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Evolution and Fantasy in the Stalinist Scientific Imagination
Abstract

This dissertation argues that official narratives about human evolution contributed to the
disappearance of science fiction (fantastika) during the Stalinist period and continued to
constrain the genre following Stalin’s death. I examine how scientific controversies concerning
biology, evolution, and materialism informed what kind of science could be depicted and how.
Under Stalin, the human of the present day emerged as the singular endpoint of all evolutionary
development. Following Stalin’s death, this teleological, anthropocentric metanarrative remained
an impediment to revitalizing fantastika. | trace this development through readings of three
authors, Alexander Beliaev, M. II’in, and Ivan Efremov, whose creative outputs align with
critical points in the development of the Stalinist scientific imaginary.

Alexander Beliaev’s most famous novels, Professor Dowell’s Head (1925) and The
Amphibian Man (1928), depict new technology waging a frightening but exciting assault on old
ways of understanding the human. The break between scientific cultures of the 1920s and those
of the Stalinist period can be seen in the harsh critical response that met Beliaev’s fiction upon
its republication in the late 1930s. | focus on how scientific approaches to further “improving”
the human form were relegated to the category of baseless fantasy. M. I11’in’s popular science
books The Story of the Great Plan (1930) and Men and Mountains (1935), which chronicle the
transformation of the natural world by the forces of Soviet industry, offer the clearest example of
a literary device that I term “dialectical skazochnost’.”” Using this device, authors narrativized the

dialectical transformation of matter using metaphoric language, particularly anthropomorphism



and personification, that was associated with the skazka. Non-living nature’s metaphoric
transformation into human or animal forms enacted a metanarrative about the tendency of all
matter to become more “rational” and human-like. Lastly, | look to the writing of Ivan Efremov
to chart the reemergence of fantastika from under the policy of the “close aim,” a term for the
unofficial interdiction against any fantastika that ventured beyond the immediate future. | draw
on archival records of the Science Prose Section, a group within the Writers’ Union who met
between 1945 and 1951 to discuss science writing, to better understand the policy of the close
aim. | argue that Efremov was unable to fully break Stalinist-era creative barriers with his novel
Andromeda Nebula (1957) because he remained committed to the Stalinist ideal of all evolution

converging on contemporary humans.
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Introduction

The humor of the Strugatsky brothers’ 1965 novel Monday Begins on a Saturday derives
from the tangled relationship between science and magic. A chance encounter leads Sasha, a
cybernetics expert, to the Scientific Research Institute of Sorcery and Wizardry, an organization
staffed by mythological characters who study the supernatural. Sasha reflects on how a lifetime
of hearing about the “miracles” of Soviet science had not readied him for the genuine miracles,
fantastic beings, and wonderous inventions that he witnesses at the Institute. He thinks to
himself: “As a rule, science, in which we believe (and often blindly), prepares us long in advance
for coming miracles, and we only get a psychological shock when we face the unforeseen, some
kind of hole in the fourth dimension, or biological radio communication, or a living planet... or,
say, a hut on chicken legs.”! Sasha speaks about official science as if it was a religious creed.
The Strugatskys ironize the bloated rhetoric that hailed every accomplishment of State science as
“miraculous” by contrasting it to a genuinely supernatural mode of fantasy.

Those topics Sasha lists as inducing a “psychological shock” encompass several modes of
science and fantasy, all of which had been impermissible under Stalin. The “hole in fourth
dimension” is a black hole, a phenomenon first predicted by the theory of general relativity,
which had been viewed as a threat to the official philosophy of dialectical materialism. The
“biological radio” references B. B. Kazhinsky’s 1962 book of the same name. Kazhinsky, who
originally trained as an electric engineer, expounded a theory of electromagnetic telepathy,
which grew popular in the 1920s but disappeared in the 1930s. In 1962, he sparked a renewed
interest in telepathy with the publication of his pre-Stalinist research. The “living planet” alludes

to Stanislaw Lem’s groundbreaking 1961 science fiction novel Solaris, a standout title from the

1 A. Strugatskii and B. Strugatskil, Ponedel'nik nachinaetsia v subbotu (Detskaia literatura, 1965), 39.
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post-Stalinist revival of science fiction, in which the Strugatskys likewise participated. The “hut
on chicken legs” points to Baba Yaga’s home, one of the most recognizable images of Slavic
folklore. “Bourgeois” science, the paranormal, science fiction, and myth all violated rules about
the sanctioned relationship between miracles, fantasy, and science that had solidified during the
Stalinist period. For the Strugatskys’ narrator, it is this array of “miraculous” artifacts that retain
the luster of the genuinely fantastic in contrast to official science. How did the Stalinist culture of
science both draw on and define itself in opposition to the fantastic? This is the central question
that I explore in my dissertation.

In surveying the place of the fantastic from the late 1920s through the early Thaw period,
| build upon existing scholarship on Soviet science fiction, which has focused primarily on the
genre’s boom in the 1920s and Thaw revival. The intervening Stalinist period is typically glossed
over because under Stalin’s rule science fiction was greatly restricted in how it could depict the
future. 1 highlight the particular ideological imperatives and taboos that molded the heterogenous
utopian energies and scientisms of the NEP period into a singular practice and image of science
under Stalin. A more robust understanding of the Stalinist conception of science allows, in turn,
for a better assessment of fantastika’s re-emergence.

The primary object of my study is nauchnaya fantastika, a Russian-language term that
translates literally to “science fantastic” and best corresponds to “science fiction.” When
possible, I opt for the term fantastika rather than “science fiction” to both underscore fantastika’s
status as an autonomous literary tradition whose practitioners defined it against Western science
fiction and to reinforce fantastika’s dependency on the concept of the fantastic. Rather than
proposing a precise, formal definition of the fantastic, | trace its multiple and ever-changing uses,

especially as it was employed in relation to science. I use the term “science writing” to capture



all those texts concerned with promulgating an idea of science, whether it be fantastika, popular
science, or “science prose,” a short-lived genre concocted in the 1930s as an alternative to the
former styles. I aim to trace the function of science writing within the “scientific imagination,” a
term by which I identify the politics of what was considered scientific, how the scientific could
be communicated, and for what end science could be practiced. The term “imagination” connotes
image-making, and it is this visual aspect of scientific discourse that particularly interests me.
The story of fantastika’s flourishing in the post-revolutionary period, disappearance under Stalin,
and halting reemergence following Stalin’s death cannot be told without a consideration of how
the politics of science both influenced and were influenced by aesthetic concerns. In the same
vein, I make frequent reference to the “image of science.”

The Communist Party’s monopoly on envisioning the future was a primary impediment
to writing fantastika. During the NEP period, communist utopia was distant, and fantastika was a
site for imagining possible Soviet futures. Stalin overturned this temporal paradigm and declared
that utopia had already been achieved, so the future could not radically differ from the present.?
In this stifling atmosphere, fantastika nearly disappeared. Following Stalin’s death, fantastika
underwent a renaissance, though authors remained unsure of what elements of the official Soviet
narrative were open to reimagining as they once again imagined the future. Was the future a
place where things would be different or similar and to what degree?

A secondary theme of my dissertation is the place of the human subject in adjudicating
the limits of the fantastic. Fantastika, popular science, and the critical conversations that

accompanied them asked how or whether humans might develop as society and technology

2 For more on the utopian character of Stalinism, see Richard Stites, “Stalinism and the Restructuring of
Revolutionary Utopianism,” in The Culture of the Stalin Period, ed. Hans Glinther (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
1990), 78-94; Evgeny Dobrenko, “Socialist Realism and Stasis,” in Utopian Reality (Brill, 2013), 193-202.
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advanced. One observes, concurrent with the Stalinist insistence that socialism had already been
established, an ever greater scientific rejection of the possibility that the human form might
change. The issue of human evolution had long irked Marxist thinkers, who wished to
acknowledge the human as a material being, subject to the same biological laws that govern
plants and animals, and as the privileged subject of history, subject to laws of historical
development that were not reducible to biology. Under Stalin, this problem was partially
resolved by insisting on a clear division between humans and the natural world, then declaring
that man was embodiment of rationality towards which all other forces would develop.

Fantastika, once the province of imagining alternative paths of human evolution, was
now criticized for trespassing against this anthropocentric teleology. The New Soviet Man, the
human embodiment of Soviet values, was defined against the non-human: demihuman “freaks”
who populated fantastika in the 1920s, the subjugated natural world, and the monstrous
extraterrestrial. This process exposes how the aesthetic project of sculpting the New Man’s
neoclassical form intersected with scientific narratives of human change. To demonstrate this
convergence, | devote particular attention to the depiction of biology, evolution, and materialism.
The imaginary of science, as it emerged under Stalin, united the human, rational, and beautiful
against the non-human, irrational and ugly.

| base my study primarily on close readings of fantastika and popular science texts,
examining how they responded to a changing imaginary of science. Book reviews, articles
debating the place of fantastika, and discussions about the production of science writing furnish
a sense of how science ought to be depicted. | arrange my three chapters around three authors,
each of whom was central to the larger dialogue about the relationship between science and the

fantastic in his respective period. Alexander Beliaev’s frightening fantastika exemplifies a style



prevalent during the NEP period, and the heavy criticism that his fiction encountered upon its
republication in the 1930s illuminates the extent to which the scientific imagination had changed
after Stalin’s rise to power. M. II’in’s stories from the early 1930s about the industrial conquest
of nature offer an opportunity for further examining the official image of science during the First
Five-Year Plan and the subjugated place of the fantastic within it. Ivan Efremov’s fantastika,
celebrated for inaugurating the genre’s post-Stalinist revival, reveals how critics and practitioners
of the genre consciously struggled against the ideological prohibitions that had made writing
fantastika near impossible under Stalin.

While this methodology makes legible the prevailing critical conversations around
fantastika, it by necessity ignores the many authors, especially in the 1920s, who presented
alternative visions of how fantasy and science might fit together. In letting the critical literature
of the time guide my reading, this study runs the risk of reinscribing the same retrospective
genealogy of Soviet science writing that Party critics assembled. In the most extreme cases,
official accounts traced a direct line from 18"-century Russian science popularizers to the
triumphs of Soviet science: Lomonosov’s odes prefigure the successes of the Soviet space
program. | ignore the fantastika-adjacent work of Vladimir Mayakovsky, Andrei Platonov, or
Alexei Tolstoy, to give examples of authors who received ample critical attention during the
1920s, in favor of the texts which received continuous mention in conversations about fantastika
in the 1940s and 1950s. Likewise set aside are Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky and Mikhail
Bulgakov, who have since become central figures in considering the science fictive imagination
of the 1920s but had difficulty finding official publication at the time of their writing.

Consistently visible works, rather than those that defied the official narrative of Soviet science,



provide the most stable points of reference for comprehending fantastika as it was understood by

contemporary writers, editors, and readers.

Theory

Theoretical accounts of the fantastic, science fiction, and the grotesque provide a critical
vocabulary for formally analyzing science writing. Scholarship on the mythopoetics of Socialist
Realism, especially Katerina Clark’s concept of the spontaneity-consciousness dialectic, and
recent work on posthumanism direct my theoretical understanding of how literary and scientific
discourses intersected to tell the story of Soviet science and the central place of the human within
it.

In examining the narrativization of Soviet science, | draw guidance from Gillian Beer,
who, in her monograph Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, charts the mutual influence between literary language and Charles
Darwin’s Origin of Species. Above all, | heed her attempt to avoid either reducing fictional
narratives to the scientific concepts with which they engage or, conversely, to see the cultural
narratives underlying scientific inquiry as overdetermining explanations of a particular scientific
belief. Rather, | strive to recognize in Soviet narratives of biological, cultural, and material
evolution what Beer sees in Darwin’s language and those who responded to it. That is, as Greg
Levine puts it in his forward to Beer’s study, that “the language in which Darwin’s theory is
articulated is thick with the culture in which Darwin lived and that fully to understand the
‘science,” one must recognize how the language contributed to it, evoked resistances, entailed
compliance.”® Beer observes the inherent fictionality of an epistemic shift: “When it is first

advanced, theory is at its most fictive. The awkwardness of fit between the natural world as it is

3 George Levine, “Forward,” in Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-
Century Fiction, 3rd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2009), Xii.
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currently perceived and as it is hypothetically imagined holds the theory itself for a time within a
provisional scope akin to that of fiction.”* The historical period under study in this dissertation,
especially the early Stalinist period, likewise saw authors, scientists, and philosophers striving to
establish the physical rules of their world and to determine how those rules revised
understandings of “the natural world as it is currently perceived.” Above all, they worked to
answer narrative questions: who is a character in this story, what is the source of the character’s
agency, what signifies narrative progress.

Departing from certain aspects of the literary analysis that | reference, | am less interested
in making overarching claims about the mechanics of genre or the formal differences separating
one genre from another. Like so many ideologically charged terms in the Soviet period, “the

29 ¢

fantastic,” “the utopian,” and “the real,” to name those discussed most frequently in this
dissertation, often operated as floating signifiers, used more to signal one’s ideological position
than to offer positive semantic meaning. This is particularly true of the early Stalinist period, in
which a more fixed ideological rhetoric began to emerge and the consequences for failing to
“speak Bolshevik” grew more draconian. Thus, I resist defining a true fantastika in opposition to
a fallen version in the Stalinist period. Such an approach affirms the observation made by
Sibelan Forrester and Yvonne Howell that fantastika “functions more as a field of intersecting
discourses than as a clearly delineated genre,” and this characteristic “foregrounds the

interdisciplinary connections between the history of Soviet science and technology, political and

economic development, and social and literary history.”

4 Gillian Beer, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction,
3rd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 1.

5 Sibelan Forrester and Yvonne Howell, “From Nauchnaia Fantastika to Post-Soviet Dystopia,” Slavic Review 72,
no. 2 (SUMMER 2013), 219.



Tzvetan Todorov’s canonical definition of the fantastic aids thinking about how the
device dramatizes a break with an older scientific order. In The Fantastic: A Structural Approach
to a Literary Genre, Todorov describes the fantastic as that which stands between the uncanny
and the marvelous. In an instance of the uncanny, Todorov writes, “the laws of reality remain
intact and permit an explanation of the phenomena described.” The marvelous, on the other
hand, is explicitly supernatural, as it requires that “new laws of nature must be entertained.””®
Todorov thus defines “the fantastic” as the moment of hesitation between belief and disbelief in
the supernatural; “the fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty.”’

Todorov’s definition assumes a clear understanding of the laws of reality that is shared by
both author and reader. In science fiction texts, Todorov writes, “the initial data are supernatural:
robots, extraterrestrial beings, the whole interplanetary context. The narrative movement consists
in obliging us to see how close these apparently marvelous elements are to us, to what degree
they are present in our life.”® However, his concept of the fantastic can be recast as a moment of
epistemic confusion, in which the laws of reality themselves come into question. The function of
the fantastic in the early Soviet Union can be understood against this changing stability of
scientific law. An initial wave of fantastika emerged out of a celebration that the laws of reality
governing the pre-revolutionary world had been dashed. The thin boundary between the real and
the supernatural signified the radical, still-unformed possibility of the emerging order. Stalinism

dictated a singular vision of the future and consolidated scientific law. The fantastic was still

referenced, but it now strengthened the distinction between the real and the supernatural by

6 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans. Richard Howard (The Press of
Case Western Reserve University, 1973), 41.

7 1hid., 25.

8 1bid., 172.



casting the fantastic “moment of hesitation” as the result of not properly understanding the
reality of Soviet science in the first place.

Soviet ideologues often boasted that, to a naive observer, the Soviet Union might seem
fantastic, and this confusion arose from the observer’s attempt to understand Soviet
accomplishments according to an outdated conception of the scientific laws underpinning reality.
An example demonstrates how this trope functioned: In his 1932 book Dneiprostroi: The Biggest
Dam in the World, D. Saslavsky brags about the massive dams constructed in accordance with
Lenin’s GOLERO plan. Saslavsky rebukes H. G. Wells, who had dismissed the GOLERO plan
as utopian impossibility after visiting the Soviet Union several years earlier, in 1920. As you
walk near the VVolkhov hydroelectric plant, Saslavsky writes, “you imagine yourself transplanted
to fairyland.”9 Wells could not “vest this Utopia with flesh and bone,” because, as a
“professional dreamer and fantast” he “refused to give credence to the fiery oratory forecasting
our electrified tomorrow.”? It is reasonable to balk before the scale of these Soviet dams, which
surpass conventional wisdom. Wells errs, when, lacking a proper understanding of Soviet
technological possibility, he mistakes the uncanny (that which remains within the bounds of the
possible) for the marvelous (that which actually is impossible).

Darko Suvin provides a foundational definition of science fiction in Metamorphoses of
Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre. He designates science fiction, a
label under which he includes both Western science fiction and Russian fantastika, the literature
of “cognitive estrangement.” In his conceptualization of estrangement, Suvin draws on both

Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of ostranenie and Bertold Brecht’s idea of “Verfremdung,”

® D. Saslavsky, Dnieprostroi: The Biggest Dam in the World (Moscow: International Press, 1932), 9.
10 1bid., 16.



alternatively translated as “alienation.”*! Suvin describes “cognitive estrangement” as the
process of taking a “fictional (‘literary’) hypothesis and [developing] it with totalizing
(‘scientific’) rigor [...]. The effect of such factual reporting of fictions is one of confronting a set
normative system [...] with a point of view or look implying a new set of norms [...].”*?
“Cognitive” designates the reader’s approach to the genre. When reading “cognitive” literature,
the reader assumes that the fictional world is the same as our own, apart from whatever novel
technology has been introduced. “Cognitive” fictions can be differentiated from those “anti-
cognitive” varieties of estrangement, such as myth, fantasy (a category in which Suvin includes
ghost, horror, Gothic, and weird stories) and the folktale, all of which disregard the causal laws
of the empirical world.™® Suvin’s uses the term “novum” to refer to the fictional hypothesis or
novel technology introduced by the author.

Metamorphoses of Science Fiction remains one of the strongest overviews of Russian-
language fantastika, but Suvin’s restrictive approach hinders his study. Suvin uses his framework
to differentiate science fiction from adventure literature, popular science, and varieties of
fantasy. Spiegel sees Suvin’s invocation of ostranenie and narrow definition of cognitive
estrangement as an appeal to both his fellow academics and those in the science fiction
community. A pioneering scholar of the genre, Suvin wished for science fiction to be taken
seriously, and part of elevating his project was to delimit “real” science fiction from lower

quality, fantastic literature.!* Whatever Suvin’s motivation, an understanding of fantastika’s

11 Suvin’s idea of estrangement differs from those of Shklovsky and Brecht. In short, for Shklovsky and Brecht,
ostranenie and alienation are formal devices used in otherwise realistic texts to “make strange” something that exists
in the reader’s world. Science fiction, in contrast, naturalizes its “strange” element, which is not realistic. See Simon
Spiegel, “Things Made Strange: On the Concept of ‘Estrangement’ in Science Fiction Theory,” Science Fiction
Studies 35, no. 3 (November 2008): 369-85.

12 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre (Yale
University Press, 1979), 6.

3 1hid., 8.

14 Spiegel, “Things Made Strange,” 374.
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evolution during the “fallen” Stalinist period requires the inclusion of works that Suvin
denigrates as sub-science-fictional and varieties of fantasy that lie outside the bounds of
cognitive estrangement. Stalinist science writing, of which fantastika was one variety, self-
consciously drew on or slipped into the mode of myth and folk tales. Under Stalin, Soviet critics
denied fantastika its novum and insisted that it be nothing more than fictional stories about real
scientific developments.

Suvin outlines an ideal version of science fiction, raising the question of how and why the
genre was prevented from fulfilling these standards in practice. | argue that under Stalin
scientific prognostication, whether in fantastika or popular science, invited criticism when it
strayed into the grotesque, a style in opposition to which much sanctioned science writing was
defined. There arose a demand to depict science “positively,” in contrast to the “pessimistic”
science fiction of the West, which was decried as “disgusting” and “frightening.” Objections to
the grotesque were not limited to fictional depictions of science. If a scientific theory, especially
one concerning human biological development, had grotesque implications, that wa