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Abstract. At some point in America in the 1940s, T. D. Lysenko’s neo-Lamarckian

hereditary theories transformed from a set of disputed doctrines into a prime exemplar
of ‘‘pseudoscience.’’ This paper explores the context in which this theory acquired this
pejorative status by examining American efforts to refute Lysenkoism both before and

after the famous August 1948 endorsement of Lysenko’s doctrines by the Stalinist state,
with particular attention to the translation efforts of Theodosius Dobzhansky. After
enumerating numerous tactics for combating perceived pseudoscience, the Lysenko case

is then juxtaposed with another American case of alleged pseudoscience: the notorious
1950 scandal surrounding Immanuel Velikovsky’s Worlds in Collision (1950, Worlds in
Collision. New York: Macmillan). On several levels, the characterization of Lysenkoism
as pseudoscientific served as a template for casting other rejected theories, including

Velikovsky’s, in the same light.
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Starting in 1948, many of the scientists in Western Europe and the
United States who noticed Trofim Denisovich Lysenko’s biological
doctrines began to class them under the rubric of ‘‘pseudoscience.’’
Though it has recently lost its currency, this designation of Lysenkoism,
rare before the late 1940s, remained prominent even in academic
historical treatments through the 1970s.1 The eclipse of the term is

1 The term is used extensively by both Joravsky (1970, p. 227) and Medvedev (1969,

p. 243; 1987, p. ix) in their classic histories of the Lysenko Affair. For invocations of
‘‘pseudoscience’’ in contemporary literature, see Simpson, 1946, p. 32 and Lash, 1949, p.
13. Retrospective accounts of Russian participants have also invoked ‘‘lzhenauka’’ in

connection with Lysenko (Aleksandrov, 1992, p. 29; Gaisinovich, 1988, p. 4).
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probably a good thing. No one has ever self-identified as a ‘‘pseudosci-
entist’’ or welcomed the designation; the tag exists only as a term of abuse.
Pseudoscience stands for the irrational, the nonsensical, the utter waste of
time. Not only is it not good science, it does not even get to count as bad
science. It is utterly excluded from the domain of knowledge, a matter for
collectors of oddities, cultural commentators, and fanatics.

The fact remains, however, that ‘‘pseudoscience’’ gets thrown about
quite a bit as a term of opprobrium, despite remarkably little clarity
about what the term actually means, and how one might (reliably)
discriminate between so-called pseudoscience and ‘‘normal’’ science
done poorly (or sometimes even science done reasonably well). If, as
seems the consensus among philosophers of science, there is no single
thing one can call the scientific method such that people who fail to
follow it are ‘‘not scientific,’’ and there is no uniform list of criteria to
tick off (not peer review, not accreditation, not standards of verifiabil-
ity), then how are boundaries to be policed? As philosophers of science
have increasingly come to recognize over the past three decades, the
‘‘demarcation problem’’ – rigorously separating science from non-
science (and thus also from pseudoscience) – has been a striking failure.2

Yet no one hurls the term around casually, either. A survey of invo-
cations of the term indicates that historical actors identify doctrines as
pseudosciences only when they feel they, as scientists, are under sub-
stantial threat, and that makes them a very good marker for historical
anxieties about the place of science in the modern world.

The historiography of Lysenkoism gets very sensitive on the pseudo-
science issue, in part because how one classifies Lysenko’s views struc-
tures the kinds of explanations one develops for his rise. For example, in
his history of dialectical materialism in Soviet science, Loren Graham
states early in his chapter on genetics: ‘‘Lysenko’s views on genetics were a
chapter in the history of pseudoscience rather than the history of science’’
(Graham, 1987, p. 102). This implies that Graham takes the ideological
content of Lysenko’s claims to be less relevant to the production of good
science than in the cases of Vladimir Fock or Lev Vygotsky, whom he
treats with great care in the same volume. This slightlyWhiggish lapse by
Graham drew criticism in particular from Nils Roll-Hansen:

I want to argue that T. D. Lysenko was not merely a pseudo-
scientist forced upon the scientific community by political bosses.

2 Most forcefully stated in Laudan (2009). Even philosophers who continue to pursue
the demarcation project, such as Pigliucci (2010), accept significant elements of Lau-
dan’s critique and argue for a more holistic, contextual effort of demarcation. For a

sociological approach to the question which also eschews bright lines, see Gieryn, 1999.
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Some scientific recognition by his peers was a necessary condition
for his rise in the 1930s. The support that Lysenko received from
within the scientific community as well as from the outside de-
pended on a number of factors that were quite independent of
Stalin’s will. Foremost among these were the state of the theoretical
debate in plant physiology, the practical demands put on Soviet
agricultural science, and the emphasis placed upon the Marxist
theory of the social role of science. (Roll-Hansen, 1985a, p. 262)

But yet even he, in another article, seems to succumb to temptation:
‘‘For about thirty years, from the middle of the 1930s to the middle of
the 1960s, Soviet biology was dominated by views which are now gen-
erally acknowledged to be pseudoscientific.’’ His point, as he explicated
a little further on in the same essay, was that ‘‘political tyranny and
terror does not necessarily lead to support of pseudoscience, and it
cannot explain the direction and content of the pseudoscience that the
Soviet regime supported’’ (Roll-Hansen, 1989, pp. 3–4).

My purpose here is not to adjudicate the matter and declare whether
Lysenkoism ‘‘really was’’ a pseudoscience. Rather, I suggest that often
when Lysenkoism is classed as a pseudoscience, one usually finds either
one or a conflation of four possible reasons for the categorization: (a)
that the biological claims of Lysenko were erroneous to the point of
being pseudoscientific; (b) that the methods Lysenko used did not be-
long to the canons of science (especially his rejection of statistics or
controls); (c) that the elaboration and justification of scientific findings
in terms of philosophy or ideology (and especially dialectical material-
ism) was a non-scientific practice; and (d) that outside (e.g., state,
media, church) intervention on behalf of a particular scientific doctrine
automatically contaminates it and renders it pseudoscientific. There is
substance behind each of these claims, but there is even more to be
gained from disaggregating them. In particular, the strategies of
engagement against perceived crackpots differ enormously depending
upon which of the points is at issue.

In this essay I examine two separate cases where the term pseudo-
science was widely applied by opponents to a set of doctrines in the late
1940s and early 1950s. These cases are the Lysenko Affair of 1948 and
the Velikovsky Affair of 1950, both as seen from the United States of
America. In discussing the Lysenko Affair, I focus on strategies
deployed by those I will provisionally term ‘‘establishment scientists’’ to
deal with those they saw as ‘‘pseudoscientists.’’ First, I will chronicle
the development over time of noted Russian émigré biologist
Theodosius Dobzhansky’s response to Lysenko’s rise. I do not claim
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that Dobzhansky was in any way ‘‘typical’’ of Western or American
reactions to Lysenkoism; far from it. Rather, I believe that the evolution
of his views of how one should properly confront Lysenko from the late
1930s to the early 1950s – along with those of his close friend and col-
laborator Leslie Clarence Dunn – demonstrates a spectrum of positions
that could be and in fact were adopted by various political and scientific
opponents of Michurinism. After the 1948 VASKhNIL meeting, how-
ever, Dobzhansky’s position ‘‘hardened’’ into a rather narrow set of
responses. This narrow set later became, I contend, a significant template
for how American scientists, particularly from the liberal end of the
political spectrum, believed they ought to respond to all suspected
pseudoscientists. That template informed the Velikovsky Affair, the
most public such engagement in the United States in the 1950s. To
respond to the perceived threat of Immanuel Velikovsky’s cosmological
theories, scientists responded by using many of the tools developed in the
aftermath of Lysenko’s demarche of August 1948; even more surpris-
ingly, so did Velikovsky. The Lysenko Affair did not just become a
pseudoscience; it became the framework for understanding all pseudo-
science.

Dobzhansky’s Lysenko Problem – And Ours

In August 1948 in Moscow, Trofim D. Lysenko gave a Stalin-endorsed
speech at the Lenin All-Union Academy of the Agricultural Sciences
(VASKhNIL) that declared Mendelian genetics to be pseudoscientific.3

In its stead, he demanded replacing it with an alternative, Marxist-
glossed doctrine of heredity – dubbed ‘‘Michurinism’’ after deceased
Russian plant breeder I. V. Michurin – which resembled aspects of the
doctrine of the inheritance of acquired characteristics associated with
the early nineteenth-century biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Past
histories of Lysenkoism have focused on the dynamics of Lysenko’s rise
to influence within the Soviet Union (e.g., Krementsov, 1996; Soyfer,
1994), on the relations between Michurinism and active questions in
plant physiology and genetics (Roll-Hansen, 1985b, 1989 and to an
extent Graham, 1987), and on the connections between Lysenko, Soviet
ideology, and the Stalinist state (Kolchinskii, 2007; Joravsky, 1970).

3 For an example of the pseudoscience language: ‘‘Thus Darwin had recourse to the

reactionary, pseudoscientific Malthusian doctrine of intraspecific struggle to gloss over
the obvious incongruity between evolutionism and the real development of the plant and
animal world’’ (Lysenko, 1951b, p. 9). Often, these allegations of pseudoscience lying

underneath Western genetics involved invocations of eugenics (Kaftanov, 1949, p. 90).
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I offer here a complement to the history of Lysenkoism that has been
told mostly as a Soviet story (which of course, in the main, it was).

The irregular growth of Lysenko’s power was viewed in the United
States without much knowledge of those detailed microdynamics,
however, and this fluctuating level of ignorance (and ignorance about
the exact level of that ignorance) conditioned the tactics by which
establishment scientists believed they should counter his claims. For this
purpose, I will take a closer look at the development over time of
Theodosius Dobzhansky’s response to Lysenko. I focus on Dobzhansky
for several reasons. First, he was trained under the titans of Soviet
genetics of the 1920s before emigrating to the United States in 1927. He
was thus in personal contact with many Soviet geneticists and also had
extensive access to Russian language publications, a rarity among US-
based biologists. Second, because of this personal position, Dobzhansky
had developed views about Lysenko much earlier than did other biol-
ogists, such as Britons Julian Huxley or Cyril Darlington, a status only
approximated among Westerners by Hermann J. Muller. Third, we have
access, through the papers of Dobzhansky’s close friend, fellow
Columbia University geneticist L. C. Dunn, to Dobzhansky’s private
reactions to Lysenko from 1936 through to and following the 1948
caesura of Stalin’s endorsement of Michurinism.4

In what follows, I stress the private writings of Dobzhansky in order
to highlight how his publications, both before and after 1948, were
consciously crafted to generate a particular reaction (especially among
scientists, but also among politicians) to Lysenko.5 That reaction shifted
over time as Lysenko’s real position and the fate of Soviet geneticists
(especially the tragic case of Nikolai Vavilov, who was arrested and died
in 1943 after passing through Stalin’s prison camps) became more
clearly known outside the Soviet Union. Dobzhansky’s private views,
uncharacteristically harsh for this affable scientist, remained strikingly
consistent in this period. What changed were the public tactics. And this
is the central historical question of pseudoscience: since it is only applied
as a term of abuse against individuals and doctrines one perceives as
threatening, it signifies an escalation of sorts. As liberal American sci-
entists perceived a failure of gentler, more rationalist tactics to stop
Lysenko, they reconceived how to react to future cases of perceived
pseudoscience.

4 Dunn’s case presents its own interesting depths for analysis. For Dunn’s views on
Soviet-American friendship, genetics, and other topics, see Gormley, 2006.

5 I draw here methodologically from Geison (1995).
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The earliest letter byDobzhansky reacting to Lysenko that I have been
able to locate is dated 21 December 1936. It indicates clearly that Dobz-
hansky was vigorously opposed to Lysenko’s doctrines, and in retrospect
displays remarkable prescience about the future ofMichurinism.Writing
Dunn about the uncertain fate of the proposed 1937MoscowCongress of
Genetics (which would eventually be cancelled following Lysenkoist
opposition), he noted: ‘‘What worries me most is not the congress, but
rather the fate of genetics as a whole in Russia. If Lysenko (who is an old
moron and amadman at the same time) will have his way, genetics will be
declared a counter-revolutionary doctrine, which means that it will cease
to exist.’’Hismajorworry – sharedbyDunn–was that opportunists in the
Soviet Union would continue to use valid objections to the abuse of
genetics in National Socialist Germany as a wedge to discredit the
mainstream science.Dobzhansky suggested that someonewrite a treatise,
to be endorsed by ‘‘many geneticists,’’ to show that racist interpretations
of genetics were mistaken. ‘‘Such a thing may be very effective in showing
those in power who are not idiots that they have taken council [sic] of an
idiot.’’6 This was the genesis of the book that Dunn and Dobzhansky
would co-author in 1946 and reissue in 1952:Heredity, Race and Society
(1946, 1952). Two points are particularly noteworthy in this letter: first,
the tone of Dobzhansky’s language is significantly more biting than
anything he would publish on the question until the late 1950s; and, sec-
ond, thatDobzhansky’s approachwas equallymotivated by his objection
to Nazi racial policies, one of the few cases concerning which he deployed
the term ‘‘pseudoscience’’ in print (1952b, p. 61; 1956, p. 45; 1964, p. 162;
Dunn and Dobzhansky, 1952, p. 100). A few weeks later, Dobzhansky
suggested that Westerners lay low and not comment, hoping that ‘‘it may
finally regulate itself, as far as Russian genetics is concerned. It seems to
me that for the time being it is best not to try to do anythingmore from this
side, and just wait for developments.’’7

After the cancellation of the Moscow Congress, the Dobzhansky-
Dunn correspondence fell silent on Lysenko for a few years. The interest
in Lysenko and the desire to stop him grew sharply as World War II
began to wane. Here, as has been noted by Nikolai Krementsov (1996)
for the American case and by Oren Harman (2003) for the British, the
motivation was not how strong Lysenko was getting (as had been the

6 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 21 December 1936, L. C. Dunn Papers, American Philo-
sophical Society Library, B:D917, [hereafter ‘‘Dunn Papers’’] Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobz-

hansky, Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #1, 1936–1937.’’
7 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 4 January 1937, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobzhansky,

Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #1, 1936–1937.’’
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case in 1937), but how weak he appeared. Numerous letters between
Dunn and various figures (for example, biologist Michael Lerner and
former Vice-President Henry Wallace) indicate that American geneti-
cists, especially those left of center, were under the impression that
Lysenko’s power was on the wane.8 This seemed a propitious moment
to mobilize against Lysenko in a meaningful way, to provide ammu-
nition for Soviet geneticists and their internal supporters in their
mobilization against Michurinism. In what follows, the sophistication
of the anti-Lysenko tactics are noteworthy, and contrast with Cyril
Darlington’s rather less nuanced but morally strident pre-1948 public
opposition to Michurinism, as chronicled in Harman (2003). One pos-
sible explanation for the contrast might be Dobzhansky’s Soviet back-
ground and intimate knowledge of the players, which made him
sensitive to how his views might be perceived in Moscow.

Dobzhansky, echoing views he had heard from Soviet geneticists,
such as Anton Zhebrak, thought the Soviet government might listen to
competent scientists who opposed Lysenko, especially if those scientists
were known to be friendly to the Soviet Union. After all, open criticism
of the Stalinist state might backfire and invite repercussions against
geneticists, the very thing the Western critics (and obviously their Soviet
counterparts) wanted to avoid.9 Dunn, as the leading actor in the
American-Soviet Science Society, dedicated to Soviet-American
friendship, was an ideal candidate. As Dobzhansky put it in a letter
dated 4 July 1945: ‘‘Lysenko’s position is less secure than it has been,
and Russian geneticists are hoping to get from under. They personally
and confidentially ask for support of those American colleagues who
are known to be friendly to Russia, yourself in particular.’’10 Dunn

8 Dunn to Henry Wallace, 30 January 1946, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko
Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946’’; Michael Lerner to Dunn, 27 June 1950,
Dunn Papers, Box 25, Folder: ‘‘U.S.S.R. – Correspondence with Geneticists 1944–
1945’’.

9 This debate happened in microcosm in an exchange in Science between Karl Sax
and Anton Zhebrak. Sax (1944) fiercely criticized Lysenkoism in terms that left the

Soviet Union open to condemnation. Zhebrak (1945) responded by defending the good
geneticists still working within the Soviet Union, and thus exonerating the state from
allegations of repression – precisely in order to not antagonize Party elites. Those elites

in the end took offense, as is clear from an open excoriation of Zhebrak as ‘‘antipa-
triotic’’ (Laptev, 1947). Laptev indicted Zhebrak and his Western allies for disguising
blatant anti-Soviet attitudes with a veneer of ‘‘scientific’’ critique, and he singled out
Dobzhansky as part of this company. This article was an early indication of the eventual

failure of the Dunn–Dobzhansky approach.
10 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 4 July 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobzhansky,

Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #4, 1943–1945,’’ emphasis in original.
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responded to these calls in two ways. The first was to minimize criticism
of Michurinism from Western media that might be perceived as inspired
by anticommunism, and keep the focus on the ‘‘perfectly orthodox
genetics’’ that was being done in the Soviet Union, even in Lysenko’s
own institute. Dunn explained in a letter to New York Times science
writer Waldemar Kaempffert on 22 May 1946: ‘‘The fact that conflicting
views and reports continue to come out of the Soviet Union seems to me
the best indication that both sides are free to express themselves. I think
it is no service either to science or to the Soviet Union to continue the
discussion of Vavilov’s fate until we have the actual facts.’’11

The second tactic was more covert, and at first concerned Dunn and
Dobzhansky alone. Building on the assumption that the essential
question in the Lysenko business was scientific, the two colleagues
thought the best way to support Soviet geneticists without succumbing
to the rising wave of anticommunist hysteria was to simply expose
Western geneticists to the content and methods of Lysenko’s arguments
by translating the man himself into English, and then carefully con-
trolling the reviews in scientific journals so the emphasis would be on
intellectual, not political, questions. By 1946, the only extensive and
(crucially) non-partisan source on Lysenko’s views on heredity available
in English was the relatively balanced survey of the Russian literature
published by Hudson and Richens (1946) as The New Genetics in the
Soviet Union. Dobzhansky and Dunn agreed with the approach repre-
sented there, and opportunity came their way when Dunn’s organiza-
tion was alerted by the McGraw-Hill publishing house of the receipt of
a Russian version of Lysenko’s 1943 pamphlet Heredity and Its Vari-
ability, a summary of Lysenko’s views for a semi-popular audience.
Dunn then attempted to persuade McGraw-Hill, and – when that failed
– a Columbia-affiliated publisher, King’s Crown Press, to publish a
cheap version of the pamphlet translated by Dobzhansky himself.12

11 Dunn to Waldemar Kaempffert, 22 May 1946, Dunn Papers, Box 2, Folder:
‘‘American-Soviet Science Society Correspondence, 1945–1946, n.d.’’ It is clear from
several letters that Dobzhansky was also quite concerned about the rising tide of

Russophobia and red-baiting in the United States. See, for example, Dobzhansky to
Dunn, 26 September 1946 and 10 March 1947, both in Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder:
‘‘Dobzhansky, Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #5, 1946–1947’’; and Dobzhansky

to Dunn, 9 September 1948, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobzhansky, Theodosius –
Dunn Correspondence #6, 1948–1949.’’
12 Dunn to Walter Bara (of McGraw-Hill), 26 May 1945, and Bara to Dunn, 1 June

1945, both in Dunn Papers, Box 2, Folder: ‘‘American-Soviet Science Society Corre-
spondence, 1945–1946, n.d.’’; and Dunn to Henry Silver (of King’s Crown Press), 17
August 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence

1945–1946.’’
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The correspondence about the translation provides a fascinating
glimpse into Dobzhansky’s tactical vision. Even though the goal of this
process was to produce a dispassionate scientific discussion that would
discredit Lysenko and keep political animosity out, Dobzhansky’s let-
ters are littered with personal distaste, even disgust. The division be-
tween his beliefs and his tactics was never starker. Consider these few
extracts from letters to Dunn from the summer of 1945:

I shall return to the son-of-a-bitch in a few days. And I think your
idea of having a bang-up review before the translation is published
is very good.13

Now, here you have at least Mr. Lysenko’s excrement, 87 pages
long…. Translating it has been one of the most unpleasant tasks I
had in my whole life, and surely I would never undertake a thing
like that for money – it can be done only for a ‘‘cause.’’14

Your opinion about Lysenko’s treatise I share, of course, and you
may believe me that this job gave me no pleasure at all. But, if this
will contribute even a little bit toward unmasking this imposter, as
it very likely may, I shall regard the time well spent. You can see
from Keller’s letter that he is no joke in USSR, even though he may
well be so treated, and perhaps should [be], in usa [sic].15

And so Lysenko (1946) appeared in English, in a translation by
Dobzhansky, the language smoothed by Carl Epling of the University
of California. [As an aside, Dobzhansky’s translation is much more
fluid to read and faithful to the original Russian than the Soviet-
sponsored ‘‘official’’ translation of a later edition of the same work
(Lysenko, 1951a).]

13 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 24 July 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobzhansky,
Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #4, 1943–1945.’’
14 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 31 July 1945, in ibid., ellipses added. Although it is clear

from these letters that the content repelled Dobzhansky, in 1962 he recalled his objec-
tions in almost the same language but inflected in the language of style. As he said of

Lysenko in an oral history: ‘‘His writings are undoubtedly actually his writings. And it is
foolish of him, because Lysenko is basically illiterate, not only in the field of biology,
but in the field of rational language as well. His language, his Russian language, is
outrageous. The syntactical incoherence is frequently something phenomenal’’ (1962–

1965, p. 322).
15 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 20 August 1945, in Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobz-

hansky, Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #4, 1943–1945.’’

HOW LYSENKOISM BECAME PSEUDOSCIENCE 451



Dobzhansky and Dunn hoped, as Krementsov (1996; 1997, pp. 121–
125) has clearly articulated, to channel the reviews of this translation
into a volley of intellectual criticism that would persuade the Soviet
leadership to dump Lysenko.16 Striking in the behind-the-scenes man-
agement is how clearly Dunn and Dobzhansky worked to emphasize
issues of proper scientific method and the resulting incorrectness of
Lysenko’s views. Science could regulate itself, leaving politics out of it.
This is a remarkably clear articulation of the first and second ap-
proaches to Lysenkoism qua pseudoscience outlined earlier: it was not,
properly speaking, science, because it failed to adhere to the standards
and procedures of scientific method and thus achieved false results.
(That is, Lysenkoism was bad for internal reasons, not because of
dialectical materialism or state support.) Dunn wrote to Lew Stadler at
the American Naturalist, before the book had even appeared, to attempt
to secure the right kind of review:

It is very important that the book be reviewed by persons who
understand the implications of his work and who will not use it
merely for an attack on Soviet science in general. The book was
translated in order that Americans could judge at first hand what
Lysenko’s ideas really are. It is clearly anti-scientific and should be
so criticized regardless of the author’s nationality.17

But for Stadler, reviews of pseudoscience were unnecessary, as he noted
in a comment which was essentially a disagreement over tactics: ‘‘It is a
useful example of unscientific method, and I think I shall want a few
copies to give to graduate students. But it doesn’t seem to me that there
is any place for an extended review of this sort of thing in a scientific
journal…’’18 Indeed, there is a hint of the unsavory in Dunn’s behind-
the-scenes orchestration of what was supposed to be a ‘‘free’’ scientific
discussion. Undaunted, Dunn went on to review the book for Science,
and in the accompanying correspondence made it clear that ‘‘[b]ecause
of my position and known sympathy with the development of science in
the U.S.S.R., such criticism, as contained in the review, cannot be
attributed to animosity or prejudice but merely to a desire to judge
Russian scientific work by the same standards by which other scientific

16 See also Dunn to Lerner, 29 June 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 25, Folder: ‘‘U.S.S.R. –
Correspondence with Geneticists 1944–1945.’’
17 Dunn to L. J. Stadler, 22 December 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko

Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946.’’
18 Stadler to Dunn, 28 December 1945, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko

Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946,’’ ellipses added.
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work is judged.’’19 Many of the reviews Dunn and Dobzhansky ar-
ranged for this book, including their own, pursue this line (Dobzhansky,
1946; Dunn, 1946; Goldschmidt, 1946; Glass, 1946; Stern, 1946; Zirkle,
1947). Even Henry Wallace in 1945, before being dismissed as Secretary
of Commerce by President Harry S. Truman due to his pro-Soviet
interventions in foreign policy (and before his 1948 Progressive Party
run for the presidency), drew on his training as an agronomist to argue
that Lysenko ‘‘probably isn’t a scientist at all, but he has a fresh point of
view which may conceivably have in it a small residue of value. At any
rate, I don’t think we should dismiss him completely, even though his
temperament is completely non-scientific.’’20

Dunn expanded further on this tactic in another letter to Kaempffert:

Some American scientists thought it better not to dignify Lysenko’s
rather vague and mystical ideas by serious treatment and criticism.
The other point of view rejects this as not conforming to the usual
method of science which insists that what is criticized must be
thoroughly understood first. Since I belong to this latter group, I
believe that objective discussion of the scientific and practical bases
of Lysenko’s theories will eventually be a worthy service to Soviet
science.21

Several points are helpfully disaggregated here. It is clear that while
Dunn subscribed both to the goals of strengthening Soviet anti-Lys-
enkoists and Soviet science in general, this worked separately from yet in
parallel to a discourse on scientific method.

Lysenko’s speech conveying the official condemnation of genetics at
the 1948 VASKhNIL session disrupted all of these plans by demon-
strating, in the eyes of the observers in America, the problems with
separating the scientific question from the political question. Interest-
ingly, while the views of Dobzhansky and Dunn diverged on how much
Lysenko’s elevation to official doctrine tarnished the image of the Soviet
Union (for Dobzhansky utterly, for Dunn mildly), they still agreed on
tactics. For both of them – for Dunn in private letters, and for Dobz-
hansky in publications – August 1948 meant that the debate over
Lysenko had ceased to be a scientific issue, and had become completely

19 Dunn to Editor of Science, 15 January 1946, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder:
‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946.’’
20 Henry A. Wallace (Secretary of Commerce) to Dunn, 21 August 1945, Dunn Pa-

pers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946.’’
21 Dunn to Waldemar Kaempffert, 31 January 1946, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder:

‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence 1945–1946.’’
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political. This change was designed to avoid discrediting Soviet scientists
generally by excluding Lysenko and his confederates from their number.
This is well expressed in a letter from Dunn to Richard Morford, the
Executive Director of the National Council of American-Soviet
Friendship in January 1949:

[D]iscussion on the scientific level is not likely to lead to further
understanding but only to widen the gap between Lysenko and
geneticists generally, since, Lysenko’s views having become offi-
cially adopted, he is no longer free to change them.

The better practice to follow in attempting to improve American-
Soviet understanding would be to attempt to

1. provide an interpretation of Lysenko’s victory over his oppo-
nents on other than scientific grounds….22

Or, as put more pithily by the editor of Advances in Genetics, Milislav
Demerec, the following month: ‘‘This has been put forward as a dogma
approved by the Communist Party – and therefore beyond question
wherever this Party is in control – rather than as a hypothesis to be
tested and discussed by scientific means.’’23

After 1948, Dobzhansky (1949a, b, 1952a, 1953, 1955, 1958) brought
his public tactics directly into line with his private views on Lysenkoism.
Even more striking, however, is the change of tone in his correspon-
dence with Dunn. After reading a letter of Dunn’s in response to
Conway Zirkle, professor of botany at the University of Pennsylvania
and later outspoken critic of Lysenko, Dobzhansky begged to differ
about the nature of Michurinism – not in kind, but in degree.24

Dobzhansky felt the modification of Dunn’s strategies after 1948 was
not emphatic enough:

22 Dunn to Richard Morford, 14 January 1949, Dunn Papers, Box 21, Folder:
‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence 1948–1953,’’ ellipses added.
23 Milislav Demerec to Advances in Genetics Editorial Board, 10 February 1949, Dunn

Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Demerec, Milislav, 1949–1951.’’
24 Zirkle’s most important intervention was a ‘‘sourcebook’’ (1949) on the rise of

Lysenko, compiled from translations of Pravda, the official report of the VASKhNIL
meeting, and several other sources. This book heavily structured early interpretations of
the Lysenko Affair in the orthodox interpretation that state intervention generated

pseudoscience, and it is clear from many references throughout that he was guided by
discussions with Dobzhansky. Later, he developed (Zirkle, 1959) a view that Marxism
was inherently Lamarckian, bringing him to endorse a variant of the ‘‘ideology’’ thesis

as well.
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As I see it, the defect of the article is that it does not say in so many
words that Lysenko is just ignorant and an ignorant charlatan at
that. The uninformed reader may get the wrong impression that
what happens is a discussion among scientists, with a [R]ussian
school on one side and a ‘‘capitalist’’ school on the other. I think it
is our duty to say without mincing words that it is not a legitimate
scientific discussion of any kind but a conflict of science and
obscurantism, knowledge and incompetence.25

The point was made more emotionally in a lengthy passage in an earlier
letter dated 12 December 1948, in which he insisted that the only po-
sition scientists could take in the Lysenko affair was to shift their cri-
tique to Soviet politics:

It is evident that ‘‘the mainsprings of action in this particular case’’
are frauds backed by political chikanery [sic] – an[d] any attempt to
represent it as anything else does not serve the truth…: a con-
temptible cheat has not only obtained backing for his prescientific
and at best 19th century ideas, but has also succe[e]ded in mur-
dering some and bouncing other scientists who were doing first
class work and who dared to oppose his charlatanism. This is the
core of the situation, and all else is materials for dissertations of
future historians…. And as to ‘‘the scientific issues involved,’’ the
situation is likewise unmistakably clear.… And if saying that a
political regime under which such things may happen is a crime
against humanity, I am in favor of ‘‘attacks upon Soviet policy as a
whole’’ – the time when one had to refrain from saying the whole
truth because of hopes of saving thereby the lives of Dubinin,
Schmalhausen, and others has passed. These people are now
martyrs of this political regime, and it is just as well to say so aloud.
Yes, I know, saying this will be a help to some people much nearer
than Moscow whom I do not like to help. But, Dunn, trying to
convince oneself and others that the snow in New York falls black
and turns white in a few days is a futile as well as in the last analysis
harmful procedures [sic]. Let us say the truth, and let the chips fall
where they may.26

Lysenkoism was no longer bad science, or ignorance, it had become
pseudoscience. Dobzhansky had known of the ascension of Lysenko,

25 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 3 January 1949, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobzhansky,

Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #6, 1948–1949.’’
26 Dobzhansky to Dunn, 12 December 1948, Dunn Papers, Box 6, Folder: ‘‘Dobz-

hansky, Theodosius – Dunn Correspondence #6, 1948–1949,’’ ellipses added.
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of the death of Nikolai Vavilov, and of Soviet meddling in genetics
before he had translatedHeredity and Its Variability. The change in 1948
was not in private opinions, but in asserting the right to say so in public.

First Time Tragedy, Second Time Farce: The Velikovsky Affair

Lysenko’s rise to total control of Soviet genetics had two immediate
effects on the American scientific community. First, it heightened con-
cerns over the potential dangers of ‘‘pseudoscience,’’ raising the bar for
what would count as acceptable or reasonable speculation. Second, it
formulated a set of tactics for how scientists should mobilize against any
threats that triggered alarm bells. Those alarms would sound sooner
than expected, further deepening the exemplar function the Lysenko
Affair had already begun to assume.

In April 1950, the Macmillan Company publishedWorlds in Collision
by Immanuel Velikovsky (1895–1979), a book that rocketed to the top
of non-fiction best-seller lists nationwide. Velikovsky had come a long
way to this unlikely end. Born in Vitebsk in the Russian empire (today it
is in Belarus), he had emigrated with his parents after the Russian
Revolution first to Berlin in 1921, and then a few years later (joined by
his new wife) to Palestine (first Haifa and then Tel Aviv), the culmi-
nation of a long-standing Zionist imperative. Already a medical doctor
minted at Moscow University, he retrained in the 1930s in Vienna to
become a psychoanalyst, and in 1939 moved with his wife and two
daughters to New York City on a year’s sabbatical to write a book to
rebut Sigmund Freud’s Moses and Monotheism. He emigrated perma-
nently in the United States, eventually settling in Princeton, New Jersey,
to pursue his writing career until his death in 1979.27 Of course, in 1950,
this was all lying before him – he was simply publishing his first full-
length monograph to describe a very unusual idea.

Velikovsky (1950) argued that ancient mythological, scriptural, and
historical sources from a variety of cultures – but principally from the
Near East, and especially the Old Testament – contained repeated
homologous descriptions of major catastrophes: rains of fire, immense
earthquakes, tsunamis, dragons and snakes fighting in the heavens. These
passages had long been interpreted by rationalist readers as metaphors
or ecstatic visions. Not so, argued Velikovsky: When compared and
synchronized, they pointed toward massive global catastrophes that
actually happened. If everyone is carrying an umbrella, it is logical to infer

27 On Velikovsky’s biography, see Sharon, 1995; Degen, 1997; and Voorhees, 1990.
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that it is raining. Velikovsky tracked two main catastrophes: one that
happened around1500B.C., duringwhat is known today as theExodus of
the Children of Israel from Egypt; and another that happened on 23
March 687B.C., which changed the length of the year from360 days to its
current 365¼ days, stunning the prophet Isaiah and chronicled as the
battle between Athena and Ares in Homer’s Iliad.28

The book initiated a prolonged controversy that flared sporadically
until it finally petered out after Velikovsky’s death. At its core was his
mechanism for both catastrophes. He claimed that the first (at the time
of the Exodus) was caused by a comet ejected from Jupiter which almost
collided with Earth and remained trapped in gravitational and elec-
tromagnetic interaction with this planet for several decades, raining
petroleum from its cometary tail, igniting the heavens, and tilting
the earth’s axis. (The last caused the sun to appear to stand still over the
plains of Gibeon in Joshua’s famous battle. It also knocked down the
walls of Jericho via an earthquake.) Eventually, the comet stabilized
into the planet Venus. Thus, Earth’s nearest planetary neighbor was
originally a comet born in historical times, as attested by proper
interpretation of the records of the collective memory of humanity.
Venus’s movements then displaced Mars, which threatened Earth in the
second wave of catastrophes in the seventh century B.C. Velikovsky’s
arguments presupposed a reformulation of the central precepts of
geology, paleontology, archaeology, and celestial mechanics, not to
mention ancient history.

Astronomers made the first assault against Velikovsky’s theories,
before the book’s publication, largely in reaction to a January preview
article in Harper’s by Larrabee (1950). Harlow Shapley, director of the
HarvardCollegeObservatory, engaged in a sustained attempt even before
publication to dissuade Macmillan – the leading publisher of science
textbooks in the country – from releasing what he was sure the profes-
sional communitywouldwidely perceive as ridiculous.29 Thatwas the first
of three hostile interventions againstWorlds inCollision. The secondwas a
series of extremely negative and borderline belligerent reviews by many

28 A huge amount of literature was produced by and about Velikovsky during his
lifetime, but that has died down considerably since his death. For surveys of the Veli-

kovsky debates with differing degrees of partisanship, see Bauer, 1984, McAulay, 1975,
and De Grazia et al., 1966.
29 Harlow Shapley to the Editorial Department at Macmillan Company, 18 January

1950; James Putnam of Macmillan to Shapley, 24 January 1950; Shapley to Putnam, 25
January 1950; all in Immanuel Velikovsky Papers, C0968, Princeton University Library
[hereafter ‘‘Velikovsky Papers’’], Series 4E, Box 124, Folder 2: ‘‘Harvard University.’’

This is the beginning of an extended correspondence.
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luminaries of international science, including Payne-Gaposchkin (1950a,
b), Condon (1950), Herget (1950), and Haldane (1950).

The third response was perhaps the most striking, a threatened
boycott against Macmillan’s entire list to respond to the book’s release.
Although Velikovsky remained convinced that the boycott was engi-
neered by Harlow Shapley, the evidence from his own archives and
Shapley’s indicates that it was much more of a spontaneous effort from
astronomers around the country. (Shapley repeatedly denied his per-
sonal involvement.)30 Consider this letter by Dean B. McLaughlin,
professor of astronomy at the University of Michigan, to George P.
Brett, Jr., the president of Macmillan, which is exceptional in the
sharpness of its tone, but not in the content of its arguments:

The book is worse than an attack on science. Science can very well
take care of itself and throw the truth in the faces of those who
deny it, to their confusion. There have always been cranks and
crackpots, and we have become accustomed to them. But their
notions need not and should not be bally-hooed as epoch-making
discoveries or as new and revolutionary truth, under the sponsor-
ship of a famous publisher. The book is a serious threat to education
and, I believe, to the democratic principle itself. It raises very serious
questions that go far beyond the domain of science.…

Therefore, I take it as my public duty to inform all people with
whom I come in contact that the Macmillan Company, knowingly
or unknowingly is a partner to a deliberate conspiracy to misinform
the public. I have told this to my classes in astronomy, and shall
continue to do so. And to all genuine scientists the Macmillan
Company is henceforth a name synonymous with unethical prac-
tice and the subsidizing of charlatanry.31

More troubling to Macmillan than the smattering of irate letters were
the occasional reasonable ones, such as one from Paul Herget of the
Cincinnati Observatory, who simply remarked, in June 1950: ‘‘I am,
however, thoroughly in favor of having your company boycotted by
all prospective and future authors of scientific books, if there is no

30 ‘‘Nothing has stirred the astronomers and astrophysicists and physicists so much
for quite a time; I regret they took the matter so seriously.’’ Shapley to H. S. Latham, 7

July 1950, Velikovsky Papers, Series 4E, Box 124, Folder 2: ‘‘Harvard University.’’
31 Dean B. McLaughlin to George P. Brett, Jr., 20 May 1950, Velikovsky Papers,

Series 4E, Box 124, Folder 2: ‘‘Harvard University.’’ Emphasis added.
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ameliorating action taken by your company about this matter. This is a
position which I believe I would be willing to maintain indefinitely.’’32

Herget went further than this, and refused to submit referee reports for
other textbooks that were in the pipeline, a move that sent shocks up the
administrative chain at the press.33 Given the high profits Macmillan
derived from their textbooks and journals, the press was forced two
months after publication to transfer the immensely successful Worlds in
Collision to Doubleday, a competitor immune from such a targeted
boycott as they lacked a textbook division. All critics who had written in
with complaints and notifications of a boycott in the works were alerted
by letter that Macmillan had washed their hands of Velikovsky.

All this activity raises an obvious question: Why did the astronomers
react so vociferously to Velikovsky? Why did they not, as was typical
practice for well over a century, simply ignore this particular incarna-
tion of what they saw as crackpottery? Or why not simply engage with
the scientific claims he was making and refute them? Their outrage not
only granted more than a tinge of legitimacy to Velikovsky in popular
eyes – why all the fuss if there wasn’t something there? – but also created
a dynamic by which Velikovsky and the Velikovskians (who would
emerge in force in later decades) could claim the mantle of persecuted
apostles of truth.

The roots of the violent reaction lie in Lysenkoism – or, to be very
precise, a particular interpretation of the lessons of Lysenkoism as
drawn by a certain segment of the liberal, Soviet-friendly, elite North-
east scientific establishment. The 1948 VASKhNIL conference was
interpreted as a wake-up call by many American scientists. Until 1948,
many leaders of the scientific community had not yet fully come to grips
with the transformation of the political and cultural significance of
science wrought by World War II. The atomic bomb, radar, the elec-
tronic computer, and penicillin all marked a new postwar science that
was bigger, more expensive, and thus more exposed to political scrutiny
and interference. Geneticist Richard Goldschmidt, in an article osten-
sibly about Lysenko and published in the special issue of the Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists about the affair in May 1949 (and thus a year
before the Velikovsky issue heated up), pointed to this metamorphosis:

Pseudobiological literature of all times is full of books by philoso-
phers, state[s]men, theologians, and cranks who want to replace

32 Paul Herget to B. T. Harris (of Macmillan), 6 June 1950, Velikovsky Papers, Series

4E, Box 126, Folder 16: ‘‘Worlds in Collision.’’
33 H. B. McCurdy to George Brett, 2 June 1950, Velikovsky Papers, Series 4E, Box

126, Folder 16: ‘‘Worlds in Collision.’’
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facts and laws found by the hard work of the active biologists with
their own pet ideas or creeds. Lysenko would certainly join this
group, which always finds followers among laymen, if he lived in the
Western world, and his doings would remain a curiosity on a library
shelf. However, his case, otherwise completely uninteresting, has
become highly significant by the fact that he has succeeded in per-
suading the high command of the party, including, as it seems, the
dictator himself, that his, Lysenko’s line is first, truly Marxian,
second, of greatest importance for the economy of his country and
full of practical promise, and, third, 100 per cent Soviet Russian…

Important here are not the allegations against Lysenko – those had
become standard after August 1948 – but the emphasis on the role of the
state in assisting Lysenko. Goldschmidt continued that he did not
‘‘want to imply that we are in danger of having a Lysenko appear in our
midst. But there are different degrees of such things’’ (1949, p. 155). His
worry was that public funding of science, which had now grown so large
in the postwar years, might lead to ‘‘planning’’ of science, and take the
Americans down the same path as the Soviets. L. C. Dunn wrote to
Goldschmidt in response confessing that he was ‘‘a little disturbed by
the association in the last few pages of suppression of freedom in sci-
ence, such as the ‘new line’ in Russia, with planning in science generally.
I think it would be unfortunate, considering the amount of planning
which is required to get public support, were it to raise to suspicion that
public support always implies political direction of science.’’34

As Dunn was well aware, however, concerns such as Goldschmidt’s
were not completely fantastical. Postwar America generated a more
aggressive and ideological federal policing apparatus, first with the
beefing up of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) –
which investigated the ‘‘loyalty’’ of broad swaths of academics, enter-
tainers, journalists, and other elites – and then its later expansion in the
Senate under the auspices of the junior senator from Wisconsin, whose
name would become an eponym for this historical period: Joseph
McCarthy.35 In this environment, there was a definite linkage of per-
sonnel between the opposition to anticommunism, the resistance to
Lysenko, and the uproar over Velikovsky.Many of the leading architects
of the latter in the early years were the same alleged fellow-travelers who
had been summoned before HUAC in the late 1940s: Harlow Shapley

34 Dunn to Richard Goldschmidt, 11 January 1949, Dunn Papers, Box 14, Folder:

‘‘Goldschmidt, Richard B. 1939-50.’’
35 For a survey of this apparatus and its impact on scientists before the advent of

McCarthy, see Wang, 1999.
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and Edwin Condon (director of the National Bureau of Standards), for
example. For these liberal scientists and many like them, Velikovsky
served as a proxy to demonstrate that their anti-Lysenkoism represented
more than a form of anti-Communist propaganda – it was a defense of
the integrity of apolitical science. [In Britain, criticism of Velikovsky and,
in muted fashion, Lysenko were both undertaken by biologist J. B. S.
Haldane, a member of the Executive Committee of the Communist Party
of Great Britain (Paul, 1983).]

But, the more interesting and extended linkage is the perception that
there was some lesson learned from Lysenko that was being applied to
Velikovsky. That lesson was absolutely not the belief that Velikovsky
would become ‘‘Lysenko for astronomy’’ – that the federal government
would endorse Velikovsky and criminalize uniformitarian, Newtonian,
or other traditional modes of astronomical research. No one believed
that. The lesson rather concerned tactics when confronting claims from
the fringe. Anticommunism was becoming a serious issue in the over-
heated atmosphere of 1950. McCarthy had his big debut in February
1950, in the wake of the second Alger Hiss trial and the exposé of Klaus
Fuchs’s atomic espionage for the Soviet Union, in Wheeling, West
Virginia, when he specifically named Harlow Shapley as a Communist
in the State Department (neither claim being true).36 In this climate,
some American scientists felt that it was simply a tactical error to leave
charlatans to fade away due to lack of attention: Lysenko had dem-
onstrated that they were dangerous. And it was not worth trying to
engage with Velikovskianism as a scientific problem, and refute it claim
by claim. The Americans had tried that with Lysenko, and look what
happened! I argue that at a time when the scientific method seemed
vulnerable and the autonomy of scientists was challenged by the state,
astronomers reacted convulsively to an article inHarper’s and a popular
book with a conflagration out of all proportion to what they might have
done only five years earlier.

Some of the analogies between Lysenko and Velikovsky one finds in
the sources are rather crass, as in the statement in the Dallas News that
‘‘[p]erhaps Worlds in Collision is the current Soviet dogma in regard to
paleontology, anthropology, and cosmology, a new science which may
best be called Sov-myth.’’37 More reflective were the observations of

36 See Schrecker, 1998 for a much broader account of this period, and Wang, 1999 for
the specifics of the Shapley case.
37 Quoted in Velikovsky, 1951, p. 51. Needless to say, there is no strong link between

Velikovsky’s actual arguments and Lysenko’s, although Velikovsky did keep up on
Russian-language science and in passing sometimes referred favorably to Lysenko’s

claims (Velikovsky 1955, p. 247; 1982, p. 28).
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Martin Gardner, who spent much of the following decades writing
about people he labeled ‘‘crackpots.’’ For example, in an article pub-
lished in late 1950, referring to Wilhelm Reich’s ‘‘orgone research’’
program, Gardner (1950, p. 456) pointed to a common feature of sci-
entists’ tactics when faced with what they considered pseudoscience:

The reader may wonder why a competent scientist does not publish
a detailed refutation of Reich’s absurd biological speculations. The
answer is that the informed scientist doesn’t care, and would, in
fact, damage his reputation by taking the time to undertake such a
thankless task.4 For the same reasons, scarcely a single classic in
the field of modern scientific curiosa has prompted an adequate
reply. The one exception is the work of the Russian geneticist,
Lysenko, unimportant in itself, but with a wider significance be-
cause it strengthens a cultural paranoia, and dramatically high-
lights the conflict between a relatively free and a rigidly controlled
science.

Footnote 4 in the above passage leads directly to Immanuel Velikovsky:
‘‘Although there obviously is no sharp line separating competent from
incompetent research, and there are occasions when a scientific
‘orthodoxy’ may delay the acceptance of novel views, the fact remains
that the distance between the work of competent scientists and the
speculations of a Voliva or Velikovsky is so great that a qualitative
difference emerges which justifies the label of ‘pseudo-science.’’’38 Over
the following decades, numerous other books and articles discussing
approaches to ‘‘unorthodox science’’ would point to the responses to
Lysenko (after 1948) and Velikovsky as distinctly aggressive and similar
in tone, and opponents of Velikovsky would characterize the actions of
his 1970s followers as ‘‘Lysenkoist’’ in their alleged reliance on bullying
and insinuation (Polanyi, 1967, p. 541; Gordon, 1966).39 The similarity,
I suggest, is more than accidental: the anti-Velikovskians adopted (and
exceeded, in the case of the threatened boycott) some tactics of the post-
1948 anti-Lysenkoists in the hopes of nipping this in the bud before
Velikovsky became too entrenched in the popular consciousness to
eliminate. The fact that they miscalculated and only made Velikovsky
more visible and popular is beside the point.

38 Wilbur Glenn Voliva (1870–1942) was the most famous modern proponent of the

Flat Earth doctrine.
39 See also John D. G. Rather to Robert R. Jones, 16 August 1976, Velikovsky

Papers, Box 82, Folder 18: ‘‘Jueneman, Frederick B.: 1976–1978.’’
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Interestingly, Velikovsky and his adherents turned that lesson
around, claiming they were persecuted in the same fashion as Lysenko’s
victims, and in much the same way tried to appropriate the mantle of
Galileo and Giordano Bruno. Pointing to the boycott campaign and the
firing of two early backers of Worlds in Collision – Gordon Atwater,
Director of the Hayden Planetarium of the American Museum of
Natural History in New York City, and James Putnam of Macmillan –
Velikovsky wrote to Ted Thackrey, the editor of the Daily Compass,
who supported Velikovsky on free speech grounds: ‘‘A campaign of
distortion and calumny was carried against me and my book here, but
there [in the Soviet Union] I would have been silenced if my views
contradicted the accepted dogmas. And is it only a coincidence that
Shapley and his friends in political thinking tried to use the Lisenko [sic]
methods on me?’’40 Other such comments are scattered around Veli-
kovsky’s archives and publications by his followers (e.g. Ellenberger,
1979).41 The existence and persistence of this Lysenko trope demon-
strates how multifaceted the Affair became in its American resonances.
There was, on the one hand, the pre-1948 lesson that one needed to
engage perceived pseudoscience and dismiss it on scientific grounds; on
the other hand, the post-1948 lesson that organized campaigns of per-
secution of scholars on behalf of a particular doctrine (whether Mi-
churinism or uniformitarian astronomy) automatically rendered that
dominant doctrine pseudoscientific. Velikovsky read the lesson through
that latter prism, Payne-Gaposchkin criticized Velikovsky through the
former. In either event, it was clear that no one wanted to claim to be in
Lysenko’s position – everyone was a Vavilov in the American inflections
of the Lysenko Affair.

Conclusion: The Wrong Lesson

Admittedly, the arguments outlined here – for both Lysenko and
Velikovsky – are preliminary and require further elaboration. In lieu of
a conclusion, I turn to how the lesson drawn by the anti-Velikovskians
(and, of course, that drawn by Velikovsky himself) was specifically and
repeatedly rejected by the very biologists who were behind the campaign
against Lysenko in the United States. Rather than viewing the Lysenko

40 Velikovsky to Thackrey, 2 June 1953, Velikovsky Papers, Series 4A, Box 99, Folder

7: ‘‘Thackrey, T. O.: Correspondence 1928–1953.’’
41 See also Ellenberger to Paul de Forest, 16 January 1979, Velikovsky Papers, Box

76, Folder 3: ‘‘Ellenberger, C. Leroy: 1978–1979.’’
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affair as a template for how pseudoscience should be combated in the
future, Dunn and Dobzhansky were themselves convinced that Lysen-
koism was sui generis, and could not be generalized to other contro-
versial claims (with the partial exception of creationism, which Dunn
occasionally invoked as an analogy), or even claims of scientific perse-
cution. To do so would be a mockery of the seriousness of Lysenkoism
itself.

There were two different kinds of false generalization one could make
from Lysenko. The first was to extrapolate from the fate of Soviet
genetics to the state of Soviet science in general. Obviously, this kind of
thinking was precisely what Dunn had mobilized against in the first
place. He wrote to the editor of the Saturday Review of Literature that
‘‘one should no more view the whole of Russian science through the lens
of Lysenko, than one should view American science through funda-
mentalist writings on evolution.’’42 Dunn and others wanted to be clear
that Lysenko was marginal scientifically, albeit not politically, thus
reinscribing the division that motivated much of their particular take on
Lysenko. They approached his work from the scientific side before 1948,
the political side afterward, but never confused the two at the risk of
tarnishing an otherwise excellent scientific establishment. Sadly, this
conflation was all too common among Westerners during the height of
the Cold War.

Dobzhansky was personally more concerned about the second false
generalization. As he saw it in later years, it was an error even to
consider Lysenkoism as pseudoscience, not because its claims had a
chance to be respectable science, but because Lysenko’s tactics, espe-
cially after 1948 but also before (as in the purge of Nikolai Vavilov),
were so nakedly repressive that even pseudoscience endowed them with
too much dignity. In the three folders in his personal archives that he
labeled ‘‘crackpot files,’’ Dobzhansky only included claims of cures to
cancer and the like.43 Lysenkoism was too grave to be dismissed as mere
crackpottery. For his part, Michael Lerner – like Dobzhansky a fellow
Russian émigré who took the predations of Lysenkoism personally,
contrasting with Dunn’s more intellectual approach – fumed at Nobel
laureate William Shockley’s claim, in the face of opposition to his plans
to gather sperm from geniuses and breed a superior type of human, that

42 Dunn to the Editor of the Saturday Review of Literature, 11 March 1946, Dunn
Papers, Box 21, Folder: ‘‘Lysenko Controversy – Correspondence 1945-46,’’ p. 3. This

letter protested Simpson (1946).
43 Theodosius Dobzhansky Papers, American Philosophical Society Library, B:D65,

Box 3, Folders: ‘‘Crackpot File #1, #2, and #3.’’
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he was besieged by ‘‘Lysenko tactics.’’ Lerner, who had translated
Zhores Medvedev’s book on Lysenko and was instrumental in the
middle period of the Dunn/Dobzhansky effort to salvage Soviet
genetics, vehemently objected to this as a trivialization of the dead and a
complete misunderstanding of the nature of Lysenkoism.44 Shockley
had attempted the same move Velikovsky had made earlier.

To conclude, a reiteration and a caveat: I am not claiming that
Velikovsky and Lysenko were ‘‘the same’’ in any straightforward way,
or that they were both ‘‘pseudosciences’’ according to some universal
criteria of what constitutes a ‘‘proper science’’ and what does not. Nor
am I proposing a counterfactual evaluation, whereby had Lysenko been
treated as Velikovsky was, the results would have been similar – or vice
versa. Such a claim would require me to defend that the two cases were
deeply analogous in fact; whereas my point is that the two were per-
ceived to be similar by contemporaries, not that they were actually so. I
emphasize the Lysenko Affair’s role here because it was experienced by
American scientists (especially, but not exclusively biologists) as a tre-
mendous shock, one laden with dark omens for the future of science.
The environment of the late 1940s and early 1950s was so tense that this
particular incident in Soviet genetics formed an important touchstone
for later interpretations of domestic American events. It was in that
context that Velikovsky published his book. The similarities were not
structural and not philosophical, but similarities interpreted by the ac-
tors, simply because Lysenkoism was the historical exemplar closest to
hand. And because the astronomers mobilized in such a vigorous
fashion, they ran the risk of repressing free discourse in a fashion
analogous to what they had condemned in the Soviet Union in 1948.
(And, as they were surely all too aware, to the practices of HUAC and
the McCarthyite anticommunists.) Think what you might about Veli-
kovsky’s claim, a book boycott is not an invitation to open discourse,
and neither was arranging for ‘‘proper’’ reviews of a translated scientific
text. It is in this specific sense that the American reaction to the Lysenko
Affair became a ‘‘playbook’’ for the Velikovsky Affair: in the debates
about demarcating the borders between legitimate science and crank
doctrines, the defense of Soviet genetics between 1946 and 1949 offered
a host of lessons for the combatants. Which side they chose to pick up
depended on various individual points of view, but all saw Lysenkoism

44 I. Michael Lerner to William Shockley, 22 April 1970 and 1 May 1970, Dobz-
hansky Papers, American Philosophical Society Library, B:D65, Box 7, Folder:

‘‘Lerner, I. Michael #1.’’
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as indicative of something vitally important, and staked their claims in
analogy to it.

References

Aleksandrov, V. Ia. 1992. Trudnye gody sovetskoi biologii: Zapiski sovremennika. St.
Petersburg: Nauka.

Bauer, Henry H. 1984. Beyond Velikovsky: The History of a Public Controversy.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Condon, Edward U. 1950. ‘‘Velikovsky’s Catastrophe.’’ New Republic 122(17) (24
April): 23–24.

Degen, Ion. 1997. Immanuil Velikovskii: Rasskaz o zamechatel’nom cheloveke. Rostov-
on-Don: Feniks.

De Grazia, Alfred, et al. 1966. The Velikovsky Affair: The Warfare of Science and

Scientism. New Hyde Park, NY: University Books.
Dobzhansky, Theodosius. 1946. ‘‘Lysenko’s ‘Genetics’.’’ Journal of Heredity 37: 5–9.
—— 1949a. ‘‘Marxist Biology, French Style.’’ Journal of Heredity 40: 78–79.

—— 1949b. ‘‘The Suppression of a Science.’’ Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 5(May):
144–146.

—— 1952a. ‘‘Lysenko’s ‘Michurinist’ Genetics.’’ Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists
8(February): 40–44.

—— 1952b. ‘‘Two Recent Versions of Eugenics.’’ American Naturalist 86(January–February):
61–62.

—— 1953. ‘‘Lysenko Progresses Backward.’’ Journal of Heredity 44: 20–22.

—— 1955. ‘‘The Crisis of Soviet Biology.’’ Ernest J Simmons (ed.), Continuity and
Change in Russian and Soviet Thought. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
pp. 329–346.

—— 1956. The Biological Basis of Human Freedom. New York: Columbia University
Press.

—— 1958. ‘‘Lysenko at Bay.’’ Journal of Heredity 49: 15–17.

—— 1962–1965. Reminiscences. Oral History Research Office, Butler Library, Colum-
bia University, New York City, New York.

—— 1964. Heredity and the Nature of Man. London: George Allen & Unwin.
Dunn, L.C. 1946. ‘‘Review of Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability.’’ Science 103(8):

180–181.
Dunn, L.C. and Dobzhansky, Th. 1946. Heredity Race, and Society. New York: Pen-

guin Books.

—— 1952. Heredity, Race and Society, rev. ed. New York: Mentor.
Ellenberger, Leroy. 1979. ‘‘A Point of View: The Cold War, McCarthy and Velikov-

sky.’’ S.I.S. Workshop 1(5): 5–6.

Gaisinovich, A.E. 1988. Zarozhdenie i razvitie genetiki. Moscow: Nauka.
Gardner, Martin. 1950. ‘‘The Hermit Scientist.’’ Antioch Review 10(4): 447–457.
Geison, Gerald L. 1995. The Private Science of Louis Pasteur. Princeton: Princeton

University Press.

Gieryn, Thomas F. 1999. Cultural Boundaries of Science: Credibility on the Line. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

MICHAEL D. GORDIN466



Glass, Bentley. 1946. ‘‘Review of Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability.’’ Quarterly
Review of Biology 21: 279.

Goldschmidt, Richard B. 1946. ‘‘Review of Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability.’’
Physiological Zoology 19: 332–334.

—— 1949. ‘‘Research and Politics.’’ Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 5(May): 150–155.

Gordon, Theodore J. 1966. Ideas in Conflict. New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Gormley, Melinda. 2006. Geneticist L. C. Dunn: Politics, Activism, and Community.

Ph.D. Dissertation, Oregon State University.

Graham, Loren R. 1987. Science, Philosophy, and Human Behavior in the Soviet Union.
New York: Columbia University Press.

Haldane, J.B.S. 1950. ‘‘St. Quetzalcoatl and St. Fenris.’’ New Statesman and Nation

1(11 November): 432–433.
Harman, Oren Solomon. 2003. ‘‘C. D. Darlington and the British and American

Reaction to Lysenko and the Soviet Conception of Science.’’ Journal of the History
of Biology 35: 309–352.

Herget, Paul. 1950. ‘‘It is Just as Barnum Said.’’ Cincinnati Enquirer (1 April): 7.
Hudson, P.S. and Richens, R.H. 1946. The New Genetics in the Soviet Union. Cam-

bridge: Imperial Bureau of Plant Breeding and Genetics.

Joravsky, David. 1970. The Lysenko Affair. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Kaftanov, S. 1949. ‘‘In Support of Michurin’s Biological Theory in Higher Institutions

of Learning.’’ Science 109(28 January): 90–92.

Kolchinskii, E.I. 2007. Biologiia Germanii i Rossii-SSSR v usloviiakh sotsial’no-politi-
cheskikh krizisov pervoi poloviny XX veka (mezhdu liberalizmom, kommunizmom i
natsional-sotsializmom). St. Petersburg: Nestor-Istoriia.

Krementsov, Nikolai. 1996. ‘‘A ‘‘Second Front’’ in Soviet Genetics: The International

Dimension of the Lysenko Controversy.’’ Journal of the History of Biology 29: 229–
250.

—— 1997. Stalinist Science. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Laptev, I. 1947. ‘‘Antipatrioticheskie postupki pod flagom ‘nauchnoi’ kritiki.’’ Pravda
230(10621): 2.

Larrabee, Eric. 1950. ‘‘The Day the Sun Stood Still.’’ Harper’s Magazine (January):

19–26.
Lash, Joseph P. 1949. ‘‘Russian Science and Heresy.’’ New Republic (3 January): 11–13.
Laudan, Larry. 2009 [1983]. ‘‘The Demise of the Demarcation Problem.’’ Robert T.

Pennock and Michael Ruse (eds.), But Is It Science?: The Philosophical Question in
the Creation/Evolution Controversy, updated edition. Amherst, NY: Prometheus
Books, pp. 312–330.

Lysenko, T.D. 1946. Heredity and Its Variability, trans. Theodosius Dobzhansky. New

York: King’s Crown Press.
—— 1951a. Heredity and Its Variability. Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing

House.

—— 1951b. New Developments in the Science of Biological Species. Moscow: Foreign
Languages Publishing House.

McAulay, Robert E. 1975. Substantive and Ideological Aspects of Science: An Analysis of

the Velikovsky Controversy. M.A. Thesis, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque,
New Mexico.

Medvedev, Zhores A. 1987. Soviet Agriculture. New York: W. W. Norton.
—— 1969. The Rise and Fall of T. D. Lysenko, trans. I. Michael Lerner. New York:

Columbia University Press.

HOW LYSENKOISM BECAME PSEUDOSCIENCE 467



Paul, Diane B. 1983. ‘‘A War on Two Fronts: J.B.S. Haldane and the Response to
Lysenkoism in Britain.’’ Journal of the History of Biology 16: 1–37.

Payne-Gaposchkin, Cecilia. 1950a. ‘‘Worlds in Collision.’’ Popular Astronomy 58(6):
278–286.

—— 1950b. ‘‘Nonsense, Dr. Velikovsky!’’ The Reporter 2(6): 37–40.

Pigliucci, Massimo. 2010. Nonsense on Stilts: How to Tell Science from Bunk. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Polanyi, Michael. 1967. ‘‘The Growth of Science in Society.’’ Minerva 5: 533–545.

Roll-Hansen, Nils. 1985a. ‘‘A New Perspective on Lysenko?’’ Annals of Science 42:
261–278.

—— 1985b. ‘‘Genetics Under Stalin.’’ Science 227: 1329.

—— 1989. ‘‘The Practice Criterion and the Rise of Lysenkoism.’’ Science Studies 1:
3–16.

Sax, Karl. 1944. ‘‘Soviet Biology.’’ Science 99: 298–299.
Schrecker, Ellen. 1998. Many Are the Crimes: McCarthyism in America. Princeton:

Princeton University Press.
Sharon, Ruth Velikovsky. 1995. Aba: The Glory and the Torment: The Life of Dr.

Immanuel Velikovsky. Dubuque, IA: Times Mirror Higher Education Group.

Simpson, Robert. 1946. Science, Totalitarian Model. Saturday Review of Literature (9
March): 28–32.

Soyfer, Valery. 1994. Lysenko and the Tragedy of Soviet Science, trans. Leo Gruliow and

Rebecca Gruliow. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.
Stern, Curt. 1946. ‘‘Review of Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability.’’ American Nat-

uralist 80: 241–243.
Velikovsky, Immanuel. 1950. Worlds in Collision. New York: Macmillan.

—— 1951. ‘‘Answer to My Critics.’’ Harper’s Magazine 202 (June): 51–57.
—— 1955. Earth in Upheaval. Garden City, NY: Doubleday.
—— 1982. Mankind in Amnesia. Garden City, NY: Doubleday.

Voorhees, Duane Leroy. 1990. The ‘‘Jewish Science’’ of Immanuel Velikovsky: Culture
and Biography as Ideational Determinants. Ph.D. Dissertation, Bowling Green State
University.

Wang, Jessica. 1999. American Science in an Age of Anxiety: Scientists, Anticommunism,
and the Cold War. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Zhebrak, Anton. 1945. ‘‘Soviet Biology.’’ Science 102(5 October): 357–358.

Zirkle, Conway. 1947. ‘‘Review of Lysenko’s Heredity and Its Variability.’’ Isis 37: 108.
——1949. Death of a Science in Russia: The Fate of Genetics as Described in Pravda and

Elsewhere. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.
——1959. Evolution, Marxian Biology, and the Social Scene. Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press.

MICHAEL D. GORDIN468


	How Lysenkoism Became Pseudoscience: Dobzhansky to Velikovsky
	Abstract
	Dobzhansky’s Lysenko Problem -- And Ours
	First Time Tragedy, Second Time Farce: The Velikovsky Affair
	Conclusion: The Wrong Lesson
	References


