from count Alexander Keyserling, who responded to
a request for a review by the Academy of Sciences. The Academy first con-
sidered the book for a prize, but was dissuaded by Keyserling’s report that
“the book was little more than a compilation of obsolete Western anti-
Darwinist criticism” (Rogers 1960b:382). The limited impact of the book on
the Russian scientific community is noteworthy, given the fact that
Danilevskii did have a genuine professional scientific career himself, as a
former member of von Baer’s Caspian fishing expedition in 1857, a member
of the Russian Geographical Society since 1858 and award winner of its
prestigious medal for scientific achievement (within the field of ichtyology).

Shunned by his peers, Danilevskii’s Darvinizm nevertheless received a
very favourable review in the conservative paper Novoe vremia by a certain
L.K. Popov, writing under the pseudonym El’pe, soon after the release of the
first volume. The same El’pe later saw fit to defend Danilevskii against
Timiriazev, claiming that Danilevskii better than Darwin could explain
variation in a population, not through natural selection, but through the pres-
ence or absence of various obstacles to hybridization (skreshchivanie) -
where no such obstacles were present, no variation was observed (Popov
1887). Also P. Semenov in Russkii vestnik in 1886 found Danilevskii’s work
impressive, even in comparison to Western critics of Darwinism (Vucinich
1988:123). Theologians and idealist philosophers were enthusiastic in their
reviews of Danilevskii’s work, for example I. Chistovich in Vera i razum -
“Belief and reason” (1886), a leading theological journal published in
Kharkov, P. Svetlov in Pravoslavnoe obozrenie (1887), and again N. Rumi-
antsev in Vera i razum (1895-96). Nikanor, bishop of Kherson and Odessa,
also involved himself in the fight against Darwinism. To the bishop, Dar-
winism contradicted Biblical creation, and hence constituted a heresy;  it was
an expression of how Western materialism had corrupted natural science
(Vucinich 1988:127f).

But the strife over Danilevskii’s Darvinizm began for real, with a few
years delay, when Strakhov in January 1887 published a long laudatory re-
view of Danilevskii’s book in Russkii vestnik. Strakhov’s essay bore the
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provocative title Polnoe oproverzhenie darvinizma - “Complete refutation of
Darwinism.” It was only then that convinced Darwinists like Timiriazev and
N.A. Kholodkovskii (in a survey on the current state, the criticism and future
prospects of Darwinism, published in two issues of Russkoe bogatstvo 1888)
felt the need to come to Darwin’s defence. Part of their response focused on
revealing Danilevskii’s dependence on Western sources, in particular A.J.
Wigand’s Der Darwinismus und die Naturforschung Newtons und Cuviers
(3 vols., 1874), and the works of Kölliker and Nägeli. Kölliker, in particular,
had already in 1872 presented his own fully-fledged theory of evolution,
opposing Darwinism through the assumption of a multiple origin of living
organisms, internal causes of variation and the possibility of “sudden leaps”
in the evolutionary process (Vucinich 1988:137).

By this time, Timiriazev had already emerged as the foremost advocate
and explicator of Darwinism in Russia. His popular scientific book, Kratkii
ocherk teorii Darvina – “Short description of Darwin’s theory,” based on
review articles published in Otechestvennye zapiski in 1864, was very suc-
cessful and enjoyed several new editions. It was a rather straightforward
exposition of Darwin’s theory in popular form, explaining concepts of evo-
lution,  species and artificial and natural selection,  with an account of much
of the evidence supporting the theory, and also  describing some of the pos-
sible objections to the theory and Darwin’s responses to these objections.

In a public lecture entitled Darvin, kak obrazets uchenogo – “Darwin as a
model scientist” given at Moscow university in April 1878, Timiriazev in
particular pointed out the great moral qualities of Charles Darwin as a scien-
tist, his honesty (dobrosovestnost’), truthfulness and respect for his oppo-
nents, always careful to indicate the weaknesses of his own theory himself,
caring less about his own fame, and unselfishly willing to concede the
authorship of his ideas to others, as his relationship to Wallace showed
(Timiriazev 1919:26f). Timiriazev described his own encounter with Darwin
in 1877 with great affection, and he did not fail to relay to his Russian audi-
ence Darwin’s expressed sympathy for Russia in the then-ongoing Russo-
Turkish war, in spite of the common British enmity towards Russia (Timiri-
azev 1919:29). (The occasion was well chosen, since the lecture was given
as a means of fundraising for stipends for orphans of officers and physicians
that were killed in that war.)

Defending Darwin against accusations of immorality (beznravstvennost’)
associated with the concept of struggle for existence, Timiriazev in particular
quotes at length from Tolstoi’s Anna Karenina, a passage where Levin
places morality and reason against each other. Levin’s (possibly also Tol-
stoi’s) conclusion is, that although reason has discovered the struggle for
existence, which dictates that I should kill all those opposing my will, on the
other hand, morality, which I have learned from childhood, corresponding
well with what is in my soul, teaches me instead to love my neighbour and
not to kill him. But evidently, Timiriazev argues, Levin has not read Dar-
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win’s Descent of Man; otherwise he would know that chapter 3 of that book
is entirely dedicated to the moral feeling of love towards one’s neighbour,
the moral feeling of duty that makes the individual sacrifice himself for his
neighbour or for an idea. Further, in chapter 5 of the same book the origin of
this morality is traced back to a social instinct stemming from a mother’s
love for her offspring, common to humans and many animals. This social
instinct, this solidarity between individuals in a society has then become a
means of survival, a “weapon” in the struggle for existence, which among
humans does not imply hate and extermination, but on the contrary love and
preservation of one’s fellow beings. The original maternal love towards her
infant has thus, according to Darwin in Timiriazev’s reading, gradually
spread to the whole family, the tribe, the race, eventually to encompass –
ideally - all humanity (Timiriazev 1919:17ff). Interestingly, Timiriazev’s
interpretation of Darwin here resembles Lavrov’s discussion in Istoricheskie
pis’ma of the concept of progress, which is defined as the growth of solidar-
ity to encompass ever-wider circles of society. So, in conclusion, with refer-
ence to Darwin, Timiriazev’s response to “moralists” like Levin was that
morality rather than being opposed to rationality was indeed the highest form
of rationality.

Timiriazev also gave an account of the importance of Darwin’s theory in
a historical perspective, with the purposefulness (tselesoobraznost’) or per-
fection (sovershenstvo) of organisms observed by previous naturalists as the
point of departure. ‘Perfection’ meant the adaptation of organs to body func-
tions and to the environment in which the organism lived. The question then
naturally  arose whence this purposefulness or perfection came,  and the only
answer  proposed so far was: “because they were created that way”. This
kind of empty answer provoked ridicule from others, like Heinrich Heine,
who in his ”Voyage to the Harz” mocked this tendency of finding a purpose
in everything that exists, ascribing it to human anthropocentrism and the
belief that everything was created only to fulfil the needs of man (Timiriazev
1919:4). Darwin changed all this by showing that the purposefulness (tsele-
soobraznost’) or perfection involved was not for the benefit of man, but for
the organisms themselves, and most importantly, he pointed out the mecha-
nism by means of which this was effected: natural selection. Darwin’s theory
thus gave the first satisfactory answer to the questions of why there is per-
fection, and why there is progress in the organic world. What Darwin did
then, according to Timiriazev, was to transform purpose from a “causa fi-
nalis” to a “causa efficiens”, the efficient cause of the perfection of organs
and whole organisms. In this context one could see Danilevskii’s later accu-
sation of Darwinism as a kind of “pseudo-teleologism” as to some extent
justified.

Timiriazev’s response to Danilevskii and Strakhov in 1887, then, came
first in a public lecture that was subsequently expanded and published as two
articles in Russkaia mysl’ (May-June 1887), asking rhetorically if Darwinism
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has really been refuted by Danilevskii, as Strakhov had claimed -
Oprovergnut li darvinizm? From the very beginning Timiriazev questioned
the scientific credibility of Danilevskii’s work, calling it “dilettante sophis-
try” (Timiriazev 1887:148), while comparing it negatively to the serious
criticism of Darwinism produced by foreign scientists such as Nägeli and
Weismann. The enthusiasm with which Danilevskii’s book had been re-
ceived in certain parts of the Russian press he simply ascribed to misguided
national pride. Despite the insignificance of Danilevskii’s work Timiriazev
nevertheless felt morally compelled to use some time to respond, since he
had been singled out both by Danilevskii himself and by Strakhov as the
most consequential defender of Darwinism in Europe. Danilevskii had even
credited Timiriazev with being so faithful to Darwin’s original theory, that
he still clung to the original, hardcore Darwinism of the first edition of Ori-
gin of species, not even taking note of the substantial changes Darwin had
introduced in the sixth edition from 1872. Danilevskii had found evidence of
this in the second edition of Timiriazev’s Charl’z Darvin i ego uchenie from
1883 (Danilevskii 1885:41).

Timiriazev on his part found Danilevskii’s book full of unnecessary bal-
last, and almost completely dependent on old authorities such as Cuvier and
Baer, revealing an author whose development as a scientist had ended al-
ready in the 1840s (Timiriazev 1887:150).

According to Timiriazev, Danilevskii misunderstood the concept of
struggle for existence, equating it with a military battle, where sheer num-
bers are important, whereas in reality it is rather the individual capacity of
endurance that is essential for the survival of an organism (Timiriazev
1887:164). Timiriazev responded to Danilevskii’s accusation that Darwinism
was founded on pure chance, that Danilevskii himself was the one who actu-
ally introduced chance into evolution by denying the causal function of natu-
ral selection operating on small variations. How, then, if not by chance,
would Danilevskii explain the survival of a select few individuals out of
thousands and millions that perish (Timiriazev 1887:165)?

Another of Danilevskii’s arguments, aimed at disproving the functioning
of natural selection as preserving only the most perfected and best adapted
organic forms, pointed to the existence of a multitude of organic forms that
are apparently meaningless, useless and harmful to themselves (Danilevskii
1885b, ch. X-XI). Timiriazev remarked that rather than disproving Darwin-
ism, Danilevskii only hurt his own cause by pointing to different “absurdi-
ties” in nature. Darwinism, by contrast, never pretended to find absolute
perfection in nature (Timiriazev 1887:178). Danilevskii’s examples only
undermined his own position, as someone who had put such high stakes in
the purposefulness of nature, with his frequent references to Baer and others.
Later on, after quoting at length from the end of Danilevskii’s work, where
he bemoaned the meaninglessness and absurdity, the lack of harmony and
order in a world of natural selection, in which reason was replaced by pure
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chance (Danilevskii 1885b:529f; Timiriazev 1887:4f), Timiriazev called
attention to the apparent self-contradiction here with what was said in chap-
ter X-XI of Darvinizm (Timiriazev 1887:8f).

While Danilevskii accused Darwinism of being a “pseudo-teleology,”
Timiriazev’s response was that “Darwin did not reject final causes, he did
better – he overcame them, by putting them in their rightful place. The
cause, instead of following its effect, started to precede it, i.e. returned to its
logical place, the scholastic causa finalis became a mechanical causa effi-
ciens – vera causa.” (Timiriazev1887:3).62 Thus, Darwinism for the first time
in history managed to give a causal explanation of the apparent purposeful-
ness of organisms.

But Danilevskii obviously refused to acknowledge natural selection as a
mechanical process, repeating his claim that Darwinism is founded on acci-
dental variation, that is, on pure chance. In response to this, Timiriazev en-
deavoured to show that all mechanical processes - even that of a steam en-
gine driving a locomotive, involve elements of chaos and chance, still pro-
ducing predictable results (Timiriazev 1887:6f). Thus, despite the inevitable
elements of chance, in the world pictured by Darwinism there is no such
meaninglessness as described by Danilevskii; nature simply cannot afford
such luxury. “The organic world is ruled by the iron law of necessity; eve-
rything useless and harmful is doomed to die” (Timiriazev 1887:10). But
whereas for Danilevskii harmony in nature was something already accom-
plished and even preordained, - sein, in Darwinism this harmony is a proc-
ess, something that is constantly being born, - werden.

Finally, Timiriazev once more defended Darwinism against accusations
of immorality, arguing that the discovery of a raw, clumsy mechanism in
nature that serves only to eliminate evil (zlo) once it has already happened
does not necessarily imply that man must refrain from using the finer
mechanism of his reason to predict and avoid evil already before it happens
(Timiriazev 1887:12). Further, Timiriazev believed there was a misunder-
standing that in the struggle for existence it is only brute force that counts,
whereas in reality, and certainly in the case of humans, it is the moral force
of reason and truth that will prevail. Thus, Timiriazev in the end expressed
his moral belief in progress as something inevitable, while entertaining no
illusions of convincing anybody who was not already convinced.

The moralist argument against Darwinism kept recurring more or less
regularly, even after the strife with Danilevskii and Strakhov had petered
out. However, a more serious threat to the classical, “orthodox” Darwinism

                                
62 “Дарвин не отверг конечных причин, он сделал лучше, - он их завоевал, переместив их на их
законное место. Причина, вместо того чтобы следовать за своим следствием, стала ему
предшествовать, т.-е. вернулась на указанное ей логикой положение,  из схоластической causa
finalis стала механической  causa efficiens – vera causa.”



118

that Timiriazev defended appeared to be the internal scientific development
of biology as a discipline seeking new avenues of progress.

2.5.6 “Darwinisms” of the late 1890s and early 1900s:
‘orthodoxy’ vs. mutationism
Danilevskii’s major criticism against Darwin focused on the role given to
chance and randomness in evolution as the only explanation of original
variation in a population. Hereby, Danilevskii claimed, Darwin was not true
to the scientific ideals of Newtonian continuity and Laplacian causality.
Simply put, Darwin’s theory was accused of being insufficiently determinis-
tic. By contrast, the “neovitalist” and “organicist” criticism at the end of the
1890s and beginning of the 1900s portrayed Darwinism as containing too
much of Newtonian mechanics, as giving priority to causality while “disre-
garding the element of discontinuity in natural processes” (Vucinich
1988:267).

A more serious threat to Darwinism seemed to come from developments
within biology itself, through the “rediscovery” of Mendel’s laws of heredity
in 1900 and Hugo de Vries’ mutation theory.63 Both were instrumental in
giving the theory of evolution an experimental foundation. Mendelism chal-
lenged the Darwinist notion of randomness of variation, by showing normal
phenotypic variation to be the result of mathematically predictable combina-
tions of discrete units of heredity - genes - while mutationism undermined
the Darwinian idea (imported from Lyell’s geology) of the gradualness or
continuity of change as leading eventually to the formation of new species,
by showing instead that unpredicted variations were caused by internal, sud-
den “leaps” in the hereditary cell structure (Vucinich 1988:294).

Russia was well prepared for de Vries’ mutation theory through the work
of S.I. Korzhinskii (1861-1900), professor of botany at the University of
Tomsk, later appointed main botanist of the Imperial Botanical Garden in St.
Petersburg and director of the Imperial Botanical Museum. Already in his
doctoral dissertation about the boundary between steppe and forest (1888)
Korzhinskii displayed vitalist tendencies, by criticizing other botanists for
disregarding the significance of a plant’s “internal, specific life qualities”
(Todes 1989:72). Later, in an address entitled “What is life,”64 Korzhinskii
identified organisms as active and purposeful, permeated by “some deep,
secret force” which he preferred to call “life energy”, still a material force,
resulting from oxidation he thought, but much more complex than the al-
ready well-known physical and chemical forces (Todes 1989:72). Further, in

                                
63 Mendel’s laws, originally formulated in 1865-1867, then “forgotten”, were lauded already
in 1874 by Ivan Fedorovich Shmal’gauzen, professor of botany at Kiev University as “one of
the paths to the origin of new species” (Vucinich 1988:82).
64 Chto takoe zhizn’? – In: Pervyi universitet v Sibiri (Tomsk, 1889)
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1899 Korzhinskii published a paper in the “Notes of the Academy of Sci-
ences” entitled Geterogenezis i evoliutsiia - “Heterogenesis and evolution”,65

in which he claimed that variation in organisms occurs through heterogenetic
changes, saltatory leaps, rather than through a continuous accumulation of
random small variations. These heterogenic changes, Korzhinskii pointed
out, were not exceptional, but “a completely normal phenomenon, appar-
ently characteristic of all organisms”(Korzhinskii 1899:258).66 The properties
of organisms arising through heterogenesis could be either “atavistic” or
“progressive” in character, implying that evolution is not unidirectional
(Korzhinskii 1899:256f). Heterogenesis is the primary force of evolution,
Korzhinskii contended. It is more or less independent of the environment
and it is an active, creative force that gives rise to new organic forms. By
contrast, selection, whether artificial or natural, followed by cumulation of
individual characteristics, have not produced one single new variety (Korz-
hinskii 1899:260f). Selection is a conservative force which only consolidates
some of the already existing variations, while hindering or stopping other
changes (ibid.).

The most important difference between between his own theory of het-
erogenesis and what he calls Darwin’s “theory of transmutation,” according
to Korzhinskii, is that whereas Darwinism views the struggle for existence
and its consequence natural selection as the main factor of evolution, the
theory of heterogenesis, on the contrary, regards the struggle for existence
and selection as “a factor limiting forms and suppressing further variations”,
that is, as “a principle inimical to evolution” (Korzhinskii 1899:263; transl.
Todes 1989:79). Furthermore,  whereas Darwinism equates progress and
perfection in nature with adaptation to the environment, Korzhinskii refuses
to see adaptation as a synonym of progress, “since the higher, more complete
forms are far from always more adapted to external conditions than are
lower ones.” The existence of these higher forms, then, could only be ex-
plained through some “special tendency to progress” inherent to the organ-
isms (Korzhinskii 1899:264; transl. Todes 1989:79). This difference also has
moral implications. For Darwinism, then, progress demands that the strong-
est, best adapted flourish, while the weakest must die. The Darwinist moral,
thus, could be summarized in the ancient Roman dictum: Vae victis!  (“Woe
to the vanquished!”). For the theory of heterogenesis, in contrast, progress
presupposes also the protection and tolerance of the weak,  allowing them to
become stronger, as bearers of unique variations that might become impor-
tant in the future. This is a moral that demands, rather: “man muss leben und
leben lassen” (Korzhinskii 1899:268). The idealist, ethical view of Korzhin-
skii is most clearly pronounced at the very end of the article:

                                
65 In: Zapiski Akademii Nauk 1899, vol. 9, no. 2, Supplement, p. 1–94
66 Ru. orig. “явление вполне нормальное и свойственное, повидимому, всем организмам”
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in the world of man, as in the entire organic world, progress does not consist
in adaptation and victory in the struggle for existence, but is a result of an
internal principle, the consequence of striving (stremlenie) for the ideals of
truth, kindness and beauty, which are profoundly rooted in the soul of man
and which constitute, perhaps, but a partial manifestation of that tendency
(tendentsiia) to progress which is inherent to life itself.

(Korzhinskii 1899:268; transl. Todes 1989:81)

De Vries in the first volume of The Mutation Theory, published in 1901, one
year after Korzhinskii’s death, substantially developed the new ideas, al-
though without much of the idealist superstructure. He retained, notably,  the
distinction between “individual” and “heterogenetic” or “mutational” varia-
tion introduced by Korzhinskii, confirming the claim that only the latter type
was able to transcend the boundaries between species. Thus, whereas in clas-
sical Darwinism speciation appeared as a natural process of cumulation of
gradual, small variations, mutationism, as formulated by Korzhinskii and De
Vries, recognized only discontinuous or discrete leaps as the sources of new
species. The entire ruling “paradigm of continuousness” seemed to be threat-
ened; not only the old saying “natura non facit saltum,” but also the Newto-
nian law of the continuity of motion was at stake.

Outside the scientific community, mutationism was greeted with enthusi-
asm by theologists as a total denial of Darwinism and for the importance it
seemed to attach to some kind of active, creational force. Scientists, on the
other hand, responded differently. Whereas “orthodox” Russian Darwinists
such as Timiriazev and Menzbir remained sceptical or at best uninterested,
“unorthodox” Darwinians like Kholodkovskii, Mechnikov and Shimkevich
welcomed the new developments in biology, emphasizing that the Darwinian
ideas of struggle for existence and natural selection were still part of the
mutation theory. Mutations were accepted as one factor among several
sources of new species, but they tended to treat it merely as a minor factor of
the evolutionary process. The mutation theory was regarded as complemen-
tary to Darwin’s theory, rather than as contradictory. After all, De Vries
himself had conceded that the struggle for existence determined which mu-
tations would survive  (Todes 1869:81; Vucinich 1988:292f).

Eventually the anti-Darwinist tendency inherent in the new biology weak-
ened, and even leading mutationists such as Bateson and De Vries appeared
at the commemoration ceremony in Cambridge 1909 to pay hommage to
Darwin at the onehundreth anniversary of his birth and the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the Origin of species. The status of Darwinism in Russia at the be-
ginning of the new century was largely unshaken, as the entry in the new
Bol’shaia Entsiklopediia of 1902 testifies, by referring to Darwin as “the
Copernicus or Newton of the organic world,” who had brought “the sciences
of man” into close contact with the natural sciences by categorizing man as
an animal, thereby expanding the scientific study of human society and cul-
ture. Somewhat overstating his case, the author of the article expressed the
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view that the enemies of Darwin’s ideas had been silenced long ago
(Vucinich 1988:307).

Summing up the overall reception in Russia of evolutionism in general and
Darwinism in particular over the period 1855-1905, we have identified some
significant features:

1) a well-prepared ground for evolutionary thinking through Russian pre-
cursors of Darwin (Baer, Pander, Rouiller et al.)

2) an early positive reception of the Origin of Species, promoted in par-
ticular by the radical intelligentsia of the 1860s (Antonovich, Pisarev et al.)

3) a parallel development of a “friendly” critical attitude towards the con-
cept of ‘struggle for existence’ supplemented or replaced by a theory of
‘mutual aid’ (Filippov, Nozhin, Kessler, Kropotkin et al.)

4) a hostile, anti-Darwinist attitude from several conservatives and theo-
logians (Danilevskii, Grigoriev, Lebedev, Strakhov et al.)

5) individual attempts at reconciliation of religion and Darwinism / evo-
lutionism / science in general (Beketov, Famintsyn, Ushinskii et al.)

6) an initially hesitant, but soon enough dominant acceptance of Darwin’s
theory of evolution as the foundation of the life sciences (marked by the
election of Darwin as a corresponding member of the Russian Academy of
Sciences in 1867)

7) the important role played by questions of unity and purpose in nature
(teleology) in the Russian reception of Darwinism, both among adherents
and opponents (Danilevskii, Sokolov et al.).

In the Russian discourse on evolution and the reception of Darwinism, the
arguments thus focused on central concepts, such as ‘struggle for existence’
vs. mutual aid, continuity and gradualness of change vs. mutations and dis-
continuity. Of particular and continuous concern were questions of teleology
with concepts of purpose vs. ‘chance’ or randomness.

Unequally distributed under the features and arguments described above
we find basically three different types of actors represented: i) social activ-
ists and writers (Antonovich, Kropotkin, Pisarev et al.), ii) professional natu-
ral scientists (Famintsyn, Sokolov, Timiriazev et al.) and iii) theologians.
These three types are not mutually exclusive; some of the names we have
encountered can be classified under more than one of them at different times
during their lives (e.g. Danilevskii, Kropotkin). It is now our task to find out
to what extent the Jewish population in Russia was part of this general re-
ception of Darwinism, and what distinguished their attitudes, if any, from
those of the rest of Russian society. Attempting to anticipate the future re-
sults, keeping the particular cultural and social context in mind, we might
expect a possible Jewish reception of Darwinism to fall essentially under
points 5 and 7, perhaps to some extent also under 3 and 4. But it is imagi-
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nable that we will also find distinctive features of a Jewish Darwinist recep-
tion that are not included in this list.

We have further seen two members of the Russian scientific community
with Jewish family backgrounds, Mechnikov and Tsion, both responding
directly to Darwinism. However, their particular status most likely represents
an exception to that of the average Jewish population in the Russian Empire,
even if we restrict ourselves to the Jewish intellectuals. We may ask to what
extent the reception of Darwinism by scientists such as Mechnikov and
Tsion is affected, if at all, by their Jewish background. To be able to answer
these questions we must now turn our attention more closely to the Jewish
population in the Russian Empire of the 19th century.
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3 Jews in Russia

3.1 The “Jewish Question” in the 19th century Russian
Empire
The partitioning of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1772, 1793 and
1795 meant the sudden inclusion of important regions in the Russian Empire
with a large Jewish population. Through a series of decrees by Empress
Catherine II 1783, 1791 and 1794, and later laws issued in 1795 and 1835,
the new Jewish subjects of the Empire were restricted to living within what
was called the cherta osedlosti, the “Pale of Settlement,” encompassing
roughly Lithuania, Belarus’, and western Ukraine (Kiev excepted).67

Empress Catherine II and her immediate successors on the throne were
convinced that most social problems could be solved through well-designed
reform-plans from above, without particular concern for existing traditions
and established institutions. However, close to the court more pragmatic
voices could also be heard, like that of Mikhail Speranskii, reformer and
advocate of constitutional monarchy. He was a liberal Benthamist and foun-
der of the lycée in Tsarskoe Selo, a breeding ground for reform ideas. In
1803 Speranskii expressed the thought before an official “Committee for the
Amelioration of the Jews” that government reforms imposed from above
were ineffective if they were running counter to established traditions; a
more plausible way of achieving the aim of integration of the Jewish sub-
jects would be through the opening up of new economic and social possi-
bilities for them, thereby simply helping the Jews to help themselves, with-
out using force (Baron 1976:15). In 1804 the first comprehensive decree was
issued regulating the conditions of life for the Jews in the Empire (PSZ
1804); it implied essentially the preservation of much of the traditional Jew-
ish autonomy regarding community affairs (on the condition that elections
would be held every third year), and continued Jewish representation in local
municipal councils and courts. Jews were given access to public schools up
to university level, while Jewish schools were still allowed to function, pro-

                                
67 The area later designated as the Congress Kingdom of Poland (Kongresówka) retained a
special status, which also affected the considerable Jewish population living there, but that is
outside the scope of his thesis.
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vided they adopted the general curriculum and the languages of instruction
of the public schools. Proficiency in Russian, Polish or German was required
of rabbis and elected Jewish community representatives.

On the whole, this was a relatively liberal and modern policy, leaving
room for a certain tolerance of deviations from the standard norm of conduct
for subjects of the Russian Empire. However, certain measures were im-
posed that aimed at assimilating the Jews with the majority population; apart
from the language requirements, there were also rules limiting the use of
traditional Jewish garments. These rules were actually welcomed by a mi-
nority of intellectual, “progressive” Jews. More serious, and less welcome,
were the prescriptions in the law regarding the economic conditions, which
put the majority of the Jewish population in the villages before the choice of
either becoming peasants, or moving to town to seek an insecure income.
This measure had dire social consequences for many Jews, and made it diffi-
cult for many to earn a living. The threat of expulsion of the Jews from the
rural villages was renewed through a decree setting the deadline for evacua-
tion to January 1, 1824. The threat became reality with the actual expulsion
of some 20,000 Jews from the Mogilev and Vitebsk districts. The result,
soon to materialize, was a complete social misery for these Jews in the cities.
This experiment served as a deterrent for further expulsions, and many of
those already hit were allowed to return to their home villages.

With the accession of Nicholas I to the throne in 1825, the situation for
the Jews in the Empire worsened. Nicholas I apparently regarded the Jewish
population as a foreign, “injurious element”, whose detrimental impact on
society must be reduced in some way, through measures of russification and
assimilation. Possibly intended in part as a means to this end, the introduc-
tion in 1827 of the so-called “cantonist system” or rekruchina, the conscrip-
tion to long term military service, affected Jewish boys down to 12 years of
age, and even younger in many cases, confining them to spend 25 years or
more in the Russian army. As Dubnow poignantly described it: “the barrack
was to serve as a school, or rather as a factory, for producing a new genera-
tion of de-Judaized Jews, who were completely russified, and, if possible,
Christianized” (Dubnow 1918:15). The system left the possibility open for
the still autonomous Jewish communities to procure the stipulated number of
recruits through their own selection. This procedure was bound to sow dis-
sension and create conflict within the Jewish communities between Jews
from different social layers. Most often it was the poorest families who were
hardest hit by the rekruchina and had to send their sons away, in many cases
never to see them again. The leaders of the Jewish communities often used
their authority to set up the draft lists (rekrutskie skazki) to comprise pre-
dominantly “non-useful Jews”- unmarried individuals, orphans, beggars,
outcasts and “heretics,” including Jews favourably inclined towards the Has-
kalah, the Jewish enlightenment movement (Petrovsky-Shtern 2005).
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The cantonist system was in use from 1827 to 1856, and it is estimated
that some 40,000 young boys out of a total Jewish population of about 3
millions were recruited (Petrovsky-Shtern 2005; Baron 1976:31). It was a
system that regularly took its toll of Jewish children, down to the age of
eight, isolating them from their parents and sending them far away to an
uncertain future. The abolition of the rekruchina in January 1856 through the
coronation decree of Alexander II was naturally interpreted as an important
sign of better times for the Jewish population of the Russian Empire (Klier
1995:332).

The military was not the only vehicle used for assimilation of the Jews
under Nicholas I. The law of 1804 had left several options open for the
choice of language of instruction in Jewish schools - German, Polish or Rus-
sian, allowing for instance the Jewish community of Odessa, with a large
contingent of Jews from Austria, to introduce a general curriculum with in-
struction in German in the school for boys.

A new statute on the Jewish population passed in 1835 was more restric-
tive than that of 1804 in several respects. It aimed to intensify assimilation,
for example, by making Russian compulsory as language of instruction in
Jewish schools (Edwards 1982:46).  The statute further defined in great de-
tail the Jewish “Pale of Settlement” in accordance with the previous borders
set down by Catherine II, with cities like Kiev, Nikolaev and Sevastopol’,
forbidden to the Jews (PSZ 1835 §4). These boundaries remained more or
less intact until the beginning of World War I  (Baron 1976:33). True, the
decree put a stop to further expulsions of Jews from the rural villages (Dub-
now 1918:41), but at the same time it imposed important travel restrictions
(PSZ 1835 §§7-12) and rules that forced Jews who inherited “populated”
landed property, or “unpopulated” property outside “permitted” areas, to sell
it within six months (§§13-14). Further there were regulations regarding
language use, requiring that all public documents sent by Jews to the
authorities should be in Russian or in the local language, but never in He-
brew (§18). This requirement naturally implied that elected kahal (Jewish
Community) officials must have reading and writing proficiency in Russian
or the local language (§69). A working knowledge of Russian was also re-
quired of the Jewish representatives in the municipal councils and magis-
trates (§77), the number of which in a supplementary decree from 1836 was
limited to maximum one third of the total number of council members, re-
gardless of the proportion of Jews in the local population (Baron 1976:34).

Inn 1836 censorship of Hebrew literature was also introduced, at first re-
lying on “dependable rabbis”, but in 1841 further sharpened through a new
ukase placing the rabbinical censors themselves under government control
(Dubnow 1918:42ff). A number of already existing Jewish printing presses
were closed down; only those in Vilna and Kiev, the latter subsequently
replaced by Zhitomir, were allowed to remain, but under the strict supervi-
sion of Christian censors. Their ignorance regarding Jewish literature natu-
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rally had consequences for the actions taken by the government, which were
sometimes founded on direct misinformation. So, for example, in 1844 the
Minister of Interior suggested the suppression of a secret Jewish book by the
title of Rambam, in reality a well-known acronym for Rabbi Moses ben
Maimon, aka Maimonides, generally considered as the greatest rationalist
philosopher in Jewish tradition and, consequently, a supreme hero of the
Jewish enlightenment movement, the Haskalah. The motivation given by the
Minister for the suggested prohibition of the Rambam was that the book
purportedly contained a commandment of murdering Christian babies and
drinking of their blood. Thus, the age old prejudice of blood libel reached the
highest political level through the ignorance of censors. Six years later, how-
ever, the better-informed minister of education recommended the very same
Maimonides as compulsory reading for Jewish schoolchildren to teach them
morality (Baron 1976:34).

The decree of 1835 had little practical effect. For example, only four new
Jewish schools using Russian as the language of instruction were founded
under this law (Edwards 1982:46). Minister of education Uvarov had earlier
tried to encourage the Jews to start their own secular schools, since the Rus-
sian public schools which were also open to Jews, were avoided by them as
being permeated by Christian ideology. Partly as a consequence hereof,
lacking the necessary prerequisite qualifications, the number of Jewish stu-
dents at Russian universities was still very low; in 1835 there were only 11
Jews among the 1,906 university students in the Russian empire. Five years
later, in 1840, there were only 48 Jews among the 80,017 pupils in Russian
public schools (Baron 1976:35). These were the facts that Uvarov’s new
educational reform of 1844 aimed at remedying.

The method was to restrict Jewish autonomy further. Already in 1842 an
imperial rescript placed all Jewish schools, heders (traditional primary
schools) and yeshivas (secondary Talmud schools for boys) alike under the
supervision of the Ministry of Education (Dubnow 1918:56). The actual law
proposition was preceded by the mission of Max Lilienthal from Munich,
director of the first Jewish “reform” school in Riga, who was sent as a gov-
ernment emissary to the Jewish communities to promote educational reform.
A specially appointed commission was also involved in the preparations,
amd included two rabbis and two other Jewish officials. The resulting law
proposition, thus, was a compromise that largely left the heder untouched,
while giving the Jewish Crown schools now instituted a special status as
competitors for the young Jewish souls by granting their graduates a reduc-
tion in the term of military service (Dubnow 1918:57f). The public ukase of
November 13, 1844, on “the Education of the Jewish Youth” introduced a
three-layered system of Jewish Crown schools as a parallel to the Russian
system of public schools on the parish, district and gymnasium levels (Ed-
wards 1982:49f; Klier 1995:222ff).
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Fig. 1 (Klier 1995:224, repr. with permission)

At the first level, the new Jewish primary schools were aimed at providing
fundamental literacy, having a two year curriculum with both general (Rus-
sian, German, Arithmetic, Geography, History) and Jewish (Hebrew, Relig-
ion) subjects. At the next level, the Jewish secondary schools had a more
technical program with a curriculum ranging from 3 to 5 years. They were
designed to prepare their students for trade and commerce, through the addi-
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tional subject of bookkeeping, but instruction was also given in the sciences
(Geometry, Mechanics, Physics, Chemistry and Natural History) as well as
in Jewish subjects (Maimonides, Talmud). The directors and supervisors of
these schools were all Russian Christians, bureaucrats or newly arrived
teachers, who had been rejected by the general district schools, as the author
of an article on the history of the Jewish Crown schools complains
(Perel’shtein 1880:1462). The Christian supervisors often had little or no
knowledge of the history and traditions of the population, whose future fate
was now in their hands. At the same time, the Jewish subjects in these
Crown schools were largely taught in the old-fashioned way, “without any
rational method,” by the same pitiful melamdim of yesterday who had been
teaching in the former traditional heders, as Perel’shtein further laments.
Lacking any knowledge of European languages, these poor Jewish teachers
earned no respect either from their Christian superiors, or from the students
with whom they had to fight during classes (ibid.).

At the third and highest level were the state rabbinical seminaries, corre-
sponding to the Russian gymnasium. After 1856, graduates of these insti-
tutes were granted access to higher education at Russian universities, pro-
vided they added Natural History, Latin and French to the curriculum. How-
ever, that was not the primary objective of the government. The rabbinical
seminaries were aimed, rather, at remedying the lack of Jewish teachers with
a modern secular education and at supplying new religious leaders of the
Jewish communities serving as agents of the state (Klier 1995:223).  The
basic curriculum of these seminaries was split into three years of preparatory
studies, corresponding to the Russian “Pregymnasium,” and four years of
more advanced courses in Russian language, Mathematics, Physics, History,
Calligraphy and “Jewish subjects.” After these seven years then followed
either a one-year pedagogical course for prospective teachers, or a two-year
rabbinical course (Talmud, Theology) for future rabbis.

 The two state rabbinical seminaries opened in 1847 in Vilna and Zhi-
tomir, three years after the decree of their institution. They immediately at-
tracted “the best part of the Jewish community; […] the children of the best
families […], who already in the 1840s understood the necessity of a Euro-
pean education” (Perel’shtein 1880:1463). But, trusting the same source,
already from the beginning the students of these seminaries had no intention
whatsoever in becoming either teachers or rabbis; they studied there purely
for the sake of study. Since the Russian gymnasium was considered inacces-
sible to them for practical religious reasons (due to rules of dress code and
non-respect of the Sabbath and Jewish holy days), the rabbinical seminary
was the only alternative left for Jews aspiring to higher education.

Perel’shtein further describes how the “rabbinists” during vacational vis-
its to their homes initially were met with respect in the Jewish communities
of Berdichev and other smaller towns. They were seen as messengers of a
brighter future for the Jews,  thus contributing to diminishing the fear and
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suspicion towards higher education. However, the dominance of the secular
courses and the poor quality of the teaching of Jewish subjects like the Tal-
mud in the rabbinical seminaries did little to prepare the graduates for the
mission of conveying a modern, “scientific” view of Judaism to the Jewish
masses, which would help them escape “from the darkness of ignorance and
fanaticism” (ibid.).

In this respect, then, the rabbinical seminaries were a failure. The final
blow to these institutions was the 1857 decree allowing candidates to be
elected rabbis, although they had no training from the rabbinical seminaries,
but were graduates from universities, gymnasium or even from secondary
district schools. As a result, the little incentive that remained for studying
Jewish subjects was definitely taken away (Perel’shtein 1880:1464; Klier
1995:223). Nevertheless, Perel’shtein’s final judgment over the rabbinical
seminaries and their graduates,  “these first fighters for truth, light and good-
ness” is quite positive:

We even dare assert openly, that these seminaries gave us almost the entire
contingent of our medical doctors, lawyers, technicians, teachers, and in gen-
eral the best of our Jewish people. Now already complaints are heard about
the closure of these institutions, and we regretfully foresee how, as years go
by, their absence will be felt more intensely; it will become clearer how much
our Russian Jewry lost from the abolition of these seminaries.

(Perel’shtein 1880:1465).

Closely following the statute instituting the Jewish state school system was
another decree of the tsar from December 19, 1844, formally abolishing the
Jewish autonomy of the so-called kahal. The Jewish communities were now
placed entirely under the jurisdiction of the municipal authorities and mag-
istrates (Gorodskie dumy, Ratushi, Magistraty), implying a de jure annihila-
tion of the kahal (PSZ 1844 §4). However, for the sake of conscription of
military recruits and the collection of taxes, the Jews were still to elect repre-
sentative agents of their own  (PSZ 1844 §§12ff; Dubnow 1918:60f). Thus,
de facto the kahal was still “in office”, although its power was substantially
curtailed.

Behind the reforms of 1844 was a hidden agenda, a central point of which
was the attempt to counter the influence of the Talmud on the Jews, as Uva-
rov himself acknowledged in a secret report from 1841 (Dubnow 1918:58;
Edwards 1982:47f). As for the aim of increasing the number of Jews with
some sort of secular education, limited progress could be observed. Little by
little Jewish Crown schools gained more students. In 1855, the total number
of students in “state controlled Jewish secular education” had reached 3,487
(Edwards 1982:51).68 To see the proportion to the total number of Jewish

                                
68 It is not clear whether this figure includes the students of the rabbinical seminaries or not.
Another source gives the number of pupils in Jewish Crown schools in 1857 as 3,293, and
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youth under education, these figures should be compared with the number of
students in traditional Jewish schools, estimated by the government ap-
pointed Kiselev Committee 69 in 1855 to be close to 70,000 (Klier 1995:225).
But then again, it was largely among those attending the Jewish Crown
schools and in particular from the graduates of the rabbinical seminaries that
the leading Russian-speaking Jewish intelligentsia developed. These would
soon gather at the universities, some of them not only to study, but also to
take part, together with the Russian raznochintsy, in the radical, revolution-
ary movement. The progress of secular education among the Jews acceler-
ated during the reign of Alexander II; while in 1853 only 1.25% of the stu-
dents in secondary school were Jews, their rate hade risen to as much as
13.2% of the much larger number (in absolute figures) of students 20 years
later (Baron 1976:40). An important incitement for Jews to acquire secular
education was the substantial reduction of the military service term for re-
cruits with higher educational degrees introduced through the reform of
1874. This made formerly suspicious Jewish parents more eager to submit
their children to Russian schools. Partly as a result of this, the number of
Jewish gymnasium students soared, showing a sevenfold growth in the pe-
riod 1865-1887, from 990 to 7,657, while Jewish university enrolment in the
same period rose thirteen times, from 129, to 1,729 (Zipperstein 1983:206).

Although the positive results of the earlier 1844 reform were limited in
the beginning, a relatively benevolent attitude towards Jews and a belief in
the possibility of integrating them in Russian society by means of education
could still be observed in the public opinion and in the press during the
1860s. Prior to 1855, a censorship regulation forbade the press to discuss
publicly the civil status of the Jews. But under Alexander II public discus-
sion of the so-called “Jewish Question” was actually encouraged by the
authorities, and it became a major topic of debate in both the Russian and the
Jewish (Hebrew and Russian language) press. The importance of the press,
despite its limited audience,70 for the decision making during the period is
exemplified by the case of a newly formed “Commission for the Organiza-
tion of Jewish Life”71 in 1872, which relied heavily on information material
from both the Jewish and Russian periodical press (Klier 1995:xiv).

                                                                                                                            
seven years later 5,711; at the same time 1,561 Jewish children attended Russian public
schools (Baron 1976:37).
69 The reference is to the “Committee for the Transformation of the Jews”,  Komitet dlia
opredeleniia mer korennogo preobrazovaniia evreev v Rossii (1840-63), KOME for short,
appointed by Nicholas I with Count P.D. Kiselev as its chairman. In the memoir Kiselev
submitted to the new tsar Alexander II in 1856, he was forced to admit that the mission of the
KOME, to promote the integration of the Jews into Russian society, had failed, being “ham-
pered by various restrictions enacted on a provisional basis containing contradictions and
restrictions” (Klier 1995:1).
70 The joint edition of the about 70 general newspapers at the beginning of the period was less
than 70,000 copies.
71 Kommissiia po ustroistvu byta evreev, abbreviated KUBE.
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For many politicians, bureaucrats and men of letters alike, education ap-
peared as the solution to the “Jewish Question,” well into the 1860s at least.
Education would make the Jews more “Russian,” allow them to “merge”
(slit’sia) with, or at least draw closer (sblizit’sia) to Russian society through
better knowledge of the Russian language and culture. There was talk about
the “darkness” that the Jews were sunken into, about the “opacity” of the
Jewish community life, setting it apart, beyond the control of Russian soci-
ety.72

The introduction of the state-sponsored Jewish school system under
Nicholas I was encouraged, at least in part, by Rabbi Isaac Baer Levinsohn,
the “father” of the Jewish enlightenment movement in Russia, the Haskalah.
This fact can be seen as evidence of the awareness among the early Jewish
enlighteners, the maskilim, of the Russian public opinion, and the urgency
with which they viewed the need for educational reform as the road to eman-
cipation. The limited success of the Jewish Crown school system, finally
abolished in 1873, conversely also testifes to a certain extent about the small
impact of the Haskalah on the majority of the Jewish population (cf. Kandel’
2002:326). Fearing assimilation, and suspicious of changes involving possi-
ble Christian influences, Jews largely preferred to continue sending their
children to their own, independent, traditional schools. For many Jewish
families, having their sons sent to a “Russian” school was still perceived as
almost tantamount to losing them to service in the army (Kel’ner 2003:137).
Consequently, as with military service, it was often the poorest families who
could not afford to pay for escaping this “punishment” that had their children
sent to the Jewish Crown schools. Such was the case with Pavel Akselrod
(1850-1928), later to become one of the founders of the Russian Social De-
mocratic party, who in his memoirs described how he, owing to the poverty
of his parents, was unexpectedly sent to one of these state schools for teach-
ing Jewish children the Russian language. It was part of a deal between the
leaders of the local Jewish community and the Christian director of the
school, who was anxious to fill the necessary minimum quota of students for
classes. In return for sacrificing the soul of their child to the gentiles, the
Jewish community leaders promised Akselrod’s parents that wealthier fami-
lies of the community would procure the boy some of his physical needs,
such as food and clothing (Kel’ner 2003:137f).

The relatively benevolent attitude of Russian officials and intellectuals to
the Jews during the 1860s substantially weakened during the 1870s, as evi-
denced in connection with the pogrom in Odessa in 1871. Judeophobia
mounted even more during the 1880s, as part of the reaction after the assas-

                                
72 In fact, the literacy rate among the Jews was considerably higher than among the rest of the
population in the Russian empire. As late as 1897 the difference was still quite large; with
only between 21 to 28% literacy for the total population in Russia, but 50,1% for the Jewish
population (Brooks 1985:4; Kniesmayer 1995:31-Table).
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sination of tsar Alexander II and the fight against terrorism. Participants in
the public debate vented their prejudices against Jews openly, and described
integration as either a hopeless or an undesirable enterprise. An important
part of the responsibility for the general change in attitude towards the Jews
among Russian intellectuals during this period must be borne by one man
and one book, the infamous Book of the Kahal, first published in 2 volumes
in 1868-1869,73 “the most successful and influential work of Judeophobia in
Russian history” (Klier 1995:281). It was written and edited by a certain
Iakov Brafman, a convert from Judaism to Christian Orthodoxy. The Book of
the Kahal was based on the pinkas, the communal record of the kahal, i.e.
the “executive board” of the formerly self-governing Jewish community of
Minsk. On the title page was a quote said to be from Schiller: “Die Juden
bilden einen Staat im Staate.”

The book contained the ‘translation’ of 285 protocols of the Minsk Jewish
community from 1794 to 1833, with the addition of Brafman’s own com-
mentary and explication, in which he described the kahal as a powerful,
autocratic instrument for disciplining and repressing the Jews into complete
obedience to the community through a set of regulations, such as the kosher
rules (kashrut), the ritual bath (mikvah) etc. The kahal as an institution ante-
dating the Talmud, already seen by the public opinion as the most important
“evil source of Jewish fanaticism,” was described by Brafman as linked to
other such institutions in an international network, one which also aspired to
rule over Christians. Brafman’s book, thus, seemed to provide a “simple
solution” to the Jewish problem: abolition of the kahal (formally effected
already through the 1844 decree). At the same time, the book placed the
Russified Jewish intelligentsia in a bad light: why had they not been more
forthcoming in revealing the wrongdoings of the kahal, if they were so en-
lightened and free from “Talmudic fanaticism” themselves? Their critique of
Brafman’s endeavor (e.g. for bad translation, misinterpretation etc.) only
appeared to reveal that the Jewish intelligentsia’s sense of solidarity with
their co-religionists was stronger than their urge for enlightenment and rap-
prochement or integration with Russian society, thus confirming, as it were,
Brafman’s thesis of the almighty kahal.

However, the considerable backlash that Jews experienced in Russian
public opinion, despite the improvement of their legal situation during the
reign of Alexander II, was not caused by one book alone. Economic and
social forces, in combination with a gradual wearing down of a former wide-
spread (at least among liberals) consensus on education and economic re-
form as the keys to integration with Russian society, made the Jewish popu-
lation prey to a Judeophobia converted into outright anti-Semitism, in which
they were demonized as the evil spirit of “Nihilism” or as “bloody vampires

                                
73 It was also published in periodicals;  2. rev. ed. 1875 publ. by the Imperial Geographical
Society; 3. expanded ed. 1882.
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ready to feast on Russia’s children” (Klier 1995:455). If this view of the
Jews did not yet enjoy official approval from the government, it required
only the crisis generated by the assassination of Alexander II and the fol-
lowing wave of pogroms in 1881-1882 “to transform public prejudice into
official policy” (ibid.).

Further restrictions on the freedom of movement for the Jews were im-
posed through the May laws of 1882, which again prohibited settlement out-
side cities and larger villages. Sunday was made the compulsory official day
of rest for everyone. Censorship became more severe through a decree in
1883. Under Alexander III the government also took a more restrictive atti-
tude towards the universities, seen as a hotbed of political radicalism that
needed to be curbed. Such radicalism appeared as particularly dangerous to
the unity of the Empire, if it was combined with the nationalism of ethnic
and cultural minorities. Thus, in an effort at limiting the influence of politi-
cal radicalism on non-Russian students, the new University statute of 1884,
virtually abolishing the earlier autonomy granted by the liberal statute of
1863, was followed in 1887 by the establishment of a numerus clausus, lim-
iting the number of Jewish students allowed in institutions of higher learning
to quotas ranging from 3 per cent of the total enrolment in Moscow and St.
Petersburg, 5 per cent elsewhere outside the Pale of Settlement, and only 10
per cent even within the Pale, rates that were later further diminished to lev-
els between 2-7% (Baron  1976:48; Riasanovsky  1977:437; Stepanov
2000:28). These restrictions forced a substantial number of Jewish students
from Russia to study at universities abroad, from whence they also returned
with radical political ideas. In fact, Jews and Poles largely dominated among
the students from the Russian empire inscribed at German universities in the
beginning of the 20th century (Ivanov 1998:7ff)

The hardening material and spiritual conditions in Russia during the
1880s made important parts of the Jewish intelligentsia lose faith in the pos-
sibilities of emancipation, integration and peaceful coexistence under the
tsars. The pogroms of 1881-1883 made attempts at ‘adaptation’ in order to
fit into the environment seem meaningless and irrelevant (Zipperstein
1983:207). It was an understandable reaction. If it does not help to change
yourself, better try changing the environment instead, either by escape, or
through revolution. Among the alternative Jewish answers to the situation
three options appeared as the most tempting: 1) emigration (hundreds of
thousands of Jews from the Russian empire made the Atlantic journey, par-
ticularly in the years 1881-90, 1903-1907), 2) Zionism (the Hovevei Zion- or
Hibbat Zion-movement, “Lovers of Zion”, was founded in the 1880s by
Leon Pinsker (1821-1891), author of Autoemancipation, 1882), or 3) social-
ism (the socialist Jidischer Bund was founded in 1897). The pogroms and
the ensuing emigration issue initiated a discussion in the Jewish press on
questions of the morality of leaving the weak and elderly behind, while only
the young and strong would be selected for survival in the new land (Frankel
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1981:59f). Some Jewish intellectuals explicitly renounced emigration, still
preferring continued work for improvement of conditions within the system,
when they were given the opportunity to do so, for example as representa-
tives of the kadety and trudoviki parties in the first national Duma after the
revolution of 1905.74

Meanwhile Russian intellectuals and writers differed in their attitudes to-
wards Jews. Dostoevskii at times expressed clearly anti-Semitic views in his
“Author’s diary” (Dnevnik pisatelia), but corresponded with individual Jew-
ish admirers. Chekhov was somewhat ambivalent in his position in the be-
ginning, but influenced by the Dreyfus case, he finally broke relations with
his earlier friend, the anti-Semitic editor Suvorin, and subsequently devel-
oped a more benevolent attitude towards Jews. The most loyal “philosemite”
among the Russian intelligentsia was perhaps Vladimir Solov’ev, who in
connection with the pogroms of 1881-1882 collected names of a number of
leading Russian intellectuals for an official petition protesting the violence
against innocent Jews. Among the signatories of the petition were the
authors Vladimir Korolenko and Lev Tolstoi.

The social status of the Jews in Russian deteriorated during the last dec-
ades of the 19th century and well into the 20th , with increasing poverty as a
direct result of the restrictions in their freedom of movement and of their
possibilities of earning a livelihood. Virulent anti-Semitism became even
more explicit, as evidenced through the pogrom of Kishinev in 1903 and the
publication of the first edition of the infamous “Protocols of the elders of
Zion” as a serial in the journal Znamia the same year. The following year
witnessed the formation of the paramilitary, anti-Semitic “Union of the Rus-
sian People” (Soiuz russkago naroda), with tsar Nicholas II as an honorary
member. In 1905 in Odessa, a city that had already experienced recurrent
anti-Jewish violence in 1821, 1859, 1871, 1881 and 1886, yet another po-
grom occurred, the most violent so far, leaving hundreds of victims. But this
time was different; there were Jewish self-defence groups organized. Among
the rescue workers was the founder of the Odessa ambulance station, the
famous bacteriologist and earlier assistant to Mechnikov, Dr. Iakov Bardach.
He was the son of Julius Bardach (1828-1897), an erudite Jewish writer and
teacher of Hebrew, serving also as the government-entrusted censor of He-
brew books from 1871 to his death. It is significant for the development
during the period covered here that Bardach junior, who had perhaps chosen

                                
74 Nathans, referring to Zipperstein, apparently identifies the whole “integrationist current”
among Russian Jewry (which he is careful to distinguish from ‘assimilation,’ in the sense of a
process aiming at “the disappearance of a given group as a recognizably distinct element
within a larger society”) with a bourgeois-liberal endeavour that evidently lost the battle to
proponents of more radical “solutions,” like socialism and zionism. Since history is largely
written by the winners, this would also partly explain the scarcity of archival material repre-
senting the integrationist current, as important parts of the sources - notably the personal
archive of baron Gintsburg, were lost in the Russian revolutions of 1917 (Nathans 2002:11ff).
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science as a possible path to emancipation and assimilation, away from his
father’s exclusive focus on Judaism, would nevertheless end up trying to
rescue his fellow Jews from simply being beaten to death at the hands of
members of that Russian society he had tried so hard to become an equal
part of.

In a way, then, this marked the end of the road of more than half a century
of efforts to acquire emancipation for the Jews living under Russian tsars.
The opinions about the means to achieve that never-reached goal, as well as
the very  definition of the goal, shifted with group affiliation, both among the
Russian majority population and among the Jews themselves. Among the
latter, the struggle for emancipation was largely led by the proponents of the
Haskalah and the emerging Russian Jewish intelligentsia. It is to them we
must now turn more closely, in order to find out the details of their means of
combat. In particular, we are interested in knowing whether and to what
extent evolutionary theory and Darwinism played any role in the Jewish
intellectuals’ struggle for existence in the Russian empire.

3.2 Haskalah and the Russian Jewish intelligentsia:
emancipation through education, or enlightenment for the Torah
The lasting result of the Jewish Crown school system, and the state rabbini-
cal seminaries in particular, was the emergence of a new Russian-speaking
Jewish intelligentsia, as evidenced by Perel’shtein (above). These Jewish
intellectuals, as well as leading representatives of Jewish business, under-
stood enlightenment of the Jewish masses both as a demand, a legitimate
claim from the dominant Russian society on the Jews, and as the means to
the desirable end of achieving full citizens rights and abolishment of any
restrictions still in force, limiting the liberty of movement of the Jews. A
clear expression of this is found in a statement made in 1863 by L.M. Ro-
zental, one of the founders of the “Society for the Spread of Enlightenment
among the Jews of Russia” (Obshchestvo dlia rasprostraneniia pros-
veshcheniia mezhdu evreiami v Rossii, OPE for short):

Highly placed individuals, with whom we came in contact and to whom we
turned with our petitions and reports about improving the welfare of our
coreligionists, continually reproached us that the Jews were sunk in darkness
and fanaticism, stood aloof from everything Russian, and were given to
harmful and degrading pursuits. These high officials told us: ‘How can you
hope that we will open the country before the Jews in their present condi-
tion?’ ‘Why,’ they asked, ‘don't you undertake anything to help your people
escape from their low moral condition?’ ... Each time that we spoke about
civil rights for the Jews, high officials demanded of us a practical demonstra-
tion that the Jews had changed for the better and deserved these rights.

(quoted from Klier 1995:245)
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The same concern about the necessity of education was expressed by Em-
manuel Soloveichik in the newly founded journal Den’ (Odessa) in 1869. In
order to overcome the limitations for Jews that denied them the right to study
at certain faculties at Russian universities, he argued for the importance of
showing the ability of the Jews to escape from their isolation and become
“useful Russian citizens,” if only they were allowed to get the education they
wanted.75

Thus, the urge for enlightenment of the Jews was not solely the result of
an external pressure from Russian society. Developments internal to the
Jewish communities had earlier prepared the ground for a changed attitude to
education. One impulse came with the conflict that emerged in the 18th cen-
tury between hasidim and mitnagdim. Hasidism, the Jewish pietist move-
ment founded by Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov (aka Besht, 1698-1759), swept
like a prairie fire over the Jewish settlement areas of Poland, Galicia and the
western parts of the Russian empire during the 18th and beginning of the19th

centuries. It was characterized by an emotionalist, mysticist anti-
intellectualist opposition to the traditional rabbinic Talmudism. Thus, Hasi-
dism paradoxically and unintentionally may have contributed to the “secu-
larization” of knowledge among the Jews. For Hasidism, the traditional dis-
tinction between secular and holy actually dissolved, in the sense that one of
its main ambitions was the sanctification of everyday life, making even the
most common deeds into mitsvot, into fulfilments of commandments.

Against Hasidism, then, stood the so-called mitnagdim, literally meaning
“opponents,” who were particularly strong in Lithuania, under the leadership
of the Vilna Gaon, Elijah ben Solomon (1720-1797). They accused Hasidism
of heresy and excommunicated many of its adherents from the Jewish com-
munities. Although the mitnagdim continued to stress the centrality of Tal-
mud study, the Gaon himself was less dogmatic in this respect. He acknowl-
edged the priority of reason over authority in the interpretation of the Mish-
nah, denying the infallibility of the Talmudists. Furthermore, the Gaon en-
couraged the study of secular science alongside traditional Judaism, since,
“if one is ignorant of the other sciences, one is a hundredfold more ignorant
of the Torah, for the two are inseparably connected” (quoted from Raisin
1913:75). By also recommending a thorough acquaintance with the books of
the Bible, the Tanakh, before the children were given to Talmud study, the
Gaon exerted an important influence for a change of educational system
among the Jews (Raisin 1913:74). Against this background, it is ironic that
the hasidim and the mitnagdim eventually managed to make peace between
themselves and unite against what they now perceived as a common enemy
– the Haskalah, the Jewish movement of enlightenment, which they inad-

                                
75 Ru. “Если нам удалось доказать способность русских евреев, получивших образование выйти из
замкнутаго своего круга и сделаться вполне полезными русскими гражданами, то мы и достигли
всего, о чем, по нашему мнению, стоит говорить.” (Soloveichik 1869:97)
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vertently had been nursing through the important change of attitude to edu-
cation they hadboth brought to the Jewish world.

The Haskalah first developed in Prussia in the 18th century, with Berlin
and to some extent Königsberg as important centres. The preeminent front
figure of the Haskalah in Prussia was Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786), sup-
ported by important followers such as Solomon Maimon (1753-1800),
Naphtali Herz Wessely (1725-1804), Isaac Satanow (1733-1805), David
Friedländer (1750-1834) and Isaac Euchel (1756-1804). The ideology of
these early German followers of the Haskalah, the maskilim, was formed by
an admixture of French-European Enlightenment rationalism, English deism,
the influence of Mendelssohn and the  struggle for emancipation (Barzilay
1955:49ff). They believed firmly in the power of reason, keeping a critical
distance to received truth and tradition, while showing open reverence for
modern science. Satanow, for instance, “left out no opportunity to extol the
blessings of the sciences and secular learning” (Barzilay 1955:41). Already
Mendelssohn’s teacher of mathematics, Israel Moses Halevi of Zamosc
(about 1700-1772) had been hailed by Lessing in a letter to Mendelssohn as
“one of the first to arouse a love for science in the hearts of the Jews” (Rai-
sin 1913:77). Somewhat later Solomon Maimon, who had moved from his
native Lithuania to Berlin, was enraptured by the scientific philosophy of
Wolff’s Metaphysics, influencing him to develop into an accomplished phi-
losopher himself, acknowledged as such even by Kant, whom Maimon did
not hesitate to criticize (Raisin 1913:85). Maimon’s most important influ-
ence on the future development of the Haskalah in Eastern Europe, however,
came not so much from his philosophical works as from his famous Lebens-
geschichte (1792), which became a model of sorts for a whole genre of “con-
fessional” maskilic literature. In the preface to this work, Maimon repeatedly
stated that the quest for Wahrheit (truth) had been the driving force in his
life. The influence of Maimonides, in honour of whom he had adopted his
name, was acknowledged above all through his love of truth and the recog-
nition of no other limits of thought than those drawn by reason itself. Mai-
mon confessed his initial reluctance to write  his memoirs, since “nature is
infinite, whereas descriptions of this kind have long since been outworn”
(Maimon 1792:9).76 In order to explain the drastic changes occurring in his
own life he again referred to nature, invoking the Linnean saying that “na-
ture makes no leap” as support for his belief that all great events are the re-
sult of several smaller causes (Maimon 1792:12). This declaration of faith
could also be seen as an early statement of one of the main principles of
Lyell’s “gradualism” and Darwin’s theory of evolution.77

                                
76 “Die Natur ist unerschöpflich, dahingegen Beschreibungen dieser Art schon längst er-
schöpft worden sind.”
77 The saying “Natura non facit saltum,” not surprisingly, is also quoted approvingly in Origin
of species.
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Throughout his life, while thus acquiring great secular learning, Maimon
retained a deep respect for Jewish tradition and for the Talmud in particular.
Other maskilim, however, were often critical of the exclusive focus on Tal-
mud study among traditional Jews; for them Biblical Judaism served as a
more adequate ideal (Barzilay 1955:42, 45). A closer relationship to the Bi-
ble and the Biblical text, promoted both by the Haskalah and later by Zion-
ism, represented in a sense a sign of Jewish modernism. For the maskilim,
the Bible as a Jewish heritage that was partly shared with the Christian ma-
jority society represented an opportunity and an avenue of emancipation, on
the basis of a common understanding of fundamental, universal ethical prin-
ciples. For Zionism, later, the Biblical narrative offered models of Jewish
heroism, serving as a source of national consciousness. This new, modernist
Biblical orientation was in contrast to the earlier dominance of the Talmud in
the curricula of Jewish education (Halbertal 1997:131f; cf. also Elman
2003:201f).

The rationalist belief in science paired with the influence from deism also
made radical early maskils like David Friedländer deny the existence of Di-
vine Providence. The argument was that God cannot change the course of
nature by interceding on the behalf of any nation or individual, thus breaking
natural law and violating the determinist order of the universe (Barzilay
1955:51). The secularization of history was another distinctive trait of the
Haskalah, with certain implications for the maskilic view of Providence.
Prior to the Haskalah, there was a clear distinction in Jewish tradition be-
tween sacred and general history, and the dominant view was that of rabbi
Jacob Emden (1697-1776), who asserted the uselessness of general history,
arguing that “there is no need at all to have any knowledge of [universal
history], and it is forbidden to read about it on a regular basis” (Feiner
2002:16). However, the reaction of the French Enlightenment philosophes
against the exclusive use of history in the service of religion also influenced
the maskilim. Naphtali Herz Wessely, Hebrew poet and author, wrote a spe-
cial treatise on history, Divrei shalom ve’emet (“Words of peace and truth”,
1782), perhaps the most important ideological work of the German Haska-
lah, in which he proposed a didactic use of general history, as an instrument
both for acculturation of the Jews, making them conversant with the world
around them, and for better, contextual Torah understanding, asserting at the
same time the neutrality of geography and history in relation to religion. As
an ideal of how knowledge of the Torah could be combined with secular
science, Wessely pointed in particular to the Jews from Russia and Poland
who were coming to Germany:

Seht auf eure russischen und polnischen Brüder, die hierher wandern, grosse
Männer in der Torah, aber auch Verehrer der Wissenschaften, welche es,
wenn auch mit allerlei Hilfsmitteln, zu solch meisterhaften Vollkommenheit
bringen, dass sie selbst die fremden, nichtjüdischen Weisen übertreffen.
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(quoted from Meisl 1919:49)

The didactic use of secular history was nothing particular to Wessely or the
maskilim, but something that was inherent already in the general utilitarian
spirit of the Enlightenment, where history became very much part of ethical
philosophy and a source of moral education. Less radical than Friedländer,
Wessely retained the concept of Providence, and secularized it by claiming
that the reason why Abraham had been chosen by God was because of his
adherence to torat ha’adam - “the law of man”, i.e. universal humanistic
values,78 as against the other ancient peoples. Thus, the understanding of
Providence shifted from the purely theological relationship between man and
God to the realm of interhuman affairs (Feiner 2002:21).

Friedländer and Wessely regarded themselves as followers of Mendels-
sohn, who staunchly opposed assimilation of the Jews and fought valiantly
for the preservation of Jewish law, which he regarded as being of divine
origin and at the same time an instrument of reason (Barzilay 1955:52ff).
Neither Friedländer, nor Lazarus Bendavid and Shaul Ascher shared Men-
delssohn’s view in this respect; they all regarded the Jewish ceremonial law
as something temporary which had become obsolete in the age of reason,
where it served as an obstacle to integration and emancipation (Barzilay
1955:57ff). It is not unlikely that they were influenced by Kant’s definition
of Aufklärung as “der Ausgang des Menschen aus seiner selbst verschulde-
ten Unmündigkeit,” implying that enlightenment was something that was the
responsibility of the individual, through the use of one’s own reason (cf.
Zalkin 2005:252). At least Bendavid, who was one of the early interpreters
and disseminators of Kant’s philosophy, seems to have regarded Jewish law
as representative of a Sklavensinn from times past, which had no justification
in an age when Enlightenment “had reached the huts of the Jews” (Barzilay
1955:59). Had not Mendelssohn himself in his definition of Aufklärung,
prior to Kant, distinguished ‘enlightenment’ as a universal human need
which was fulfilled through science, independently of culture and social
status (Mendelssohn 1784:462f)?

This was indeed a crucial issue, with perhaps even more acute relevance
for the Jews of the Russian empire. The question could also be stated thus:
should the Jews accept that assimilation or, less drastic, integration was
made a precondition for emancipation and the granting of equal rights, or
should they demand emancipation before rapprochement and integration
                                
78 The concept of torat ha’adam has also been interpreted as referring to secular knowledge in
general, while torat hashem refers to religious learning. Understood in this way, what Wes-
sely claimed was that secular knowledge should have priority over knowledge of the Torah,
which it antedated by 26 generations, and that Torah knowledge without secular knowledge
was without value (Pollack 1995:86. See also the Pirqe Avot 2:2: “Excellent is Thorah study
together with worldly business, for the practice of them both puts iniquity out of remem-
brance; and all Thorah without work must fail at length, and occasion iniquity” (Taylor
1897:29).
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with Russian society could become a reality, by means of education and
other measures? The awareness of this problem is clearly implicit in the
statement by L.M. Rozenthal of the OPE, quoted above. The question con-
cerned the order in which to do things, and as such it also appeared to distin-
guish the more assimilated Russian-speaking Jewish intelligentsia from the
maskilim proper. Whereas the latter were ultimately seeking the enlighten-
ment and emancipation of all Jews, the former, while sharing this end objec-
tive, found good reason to promote their own interest as an avant-garde of
educated Jews, deserving more immediate rewards in the form of exclusive
rights granted by the Russian government (Klier 1995:226).

By the end of the 18th century, the Haskalah in Germany was already
losing momentum and eventually petered out, largely as a result of the suc-
cessful acculturation of German Jewry, which made popularizations and
translations into Hebrew of German works on universal history, geography,
philosophy and science all but superfluous. But the additional mission of the
Haskalah to defend Judaism from external criticism would be taken over
from the maskilic “dilettantes” by professional, German-speaking university
graduates and academicians, the representatives of the so-called Wissen-
schaft des Judentums in Berlin and Breslau. However, the spirit of the Has-
kalah was carried on into the 19th century elsewhere in Central and Eastern
Europe, in Prague, Buda, Vienna and Austrian Galicia (Lemberg/Lvov,
Brody, Tarnopol), and also in the Belarusian town of Shklov, an important
centre of Russian Jewry at this time. Shklov, which had been annexed by
Russia in 1772, was referred to as “the Yavne of Byelorussia” by the mit-
nagdim, while the maskilim described it as “a city full of wisemen and
scribes, whose inhabitants are the wealthiest and most honored men in the
land” (Fishman 1995:5). One of these Jewish “wisemen” living in Shklov in
the 1790s was a certain Judah Leib Nevakhovich (1776-1831), grandfather of
the future Nobel laureate Mechnikov. In 1803 Nevakhovich published the
first book written by a Jew in Russian language, Vopl’ dshcheri iudeiskoi
(“The Outcry of the Daughter of Judah”), an apologetic work, passionately
defending the Jews against prejudices and discrimination from Russian soci-
ety (Fishman 1995:94).

Nevakhovich was a close associate of Abraham Perets (1771-1833), a
Galician scholar who had lived some time in Berlin before moving to
Shklov. Perets seems to have endorsed the publication in 1793 of one of the
most controversial works of the Berlin Haskalah – the Besamim Rosh, a
forged collection of responsa, falsely attributed to the medieval Talmudist
Asher ben Yehiel, but actually written by a certain Shaul Berlin (1740-1794),
first cousin of Perets (Fishman 1995:57). The forgery was evident because
of the liberal views of secular knowledge purportedly espoused in the re-
sponsa by Rabbi Yehiel, who in reality had maintained a rigorist attitude,
opposing  secular knowledge and natural science as more or less irreconcil-
able with Judaism. Possibly one could view this forgery as another instance
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of the hunt for legitimacy that the maskilim were involved in, attempting to
convince their fellow Jews of the need for enlightenment and secular sci-
ence.79

By the beginning of the 19th century the Haskalah had already spread
eastward into the Russian empire. Appearing as its leader was the earlier
mentioned rabbi Isaac Baer Levinsohn (1788-1860), who assumed a role
corresponding to that of Mendelssohn in Germany. Levinsohn exerted an
important influence on Jewish youth with intellectual ambitions, but he was
controversial among the orthodox and the hasidim, whom Levinsohn de-
voted much energy fighting. He appeared as a reformer not only among his
own people, but also turned directly to the tsar with suggestions of reforms
promoting the integration of the Jews into Russian society. In this endeavour
he was not without success, since his repeated propositions of educational
reforms, published in Bet Yehuda (Vilna, 1839), were largely adopted by
Nicholas I in the decree introducing the Jewish Crown schools and state
rabbinical seminaries. Levinsohn’s efforts was also partly behind the impo-
sition of censorship of Hebrew books and the closure of illegal Jewish
printing presses.

Levinsohn was clearly interested in better integration of the Jews into
Russian society. He particularly stressed the importance of the Jews learning
Russian language. To that end, in 1820 he wrote a basic Russian grammar in
Hebrew, Yesode lashon russiya – “Foundation of the Russian language”,
which remained unpublished. Levinsohn noted the expressive qualities that
seemed to him inherent in the Russian language, and he has been attributed
the very first reference in Jewish literature to a Russian book, Vseobshchaia
mifologiia (Moskva, 1818). He remained faithful to Jewish religious tradi-
tion, while exhorting at the same time his fellow Jews to study also secular
science, non-Jewish philosophers and writers, referring hereby to the use of
classical, Greek philosophy in the Talmud. The legitimacy of studying
secular science was further enhanced by Levinsohn’s claim that even ancient
Biblical heroes such as Moses, king David and Solomon busied themselves

                                
79 To be sure, borrowing authority in the hunt for legitimacy was not unique for the maskilim,
and it does not necessarily have to proceed through outright forgery. Citation is another, more
common method serving the same purpose of what I would call persuasion by association. It
can work both negatively, by means of well-known “guilt by association” of an opponent with
someone with doubtful reputation, and positively through “legitimization” of one’s own ar-
gument by means of associating it with prestigious names of some kind. The usefulness of
this device is also seen in Russian history, for example, in the confession by the Enlighten-
ment author Denis Fonvizin (1745-1792), who, confronted with an argument for the inexis-
tence of God, asked first and foremost who were the supporters of the argument, and did they
deserve to be trusted? From such confessions Lotman concludes that the Enlightenment in
Russia was not so much a question of replacing religion with philosophy, but rather, of sup-
planting one faith with another, a process in which what was of primary importance was the
source of the new conviction (when, where and by whom was it propagated), rather than the
rational reasons that might be adduced in its favour (Lotman 1977:108f).
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with hokhmot, “wisdoms,” referring mainly to the natural sciences (Feiner
2002:181).

While fighting Jewish obscurantism and isolation, Levinsohn was at the
same time a valiant defender of Judaism against attacks from outside, as for
instance in his Zerubabbel (Vilna, 1863), an eloquent plea for and exposition
of the Talmud, which was the object of recurrent attacks from Russian soci-
ety. In another important work of Levinsohn’s, Efes Damim (“No blood!”,
1837) he refuted with great force the false accusations of ritual murder, the
so-called blood libel, which repeatedly were directed against Jews, often
serving as incitements to pogroms. Rabbi Levinsohn was further the author
of Teudah be-Yisrael (“Instruction in Israel,” 1828), which became almost a
kind of unofficial programme for the Haskalah-movement in Russia,
preaching integration (rather than assimilation), arguing for the study of
foreign languages and secular sciences, and for mutual tolerance and respect
between Jews and Russians. The aim was to make his coreligionists “better
Jews, and they will prove better citizens!” (Greenberg 1930:74).

In Galicia one of the leading maskilim was Nahman Krochmal (1785-
1840), who wrote More nevukhim hazeman (“Guide for the perplexed of the
present,” paraphrasing the title of Maimonides’ famous work), published
posthumously in 1851. Here he presented a new rationalist, Hegelian inter-
pretation of general and Jewish history, described by Krochmal as a succes-
sion of cultures and nations, running through the life cycles of birth, rise and
decay. But the Jewish people had proved to be unique in the sense that their
history appeared to be multicyclical, with regeneration following decay,
whereas other nations had only one life cycle. Unlike Friedländer, more in
accordance with Wessely, Krochmal still believed in divine choice and
Providence. But Jewish tradition, to Krochmal, was also a complex formed
by external influences, some of which had been absorbed and some rejected
during the course of historical development. Jewish historical uniqueness,
then, was a composite of consolidated truths from different cultures with
which Jews had entered into historical relationships over the centuries. Thus,
Jewish tradition was proven to be changeable and open to improvement; as
such it should not present any obstacle to the integration of the Jews in soci-
ety, as citizens of the state (Feiner 2002:90).

Nahman Krochmal was in a sense typical of the more moderate
maskilim’s effort to reinterpret general history, and Jewish history in par-
ticular, to fit their enlightenment ideals. In this process heroes of the past,
notably Maimonides and Sa’adia Gaon, were invoked and put in a context
favourable to the ideals of the Haskalah – integration and openness towards
the surrounding society and to secular science. The older generation of
maskilim to which he belonged had in general received a traditional Jewish
education, only later complemented with secular studies. Thus, they were
well conversant with the classic sources of Judaism, and did their utmost in
trying to accommodate modern science within Jewish tradition. Their works
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consequently contained an abundance of references to the Talmud, Midrash
and Jewish philosophers, all pointing to the importance of secular knowledge
and science.

The more radical, younger generation of maskilim, however, reacted
against this “restorative” tendency in relation to history and science which
they found in the moderates, represented by Levinsohn and his followers.
The radicals aimed at convincing their fellow Jews that the modern era had a
value of its own and that progress demanded new truths, ones which did not
always comply with those of the Jewish past. A certain Mordecai Aaron
Ginzburg was one of the earliest to give clear expression to this sentiment in
his Kiryat sefer (Vilna, 1847):

And instead of endeavouring to plant intelligence in the hearts of our people
so that they will understand that wisdom [science] is of great value even if
there is no allusion to it in the aggadah or the midrash, they are being led by
vain efforts to despise any wisdom or knowledge that the ancients did not
possess, as if wisdom had time limits set upon it, and was told: Until this
time, and no later, shall you make yourself known to men.

(quoted from Feiner 2002:186)

Later radical maskilim, among them Joshua Heschel Schorr (1818-1895) and
Abraham Krochmal (d. 1888), son of Nahman, called forth other heroes than
those of the moderates. They invoked the names of great men who were
formerly excluded from the Pantheon of Jewish history, such as Baruch Spi-
noza, while the authority and sanctity of other illustrious members of that
hall of fame, notably rabbi Judah Hanasi (compiler of the Mishnah, the old-
est part of the Talmud, 2nd century) was seriously questioned. Obviously,
some of the more moderate maskilim were worried by this potential spread
of “Spinozism” and took it upon themselves to combat it. Rabbi Eliezer
Zweifel, teacher at the rabbinical seminary in Zhitomir and formerly a pro-
fessed maskil with a serious interest in science, was among those who re-
acted early. In Minnim v’‘ugav (Vilna, 1858) he made a series of explicit and
unreserved antirationalist statements, bemoaning the Haskalah, for which
Spinoza had become “a god” (Pollack 1995:77f).

This did not deter one of the students of the state rabbinical seminary
from publishing a very favourable evaluation of Spinoza in the Russian sup-
plement to Hakarmel a few years later, also supporting his argument with
references to Mendelssohn (Ginstling 1861). Already the year before, a re-
view of foreign press in Razsvet, the first Russian Jewish newspaper, had
deplored the “fanaticism” of the Jewish lower classes in Amsterdam, from
which men like Uriel Acosta and Spinoza had become victims (A.G. 1860).
The Vestnik russkikh evreev published an account of Ludwig Phillipson’s
story Separation about the tragic life of Spinoza, hailed as “one of those
great intellects, who come and go, but never return again” (V-ski i
1871:1164). In Voskhod 1881, V.O. Korsh devoted a series of four articles to
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Spinoza. These are only a few examples of what appears to have been an
enduring interest in the controversial Jewish philosopher during the second
half of the 19th century.

The re-emerging actuality of Spinoza among Jewish intellectuals at this
time is important in view of the particular role played by Spinoza’s Ethics in
the pre-Darwinian development of arguments against teleology (cf. Gurev
1957:146).80 As Spinoza himself claimed in the appendix to the Ethics, he
had shown that “nature has no particular goal in view, and that final causes
are mere human figments,” further “that everything in nature proceeds from
a sort of necessity, and with the utmost perfection” (Spinoza 2003). An
anonymous review of a Russian biography, B. Spinoza, ego zhizn’ i filosof-
skaia deiatel’nost’: biograficheskii ocherk by G.A. Paperna (1895), de-
scribed Spinoza’s worldview as neighbouring upon the scientific philosophy
of the second half of the 19th century through its emphasis on the unity of
origin, permeating all universe, the lawfulness and necessity of all phenom-
ena, physical as well as spiritual, and the absence of any goals in nature (Mir
Bozhii 1896 no. 2).

More general than Spinozism, a common denominator among many
maskilim was some kind of “deism,” according to which the world was ruled
in strict accordance with natural laws. Hence, there were no miracles. The
natural laws had been set up by a God at Creation, who then left the world
more or less to itself. This “watch-maker” view of God was essentially that
of the 18th century European Enlightenment. With some ingenuity one could
find support for such a deistic view of God and nature in the classic sources
of Judaism. Psalm 115, which is part of the special Hallel prayer sung at
Jewish religious festivals, contains the passage “Heaven is the heaven of the
Lord, but the Earth he has given to man”. Possibly this verse could be inter-
preted as evidence supporting a view of God as having withdrawn from the
direct rule of nature, after having laid down its laws once and for all at the
time of Creation.81 An example of such a view is that of Solomon Simchow-
itz, author of the book Der Positivismus in Mosaismus (Vienna, 1880),
which also attracted some attention in Russia, and to which we will find
occasion to return later.

While differing in their views of the Jewish canon, and whether or not to
include “renegades” like Spinoza, both moderate and radical maskilim
shared a genuine interest in nature. In fact, return to nature was a dominant
theme in the Haskalah, not only as object of popular scientific discussions

                                
80 The first Russian translation of Spinoza’s Ethics appeared in the 1860s, but was suppressed
(unichtozhen); 2. ed. by Modestov in 1886, and 3. ed. by Ivantsov in the Trudy of the Moscow
Psychological Society (IV) in 1891.
81  Further support for a perception of the world as free from direct Divine interference could
possibly also be mustered from the famous Talmudic passage (Baba Metsia 59a) on Rabbi
Eliezer and the “Bat Kol,” the heavenly voice, judged irrelevant for the decision of earthly
matters.
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e.g. on astronomy, meteorology, and anatomy, but also as a theme of lyrical
expression in Hebrew poetry. This tendency was clearly present already in
the early German Haskalah, for example in the periodical Hameassef, which
published poems on the tides and on the seasons of the year by Aaron Halle
Wolfsohn and Shalom Hacohen (Pollack 1995:34 n5). The continued inter-
est in nature manifested itself strongly in the Russian Haskalah as well as
indicated by many Hebrew periodical articles on natural phenomena and
popular scientific works on natural history such as Mendele Mokher Se-
forim’s Toldot hatev‘a (Leipzig, 1862), a comprehensive classification and
description of plants, insects, animals, birds, reptiles and fish, translated and
adapted from Harald Othmar Lenz’ Gemeinnützige Naturgeschichte.

Rabbi Zweifel, while resisting “Spinozism” and all kinds of “metaphysi-
cal” philosophy, also shared this deep interest in nature. In Minnim v’‘ugav,
he declared the study of nature to be a primary source of knowledge and
even a religious duty (Pollack 1995:35). Searching the wonders of nature
was a way of extolling the glory of the Creator for Zweifel. In his view God
was the author of two books: the book of reality, i.e., nature, and the Torah.
Even without the Torah, the existence of God and Providence could be in-
ferred from the laws of nature, while the animal world could teach us moral
lessons on mercy and kindness. Apparently Zweifel was particularly fasci-
nated by the instinct of survival in animals, deriving it from divine inspira-
tion, and comparing it to prophecy. He also took interest in the systematics
of plants and animals, the order of different categories of organisms (ibid.).82

Whatever its opponents may have thought, the Haskalah was not in and of
itself anti-religious. Several of the moderate maskilim were themselves rab-
bis. Some moderates also acquired a wide reading audience outside the nar-
row confinements of the Haskalah proper, e.g. Kalman Schulman, who had
his religious education from the Volozhin yeshiva, although he belonged to a
circle of convinced Vilna maskilim (Feiner 2002:248).

Politically at least the first generation of moderate maskilim of the Rus-
sian Haskalah tended to be rather conservative, defending the prevalent
autocracy and sharing a belief in the ‘benevolent emperor,’ nursing great
hopes for a liberation of the Jews through the educational reforms of both
Nicholas I and Alexander II. This loyalty to the government in itself made
the maskilim suspect in the eyes of common Jews, who were still suffering
from all the restrictions and hardships imposed on them, and who feared that

                                
82 Pollack observed that Zweifel’s particular religious sense for nature was not necessarily the
result of maskilic influence, but rather was due to “exposure to Hasidic literature, with its
emphasis on the belief that melo kol haaretz kevodo (“The entire universe is filled with His
glory” - Isa. 6:3). Thus, Zweifel’s admiration for nature was the result of two confluent
trends: the Haskalah's “back-to-nature” motif and the Hasidic doctrine of God’s immanence in
nature.” (Pollack 1995:36).
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the educational reforms were only a first step towards complete assimilation
and total neglect of Jewish tradition.

The generation of radical maskilim appearing in the 1860s challenged the
moderates on political matters as well. Clearly influenced by contemporary
Russian radicals like Pisarev, Dobroliubov, Chernyshevskii and others, these
Jewish radicals were in general much less favourably inclined towards the
Russian government than were the moderates. The radicals also distin-
guished themselves through the more pronounced importance they placed on
the natural sciences, whereas for the moderates the primary interest was in
history in general, and Jewish history in particular. This is not to say, how-
ever, that the radicals took no interest in history. But theirs was a history of a
different sort, a “positivist” history, heavily influenced by works such as
John William Draper’s A History of the Intellectual Development of Europe
(1864) and Henry Thomas Buckle’s History of Civilization in England
(1856-1861). Through these works radical Jewish intellectuals became ac-
quainted with the names of Darwin, Spencer and German materialists such
as Büchner and Moleschott, and further with a certain Karl Marx.83  These
influences obviously vouched for a new sense of history, as a process ruled
by universal, scientific law, freed from theological concepts of Providence.
Like the Russian radical intelligentsia, the Jewish radicals struggled to com-
bine historical determinism with the idea of human free will, a cornerstone
of their ideology (Feiner 2002:276). From a maskilic point of view, Buckle
offered the advantage over Darwin and Spencer of explicitly enhancing the
importance of knowledge and morals in the struggle for existence, rather
than physical strength or a numerous population. Thus, for a small, op-
pressed nation, Buckle seemed to open a way towards self-redemption,
through education and civilization, and through the belief in the progress of
history, which also made him appealing to the Polish positivists of the 1860s
(Porter 2001:70f).

However, the changing political climate of the 1870s and -80s, a worsen-
ing economic situation, and mounting Judeophobia among Russian intellec-
tuals as well as a disillusionment with government reforms all shattered the
optimistic view of the present and future, which had been a cornerstone of
the early Russian Haskalah. Pogroms and political reaction helped cultivate a
growing national sentiment among the Jews, further influenced by corre-
ponding nationalist currents in Europe. To be sure, a sense of national pride
had been vented earlier by Jewish intellectuals, as for example by David
Gordon (1826-1886), who expressed himself thus in the Hebrew periodical
Hamaggid already in 1863:

                                
83 Judah Leib Levin made the first serious attempt to translate Das Kapital into Hebrew, and
Aaron Lieberman translated the Communist Manifesto into Hebrew (Feiner 2002:282).
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The mission (te’udah) of the Jew is and always has been to be a full partici-
pant in all civic affairs and especially in the search for wisdom and knowl-
edge, and to demand the rights that he deserves as a human being, without
slavishly subordinating himself to others, but rather standing up for his holy
Torah. He should not sell his birthright for a mess of pottage.

(quoted from Lederhendler 1994:31)

The fact that this was written in the year of the Polish insurrection might
indicate a possible influence on proto-Zionists like Gordon from Polish and
Ukrainian nationalism. We know for sure that Gordon did point more gener-
ally to other nations having restored their ancient glory as an ideal to follow
for the Jews (ibid.).

Gordon in the 1860s still believed it was possible for Jews to participate
fully in society while preserving a national Jewish identity. Later, with the
aggravation of the social situation for the Jews, intellectuals like Peretz
Smolenskin (1842-1885) were induced to re-evaluate earlier maskilic histori-
ography and the optimistic belief in the future. In particular he questioned
the positive evaluation of Moses Mendelssohn as the pre-eminent hero of the
Haskalah. For Smolenskin, Mendelssohn represented most of all a decisive
step towards assimilation and the subsequent disappearance of the Jewish
people. Proof of this was in Smolenskin’s eyes the fact that Mendelssohn’s
own children all converted to Christianity. Smolenskin, with his marked
nationalist approach to history, can be seen as an important link in the tran-
sition from Haskalah to modern Zionism, coming to the fore in the 1880s
through the so-called Hovevei Zion (“Lovers of Zion”) movement. This was
the beginning of a reorientation of Jewish spiritual and physical endeavour,
one which came to leave a much more substantial imprint on history when it
comes to tangible results than the Haskalah ever did.

The effect of the deteriorating political situation on the attitudes towards
secular knowledge and science on Jewish intellectuals was perhaps not im-
mediate. In general, the disillusionment with educational reform might have
made them less prone to view science as an instrument in the struggle for
emancipation. Also, in an environment perceived as hostile there was a dis-
cernable tendency among parts of the Jewish intelligentsia to direct the quest
for knowledge inwards, to Judaism itself, i.e. to explore their own Jewish
identity. Here the interests of both Wissenschaft des Judentums and early
Zionism often coincided, sometimes in the same person, as in the case of
Samuel Joseph Fin (1819-1891), whom we will return to later. But, the pro-
ponents of Zionism could also try to employ general science in the service of
the nationalist cause, by invoking evolutionist concepts of the “struggle for
existence” and survival, as did Leon Pinsker in his pamphlet Auto-
Emancipation from 1882. Positivism could also be called on to serve the
cause of Zionism. As late as 1904 Vladimir Jabotinsky, the future leader of
revisionist Zionism, claimed that “the tie between Zionism and Zion is for us
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not only an ineradicably strong instinct, but also an empirically proven con-
sequence of strictly positivist study” (Stanislawski 2001:179f).

Differences of opinion between moderates and radicals, maskilim and ha-
sidim, assimilationists, socialists and Zionists were naturally reflected in the
emerging Jewish press, expressing the aims of the various orientations, and
in the language best suited to their needs – whether Hebrew, Russian or Yid-
dish. It is to these sources that we now direct our attention.

3.3 The Jewish Press and the language question:
Russian, Hebrew or Yiddish?
The fine line distinguishing the maskilim proper from the Russian-Jewish
intelligentsia could be drawn more distinctively by looking at the preferred
language of expression. The maskilim in Russia largely continued to write in
Hebrew, or in some cases Yiddish, although it had a markedly lower status
and was often pejoratively referred to as zhargon, and as such was consid-
ered unfit for the mission of enlightenment. It is perhaps telling evidence that
even an accomplished Yiddish fiction author such as Mendele Mokher Se-
forim wrote his theoretical works on education and science mostly in He-
brew. The choice of Hebrew or, even if reluctantly, Yiddish, was a rational
one, given the maskilic mission of enlightening the Jewish masses. Not only
was the Jewish population at large more conversant with Hebrew and Yid-
dish than with Russian; by using the sacred tongue of the Torah, the
maskilim could hope to strike a chord in the heart of the ordinary Jew, em-
ploying familiar Biblical concepts and metaphors that might make the tran-
sition to enlightenment and secular knowledge easier (cf. Zalkin 2005:253f).

The Russian Jewish intelligentsia, on the other hand, were more interested
in making their own way into Russian society, trying to convince the public
opinion in general and Russian officials in particular that they were indeed
worthy and useful members of society. Hence, they found little use for He-
brew and even less for Yiddish, more than as a means of internal everyday
communication. As one of the leaders of the socialist Jidischer Bund, Z.
Kopelson confessed later about the situation in the beginning of the 1880s:

We, the intelligenty, read only Russian books, and all our knowledge we
gained through the Russian language. Even Mendele Moikher-Sforim, Perets
and other Jewish authors were almost unknown to us. We knew Hebrew /
Yiddish [?] (evreiskii iazyk) and conversed in it among ourselves. But in all
intellectual discussion circles, debates were held only in Russian. The Jewish
masses in Russia understood Russian to a lesser extent then, than they do to-
day. The  contradiction was terrible, but anyway we had to use only Russian
books and brochures, since there were no others… We kept our distance from
Jewish national questions. Practically all of us were sworn assimilators…

(quoted from Kel’ner 2003:146f; transl. from Russian by me)
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The choice of language as a marker of cultural or social identity has been
described through a distinction between language expediency and language
loyalty, which seems to be particularly pertinent in the case of the Jews in
Russia, although not sufficient in itself to explain every individual choice
(cf. Lederhendler 1994:18f).84 In the case of Kopelson it is evident that he
and his fellow intellectuals’ choice of Russian as the language of theoretical
discussion was motivated partly by practical concerns - the availability of
literature, but also as a way of marking distance from Jewishness as a na-
tional identity. At the same time, there was clearly an awareness that in order
to influence the Jewish masses, Hebrew or Yiddish would have been more
efficient means of communication.

The maskilim and the Russian Jewish intellectuals were in general very
conscious about the choice of language, and this was a question that was
openly discussed in the Jewish press. For example, in Vestnik russkikh
evreev 1871 (no. 17), Moshe Leib Lilienblum (1843-1910) on the occasion
of a premium given by the OPE for a study of the importance of Hebrew as a
vehicle for the enlightenment of the Jews, responded to earlier articles in
favour of Hebrew as a “mediating” language (provodnik) in the education of
the Jews. Lilienblum posed the question as to whether ancient Hebrew was
capable of evoking in the Jews an interest towards education (obrazovanie)
and what the difficulties were in achieving the same result by means of the
Russian language. He particularly noted the mutual interdependence between
a literature and its readers, viewing the “narrow view” (uzkii vzgliad) of all
uneducated Jews, which was the same everywhere in all countries, as a result
of the influence of their exclusive reading of literature in Hebrew. Concern-
ing the prospect of using Russian to enlighten the Jews, he had little hope for
those who were under the influence of the Talmud or Hasidism, since they
lived in “the heavenly sphere,” and had no idea of or interest in practical
everyday life. But the practically minded Jews of Novorossiia, on the other
hand, free from the influence of yeshivot or tsadikkim, would be open to a
more direct enlightenment. These Jews needed works written in a “lively
language” (na zhivom iazyke) which “supported their movement on the road
of general progress. Thus, Russian language and Russian essays were even a
necessity for these Jews” (Lilienblum 1871:536).

In general, Lilienblum insisted, when speaking about the enlightenment of
the Jews, one must always take into account in which “sphere” they were
dwelling, and their intellectual views (umstvennyia vozzreniia), and not
judge them by one’s own standards or from one’s own point of view and
situation. Consequently, the Russian language could not be used to enlighten

                                
84 The term “language loyalty” comes originally from:
Fishman, Joshua A. (1966): Language loyalty in the United States: the maintenance and
perpetuation of non-English mother tongues by American ethnic and religious groups. - The
Hague, 1966
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many Jews, since it was a language foreign to the religious views on which
they totally depended. They would be even more suspicious of works written
by Christians. Thus, there was still a need for a Hebrew literature, which
could help the aspiring youth, for which there was still hope for enlighten-
ment, to make the leap from heaven down to earth, from fantasy to practical
life, from theory to practice. Only then would there be hope for this genera-
tion of Jewish youth to make the transition from Hebrew to Russian, so that
the use of Russian books would be general among Russian Jews in the future
(Lilienblum 1871:558).

The importance of Lilienblum’s considerations to our research is that they
provide a clear example of an awareness among the maskilim of “the im-
plied reader,” which might reveal itself through “recipient design considera-
tions” in their own texts (cf. Schegloff 1999:117).

The Jewish press that emerged in Eastern Europe and the Russian empire
during the 19th century reflected the different choices made by maskilim and
Russian Jewish intellectuals. The early German maskilim had soon aban-
doned Hebrew as the principal language of communication, eager to distance
themselves from Talmudic rabbinism in the eyes of the more assimilated
Jews. The Hebrew literary organ of the German Haskalah, Hameassef
(“Anthology”), established in Königsberg in 1783, had ceased after only
seven years of regular existence, with only irregular issues published subse-
quently in various places. Eastern maskilim in Galicia and the Russian em-
pire made a different choice. They realized that Hebrew was the best suited
vehicle for the dissemination of enlightenment to the Jewish masses, who
still largely lacked a working knowledge of Russian (Raisin 1913:98f). First
to appear among Hebrew periodicals in the Russian empire was the Pirhe
tsafon (“Northern flowers”), published by E.L. Gurvich and S.I. Fin in Vilna
from 1841-1844. Longer lasting and of greater importance was Hamaggid
(“The Preacher”, or “The Narrator”), published without censorship in the
small town of Lyck (Lutsk), East-Prussia during 1856-1903, with a large
readership among the Jews of Russia. The editor was a rabbi, Eliezer Lip-
man Silberman, with good knowledge of the Tamud, but apparently with
little to recommend himself in the field of secular knowledge. He was as-
sisted by David Gordon, who had spent some years in England and was
more knowledgeable in the sciences than Silberman, whom he succeeded as
chief editor in the 1880s. Gordon was also a leader of the growing Zionist-
movement, Hovevei Zion (JE-Gordon, David; Garkavi 1879:15; Meisl
1919:166f). During the last period of its existence,1890-1903, the chief edi-
tor of Hamaggid was Rabbi Jacob Samuel Fuchs (Gilboa 1992:119). Ha-
maggid had two sections: one political, bringing news from Europe and from
the life of Jews all over the world; and one literary, which mostly dealt with
Talmudic and Biblical exegesis, although there were also pieces of poetry
and articles about natural science. Acknowledging as interesting only the
political news brought by Hamaggid, a contemporary observer described
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other parts of the paper as “below all criticism” (Ben-Iosif 1879:284), while
the radical maskil Abraham Uri Kovner85 viewed it as opportunistic, lacking
any definite orientation (Kovner 1903:227).

More progressive, according to Kovner, was Hakarmel (1860-1881),
published by Samuel Joseph Fin in Vilna. Fin, with previous publishing
experience from Pirhe Tsafon, was former professor of Hebrew and Jewish
history in the state-supported rabbinical seminary in Vilna, a position he held
from 1848 until 1856, when he resigned. The government then appointed
him superintendent of the Jewish public schools in the district of Vilna. True
to the ideals of the Haskalah, Fin seized the opportunity of his new position
and introduced instruction in the secular sciences and modern languages into
the Jewish public schools. Hakarmel distinguished itself positively from
Hamaggid in the eyes of Kovner, as being less opportunist and with a defi-
nite reform orientation. As a consequence of its being more “serious” and
“honest” than its competitor, Hakarmel apparently had less commercial suc-
cess, with an average of only some 300 subscribers (Ben-Iosif 1879:286;
Kovner 1903:228; Meisl 1919:166). The journal also had a less long-lived
Russian language supplement, Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu (1860-69), which
despite its limited dispersion was important in the sense that it was the only
existing Jewish press voice in Russian language in the Empire from 1862 to
1869.

Among other important Hebrew periodicals of some duration was Hasha-
har (“Dawn”), founded by Peretz Smolenskin, originally from Belarus’, and
almost exclusively run by Jews from Russia and Galicia living in Vienna,
where the paper was published from 1869 to 1884. Hashahar was a very
successful periodical with a nationalist, early Zionist tendency, pioneering in
publishing original literature in modern Hebrew. [Hashahar also had a more
shortlived, socialist “cousin” in Ha’emet (“The Truth”), published by Aron
Liberman in Vienna in 1877. Only three issues appeared, but at least one
article, entitled Milhemet hakiyum (“Struggle for existence”, no. 2:21), made
positive reference to Darwin, as providing evidence supporting “unity and
brotherhood among all mankind,” by having demonstrated that conflict
within a species was abnormal (Frankel 1981:42).]

Nevertheless, Hashahar shared with other Hebrew journals published
during the reign of Alexander II, - Hamaggid, Hakarmel and Hamelits - the
tendency of publishing much secondary historical and literary material in
translation mainly from German Jewish and Russian sources (Feiner
2002:213f). To Hamelits, published first in Odessa (1860-1873), then in St.
Petersburg (1878-1904), this was in a way inherent already in the title of the
paper, meaning alternatively “The Advocate,” “The Interpreter”, or Posred-

                                
85 Arkadii Grigorevich Kovner in Russian (cf. Bibliography below), also known as “the Jew-
ish Pisarev,” finally converted from Judaism to Christendom. Published extensively both in
Hebrew and Russian.
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nik (“The Mediator”), as was the name of its Russian language supplement
issued for a short period from 1869. The subtitle on the front page specified
the mission of Hamelits as a mediator between am Jeshurun, i.e. the people
of Israel, and the Russian government, between faith (emunah) and reason
(haskalah). Chief editor was Aleksandr Tsederbaum (1816-1893), from the
1880s on assisted by Judah Leib Gordon (1830-1892), who is said to have
raised the quality and authority of the paper among the readers considerably
(Meisl 1919:166; Gilboa 1992:138). Hamelits apparently had a more po-
lemical and lively style than its competitors, but lost much of its force, ac-
cording to a contemporary observer (Ben-Iosif 1879:287), when editor
Tsederbaum decided to launch Jewish periodicals also in Russian, the Vest-
nik russkikh evreev (St. Petersburg, 1871-1873) and the second Razsvet (St.
Petersburg, 1879-1883).

The first Yiddish periodical Kol Mevasser (“Voice of Tidings”) issued in
Odessa 1862-1872, had started out as a supplement to Hamelits, but eventu-
ally became independent and had a large circulation all over the Jewish set-
tlement areas of Eastern Europe. Apart from news events, Jewish or gentile,
the paper also carried articles about science, education, history, and geogra-
phy as well as fiction, both prose and poetry, by authors such as Mendele
Mokher Seforim and Abraham Goldfaden.

Hatsefirah (Warsaw, Berlin, Warsaw 1862, 1874-1931) occupied a par-
ticular position among the Hebrew periodicals. It was published by Hayim
Zelig Slonimski (1810-1904), who had a special interest in natural science.
Before venturing into journalism Slonimski had already published several
books on subjects like algebra, Halley’s comet, astronomy and optics; most
of these enjoyed success, with repeated new editions. A selection of his
popular scientific articles from both Hatsefirah and Hakarmel were later also
published separately as Ma’amare hokhma, “Articles of wisdom” (Warsaw,
1891). When Slonimski was called as inspector of the rabbinical seminary in
Zhitomir in 1862, the publication of Hatsefirah was discontinued after only
six months. During the following years Slonimski also held the position as
government censor of Hebrew books. When the rabbinical seminary was
closed down, the publication of Hatsefirah resumed in 1874, first in Berlin,
but soon moving back to Warsaw again. The main mission of the journal
was to acquaint a Jewish reading audience with natural science in popular
form. A particular place in the journal was occupied by mathematics, at
which Slonimski himself excelled. Hatsefirah regularly contained mathe-
matical puzzles for the readers to solve; these contributed to calling forth
“many talented natures among the youth,” who were otherwise occupied
exclusively with the Talmud, drawing them from their “narrow sphere of
intellectual activity” and directing them into a more “useful area” (bolee
poleznuiu storonu), as a pleased contemporary secularist observed (Ben-Iosif
1879:304). Later the particular focus on science faded with the entry as co-
editor of the paper in 1885 of Nahum Sokolov, who eventually succeeded
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Slonimski as chief editor. Hatsefirah then became more overtly politically
oriented, with a clear Zionist loyalty from 1897 onward, but still prided itself
on its continued employment of “the scientific method” (Soffer 2004:57,75f).

Since the opportunities of publication were limited, it was not uncommon
to publish in several different journals or papers simultaneously, as did for
example rabbi Eliezer Zweifel, teacher at the rabbinical seminary in Zhi-
tomir, writing for both Hamaggid, Hakarmel and Hamelits. Just as the writ-
ers in the different Jewish periodicals were to a certain extent the same, so
were the readers. The Yiddish author Yekheskl Kotik (1847-1921), who in
the late 1860s lived in the village of Makarovtsi close to Grodno, “a Haskole
city, with books, bright people” recounted in his memoirs that he had sub-
scriptions to both Hamaggid and Hamelits, which were both eagerly de-
voured by the many visitors to his house for ‘minyen’ (prayer). “They were a
great source of news and people craved news” (Kotik 1914: ch. 5, 8).

Among the Russian language Jewish newspapers, the short-lived weekly
Razsvet (“Dawn”), published in Odessa in 1860-1861, was pioneering. It
was continued by Sion (1861-1862), also surviving only a year. These un-
successful first attempts made prospective publishers hesitate, waiting for
the potential readership of Jews mastering Russian well enough to grow, and
possibly for censorship to become more lax. In any event, it was not until the
1870s and 80s that the real upsurge in Russian Jewish periodical publishing
came with weeklies such as Den’ (Odessa, 1869-1871), Tsederbaum’s Vest-
nik russkikh evreev (St. Petersburg, 1871-1873) and the second Razsvet (St.
Petersburg, 1879-1883), Russkii evrei (St. Petersburg, 1879-1884). Thick
literary-historical journals and yearbooks also began to appear with Evreis-
kaia biblioteka (St. Petersburg, 1871-1880), Voskhod (St. Petersburg, 1881-
1906), Evreiskiia zapiski (Riga, 1881), and Evreiskoe obozrenie (St. Peters-
burg, 1884).

The importance and proper mission of the Jewish press was recurrently
debated in the Jewish journals and newspapers themselves. With the mount-
ing Judeophobia in Russian society in the 1870s and 1880s, the question
became more pertinent. In 1880 two articles in Russkii evrei (no. 1-2) were
published in response to an open letter by the Moscow rabbi Minor (in
Russkii evrei 1879 no. 2), opposing his view of the mission of Russian Jew-
ish press as tuned exclusively to the Russian public, acquainting it with
Jewish society and culture in a positive way. These articles held, in opposi-
tion to rabbi Minor, that the Jewish press should serve first and foremost
internal Jewish interests. The author of the response remarked that the situa-
tion was very different from the present one, when the Russian-Jewish press
emerged in the 1860s with the first public discussion of the “Jewish Ques-
tion.” At that time, the defence of the Jews in public opinion had great im-
portance, as the polemics between Sion and the Ukrainophile paper Osnova
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(published in St. Petersburg) had shown.86 This mission still remained to be
completed, as a work of Sisyphus, the author of the articles insisted. How-
ever, the Jews should be aware that the Russian people did not read and
never would read Jewish press organs, but at best got their views from Vest-
nik Evropy, Otechestvennye zapiski and Syn otechestva. The early Jewish-
Russian press organs like Razsvet and Sion attempted to become for Russian
Jews what Ludwig Philippson’s Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums had been
for the Jews in Germany, but it should be acknowledged that especially in
Lithuania and Poland (referred to as the Privislianskie kraia, “By-Vistula
Lands”), Jews reading Russian were very few in number, and the papers
were mainly read by their own correspondents. In the southern provinces,
notably in Novorossiia, the situation was different, with more Jews reading
Russian, but the need for Jewish press organs was still very weakly felt. Of
the Hebrew periodical publications, the only one that had any success did not
deal specifically with Jewish matters, but with faits-divers (vsevozmozhnyia
bredni) from all over the world. Since the early 1860s, though, the situation
had changed completely, according to the author: a multitude of publications
in Hebrew had emerged that were speaking a “human language”, with a loud
voice at that, while the majority of Jewish readers were already sufficiently
proficient in Russian. In the South-western province and Novorossiia in par-
ticular they had nearly forgotten Hebrew, so their mother tongue was now
Russian, the author claimed. In the absence of Jewish publications in Rus-
sian these readers were left with general Russian publications, and the dis-
torted images of Jews and Judaism that these contained with their ignorance
of Jewish history. So, an important task for the Jewish-Russian press was
now to particularly help the young Jews to know their own history. The task
of acquainting Russians with the Jews and Judaism, still important as it was,
should not be driven separately from that head mission, but rather by ex-
pressing in clear Russian language the questions that mattered most to Jews.

In another article in Russkii evrei (1880 no. 15) the author, using the pen-
name of Brand, complained about the poor distribution of Jewish literature
in general. Bookshops existed only in some larger Jewish population centres
such as Odessa, Vilna, Warsaw and Berdichev, but even there the bookshops
held almost exclusively religious books (such as prayer books), whereas
Haskalah-literature was very poorly represented, if at all. The other two
means of distribution of Jewish literature, the Jewish journals and the am-
bulant book-sellers or peddlers, the author also found insufficient, due to
censorship regulations, economic restraints and other limitations. To im-
prove the situation, the author proposed the foundation of a new association
for the publication and distribution of Jewish literature, but complained at
the same time of a lack of interest from the general Jewish public.

                                
86 The polemics, starting in 1861, concerned the use of the term “zhyd” and the national loy-
alties of the Jews in Ukraine (cf. Klier 1995:109-122).
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In 1881 Lev Osipovich Levanda (1835-1888), a pioneering Jewish writer
in Russian and co-worker with Rabinovich in launching Razsvet in 1860,
looked back at this time, evaluating the importance of the first Russian-
Jewish press in an article in Voskhod (1881 no. 6). The late 1850s, he con-
tended, seemed like a moment in time given by Providence to the Jews, who
gained self-consciousness when for the first time they were “pulled out from
the dusty archive” and Russian society started to speak aloud about them, no
longer only through the usual monologues of the authorities, but through a
lively discussion in which some voices, notably those of the famous physi-
cian Pirogov in the south and the Russian newspaper Russkii invalid in the
north, also defended the Jews (Levanda 1881b:133f). But it soon became
evident that this was only a temporary passing fancy of the liberal Russian
press, and that in order to advance forward, it was necessary to have a Jew-
ish press organ dedicated to Jewish interests of all sorts. The already existing
Jewish press organ, published in Prussia (Levanda refers to Hamaggid),
could not fulfil the progressive mission of furthering Jewish interests, since
as it was published in Hebrew it was inaccessible to Russian society, while
supporting “the most backward tendencies and ideals” in the Jewish popula-
tion. “In this way, instead of light, it introduced even more darkness in the
already obscured minds of our coreligionists, in need of light, enlightenment,
intellectual and moral regeneration” (Levanda 1881b:136). What was
needed, then, was a new rational Jewish press voice representing common
sense, in the Russian language, and thus accessible to other citizens of the
empire. But the elder generation of scattered Jewish intellectuals, largely
belonging to the merchant class, were unfit for this task (dlia zhizni uzhe
vovse ne godilas’), brought up as they were in the indeterminate interna-
tional, Jewish-German tradition of Mendelssohnian “cabinet rationalism,”
and lacking any knowledge of Russian culture. This early Jewish intelligent-
sia, according to Levanda, had by this time already become a complete
anachronism, representing rather the 18th century. There was a need for new,
fresh people, who were in tune with the age, understanding its requirements
(Levanda 1881b:136f).

The choice fell on the Jewish litterateur and publicist Osip Rabinovich
(1817-1869) from Odessa. Together with Joachim Tarnopol (1810-1900), a
leading Jewish merchant, who was clearly influenced by German Reform
Judaism,87  Rabinovich had since the mid-1850s developed plans for a Rus-
sian-Jewish newspaper in Odessa by the title of Razsvet. The actuality of the
question at that time is further shown by the writer and lawyer Arnold Du-
mashevskii (1837-1887), who asked in an article in Russkii invalid from
1859: “Do the Jews need a newspaper at the present time, and in what lan-

                                
87 Tarnopol was also author of Notices historiques et charactéristiques sur les Israélites
d’Odessa (1855) and Opyt sovremennoi i osmotritel’noi reformy v oblasti iudaizma v Rossii
(1868), a chapter of which was also published in Odesskii vestnik already in 1858.
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guage should it be published?” The affirmative answer given by Du-
mashevskii, clearly advocating Russian as the preferred language of com-
munication, was motivated by a view of the public word as “the chief tool
for the rapprochement of peoples and their merging into the one unending ‘I’
of humanity” (Klier 1995:76). For Dumashevskii the Russian-language
Jewish press ought to serve the dual purpose of functioning, on the one hand,
as a mediator between Jews and the Russian population in general, by in-
forming the latter about Jewish life and culture, but also, on the other hand,
as a means for the “Europeanization” of the Jews themselves, instilling in
them an appreciation of European cultural values, making them less “exclu-
sive” and more tolerant in their view of the gentile world (Klier 1995:77).

Rabinovich agreed with Dumashevskii on the language question, de-
scribing Yiddish degradingly as a “corrupted jargon” (isporchennyi zhar-
gon), unable to express abstract concepts or even “one respectable thought”
(Levanda 1881b:139).88 In their petition to the authorities for a publication
permit, then, the prospective founders of Razsvet particularly stressed the
usefulness (pol’za) of a Jewish publication in Russian language and the po-
tential benefit of ‘rapprochement’ between Jews and Russians resulting from
it. They further pointed to the positive examples of France, England, Ger-
many and Italy, where Jews had already learned to master the language of
their Christian brethren of the majority population, and as a result achieved a
high level of enlightenment (prosveshchenie) and citizenship. The petition
also held a program in several points for the intended orientation and objec-
tives of the new publication. It was to contain articles on themes such as
religion, social questions, history and science, literary criticism and fiction
etc. The most important requirement, however, was that it be published in
Russian. Therefore it came as a great disappointment to the petitionists when
they were granted permission to publish a Jewish periodical - not in Russian,
but in Hebrew or Yiddish. What had possibly caused the responsible minis-
ter to take such a decision, was perhaps an uneasiness with the prospect of
Jews discussing religious questions in the Russian language (Levanda
1881b:140). The spectre of earlier “Judaizing” Russian-orthodox heretics
was apparently still alive. The petitioners, however, refused to accept the
outcome, which they suspected was also influenced by the hasidic party. In
any event, it would have posed insurmountable difficulties, since no Hebrew
printing press was allowed to exist elsewhere than in Vilna and Zhitomir,
which was quite a distance from Odessa. Consequently, they submitted a
new petition, promising to abstain from discussing religious questions in the
journal. This time, with Pirogov acting as an intermediary, permission to
publish a Jewish weekly in Russian was finally given in January 1860.

                                
88 For other, similar examples of negative attitudes among maskilim to Yiddish as “jargon”,
cf. Klier 1995:251.
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The first issue of Razsvet appeared in Odessa in May the same year. The
editorial by Rabinovich concerned the local situation in the Jewish commu-
nity, announcing the expected appointment of Dr. Schwabacher from Lem-
berg as new rabbi of Odessa, described as someone corresponding to the
modern requirement of having a European spirit, possessing both general
erudition and Jewish learning (Rabinovich 1860a:3). Another article in the
same issue gave an overview of the changes in the situation of the Russian
Jews during the period 1855-1860, that is, since the accession to the throne
of Emperor Alexander II; changes that, according to the author, expressed
the “magnanimous intention” (velikodushnoe namerenie) of the government
to lead the Jews towards emancipation, gradually giving them equal rights
with the natives (Chatskin 1860:4). But the article that apparently drew most
attention was written by Levanda, although published anonymously as a
“letter to the editors,” in which was given a vivid picture of the pitiable
situation of the Jews of the Western province of Minsk, not shying away
from describing in detail both their “material and moral decline” (Levanda
1860:7). The plan for Razsvet was, according to Levanda’s later reconstruc-
tion, to act both in defence of the Jews against attacks from outside, and at
the same time attack the internal enemy of the Jewish community: obscur-
antism, routines, vices and weaknesses (Levanda 1881b:142). While Rabi-
novich was to play the first part, Levanda was trusted with the second, and it
was as proof of his capacity in this respect that he had delivered his first
piece to the opening issue. But the reaction from the Jewish readers was
fierce, and letters to the editor asking for subscriptions to be cancelled
poured in. Worse, there was internal disagreement among the staff, with co-
founder Tarnopol soon distancing himself from editorship, viewing Le-
vanda’s article as “blackening the name of Israel” (Klier 1995:86). What
caused so much harm among the readers of Levanda’s first piece was appar-
ently the fact that an article critical of the Jews was found in a Jewish news-
paper, and in the Russian language, thus exposing it to the eyes of the gov-
ernment and Russian society at large. Levanda himself complained that ob-
viously the clearly stated mission of Razsvet, issued already in a declaration
from February 1860, to “promote the removal of those obstacles, external
and internal, which until now chained our coreligionists on the road to pro-
gress” had fallen on deaf ears (Levanda 1881b:142f). Razsvet had chosen as
its motto the Biblical “Let there be light,” since there could be no moral light
without telling the truth as it was, without being partial. The paper thus had
taken “close to heart all the rational tendencies of modernity” (vse razumnyia
stremleniia sovremennosti) and would “not pass over either our needs, or our
deficiencies in silence” since the former could only be satisfied by exposing
the latter. Hence, there was no need to be afraid of the bright light, hiding in
a dark corner. But the Jewish readers obviously had not understood the
meaning of this declaration, and expected to find in Razsvet only a Russian
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version of their beloved Hamaggid, i.e. a running commentary to the words
“Thou hast chosen us amongst all peoples”(Levanda 1881b:143).

As a consequence of the debate over Levanda’s first article a “holy war”
broke out, with Hamaggid accusing Razsvet of “darkening the name of Is-
rael” instead of “illuminating” it (Levanda 1881b:148). Rabinovich re-
sponded in kind, holding the editor of Hamaggid, “a Prussian, in all likeli-
hood not able too read two words of Russian” responsible for “blackening” a
publication he never even saw, thus exceeding “all limits of decency” (prili-
chie). There was not a single drop of truth in the accusations from Hamag-
gid, the editor of Razsvet declared, with a clean conscience and “not from
behind the quadratic barriers of the Assyrian script, but openly, in a language
in which there exists a rich journalism, able to expose us before millions,
should we decide to bend the truth” (Levanda 1881b:149).

Obviously, the highly degrading description of Hebrew, and the simulta-
neous promotion of Russian as a bearer of truth found here, indicates that
this was also a war between languages, as carriers of different cultural val-
ues.  At the same time, it expresses an awareness that Russian public opinion
also had its eyes upon Razsvet, something which may have called for a cer-
tain caution among its publishing authors. In fact, Rabinovich already from
the start had a hard time with the local censorship authority, fighting an
“eternal battle, not for life but to the death,” as he wrote to Levanda already
in April 1860 (Klier 1995:86).

Levanda clearly exaggerated the lasting impact of Razsvet on the Jews,
stating that in only six months time it “re-educated the public, giving it a
different head, with other thoughts and other concepts. No other Jewish
journal, neiter before, nor after Razsvet, could boast such an enormous, pal-
pable influence as that which this first Jewish organ in Russia had on the
Jewish public, their ideas improving under this influence not day by day, but
by the hour” (Levanda 1881b:150). It is true that Razsvet also had its sup-
porters. Even abroad the well-known historian of Judaism dr. Marcus Iost,
who also contributed several articles to Razsvet, stood up for its defence in
Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums. Back in Russia, the leading Jewish in-
tellectuals Emmanuel Soloveichik and Leon Pinsker publicly deplored the
already imminent demise of Razsvet in one of its last issues (May 1861 no.
50). Acknowledging the “great importance of the existence of a particular
Jewish press organ in the native language” (na otechestvennom iazyke), they
vowed to continue Rabinovich’s mission in another Jewish paper by the
name of Sion, the first issue of which appeared already the same month (Le-
vanda 1881b:152). However, as we already know, Sion did not fare any bet-
ter than Razsvet, lasting less than a year. Apparently more conservative than
its predecessor, and more restrained in its policy, it failed to gain support
from the readers, as the editors themselves vaguely hinted in their an-
nouncement in 1862 to discontinue publication of Sion until they had “ob-
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tained permission to edit it with a broader program”, allowing them to treat
also Jewish religion (JE- Russia).

Apart from the Russian language supplement to Hakarmel, then, readers
had to wait until 1869 for a new Jewish press voice in Russian to appear.
Den’(1869-1871), with a predominantly social, rather than a national or re-
ligious outlook, was an advocate of assimilation, while fighting for Jewish
civil rights against Judeophobia. Based in Odessa, it ceased publication after
only two years as a result of the pogrom there in 1871. The nearest following
Russian-Jewish press organs of importance were all published in St. Peters-
burg. Of these, the most long-lasting and the one with the biggest impact was
no doubt Voskhod (1881-1906), which was remarkable in view of its resis-
tance to calls for emigration after the pogroms in 1881-1882, and its critical
distance to Zionism. This was in marked contrast to Hebrew press organs
like Hamelits and Hatsefirah, which both more or less wholeheartedly em-
braced Zionism in the 1880s. Voskhod as the only remaining Jewish periodi-
cal in Russian for about fifteen years attracted a wide audience of readers,
with no less than 5,000 subscribers a few years into the 20th century.

In retrospect then, the reaction to the first Russian-Jewish press organ Razs-
vet, with Levanda’s evidently challenging article in the opening issue, may
not seem so important all by itself, but we must take into account that it
could be of more general significance for what we might expect to find of
daring criticism in the Russian Jewish press, as compared to the Hebrew
periodicals. In view also of the serious trouble that Rabinovich encountered
from censorship authorities already from the start, it is not unlikely that a
more restrained attitude would soon make itself felt among the Jewish intel-
ligentsia publishing in Russian. They may have been less eager to call forth
either the curses of the Jewish readership upon which they depended, or the
dissatisfaction of the government, by touching upon sensitive subjects. Fur-
thermore, once they decided to publish in a language that was also generally
understood outside the Jewish world, the importance of showing a more or
less united Jewish front might easily take the upper hand, even where this
was not part of the original publishing plan, especially later in the face of
pogroms and mounting anti-Semitism. If this was so, it might also have af-
fected negatively the potential interest in publishing articles in the Russian-
Jewish press on “hot topics” like Darwinism. The apparent impact of lan-
guage choice on the contents of texts has been noted in the case of the Jew-
ish anthropologist Samuel Weissenberg, who it seems “was much more po-
litically explicit and socially engaged in his German language writings than
in his Russian professional texts” (Mogilner 2002:6).

The debate in the general Russian press on Darwinism was most intense,
as we have seen in 1864, when the first Russian translation of the Origin of
species appeared and then again in the early 1870s (after the publication of
Descent of Man) and in the mid-1880s (the Danilevskii-Timiriazev strife). In
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1864, there existed no independent Jewish periodical in Russian, except for
the supplement to Hakarmel, Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu. Levanda’s defence
of the first Razsvet comes in between the latter two points of intensified Rus-
sian debate over Darwinism, at an age when the importance of the Russian-
Jewish press would soon be re-evaluted in view of pogroms and growing
Judeophobia. One possible conclusion of this development was that so far
the Russian-Jewish press had done little or nothing to change the general
attitude of Russian society towards the Jews. Thus, at this point it would
seem more appropriate to turn inwards to the proper Jewish self-interest. In
particular, the Zionist movement now gaining momentum concluded that the
prospects for emancipation had already proven futile, and that this should
also affect the Jewish choice of language of communication. The Hebrew
press experienced a renewal in the 1880s.

Throughout the entire period, the Jewish press in Russia had to struggle
for its existence. The Hebrew press had the advantage of being able to direct
most of its energy inwards, towards the Jewish readers, in trying to win their
support. By contrast, the Russian-Jewish press had to fight a two- or three-
front battle with the Jewish readers, on the one hand, and government cen-
sorship and Russian public opinion, on the other. This was a delicate task of
balancing sometimes sharply conflicting interests, demanding a restrained
expression, which the pioneers of the Russian-Jewish press had perhaps not
yet learned to master. But they shared with their successors (and in this re-
spect the Hebrew press was probably not much different) in the effort to gain
legitimacy in the eyes of the Jewish readers. The frequent and passionate
invocation of terms such as light (svet) and truth (istina) by the founders of
Razsvet was again part of this quest for legitimacy, which in a discourse
analytical framework could be interpreted as a struggle for hegemony over
certain ‘empty signifiers’ in an order of discourse centred around the concept
of Enlightenment or Haskalah.

3.4 Enlightenment – blessing or curse?
Jewish attitudes to secular science in Russia 1860-1900
The concept metaphor of light (Hebr. ’Or) was of prime importance not only
in an educational enlightenment discourse, but was also deeply embedded in
Jewish theology, carrying Messianic connotations with it. According to the
Talmud (Chagiga 12a), the light that was created on the first day of Divine
Creation was hidden for the righteous in the world to come, since God saw
that the wicked were unworthy of using it (Rashi to Genesis 1:4). Thus,
when the editors of Razsvet chose as the motto for their publication, appear-
ing in the heading on the front page of each issue, the biblical “Let there be
light!” it was as if they claimed to be the righteous keepers of this primeval
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spiritual, divine light, which they now set out to spread to the slumbering
masses of Jews. For the orthodox Jews, the hasidim in particular, this must
have appeared as preposterous, bordering on blasphemy. We might expect,
then, to find evidence of a struggle for hegemony over this concept of light,
which all camps were eager to appropriate for themselves.

The Hebrew concept of haskalah might also be made the object of a
struggle for hegemony. Haskalah has been given various meanings such as
‘learning,’ ‘education,’ ‘wisdom,’ ‘reason,’ ‘insight’, and most commonly
‘enlightenment’. To be sure, there were also among religious traditionalists
openings towards enlightenment and secular knowledge, perceived, at best,
as a valuable complement to the traditional Jewish study of the Talmud-
Torah. A benign interpretation of the concept of haskalah, based firmly on
Jewish tradition, could take its point of departure in the daily Amidah prayer,
which contains as the fourth of its nineteen blessings the following:

Thou favorest man with knowledge, and teachest mortals understanding. O
grant us knowledge, understanding and insight. Blessed art thou, O Lord,
gracious giver of knowledge.

(Birnbaum 1979:10)

In this blessing, the third type of knowledge mentioned - insight, is ex-
pressed by the Hebrew term haskel, from which Haskalah is derived.
Whereas the two other forms, de’ah and binah, here translated as “knowl-
edge” and “understanding” traditionally have been seen as referring to re-
ligious learning and mystical wisdom, haskel has been interpreted as denot-
ing secular knowledge. Such an interpretation may even find scriptural foun-
dation in Genesis, in the description of the Tree of Knowledge:

The woman saw that the tree was good to eat and desirable to the eyes, and
that the tree was attractive as a means to gain intelligence.

(Genesis 3:6; transl. by Kaplan 1981:13)

The phrase here translated as “to gain intelligence” is expressed by the in-
finitive of a verb, lehaskil, again of the same root as Haskalah, which could
mean both to become wise and to look at. Rabbi Shmuel Aleksandrov from
Bobruisk (Belarus’), a kabbalist and fellow student at the yeshiva in Voloz-
hin with the renowned Rabbi Kook, claimed that while the Tree of Life in
the garden of Eden, represented by the Torah, belonged to the Jews, the Tree
of Knowledge, on the other hand, was under the supervision of the Gentiles.
But only through an exchange of the fruits from both trees, between Jews
and non-Jews, could one prepare for the coming of the Messiah (Agursky
1984:50). It was thus a holy duty for Jews to also acquaint themselves with
the progress made in secular science, philosophy and art. Even Rabbi Abra-
ham Isaac Hacohen Kook (1865-1935) himself, one of the most influential
rabbis of the 20th century, stressed before his disciples the importance of
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acquiring also the fruits of modern culture and science. This was a view that
he shared with several of his fellow students at the yeshiva, and one that was
actually founded on a mystical, kabbalistic idea about the “ingathering” of
the “divine sparks” of knowledge thought to have been diffused all over the
material world already before Creation.

Nevertheless, the encounter with secular science could sometimes come
almost as a revelation to a Jew with a traditional upbringing, shaking his
world profoundly, as it did, to Judah Leib Katzenelson (1846-1917), also
from Bobruisk, later studying under Rabbi Eliezer Zweifel at the rabbinic
seminary in Zhitomir. In his autobiography he described the profound im-
pression made on him by Slonimski’s book on Halley’s comet, Kokhva de-
shavit, which he had been recommended by a rabbi while studying Mai-
monides’ “Laws of the sanctification of the new moon”:

This small volume produced a great and horrible tempest in my heart. This
small volume utterly destroyed my world, both my spiritual and my physical
worlds.

(quoted from Zalkin 2005:250)

However, Jewish books on science filling some kind of religious purpose
were nothing new to the 19th century. In medieval Spain they had been a
frequent event. More recently, by the of end of 18th century several works
were published in Europe, e.g. a translation of Euclid’s geometry, aiming to
put scientific knowledge to use for the interpretation of Jewish law (Zalkin
2005:251).

Another example is the Galician maskil Mordechai Moses Jowel, who in
his popular Limmudei hatev‘a (“Nature studies”, 1836) gave a deistic moti-
vation for the religious significance of the study of nature as a way to dis-
cover Divine Providence and the beneficence of the Creator (Zalkin
2005:258). A similar motivation is given by Slonimski in his Mosedei
hokhmah (“Foundations of wisdom”, 1834), where he regards human en-
gagement in science as representing a mission to get “to know the glory and
grandeur” of God, by “studying His wondrous creatures and works, which
attest to His might and providence, may He be blessed” (Zalkin 2005:262).

But even for Slonimski, God had set boundaries which science could not
and should not even attempt to trespass. And there was a clear order of pri-
orities for aspiring youth thirsting for knowledge; first the prospective stu-
dent should store the Divine Torah in his heart, lest he “send forth his hand
to eat of the Tree of Knowledge without having understood the bridle and bit
of his faith that are on him, and it may become excrement in his nostrils ...
and he destroys the foundations of Torah and faith in his heart” (Zalkin
2005:264).

Thus, the order of learning was important, especially to the orthodox, tra-
ditionalist Jews. So far, Jewish works on science, whether explicitly or only
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indirectly serving religious purposes, had been targeting a rather limited
audience of specialists, who could be counted on to have ingested enough
Torah wisdom already to make proper use of the fruits of science. What
changed with the advent of the Haskalah, the emergence of the Jewish press,
and the establishment of several maskilic lending libraries, was that this
proto-scientific literature now became accessible to a much wider circle of
readers, and became more popular scientific.

This was seen by orthodox traditionalists as a development carrying a
threat. They were often suspicious or even hostile in their attitude towards
secular knowledge, which was perceived, at best, as an auxiliary instrument
in the acquisition of “true wisdom”, viz. Torah-knowledge, but perhaps more
often as “unnecessary” for the ordinary Jew, and at worst - as endangering
tradition and Jewish survival. An interesting testimony of a probably rather
common attitude is a letter from 1883 by a certain rabbi Moshe Nahum
Yerusalimsky of Kamenka (Kiev province) to Baron Ginzburg, the head of
OPE - the “Society for the Spread of Enlightenment among the Jews of Rus-
sia”. The letter protested the alleged plans for opening up a new modern
rabbinical seminary (after the closing down of the earlier state sponsored
rabbinical seminaries in Vilna, Zhitomir and Warsaw), with secular studies
on its curriculum. Here Rabbi Yerusalimsky also displayed a fear similar to
that of Slonimski (above), regarding the consequences of not setting priori-
ties in the order of learning right. He showed his contempt for the instigators
of the new seminary, whose

wish is to uproot the Torah and our faith by asking the government to appoint
rabbis from a seminarium […] where the students will not begin to study
Talmud and codes until after having completed the other [i.e. secular] re-
quired studies. It is, however, widely known what kind of rebellious rabbis
these are, [such as those] from Germany where this [notion] comes from,
which may appear to be attractive, but underneath is black indeed. The very
survival of our religion is at stake because of this threat.

(quoted from Lederhendler 1994:82f)

This letter further gives clear testimony not only to what an orthodox rabbi
considered to be true wisdom, but also about his view of the objective of
knowledge, viz. to instil fear of God in the Jewish people, teaching them the
ways of the Torah.

If this was still the prevalent attitude in the traditional Jewish communi-
ties, it is easy to understand how a maskil in the making was forced to fight
for his right to secular studies with his father, but also with his own con-
science, trying hard to balance the time devoted to Talmud and to the study
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of the Russian and German languages (Lederhendler 1994:51-65).89 The
point is, that whereas an orthodox rabbi such as Yerusalimsky seemed quite
certain of what counted as proper knowledge, the maskilim and the Jewish
intellectuals in general may not have been quite as sure as they sometimes
appeared to be. That may also partly explain why they often resorted to Bib-
lical metaphors and religious concepts in trying to win their fellow Jews for
the ideas of enlightenment, apparently as a way of gaining legitimacy (cf.
Lederhendler 1994:28f, 46). Many of the early maskilim were born and
raised into a traditional, orthodox Jewish environment. To escape from it
was not that easy, and they often had to make up the path leading away from
that secluded milieu as they went.

For the maskilim endeavouring to write and translate works of popular
science, it took not only the effort of acquiring new knowledge, but also
quite a bit of courage and rhetorical skills in couching their words, motivat-
ing the publication of their works, so as to make them palatable to a tradi-
tional Jewish taste as well. Another example of such a publication, appar-
ently well-suited to appeal to religious emotion, was Sullam hatev‘a (“The
ladder of nature”, 1850) by Joseph Hertzberg, a Hebrew translation of Har-
monies de la Nature (1796 / 1815) by Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre, in which nature and the wonders of Creation were seen as evidence of
the existence of God. This was a work that also received the official en-
dorsement of rabbi Isaac Baer Levinsohn (Zalkin 2005:265). Further, among
the more substantial Hebrew works on natural science we find Joseph
Schönhak’s Toldot haarets (History of the Earth, Warsaw 1841-1859), the
already mentioned Toldot hatev‘a (1862-1872) - Mendele Mokher Seforim’s
Hebrew translation of Lenz’ Naturgeschichte, and the voluminous Yesodei
hokhmat hatev‘a hakelalit (“Fundamentals of the natural sciences”, Vilna,
1867-1876) by Zevi Hirsch Rabinowitz (1832-1869). While trying to ac-
commodate traditional Jewish religious sentiment, works like these were
important in the sense that they described nature as ruled by general laws
laid down once and for all at the beginning of the world, rather than by con-
tinuous intervention from God (Zalkin 2005:265). This shift, representing a
sort of transfer from hashgahah peratit to hashgahah kelalit, from individual
to general Divine Providence or “supervision,” came as a revelation to many.

The Hebrew popular scientific literature reached a comparatively large
reading audience, not only through direct sales, but also by serving as text-
books in the Jewish education system (Zalkin 2005:268). Thus, popular sci-
ence was also made accessible to people without any previous scientific
instruction, even to children, for example through the Hebrew translation of

                                
89 Mendele Mokher Seforim wrote a novel on this theme describing the conflict between the
generations of Jewish “Fathers and sons,” obviously modeled on Turgenev’s novel with the
same title.
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Jean Macé’s Histoire d’une bouchée de pain (1861).90 The Hebrew version,
translated by Abraham Jacob Tiktin appeared as late as 1882, but repre-
sented quite well an earlier maskilic ambition to show popular science as a
servant to the knowledge of God’s creation, displaying purpose in nature as
the work of Divine Providence. Macé’s book was in fact recognized as a
religious book also in the Christian world,91 with the author explicitly con-
fessing to his young readers that it was “calculated to accustom you to think
of God, by causing you to observe the wonders which He has done” (Macé
1866, letter III).

To be sure, there were also individual Hebrew popular scientific works of
a less godly-didactic tendency, notably David Frischman’s Yedi‘ot hatev‘a
(“The Perceptions of Nature”, 1882-85), a translation of Aus dem Reiche der
Naturwissenschaft (1866) by Aaron Bernstein (1812-1884). Bernstein was
cofounder of the Jewish Reform community in Berlin, a radical political
activist and a prolific writer of popular science. His books, together with
among others Büchner’s Kraft und Stoff, apparently exerted a decisive influ-
ence on the very young Albert Einstein, who by reading them came to doubt
the veracity of the Biblical stories and developed “a skeptical attitude to-
wards the convictions which were alive in any specific social environment”
(Jammer 1991:24f). It would of course be interesting to know whether the
reading of Bernstein in Frischman’s Hebrew rendering produced similar
reactions among Russian Jews. We do know that Bernstein was given a gen-
erous presentation in Hatsefirah already in 1862 (no. 25), where the author
of the article obviously was impressed by the commercial success of Bern-
stein’s books on popular science, with numerous editions of thousands of
copies and translations into several languages.

An exceptional case, of more immediate relevance to our research, is that
of Naphtali Lewy (aka Halevi, 1840-1894), author of Toldot Adam (“The
Origins of Man”), first published in Smolenskin’s Hebrew journal Hashahar
(Vienna) in 1874, and then separately as a book. The aim of this work was,
according to an accompanying letter sent in 1876 from the author, together
with the book, to Charles Darwin, “to teach the children of my people, the
seed of Jacob, the Torah (instruction) which thou hast given for an inheri-
tance to all the nations of the earth” (Darwin 1903:365f, letter 277). Lewy,

                                
90 The French subtitle was explicitly adressing children: Lettres à une petite fille sur la vie des
hommes et des animaux, while in Hebrew it was more neutral Sipur yesodato betoldot hatev‘a
(“A story about the foundation of natural history”). The book was an astounding success in its
time, with 18 editions issued in only five years in France, and it was soon translated into
several other languages.
91 As was stated in the preface to the English ed. from 1864:
“The religious teaching of the book is unexceptionable. There is no strained introduction of
the subject, but there is throughout the volume an acknowledgment of the Great Creator of
this marvellous work of the human frame, of the daily and hourly gratitude we owe to Him,
and of the utter impossibility of our tracing out half his wonders, even in the things nearest to
our senses, and most constantly subject to observation.”
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originally from Poland, moved to England in 1877 to devote himself to Jew-
ish newpaper publishing, but after failing he returned to commerce, where he
had enough success to give him time also for Judaic scholarly activity (Dod-
son 2000:48). Toldot Adam, to which we will return in the analysis of source
texts (chapter 5) stands out as the most ambitious and comprehensive at-
tempt to reconcile Judaism and Darwinism in our material, but as such it
represents essentially the same cautious attitude towards radical reinterpre-
tation of Jewish tradition as that displayed by Slonimski. This is evident
from Lewy’s conclusion in Toldot Adam that

even the theory of Darwinism does not touch [by] a hair’s breadth the honour
of the law known by the name of “religion”, if it does not uphold the honour
of the faith. He who knows [or “recognises”] the expanses of the world of re-
ality, and stretches [or “expands”] the limits of the power of creation from
[the limits] set by the first ones [to speak of them], even this person, who is
precise in his intellect, creates, directs and renews every day the Work of
Creation.

(Lewy 1874:90)

Consequently, Lewy considers it a mistake to view Darwin’s theory as sup-
porting materialism, whereas in fact it “only broadens the limits of knowl-
edge of the creation, and it ascribes high attainment to the sublime Creator
regarding every [thing that is] infinite and inconceivable” (ibid.).

A more cautious view is represented by the attempt to apply Darwinism
to linguistics made by O.N Steinberg (b. 1839), former teacher of Hebrew at
the Vilna rabbinic seminary and government appointed censor of Hebrew
books from 1863 to 1905. In 1871 Steinberg had described the “Organic life
of language” in an article in the Russian journal Vestnik Evropy, and in 1897
he followed up with a work in Hebrew on “Darwin’s theory in relation to the
organic life of languages” (JE-Steinberg). This appears to be rather late, in
view of the fact that the earlier use of Darwinian methods in linguistics had
been reported in the Russian press already through the publication of
Schleicher’s letter to Haeckel in Zagranichnyi vestnik in 1864.

This somewhat belated introduction of new scientific ideas to a Jewish
audience may have been typical. Actually, it appears that most of the He-
brew translations of popular scientific works published during the period
were, if not already outmoded, at least of earlier provenance (with Bernstein
as one of a few notable exceptions). It seems that the more advanced, mod-
ern scientific theories of the age generally did not cross the border into the
popular scientific Hebrew literature. Professional Jewish scientists of the late
19th century, particularly prominent within the fields of mathematics and
physics (cf. Vucinich 1970:375f), lived in a world of academia far removed –
both geographically and spiritually – from the Jewish population centres in
the Pale of Settlement, where the readers of Hebrew popular science books
were largely dwelling. The names of pioneering scientists of Jewish extrac-
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tion like Mechnikov and Tsion apparently did not receive much attention, if
any, in the Jewish press, either Hebrew or Russian.

There are several possible, more or less important causes of this seeming
scarcity of a modern Hebrew scientific literature from the period, reflecting
the more advanced theories of the age. Censorship and / or self-censorship
may be one of them. It may be due to an overall ambition on the part of the
maskilim to reach a wide audience and not to offend traditionalists. But it
may also stem simply from their being unfamiliar with the latest develop-
ments in science, still lagging behind in their secular education after a youth
spent largely studying the canon of Judaism, the Talmud, Torah and com-
mentators. The maskilic “scientific canon” that developed during the period,
with Slonimski as the foremost representative (Zalkin 2005:270f), never
managed and was never actually intended to replace that body of learning
entirely. And then, finally, there seems to have been a lack of communica-
tion between Jewish professional scientists and the Jewish community at
large. A possible exception is Daniil Avraamovich Khvol’son (b. 1819), pro-
fessor of Semitic languages and literature in St. Petersburg, who even after
his conversion to Christianity (for academic career purposes) courageously
defended his former co-religionists in both the Jewish and the Russian press.
D.A. Khvol’son was at the same time one of the leading russifiers in the
OPE, with a Russian translation of the Old Testament as his “pet project”
(Klier 1995:250). His son O.D. Khvol’son was a prominent physicist, who
seems to have carried part of his father’s spiritual legacy into science, at-
tacking materialism while lecturing on the limitations of scientific knowl-
edge and the importance of religious belief (Vucinich 1970:374).92

In the battle for enlightenment and the spread of secular science among the
Jews, the state rabbinical seminaries played a key role. Lev Levanda, one of
the pioneers of Razsvet, has given a vivid picture of the substantial effort and
all the ”bickering, quarrels, hardships and unpleasantness” it took for young
provincial Jews by the end of the 1840s, procuring themselves with pass-
ports in order to move to Vilna and study at the state rabbinical seminary
there (Levanda 1881a). This institution was often regarded with great suspi-
cion by the local community administration in the traditionalist shtedtlakh,
as possibly leading to assimilation and apostasy. So, typically, the most dif-
ficult obstacles to overcome for a Jew thirsting for knowledge, in order to

                                
92 In a lecture on “Positivist philosophy and physics” delivered before the Philosophical Soci-
ety in March 1898, O.D. Khvol’son criticized Comte and positivism for taking a too strict
position in regard to metaphysics and philosophy in general, a position which would risk
leaving out for example important parts of modern thermodynamics from physics as unscien-
tific. Hereagainst Khvol’son described a development of philosophy and contemporary sci-
ence, with special mention of physics and biology, as growing closer to each other. His con-
clusion was that “physics never went, should not and will not go down the road indicated by
Comte” (Khvol’son 1898:56).
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gain access to the “temple of science,” were raised by the kahal officials. At
least, that is how the situation is described in this type of Jewish “confes-
sional” literature, to which may be counted the works of Judah Leib Nevak-
hovich, author of “The Lament of the Daughter of Judah”, Osip Rabinovich,
and Grigorii Isaakovich Bogrov, author of Zapiski evreia (first published in
Nekrasov’s journal Otechestvennye zapiski 1871-1873). As Safran notes:

The forces that could hinder the hero’s acculturation are almost [always] lo-
cated in the traditional Jewish community; he fights ignorance, sanctimo-
niousness, greed, and injustice, all of which have Jewish faces. His story cor-
responds to an Enlightenment teleology; he emerges from a traditional world
he perceives as frozen in time into the historic current he sees sweeping
Europe swiftly forward.

(Safran 2000:37)

Safran further observes, with reference to Alan Mintz, that in this kind of
literature, whether written in Hebrew, Yiddish or Russian, ”[b]ehind all sa-
tirical indictments of superstitious beliefs and corrupt communal practices,
there lies a confident implicit model of an ideal society based on reason,
science, and justice” (ibid.).93

The doubtful attitude towards the state rabbinical seminaries, perceived as
a hotbed of secularism, was reflected in a heated debate in the Jewish press –
both Hebrew and Russian (e.g. Razsvet and Hakarmel), in the very begin-
ning of the 1860s, and again some twenty years later, when an editorial in
Razsvet argued about the urgency of removing all obstacles to education of
the Jews, deploring the closing down in 1873 of the state rabbinical semi-
naries, which served in their time as a “nursery” (razsadnik) for the enlight-
enment of the Jews, and produced a non-negligeable number of pioneers on
this road. Such an institution was still needed to lead the “fanatical” major-
ity, which was hostile to enlightenment, out of their present “darkness” to-
wards the light (Razsvet 1880 no. 18).

The fact that the letter from rabbi Yerusalimsky (quoted above), opposing
the opening up of a new, reform rabbinical seminary, was from as late as
1883 is probably no coincidence. In an overview of the development of the
Jewish enlightenment in Russia from a provincial perspective, S. Gurevich, a
radical Jewish intellectual of his time, correctly described the beginning of
the 1880s as a period of reaction, in the wake of the murder of Tsar Alexan-
der II and the anti-Jewish pogroms that followed. This was a time of begin-
ning mass emigration of Jews, of nascent Zionism and the re-evaluation by
the Jewish enlighteners of their earlier favourable view of Russian culture,
raising demands of a national, Jewish culture instead. The political reaction
obviously also affected the Jewish communities internally, with orthodox
traditionalists now seeing their chance of striking back against maskilim,

                                
93 Alan Mintz, Banished from their Father's Table (1989); quoted by Safran.
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assimilationists and radicals. One point of conflict concerned, again, the
choice of language. As Gurevich, still agitated by the fervour of enlighten-
ment, described it:

And the preachers of darkness, represented by society’s blood-suckers, the
tsaddikim-charlatans, the dark spirited rabbis, preachers and other obscur-
antists, finding the moment suitable, caused alarm about the complete eradi-
cation of Russian language from Jewish homes.

(Gurevich 1901:27)94.

The enlightenment process, then, was made to slow down, Gurevich con-
tended, but not for long, since:

to the wailing of the conservative jackals and the croaking of the frogs from
the swamp, by the force of the law of evolution, the enlightenment of Russian
Jews, invisible to an external observer, without Sturm und Drang, slowly
changed its position, moving from the studies of a chosen few intellectuals
and semi-intellectuals to the street, penetrating into the dark alleys and be-
coming the property of the masses of the people.

(Gurevich 1901:27)

Evidently, there had been a considerable development since the 1860s, when
there were only occasional attempts by a handful of Jewish intellectuals from
wealthier families to reach out with the message of enlightenment to the
workmen among their fellow-Jews in the Pale of Settlement, sometimes by
becoming artisans and craftsmen themselves. But such efforts still had a very
limited impact. The 1870s, according to Gurevich, witnessed a substantial
spread of enlightenment among the Jews, particularly in the cities. However,
there was a shortage of literature specifically aimed for adults, who were
only just beginning to read in Russian, so that many of the former yeshiva-
students and Jewish artisans and workmen went straight from the Russian
primers to serious fiction and scientific literature, or to journals for advanced
readers, such as Otechestvennye zapiski, Sovremennik and Russkoe slovo,
which they only with strenuous effort, aided by inaccurate Hebrew-Russian
dictionaries managed to decipher (Gurevich 1901:26).

After the reaction in the beginning of the 1880s, then, despite the forced
expulsion of the Russian language from many Jewish primary schools
(heders), Talmud-Torah institutions and yeshivas, in the 1890s the Jewish
masses had already learned to read Russian books and journals. And the
enlighteners, after suffering the dual predicament of being considered zhidy
among Russians, and goyim among Jews, had learned their lesson while
losing some illusions on the way. Little by little, quietly and smoothly, they

                                
94 Ru. orig.: “А проповедники тьмы, в лице общественных мироедов, цадыков-шарлатанов, темных
духовных раввинов, проповедников и других мракобесов, найдя удобный момент, забили тревогу о
совершенном изгнании русскаго языка из еврейских домов.”
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continued their sacred work of spreading the light of science to the Jewish
masses. The process could no longer be stopped. Jews thirsting for knowl-
edge filled the libraries and reading-rooms all over the Pale of Settlement.
The workmen and artisans in particular asked for books of science, but also
realistic fiction literature. Some made great sacrifices in order to procure
themselves with literature, whether from libraries (which often demanded a
substantial pledge and also charged a fee per loan), or buying from ambula-
tory booksellers. Gurevich testified about small villages with no more than
fifty Jewish families where he found books by authors such as Pisarev, Shel-
gunov, Chernyshevskii and Dobroliubov (Gurevich 1901:28). There are sev-
eral testimonies to the particular position that Pisarev enjoyed already in the
1860s and 1870s among the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia. One example is
the story about the former Talmud-student Uler, who, barely able to pro-
nounce Russian words, nevertheless had learned Pisarev’s essay “Pushkin
and Belinskii” by heart, comparing the complexity of its author favourably
to the Zohar, the foundational work of the kabbalah (Kel’ner 2003:150).

Later, among the ordinary Jewish readers Gurevich found Russian fiction
to be the most popular kind of literature, followed by fiction by foreign writ-
ers in Russian translation, then literary criticism, books on history, geogra-
phy, cultural history, zoology, physics, botany, geology, chemistry, mineral-
ogy, political economy and sociology (Gurevich 1901:31). Apart from the
authors already mentioned, among the most popular were a number of the
Russian classics - L. Tolstoi, Turgenev, Dostoevskii and Chekhov, but also
non-fiction writers such as Belinskii, Solov’ev and Danilevskii. Among
writers of natural science, accessible to the general public, Brehm, Huxley,
Darwin and Timiriazev were some of the most read (Gurevich 1901:32f).

A preliminary conclusion of these last two sections (3.3. and 3.4) seems
to be that, whereas the freedom of expression might have been perceived as
less restricted in the Hebrew (and to some extent Yiddish) press and popular
literature, it was largely from Russian (and for a select few also German,
French or English) sources that Jewish readers in Russia got acquainted with
the more advanced and radical scientific theories of the age. But the situation
appears to have been even more complicated than that. While the external
pressure to conform to censorship norms and to those of Russian society at
large was in all likelihood more heavily felt in the Russian Jewish press, the
internal pressure from the traditionalist Jewish community was probably
more intensely experienced in the Hebrew press and popular literature. Or, it
may be that most writers engaging in the popularization of science in He-
brew were themselves partisans of a view of science as in some measure
subservient to religion. Slonimski would be but one example of such an at-
titude.

The Russian-Jewish press, on the other hand, appears to have served more
or less as a relay-station for Jewish intellectuals moving on to become part of
the Russian intelligentsia proper, writing in general Russian literary and
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scientific journals. Perhaps, then, we should expect to find little evidence of
any radical, (r)evolutionary scientific discourse in Russian directed specifi-
cally to the Jews. The radical Jewish intellectuals would rather read the
original works in Russian (or possibly German, French and English), re-
maining largely indifferent to internal, national Jewish arguments (cf.
Kel’ner 2003:142ff). But then again, with the worsening social situation of
the Jews, pogroms and growing anti-Semitism, Jewish national conscious-
ness was reawakened. To what extent this new Jewish self-consciousness,
whether expressing itself through Wissenschaft des Judentums or Zionism,
would exploit evolutionary theory and Darwinism for its purposes remains to
be seen.

3.5 Judaism and Darwinism: points of conflict and
confluence
In this section we will deal in a fairly straightforward way with the pros and
cons of Darwinism as seen from a religious Jewish perspective, bearing in
mind that Judaism in Russia during the time period under consideration here
by and large remained unaffected by religious reform movements in Ger-
many and the United States. The aim is not to give an exhaustive account of
the relationship between Judaism and Darwinism, but only to give some
examples of possible crossroads between the two, as a way of preparing for
the identification of potential “recipient design considerations” in the analy-
sis of source texts. For ease of later reference, the “pros” will be labelled
(p1), (p2) etc. and the “cons” correspondingly (c1), (c2), etc.

We have already encountered some traits in the Haskalah among the Rus-
sian-Jewish intellectuals and even among traditionalist Russian Jewry that
might appear to predispose them in favour of Darwinism, viz. (p1) the inter-
est in a “return to nature” and the relative (p2) openness to secular knowl-
edge and science, whether or not it was perceived as subservient to religion
and to the Torah in a wider sense. Another potential factor working in the
same direction might be the (p3) acknowledgement of a unity of origin of all
organisms inherent in monotheism. There is further the possible reference to
the concept of (p4) “survival of the fittest” as an argument for Jewish sepa-
rateness, against assimilation. This may also be expressed as an “argument
of longevity,” referring to the long-term historical survival of the Jewish
people in exile, and hence distinguishing it from other ancient peoples now
extinct. This kind of argument might be expected to be employed by Jewish
traditionalists opposing Reform Judaism (as in the orthodox American He-
brew journal in the 1880s; cf. Swetlitz 1999:227), but also by Zionists in a
Jewish nationalist discourse.
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On the other hand, certain features of Judaism in general, and of Russian
Jewry in particular, would seem to counteract a positive reception of Dar-
winism. There is first the (c1) suspicious attitude to secular knowledge
among substantial parts of orthodox Jewry, the adherence of Judaism to con-
cepts of (c2) teleology and Divine Providence, (c3) the distinction between
man and beast, and more generally (c4) the Biblical story of Creation, seen
to contradict important parts of Darwinism (such as the time frame of evolu-
tion and the order of appearance of various organisms). Further stumbling
blocks before a Jewish acceptance of evolution might be the role of (c5)
chance and randomness in Darwinism, and the concept of (c6) the struggle
for existence, perceived as a threat to the ethical precepts of Judaism. More
generally, there was a fear among some orthodox Jews that (c7) preoccupa-
tion with science, seen as permeated by materialism and atheism, could lead
to assimilation and thus be inimical to Jewish survival as a people (cf.
Swetlitz 1999:221).

Having observed and dealt with some of these points already in the previ-
ous sections, we will here focus on (p3) and (c2-6), discovering that there
have also been attempts to turn some of the apparent “cons” into “pros”.

Unity of origin (p3):
A contemporary orthodox rabbi, Natan Slifkin, has expressed his pleasure
with the fact that the importance of the ecosystem and “the interconnected-
ness and unity of everything is accepted by the wider world,” something that
“strongly relates to monotheism” (Slifkin 2005a). To show how, he refers to
renowned Jewish orthodox authorities, such as Rabbi Mosheh Hayim Luz-
zatto (1707-1747) and Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), leading
spokesman of nineteenth-century Orthodoxy against German Reform Juda-
ism. Luzzatto in his Da‘at tevunot (“Knowing the Reasons”) expressed this
awareness of a common origin of every living thing in teleological terms,
identifying a single purpose of all Creation:

One who looks at the components of creation according to their superficial
appearance, will at first see nothing other than scattered and disparate parts.
That is to say, they are not connected to a single purpose, but rather every one
is distinct, for a special purpose... but one who goes deeper in wisdom will
find that all parts of creation are tied together with a proper knot, as they are
all required to complete the concept that the Higher Wisdom intended with
creation, and they are all united in a single purpose.

(Da’at tevunot 128; quoted from Slifkin 2005a)

The central idea in monotheism, then, and consequently of Judaism, is that
one universal law, issued by a single legislator, governs everything that ex-
ists in the universe, instead of different legislation laid down by different
deities ruling in different places. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch eloquently
expresses the same idea:
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Do the findings of all the natural sciences to date not show similarities that
would suggest the existence of the very Oneness that is the foundation of Ju-
daism? Is it not possible that the astronomer in his observatory, the mineralo-
gist in his pit, the physiologist with his microscope, the anatomist with his
scalpel and the chemist with his flask will be forced to conclude that all their
studies actually center on one and the same work of creation in the heavens
and earth? Is it not possible that, with all their investigations, they find them-
selves on the track of one single Thought that inspires the creation of matter
and energy, laws and forms, that even in the midst of the infinite variety pre-
sented by the universe here is an obvious single harmonious unity? [...] This
is the truth with which, thousands of years ago, Judaism first appeared in the
midst of a chaotic multitude of gods, proclaiming that there is only one, sole
God in heaven and on earth, and that all the phenomena of the universe are
founded upon His Law. This idea, the concept of the Unity of God, is the
truth for which Judaism has endured a course of martyrdom without parallel
in world history.

(Hirsch, The Educational Value of Judaism, Collected Writings, vol.
VII:258; quoted from Slifkin 2005a)

Further on in the same context Rabbi Hirsch refers explicitly to Darwin and
the theory of evolution as actually enhancing the Judaic monotheist rever-
ence for God as the Lawgiver of all the world:

Even if this notion (evolution) were ever to gain complete acceptance by the
scientific world, Jewish thought, unlike the reasoning of the high priest of
that nation (presumably Charles Darwin), would nonetheless never summon
us to revere a still extant representative of this primal form (an ape) as the
supposed ancestor of us all. Rather, Judaism in that case would call upon its
adherents to give even greater reverence than ever before to the one, sole God
Who, in His boundless creative wisdom and eternal omnipotence, needed to
bring into existence no more than one single, amorphous nucleus, and one
single law of “adaptation and heredity” (Darwinian evolution) in order to
bring forth, from what seemed chaos but was in fact a very definite order, the
infinite variety of species we know today, each with its unique characteristics
that sets it apart from all other creatures.

(Hirsch, op.cit.:264; words within parentheses added by Slifkin 2005b)

The importance attached to this notion of unity of origin in Darwinism as
evidence in favour of monotheistic Judaism is interesting in view of the par-
ticular appeal the same idea had on the Russian radical intelligentsia and the
scientific community, as we remember. But, in order to identify the critical
points at which religion and science might part, the significance in Judaism
of the idea of universal law as governing all of nature must be seen in rela-
tionship to the concepts of purpose and Providence.

Teleology and Providence (c2)
There is no denying that Judaism is teleological. The traditional view is that
God used the Torah as a blueprint when creating the Universe. Thus, the
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world was created according to a plan, and it has a definite goal. This means
that everything that exists also has a definite purpose, a meaning, as being
part of God’s all-embracing plan of creation.

Darwinism, on the other hand, professes the extinction of millions of spe-
cies during the course of evolution, as a consequence of natural selection and
the “struggle for existence.” Naturally, this seems to make it very difficult to
see any purpose or “meaning” at all in all these species, let alone to conceive
of them as being part of a plan. Why would God create something only to
destroy it later? Thus, as already noted by Cherry (2001:3ff), in order to
respond properly to Darwinism, Jewish (as well as Christian) theologians
must meet this challenge to teleology and providence, i.e. the idea of a pur-
posive plan superintended by God, and to theodicy, that is, to find some kind
of justification for the mass extinctions of species that would save the idea of
a benevolent God. The general tendency among Jewish theological re-
sponses to Darwinism, according to Cherry, was to deny science any juris-
diction over final causes, i.e., over why events occur as they do (ibid.). Thus,
religion reserved for itself the exclusive right to teleology, and Jewish relig-
ious respondents to Darwin continued to see Divine Providence at work in
the transmutation of species.

Ernst Mayr, a leading biologist of the 20th century, found the Origin of
species to be “remarkably free of any teleological language” (Vucinich
1988:4). However, Darwin himself was not unambiguous on this point. True,
discussing natural classification he spoke of “descent with modification” as
all there is to it, with “community of descent” as “the hidden bond which
naturalists have been unconsciously seeking, and not some unknown plan of
creation” (Darwin 1859:420). But, the fact that there is no secret plan, no
hidden purpose, does not have to mean there is no plan at all. A universally
valid law of nature might also be conceived as a kind of plan. And a believer
wishing nevertheless to accommodate Darwinism with Judaism could even
refer directly to the Torah in this instance: “The secret things belong to the
Lord our God; but those things which are revealed belong to us and to our
children for ever, to do all the words of this law” (Deut. 29:28). The inter-
pretation would be, then, that we should not speculate over God’s ulterior
motives in creation, but stick to what has been revealed to us through the
Torah.

True, Darwin’s theory of natural selection did seem to make the idea of a
plan, of a purposeful design in nature, superfluous. More than that, if Kant
had shown that the existence of God cannot be inferred from nature, Darwin
now appeared to say that nature managed perfectly well without God’s con-
trol (cf. Cherry 2003:250). Nevertheless, there are also strokes of definite
teleology in the Origin of species, with Darwin himself hailing the Creator,
and ensuring us of progress towards perfection, after all:
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To my mind it accords better with what we know of the laws impressed on
matter by the Creator, that the production and extinction of the past and pre-
sent inhabitants of the world should have been due to secondary causes, like
those determining the birth and death of the individual. When I view all be-
ings not as special creations, but as the lineal descendants of some few beings
which lived long before the first bed of the Silurian system was deposited,
they seem to me to become ennobled. [...] And as natural selection works
solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endow-
ments will tend to progress towards perfection. [...] Thus, from the war of
nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable
of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows.
There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been
originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet
has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a
beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and
are being, evolved.

(Darwin 1859:488ff)

Note that Darwin’s teleology is also a kind of theodicy: “from the war of
nature, from famine and death” follows the wonders of nature, the “higher”
organic beings. Thus, everything is for the best, serving a, possibly Divine,
purpose. Even war and extinction, it appears, are the result of Divine Provi-
dence, or at least serve a higher goal.

Thus, as we have seen with some Russian intellectuals earlier, it was still
possible to interpret Darwinism and the evolutionary concept of ‘adaptation’
as nevertheless being founded on a hidden, immanent teleology (or ‘pseudo-
teleology’), but still present and active, often expressed by Darwin himself in
terms of the ‘interest’ of an organism in survival (cf. Goodman 2002).

Rabbi Kaufman Kohler, a leader of American Reform Judaism during the
second half of the 19th century, found no great difficulties in reconciling
evolutionism and Judaism. In the Jewish Encyclopedia, originally published
1901-1906, under the heading “Evolution” he wrote:

Evolution not only does not preclude creation, but necessarily implies it. Nor
are purpose and design (teleology) eliminated from the process. Natural se-
lection in strict construction is teleological. Mechanical design alone is pre-
cluded. In its stead the hypothesis of evolution operates with a teleology that
is, both in intensity and in extent, much more adequate to the higher concep-
tions of God. Mechanical teleology is anthropomorphic. Jewish theism, not
being anthropomorphic, does not defend mechanical teleology.

(Kohler 1901:281)

Further Kohler and his co-author Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch, professor of Rab-
binical Literature and Philosophy, University of Chicago, found the tradi-
tional Jewish, Talmudic perception of the miracles as being part of the origi-
nal plan of Creation, to be “not inherently irreconcilable with the hypothesis
of evolution” (ibid.). Rather than difficulty of re-conciliation, Kohler and
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Hirsch even found “corroboration in the theory of evolution” for the phi-
losophy of Reform Judaism, “regarding Judaism as a growth, not a fixed
quantity or a rigid law, and as still in the process of developing” (Kohler
1901:282). Moreover, the authors held the evolution of man, as seen by the
theory of evolution, to be in principle compatible with Judaism:

Judaism, having never taught the doctrine of the Fall of Man, is not obliged
to reject the evolutional theory on the ground that it conflicts with the dogma
which demands the assumption of man’s original perfection, and which thus
inverts the process and sequence posited by the evolutionists.

(Kohler 1901:281)

In fact, already in an article entitled “Science and religion”, in the Jewish
Times of 20 February 1874 Kohler had written:

Darwinism declares ... that creation is not to be explained through a miracle
but through the natural law of progressive development of life under favor-
able circumstances. ... Does not this view of life ... harmonize perfectly with
our comprehension of religion, which we do not recognize in form, but in re-
form, which has its living power in the internal remodeling of Judaism and its
Messianic mission as progress toward a completed humanity.

(quoted from Swetlitz 1999:209)

Thus, Kohler seemingly equated the Messianic mission of Judaism with
evolution, understood as the “progressive development of life.” Another
radical American Reform rabbi, Joseph Krauskopf, influenced by Kohler,
delivered a whole series of lectures on “Evolution and Judaism” in 1886-
1887, in which he attempted to reconcile evolution with the idea of Divine
Providence by equating even the notion of God with an active, never-
changing law of evolution, representing an order of teleology which mani-
fested purpose and design (Swetlitz 1999:228ff).

However, whereas Reform Judaism in America in the 1880s was growing
and had already established an institutional foundation, in Russia the suspi-
ciousness against the German reform-movement in Judaism was still very
strong, as we have seen an example of in the letter from rabbi Yerusalimsky
quoted above. Furthermore, as Slifkin (2006a) remarked, the overall attitude
to evolution by the Orthodox community has been hostile, even to the point
of suggesting, at a meeting of rabbis in Kovno (present day Kaunas, Lithua-
nia) in 1885, that anyone who studied Darwinian evolution should be ostra-
cized from the community (Slifkin 2006a:243).

So, we should probably not expect the same arguments in favour of Dar-
winism to be used in the efforts to convince Russian Jewry. It should be
observed, though, that in America support for or opposition against the the-
ory of evolution cut across the division between reformists and traditional-
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ists. While there were leading Reform rabbis like Isaac Mayer Wise, Adolph
Huebsch and Aaron Hahn who vehemently rejected Darwinism, at the same
time the young Jewish traditionalist founders of The American Hebrew in the
1880s actively supported evolution (Swetlitz 1999:222ff).95 Thus, affiliation
with the Reform movement was neither a necessary nor a sufficient condi-
tion for a Jewish endorsement of Darwinism.

Maskilim or orthodox Jews in Russia who were nevertheless interested in
evolution might look for support from the so-called Rishonim, the famous
Torah scholars of the 10th to 15th centuries. Medieval commentators like
Maimonides, Nahmanides and rabbi Ovadia Seforno minimized the obstacle
of Providence, in the sense of the idea of God’s direct intervention and over-
ruling of natural law, by reserving it for a small elite of righteous individuals
and for Jews in particular (cf. Slifkin 2006a:69f). It was not until later in the
development of Judaism, with the advent of Hasidism in the 18th century,
that Divine Providence was made into something universally valid, applying
to humans and animals alike. Thus, the idea of providence in Judaism be-
came a distinguishing mark between maskilim and hasidim, and, on another
level, between man and beast.

The man-beast distinction (c3)
There is evidence that the explicit extension of the theory of evolution by
Darwin in Descent of Man to encompass humans finally provoked heavy
reactions among both Christian and Jewish religious representatives in
Europe and in America (cf. Swetlitz 1999:216). This is not difficult to under-
stand. Judaism and Christendom both share the view of man as created “in
the image of God,” as being unique among all animals of the Earth in his
relationship to God.

In traditional Judaism the concept of Divine Providence also entails a di-
vision between humans and other organisms (animals, plants), as well as
inanimate objects, expressed through the distinction between hashgahah
peratit and hashgahah kelalit, “particular” (or “individual”) and “general”
Divine Providence (or “supervision”). As Maimonides explains in his classic
Moreh nevukhim (“Guide for the perplexed”), this means that Divine Provi-
dence extends to the individual only in regard to mankind; for all other
creatures, it concerns only the species as a whole (Maimonides 1904, III, ch.
16-18). Intuitively, such a distinction would seem to preclude the idea of the
evolution of man from lower organisms through the mechanism of natural
selection.

                                
95 It appears that the traditionalist editors of The American Hebrew all had some kind of sci-
entific training; Frederick de Sola Mendes even had his Ph.D. from the University of Jena,
where he had studied under Ernst Haeckel (Swetlitz1999:224).
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On the other hand, a “side effect” of Maimonides’ distinction between
humans and all other organisms as regards the work of Divine Providence, is
a readiness to accept also the work of chance as part of nature:

In the lower or sublunary portion of the Universe Divine Providence does not
extend to the individual members of species except in the case of mankind. It
is only in this species that the incidents in the existence of the individual be-
ings, their good and evil fortunes, are the result of justice, in accordance with
the words, “For all His ways are judgment.” But I agree with Aristotle as re-
gards all other living beings, and a fortiori as regards plants and all the rest of
earthly creatures. For I do not believe that it is through the interference of Di-
vine Providence that a certain leaf drops [from a tree], nor do I hold that
when a certain spider catches a certain fly, that this is the direct result of a
special decree and will of God in that moment; it is not by a particular Divine
decree that the spittle of a certain person moved, fell on a certain gnat in a
certain place, and killed it; nor is it by the direct will of God that a certain
fish catches and swallows a certain worm on the surface of the water. In all
these cases the action is, according to my opinion, entirely due to chance, as
taught by Aristotle.

(Maimonides 1904:286f)

Furthermore, despite the differing status of humans and other organisms in
relation to Providence, the distinction between man and beast in Judaism has
not always been perceived as absolute. For instance, in the Mishnah (Kilayim
8:5), there is talk about the so-called adnei-ha-sadeh, “men of the field,”
who are “rated as an animal” but considered by Rabbi Yosi to cause “spiri-
tual impurity (when dead) in a building, like a human being.” The 19th cen-
tury Mishnah commentator Israel Lifschitz (or Yisrael Lipschutz, 1782-
1860), chief rabbi of Danzig, in his Tiferet Yisrael explained this passage as
referring actually to – the orangutan, “a type of large ape genuinely similar
to a person in form and build except that its arms are long, reaching to its
knees” (Slifkin 2005c). Apparently, there was a readiness to see other pri-
mates as somehow related to humans, even among the orthodox. Rabbi Meir
Leibush ben Yechiel Michel (1809-1879) from Volhynia, aka the Malbim, a
sworn enemy of Reform Judaism, suggested the term adnei hasadeh could
refer both to chimpanzees and orangutans (Slifkin 2005c).

Already in Yehuda Halevi’s Kuzari (12th century) there is the idea that all
beings of creation are somehow linked together in a chain, with almost im-
perceptible differences between neighboring links (cf. Slifkin 2006b:89).
Even more unexpected evidence of the sometimes not altogether clear dis-
tinction between humans and animals in Judaism is found in the Talmud
tractate Ta‘anit, on “Fasts,” where rabbi Judah during a plague that afflicted
pigs, for fear of spread to humans, decreed a fast in Babylonia since “their
intestines are like those of human beings” (Ta‘an. 21b; Encyclopaedia Ju-
daica 2007:150).
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However, most orthodox Jews would probably agree that there are some
“fundamental qualitative spiritual differences” between man and beast, re-
garding, for example, free will and moral responsibility (cf. Slifkin
2006b:92).

Biblical story of Creation vs. Evolution (c4)
There are some well-known clashes between the literal sense of the Biblical
story of Creation in Genesis and the Darwinian theory of evolution. One
obvious disagreement concerns the time frame, and the question of the age
of the world. Instead of a creation occurring during six consecutive days,
evolution is a process of millions of years for species of organisms to appear
in their present form. The obvious way to resolve this conflict is to resort to
allegorical interpretation of the Bible. Although Jewish tradition, e.g. Mai-
monides, has laid down definite rules for when such interpretations are per-
missible, there is clear evidence that the Jewish Sages of old did not intend
the story of creation in Genesis to be taken literally (Feit 1990:31). Rabbi
Abraham Isaac Kook was also clear on this issue; he regarded the Biblical
narrative in Genesis as a part of “the hidden Torah,” which obviously could
not be taken literally if the sense was to remain “secret.” The aim was not to
show us how the world as we know it actually emerged, but rather to teach
us moral lessons about our relationship to God (Navon 2005:4; Slifkin
2005b). Regarding the age of the universe, Rabbi Lifschitz commented on
recent paleontological discoveries, in particular that of the bones of a mam-
moth in Siberia 1807, stating that they were the remains of pre-historic ani-
mals from a series of worlds known in kabbalistic tradition to have existed
long before the present world (Carmell 2005:9; Navon 2005:3; Shuchat
2005:25).

Based on this tradition from the Tamud about the so-called “Sabbatical
Worlds” that purportedly preceded our present one, and the Biblical saying
that for God “a thousand years are like the yesterday that has passed” (Ps.
90:4), a number of famous rabbis and scholars throughout the history of
Judaism have made their own calculations of the age of the world, far ex-
ceeding the less than 6000 years suggested by the traditional Jewish calen-
dar. Indeed, already Rabbi Isaac of Acre (13th century) claimed that each of
the seven Sabbatical Worlds reached the impressing age of 7000 Divine
years, amounting to no less than: 365 x 1000 x 7000 = 2,555,000,000 solar
years (Shuchat 2005:22). The doctrine of Sabbatical Worlds was disregarded
in Jewish tradition for a long period after that, but was revived again in the
19th century, notably by Rabbi Lifschitz, who explicitly referred also to
secular, gentile scientists like Cuvier in his writings. Even more explicit in
this regard was Rabbi Elijah Ben Abraham Benamozegh (1822-1900) from
Italy, who took the doctrine of earlier existing worlds and the Biblical story
of creation as evidence that Judaism believes in progress and was in fact a
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precursor of evolutionary theory, referring in this context also to scientists
such as Cuvier, Lyell (“Lydell”- sic!), Darwin and Renan (Shuchat 2005:29).

Probably better known, with a potentially greater impact on the Jews in
Russia, was Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, who although sceptical towards
new scientific theories, readily acknowledged that

Judaism is not frightened even by the hundred of thousands and millions of
years which the geological theory of the earth’s development bandies about
so freely. Judaism would have nothing to fear from that theory even if it were
based on something more than mere hypothesis, on the still unproven pre-
sumption that the forces we see at work in our world today are the same as
those that were in existence, with the same degree of potency, when the
world was first created.

(quoted from Shuchat 2005:31)

Apparently, rabbi Hirsch is here implicitly referring to Lyell’s geological
“actualism” (the same natural forces produce geological effects today just as
they did during all of prehistory), which he perceives as no threat to Judaism.
He mentions the ancient rabbinical idea of earlier worlds existing before this
world and subsequently destroyed by the Creator as one way of meeting the
challenge of modern geology, but sees reconciliation between science and
religion as possible even without this idea, as long as one accepts that “every
beginning is from God.” As we have seen above (point p3), Hirsch dealt
with evolution in a similar vein of sceptical confidence in Judaism’s ability
to meet its challenge.

Another ingenuous way of handling the incongruence between the time
frame of evolution implied by modern geology and that of the Biblical story
of Creation was suggested by Rabbi Shem Tov Gefen (1856-1933) from
Ukraine, by reference to the philosophy of Kant. Since creation happened
before there were any humans there to perceive it, and time, according to
Kant, is only an a priori form of human perception, creation consequently
happened outside time. Rabbi Gefen concluded from this that the findings of
geology were correct and that there was an essential compatibility between
the progressive order of creation ending with the humans suggested by both
science and the Torah (Shuchat 2005:33).

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Hacohen Kook used a similar argument, but with-
out reference to Kant, since he regarded prehistory, the period before the
appearance of humans, as irrelevant to Scripture and the essentially moral
teachings of Judaism (Shuchat 2005:36). This was at least his viewpoint in a
letter from 1905. Elsewhere, in his Orot hakodesh (“The holy lights”) he
openly embraced evolutionism as being in unison with Kabbalistic tradition:

The theory of evolution which at present is conquering the world is in har-
mony with the eternal secrets of the Kabbalah more than any other philoso-
phic theory. Evolution, which talks of the ascent [of life], gives optimism to
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the world. After all, how can one despair if we see that everything develops
and is elevated constantly? When one delves deeply into the basis of evolu-
tionary ascent, one finds a clear and luminescent Divine element within it,
whereby actual infinitude is bringing forth potential infinitude.

(quoted from Shuchat 2005:38)

By this time we have already left the Russian empire and the 19th century
(Rabbi Kook settled in Palestine in 1904), but it is still interesting to see the
line of argument, which blends elements from evolutionary, religious and
enlightenment discourses. We will see something quite similar in the source
text by Naphtali Lewy, which is as early as from 1874.

The order of appearance in the Biblical story of Creation, if taken liter-
ally, might also be an issue of dissonance with the implications of science,
since according to Genesis 1 for example the plants appeared before the sun,
and the birds before the land animals. But again, there are several sugges-
tions by the rabbis that what the Torah presents here is not a chronological
sequence, but a logical order of refinement and differentiation (Carmell
2005:11; Feit 1990:31f).

Chance and randomness in Darwinism (c5)
In two sermons delivered in the 1870s and 1880s Rabbi Sabato Morais, one
of the founders of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, found it a
disturbing consequence of evolution that “all things which exist developed
themselves accidentally by themselves from an original undefinable speck”
(Swetlitz 1999:223). This, according to Rabbi Morais, implied a rejection of
the belief in God’s creation of the world according to His free will. How-
ever, not even orthodox Jews must share this critical view of evolution. For
those willing to acknowledge limits to the work of Divine Providence, the
existence of chance and randomness in evolution could possibly be accom-
modated within Judaism, if relegated to a special realm, outside the human
sphere, as Maimonides seemed to suggest (cf. above). It was also possible to
argue that the apparent randomness of an event is due only to our ignorance
of its real causes, potentially explained by natural laws laid down by God at
the Creation of the world, but too complex for humans to grasp entirely (cf.
Feit 1990:30).

Struggle for existence and Jewish ethics (c6)
If chance and randomness might be an issue in the Jewish reception of evo-
lutionary theory, as it was in the general Russian debate, so is the case re-
garding the key concept of struggle for existence. The American Reform
Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, a forceful opponent of Darwinism, provides an
example of Jewish resistance to this concept on ethical grounds. If nature
was “a battle-ground” on which “war to the knife, perpetual warfare of each
against all” was the law, he objected, then the ethical precepts of Judaism
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would lose their foundation and their would be no place left for human free
will and moral responsibility (Swetlitz 1999:220). This objection to Darwin-
ism comes as no surprise, since already in section 2.5.6 – point 3 (coopera-
tion vs. struggle for existence) we anticipated that this controversial issue in
the Russian debate might also find resonance within a Jewish context. How-
ever, it remains to be seen whether it actually appeared as an important topic
of discussion in the Russian Jewish press.

The actual relevance of these and other points of potential conflict be-
tween Darwinism and Judaism in the late 19th century Russian Jewish con-
text will hopefully emerge through the analysis of our source material.
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4 Methodology

This thesis is concerned with the potential differences and similarities be-
tween a Russian and a Russian-Jewish reception of evolutionism in general
and Darwinism in particular. As Saussure observed, differences, not signs in
themselves, are the agents of signification. Furthermore, the whole debate on
the “Jewish Question” concerned differences between Christian Russians
and Jews, and the significance of these differences. Differences are recorded,
or rather constructed, through the use of language. It is through linguistic
expressions, mainly from the Russian Jewish press of the period we are
studying, that we will observe the differences and similarities between the
reception of the theory of evolution by the Jewish intelligentsia in Russia
and that of the Russian intelligentsia.

4.1 Discourse analysis as theory and method
Discourse analysis (DA) deals with language. More specifically, it is con-
cerned with the use of language. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) can be
distinguished from other forms of DA through its acknowledgement of dis-
course as a form of social practice that both constitutes and is constituted by
other social practices. As a consequence, CDA emphasizes the empirical
study of language use in its social context. The analysis in CDA is aimed at
unravelling the ideological effects of the reproduction of discourses, the
power relations that they support (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 2000:67ff).

Here we will limit our analysis to the identification of certain discourses,
through key concepts (signifiers, elements) associated with them, examining
how these concepts are employed in the context at hand. A ‘discourse’ is
taken to involve both the interpersonal functions of language in social action,
communicating identities and relations, and the more “ideational” functions
of language that purport to express some kind of representation of reality
(Fairclough 1995a:18). The communicational functions are also associated
with the notion of ‘speech genre’ (introduced by Bakhtin), whereas the
“ideational” are closer to Foucault’s and the post-structuralist sense of ‘dis-
course’ as a social construction of reality, a form of knowledge.

Discourses appear within what has been termed an ‘order of discourse,’
defined as “a particular relatively stabilized configuration of discourse prac-
tices” (Fairclough 1995b:2), “the social order in its discoursal facet - or, the
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historical impress of sociocultural practice on discourse” (Fairclough
1995b:10), or, with reference to Foucault’s History of Sexuality – “the or-
dered set of discursive practices associated with a particular social domain or
institution (e.g. the lecture, the seminar, counseling, and informal conversa-
tion, in an academic institution)” (Fairclough 1995b:12), and again as a “so-
cially ordered set of genres and discourses associated with a particular social
field, characterised in terms of the shifting boundaries and flows between
them” (Chouliaraki 1999:58).

CDA as a methodology is open to theoretical influences from other disci-
plines, as one of its founders clearly states:

We see CDA as bringing a variety of theories into dialogue, especially social
theories on the one hand and linguistic theories on the other, so that its theory
is a shifting synthesis of other theories, though what it itself theorises in par-
ticular is the mediation between the social and the linguistic - the ‘order of
discourse’, the social structuring of semiotic hybridity (interdiscursivity). The
theoretical constructions of discourse which CDA tries to operationalise can
come from various disciplines, and the concept of ‘operationalisation’ entails
working in a transdisciplinary way where the logic of one discipline (for ex-
ample, sociology) can be ‘put to work’ in the development of another (for ex-
ample, linguistics).

(Chouliaraki 1999:16f)

The transdisciplinary element in this thesis is represented by the attempt at
bringing together discourse analysis and institutional theory (cf. below, sec-
tion 4.4.).

The form of DA developed by Laclau & Mouffe differs in some important
respects from CDA, being more oriented toward structure, but they also al-
low for a dynamization of the meaning of concepts through the introduction
of what is called nodal points and empty or floating signifiers. ‘Nodal points’
are the privileged signs, the key concepts around which discourses are orga-
nized; they are the “crystallization points” of the individual discourse (Win-
ther Jørgensen & Phillips 2000:35), while the concept of ‘empty’ or ‘float-
ing signifier,’ a nodal point in itself, refers specifically to the indeterminate-
ness - as yet - of its meaning.

‘Empty signifiers’ are seen as the objects of a hegemonic struggle aiming
to gain control over and fix their meanings. An example of an ‘empty signi-
fier’ in a political discourse might be the term democracy, which in itself is
more or less void of meaning, until you associate it with other particular
concepts such as “free elections”, “multiparty system” or “freedom of
speech” (cf. Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 2000:57f). In our case, ‘empty
signifiers’ might be expected to appear in the form of general concepts for
enlightenment, evolution, nation, progress, struggle and the like.

The ‘empty signifiers’ receive a meaning content through articulations
(another concept introduced by Laclau and Mouffe) of discourses, by means
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of which they are associated with other concepts. A discourse defines what
you are talking about, while an articulation describes rather how you are
talking about it. It is thus through these articulations that struggles for he-
gemony can be waged.

This study applies an integrated discourse analytical perspective in the sense
of Winther Jørgensen & Phillips (2000:131f), primarily making use of CDA
as developed by Chouliaraki and Fairclough, but also employing concepts
such as ‘empty signifiers’ introduced by other DA theorists. The ‘articula-
tion’ of a discourse is seen here as a selective, intertextual use of a discourse
in a new context, as an instance of both reproduction and transformation at
the same time. One hypothesis to be explored is that certain articulations
strengthen their hegemonic position as the result of a reproduction of power
through a kind of “Matthew effect.”96 The idea is that a hegemonic articula-
tion may be perceived as a sign of success, thereby attracting more attempts
at reiteration or reproduction than alternative, less successful articulations of
discourses. If such a tendency can be detected, it could possibly be seen as a
result of mimetic isomorphism (cf. below section 4.4), reflecting an attempt
at gaining legitimacy in the eyes of the implied reader.

DA deals with language use. The source texts analyzed in this study can
all be seen as documented instances of language use, as frozen images of the
situations in which the author addressed a group of readers. DA seems to be
well suited for describing the interplay of cultures occurring in these situa-
tions, the transfer of knowledge from one social and theoretical context to
another, for analyzing the change effected through the use of language.
Dealing with the transfer and dispersal of a Western, scientific idea, to an
Eastern, non-scientific environment through the study of texts, DA would
seem to be a useful instrument in trying to capture the transformation taking
place in that process.

This brings us back to our research problem of explaining, first, i) how
Darwinism or evolutionism in general were adapted and transformed in the
attempt to make them appealing to an often sceptical Jewish reading audi-
ence. And how did these Jewish articulations of the evolutionary discourse
differ from the general Russian reception of Darwinism exemplified in
chapter 2?  Our second research problem concerns, ii) how evolutionism was
used for the promotion of the various aims and purposes of the Jewish intel-
ligentsia, such as assimilation, nationalism, enlightenment or religious re-
form.

                                
96 “For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him
that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.” (Matthew XXV:29, KJV). The
Matthew effect in science was first described by sociologist Robert K. Merton in (Science,
159(3810): 56-63, January 5, 1968), as explaining the fact that eminent scientists often get
more credit than less well-known researchers even if their work is similar. In short, it means
that success breeds success.
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4.2 Discourses and orders of discourse:
delimiting the object of study
Guided by our background knowledge of the historical context, the delimita-
tion of discourses and the order of discourse in which they are articulated is
constituted by a strategic choice, determined to a large extent by the purpose
or objective of the intended research (Winter Jørgensen & Phillips
2000:136f). Thus, the order of discourse and its associated discourses should
be considered as constructions, or hypotheses, made by the researcher with
the research objective in mind. An ‘order of discourse’ has been described as
“a complex and contradictory configuration of discourses and genres within
the same social area or institution” (Winter Jørgensen & Phillips 2000:134;
Fairclough 1995a:55). In accordance with this description, we take the Rus-
sian Jewish intelligentsia during the time period 1860-1905 as our order of
discourse, regarding it as an institution in itself, entailing a system of shared
beliefs or values.97 This does not mean, of course, that the different agents
within this order of discourse have to agree on everything. If they did, there
would be no articulations of discourses to analyze. Again, Fairclough de-
scribes “the order of discourse of a social institution or a social domain” as
“constituted by all the discursive types which are used there” (Fairclough
1995a:55). The research task, then, is to explore what conflicting, or com-
plementary, different discourses within this constructed order of discourse
are produced and reproduced in the reception and transmission of Darwinism
or evolutionism - both within an intra-Jewish context, but also in relation to
the surrounding Russian society, in the interaction between the Jewish and
the Russian intelligentsia.

There are several reasons behind the choice of such an order of discourse
as the point of departure. Ample historical evidence suggests that it was pre-
cisely during the time period under consideration that the Jewish intelligent-
sia in Russia was constituted as a public voice, able to speak for itself; a
voice that was also heard outside the confines of the narrow Jewish commu-
nity, and which managed to make a certain impact on the general Russian
public opinion. To a certain extent this was the effect of the founding in the
1860s of several Jewish journals and newspapers published in the Russian
language. Beginning in the l860s, the so-called “Jewish Question” became
an issue of intense public debate, not only between Jews, but in the organs of
the general Russian public opinion. This opportunity presented Jewish intel-
lectuals with frequent occasions to respond to criticism from Russian public
opinion-makers directed against the Jews, e.g. for being “uncivilized” and

                                
97 Fairclough does not appear to define institution, but it seems clear that his understanding of
the concept is more akin to that of a social organization or system, such as e.g. the health care
system in a country, rather than a set of norms or rules, as the concept is understood by North
and institutional theory.
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lacking in education. Darwinism or more generally evolutionary thinking
might have served as an instrument in this context, for the purpose of show-
ing Jews to be highly literate and well versed in modern science.

Taking the Jewish intelligentsia under construction in the Russian Empire
during the second half of the 19th century as our order of discourse, possible
discourses to analyze within this context are (1) the “evolutionary dis-
course”, (2) the religious discourse, (3) the national discourse (including the
emerging Zionist movement) and (4) the “Enlightenment discourse,” with
“enlightenment”, prosveshchenie in Russian, haskalah in Hebrew, being an
important concept in both Russian and Jewish press. The order of discourse
is delimited heuristically through the selection of research material (the pri-
mary sources), mainly from important Jewish journals and newspapers is-
sued in the Russian language during the period of time under consideration.

Multiple examples can be provided showing how central concepts in this
order of discourse like ‘rapprochement’ (sblizhenie), ‘merger’ (sliianie), and
‘enlightenment’ (prosveshchenie, haskalah) were used by different and often
opposing agents with quite different meanings. In a discourse analytical per-
spective such concepts could be seen as empty (or floating) signifiers, be-
coming the object of a hegemonic struggle between different agents in this
social context, not only within the particular discourses that are requisitioned
and reproduced in the interaction between Jewish and Russian intellectuals,
but also within an internal Jewish context. Empty signifiers are described by
Laclau as “signifiers of a lack, of an absent totality ... the absent fullness of
the community” (Laclau 1994:42). There is a utopian dimension of empty
signifiers, carrying with it a totalizing tendency. They, as it were, claim to
explain many of the current problems in society and purport to provide a
patent solution to most of them. A clear example of this functioning of
empty signifiers may be seen in the totalizing effort of 19th century nation-
alism, with Zionism as a special case, in its subsuming of every struggle
(including the ‘struggle for existence’ in a Darwinian sense), every social
and cultural demand, under the concept of the ‘nation’ or ‘nationality.’ The
idea of empty signifiers filling a void, representing a lack, an absence of
something, may prove particularly fitting in the case of Zionism - a nation-
alism which at this time was still in search of a nation, and a territory. The
patent solution to “the Jewish question” which Zionism purported to provide
was of course the creation of a Jewish national state.

Heuristically delimiting the object of study, the Russian-Jewish intelli-
gentsia, conceived as an order of discourse, to what can be inferred from the
documents studied - a selection of key Jewish newspapers and journals pub-
lished in Russian language during the given period of time - it is also neces-
sary to include at least some texts from the Hebrew press of the same period
as a point of reference, for comparison. This is in an attempt to avoid the risk
of overlooking ‘hidden motives’ and opinions otherwise never expressed to
the Russian public. True, Klier, in comparisons with a Russian exile publi-
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cation such as Alexander Herzen’s Kolokol (“The Bell”), points to the lim-
ited impact of censorship in Russia during the period and concludes: “There
was little that could be said about the Jewish Question that the Russian press
did not say” (Klier 1995:xvii). Nevertheless, one cannot reject out of hand
the suspicion that in important Hebrew language press voices such as
Hakarmel, Hamaggid and Hamelits, Jewish publicists may have expressed
themselves somewhat more freely than in the Russian language Jewish
newspapers and journals.

It is also clear that the question of language choice was of prime impor-
tance to the Jewish intelligentsia in imperial Russia, whether it was a matter
of sheer expediency, a pragmatic choice motivated exclusively by a wish to
get the point across to a certain audience, or if it was more of an expression
of loyalty to a certain culture, and bound up with a particular political ideal,
in which case the medium was to a large extent part of the message (Leder-
hendler 1994:18).

The analysis of primary source texts should not only allow for compari-
son, but ideally also result in a better understanding of the intimate relation-
ship between reception and (re)production of the analyzed texts, and their
intertextuality. Such an understanding is needed in order to answer questions
about what types of discourse are used and how they are articulated. The
answer to these questions concerns the role of the “implied reader”98 of the
text and the possibility of finding in it traces of “recipient design considera-
tions.” (cf. Schegloff 1999:117). An example would be the identification of
what we elsewhere termed “persuasion by association.”

Concrete research questions in this particular case will be: How is evolu-
tionism transformed as a discourse by the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia in
order to “fit” a Jewish audience? How is “Jewish identity” constructed in
and through the transformed evolutionist discourse that they (re)produce?
What kind of “Jewishness” is referred to in the attempts at making evolu-
tionary thought acceptable to the Jewish reading audience? Or, for what par-
ticular “Jewish” purposes is it that the evolutionary discourse is invoked and
made use of (e.g. nationalist, secularist, educational)?

Just to avoid possible misconceptions: in speaking about the original “in-
tention” of the text-producer, we are conscious not to elevate “mental states”
to the status of independently existing entities, thereby approaching some
kind of “cognitivism.” Nevertheless, it is very important to keep in mind

that texts […] are produced in the context of real social institutions, in order
to play a very real role in social life - in order to do certain things to or for
their readers, and in order to communicate attitudes towards aspects of social
life and towards people who participate in them, whether authors and readers
are consciously aware of this or not. Producers, if they want to see their work

                                
98 The concept of the “implied reader” comes originally from Wolfgang Iser, The implied
reader: patterns of communication in prose fiction from Bunyan to Becket (1974).
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disseminated, must work within more or less rigidly defined conventions, and
adhere to the more or less rigidly defined values and beliefs of the social in-
stitution within which their work is produced and circulated. Readers will at
least recognize these communicative intentions and these values and attitudes
for what they are, even if they do not ultimately accept them as their own
values and beliefs.

(Kress 1999:378f)

Put differently, it is not the psychic state of the authors of the texts that inter-
ests us and that is the object of research, but rather the motives, in some way
“political,” that lie behind them and, to a certain extent, are manifested
through the concrete form and contents of the text, by the articulation of
discursive elements in it. (Admittedly, there may of course also be some-
thing such as “hidden motives,” which do not always come to light in the
text itself, the intention of the author being, precisely, to avoid attracting the
reader’s attention to them.) For example, it is by no means clear that the
most important purpose of using an evolutionist discourse in a text aimed at
a Jewish reading audience would be that of “enlightening” fellow-Jews on
the progress of modern biological research; the main motive behind the text
might just as well be that of promoting a particular view of “Jewish iden-
tity,” of integration or assimilation, of nationalism, maybe even that of fund-
raising for the Zionist cause.

When analyzing the aim of a text, the purpose for which it was written,
the distribution of discourses available within the order of discourse should
also be considered. The formal access to a type of discourse (e.g. through
reading of foreign journals) is not sufficient in itself; it might be that the
different agents within the order of discourse are positioned in such a way,
or have positioned themselves in such a way by keeping a certain ‘line’ of
argument, that it will be difficult for them to claim for themselves some of
the discourses used by others in this particular order of discourse. If, for
example, a completely secularized, assimilated Jewish intellectual, without
previous knowledge of Judaic exegetic tradition, formerly writing only in
Russian, suddenly begins to cite the Torah and the Talmud, in the hope of
winning new acolytes for Zionism, it is not improbable that he will run the
risk of not being taken seriously by the religious, orthodox Jews.

The research task, then (following Winter Jørgensen 2000:135f), is (1) to
identify the different discourses used within the order of discourse defined
as the “Russian-Jewish intelligentsia,” (2) to identify key concepts (elements,
nodal points, empty signifiers) that cause strife, or otherwise serve to distin-
guish different articulations of discourses and (3) to describe the distribution
of discourses within the order of discourse. The aim of the analysis, more
specifically, is to determine how the order of discourse and the discourses
that are articulated within it are transformed as a result of the introduction of
an “evolutionary discourse,” itself transformed as a result of its adaptation to
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this order of discourse,  and to this particular social context. This task con-
cerns the effects of the interdiscursive, intertextual transformation that is
taking place. However, only in a few cases will we be in a position to see
examples of the actual reception of the source texts articulating the dis-
courses that we examine. It should be remembered, though, that the primary
source texts themselves are at the same time instances of both reception and
(re)production or articulations of discourses, with “recipient design consid-
erations” possibly appearing as markers of isomorphism (cf. below). That is,
the reception is expressed through the articulations of different discourses
and the potential transformation of the meaning of key concepts (signifiers)
occurring as a result of their being used in a different context.

This being said, we turn now to the task of  identifying the different dis-
courses used as part of our selection criteria and thus to a varying degree
representing the order of discourse in our material, viz. i) the evolutionary
discourse, ii) the religious discourse, iii) the national discourse and iv) the
enlightenment discourse.

4.3 Discourses:

i) The evolutionary discourse
It is by no means evident that the articulation of the “Darwinist” or “evolu-
tionary discourse” will always manifest itself by means of direct references
to Darwin or other distinguished proponents of the theory of evolution. Thus,
in order to delimit the “evolutionary discourse,” we have used both primary
and secondary sources to discern key concepts, making it possible to deter-
mine when this discourse can be said to be articulated within our order of
discourse. Such concepts are for example evolution, struggle for existence,
natural selection, survival of the fittest. Some of these can be expected to
appear as dichotomies between pairs of concepts like heredity - environment,
altruism – egotism, man – animal, nature – civilization.

The problem here is to delimit “evolutionism” to one specific discourse,
rather than to several different discourses, between which there has been a
struggle over the meaning of key concepts, which appear as empty or float-
ing signifiers. As an example, consider the notion of “survival of the fittest.”
While many declared Darwinists interpreted this concept as bearing on the
essential inequality among “men and races of men,” meaning ”that the
weaker individuals and groups were doomed to be overwhelmed by the
strong” (Anderson 1999:250), there are also examples to the contrary, of
how Darwinist arguments were in fact directed against prevailing ethnical
discrimination, e.g. when black American writer and activist D. Augustus
Straker in The Colored American Magazine in 1901 declared that “survival
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of the fittest” as applied to society did not mean “oppression or power over
weakness, but an equal opportunity in competition” (quoted from Anderson
1999:252). Similarly, although Darwinists in general have tended to spurn
any thought of “purpose” in evolution as unscientific, there are also dissent-
ing voices, like that of another African American intellectual, William H.
Ferris, who claimed to have found evidence that “a divine plan, a divine idea
was being realized through evolution” (Anderson 1999:258).

Hence, given the variation in opinion even between Darwinists in a nar-
rower sense, the “evolutionary discourse” in the context of this research will
refer not so much to a particular scientific theory or a set of attitudes, but
rather to the use of, or invocation of a particular set of terms or concepts,
exemplified above, where the very meaning of these terms and concepts may
vary. Accordingly, even thinkers not ordinarily considered as “Darwinists”
or “evolutionists” can be said to have engaged in an “evolutionary dis-
course.”

ii) The religious discourse
The study of the religious discourse will in this context naturally focus on
the reception of Darwinism or evolutionism as a controversial idea, chal-
lenging basic religious beliefs in Judaism and Christendom by questioning
the veracity of the Biblical account of Creation, and also the idea of a spe-
cial, favored place of man in Nature, as created in “the image of God.” Dar-
winism or evolutionism, with its natural non-teleological position, was per-
ceived by many as posing a threat to a traditional Judaic notion of Divine
Providence, of purpose in history.

However, there is evidence of some religious standpoints that were open
to a reception of evolutionary thought. The common view in traditional Ju-
daism, and in Jewish mysticism, of Creation as an unfinished process in
which man partakes as a co-actor with God would seem to allow for the pos-
sibility of evolution in nature and history (cf. Heschel 1957). The question is
also to what extent the openness to secular knowledge and science that we
found in religious authorities such as Rabbis Aleksandrov and Kook influ-
enced and possibly also facilitated the reception and transmission of Dar-
winism, or more generally “evolutionism,” by the Russian Jewish intelli-
gentsia. Is it possible to detect in the source texts expressions that could be
seen as “recipient design considerations” (Schegloff 1999:117), indicating an
attempt to win also more traditionally minded, religious Jews for “enlight-
enment” and for evolutionism?

Possible points of reference to evolution in the religious discourse were
listed above in section 3.5. Among the key concepts we expect to find pre-
sent in the articulations of this discourse are e.g. Divine Providence, Crea-
tion, monotheism. The articulations of the religious discourse will most
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likely also appear through references to Holy Scripture, the Talmud, Mai-
monides and other classic sources of Judaism.

iii) The national discourse
The national discourse concerns in this context above all the place of the
Jews within the Russian empire, with concepts such as integration, assimi-
lation and autonomy or independence as possible nodal points. The Russian
terms commonly used - by Jewish and Russian intellectuals alike - in the
debate on “the Jewish question” were sblizhenie – “rapprochement”, and
sliianie – “merger”, or literally “confluence.” Initially, these were used al-
most synonymously, but little by little the latter term came to be associated
with more or less complete assimilation, whereas sblizhenie still appeared to
leave some space for the conservation of a particular Jewish identity - at
least as the term was used by most Jewish writers. Both terms, however,
seem to have been first used by the official imperial Russian bureaucracy, in
the discussions on reforming the educational system, but they were also soon
employed by the Jewish intellectuals themselves, and even by some rabbis.99

The national discourse was also articulated, although in a different way,
by the precursors of political Zionism in Russia, i.e. the proponents of the
Hovevei or Hibbat Zion-movement – “The lovers of Zion.” Among the chief
representatives of this movement was David Gordon. After the Reform rab-
binic conferences of 1868-1869 (in Kassel and Leipzig), more radical in his
nationalism than before, Gordon wrote:

The ultimate destiny of the Jews never was and never can be this life of Ex-
ile. [It can never mean] that the Jews will remain dispersed and simply melt
away among the nations of the world. With all our love for knowledge, for
science and for the lands of our birth, the Jews should also be entitled to raise
their eyes to the holy mountain - that is, to Zion - and to recall the holiness of
their people in the days of old, to take courage from the beautiful hope for an
Ingathering of the Exiles

(quoted from Lederhendler1994:31f)

Through this essentially national discourse, using concepts such as destiny,
nations etc., Gordon clearly attempts to also gain sympathy from the relig-
ious, orthodox Jews (who at that time were often sceptical towards Zionist
ambitions), by invoking concepts such as holiness and “ingathering of the
exiles” (in Hebrew leqabbets galuyotenu - an expression used in the daily
Jewish Amidah-prayer) and by referring to an honourable Biblical past. Im-
plicitly, perhaps it is also possible to detect elements here which refer to a

                                
99 For a fuller discussion of the content of these concepts and their uses, see: Klier 1995:72ff,
84 and passim.
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“Darwinist” discourse about the survival of a people in its struggle for exis-
tence.

Concepts from an emerging “race science” are also known to have been
used by Jewish physicians and anthropologists in the defence against the
growing anti-Semitism appearing in both in Germany and Russia by the end
of the 19th century. The argument describing nationalism as a form of active
self-defence in the struggle for existence was later put forward by one of the
most ardent proponents of Zionism, Vladimir Jabotinsky. It came as a re-
sponse to an article by Joseph Bikerman, an influential Russian-Jewish in-
tellectual, who in Russkoe bogatsvo (“Russian Wealth”), the leading legal
organ of the anti-Marxian Populists heavily criticized Zionism as being re-
actionary and against the true interests of the Jewish people. Jabotinsky
anwered in Odesskie novosti (Sept. 8, 1902) in an article entitled “On Zion-
ism”:

There are no regressive elements in Zionism at all! Is nationalism regressive?
Loving one nation more than all others is as natural as loving one’s own
mother more than other mothers. Just as a person is in the right to preserve
and develop his own individuality, so too are nations in the right to value
their own nationality. And if some oppressed nationality wishes to develop its
own national individuality, as is happening now in Poznan, we all denounce
its oppression and support its national awakening. We all regard nationalism
as self-defensive. Such nationalism is the highest form of progress.

(quoted from Stanislawski 2001:155)100

The attempt to explain and defend nationalism by reference to “natural
causes” was, needless to say, not unique to Jabotinsky or Zionism, but was
part of a wider complex of ideas prevalent by the end of the nineteenth and
beginning of the twentieth century, in which some kind of social Darwinism
or evolutionism was most often an integral part. Most nationalist movements
emerging during the second half of the 19th century contained a conception
of nations as representing a natural division of humanity, embodied in inde-
pendent nation states (Porter 2000:58f).

Jabotinsky’s argument for self-defence can also be seen as a restatement,
but with greater self-confidence, of Leon Pinsker’s desperate call for inde-
pendence in “Auto-Emancipation” in the wake of the pogroms of 1881-1882,
with repeated reference to the struggle for existence:

In the great struggle for existence, civilized peoples readily submit to laws
which help to transform their struggle into a peaceful competition, a noble
emulation. In this respect a distinction is usually made between the native
and the foreigner, the first, of course, always receiving the preference. Now,

                                
100 Jabotinsky apparently refers to the Polish national reawakening and formation of national-
ist organizations in Poznan / Posen, as a reaction to Prussian Germanization politics following
after Bismarck’s Kulturkampf against the Catholics.
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if this distinction is drawn even against the foreigner of equal birth, how
harshly is it applied to the ever alien Jew! […]

As individual Jews, but not as a Jewish nation, we have carried on for centu-
ries the hard and unequal struggle for existence. …We did not succumb in
this desperate struggle. We waged the most glorious of all guerrilla struggles
with the peoples of the earth, who with one accord wished to destroy us. But
the war we have waged -- and God knows how long we shall continue to
wage it -- has not been for a fatherland, but for the wretched maintenance of
millions of “Jew peddlers.” […]

We know well the great martyrology of our people and we would be the last
to place the responsibility upon our ancestors. The demands of individual
self-preservation necessarily suppress in the germ every national thought,
every united movement. If the non-Jewish peoples, thanks to our dispersion,
deserved to strike through each of us the whole Jewish people, we had the re-
sistance to survive as a people, but we were left too powerless to raise our-
selves and carry on an active struggle in our own behalf. Under the pressure
of the hostile world we have lost in the course of our long exile all self-
confidence, all initiative.

(Pinsker 1882)

The difference between Pinsker and Jabotinsky is evident already from these
quotes, in their very different evaluation of individualism; Jabotinsky obvi-
ously valued the individualist, “egotistic” sense of self-presevation as the
foundation of a healthy nationalist feeling, whereas Pinsker, more pessimis-
tic, saw such a propensity for saving one’s own skin as detrimental to the
sense of national solidarity necessary in order to fight back. Thus, Jabotinsky
seems to be the more likely Darwinist of the two, as he relies on the inborn
naturalness of nationalist feelings rather than on any socially acquired dispo-
sition.

But Darwinism could also be invoked against nationalist or even racialist
arguments, as is seen in the American debate from the late 19th century and
beginning of the 20th centuries. It appears that one of the reasons why black
America did not unanimously respond with hostility to Darwinism and its
potential use for racist arguments was that there were more powerful and
virulent racist ideologies around at the time, notably the so called “polyge-
nist theory” which denied a common ancestry for all human beings (Ander-
son 1999:258). In this context, then, Darwinian theory, with its insistence on
a common descent of all mankind, could actually be used to combat racism.
For example, W.O. Thompson, black American essayist, writing in 1906 in
The Voice of the Negro, asked his racist detractors, “how is it, if the Negro is
inferior [that] he has been enabled to remain for such long periods in an un-
civilized state and not become extinct?” (Anderson 1999:262). Clearly, if
survival was evidence of “fitness,” then the very fact of the long presence of
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black people on Earth could be seen as direct counter-evidence against those
claiming their inferiority.

Interestingly, in the analysis of our source material we will meet much the
same argument of “longevity of presence” used much earlier in a Russian-
Jewish environment, though without any direct references to Darwinism or
evolution, but rather from a religious standpoint.

When the national discourse was later transformed, partly as a result of
the pogroms, to a more outspoken nationalist discourse, and references to the
Divine, the Torah and to religious tradition receded into the background, the
problem of obtaining a warrant for the “purposefulness” of history became
more pronounced:

The sense of purposiveness in the march of time and the sense of the Jews’
unique place in history with which the redemptionist faith endowed tradition-
alist Jews could not be adequately replaced by the “people” as the basis of the
new Jewish politics. Populist or nationalist ideas tended toward a reconcilia-
tion between “the masses” and the intellectual elite and reflected a funda-
mental reorientation in Jewish politics - a new democratic consciousness and
a desire to reconstruct a Jewish political community. But, by themselves,
such propositions indicated no direction, purpose, or agenda that transcended
short-term goals. In order to express transcendent values and fixed purpose,
the adherents of the new cultural and political trends pressed into service an-
other myth - in addition to the myth of “the people” - namely, the national
“destiny” of the Jews, their historical singularity, and their “prophetic” mis-
sion. Recourse to terms laden with messianic symbolism allowed the expres-
sion, in Hebrew, of contemporary romantic and utopian ideas.

(Lederhendler 1994:29f)

This is why we expect to find in the source-texts scrutinized expressions of
secularist, nationalist discourses which also make use of religious, messianic
concepts for the purpose of convincing their potential readers.

iv) The enlightenment discourse
Key concepts in the enlightenment discourse naturally include metaphors
centered on light and darkness. Further, the strongly value-laden concept of
science (nauka) itself, an almost ideal ‘empty signifier,’ can be expected to
be employed to underpin almost any argument, particularly in the 1860s.
Other likely candidates for concepts serving as objects of struggles for he-
gemony are progress and civilization.

Leading Jewish intellectuals and businessmen, we observed (above sec-
tion 3.2), seem to have had an understanding of ”enlightenment” of the Jew-
ish masses both as a more or less legitimate demand from the dominant Rus-
sian society on the Jews, but also as the means to the desirable end of the
complete emancipation of the Jews. We further noted that the Jewish urge
for enlightenment in Russia also received strong impulses from the Haska-
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lah-movement in Germany and Galicia, with followers in Russia like Isaac
Baer Levinsohn. Although the Haskalah–movement in itself was controver-
sial among the orthodox, the very concept of haskalah, with its manifold
meaning of learning, education, wisdom, enlightenment, reason, insight, was
not entirely foreign to the Jewish traditionalists of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. The Hebrew term haskel, from which haskalah is derived, was found in
the daily Jewish Amidah prayer to possibly refer to secular knowledge. We
noted that renowned Jewish orthodox leaders such as rabbis Aleksandrov
and Kook both endorsed the study of secular science (cf. above, section 3.4).

On the other hand, many among the orthodox traditionalists were suspi-
cious of, or even hostile towards, secular knowledge of any kind, which was
perceived as, at best, ”unnecessary” for a Jew, and at worst as a threat to
tradition and Jewish survival. We found a clear testimony of such an attitude
in the letter from 1883, addressed to Baron Ginzburg in his position as head
of the OPE, from rabbi Yerusalimsky, protesting the alleged plans for open-
ing up a new modern rabbinical seminary with secular studies on its cur-
riculum. We expect to find further evidence of a close interaction between a
religious and an educational (enlightenment) discourse, and a struggle over
the definition of proper knowledge.

Some articulations of the enlightenment discourse can thus be expected to
be carried either by a strong maskilic heritage, or by a traditionalist opposi-
tion. We might also see examples of enlightenment efforts motivated less by
instrumentalist partisanship, and more by a genuine wish to educate the
reader.

4.4 Discourse analysis and institutional theory: the
concept of isomorphism
Institutional theory would seem relevant in a historical case like this, to the
extent that it views institutions as instrumental in the formation of belief
systems and norms which regulate human behaviour. Institutions are here
defined as the “constraints human beings impose on themselves” in order to
shape human interaction and to “reduce uncertainty by providing a structure
to everyday life” (North 1991:3ff). Religious, ethnic and cultural communi-
ties could be seen as embodiments of institutions in this sense of systems of
rules. Institutional theory might serve as a foundation for studying how at-
tempts at integrating a specific external idea into the collective identity of a
community are made by the agents propagating the idea. In this institutional
perspective, changes in belief systems and norms can be seen in some meas-
ure as an indication of social change occurring within a community. But
such changes can also be the result of some kind of external pressure. Di-
Maggio & Powell have pointed to mechanisms of isomorphism, defined as
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“a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other
units that face the same set of environmental conditions” (DiMaggio & Pow-
ell 1983:149), thus making organizations within a field grow more similar to
each other. Whereas Hannan & Freeman (1977) described what they termed
competitive isomorphism, a process of “natural selection” of organizations
through their adjustment to the environment, DiMaggio & Powell focused on
institutional isomorphism, for which they distinguished three mechanisms:
1) coercive isomorphism stemming from political influence and the hunt for
legitimacy, 2) mimetic isomorphism resulting from standard responses to
uncertainty and 3) normative isomorphism,  induced by the professionaliza-
tion of a field. These, the authors point out, are analytical categories which
are not always empirically distinguishable (DiMaggio & Powell 1983:150).
For example, uncertainty, giving rise to mimetic isomorphism, may arise for
several reasons and be associated with goal-orientation, technology-shifts or
other forms of change in the environment, all of which could also be seen as
forms of coercion.

While competitive isomorphism appears to be best aimed at describing a
field with free and open competition on a market, with rationality, fitness
measures and niche separation as driving forces, institutional isomorphism
seems better suited to explain the adaptation of organizations or institutions
to other organizations, institutions or social and cultural groups. Competitive
isomorphism has its roots in population ecology, explaining foremost the
diversity in a population (of individuals, groups or organizations) as the re-
sult of the behaviour of rational and self-interested actors. The institutional
perspective, in contrast, is more concerned with the constraints on social
actors (individuals, groups, organizations) exerted through social norms or
by constitutive expectations, resulting in increased homogenization and
similarity between organizations (actors) within an organizational field
(Chuang 2000:9).

The defining characteristics of an organizational field comprise such fea-
tures as connectedness, structural equivalence, coalitions, dominance and
power. An organizational field is thus founded more on interdependence
than on competition (DiMaggio & Powell 1983:148). The question is here
whether it is possible to view an order of discourse in the same way as an
organizational field, as a series of interactions and interdependencies be-
tween actors within this field.

Neither a shared physical environment nor actual interaction should be
seen as preconditions for isomorphism to occur. But there is an underlying
assumption that increased interaction will in fact enhance the mechanisms of
instititutional isomorphism. Applying this hypothesis to our case we may
ask: given the different conditions and constraints under which Jews and
Christian Russians were living in late 19th century Russia, should we expect
signs of isomorphism to be more conspicuous among the more integrated
parts of the Russian Jewish intelligentsia living in Saint Petersburg, sharing a
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social environment with the Russian intellectuals to a higher degree, than
among those left behind in the provinces of the Pale? Or would it be possible
to detect other signs of isomorphism, e.g. through attempts to respond to
expectations from the imagined readers of the Russian Jewish press?

Part of the analysis in this case, then, is aimed at uncovering different
types of isomorphism mechanisms at work in the dispersal of evolutionist
ideas among the Jews in the Russian empire. Possible clues for that task
might be, as regards coercive isomorphism, the fact that the educational re-
forms and legislation pertaining to the Jews that was implemented in Russia
during the reigns of Nicholas I and Alexander II, motivated - at least in part -
by an effort to better integrate the Jews in Russian society, were to a certain
extent the result of initiatives taken by Jewish intellectuals themselves, nota-
bly by Rabbi Isaac Baer Levinsohn, generally considered as the father of the
Russian Haskalah (cf. Greenberg 1930:23ff, 30f). A sign of mimetic iso-
morphism might be the frequent invocation of ‘science’ (nauka), e.g. as in
“the science of Judaism,” marking the appropriation of a term that was par-
ticularly en vogue in the Russian intelligentsia in the 1860s, and carried
much prestige.

Mimicking an ideal (a peer, or a discourse) perceived as successful is a
strategy appearing as particularly tempting as a response to uncertainty, as
the easiest way forward in situations where a clear course of action is some-
how unavailable (Mizruchi 1999:657). In our case it could also be described
as a kind of ‘discursive isomorphism,’101 a special case of mimetic isomor-
phism, in which a dominating discourse is appropriated, transferred and ar-
ticulated in a completely different order of discourse. We assume here that
different forms of isomorphism are dynamically related to each other, so that
for instance, what might have started as an instance of coercive isomor-
phism, caused by external pressure to conform to a common norm, may sub-
sequently become an internalized norm within a sociocultural group or
population, where those within this population who invested in its acquisi-
tion may have even stronger incentives to defend and support this norm,
which makes up part of their professional identity, than the original external
pressure groups. Thus, the original coercive isomorphism may develop into a
form of normative isomorphism.

One possible illustration of such a process might be the state rabbinical
seminaries and the emergence of the Russian speaking Jewish intelligentsia.
Limited in numbers, nevertheless the members of this new Jewish intelli-
gentsia subsequently flocked to the Russian universities and took a very
active part in the public debate and exchange of ideas, thereby possibly also
coming to share norms and values with fellow intelligenty of the majority
population. We may also expect the ‘target’ for the legitimacy hunt to shift
through this process, from ‘external’ to ‘internal,’ which would also affect
                                
101 The term was suggested to me by Prof. David Gaunt.
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the identification of the implied reader, e.g. Russian official or religious,
traditionalist Jew.102

Conceiveably, the debate in the Russian press of the 1860s and onwards
on the “Jewish Question,” focusing on assimilation or emancipation, and
using concepts such as sblizhenie and sliianie, could to a certain extent be
seen as the expression of different mechanisms of isomorphism at work.
Minority cultures, such as the Jewish communities in imperial Russia, who
were struggling to survive partly through the adjustment to the dominant
culture of the state, partly through the demarcation of their own boundaries,
could be expected to be particularly prone to adopting strategies of isomor-
phism. In this process, cultural, religious and political values are exchanged
and transformed, hence affecting norm systems and education. Cultural fea-
tures such as the language of communication are in this context often trans-
latable into choices of political program, constituency, allies and opponents
(Lederhendler 1994:10f).

Thus, considering the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia as an institution in
North’s sense (North 1991:5), we assume the constraints that define this
institution to be either internal, that is, self-imposed by the Jewish intellectu-
als themselves, or externally imposed by the Russian authorities or Russian
society at large. In the different articulations of discourses in the Russian
Jewish press of the time we will try to detect isomorphic traits that might
serve as a means to gain legitimacy in the eyes of an imagined reader. This
hunt for legitimacy, we believe, might not be restricted to the coercive type
of isomorphism, but could possibly also motivate e.g. a mimetic isomor-
phism, indicating a more proactive concern about the future. We expect iso-
morphic traits to appear in the source texts e.g. through citations and refer-
ences to other texts or famous persons. Citations are a natural tool in study-
ing the intertextuality of documents, that is, the extent to which they build
upon each other (Winther Jørgensen 2000:13, 77ff), in order to determine
the relationship between reproduction and transformation of discourses
within the order of discourse. The selection of citations and the names asso-
ciated with them, to which references are made, will again depend on the
imagined reader for whom the text is intended. Citations may also prove
useful as a way of describing the struggle for hegemony between discourses
(Winther Jørgensen 2000:13), by showing how they are used in order to try
to “fix” the meaning of empty signifiers in a way that suits the motives of the
citing authors. For example, it may be possible to observe how references to
the Bible and the Talmud are used to define the content of such concepts as
‘knowledge’, ‘creation’ etc.

However, we should not approach the question of isomorphism by exclu-
sively focusing on finding similarities. There is also a need to explain diver-

                                
102 Keeping in mind, of course, that the categories internal and external are only relative to
the position of the author of a source text.
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sity. Why is it that some institutions, which choose not to conform to general
norms and to resist adaptation to the environment, persist for such a long
time? Why are they not eliminated by more competitive ones in the “struggle
for existence”? This question, although somewhat differently formulated,
was also posed by the Russian Jewish intellectuals and maskilim themselves,
and the answer was sometimes given as “the argument of longevity” (cf.
below Fin 1860). Essentially the same problem is addressed by North
(1991:7), and by Hannan & Freeman (1977) through their concept of com-
petitive isomorphism.

Another way of responding to essentially the same question is offered by
Slezkine (2004). His central idea is that Jews and other ethnic or sociocul-
tural “Mercurian” minorities, often engaged in trade of some kind, used their
otherness or “strangeness” as a business strategy for survival, allowing them
to serve as mediators between rival dominant ethnic or sociocultural groups.
But this external “strangeness” at the same time presumed strong internal
cohesion (Slezkine 2004:35). If there is enough evidence to bear out this
hypothesis, then the possible impact of isomorphism in the sense of adapta-
tion to the external environment should be expected to be limited, while
other isomorphic traits which reflect efforts to adapt to specific Jewish
norms and traditions, thus serving to strengthen internal cohesion, might
prove to be more conspicuous. In order to identify various possible signs of
isomorphism in our analysis, then, distinguishing external from internal im-
plied readers will be one important category. A preliminary assumption is
that the distinction between internal and external will often coincide with the
border between Jewish and non-Jewish, but this will not always be the case.
We already know that the Russian Jewish intelligentsia and the maskilim
distanced themselves in particular from the hasidim, who were often per-
ceived as a major adversary.

As a way of describing institutional isomorphism, Lewis used a number of
discourse analytical features, first identified by Johnstone (2002) and repre-
senting different aspects of the analyzed texts: referential (text & world),
structural, interpersonal, intertextual perspectives, and further constraints of
the medium and purpose of the text. We will use a limited, condensed and
revised sample of the thirty different questions enumerated under these
headings, specifically adapted to our research problem, in order to identify
discourses, implied readers, possible isomorphisms and purposes. [Refer-
ence to the corresponding original questions in Johnstone (2002) and Lewis
(2002:22) are given within square brackets as JLQ]. These are questions
concerning the presence or use in the source texts of:
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Q1 [JLQ 1, 7] assumed common ground, shared norms, history or back-
ground (especially founder references) with the readers?

Q2. [JLQ 2, 6, 6a] analogies, metaphors, technical terms or “terms of art”?

Q3. [JLQ 17, 19, 22, 23] quotes & testimonials from or references to external
sources (individuals, groups, organizations)?

Q4. [JLQ 18, 22, 23] quotes & testimonials from or references to internal
sources (individuals, groups, organizations)?

Q5. [JLQ 20, 21] attempts to balance the interests of different audiences or to
mediate between internal and external groups (organizations, institutions)?

Q6. [JLQ 26, 27, 29] explicit or implicit purpose(s) of the text or for the in-
ternal and/or external group? (competing purposes representing different
constituencies?)

Q7. [JLQ 30] a fundamentally proactive or reactive stance (or a neutral one)
to externally imposed constraints?

The last question, concerning the reaction to external constraints expressed
through the texts, would seem to be particularly pertinent in our case, given
the particular restrictions imposed on Jewish mobility in tsarist Russia and
through censorship. How did the Russian Jewish intelligentsia respond to
these constraints? What was the role of evolutionist ideas, if any, in trying to
argue against them?

Recalling the research tasks we set in section 4.2, we can sum up the mis-
sion of our analysis ahead in the following scheme, also locating within it
the possible places to look for signs of isomorphism:
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Discourses
(evolutionary,
religious, na-
tional, enlight-
enment)

Implied readers Isomorphisms
(coercive, mi-
metic, discursive)

Purposes

Identifiers: - Signifiers
(key concepts,
elements,
nodal points)
- Citations

- Author
- Journal
- Time & place
- Language
- Signifiers
- Citations

- Signifiers
- Citations
- Implied readers
- Language

- Citations
-Implied readers
- Statements

Questions: - Q2-5
- How are dis-
courses articu-
lated?
- Combining
concepts (inter-
discursivity)?
- Substitution of
terms?
- Omissions?

- Q1-6
- Access
(requirements of
author and read-
ers)?
- Internal / exter-
nal?
- Constraints?

- Q1-7
- Influenced by
whom?
- Pleasing whom?
- Seeking legiti-
macy from whom?
- By what linguis-
tic means?
- Constraints?

- Q1-7

Fig. 2: Analytical categories, identifiers and questions

The first row in Fig. 2 contains the main analytical categories that we aim to
identify in the source texts. The second row then, the identifiers, lists the
variables used for the identification of each category. Thus, discourses are
identified mainly through a selection of signifiers (or key concepts) used in
the texts, but also through citations to other sources. Implied readers are
identified, in some cases, through knowledge about the author and his af-
filiation or professional background, the journal and its distribution, lan-
guage requirements of the readers, and further through the signifiers and
citations already registered. Possible isomorphisms represent adaptations of
the text to the implied readers determined in this way, but it should also be
possible to detect traces of isomorphism through the selection of signifiers
and citations present in the texts. Finally, purposes of the author and the text
are determined through explicit statements in the text, when present, but in
most cases by reading between the lines, through analysis of signifiers and
citations.

The institutional perspective, focusing on the possible mechanisms of
isomorphism, will be relevant at all stages of analysis. The reproduction and
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articulation of certain prevalent discourses in trying to convey one’s own
message, the ‘intertextuality’ of texts, may in itself be seen as an expression
of isomorphism, as a way of trying to earn legitimacy (cf. Lederhendler
1994:28f, 46), while at the same time attempting to shape the future in ac-
cordance with one’s own purpose. There are also particular institutional con-
straints associated both with the production, distribution and reception of
journal and newspaper texts that would seem to make isomorphism mecha-
nisms probable. Although the “chain of communicative events” linking pro-
duction with consumption of journal texts may not have been as complex
then as it is today, there is no reason to question the essential embeddedness
and layered character of media discourse even in late 19th century Russia (cf.
Fairclough 1995a:48f). This sometimes makes it necessary to also take into
consideration other extra-textual, social conditions in the mediation from
reception, (re)production to distribution (of both discourses and texts), such
as e.g. the distance (geographical, time span, social class, language) between
a text and its readers. Among the particular constraints that authors had to
deal with in reaching the implied readers is also the possible impact of cen-
sorship, affecting the access to texts both for authors and readers. The ques-
tion of access is relevant not only to the distribution of discourses and texts
but also for the production and reception. For each text the questions can be
asked: what did it take to write this text, and who had the opportunity to read
it? In what context was it written, in what context was it read? Who was it
aimed to please? The answers to questions like these should indicate at least
some of the institutional constraints and the possible isomorphism mecha-
nisms at work in each case.

4.5 The material: selection of primary sources
The importance of the emerging Jewish press in Russia for the formation of
a public opinion within the Jewish community can hardly be disputed. Pio-
neered by and in the beginning largely dominated by the maskilim, the Jew-
ish press was instrumental in articulating common Jewish interests. While
the Hebrew and Yiddish journals and newspapers were naturally aimed ex-
clusively at an internal Jewish audience, the Jewish press that was published
in the Russian language was unique in addressing, at least theoretically, both
an external Russian and an internal Jewish readership.

The significance of the Jewish press was above all that it became an arena
for public debate, where traditionalists and modernizers could meet and ex-
change views on matters extending beyond local community affairs (cf.
Lederhendler 1992:331f). For this reason, the Jewish press should be an
ideal object of study for the identification and analysis of discourses preva-
lent in the Jewish community of the time.
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The selection of texts for the analysis were to a large extent guided by two
valuable volumes of Russian-Jewish bibliography:

Sistematicheskii ukazatel’ literatury o evreiakh na russkom iazyke so
vremeni vvedeniia grazhdanskago shrifta 1708 g. po dekabr’ 1889 g. - S.-
Peterburg, 1892.

Literatura o evreiakh na russkom iazyke, 1890-1947: knigi, broshiury,
ottiski statei, organy periodicheskoi pechati: bibliograficheskii ukazatel’ /
sostaviteli V.E. Kel’ner, D.A. El’iashevich. – Sankt-Peterburg, 1995.

Both of these bibliographies are ordered thematically, and the selection was
made, at a first stage, with particular attention to titles of journal and news-
paper articles within the fields of education, Jewish history, religion and
science. The objective was to make visible through the selected texts differ-
ent types of discourses within the order of discourse identified above.

Thus, the final selection of texts only partially mirrors the Jewish recep-
tion of Darwinism or the theory of evolution. The texts studied were written
by members of a small minority of the total Jewish poulation in imperial
Russia, and read only by a slightly larger segment of the same population.
This is all the more so for the texts written in the beginning of the 1860s in
Russian, a language that by this time only a small minority of the Jews mas-
tered to such a degree as to be able to read journal or newspaper texts and
grasp their contents. Nevertheless, the importance of the Russian Jewish
press, both for shaping Jewish public opinion, and for the expression of
Jewish voices struggling to be heard by Russian authorities and Russian
society at large should not be underestimated (cf. also Shvarts 1930:135f).

The selection process involved several steps. Guided by the criteria
above, articles were photocopied or exerpted from the Russian Jewish press
and registered in a bibliographical database. In the list below, the figures that
follow after the name of the journal indicate the number of articles thus se-
lected and registered: 103

                                
103 Or the number of records, in cases where several articles follow in a series, registered in
one record.
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Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu (Vilna, 1860-1865): 11
Razsvet (Odessa, 1860-1861): 33
Sion (Odessa, 1861-1862): 11
Den’ (Odessa, 1869-1871): 7
Vestnik russkikh evreev (St. Petersburg, 1871-1879): 13
Razsvet (St. Petersburg, 1879-1883): 23
Russkii evrei (St. Petersburg, 1879-1884): 16
Evreiskaia biblioteka (St. Petersburg, 1871-1880, 1901, 1903): 6
Voskhod (St. Petersburg, 1881-1899): 18
+ Nedel’naia khronika Voskhoda (St. Petersburg, 1882-1898): 1
+ Knizhki Voskhoda (St. Petersburg, 1899-1906): 2
Evreiskoe obozrenie (St. Petersburg, 1884): 1

Of these 142 items (articles or series of articles), chosen on the grounds of
their title basically, 30 have after closer scrutiny been selected as more rele-
vant expressions of some form of awareness, attitude or reception of evolu-
tionary thought or as using evolutionary concepts. Table 1 shows the distri-
bution of these items according to publishing years (Py):

Journal(s) Py Items

Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu, Razsvet 1860 2

Razsvet, Sion 1861 3

Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu 1862 1

Vestnik russkikh evreev 1871 2

Razsvet (SPb), Russkii evrei 1879 4

Russkii evrei 1880 1

Razsvet, Russkii evrei 1881 4

Voskhod 1882 2

Evreiskoe obozrenie, Voskhod 1884 3

Voskhod 1885 3

Voskhod 1887 1

Voskhod 1888 3

Knizhki Voskhoda 1900 1

Total (median Py, no. of items) 1881 30

Table 1



206

Thus, the initial selection of 142 articles covered the period from 1860 to
1906. Starting in 1860 seemed natural, the year after the publication of Dar-
win’s Origin of Species and the first mention of this work in Russian press.
Furthermore, 1860 was the year of foundation of Razsvet, the first Jewish
journal published in Russian. The original intention then was to follow ‘the
struggle for existence’ in the Jewish press up until 1905, to cover the reper-
cussions of the pogroms in Kishinev 1903 and 1905 and the political events
of that year. However, in the final selection, no articles sufficiently relevant
with regard to evolutionism were found from the years after 1900, which
consequently then became the concluding publishing year of our selected
material.

In addition, for comparison, a monograph in German (T14), published in
Vienna in 1880, was included in the “Russian-Jewish” sources, since the
author is believed to be from Russia, and, more important, at least two re-
view articles appeared in the Russian-Jewish press (included in the source
material as T15-16). For further comparison, four texts from the Hebrew
press (H1-4) of the same period were also added to the source material for
comparison, including a highly relevant essay on evolution and its relation to
the Torah, originally published in the Hebrew journal Hashahar (Vienna,
1874), Toldot Adam (“The Origin of Man”) by Naphtali Lewy (H4). Another
two texts published in Russian journals (Mir Bozhii and Russkii Vestnik) by
scientists of Jewish descent were selected for the purpose of identification of
potential “Judaic” elements, to see if it would be possible to distinguish a
“Jewish scientific reception” from that of the Russian scientific community
at large (Gol’dshtein 1896; Tsion 1878). Finally, two articles written by non-
Jewish authors from the general Russian press, Delo and Vek respectively,
were included since they deal explicitly with Darwinism in relation to the
“Jewish Question” and would thus appear to be relevant to the Jewish recep-
tion of Darwinism. These two articles are also listed in the first Russian-
Jewish bibliography (1892) above. All in all, our primary source material
submitted to analysis comprises 39 items (texts).
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5 Analysis

This chapter presents the analysis of our source texts under four different
headings:

5.1. Russian-Jewish sources, i.e. texts from the Jewish press published in
the Russian language. (An exception included among these sources is a
monograph text in German, the reviews of which were published in two
Russian Jewish journals that are also part of the selection.) These texts are
numbered T1-T31, for ease of reference in discussing the results.

5.2 Four Hebrew source texts, numbered H1-H4 (an English translation
was used for the analysis of H4).

5.3 Jewish authors writing popular science in Russian journals, JR1-
JR2.

5.4. Russian sources: two articles from the general Russian press, written
by Russians on “the Jewish question” in its relation to Darwinism, R1-R2.

Within each section the texts are presented in chronological order, identify-
ing in each case the following analytical categories, in accordance with the
scheme in Fig. 2 (section 4.4 above):

Discourses represented, identified mainly through signifiers (key con-
cepts, nodal points, elements), but also through citations and references in
the text, paying attention to how these are used.

Implied readers: identified by means of author affiliation (if known),
journal, time and place of publication, language, formal requirements, signi-
fiers, internal / external references & citations.

Suspected isomorphisms, identified through the use of signifiers, cita-
tions, language, etc; influences, sources of legitimacy sought in the text.

The purpose of the text, finally, is identified either through explicit
statements in the texts, or implicitly through the implied reader and through
the selection of citations.

To enhance the analysis and help identify implied readers and isomorphisms,
a selection of the questions Q1-Q7 (above, section 4.4) is applied to each
source text. Texts are sometimes introduced with a brief description of the
author, when known, but the focus is on discourses, concepts and isomor-
phisms, the adaptations of the text that were made in order to to accommo-
date the implied reader.
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5.1 Russian-Jewish sources

T1. (Gel’bak 1860): A physiological view of Jewish life in Russia
This short article, written by a provincial physician (lekar’) from Zlatopol’
(near Elisavetgrad, Ukraine), and published in Razsvet (Odessa, 1860 no.
19), makes the claim for the necessity of not only a spiritual but also a
physical rebirth of the Jews, stressing in particular the importance of good
hygiene and sanitary conditions. Only through a combined and harmonious
development (razvitie) of their spiritual and physical force can the Jews
make self-improvement (samosovershenstvovanie), the author argues. The
introduction is heavily laden with physiological and evolutionary terms
(such as razvitie, organizm, fizicheskie sily), describing the bleak physical
apperarance of the Jews in Russia as a clear distinguishing mark preserved
among them “on the healthy Russian soil, where everything develops so
widely.” This, Gel’bak contends, is the “result of an age-old struggle
(bor’ba) with people” in front of whom the Jews have “sinned” (sogreshili)
by being too dedicated to their life in exclusiveness.104 In order to convince
his fellow Jews of the necessity to take care not only of their soul, but also of
their body, the author explicitly recognizes the need to use a religious lan-
guage, one which they can understand. And so he describes nature and the
physical reality as evidence of God’s almighty power, and he urges his core-
ligionists not to disdain earthly pleasures, with a quote, in both Hebrew and
Russian, from Ecclesiastes 11:9: “Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth.”

However, the author appears to be not very conversant with hasidism, of
which he gives a rather distorted picture as being exclusively otherworldly in
its religious orientation. The hasidic tsadik (“righteous”) is described as an
anemic person with bodily defects, educating the young ones to scorn physi-
cal life on earth, and, as a result, transmitting his “hereditary diseases”
(nasledstvennyia bolezni) to the next generation, which “withers away and
degenerates” (vianet i vyrozhdaetsia). The author here appears to have an
unclear notion of heredity, bordering on the Lamarckist idea of the inheri-
tance of acquired properties. The explicit anti-hasidic rhetoric goes well in
hand with the contemporary maskilic polemic against these powerful com-
petitors for the Jewish souls.

Gel’bak nevertheless makes some attempts to appeal to a religious audi-
ence through repeated references to divine “Providence” (Providenie – with
a capital P in the original) and through his use of religious terms such as
“goodness” (blagost’) and “miracles” (chudesa) to describe physical reality
as the work of God. However, a clear sign of the author’s estrangement from
Jewish religious sentiment is his spelling out of the name “Iegova,” consid-
                                
104 Ru. orig.: “Все эти резкия отличия еврейскаго племени , сохраненныя им и на здоровой русской
почве, где все так широко развивается, не что иное как результат вековой борьбы с людьми, перед
которымы евреи согрешили в том, что слишком горячо предались своей исключительной жизни.”
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ered by most religiously educated Jews a misnomer for the unutterable He-
brew four-letter name of God.

Gel’bak states as an important mission to “strengthen the health and dig-
nify (oblagorodit’) the way of life of Russian Jews.” For this purpose, he
calls on the full attention of “our fellowmen in science” (sobrate po nauke),
viewing it as the great task of the “Jewish rabbis” to “raise the moral level of
our nation,” whereas the no less important obligation of the Jewish medical
doctors is to care for the well-being and health of their coreligionistst. The
concluding remarks articulate a national discourse through the use of medi-
cal terms:

Amiable brothers! Our nation is ill; I invite you to a consilium; let us take her
pulse, in which the pure blood of Jerusalem beats, and we will rationally heal
her wounds, on which so much scar tissue has developed!

(Gel’bak 1860:307)105

Thus, we find in this short text articulations of several different discourses
and the employment of various signifiers to get the message across. Traces
of a possible mimetic isomorphism mechanism at work include the attempts
to appeal to religious readers among moderate maskilim, by the use of re-
ligious concepts and a citation from the Bible. At the same time, by con-
fessing the “sin” committed by the Jews through their exclusiveness and
isolation from the Russians and the “healthy Russian soil,” the author appar-
ently seeks the approval of non-Jewish Russian intellectuals participating in
the current debate on the “Jewish Question.” This could possibly be seen as
a sign of an externally imposed coercive isomorphism. Locating the problem
to be solved here to a specific part of the Jewish population, viz. the hasids,
describing them as “others,” is a convenient way of assuring the potential
general Russian reader that there is a solution to the problem. The solution,
then, is internal, in so far as it rests with the Jewish scientists, enlightened
rabbis and, last but not least, the Jewish physicians. It seems the author
achieves two things here with one blow: he flatters the Jewish intellectuals
and maskilim, by indicating their importance for a solution of the Jewish
Question, calling on their sense of responsibility, while at the same time he
reassures the potential Russian reader that there is no need for the authorities
to interfer with Jewish affairs from outside.

Posing our questions (Q1-7) to (Gel’bak 1860) in order to elicit answers that
will help us identify discourses and signs of isomorphisms, we observe in
particular that:

                                
105 Ru. orig.: “Любезные собраты! Нация наша больна; приглашаю вас на консилиум; пощупаем ея
пульс, в коем бьется чистая Иерусалимская кровь, и рационально вылечим ея раны, на коих
образовалось так много рубцовой ткани!”
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- Common ground is sought through the explicit recognition of the need to
accommodate the religious sentiment of the Jewish readers, and through the
reference to Ecclesiastes, quoted in Hebrew with a Russian translation (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors come mostly from an evolutionary discourse,
with technical terms borrowed from physiology (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties are virtually non-existent in the
text, but hasidism is “externalized” through exclusive negative references
(Q3, Q4).
- There seems to be no mediation between internal and external here, but the
quotation in Hebrew from Ecclesiastes may be seen as an attempt at balanc-
ing interests through accommodation of religious Jews, although the main
discourses articulated in the text are the evolutionary and the national, with
the religious elements appearing more as cosmetics (Q5).
- (Gel’bak 1860) represents a fairly early attempt to solve “the Jewish Ques-
tion” by singling out one particular part of Russian Jewry, viz. hasidism, as
the root of the evil, while the rest of the Jews in Russia apparently could be
“healed” through proper physiological and educational measures. This repre-
sents a more proactive than purely reactive stance (Q7).

Summing up our findings we discern the following:
Discourses are articulated interdiscursively. Signifiers and elements from
evolutionary (E), religious (R), national (N) discourses serve to reinforce
each other. The use in this text of terms like struggle (bor’ba), self-
improvement (samosovershenstvovanie), God-chosen people (bogoizbrannyi
narod), pure blood of Jerusalem (chistaia Ierusalimskaia krov’) provide
examples of elements, the meaning of which “spill over” from one discourse
to another, e.g. from evolutionary to national, or from religious to national.
Less present are signifiers belonging to a “pure” enlightenment discourse
(L). Some of the important signifiers identified are these:
(E): development / evolution (razvitie), struggle (bor’ba), organism, dise-
quilibrium (narushenie ravnovesie), hereditary disease, degenerate.
(R): Providence (Providenie), God-chosen people (bogoizbrannyi narod),
miracles, goodness / blessing (blagost’, blago), omnipotence (vsemogush-
chestvo), tsadik, sin, suffering (stradanie), temptation (iskushenie).
(N): nation (natsiia), people (narod), tribe / race (plemia), pure blood of
Jerusalem (chistaia Ierusalimskaia krov’)
(L): science (nauka).
Citations and references are few in this text, with only one direct quotation
from Ecclesiastes, carrying a positive meaning here, while the reference to
Hasidism is given an exclusively negative charge in this context. Assigned
different values, both references belong to a religious discourse (R).

Implied readers: Given that the author is a Jewish physician, writing in the
Russian language in a Jewish journal issued in Odessa, the potential implied
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internal readers are religious maskilim, Jewish secular intellectuals, scien-
tists, physicians. Implied external readers are Russian intellectuals and offi-
cials.

Isomorphisms: The constraints dealt with are made explicit to a certain
degree in the text through the acknowledgement of the need to use religious
language in order to communicate with the Jewish readers. Thus, the inter-
nal, mimetic isomorphism mechanism operates mainly through the religious
discourse, trying to primarily please the religious maskilim (while excluding
the hasidim). At the same time, the author also seeks legitimacy with Rus-
sian intellectuals engaged in the “Jewish Question” debate. This can be seen
as an expression of an external, coercive isomorphism.

Purpose: The explicitly given purpose of improving the physical and moral
health of the Russian Jews and to “dignify the way of life” (oblagorodit’
obraz zhizni) of Russian Jews is stated quite explicitly at the end of the text;
it is supplemented by the implicit aim of showing to Russian authorities the
Jews to be self-sufficient in dealing with the Jewish Question (Q6).

Gel’bak’s claims were not left unanswered. A critical response was pub-
lished a few months later in Razsvet (1860 no. 31). The author, E. Trubich,
writing about education, integration and kabbalah in both the Russian and
Jewish press, accused the Jewish reformist intelligentsia in Russia of igno-
rance about their own people and of Jewish religious tradition. This distin-
guished them negatively from the Jewish enlighteners abroad, who had both
a special Jewish erudition as well as a general modern education. Trubich
reacted strongly against Gel’bak’s false accusation against hasidism for be-
ing otherwordly and negative in its evaluation of life on earth. On the con-
trary, hasids were known for enjoying life, for example through dancing and
blessing God for the daily pleasures found in physical reality at every oo-
portunity. Thus, Gel’bak’s conclusions about the hasids gave a false picture
of reality. Trubich considered Gel’bak to be a bad medic who found illness
where another physician would find only healthy people. Further he reacted
against the claim that the Jews themselves contributed to their own isolation
through their exclusive way of life, this being rather the result of centuries of
persecution and the refusal by the majority population to accept the Jews.
So, if Jews sometimes were suspicious towards external influences and sci-
ence in general, this was only a consequence of the repugnance (otvrashche-
nie) they felt against the barbarism of their persecutors (Trubich 1860:494).

Gel’baks reference to Ecclesiastes, quoted in Hebrew and Russian, did
not impress Trubich, who claimed any hasid could have provided him with
several quotes from the Scripture, all encouraging the enjoyment of physical
pleasures such as eating and drinking. Trubich himself gives two such ex-
amples, both quoted in Hebrew without Russian translation.
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T2. (Fin 1860-61): Judaism in relation to life
Samuel Joseph Fin (1819-1891), or Fuenn, as his name is sometimes
spelled, received a traditional Jewish education. He was a teacher of Bible
and Hebrew at the state rabbinical seminary in his native Vilna, where he
was a leading member of a circle of moderate maskilim. History in general,
and Jewish history in particular, was his primary interest. His idealistic phi-
losophy of history, influenced by Hegel, was set forth in Nidhei Yisrael
(1851), where he described the historical process as an interaction of the
development of political and spiritual forces in a nation. Just like Nahman
Krochmal, the leading Galician maskil, Fin characteristically employed
analogies from biology in his historical narrative, describing the develop-
ment of nations as passing through successive stages of “boyhood,” growth,
and decay (Feiner 2002:172f).

From the 1860s and onward he wrote editorials and articles in the Hebrew
journal Hakarmel, published and edited by Fin in Vilna during the years
1860-1881. A chief aim of these texts was apparently to convince his fellow
Jews to preserve their Jewish identity and tradition, while at the same time
not isolating themselves from their Russian environment (Feiner 2002:202f).
For this latter purpose, there was also a Russian language supplement to
Hakarmel, Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu, in which a series of articles entitled
“Judaism in relationship to life” (Iudaizm v otnoshenie k zhizni) was pub-
lished in 1860-1861. Here Fin treats in particular the Jewish attitude to edu-
cation. We recognize in this text “the argument of longevity” encountered
above. Here it appears as an explanation of the longlasting survival of the
Jewish people, in spite of all the disasters that have befallen it, all the more
remarkable when compared to other ancient peoples, long since extin-
guished:

The longlasting existence of the Jewish people and their survival amidst con-
stant disasters constitutes an important problem in the philosophy of history.
Every unbiased thinker will concede that only a powerful spiritual force, in
the depths of this people could have preserved it from final destruction. This
force is its Divine teaching. Indeed, it constitutes a life-creating foundation,
which, preserving its inner distinctiveness, at the same time adapts to outer
influences, removing all that which runs counter to its spirit, accepting only
what is suitable for it, and reshaping it into its constituent parts. The incessant
revival and evolution of this foundation we call Judaism.

(Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu 1860 no. 7:26)106

                                
106 Ru. orig.: “Долговечное существование еврейскаго народа и уцеление его среди постоянных
бедствий составляет серьозную задачу в философии истории. Всякий безпристрастный мыслитель
согласится, что одна только мощная сила, лежащая в недрах этого народа, могла предохранить его
от конечнаго сокрушения. Эта сила - его божественное учение. Оно-то составляет животворящее
начало, которое, удерживая внутренюю свою самобытность, в то же время принаровливается и ко
внешным действиям, устраняет все то, что противоборствует его духу, принимая лишь все себе
годное, и переработывая его в свои составные части. Безпрестанное возрождение и развитие этого
духовнаго начала мы называем иудаизмом.”
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This excerpt, representative of a moderate, second generation maskil, shows
a quite typical mixture of secular and religious argument, in which the Di-
vine is called upon to explain a feature of secular history, while the concep-
tion of religious tradition itself is molded so as to fit a maskilic “evolution-
ary,” albeit not yet “evolutionist” or Darwinist, conception of history. There
are also elements here referring to particular national characteristics of the
Jewish people, explaining their distinctiveness from other peoples.

Fin further asks how the Jews have managed to adapt to their shifting
conditions of existence as (1) productive, working people (kak chelovek-
proizvoditel’), (2) as members of society - citizens (kak chelovek-
grazhdanin), and 3) as thinking, reasoning human beings (kak chelovek-
myslitel’). For each of these aspects of Jewish existence he replies by refer-
ring to suitable passages from the classic sources of Judaism, citing e.g.,
with reference to (1), the Pirqe Avot – “The Ethics of the Fathers” from the
Mishnah, to show that Jews have an obligation to love work and despise
idleness (Pirqe Avot 1:10). As for (2), Fin refers to the Biblical tradition of a
common ancestry of all humankind (thus supporting implicitly the Darwin-
ian conception of a monogenetic origin of man), and the established Jewish
tradition according to which the laws of the state are equally valid as the
Divine law, with citations to Talmud (Baba-Kama 112, Ketubot 110). Simi-
larly, making the case for Jewish enlightenment (3), Fin seeks legitimacy for
his claims in the classic sources of Judaism, in Maimonides and the rabbis of
the Talmud:

Recognizing the eminence of the human soul, Judaism holds science as the
only guide to the knowledge of God and the love of Him (Maimonides, Ye-
sodei Hatorah 2). The talmudists even composed a special blessing of God
for the event of meeting a scholar, whatever people he would belong to. It
consists of the following words: “Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the
universe, who has imparted thy wisdom to earthly creatures.”107 They further
said: He who is in the position of studying astronomy and all the sciences as-
sociated with it, and neglects doing so, about him the prophet said: “They do
not observe God’s creatures, they do not behold the creations of His hands.”
(Isaiah 5:12)

(Fin 1860 no. 7:27)108

                                
107 Heb.: shenatan mehokhmato liv’sar vadam - “who gave of his wisdom to flesh and blood.”
108 Ru. orig.: ”Сознавая возвышенность человеческой души, иудаизм считает науку единственным
путеводителем к познанию Бога и любви к Нему. (Маймонид. Иесоде-Гатора 2.) Талмудисты даже
составили особое благословление Богу на случай встречи ученаго, к какому бы народу он ни
принадлежал. Оно заключается в следующих словах: "Благословен Ты Господь, Бог наш, Царь
вселенной, уделивший Твоею мудростью тварь земную." Они далее сказали: Кто в состоянии
учится астрономии и всем соединенным с нею наукам, и пренебрегает изучения ея, о таковом
сказал пророк: ”Они не наблюдают творений Бога, не зрят созданий руки Его.” (Ис. 5)”.
The final Biblical quote  from Isa. 5:12 has also been rendered as:
”[...] who never give a thought to the plan of the Lord, and take no note of what he is design-
ing.” -
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In the following article in the series (1860 no. 8), Fin considers the reproach
against the Jews for being too occupied with their own history, neglecting
thereby the demands of the present, and thus potentially impeding their ad-
aptation to modern society. In his description of the Jewish role in European
history, Fin refers to Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit and the works of other German and French historians. He also
describes the Jewish presence in Spain and in Poland, by referring to the
travelog of cardinal Commendoni from his journey in southern Poland in the
first half of the 16th century. Particularly worth noting in the cardinal’s de-
scription, according to Fin, is the observation that the Jews in Poland at that
time busied themselves with trade and the sciences, medicine and astrology
in particular, and that they enjoyed citizen’s rights like the rest of the popu-
lation (Fin 1860 no. 8:31). In the next issue (1860 no. 9) Fin points to the
importance of the Jews for the geographical expeditions of the Portuguese to
India and to the Black Sea.

The apparent objective of this series of articles is to show, through his-
torical examples, that Jews can indeed be industrious and useful (poleznye)
members of society, if only they are granted full citizens’ rights, like in
England or France. This, together with the fact that the articles are published
in Russian, a language that few Jews mastered by this time,109 seems to sug-
gest that the intended reading audience for these texts is primarily Russian,
non-Jewish intellectuals, perhaps even government officials. Further indica-
tions of this might be the concessions Fin makes about the existence of a
class of seemingly non-productive Jewish petty traders and brokers, which
he however hastens to defend, with reference to Moses Mendelssohn and
Menasse ben Israel, as also being useful for the wider distribution of prod-
ucts and for the lowering of consumer prices. He also rebuts the charge of
Jewish national particularism, arguing that it represents only a temporary
bond of solidarity between those that are oppressed, a “tribal inclination”
(plemennoe vlechenie) that will eventually disappear where the Jews are
accepted as equal citizens. Another article in the series (1860 no. 16) por-
trays the Jews as good citizens and patriots, invoking the testimonies of a
number of Dutch government ministers about the patriotism and bravery of
the Jews, who in their eyes have proved to be good and worthy citizens on
an equal basis with the indigenous population of the Netherlands. Interest-
ingly, one of the witnesses, the president of the Amsterdam Tribunal, also
refers to the beneficial influence of the more “enlightened” (prosveshchen-
nye) Jews on their less educated co-religionists as an explanation for the

                                                                                                                            
(The Prophets : a new translation of the Holy Scriptures according to  the Masoretic text. 2.
ed. - Philadelphia : Jewish Publication Society of America, 1978.)
109 Still, according to the 1897 census, only 1% of the Jewish population regarded Russian as
their first language, while close to 25% mastered it well enough enough to read and write
without problem (Kel’ner 2003:41 n6; ref. to Brutskus, B., Statistika evreiskogo naseleniia.
SPb, 1907:35,48).
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good results of the emancipation, supported by the Dutch government.
Through this particular testimony it seeems Fin is implicitly making the case
for governmental support for the maskilim in Russia, in return for a smooth
integration of the Jews, making them into loyal subjects and useful citizens
of the Empire.

Fin resumes the series of articles (in 1861 no. 33) explicitly directing his
words towards those non-Jewish readers who, in “our enlightened century”
(nash prosveshchennyi vek), still write about the Jews under the influence of
individual convictions, founded on old prejudices, without any real knowl-
edge of Jewish history, taking a delight in noting only the negative sides of
the story. These people, Fin assumes, do not believe that Jews will ever be
able to reconcile themselves with the descendants of their former oppressors,
or that the Jews could ever free themselves of the moral flaws that necessar-
ily developed in them as a result of the long-time oppression they have been
subject to. Hence, for these people it seems no real integration will be possi-
ble, and they see only self-interest, vanity and hypocrisy even in the edu-
cated Jewish citizens of foreign countries. It is precisely these people that
Fin suggests should read the testimonies about the Jews in England, France,
Germany and the Netherlands that had been presented in the earlier articles
in the series.

Already with the use of the expression “our enlightened century” and
even more so from the following concession, it is obvious that Fin still be-
longs to the moderate maskilim, for whom an optimistic belief in the trans-
forming power of education for the assimilation or acculturation of the Jews
in Russian society was fundamental:

Naturally, one must concede that pitiful circumstances have produced some
moral corruption in the Jew: by an instinct of self-preservation he has been
forced sometimes to hide, to be a hypocrite and to make objectionable deci-
sions. But all this was only an external outgrowth, which did not touch his
inner organism. Come the first beneficial change, the first breaths of healing
education, this outgrowth will fall off by itself. The educated Jew does not
remember the sorrows that were inflicted upon him by the fanaticism of cen-
turies passed; participating in the process of social and intellectual develop-
ment, he is busy being a good citizen like everybody else, and in some places
he already became a citizen in the full and wide sense of this word.

(Fin 1861 no. 33:128)110

                                
110 Ru. orig.: ”Конечно, нельзя не согласиться, что печальныя обстоятельства не произвели в еврее
некоторой нравственной порчи:  по чувству самосохранения он должен был под-час скрываться,
лицемерить и решиться на предосудительные поступки. Но это был только внешний нарост,
который не коснулся его внутренняго организма. При первой благоприятной перемене, при первом
веянии целебнаго образования, этот нарост спадает сам собою. Образованный еврей не помнит про
огорчения, нанесенныя ему фанатизмом в прошлых веках: участвуя в процесе развития социяльной
и умственной жизни, он наравне со всеми подвизается на поприще гражданственности, и местами
стал уже гражданином в полном и обширнот [sic!] смысле этого слова.”
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At the time of writing, optimism and belief in the benevolent tsar Alexander
II and his reforms appeared to be more or less well-founded, far from antici-
pating the evils of pogroms and virulent Judeophobia that would befall the
Jews in the 1870s and 1880s. Fin combines here his belief in education and
enlightenment with an open reverence for the Jewish religious faith as a
civilizing, integrating power, which helped the Jews preserve their morals
during hard times and taught them to endure and forget their previous suf-
fering. Such a religious view clearly identifies him again as belonging to the
moderates among the maskilim, soon to be challenged by younger, more
radical Jewish intellectuals.

The two concluding articles of the series Fin devotes to the Jew as a
thinking, reasoning human being (chelovek-myslitel’). He refers to Philo,
Flavius Josephus and to one of the classic sources of Jewish mysticism, the
Sefer Yetsira - the Book of Creation, in which he finds an anticipation of the
philosophy of Hegel, described in quasi-evolutionary language:

The unknown author of this book [i.e. Sefer Yetsira] sees in the infinite crea-
tion only one single unity and strives to show the unified, eternal harmony
that rules the single, immense, living organism of the universe, and for the
gradual evolution of an infinite number of members of this organism he ac-
knowledges a common foundation - the will of the Eternal.111 This great truth,
expressed for the first time in “The Book of Creation” in symbolic terms,
characteristic of ancient times, was developed bit by bit in later times, and
brought to scientific-philosophical clarity: this truth is part of the foundation
of the newest German philosophy of Hegel.

(Fin 1861 no. 34:131f)112

It seems Fin here mixes elements of an evolutionary discourse with concepts
from religious and enlightenment discourses.

In the final article (1861 no. 37) Fin deals primarily with Biblical litera-
ture, e.g. the various ancient translations of the Hebrew Bible into Greek
(Septuaginta, Aquila) and Aramaic (Targumim), but he also describes the
active Jewish participation in the development of the sciences in the Arabic-
Islamic civilization, giving as examples the Jewish physician and astronomer
Maschalla, and the philosopher, astronomer and physician-in-ordinary to the
caliph Magad, Isaac ben Suleiman, author of a commentary to the book of

                                
111 Fin here refers to: La Kabbale ou la philosophie religieuse des hébreux / par Ad. Franck. -
Paris, 1843
112 Ru orig.: “Неизвестный автор этой книги видит в безконечном творении одно единство и
силится указать на единую, вечную гармонию, царствующую в едином, великом и живом организме
вселенной, а в постепенном развитии безконечнаго множества членов этого организма признает
единое начало - волю безконечнаго.*** (La Kabbale ou la philosophie religieuse des Hebreux par Ad.
Franck. - Paris, 1843) Эту великую истину, высказанную впервые в «Книге творения» в
символических формах, свойственных глубокой древности, выработывало себе мало-по-малу
позднейшее время, и довело наконец до научной философской ясности: эта истина лежит в основе
новейшей германской философии Гегеля.” (Ref. to Franck, op.cit.:162)
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Genesis and of treatises on algebra and astronomy. He further mentions the
Jewish astronomer and physician Shabbatai Donolo from Italy, who
searched out and collected forgotten astronomical treasures from ancient
Greece, Babylonia and India, submitting them to comparison with Jewish
traditions.

In this series of articles Fin obviously represents the moderate maskilim,
eager to show that religion and the secular sciences go well together in Jew-
ish tradition. The text is apparently designed with the aim of showing to non-
Jewish readers that the Jews are worthy of becoming citizens with equal
rights as the indigenous population, and that once they receive such rights,
they will prove eminently useful to Russia, in the production, as well as in
the sciences. Fin here clearly displays the maskilic “restorative” tendency
towards Jewish history, which we saw Mordecai Aaron Ginzburg reacted
against in his Kiryat sefer of 1847 (cf. above).

Applying our questions (Q1-7) to (Fin 1860-61) we find:
- The text assumes a common positive value of “unbiased thinking,” ap-
pealing also to external groups, while the history and background referred to
is that of the Jewish people, rather than that of the narrower group of the
Russian Jewish intelligentsia to which Fin belongs, thus widening the target
audience beyond the author’s own social ingroup (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors taken from biology / medicine and from evolu-
tionary thinking occur in the text (e.g. samosokhraneniia, narost, organizm)
(Q2).
- Numerous quotes and testimonials from other third parties occur, many of
which are external not only to the Russian Jewish intelligentsia, but also to
Jewish sources; such references (e.g. to Cardinal Commendoni) would ap-
pear to serve as warrants before a non-Jewish audience (Q3).
- Several references to the Jewish Bible, the Talmud and to Maimonides aim
to muster support and gain legitimacy in the Jewish community at large, also
among religious, orthodox Jews (Q4).
- By making concessions about Jewish faults (e.g. hypocrisy), while invok-
ing the positive testimonies about Jews from non-Jewish sources, the author
appears as a mediator between different audiences (Q5).
- The stance taken to externally imposed constraints (like the Pale of Settle-
ment) is reactive, rather than proactive (Q7).

Summing up, we discern in (Fin 1860-61) the following:
Discourses constituting our selectional criteria for source material are all
present in the text; the (E) evolutionary, (R) religious, (N) national, and (L)
enlightenment discourses are articulated interdiscursively, and identified
through signifiers and citations like:
(E): adaptation (prinarovlivaetsia), force (sila), survival (utselenie), destruc-
tion (sokrushenie), organism; Hegel, Sefer Yetsira
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(R): Divine (Bozhestvennoe), life-creating foundation (zhivotvoriashchee
nachalo), Judaism (iudaizm), spirit, spiritual (dukh, dukhovnyi), survival
(utselenie), Providence (Providenie); Bible, Talmud, Sefer Yetsira, Adolphe
Franck;
(N): people (narod), distinctiveness (samobytnost’); Talmud, non-Jewish
sources (Becker, Capefigue, Cardinal Commendoni, Herder)
(L): science (nauka), “our enlightened century” (nash prosveshchennyi vek);
Bible, Talmud, Maimonides, Philo, Josephus, Jewish medieval scientists,
Hegel.

The fact that several of the signifiers and citations (e.g. utselenie, Bible,
Talmud, Sefer Yetsira, Hegel) in their context are used to articulate at least
two discourses simultaneously is a sign of the interdiscursive character of the
text, and its ambition to appeal to several different groups of readers at the
same time.

Only a few of the more general terms employed would seem to qualify as
possible “empty signifiers,” inviting a struggle for hegemony, e.g. Judaism,
people, organism, science. Such a struggle is about appropriating a posi-
tively value-laden term and charging it with a specific meaning serving a
more particular purpose, e.g. showing Judaism to be fundamentally dynami-
cal and capable of change by defining it as an “incessant revival and evolu-
tion” of its own foundation (Fin 1860 no. 7, quoted above).

Implied readers: We identified the implied internal readers as foremost
religious maskilim and orthodox Jews able to read Russian, but also Jewish
secular intellectuals. External readers appealed to, and from whom legiti-
macy is sought, are Russian authority officials. (Thus, Fin caters essentially
to the same readership as Gel’bak 1860). Interestingly, it seems the citations
to non-Jewish sources dominate in the context of the national discourse,
while references to Jewish sources are most abundant in what appears as an
enlightenment discourse. This may be a clever stratagem to achieve sblizhe-
nie, rapprochement, between Jews and gentiles, narrowing the gap from two
sides simultaneously. The fact that Fin uses non-Jewish sources in defence
of Jewish national honour indicates an implied reader outside the Jewish
community. Most Jews were probably not familiar with these sources, and
even if they were, they would add little to the legitimacy of the argument in
a Jewish context.

Isomorphisms: The constraints dealt with are made explicit to a certain
degree in the text, e.g through the acknowledgement of Jewish faults, in an
attempt to appear unbiased and equitable. Through the numerous examples
of the wholesome effects of education and science among the Jews, the
author, like Gel’bak, seeks legitimacy with Russian intellectuals engaged in
the “Jewish Question” debate. The politically motivated references to non-
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Jewish sources aim to convince Russian authority officials that emancipation
of the Jews would be both beneficial to Russia and well deserved for the
Jews. This can again be seen as an expression of an external, coercive iso-
morphism.

A sign of a possible internal, mimetic isomorphism might be the adapta-
tion of evolutionary concepts to a vocabulary with religious signification.
The fact that the signifiers used in the text to express evolutionary ideas are
not identical to the terms commonly employed in a scientific discourse be-
comes clearer if we compare Fin’s article in this respect with Beketov’s
“Harmony in nature” (Beketov 1860) from the same year. There are defi-
nitely points of common interest between the two, both stressing for instance
the importance of adaptation. Beketov, however, uses the term prisposoble-
nie rather than prinorovlenie when talking about adaptation and he is also
focusing much more on reproduction as a means of survival, rather than on
spiritual features. Further, where Beketov repeatedly uses ‘extermination’
(istreblenie), Fin has ‘destruction’ (sokrushenie), which also carries a relig-
ious connotation of “attrition” or “calamity.” The term used by Fin to de-
scribe the survival of the Jewish people, utselenie, does not appear to have
been commonly used in a scientific context, but carries, rather, religious
connotations of an escape from danger, possibly through Divine interven-
tion.
This observation raises an important general question about the phenomen of
isomorphism. If difference is regarded as constitutive of meaning (Hall
1997:234; Woodward 1997:47), then isomorphism, striving to reduce differ-
ences through adaptation to a common norm, would seem to imply a loss of
meaning. How then should we explain the conscious effort of an ethnic or
cultural minority group struggling to defend its identity to actually suppress
the distinguishing marks of this very identity? What (Fin 1860-61) seems to
suggest is that isomorphism may be less a matter of reduction of meaning,
but more a question of reinterpretation of these distinguishing marks, put-
ting them in another context, in which they are more easily perceived as
signs of success by the target audience, the implied reader.

Purpose: There is no explicit statement of purpose of the text. Implicit in the
text we found evidence supporting the “external” purpose of promoting gov-
ernment support for the Russian maskilim. The non-Jewish references in the
text seem to serve rather the twofold objective of showing Fin to be erudite
and conversant with European historiography, while offering purportedly
unbiased evidence of the honourable role played by Jews in European his-
tory. At the same time, the interdiscursive character of the text, carefully
balancing between interests of tradition and modernity, religion and secular-
ism, national Jewish interests and integration in Russian society, speaks for a
complex overall objective that cannot be captured in one simple phrase. This
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complexity in itself may be part of the purpose, contributing to the balanced,
reasonable impression it aims to make on the prospective readers.

Further, the numerous references to Jewish contributions to science
through history may also serve the “internal” purpose of strengthening Jew-
ish national consciousness (Q6).

T3. (Gauzner 1861): Geology and Biblical history
This short article, published in Razsvet 1861 (no. 41) by K. Gauzner,113 enti-
tled “About the truthfulness of Biblical history” (O dostovernosti by-
topisaniia bibleiskago) treats in particular the relationship between modern
geology and the Biblical story of creation. The conclusion is that there is no
real conflict between the two, if only Scripture is interpreted rationally: “The
discoveries of geology are in no way discordant with a correct understanding
of the Biblical traditions.”114

All that is needed to achieve this accord is to interpret the first two verses
of Genesis as referring to a long period of time, “perhaps, millions of years”
occurring before the first day of Creation, described in the third verse. Be-
ginning from Genesis 1,3 the story of creation according to Gauzner de-
scribes the changes that the Earth underwent in order to prepare for the ap-
pearance of man. The two first verses, quoted in extenso in vocalized He-
brew, are explained as follows:

Firstly, God created heaven and earth. The earth was invisible (nevidima) and
unordered (neustroena), and darkness over the abyss (over the mass of the
earth that was without any firmness), and the most powerful spirit (a fiery
lifecreating force) hovered over the water.

(Gauzner 1861:660) 115

Thus, the meaning of the first clause is simply to make the important propo-
sition that God created the universe. This interpretation, Gauzner claims, is
founded on the new translation of the Torah into Italian by S.D. Luzzatto
(1858).116 It gives exactly the same results as those found in the newest geo-
                                
113 K. Gauzner also wrote a biography of Rabbi Isaac Baer Levinsohn (Odessa, 1862); that is
about all we know about him.
114 Ru. orig.: “Открытия геологии совсем не состоят в разладе с правильным разумением
библейских преданий.” (Gauzner 1861:660)
115 Ru. orig.: “Во первых, Бог сотворил небо и землю. Земля была невидима и неустроена, и мрак
был над бездною (над массою земли, не имевшей никакой твердости), и самый сильный дух
(огненная живоносная сила) носился над водою.” (ibid.)
116 Luzzatto’s translation was reviewed in Razsvet 1860 no. 7, discussing the interpretation of
the Torah and reluctantly quoting the rule in favour of literal interpretation (p’shatt): Ein
miqra yotze midei p’shutto – “No reading [of the Torah] can escape its literal interpretation.”
The author of the review is the German Judaic scholar Marcus Jost, who opposed the exclu-
siveness of p’schatt, due to the unsecure knowledge of the rabbis of the literal (contemporary)
meaning and structure of ancient Hebrew, and asserted the necessity of auxiliary knowledge
of history, science and geography in order to understand the Torah.
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logical research, describing the “conflicting forces (protivoborstvuiushchiia
sily) of fire and water”117 as the principal agents through which the surface of
the earth developed and is maintained, supporting the “endless diversity”
(bezkonechnoe raznoobrazie) of minerals and the “heterogeneous existence”
(raznorodnoe bytie) of organic forms (Gauzner 1861:660).

Gauzner’s view of geology is based on a work by the German naturalist
Ehrenberg,118 “The Geology of William Buckland.” William Buckland
(1784-1856) was a clergyman and geologist, president of the Geological
Society of London at two intervals and later Dean of Westminster, who in
1836 had published Geology and mineralogy considered with reference to
natural theology in two volumes. He had worked together with Charles
Lyell, and, influenced by Louis Agassiz, he was finally convinced that some
of the geological phenomena which he had previously attributed to the Great
Flood were in fact due to the agency of ancient glaciers.

The name of Buckland, though most likely of no great significance to the
average Jew, represents real evidence of the possibility of reconciling relig-
ion and science, and serves as a concrete example of someone who was
prominent in both of these. As such, his name might also be an asset to a
moderate religious maskil. On the whole, Gauzner’s short article is perme-
ated by an ambition to balance the interests of science and religion, articu-
lating a blend of discourses with use of terms from both geology and the
Bible. It is particularly difficult to distinguish in this context between ele-
ments from an evolutionary discourse and an enlightenment discourse, since
terms and concepts from the former, specifically from geology, can be seen
to motivate a preoccupation with science as serving both enlightenment and
religion.

Applying our analytical questions (Q1-7) to this text we find:
- A general familiarity with the Biblical story of Creation from Genesis 1 is
assumed as common ground with the reader, together with a shared norm
favouring science as an important source of knowledge – otherwise the effort
to reconcile it with Judiasm would be wasted (Q1).
- There is a relative scarcity of analogies and metaphors, but some technical
“terms of art,” either scientific or religious, occur (Q2).

                                
117 For the more esoterically oriented readers,  “fire and water” may also have carried a par-
ticular meaning, as the Hebrew words esh vamayim have been derived by some interpreters
from shamayim – “Heaven.”
118 Christian Gottfried Ehrenberg (1795-1876), geologist, zoologist and microscopist, had
studied theology, medicine and natural science. In 1829 he took part in Alexander von Hum-
bold’s expedition through Eastern Russia, after which he devoted himself mainly to micro-
scopic studies of protists, both living and fossils. Apparently, he was conservative in the sense
of holding on to an 18th century view of “the Great Chain of Being” as manifesting itself even
in the microscopic details of infusion animals, in which he even perceived body organs such
as guts and stomachs, where others saw only formless protoplasm (Elkins 1992:47f).
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- Quotes and references are from both internal Jewish religious sources and
external, scientific authorities (Q3, Q4).
- Allthough great care is taken to reconcile science and religion, there are no
explicit signs of an ambition to balance interests of different reading audi-
ences, as the text appears to be oriented to a rather narrow internal audience
of religious maskilim (Q5).
- The conflict between religion and science can be seen as a constraint moti-
vating the writing of this article, and in that sense the text represents more of
a reaction rather than a proactive initiative. However, this “constraint” might
just as well be seen as internal or self-imposed, rather than coming from
outside (Q7).

Summing up, we find represented in this short article the following:
Discourses: (E) evolutionary, (R) religious, and (L) enlightenment dis-
courses are articulated by means of, among others, these signifiers and cita-
tions:
(R): Holy Scripture (Sv. Pisanie), Bible, Creation, faith (vera); Bible, Luz-
zatto.
(E) / (L): endless diversity, heterogeneous existence, science (nauka), geol-
ogy, stratified, alluvial; (E)/ (L): Buckland, Ehrenberg.

Implied reader: Given our scant knowledge of the author, we may assume
from his style of writing that he belongs to the moderate, Russian-literate
religious maskilim, who apparently constitute his primary target audience.

Isomorphisms: Internal (mimetic): Providing tools of interpretation of
Scripture from Luzzatto to religious maskilim. External / internal (coercive /
mimetic): Response to a perceived need to resolve apparent conflict between
science and religion, by means of Ehrenberg / Buckland.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is not stated explicitly, but can be inferred
already from the first paragraph as that of providing scientific evidence from
geology for the truthfulness of the Biblical story of creation, thus providing
the implied readers, the religious maskilim, with arguments for secular sci-
entific education (Q6).

T4. (Sion [peredovaia] 1861): The mission of Sion
This editorial from the first issue of Sion (1861 no. 1), the successor of Razs-
vet (Odessa), is eager to point to the particular flexibility of the Jewish peo-
ple, also concerning the choice of language during their long exile. Using
inclusive language, the author reminds his Jewish readers that, while pre-
serving “the holy language of our forefathers” (sviashchennyi iazyk nashikh
predkov) as a “dear heritage” (dorogoe nasledie) partly responsible for “our
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millenial durability” (zhivuchest’), wherever “fate” (sud’ba) has brought us
we have also “adopted” (usvoivali – sic!) the languages spoken in our sur-
roundings (Sion 1861:1).

Thus, “the argument of longevity,” observed in Fin (above) is easily rec-
ognizable here, as is again the importance attached to the Jewish propensity
for adaptation to local conditions. The terms used to convey the message
carry additional technological or physiological connotations, possibly im-
plying that the Jewish people functions as a living organism responding to its
environment by developing certain mechanisms for survival. To support the
argument, the text provides a plethora of famous names from Jewish history,
representing successful philosophers, scientists, poets, politicians, historians,
etc., all expressing themselves in the different languages of their environ-
ment. Among those mentioned are Maimonides, Ibn-Ezra, Rashi, Jehuda
Halevi, Gersonides, Philo, Flavius Josephus, Spinoza, (Moses) Mendelssohn
and (David) Gans, mathematician and astronomer of the 16th century.

The editorial then goes on to deplore the fact that the Jews in Russia and
Poland have long constituted an exception to this general rule of adaptation.
As immigrants from Germany, by their own fault or by that of others, but
probably both, they have not had time to “adapt” or “get accustomed to”
(srodnit’sia) either the political and social life, or the language of their new
fatherland, remaining foreign to all its general interests. This estrangement
(otchuzhdenie) has been further enhanced by the employment of Yiddish as
the means of communication, and through the exclusive life the Jews here
have led, taking their “nourishment” only from Judaism and recollections of
their own history. The thrust of the argument of the editorial is that in the
long run this isolated way of life will be harmful to the Jews themselves. To
make its point clearer, the article employs simple organicist metaphors:

As in organic nature a shortage of food from outside for some time is com-
pensated for through substance from the organism itself, in need of food, but
as a result necessarily leads to ataxy; in the same way, in the life of nations
exclusiveness necessarily leads to limitation, to stagnation, even to social
ataxy.

(Sion 1861:1)119

The need for change (izmenenie) is explicitly acknowledged: “Our everyday
life (byt), formed in exile and under millenial oppression, needs change”
(Sion 1861:2). “Our insularity” (zamknutost’) is not correspondent with
contemporary calls for freedom of conscience and the brotherhood of all
peoples (bratsvo vsekh narodov). The author invokes the Jews in Russia to

                                
119 Ru. orig.: “Как в природе органической, недостаток пищи извне некоторое время
вознаграждается веществом из самаго организма, нуждающагося в пище, но в впоследствии
необходимо ведет к сухотке, так точно в жизни народов исключительность необходимо ведет к
ограниченности, к застою, - до общественной сухотке.”
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come out of their “spiritual ghetto” (dukhovnoe getto), to shake off the
“mould” that has collected from the dampness of centuries past, and like
their Western tribesmen (soplemenniki) enter into the fields of humanity in
general, casting off both their shyness and their self-delusion (samoo-
bolshchenie).

An attempt in that direction was made through the appearance of the first
Jewish press-organ in Russian, Razsvet, in the columns of which voices of
progress for the Jews from all over Russia came together in a supportive
choir, difficult to neglect even for “our detractors” (nashi nedobrozhelateli)
to the right and to the left. For that reason, the news about the imminent ces-
sation of Razsvet resonated so deeply “in our hearts,” and that is why the
editors of Sion have taken it upon themselves, as the last man on deck, to
take the rudder and continue the publishing of a Jewish newspaper in Rus-
sian.

The difficult and manifold mission of Sion is described thus:

directing the general movement of the people to a rational goal (k razumnoi
tseli) and showing the paths that most straightly lead there. It is demanded of
us that we open up the rich treasures of our centuries-long internal develop-
ment (razvitie) and our more than two thousand years tradition of literature

(Sion 1861:2)

Further, there is also the task of acquainting the Russian public with Jewish
literature and history, thereby “softening the harsh judgment of our enemies
and detractors” (Sion 1861:3).

As the means to achieve such an enlightenment (prosveshchenie) the edi-
torial views a “contemporary Jewish science” (putem sovremennoi evreiskoi
nauki), such as the Wissenschaft des Judenthums in Germany, aiming to
reconstruct the “true meaning of the great past of the Jewish nation” (istinnyi
smysl’ velikago proshedshago evreiskoi natsii) and to explain its present
(ibid.). Key concepts here are ‘science’ and ‘nation,’ which occur with rising
frequency in the last page of the editorial, with at least five instances of
nauka/nauchnyi, and eight of natsional’nyi / natsional’nost’ / narod. The
conclusion seems to be that Jewish ‘science’ is at least part of the solution to
the Jewish ‘national’ problem. Hence, as a cure against the present indiffer-
entism, the editorial requests from the contributors to Sion articles on Jewish
history that “would awaken in us a lively interest in and sympathy with our
nationality (natsional’nosti), and that would lay out before us the road to a
modern Jewish science (sovremennoi evreiskoi nauke) ... (Sion 1861:4).
Sovremennyi – “contemporary” or “modern” is another key concept here,
with four occurrences in the same page.

Applying our particular questions to (Sion 1861) we observe in particular
that:
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- Common ground is sought internally through references to famous Jewish
philosophers, historians, scientists (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors used initially come from a physiologist/ organi-
cist discourse bordering on evolutionism with terms such as srodnitsia, or-
ganizm, sukhotka, zastoi (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties are non-existent in the text,
while references to Jewish sources abound, including controversial names
such as Spinoza, elsewhere often “externalized” and viewed as a renegade
by orthodox Jewish authors (Q3, Q4).
- There seems to be no mediation between internal and external here, except
for the signifiers nauka and prosveshchenie, catering to both Jewish and
Russian interests (Q5).
- (Sion 1861) is seeing a hope for the future in the “contemporary spirit” (v
dukhe nashego vremeni) and a possibility of weakening the enemies and
accusers of the Jews by means of “Jewish science”; apparently it expresses a
reaction to circumstances already making themselves felt, rather than pro-
posing proactive measures ahead of its time (Q7).

Summing up the contents of this editorial we find the following:
Discourses are articulated interdiscursively Key concepts (signifiers) fore-
most from enlightenment (L) and national (N) discourses support each other.
Initially metaphors from a physiological/ organicist discourse, bordering on
evolutionism are used. The term razvitie occurs several times in the article,
but only to refer to the internal, Jewish historical development, thus belong-
ing rather to the national discourse. The religious discourse is all but absent
in this text, the only instance of a religious term occurring in the compound
expression “sacred language” (sviashchennyi iazyk), commonly used for
‘Hebrew.’ Although famous names from Jewish history with religious sig-
nificance are cited (e.g. Maimonides, Rashi, Jehudah Halevi), they are re-
ferred to exclusively in their capacities as lawgivers, poets, naturalists, serv-
ing - if anything – rather the national discourse, as objects of national pride.
These are some of the signifiers that we have identified in this text, articu-
lating variously (E) evolutionary, (N) national and (L) enlightenment dis-
courses:
(E): development / evolution (razvitie), adapt / get accustomed to (srod-
nit’sia); (N): nation (natsiia), people (narod), tribe / race (plemia);
(L): science (nauka).
Citations and references occur initially as a list of names, representing fa-
mous Jewish men of literature and science. Further ahead in the text refer-
ences appear only occasionally with positive mention of Moses Mendelssohn
and of Osip Rabinovich, former editor of Razsvet.

Implied readers: One of the editors of Sion and a suspected author is Leon
Pinsker, a Jewish physician writing in Russian language in a Jewish journal
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issued in Odessa. With this in mind we identified as implied internal readers
of the text Jewish (secular) intellectuals, scientists, and physicians; potential
external readers are Russian intellectuals and officials.

Isomorphisms: The constraints dealt with are made explicit to a certain
degree in the text through the acknowledgement of the need to overcome the
present indifferentism by means of Jewish science (Wissenschaft des Juden-
tums). Thus, the internal, mimetic isomorphism mechanism operates mainly
through the empty signifier of science, used interdiscursively together with
that of the nation (national, people). The authors may not explicitly seek
legitimacy from Russian intellectuals, but it seems clear that the strong pres-
ence of signifiers such as nauka and prosveshchenie is also rooted in a per-
ception of the demands from Russian society at large. Thus, they may also
be seen as expressions of an external, coercive isomorphism.

Purpose: Internally the purpose appears to be the promotion of Jewish en-
lightenment and  Wissenschaft des Judentums in Russia, while the external
mission of Sion is stated explicitly as that of acquainting the Russian public
with Jewish literature and history, “thereby softening the harsh judgment of
our enemies and detractors” (Sion 1861:3), i.e. to counteract Judeophobia
(Q6).

T5. (Goldendakh 1861): A contemporary Jewish question
The author of this article entitled “A contemporary Jewish question” (Odin iz
sovremennykh evreiskikh voprosov), published in Sion (1861 no. 6), is a
certain Iulius Iosifovich Goldendakh, translator of Thomas H. Huxley’s Evi-
dence as to man’s place in nature (1863), one year after the appearance of
the original (Raikov 1961:64). Goldendakh later also translated German
medical literature into Russian, e.g. Lektsii sovremennykh nemetskikh klinit-
sistov (1868). But in the text analyzed here, he appears as a Jewish anti-
assimilationist and partisan of the Hebrew language, in a debate with R.
Goldenviezer (cf. Klier 1995:105f). The author assumes the middle position
between two “extremes,” the “raging preachers of progress” (iarye pro-
povedniki progresa), who rush ahead to apply their theories to reality with-
out knowing if they are applicable or not, and the “conservatives,” on the
other hand, with their “antediluvial” (dopotopnye) beliefs. As a representa-
tive of the latter he mentions a certain Mr Halberstadt (Gal’bershtadt), who
in a recent article like a quick-tempered Don Quixote valiantly defended the
old-style traditional Jewish teachers, the melamdim, with his empty formula
“im alten Sinne mit neuem Geiste.” Against both conservative traditionalists
and those, on the other hand, who consider Hebrew a dead language not
suited for present publishing, the author argues that Hebrew may well serve
as a language of communication about contemporary matters. Proof is found
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in  the Hebrew-language press, where a poem about chess by the mathemati-
cian Jacob Eichenbaum had been recently published, and in Hebrew transla-
tions of contemporary authors like Eugène Sue. [An editorial note affirms
the possibility of “adapting” (prinorovit’) Hebrew also to “new sciences”
like physiology and political economy”.] Hebrew has the advantage over
Russian of being known by the largely literate Jewish masses. Forsaking this
opportunity to “talk to the Jewish people about its needs, acquaint it with
contemporary thought and awaken it from its apathetic drowsiness in a lan-
guage to which it has become so closely attached” (stol’ emu srodnivshemu-
sia) would, according to the author, be more than an “anachronism” (Gold-
endakh 1861:95). Without specifying further, Goldendakh finds common
traits in his two adversaries, Halberstadt and Goldenviezer, explaining it by
quoting the French saying “les extrêmes se touchent.”

Further, the author opposes Goldenviezer’s view that the Jews in Russia
should become Russians. Thus, Goldendakh rejects what he terms “merger”
(sliianie), meaning the “complete renunciation” of Jewish “independence”
(samostoiatel’nost’), while he claims “rapprochement” (sblizhenie) with the
Russians is met with warm sympathy from every “right-minded human be-
ing.” Goldenviezer’s suggestion would imply, according to the author, that
the Jewish people relinquished its past, the most “golden era” of its life, in
order to “diffuse” (rasplyt’sia) among the Christians. And this suggestion is
made at a time when “blood is spilled for the sake of nationality, when na-
tionality constitutes the alfa and omega of all political events” (ibid.).120

The author points to the positive example set by the Jews in England to
show how the preservation of Jewish identity is fully compatible with being
a good, loyal citizen of the state in which one lives, even to the point of giv-
ing one’s blood for the fatherland. He finds an even more telling example in
the United States, where different nationalities have come together, all with
their own customs, “in one word, with everything that constitutes the so-
called habitus of a living creature” (Goldendakh 1861:96). Although the
local conditions may affect this habitus, in essence it remains the same.

When Goldenviezer uses botanical imagery to argue that the Jews need to
be firmly planted in their new soil in order to blossom again, Goldendakh,
while granting the possibility of “acclimatization,” responds in kind:

I ask mr. Goldenviezer: does a plant which is implanted on a new terrain
really change, cease to be itself? It will take root (primetsia), and blossom, -
agreed, but it will still preserve (if only with some changes) its nature.

(Goldendakh 1861:96)121

                                
120 Ru orig.: “Когда за национальность льется кровь, когда национальность составляет альфу и
омегу всех политических событий…”
121 Ru. orig.: “я спрошу однако у г. Гольденвейзера: - разве растение, которое привьется к новому
грунту, переменится, перестанет быть самим собою? Оно примется, зацветет – согласен, но все
же оно сохранит (хотя бы с некоторыми изменениями) свою природу.”
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Clearly, Goldendakh – and Goldenviezer before him - employs an “organi-
cist” metaphor for the articulation of a national discourse. (It is tempting to
see the argument between Goldenviezer and Goldendakh as one between
Darwin and Lamarck, where Goldendakh represents the Darwinist, down-
playing the influence of the environment on hereditary properties.) This was
nothing unique, but only a fairly early expression of very much the same
kind of organicist nationalist rhetoric that was used, for example, by conser-
vative nationalists like Danilevskii in his Rossiia i Evropa (1871), as we saw
above, and at the same time also by Polish liberal positivists (cf. Porter
2000:63ff).122

Goldendakh deems Goldenviezer a poor historian when the latter argues
that a people has historical importance only when it is allowed to live and
develop on its own land, in accordance with its principles. If this was true,
then the Jewish people, “this colossal monument of the centuries,” would
lack historical importance, Goldendakh remarks (Goldendakh 1861:96).
Instead, he refers to the renowned Russian historian T.S. Granovskii, as an
example of how history also values more transient phenomena, lovingly and
respectfully stopping to try to explain their meaning, sometimes through
years of hard work.

Extracting answers to our analytical questions from this article, we find :
- Presenting himself as taking a reasonable middle position between two
extremes, the author can assume common ground with an imagined average,
moderate Jewish reader, who is not against “progress” but at the same time
considers it important to preserve a distinct Jewish identity (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are used to describe the “struggle”(bor’ba) be-
tween the two camps, the “progressives” and the “conservatives,” how their
“forces are strained to the utmost” (sily napriagaiutsia do vozmozhnosti)
with their “antagonism at full heat” (v polnom razgare); other analogies are
more “organicist” in character, using the image of a plant for the Jewish
people, and certain technical “terms of art,” like akklimatisatsiia and habitus,
which are also defined in the text (Q2).
- References are both to internal, Jewish sources (Halberstadt, Goldenviezer,
Eichenbaum), and to “external” authorities (Eugène Sue, T.S. Granovskii).
Two of the three Jewish references are used negatively, while the external
testimony of Granovskii is used positively, to defend the importance of the
Jewish people in history (Q3, Q4).
- Allthough the author poses as a middle man, there are no clear signs of an
ambition to balance interests of different reading audiences, or to mediate

                                
122 As one of these Polish liberal nationalists wrote, for example, in a passage strikingly remi-
niscent of the debate between Goldenviezer and Goldendakh: “Yes, a plant needs a certain
atmosphere, a certain warmth and moisture; but that atmosphere, that warmth and that mois-
ture do not constitute its essence.” (Transl. and quoted by Porter 2000:65).
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between the Jews and Russians; the author is not afraid to make a clear
statement for a preserved Jewish identity and independence (Q5).

Summing up, we observe in the text instances of the following:
Discourses: (R) religious, (L) enlightenment, and (N) national discourses are
articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as (R): Holy Scripture
(Sv. Pisanie), pray to God (molitsia Bogu); (L): progress, literate (gramoten),
benefit (pol’za), moral underdevelopment (nravstvennaia nerazvitost’);
(N): nation (natsiia), nationality (natsional’nost), blood, rapprochement
(sblizhenie), merger (sliianie), independence (samostoiatel’nost).
Apart from the reference to Holy Scripture most citations serve to articulate
enlightenment (L) and/or national (N) discourses: Internal: Halberstadt,
Goldenviezer, Eichenbaum. External: Eugène Sue, Granovskii.

Implied readers: The author is known to be well versed in contemporary
science, but here he is primarily appealing to national Jewish interests and
addressing implied internal readers among Russian-literate, moderate, secu-
lar or religious Jews. Reference to Don Quixote and quotes in German and
French seem to be indicate a secularly educated, European-oriented reader-
ship.

Isomorphisms: The “organicist,” botanical imagery used in the text is part
of an increasingly popular discourse of the time, and as such it could be seen
as an instance of mimetic isomorphism, a stratagem used in the attempt to
gain hegemony in the interpretation of concepts like that of a ‘plant.’ But at
the same time, since the article is a rejoinder to another text using this kind
of imagery, it can also be seen as a constraint imposed on the author, who is
more or less compelled to respond in a similar way. Thus, it could also be
interpreted as an example of coercive isomorphism. In this sense, the text
represents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to the environment in
which it was set.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is not stated explicitly, but can be derived
from the arguments used; evidently it is that of sustaining a distinct Jewish
national identity (Q6).

T6. (Ginstling 1862): Orientalism against racism
This text is apparently largely a translation or summary of an article origi-
nally published in the German Magazin für die Literatur des Auslandes
[hrsg. von der Allgemeinen Preussischen Staatszeitung, Berlin / Leipzig :
1832-1880]. The text appeared in Fin’s Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu (1862 no.
3) - the Russian supplement to Hakarmel, and was entitled Filosofiia
vostochnago prava – “Philosophy of Eastern law.” It is essentially a review
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of the recently published Études Orientales by Adolphe Franck, who ex-
plored the primeval (pervobytnykh) foundations of law in some Eastern cul-
tures. Among these were Brahmanism, Buddhism, Judaism, ancient Egypt,
Persia and China. Franck linked the foundations of law in these cultures to
the development of religion, philosophy and the social situation of their peo-
ples.

In his review, Ginstling is eager to stress the unbiased character of
Franck’s work, his “love of truth, free from every attachment to parties or
systems”, as “a true friend of philosophy” believing in its “lifecreating
power” (zhivotvornuiu silu) (Ginstling 1862:11). At the same time, Franck’s
Jewish origin is proudly acknowledged:

He belongs by birth to the Jewish race (plemeni), whose vital force (zhiznen-
naia sila) victoriously resisted and resists all hostile temptations and which
will always be one of the most remarkable phenomena of modern history.

(Ginstling 1862:11)123

We recognize again an attempt to formulate the “argument of longevity,”
more strongly expressed by Fin and others before. The main mission of the
text, however, is not so much to promote Jewish nationalism, but rather to
endorse Franck’s protest against materialism and what might well be called
racism:

The author takes to arms against the theory, acknowledged by almost all the
most enlightened minds of our century, i.e. against the theory of the influence
of the tribal organism (plemennago organizma) on the general historical de-
velopment of a nation. With weapons taken from history itself, he attacks a
system seemingly based on history, and clearly shows its complete lack of
foundation. History, he says, protests against such an absurd theory, which
allows only the action of the body on the soul, and the influence of matter on
mind, relegating all objects of our belief, thought, love, religion, morals,
philosophy, politics, poetry and art to a question about colour and sight, to
the structure of the skull and face, knowing no other explanation of differ-
ences in concepts, dogmas, emotions, reasoning capacities and customs than
merely by reference to properties inherited through the blood (svoistvami un-
asledovannoi krovi).

(Ginstling 1862:11)

It is not necessary to interpret the expression “most enlightened minds of our
century” (prosveshchenneishimi) here as being ironic. It may simply be a
way of describing the large impact of racialist thinking had at the time of
writing, and thus give an idea about the resistance and courage needed by
Franck and Ginstling himself to oppose it. As evidence against the influence

                                
123 Ru. orig. “Он принадлежит по происхождению к еврейскому племени, жизненная сила котораго
победносно [sic!] противостояла и противостоит всем враждебным искушениям и которое всегда
будет одним из примечательнейших явлений новейшей истории.”



231

of race on history, the author regards the development of oriental philosophy
and religion:

However, ... the succession of religions, philosophies and the development of
human reason in the originally civilized countries of the East constitute a
refutation of the theory of the influence of races.

(Ginstling 1862:11)

A prime target in Franck’s criticism of “racialism” is apparently Ernest
Renan, his own colleague and friend. It is in this context that Ginstling em-
ploys the “argument of longevity.” He claims that Franck might easily have
rejected the racialist argument in Renan simply by asking how the Jews, a
“tribe” (plemia) that has been dispersed all over the world, managed to pre-
serve its lithurgy, its holy language, its moral and physical type, through a
simple ethnological law!” (Ginstling 1862:11) But Franck does not choose
the easy way out, according to Ginstling. Instead he shows us how the incli-
nation towards cosmopolitanism developed early in the ancient Hebrews.
However, Ginstling finds Franck a little too condescending towards ancient
Judaism, finding only mildness in its legislation, while turning a blind eye to
some of the harsher decrees in Mosaic law, “written in blood” (Ginstling
1862:12). Franck’s analysis, according to Ginstling, bears the imprint of a
flattering apology, and as such it is simply insufficient to qualify as science
(nauka), in a strict sense of the term. Furthermore, it is not strong enough to
meet the more evil-spirited criticism of Judaism, as shallow as it may be,
from such earlier philosophers as Bayle and Voltaire. Finally, Ginstling, or
perhaps rather the Russian translator, shows that he is prepared to renounce a
purported Jewish primacy to civilization, as claimed by S.D. Luzzatto, one
of the great Torah scholars of the time, against whom are put instead the
words one of the heroes of Russian radicals and of Jewish maskilim – Henry
Thomas Buckle:

“In Europe for the first time a civilization worthy of that name developed”
says Buckle, and this view stands beyond doubt.

(Ginstling 1862:12)

Nevertheless, in the end Franck is acclaimed again for being unpartial in his
account of foreign, Oriental cultures; particularly well and truthfully repre-
sented according to the reviewer is “the ancient Chinese wisdom, which no-
one [in Europe] as yet evaluated properly, without distorting the truth”
(ibid.) Franck, according to Ginstling, places truth above the philosophical
system, justice (spravedlivost’) above fanaticism, and the sake of humanity
(dela chelovechestva) above the sake of the individual nations (dela naro-
dov). Let’s hope together with Franck, the reviewer concludes, that the West
will not tarry in returning to the East “the blessing and the light” (blago i
svet) that it once received from there, not like the poisonous opium of the
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British, nor like the cannons of the French, but “in the Divine teaching” (v
Bozhestvennom uchenii) that unites all people “in one brotherly union” (v
odin bratskii soiuz) (Ginstling 1862:12).

Thus, we may now extract some answers to our questions (Q1-Q7), while
summing up our findings, observing in the text instances of the following:
Discourses: (L) enlightenment and to a minor extent religious discourses are
articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as
(L): science (nauka), original foundations of justice (pervobytnykh nachal
prava), light (svet), cosmopolitanism (kozmopolitizm), justice (spraved-
livost’), humanity (chelovechestva), brotherly union (bratskii soiuz).
(R): religion, goodness, (blago), Divine teaching (Bozhestvennoe uchenie).
These stand in contrast to key concepts from a nationalist discourse, here
used predominantly in a negative sense: (N): people (narod), race/ tribe
(plemia), blood (krov’).
Analogies and metaphors are relatively scarce, the few examples found are
taken from the common repository of standard enlightenment and “organi-
cist” images, such as “light” (svet), “embryos” (zarodki), “fecundated” (op-
lodotvorili), etc. (Q2).
Most citations serve to articulate an enlightenment discourse, internally to
Adolphe Franck, (Luzzatto), and externally: Renan, Voltaire, Bayle,
(Buckle).

Internal references are naturally foremost to Franck, as the object of the
review, who receives an overall positive evaluation. (The reference to S.D.
Luzzatto, credited with a “brilliantly written versified dialogue,” but never-
theless negatively evaluated as less truthful than Buckle, was added by the
Russian translator of the article. It appears in a footnote, signed Per.). Exter-
nal, non-Jewish sources referred to are Ernest Renan, Voltaire and Bayle, all
mentioned with respect, but with some negative qualifications attached to
their names (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is known to have shown interest in the phi-
losophy of Spinoza, a symbolic representative of Jewish universalism. Here
he appears to assume common ground with an imagined moderate, enlight-
ened Jewish reader, a maskil, one who is not overly zealous in national mat-
ters, yet has a certain pride in being Jewish and is self-critical of Judaism to
a certain point, but does not entirely lack religious sentiment. The ideals
expressed are those of universalism, tolerance, truthfulness and enlighten-
ment, which might also appeal to external, non-Jewish Russian intellectuals
(Q1).

Isomorphisms: The ideal of unbiased science, making its presence felt in
much of the text, may be interpreted as a sign of coercive isomorphism, used
here as an instrument against an external constraint, the “racialism” pro-
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pounded “by almost all the most enlightened minds of our century.” The text
represents more of a reactive than a proactive position, being a review of a
work largely endorsed by the reviewer, who apparently views it as useful in
combatting ideas he obviously dislikes. The criticism directed against Franck
for not being sufficiently unbiased in his appraisal of Judaic law, on the
other hand, might also be seen as an attempt at gaining legitimacy in the eyes
of non-Jewish intellectuals, German or Russian, possibly a further trace of
coercive isomorphism at work.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is not stated explicitly, but can be derived
from the ideals expressed, as an attempt to counteract “racism” by promoting
the enlightenment and universalist values embodied by Franck. There are
some weak signs of an ambition to balance the interests of different types of
readers, e.g. secularist and religious, and to mediate between Jews and non-
Jews by invoking common universalist values such as truth and brotherhood.
However, if this was indeed part of the purpose of the text, taking into ac-
count that it is apparently largely a translation from German, it might be
questioned if this worked well in a Russian context, where giving credit to
Oriental cultures was not popular overall in the public opinion (Q5, Q6).

Ginstling’s text may be regarded as only one instance of the not uncommon
translations, reviews or excerpts from the European Jewish press published
in the Russian-Jewish journals of this time. Another such instance, similar in
content, is an article by P. Liakub, published in Prilozhenie k Gakarmeliu -
the Russian supplement to Hakarmel, and entitled “Cosmopolitanism of the
Jewish race” (Kosmopolitizm evreiskago plemeni). It is essentially an excerpt
from a text in Monatschrift Frankelia,124 including statistics about Jewish
birth rates, mortality, marital ages etc. as compared to other groups of the
population, and almost exclusively showing positive figures for the Jews.
The conclusion, based on eleven enumerated observations, seems to be that
Jews show a greater ability to adapt to various conditions than other peoples:

10) The Jewish race acclimatizes and spreads in all countries (evreiskoe
plemia akklimatitsiruetsia i rasprostraniaiutsia vo vsekh stranakh)

11) The laws to which the Jewish race (plemia) are subjected, regarding birth
rate, illness and mortality, are completely different (sovsem otlichny) from
those followed by other races.

(Liakub 1862:172)

                                
124 Apparently, the reference is to the Monatschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des
Judenthums 1860 Heft 11, S. 401-406 (http://www.compactmemory.de/), issued by Zacharias
Frankel in Breslau. The Russian title of the article is a direct translation from the German
original: Der Kosmopolitismus der jüdischen Race, which in its turn leans heavily on an
article in the French La vérité Israélite no. 44, with reference to the French physician Boudin.
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The Russian text here is a fairly accurate translation of the German, although
it should be noted that both Stamm and Race [sic!] is rendered by the Rus-
sian plemia. However, whereas Frankel obviously draws a clear religious
conclusion from the distinguishing mark of the Jews, i.e. their adaptability,
as testifying to their being chosen by God for the mission of spreading all
over the world the truths about His oneness and the unity of mankind, it
seems this is not so important to Liakub. This text will not be analyzed fur-
ther here, but the example shows again what we already observed in the
foregoing case, that is, how translators, reviewers and excerpists to a greater
or lesser extent molded their raw material and adapted it to a Russian-Jewish
or general Russian reading audience.

T7. (Tsederbaum 1871): About the Jewish people
In an article entitled “About the Jewish people” (O evreiskom narode) pub-
lished in Vestnik russkikh evreev (1871 no. 20) Iosif Tsederbaum, in all like-
lihood related to the nestor in Jewish press Aleksandr Tsederbaum, put up a
defence of Jews against the controversial, antisemitic work Le Juif, le
judaïsme et la judaïsation des peuples chrétiens (Paris, 1869) by Henri
Roger Gougenot des Mousseaux. Mousseaux was one of the first to make the
link between Kabbalah and Freemasonry, presenting the Jews as sorcerers
and allies of Satan. He described the world as falling into the hands of a
group of Satan-worshippers, whom he called “kabbalistic Jews,” a secret sect
representing a tradition going back to “the sons of Cain,” later adopted by
the Chaldeans, and then passed on to the Jews. According to Mousseaux,
Gnostics, Manichaeans and Assassins had practiced the same cult, passing
the tradition on to the Templars, who had transmitted it to the Freemasons.
But the Jews had always supplied the Grand Masters, the highest Masonic
authority. During the 1860s and 1870s a large body of pamphlets and books
on the purported Judeo-Masonic conspiracy was produced in Europe, espe-
cially in France. In the 1880s many of these Western pamphlets on Judeo-
Masonry were translated and published in Russia, and original Russian
works on the subject of Judeo-Masonry started to appear at approximately
the same time (Aptekman 2006:660; Busi 2006). This article is one of the
earliest Russian sources to give attention to the ideas of Mousseaux, if only
as a concluding remark on the unfounded prejudices in Mousseaux’s book
concerning, for example, the purported Jewish possession of gold, through
which they influenced secret masonic societies which tried to take control
over Europe. This idea, Tsederbaum states, goes against common sense, and
is aimed only at evoking laughter in every reasonable individual (Tseder-
baum 1871:629).

In the beginning of the article, Tsederbaum puts forward a kind of “argu-
ment of longevity,” like that seen in Fin (above). To counter the anti-
Semitism of Mousseaux, he articulates a quasi “social-Darwinist” discourse:
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They say that the energy, vitality (sila, zhiznennost’), and intellectual capaci-
ties of every breed (plemeni) increases through the mixing of races (smesh-
chenie ras), i.e. the more there is of a heterogeneity of the elements and of
blood, the faster and more forcefully its energy and power evolves. At the
same time, the Jews have over the course of thousands of years preserved the
purity of their blood in the strongest way, without the slightest damage to
their intellectual capacities.

(Tsederbaum 1871:625)125

The author finds it noteworthy that the people who once conquered the Jews,
the Romans, are all but gone today, whereas the Jews live on and thrive
eighteen centuries later, doing business and industry, their sons appearing
everywhere the light of enlightenment (prosveshchenie) has reached and
where trade exists. While for example the former Spanish aristocracy suf-
fered “physical degeneration” from inbreeding, the Jews, despite a very lim-
ited selection of prospective marriage candidates, have preserved their
beauty and symmetry of form, especially the Jewish women of the upper
classes.

Tsederbaum remarks that the Jews are better “acclimatized” in most
countries of the world than the Europeans, having as it were an “innate pro-
pensity for acclimatization” (vrozhdennoi u evreev sposobnosti akklimatizi-
rovatsia). Referring to statistics from the French physiologist and anthro-
pologist Jean Boudin and from a doctor Neufville from Frankfurt, the author
notes in particular the lower mortality and sickness rates and the longer life
expectancy of the Jews as compared to Christians. The reference to Boudin
is actually found with Mousseaux himself, who in Boudin saw a friend and
antisemite ally, thanking him in his book for stating that “Jews stink like
bugs”  (Busi 2006:126). Apparently, this does not inhibit Tsederbaum in
using Boudin for his own purposes, and from enhancing his importance
as“one of the prime physiologists and statistics from the best medical fac-
ulty in France”(Tsederbaum 1871:625). History has shown, Tsederbaum
continues, that Jews largely escaped the plague of 1343 and later outbursts of
epidemic diseases in Europe, such as the typhoid of 1505. “The angel of
death spared the Jewish houses,” he contends, with clear reference to the
Biblical account of the first Passover in Egypt (Exodus 12). He asks about
the reason for the apparent greater Jewish resistance to sickness, and pro-
poses as possible answers better organization, the adherence to the law of
Moses, or an excess of moral force (Tsederbaum 1871:625).

A recurrent argument in the text is that the Jews have proved “useful,”
providing pol’za to the societies they live in, e.g. by facilitating financial and

                                
125 Ru. orig.: “Говорят что сила, жизненность, интелектуальныя способности каждаго племени
увеличиваются от смещения рас, т.е. чем больше в нем разнородности элементов и крови, тем
быстрее и сильнее развивается его энергия и сила. Между тем, евреи в продолжение тысячи лет
сохранили самым строгим образом чистоту своей крови, без малейшаго ущерба своим
интеллектуальным способностям.”
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industrial development. To further strengthen the case for the emancipation
of the Jews, the author quotes at length from Macaulay’s answer to William
Cobbett (1763–1835), British agriculturist and journalist, in the English Par-
liament concerning this question. Macaulay’s argument was that if the Jews
of Britain are denounced as “semi-patriots” it is only because England has so
far only been a semi-fatherland to them, as they have been hindered from
fully taking part in English society. Further, it should not be forgotten that
while the island of Great Britain was still at the same stage of civilization as
New Guinea, while science was still unknown in ancient Athens, the Jewish
people already possessed cities, palaces, a Temple, schools of science and
poetry.

Extracting answers to our questions (Q1-7) from this text we observe:
- The author apparently makes no obvious attempt to assume common
ground with an implied reader, but develops his argument more in response
to what the situation demands, as he perceives it (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are used to describe the energy (energiia) and
force (sila) of the Jewish people (Q2). General organicist-botanical imagery
is also used to describe the adaptation of Jews to local conditions, e.g. as in
Algeria, where “the family of a Jewish colonist in most cases grows and
blossoms” and “Jews soon develop roots and acclimatize easily there”
(ibid.:626).
- There are no clear signs of any ambition to balance the interests of different
reading audiences. Rather than trying to mediate, the author is more con-
cerned with defending Jewish national pride before a Russian audience, or
equipping his Jewish readers with arguments drawn predominantly from
external, non-Jewish sources that could be used for such a defence (Q5).

Summing up, we note in the text instances of the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary, (L) enlightenment, and (N) national dis-
courses are articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as
(E): degeneration (vyrozhdenie); (L): enlightenment (prosveshchenie);
(N): nationality (natsional’nost), nation (natsiia), people (narod), ra-
ce/tribe/breed (plemia), acclimatize (akklimatizirovat’sia), fatherland (ote-
chestvo), blood (krov’), purity (chistota).
Citations serve to articulate foremost a national (N) discourse, but also in-
clude elements of evolutionary and enlightenment discourses. There are no
direct quotations from Jewish sources, although the names of several Jewish
celebrities are enumerated to boost national pride (Disraeli, Mendelssohn,
Meyerbeer, Heine and others). References to external, non-Jewish authors
and scientists are several and diversified (Boudin, Tchudi, Frascator, Bos-
nage, Neufville, Macaulay, Cobbett, Gougenot des Mousseaux), and all ex-
cept the latter two are used to support Jewish national interests and the claim
for emancipation (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: The author is expressing primarily national Jewish inter-
ests and addressing implied internal readers among Russian-literate, moder-
ate, secular or religious Jews.

Isomorphisms: Given the time at which this article was written, on the
verge of the eruption of a major pogrom in Odessa (May 27, 1871), the an-
tisemitic argument of Gougenot des Mousseaux can be seen as a constraint
imposed on the author, who is pressed to respond in a similar way. Thus, it
represents an example of coercive isomorphism. In this sense, the text repre-
sents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to the political circum-
stances.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is obviously to defend Jewish national
interests and make the case for emancipation, as the long quote from
Macaulay indicates (Q6).

T8. (Vestnik russkikh evreev 1871): Darwin reviewed
This review in Vestnik russkikh evreev (1871 no. 26) of the foreign Jewish
press gives a short account of the essentially negative view of the German
Jewish journal Der Israelit on Darwin’s Descent of Man. The review notes
the considerable attention that Darwin’s theory had attracted by that time,
both from supporters and from opponents. Thus it is almost impossible for
the Jewish press in Russia as well as abroad to remain ignorant of this scien-
tific “hypothesis,” whatever one might think of it on a personal level. The
supporters of Darwin in their enthusiasm (uvlechenie) claimed the great
naturalist had penetrated (pronik) the secrets of nature. The object of this
review is to acquaint the readers with the foundation of Darwin’s theory, as
viewed by Der Israelit, a source which due to its “habitual orthodoxy and
conservatism” could hardly be suspected of showing any enthusiasm for new
theories of any kind, as the reviewer notes.

Darwin teaches that everything that exists today is the result of modifica-
tion (vidoizmenenie). The reviewer observes that in Descent of Man Dar-
win’s previous hypotheses are revised and amended. A long quote from Der
Israelit follows, in which the evolution of man from lower organisms is
traced backwards in accordance with Darwin’s view. Here several scientific
technical terms occur, both in Russian and Latin, e.g. pereponka (mem-
brane), chorda dorsalis (notochord). One of these terms is actually a mis-
print, probably due to a difficulty on behalf of the Russian reviewer to read
the German Fraktur, which makes him render “Corpora wolfiana” [sic!] as
corpora molphiana. In Descent of Man, “corpora Wolffiana” is explained as
“certain glands,” which “correspond with and act like the kidneys of mature
fishes” (Darwin 1871:16). The misprint in Vestnik shows that the author
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most likely has not consulted Darwin’s original text to check the citations
from Descent of Man.

Then follows the conclusion from Der Israelit, with a derisive comment
by the Russian reviewer at the end:

«Darwin’s well-known doctrine of “the descent of man” itself demonstrates
its falsity and unscientific character. Its falsity, since the difference between
the spiritual capacities of man and beast is enormous; further because the gift
of language has not been found yet in the animals. Unscientific, since true
science does not permit conclusions made from external characteristics, but
must also take into account the inner structure. From the research results of
anatomy it is known that apes resemble humans only externally, but regard-
ing inner structure there are many other animals which share a similarity with
man. Talmud already teaches that the interior of apes is not similar to that of
humans» the naïve paper Der Israelit continues.

(Vestnik russkikh evreev 1871 no. 26:812)126

Keeping his distance from Der Israelit by characterizing the paper as “na-
ïve,” the author offers what almost amounts to an excuse for devoting space
to its view of Darwinism, pointing to the fact that the more widely read Zei-
tung des Judenthums has decided to keep silent on this question, apparently
hesitating to argue against a theory which has attracted support among so
many scientists from all over the world.

One possible trace of isomorphism here lies in the author’s initial ac-
knowledgement of the Jewish obligation to become acquainted with Dar-
win’s theory, whatever one might think of it. By distancing himself from the
negative evaluation of Darwin by his German source, while giving no posi-
tive evidence in favour of evolution himself, the reviewer remains secure in
front of both censorship authorities and, on the other hand, radical readers
prone to endorse Darwinism. This might be seen as a sign of an external
coercive isomorphism.

This is a short text; one and a half pages all in all, of which only half of the
space is devoted to Darwinism. The rest of the article is a sort of obituary of
the Jewish professor of medicine in Bern (Switzerland), Philipp Munck, and
an account of the first solemn graduation-ceremony for students from the
Alliance Israélite school in Baghdad. It is difficult to know whether the order

                                
126 Ru. orig.: “«Знаменитое учение Дарвина «о происхождение человека» само доказывает
неверный взгляд и полнейшую не научность. Неверный взгляд потому, что различие между
духовными способностями человека и животных громадно; далее потому, что дарь слова не найден
еще у самых животных. Не научно, потому, что истинная наука не позволяет делать заключений по
наружным признакам, но должна принимать в уважение и внутреннее строение. По изследованиям
же анатомов, известно, что обезьяны только по наружному виду походят к человеку, но, по
внутреннему строению, много есть других животных, имеющих подобие человека. Талмуд уже
учит, что внутренности обезьяны не подобны человеческим» - продолжает наивная газета ”Der
Israelit”!”
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of presentation in the article reflects any definite priority made by the author
or the editor.

Employing our questions (Q1-Q7) on this text, we find:
- An assumption of common ground with the implied reader regarding the
apparent negative evaluation of Jewish “orthodoxy and conservatism,” while
at the same time trusting the reader not to be conversant with either the
German source of the review or with Darwin’s theory. But there is little or
no historical background serving to evoke common ground (Q1).
- A relative scarcity of analogies and metaphors, but a certain presence of
technical terms in the quotations (Q2).
- There are quotes from and references to Der Israelit, Zeitung des Juden-
thums and Darwin; while the former two as Jewish journals may be seen as
“internal” in one sense, the author’s way of distancing himself from them
makes them also appear to be “external” (Q3, Q4).
- The comments about the “orthodoxy and conservatism” and the naivety of
Der Israelit may be interpreted as attempts at accommodating more radical
readers, who would be sceptical about the use of this journal as an informa-
tion source. But there are no clear signs of a wish to balance this interest
against those of other groups, such as the orthodox themselves. The only
“mediation” that appears here is that of certain, carefully selected pieces of
information from another source, for a reading audience generally assumed
to be unfamiliar with the contents of this source (Q5).
- The purpose of the text is stated clearly as a wish to “present to the readers
in a few words the foundation of Darwin’s hypothesis … as it is regarded in
the German-Jewish press by such a cautious paper as «Der Israelit» ”(Q6).
- Censorship – whether executed or self-imposed - is a possible external
constraint, the exact impact of which is very difficult to evaluate in a case
like this, if there is no comparison with the original source (cf. below).
Whether instances of self-cencorship should be classified as either proactive
or reactive must perhaps be decided from case to case. In this case it would
appear to be more reactive (Q7).

Summing up, we observed in the text the following:
Discourses: (E) evolutionary and (L) enlightenment discourses are articu-
lated by means of key concepts (signifiers) such as:
(E): modification (vidoizmenenie), man (chelovek), ape (obez’iana), animal
(zhivotnoe); (L): science (nauka).
Citations of different origins are all used to articulate the evolutionary dis-
course; (E) Darwin, Der Israelit, Talmud, Zeitung des Judenthums.

Implied readers: Russian-literate Jews who do not read German or at least
will not be expected to check up on Der Israelit. Maskilim, those who are
still unfamiliar with Darwin’s theory.
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Isomorphisms: The acknowledgement of acquainting Jews with new scien-
tific theories, while possibly taking precautions against censorship interfer-
ence (coercive isomorphism).

Purpose: The purpose of the text is apparently the same as its possibly iso-
morphic raison d’être, that of acquainting a Jewish audience with Darwin’s
theory (Q6). This appears to be one of very few examples in our source ma-
terial of a text less oriented towards using evolutionism for other, more or
less instrumentalist aims, such as promoting national or religious ideas.

The short text is largely dependent on quotations, and in order to fully assess
why they were selected among other possible sections we must compare it to
the German original. It is an editorial from Der Israelit 1871 no. 17. The text
covers roughly three columns, a little more than a third of which is quoted in
Vestnik. But the omissions are significant. First, the derisive, ironic tone of
the German source is subdued in the Russian text, as is the reference to Karl
Vogt’s “Affentheorie.” In a Russian context, Vogt (together with Büchner
and Moleschott) were often associated with the crude materialism of the
nihilists, ever since Bazarov in Turgenev’s “Fathers and Sons.” It might be
that the reviewer in Vestnik wanted to save Darwin from appearing in such
company, something that could be harmful to the enlightenment intent. Fur-
ther omissions in the Russian text in comparison with the German source
concern direct quotations from Descent of Man relating to sex, as for exam-
ple the following passage:

There is one other point deserving a fuller notice. It has long been known that
in the vertebrate kingdom one sex bears rudiments of various accessory parts,
appertaining to the reproductive system, which properly belong to the oppo-
site sex; and it has now been ascertained that at a very early embryonic pe-
riod both sexes possess true male and female glands. Hence some extremely
remote progenitor of the whole vertebrate kingdom appears to have been
hermaphrodite or androgynous.

(Darwin 1871:207)

In Der Israelit this passage is quoted fairly accurately from the German
translation by Victor Carus. Its complete omission in the review in Vestnik
russkikh evreev may of course be due to lack of space or possibly fear of, or
actual, censorship. But the impression gained, with other omissions also
taken into account, is that the author of the review tries hard to present a
reasonably neutral picture of Darwin’s theory, not wanting to upset anyone
without cause, while his only accessible source happens to be a heavily bi-
ased negative account in an orthodox foreign Jewish paper. Apparently he
trusts his readers not to consult that source.
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T9. (Khvol’son 1879): The Jews as masters of adaptation
In a series of articles published in Razsvet 1879 under the heading “About
the alleged reticence of the Jews” (O mnimoi zamknutosti evreev), D.A.
Khvol’son, prominent philologist holding the chair of Semitic languages at
St. Petersburg university, describes the “Semites” as masters of adaptation
and assimilation, more successful than “the Aryans” in this respect:

The Semite is by nature more pliable and smoother than the Aryan; he easily
gets accustomed to (svykaetsia s) a new situation and to customs that are for-
eign to him, adapting (prinaravlivaetsia) to them without effort, while at the
same time he will not let himself be swallowed up by other nationalities. In
short, the Semites assimilate (assimiliruiutsia) with other peoples far more
easily than the Aryans, but much more strongly than these defend their na-
tional distinctiveness (samobytnost’) in the struggle for existence (bor’ba za
sushchestvovanie).

(Khvol’son 1879:22)

The dominant discourse here is obviously nationalist, with occasional Dar-
winist elements. Further, Khvol’son describes the ability of the Jews to adapt
to their surroundings, learning the language of the dominant culture and us-
ing it among themselves - as in Persia, in ancient Greece and the Hellenic
world, with special mention of the Septuaginta.

In the second article of the series, the author describes how the Jews have
adopted elements from Greek philosophy, especially from Plato, mentioning
Jewish philosophers such as Aristobolus and Philo. The third article refers to
the very rich Jewish-Arab culture, mentioning, for example, Jewish-Arab
physicians, mathematicians, astronomers and philosophers. The importance
of the Jews as translators of Arab and ancient Greek scientific and philoso-
phic works to Latin, which made these works acccessible to Christian
Europe, is given due attention. The role of the Jews in Christian Spain and
Portugal is also described, with special mention of prominent names like
rabbi Jehuda Moska, life physician to king Alfons X and author of the very
first work written in Castilian language.

This very brief account of the text only allows us to discern the following:
Discourses: The (N) national discourse is abundantly articulated by means
of key concepts (signifiers), such as “Semites,” “Aryans” and national “dis-
tinctiveness” (samobytnost’), while the only element of “evolutionism” we
found is (E) “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), used
together with elements of an enlightenment discourse, such as references to
scientists and philosophers, in the context of a national argument.
Citations and references are mostly to “internal,” at least purportedly Jewish
names and sources, and serve to primarily articulate a (N) national discourse,
e.g. the Bible, Philo, Aristobolus, Aristius Fuscus, Jehuda Mosca. The name
of Plato is an exception as an external, non-Jewish reference (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: The author is primarily addressing implied external (non-
Jewish) readers, it would seem at first glance, but a possible second mission
is to show Jewish traditionalists that Jewish adaptation and integration are
compatible with Jewish tradition, being both useful and possible, without
renouncing Jewish identity.

Isomorphisms: The use of concepts such as “Semites” and “Aryans” and
“struggle for existence” are means of seeking common ground with external
implied readers and can be seen as signs of either coercive or mimetic iso-
morphism: coercive, since they are in a way forced upon an author wanting
to respond to criticism in its own language, tinted by anti-Semitism and / or
Darwinism; mimetic, since this was also part of the academic language of the
time, which Khvol’son had probably internalized by then and made his own.

Purpose: The purpose is not stated explicitly, but would seem to be congru-
ent with that of reaching the possible implied readers identified above: on
the one hand, to respond to external critics accusing the Jews of reticence
and reserve; on the other, to show potential Jewish readers that adaptation
and integration are compatible with Jewish tradition, being both useful and
possible without renouncing Jewish identity (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q 1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- The effort to balance interests or to mediate between internal and external
seems here to be limited to showing assimilation / integration and national
distinctiveness to be compatible, as the Jews have proved (Q5).
- The text is evidently a reaction to external criticism, an act of defence,
rather than a proactive attempt to improve the situation of the Jews (Q7).

T10. (Ad Ts-m 1879): The Jewish conquest of the world - Marr reviewed
Under an epigraph from Shakespeare’s “King Lear,” Zabavna glupost liud-
skaia,127 a critical review in Razsvet 1879 entitled Zavoevanie mira evreiami:

                                
127 The paragraph from “King Lear” that is referred to is mocking the human tendency of
blaming others, even the planets, for our own faults and failures. As such it may also serve as
a powerful criticism of anti-Semitism:
Act 1, Scene 2:
Bastard: This is the excellent foppery of the world, that
when we are sicke in fortune, often the surfets of our own
behauiour, we make guilty of our disasters, the Sun, the
Moone, and Starres, as if we were villaines on necessitie,
Fooles by heauenly compulsion, Knaues, Theeues, and
Treachers by Sphericall predominance. Drunkards, Lyars,
and Adulterers by an inforc'd obedience of Planatary
influence; and all that we are euill in, by a diuine thrusting on.
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pis’mo iz Germanii – “The Jewish conquest of the world: a letter from Ger-
many,” opposes the racialist theories of W. Marr’s Der Sieg des Judenthum
über das Germanenthum - vom nicht confessionellen Standpunkt aus be-
trachtet (Bern, 1879). The review is signed by a certain “Ad. Ts-m.,” an
abbreviation behind which, most likely, hides the editor-in-chief himself,
Aleksandr Tsederbaum. In his characteristic ironic style he argues that Marr
is not to worry, since according to modern science, represented by Ernst
Haeckel (with particular reference to Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte. - 6.
Aufl. - Berlin, 1875) “the Indo-German race” has not been surpassed in
mental capacity, to the extent that it needs to retreat before “the invincible
Jews.” In terms of intellect, the Germans still consider themselves to hold
first place among the races inhabiting the universe. Haeckel acknowledges
Jewish superiority among other Semitic peoples, but the “Indo-German ele-
ment” is certainly superior to the Jews. Thus, the Germans are insured both
by sheer numbers and through their better quality, “by fate itself” (samoio
sud’boio), against the “corrupting enslavement” (tletvornago poraboshche-
nia) by the Jews.

A terrible weapon in the “struggle for existence” (borb’a za sushchest-
vovanie) has been given to the Jews through the Talmud, allowing them to
consolidate their supremacy and dominance, according to Marr. The re-
viewer tries to soothe Marr by ensuring him that contemporary Jews to a
great extent lack sufficient knowledge of the Talmud, as a result of their
preoccupation with secular knowledge.

The author cites statistical figures from Meyer’s Hand-Lexicon der allge-
meinen Wissens (Leipzig, 1878), estimating the total Jewish population to be
about 6 million, of which 5.8 in Europe, i.e. 1.7% of Europes total popula-
tion. On the other hand, the Jewish proportion in higher education in Prussia
rose to 12% of the total number of students, whereas the portion of Catholic
students fell from 33% to 16.5% during the same time (from 1875 to 1880).

In brief, the contents of the text allow us to extract the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary and (N) national discourses are articulated by
means of key concepts (signifiers), such as  (E): struggle for existence
(borb’a za sushchestvovanie); (N): race, indo-German element, Semitic
tribes (plemena)
Citations are almost exclusively external. The only “internal” reference of
any importance, to the Talmud, is actually introduced through the external
source of Marr. The external references, e.g. Marr, Haeckel and Meyer’s
Hand-Lexicon, serve to articulate foremost a national discourse, while the
epigraph from Shakespeare gives also an ironic touch of an enlightenment
mission (Q3).

Implied readers: The author is addressing both internal readers among
Russian-literate, moderate, secular or religious Jews, in need of a defence
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against anti-Semitism, and external non-Jewish readers, perhaps familiar
with Marr and Haeckel, and certainly with Shakespeare, one might presume.

Isomorphisms: The reference to Haeckel could possibly be seen as a sign of
coercive isomorphism, used as a means of defence against Marr’s anti-
Semitism.

Purpose: (Q6) Defence against anti-Semitism is the obvious purpose of the
text.

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify in particular:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the epigraph
from Shakespeare (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are scarce in the text, except for the evolutionary
commonplace concept of “struggle for existence” (Q2).
- There appears to be a certain balancing of interests between external and
internal here, although accomodation to the external interest appears to be
dominant (Q5).
- The text evidently represents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to
the political circumstances (Q7).

T11. (Getts 1879): The religious question among Russian Jews
This series of articles was published in Russkii evrei 1879 (no. 8, 10, 12, 15).
It deals mostly with the rabbinical question, deploring the fact that neither
the older nor the newly formed rabbis correspond to the needs of the day for
renewing Judaism in Russia. The first article in the series, however, takes a
broader view of the role of religion among the Jews in the Russian empire.
The author gives a vivid description of how “the spirit of the 19th century
entered into the dark alleys of the Jewish quarters and the tormented hearts
of Israel were filled with a powerful thirst for knowledge.” Then “supersti-
tion” understood that its former dominance was at stake, and “with a roar of
fanaticism” (s rveniem fanatizma) it started to persecute “light” or “the
secular world” (svet), “enlightenment” (prosveshchenie) and its adherents.
“In defiance of superstition (sueverie) appeared atheism (neverie)” (Getts
1879:265).

The author opposes both the orthodox (ortodoksy), who do not know the
fundamental principles of Judaism, taking the outer form, the “shell” (obolo-
chka) for the essence or “kernel” (iadro), going against everything that does
not have the aureole of “holiness” (sviatost’), on the one hand, and, on the
other, the freethinkers (svobodomysliashchie), who throw away both the
shell and the kernel, viewing religion as something with only a historical
significance, but now superfluous. The spirit of the 19th century, with the
“speed of electricity and the gigantic force of the steam engine,” also influ-
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enced the everyday life of the Jews. “The slogan of our time is struggle for
existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), and this struggle is no longer a sim-
ple hand-to-hand fight, but a heated, intense struggle between ideas (oz-
hestochennaia bor’ba idei)” (Getts 1879:266).

Discourses: The enlightenment (L) discourse is clearly dominant in this text,
but elements of evolutionary (E) and religious (R) discourses are also found,
and articulated by means of key concepts or signifiers such as (L): light
(svet), enlightenment (prosveshchenie), superstition (sueverie) (E): struggle
for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), (R) holiness (sviatost’).
Citations are nonexistent in the selection of text analyzed here.

Implied readers: The author is taking the position of a moderate maskil,
addressing implied internal readers among Russian-literate, moderate, secu-
lar or religious Jews, taking a critical stand towards the orthodox while pos-
sibly hoping to convince the “freethinkers” (svobodomysliashchie) among
the secularists not to throw away the “kernel” of Jewish tradition along with
the “outer shell.”

Isomorphisms: Apart from the cursory references to electricity, the steam
engine and the “struggle for existence” as possible tokens of “modernity,”
there are no detectable obvious signs of isomorphism in this text.

Purpose: The purpose of the text would seem to be to convince the benevo-
lent reader of the necessity to renew Judaism in Russia through educational
and possibly liturgical reform, while still respecting the historic tradition, the
essence of Judaism (Q6). This would correspond roughly to the program of
Zacharias Frankel and the positive-historical school that would later develop
into Conservative Judaism in America.

Further, as answers to our questions (Q1-7) we note in particular:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through signs of
modernity such as electricity and the steam engine (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from a possibly biological-botanical discourse
(obolochka, iadro) are used, while technical terms are virtually nonexistent
(Q2).
- There are no testimonials from non-Jewish third parties, while the mention
of “the struggle for existence” is the only, implicit, reference to an external
source (Q 3, Q 4).
- Although the author takes a middle position between orthodox religious
and secular atheists, there is no real mediation between internal and external
here, since the text is directed only to Jewish readers. (Q5).
- The text appears to be reactive rather than proactive in its relation to the
external world (Q 7).
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T12. (Legoyt 1879): Biostatistical advantage of the Jewish race
A series of articles in Russkii evrei 1879 (no. 2, 4, 6) and 1880 (no. 15) in-
cluded a translation from La France et l'étranger: études de statistique com-
parée by Alfred Legoyt (part 2, 1870). In the introduction to the series the
translator declares:

The following essay casts rich light on some aspects of everyday life and ra-
cial features (rasovyia storony) of the Jews, - aspects that have been little or
not at all researched here in Russia (u nas). The study offered here deserves
all the more our attention, since it is written by a famous scientist, and what is
more, by a non-Jew - a double guarantee for the unbiased attitudes expressed
in it.

(Legoyt 1879:58; italics in orig.)

What follows then are excerpts from Legoyt in Russian translation, under the
heading: Biostaticheskiia preimushchestva evreiskoi rasy v Evrope, -
“Biostatistical advantage of the Jewish race in Europe.” The text describes
the victorious struggle of the Jews against persecution in the different civili-
zations where they have lived, using the force of reproduction (sila
razmnozheniia) and spreading all over the world. Some of the means of this
Jewish struggle, according to the author, have been trade, their remarkable
intellectual qualities, a sound idea of financial credit systems, the preserva-
tion of their religion, the purity of race (chistoty rasy), the purity of morals
(nravov), habits and traditions from the original fatherland (obychaev i pre-
danii pervonachal’nago otechestva) and a well-known energetic liveliness
(zhivuchest’) - a “vis durans” that has secured “for the Jewish tribe” (za
evreiskim plemenem) a speedy acclimatization (akklimatizatsii) all over the
world and given Jews a clear advantage over other peoples, making them
independent and protecting them from detrimental influences of climate,
soil, hygienic and moral local conditions. (Legoyt 1879:58f). The purpose of
the study is expressed as an analysis (issledovanie) of the constant growth of
this people in modern time, particularly in Europe. The whole interest of this
question rests in this “tribal force” (v etoi plemennoi sile), - the “vis durans,”
which gives the Jews a clear advantage over other peoples.

Thus, the “argument of longevity” is also present in this text, only in a
slightly different form. Included in the text are also statistical tables, show-
ing the number of Jews in Russia to be (in 1858): 1,425,784 out of a total
population of 59,300,256 = 1/42; Polish provinces (1858): 599,875 /
4,696,919 = 1/7 ; Austria (1857) 1,048,147 / 34,615,466 = 1 /33.

Summing up, we find present in this text the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary and (N) national discourses are articulated by
means of key concepts (signifiers), such as (E): force of reproduction (sila
razmnozheniia), acclimatization (akklimatizatsii); (N): purity of race (chis-
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tota rasy), tribal force (plemennaia sila), original fatherland (p er-
vonachal’noe otechestvo).
The publication of this text in a Russian-Jewish journal can be seen as a ci-
tation in itself, serving to legitimate and articulate foremost a Jewish na-
tional discourse (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author, or rather the editor of Russkii evrei, in pub-
lishing this translation is primarily addressing implied internal readers
among Russian-literate, moderate, secular or religious Jews. The text would
probably serve less well for the defence against Judeophobia or anti-
Semitism in argument with external readers, since it might be perceived as
actually confirming some of the prevalent prejudices about Jews as too pow-
erful and fruitful, as a threat to the majority populations.

Isomorphisms: The publication of this translation can in itself be seen as an
instance of mimetic isomorphism, borrowing credibility and legitimacy from
an external source in support of a Jewish national interest.

Purpose: More interesting than the text itself may be the purpose of pub-
lishing this translation, which apparently is to motivate and boost a high
Jewish self-esteem, by borrowing external credibility from a non-Jewish
scientist, as is explicitly emphasized in the introduction (Q6).

As further answers to some of our special questions (Q1-7), we identify
these particular features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the expec-
tation of their shared high evaluation of scientific, external evidence  (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are few, but some biological imagery occurs, as
do also some technical statistical terms (Q2).
- The text in itself consists essentially of one long testimonial from a non-
Jewish, external source, whereas references to internal Jewish sources are
virtually nonexistent (Q3, Q4).
- There appears to be no balancing of interests, while the “mediation” be-
tween internal and external rests uniquely on the latter part here, through the
positive evaluation given of the Jews. (Q5).
- Using the testimony of an external source for one’s own purpose is if any-
thing purely reactive rather than proactive (Q7).

T13. (Pumpianskii 1880): The poetry of Creation
The author of this text was Aron Pumpianskii (1835-1893), born in Vilna,
and a rabbi and preacher in Riga. He published not only articles and ser-
mons, but also for example a monograph in Hebrew with Russian parallel
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translation and commentary in Hebrew, Sefer Mishle - Pritchi Solomonovy
(Saint Petersburg, 1891), “Solomon’s Proverbs.”

The text analyzed here is a series of articles entitled Poeticheskaia
tvoreniia iunago chelovechestvo. (Sotvorenie mira i cheloveka) - “The poetic
creation of young humanity (Creation of the World and of Man),” published
in Russkii evrei 1880 (no. 1, 5, and 11). To motivate the preoccupation with
Scripture the author refers to the high poetical value assigned to the Biblical
story of Creation by Goethe and Herder. He describes Biblical cosmogony,
and compares it with that of other cultures - Greek, Phoenician, Chaldean,
and Indian (Pumpianskii 1880 no. 5). All of the other cosmogonies are
dominated by a personification (olitsetvorenie) and divinification (obogot-
vorenie) of the forces of nature (sily prirody); only the Biblical cosmogony
acknowledges One All-powerful God as the Creator of the universe through
his own force. The elements (stikhii) and forces of nature are all mentioned
by their real names in the Bible, the same names that are used by contempo-
rary science (sovremennaia nauka), Pumpianskii asserts. According to In-
dian and other cosmogonies, the world is ruled by blind chance (slepoi slu-
chai); the Bible acknowledges a Higher Divine Intelligence, which through
rational Providence (razumnym Promyslom)128 brings to life the forces of
nature, and equips and governs them according to its eminently wise will
(vyzyvaet k zhizni sily prirody, oruduet i upravliaet imi po svoei premudroi
vole). The Indian and Greek gods are part of nature; the Bible acknowledges
an independent Creator who stands above nature - this is a difference be-
tween pantheism and monotheism. Pantheism goes hand in hand with real-
ism: here the forces of nature and material interests play the leading role.
Monotheism gives birth to idealism, the dominance of the spiritual forces of
human nature (gospodstvo dukhovnykh sil chelovecheskoi prirody). The
Biblical teaching finds in the universe an “infinite chain” (bezgranichnuiu
tsep’) of creatures, placed according to their moral development (po mere
svoego nravstvennago razvitiia) at a corresponding level of perfection (na
posledovatel’noi stepeni sovershenstva). The first and lowest link (zveno) of
this chain is attached to the unmovable, blind, unconscious nature, and the
last, highest link is man, that is, “spiritualized matter” (odukhetvorennaia
materiia), endowed with a “free will and a rational soul” (svobodnoi volei i
razumnoiu dusheiu), which through its “godlikeness” (bogopodobnost’iu)
“adjoins the purest incorporeal most perfect spirit – the Omnipotent Creator
and Ruler of the universe”129 (Pumpianskii 1880 no. 11:431).

The author then retells the Biblical story of Creation from Genesis in po-
etic language, stressing both the “infinite beauties” (bezpredel’nyiia krasoty)
                                
128 Промысел could also be translated as “course, decree, disposal” in a religious context, and
may perhaps convey a stronger sense of determinism than the more commonly used
Провидение for “Providence.”
129 Ru orig.“примыкает к чистейшему безтелесному совершеннейшему духу – Всемогущему
Создателю и Правителю Вселенной.”
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of the world thus created by God, filling man with deepest awe before the
Creator (blagogoveniem k Sozdateliu), and its rational, “all-wise” (premu-
droe) construction. To describe this latter property of the universe, the author
also uses semi-scientific terms like “atmospheric space” (atmosfernoe pros-
transtvo).

The religious discourse is dominant in this text, as expected. But there are
also some vague attempts to reach out to readers less familiar with religious
concepts. The rather weak element of isomorphism with a scientific dis-
course, in terms of a direct use of quasi-scientific terms (e.g. atmospheric
space), is strengthened to some extent through the employment of an idea
common in natural philosophy of the time, supported e.g. by Karl von Baer’s
embryological observations. It is the notion of ontogeny, the development of
an individual embryo of a species, as a recapitulation of its phylogeny, the
evolutionary history of that species. Most explicitly this idea was expressed
in Ernst Haeckel’s works from 1866 and onwards, but in a more general
form it was entertained already by Herbert Spencer in his work on Education
from 1861, where he promoted a view of the education of a child as a reca-
pitulation of the historical process of the acquirement of knowledge by man:

The education of the child must accord both in mode and arrangement with
the education of mankind, considered historically. In other words, the genesis
of knowledge in the individual must follow the same course as the genesis of
knowledge in the race [...] both, being processes of evolution, must conform
to those same general laws of evolution […] education should be a repetition
of civilisation in little.

(Spencer 1861)

Pumpianskii appears to echo Spencer, articulating essentially the same idea
but as part of a religious discourse, when he describes the psychological
development of every individual human being as repeating the story of the
very first humans, as told by the Bible. He calls to mind our childhood, when
we are still, as it were, living in unity with nature, not outside it. However,
soon in life, under the influence of the “subtle serpent-adversary”
(mudrstvuiushchii zmei-iskusitel’), we already learn to reason about the
world as something external to ourselves (Pumpianskii 1880 no. 11:433).
Through our caring for this external world, in particular through a mother’s
care for her child and a father’s work to support his family, we become
moral, rational individuals. Working on ourselves, developing our spiritual
forces (dukhovnyia sily), enriching ourselves with knowledge and sciences,
we reach a higher ethical level, and we also benefit (pol’za) the society and
the state.

Thus, for Pumpianskii the Biblical story of creation “satisfies our reason
with its immutable truths,” it contains not “a myth, an invention of imagina-
tion, but the highest divine foundations of theology and philosophy.” This is
why the “beneficent influence of these legends on the education of the peo-
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ples is indisputably great” (Pumpianskii 1880 no. 11:434).130 Here again
there is a reminiscence of the idea of education as civilization, justifying as it
were the guiding role of “advanced” societies for more “primitive” ones. The
presence of such a hidden motive may find support through the concluding
quote in the text from Herder, who traced influences from the Biblical story
of creation also in the institutions and religions of the “most distant and sav-
age peoples” (samykh otdalennykh i dikikh narodov). Herder saw the divine-
poetical legends of the Bible as having a very honourable role in the “enno-
blement of the morals of the world” (oblagorozhdenia nravov mira) and in
the “education of the first peoples” (obrazovanie pervykh narodov) (Pumpi-
anskii 1880 no. 11:434)131

Metaphors from biology had been employed before by maskilim like
Nahman Krochmal and Samuel Fin. They used them in a social context to
express an analogy between the individual development of human beings
and the history of nations, seen as passing through stages of boyhood, youth
and maturity, with reason and intelligence finally conquering pure emotion
(cf. above and Feiner 2002:172f). Fin apparently also held European civili-
zation to be more intellectually advanced than those of Asia and Africa.
Thus, if Pumpianskii, a graduate from the Vilna state rabbinical seminary
where Fin taught, and in the early 1860s co-editor of the Russian supplement
to Fin’s journal Ha-Karmel (JE-Pumpianski), had searched for “internal”
Jewish support for his views, he would not have had to go very far. Why
then did he choose, rather, to found his views on external, non-Jewish
sources? It could be that he also hoped to make an impression on potential
readers among the Russian general public. A stronger motivation for the text
as a whole might have been to appeal to radical secularist maskilim, and thus
spur their interest in studying the Torah again by reference to science, reason
and external European sources more likely to impress them than “the old
folks at home.”

Summing up, we find represented in this text the following:
Discourses: Despite the subject of this article, with close relevance to
themes treated by evolutionary theory, and the possible influence from
Spencer, we find in this text no clear articulation of an evolutionary dis-
course. The key concepts employed are more general, belonging to dis-
courses of religion (R) and enlightenment (L). These are articulated by
means of signifiers such as:
(R): incorporeal (beztelesnyi), most perfect spirit (sovershenneishemu
dukhu), Omnipotent Creator and Ruler of the universe (Vsemogushchemu

                                
130 Ru. orig.: “Вот почему благодетельное влияние этих сказаний на воспитание народов
неоспоримо велико.”
131 The reference is to Herder’s Über die Wirkung der Dichtkunst auf die Sitten der Völker in
alten und neuen Zeiten (1781).
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Sozdateliu i Praviteliu vselennoi), all-wise (premudroe), godlikeness (bo-
gopodobnost’), Providence (Promysel).
(L): forces of nature (sily prirody), contemporary science (sovremennaia
nauka), pantheism, monotheism, realism, rational, atmospheric space (at-
mosfernoe prostranstvo).
The few citations in this text also articulate these two discourses, where
externa references to Goethe and Herder (L) serve to legitimize the “inter-
nal” preoccupation with the Biblical text of Genesis (R) (Q3,4).

Implied reader: Internal: Religious and/or secularist maskilim, external
Russian general reader.

Isomorphism: “Recapitulation theory” (ontogeny is phylogeny), general
enlightenment (science). Isomorphism seems to be mimetic rather than coer-
cive, and employed for the sake of making the argument more convincing to
secular readers. It might also be seen as one of those special cases of discur-
sive isomorphism, referred to above, in which a dominating discourse is
appropriated, transferred and articulated in a completely different order of
discourse. This may concern not only the use of the “recapitulation theory”
here but also the enlightenment discourse,  originally articulated by Herder
and serving partly a colonialist purpose, but here apparently used mainly for
an internal, Jewish self-educational aim.

Purpose: The purpose of the text seems to be, quite simply, to enhance the
importance of the Biblical story of creation, or more generally to promote
the study of the Bible, by pointing to its civilizing power as an important
source in education (Q6).

As further answers to our questions we note in particular:
- The common ground assumed here is a certain familiarity with the Biblical
story of Creation, allowing a comparison with other cosmogonies, but little
else of historical background is provided in the text (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors other than those employed in the Bible are
scarce, and “technical terms” are mostly religious, with few exceptions (e.g.
“atmospherical space”) (Q2).
- There are no clear signs of a wish to balance the interests of different
groups, nor of mediation, other than through the few general references to
science and to external sources (Q5).
- There are no clear visible traits of any particular external constraints having
had an impact on this text. The author seems more or less self-contained in
the fulfilment of his mission, with external references appropriated as loans
used only to make a larger impact on a wider audience. Thus, the stance of
the author appears to be more proactive than simply reactive (Q7).
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T14. (Simchowitz 1880): Moses as positivist
In 1880 a book entitled Der Positivismus in Mosaismus: erläutert und ent-
wickelt auf Grund der alten und mittelalterlichen philosophischen Literatur
der Hebräer was published in Vienna by a young Jew, only twenty-one
years of age, by the name of Salomon Schachno Simchowitz.132 The author
of the book set out to show, as he states already on the first page, that the
original, unadulterated Judaism, springing from Moses himself, completely
coincides and is identical with modern positivist philosophy. The subtitle of
the book is appparently also meant to convey the idea that the author really
introcuces nothing new, but only brings out from these old Judaic sources
what has been there all the time. According to Simchowitz, the idealist, su-
pernatural, transcendentalist version of Judaism that has come down to later
generations is a distortion of the original teachings of Moses. At fault for this
adulteration of original Judaism are the influences from ancient Greece and
from Hellenizing Jewish philosophers such as Aristobulus and Philo, whom
Simchowitz regards as Platonists rather than “Mosaicists,” and their follow-
ers, the founders of Christendom. Their alienation from the original teach-
ings of Moses resulted largely from reading the Bible in its “obscured and
falsified” Greek translation, the Septuaginta (Simchowitz 1880:II). Further,
Simchowitz refers to an ancient esoteric knowledge of metaphysics and
physics purportedly possessed by the Jews. In contrast to the transmission of
the legislation and rituals (halakha), this esoteric knowledge was not openly
transmitted, but was conveyed orally between tradition-bearers. Therefore it
was lost with the demise of the schools in which these traditions were kept
alive. But traces of this knowledge remain in Talmudic references to the so-
called Ma’aseh Merkabah, the vision of the prophet Ezekiel of the Divine
Chariot, and the Ma’aseh Bereshit, the act of Creation. Simchowitz also
refers to Maimonides’ Moreh nevukhim, the “Guide for the Perplexed” (I,71
and II,11), the first section of which confirms the loss of a number of sci-
ences, previously possessed by the Jews, as a result of the passage of time
and the influence of the “barbarian” peoples who came to dominate over the
Jews.

In the empiricist spirit of Maimonides, Simchowitz set out to rectify the
dominating view of Moses as mainly a religious leader and teacher, by
bringing to the forefront his philosophical system, which is characterized as
“unspeculativ, empirisch, auf Naturwissenschaft gestützt und positiv” (Sim-
chowitz 1880:2). Simchowitz refers to Rabbi Narboni (1300-1362), accord-

                                
132 The name of the author is interesting in its own right, since there is also a rabbinic writer,
by the name of Samuel Simchowitz of Slutsk (Belarus’), who wrote numerous essays ap-
pearing in the Russian press, refusing calls to the Orthodox rabbinate both in Vienna and
Warsaw in the 1860s, but who was accepted as a member of the great rabbinical synod held in
St. Petersburg in 1894. It is not known to me whether this Samuel Simchowitz was in any
way related to the young Salomon Schachno; such a relationship might perhaps shed some
extra light on the the work of the latter and its reception in Russia.
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ing to whom Moses begins the Pentateuch with the story of Creation, i.e. the
philosophy of nature, and not with his theology, since the latter follows phi-
losophically from the former, being a necessary introduction to theology
(ibid.:16).133 Further, Simchowitz argues against the interpretation of the
Biblical account of Creation as implying “creatio ex nihilo.” Quite the oppo-
site is the case: the original tohu vavohu in Genesis 1 refers to a state of
formless, unorganized, eternally existing (non-created) matter (ibid.:26ff).
Midrashic authorities such as R. Brechiah and Bar-Kapara (Bereshit Rabah
I, 7) and medieval sources such as Gersonides (Milhamot Hashem VI, 1,17)
and R. Joseph Albo (Ikkarim I,2) are cited in defence of this view.

A major reason why this point is so important to Simchowitz is appar-
ently Kant’s critique against the so-called physico-theological argument for
the existence of God (sometimes also referred to as the argument from de-
sign). Kant had pointed out that one cannot consistently derive any purpose-
ful design or intention from pure matter, only from form, implying that the
physico-theological argument can prove, at best, the existence of a Master-
Builder, not of a Creator of the universe. Since for Simchowitz the idea of
purpose is so essential, he evidently prefers to drop the idea of creation out
of nothing, acknowledging instead the eternal existence of matter. According
to Simchowitz, the reason why Moses did not turn into an atheist after hav-
ing banished all gods from nature, but instead became the founder of mono-
theism, is that he discovered something: the presence of a purpose, a plan, an
intentional design in the form and structure of things in nature, in their orga-
nization and functioning, “die Künstlickeit [sic!], Plan- und Zweckmässig-
keit ihrer äusseren Form, Structur, und Organisation, die offenbare Tendenz
ihrer äusseren Bewegungen und Wirkungen” (Simchowitz 1880:11). This
was something he could not explain simply by means of the natural laws of
science. So Moses had to assume the existence of an external cause, a Being
possessing consciousness and intelligence who had the power to form these
things of nature according to a plan, assigning to them a purpose.

Simchowitz goes out of his way to make Judaism or “Mosaicism” accord
with contemporary science. Through generous interpretation he manages to
fit the Biblical story of Creation within the Kant-Laplace nebular hypothesis
of cosmogony and the prevailing geological view of the formation of the
Earth. He also makes a serious effort to demonstrate the necessity of assum-
ing an external original Divine impulse, which set the evenly distributed
masses of gas in the primeval nebula in motion, causing them to split up,
condensate and cool off to form solid bodies (planets, stars), something that
could not have happened all by itself, according to the knowledge contempo-

                                
133 Lur’e seems to have skipped over this part, since he unjustly reproaches Simchowitz for
basing his presentation exclusively on the teaching of Moses himself, not taking into account
the subsequent fundamental development of Judaism, citing as an example that could have
strengthened Simchowitz's argumentation precisely the aformentioned Rabbi Narboni.
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rary science had of gases and their behaviour.134 To underpin his argument he
again makes frequent references to classic sources of Judaism, such as
Midrash Bereshit Rabba, Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer and Talmud Yerushalmi.
He cites R. Hasdai Crescas (Or Hashem III, 1, 5) as literally describing a
“law of evolution” (Evolutionsgesetz), according to which a multitude of
successive worlds preceded the presently existing one, each reaching a
higher level of perfection than its predecessor:

dass in der That Gott sich von Ewigkeit her und immer mit der Erschaffung
von Welten abgeben hat, dass schon unzählige Welten vor der jetzigen in
gewissen Zeiten enstanden und vergangen sind, war es folgend dem allge-
meinen Werden und Vergehensgesetz, dem alle Organismen unterliegen,
oder einem Evolutionsgesetz, nach welchem Jede ihrer zu einer höheren Stu-
fe der Vollkommenheit als die ihr vorausgegangenen sich erhoben hat.

(Simchowitz 1880:49f)

Simchowitz interprets the creation of organic life described by Moses as a
gradual, slow process of development, periodically dependent upon the
emergence of the different corresponding living conditions and changes oc-
curring on the surface of the Earth, through which first plants, then water
living animals, then land animals and finally, as the vertex of this process,
man evolved. He is eager to point out that contemporary science seems to
support Moses in its description of the order of appearance of different
groups of organisms on the face of the Earth – first the kingdom of plants,
then the water living creatures and finally the land animals (Simchowitz
1880:72). [Simchowitz evidently ignores the fact that most green plants in
reality evolved later than a great many water living organisms.]

The author subsequently turns back to the question of purpose in nature.
He acknowledges the presence and reality of things in nature that do not
appear to have any detectable purpose. Nevertheless, he claims this is a real
problem only for the transcendentalist-idealist view of God and Creation,
according to which God is not only the creator of every living (and inor-
ganic) thing, but also the eternal keeper and supervisor of everything, re-
taining the power at any time to change also the laws of nature according to
his will, so that nothing is the way it is without God’s consent (Simchowitz
1880:74f).135 For Moses as a “positivist,” however, the presence of “pur-
poseless” things in nature constitutes no real problem, since these can easily
be explained from the blind, mechanical and unconscious evolvement of
uncreated matter according to the laws of nature, which not even God can

                                
134 Simchowitz’s note describing the developmental progress (Ger. vorwärtsschreitende
Entwicklung) as a process of condensation or concentration and isolation (Ger. Verdichtung
und Sonderung) might indicate that he has read Spencer.
135  Such a view corresponds with what is called hashgahah peratit in traditional Judaism, i.e.
the idea of Divine Providence as interfering at any moment even in the minutest detail of life
on Earth, so that the petals of a flower will not unfold, without God acting upon it.
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overrule without dissolving the whole organization of matter, thereby also
destroying all the good, purposeful creatures in the world. (Simchowitz
1880:76ff). Thus, in order to save the general applicability of scientific law,
the author was willing to sacrifice the notion of Divine omnipotence.

Simchowitz here also seems to invoke a “Spinozian” argument,136 while
citing Maimonides (Moreh Nevukhim, I,72) and Ibn-Daud (Emunah Ramah):
there is really nothing absolutely good or evil, purposeful or purposeless
(Simchowitz 1880:83ff). What is good and useful for the purpose of one hu-
man being may not be so for another. The individual evaluates what is good
or bad, useful and useless usually from his own particular point of view;
only God has an all embracing, general perspective on reality, as if weighing
different interests against each other. And as with the human body, the same
powers and laws bring forth organic life and make it develop, as those that
eventually cause its decay and dying (Simchowitz 1880:86).

Simchowitz further argues against what he describes as, on the one hand,
the Christian denigration of earthly life through asceticism, in favour of
some “higher spiritual” life, and, on the other, the parallel, but in fact incon-
sistent view of man as the preordained end purpose of all of Creation (Sim-
chowitz 1880:93f). Against this he poses the Mosaic view of life on Earth as
the highest purpose of Creation, and the essential equality between all living
organisms, seen as carrying their end purpose within themselves. Conse-
quently, Simchowitz enthusiastically welcomes the recent development in
science, which has narrowed the gap between humans and animals, in full
accordance with the Hebraic view of old. He likewise salutes the multitude
of new species of animals discovered by science, from the simple zoophytes
to the humanlike apes, all equal bearers of their own purpose, as truly worthy
creatures of the Master of Creation. He even speaks in almost jubilant terms
of the recently discovered microscopic organisms, each and every one of
which has a “perfect structure, living, sensing, moving, struggling for exis-
tence (kämpft ums Dasein), a true miniature edition of our larger animals!”
(Simchowitz 1880:107).

Anticipating a possible objection that would point to the miracles and
wonders in the Bible as incompatible with a positivist interpretation of Ju-
daism, Simchowitz claims these are not to be seen as violations of the natu-
ral laws, but only as demonstrations of Divine Providence (Providenz, or
Vorsorge), which Moses was the first to acknowledge (Simchowitz
1880:113). He cites Gersonides (Milhamot Hashem VI, 2,10) as saying that
prophecy, foresight and Providence are possible only of things and events
subject to regulation by natural laws, only of what is part of a preconceived
order (Simchowitz 1880:114). So the biblical “miracles” and “wonders” are

                                
136 Explicit but negative reference to Spinoza is made earlier in the text, where he is men-
tioned as representing a modern version of ancient Egyptian or Greek monism (or pantheism),
distinct from the monotheism that was first introduced by Moses (Simchowitz 1880:8).
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all effects of the natural laws, being part of God’s original plan of Creation.
For example, the crossing of the sea by the children of Israel at the exodus
from Egypt and the drowning of the pursuing Egyptians was made possible
through the ordinary tides, and the earth’s swallowing up of Korah and his
band of rebels (Numbers 16:28-35) was the effect of a volcanic eruption
(Simchowitz 1880:124). So, Simchowitz categorically denies that there is any
place for ”supernaturalism” in Judaism, replacing it instead with the concept
of Providence, which he sees as completely in accordance with a positivist
natural philosophy. The anticipated “dogmatic” objection against this view
of the world as a clockwork running all by itself once set in motion is that it
represents an unworthy picture of God the Creator, who is constantly sus-
taining the world. Simchowitz responds that it would detract much more
from the magnificence of God to imagine that the clockwork needed mend-
ing now and then, with God appearing as the repairer. Once we assume that
the plan of Creation was perfect already from the start, there can be no ex-
ceptions from the rules and laws laid down for its functioning already in the
beginning (Simchowitz 1880:125f).

The author speaks of a possible continuing evolution of the world, and
even an imaginable extinction of the present human species and its replace-
ment by another, more perfect one in the world to come (ha‘olam haba),
when nature will cease to evolve and enjoy a perfect Sabbath (Simchowitz
1880:151ff). In this connection, in addition to the rabbis of the Talmud, Sim-
chowitz even refers to such secular thinkers as Ludwig Büchner, a well-
known materialist, and Charles Fourier, the utopian socialist.

Further Simchowitz reveals himself as a full-blooded determinist, reject-
ing the concept of human free will (Simchowitz 1880:160f). All human
willing and acting have a cause, just like all other natural phenomena; they
are all part of God’s original plan of creation, of the all-encompassing Di-
vine Providence. Simchowitz discerns causal “chains,” linking even seem-
ingly free acts of human choice through external motives and desires, to
Divine Providence and God’s plan for Creation.

As a result of determinism, or “providentialism” as the author calls the
Mosaic view, all of our human efforts to better ourselves and the world
would seem to be in vain. In order to avoid this undesirable consequence, the
author introduces a sharp distinction between determinism and fatalism
(Simchowitz 1880:175). According to the latter, what the future holds is en-
tirely independent of all human willing and acting, and so it leads to our
giving up all our efforts and endeavours. Determinism, as Moses teaches it,
on the contrary holds the future to be completely dependent upon and deter-
mined by our willing and acting, which in their turn are determined by other
external causes and motives. This means our willing and acting appear both
as causes and as effects of other causes at the same time. But in the end,
even in this view, everything that happens is in accordance with Divine
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Providence, which, Simchowitz finally confirms, is incompatible with the
concept of human free will (Simchowitz 1880:178).

Der Positivismus im Mosaismus is in a way atypical in the late 19th century
Jewish reception of “evolutionism,” already through the space it devotes to
philosophical questions. The monograph format in itself naturally allows for
a more detailed treatment than in the newspaper and journal articles en-
countered so far. Despite being written in German, the book defends its
place in a Russian-Jewish context, through the possible origin of its author,
and, more importantly, through the reception the book came to enjoy in Rus-
sia, and in the Russian-Jewish press in particular, soon after its publication.
Before turning to some examples of this reception, it is time to summarize
the contents, and to try to extract answers from it to our particular questions
(Q1-Q7). Thus, we discern in the book the following:

Discourses: The “positivism” that Simchowitz claims to be the essence of
Mosaic Judaism is little more than a common materialist empiricism, clothed
partly in religious disguise. References to Comte, the founder of positivism,
are remarkably absent in the book. On the other hand, (E) evolutionary, and
(R) religious discourses are articulated and developed with use of key con-
cepts (signifiers) such as:
(E): law of evolution (Evolutionsgesetz), gradual development (stufenweise
Entwicklung), organisms, embryo, progressive development (vorwärtsschre-
itende Entwicklung), zoophyte, struggle for existence (Kampf ums Dasein).
(R): Creation (Schöpfung), God, Providence, wonders, revelation (Offenba-
rung), purposefulness (Zweckmässigkeit).

Citations are overwhelmingly to the classic sources of Judaism - Torah,
Talmud, Maimonides and a host of other ancient and medieval Jewish relig-
ious philosophers. The few external, non-Jewish sources referred to are ei-
ther materialist and socialist, such as Büchner and Fourier, or philosophers
and scientists such as Descartes, Kant, Laplace, and minor names such as
Pouchet, Joly, Musset. Simchowitz does not seem to be accurately updated
on the results of contemporary science, since in the controversy between
Pasteur and Pouchet 1859-64 on spontaneous generation, he refers only to
the latter, whose hypothesis seemed to accord better with the Talmud, al-
though it was already considered disproved and obsolete (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is primarily addressing internal readers among
maskilim, moderate or radical, secular or religious. The wealth of internal
Jewish references, the frequent citations to the Torah, Talmud and other
classic Judaic sources all give the opportunity for most educated Jews to find
something or someone to their liking. At the same time, the interpretation of
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these sources is far from uncontroversial, even among radical maskilim. But
it is to some extent also tuned to external readers who are interested in phi-
losophy and science, as a declaration to the outside world that Judaism has a
long-standing “scientific” record and is well prepared for the modern world.

Isomorphisms: Traces of isomorphism are more or less well masked in the
text, but might be inferred through the selection of citations. While refer-
ences to Jewish mysticism (represented by e.g. Isaac Luria, Avraham Abu-
lafia et al.) are carefully avoided in the text, the importance of philosophers
in the rationalist tradition of Maimonides is much enhanced. The text ap-
pears simply as an elaborate but not entirely up to date attempt to accommo-
date Judaism with science, through simultaneous suppression of parts of
Judaic tradition, reinterpretation of other parts and the grafting of modern
evolutionist concepts onto the result through mimetic or ‘discursive’ isomor-
phism.

Purpose: The purpose (Q6) of the book is stated explicitly in the preface as
that of “proving” (nachzuweisen) the presence of positivism in Mosaicism,
by describing its ”true, original Gestalt” (in seiner wahren, ursprünglichen
Gestalt), building on the “most authentic, most reliable sources”, not on the
apocryphic, false ones from which the untrue picture of Judaism as a kind of
supernaturalism or idealism was created (Simchowitz 1880:IX)

- The common ground assumed here is again a basic knowledge and appre-
ciation of the classical sources of Judaism, particularly of Genesis, without
which much of Simchowitz argumentation would fail to make an impact.
Further, a certain rationalist inclination and an aversion against mysticism
would enhance the appreciation of the book (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are borrowed from other sources, e.g. the de-
scription of God’s relation to the world as similar to that of our relation to
our own body parts, some of which seem to have a clear purpose, while oth-
ers do not - an imaged borrowed from Maimonides in order to explain the
presence of seemingly purposeless phenomena in the world (Simchowitz
1880:80). Technical terms are mostly “organicist” or evolutionist (Q2).
- There is no obvious attempt to balance interests of different groups, nor of
mediation between internal and external readers. The references to science
and to external sources serve just as much internal, “Jewish” interests, as
they represent an effort to convince a general reader of the modernity of
Judaism (Q5).
- No particular external constraints seem to have had impact on this text. The
young author displays a strong self-confidence in his argumentation, al-
though he is heavily dependent on his sources (Q7).
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T15. (Lur’e 1881): Jewish positivism or evolutionism
An elaborate response to Simchowitz’s book Der Positivismus in Mosaismus
appeared in the Russian-Jewish journal Razsvet 1881 (no. 47-52) in a series
of articles by Solomon Lur’e. Lur’e, born in the 1850s in the province of
Mogilev, was a multifaceted personality - poet, journalist, and engineer with
a diploma from the Institute for roads and transport (1885). He published
poetry in Hashahar in the 1870s, became a close collaborator of the new
Razsvet (St. Petersburg), and he also contributed to Russkii evrei and Vosk-
hod. He wrote a book on the emerging Zionism entitled “The future in the
past: Palestinophilism and universal human culture” (Budushchee v proshed-
shem: Palestinofil’stvo i obshchechelovecheskaia kul’tura, 1883), and he
translated Heinrich Heine’s Jehudah Halevi into Hebrew. During his last
years he served as community rabbi in Kiev, where he died in 1908. 137

In the first article (Razsvet 1881 no. 47) of the series, Lur’e apparently
acknowledges the legitimacy of Simchowitz’s object, i.e. to restore the true
meaning of the Pentateuch from the layers of various interpretations and
external influences it has been subject to throughout history, and to expose
the real “lining” (podkladka) of Judaism, by showing the “remarkable corre-
spondence” between the teaching of Moses and his views of nature and the
external world, in this way escaping the common trap of regarding the Torah
as being of purely “metaphysical origin” (Razsvet 1881 no. 47:1864f).

Evidently influenced by the Wissenschaft des Judentums in this mission
to reexamine the “real foundations” (real’nyia osnovy) of Judaism from a
critical point of view, Lur’e could also be accused of displaying the same
“restorative tendency” that Mordecai Aaron Ginzburg and others of the more
radical maskilim reacted against. Thus, Lur’e should be seen as standing
somewhere in between the moderates and the radicals, showing elements of
both in his approach.

Simchowitz had assumed the existence of an external cause, a Being pos-
sessing consciousness and intelligence who had the power to form the things
of nature according to a plan, assigning to them a purpose (Simchowitz
1880:11f). However, Lur’e is obviously not impressed with this argument of
purposeful design as the foundation of monotheism. It is clear from the third
article in the series (Razsvet 1881 no. 49) that he recognizes in this argument
only a slightly renewed and revised version of the old teleological proof of
God’s existence, the physico-theological proof, in Kant’s terminology.

What distinguishes Simchowitz’s theory from its predecessors is, in
Lure’s reading, only the parallel acknowledgement of, on the one hand, an
essentially independent, eternal, inanimate objective reality, obeying its own
                                
137 Sources: Evreiskaia entsiklopediia / A. Garkavi, L. Katsenelson. T. 10. - Facs. - Moskva :
Terra, 1991. - Cf. also: Jüdisches biographisches Archiv : JBA = Jewish biographical archive
/ Ed.: Hilmar Schmuck. - [Mikrofiche-Ausg.] - München : Saur, 1994ff. The son of Solomon
Lur’e, Yurii, Russified his familyname to Larin. He was a socialist and became a leader of
Soviet planning (Baron 1976:405n20).
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laws, and, on the other hand, a higher Divine intellect, which in ways unfa-
thomable for the human mind (neispovedimymi dlia cheloveka razuma)
adapts and prepares primeval, chaotic matter for further evolution. The
problem with this theory, according to Lur’e, is that it cannot properly ex-
plain the existence of certain forms of matter that obviously seem to lack any
purposefulness at all and that do not appear to correspond to any plan. Sim-
chowitz tries to evade this problem by declaring that even the highest intel-
lect cannot change the laws of nature, and that the Divine preparation only
allows for the maximum possible quantity of purposefully constructed matter
in accordance with the plan, but that there will always be a residue of matter
that does not fulfil these requirements and that will actually be at variance
with the Divine plan (cf. Simchowitz 1880:13f).

But Lur’e does not accept this vain attempt at rescuing the theory. Why
look for accordance with a plan, he asks, when even the very existence of
such a plan may be seriously questioned:

The plans of the universe that from time to time are drawn up by human
imagination constantly change, in general as well as within their details, with
the growth of knowledge, and the rising level of understanding of nature. [...]
Therefore, to talk about the universe as corresponding to a certain plan as a
sufficient argument in this or that proof has no rational foundation.

(Razsvet 1881 no. 49:1939f)138

Lur’e then turns to the concept of ‘purposefulness’ (tselesoobraznost’)
which, contrary to what Simchowitz thinks, does not refer to any inherent
quality in objects of nature, situating them as parts of a general plan, but
rather to something that appears as the result of evolution, occurring in ac-
cordance with natural laws.

The reasoning here is strikingly similar to that of Lavrov’s “Historical
letters” (Istoricheskie pis’ma), first published in 1868-69, where it was ar-
gued that from the point of view of “transformism” any organic form re-
ceives its “meaning” (smysl) only as a moment in the universal genesis of
organisms, and every specific case has its interest only through research of
the general process of evolution (Lavrov 1891:30). Thus, the conclusion
drawn by Lur’e is near at hand: there is no individual purpose inherent in the
organisms, or in any other natural, inorganic form for that matter.

At the end of this article Lur’e finally appears as a full-blooded evolu-
tionist, a follower of both Darwin and Spencer, discussing the genesis of
variation in the organisms as a process of isolation (obosoblenie) and spe-
cialization. In this process, everything that is a result of evolution is in a
                                
138 Ru. orig.: “Планы мироздания, которые по временам рисуются воображению людей,
непрерывно изменяется, как в общем, так и в частностях, параллельно с приращением запаса
знания, с возвышением уровня понимания природы. [...] Говорить поэтому о соответсвии вселенной
известному плану, как о достаточном аргументе в том или другом доказательстве, не имеет
разумнаго основания.” (Разсветь 1881 no. 49:1939-1940)
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sense purposeful, but no higher form of purposefulness exists. This line of
reasoning is continued in the next article of the series (Razsvet 1881 no. 50),
where Lur’e devotes most of the space to expounding his own view, con-
trasting with that of Simchowitz on several fundamental points. He again
denies the existence of any observable “purposefulness” in nature, and
claims that such a notion can only be upheld as long as different forms of
existence are seen as essentially unchangeable, as retaining their original
state of being, as if nature was forever fixed. But modern science has proved
that this is not the case, that all forms of existence in nature, organic as well
as inorganic, are only temporary, transient results of natural processes of
successive specialization and isolation of matter. Hence, all forms of exis-
tence are only temporary but necessary products of immutable natural laws,
no such form being more “purposeful” than the other.

Opposing Simchowitz’s view, Lur’e gives his own version of the devel-
opment of monotheism as a process of shifting and widening the focus of
attention in observation from individual, singular and momentaneous natural
phenomena, which could more easily be viewed as ruled by some kind of
personal will (as in fetishism, polytheism, or pantheism), to repeated in-
stances of such phenomena and their co-occurrence with certain other ante-
cedent phenomena, perceived as natural causes. Thus, the human mind was
led up a ladder of causes, to eventually ask for the “first cause.” It is only at
this stage that monotheism and science take leave from each other; while the
scientist refrains from guessing, the monotheist “creates for himself a belief”
(sozidaet sebe veru) in God as a first cause. But in principle, the scientist and
the monotheist both share the conviction of the fundamental unity in nature
of both forces and matter (edinstvo v prirode, edinstvo sil, edinstvo
veshchestva). That is why monotheism also has a certain affinity with mo-
nistic philosophy, which Lur’e treats in detail in a subsequent article.

In the following article (Razsvet 1881 no. 51) Lur’e discerns two funda-
mental principles governing everything that exists in the universe, viz. (1)
the principle of the unity of nature (edinstvo prirody), meaning that every-
thing that exists has a common origin, a common cause, and (2) the principle
of evolution, which is now acknowledged as generally valid in the organic as
well as in the inorganic world of inanimate matter. But out of curiosity the
human intellect will continue to ask whether these two principles together
also represent the final cause of everything that exists, if there is such a final
cause. More specifically, two fundamental questions regarding this final
cause can be asked: (i) what is the origin of this final cause, and (ii) what is
it like? Now, according to Lur’e, these questions are essentially independent
of one another. However, whereas (i) is left unanswered by positivism, mo-
nism and monotheism alike, positivism also refrains from answering (ii),
while monism and monotheism both try to provide some kind of answer to
this second question. And rightly so, it appears to Lur’e, since such an an-
swer has throughout history proved to be essential for the regulation of prin-
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ciples of morality in human life. This is so since evolution involves the
struggle for existence, and without an idea about the character of the final
cause of the universe, and, hence of evolution, we will not know what means
are permissible in this struggle, something that will eventually lead to the
lowering of morality and to the disintegration of human society.

Both the monist and the monotheist take evolution as their point of de-
parture in their answers to question (ii). But evolution, abstractly defined as
“the totality of motion of separate parts of substance in different direc-
tions,”139 cannot explain how external motion creates inner sensations (osh-
chushchenia) in living organisms. In order to explain this, it is necessary to
introduce an additional foundation (dopolnitelnoe nachalo) in the theory of
the construction of the universe. This additional foundation, this new begin-
ning or origin of the universe, is one which both the monist and the mono-
theist relate to the final cause. The only difference between them, according
to Lur’e, is that the former, with the introduction of this additional founda-
tion, “dissolves” the final cause in “the sea of the universe,” whereas the
monotheist views this final cause as something separate and independent of
the rest of the universe, something external to it. Monotheism, thus, intro-
duces the additional foundation in the form of a characteristic of this exter-
nal, final cause; that is, God.

This difference between monism and monotheism is further explained in
the last article of the series (Razsvet 1881 no. 52). Here Lur’e states the two-
fold reason for choosing to compare monotheism with monism in particular:
the recognized status that monism enjoys among a considerable number of
scientists, and, at the same time, its bold and clear acknowledgement of the
fact that the origin of life cannot be explained by the theory of evolution.
Again he returns to the as-yet unexplained relationship between external
motion and inner sensation in living organisms.140 To describe the monist
“solution” to this problem, Lur’e initially quotes the German Jewish philolo-
gist and convinced evolutionist Lazarus Geiger141: “Motion is the external
side of everything that exists; sensation, then, is its inner side” (Lur’e
1881:2059). 142

                                
139  Ru. orig.: “совокупность движений отдельных частей вещества по различным направлениям”
140 This is a problem that we are still facing today, although we express it perhaps in a slightly
different way: ”We have no idea at present how the modern human brain converts a mass of
electrical and chemical discharges into what we experience as consciousness.” (Tattersall
2000).
141 Lazarus (Eliezer) Geiger (1829-1870), philologist from Frankfurt am Main, was the
nephew of the more well known reform rabbi Abraham Geiger (1810-1874). Interestingly,
while Lazarus was a convinced evolutionist even before Darwin, he was also a staunch oppo-
nent of religious reform in Judaism, whereas for his uncle Abraham it was rather the opposite;
Abraham Geiger openly rejected the transmutation of species, and he expressed moral and
rational reasons for retaining the essential difference between man and beast (Cantor
2006:12).
142 “Движение есть внешняя сторона всякаго бытия; ощущение же - его внутренняя сторона.”
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Thus, the monist declares that motion and sensation are but two sides of
all atoms in the universe, but that the sensation of each atom is experienced
only by itself (cf. Leibniz’ windowless monads), whereas that of others is
perceived only as motion. This means that in principle all of nature is alive
and animated; only in the animal world, however, have the living monads
formed sufficiently complex combinations as to achieve maximum tension
(napriazhenie), thereby producing consciousness. In monism, evolution is
simply the eternal and incessant process of monads combining to form ever
more complex aggregates, with the goal of raising the level of consciousness
in nature.

In the end, by admitting a mission (zadacha) and a goal (tsel’) of evolu-
tion in monism, it seems Lur’e lets teleology sneak back in. Nor will he let
monotheism do entirely without it. Monotheism, according to Lur’e, shares
the conviction with monism of the existence of immutable laws regulating
the existence of all substance in the universe, and likewise the insight about
the impossibility of understanding the transition from external motion to
inner sensation in the living organisms. But this incomprehension of the
origin of life, seen as the totality of sensations (sovokupnost’ oshchush-
chenii), rather than dissolving the distinction between animated and inani-
mate matter in nature, as does monism, spurs the monotheist, by contrast, to
place the source of life itself outside nature. Thus, monotheism does not
accept the monist view of life as simply a complex combination of motion.
To explain life it demands an additional unknown something that transforms
motion into sensation. This unknown something must, according to mono-
theism, be added to matter from outside, that is, from God.

With reference to evolution, then, monism and monotheism both agree,
according to Lur’e, that progress is both possible and necessary. The process
and the goal of evolution is the same for both of them; it is only regarding its
source and first impulse that they differ. But, the consequence of this seem-
ingly insignificant difference is dramatic in the author’s eyes. Since accord-
ing to the monist hypothesis every being carries its source of life within it-
self, there is no external moral regulator of the struggle for existence, and,
strictly speaking, the inalienable right to life, pertaining only to living or-
ganisms in the usual, narrower sense, either ceases to exist, or we are forced
to acknowledge the living foundation in everything that exists, including
seemingly inanimate matter. Consequently, in this view, we must refrain
from undertaking even changes in nature that are necessary for human life.
In contrast, if life is something that is given from outside only to some parts
of all matter that exists, as in monotheism, then the right to life of these parts
is evident. Given this right, then, our ability to act upon the rest of nature for
our own benefit appears to be completely justified. This then, according to
Lur’e, is the motive behind the emergence and preservation of monotheism,
the roots of Moses’ teaching about God and life, a doctrine according to
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which, Lur’e concludes by citing Graetz, “God is the source, but not the
goal.”143

What makes Lur’e exceptional is his way of confronting Simchowitz, and
what he evidently conceives of as a simplistic attempt at reconciling science
and religion, with arguments largely rooted in science itself, notably in con-
temporary evolutionary theory, while staking out boundaries and determin-
ing the particular characteristics that distinguish monotheistic faith from pure
science. However, for all its faults, Simchowitz’s Mosaic positivism is
treated with respect and with serious interest; not least the sheer volume of
text that Lur’e devotes to the book bears witness to that.

Extracting answers to our questions from (Lur’e 1881), we find the follow-
ing features of the text:
- (Lur’e 1881) presupposes a qualified reader, conversant with theological
and philosophical concepts and technical terms, but apart from that the
author assumes minimal common ground with the readers, giving elaborate
explanations of his reasoning, while Jewish history is referred to as back-
ground mainly in the first article (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are not very frequent; most of the reasoning is
quite straightforward (Q2).
- Explicit references to external sources are few, with only one quotation
appearing as a third party testimonial, that of the German physiologist and
psychologist Wilhelm Wundt, serving here (in Razsvet 1881 no. 51:2025) to
refute materialism as a sufficient foundation for the explanation of psycho-
logical phenomena. Other external references are only to ideologies or ideas,
viz. positivism, monism and the theory of evolution (Q3).
- References and citations to Jewish classical sources (Pentateuch, Talmud,
Maimonides, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Abarbanel) appear primarily in the first article
of the series; later on there are also references to modern Jewish authors such
as Lazarus Geiger (referred to as an authority on the otherwise “external”
doctrine of monism) and Graetz (Q4).
- There is no conspicuous attempt at balancing interests of different catego-
ries of readers, or to mediate between internal and external groups (Q5).
- Rather than serving as a constraint, Simchowitz’s book provides an occa-
sion for Lur’e to expound his philosophical view. Although quite elaborate
and concrete in its details, his reaction seems to have a more long-term pro-
active ambition (Q7).

It is particularly noteworthy that explicit references to either Darwin or
Spencer are missing, although their influences are quite obvious in the text.
This may be the result of isomorphic concerns about making the evolutionist
elements of the text appear as features intrinsically inherent in Judaism, thus
                                
143 Geschichte der Juden, B. 1, Einleitung, p. XXXI, 1874
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making them more palatable to traditionally minded religious Jews. The
failure to mention either Darwin or Spencer might also be motivated by cen-
sorship considerations at a sensitive point in time, although there is little if
any direct evidence of that.

It is also worth observing in this text the moral argument for monotheism,
which Lur’e apparently regards as supported by an evolution in need of an
ethical foundation. Thus, rather than rejecting the idea of evolution and
“struggle for existence” as unethical in itself, it serves for Lur’e only to le-
gitimize the religious quest. This is one of the few instances in our source
material, at least so far, in which we find addressed one of the issues (c6)
discussed in section 3.5, the pros and cons of Darwinism, as seen from a
religious Jewish perspective.

To sum up, we find in (Lur’e 1881) the following:
Discourses: The almost complete absence of a national discourse is note-
worthy. Instead, (E) evolutionary, (R) religious, and (L) enlightenment dis-
courses are articulated through signifiers such as:
(E): isolation (obosoblenie), force (sila), unity of nature (edinstvo prirody),
evolution / development (razvitie), lawfulness (zakonnost’, zakonosoo-
braznost’), purposefulness (tselesoobraznost’), struggle for existence
(bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), transformation (prevrashchenie), modification
(vidoizmenenie);
(R): Judaism (iudaizm), teleological proof of God’s existence, Moses, God;
(L): science (nauka), progress, positivism, monism, monotheism.
Although most of the explicit references are to classical sources of Judaism,
like the Bible, Talmud, Maimonides, they are used more to enlighten, than
for religious purposes; this seems to also hold true for the references to more
recent Jewish sources like Lazarus Geiger and Graetz.

Implied readers: Russian-literate religious or secular Jews, philosophically
interested Jews and Russians.

Isomorphisms: Internal (mimetic): reexamination of foundations of Judaism
- possible influence from Wissenschaft des Judentums, Religious tradition-
alism; External (coercive): Censorship.

Purpose: The formal purpose of (Lur’e 1881) is to examine the results of
Simchowitz’s book, but while Lur’e is sympathetic to its mission, the objec-
tive is apparently to refute some of its central tenets, in an attempt to save
both the scientific credibility of Judaism and its ethical foundation (Q6).
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T16. (Russkii evrei 1881): Simchowitz reviewed
The Jewish journal Russkii evrei (1881 no. 8) devoted much less space to
Simchowitz’s book than Lur’e (1881), but on the whole it was quite fa-
vourably inclined in its evaluation:

... the author managed to give his attempt a wholly scientific character, by
which the results of this attempt, even if they cannot be immediately recog-
nized as beyond question and as identical with reality, nevertheless deserve
serious attention. The results of the author’s experiments, obtained through
scientific methods, being the fruits of well-considered and multifaceted re-
search, acquire so much more importance, as they appear unexpectedly to the
reader, who has become accustomed to the common views of the character
and origin of the Judaic religion. ... Primordial Judaism or Mosaizm, accord-
ing to the author, had no metaphysical lining, but resulted exclusively from
the rational system of views on nature held by Moses, views that were not
founded idealistically … but consistently extracted by means of induction
from a whole  mass of observations of nature itself.

(Russkii evrei 1881:304)144

Thus, with some reservations, the reviewer acknowledges in Simchowitz’s
attempt at a “resurrection of Judaism” (vozstanovlenie iudaizma) on scien-
tific ground “an honest display of facts and a meticulous, cautious extraction
of conclusions from them” (dobrosovestnoe izlozhenie faktov i tshchatel’noe,
ostorozhnoe izvlechenie iz nikh vyvodov). True, the similarities in the book
between the foundations of Judaism and contemporary positivism may
sometimes seem forced, the reviewer admits, but for anyone familiar with
the history of philosophy there is no doubt that Moses, as the founder of
Judaism, could have arrived at an empiricist, scientific worldview. The re-
viewer apparently shares Simchowitz’s conviction that transcendentalist,
speculative thinking is only a later phenomenon in human history, from a
time when man began to overestimate his own spiritual power, whereas in
early antiquity empiricism was rather the rule. For example, the Kant-
Laplace nebular hypothesis for the formation of the universe, in which Sim-
chowitz recognizes the foundations of Moses’ worldview, also has striking
similarities with the theory of the ancient Ionian philosopher Anaximenes.
The review concludes with the acknowledgement, that it would take a more
thorough analysis than what is admitted in a short bibliographical note in

                                
144 Ru. orig. “... автор успел придать своей попытке вполне научный характер, вследствие чего
результаты этой попытки, если не могут быть сразу-же признаны несомненными и
тождественными с действительностью, тем не менее заслуживают серьезнаго внимания.
Результаты попытки автора, полученные помощью научных приемов, являющиеся плодом
обдуманных и всесторонных изысканий, приобретают тем более важное значение, чем неожиданнее
они представляются читателю, свыкшемуся уже с обычными воззрениями на характер и
произхождение еврейской религии. ... Первоначальный иудаизм или мозаизм, по мнению автора, не
имел никакой метафизической подкладки, а всецело вытекал из рациональной системы воззрений
Моисея на природу, - воззрений, не построенных идеалистически ... а последовательно извлеченных
индуктивным путем из целой массы тщательных наблюдений над самой природой.”
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order to assess the value and truth of Simchowitz’s work, which does not
appear strikingly novel, but in any case must be regarded as a prominent
phenomenon, worthy of serious attention.

This short text is exclusively oriented towards the contents of Simchow-
itz’ book. There is no actual discussion of the idea of evolution; the mission
of the text is rather to give early Judaism its proper place in the history of
natural philosophy. Thus, we discern here only the presence of an enlight-
enment (maskilic) discourse, without any forceful attempt at convincing or
accomodating also a traditionalist, religious Jewish reader. The very term
“Judaism” (iudaizm) in this context has little or no religious significance, but
appears rather as part of an enlightenment project aiming to restore the true
empiricist, scientific foundation of Jewish tradition. Admittedly, there are
still elements in the text that express a certain consideration for religious
sentiment, such as the use of “holy Scripture” (sv. Pisanie) as reference to
the Pentateuch, and even the very mention of Moses as the “founder of Jew-
ish religion.” Perhaps also the explanation of the origin of speculative, apri-
oristic transcendentalism from the “haughty and perverse thought” (vysoko-
mernoi i prevratnoi mysli) of man as overestimating his own “spiritual
force” might be interpreted as an instance of a weak articulation of a relig-
ious discourse. But even taken together, these elements would hardly be
sufficient to convince any traditionalist religious Jew of the truthfulness of
Simchowitz’s view of Judaism. The enlightenment discourse remains the
principal discourse articulated in the text, corresponding with what appears
to be its main purpose: to promote Simchowitz’s view of Judaism as founded
on empirical science. There are no obvious traces of isomorphisms in the
text, save for a possible positivist influence on the high evaluation of induc-
tivism and empiricism.

Summing up, we find here the following:
Discourses: While evolutionary and national discourses are all but absent,
(L) enlightenment and (R) religious discourses are articulated by means of
key concepts (signifiers), such as:
(L): scientific (nauchnyi), observation (nabliudenie), experience (opyt), em-
piricist, inductive, metaphysical, rational, positivist, transcendental, aprioris-
tic, research (izsledovanie).
(R): Judaism, “holy Scripture” (sv. Pisanie), Moses, religion, spiritual.
The few citations are fairly evenly distributed on external and internal
sources - Anaximenes, Kant-Laplace, Holy Scripture, Moses, articulating the
two discourses almost interchangeably.

Implied readers: The author is careful not to limit his readership too nar-
rowly, appealing to Russian-literate, philosophically interested Jews, secular
or religious maskilim, and possibly also to general Russian readers.
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Isomorphisms: Direct traces of isomorphism are difficult to discern, al-
though the author appears to share the positivist general ideal of empiricism.

Purpose: There is no explicit statement of the purpose of the text, but the
evidently sympathetic view of Simchowitz’s endeavour expresses a wish to
promote the enlightenment ideal expounded in the book (Q6).

Applying our questions to this text we observe that:
- Common ground is sought with a reader reasonably conversant with phi-
losophical concepts, such as empiricism, and who places a high value on
science (Q1).
- Few analogies or metaphors are used, whereas “technical,” philosophical
terms are relatively abundant, most of them without definitions or explana-
tions (Q2).
- References to Jewish history or tradition, such as Moses and “holy Scrip-
ture” may appeal also to religious readers, but might as well be natural, unre-
flected parts of the review, given its object, rather than a conscious effort at
balancing interests against that of the apparent main target audience – secu-
lar maskilim (Q4).
- Direct quotes or testimonials from other third parties are lacking, but exter-
nal references to Anaximenes and Kant-Laplace are both used in a positive
way to support the view of Judaism as having a scientific foundation (Q3).
- Apart from the possible appeal to religious readers by reference to “holy
Scripture” and to Moses as the founder of Judaism, there is no conspicuous
attempt at balancing interests of different categories of readers, or to mediate
between internal and external groups (Q5).

The Jewish reception of Simchowitz, represented by the voices of Razsvet
and Russkii evrei, can be put in perspective through a comparison with the
short notice in the Christian Orthodox Kievskie eparkhialnyia vedomosti
(1881 no. 9), where the book is interpreted as a dismissal of morality in fa-
vour of natural law as the exclusive ruler of human action. In this way, the
journal contends, not to give in to one’s urges becomes a sin for the Jew, and
the law of Moses according to contemporary Judaism in effect preaches
atheism. So the modern Jew has finally exchanged heaven for earth, and
given up faith in an almighty and just God, only to engage in the accumula-
tion of earthly wealth through his “Geschäfte.” This blatantly Judeophobic or
even antisemitic distortion of Simchowitz’s view as being atheist, neverthe-
less captures a fundamental difference between Judaism and Christian Or-
thodoxy viz. the essential preoccupation of Judaism with the regulation of
life on earth, rather than being much concerned with an uncertain life after
death. This general “this-worldly” orientation of Judaism may in fact have
contributed to the eagerness of some of the maskilim to accomodate Judaism
with contemporary science.
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T17. (Rabinovich 1881): Vogt against anti-Semitism
This text, published in in Russkii evrei 1881 (no. 2), is sort of a “review” of
Karl Vogt’s article “Zur Judenfrage,” though it purports to be exerpts from
a letter addressed to Vogt. The author puts up a staunch defence against the
anti-Semitic league of Stecker and Heinrich von Treitschke, revealing the
new fashionable term “anti-Semitism” as only a shield for Judeophobia. He
does not fear the disappearance of Judaism as a religion. Nor is he worried
about the Jewish nation (the “Semitic race”), which has proven its durability
throughout history, spreading all over the world. For a moment though, he
contends, one might despair about the progress of humanity, lest all the ef-
forts of the heroes of science and philosophy - such as Copernicus, Linneaus,
Laplace, Cuvier, Darwin, Spinoza, Kant, Lessing, Mendelssohn, should be in
vain, should the barbarian anti-Semites gain the upper hand. This fear, how-
ever, is vanquished in the comforting article of Karl Vogt, who together with
Candolle offers a natural scientific explanation of anti-Semitism simply as
atavistic remnants in a few regressive individuals, which will not hinder the
general progress and perfection of the rest of humanity. The rudeness
(grubost’) of our forefathers, according to Candolle, will from time to time
be observed among us as well. In Rabinovich’s interpretation

[t]his means that not all of humanity regresses (idët nazad), but only indi-
viduals, spiritually weak by nature, or simply badly raised, who, as de Can-
dolle rightly remarks, instinctively simply repeat the barbarism (varvarstvo)
of their ancestors.

(Rabinovich 1881:70)

This is so, according to the author, since between these modern anti-Semites
and their half-wild (poludikie) ancestors, there has only been a short lapse of
time, while the development of new instincts (dlia togo shtoby obrazovat’
novye instinkty) demands a longer span of time (ibid.). In any event, human-
ity as a whole is not regressing, as these great scientists, Vogt and Candolle,
have shown through their excellent knowledge of the evolution of the Earth
and its inhabitants of all historical and geological periods.

Thus, Jews should not despair when faced with these expressions of anti-
Semitism, but should look upon them with the eyes of the historian as
something passing, atavisms that will eventually disappear, as the progeny of
these few individuals will again develop and progress (razvivaetsia progres-
sivno) to become “ennobled and perfected” (oblagorazhivaetsia i
sovershenstvuetsia) beyond the level of their forefathers. Furthermore, Jews
have good reason to remain confident, since their longevity (dolgovechnost’)
as a people is ensured through their strong ability of adaptation (akkomo-
datsionnoi sposobnosti), which explains the historical secret of their “unpro-
portionate living tenacity” (nesorazmernoi zhivuchesti), especially when
compared to that of their former persecutors and oppressors – Babylonians,
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Egyptians, Philistines, Assyrians - who are all gone by now (Rabinovich
1881:72).

Thus, we again see again the argument of longevity employed in the de-
fence against anti-Semitism. The national discourse articulated here, using
signifiers for various nationalities and concepts such as ‘savages’ and ‘bar-
barians,’ is clearly supported and enhanced by elements of evolutionism
such as ‘atavism,’ ‘instincts,’ ‘evolution,’ ‘adaptation.’ In fact, the interdis-
cursive character of this text makes it difficult to determine in every single
instance to which discourse a signifier properly belongs, although the na-
tional motive appears to be the main purpose of the article. There is also at
least a hint of an enlightenment ambition, expressed through the worry for
the fate of humanity and science, if the anti-Semite barbarians win.

Discourses: (E) Evolutionary and (N) national discourses are articulated by
means of key concepts (signifiers) such as (E): atavism, instincts, evolution,
adaptation, (N): barbarians, Judeophobia, anti-Semitism, savages .
Citations also serve to articulate at the same time a national and an evolu-
tionary discourse. References are predominantly to non-Jewish, external
sources, represented by prestigious names such as Candolle, Copernicus,
Cuvier, Darwin, Kant, Laplace, Lessing, Linneaus, Vogt, with only two “in-
ternal” Jewish references, both of whom were still contested among a large
part of the Jewish poulation – Mendelssohn and Spinoza (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author appears to address implied external readers, to
show the futility of the anti-Semitic endeavour, and internal readers among
Russian-literate maskilim (with a tolerance for Spinoza), primarily secular
Jews.

Isomorphisms: Signs of isomorphisms are hard to pinpoint in this text,
other than possibly as a kind of mimetic isomorphism lending legitimacy to
the argument through the enumeration of famous names from the history of
science. The presentation of current anti-Semitism, by references to Can-
dolle, Vogt and others as representing an obsolete remnant of the past, with
little or no bearing on the future progress of humanity, might post factum
appear simply as naive wishful thinking, but this does not mean that we
should assume Rabinovich did not really believe in what he said. The fact
that these great, non-Jewish scientists gave such a negative evaluation of
anti-Semitism offered good reason to believe that it would never assume
power in modern society, which appeared to be founded on science itself.

Purpose: The overall purpose is naturally defence against anti-Semitism. As
such the text represents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to the po-
litical circumstances (Q6, Q7).
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As further answers to our questions (Q 1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the ac-
quaintance with the names of great scientists, and a shared value of progress
(Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from an evolutionary discourse are used, some of
them being quasi-technical terms (e.g. atavism, adaptation - akkomodatsion-
naia sposobnost’) (Q2).
- There seems to be no conscious balancing of interests or mediation be-
tween internal and external here. (Q5).

T18. (Dubnow 1881): Evolution of Jewish thought
In a series of articles in Russkii evrei 1881 (no. 16-18, 24, 27-28, 30, 32, 35-
36), Simon Dubnow presents an ambitious rationalist account of Jewish in-
tellectual history, with a clear enlightenment profile. The religious element is
consistently downplayed in this historiography, while the importance of the
rationalist thought of Jewish philosophers such as Sa’adia, Ibn-Daud and,
above all, Maimonides is particularly stressed and enhanced. The implied
readers seem to be secularized Jews with limited knowledge of Jewish his-
toric and religious tradition. Dubnow consistently uses expressions such as
“in our history” (v nashei istorii), even when referring to negative phenom-
ena (in his views), such as “our orthodox enmity towards knowledge, our
resistance to the spirit of rationalism” (nasha ortodoksal’naia vrazhda k
znaniu, nashe soprotivlenie dukhu ratsionalizma), which he finds character-
istic of “our historical life of the last two-three centuries.” But all of this has
nothing in common with “true Judaism” (istinnomu iudaizmu), which ac-
cording to Dubnow is “permeated by the spirit of free research” (pronikno-
tomu dukhom svobodnago izsledovania), being the property of a «people
with an idea» (naroda ideii), something that has been “inoculated” (privito)
in us and has become “a true child of our isolation” (rodnoe detishe
obosoblennosti), serving as the foundation of the latest religious lawgiving in
Judaism (Dubnow 1881:630). Dubnow primarily articulates an enlighten-
ment discourse with a strong rationalist conviction. He quotes Graetz’
Geschichte der Juden (in no. 28), deploring the absence at certain epochs of
Jewish history, of a “struggle of opinions” (bor’ba mnenii – emphasis by
Dubnow), which is “the salt of history,” serving as a means against “immo-
bility and fossilization” (nepodvizhnosti i okamenelosti). Still further ahead,
he refers to Ibn-Daud and his classification of religious law in Judaism as
either serving to remind us of God and his working with the people of Israel,
or, secondly, to inculcate and develop (kak sredstvo vkorenenia i razvitia)
our “virtuous instincts” (dobrodetel’nykh instinktov), bringing us nearer to
“altruism” (italicized by Dubnow) as Auguste Comte would express it, he
believes (Dubnow 1881:1269).
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One of the concluding articles of the series is almost entirely dedicated to
Maimonides. The text is headed by a Biblical epigraph Fiat lux! - “Let there
be light!”, in itself a possible indication of the implied readers. Had Dubnow
wished to impress, or at least speak to the orthodox religious Jews, he would
hardly have chosen a Latin translation of the Hebrew original Vayehi or.
True, he does use Hebrew in at least one instance further on in the text, to
refer to the so-called Ma’aseh Merkavah, the vision of the Divine Chariot (in
Ezekiel 1),145 but only as an explanation of what the Russian expression tainy
kolesnitsy – “the secrets of the chariot,” refers to, informing us that Mai-
monides saw this, together with the Talmudic vision of paradise, pardes, as
an apotheos of the Aristotelian worldview (Dubnow 1881:1392).

The highest perfection of man, Dubnow quotes from Maimonides’
“Guide for the Perplexed” (More nevukhim),  “is to know everything, that
man can know about all that exists in nature” (Dubnow 1881:1390). Such a
motto would adorn almost any work by a much later rationalist author, Dub-
now contends. True, Maimonides’ saw knowledge of God as the final goal
of science, but only in a cosmological sense, not in the dogmatic-religious
sense of his predecessors, Dubnow claims. He points to the very different
receptions that two of Maimonides’ most important works, the “The strong
hand” (Yad hahazaka) and the “Guide for the Perplexed” (More nevukhim)
experienced in the Jewish community, the former quickly becoming canoni-
cal, while the latter was condemned as heretic by many orthodox, dogmatic
rabbis. In both cases, however, the reception was largely due to misunder-
standings and misconceptions. Maimonides’ purpose with Yad hahazaka,
according to Dubnow, was to diminish the importance of Talmudic studies,
by offering a kind of reader’s digest which included all of the necessary
knowledge of the Talmud, so that Jews could spend more time studying
more important subjects. This original mission of the book, however, has
been lost and instead Yad hahazaka has become the reason for intensified
Talmud study. Accordingly, it has been overlooked, that throughout this
book Maimonides consistently tried to give the religious rituals a “social-
utilitarian meaning” (sotsial’no-utilitarnoe znachenie). Dubnow is also eager
to stress Maimonides’ rejection of anthropomorphism in the “Guide for the
perplexed,” and his rationalist interpretation of the afterlife as the possible
survival of the intellect alone, provided one has exercised it constantly
throughout this life (Dubnow 1881:1392).

Dubnow is clearly less enthusiastic about later Jewish thinkers and com-
mentators such as Rashi and the “intellectual gymnastics and dilettantism” of
the tosafists. Still, he pays them due respect by acknowledging their efforts
as instrumental in saving the Jewish intellect from “dullness and degenera-

                                
145 In Jewish tradition the Ma’aseh Merkavah has also been used to denote ‘metaphysics’ in
general. This is also Maimonides’ use, which explains his evaluation of it as the apotheos of
Aristotelianism.
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tion” (otupenie i vyrozhdenie), during the horrible time of the crusades, when
all of Western Europe was turned into a place where the bloodthirsty crowd
(krovozhadnoio tolpoio) were sacrificing Jewish souls in honour of the Pope
and the almighty Catholic church (Dubnow 1881:1393).

In the concluding article in the series (Russkii evrei 1881 no. 36) the en-
lightenment discourse is most strongly articulated through the description of
the intellectual struggle (bor’ba – a term employed at least five times in one
page) that followed about the legacy of Maimonides. The radical followers
of Maimonides in southern France in the 13th and 14th centuries are hailed for
their achievement of true rationalism, “the brilliance of which was, however,
too dazzling for their contemporaries” (Dubnow 1881:1431). Their oppo-
nents are denounced as informers who were not even ashamed of reporting
to the Inquisition about the “heretic” character of Maimonides’ works, which
purportedly had a bad influence not only on the Jews but also on the Chris-
tians. Dubnow refers to Schlosser (most likely Friedrich Christoph
Schlosser’s, 1776-1861, Weltgeschichte) and Draper146 as evidence for the
Maimonidean influence on Christian heretics, such as the Albigensians.
Jewish mysticism and kabbalah are rejected by Dubnow as “degenerating”
(vyrozhdaetsia), at least in the form they take with the elsewhere much re-
vered rabbi Isaac Luria (16th century). The reference here is Graetz. Thus,
Dubnow concludes

if we during the first two centuries after the death of Maimonides still see
both light and shadows in Jewish spiritual life, then in the 16-17th centuries
we observe only shadows, which completely covered the previous light
zones. Darkness (mrak) became thicker and reached saturation in the 18th

century ... Acosta and Spinoza, who tried to wake up the sleeping masses,
paid a hard price for this.

(Dubnow 1881:1432)147

And Dubnow adds a few lines from a Russian folk song, about the unwise
mistake of waking a sleeping beauty up at dawn, since that is the time when
her sleep is most sweet. But at the very end, Dubnow seems to reconcile
himself with the Jewish people, who have suffered so much, and who did not
                                
146 Apart from the History of the intellectual development of Europe (1864), which is known
to have influenced Jewish radical intellectuals, John William Draper, professor of chemistry
and botany, also wrote a History of the conflict between religion and science (2. ed., London,
1875), in which he saw the conflict between traditionary faith and scientific intellectual en-
deavour as more or less inevitable, directing his main criticism, however, against Roman
Catholicism, while being more reconciliating towards the Jews and  Islam (and later Protes-
tantism): “By the influence of the Nestorians and Jews, the Arabians are turned to the cultiva-
tion of Science. --They modify their views as to the destiny of man, and obtain true concep-
tions respecting the structure of the world.” (Introduction of chap.  4).
147 “если мы в первые два века после смерты Маймонида видим еще свет и тени в еврейской
духовной жизни, то в XVI - XVII веках замечаем одне только тени, которыя совершенно покрыли
прежния светлыя полосы .... Мрак сгустился и достиг точки насыщения в 18-м веке,,, Акосты и
Спинозы, которые пытались будить спящую массу, дорога за это поплачиваются... ”
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sleep from sybaritism or lazyness, but from exhaustion and powerlessness,
from crusades and expulsions. And it was lulled to sleep by a rabbinism “de-
generated” (vyrodivshiisia) into extreme formalism on the one hand, and by
the “dark, careless” (mrachnyi, neriashlivyi) hassidism on the other.  A little
while earlier, Dubnow had finally made at least a partial concession to re-
ligion through the claim that Maimonides saw the only function of many
practical rituals as simply leading the Jews to a pure knowledge of and faith
in God. Since this was now already a thing achieved, the radical followers of
Maimonides had insisted that many of these rituals could be abandoned. At
the end, then, Dubnow is not willing to give anything more to the self-
appointed keepers of the faith in God represented by formalist rabbis or
“dark” hassids.

 Already from the quite polemical style it is evident that Dubnow has no
interest in trying to appease either Christian or orthodox Jewish readers. His
purpose is enlightenment, for which he carefully chooses his heroes from the
rationalist tradition in Judiasm, partcularly emphasizing those parts of their
works that best seem to fit his own modern, secularist enlightenment ideal.

Thus, to summarize, we discern in this text the following:
Discourses: The (L) enlightenment discourse dominates the text, articulated
by means of concepts such as “reason” (razum), “science” (nauka) and their
derivatives. Also the signifier “struggle” (bor’ba) is used to primarily ar-
ticulate the enlightenment discourse here, describing an intellectual devel-
opment rather than a physical battle.
Elements of  national and evolutionary  discourses, with terms such as (N)
“people” (narod), “national existence” (natsional’noe sushchestvovanie),
and (E) “degeneration” (vyrozhdenie), “instinct,” “altruism” are also present,
as are occassionally unavoidable but rare religious (R) terms (e.g. Halakhah,
Talmud, faith in God).
Citations and references, both to external (Aristotle, Auguste Comte,
Draper), and to internal Judaic sources (Sa’adia, Ibn-Daud, Maimonides,
Acosta, Spinoza, Solomon Maimon, Mendelssohn, Graetz) serve to primarily
articulate an enlightenment discourse (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is primarily addressing implied internal read-
ers among Russian-literate, secular Jews, with limited knowledge of Jewish
history and religious tradition.

Isomorphisms: It is difficult to discern any direct traces of isomorphisms in
this text. The use of Hebrew for the Ma’aseh Merkavah is in all likelihood
not aimed to impress any orthodox readers, who would most probably be put
off by the polemical, rationalist and secularist style of the text. In the same
vein, the Latin Fiat lux! used for “Let there be light,” instead of the more
natural Hebrew original Yehi ’or, will hardly be sufficient by itself to con-
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vince any prospective external, non-Jewish reader of the classicist erudition
of the author.

Purpose: The purpose is stated in the last article of the series as describing
the Jewish intellectual development after Maimonides and the struggle that
followed. More generally, the purpose is apparently to convey a rationalist
view of Judaism and its historical development to a readership less conver-
sant with their own tradition (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the enlight-
enment metaphors of darkness and light, and possibly at least a superficial
knowledge of some of the more famous names of the rationalist tradition in
Judaism (Q1).
- Enlightenment analogies and metaphors of darkness and light are used,
while “technical” terms (such as e.g. “altruism”) appear to be exceptions
(Q2).
- There seems to be no balancing of interests or mediation between internal
and external in this quite polemical text (Q5).
- Given the length of this series of articles, the reasoning style and the ra-
tionalist spirit permeating it, the author’s stance appears as pre-eminently
proactive, perhaps already  foreseeing the possible emotions stirred up in the
wake of the pogroms (Q7).

T19. (Levenson 1882): Anglo-Saxon solidarity with Russian Jews
This article, entitled “Near and afar – a contemporary parallel” (Vblizi i vdali
- sovremennaia parallel’) and published in Voskhod 1882, makes an embar-
rassing comparison of the anti-Semitic spirit ruling in Russia and the soli-
darity with the Jews of Russia expressed in England and the USA by promi-
nent politicians, authors, clergymen and scientists, among them Charles
Darwin. With bitter irony the author describes the view of the famous Rus-
sian professor of history N.I. Kostomarov, as that of a scientist existing, as it
were, outside time and space, and thus reacting only as a chilly observer to
the anti-Jewish pogrom witnessed during a field-study, mentioned only
within parentheses as “kike-tearing” (zhidotrepanie) in Kostomarov’s own
account of the event. In contrast, Levenson’s reports from meetings of soli-
darity with the Russian Jews held in London and New York are detailed,
with an abundance of famous names – like Gladstone, Lord Shaftesbury,
Darwin, Tyndall, Tennyson and others. The prominent role played at these
meeting by authoritative representatives of the clergy, - Protestants, Catho-
lics and Anglicans, notably the Archbishop of Canterbury, is particularly
emphasized, apparently in an effort to appeal to the conscience of Russian
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Christians. The author is also very careful to point out that no expression of
resentment against Russia or Russians in general was expressed at these
meetings, on the contrary. Lord Shaftesbury, for example, confessed he was
not only far from any enmity towards Russians but even said he almost
wished for a Russian presence on the shores of the Bosporus (Levenson
1882:70). And about the “Yankees” it is claimed, “they are now, as 20 years
ago, true friends of Russia and the Russian people” (Levenson 1882:72). The
enlightenment discourse is dominant in the text with typical analogies ex-
pressing the hope that “light” (svet) will eventually conquer darkness (t’ma),
or else life will lose all “rational foundation” (razumnoe osnovanie). There is
some employment also of elements from a religious, Christian discourse,
aimed at pleasing a non-Jewish audience. One example is a reference to the
Russian orthodox Metropolitan Makarii, historiographer of the Russian
Church, as belonging to the same enlightened clergy as the Archbishop of
Canterbury, Pastor Newman and Cardinal Manning, protesting against the
anti-Jewish pogroms in the name of Christendom. In this context the anti-
Semitic movement is also described with the words of Cardinal Manning as
going “against the spirit of the Galilean Teacher,” i.e. Jesus (Levenson
1882:78).

Apart from the mention of Darwin and a few uses of the term “struggle”
(bor’ba), yet without the following qualifier “of existence,” this text has
virtually no elements of any evolutionary discourse. True, there are a few
places in the text where the distinction between man and beast comes to the
fore, but they serve more to support the enlightenment argument, condemn-
ing the pogroms as acts of uncivilized, beastly individuals.

Further, there are only a few signifiers that might be seen as belonging to
a national discourse, viz. the “Anglo-Saxon race” (Levenson 1882:77), but
these generally occupy no prominent place in the text, and also serve more to
underpin the general argument in the spirit of enlightenment.

Discourses: (L) enlightenment, and to a certain extent (R) religious dis-
courses are articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as
(L): barbarians, savages, science, light, darkness, “rational foundation” (ra-
zumnoe osnovanie); (R): the Galilean Teacher; (N): race.
Citations and ample references to prominent European and American nota-
bles such as Sarah Bernard, Victor Hugo, Renan, Leopardi, Garibaldi, Bea-
consfield, Gladstone, Shaftesbury, Darwin, Reverends Hall, Crosby, New-
man, John Foster (former US ambassador to Russia), Lincoln, Washington
serve to articulate foremost an (L) enlightenment discourse. The Russian
references to historian Kostomarov and Metropolitan Makarii are also both
used to articulate the enlightenment discourse, although the first appears in a
negative context, while the second is given a positive entourage (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: Apparently the author is primarily addressing external
readers among Russian Christians and intellectuals. The occasional use of
phrases in Latin, French, and English (Shakespeare), possibly aimed at
proving the author’s classical erudition, strengthens this impression.

Isomorphisms: Traces of mimetic isomorphism may be seen in the em-
ployment of Christian expressions, by the use of phrases in Latin, French,
and English and the ample references to religious (Christian), scientific, lit-
erary and political authorities as supporting the Jews in Russia.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is obviously to discredit Russian anti-
Semitism and the instigators and defenders of the pogroms through ample
examples of the negative reactions from prestigious and religious authorities
abroad (Q6). The name of Darwin stands in this context as representative of
the general view of science in this matter.

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the famili-
arity with the names of prominent scientists, artists, clergymen etc. (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors come foremost from an (L) enlightenment dis-
course (light and darkness, the man – beast distinction), while few if any
technical terms occur (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties and references to external
sources abound, while references to internal Jewish sources are virtually
nonexistent, and there is thus no real balancing of interests or mediation
between internal and external here (Q3, Q4, Q5).
- The text represents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to the politi-
cal circumstances of the pogroms (Q7).

T20. Galevi 1882): Biblical notes
This essay in Voskhod 1882 (no.1-2), entitled Bibleiskie ocherki and signed
simply “Galevi” (Halevy), treats Biblical cosmology, the anthropology of the
the first humans and the flood according to the latest results of scientific
research. Particular attention is paid to the origin of man and the mythologies
of different peoples - Jews, Phoenicians, Babylonians, Greek, Indian, Per-
sian. Already in the very first sentence there is an appeal to an internal, re-
ligious and national Jewish interest, by reference to “the fate of the holy
book of the Jewish people” (sud’ba svashchennoi knigi evreiskago naroda).
However, by referring to this book as the “Old Testament” the author also
appeals to non-Jewish, Christian Russian readers (Galevi 1882:63). The
author goes on to develop another version of the “argument of longevity,” by
pointing to the survival of this book and its word (slovo – italicized in the
text), outliving by far mighty monuments such as the Egyptian pyramids and
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the palaces of the Assyrian rulers, of which only poor remnants are left to-
day. We may note in passing that the explicit mention of the word in italics
could be another attempt to catch the attention of a Christian reader familiar
with the well-known dictum from the New Testament about the word turning
into flesh. Another concession to potential Christian readers is the dating of
an historical event to the “7th century B.C.” - do R.Kh. - literally, “before the
birth of Christ”), a rather “un-Jewish” way of expressing time (ibid.:82, 88).

Thus, “holy Scripture” has proven to be a force (sila) which would subse-
quently “conquer the whole world” (zavoevat’ ves’ mir). What was initially
given only to a “chosen people” (izbrannomu narodu) has become the
“property of the whole human race” (dostoianem vsego chelovecheskago
roda) (Galevi 1882:63). But not without a “desperate struggle for their own
existence” (otchaiannuiu bor’bu za svoe sobstvennoe sushchestvovanie),
which the Jews were obliged to fight in order to save the “precious Testa-
ment” (dragotsennyi Zavet) during troubled times.

To properly evaluate the contribution of the Jews to mankind, the author
suggests a comparative study of other ancient peoples. His main source for
this study is François Lenormant, Les origines de l’histoire d’après la Bible
et les traditions des peuples orientaux (Paris 1880), with brief references
also to Edward Freeman - the British historian, George Smith – assyriologist,
Ernest Renan and classical authors of antiquity such as Hesiod, Homer, Vir-
gil, Alexander Polyhistor and others.

Lenormant is used both to testify to the significance and distinction of the
Jewish people and their moral teaching, and at the same time, to bring out
the elements common to different mythologies, such as the idea of an origi-
nal Paradise, that of the Fall and the story about the Flood. After briefly de-
scribing the myths of creation of the Phoenicians, the Chaldeans and others
according to Lenormant, the author notes “what an enormous step forward
the monotheists-Jews in comparison with the related Semitic tribes, who did
not receive Revelation” (Galevi 1882:72).148 A rare reference to the Russian
poet Derzhavin is used here, together with a citation to Horace, to point to
differences between the Jewish and “Aryan” concepts of God (Galevi
1882:76f). Another difference is that humans apparently had a greater im-
portance in Aryan mythology. Lenormants explanation, which Galevi finds
highly probable, is that this follows from a belief in fate, which man cannot
escape. In contrast to the Biblical belief in Creation as the result of an act of
God’s sovereign will, the “Aryans” perceived the world as gradually
emerging from the divine being itself, through successive emanations (thus,
a form of pantheism). The world, thus, emerged through the gradual aliena-
tion from its divine source, and hence it was natural to see the world as be-
coming ever more corrupt. Hesiod, for example, described the successive

                                
148 Ru orig. “какой громадный шаг вперед сделали монотеисти –евреи , в сравнении с
родственными семитическими племенами, не удостоившимися Откровения...”
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“degeneration of humanity” (vyrozhdenie chelovechestva) in his hymns
through four successive ages “golden,” “silver,” “bronze, and “iron” – our
age (Galevi 1882:75). Thus, the Aryan “law of evolution” (zakon ikh raz-
vitiia) of the world and all things in it describes a gradual aggravation (uk-
hudshenie) where every stage represents a lower one than the one immedi-
ately preceding it, as for example in Hesiod’s four stage model of world
history. Despite its originally high opinion of human fortitude, then, the Ar-
yan worldview in fact diminishes the prospects of human free will and self-
determination, as man becomes subjected to the fateful (rokovoi) course of
events (Galevi 1882:77). In this respect, according to Lenormant, the teach-
ing of the Bible is much more encouraging, even if at first glance it does not
appear to leave much space for human pride and freedom. But at least, ac-
cording to the Bible, humankind is not inevitably doomed to eternal sin or
error (pogreshenie). Through the “power” (siloiiu) of his own free will, man
“raises himself above the natural inclination to sin and conquers the inherited
enemy of his moral perfection” (Galevi 1882:78).149

All in all, after comparison with the mythologies of different peoples
from different parts of the world, what emerges is a picture of the Biblical
mythology as more or less universal, as seen through common ideas of an
ancient paradise, a human fall from grace and a Flood. At the same time, the
“Old Testament” is portrayed as morally superior, carrying a higher spiritual
value than the other mythologies with which it is compared. The evidence
for this conclusion, however, is almost invariably taken from external, non-
Jewish sources, notably from Lenormant and references provided by him.
Jewish religious and national pride is hence supported and legitimized, both
internally among the Jewish readers, but also among potential non-Jewish,
Christian Russian readers, to whom sources like Lenormant probably ap-
peared as more trustworthy than e.g. the Talmud and rabbinic commentators.
(It should be kept in mind, though, that Lenormant’s work was quite contro-
versial within the Catholic Church, and that it was in fact on the Index Li-
brorum Prohibitorum until 1948. This fact, however, may not in itself have
diminished its trustworthiness among Russian Orthodox Christians; it might
even have strengthened it!). At the same time, allowing for the at least partly
natural causes of phenomena described in the Bible, such as the Flood, could
have strengthened the credibility of the author in the eyes of secular readers
(cf. Galevi 1882:93). But in the end, the scientific evidence of a common
tradition of a great Flood serves only to support the veracity of the Bible and
the monotheistic faith:

Such a generally diffused tradition cannot be the arbitrary invention of hu-
mans, and it is surely a reminiscence of a terrible factual event, which struck

                                
149 Ru. orig. “возвышается над естественной склонносью к греху, побеждает унаследованнаго
врага его нравственнаго совершенства.”
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all humankind before its dispersal. The memory of this common catastrophe
was never wiped out in the main historical races (ras), - the only three races,
known by the Old Testament, as the three branches of the new, post-diluvial
humanity, the progenity of the God-saved, righteous Noah: the Semitic, the
Aryan (Hamite) and the Japhetite (Egypt and others).

(Galevi 1882:97)150

Summing up, we identify here the following:
Discourses: Enlightenment (L) and religious (R) discourses clearly domi-
nate this text, with minor expressions also of evolutionary (E) and national
(N) discourses, articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as
(E): struggle for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), law of evolution
/development (zakon razvitiia), degeneration (vyrozhdenie).
(R): word (slovo), Holy Scripture (sv. Pisanie), chosen people (izbrannyi
narod), Revelation (Otkroveniia), monotheism (edinobozhie).
(L): light (svet), wildness (dikost’), scientific researchers (uchenye izsledo-
vateli), unenlightened (neprosveshchennyi), educated (obrazovannyi), sacri-
fice (zhertva).
(N): people (narod), tribe / race (plemia, rasa), national independence
(narodnaia samostoiatel’nost’), national character (kharaktera narodnosti),
Aryan.
Citations to external sources such as Edward Freeman, Renan, Lenormant,
Hesiod, Homer, Virgil, Alexander Polyhistor, Jakob Grimm, George Smith,
serve to primarily articulate an enlightenment discourse, while also serving
as evidence for national and religious claims to Jewish or at least Biblical
excellence (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is apparently addressing implied internal read-
ers among Russian-literate, moderate, secular or religious Jews, boosting
their national pride by means of references to external sources that seem to
support the superiority of the Biblical teaching, while possibly also appeal-
ing to potential Russian Christian readers, through the general support pro-
vided for the veracity of the Bible as a whole. Further, certain expressions
used seem adapted to a Christian readership, e.g. the Old Testament (Vetkhii
Zavet) instead of Tanakh, and the period of historical events given as “before
the birth of Christ” (do R. Kh.).

Isomorphisms: The obvious attempt to gain support for the Jewish Bible by
means of ample scientific evidence provided by Lenormant and other exter-

                                
150 Ru. orig.: “Но такое обще-распространенное  предание  не может быть произвольнымь
вымыслом людей, и есть непременно воспоминание об ужасном действительном событии,
поразившем некогда все человечество, до его разсеяния. Память об этом общем несчастии уже
никогда не изглажилась у главных исторических, - трех тех рас, которыя только и знают ветхий
завет, как ветви новаго человечества , после–потопнаго, произошедшаго от спасеннаго богом
благочестиваго Ноя; семитической, арийской (хамиты) и иафетической (Египет и др.)”
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nal references reflects a mimetic isomorphism serving to legitimize the pre-
occupation with the Bible primarily in the eyes of secular Jewish readers (the
religious Jews hardly need it), and possibly, before Christian Russians.

Purpose: The purpose is not stated explicitly, but is obviously to strengthen
the authority of the Jewish Bible, and possibly also to enhance Jewish na-
tional pride (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify in the text these par-
ticular features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through a certain
familiarity with ancient classics such as Homer, Virgil, Horace (quoted in
Latin), and with myths such as that of the Flood (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are few, with “struggle for existence” as a rare
exception, while technical terms, if used at all, are mainly from ethnography
or religious mythology (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties or references to external
sources serve here to support the authority of the Bible as the most important
source of religious faith (for Jews and Christians), while references to “in-
ternal” Jewish sources are also mostly Biblical, thus essentially serving the
same cause (Q3, Q4).
- There is in this text a moderate balancing of interests and mediation be-
tween implied internal, Jewish and external, Christian readers, giving some-
thing to both (Q5).
- Although based largely on external references, notably Lenormant, the gist
of the argument appears to be more proactive than purely reactive, support-
ing Jewish national pride through the strenghthening of the authority of the
Bible and, possibly, trying to forge a union with potential Christian readers
(Q7).

T21. (Ben-Ami 1884a): Spencer and the future of religion
In a literary chronichle in Voskhod (1884 no. 3), the pseudonym Ben-Ami,
writing with a view from distant Geneva, asks: “Is religion compatible with
knowledge?” (Sovmestima-li religiia so znaniem?). The subtitle is an explicit
reference to Spencer’s work about the past and future of religion: Po povodu
st. Gerberta Spensera: Proshloe i budushchee religii. The article develops
the argument, in accordance with Spencer, that religion will not disappear as
the result of social evolution and progress, but only change, become more
sophisticated, abstract and complex, less anthropological, and that the relig-
ious sense is not only based on knowledge, but also on esthetics and morals,
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which do not necessarily change for the better with enlightenment and the
progress of science.151

Already in the introduction the author indicates an implied reader by ad-
dressing “our Rossiyans, in particular those of Mosaic law” (nashikh Rossi-
ian, osobenno zhe Moizeeva zakona), and in an ironic tone he remarks that
the question as to whether religion is compatible with knowledge may ap-
pear artificial in Russia, where, through a sudden leap of progress, even stu-
dents at the gymnasia no longer take any interest in religion, leaving former
“prejudices” (predrazsudki) and the rest of Europe behind. At the same time,
“such great countries as England, Switzerland, even America reserve a very
honourable place for religion in life, in education, even in politics” (Ben-Ami
1884a:16).

There are references to the historian Jules Michelet (1798-1874) and to
“the great scientist” François Lenormant (1837-1883), renowned archaeolo-
gist, whose adherence to a (Catholic) religious faith is particularly noted by
Ben-Ami. The most important source of reference in this text, however,  is
Herbert Spencer’s “Principles of sociology,” in particular his new theory of
the development (obrazovanie) of religion, a “strictly scientific theory,
founded on the theory of evolution and rejecting every idea about the innate-
ness of religious concepts in humans” (Ben-Ami 1884a:17) 152 Ben-Ami sets
out to explain this theory to readers who are not familiar with Spencer’s
work, declaring in the beginning that he may not agree with it, but that its
conclusions may nevertheless serve as a source of “enlightenment” (os-
veshcheniem) for the question at hand.

Thus, we are immediately brought to reflect on the difference between
civilized (razvityi) man, on the one hand, and animals, children, deaf-and-
mutes and primordial humans, on the other. Whereas the former also think
about things that are beyond what we can grasp with our senses, the latter
categories think only about things they can feel, touch, hear or see etc. How
do ideas about the supernatural evolve from ideas about natural things? The
“savage” (dikar’) sees in his dreams how another ego, his double, moves
about freely in time, and not knowing how to differentiate between reality
and his dreams, he comes to believe that there are in reality “supernatural
agents” although of only temporary existence (Ben-Ami 1884:19). Ben-Ami
quotes at length from Spencer, over two pages long, to describe the evolu-
tion (razvitie or evoliutsiia) from this primitive, anthropomorphic stage of
religion through gradual change by way of integration and disintegration
(technical terms that are explained in a footnote), through “disanthropomor-
phification” (Spencer here refers to Fiske) to what appears as full-blown

                                
151 Cf. Simchowitz (1880), for whom it seems there is a correspondence between science and
morals; further see: Frankel 1981:55f]
152 Ru orig. “теорию строго-научную, основанную на теорию эволюцию и отрицающую всякую
идею о врожденности религиозных понятий человеку.”
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monotheism (Ben-Ami 1884a:20ff). He stops only to remark that long before
Spencer, Spinoza, with the “powerful genius of a philosopher” (moshchnyi
genii filosofa), had already exhausted the subject by giving more forceful
examples of the contradictions arising from anthropomorphisms in the con-
cept of God.

Ben-Ami seems to endorse Spencer’s contention that progress in science
entails a corresponding development of religious beliefs; scientific analysis
does not destroy the object of religious belief, but only modifies (vidoizme-
niaiut) this belief. Yes, in its concrete form, science even broadens the
sphere of religious sentiment (Ben-Ami 1884a:24). Spencer’s differentiation
between the “indifference” of the “savages” (dikari) before the wonders of
nature, as compared with the enthusiasm (vostorg) shown by civilized man
in general, and the scientist in particular, is apparently also accepted without
question. Only the astronomer, rather than the religious person who is con-
tent to see the heavens proclaim the glory of the Lord, can fathom the enor-
mity of the sun’s volume, and the relative insignificance of the Earth when
compared to it. But even the scientist, being too focused on his own narrow
field of interest, cannot grasp the wonders of nature in their entire complex-
ity and volume. Scientific analysis, then, seems to lead man closer to agnos-
ticism. Nevertheless, the contemplation of the secrets of nature leaves man
with the absolute conviction that there must be an eternal and infinite source
of energy of all things that exist.

It is only at this point that Ben-Ami takes his distance from Spencer. He
concludes from his reading that according to Spencer the question whether
religion is compatible with knowledge must be answered affirmatively. This
follows already from the gradual evolution (razvitie, evoliutsiia) of religious
consciousness, as described by Spencer (Ben-Ami 1884a:26f). Through the
future progress of this evolution, the author contends, our concepts of the
Supreme Power (o Vysshei Sile), of God, will not disappear, but on the con-
trary, will become purer, more elevated, i.e. less anthropomorphic. But man
will never be able to understand everything, not even at the highest peak in
the development of our culture, which we may reach only after thousands of
years. Even following the most ideal development of our knowledge, the
great enigma of the cause of all natural laws must forever be unsolved. And
thus, in the future man will feel even more powerless (bezsil’nyi) and sur-
rounded by unattainable secrets, crying out with Goethe’s Faust (quoted in
German, and left without translation): “Da steh ich nun, ich armer Thor, Und
bin so klug als wie zuvor” (Ben-Ami 1884a:27).

Ben-Ami is careful to note, however, that even within the most ideal de-
velopment, the highest knowledge will be attained only by a select few. The
great majority of people will, even with the greatest spread of enlightenment
(rasprostranenie prosveshcheniia), always have only vague ideas about
many natural phenomena (Ben-Ami 1884a:28). For the masses, the Highest
Cause will still have a more or less anthropomorphic form. God will con-
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tinue to be attributed with such human properties as wisdom, foresight, and
kindness, in combination with the idea of a supreme, unattainable Being,
which will still be the object of a religious cult. Ben-Ami here employs par-
ticular religious terms such as blagogovenie (awe) and preklonenie (wor-
ship), which are also used in a Russian Christian Orthodox context. He fur-
ther remarks that Spencer tends to forget the esthetic dimension of awe and
wonder that both natural phenomena and art fill us with. Such an esthetic
sense, characteristic of the developed soul (razvitoi dushi) of most educated
people, is often sufficient to fully appreciate a symphony by Beethoven; it is
not necessary to have complete knowledge of musical theory for that.

Thus, while retaining an elitist enlightenment perspective, Ben-Ami criti-
cizes Spencer for giving too much weight to theoretical knowledge, while
being oblivious of the role of sense perception and impressions. It might be
seen as an empiricist critque of rationalism. But it is more than that. Ben-
Ami further enhances yet again the importance of a sense of esthetics and of
imagination (voobrazhenie) for creativity in both science and in religion. He
remarks that the realm of the unknown, of secrets, does not diminish, but on
the contrary increases with the growth of knowledge, as Spencer himself
noted. To the ordinary man, natural phenomena like rain and hail, day and
night are simply the effects of God’s will, and he does not ponder much
about them. But once you begin to see the complexity of the laws of nature,
there is good reason to wonder and marvel at the harmony and wisdom gov-
erning it all. Then the first cause of all these laws, “the Power, which in such
immeasurable, incomprehensible wisdom created all this lawfulness, gave to
matter its properties and energy” becomes even more unattainable (Ben-Ami
1884a:31).153

With the advancement of knowledge a new world is opened up, not only
one of reason but also of imagination. Thus, with the dissemination of
knowledge, the key elements for the religious consciousness, viz. the per-
ception of something mysterious and enigmatic, together with the sense of
awe (blagogovenie) before the Cause of these hidden mysteries, according to
the author, will only grow, and in no way diminish. And this developed re-
ligious consciousness will inevitably be expressed through some kind of
religious cult in the future as well.

Believing strongly in progress, we must still admit that the growth of
knowledge does not necessarily entail a corresponding increase in morality
(nravstvennost’). Buckle had predicted with great conviction that the Cri-
mean war would be the last between civilized peoples, but since then “civi-
lized” Europe has already seen two bloody wars, with the number of casual-
ties exceeding those of the most barbarous periods in history. Both English-
men and Frenchmen have recently behaved with great cruelty against other

                                
153 Ru orig.: “ту Силу, которая с такою неизмеримою,  непостижимою мудростью создала всю эту
законность, дала материи ея свойства и силы.” (Cf. Simchowitz, op.cit. above!)
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peoples, in a way fully comparable to the cannibalism of the medieval cru-
saders. Yes, already the barbarism directed against the Jews by the upper
classes in society, by men of knowledge, bears sad witness to this fact. Fran-
çois Guizot154 described historical progress with great eloquence, but in
practical politics he was an obscurantist, who cracked down on the February
revolution with the help of hired thieves. Slogans like “unification”
(ob’edinenie), “uniqueness” (samobytnost’), “development of trade” and
“advancement of Christendom and civilization among the heathens” have all
been used for systematical immoral actions. Michelet is quoted with ap-
proval, saying that the world of written things is the smallest part, but that
there is also a world of things not written down. This latter part, according to
Ben-Ami, would clearly show the lack of correspondence between knowl-
edge and morality.

Much the same goes for human happiness, which also does not necessar-
ily evolve with the development of knowledge. The fact that the most en-
lightened 19th century, so enriched by great discoveries of new knowledge,
gave birth to such pessimist philosophers as Schopenhauer, who expressed
the paradox that man is capable of killing his neighbour to use his fat to
shine his own boots, is evidence of this. Ben-Ami further refers to Buddha as
the “colossal Indian Schopenhauer,” founder of a “great religion,” who
clearly possessed this insight that more knowledge in itself fails to make
people happier or more morally responsible. Through the growth of knowl-
edge, man becomes exhausted by his “incessant struggle” (bezpreryvnoi
bor’boi) but carries all his bitter trials into the spiritual world, where they
subsequently will be transformed into ethical forces.

The answer to the question whether religion is compatible with knowl-
edge, thus, is clear. The principal elements of religion do not disappear or
diminish with the growth of knowledge. Quite the opposite, they are
strengthened. Religion is the result of reason together with poetic imagina-
tion, called forth by the needs of the soul from hard experiences of life. From
these conclusions we can understand why it is that many half-illiterate peo-
ple become “libre penseurs” and atheists, while François Lenormant, Ernest
Neville, Michelet and other great minds remain faithful to religion (Ben-Ami
1884a:35).

Ben-Ami is confident that “various pygmees” will not manage to destroy
what the “gigantic Universe” has created. He agrees that Judaism, in its pre-
sent form, with all its borrowed elements, requires radical change. At the
same time he is convinced that even the most honest reformers, like Mr.
Lilienblum (cf above, section 3.3), will have no success whatsoever, “unless
                                
154 François Guizot (1787-1874), professor of history at the University of Paris, leader of the
conservative constitutional monarchists, during the July monarchy (1830 – 48) in France
holding offices as minister of education, foreign minister, and premier. Forced to resign by the
Revolution of 1848, he spent most of his remaining days in relative political isolation (Brit-
tanica Concise Encyclopedia).
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there is also a radical change of the same dimension in the intellectual, moral
and economic life of our people” (Ben-Ami 1884a:36). Introducing religious
reform without these preconditions is just like heating only the thermometer
when it is too cold in the room. Prospective reformers should also include
themselves in the reform plans, instead of focusing exclusively on the “lower
classes.”

Finally, the author cannot withhold the remark that the gradual integration
of power and the corresponding reduction of anthropomorphism in religion,
which Spencer describes, has already reached its culmination in Judaism,
whose concept of God per definition is that he is absolutely unique.

To sum up, we identify in this text the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary, (L) enlightenment, and (R) religious dis-
courses are articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as
(E): integration – disintegration (integratsiia), evolution (razvitie and evoli-
utsiia), primordial man (pervobytnyi chelovek).
(L): anthropomorphism, development (obrazovanie), savage (dikar’), pro-
gress, luminary (svetilo), illumination (osveshchenie), ignorance (nevedenie).
(R): God (Bog), spirits (dukhi), miracles (chudesa), Creator (Tvorets), awe
(blagogovenie).
The national discourse (N) is only weakly represented if at all towards the
end of the article, when the arguments about Jewish reform and Judaism as
the most advanced form of religion are put forward, e.g. through the use of
the term “our people” (nash narod).
Citations serve to primarily articulate evolutionary and enlightenment dis-
courses, by means of extensive quotes from Spencer, with occassional yet
important mostly external references like Lenormant, Michelet, Ernest
Neville, Schopenhauer, while Buckle and Guizot receive negative mention.
The only “internal” Jewish references are Spinoza and Lilienblum (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is addressing internal readers among the Rus-
sian-literate, moderate, secular or religious Jewish intelligentsia, but also
“Rossians” in general. A certain familiarity with European philosophy and
some knowledge of French and German is assumed, narrowing the prospec-
tive implied readership to those with higher education, that is, the intelligent-
sia, whom Ben-Ami is eager to convince of the future importance of relig-
ion. In this connection, the negative mention of Buckle, otherwise one of the
heroes of the radical intelligentsia, Russian and Jewish, is particularly note-
worthy. The argument seems to be directed primarily to secularist maskilim.

Isomorphism: The extensive quotations, stretching over several pages, from
Spencer, “the greatest contemporary sociologist” as he is called, could be
seen as an instance of extreme mimetic isomorphism.
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Purpose: The purpose is stated more or less explicitly at the end of the arti-
cle (Q6):

I meant to demonstrate, led by the theory of religious evolution of the great-
est contemporary sociologist, that we can definitely not imagine a future
without religion, even if we idealize to an unprobable extent the success of
knowledge; that all elements constituting religion will remain intact and that
only ignorance and frivolity will treat it as some sort of lower matter, while it
is in reality a result of progress, which ony modifies and refines it.

(Ben-Ami 1884a:36)

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through some
knowledge of or at least familiarity with German and French (Q1),
- Analogies and metaphors are mostly standard enlightenment imagery,
while “technical terms” like “integration” (integratsiia), “differenti-
ate/differentiation” (differentsiruiet/ differentsiatsia) are employed and
partly explained (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties and references to external
sources, dominated by Spencer, but otherwise varied, are mostly used in a
positive context, to reinforce the argument, with two exceptions; internal
Jewish references are scarce but mentioned with respect (Q3, Q4).
- There is a balancing of interests through positive use of external sources
and possibly a certain adaptation of religious language to non-Jews, but the
main target audience of the article seems to be secularist maskilim (Q5).
- The use of Spencer to convince a secularist maskilic audience about the
future relevance of religion appears to be more reactive than proactive (Q7).

T22. (Ben-Ami 1884 b-c): Jewish exploitation and its causes
The same Ben-Ami also published a furious attack against Jewish exploiters
of the Jews in 1884 in Voskhod (no. 8-9) under the heading “Our Jewish
exploitation and its causes.” As epigraph of the article appears a Biblical
verse (in Hebrew) from Jeremiah:

... and they shall eat every one the flesh of his friend in the siege and strait-
ness, wherwith their enemies, and they that seek their lives, shall straiten
them.

(Jer. 19,9 - KJV)

The text purports to be a response to an article published in the weekly
Nedel’naia Khronika of Voskhod (no. 7), entitled “Our internal foes” (Nashi
vnutrennye vragi), written by a certain gospodin Ts., whom Ben-Ami appar-
ently thinks is too mild in his criticism. His own text is particularly directed
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against the wealthy local gevirs - “lords,” and the  “enlightened” rabbis of
the state rabbinical seminaries. He claims the latter “always actively help
and support those who are sucking the peoples blood (vysasyvatelei narod-
noi krovi), walking hand in hand with them”(Ben-Ami 1884b:15).

Ben-Ami makes abundant use of medical-biological imagery and evolu-
tionary terms such as “illness” (bolezn’), “disgusting parasites” (otvrat-
itel’nye parazity), instincts, bloodsucking animals with the “avarice of a
jackal,” and “predators” (khishchniki) to describe the target of his attack,
while he laments the pitiable situation of the Jewish masses in Russia. Al-
ready from the time of marriage they are forced into debt to make ends meet,
and their small shops do not make enough profit to support a family.

The “so-called intelligentsia” (tak nazyvaemoi intelligentsii), of which
Ben-Ami himself was no doubt part, also receives their due, for shedding
bitter tears over the servitude (kabala) of the Russian muzhik, seen as being
exploited by all, while they are blind to the hardship of the Jews, whose suf-
fering is recognized only as caused by “a few constraints” (nekotorykh
stesnenii) (Ben-Ami 1884b:5). Distinguishing himself further from most
Jewish intellectuals, and from the maskilim in particular, Ben-Ami holds the
Yiddish popular literature in quite high esteem. He specifically refers to
works such as Aksenfeld’s Di Takse, and Lipetskii’s and Goldfaden’s Is-
rulek, describing the abuse involved in the collection of the so-called “basket
tax” (for kosher meat) from the poor people. Positive mention is made also
of a the modern Hebrew literature, in particular of the works of Lilienblum.
In contrast, the Russophone Jewish press is criticized for neglecting the most
pressing internal Jewish issues, something that could be explained at least in
part by the fact that this press was “called to life particularly for the sake of
the struggle with the external adversary” (dlia bor’by s vneshnym vragom –
emphasis in original), against the stupid prejudices about the Jews, raging
among all strata of Russian society” (Ben-Ami 1884b:11). The only citation
to an external, non-Jewish source in the text comes after an ironic settlement
of accounts with the hopes of “enlightenment” (prosveshchenie), and a vio-
lent attack on the Jewish intelligentsia in general and the “state rabbis” (ka-
zennyie ravviny) in particular, who are accused of immoral behaviour, of
usury and exploitation. Against these latter Ben-Ami directs these slightly
corrupt verses in Latin from the Dies irae – The Day of Wrath:

Judex ergo quum sedebit
Quidquid latet, ad parebit
Nihil multum remanebit.

(Ben-Ami 1884b:14)155

                                
155 The Latin text of this stanza, originally from a thirteenth century hymn ascribed to Thomas
of Celano, reads in the Requiem Mass of the 1962 Roman Missal: “Judex ergo cum sedebit,/
quidquid latet apparebit:/ nil inultum remanebit.” It has been translated thus by William
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Ben-Ami further aims to show that not only the Jewish traders need capital
for their business stocks, but so do the craftsmen, who make up more than
half of the Jewish poulation. This need often throws them into debt, a “life-
long servitude” (pozhiznennomu kabalu) to their “Jewish kulak brethren”
(edinovertsam kulakam). “Exploitation” (eksploatatsia) is one of the more
frequent terms used to describe the conditions of the Jewish masses in this
article, together with “servitude” (kabala). Hebraisms and Yiddishisms oc-
cur, sometimes with Russian word endings and translations provided (e.g.
gevirov, koilerami - murderers, blittsaperami - bloodsuckers). But also more
“technical” religious Hebrew terms appear, such as pidyon and shemone
esre, revealing an ambition to speak to the common Jewish people about
things they can relate to. The same might be said of the periphrasis offered
of a well-known Biblical verse (Numbers 24,5), said upon entering a syna-
gogue, Ma tovu ohalekha Ya‘akov, mishkenotekha Yisrael – “How beautiful
are your tents Jacob, your dwellings, Israel!” In Ben-Ami’s version it be-
comes a sociological description of the dominant way of earning a living
among the Russian Jews: “The number of your houses, Israel, is the number
of your small shops” (lavchonok). Another Biblical reference, to Ezekiel, is
used against the “multienlightened” (mnogoprosveshchennyie) rabbis, who
are said to be the “real predator wolves” (nastoiashchie khishchnye volki) of
our time, to which the words of the prophet are fully applicable:

2 ... Thus saith the Lord GOD unto the shepherds; Woe be to the shepherds of
Israel that do feed themselves! should not the shepherds feed the flocks?

3 Ye eat the fat, and ye clothe you with the wool, ye kill them that are fed:
but ye feed not the flock.

4 The diseased have ye not strengthened, neither have ye healed that which
was sick, neither have ye bound up that which was broken, neither have ye
brought again that which was driven away, neither have ye sought that which
was lost; but with force and with cruelty have ye ruled them.

5 And they were scattered, because there is no shepherd: and they became
meat to all the beasts of the field, when they were scattered.

(Ezek. 34,2-5 – KJV; Ben-Ami 1884b:15 quoted in Russian)

Although the “enlightenment movement” (prosvetitel’noe dvizhenie) and the
“old school’s struggle against it” (bor’ba protiv nego starago napravleniia)
still continues almost everywhere among the Jewish population, Ben-Ami
complains, “we have hardly seen a single case where a state rabbi took the
lead in this movement, and, in general, became the center around which
those aspiring to a new life unified.” Here, suddenly, Ben-Ami appears as a
partisan of the radical maskilim, blaming the rabbis for not being sufficiently

                                                                                                                            
Josiah Irons in 1849: “When the Judge his seat attaineth,/ and each hidden deed arraigneth,/
nothing unavenged remaineth.” (Source: Wikipedia 2008-03-03).
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enlightened, for their passivity and their fear of “making enemies among the
powerful” (nazhit’ sebe vragov sredi sil’nykh),” while always being ready to
serve the exploiters of the Jewish people (Ben-Ami 1884b:15). But this en-
lightenment partisanship soon turns into an ironic grimace when the author
turns his anger towards the rich merchant class, who subscribe to liberal
journals and newspapers, renounce all Jewish ritualism and live completely
as “Europeans.” And these “Europeans,” being completely free and inde-
pendent, unlike the rabbis, at least in an economic sense, would in fact not
refuse to come to the defence of their oppressed Jewish brethren. Only one
circumstance is stopping them from this: if the oppressed brethren ceased to
be the object of exploitation and “squeezing” (vyzhimatel’stvo), then it
would mean the end of the “Europeanism” of the rich, of their fortepianos,
their liberal journals and all of their other belongings associated with “true
enlightenment and progress.” So, “after a protracted inner struggle” (as al-
ways among cultured people) the “liberal Europeans” have come to the con-
clusion that it is better that a few million “petty Jews” (evreichikov) during
their short wandering here on Earth relinquish a few of life’s conveniences,
such as meat, bread, a warm and dry apartment and other such futilities,
rather than letting “progress” die. Considering the fact that progress is uni-
versal and that no human movement is possible without some sacrifice, what
do a few million Jews starving to death mean then (Ben-Ami 1884b:16f)?
The sarcastic tone here seems to contain a hidden reference to Malthus and
social Darwinism. Further on there is a more direct criticism of the “coarsest
selfish instincts” (grubye shkurnye instinkty) which according to Ben-Ami
seem to have developed much faster than the parallell development (razvitie)
of some measure of culture among us (u nas). This growing selfishness has
become more widespread in European civilization, and that is why “our
Europeans” (nashi evropeitsy) have made no gains whatsoever in the moral
domain. The Jewish enlightenment in Russia has from its inception been
anti-religious and anti-ritualist, directed mainly against superficial phenom-
ena like the yarmulke, the long coat and the peyes (side-curls). Ben-Ami
finds only a very limited number of people with “truly enlightened views
and sincere aspirations to education” (s istinno prosvchennymi vzgliadami i
iskrennimi stremleniami k obrazovaniu) among the enormous mass of “bad
elements,” who regard themselves as “Germans” and “moskaliam” (enlight-
ened maskilim) and as standing above the Jewish masses, whom they de-
spise, while letting their own “animal instincts” loose. To them, “progress”
and “enlightenment” mean only one thing: nothing is forbidden, anything
goes (Ben-Ami 1884b:20). The result is that the typical “progressives” have
“degenerated”(vyrodilsia) into “contemporary Europeans.”

Thus, the enlightenment discourse is articulated here almost exclusively
in a negative sense. So much so that the editors of Voskhod felt obliged to
remark in a footnote that they considered Ben-Amis generalizations about
the Jewish intelligentsia to be excessive, and that when it comes to the ex-
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ploitation of the poor Jews, the orthodox fanatics and hypocrites are far
worse than the educated and even the half-educated Jews. The editors found
the suggestions made in the second article by Ben-Ami (Ben-Ami 1884c)
much more sensible. This article is largely a plea for the development of a
Jewish engagement in agriculture. However, it begins with a settling of ac-
counts with Jews of the liberal professions, lawyers and medical doctors,
considered by the author to be completely assimilated, and resting aloof
from the Jewish environment, although most of the patients and clients from
which they are profiting happen to be Jewish. Here again Ben-Ami displays
his discontentment with the enlightenment in the form it has taken on among
the Jewish intelligentsia, where, instead of bringing them closer to the
masses of their own people, as was the case among other peoples, it has on
the contrary distanced them from the Jewish masses and led to a “disgraceful
and extremely repugnant aristocratism” (Ben-Ami 1884c:2). The author finds
that the enlightenment movement among the Jews has become a “negation of
eveything Jewish and even hostile to Jewish religion and nationality”
(vrazhdebnym evreiskoi religii i natsional’nosti).

Given the exploitation that the Jewish masses are subject to and the indif-
ference at best from the intelligentsia, engagement in agriculture is presented
as the means for the Jewish masses to gain liberation and independence from
their exploiters. The possible rejoinder, that agriculture represents a stage in
the intellectual development of a people that the Jews have already passed, is
carefully argued against. Ben-Ami first notes that, as a general rule, peoples
in their primitive development (v pervobytnom svoem razvitii) pass through
the stages of hunting, pasturing and agriculture, after which normally fol-
lows the stage of trade and industry. But recently agriculture even among the
most civilized peoples has started to develop further, together with other
branches of industry (Ben-Ami 1884c:8). And there is all reason to believe
that if the Jews would seriously take on agriculture, they would do it on new,
rational foundations that would not necessarily entail a lowering of their
intellectual level (ponizhenia umstvennago urovnia). Here, suddenly, the
previous ironic tone is gone in the employment of evolutionary and enlight-
enment significants. But the author appears to be ambivalent in his “ration-
alism.” He soon again voices a certain “anti-intellectualist” criticism against
the  Jewish intelligentsia, accusing them of  losing themselves in theories
and committees, and killing many initiatives already in their embryonic state
(v samom zarodyshe), instead of working practically (Ben-Ami 1884c:10).

The national discourse is again articulated through a concern bordering on
despair (otchaiane) for the fate of his Jewish brethren, when even in a city
like Vilna they lack the means of teaching their children Hebrew, something
unheard of even in the most calamitous of times. The purpose of the article
comes forth from the suggested remedy of this situation: the creation of a
Jewish agricultural class - “physically developed people, healthy, capable of
persistent, hard work (liudei fizicheski razvitykh, zdorovykh, sposobnykh k
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upornomu, tiazhelomu trudu), always serving as a solid, unshakable founda-
tion for any future” (Ben-Ami 1884c:10). This seems like a forerunner of the
Zionist ideal expressed later in Max Nordau’s “Muskeljudenthum”. By
“consecrating all forces and means to the development (razvitie) among our
masses primarily of physical labour,” the author expects to see the following
results: 1) The liberation of a significant number of people from the morally
corrupting influence of the trading business and the dependency on usurers
and “public blood-suckers” (obshchestvennykh krovopiits). 2) “We create
physically healthy people, badly needed in the physically impaired
(fizicheski rasshatannoe) Jewry.” Finally, it means the creation of a class of
people, “whose work will always and everywhere find application and will
always serve as a solid foundation for a stable future” (Ben-Ami 1884c:14f).
The purpose (tsel’) of the author is stated at the end simply as that of pre-
senting the “terrible reality” (strashnuiu deistvitel’nost) as it is, and to expain
the principal cause behind this reality, while at the same time showing a way
of struggling (put’ bor’by) against it which would be accessible to “all
friends of the Jewish masses,” “every honest man among the Jews.”

He is obviously trying to strike a chord in the heart of both the religious
and the nationally minded by reminding the reader of the manifold sufferings
and the patience of the Jewish masses, exclaiming with the words of the
prophet “Is not the Lord in Zion” (Jer. 8:19) and then continuing:

Is there no balm in Gilead?
Is there no physician there?

Why then is there no healing
for the wounds of my people?

(Jer. 8:22)156

The text finishes off with a strong urge for the “sleeping” to “wake up” and
hasten to help their brethren. The author calls for immediate action by means
of a quote from the Pirqe Avot 2:19, which has Rabbi Tarphon saying: “It is
not for thee to finish the work, nor art thou free to desist therefrom.” The
reference in the text, however, is given only as “our sages” (nashikh mudret-
sov), a traditional way of expressing this.

Some of the attitudes expressed and the action program in the article (e.g.
agriculture and physical work as both a material and moral remedy of all
evil) mirror those of the Russian populists, the narodniki, but as we have

                                
156 The Hebrew original and the English KJV has bat ami – “the daughter of my people”
instead of “wounds of my people” (rany moego naroda) as it is rendered here, curiosly, since
bat ami would have fitted well together with the author’s pen name, meaning “son of my
people.” Ben-Ami does not take care to be very exact in his Biblical quotes, since in Jer. 8:20
quoted in the sentence before, he first shifts places between “summer” and “harvest” and then
replaces “harvest” by “winter.” It is further noteable that the author neither here nor in general
gives any precise references, which would allow quotes to be checked more easily by the
general reader.
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seen at the same time, Ben-Ami does not refrain from criticizing the intelli-
gentsia for their idealization of the Russian muzhik, while they are blind to
the suffering of the Jewish masses. Partly, this criticism is expressed through
the articulation of a national discourse, in which the Jewish family values
compares favourably with the drinking habits of the Russian peasants, who
prefer to spend their spare time and money at the local tavern (Ben-Ami
1884b:4). The critical attitude towards the Russians that is expressed here
(although the hardest criticism is saved for the rabbis) comes in the wake of
the pogroms in 1881, when Ben-Ami, as one of the leaders of a Jewish
populist movement based in Odessa, the Am Olam, was sent abroad to seek
financial backing for the establishment of a Jewish agrarian community in
the United States (Frankel 1981:55).

Summing up this text, we observe the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary and (N) national discourses are articulated by
means of key signifiers such as (E): struggle (bor’ba), instincts, predators
(khishchniki), primitive development (pervobytnoe razvitie), (N): the peoples
blood (narodnaia krov’), nationality (natsional’nost).
Religious terms appear in the text (e.g. Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, God,
peyes), and there are the Biblical references, but none of them, in effect,
articulate a religious discourse. Rather, they are used in the further articula-
tion of the national discourse and serve as means to approach the ordinary
Jew on the street, who had a traditional upbringing, without being particu-
larly frum (pious). This is seen also in the greater tolerance Ben-Ami shows
towards the traditional orthodox rabbis, in comparison to the kazennye. The
former at least have “God in their heart,” and a religious conscience to heed,
or else they will be reminded of it by their community members, so they
simply cannot afford to be as ruthless as the state rabbis in their exploitation
of the Jewish people.
 The (L) enlightenment discourse is articulated mostly in a negative way,
using familiar prestigious terms such as prosveshchenie, equality (raven-
stvo), brotherhood (bratstvo), secular sciences (svetskie nauki), progress,
liberation (osvobozhdenie), with a bitter, ironic tone attached to them. The
author is clearly ambivalent in his “rationalism” and in his embracement of
enlightenment values such as “progress,” if it comes at the expense of the
wellbeing of the Jewish masses. There are several expressions of an apparent
anti-intellectualism in the text.
Citations are almost without exception internal; in addition to the Biblical
epigraph (in Hebrew), the quotes from Ezekiel and Jeremiah (in Russian)
and from Pirqe Avot, we find references to Yiddish and Hebrew authors like
Aksenfeld, Lipetskii, Goldfaden, Lilienblum, serving to underline the author’s
closeness to the Jewish popular literary taste, in this way also articulating a
national discourse (Q4). The only external citation (apart from a short nega-
tive reference in passing to Zolà’s Nana), in Latin, is more aimed at im-
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pressing the implied readers among Jewish intellectuals with the author’s
erudition, but it is not clear whether the message of the quoted passage came
through to the actual readers.

Implied readers: The author, given the polemical style of the article, is ad-
dressing implied internal readers among Russian-literate Jewish intellectu-
als, confronting and intentionally provoking them to take sides. Ben-Ami is
to some extent also courting the religious, traditionally-minded Jew on the
street, by showing greater tolerance for the orthodox than for the state rabbis
and for the intellectuals, also displaying his popular literary taste and his
preference for physical labour over excessive theorizing.

Isomorphisms: A possible influence from Russian populism (narodniki)
might qualify as an instance of mimetic isomorphism. The Biblical quotes
are also suspect as a convenient means of persuasion of a targeted audience,
rather than being genuine expressions of the author’s conviction.

Purpose: The purpose of the article is stated at the end as that of presenting
the “terrible reality” of the Jews in Russia as it is, and to explain its principal
causes, while proposing as a remedy the creation of a Jewish agricultural
class of physically, healthy, developed people, capable of hard work, in this
way liberating them from the dependence on usurers and exploiters (Q6).
Thus, the purpose is primarily national (rather than religious or enlighten-
ment).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through Biblical
references, references to popular Jewish authors and some use of Hebrew
(Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are few, but when they occur are primarily taken
from an evolutionary- biological and or radical political discourse (predators,
bloodsuckers). Some internal, Yiddish or Hebrew terms are used (peyes,
yarmulke) but there are no “technical” terms in a stricter sense (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties or references to external
sources are virtually nonexistent, while references to internal Jewish sources
abound, giving an overall impression of self-sufficiency (Q3, Q4).
- There seems to be some balancing of interests between secular and relig-
ious, but no detectable mediation between an internal and and an external,
non-Jewish readership (Q5).
- The text is more reactive than proactive in its proposed remedy of the
plight of the Jewish masses, especially against the backdrop of the pogroms
and Pinsker’s Auto-Emanzipation a few years earlier, and also given the fact
that Jewish agricultural colonies had already been formed (Q 7).
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T23. (Getts 1884): “Jewish science” lagging behind in Russia
This article is entitled V chem my osobenno otstali? - “In what area are we
particularly lagging behind?” It was published by F.B. Getts in Evreiskoe
obozrenie (1884 no. 3). To begin with, the author states that Russian Jewry
is living through a crisis comparable to that of the time of the Crusades or
the persecutions under Bogdan Khmelnitski. The Jews in Russia are suffer-
ing from pogroms and arson, discriminating temporary laws and a hostile
environment. On the bright side, though, is the “return” in ever growing
numbers of the Russian Jewish intelligentsia to their own people, which for
some time they had ceased to take any interest in. However, these returning
Jewish intellectuals and scientists tend to put all their efforts into bettering
the material conditions of their rediscovered brethren. But, according to
Getts, the worst crisis for Russian Jewry is not material, but spiritual or
moral. This may be hard to believe, since a comparison with other popula-
tion groups in Russia shows that Jews generally are less prone to crime and
to drinking, and take a greater interest in the arts and sciences than the aver-
age Russian. Nevertheless, what is lacking above all among the Russian
Jews, and among the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia in particular, is an under-
standing of the necessity to devote oneself wholeheartedly to “the science of
Judaism.” Indeed, much of the rest of the article turns out to be an energetic
plea for the Wissenschaft des Judentums. The author complains that as a
consequence of the desperate “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchest-
vovanie) and through “assimilation with the surrounding environment” (as-
similiatsiia s okruzhaiushcheiu sredoiu), the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia
“forgot about themselves” and about their “individual essence” which sets
them apart as Jews. The employment of the term assimiliatsiia, an uncom-
mon foreign word in Russian, is in itself noteworthy as transmitting a sense
of alienation of the Jews. If the author had wished to convey a more positive
view of Jewish integration he might have instead used original Russian
words like prisposoblenie, prinorovlenie, sblizhenie, sliianie (cf. Fin 1860).

In an evolutionary perspective, Getts in a way inverts the prevalent view
of the conditions favourable for survival: it is not through adaptation to the
environment that the Jews managed to survive, but on the contrary through
their specificity, distinguishing them from other peoples. Such an argument
probably gained in strength after the pogroms in the 1870s and 1880s. Getts
uses the recurrent “argument of longevity” to answer the question as to why
the Jewish people survived despite all the hardships they suffered, referring
to the idea of monotheism, from which is also derived the idea of the unity
of humankind. The author repeatedly stresses that the Jews have always
struggled, not by means of physical force (fizicheskaia sila), not for power or
material benefits, but exclusively for this single idea.

It is not important to Getts whether that which unites all Jews be called
“nationality” or “religion.” What is important is the idea of a unique, univer-
sal God and the corollary concept of a united humanity. Jews have been
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struggling for this thought throughout their history, and this immortal idea
embodies their only lasting victory. The author accuses the assimilated Rus-
sian-Jewish intelligentsia of not being prepared for this struggle. They obvi-
ously think that as citizens of the Russian empire, they have nothing in
common with their fellow Jews but the religious faith. They study foreign
languages, but not Hebrew. They learn about the history and literature of
other nations, but not about Jewish history and literature. No wonder then
that they have become estranged from their own people, with no under-
standing of their needs and urges.

But now, faced with furious anti-Semitism and pogroms that make no
distinction between emancipated Jews with a university degree and tradi-
tionalist Jews without diplomas, the Jewish intelligentsia seems to have
awakened and regained consciousness at last. So they have started discussing
various emigration projects or how to better the material living conditions
for the Jews in Russia.

The author is convinced that there is still hope that the material conditions
of the Jews will improve with time, and that pogroms and anti-Semitism will
come to an end, since they are only founded on artificially entertained feel-
ings of hatred. But what will then happen with the interest in the well-being
of their fellow-Jews that the Jewish intelligentsia presently professes? If the
Jewish intellectuals have nothing else in common with their own people
other than the common enemy of anti-Semitism, what bonds will there be to
unite them in a future free from anti-Semitism? Getts deplores the fact that
the Jewish intelligentsia neglected to create any new intellectual-moral
bonds during this time of crisis, instead leaving the reawakening religious
movement to traditionalist formalists, who stand no chance of having a last-
ing influence on the new generation of Jewish youth, who are growing up
with and being educated in the contemporary European civilization. What
they would need is to get to know the full richness of their own Jewish cul-
tural heritage, its history and its eternal truths, by means of the “science of
Judaism.” To underpin his argument, Getts quotes Hillel from the Pirqe Avot
in Hebrew – “The Ethics of the Fathers” but without revealing the source:
“No boor is a sinfearer.”157 The point Getts wants to make is that a religious
movement ignorant of “Jewish science” faces an unsecure future.

The conclusion of Getts’ plea for a Wissenschaft des Judentums in Russia
is that it is needed both for a religious reawakening, and for raising the na-
tional self-consciousness among the Jews. The urgency of the matter is
spelled out clearly: “the destiny of Jewry itself depends on the destiny of the
science of Judaism” (Getts 1884:82).

The article is evidently oriented towards the already assimilated Russian-
speaking Jewish intellectuals, in an attempt at winning them over for the

                                
157 The translation is from Taylor (1897). Ironically, Getts renders the Hebrew quote slightly
wrong, Lo bor yere het, instead of the more correct Ein bor yere het.
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sake of a Wissenschaft des Judentums and strengthening their Jewish na-
tional consciousness. The religious element is reduced to a bare minimum,
and the signifier of monotheism (edinobozhie) is only used to link the evolu-
tionary discourse to the nationalist. The important elements here apparently
belong to the nationalist and the enlightenment discourses, with evolutionary
concepts serving as links between them while also functioning as narrative
devices which dramatize events.

Summarizing (Getts 1884) we discern the following:
Discourses: (E) evolutionary, (R) religious, (N) national, and (L) enlighten-
ment discourses are articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such
as: (E): struggle for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), physical force
(sila), assimilation, environment; (R): monotheism (edinobozhie), savior
(spasitel’); (N): people (narod), national consciousness (natsional’noe
soznanie), national memories (natsional’nyia vospominaniia), popular cause
(narodnoe delo), anti-Semitism, pogroms, fate of Jewry itself (sud’ba
samogo evreistva); (L): science (nauka), dawn of a new life (zaria novoi
zhizni)
Citations serve to articulate foremost the national discourse (N), although
many of them also carry religious significance, e.g. Jochanan ben Zakkai,
Hillel, Joshua, Biblical Kings (Saul, David, Solomon), The Maccabeans.
Similarly, the references to some of the heroes of Jewish enlightenment (L),
such as Gans, Heine, Leopold Zunz, serve here also to boost national pride.

Implied reader: The author is primarily addressing internal readers among
Russian-speaking Jewish intellectuals on the verge of assimilation.

Isomorphisms: A possible trace of mimetic isomorphism is the use of evo-
lutionary concepts somewhat out of context to underpin the urgency of the
matter, and the very frequent use of the concept of science in itself, as a sig-
nal calling on the secularist Jewish intellectuals to take action.

Purpose: The purpose of the text – the promotion of a Wissenschaft des
Judenthums among the Russian Jewish intelligentsia seems clear enough,
and is stated quite explicitly in the text (Q6).

As further answers to our particular questions (Q1-7) to (Getts 1884) we
identify these particular features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed already in the “we”
in the title of the article, through the experience of a crisis that “we are living
through” (perezhivaemyi nami), and through the references to Jewish history
– the Crusades, the expulsion from Spain, the persecutions under Bogdan
Khmel’nitski (Q1).
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- Analogies and metaphors from both evolutionary and enlightenment dis-
courses (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie, zaria novoi zhizni) are used, while
technical terms are almost completely lacking in the text (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties are virtually nonexistent in the
text, other external references are few and negative (Bogdan Khmel’nitski),
while references to internal Jewish sources are numerous and positive (Q3,
Q4).
- The quotation in Hebrew from Pirqe Avot might perhaps be seen as an
attempt at balancing interests through the accommodation of religious Jews,
while the main discourses articulated in the text are the national and the en-
lightenment discourses. A clearer expression of a balancing effort occurs at
the end of the article (Getts 1884:81) through the claim that “only the sci-
ence of Judaism (evreiskaia nauka) is in a position to unite all Jews of dif-
ferent parties and understandings, from various countries and regions, under
its banner.” As a text exclusively oriented towards Jewish readers, there is
no mediation between internal and external here (Q5).
- The text represents in itself a reaction to the crisis among Russian Jewry
following in the wake of the pogroms, but the means suggested to solve the
problems seem more long-term and proactive than purely reactive (Q7).

T24. (E.V. 1885a): Social role of the Jews and struggle of the races
These articles, entitled Sotsial’naia rol’ evreev, are part of a longer series in
Voskhod 1884-1885, where the author treats “the Jewish question” from a
European perspective, with special focus on anti-Semitism in Germany and
the reactions to it. Most of the text consists of translated excerpts from Isi-
dore Loeb’s Reflexions sur les Juifs about the history of the Jews in Western
Europe in modern times. Here are internal references to the Talmud, Benja-
min of Tudela, Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums, Graetz and others, as well
as external to Renan’s Le Judaïsme et le Christianisme, further to Boletin de
la real Academia de la historia, Economiste français, Echo de l’Orient, Ori-
ental Advertiser and still others.

The most noteworthy reference, however, is to Ludwig Gumplowicz’s
Der Rassenkampf: Soziologische Untersuchungen (Innsbruck, 1883).158

Gumplowicz was a secularist Jewish sociologist of positivist orientation and
chief editor of the liberal Cracow newspaper Kraj. Later he moved to Graz
in Austria, where he obtained the chair of constitutional law at the university
(Lador-Lederer 1978:33). His early view of Jewish identity was as some-
thing exclusively pertaining to Mosaic faith, lacking any national element at
all (Kozinska-Witt 1993:5). But his opinion on this matter changed.

                                
158 The reference to Gumplowicz is mispelled in the text as: Gumilovich, Der Racenkampf,
Inspruk 1883.
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In any event, his book Der Rassenkampf is an extensive account of the
national struggles going on in his time. Gumplowicz viewed the “racial
struggle for domination” as the “essential driving principle, the moving force
of history” (Gumplowicz 1909:218; quoted from Weikart 2006:101).159 In the
book he embraces the theory of polygenesis of humankind, and makes a
critical assessment of Darwinism in a special chapter. His critique is for-
mally directed mostly against Haeckel, whom Gumplowicz presents as dis-
torting true Darwinism in his Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte by assuming
a “monophyletic” and even a geographical common origin (eine einzige Ur-
heimat) of all mankind (Gumplowicz 1909:77). But Gumplowicz also relates
the criticism delivered by Louis Agassiz against the Darwinist idea of the
transformation of species. Agassiz, using the analogy of a mule, interpreted
the fact that the progeny of a white and a black parent is neither black or
white as supporting the hypothesis of independent, different origins of the
human races (Gumplowicz 1909:80).

However, none of this criticism appears in the article in Voskhod, whose
author cites Gumplowicz only on social issues directly concerning the Jews.
A comparison of the Jews with other ethnicities who fill a similar role in
their occupational functions is used as an argument in the defence against
anti-Semitic prejudices. The text begins with a historical account of how and
why the Jews, originally a people of nomadic herdsmen or peasants, came to
engage in trade of different kinds, an occupation they had no natural “in-
stinct” for. The “explanation” offered is that it happened through the “force
of events” (sila sobytii), through the dispersion of the Jews that began al-
ready with the Assyrian (740 B.C. – do R.Kh.) and Babylonian (587 B.C. –
do R.Kh.) captivities, and with even greater force with Alexander the Great
and after the destruction of Jersalem by Titus (in 70 C.E.). The argument put
forward here seems to fit a Zionist purpose; it was only through the loss of
their “motherland” (rodina) that the Jews were forced to become tradesmen
(E.V. 1885a:31). Reading between the lines, the understanding is that if only
the Jews could recover their own homeland, they would again engage in
agriculture, as they were often urged to do in the Russian debate of the
“Jewish Question” in the 1860s. In this part of the text, clearly, a national
discourse is articulated through signifiers such as rodina, “independence”
(nezavisimost’) and “mother soil” (rodnaia pochva) (E.V. 1885a:34). The
conclusion so far is made explicit:

Jews became tradesmen only because they were forced (vynuzhdeny) to, be-
cause they were deprived of their independence (lisheny svoei nezavisimosti)
and because, being cut off (otorvany) due to political events from their
mother soil (ot rodnoi pochvy), they had to seek their means for existence

                                
159 German orig. “Der Rassenkampf um Herrschaft in allen seinen Formen ... ist daher das
eigentlich treibende Prinzip, die bewegende Kraft der Geschichte.” (Emphasis in original.
Gumplowicz 1909:219).
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(sredstv k sushchestvovaniu) in other places, in foreign lands (na chuzhbine),
under very exceptional conditions.

(E.V. 1885a:35)

Here, obviously, the “struggle for existence,” although not spelled out, is just
around the corner. Among the references used to support the argument we
find Flavius Josephus, Contra Appionem (cited by its Russian title, Protiv
Appiona), Roscher,160 Ansichten der Volkswirtschaft vom geschichtlichen
Standpunkte (Leipzig 1861, 1878), Bardine, Revue historique (1880) and
Kisselbach, Der Gang des Welthandels (Stuttgart, 1860).

Thus, the Jews in the diaspora came to occupy a key position as traders,
mediating between the West and the Orient. After the downfall of the
Graeco-Roman world the Jews were the only ones left who were able fulfil
this function of delivering goods from the Orient to other peoples, “lacking
every commercial instinct” (kommercheskago instinkta). This situation
lasted until the time of the first Christian crusaders. Finding the way to Byz-
antium and the Orient through “brute, physical violence” (grubuiu,
fizicheskuiu silu), they came to compete with the Jews, with a negative effect
on the trade as result.

But the Jews had already managed to provide the peoples of the world
with important services, by teaching the peoples of the West the trade of
metals from Europe for raw materials from Asia, “to the great benefit of the
peoples, and in particular for agriculture” (E.V. 1885a:37). The term for
“benefit”- vygoda, as used here, belongs together with pol’za to an enlight-
enment discourse in which showing the usefulness of persons and things
were eminently important. The importance of the Jews in the economic sys-
tem of the early Middle Ages is described with a quote from Kisselbach,
using medical or biological analogies such as “arteries” and “organism” in
its argument for the absolute “necessity” (neobkhodimost’) of the economic
function fulfilled by the Jew in medieval society.

To refute the age-old accusation against the Jews for “usury” (rostovsh-
chichestvo) the author invokes the evidence of contemporary scholars
(uchenye), who unanimously agree, it is claimed, that “usury” in medieval
society meant simply a quite moderate, lawful interest rate, and that its con-
notation of a criminal business transaction is from a later date. As further
evidence of the honesty of Jewish businessmen and moneylenders in the
Middle Ages, there is a reference to a document from a Jewish association in
the archives of the French departement Côte d’Or. The document, covering
the period 1300-1315, is said to show an exemplar of honesty, correctness
and irreproachable behaviour (E.V. 1885a:41).

                                
160 Wilhelm Roscher (1817-1894) was a German political economist with historicist orienta-
tion. His thinking had strong roots in Christian belief and doctrine.
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And again, the Jews took up moneylending only out of necessity (po
neobkhodimosti), because they were forced to (po prinuzhdeniu), while by
doing so, they rendered society a “considerable service” (nemalovazhnuiu
uslugu) (E.V. 1885a:40f). The common prejudice against “Jews” as “usu-
rers” is shown to originate from the Church and its interpretation of the Bi-
ble, more specifically a few verses from the Old Testament (Exodus 22:24,
23:9, Deut. 15:3,7-8) and from the New Testament  (St. Luke 6:35). This was
the foundation for the Papal ban on lending money against interest, and the
heavy sanctions associated with it, such as the loss of one’s position in the
Church and forfeiting the right to a Christian burial. At the same time, the
author claims, moneylending against interest is “one of the essential condi-
tions for the material and economic development (razvitie) of a people,”
without which it will remain on the “very lowest levels of civilization” (E.V.
1885a:41).

Once again the conclusion is made: the Jews engaged in money handling
not by their own choice (ne po svoei vole), nor through an innate inclination
(ne vsledstvie vrozhdennago vlechenia) – they were pushed to do it, by the
“circumstances” (obstoiatel’stva), “environment” (sreda), “social condi-
tions” (obshchestvennye usloviia), “civil and ecclesiastical law” (grazhdan-
skie i tserkovnye zakony), “the church and secular authorities” (dukhovnye i
svetskiia vlasti), “magnates and common people” (vel’mozhi i narod), “at
times even through raw violence” (poroiiu dazhe pri pomoshchi gruboi sily)
(E.V. 1885a:45). The author is eager to show that those who profited most
from the Jewish moneylenders were local Princes and Noblemen who ex-
tracted high taxes from them, and therefore had a stake in keeping the Jewish
interest rates high. At the same time, evidence is provided, with references
to the kings Charles V and Charles VI, that often the Christian money lend-
ers offered even higher interest rates, and that many complaints from ordi-
nary people were directed against them, especially against the Lombardians
who during an important period dominated the business in Europe (E.V.
1885a:52).

The Jews had initiated and developed moneylendin to the benefit of
European agriculture. Later, however, they were largely pushed out from
business. The means used were sometimes special discriminatory laws,
sometimes pogroms, robbery, murder and expulsion. The Jews were made
objects of commercial envy, hate, contempt and insult. During the entire
Middle Ages the Jews remained the slaves and the toys of Christians (E.V.
1885a:56). There is a polemic tone in the article that leaves little or no room
for mediation between Christians and Jews. Christians are the exploiters, and
Jews the exploited, in the author’s view. Jews have always strived to be of
use (pol’za) to society, and this includes an interest in agriculture, although
they have often been hindered from engaging in it. Evidence for the strong
predilection for manual labour in Jewish tradition is provided through a
number of sayings from the Bible, Mishnah and Talmud. For example, the
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author quotes the following passage from Pirqe Avot: “All science without
labour is futile” (Avot II:2).161 The original Hebrew ‘Torah’ is here translated
into Russian ‘nauka’ – “science.” This is not necessarily incorrect, since
‘torah’ could also mean “teaching,””theory,” etc., while nauka could also
denote “learning” or “scholarship.” But the specific choice of terms for the
translation, given their most common connotations, appears to be a deliber-
ate one, aiming to support in particular a secularist interpretation and to
avoid a purely religious one. This suspicion is strengthened by the fact that
the immediate continuation of the same sentence in the Hebrew original, ‘...
vegoreret avon’ - “and brings about sin,” with an unmistaken religious
meaning, has been left out. Further, the next quote directly implies that work
is more important than religion to the Jews:  “More highly valued is he who
brings utility through his work (prinosit pol’zu trudom svoim), than he who
fears God” (E.V. 1885a:56; quoting from Mishnah Berakhot 8a).

The second article (Voskhod 1885 no. 6) continues in the same vein, by
giving first a number of examples of famous Talmudic rabbis who were all
craftsmen by profession – shoemakers, tanners, millers etc. In modern times,
it is pointed out that in some places in Russia and Galicia, as in Moldavia,
Jews actually dominate among the local craftsmen (E.V. 1885a:68).162

Regarding the Jews of Galicia, the flattering remarks of a certain profes-
sor of botany and chemistry at the university of Krakow, Schultes, are
quoted extensively as saying that, while “civilisation in our country (u nas)
is at the lowest level of evolution ... only one category of people in Galicia
are worthy of living in this beautiful and fruitful country .... I am talking
about the Jews” (E.V. 1885a:69).163 The same source testifies that the Jewish
tenant farmers in Galicia use better seeds and treat the soil better than their
Christian counterparts.

Much of the attention is again directed to the question of the relationship
of Jews to agriculture. Once more it is stressed that their failure in this area
is often of no fault of their own, but a result of “unfavourable conditions”

                                
161 Hebrew  orig.: vekhol torah sheein ‘imah mel’akha sofah betelah.
This is just a fragment from a longer passage which has been translated thus into English:
“Excellent is Thorah study together with worldly business, for the practice of them both puts
iniquity out of remembrance; and all Thorah without work must fail at length, and occasion
iniquity.” (Sayings of the Jewish Fathers, comprising  Pirqe Aboth in Hebrew and English,
with Notes and Excursuses / edited … by Charles Taylor D.D. - 2. ed. - Cambridge University
Press, [1897] scanned at sacred-texts.com, July 2002. - http://www.sacred-texts.com/jud/sjf/).
All the translated quotes from Pirqe Avot in this thesis are from this source, when no other
reference is given. Another translation has: “Beautiful is the study of the Law when conjoined
with a worldly avocation, for the efforts demanded by both stifle all inclination to sin. But
study which is not associated with some worldly pursuit must eventually cease, and may lead
to iniquity.” (http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Talmud/avot2.html).
162 The reference here is to Economiste français.
163 The reference is to Annalen der Literatur und Kunst des Oestereichischen Kaiserthums,
via Geitel’s Gesuch der Bekenner des jüdischen Glaubens im Herzogthum Braunschweigs
(1831).
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(neblagopriiatnykh usloviiakh) as stated by, for example, a former official of
the Russian Ministry of State Property, Klaus, author of a tractate entitled
“On colonies in Russia” about the Jewish agricultural colonies in southern
Russia (E.V. 1885a:70). Still, the article admits that the attempts at turning
Jews into farmers has not yet produced any tangible results, although there
are apparently some promising examples of Russian-Jewish farming colo-
nies in the United States. Their failure is also explained by the fact that
farming is essentially a “hereditary” occupation (ono perekhodit, kak by po
nasledstvu, ot otsa k synu) that one is born into, and since Jews have been
prevented from farming they lack earlier experience. Further, the systematic
persecution that Jews have been subjected to in many countries has also re-
sulted in a weakening of their physical power (fizicheskikh sil), so that for
example the recent Jewish immigrants to Palestine cannot compete with the
Arab fellah in this respect. Although in Russia one can find examples of
Jews with very well developed muscular strength, in most cases, “to begin
with a new regime must allow the Jews to restore their physical power,
which has been exhausted by oppression and suffering” (E.V. 1885a:70).164

The author is apparently careful to exempt Russia from the need to reform its
policy towards the Jews by mentioning it as a positive exception - a possible
sign of coercive isomorphism, from fear of censorship. The remark about
muscular stregth is also interesting as foreshadowing Max Nordau’s plea for
a new “Muskeljudenthum” as an essential part of the Zionist enterprise.

The reference to Gumplowicz is used in this context to support the argu-
ment that the choice of occupation in general is often determined by one’s
belonging to a certain social class and or ethnic group. This is not only the
case with the Jews; for example, the urban middle class of salesmen and
craftsmen in Eastern Europe is clearly dominated by Germans.

Finally, the prejudices about the Jews’ general affluence is rejected with
arguments that on the one hand defend the same desire to become rich as
equally valid for Jews as for everyone else, while pointing out at the same
time that Jewish capital to a lesser extent is hereditary, compared to that of
gentiles, but most often is newly founded, benefitting the country in which
the Jews live. Thus, once again, it is the usefulness of the Jews to society that
is stressed. However, as the author claims to have shown already, during the
Middle Ages Jewish capital could not compete in the struggle (bor’bu) with
the Christians. The author continues by showing, with reference to Austrian
and German sources of statistics,165 that present day Jews in general are not
rich, but quite poor. This also holds true for the Jews in the western and
southern provinces of the Russian empire and in Galicia. All in all, of the
                                
164 Ru. orig.: “Но в большинстве случаев верно то, что сначала новый режим должен дозволить
евреям возстановить свои физические силы, истощенныя гнетом и страданиями.”
165 References are to Schimmer, Statistik des Judenthums in den im Reichsrate vertretenen
Königreichen (Vienna, 1873), and Engelbert, Statistik des Judenthums in Deutschen Reiche
(Frankfurt am Main, 1875).
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about 7 million strong contemporary world Jewry, only 1 million enjoy a
fairly acceptable standard of living, still lower though than that of the Chris-
tians; the remaining 6 millions are all impoverished. “And still we are told
about the enormous riches of the Jews!” (E.V. 1885a:77).

Summarizing, we observe in this text the following:
Discourses: There is a dominance of (L) enlightenment and (N) national
discourses, articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as (L):
scholars (uchenye), utility (pol’za), development (razvitie); (N): motherland
(rodina), independence (nezavisimost’), mother soil (rodnaia pochva).

Both discourses are also articulated through citations to external, non-
Jewish sources (Amador de los Rios, Bardine, Kisselbach, Renan, Roscher,
New Testament) and internal, Jewish sources, such as Benjamin of Tudela,
Flavius Josephus, Graetz, Gumplowicz, Loeb, Torah - Exodus 22:24, 23:9,
Deut. 15:3,7-8, Mishnah, Talmud (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is primarily addressing implied internal read-
ers among Russian-literate, secular Jews, possibly with a Zionist bend. The
employment of the Christian timemarker “B.C.” - do R. Kh. (E.V. 1885a:31),
may in this context signify more of a carelessness about religious Jewish
readers than an active attempt to accomodate Christian readers. (Further on,
the expression “Christian era” - ery christianskoi, is used - E.V. 1885a:59).

Isomorphisms: Traces of possible isomorphism are difficult to detect. The
apparent conscious avoidance of religious connotations for secular ones,
even where the former would seem to be more natural and appropriate, as in
the translation of “torah” by “science” (nauka) might indicate an isomorphic
adaptation aimed to please in particular the more radical maskilim. The ar-
gument put forward that the Jews, after losing their national independence,
have been hindered from occupying themselves with agriculture and manual
labour fit very well the Zionist ideal of the time, and may have been devel-
oped to attract readers among their growing numbers. The same may be true
of the point made of the necessity for the Jews acquire physical strength, so
as to be able to engage in agriculture and compete with non-Jewish farmers.
The specific mention of Russia as a possible positive exception in this re-
spect might be the result of a coercive isomorphism, from fear of censorship.

Purpose: (Q6) The purpose is not clearly stated, but is evidently to offer a
defence against anti-Semitic and/or Judeophobic critics. An additional pur-
pose might be to win readers for the Zionist cause of Jewish independence in
a national homeland.

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:



305

- Common ground with the implied readers is assumed primarily through
familiarity with the different kinds of prejudices related to the Jews (about
their trading instinct, general affluence etc.), allowing the author to use an
ironic style of writing at times. This is another possible marker of the im-
plied readers as primarily internal, Jewish intellectuals (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from enlightenment and medical-biological dis-
courses (nature, instinct, organism, arteries) are used while technical terms
are virtually nonexistent (Q2).
- There is no detectable attempt at balancing interests through mediation
between internal and external here, as the text is quite polemical against
Christians (Q5).
- Basically a defence plea against anti-Semitism, consisting largely of ex-
cerpts translated from another work, this text is essentially reactive rather
than proactive (Q7).

T25. (E.V. 1885b/1885c): Theory and practice of the Jewish question
This is a continuation of the series in Voskhod on “the Jewish question” in a
European perspective (T24), by the same author, but under a different head-
ing. As with the preceeding articles, the text largely consists of translated
excerpts from Isidore Loeb’s Reflexions sur les Juifs. However, the text here
is largely a defence speech, evidently aimed more at external, non-Jewish
readers than the foregoing. Indications of an intended external readership are
e.g. the use of a time expression such as R.Kh. referring to the birth of
Christ, a “beginner’s” explanation of what Talmud is, a repeated argument
that a separate, discrimantory legislation for the Jews really harms the rest of
society just as much as it does the Jews themselves as well as the reiterated
reference to the usefulness of the Jews to society at large. The text articulates
an admixture of enlightenment, religious, national and evolutionary dis-
courses, employing such key concepts (signifiers) as “civilization”, “natural
law” (zakon prirody), “unity of the human race” (edinstvo chelovecheskago
roda), racial origin (plemennoe proizkhozhdenie), Talmud, “ethnographic,”
“universal,” “strictly scientific observations” (strogo-nauchnykh nabliudenii)
etc. A great number of references are invoked, many of which are external
non-Jewish, to testify in defence of the Jews, e.g. Macaulay, Renan, Gre-
goire and Virchow. Others are used either for comparison, e.g. Charles Per-
rault, or as negative examples of anti-Semitism, e.g. Stecker, Bruno Bauer,
Schudt, Eisenmenger, bishop LaFare from Nancy. The internal, Jewish ref-
erences are generally of an older date, and come from classic Judaic sources
such as the prophets, Talmud and medieval rabbis. A conspicuous exception
to this is the reference to Abraham Geiger’s “Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift
für Jüdische Theologie.” Further external evidence is presented through
some six pages of statistical figures of crime rates, comparing Jews favoura-
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bly with Christians and other non-Jews. The conclusion is clear: the statistics
of crime clearly shows Jews in a positive light (E.V. 1885b:59).

The concluding article, dealing more explicitly with anti-Semitism, is
dominated by an enlightenment discourse, resting its defence of the Jews on
value concepts such as ‘facts’, ‘experience’ (opyt), ‘truth’ (istina), ‘supersti-
tious’ (suevernye), etc. Anti-Semitism is described as an illness (boleznennyi
kharakter), as a kind of delirium (bred) or hallucination. It is in this context
that Rudolf Virchow is invoked, as a voice of reason, speaking out in the
German Reichstag in 1880:

To reproach the Jews for their level of education (obrazovannost’), making of
it an excuse for what Darwin calls the struggle for existence - this means set-
ting a limit to every peaceful development; to reproach the father for sending
his children to schools at the highest level - this means making peace be-
tween Jews and Christians completely impossible.

(E.V. 1885c:61)166

The national discourse is articulated here through a comparison with the
Greek, a “people of doubtless Aryan origin” (narod nesomnenno ariiskago
proiskhozhdeniia), if ever there was one, by reference to G. Bell’s “Trois
années en Grèce” (Paris, 1881). There the Greeks are described through very
much the same negative stereotypes that have often been used by anti-
Semites to characterize the Jews – e.g. as being greedy, sly, false, egotistical,
and with mercantile instincts and little interest in agriculture. The conclusion
of this comparison, according to the author, is that the “tribal, racial origin
(plemennoe, rasovoe proiskhozhdenie) decidedly does not play any role at all
in such matters and that the dominant influence here is due to historical
causes” (E.V. 1885c:67).

At the same time, by means of other comparisons with the French and the
Gemans, concepts of “chosenness” (izbrannaia natsiia) and even “chauvin-
ism,” while being characterized as a form of “self-delusion” (samoobman)
are defended as useful and even as representing noble feelings, encouraging
good deeds in order to earn respect from others outside your own nation or
group. Thus, the national discourse here is mixed with an enlightenment
criticism of the concepts upon which it rests.

Several of the numerous external references to French and German politi-
cal and military leaders serve as testimonies about Jews as being loyal patri-
ots and good soldiers. As additional evidence the numbers of Jewish officers
in the French army of 1882, from the highest ranking generals to lieutenants,
are supplied.

                                
166 Quoted with ref. to: Die Judenfrage; Verhandlungen des Preussischen Abgeordnetenhau-
ses über die Interpellation des Abgeordneten Dr. Hänel am 20. und 22. November 1880. - P.
52.
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The conclusion of it all, and what also appears to be the purpose of the
article, after having shown the usefulness of the Jews to the countries they
live in once they are given a chance to prove it, is that discriminatory legis-
lation towards the Jews is only harmful to society in general, and that full
emancipation of the Jews would be a blessing to all of society (E.V.
1885c:81). Here, at last, the case of Russia is explicitly mentioned, with ref-
erence to an article in Economiste Français about the usefulness (pol’za) of
the Jews as middlemen for Russian agricultural produce. Finally, the author
finds it unnecessary to provide further evidence that the Jews can become
useful in all spheres of society, including literature, science, and art, in the
judicial system as well as in administration. By the end of the text the en-
lightenment discourse clearly dominates, with concepts such as “civiliza-
tion,” “justice” (spravedlivost’), equality (ravnopravnost’), interspersed with
the possibly Darwinian inspired term ‘struggle’ to describe the relationship
between Christians and Jews. The animosity of the Christians to the Jews,
the author claims, has its only real foundation in the difference in religion.
The very last sentence is categorical in its claim:

Here there can be no middle ground: either the Jews should be granted full
human rights, or it is necessary to openly acknowledge, that the world is
ruled by brute force alone and that justice is just an empty sound.

(E.V. 1885c:92)

Summing up, we find present in this text the following:
Discourses: (L) enlightenment and (N) national discourses dominate the
text, with only a few traces of (E) evolutionary and (R) religious discourses,
articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers) such as
(L): civilization, justice (spravedlivost’), prejudice (predrassudok), peaceful
competition (mirnoe sorevnovanie), equality (ravnopravnost’), barbarian;
(N): people (narod), tribal (plemennoe), Aryan, with “struggle for existence”
(bor’ba za sushchestvovanie) also belonging to the national discourse as part
of the argument with anti-Semitism (in the quote from Virchow);
(E): “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), origin (proisk-
hozhdenie), wild instincts (dikikh instinktov); (R): Talmud, love of God,
prophet, mercy (miloserdie).
Citations, both negative and positive, external and internal, serve to articu-
late primarily the national and enlightenment discourses, in the argument
against anti-Semitism. Among the external references invoked as evidence in
favour of the Jews we find e.g. Virchow, Reichenbach Renan, Rickert, Gré-
goire et al. As negative examples of anti-Semitism occur e.g the names of
Bruno Bauer, Stecker and Luther. The internal, Jewish references are often
of an older date, e.g. the Prophets, Talmud, Benjamin of Tudela, but with
some modern examples as well e.g. Abraham Geiger, Graetz (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: The text is a defence speech against the accusations of
anti-Semites, addressing implied external readers among a general public,
not wholly conversant with Jewish tradition (and therefore possibly in need
of explanation e.g. of what Talmud is really about). The fact that most of the
text is a translation from Loeb of course makes it less fit for a Russian read-
ership, but apparently at least one passage has been selected as directly con-
cerning the Russian case. At the same time, it serves to bolster Jewish self-
confidence among the internal readers, strengthening their case against anti-
Semitism.

Isomorphisms: One sign of coercive, externally imposed isomorphism
might be the extensive use of statistics of crime rates as a means of defence
in the reactive stance against anti-Semitism. Another trace of isomorphism at
work could be the comparison of the Jews to the Greek, by reference to Bell.

Purpose: As the more or less explicit purpose of the text we identified the
argument aiming to convince the reader (hopefully a high-ranking Russian
authority official) that complete emancipation of the Jews would be useful
(polezno) to all of society (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we find these particular features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed primarily through
the use of enlightenment and scientific concepts appealing to reason and
justice, e.g. the claim that patriotism is a ‘natural law’ (zakon prirody), or the
reference to equal rights (ravnopravnost’) as an assimilatory factor (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from science and medicine are used to a minor
extent (e.g. foetus - zarodysh, sickly character or symptom - boleznennyi
kharakter, simptom), whereas technical terms are few, occurring in quota-
tions with reference to Greek or Roman antiquity – e.g. “praetor peregrinus”,
translated in the text as inozemnyi pretor, a special judge for foreigners.
(Q2).
- As a text also oriented to external, non-Jewish readers there are at least a
few signs of an attempt to balance interests and mediate between Christians
and Jews, such as the extra care taken to explain the essence of the Talmud,
the arguments for the “usefulness” of the Jews to general society and, possi-
bly, the use of Christian terms for giving time references (R.Kh.) (Q5).
- As largely a defence act against the external constraint of anti-Semitism,
this text is clearly reactive rather than proactive (Q7).

T26. (Mstislavskii 1885): Religious beliefs of the Jewish people
In this lengthy essay entitled “Religious beliefs and ideas of the Jewish peo-
ple in life and in literature,” published in the November and December issues
of Voskhod 1885, the author presents a comparative, socio-ethnographic
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study of religion among different peoples, with special focus on the Jews.
Among the notable references are Spencer’s Principles of Sociology, the
almost compulsory citation to Buckle’s History of civilization in England,
and, less foreseeable, Simchowitz’s Der Positivismus im Mosaismus. Since a
precise definition of ‘religious belief’ or ‘faith’ (poverie) is lacking, Msti-
slavskii places it somewhere between a fundamental religious dogma and
irreligious superstition (sueverie). The style of language used in this essay is
quasi-scientific. Poverie is described as what transforms abstract rational
theology into something concrete, humanizing the concept of God through a
certain measure of anthropomorphism from which no religion is completely
free (Mstislavskii 1885:44). This inclination (stremlenie) to replace abstract
concepts with concrete ideas (predstavleniia) represents a natural inclinina-
tion of popular reason (narodnyi um) in all peoples, founded on general hu-
man psychological laws (Mstislavskii 1885:45). This, however, does not
imply that all peoples have the same religious ideas about, for example, life
after death; here there are substantial differences between northern and
southern nations.

The author here refers to contemporary sociology, in particular to the
“evolutionary school of Spencer, Taylor and Lubbock” who have “estab-
lished the truth, that in the order of development (evolution) of humanity the
concrete beliefs preceded abstract dogmatic religion, which emerged only
gradually from the former” (ibid.).167 The former kind of “primitive” (pervo-
bytnyi) religion still exists among peoples living in “primitive” conditions,
and in general one can establish that the intensity of religious belief even in a
“civilized” (tsivilizovannyi) people is proportional to its distance from
“primitive” culture.

Hence, the study of religious beliefs gains in scientific importance based
on their sociological significance. Furthermore, these beliefs also have eth-
nographical significance as one side of a people’s everyday life. Apart from
this double theoretical significance, religious beliefs also have practical im-
portance, as they exert a powerful influence on people’s emotions and be-
haviour, as e.g. the belief in life after death.

Religious beliefs, according to the author, have their “rational limit” (ra-
zumnyi predel); transgressing this limit is not only “harmful” (vredno) but
even irreligious. A sharp distinction is introduced between popular, “natural”
(estestvennye) beliefs on the one hand, and irrational mysticism, on the
other, the beliefs of which are imposed on the people e.g. by kabbalists and
hasids exerting an immeasurable “fatal influence” (gibel’noe vliianie) on the
“spirit of the people” (dukh naroda) through their “artificial propaganda”

                                
167 Ru. orig.: “установила истину, что в порядке развития (эволюции) человечества конкретныя
поверия предшествовали отвлеченной догматической религии; что эта последняя развивалась
постепенно из первых, так как по мере духовнаго роста человечества становилось возможным
формулировать отвлеченно то, что прежде понималось конкретно.”
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(Mstislavskii 1885:46). The “moderate” (umerennoe), “healthy” (zdorovoe)
imagination of the masses of people is in accordance with “nature” (priroda)
and simple “common sense” (zdravyi smysl), but the “book-learned mystics”
threaten the “spiritual organism” of the people with “danger” (opasnost’).
Repeatedly the reader is reminded of the naturalness and healthiness of the
people, contrasting sharply with the “sick” (bol’noe) and “perverted” (iz-
vrashchennoe) imagination of the mystics. The “organicist”- medical lan-
guage, and the simultaneous idealization of the people, possibly influenced
by contemporary Russian populist rhetoric, serve here as tools in the
maskilic struggle with hasidism. Another typical maskilic trait in this text is
the importance that the author attaches to the study of the historical evolu-
tion (razvitie) of religious belief; such a study, he is convinced, “will throw
entirely new light on these beliefs and broaden our understanding of them”
(Mstislavskii 1885:49).

Regarding the belief in life after death, Mstislavskii holds that Judaism
has developed from a concrete belief in corporeal resurrection into an idea
about retribution after death in accordance to the merits earned in this life,
and then finally into an abstract notion about the immortality of the soul.
Comparing with the evidence from now living “wild tribes” (dikikh plemen’)
in Africa, America and Australia, he refers to Spencer’s Principles of Soci-
ology. Since the “crudely realist and limited intellect of the savage” (grubo-
real’nyi i ogranichennyi um dikaria) is capable only of judging by means of
analogy, not through analysis, he naturally assumes that the dead will at
some time awaken from their sleep, just like unconscious people regularly
do, and so the dead are buried together with rations and tools readily at hand
for their resurrection (Mstislavskii 1885:52f). From this view it is only a
small step to the cult of the dead that we find traces of among the peoples of
ancient Greece and Italy, Mstislavskii claims, with reference to Fustel de
Coulanges’s La Cité antique. These two references both vouch for an evolu-
tionist view of the anthropology of religion, much in vogue at the time. One
of the main principles in Spencer’s sociology is, notably, the view of society
as an organism, which grows continuously in size, structure and complexity,
with parallel progressive differentiation of structures and functions until a
stage of maturity is reached, preceding subsequent decay.

Mstislavskii continues by asserting that the idea of divine retribution in
life after death presumed the concept of an allpowerful God, a notion that
required both a strong religious sentiment and a substantial intellectual de-
velopment (Mstislavskii 1885:54). For this idea to take root, God must be
perceived not only as ruler over nature, but also as supreme lawgiver and
absolute judge over human behaviour. From such a view then comes the
notions of paradise and hell. The third and final stage in the evolution of
human consciousness about death, requiring a higher level of abstraction, is
the idea of the immortality of the soul, as something distinct from the body.
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Having thus traced the general development of human religious notions of
death, the author proceeds to the development of Judaism, in which he finds
no original concept of life after death, at least not in the Bible, i.e. the Old
Testament, and least of all in the Pentateuch, which does not mention a pos-
sible life after death, nor does it say anything about punishment and reward
after death, nor anything about paradise and hell. Furthermore, fully consci-
ent that theologians (bogoslovy; whether Christian or Jewish is not specified)
have tried to show that the Old Testament nevertheless contains indications
about a notion of life after death, Mstislavskii somewhat sarcastically states
that what is convincing to a theologian is not always so convincing to a
secular scientist or even to a simple mortal person. He refers to several Bib-
lical passages (Psalms 6:6, 30:10, 88:11-13, Isaiah 38:18) expressing a
negative view of the idea of life after death, while denying the importance of
an apparently affirmative passage in Ecclesiastes 12:7 by pointing to its later
historical origin from the time of the Maccabees. The whole book of Job can
be seen as a “solemn evidence” of the fact that the notion of life after death
was utterly foreign to original Judaism, Mstislavskii contends, relying on
Simchowitz (1880:128-30). Like Simchowitz, Mstislavskii finds in Moses
more of a secular political leader and lawgiver, than a theologian; evidence
of this he sees, for example, in the threats of national disasters that will fol-
low if the people of Israel are unfaithful to the Lord, rather than individual
punishment, least of all in some unknown life after death.

One of the more important references given by the author to support his
argument is notably Sa’adia Gaon (892-942), alongside with Maimonides an
outstanding representative of rationalist Jewish philosophy, often invoked by
the maskilim as a witness to their own faithfulness to tradition in Judaism.168

Sa’adia combined the idea of the immortality of the soul with that of the
resurrection of the dead, philosophy with religion, reason with faith, but he
exerted no actual influence on orthodox Jewish theology, or on popular
Jewish belief (Mstislavskii 1885:88).

As expected, the next important reference is Maimonides, in particular his
Mishne Torah, from which Mstislavskii quotes at length. The conclusion is
that according to Maimonides there is not and cannot be either corporeal
retribution after death or any resurrection of the dead; these controversial
assertions served as the casus belli already during the protracted strife in
medieval Jewry already during Maimonides’ lifetime. One of Maimonides’
fiercest opponents on this point, Rabed (Rabbi Abraham ben David) is also
represented with several quotations, which serve to characterize the beliefs
of the orthodox rabbis of the time. Further the author refers to the “furious
fanatic” rabbi Solomon de Montpellier, who went so far as to instigate the
Catholic Inquisition against Maimonides’ More nevukhim – “The Guide for

                                
168 Mstislavskii refers more specifically to a recent edition of Sa’adia’s main work, Emunot ve
deot, published by Sluzki, in Leipzig, 1864.
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the Perplexed,” with the result that all of Maimonides’ works were burned in
Paris and Montpellier in 1233.

A row of names from Jewish medieval philosophy, representing both
supporters and opponents of Maimonides after his death, follows. Also a
“mediator” like Nachmanides is included here. Evidently, the author relies in
his description to a certain extent on Graetz’s Geschichte der Juden to which
he also refers. The reader cannot fail to get a clear impression of the fierce-
ness of the struggle (bor’ba), a very frequently used term in this text, be-
tween rationalism and mysticism in the history of Jewish philosophy. The
author does not conceal his sympathies for the rationalists, with names such
as Gersonides, Joseph Albo and Hasdai Crescas, following in the tradition
of Maimonides. “But the ranks of these fighters for rationalism, with the
decline of enlightenment and free thought among the Jews, get thinner and
thinner, and eventually with the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, are ef-
faced (stushevyvaiutsia)” (Mstislavskii 1885:95).

Kabbalah and the presumed ancient origin of its main source, the Zohar,
is revealed as false; its crude anthropomorphism and materialization of the
Divine and of life after death is denounced as reaching “monstrous extremi-
ties” (chudovishchnykh krainostei) through the occultist so-called “Practical
Kabbalah.”169 The mysticist literature of this tradition breeds what the author
refers to as “religious insanity” (religioznoe bezumie), with

unnatural, monstrous representations which could arise only in a sick, per-
verted imagination, filled with horrors and all kinds of abominations. History
has shown that mental illnesses of this kind belong to those that are epidemic;
when they penetrate into the people, concepts and ideas conceived by such
sick minds may have utterly dangerous consequences for its spiritual health

(Mstislavskii 1885:97).170

The author deplores the “utter degeneration” (krainemu vyrozhdeniu) of
Jewish theological literature through the influence of mysticism. He con-
trasts again rationalism and “fanaticism” (izuverstvo), comparing as an ex-
ample of rationalist Jewish ethics Hovath Halevavoth by Bahja Ibn Paquda
from the 11th century with the later Shevet Mussar (“The Chastising Rod”)
by Eliyahu Ha-Kohen from the 17th century, as a true representative of the
fanaticism of the age, instilling fear in the readers with descriptions of the
sufferings in the world to come, awaiting in particular the rich of this world,

                                
169 According to Mstislavskii, beginning in the 16th century with rabbi Isaac Luria and
Hayyim Vital, his disciple; this is actually a misrepresentation, since at least Vital explicitly
opposed Practical Kabbalah.
170Ru. orig. “неестественныя чудовищныя представления, которыя могли родится только в
больном, извращенном воображении, переполненном ужасами и всякими мерзостями. Умственныя
болезни такого рода, как доказала нам история, принадлежат к числу эпидемических:  понятия же и
представления, порожденныя такими больными умами, проникая в народ, могут грозить весьма
опасными для духовнаго его здоровья последствами. ”
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through the punishment inflicted by the angels of death, in the shape of mon-
strous animals and reptiles.

How far is not all this, Mstislavskii exclaims, from Maimonides, and even
further away from the great Moses himself, “proclaimer of a supreme world
religion.” Thus, even the Biblical prophet is appropriated for the rationalist
tradition in Judaism to which the author himself adheres. Although earlier
displaying a certain inclination to idealize the “people,” towards the end of
the text Mstislavskii appears as something of an an elitist, showing a certain
disdain for the popular masses and their inclination to “value in religion only
its personal aspect, i.e. its direct relationship to the individual” (Mstislavskii
1885:101).

Summarizing (Mstislavskii 1885) we find represented some traces of an
evolutionary discourse (e.g. the reference to Spencer), but more conspicuous
is the organicist-medical discourse, which employs metaphors describing
sickness of various degrees. The maskilic enlightenment discourse is articu-
lated mainly through the opposition between rationalism and mysticism, and
through the references to maskilic heroes from the history of Jewish philoso-
phy (Sa’adia, Maimonides et al.). Although the subject of the text is largely
Jewish religious belief, employing a variety of religious terms, the religious
discourse is in itself not particularly important here. Religious terms are used
rather to refer to ethnographic and historical phenomena, to demonstrate the
evolution of ideas and popular beliefs. The national discourse seems even
less significant here and is all but nonexistent. For example, the term ‘peo-
ple’ (narod) carries a social connotation rather than a national one in this
context.

Thus, we discern in this text the following:
Discourses: The (E) evolutionary, or rather “organicist”-medical, the (L)
enlightenment, and less prominently the (R) religious discourses are articu-
lated by means of key concepts (signifiers) such as:
(E): evolution, degenerate, primitive, organism.
(R): life-after-death/the coming world (ha‘olam haba), hell (ad), paradise
(rai), resurrection (voskresenie).
(L): superstition (sueverie), natural, savage, civilized, rationalism, fanati-
cism, struggle (bor’ba) – used here primarily to describe an intellectual bat-
tle between rationalism and mysticism, or other spiritual movements.

Citations and references serve to explicate these same discourses but are
somewhat unevenly distributed with regard to their status as external and
internal (Judaic). “Evolutionary” (E) references are all external: Spencer,
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Taylor,171 Lubbock, Buckle, Fustel de Coulanges, while those serving the
articulation of the enlightenment (L) and, to some extent, the religious (R)
discourses are predominantly internal Jewish sources. The enlightenment (L)
dicourse to a large extent takes the form of a struggle (bor’ba) between rep-
resentatives of a rationalist tradition in Judaism, with references such as
Sa’adia, Bahja Ibn Paquda, Maimonides, Crescas, Gersonides, Graetz, Sim-
chowitz, and on the opposite side, the conservative orthodox and mysticists,
represented by names such as Rabed, Solomon of Montpellier, Moses de
Léon (author of Zohar), Isaac Luria, Eliyahu Ha-Kohen. Somewhere in be-
tween stand classic sources of Judaism such as the Psalms, Ecclesiastes,
Talmud, Zohar, Pirqe Avot, which can often be used either way, as support
both for Jewish rationalism, and mysticism, possibly belonging originally
more to a religious discourse but here involved in the battle for enlighten-
ment.

Implied reader: The text is clearly oriented mainly towards an internal
reader, a Russian-speaking Jewish rationalist intellectual, not necessarily
secularist, but with a modernist outlook.

Isomorphisms: The evolutionist, external references to Spencer, Taylor,
Buckle and others might be seen as signs of a mimetic isomorphism, reflect-
ing an awareness of their usefulness in supporting the argument for a ration-
alist view of Judaism. But, more important for the legitimacy of that argu-
ment in the eyes of the ordinary Jewish reader was probably the abundance
of classic Judaic sources, such as Sa’adia, Maimonides, Crescas, Gersonides
et al. Thus, these internal references could also, to some extent, be seen as
other expressions of mimetic isomorphism.

Purpose: The purpose of the text, although not stated explicitly in the text,
seems clearly to be one of enlightenment; the critical, historicist orientation
of the text could possibly also be seen as serving the ideals of a Wissenschaft
des Judenthums in Russia (Q6).

Extracting answers to our question from Mstislavskii (1885) we note in par-
ticular:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed primarily through
the identification of rationalist heroes of Jewish intellectual history, refer-
ences to classical Jewish sources and to important events in Jewish history,
such as the expulsion from Spain. But the external references to “evolution-
ist philosophers” (e.g. Spencer) could also serve to awaken the interest and
forge a sense of belonging among modernist Jewish readers (Q1).

                                
171 The reference is most likely to Rev. Richard Taylor, anthropologist from New Zealand, to
whom Darwin also refers in Descent of Man.
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- Analogies and metaphors come from evolutionist and enlightenment dis-
courses, with a particular predilection for organicist-medical vocabulary
(Q2).
- Non-Jewish sources such as that of Spencer serve an important function as
a frame of reference justifying the orientation of the research, while refer-
ences to internal Jewish sources are both negative (those representing mysti-
cism) and positive (representing rationalism). There seems to be no media-
tion between internal and external here, and no real attempt at balancing the
interests of various readers172 (Q3-Q5).
- The critical attitude of the author towards much of Jewish religious history
is, of course, more reactive than proactive, but the method of critical histori-
cal analysis may serve also to identify and combat “unhealthy” tendencies in
the future development of Judaism (Q7).

T27. (S.M 1887): Review of a Hebrew popular science book
This short piece of text from Voskhod 1887 is a review of a book published
in Hebrew in Warsaw the same year, Sippure hatev‘a – “Stories about na-
ture,” by N. Hoffman. In the review, signed by a certain S.M. the title of the
book is significantly translated into Russian as Razskazy po estestvoznaniu,
i.e. “Stories about natural science.” The review is in generally favourable
towards the book, as being serious, useful (poleznyi), very interesting and
well written, although the language is deemed a “little too flowery and Bibli-
cal” in character (S.M. 1887:43). Among the contents of the book we learn
that there are stories “About the disappearance of different species of birds
in nature,” “About the migration of birds and other animals,” about  “Suici-
dal animals” and a longer supplement essay about the “Antiquity of the
Earth” (with obvious albeit not explicit reference to Lyell).173 The scant criti-
cism that is offered concerns only formal things, such as missing sources and
a reference to an unpublished work.

The brevity of this review, or bibliographical note rather, makes it diffi-
cult to analyze more thoroughly, but nevertheless it clearly articulates an (L)
enlightenment discourse, with its reverence for science as its assumed com-
mon ground with the implied reader, and its stress on usefulness
(poleznost’), with some of the titles of the essays reviewed at least hinting at
an evolutionary theme and a general openness to possible changes in nature,
regarding e.g. the number of species on Earth. The ideal imagined reader
                                
172 Actually, the author openly opposes the effort to “please all parties” (ugodit’ vsem parti-
iam), which he finds in Shulman’s insufficiently critical “History of the Wise Men of Israel” -
Toldot hakhme Isroel’ (Mstislavskii 1885:94).
173 Lyell’s Antiquity of Man was first published in 1863. The full title of the book
was The Geological Evidences of the Antiquity of Man, with remarks on theories of
the origin of species by variation, so the link to Darwin’s Origin of Species, 1859,
was quite evident already.
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would be a more or less secularized Russian-Jewish intellectual, who does
not necessarily read Hebrew himself, or perhaps an external, non-Jewish
reader interested to find out that popular science works are published also in
Hebrew, showing Jews to be informed about the development of modern
science. As to possible “isomorphisms,” the reverence for science in itself
could perhaps be seen as a sign, although by the time of publishing this re-
view the general reading public’s “infatuation” with natural science had al-
ready abated  considerably, making unqualified references to “science” less
attractive as a way of earning legitimacy.

T28. (Kritikus 1888): Literary chronicle – a Hebrew yearbook reviewed
The Hebrew yearbook Ha’asif vol. 4 (1887), published in Warsaw by Na-
hum Sokolow,174 was reviewed in Voskhod 1888 (no. 1-2) by an author hid-
ing behind the pseudonym “Kritikus.” The review delivers sharp criticism of
several of the contributions in the yearbook, not least of the fiction pieces,
which are judged as very weak, of zero or negative value (Kritikus 1888:27).
Initially, however, contemporary Hebrew literature is considered to contain
some “inclinations of a more extensive development” (zadatki bolee obshir-
nago razvitiia), in which a certain “progress” and a certain “movement”
(dvizhenie) is distinguishable (Kritikus 1888:17).

One lengthier text in the yearbook, about Jewish spiritual history, is given
particular attention. It was written by a Dr Bernfeld, serving as community
rabbi in Belgrade, Serbia, putting forward the thesis that the history of the
Jews is a product of both natural conditions (climate, soil etc.), and their
relations with other peoples, since Jews have never lived in isolation. Juda-
ism hence has developed into a system in which the “struggle between body
and soul” (bor’ba dukha i ploti), common to all human life, has reached a
fair balance. From this it logically follows, according to the reviewer, that
the comparative method is the most important in the philosophy of history.
Comparison is made, e.g. with the religion of the “primitive peoples” (naro-
dov pervobytnykh), in which the Divine was either a source of evil and de-
struction to be feared, or on the contrary the foundation of “perfect good”
(sovershennago dobra). These primitive traits were later developed by the
great ancient peoples of India and Greece, the one turning to a pessimist,
life-forsaking asceticism, the other indulging in the pleasures of life, making
the forces of nature into divinities. Judaism has eventually come to a reason-
able compromise between these two, rejecting the extremes. The reviewer
has some general objections to Bernfeld, remarking that his reasoning is
founded on “aprioristic principles” (apriornykh polozheniiakh) rather than

                                
174 Sokolow was a prolific writer and contributor to the Hebrew press – Hamaggid, Hamelits
and Hakarmel, before he became associate editor of Slonimskii’s popular scientific Hatse-
firah, later becoming its sole editor and proprietor after Slonimskii’s death. (JE-Sokolow).
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on “simple facts of nature” (prostykh estestvennykh faktakh) and his argu-
ments thus lack “serious scientific value” (serieznoi nauchnoi tsennosti), and
can only be accepted as “approximate truths” (priblizitelnyia istiny), as more
or less “probable assumptions” (veroiatnyia predpolozheniia) (Kritikus
1888:20). The “enlightenment discourse” that is articulated here clearly ex-
presses an ambition to appear as “scientific” as possible. This might be seen
as a possible trace of isomorphism, as an attempt from the reviewer to show
himself objective in the name of science, by not accepting out of hand what
is proposed by other Jewish intellectuals. This impression is strengthened by
the reference to some modern Christian Bible criticism scholars, such as
Welhausen, De Wette, Gitzig, as providing arguments for rejecting some of
Bernfeld’s conclusions about the Biblical prophets. The reviewer’s own
identification with the more radical maskilim is apparent e.g. from his high
evaluation, in contrast to Bernfeld, of Ecclesiastes as marking the transition
from the “kingdom of Faith to the kingdom of Reason” (iz tsarstva Very v
tsarstvo Razuma), an “important progress” in relation to the book of Job, as
he understands it. For those seeing in Ecclesiastes a clear Hellenic influence,
the reviewer answers by saluting Hellenism as benefiting humankind no less
than Judaism (Kritikus 1888:23). Here evidently the enlightenment discourse
takes precedence over religion, despite the subject being treated. Further
ahead there is mention of the Maccabees and the “triumph of Jewish national
feeling” that their insurrection inspired, described by Bernfeld in a final
chapter. The reviewer, however, only marks this in passing and does not take
it as an opportunity to further articulate a national discourse.

Kritikus further criticizes Sokolow, the editor of the yearbook and author
of a lengthy article in it analyzing the Parisian Revue des études juives, for
being “anti-rationalist” in his defence of tradition against the modern rational
Bible criticism of researchers such as Derenburg (Kritikus 1888:25f). This
follows after several references to important personalities in the mysticist
tradition of Judaism, such as Isaac Luria, the “founder of practical kab-
balah,” the hasidic Nahman of Bratslav and others.

Kritikus is not in principle against the serious treatment by the yearbook
of rabbinic and hasidic literature, since, “whether it is good or not, this lit-
erature is anyhow part of our intellectual production.” Thus, despite his ra-
tionalism the reviewer shares an inclusive Jewish identity, with enough room
also for those with other literary, religious or ideological values than his
own. At the same time, this self-identification as it were becomes part of the
rationale for the heavy criticism of the poor fiction pieces, as if he was
ashamed of his fellow Jewish authors. One of them, Reis, is ridiculed for his
completely failed parody of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. The reviewer remarks in
passing how times have changed, so that where fiction plots about young
Jews seeking enlightenment used to end in triumph, they have now turned
into stories about the “prodigal son” (bludnago syna), who returns to his
father’s house after some time in the secular world. This is apparently also
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the theme of another story in the yearbook, the author of which “attempts to
prove that the anomaly in the lives of the younger generation of Jews is not a
result of their education, but only of the environmental conditions (uslovi-
iami sredy), that all our young failed ones (neudachniki) and «victims of
enlightenment» (zhertvy prosveshcheniia) became who they are only as a
result of a hostile relation towards them from the older generation” (Kritikus
1888:29). The reviewer is sceptical towards the proposed remedy, a deeper
knowledge of the Talmud paired with some teaching of practically useful
secular science.

After giving his due to the poetry in the yearbook, where contributions by
Mane, Shapiro and Kaminer, together with some successful translations of
Heine are particularly to his liking, Kritikus spends most of the remaining
space on the “scientific part,” dominated by a tract on human sense percep-
tion and self-conscience by I.F. Levin. The evaluation of this essay by the
reviewer is completely negative; according to Kritikus the reader does not
even understand what the author wants to say. Apparently, the reaction is
partly due to the idealist, non-materialist tendency of the essay, where one of
the chapters bears the subtitle “We are not material substances, but only
souls” (my ne material’nyia substantsiia, a tol’ko dushi). To illustrate his
rejection of the essay and his negative evaluation of its admixture of argu-
ments, the reviewer uses gastronomic analogies and metaphors. The author
of the essay, Levin, need not worry that its readers should be inclined to
swallow all its “delicacies” in one bite. Rather, the reviewer contends, just
like Gogol’s rats, they will just sniff on it a little without tasting, and then
simply pass it by. Who would be interested in trying such “delicacies” as
garlic with jam, or herring with honey? Thus, coming to the end, Kritikus
regrets having to finish his review of Ha’asif with such a bad dessert.

To sum up, we identify in this text the following:
Discourses: The articulation of the (L) enlightenment discourse predomi-
nates, with some possible, very general elements of evolutionism. Religious
elements such as mention of books of the Bible and the Talmud are made
part of the enlightenment discourse through refrences to modern Biblical
criticism. Discourses are articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers)
such as (E): struggle (bor’ba), progress, development (razvitie), environ-
mental conditions (usloviia sredy), primitive peoples (narody pervobytnye);
(L): truth (istina), science (nauka), Reason (Razum), enlightenment (pros-
veshchenie),
Citations also serve to articulate foremost an (L) enlightenment discourse,
e.g. through external references to modern rationalist Bible scholars such as
Welhausen, De-Wette, Gitzig and Derenburg, and to Gogol and Shakespeare.
Internal Jewish references to the Bible (Ecclesiastes, Job), Isaac Luria,
Nahman of Bratslav, Bernfeld, Sokolow serve essentially the same enlight-
enment mission, but are used either in a positive or negative sense (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: The author is apparently addressing both implied internal
readers among Russian-literate, secular Jews, possibly more radical
maskilim, and external, primarily secular Russians, for whom the values of
enlightenment (prosveshchenie) and science are still more important than
religious tradition.

Isomorphisms: Use of the general Christian time marker “B.C.” - do R.Kh.
and the external references to modern Bible scholars might indicate the pres-
ence of isomorphism mechanisms at work, perhaps more mimetic than coer-
cive, serving both for internal and external purposes as signs of independ-
ence from Jewish tradition.

Purpose: (Q6) The purpose is not stated openly, but in its function as review
it is naturally to acquaint the readers with the content of Ha’asif, while using
the opportunity, so it seems, for propagating the values of enlightenment and
reason, also in regard to the Bible.

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through some ac-
quaintance with the Bible, e.g. Job and Ecclesiastes (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from “kitchen-Russian” are used while technical
terms are rare apart from some philosophical terms such as “aprioric (Q2).
- Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties or references to external
sources are about equal in numbers with references to “internal” Jewish
sources (the Biblical references included), but it is noteworthy that the for-
mer generally occur in a more positive immediate context, or receive a more
positive evaluation than the internal Jewish references (Q3, Q4).
- Balancing of interests and mediation between internal and external here
seems to be present only as regards number, but not in quality (Q5).
- As a review the article is naturally reactive in its outlook, rather than pro-
active (Q7).

T29. (S.M. 1888a): “Jews and Slavs, or Semites and Indo-Europeans”
This article in Voskhod 1888 (no. 1-2) is a review of Evreii i slaviane, ili
Semity i Indo-evropeitsy by Isaak Varshavskii (Odessa, 1887), a pamphlet
attempting to refute the at-that-time current doctrines on the fundamental
anthropological difference between Semites and Indo-europeans. The author
of the pamphlet apparently refers to the linguistic theories of Grimm and
Renan about the origin and development of language, and he finds that a
“linguistic comparison between the languages of different races leads to the
conclusion not of a difference, but of similarity between these races” (S.M.
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1888:33).175 The reviewer, whose initials “S.M.” might stand for S .
Meierovich, former librarian at the Vilna state rabbinical seminary, quotes a
passage from the pamphlet about the evolution of language, stating as a fact
that

language is not an external gift, not a conscious invention, and it did not arise
(obrazovalsia) suddenly through a creative force of the human race, but was
created (sozdavalsia) little-by-little, by means of the physical and intellectual
capacities in human nature under influence of the environmental conditions
(pod vozdeistviem okruzhaiushchikh uslovii).

(S.M. 1888:33)

Further on, however, the review becomes quite critical of the “dry and bor-
ing nomenclature” of the text, and expresses a general scepticism towards
the comparison between languages and national characters, whether they
result in differences or similarities. Any similarities might as well be the
result of “accidental coincidences” (sluchainyia sovpadeniia), since we do
not know for sure what is due to a causal law (zakon prichinnosti) and what
is pure chance (sluchai), the reviewer claims (S.M. 1888:35).

The national discourse dominates the text, with “people” – narod and its
derivatives, such as narodnyi um, as main signifiers. At the same time the
reviewer clearly shows a reluctance to accept nationalist arguments, al-
though he finds many of the linguistic comparisons made by the author
“very interesting and witty,” while other comparisons are judged unsuccess-
ful, weak and stretched too far in the reviewer’s opinion.

The same text also contains a short note – half a page length – on the He-
brew anthology Liviat hen, a small collection of essays on Jewish history and
fiction, published in Warsaw 1887. S.M. finds in this book, if not the
“prominent work” promised by the publisher, at least a piece of writing that
is not without “literary usefulness” (ne lishennoio “literaturnoi poleznosti”).

In short, we identify in this review the following:
Discourses: The (N) national discourse dominates through signifiers such as
(N): “people” (narod) and its derivatives, “Semites,” “Indo-Europeans,”
“Russians,” “Jews” etc. But these are largely used only to describe the views
of the reviewed work. Elements from (E) evolutionary and / or (L) enlight-
enment discourses appear to be important, as better representing the position
of the reviewer himself, e.g. chance (sluchai), causal law (zakon prichin-
nosti), environmental conditions (okruzhaiushchie uslovia).

                                
175 The interest in the development and evolution of language is a recurrent phenomen among
Jewish intellectuals by this time, and sometimes in this connection Darwin’s theory becomes
relevant, most notably in Joshua Steinberg’s “Darwin's Theory in Its Relation to the Organic
Life of Languages “(1897). Steinberg was a rabbi and head teacher of Hebrew and Aramaic at
the state rabbinical seminary in his native Vilna, later promoted to inspector, a position he
held from 1872-1904 (JE-Steinberg).
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Citations other than to the reviewed text are virtually nonexistent, with only
two external references to Grimm and Renan, serving to articulate the na-
tional discourse. An “internal” reference occurs only as a complaint that
Varshavskii does not quote his linguistic examples from the Bible in full, but
merely gives bibliographic references (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is primarily addressing implied internal read-
ers among Russian-literate, secular Jews, in particular those interested in the
national question, whether Zionists or assimilationists.

Isomorphisms: The general critical attitude in the review makes it difficult
to detect any possible traces of isomorphism.

Purpose: The purpose of the text reviewed is identified in the review as
twofold, that of showing there to be “no essential, spiritual-anthropological
difference between Semites and Indo-Europeans,” and secondly, in particu-
lar, to show that “Russian Slavs in a psychological-intellectual respect are
closer to the Jews, than for example, to the Germans or the French.” The
overreaching purpose of the author, one may naturally assume, is to provide
arguments for a defence against anti-Semitism, and this purpose is likely to
be shared by the reviewer, despite his sceptical attitude. This scepticism, we
may guess, might be motivated by a doubt regarding the efficiency of the
arguments put forward by Varshavskii in order to combat anti-Semitism. The
reviewer’s position seems to be that of a non-assimilationist (in viewing
similarities between Russians and Jews as possibly only accidental) and at
the same time non-nationalist (displaying an unwillingness to accept national
characters) (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through some
knowledge of grammatical terms such as “parts of speech”, “homonyms”
(Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are few if any, while several technical, mainly
grammatical-linguistic terms occur (Q2).
- There seems to be no attempt at balancing interests through mediation be-
tween internal and external here (Q5).
- As a review the text naturally represents a reactive stance to its object (Q7).

T30. (S.M. 1888b): An effort to accomodate Creation with evolution
This is a short review in Voskhod (1888 no. 10) of a book by a Christian
author aiming to resolve the conflict between the Biblical story of creation
and modern science, Opyt prilozheniia nauchnykh znanii k bibleiskomu ska-
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zaniiu o mirotvorenii by F.M. Matveev (Moscow, 1888). The reviewer in
Voskhod, less sentimental about Biblical creation than Matveev himself, is
apparently not very impressed with the results, although he is positively in-
clined towards the purpose of the book – to prove the compatibility between
Biblical creation and the fundamental laws of modern science. But since the
Biblical account of Creation is rather short, there can be no detailed com-
parison with the mass of relevant scientific facts that have accumulated dur-
ing the years; at most one could hope to find in the Biblical tradition a simi-
larity in spirit with the scientific positions and, possibly, the “e mbryo”
(zarodysh) of later empirically founded theories and hypotheses (S.M.
1888b:35). The review criticizes Matveev for mistakes regarding the literary
sources of Judaism, such as that of confusing the Talmud with Kabbalah and
the Zohar, implying a need to set things right before the internal, Jewish
readership of Voskhod. At the same time, expressions in Latin and (false)
French, such as “petitio principii” and “raison d’ête” [sic!], and the use of
the common Russian abbreviation for “B.C.” (do R.Kh. = do Rozhdenia
Khrista), may be seen as signs of isomorphisms, indicating an ambition to
reach out to external, non-Jewish readers.

The reviewer is also critical of Matveev’s eagerness to interpret the Bibli-
cal days of creation as actually denoting longer periods of time, in order to
make the story fit with modern science. That implies presuming beforehand
that the Biblical story has a scientific or philosophical character, while most
likely it represents only a poetical tradition that emerged during “the child-
hood of the people” (voznikshee v detskom sostoiianii naroda - S.M.
1888:36). Further, the reviewer questions Matveev’s effort to accomodate
Biblical Creation with the Kant-Laplace nebular hypothesis, before deciding
on the proper interpretation of the Biblical Hebrew term ‘Rokia’ (Ru. tverd’),
usually translated as “firmament.”

He finds Matveev to be much more successful in the juxtaposition of the
religious tradition about the creation of organic life and the facts of biology
and geology concerning “the successive origin of organic beings” (o posle-
dovatel’nom vozniknovenii organicheskikh sushchestv). The similarities here
are really striking, the reviewer finds, remarking that “not without reason
many daredevils (smel’chaki) have lately started searching for traces of
Darwinism in Holy Scripture” (sledov Darvinizma v Sviashchennom Pisanii),
although Matveev himself does not go to such “extremes” (S.M. 1888:37).

Where Matveev expresses doubt about the close relation between our
nervous system and the constituent parts of our conscience, and further about
the fundamental similarity between man and beast in the functioning of our
brain, the reviewer is ready to defend science against “tradition,” claiming
that recent research by many scientists and philosophers has shown conclu-
sively (nesporimo – sic!) the physiological foundation of our spiritual activ-
ity (ibid.).
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Thus, there are obvious marks of an evolutionary discourse in the text,
while it also contains elements apparently aimed at appeasing religiously
conscious readers, both Jews (e.g. by pointing out Matveev’s mistakes about
Judaic sources), and Christians (e.g. the time expression do R.Kh.), referring
also with respect to “Holy Scripture.” However, science is treated even more
respectfully, and the spirit of enlightenment makes itself felt throughout the
text, with repeated references to reason, proof (dokazatelstvo) and science
(nauka).

To sum up, in this short text we find represented the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary, (L) enlightenment, and (R) religious dis-
courses are articulated by means of signifiers, such as (E): embryo (zaro-
dysh), successive origin of organic beings; (L): proof (dokazatelstvo), sci-
ence (nauka) and (R): Creation (mirotvoreniia), “firmament” (Heb.: Rokia’,
Ru.: tverd’).
Citations and references are few; among the external, except for the obvious
reference to Matveev, being reviewed, “Darwinism” and the Kant-Laplacian
theory are the only examples, both serving to articulate the evolutionary or
enlightenment discourses. The internal are all religious sources: Holy
Scripture, Talmud, Zohar.

Implied readers: The author is addressing implied internal readers both
among Russian-literate, moderate, secular or religious Jews, and external
Christian Russian readers, attempting to accommodate the latter e.g. through
the use of a common expressions of time such as “B.C. / A.D.” (do/posle R.
Kh.). The use of the reference “Holy Scripture” would seem to be aimed at
both religious Jews and Christians.

Isomorphisms: Traces of mimetic isomorphism, aimed at impressing exter-
nal non-Jewish readers and perhaps also some assimilationist Jews, might
include the use of expressions in Latin and French (although faulty), and the
use of Christian expressions of time.

Purpose: The purpose, most evident at the very end of the review, seems to
be that of supporting, despite certain criticism, the effort to bring together
religion and science, at a time “when a reactionary current in Russian society
has taken the place of the former fascination with natural science” (S.M.
1888b:38) (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:

- Common ground with the implied Jewish readers is assumed through the
criticism of Matveev for his confounding some of the Judaic sources such as
Talmud and Zohar (Q1).
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- Analogies and metaphors, such as the “embryo” of empirical theories
being found in the Bible, or the poetical tradition having its origin in “the
childhood of the people” articulate evolutionary or enlightenment discourses
(Q2).

- There seems to be a certain balancing of interests and mediation be-
tween secular and religious, internal and external here, with both criticism
and support for the book, and the use of both internal and external references
and expressions (Q5).

- As a review of a book, the text is essentially reactive, rather than proac-
tive (Q7).

T31. (Klauzner 1900): The spiritual Zionism of Ahad Ha‘am
In a series of three articles in Knizhki Voskhoda, the “scientific-literary and
political journal” that succeeded Voskhod, Iosif (Joseph) Klauzner (Klaus-
ner) gave a review in Russian of the Hebrew works of Ahad Ha‘am, the
well-known pseudonym for Asher Gintsberg and the leader of “cultural” or
“spiritual” Zionism, as opposed to the political Zionism of Theodor Herzl.
The journal Voskhod, and its successor, was normally non-Zionist, if not
anti-Zionist in its position. Klauzner, however, was a protégé of Ahad
Ha‘am, whom he was to succeed in 1902 as editor of the Hebrew periodical
Ha-Shiloah, giving it a less nationalist Jewish focus than before though
(Zipperstein 1993:168). Klauzner, born near Vil’na in 1874, was a prolific
writer in both Hebrew, Yiddish, Russian and German. He had studied the
Talmud at a yeshiva in Odessa, while also learning secular subjects, and later
(1897-1902) studied philosophy and Semitic languages at the university in
Heidelberg. Among his writings, a work on anthropology about primitive
man, Ha-Adam ha-kadmon (Warsaw, 1900), deserves mention.

In the text analyzed here Klauzner is careful not to distance himself very
far from his mentor. Already in the introduction he acknowledges Ahad
Ha‘am as “the most serious and the most profound” of the Zionist theoretics,
while noting his staunch opposition to “Herzlism.” The object of Klauzner’s
text is stated as that of giving a “more or less complete presentation of the
literary works and main ideas of Ahad Ha‘am,” making them accessible for
those who cannot read the Hebrew original. Thus, already in the beginning
an implied audience and a purpose are defined. Moreover, Klauzner vows to
present Ahad Ha‘am’s essays in summary, one by one, following their inner
logic, “completely objectively, refraining from any criticism” (Klauzner
1900a:129).

In the review of Ahad Ha‘am’s works that follows, the dominating dis-
course is, not surprisingly, the national one, with ample use of concepts such
as “rebirth” (vozrozhdenie), “Jewish nation” (evreiskaia natsiia), “national
feeling” (natsional’noe chuvstvo), “national spirit” (natsional’nyi dukh),
“national unity” (natsional’noe edinstvo), self-sacrifice (samopozhert-
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vovanie), etc. A typical passage describes how the “men of spirit” (anshei
haruah), the “idealist priests” of Jewry must

purify our hearts from all those outgrowths of galut [the diaspora], which so
hinder our national development, and in particular - [they must] foster a new
generation, develop in it a consciousness about the great task, which it must
fulfil in the future, and make it fully capable of the great national work.

(Klauzner 1900a:134)176

There are some vague reminiscences of an evolutionary discourse in the use
of terms like “non-viable” (nezhiznesposobnyi), asked about the “Palestinian
idea,” and in the passing note on the “backwardness of the arabs” (otstalost’
arabov). “Organicist” metaphors are used, as when the “Palestinian idea”
again is denied the status of a “panacea from all illnesses of the Jewish na-
tional organism” (Klauzner 1900a:138). More noteworthy, however, is the
explicit positive comparison between Zionism and Darwinism, as both rep-
resenting complete worldviews that “give a direction to all thoughts and
views of the modern, intelligent man” (Klauzner 1900a:139).

Another important, more obvious reference is Leon Pinsker’s “Auto-
Emancipation,” to which Ahad Ha‘am devoted a particular essay. Here again
national discourse signifiers such as “self-liberation” (samoosvobozhdenie)
and “national decision” (natsional’noe reshenie; quoted also in Pinsker’s
original German - “der nationale Entschluss”) dominate. The absence so far
of a Jewish “national feeling” is deplored, while the new Jewish colonists
destined to settle Palestine are distinguished from the ordinary peasants of
other countries, as standing aloof from drunkenness and illiteracy (Klauzner
1900a:141).

The language question is also viewed from a national perspective, stress-
ing the importance of the revival of “the national language of the Jews” in
order that Palestine become in reality a “national spiritual-cultural centre of
all the best Jews of all countries and states” (Klauzner 1900a:142). Accord-
ing to Klauzner, Ahad Ha‘am regretted the lack of a true national feeling
both among the Jewish intelligentsia, who were either cosmopolitan or indif-
ferent, and among the masses, for whom religion alone is sufficient.

This particular essay on Pinsker is apparently held by Klauzner to be one
of Ahad Ha‘am’s most important. It was followed up by one on “Individual
life” (Haadam boohel), in which the lack of Jewish national emotion was
explained as a result of the “moral infirmity” (nravstvennoe ubozhestvo) that
has befallen “most of our people” (bol’shinstvo naroda nashego). This
“moral infirmity” is itself the fruit of centuries of “wanderings, persecutions

                                
176 Ru. orig. “очистить наши сердца от всех тех наростов «голуса», которые так мешают нашему
национальному развитию, и в особенности - воспитывать новое поколение, развивать в нем
сознание великой задачи, которую он имеет выполнить в будущем, и сделать его вполне способным
к великой  национальной работе.”
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and torments” (skitanii, gonenii i muchenii) that have afflicted the Jews. It is
“a fact” that, “to a greater extent than other nations,” “we have some well-
known moral diseases (nravstvennyie nedugi) which are characteristic for us
(nam prisushchie)” (Klauzner 1900a:143). Literature was called upon to cure
these illnesses, to “fight against evil, dig up its very root” (borot’sia protiv
zla, podkapyvaia samyi koren’ ego). The radical Jewish “writers-
denunciators” (pisateli-oblichiteli) of the 1860s and 1870s fought against the
“ossification” (kosnost’) of the rabbis and “melamdov,” against the “fossili-
zation” (okamenelost’) of our religious prescripts. They are now the very
same who complain that those who listened to their “heated sermons on En-
lightenment” then are now “shunning everything Jewish while bowing down
to everything foreign” (Klauzner 1900a:143f). But the Jewish writers, ac-
cording to Ahad Ha‘am, are themselves to blame for sad phenomena like
this. They simply did not understand “how to educate a nation” (kak vospity-
vaiut natsiiu).

Here follows an attempt to “naturalize” the concept of a nation, by liken-
ing it to a species of a tree, such as an apple tree, while the abstract, general
concept of a ‘tree’ is compared to humanity as a whole. Just like every con-
crete tree must needs belong to this or that species, so does every human
being necessarily belong to this or that nation, e.g. German or French
(Klauzner 1900a:144). But every national particularity (osobennost’) has as
its foundation more fundamental general human qualities. This fact has not
been understood by the Jewish intellectuals, who write “revealing” articles
where they deride stupid Jewish habits and ceremonies, and castigate our
religious leadership, while refusing to see the human being in the Jew. They
see abolition of well-known religious prescripts and the “rapprochement”
(sblizhenie) with the non-Jews as the only “salvation” (spasenie) from dis-
aster. And so it happened that a Jew became “enlightened,” but remained “a
slave with all attributes of slavery,” bowing down to everything foreign,
shunning his own people and his own Jewish name. At the same time,
among the Jewish masses, the simple people of ignorants, who remain loyal
to Judaic tradition, self-adoration and indifference to society at large are still
dominant. No wonder then that we so seldom found “the right man on the
right place” (Klauzner 1900a:145).

With this quote, in English and without translation, Klauzner possibly
gives another hint about the implied reader, most likely an assimilated Jew-
ish intellectual, with some knowledge of European languages, but less fa-
miliar with Judaism and Hebrew (otherwise the effort to present Ahad
Ha‘am in Russian would be unnecessary). The somewhat derisive employ-
ment of terms like sblizhenie, “salvation” and “enlightenment” addresses the
same kind of readers.

The national discourse is articulated strongly again when Klauzner de-
scribes the remedy proposed by Ahad Ha‘am to the miserable living condi-
tions of the Jews, responsible for the higher frequency among Jews of some
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general human vices (porokov), otherwise shared by Jews and Christians
alike. Only by “improving and ennobling the Jew as an individual” (isprav-
liaia i oblagorazhivaiia individual’nuiu lichnost’ evreia), do “we prepare for
our people fighters for rebirth (vozrozhdenie), foster completely devoted
(predannykh) and dignified (dostoinykh) Zionists” (Klauzner 1900a:146).

The “national disease” (natsional’nyi nedug) of the Jews is “our fossili-
zation” (nasha okamenelost’). “The diagnosis and treatment of this illness”
pertaining to “our national organism” is the subject of Ahad Ha‘am’s article
“Service of the heart” (Torah shebalev).

It should be noted here that both Klauzner and Ahad Ha‘am, when
speaking of the Jewish people as a matter of principle include themselves, by
consistently using the pronouns “we,” “us” and “our.” However, there are
other elements that seem to work almost in the opposite direction, as dis-
tancing devices, e.g. in the explanation of the interpretation in the Talmud of
“an eye for an eye” as implying monetary compensation. The Talmudic rab-
bis, we are told, “were deeply convinced, that the Allgracious Jehova”
(Vsemilostiveishii Iegova) “cannot prescribe absurdities and cruelties” and
therefore “an eye for an eye” should be understood as corresponding to what
would be prescribed by the moral feeling of contemporary Jewry of their
time (Klauzner 1900a:147). Already the relativistic approach to God’s will
and to what is morally right, through the acknowledgement of a historic de-
velopment of moral standards, is something that would not be accepted by
most orthodox Jews at the time. And the expression, in distorted form, of the
ineffable name of God is an even more explicit distinguishing mark of an
author who is not in agreement with the dominant religious emotion of his
people. Symptomatically, this comes to the fore in a passage of the text
where the national discourse for once is less dominant, and the enlighten-
ment elements are more pronounced, with the use of terms like “justice”
(spravedlivost’, “absurdity” (nesoobraznost’) and “cruelty” (zhestokost’).

However, even if “enlightenment” (prosveshchenie), social and political
rights, might serve as instruments to awaken Jewish popular emotion
(narodno-evreiskoe chuvstvo), will this also be a national Jewish feeling
(natsional’no-evreiskim)? Will it be sufficient to revive not only the “heart
of the Jew” (serdtse evreia), but also the “Jewish heart” (evreiskoe serdtse)?
With these rhetorical questions the reader is obviously led back on the na-
tional track. The Jewish intelligentsia is reproached for having “many peo-
ple, but few, very few Jews” (mnogo liudei, no malo, ochen’ malo evreev)
(Klauzner 1900a:148). So, general enlightenment and culture is insufficient
for the Jews. “We need a stream of new life” (potok novoi zhizni) – Zionism,
which is to be understood as a whole worldview, not merely as a part of, or a
supplement to Judaism, but as Judaism itself in all its complexity, only with
a change of centre. At this centre lies a “living aspiration of the heart to uni-
fication and rebirth of a nation (vozrozhdeniiu natsii) and to its free devel-
opment (razvitiiu)” an aspiration that should become “an organic part of
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every Jewish soul,” in the hope of making through a couple of generations
out of the Jewish masses living human beings, and of the Jewish intelligent-
sia – national Jews (natsional’nykh evreev) (Klauzner 1900a:149).

Quoting freely and generously from Ahad Ha‘am, Klauzner remarks that
the essay “Service of the heart” evoked a storm of protest among orthodox
Jews, who accused its author of advocating religious reform, something that
Ahad Ha‘am himself categorically denied. To him religious reform was only
an “artificial modification” (isskustvennoe vidoizmenenie) of religion. First
when the “heart of the people” (serdtse naroda) is “revived” (ozhivet), once
they can lead a normal life, only then will many of the present religious pre-
cepts change, almost without notice. “Modification of religion” will only
happen “through natural historical evolution” (putem estestvennoi is-
toricheskoi evoliutsii), and to make such “modification” possible, a “rebirth
of the heart” (vozrozhdenie serdtsa) by means of Zionism is necessary, ac-
cording to Ahad Ha‘am (Klauzner 1900a:151).

In the following article of the series, (Knizhki Voskhoda, August 1900),
giving an overview of Ahad Ha‘am’s “Fragments” (Heb. Perurim; Ru.
Otryvki), the reader learns that, according to Klauzner, Ahad Ha‘am

stands at the height of contemporary philosophico-historical and sociological
science, can be counted as an evolutionist par excellence, and it is indeed on
the foundation of the theory of evolution and thanks to the newest science,
that he manages to prove that Zionism is a product of all of Jewish history
until the present time, on the one hand, and a consequence of all the newest
tendencies captivating Jewry in Russia and abroad in the current century, on
the other.

(Klauzner 1900b:67)177

Indeed, in an essay entitled “Positive and negative” from 1891, Ahad Ha‘am
appears in the introduction as a convinced hard-core social-Darwinist:

Penetrate to the real life, be it of worms or of men, and beneath the veil of
peace you will find an incessant struggle for existence, a constant round of
aggression and spoliation, in which every victory involves a defeat and a
death.

(Ahad Ha‘am 1891a:53)

The essay is an attempt to apply evolutionary thinking, tinted with quasi-
Hegelian dialectics, to the spiritual development of Judaism, through medie-
val Jewish philosophy, to Hasidism, Haskalah, Wissenschaft des Judentums
and – Zionism (not mentioned by name, but clearly indicated). Klauzner is
                                
177 Ru. orig. “стоит на высоте современной философско-исторической и социологи ческой науки
может считаться эволюционистом par excellence, и именно на основании теории эволюции и
благодаря новейшей науки, ему удается доказать, что сионизм есть продукт всей еврейской истории
до настоящаго времени, с одной стороны, и следствие всех новых течений, увлекавших русское и
заграничное еврейство в текущем столетии, - с другой.”
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enthusiastic, and holds this essay as one of the most interesting in the collec-
tion of Fragments. He introduces it thus:

The struggle for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie) takes place not only
among living organisms, but also among ideas and thoughts. «In the depths
of slow evolution» (v nedrakh medlennago razvitiia), imperceptibly to all,
accumulate insignificant deviations (nakopliaiutsia beznachitel’nyia uk-
loneniia) from generally accepted views and ruling attitudes, and when after
the passing of a certain time these accumulations become significant, it is
usually discovered that a completely new idea, the fruit of a slowly arising
need, seemingly suddenly and sui generis (samorodno) appeared in God’s
world.

(Klauzner 1900b:68)

Further, the struggle between “positive” (polozhitelnye) and “negative”
(otritsatelnye) systems of thought is described (the Karaites exemplifying the
negative type) as one where action and reaction succeeding each other. The
only possible synthesis, apparently, is represented by people like the German
colonizer of Palestine, rabbi Zebi Hirsch Kalischer and Moses Hess, the
socialist, with their “aspiration to a civil life and social-political rights, but
on the historical soil (pochva) and by complete rebirth (vozrozhdenie) of
both Jewry and of Judaism.” Only such a “mixed system” can “restore the
harmony between new and old, by dressing (oblekaia) both of them in a new
(uni)form” (Klauzner 1900b:71).178

The conclusion of this essay, the “necessity of Zionism” (neobkhodimost’
sionizma), as “an idea that unites all Jewry and which aspires to the forma-
tion of a national centre,” serving as a “primary source of their spiritual-
national creation,” is also the subject of the next “Fragment” reviewed by
Klauzner, Ahad Ha‘am’s essay on “Imitation and assimilation” (1893). The
explicit reference by Ahad Ha‘am in the beginning of the essay to the French
social theorist Gabriel Tarde (Ahad Ha‘am 1893:107), author of Les lois de
l’imitation (1890), is absent in Klauzner’s review, leaving the reader with the
impression that what follows is all original thinking by Ahad Ha‘am. But the
main thought of the essay is well represented, with the distinction between
two kinds of imitation: the “self-effacement” kind (Hebr. hikkui shel hitbat-
lut; Ru. samounichizhitel’noe podrazhanie), and the “competitive” kind
(Hebr. hikkui shel hitharut; Ru. sorevnovatel’noe podrazhanie). The former
kind is characteristic of a weak group of people, who are under pressure
from a politically superior people whom they are slavishly trying to imitate,
eventually leading to complete assimilation with the stronger part. The com-
petitive kind of imitation, on the contrary, is characteristic of a people that
are either physically or spiritually equal to the dominating people, whom
they are imitating only in order to acquire the best parts of the other’s cul-

                                
178 Forma in Russian can mean both “form” and “uniform”)
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ture, subsequently modifying them to fit their own culture, and thus devel-
oping and strengthening it further. The Romans’ relationship to the Greeks,
and that of the Russians’ to Western Europe are given as examples of this
kind of competitive imitation, with the great Russian authors Tolstoi, Tur-
genev and Dostoevskii illustrating how successful competitors might even-
tually become objects of imitation themselves.

Now, both Ahad Ha‘am and Klauzner observe that the Jews seem to have
a particular propensity and talent for imitation. But, and that is the core of
their argument, there is no reason to fear complete assimilation through
contact (sblizhenie) with other peoples, as long as this imitation is of the
competitive kind, serving to develop Judaism (as for example during medie-
val times, in Spain under Arab rule). A greater danger is instead fragmenta-
tion of the Jewish people, through their adaptation to and imitation of differ-
ent cultures in the different countries where they live. Therefore, what is
needed to unify the Jewish people is, again, a common cultural “centre of
imitation” (tsentr podrazhaniia) serving as a model and source of inspiration
for Jews all around the world. It goes without saying that neither Argentina,
nor Cyprus can fulfil this function; it can only be performed through the
ancient, historical home of the “Jewish race” (evreiskoe plemia), the “coun-
try of our ancestors, the cradle of Judaism”(strana nashikh predkov, kolybel’
iudaizma). Klauzner in effect claims that Ahad Ha‘am in these essays actu-
ally

demonstrates the necessity of the Zionist idea for the future existence
(sushchestvovanie) and development (razvitie) of Judaism … that this idea is
nothing accidental (sluchainoe) and arbitrarily invented (proizvol’no-
pridummanoe), but on the contrary, [it is] an inescapable consequence (neiz-
bezhnoe sledstvie) of old Jewish beliefs, shooting deep roots (korni) in the
people (narod), and which out of historical necessity (po istoricheskoi
neobkhodimosti) is forced (dolzhenstvovavshikh) to take on a completely
new, modern form.

(Klauzner 1900b:75)

In this way, then, Zionism is “naturalized”, and made to appear as something
almost self-evident, a necessary condition for Jewish survival, and a natural
result of Jewish history. The multiple use of determinist language in the
quoted paragraph efficiently serves this purpose.

The national discourse is also dominant in the rest of the review, with re-
peated employment of concepts such as “liberation” (Ru. osvobozhdenie,
Hebr. Geulah) and “rebirth” (vozrozhdenie), which also have religious con-
notations, serving to strengthen the national argument. Occasional evolu-
tionary concepts and metaphors, e.g. “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za
sushchestvovanie) and the comparison of a people with a developing “or-
ganism,” fulfil essentially the same function. However, it is made clear that
whereas an organism naturally decays, a people, a nation may always reju-
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venate, gain new force (okrepnut’) and once again become a “viable and
strong nation” (zhiznesposobnoi i sil’noi natsiei). All it requires is a “goal in
life, a national aspiration (tsel’ v zhizni, natsional’noe stremlenie), hope and
belief in the future” (Klauzner 1900b:80).

The essentialist attempt to “naturalize” Zionism and nationalism in gen-
eral is a recurrent theme throughout much of the review. It is also expressed
by means of “personification” – the description of the people (narod) as a
“national subject” (natsional’noe “Ia”), who “wants to exist, just as he is,
not becoming someone else.” While the “individual, temporary” (individ-
ual’noe, vremennoe) self of every Jew could in principle seek refuge any-
where (e.g. Argentina or Cyprus), when the struggle for existence becomes
too rough this is not an option for the “national eternal self of the Jewish
people” (natsional’noe vechnoe “ia” naroda evreiskago). The fate of the
Jewish people has already been outlined in advance; it is determined by its
“essence” (sushchnost’iu), and “its essence will create its future on the foun-
dation of its past” (Klauzner 1900b:81f).

Darwinist concepts like “struggle for existence” here seem to underpin
Ahad Ha‘am’s argument for the naturalness, even innateness of nationalism,
which is also directed against the universalism of French Jewish intellectu-
als, such as Adolphe Franck and his likes in the French anthology “La
Gerbe.” Their “strange self-defence against the completely natural inner
national feeling” is classified as “slavery in freedom” by Ahad Ha‘am. The
failure to acknowledge the existence of a Jewish nation leaves these intel-
lectuals with religion, ethics or philosophy as their only Jewish identity
markers, but even these are shaky, they have to admit, given that the “scien-
tific heresy, which bears the name of Darwin” (nauchnoe vol’nodumstva,
nosiashchee imia Darvina) becomes ever stronger (Ahad Ha‘am 1891b:183;
Klauzner 1900b:86). The thrust of the argument is that since Darwinism
makes a Jewish identity based exclusively on religion untenable, the only
options left for the Jewish intelluctuals are either complete assimilation, that
is renouncing their Jewishness, or affirming instead the “instinctive national
feeling which they have inherited, which is independent of religious beliefs
or practices” (Ahad Ha‘am 1891b:183f).

Thus, Darwinism leaves the Jews, if they still want to remain Jews, with
no other choice than nationalism. The fact that, even those French Jews who
have already embraced Darwinism, still remain Jews, can only be explained
by “a deep national emotion, unconsciously and even against their will in-
habiting the souls of the majority these French followers of the law of Moses
– a natural, innate emotion which one cannot exterminate (unichtozhit’) by
any logical arguments” (Klauzner 1900b:86). Once the choice is made, Ahad
Ha‘am declares, scoffing at the “moral slavery” of the “emancipated” French
Jews,
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I at least can speak my mind concerning the beliefs and opinions, which I
have inherited from my ancestors, without fearing to snap the bond that
unites me to my people. I can even adopt that “scientific heresy which bears
the name of Darwin,” without any danger to my Judaism.

(Ahad Ha‘am 1891b:194).

The “naturalization” of nationalism is carried further by Klauzner when the
emancipated European Jews are called upon to

care more about the material, natural “mission,” characteristic of any living
being ... to create for himself those living conditions that would correspond to
his national character and gave him the possibility of developing his forces
and talents, his individuality, in a natural way, in accordance with the de-
mands of his nature.

(Klauzner 1900b:87)179

Once again the concept of the nation in general, and the Jewish nation in
particular, is articulated as something natural, and as a person, an individual,
with certain inherent qualities, a “national character.” This naturalness of the
Jewish nation is opposed to the artificialness of the split personality (razd-
voennost’) of the emancipated European Jewish intellectuals.

The strong articulation of the national discourse is temporarily somewhat
subdued in the more sketchy review of some other essays that follows, where
it is rather an enlightenment discourse with some evolutionist elements that
come to the fore. The argument is mainly historical, aiming to explain the
evolution and development of religion in general and the idea of a life after
death as more or less a result of the hardened “struggle for existence.” But
when this argument is applied to Judaism, the discourse again turns national.
Once the Jewish people also loved, we are told, “the natural national life
(estestvennuiu natsional’nuiu zhizn’), struggled (borolis’), as every living
people (zhivoi narod), with all enemies and found comfort in the visions of
the prophets.” Only after losing their national independence (s a mo-
stoiatel’nost), no longer capable of conquering their stronger neighbours, did
the Jews cease to feel the complete delight (prelest’) of a healthy, earthly
national life (zdorovoi, zemnoi natsional’noi zhizni). Only then did they turn
to supernaturalism, building only castles of air, while alienating themselves
from vital aspirations (ot zhivykh stremlenii) and practical endeavours, de-
veloping a spiritual illness (dushevnaia bolezn’) as a direct result of their
national present situation and history (Klauzner 1900b:90). The national
discourse here is articulated through a series of dichotomies, where nation-

                                
179 Ru. orig.: “Тогда-бы они прежде всего позаботились о материальной, естественной,
свойственной всякому живому существу, «миссии», состоящей в том, чтобы создать себе те
условия жизни, которыя соответствовали-бы его национальному характеру и дали бы ему
возможность развить свои силы и способности, свою индивидуальность, естественным путем,
согласно требованиям его натуры.”
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alism is associated with what is healthy, lively, natural, while opposite prop-
erties such as illness, supernaturalism, weakness are seen as a result of the
loss of national independence.

Again and again the naturalness and necessity of nationalism is inculcated
in the reader. The Jewish intelligentsia who refuse to acknowledge the “ne-
cessity of a new national life for all Jewry as a nation” (neobkhodimosti no-
voi natsional’noi zhizni dlia vsego evreistva, kak natsii) is likened to an “or-
thodoxy” that is already “dead.” Their “cold rationalism” makes them doubt
the possibility of achieving “national well-being (natsional’nykh blag) in a
natural way (estestvennym putem). In order to eradicate their still inherent
national feeling, they try to prove to themselves and others that a “healthy
national life” (zdorovaia natsional’naia zhizn’) is a “vanity of vanities”
(sueta suet). This ironic allusion to Ecclesiastes is only an element in the
further articulation of a sort of “proto-enlightenment” discourse, in which the
cold “reason” (razsudok) of the emancipated intelligentsia is presented as
opposed to national emotion, while on the other hand the idea of national
rebirth (vozrozhdenie), as described by Ahad Ha‘am, is associated with
“truly progressive aspirations (istinno-progressivnymi stremleniami), with its
new and completely scientific (vpolne nauchnymi) views on the Jewish
question” (Klauzner 1900b:91).

The expression “our enlightened century” (nash prosveshchennyi vek) is
used ironically in association with the description of anti-Semitic occur-
rences such as the blood-libel accusations against the Jews. The main target
of Ahad Ha‘am’s argument here is again the emancipated Jewish intelligent-
sia; he “struggles not with the Aryan, external anti-Semitism, but with our
inner enemies, with these Jewish anti-Semites, who believe all cock-and-
bull-stories (nebylitsam), circulating about their own people, and who thus
degrade themselves in their own eyes.” Can anything be more dangerous and
deadly for a people, the author asks rhetorically, than untimely self-
degradation and eternal self-castigation? (Klauzner 1900b:95).

Further, Ahad Ha‘am is described as an “evolutionist par excellence” in
his writing about the language question (in “Crossroads” – Na pereput’i),
and his view on the “science of Jewry” (nauku evreistva) is said to emerge
from “general scientific principles” (obshche-nauchnykh printsipov).
Through these articulations of evolutionist and enlightenment discourses an
ambivalent wish emerges to also accommodate some of those rationalist,
emancipated Jewish intellectuals who are criticized elsewhere in the text.
But in the conclusion of the second article it is again national virtues that are
highlighted: “self-sacrifice” (samopozhertvovanie), “endurance” (vynos-
livost’), goaldirectedness, self-confidence, belief in the “great force of the
soul.” These are the qualities that allow Ahad Ha‘am to fight against the
well-known material conditions of the Jews, and eventually - conquer them
(Klauzner 1990b:97).
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In the final review article of the series (Voskhod 1900 sentiabr’), Klauzner
distinguishes the views of Ahad Ha‘am’s “spiritual Zionism” (dukhovnyi
sionizm), from both the political Zionism of Theodor Herzl and Max Nor-
dau, on the one hand, and from Simon Dubnow’s “spiritual nationalism”
(dukhovnyi natsionalizm), on the other. There is also ample reference to
Ahad Ha‘am’s essay on Jewish Nietzscheanism, “The transvaluation of val-
ues” (1898). The national discourse is again dominant throughout the text, as
when Herzl and Nordau and their followers are critized for being ignorant of
the “spiritual-historical heritage of Jewry” (dukhovno-istoricheskoe nasledie
evreistva) and of Judaism, Jewish literature and of the Hebrew language, and
for using their energy for harmful political manoeuvring (zlovrednomu
politikanstvu) instead (Klauzner 1900c:43f). An important reason for Ahad
Ha‘ams opposition to Herzl’s idea to solve the Jewish question through a
quick political fix of the “Judenstaat” is his “strict evolutionism and histori-
cism” (strogii evoliutsionizm i istorizm), which requires a Jewish state to
develop only “gradually and organically” (postepenno i organicheski).
Herzl, we are told, is only concerned with saving Jewry (evreistvo), but he
does not care at all about saving the dying Judaism (iudaizm), that is “our
spiritual-national and cultural-historical acquisitions” (nashikh dukhovno-
natsional’nykh i kul’turno-istoricheskikh priobretenii) (Klauzner 1900c:44).

A distinction is made by Ahad Ha‘am between the Zionism of Western
Jews, which concerns itself primarily with the needs of the indivual Jews and
afflicts only the heart of the human being, while the Zionism of Eastern Jews
is all about the needs of Judaism and afflict the heart of the nation (serdtse
natsii). While Western Zionism is essentially a “product of anti-Semitism”
(produkt antisemitizma), Eastern Zionism, by contrast, is a “natural result of
a genuine relation to a thousands of years old culture” (estestvennym
sledstviem istinnoi sviazi s tysiacheletneiu kul’turoiu) which will “remain in
full force” (ostanetsia vo vsei sile), even if the sufferings of the Jews and
anti-Semitism wold cease to exist (Klauzner 1900c:46). Thus, the “naturali-
zation” of nationalism in general, and Zionism in particular, is here carried
further through a distinction reaching into Jewry itself, between what ap-
pears as only an artificial product in Western emancipated Jews, and what is
considered a natural result, following logically from an essential, true rela-
tionship with its precedent, in Eastern Jewry.

The enlightenment discourse surfaces again briefly, but in a negative
context, with a reference to the Dreyfus case, apparently showing the futility
of “humanism” and “emancipation,” resulting only from “logical inference”
(logicheskikh umozakliuchenii), while “Judeophobia,” which has become
almost “hereditary” (nasledstvennym), is founded on emotions of enmity
towards the Jews (Klauzner 1900c:47). The author again underpins the ne-
cessity of a building a cultural centre in Palestine, the “historical homeland”
(istoricheskaia rodina), for the “rebirth of the Jewish-national spirit”
(vozrozhdenie evreisko-natsional’nago dukha). As such, it would once more
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become a “centre of imitation” (tsentrom podrazhaniia) for all Jews, as it has
been historically from Alexandrian time up until this day, and “Jews of all
countries” (evreii vsekh stran) will participate in the creation of this “na-
tional centre” (ibid.). Note here the obvious imitation of the Marxian dis-
course (proletarii vsekh stran), and the simple transition from a “cultural” to
a “national” centre, implying that culture is essentially national. This impres-
sion is further strengthened by the recurring articulation of an enlightenment
discourse in the description of this Jewish cultural centre in Palestine as a
place whose inhabitants will enjoy the same “equality of rights” (ravnopra-
viem) as other Jews of the Turkish empire already do, and who will “engage
themselves with agriculture, craftsmanship, industry, science and literature”
and where there will be “exemplary national-Jewish schools” (obraztsovymi
natsional’no-evreiskimi shkolami). Little by little the Jews will become the
majority poulation and through their cultural work they will finally earn the
“moral right to the country “ (moral’noe pravo na stranu). The “real (nastoi-
ashchee), gradually evolving (medlenno razvivsheesia), organic Jewish
state” (Klauzner 1900c:48) is distinguished again from the “sudden and arti-
ficial” (vnezapnoe i isskustvennoe) one of political Zionism. The Jewish state
appears in Ahad Ha‘am not as the beginning, but as the end result of a long
process. The Marxian formula “Jews of all countries” (evreii vsekh stran)
reappears in a context stressing the necessity of combining material and
spiritual work in order to achieve the goal. At the same time, there are cer-
tain elements of a religious discourse that might appeal to more traditionally
minded readers, such as references to the prophets, and the acknowledge-
ment of monotheism as a national heritage. That is, elements from a relig-
ious discourse are reinterpreted and made part of the dominant national dis-
course.

In the final section of the third article, Klauzner further makes the dis-
tinction between Ahad Ha‘ams “spiritual Zionism” (dukhovnyi sionizm) and
the “spiritual nationalism” (dukhovnyi natsionalizm) of Simon Dubnow.
While both are against assimilation, Dubnow himself described their essen-
tial difference as a question of direction, whether the Jewish “national re-
birth” (natsional’noe vozrozhdenie) should be oriented towards the East, as
the spiritual Zionists insisted, or rather towards the West,  as the spiritual
nationalists proposed (Klauzner 1900c:50; citing Dubnow from Voskhod,
mart 1898:137). While Dubnow apparently views Jewish nationalism as a
natural, eternally recurrent phenomenon in Jewish history, to which the “ar-
bitrary particularity” (sluchainoi chastnosti) of modern Zionism makes little
difference, Ahad Ha‘am by contrast holds Zionism to be a “historical neces-
sity” (istoricheskaia neobkhodimost), a “great movement” (velikoe dvizhe-
nie) long since prepared through “our whole spiritual development” (vse
nashe dukhovnoe razvitie) (Klauzner 1900c:51).
Thus, Ahad Ha‘am is in fact no “moderate” (umerennyi), he is an “ultra-
Zionist,” whose “extreme Zionism” (krainyi sionizm), demands real action:
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the gradual colonization of Palestine, is favourably contrasted by Klauzner
with the bleak “spiritual nationalism” of Dubnow, wishing all Jews to stay in
Europe only to look upon Zion with “moving piety” (Klauzner 1900c:52).

The universal human ideal of righteousness (spravedlivosti), first taught
by the Jewish prophets, was and will always be part of the Jewish national
ideal, but it was always closely associated, both by the prophets and by the
people, with the ideal of the “rebirth of Israel in its own country”
(vozrozhdeniem Israilia v ego strane; italics in original). In this way, an ele-
ment belonging originally in an enlightenment discourse, “righteousness”
(spravedlivost) is placed in a new, national context, strengthening the domi-
nant discourse in the text. This theme is further developed in Ahad Ha‘am’s
article “On the way to Zionism,” quoted by Klauzner in its Russian transla-
tion as Na puti k sionizmu (1899), where the argument is put forward that
“national property” (natsional’naia sobstvennost’) is fully compatible with
“righteousness” - spravedlivosti (Klauzner 1900c:53). At the same time, the
frequent conflicts between the national rights of different peoples living to-
gether are fully acknowledged. Thus, even if eventually all nations would
recognize the national rights of the Jewish people, the Jews would still not
achieve their “full, original, national-spititual life” (polnoi, samobytnoi,
natsional’no-dukhovnoi zhizni) in Europe, where “righteousness” (spraved-
livost) will only mean those rights that the weaker part is accorded by the
stronger.

We observe here once more how “enlightenment” elements are articulated
in a way, which supports the dominant national discourse. Using again the
“personification” device, Ahad Ha‘am and Klauzner claim the necessity of
nationalism and the impossibility of ethnic co-existence: “the simultaneous
supremacy of different nationalities is impossible, it is impossible, that every
nation at the same time carried with them in all this their individuality and
that their inclinations would not clash” (quoted by Klauzner 1900c:54; from
Ahad Ha‘am 1899:17f). Once more the reader is urged to accept the histori-
cal necessity of the ancient idea of Zionism, of “rebirth of Jewry in the
country of the fathers” (vozrozhdeniee evreistva v strane otsov), as “one of
the most cherished and most essential of the historical ideals of our people”
(Klauzner 1900c:55).

Dubnow, when discussing Jewish nationalism, is accused of neglecting
the fundamental historical concept of “liberation” (Heb. ge’ulah; Ru.
osvobozhdenie). The concept of ge’ulah carries also a religious meaning of
“redemption,” which Klauzner fails to mention, expressed in the 7th blessing
of the daily Amidah prayer, where God is invoked as the “redeemer” or “lib-
erator” of the Jewish people.180 This concept, according to Ahad Ha‘am and

                                
180 Only later would ge’ulah be associated with the emerging modern Jewish state in Pales-
tine, through rabbi Avraham Isaac Hacohen Kook, who endorsed the idea of the Jewish colo-
nies in what was then still the British Mandate to Palestine as the “beginning of our redemp-
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his interpreter Klauzner, is in fact an “organic” part of the Jewish “national
confidence” (natsionalnykh upovanii), without which there is no hope for the
future of the Jewish people.

In yet another essay, Ahad Ha‘am treats “national ethics” (Heb. mussar
le’umi). From Klauzner’s review one receives the impression that national-
ism is here made into something of a personal duty of every individual Jew,
“his nationalism must be closely associated with real life, and his spiritual
ideal must penetrate into the secret corners of his soul” (Klauzner 1900c:56).
On a more general level, the differing “national ethics” (natsional’naia
moral’) of different peoples are explained as a consequence of their distinct
historical developments. This historicism is also a reason why Ahad Ha‘am
rejects the ethics of both Max Nordau and of Friedrich Nietzsche and his
Jewish ”imitators,” since they do not build on Jewish national tradition. The
relationship between religion and ethics is viewed here in an evolutionary
perspective, where the positive influence of religion on morals is acknowl-
edged.

But when ethics (moral’) develops, goes beyond the level of development at
which it was at the time of origin of primitive religion, the morals (nravst-
vennost’) of the divine little-by-little lags behind the moral concepts of the
most advanced people of a later time. ... Ethics leaves religion behind...

(Klauzner 1900c:57)

The Jews should get to know their own national ethics through study circles,
in the fashion of the “Vereine für ethische Kultur” founded by Felix Adler in
England twenty years before. Once the individual Jew has learned to relate
to all phenomena of life in accordance with the national moral, he will feel in
his heart “a living source, from which the national moral (natsional’naia
moral’) springs forth” and this moral then becomes for him as something
“natural” (estestvennym), coming by itself from the “depth of his soul”
(Klauzner 1900c:59). Once again, we see here the devices of naturalization
and personification (individualization) of nationalism, the subject of which
is constructed as the individual, male Jew.181

Ahad Ha‘am’s relationship to Nietzsche is described as complex; he is not
foreign to some elements of Nietzscheanism, but opposes the “slavish imita-
tion, the simple aping” after of his thought by some of Nietzsches’ Jewish
followers. What is needed is rather a “competitive imitation,” through which
the imitating subject expresses his own individuality. According to Klauzner,

                                                                                                                            
tion,” reshit ge’ulatenu, a formula that was not uncontroversial at the time and which is still
not universally accepted in present day Jewry, although it has become part of the service in
many synagogues around the world in the prayers for the modern state of Israel.
181 The highly gendered construction of Jewish nationalism in Israel has been thoroughly
analyzed in a dissertation in Swedish by Yael Feiler, Nationen och hans hustru – “The Nation
and His Wife: Feminism and Nationalism in Israel as seen through the Plays of Miriam Ka-
iny” (2003).
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the only thing that Ahad Ha‘am finds original in Nietzsche is the idea of the
gradually evolving (in a Darwinist sense) highest “generic type” (rodovoi
tip), the Übermensch (sverkhchelovek), standing at a much higher level than
the large masses of people and incarnating “the highest development of the
human race” (samoe vysokoe razvitie chelovecheskago roda).

But why then, he asked, should this Übermensch, representing the peak of
human moral development, be associated essentially only with beastly ca-
pacities, as in Nietzsche’s work? A truly “Jewish Nietzscheanism” should
instead make the Übermensch the highest representative of the struggle
against falsity and evil, in the defence of truth and righteousness – all values
which Jewry holds as representing the highest moral development, the high-
est ethical ideal (Klauzner 1900c:61). This kind of Übermensch, this “ge-
neric type,” was he not already incarnated by the Jewish prophets, on the
“Jewish national soil” (na iudeiskoi natsional’noi pochve)?

The metaphor concept of a “national soil” (pochva)182 is then associated
with a fitting “spiritual atmosphere,” which could only develop on a “fa-
vourable ground” (blagopriiatnaia pochva). On this national soil then, not
only a Übermensch but even a “super-people” (Ru. sverkh-narod, Heb. ‘am
‘elion) can emerge, morally superior to other peoples, as Nietzsche himself
is made to testify, through his description of Israel as a “Génie-volk.” Thus,
Nietzsche is employed in the articulation of a national, Zionist discourse. At
the same time, the criticism against the emancipated Jewish intellectuals in
France for assigning a special “mission” to the Jews is renewed through the
acknowledgement that this “super-people,” the “highest generic type” of
humankind, is doomed to remain a minority, without any special task of
saving the world. Its existence as “the chosen of God” is a “causa sui”
(samodovleiushchaia tsel’). But again, this “highest moral perfection” (vyss-
hago moral’nago usovershenstvovaniia) of which Israel is capable can only
be achieved on their “native soil,” only there can the Jews truly become a
super-people:

And, maybe, the whole tragedy of Jewish life consists in this, that, detached
from our native soil, and put in unnatural conditions of development (neest-
estvennya uslovia razvitiia), we cannot yet, despite our instinctively felt
“chosenness” (izbrannost’), achieve that highest moral perfection which is
necessary for the highest type of a moral nation – a “moral super-people”
(moral’nomu sverkh-narodu).

(Klauzner 1900c:63)

Thus, Zionism is again “naturalized” through the clever articulation of evo-
lutionary and national concepts in a kind of hybrid discourse, topped with a
dose of Nietzscheanism. Without Zionism, no Jewish Übermensch. But this

                                
182 The concept of “soil” (pochva) is particularly important in a Russian context, where “soil
science” (pochvavedenie) was emerging as a scientific discipline of its own by this time.
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Nietzscheanism is not the “arbitrary, artificial” national moral of the superfi-
cial, self-effacing Jewish imitators of Nietzsche, but the result of a “continu-
ous historical process” (ibid.) Historicism and “naturalism” are thus two of
the dominant traits in Ahad Ha‘am’s articulation of the national discourse.

Summing up we distinguish in Klauzner’s text the following:
Discourses: (E) Evolutionary, (L) enlightenment and (R) religious dis-
courses are occasionally represented, while the (N) national discourse is
clearly dominant throughout most of the text. These are some of the key
concepts (signifiers) identified:
(R): salvation (spasenie), “liberation” or “redemption” (Ru. osvobozhdenie,
Hebr. Geulah); (E): modification (vidoizmenenie), evolution (evoliutsiia),
struggle for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie);
(L): enlightenment (prosveshchenie), justice (spravedlivost’), scientific
(nauchnyi), emancipation (emansipatsia), equality (ravnopravie), science
(nauka);
(N): nationality (natsional’nost), heart of the people (serdtse naroda), Jewish
heart (evreiskoe serdtse), rebirth (vozrozhdenie), historical soil (is-
toricheskaia pochva), historical homeland (rodina).
Citations: Testimonials from non-Jewish third parties or references to exter-
nal sources such as Darwin and Nietzsche, and internal, Jewish to L.O.
Gordon, Kalischer, Hess, [Abraham] Geiger, Franck, Pinsker, Herzl, Nor-
dau, Dubnow and others all serve to articulate primarily a national discourse
(Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is exclusively addressing implied internal Rus-
sian-literate Jewish readers, not conversant with Hebrew, moderate, pre-
dominantly secular intellectuals. The few elements of a religious discourse
present in the text are only used as arguments in favour of Jewish national-
ism and Zionism.

Isomorphisms: The very concept of isomorphism or “imitation” (with com-
petitive vs. self-effacing imitation, possibly corresponding roughly to com-
petitive or coercive vs. mimetic isomorphism) is discussed in the text itself,
in particular through the hidden reference to Tarde. Darwin and Nietzsche
are both being used to legitimize Zionism, while boundaries are defined to
make their function in the text into a case of “competitive imitation” rather
than one of “self-effacement” or of mimetic isomorphism.

Purpose: The purpose of Klauzner’s review articles is stated explicitly in the
beginning and at the very end, as that of describing in detail the contents of
Ahad Ha‘am’s essays, and in this way give a clear presentation of “spiritual
Zionism,” the “harmony” (stroinost’) and “integrity” (tsel’nost) of its doc-
trine. The very positive evaluation of Ahad Ha‘am given by Klauzner, de-
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scribing his writings in terms like “originality, spiritualism, depth, idealism,
realism, modernity, elegance, consistency” etc., also motivates Klauzner’s
wish to “draw the attention of a wider Jewish public to one of the most out-
standing doctrines that have been worked out in our community (u nas)
lately” (Klauzner 1900c:64). The general purpose, though, appears to be to
promote Jewish nationalism or Zionism among the Jews, especially among
hesitant secular intellectuals (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through an interest
in Ahad Ha‘ams work, and a wish to learn more about it, and also  (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors come mainly from national discourses (“Jewish
heart,” “purify our hearts”), but also “organicist” (evreiskago natsional’nago
organizma) and evolutionist analogies are used, while “technical” terms are
almost exclusively translations from Hebrew (Q2).
- There is no real effort to balance interest through mediation between inter-
nal and external here, as the text obviously is directed to an internal Jewish
reading audience (Q5).
- The text represents more of a reactive than a proactive stance to the politi-
cal circumstances in its effort to win the secular Jewish intellectuals for Zi-
onism, tailoring its arguments to fit its implied reader, e.g. through its scepti-
cal stance towards religion, while guarding the respect for Jewish tradition –
as long as it suits the national purpose (Q7).

5.2 Hebrew sources

H1. (Hamelits 1863): Chronicle of all living things
In a short article in Hamelits 1863 (no. 10), entitled Toldot hayye hatsemah
habehemah veha’adam – “Chronicle of the lives of plants, animals and hu-
mans” the anonymous author initially gives the impression of sharing the
Darwinian idea of “transformation” of species. The first subheading of the
article is Hehayyim leminehem hashonim, which might be interpreted as
“The changing species of living things.” However, a close reading of the text
that follows makes such a radical interpretation seem less plausible. The
crucial Hebrew word here is min, which can mean, among other things,
“kind,” “species” or “sex.” Here it may simply mean “kind” or “form,” sug-
gesting as a more moderate, and more plausible interpretation of the same
subheading: “The different forms of life.” The article continues by describ-
ing the processes of life, such as foraging, excretion, reproduction, decay and
death of plants, animals and humans. It is particularly pointed out that what
serves as food is “alien” (bemazon yesodot zarim; within brackets specified
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in German as fremde Stoffe) to the eater, while every living being “is born
from what resembles him” (yolad hadomeh lo) and “engenders progeny in its
own image” (veyoled banim bidmuto)183 (Hamelits 1863:156). Stretching the
interpretation, this could perhaps be seen as an awareness of principles of
ecology and heredity, but again this seems to be far from the probable inten-
tion of the author.

Further the differences between plants, animals and humans are de-
scribed. Animals have a great advantage over plants, we are told, by being
endowed with emotion, senses and will. Humans have yet another gift,
which plants and animals lack; this wonderful gift is sometimes called “soul”
(nefesh) and sometimes “reason” (tevunah). So far, then, this text hardly
goes any further than pure Aristotelianism.

In the second part, despite the subheading “The nature of the living and
the nature of the inanimate” (Tev‘a hehay, vetev‘a hadomem), the author
tells us in effect that there is no essential difference between living and dead
matter. “Movement” (tenu‘ah) is the law of all of nature, even of the stars, as
science (madd‘a) has shown. Thus, everything that exists on Earth is subject
to movement. The light shining from the stars and the impact of sunlight on
Earth is described, and so is gravitation (koah hamoshekh) as a universal
force. These three “witnesses” (‘edim), then, i.e. movement, light (ha’or)
and gravitation tell us, “all of nature is alive” (hatev‘a kulo hu hay) (Hame-
lits 1863:157).

And so the Earth is subject to change (lehehelif), through metamorphoses
and transformations (temurot veshinuim), which slowly, slowly (leat, leat)
alters its appearance (temunah). Here, at least, the author seems to take in
something from Lyell’s gradualist geology, which he conveys in a slightly
subdued, poetic language. Thus, the Earth is never at rest and its constant
activity, its rotation around the sun and around its own axis, the streaming
and evaporation of water, formation and erosion of mountains and rocks, we
are told, are all prerequisites for the life of plants, aimals and humans on
Earth.

Under the third subheading, “If we could see in one view (beseqirah
’ahat) the face of the Earth in its entirety,” the author describes electro-
magnetism and the inner forces of the Earth, with its internal heat being
greater than that on the surface. The “adaptation” of all living beings to the
Earth and the “perfection” of the history (toldot) of the Earth through “thou-
sands and thousands of years” (shanim rabot la’alafim velirvu’ot) is de-
scribed:

                                
183 It is noteworthy that the author here uses the word demut for “image,” thus avoiding the
Biblical term tselem from Gen. 1, where it is used to tell us that God created man “in his own
image.”
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The activities of the Earth slowly, slowly bring it closer to perfection (hash-
lemut) and during their approach of perfection, the world of plants and the
world of animals will change (yishtanah).

(Hamelits 1863:157)

The inherent idea here seems to be that the adaptation of living things to the
Earth makes them change as a result of the Earth’s perfection. However, the
very slow evolution of the Earth is contrasted with the development or “his-
tory” (toldot) of plants or animals, which is “completed” (nishlemu) in a few
days or hours even, and thus makes it possible for us as “nearsighted chil-
dren of the earth” to observe them.

What is particularly noteworthy in this text, however, is the complete ab-
sence of any reference to a Creator or sustainer of the Earth and all the living
beings on it. There is in fact no mention at all of any act of creation. Nature
is described as something more or less self-sufficient, with, for example, the
rotation of the Earth lacking any “external cause.” Thus, the author comes
quite close to a scientific view, even if the language used is more poetic than
scientific. The idea of evolution is clearly expressed here, although it is per-
ceived as a process of “perfection,” that is, as implying some sort of goal-
directedness. (This perception of evolution was not unusual at the time; an-
other clear example is seen in Lewy 1874.)

Summarizing this article, we observe in particular the following:
Discourses: (N) national and (R) religious discourses are virtually nonexist-
ent in this text, while the (E) evolutionary discourse is clearly articulated, in
conjunction with an (L) enlightenment discourse, by means of key concepts
(signifiers), such as (E): species / sex/ form (min), history, or development
(toldot), transformations (shinuim), perfection (hashlemut); (L): science
(madd‘a), reason (tevunah), light (ha’or), gravitation (koah hamoshekh),
transformations (shinuim).
Citations and references, whether external or internal, are absent in this text
(Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The fact that the article is published in a Hebrew journal
naturally implies that the author is addressing internal readers, primarily
among secular Jews, although there are no direct cues marking the intended
readership. It appears as something more or less taken for granted, partly
through the absence of religious signifiers. But the matter is complicated by
the fact that the article is written in so called ‘Rashi script,’ otherwise mostly
used for commentaries to the Torah and the Talmud, thus carrying a certain
religious flavour, and perhaps not so easily read by all secular Jews.

Isomorphisms: The German source of the text (fremde Stoffe) surfaces at
least once, revealing a mimetic isomorphism. Another sign might be the de-
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scription, in poetic language, of the strong impact of gradual geological
processes on the evolution of the Earth, reminiscent of Lyell. Otherwise, the
text seems to be more or less “self-sufficient” and “proactive” in its general
enlightenment mission, unhampered by external constraints (Q7).

Purpose: The purpose seems to be more or less purely educational, or more
generally enlightenment (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed primarily through
the almost complete absence of religuous concepts (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are quite scarce, despite the poetic language; a
rare exception in one passage tells us, “the sense (regeshet) of life is in the
Earth” and comes “from its belly” (mibetnah). A few “technical,” general
scientific terms are used such as “gravitation,” but the text is easily read by
almost anyone who knows Hebrew, provided they knew Rashi-script (Q2).
- There is no sign of any ambition to balance interests through mediation
between internal and external readers here (Q5).

H2. (Hertzberg 1863): Man of heart
This short essay is entitled simply Ha’adam – “Man.” It was published in
Hakarmel in 1863 (no. 11) by Joseph Hertzberg (d. 1870), frequent con-
tributor to the Hebrew press and translator of among others Graetz, Kant,
Mendelssohn, and St. Pierre’s “Harmonies de la nature” (Sullam hatev‘a).
The text takes the human heart (lev) as its point of departure. All human
properties and acts are usually assigned to the heart, the author contends. But
in reality man has poor knowledge of his own heart. If he truly seeks it and
then finds a real heart, he is actually shocked by what he sees. He is then like
a “savage” (’ish pere), for whom both work and wisdom (hokhmah) are
completely foreign, but who is told about “peoples upon whom the light of
wisdom did shine” (goyim uleumim asher nagah ‘alehem ’or hahokhmah)
(Hertzberg 1863:89). His wish is then to go there, where these wise people
are, and through the “spirit of God” (ruah ’elohim) he is brought to – a “ma-
chine battle” (ma‘arkhat mekhonah), a factory, with rotating wheels, steam
rising and the beat of hammers. Appalled by what he sees, he then wishes to
go back to the desert, from whence he came.

What Hertzberg describes here in analogies, using both enlightenment
signifiers (’or hahokhmah) and Biblical concepts from Genesis 1 (ruah ’elo-
him), is the confrontation of the Jew with the modern world and with sci-
ence, which appears to rob the human heart of its privileged position and
give it instead to the brain. The text continues with a variant of the argument
from design, by describing how the “savage” when led to the “artist”
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(ha‘aman) behind the “machine,” fails to understand the relationship be-
tween the two, the machine and its creator, until he has first grasped the
functioning of the machine in detail. The author concludes with a piece of
advice, valid both for the “savage” and for the “natural scientist” (hoqer
hatev‘a): “follow the roads of science, and you will never stumble upon
them” (Hertzberg 1863:90). The implicit idea, congenial to St. Pierre’s
“Harmonies de la nature,” seems to be, that by being persistent in the study
of nature, the savage as well as the scientist will ultimately be led to God, the
creator of everything.

Summarizing this short parable like text, we observe the following:
Discourses: The (L) enlightenment discourse is clearly dominant, with the
presence of key concepts such as (L) “light of wisdom” (’or hahokhmah),
the analogy of the human body as a kind of machine or a factory, and the
positive evaluation of science. Further, there are at least some hints of an (E)
evolutionary discourse through signifiers such as (E): battle (ma‘arkhah),
savage (’ish pere). The (R) religious discourse is articulated through the
signifier “spirit of God” (ruah ’elohim), and the implicit argument from de-
sign expressed here.
Explicit citations and references, whether external or internal, are absent in
the text (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: As with H1, the fact that the article is published in a He-
brew journal implies that the author is addressing internal readers, primarily
among Jews of moderate maskilic inclination.

Isomorphisms: Traces of a mimetic isomorphism could include the machine
analogy, coupled with the ‘argument of design,’ and the possible influence
from St. Pierre’s “Harmonies de la nature” (Sullam hatev‘a). Otherwise, as
with H1, the text seems to be more or less “self-sufficient” and “proactive”
in its general enlightenment mission, unhampered by external constraints
(Q7).

Purpose: The purpose seems to be that of a moderate maskil, to show the
confluence of science and religion (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through a shared
high evaluation of science, combined with a certain religious sentiment (also
expressed through Biblical expressions such as ruah elohim) (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors are lavishly employed, given the brevity of the
text, while technical terms are virtually nonexistent (Q2).
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- There is no clear sign of any ambition to balance interests through media-
tion between internal and external readers here, as the text is addressed ex-
clusively to internal readers (Q5).

H3 (Ya‘alin 1864): Apes and men
This article, entitled simply “The Apes” (Haqofim), was published in
Hakarmel 1864 (no. 19-20), that is, the same year as the first Russian trans-
lation of the Origin of Species appeared. In the introduction, the author, a
certain Hayyim Ya‘alin (Chaim Jelen), describes the apes as being eminently
cunning, intelligent, energetic and courageous, more so than the human sav-
ages or the “Africans” (kushim). Further, the sociability of the apes is par-
ticularly noted, as is their apparent ability to rationally plan their actions and
choose their leader before they set out to plunder and destroy.

The apes are described as evil creatures who maim and kill just for pleas-
ure. There are some exceptions: “cultivated” monkeys, who are tamed by
humans and used for their benefit. But even these have an “evil heart,” and
try their best to act against their masters; only fear of punishment keeps them
from doing so. Human wisdom (hokhmah) and intelligence (tevunah) finally
conquers these “crooks,” tempting them to fall into a trap (Ya‘alin
1864:168).

Further, the orangutang in Borneo is described as “king of the apes,” with
great might, but also as the “man of the woods” (ha’adam haya’ari), walk-
ing on two legs and perhaps “with thoughts and feelings just like yours in his
heart.” Nevertheless, he is also an accomplished robber. In contrast, the
mandrill is pictured as a lazy coward. But the orangutang, once again, is a
mighty warrior, whose courage and cunning one simply must admire.

Finally, the author delivers a eulogy for modern science, for overcoming
the tales told by 17th century “researchers” (hoqrim), before the “sun of
knowledge” (shemesh hada‘at) had risen, when fantasy stories were in-
vented about apes, “after their species” (leminehem), attacking neighbouring
humans and begetting hybrid progeny with them. But now these false stories
have disappeared before “the rays of the light of knowledge” (qarnei ’or
hada‘at). Wise men of science have now proven that humans are superior to
all other creatures. This holds true even for the “hottentots” of Mozambique,
who are at the very bottom of the ladder among the wise and intelligent be-
ings. Only man can perceive the “wisdom” (hokhmato) of the universe, its
“unfathomable greatness and goodness” (gedulo vetuvo le’ein heqer)
(Ya‘alin 1864:184).

To sum up, we discern in this text the following features:
Discourses: Despite the subject, which would intuitively invite an evolu-
tionary discourse, it is the (L) enlightenment discourse that dominates, with
signifiers such as “sun of knowledge” (shemesh hada’at), “the rays of the
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light of knowledge” (qarnei ’or hada‘at) and a very positive evaluation of
science. The (E) evolutionary discourse is weakly articulated in the begin-
ning of the text through the employment of the concept of “species,” and
what appears as a description of a “struggle for existence” – a term never
employed in the text, though – between apes and men or “savages” (shivtei
perai). Initially, the outcome of this struggle does not seem so certain, but
then the superior intellect of man takes the upper hand, as the (L) enlighten-
ment discourse again overshadows the possible traces of evolutionism. The
expression “after their species” (leminehem) is actually from Genesis, and
although it does not necessarily have a religious significance here, it might
signal an implicit opposition to the idea of “transformism,” the idea of one
species changing into another. The (R) religious discourse is in this text (as
in H2) articulated at the end through an implicit argument from design, by
means of signifiers such as “wisdom” (hokhmato) of the universe, its “unfa-
thomable greatness and goodness” (gedulo vetuvo le’ein heqer).
Explicit citations and references, whether external or internal, are absent in
the text (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: As with H1 and H2, the fact that the article is published in
a Hebrew journal implies that the author is addressing internal readers, pri-
marily among secular Jews of moderate maskilic inclination, although at the
end there may be an attempt to also appeal to a religious audience.

Isomorphisms: The idea of a “ladder” or hierarchy of human races with
different levels of wisdom or intelligence is in all likelihood imported from
Europe (Germany), as is also undoubtedly the vague notion of a ‘struggle for
existence’ between man and ape, implicit in the text. The enlightenment
imagery, which also carries some religious significance, might well come
from internal, classic Judaic sources. Whether of external or internal origin,
the possible isomorphisms appear to be mimetic rather than coercive, since,
as with H1 and H2, the text otherwise seems to be more or less “self-
sufficient” and “proactive” in its general enlightenment mission, unham-
pered by external constraints (Q7).

Purpose: The purpose seems to be primarily educational, expressing an en-
lightenment mission, possibly with some religious significance as well (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through enlighten-
ment metaphors such as “the light of knowledge”. Otherwise analogies and
metaphors are relatively scarcely employed in this text (Q1, Q2).
- There is no clear sign of any ambition to balance interests through media-
tion between internal and external readers here, as the text is addressed ex-
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clusively to internal readers. If there is any mediation in the text, it is rather
between secular and religious Jews (Q5).

H4. (Lewy 1874): Toldot Adam: the Origins of Man
This essay, first published in Smolenskin’s Hebrew journal Hashahar in
Vienna 1874, is unique in its direct address to Charles Darwin as the creator
of the theory of evolution. The author, Naphtali Lewy from Radom, Poland,
sent a copy to Darwin in 1876, together with a laudatory covering letter, in
which the man who wrote Origin of species is hailed as

the Lord, the Prince, who “stands for an ensign of the people” (Isa. xi. 10),
the Investigator of the generation, the “bright son of the morning” (Isa. xiv.
12), Charles Darwin, may he live long! ... Prince of Wisdom

(Darwin 1903:365f, letter 277)

The aim of Lewy’s work was, according to the same letter, “to teach the
children of my people, the seed of Jacob, the Torah (instruction) which thou
hast given for an inheritance to all the nations of the earth” (Darwin
1903:366). Lewy further expresses his confidence that

when my people perceive that thy view has by no means “gone astray” (Num.
v. 12, 19, etc.) from the Torah of God, they will hold thy name in the highest
reverence, and “will at the same time glorify the God of Israel” (Isa. xxix.
23).

(ibid.)

Lewy fully embraced the idea of physical, biological and human evolution,
all considered to be already inherent in the Torah, Talmud and Midrash. By
ingenuous interpretation of Hebrew terms like terem (“not yet”), ma’aseh
(“actions”), and nefesh hayyah (“living soul”), and through references to
carefully selected rabbinical sources he honestly believed he had reconciled
Scripture with the theory of evolution and the antiquity of the Earth it re-
quired (cf. Dodson 2000:5f). The struggle for existence between humans and
other animals he found present already in the Garden of Eden. Evolution
itself acquires a moral dimension with Lewy, since he uses the Hebrew term
hishtalmut, the ordinary meaning of which is “perfecting oneself,” to denote
evolution, lacking a contemporary Hebrew expression for the concept (Lewy
1874:6). This was not unique for Lewy, however. The idea of evolution as a
process of perfection was prevalent at the time, as we have seen in several of
the other source texts.

In the beginning of this work, the enlightenment discourse is conspicu-
ously dominant, articulated by means of common metaphors of darkness and
light and an abundance of terms for wisdom, science, knowledge, under-
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standing, intelligence etc.184 Acquiring this knowledge for Lewy in itself
becomes an instance of “evolution,” of hishtalmut. However, it is made clear
that this knowledge is not for “the general multitude of seekers and to those
who boast of their gift of intelligence,” but should be reserved for “those few
survivors bestowed with understanding and intelligence in overflowing
measure,” who still rest firm in their religious beliefs, “these who have come
forth from darkness unto light, standing on the mountain of the LORD with
the staff of God in their hand, solitary survivors of the people of the LORD”
(Lewy 1874:3f). The implied reader is evidently thought of as belonging to
an elite of Jewish intellectuals, specially prepared for this knowledge. Lewy
refers to “the elect of wisdom and Nazirites of insight from birth who were
called to officiate in the temple of wisdom” (ibid.) At the same time he ap-
peals to the potential reader by seeking religious legitimacy for his outspo-
kenness on these matters:

not in visions and riddles shall I here speak with you. And this is the right
way, and the path to our God the God of Truth, from the day of the beginning
of prophecy

(Lewy 1874:5)

Each of the following chapters is introduced by a quote from the rabbis of
old, primarily from the classic sources of midrashim, commentaries on the
Tanakh. The object of seeking legitimacy for his mission is evident, when
Lewy states that these rabbinic introductions

justify in their times that which we shall place before you in the coming
chapters and this is a secret of the LORD to those who fear Him

(Lewy 1874:5)

The enlightenment discourse is present throughout the chapters that follow,
through metaphors of light and dark and the elevation of man, who by means
of science has acquired knowledge of the laws of nature. It is through this
same science and the laws of nature that man attains perfection of his soul
(Lewy 1874:6).

Thus, the moral dimension of evolution and enlighthenment permeates
Lewy’s thought. The purpose of studying natural history, and indirectly of
his own work, he describes as one of learning about man’s “ascent on the
ladder of improvement, creation and perfection,” thereby getting the reader
to “see the hidden portions of the the teaching of nature revealed in the To-
rah.” The religious discourse is constantly intervening with that of enlight-
enment, e.g. in remarks on the Torah as having “surpassed the boundaries of

                                
184 It should be noted, though, that Lewy often uses the same term, hokhmah, for both ‘sci-
ence’ and for ‘wisdom’ in a more traditional, general sense. A modern concept of science was
yet to be invented in Hebrew at this time. (cf. translator’s note, Lewy 1874:3).
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the discovered and known laws of nature as of this day” (Lewy 1874:7).
Partly, at least, the religious references seem to serve as a shield covering the
unorthodox message, as for example when Lewy states his mission and
method:

we shall try to inquire of our beloved Torah, we sons of Jacob ... as to how
creation took place by itself and natural science in the essence of its myster-
ies. And the road to this inquiry, by itself, [lies] in the understanding of those
who wrote our Torah, which is the aim of all our toil, therefore it is not our
desire to bewilder and confuse our reader [lit., “confuse our essay”] with the
words of our forebears known even to us, for the ornament of the methods of
the first [to delve into these subjects], you will see with the eye of your intel-
ligence — there will be dovetailed references in our book

(Lewy 1874:8)

Here we see Lewy overthrowing, in passing, without making much fuss
about it, the orthodox view of Torat mishamayim, the Torah as something
given from heaven directly by God and handed down, word by word, to
Moses on Sinai. At the same time he addresses the implied reader as some-
one who knows the classic Judaic sources sufficiently well, and not needing
the references spelled out in full every time they appear in the text. Making
this reservation, the author as it appears tries to assure the reader, by ap-
pealing to his intelligence, that although at times there may be no explicit
references in the text, there is implicit support within the Jewish tradition for
the theoretical conclusions that follow. To further reassure the suspicious
religious reader, he professes that “we shall pass upon the kings’ highway,
walking along the eternal pathway of our Torah” (Lewy 1874:8).

Nevertheless, it is clearly the enlightenment discourse that dominates as
Lewy takes on the evolution of the universe with the stars, describing such
phenomena as the aberration of light, with references to contemporary as-
tronomers such as Bradley and Bessel. Already the “great and lofty law of
the speed of light” is acknowledged as evidence that the universe is much
more ancient than what “our forefathers” believed when they estimated the
time of creation (Lewy 1874:13). The awe expressed before the speed of
light, coming “to teach us the equivalence of space and time,” clearly takes
on a quasi-religious dimension in itself, in the description of this law as “the
key to most of the sublime knowledge and discoveries in our times” (Lewy
1874:14).

It humbles us to acknowledge “that we cannot give a measure and a value
to the number of days the world has existed,” to “measure the insignificance
of our attainments, and the minuteness of our being and our existence in the
universe” (Lewy 1874:14). The humbleness that science imposes on us even
has Lewy recognize that out in this “far-flung universe” there “doubtless
exist creatures far better than ourselves, and their attainments no doubt
greater and firmer than ours” (Lewy 1874:15). The speed of light acquires
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even a more direct religious significance for the author, as “the great teacher
who will enlighten our eyes to conceive [of] creation in general, and will
portray in our minds that which is called the Ancient of Days and of No
Place” (Lewy 1874:15), the two latter in fact being kabbalistic concepts for
the Divine. Upon this immediately follows a reference to the “method of
reduction” to which pointed “Rabbi Yehuda.” Most likely by this is meant
the compiler of the Mishnah, rabbi Yehuda Ha-Nasi (about 200 C.E.), who is
believed by some kabbalists to be the author of the main work of kabbalah,
the Zohar (more probably authored by Moshe de Léon from Gerona, in 1280
C.E.). It is not entirely clear whether Lewy himself should be considered a
kabbalist, or whether he is only using these concepts to legitimize his own
effort.

The imagery of light that is very much present in the kabbalistic tradition
seems to fit very well with his own mission of enlightenment. Eventually,
Lewy refers directly to “the study of the science of nature” as, in his opinion,
“the foundation of the Kabbalah, which hid the studies of sciences such as
astronomy and its studies in secrets of tractates of the Mishnah and parts of
such tractates.” In a footnote there are references to the Zohar, and in the text
there is again mention of rabbi Yehuda and the Midrash.

The author relies to a large extent on German naturalists, interspersing the
Hebrew text with German scientific terms such as Atome, Stoffwechsel, En-
ergie, Kolensaure. For all his great respect for science, Lewy clearly ac-
knowledges, “much remains to be discovered, which for scientists remains a
secret and a mystery” (Lewy 1874:18). He refrains from delving deeply into
the essentially philosophical questions of the foundations of force and mat-
ter, but nevertheless finds the evidence of science pointing to a single great
force, a unity of origin for all different forces. (Obviously, this line of
thinking resembles the “positivist” argument later used by people like Sim-
chowitz and Lur’e.) He observes the forces of attraction present between
elementary particles and in electro-magnetism and sees “one force existing
in everything that exists” and takes as witnesses “the celebrated scientist
Bernstein (may his light shine!)” and “the researcher Pohl who with the
greatness of his diligence and the fineness of his study showed all that elec-
tro-magnetism is the source of the force which moves heavenly bodies”
(Lewy 1874:20).

The most conspicuous external reference in the text, however, is Darwin
himself. From chapter five on to the end there are no less than seventeen
direct references to Darwin or Darwinism in the essay. At the end of the text
Darwin’s final remark in the Origin of Species is quoted, in a German trans-
lation from 1872. Here it is made to serve as evidence of Lewy’s interpreta-
tion of the theory of evolution as being fully consistent with religion and the
Torah. In the original, the passage quoted reads:
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There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been
originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that,
whilst this planet has gone circling on according to the fixed law of gravity,
from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful
have been, and are being evolved.

(Darwin 1872; cf. Lewy 1874:87f)185

Through this quote, and the whole essay, Lewy obviously hopes to counter-
act the materialist interpretation of Darwin among

the youth of our generation ... those who do not praise the faith of the Crea-
tor, and believe only in matter ... and do not know that the theory of Darwin-
ism only broadens the limits of knowledge of the creation, and it ascribes
high attainment to the sublime Creator

(Lewy 1874:90f)

In order to infer the harmony between the Torah and Darwin’s theory, Lewy
uses ingenious interpretation, for example to show the animal origin of man
as expressed in the Torah through the concept for humans nefesh hayyah,
usually translated as “living soul,” but where the second part, hayyah is also
used in the Bible to denote an “animal” or “beast.”

Evolution is conceived of by Lewy as a process of perfection, through the
ascent on some kind of scale or ladder. Thus, evolution acquires a clear
moral and even religious implication. The word for ascent is ‘aliyah, which
is also used for someone who is honoured by being called up to the Torah in
the synagogue.186

Interestingly, though, just like Kropotkin, who as we know opposed Darwin
in certain respects, Lewy held migration to be a driving force in evolution,
again perceived as a process of “improvement” or “perfection” of the spe-
cies. Perhaps, this was also a way of saying that the peregrinations of the
Jewish people had not been in vain, but actually served a purpose:

It is known now to natural scientists that the [capacity to] migrate and to
change [one’s] place [or “position”] makes all creatures more perfect and
brings them to [a] higher and more respected status [literally, “step”], and
movement and change of place show us that these creatures fought the war of
movement in their lands for their souls and their lives [or, “for their living
souls”] and were compelled for their existence to leave the place and evolved
in the new place and gave birth to offspring more perfected than themselves.

(Lewy 1874:61)

                                
185 Lewy could not have used the first edition of Origin of Species (1859) in the same way,
since “the Creator” is absent in the final remark of that  edition.
186 ‘Aliyah further has a “nationalist” significance, since it is also used for the act of immi-
grates to the land of Israel. However, it is unclear whether it was commonly used in that sense
also at the time of Lewy’s writing.
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Following upon this statement Lewy musters ample evidence in support of
the “great law of migration” from internal Jewish sources such as “the wise
Rabbi our teacher Shlomo Rabin (may his light shine!),” who in an article in
Hashahar 1871 purportedly proved that the Garden of Eden in fact was in
India.

Although there are no direct references, there is reason to believe that Sim-
chowitz had learned from Lewy when he published his work Der Positivis-
mus in Mosaismus in 1880, also in Vienna, six years after the first publica-
tion of Toldot Adam in Hashahar. The methods employed in both cases of
reinterpretation of Biblical terms and careful selection of rabbinical and clas-
sical Judaic sources to support the arguments are very similar.

Lewy’s text is lengthy and written in a somewhat florid style; we will have
to content ourselves now with the following observations of:
Discourses: The essay is genuinely interdiscursive, with the (E) evolution-
ary discourse dominating, but sharing space generously with (L) enlighten-
ment, and (R) religious discourses, articulated by means of key concepts
(signifiers), such as:
(E): evolution / improvement / perfection (hishtalmut), struggle for existence
(Kampf um’s Dasein), species, transformation;
(L): enlightenment, light, science, wisdom;
(R): Torah, Talmud, Midrash, God, Divine, Providence, Creator.
Citations likewise serve to articulate both evolutionary, enlightenment and
religious discourses. The internal references abound with classic Judaic
sources: Torah, Midrash, Talmud, Rabbi Yehuda [Hanasi]. Testimonials
from non-Jewish third parties and references to external sources are also
frequent. Among them are found e.g.: Bradley, Bessel (both astronomers),
Darwin, Franklin, Haeckel, Humboldt, Lessing, Karl Müller, and Karl Rit-
ter. The testimony of Bernstein is used as scientific evidence, primarily, but
could be considered an “internal” reference, through his Jewish origin, with
a potentially stronger persuasive power among Jewish readers than other
scientists (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is obviously addressing primarily internal
readers among an elite of enlightened, religious Jews.

Isomorphisms: The introductions to each chapter through quotes from rab-
binic sources such as the Midrash Rabbah might be seen as signs of mimetic
isomorphism, as a way of rendering legitimacy to his endeavour in the eyes
of religious, orthodox readers, as Lewy himself seems to confess:

The intelligent [person] who loves to gaze upon spirituality and the ancient
scriptures shall easily find according to our preface a sublime and exalted
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idea [...] at the beginning of our true words, wherein we have placed as an in-
dication of our desire and in which are included introductions of the Rabbis
noted in our books and which justify in their time that which we shall place
before you in the coming chapters and this is a secret of the LORD to those
who fear Him which the wise [...] will soon find and this is the light which
separates from darkness, and the profit [...] of knowledge.

(Lewy 1874:5)

Purpose: The purpose of the essay (Q6) seems to be genuinely one of en-
lightenment, and reconciliation between science and religion, as is stated
quite clearly in the text:

we wish to show that there is no contradiction between the sayings of our
forefathers and those of the science of our generation […] and to show that
even our Torah which precedes [them] in degree and in time, opened in the
beginning to clarify [the subject of] creation, as at this time the wise men of
the generation have interpreted, and even the first rabbis became wise intelli-
gent and understanding [as to] its sayings and at what its words hinted, and
they too in the ways of science threw precious light on its texts.

(Lewy 1874:46)

As is expressed elsewhere in the text, the ambition is apparently to explain in
particular to the Jewish youth, those in danger of assimilation and seculari-
zation, that they do not have to make a choice between either science or Ju-
daism – it is possible to embrace them both at the same time, and still be in
line with Jewish tradition.

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground (Q1) with the intended readers is assumed through a fa-
miliarity with the classic sources of Judaism and a recognition of Biblical
terms; otherwise they would hardly be used even in the explanation of natu-
ral phenomena, as in the following example, where the Biblical concept
‘ezer kenegdo (“help meet”) occurs out of context; in Genesis it used to de-
scribe the mate that Adam needed:

With the discovery of the New World, an entire new family in the vegetable
kingdom was discovered. Nature by itself raises a controlling hand over these
families, it does not wait till man comes to be a “help meet” for it, but it
gradually guides these who come out of its loins, transfers and leads family
[after] family from [one] end of the world to [the other] end

(Lewy 1874:38)

- Analogies and metaphors of light and darkness from enlightenment dis-
courses abound, and others also occur, such as that of the teaching offered
compared to the nourishment given by “a mother hovering over her fledg-
lings, giving food to her chicks, and life to the brood under her” (Lewy
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1874:5). Technical, scientific and religious terms are also relatively frequent
(Q2).
- There seems to be no real balancing of interests through mediation between
internal and external here, as the essay is obviously addressed almost exclu-
sively to an internal audience (already through the choice of language). The
fact that Lewy actually sent his essay also to Charles Darwin does little to
alter this observation. The possible balancing of interest that might be traced
in the text is essentially internal, between secular and religious interests
(Q5).
- Although the text can be seen as an essentially religious, yet favourable
commentary on modern science in general, and on the work of Charles Dar-
win in particular, since the issue was hardly a pressing one within the Jewish
community at the time (thus, we spot no coercive isomorphism here), it ap-
pears to be more proactive than purely reactive (Q7).

5.3 Jewish authors in general Russian sources

JR1. (Tsion 1878): Origin of man according to Haeckel
This lengthy essay, entitled Proiskhozhdenie cheloveka po Gekkeliu was
published in Russkii vestnik 1878 (no. 1), by the former professor of physi-
ology at St. Petersburg Medical-Surgical Academy, Ili’a Tsion (1842-1910).
Tsion was born in a Jewish family in Lithuania. He had his medical educa-
tion from Warsaw, Kiev and Berlin. Due to student unrest directed against
him, Tsion was forced to leave his chair in St. Petersburg 1875, before this
article was written. As a scientist he was very productive and wrote many
articles in international scientific journals. In Russia he also wrote for the
influential conservative journal Russkii vestnik, under its editor Katkov.
Later Tsion also contributed regularly to Katkov’s Moskovskie vedomosti.
Tsion was a convinced monarchist and his political views in general were
very conservative.

The article in Russkii vestnik 1878 was written in Paris 1877. It has a
German epigraph from Karl von Baer, the noted embryologist, who as we
remember had published severe criticism of Haeckel. The epigraph, how-
ever, is aimed to give an unbiased impression in its description of science in
general as something infinite (endlos in ihrer Aufgabe) and universal (uner-
messlich in ihrem Umfang). It is in this spirit that Tsion’s article begins,
discussing the mission of popular science as something that should be useful
(poleznyi) to society and that should answer the needs of the human soul for
knowledge and “truth” (istina). In the same enlightenment vein a number of
“artists” (khudozhniki) within the field of popular science are mentioned –
Humboldt, Arago, von Baer, Tyndall and Huxley.
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The enlightenment discourse is articulated in the introduction of the arti-
cle by means of the metaphor of science as a battlefield, a “struggle”
(bor’ba) against “ignorance” (nevezhestvo) and “superstition” (sueverie), in
which it is compelling for the “scientific conscience” (nauchnaia sovest’) to
rightly choose its “weapons” (oruzhie). This means also being prepared to
acknowledge still existing “gaps” (probely) in our scientific knowledge of
the world by boldly stating, as did Du Bois-Reymond with his ignorabimus
in 1872, that we do not know yet. Far from that ideal, according to Tsion, we
find Haeckel, who is likened to a “marketplace charlatan (iarmarochnyi
sharlatan), offering elixirs able to cure every illness (bolezni), existing or
non-existing,” and as such always draws bigger crowds than the “honest and
wise doctor” (dobrosovestnyi i blagorazumnyi vrach) (Tsion 1878:7).

Contrasting Haeckel with Darwin, Tsion presents the latter as a “first
class scientist” who gave a “new impulse” to zoology and botany through his
“broader and more fruitful ways of research.” However, “Darwin’s enor-
mous merits in no way prevented serious scientists from seeing also the
weak parts of his theory,” e.g. the “absence of any evidence of real transfor-
mations of organs under the influence of natural selection” (Tsion 1878:12).

Tsion presents Darwin’s theory as consisting of four main parts, 1) the
“struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), 2) “natural selection”
(estestvennyi otbor), 3) “adaptation to environment” (prinorovlenie k okruz-
hauishchei srede), 4) “hereditary transfer” (nasledstvennaia peredacha) of
innate or acquired properties. The two latter, 3 and 4, are described in a way
that more accurately seem to fit Lamarckism than Darwinism. Furthermore,
Tsion gives the reader the impression that all four of these elements are of
equal importance, without distinction between cause and effect. Nor does he
mention the all important original slight differences between individuals of
the same species on which natural selection operates.

Tsion points out that Darwin was not the first to try to explain the origin
of species by means of gradual transformation; he points to Lamarck, and
long before that he even finds the rudiments of Darwin’s view with Aristotle
and Hippocrates. He obviously misconstrues Darwin’s theory as necessarily
entailing inheritance of acquired properties. Rather degradingly he portrays
Darwinism as an “extremely witty” (kraine ostroumnuiu) theory which for
the moment best satisfies the demands of “progressive science,” but the con-
clusions of which “no serious scientist” would ever imagine to compare on
an equal level with the law of gravitation, for instance (Tsion 1878:13).

However, Darwin according to Tsion has the great merit of acknowledg-
ing himself the weaknesses of his theory. Not so with Haeckel, who appears
as some kind of “prophet” (propovednik) or “apostle” (apostol), to whom
truth comes through “inspiration” (vdokhnovenie) and whose mission it is to
spread the doctrine of Darwin, making lavish use of “the weapons of fanat-
ics,” such as “scolding and damnation,” not disregarding “prophetic predic-
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tion” (prorocheskimi predskazaniiami) either (Tsion 1878:14). Clearly, in
this passage a “religious” discourse is articulated in an ironic, negative sense.

Further, references to Gwyn Jeffreys, Helmholtz, Semler, Virchow, Vogt
et al. are used to testify against Haeckel, while the positive mention of Du
Bois Reymond keeps recurring in the text. Haeckel is even accused of a
“rape” (nasilovanie) of comparative anatomy and embryology, using these
sciences for his own purposes and distorting facts (Tsion 1878:37). Building
his system on pure deduction, not through induction from a number of real
observations, Haeckel’s theory cannot even be allowed as a scientific hy-
pothesis, as Helmholz testifies (Tsion 1878:46). This concerns in particular
Haeckel’s so called “biogenetic law,” the idea that ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny, and that phylogeny therefore should be founded uniquely on
ontogeny. This, Tsion concludes, is not a law, but only a “prescription”
(retsept) Haeckel made up for writing his “anthropogeny” (Tsion 1878:69).

The final word is given to Helmholz, from Das Denken in der Medicin
(1877). Thus, it ends with pessimistic note that there will always be people,
even a majority, prepared to uncritically believe the hypotheses of a few
other people with too much self-esteem, imagining that they can immedi-
ately solve through their own genius problems that can only be solved
through hard work by humankind together.

Tsion’s article is signed: Paris, October 1877.

Discourses: (E) Evolutionary and (L) enlightenment / scientific discourses
dominate the text, with a digression of an attack on Haeckel employing (R)
religious language in a highly ironic way. Among the key concepts (signifi-
ers) :
(E): “origin of man” (proizkhozhdenie cheloveka), “origin of species” (pro-
izkhozhdenie vidov), transformation, Darwinism, “struggle for existence”
(bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), “natural selection” (estestvennyi otbor), “ad-
aptation to environment” (prinorovlenie k okruzhauishchei srede), “heredi-
tary transfer” (nasledstvennaia peredacha) etc.;
(L): “useful” (poleznyi), truth (istina), “ignorance” (nevezhestvo), “supersti-
tion” (sueverie), “scientific conscience” (nauchnaia sovest’).
(R): “prophet” (propovednik), “apostle” (apostol), inspiration” (vdokhnove-
nie).
Citations and references to positively valued scientists such as Arago, von
Baer, Bernouilli, Cuvier, Du Bois Reymond (quoted in German), Helmholtz,
Humboldt, Huxley, Linneaus, John Stuart Mill, Tyndall, serve on the one
hand an (L) enlightenment discourse, while other names of both friends and
foes articulate foremost the (E) evolutionary discourse, e.g. Agassiz, Car-
tefage, Darwin, Haeckel, Lamarck, Virchow, Vogt et. al. There is also a
quote, in Latin, from Molière’s Le malade imaginaire, here used for ridicul-
ing Haeckel (Q3, Q4).
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Implied readers: The author is addressing implied readers among a science-
literate, intellectually advanced general Russian reading public. Some
French, Latin and German expressions and single words also occur in the
text, restricting its accessibility for the general reader. No particular “Jewish
considerations” are found in the text, as expected.

Isomorphisms: No obvious signs of isomorphism were detected in the text;
the high esteem of science in itself and values such as “accuracy” (tochnost’)
etc. appear natural to a former professional scientist.

Purpose: The purpose is stated simply in the text as a “critical analysis” of
Haeckel’s doctrine, which “thanks to its scientific disguise” has acquired
many adherents as of late (Tsion 1878:9); the aim seems to be to discredit
Haeckel, and thereby, indirectly, cause doubt about at least parts of Darwin’s
theory (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through at least
some acquaintance with scientific terms, names of contemporary scientists
and some knowledge of French, German and Latin (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors from the marketplace, medicine and the military
are used among others, e.g. “marketplace charlatan (iarmarochnyi sharla-
tan),  “elixirs able to cure every illness” (bolezni), “honest and wise doctor”
(dobrosovestnyi i blagorazumnyi vrach), “weapons” (oruzhie). Technical
scientific terms are abundant and only occasionally explained (Q2).
- There is no detectable balancing of interests through mediation between
internal and external here (Q5).
- As a kind of review, the article is essentially reactive to Haeckel’s work
and the popularity it enjoyed (Q7).

JR2. (Gol’dshtein 1896): Life and dead matter – an anti-vitalist plea
This essay, entitled “The living and the dead” („Zhivoe i mertvoe“ – with
German quotation marks in the original), was written by Mikhail Iulevich
Gol’dshtein, or Goldstein (1853-1905). It was published in the popular sci-
entific journal Mir Bozhii 1896 (no. 4). The article is an elaborate argument
against vitalism, which was becoming fashionable within biology at the end
of the century.

Mikhail Goldstein was from a Jewish family in Odessa. His elder brother
Eduard was a renowned concerto pianist, conductor and teacher at the con-
servatory in St. Petersburg. Mikhail, like his brother, received his university
education in Germany, but within medicine and chemistry. After finishing
his studies, he became privat-docent in theoretical and physical chemistry at
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the University of St. Petersburg in 1891. Many of his articles were published
in Russian, German and French scientific journals. Under his penname
Cardanus he also wrote for the newspaper Novosti. In 1901 he was forced to
discontinue his lectures and was deported to Arkhangelsk, for “political rea-
sons.” He was cruelly beaten to death by the “Blackhundreds” (Chernoso-
tentsy) in 1905, during a demonstration after the Manifesto of 17 October
that year (Manifest ob usovershenstvovanii gosudarstvennogo poriadka). In
a way, the life and fate of Mikhail Goldstein could be seen as a paradigmatic
example of the fully assimilated Russian Jew – or so he might have thought
of himself. It is at least very difficult to find any traces of his Jewishness in
this source text.

In an introductory note to the article, the publishers state some reserva-
tions regarding the “antivitalism” of Goldstein, counting on the reader to
evaluate the importance of the arguments put forward in the text. The editors
also remark that pure science, the object of which is simply finding the truth
(istina), is always ethical (nravstvenna).

Against this background then, Goldstein holds his plea for the still open
possibility of a not so sharp border between living and dead matter. He refers
to vitalism and its notion of a particular “foundation of life” (zhiznennago
nachala) or “life force” (zhiznennoi sily), somehow inherent in the “living
protoplasma” and non-reducible to natural physical and chemical processes,
as a kind of “mysticism,” a term used recurrently in a pejorative sense. From
the beginning and throughout the text an enlightenment discourse is care-
fully articulated, without much noise, but is still visible through the negative
use of signifiers like “mysticism,” “spiritists,” “dark” etc. and the corre-
sponding positive use of labels like “rational,” “scientific,” etc. References
to a number of contemporary scientists occur in the text. Some of them, like
the prominent botanist I. P. Borodin, are of vitalist persuasion. Another ref-
erence, Théodore de Saussure, author of Recherches chimiques sur la vege-
tation (1804), although cited by Borodin as an example of a good vitalist
researcher, is actually quoted by Goldstein as evidence against vitalism, as
denying the necessity of assuming a particular “creative force” to explain the
origin of “leach” (zola) in plants. Among the more prominent names of sci-
entists that occur in the text are those of Louis Pasteur and Hugo de Vries;
others that occur are Pouchet, Montegazza and Musset. Somewhat reluc-
tantly Goldstein seems prepared to acknowledge at least a temporary victory
for Pasteur in the controversy with Pouchet 1859-64 on the possibility of
spontaneous generation.

Goldstein’s basic argument is that the complexity of life should not in it-
self be taken as an indication of a “life force,” but only as evidence of our
present lack of knowledge of fundamental processes. He also argues that
logically, the burden of proof is not upon those denying the existence of a
particular life force, but rather on those affirming it (Gol’dshtein 1896:4n).
Goldstein proposes instead that life scientists should focus on simpler, non-
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living elements and study, for example, the formation of salt crystals, to get
a better understanding of the possible development of organisms. He rejects
the idea that there are fundamental differences between living organisms and
mineral crystals regarding properties such as “heterogeny” (neodnorodnost’)
and “growth” (rost). Concerning the latter he borrows legitimacy from Lin-
naeus, quoted in Latin as saying “mineralia crescunt,” i.e. minerals grow,
just like living organisms (Gol’dshtein 1896:12).

Growth, according to Goldstein, is something that pertains rather to the
age or the environment of an object, be it an organism or a mineral. It is well
known that most living organisms cease to grow at a certain point in their
life. A mineral crystal, put in the proper environment, will grow both in
weight and volume under an indefinite period of time. Statistical figures are
given from experiments undertaken by Goldstein, in one case with the help
of D. I. Mendeleev (whose name offers further legitimacy to Goldstein’s
cause). The figures show that small crystals grow much faster than larger
ones – just as is the case with all young living organisms, whether they are
plants or animals.

In the same way, Goldstein tries to show further that even for typical
properties of living organisms such as “feeding” (pitanie) and “reproduc-
tion” (razmnozhenii), these are also properties of mineral crystals. Of course,
there is no “sexual” reproduction among crystals, but the same holds true for
many living organisms as well. Other forms of reproduction, through an
“embryo” (zarodysh), by “division” (delenie) or “budding” (pochkovanie),
are shared by mineral crystals and living organisms alike. The author de-
scribes how a crystal put from outside into a proper solution of salt actually
“plays … the role of a parent” (rol’ roditelia) to many new smaller crystals
formed from it (Gol’dshtein 1896:17). Crystals also share with simple living
organisms an elementary “psychological” property, such as “excitability”
(razdrazhimost’), defined as the ability of the object to change as a response
to a mechanical, physical or chemical exciting agent, not only at the point of
actual contact, but also in remote part of the object. In this context Goldstein
also refers to the experiments of the German crystallographer Frankenheim
(1801-1869).

Goldstein finally endeavours to show that the “struggle for existence”
(bor’ba za sushchestvovanie) is no less fierce among mineral crystals than
among plants, for instance. In the world of crystals, “reigns a law of crude
force (zakon gruboi sily) in its most elementary manifestation.”  It is a world
in which “in the absence of sufficient amounts of food, the big ones eat the
small ones and grow at their expense,” just as among trees where the
stronger plants “destroy” (gubiat) the smaller ones (Gol’dshtein 1896:20).
Yes, Goldstein asks rhetorically, does not the same occur also in the world of
animals, including human beings? The difference is just that the struggle is
more complicated, but nevertheless, even there individuals dying in the
struggle for existence are finally eaten by the “winners” (pobediteliami);
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“one human eats up also another human like himself (chelovek s’edaet i sebe
zhe podobnago cheloveka), only in a more delicate way” (Gol’dshtein
1896:21). The remains of the dead are broken down after burial, and eventu-
ally come to serve as fertilizer of the soil, thus contributing to the nourish-
ment of the children of the victors in the struggle for existence – that is the
somewhat skewed reasoning Goldstein uses to explain his provocative
statement.

The author goes on to describe another form of “struggle for existence” in
the world of crystals, called “pseudomorphosis,” where foreign matter as it
were “attacks” (napadaiut) a ready-made crystal, “dislodges” (vytesnit) it
and takes over its form.

The text on the whole is replete with technical, scientific terms, like “os-
motic pressure,” “isotonic coefficients,” etc., with only a few of them ex-
plained, like Pasteur’s “panspermism,” “excitability,” or “pseudomorpho-
sis.” Goldstein assumes a certain familiarity with scientific terminology on
the part of his public, and with the great names of science and learning, as
might be expected from the readership of an advanced popular science jour-
nal.

Towards the end the author deplores the vitalist propensity to explain
facts of the life of simpler organisms as somehow testifying about their “ra-
tionality” (razumnosti) and “purposefulness” (tselesoobraznosti). Among
those propounding these notions he finds professors Bunge in Bern and Os-
car Hertwig (1849-1922), Berlin. Hertwig, German zoologist who had stud-
ied under Haeckel, later opposed the element of chance in Darwinism, nota-
bly in his main theoretical work Das Werden der Organismen, eine
Widerlegung der Darwinschen Zufallslehre (Jena, 1916). Goldstein does not
take up the discussion of the role of chance in evolution here, but he is
amazed that biologists like Hertwig in their studies even of individual cells
resort to notions of “rationality” instead of seeking simpler explanations in
molecular physics, with which they seem often unfamiliar.

After an excursion into the evolutionary discourse, with the discussion on
the “struggle for existence,” the enlightenment discourse surfaces again
towards the end in a sharp note directed against Borodin, for ignoring “the
most characteristic period in the history and culture of France, through his
demeaning description of Lamettrie, whose mechanist treatise L’homme-
machine according to Goldstein belongs in the same great tradition as the
works of Diderot and Robinet (Gol’dshtein 1896:25). Other heroes of a
glorious past mentioned in the same page (but not in the same note) are
Leonardo da Vinci, Laplace, Gauss et al.

At the very end of the essay it is the idea of unity in nature that comes to
the fore:

The conviction of a unity of all forces in nature, unity of the universe, unity
of matter, uttered already by the Eleatic school through Plato’s “Parmenides,”
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has perhaps moved natural science much further ahead than all Greek phi-
losophy with Aristotle at its head, since it gave a true guiding thread for the
study of nature, and  “all is one, one is all” is the human foundation laid
down for the study of the universe and the forces working within it.

(Gol’dshtein 1896:33)

Note the striking similarity here with the reasoning of Lur’e (1881), except
that the theological element is completely absent here. Apparently we find in
Goldstein a convinced monist, perhaps also a positivist (although no obvious
positivist references, e.g. to Comte, are found in the text). In any case, the
text is written by someone who, whether by choice or chance, gives no indi-
cation whatsoever of his Jewish heritage.

Summing up, we find in this text the following:
Discourses: The text is dominated by a general scientific discourse, part of
which are the (L) enlightenment and (E) evolutionary discourses, articulated
by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as (L): “mysticism,” “dark,”
“rational,” “scientific”;  (E):  “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchest-
vovanie), “law of crude force “(zakon gruboi sily), “purposefulness” (tsele-
soobraznosti)
Citations and references are used both to articulate the (L) enlightenment
discourse through mention of prestigious names such as Diderot, Gauss,
Laplace, Leonardo da Vinci, Linnaeus, Mendeleev, but also to name
adversaries of what is perceived as a vitalist inclination such as Borodin,
Bunge, Hertwig. The name of Pasteur might actually belong to both catego-
ries; apparently it already carried too much prestige for Goldstein to confront
the famous French scientist head on. Then there are other names, which were
appropriated to support Goldstein’s cause, such as De Vries, Frankenheim,
Saussure et al. The most prestigious name lending legitimacy to the cause is
again Linnaeus. The only possible but not very meaningful distinction be-
tween internal and external would again be one between “friends” and
“foes.”

Implied readers: The author addresses implied readers among a general
Russian science-literate, educated public, familiar with or at least not de-
terred by a multitude of scientific terms. There are no signs whatsoever of
any “Jewish considerations” taken by the author.
Isomorphisms: Remaining largely within the confines of a scientific dis-
course, it is difficult to detect any obvious traces of isomorphism in this text.
Perhaps the somewhat exaggerated language used to describe the “struggle
for existence” among crystals was designed not only to enhance the argu-
ment but also to keep the interest of the reader alive, by employing already
commonplace concepts normally used to describe society.
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Purpose: The purpose of the author, as is stated explicitly, is to show an-
tivitalism to be “much less weak” (gorazdo menee slabo) than some biolo-
gists think, and that the division of nature into “living” and “dead” will not
withstand either scientific or philosophical criticism (Gol’dshtein 1896:2)
(Q6).

As answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed by their familiarity
with scientific terms and with the names of some of the great scientists; oth-
erwise it would be pointless to refer to them (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors for functions in the organic world (e.g. nutrition,
reproduction) and also Darwinian terms such as the “struggle for existence”
are used to describe the world of minerals. The text is throughout replete
with scientific technical terms, of which only a few are explained (Q2).
- There are no signs of any ambition to balance interests or of mediation
between e.g. vitalists and antivitalists (Q5).
- The text is clearly reactive, rather than proactive, in the face of the growing
influence of vitalism among biologists (Q7).

5.4 Russian general sources on Jewish themes

R1. (Shelgunov 1882): Darwinism and the Jewish question
This text was published as part of a “Survey of internal affairs,” Vnutrennee
obozrenie, in the radical leftist Russian journal Delo. The article deals in turn
with the recent anti-Jewish violence in Russia, the judicial system and with
medical classes for women students. Here we are only concerned with the
first part of the article. It expresses a reaction to the anti-Semitic interpreta-
tion of Darwinism as applied to the “Jewish question” that was published in
Novoe vremia in 1882 by the zoologist N. P. Wagner (Vagner). The same
article also provoked a reaction from Wagner’s former associate Filippov in
Vek the same year (see below R2).

This response is by one of the foremost elder Russian radical intellectuals
of his time, the popular writer N. V. Shelgunov (1824-1891), friend of
Herzen and Chernyshevsii. The text is explicitly political, in the sense that it
takes a class perspective on the issues, consistently downplaying the impor-
tance of the national element. Socialist buzzwords such as burzhuaznyi and
its derivatives are recurrent in the text. The recent anti-Jewish pogroms had
made the issues acute, and this apparently made Shelgunov’s reaction even
stronger. Wagner’s article was presented as a commemoration of Darwin,
but according to Shelgunov it was more of a desecration of the “holy name”
of the great scientist, using it only for the justification of the pogroms against
the Jews. Wagner had argued that the Jews were masters of adaptation, who
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through their long history of resistance to persecution had strengthened
themselves in the struggle for existence (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie) by
means of resourcefulness, fraud, and impudence, among other less flattering
properties. This seems to be a negative variant of the “argument of longev-
ity” that we met with before in Jewish sources like that of Fin 1860.

To make his case against Wagner, Shelgunov employs intermittently
evolutionary and political (socialist) discourses, while expressing reser-
vaations against science as represented by people like Wagner. Instead, the
emotion and “common sense” (zdravyi um) of the “living man” is put for-
ward as an ideal (Shelgunov 1882:91).

Somewhat surprisingly for a radical “leftist” thinker, the recent anti-
Jewish pogroms are initially described by Shelgunov as a kind of natural
disaster which happens when uncontrolled forces are unleashed, when the
“crowd” (tolpa) are subjected to the “instinct of destruction” (instinktu
razrushenia). But, he hastens to add, there are clear indications that the
source of the pogroms were in fact “bourgeois tendencies” and competition
among shop-owners (Shelgunov 1882:92). Shelgunov’s point, which
emerges only later, is simply that the pogroms cannot be explained through
Darwin’s theory, as Wagner proposes. The author protests against a science
that is used as a justification of violence, and holds the “priests of science”
and the “apostles of knowledge” accountable.

In brief, we find in Shelgunov’s response to Wagner the following:
Discourses: The (E) evolutionary discourse is articulated by means of key
concepts, such as (E): altruism, instinct, struggle for existence, evolutionism.
The (L) enlightenment, and (N) national discourses are poorly represented,
and almost only in a negative or ironic sense, through signifiers such (L):
“priests of science,” “apostles of knowledge”; (N): German, Russian, nation-
ality (natsional’nost), nation (natsiia). The dominant discourse, however, is
the political, socialist one, with frequent use of such signifiers as “bour-
geois,” “exploitation” etc. This marks the text as different from most of the
Russian-Jewish sources treated (with the possible exception of T22 Ben-Ami
1884b-c).
Citations and references to N.P. Wagner, Suvorin and Aksakov as represen-
tatives of anti-Semitism are purely negative, while the name of Darwin is
considered “holy.” It is difficult to define any meaningful difference between
“internal” and “external,” if not as a somewhat simplistic distinction between
perceived “foes” and “friends,” where only Darwin would qualify for the
latter category (Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: As a response to Wagner’s article, the author should of
course address first the object of his criticism, but it is quite clear already
from the political discourse articulated here that the implied readers are
rather to be found among the radical intelligentsia of socialist inclination.
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The author also to some extent perhaps hopes to attract the attention of the
working people. The consistent political perspective of the text does not
seem to make any specific provisions to appeal to Jews.

Isomorphisms: No trace of isomorphisms that do not belong to the author’s
own “natural language” was detected in the text, save, possibly, for the re-
current mimetic use of the catch-word “bourgeois” tendencies as an expla-
nation of the pogroms. The other parts of the article, dealing with the judicial
system and medical classes for women students, are much more restrained in
the use of politically charged language.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is apparently to discredit (the former lib-
eral) Wagner (also by associating him with the conservatives Suvorin and
Aksakov), and to defend the name of Darwin against perceived misuse of his
theory, by offering a political explanation of the pogroms instead (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we identify these particular fea-
tures:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the use of
heavily value laden terms like burzhyaznyi (Q1).
- The general medical metaphor of violence as something “contagious”
(zarazitelen) recurs twice, while technical terms are missing, save for the
evolutionary signifiers (Q2).
- Even if the distinction between external and internal has little relevance
here, it is notable that all the negative references are Russian, while the only
positive reference – Darwin – is foreign (Q3, Q4).
- There is obviously no balancing of interests through mediation between
internal and external in this text. (Q5).
- The text is evidently a reaction to another text, and to social events (Q7).

R2. (Filippov 1882): Darwinism and the Jewish question
This article, somewhat misleadingly entitled “Darwin and the Jewish ques-
tion: a response to professor Wagner” (Darvinizm i evreiskii vopros: otvet
prof. Vagneru) was published in Vek 1882 (no. 9), and signed M.M.F. Most
likely the author is the populist sociologist M. M. Filippov. The article reit-
erates some of the fundamental arguments of Filippov (1881).187 Like Shel-
gunov (1882), this text was obviously written on the occasion of Darwin’s
passing away and it professes to respond to the same anti-Semitic article by
Wagner in Novoe vremia. As a former associate of Wagner’s in the liberal
journal Mysl’ only a year earlier, this must have been a particularly delicate
                                
187 The text even refers directly to this article, although the publishing year is incorrectly
given as 1871, while the journal and  issue no. are correct.
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matter for Filippov. However, Wagner and the Jewish question are not men-
tioned in the text until the end of the last page. Most of the space is devoted
to a presentation of Darwin’s theory, and its particular contribution to evolu-
tionary theory in general through the mechanisms of natural and sexual se-
lection, as well as its implication for sociology and anthropology, with some
of the arguments for and the criticism against Darwin being repeated from
his earlier article (Filippov 1881). Filippov again puts forward the impor-
tance of cooperation as a factor of evolution on a par with the ‘struggle for
existence,’ the concept of which he finds misleading. He also deplores the
influence of Malthus in Origin of Species. Here evolution itself is made to
testify against Darwin, when the author claims

the survival of only a few of the weaker in the population and the death of
masses of people is one of the characteristics of the lowest level of evolution:
we know that of the millions of embryos of the lowest organisms only the
strongest few survive.

(Filippov 1882:69)188

The text also deals explicitly with the conflict between monogenist and po-
lygenist theories of human descent, presenting Darwin as something of a
broker between them, and the question of the differences between the human
races. Filippov’s conclusion is that sexual selection accounts for most of the
external traits that differentiate between the races, and consequently for the
different perceptions of beauty among different races. The culturally trans-
mitted characteristic differences between the races, on the other hand, find
their physiological expression in the development of the brain, and in differ-
ent levels of intellectual and moral development (Filippov 1882:73f). Filip-
pov seriously believes that the form of the human skull developed mainly
through the influence of culture.

Throughout the text the author fairly consistently articulates an evolution-
ary discourse, using a number of the standard signifers such as “natural,”
“sexual” and “artificial selection” (estestvennyi / polovoi/ iskusstvennyi pod-
bor), “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za sushchestvovanie), “acclimatiza-
tion”, “species” (vid), “monogenesis,” “embryos,” “cross-breeding” etc. The
expressions of racialist prejudice that occur (e.g. the reference to “lower
races”) are in this context part of the same evolutionary discourse (in some
cases they even belong to Darwin himself), and are not by themselves used
to articulate any national discourse or purpose. Most of the citations and
references also belong to the evolutionary discourse; apart from Darwin

                                
188 Ru. orig.: “выживание немногих сильных и гибель целых масс является одним из
характеристических признаков самого низкаго уровня развития: мы знаем, что из миллионов
зародышей низших организмов выживают только немногие сильнейшие.”
Though “survival of the fittest” is never explicitly spelled out in the text, the quoted passage
can of course also be seen as directed against Darwin’s acceptance of Spencer’s formula.
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(whose name occurs 23 times in 8 pages), there are references to, among
others, Malthus, Mikhailovskii, Spencer, Taylor, Vogt, Wagner et al., all
being part of the evolutionary discourse.

It is not until the very end of the text that it changes course, and the dis-
course articulated becomes one of “enlightenment,” and at the same time
becomes more “political.” Here Filippow asserts the “concurrence of science
and happiness, truth and justice,” while protesting against any attempt to use
Darwinism to justify the use of violence (kulachnoe pravo) and the “exploi-
tation of the weaker by the stronger.” All such attempts are seen as “rem-
nants of medieval barbarism” (Filippov 1882:74). It is here, finally, that the
author directs himself against Wagner, if only in half a sentence, stating his
disagreement “not only with the theory by prof. Wagner, but also with all the
harangues (razglagol’stvovaniami) about Jewish explotation” (ibid.). There
are also negative references in this context that are more peripheral to the
evolutionary discourse, such as the citations to the “philosophical fantasies
of Hartmann” and the pessimist outlook of Vorontsov’s Sud’by kapitalizma v
Rossii (1882).189 Both are perceived as implying the unavoidable dominance
of “predators” (khishchnikov) in society, a conclusion Filippov considers
“unconditionally false” (bezuslovno lozhnym).

Thus, we discern in this text the following:
Discourses: A clear dominance of the (E) evolutionary discourse through-
out, articulated by means of key concepts (signifiers), such as (E): “natural
selection”(estestvennyi podbor) , “struggle for existence” (bor’ba za
sushchestvovanie), “acclimatisation”(akklimatizatsia), “crossbreeding”
(skreshivanie), and “predators” (khishchniki). Only at the very end does the
(L) enlightenment discourse surface in the context of a more political argu-
ment, with signifiers such as (L): “science,” “truth”and “justice,” and among
the negative “medieval barbarism.”
Citations and references to Darwin, Malthus, Spencer, Taylor, Vogt, Wagner
et al. also serve to primarily articulate an evolutionary discourse. There is no
meaningful distinction between internal and external sources in this case
(Q3, Q4).

Implied readers: The author is addressing implied readers among the gen-
eral Russian radical intelligentsia. There are no detectable signs of an ambi-
tion to specifically reach out to Jewish readers.

                                
189 Eduard von Hartmann (1842-1906), prolific German philosopher, author of Philosophie
des Unbewussten, and severe critic of natural science of his time.
Vasilii Pavlovich Vorontsov (1847-1918), physician, economist and social theorist, who held
that Russia could not reach the highest level of industrialization by means of capitalism;
capitalism was possible only “как форма и степень эксплуатации народных сил” – as a form of
explotation of the people (RBS 1999)
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Isomorphisms: No obvious traces of isomorphisms were found in this text.

Purpose: The purpose of the text is not stated explicitly, but it is apparently
to guard against what Filippov considered a misuse of Darwin’s theory,
giving hommage to the great scientist, while not refraining completely from
criticism (Q6).

As further answers to our questions (Q1-7) we also identify these features:
- Common ground with the intended readers is assumed through the brief
reference to Mikhailovskii, whose “principal ideas” the author claims to
share fully, while differing only in the details. No further explanation is
given. The author thus presumes a certain familiarity with Mikhailovskii’s
ideas, which in itself indicates a certain political awareness in the implied
reader (Q1).
- Analogies and metaphors as well as technical terms belong almost exclu-
sively to the dominant evolutionary discourse. Analogies serve as such in a
meaningful sense only when they are used in a social context, e.g. when the
author argues against the idea of a nation’s “swallowing up” of all others as
a consequence of its “predatory instincts” (Filippov 1882:74) (Q2).
- There is no balancing of interests through mediation between internal and
external discernable in this text. (Q5).
- Written on the occasion of Darwin’s death and, purportedly, as a response
to Wagner, the text is evidently more reactive than proactive (Q7).
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6 Results and discussion

In this chapter we will in section 6.1 first summarize some of the results of
the analysis in chapter 5, and then in section 6.2 discuss some of the more
important implications of these results.

6.1 Results
Among the results of the analysis of our thirty-nine source texts are:

A. The concept of the struggle for existence is explicitly present in fourteen
sources (T9-11, 14-15, 20, 23, 25, 31, H4, JR1, JR2, R1, R2), that is, in little
more than a third of the sources, ranging from as late as 1874 to 1900. Note
that four out of these fourteen are general Russian, non-Jewish sources, a
disproportionate number given the composition of our total body of sources.
In most of the fourteen source texts, the concept seems to be part of an (E)
evolutionary discourse, save for T25, where it appears in an external quota-
tion arguing against anti-Semitism, thus articulating more of a (N) national
discourse.

B. Widening the signifier to the more general struggle only, in addition to
the fourteen we find it present in another five source texts (T1, T18, T22,
T26, T28), the earliest of these from 1860, the rest all from the 1880s (con-
temporary with or after the pogroms). Again, in three of these cases it seems
to be used in the articulation of some kind of (E) evolutionary discourse,
whereas in T18 and T26 it is used primarily in an (L) enlightenment dis-
course.

C. Direct citations or references to Darwin or Darwinism are found only in
nine sources (T8, 17, 19, 30-31, H4, JR1, R1-2), with the earliest (T8) being
from 1871, in association with the publication of Descent of Man. Of these
nine, the last five are the same as in A., that is, they are also using the signi-
fier “struggle for existence.” Widening the search to the more general signi-
fier “struggle,” as in B., and (Darwin or Darwinism) does not change any-
thing here, again we are left with the same five source texts, of which three
are from general Russian sources. Of the remaining four, at least three (T17,
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T19, T30) appear to be addressing both internal and external, non-Jewish
readers.

D . Discourses: Allowing for some “concept-stretching,” the (E) evolution-
ary discourse was found present in as many as thirty-two of the thirty-nine
source texts. This high frequency in the texts is natural given the criteria for
selection of source material (see section 4.5). However, the (E) evolutionary
discourse was found to be dominant in only four or five source texts (H1,
H4, R2, T8, possibly T15). Of those in C, with direct reference to Darwin or
Darwinism, eight out of nine somehow articulate an (E) evolutionary dis-
course, the one exception being T19, in which Darwin is just a famous name
among others, purportedly supporting the Jews of Russia.

The (L) enlightenment discourse was observed to be articulated in thirty-
four source texts, dominant by itself in four of these (T11, T18, H2, H3),
sharing dominance with the (N) national discourse in another two cases
(T23, T24), with the (E) evolutionary discourse in one case (H1) and with
the (R) religious discourse in one case (T20), altogether being at least part of
the dominant discourse in six source texts.

The (N) national discourse was found present in twenty-one source texts,
but it was found to be dominant in only three of these (T23, T24, T31). The
(R) religious discourse was found in twenty-three source texts (including
three out of four Hebrew source texts), but was judged to be dominant in
only two cases (T13, T20).

E . Citations: Apart from Darwin or Darwinism, among the more frequent
external references we find: Renan (6), Laplace (5), Kant (4), Buckle (3),
Haeckel (3), Spencer (3), Vogt (3).

The internal references to Jewish sources are more complex to clearly
distinguish, but among the more frequent they include: the Bible / Holy
Scripture / Torah / Prophets (15), the Talmud (9), Maimonides (6), Graetz
(5), Spinoza (4), Mendelssohn (4).190

F. Implied readers: Almost all of the Russian-Jewish source texts (T1-31),
at least twenty-nine of them, seem to address primarily internal Jewish read-
ers; sixteen of these were potentially also accessible to or readable by exter-
nal, non-Jewish readers (T1-2, 4, 6, 10, 13-17, 20-21, 25, 27-28, 30). Only
two of the Russian-Jewish source texts seem primarily directed towards ex-
ternal, non-Jewish readers (T9 and T19). This is hardly surprising, since the
editors of Russian-Jewish journals were probably painfully aware of the fact
that their publications were read by very few “outsiders,” and only by a

                                
190 Figures indicate the number of unique source texts in which references to these names are
found, not the actual number of references (if more than one within the same source text, as
e.g. Darwin in H4).
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small minority of the Jewish population as a whole. The number of source
texts addressing either secular or religious Jews seems to be about equal, at
least twenty-four. Only six texts appear to be primarily addressing only
secular readers (T4, 17, 26, 27, 29, possibly H1).

G . Isomorphisms: No tangible traces of isomorphisms of any kind were
detected in eight of the source texts (T11, T16, T18, T29, JR1, JR2, R1, R2),
and only weak traces were found in at least two more sources (T24, T27),
although they do display some possible “recipient design considerations.”
The more common form appears to be mimetic isomorphism, which was
found to be a possible operator in “recipient design” considerations in at
least twenty-four Russian-Jewish and Hebrew source texts (T1-5, 9, 12-15,
17, 19-23, 26, 28, 30-31, H1-4). This seems natural, given the fact that most
texts address primarily internal, Jewish readers. In fact, coupling internal
implied readers with traces of mimetic isomorphism leaves out only one of
these twenty four source texts (T19), which as we have seen is one of the
only two items that seems to address primarily an external readership.

Coercive isomorphism was suspected to have been at work in fifteen
cases (T1-10, 15, 24, 25, 28, 31). Note that nine of these also appear to be
directed at least partly to external, non-Jewish readers (T1-2, 4, 6, 9, 10, 15,
25, 28). Among the constraints that might be imposing coercive isomor-
phism strategies we find fear of censorship (T8, 15, 24), racism or anti-
Semitism (T6, 7, 25), and a perceived need to handle the apparent conflict
between religion and science (T3).

Only two possible cases where found of what we termed discursive iso-
morphism (T13-14), i.e. where a dominating discourse is appropriated, trans-
ferred and articulated in a completely different order of discourse.

H. Purposes: Very few of the source texts appear to have as their sole pur-
pose simply the promotion of Darwinism or evolutionism among the Jews.
In fact only three of our texts, two of which are from Hebrew sources, seem
to have as a main purpose, if not outright promotion, then at least that of (p)
acquanting Jews with evolutionism / Darwinism, as part of a more general
enlightenment mission (T8, H1, H4).

Among the other more frequent purposes identified in the sources, we
have, in order of frequency of occurrence (note that multiple purposes in a
single source have been admitted):

a) promotion of enlightenment, science and / or rationalism: 11 (T6, 11,
16, 18, 26-28, H1-4)

b) defence against racism, Judeophobia and / or anti-Semitism: 10 (T4, 6,
7, 9, 10, 17, 19, 24, 25, 29)

c) support of Jewish nationalism, strengthening Jewish identity and/ or
preventing Jewish assimilation: 10 (T5, 7, 9, 12, 20, 22, 24, 29, 31, H4)

d) reconciliation of science and religion: 8 (T3, 14-16, 21, 30, H2, H4)
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e) promotion of Bible-study among Jews and / or Wissenschaft des
Judentums: 6 (T4, 13, 20, 23, 26, 28)

f) (internally): improvement of the Jews and / or their living conditions: 5
(T1-2, 4, 11, 22)

g) (externally): improvement of the image of the Jews before, primarily,
Russian officials, and / or a general reading public: 4 (T1-2, 4, 25)

h) promotion of Jewish emancipation: 4 (T2, 7, 9, 25)

The general Russian non-Jewish sources, whether the author happens to be
Jewish or not, stand out as having more “subject-oriented” intra-scientific
purposes:

i) criticism of evolutionism (JR1)
j) criticism of vitalism / promotion of anti-vitalism (JR2)
k) defence of Darwinism (R1-2)

We may ask what distinguishes the purposes of those in A, in which the
signifier “struggle for existence” is used (T9-11, 14-15, 20, 23, 25, 31, H4,
JR1, JR2, R1, R2). The simple answer is that they seem to be just as diverse
as the rest of the source texts, with at least one of them representing each of
the different purposes observed above (a – T11, H4; b – R2, T9, 10, 25; c –
T9, 20, 31, H4; d –T14-15, H2, 4; e – T20, 23; f – T11; g – T25; h – T9, 25;
i – JR1; j – JR2; k – R1-2).

The same question may be asked of the nine sources in C with direct ref-
erences to Darwin or Darwinism in them (T8, 17, 19, 30-31, H4, JR1, R1-2),
and then the identified purposes appear to be much more limited (a – H4; b –
T17, 19, R2; c – T31; d – H4, T30; i – JR1; k – R1-2), with the two sources
whose main purpose (p) seems to be to acquaint a Jewish audience with
Darwinism also naturally represented (H4, T8).

Again we may ask specifically about the purposes of those in D where the
(E) evolutionary discourse was found to be dominant (H1, H4, R2, T8, pos-
sibly T15). It appears that they are either concerned with reconcilitation of
science and religion (d – H4, T15) or are more concerned with evolutionism
or Darwinism as such, making it known or defending it (k - R2, p - H1, H4,
T8).

6.2 Discussion

In chapter 4 we argued that the analysis of primary source texts should not
only allow for comparison, but ideally also result in a better understanding of
the intimate relationship between reception and (re)production of the ana-
lyzed texts. The use of different discourses and how they are articulated con-
cerns, as we have seen in the analysis, the role of the “implied reader” of the
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texts and the possibility of finding traces of “recipient design considerations”
(cf. Schegloff 1999:117). Possible examples would be the instances of what
we called “persuasion by association,” as expressed by the citations and ref-
erences in the texts.

What is particularly striking in the list of more frequent citations and ref-
erences in the material (summarized in 6.1 E. above) is the absence of Rus-
sian names of Darwinists, evolutionists or critics. Names of scientists and
authors like Beketov, Chernyshevskii, Danilevskii, Kropotkin, Mechnikov,
Menzbir, Pisarev, Strakhov, Timiriazev and others that we met in chapter 2
are completely absent in the source material. The few “Russian” names that
we do observe in the material are almost exclusively found in the general
Russian, non-Jewish source texts – Aksakov (R1), von Baer (JR1), Borodin
(JR2), Mendeleev (JR2), Mikhailovskii (R2), Suvorin (R1), N.P. Wagner
(R1-2). The rare exceptions of Russian names found in the Russian-Jewish
texts (T1-31) have little to do with evolutionism, and are cited for quite other
purposes, e.g. Kostomarov, metropolitan Makarii (T19), Derzhavin (T20),
Dostoevskii, Tolstoi and Turgenev (T31). The only exception here seems to
be the little known Matveev (T30), whose book is the object of a review and
is naturally cited for its own purpose of reconciling science and religion.

Among the possible reasons behind the low presence of Russian names,
most striking in the Russian-Jewish source material, we note in particular:
- the relative isolation of the Jewish community (particularly within the Pale
of Settlement) from Russian society in general, and the Russian popular sci-
ence debate in particular.
- a fear on the part of Jews of associating themselves with controversial
names (on either side) in Russian society, thereby perhaps drawing unwanted
attention to themselves for siding with one or the other camp. It might have
been perceived as riskier to associate oneself with names of living persons
closer at hand, and thus more easily controlled and checked upon, than with
authorities abroad or long since dead. The risk of falling prey to “guilt by
association” might be perceived as bigger for a vulnerable minority, than for
the majority population.

In chapter 4 we also tentatively put forward the hypothesis that increased
interaction between different groups or institutions in a society would tend to
enhance mechanisms of isomorphism. With this in mind we asked: should
we expect signs of isomorphism to be more conspicuous among the more
integrated parts of the Russian Jewish intelligentsia who lived in St. Peters-
burg, sharing a social environment with the Russian intellectuals to a higher
degree, than among those left behind in the provinces of the Pale? That
question somehow presupposed that the isomorphisms found in our source
texts would be founded on relations obtaining primarily between Jewish and
Russian intellectuals. We have now seen that in most of the instances in our
source material that does not seem to be the case. Most of the suspected mi-
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metic isomorphisms we found were used to address internal Jewish readers,
and to that end either classic sources of Judaism or heroes of the Haskalah
(such as Graetz, Mendelssohn) were obviously considered more important.

In general, looking at the identified different purposes in H above, albeit
post factum, it would almost intuitively seem that most of these purposes are
better served by arguments earning their “legitimacy” either from internal
classic sources of Judaism, or from prestigious European names of science
and politics. For example, if your purpose is to combat Judeophobia in Rus-
sia or to promote emancipation of the Jews, it would seem natural to cite
internal Jewish or external sources showing Jews as fully capable of integra-
tion into society, by providing good examples from Europe or elsewhere
where succesful emancipation and integration was already a fact (e.g. T7, 9,
25).

Of course, it might be that the references possibly indicating isomorphism
mechanisms at work have been picked up through contact with or influences
from Russian intellectuals anyway, without themselves representing Russian
sources. (As we have seen, during some periods in Russian education, for
example, Greek and Roman classicism was a dominant force.) A case in
point, not giving up on our hypothesis just yet, might be T9. The author of
this source text, Daniil Avraamovich Khvol’son, was a professor of Semitic
languages at the university of St. Petersburg, well assimilated into Russian
society and a convert to Orthodox Christianity, although remaining loyal to
his Jewish origin in his defence of Judaism and the Jews against anti-
Semitism. But T9 does not seem to be “more isomorphic” in any sense than
many other source texts; in fact, the number of external references in the
text, whether Russian or European, is negligible compared to that of many
other source texts. The only traces of isomorphisms we found here were
certain terms of possible academic language (Aryans, Semites, struggle for
existence), but these might have been picked up even by someone living in
the Pale, reading European or even Russian Jewish press.

Until further notice, our original hypothesis should now be abandoned as
less likely to hold any water.

Another striking feature in our source material is the insignificant role
played in these texts by questions about teleology, “purposefulness” and
“Providence” in nature, of a “Divine plan” vs. evolution by pure “chance,”
questions that, as we have seen, were of central importance in the general
Russian debate on Darwinism and evolution, as were questions about “strug-
gle for existence” vs. “mutual aid.” Very few of these issues, if any, occupy
any prominent place in our source texts. “Purposefulness” (tselesoo-
braznost’) appears as a signifier of some importance in only three source
texts (T14-15, JR2), one of which is a general Russian source. “Providence”
does only a little better; including a generous interpretation of Promysel, it
appears in five different sources (T1-2, 13-14, H4). But only in T14 (Sim-
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chowitz 1880, published outside Russia, in German, as we recall), is it part of
the main argument.

Still unexpected was the fact that almost none of the issues that we sin-
gled out in section 3.5 as potential points of conflicts between Judaism and
Darwinism appears prominently in our source material either. One of those
issues was precisely that of teleology and Providence (3.5 c2). The only
other issue of those mentioned in 3.5 that we find addressed in one of our
source texts (T15) is the question regarding the ethical implications of the
struggle for existence (c6). But it is noteworthy that the response to this
question in T15 is kept on a very general philosophical level, with reference
only to monotheism in general, without special mention of Judaism.

The willingness to debate these issues among Jewish authors interested in
reconciling science and religion should, one would assume, be conspicuous,
particularly since there were already solutions available to some of these
problems even within traditional Judaism. The lack of any more substantial
evidence of such an interest in our source material can possibly be explained
by the fact that the conditions for the Jews in Russia were different than for
those in Germany or America. Specifically, we recall that the Russian Jewish
press from its beginning in the 1860s was denied permission to discuss re-
ligious questions (in Russian). It may well be that the Hebrew press, even if
published in Russia, was more outspoken on these matters, as restrictions
tended to be less inhibiting, when Russians were less exposed to the risk of
being contaminated by “Judaizing heresies.”

Further in chapter 4 we posed some concrete research questions:
How is evolutionism transformed as a discourse by the Russian-Jewish

intelligentsia in order to “fit” a Jewish audience? Judging from our results,
there is only a small degree of such transformation apparent. It may be that
some of the texts tend to overemphasize certain elements of evolutionism (or
their perception of it), such as “unity” of nature (T15, 23), “progress” (T5,
14, 15, 21, 22, 28) or “perfection” (H1, H4) and “natural law” or “lawful-
ness”(T14, 15, 20, 29), coupling these concepts to other discourses as well
and using them for their own purposes (e.g. d –T14-15, H4).

The clearest example of transformation of the evolutionary discourse we
found was in T2 (Fin 1860), where we observed the adaptation of evolution-
ary concepts to a vocabulary with religious and national signification, using
e.g. terms such as sokrushenie and utselenie, both also carrying religious
connotations, instead of e.g. istreblenie (“extermination”) and vyzhyvanie, to
describe the longlasting survival of the the Jewish people. Further Fin was
seen to focus on spiritual features, rather than on reproduction as means of
survival.

Other questions we asked in chapter 4 were: How is “Jewish identity”
constructed in the transformed evolutionary discourse that is (re)produced or
articulated in our sources? What kind of “Jewishness” is referred to in the
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attempts at making evolutionary thought acceptable to the Jewish reading
audience? Or, for what particular “Jewish” purposes is an evolutionary dis-
course invoked and made use of (e.g. nationalist, secularist, educational)?

We have answered these questions to some extent above, e.g. through the
list of identified purposes in section 6.1 H. The picture of the Jew that is
painted in several of our source texts is that of someone who can be immi-
nently useful to society, who is adaptive to the environment, who throughout
history has been knowledgeable about science, who is enduring (the argu-
ment of longevity), who is a survivor, but who is also the object of unjust
prejudice and discrimination. It stands to reason that this picture only to a
limited extent reflected the entire reality of the Jews living in the Russian
empire.

What emerges from many of our source-texts is in fact a “counter-image”
of the Jew, a negative to the prevalent “phantom-image” of stereotypes that
was painted by Judeophobes and anti-Semites.191 This “phantom-Jew” was
perceived as someone who was backward, uneducated, secretive, useless, or
worse, deleterious to Russian society, criminal, filthy, spreading disease etc.
Many of the texts we analyzed here seem to address this phantom-image,
protesting loudly as it were: “That’s not who we are!” No, on the contrary,
we are eminently useful (T2, 7, 24, 25), progressive, enlightened (T2 T9-10,
25-26), healthy (proof: our longevity; T2, 4, 6-7, 12), with lower crime-rates
(T23, 25), etc.

The presentation of this counter-image, however, demanded some sacri-
fice - the exclusion of those who did not seem to fit the description (cf.
Agamben 1998:75ff): the Jewish orthodox “fanatics,” (T11, 26), Jewish
“predators” (T22), hasids (T1, 26), the sick (T26), the uneducated Jews (T2,
Lilienblum 1871) etc. Or, sometimes the counter-image turned into a mirror
held up against the detractors themselves, as when, instead of excluding
some Jews as “sick,” anti-Semitism itself is described as an “illness” (e.g.
T25).

What we find articulated in some of these texts, then, is also another dis-
course than those we have so far discussed. This discourse has elsewhere
been called the “contribution discourse” (cf. Rosman 2007:111-121). The
“contribution discourse” was an expression of the persistent Jewish need to
“fit in” with larger society, by making manifest the Jewish contributions to
civilization and culture. Rosman (2007:111) dates the appearance of this
“contribution discourse” to the late nineteenth century, “after the formal
success of the Jewish political emancipation project, and the incubation of a
high degree of Jewish acculturation to general European values and life-
styles.” The results of this study suggest that in Russia the “contribution
discourse” actually emerged earlier, already in the 1860s, as a fundamental

                                
191 I am indebted to professor Leonard Neuger for this observation and some of the ideas
resulting from it.
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element in the development of the Russian-Jewish press, and the debate on
the “Jewish Question.” The purpose of this discourse was not just survival,
but to offer Jews an opportunity “to demonstrate their worthiness to qualify
as fully fledged members of society” (Rosman 2007:112).

In our material we have seen examples of some of the typical features of
this “contribution discourse,” such as: the use of comparative modern statis-
tics to prove Jewish competitiveness on relevant parameters (ibid.; e.g. T6,
7, 10, 12, 24), the “implicit acceptance of racial theory” (Rosman 2007:113;
T2, 6, 12, 24), and the argument of the Jews’ utility to society, implying that
a failed emancipation would be against the interest of the majority popula-
tion itself (Rosman 2007:116; T2, 7, 24, 25).

To be sure, Rosman also identifies older versions of the contribution dis-
course, beginning already with the secularizing and rationalizing trends in
Europe of the early modern period (17th - 18th centuries). In this older dis-
course, also articulated by Christian stakeholders, it was often proposed that,
indeed, “Jews might make a positive contribution if properly refined” (Ros-
man 2007:119). This kind of argument was most conspicuous in the debate
on the Jewish Question in the 1860s, as we saw a clear example of in the
statement by Rozental from 1863 (in section 3.2).

Later the maskilim and the Russian-Jewish intellectuals were already be-
ginning to realize that they had failed to make any real impact on Russian
public opinion and that emancipation made no progress, despite all of their
efforts to “refine” and enlighten themselves and the Jewish masses. Influ-
enced by the advent of nationalism, and in need of a new, more forceful re-
sponse to mounting anti-Semitism, another definition of Jewishness was
sought, but still as part of a contribution discourse. Only as a nation, and in a
nation-state of their own, could Jews contribute actively to world civiliza-
tion, - that was the understanding of early Zionism (cf. Rosman 2007:120).
The clearest articulation of this new “contribution discourse” in our material
was found in Klauzner - Ahad Ha‘am (T31).

So, with another focus, we might have changed the ‘struggle for exis-
tence,’ to the “struggle for acceptance” in the subtitle of this thesis (cf. Ros-
man 2007:112). However, the time and locus remaining the same, “the Rus-
sian-Jewish press 1860-1900,” we must acknowledge that the struggle was
not particularly successful, taking into account growing anti-Semitism, po-
groms and mass emigration of Jews from Russia by the end of the century.
But even if the “contribution discourse” failed externally and did not manage
to persuade Russian public opininion of the “usefulness” of the Jews to soci-
ety, it did in fact serve internally to “bolster Jewish self-confidence” (ibid.)
and foster a new generation of Jews, ready to continue the struggle, but no
longer only as Jews begging for acceptance, but as socialists, Zionists or as
proud Americans.

This may also, at least partly, explain the apparent differences observed
between the Russian and the Jewish reception of Darwinism. Compare the
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analysis of our Russian-Jewish source texts (T1-31), with the development
of the Russian reception described in chapter 2, with the burning issues of
teleology vs. natural law, purpose and providence vs. chance, struggle for
existence vs. mutual aid, man and beast etc. We find that almost none of
these elements seem to have been of particular importance in the Jewish
“reception” or use of evolutionism. The reason that suggests itself, then, is
that apparently Russians and Jews were addressing essentially different
questions, and their respective use of “evolution” and of Darwinism served
fundamentally different purposes.

In the final analysis of the results we may also ask: what is it that makes a
scientific idea, a theory, a concept appealing to a broader audience than just
a narrow circle of specialists? Part of the answer to this question has been
given by philosophers of science like Kuhn (1970), Lakatos (1970) and oth-
ers as its “puzzle solving” ability or its power to predict new facts. However,
Kuhn, his followers and opponents have, naturally, dealt mostly with the
intra-scientific context, that is, the reasons why new scientific theories
(paradigms, research programmes etc.) get accepted by other scientists. Our
question, in contrast, concerns the reasons for the spread of scientific ideas
or theories outside science proper. Puzzle solving ability may also be part of
the answer to this question, in the sense that a theory or an idea that proves
usable for many different purposes would intuitively seem to have a greater
chance of spreading outside the boundaries of the scientific discipline within
which it generated. But then again one might ask: what is it in a scientific
theory, in a concept like the “struggle for existence” or the “survival of the
fittest” that creates this multipurpose utility, making it appealing to a wider
audience? We have already discussed the importance of borrowing legiti-
macy from other “internal” or “external” authorities in order to persuade new
implied readers. It could be that a widely useful scientific theory or concept
is above all one whose author is sufficiently well known and famous to lend
prestige and legitimacy to those who cite his or her works. And here there
might not be such a big difference between the extrascientific and the intras-
cientific context. That is to a certain extent what Kuhn and citation analysis
studies indicate (cf. e.g. Roger Merton’s classic study of the “Matthew effect
in science,” Merton 1973).

With this in mind, we are ultimately ready to deal with the question: why
did Darwin’s theory apparently have such limited impact among the Jews in
Russia, as compared with the profound influence it had on Russian public
opinion. Our hypothesis is that the political, social and economic restrictions
on the Jews restricted or inhibited also their potential use of Darwin’s theory.
Cherry (2001:3), although not referring specifically to the Jews in Russia,
but speaking about the Jewish community in Europe and America in general,
concludes:
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Evolutionary theory in general, and Darwinism in particular, would not have
evoked any response from the Jewish community had it not been for its
theological ramifications. Just as Akiva, Ben Azzai and Halevi are more in-
terested in ethics and Jewish history than in natural history, so too are the
Jewish theologians and Jewish scientists who responded to Darwinism. Ulti-
mately, what motivates these Jewish responses to Darwinism is not the nar-
row issue of the veracity of any particular biological theory, but the broader
issue of the foundation upon which humans construct a system of ethics.

This might well hold true even for the Jews of Russia, but the point is that
we cannot know for sure, precisely because Jews in Russia were prevented
from discussing theological questions openly in the Russian-Jewish press, as
we remember. So, if the potential Jewish interest in evolution and Darwin-
ism was primarily a religious interest, the Russian-Jewish press is not the
ideal place to look for articulations of that interest. It is probably no coinci-
dence that the most elaborate theological responses in our source material
were found outside Russia proper, and written in German (T14) and Hebrew
(H4). In this respect, Lur’e (T15) seems rather like an exception.

This much being acknowledged, we do believe we have shown that there
were also other than purely religious interests at play in the Jewish reception
of evolutionism and Darwinism, although these were often articulated with
more indirect means in the Russian-Jewish press. The lack of obvious traces
of isomorphism in many texts in the material may be due to the simple fact
that such traces represent, when they do exist, a kind of secret motif, best
hidden in order to be effective, i.e. to have maximum persuasive power. If
you want to be succesful in persuading someone, you had better not indicate
that your mission is to persuade. This phenomenon may also to some extent
explain why it seems that those traces of isomorphisms that actually do oc-
cur in the texts often represent the discourses that are not the dominant
themes of the texts. The function of these elements in the texts is, rather, to
convince those implied readers who are outside the main focus group to-
wards whom the text is directed.

Where traces of isomorphism do occur, what is particularly interesting are
the cases where there appears to be simultaneous attempts at appealing both
to a Russian, non-Jewish audience, and to an internal, Jewish public, with
the former representing a coercive, external constraint, while the latter is
addressed through what seems more like a mimetic strategy.

In a few instances, notably the non-Russian source texts of Lewy (H4) and
Simchowitz (T14), we also find recurrrent attempts at what one might call
“generative imitation,” or, to coin a new term, “reinventive isomorphism,”
through numerous carefully selected references to classic Judaic sources as
evidence supporting modern science (cf. Tarde 1895b:108).

For most of the maskilim and the Russian-Jewish intellectuals, though,
there was a limit to isomorphism. Whether this limit was set by themselves,
or through external constraints, most of them promoted sblizhenie (“rap-
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prochement”) rather than sliianie (“assimilation”). What was important in
their relationship to Russian society was, rather, to show the usefulness to
Russian society of the Jews qua Jews (cf. e.g. Fin 1860). For that purpose, it
seems Darwin and evolutionism had only a very limited role to play.

The apparent relative paucity of responses to Darwinism during the 1860s
was not unique to Russian Jewry. Evidently the American Jewish commu-
nity “was particularly indifferent to the subject of organic evolution in the
1860s” with no published articles or sermons devoted primarily to evolu-
tionary theory before 1871 (Swetlitz 1999:213). As Swetlitz further noted,
with reference to the historian Jon Roberts, even American protestants po-
tentially challenged by evolutionism remained passive in the beginning, pos-
sibly hoping that Darwin’s theory would soon be proven wrong by the sci-
entific community and the problem thus disappear by itself. What was spe-
cific to the Jewish community in America in the 1860s was a lack of literacy
in natural science, which could in part explain the fact that it took more than
ten years after the publication of Origin of Species for clear Jewish reactions
to become visible, typically only after the publication of Descent of Man in
1871 (Swetlitz 1999:213). One leading traditionalist American rabbi, Sabato
Morais, even suggested it was better for Judaism not to deal with materialist
evolutionary theory and “remain in ignorance of abstruse studies, than […]
be godless” (Swetlitz 1999:224).

The same explanations might partly apply also to the Russian Jews. It is
true that they were not yet particularly proficient in natural science in the
1860s. But, it should be noted that several of the articles in the Russian gen-
eral press dealing with Darwinism, particularly in connection with the ap-
pearance of the first Russian translation of Origin of Species, were written by
dilettantes lacking professional training in science. Further, the special
privileged status that natural science enjoyed in the Russian intelligentsia
and in public opinion, one is inclined to think, should have served as an in-
citement for Russian Jewish intellectuals aspiring to integration and emanci-
pation to participate more in that public debate. Moreover, a leading Jewish
publicist, Julius Goldendakh, was sufficiently well versed in the matter to
actually translate into Russian Thomas H. Huxley’s Evidence as to Man’s
Place in Nature (1863), just one year after the appearance of the original
(Raikov 1961:64).192

So, it seems we must look for other possible obstacles to a voiced early
Jewish response to Darwinism in the Russian context. We have mentioned
censorship considerations as one potentially inhibiting factor, especially for
the Jewish press published in Russian language. In the late 1860s, particu-
larly after the assassination attempt against the tsar in 1866 and the ensuing

                                
192 True, Goldendakh’s translation of Huxley was from the German version by Julius Viktor
Carus, the main German translator of Darwin’s works.
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temporary ban on Origin of Species and other “subversive” scientific works
by the likes of Darwin, Buckle, Vogt and Moleschott (Rogers 1974:487f),
one can imagine that Jewish publicists would refrain from expressing any
Darwinist sympathies, that is, if they had developed any such inclinations
yet. It may also be that the need to express and explain Darwinian ideas in
the Russian language was less apparent to the Jews, since there were already
enough other general publications around that filled the same mission. Ex-
plaining these ideas exclusively to a Jewish public was probably best done in
Hebrew or Yiddish. Perhaps the only motif for writing about evolution and
Darwinism in Russian in the Jewish press would be for isomorphic reasons,
in order to show the Russian intelligentsia that the Jews were also modern,
deserving emancipation. However, we have found very few, if any, cases in
our material supporting that suggestion.

Further reasons for the lack of Russian Jewish responses to Darwinism
might be then:

1) In the external relation to Russian society there might have been a jus-
tified fear of Russian nationalism, even within the scientific community,
which by this time, as we have seen, was eager to assert its “Russianness”
against the earlier German predominance e.g. in the Academy of Sciences.
This may have nourished a sensitivity and a reluctance to actively promote
“foreign ideas” in front of Russian public opinion.

2) In a Jewish context, Darwinism may simply have appeared as being of
little or no relevance to the more pressing issues confronting the community,
such as equal rights, education, integration, emigration, socialism, Zionism,
anti-Semitism. It was only to the extent that Darwinism, or more generally
evolutionism, could be used to address such questions that Russian Jews
could identify a “purpose of evolution” deserving public expression in the
Russian language.
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7 Summary and conclusions

In the introduction to this thesis (chapter 1) we posed the research problem
inherent in the title “Purpose of evolution” as twofold:
i) One problem concerned the expected difficulties of reconciling Darwinism
and Judaism, with its perceived insistence on the purposefulness of history
and all of Creation,
ii) The other problem was that of explaining the possible motives of the
Jewish intellectuals for using the theory of evolution, or at least some con-
cepts appropriated from it, in journal articles directed to fellow Jews.

The second question was aimed at looking for the driving forces behind
the Jewish reception of Darwinism in the Russian empire.

We observed that similar research has been carried out before concerning
the Jews in America and Europe, mostly on a more purely theological level.
Further, whereas the general reception of Darwinism in Russia during the
second half of the 19th century has been quite thoroughly researched, no such
comprehensive research about the specific Jewish reception of evolutionism
in Russia has been done before. We set out to contribute to research in this
field by bringing together methodological elements from discourse analysis
and institutional theory.

In chapter 2 we offered an historical background, sketching in section 2.1
the political, social, economic and intellectual development of the Russian
empire from 1855-1905. Section 2.2 focused more narrowly on education
and enlightenment in Russia during the period, tracing the development of
the concept ‘prosveshchenie’ also back in time to its historical roots. The
general and changing status of natural science in Russian curricula was also
outlined. We further described the political reaction that followed in the
1880s after the assassination of tsar Alexander II and the ensuing limitations
of freedom of expression and constraints for the education system. In section
2.3 the focus narrowed further to the development of the Russian intelligent-
sia, in particular during the radical 1860s, and the important role of natural
science in the Zeitgeist of that period. This was a time in Russia with a par-
ticular openness to new scientific ideas coming from Europe, and Darwinism
was of major importance as a sort of measuring-rod of modernity. We ob-
served the presence in the Russian debate of a number of radical intellectu-
als, such as Antonovich and Pisarev, who acted as popularizers of Darwin-
ism and of natural science in general.
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In section 2.4 we looked closer at the development of science in Russia
during the second half of the 19th century. We observed that there was a gen-
eral development towards a “nationalization” of Russian science, which had
formerly been dominated by Germans, particularly in the Academy of Sci-
ences. The foundation of new universities and institutions of learning also
favoured a spread of science outside the confines of academia. We described
in some detail the development within the fields of anthropology, biology
and geology, observing that Russian science already seemed well prepared
for the reception of Darwin’s theory. This reception was described more
thoroughly in section 2.5, following the development from precursors,
through the early, mostly favourable reception of Darwinism, to later oppo-
sition and criticism, both from the “left” and the “right,” both from friends
and foes of the idea of evolution. There were debates over the concepts of
“struggle for existence” vs. “mutual aid” and “cooperation,” and discussions
about evolution by “chance” (sluchainost’) vs. “purposefulness” (tselesoo-
braznost’). At the close of the century, with the new biology emerging
through the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws and De Vries’ mutationism, the
scientific debate on Darwinism became perhaps more difficult to follow for
the general public, as it took on the character of internal hairsplitting be-
tween “orthodox” Darwinists and “mutationists.”

As a whole, we summed up the general reception of Darwinism in Russia
as driven by three types of actors, viz. i) social activists and writers (Antono-
vich, Kropotkin, Pisarev et al.), ii) professional natural scientists (Famintsyn,
Sokolov, Timiriazev et al.) and iii) theologians. These we found unequally
distributed under seven points:

1) a well-prepared ground for evolutionary thinking through Russian precur-
sors of Darwin (Baer, Pander, Rouiller et al.)

2) an early positive reception of the Origin of species, promoted in particular
by the radical intelligentsia of the 1860s (Antonovich, Pisarev et al.)

3) a parallel development of a “friendly” critical attitude towards the concept
of the ‘struggle for existence’ supplemented or replaced by a theory of ‘mu-
tual aid’ (Filippov, Nozhin, Kessler, Kropotkin et al.)

4) a hostile, anti-Darwinist attitude from several conservatives and theologi-
ans (Danilevskii, Grigoriev, Lebedev et al.)

5) individual attempts at reconciliation of religion and Darwinism / evolu-
tionism / science in general (Beketov, Famintsyn, Ushinskii et al.)

6) an initially hesitant, but soon dominant acceptance of Darwin’s theory of
evolution as the foundation of the life sciences (marked by the election of
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Darwin as a corresponding member of the Russian Academy of Sciences in
1867)

7) the important role played by questions of unity and purpose in nature
(teleology) in the Russian reception of Darwinism, both among adherents
and opponents (Danilevskii, Sokolov et al.).

In chapter 3, then, we gave a general picture of the situation of the Jews in
Russia, as a part of the population which fairly recently and essentially
through the successive partioning of Poland had been incorporated, but still
far from integrated, even less assimilated into the Russian empire. The spe-
cial conditions obtained through the institution of the Pale of Settlement
were described, as were other discriminatory laws and regulations regarding
the Jews that limited their access to general education and participation in
the general public debate. We saw the emergence of the so called “Jewish
Question” in the Russian and Jewish press in the 1860s, and we described
the development of the Jewish enlightenment, the Haskalah, and its implica-
tions for Jewish attitudes to secular knowledge and science during the sec-
ond half of the 19th century. This was a time which also saw the development
of Jewish nationalism and the beginnings of modern Zionism, partly as a
response to pogroms and growing anti-Semitism, both in Russia and in
Europe, notably in Germany. Other Jewish responses were emigration, in
particular to America, or becoming part of the general revolutionary, social-
ist movement. Darwinism might fit in somehow with any of these responses.
But the majority of the Jews in Russia were still orthodox traditionalists. For
them, it seems, it would have taken an extra effort even to get to know about
evolution and Darwinism. It would have required, perhaps, that their rabbi or
rebbe had told them about the idea of evolution and approved it as kosher.
For that to happen, a few apparent theological obstacles must first be over-
come, some of which we attempted to describe in section 3.5 by laying out
the pros and cons of Darwinism from a Jewish religious point of view.

In chapter 4, eventually, we described the method used for our analysis of
source texts as a combination of discourse analysis and institutional theory,
with particular observation of key concepts (signifiers), citations, implied
readers, isomorphism mechanisms (mimetic, coercive, discursive) and pur-
poses of the texts under scrutiny. Outlines of different discourses observed
were presented, viz. the (E) evolutionary, the (L) enlightenment, the (N)
national and the (R) religious discourses, and the process of selection of
source material from the Russian-Jewish press was described.

Chapter 5 was devoted to an in-depth analysis of thirty source texts from
the Russian-Jewish press (plus one monograph in German, T14, which was
reviewed in two articles in the Russian-Jewish press), four Hebrew texts and
four texts from general Russian sources (two of which were written by Jew-
ish scientists) to compare with. The results of the analysis and the discussion
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in chapter 6 concluded among other things that although the (E) evolutionary
discourse was somehow present in most source texts, as a natural conse-
quence of the selection criteria used, it was found to be of some importance
only in very few, appearing as the main purpose of the text in even less
cases, particularly if we disregard the general Russian sources (R1-2, JR1-2).
Other purposes, such as defence against Judeophobia / anti-Semitism or sup-
port of Jewish nationalism / strengthening of Jewish identity figure more
prominently in the Russian-Jewish source-material. The most interesting
results, perhaps, are negative: an almost complete absence of references to
Russian authors and fellow intellectuals, Darwinists or other, in the Russian-
Jewish source texts. We speculated that it might have been perceived by the
Jewish publicists as more risky to take sides with Russian intellectuals of
either camp in the ongoing debate, not knowing for sure which way the wind
was blowing, than to lean on and borrow legitimacy for one’s purpose from
the classic sources of Judaism or from prestigious names of great foreigners,
living or dead.

Further, the apparently very limited interest in discussing the pressing is-
sues of potential conflict between Darwinism and Torah, described in sec-
tion 3.5, questions about “Providence” vs. “chance, “man” and “beast” etc.,
also surpised us to some extent. The only tentative explanation we could find
so far was the restrictions laid on the Russian-Jewish press when it emerged
in the beginnings of the 1860s, not allowing it to discuss “religious matters”
in Russian.

In view of the meagre results of our analysis, indicating that the Jewish re-
ception of Darwinism in Russia, at least as it appears in the Russian-Jewish
press, was by far less vigorous and intellectually challenging than the corre-
sponding debate in the general Russian media, we might have to reconsider
the notion of the Jews as pioneers of modernity, as Slezkine (2004) implied
they were. True, to a certain extent our results do seem to bear out the hy-
pothesis that the “otherness” of Russian Jews, whether as a matter of strate-
gic choice on the part of the Jews themselves, or as an externally imposed
constraint, favoured strong internal cohesion over integration. The implica-
tion of this fact is that the impact of isomorphism, in the sense of adaptation
to the external environment, was limited, as reflected at least by the very few
references to Russian sources in our source material. Other isomorphic traits,
expressing efforts to adapt to Jewish traditions and beliefs, and thus serving
to strengthen internal cohesion, are more conspicuous.

Thus, if Darwinism was – and to a certain extent still is – a measuring-rod
of modernity, it appears that the Jews in the Russian empire of the latter part
of the 19th century were in at least one respect more “old-fashioned” than the
general Russian public opinion. Perhaps, this is not so surprising, given the
restricting conditions many Jews in Russia were still living under, and their
vulnerable position in Russian society had they per chance managed to break
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out of the more inhibiting of these conditions (e.g. by means of academic
education receiving permission to settle outside the Pale). Rather than ex-
pecting representatives of minority populations to volunteer as pathfinders
into the future, and thereby exposing themselves to unforeseeable danger,
perhaps we should just rest content that they will follow suit in due course,
when the rest of society is no longer paying attention.
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