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Introduction

Flow: Resource Management in the Twentieth Century

In a 1965 essay called “On Prose,” the writer and Gulag survivor Varlam Shalamov (1907–1982) denounced the nineteenth-century novelistic form. Contemporary readers still craved “answers to the ‘eternal’ questionfs,” but Shalamov believed they could no longer hope to find convincing answers within traditional belles lettres. Writers like Tolstoy, Chekhov, and Balzac had outlived their usefulness in “deciding vitally important questions” pertaining to the “meaning of life” and the “link between art and life.”1 A truly relevant literature, Shalamov argued, could be written only with “one’s own blood, one’s own fate.” Authors of such “new prose” would not need to “gather materials, visit the Butyrka prison or inmate transit stations,” or take “research trips to the Tambov region or anywhere else.” Shalamov’s preferred method “negated” all “old-style preparatory work,” because “the search is now not merely for different means of depicting, but of knowing and finding out.”2

In addition to signaling a “break with the literary tradition of the past” and revealing Shalamov’s wish to position himself as a professional writer rather than a witness of world-historical atrocities, “On Prose” displays what Linnéa Janjić calls a “late style,” a term she borrows from the German-Jewish philosopher Theodor Adorno (1903–1969).3 For Adorno, an artist’s late style reflects the emotional states attending physical and intellectual decline. The late works of significant artists like Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), Adorno wrote, are “devoid of sweetness,” “bitter and spiny,” and lacking in harmony. As such, they must be “relegated to the outer reaches of art,” to “the vicinity of the document.”4

It is precisely in the document that Shalamov locates hope for the future of literature. In part, this allegiance derives from the writer’s abiding commitment to the legacy of 1920s-era avant-gardes, with their tendency toward aesthetic maximalism and their documentarian bent.5 Shalamov’s preferences also distinguish him from fellow Gulag chronicler Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1918–2008), whose Tolstoy-esque narrative stylings earned him fame in the West. Yet Shalamov’s conception of documentary literature not only allowed for, but actually required, substantial creative intervention. As a youthful admirer of the literary critic Osip Brik (1888–1945) and the Constructivist writer Sergei Tretiakov (1892–1937), Shalamov was well versed in the collation of documentary and nondocumentary content they and others called “factography.” Though he “never fully embraced Brik’s and Tretiakov’s enthusiasm” for this method, “his contact with them left its mark” on works like Kolyma Tales (1954–1973).6

Given Shalamov’s anti-authoritarian bona fides, it is shocking to find, in his advocacy for a “prose of documentary intensity,” a distinctly Stalinist echo. His view of writing as materialist endeavor, as labor; his idiosyncratic understanding of the “document” and the “fact,” which recalls Gorky, the “father of Socialist Realism,” as much as it does Tretiakov; and most of all, his insistence on a literature fueled by fleshly suffering, fed with currents of blood, and inscribed on the skin mark his poetics as of a piece with the culture of the Stalinist 1930s. In some sense, these affinities are unsurprising: every person being a product of their time, it is only natural that Shalamov would imbue his texts with ambient cultural currents and vocabularies. Yet to classify Shalamov’s record of human suffering under Stalinism—however heavily fictionalized—in the same category as Gorky’s fevered utopian imaginings or the propagandistic texts of Socialist Realism feels tone-deaf, risky, almost sacrilegious.

And yet, the affinities are there—and demand explanation. What could possibly account for them? “It is necessary and possible to write a story that is indistinguishable from a document,” Shalamov argues in “On Prose.” “The thing is, the author must investigate his material using his own hide [shkura]—not only with the mind or the heart but with every pore of his skin, with every single nerve.”7 Only in this case can “that which is suffered in one’s own blood exit onto the page as a document of the soul, transfigured and illuminated by the fire of talent.” These lines offer a syncretic, timeless picture of literary production. On one hand, Shalamov inflects his prose with sentiments reminiscent of Pushkin’s harsh and immolating vision of a poetic “Prophet” (1826) whose tongue is brutally plucked out and replaced with that of a wise serpent. On the other hand, Shalamov invokes the same principles that animated the postrevolutionary Soviet fervor for “real” art, a concept that figures at varying distances from the emerging party line defined in divergent ways: from the poets and philosophers of OBERIU, champions of a “Real Art” that was at once naturalistic and absurd, to Maxim Gorky, who helped co-opt the documentarian impulse into official discourse. The end result of Gorky’s insistence on idiosyncratically defined “document” and “fact” was not hyperrealism, but the utterly fanciful edifice of Soviet Socialist Realism.8

The common element uniting these seemingly disparate cultural touchstones is the theme of the working, thinking body as a biological entity, as Agambenian zoê (bare life).9 Throughout “On Prose,” Shalamov makes clear that to be honest and productive, literature must make use of the self—not in some metaphorical sense but as literal fuel to be consumed and transformed in the course of producing the written work. It is only this type of literature—ritualistically carved into human skin like the sentence of the condemned man in Franz Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” (1919)—that is true to life, over and above the “documentary” effect Shalamov prizes. In spite of his disgust for the Stalinist order, his horror at the notion of camp experience as redemptive or useful in any way,10 Shalamov recapitulates a central tenet of official Stalinist thought: namely, that the body’s energy is a flowing and fungible yet finite quantity to be channeled, by force if necessary, toward the dual goal of transforming nature and the self. Shalamov’s debt to the era that preceded his many years in the Gulag is not only aesthetic but moral and philosophical. In an apparently unconscious refraction of the cultural milieu that repressed and imprisoned him, Shalamov suggests that creative production requires steely self-discipline, a conversion of unruly personal and historical tides into meticulously structured outputs. He further argues that the successful execution of physical and mental labor hinges on the liquidation of bodily capital, a channeling of literal and metaphorical energies.

Underpinning Shalamov’s conception of writerly labor are the very flesh-and-blood categories that animated what we might call the “Stalinist master text.” This term refers to the complex of official, literary-artistic, and popular discourse that supported, constituted, and reflected Stalinist political culture—the entire Gesamtkunstwerk of Stalinism, to borrow Boris Groys’s 1987 formulation. Writing on Soviet society’s worship of “pilot heroes” during the second half of the 1930s, Hans Günther noted that “the language of everyone participating in this publicistic mythmaking is extremely redundant and stereotypical. The more of these texts one reads, the more the descriptions of the heroes and their deeds flow together into one unified, indistinguishable basic pattern [Grundmuster], and the more they begin to seem like interchangeable components within a single text, rehearsed in ever new variations.”11 Such uniformity of expression was by no means unique to Socialist Realism and adjacent journalistic efforts, the subjects of Günther’s analysis. Bits of it may be found, like shrapnel, throughout the Soviet collective body before, during, and long after the 1930s. For eyewitness observers of the 1920s—the decade that saw the initial crystallization of the attitudes Günther describes—the illiberal elements within the Bolshevik revolution were only amplified, rather than invented, in Stalinism. Indeed, as Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980) remarked in her memoirs, completed around 1970, the revolutionary enthusiasts among the intelligentsia, “terrified of chaos,” had sought almost immediately to usher in “a strong system,” a “powerful hand that would stem the angry human river overflowing its banks.”12

This book investigates the surprising ubiquity of the language of fluids—broadly understood to include both literal liquids like blood or water and more metaphorically flowing substances like electrical or cosmic energy—at all levels of the Stalinist master text. Already present in Russian culture before 1917, this motif became especially prominent in Soviet society during the years of mass collectivization and the First Five-Year Plan. We find it in Joseph Stalin’s speeches and decrees—as well as in crucial metaphors of the period like “liquidating kulaks as a class.”13 It permeates the prose of Socialist Realist writers like Nikolai Ostrovsky (1904–1936), the works of “fellow travelers” like Andrei Platonov (1899–1951), the writings of those involved in giant construction projects like Magnitogorsk, and even texts produced exclusively “for the desk drawer” by figures like Daniil Kharms (1905–1942), who had little standing within the Soviet literary establishment.14

Because labor was at the center of the Soviet political imaginary, the spindle onto which all other concepts and values were wound, liquid discourse in 1920s- and 1930s-era texts centers on the channeling of fluids into physical and intellectual toil. Beyond the obvious categories of industrial and peasant labor, Stalinism subsumed fiction writing, the visual arts, scientific research, performance, and most other forms of human activity under the master category of “work.” Labor was so fundamental to Stalinism, and to the Soviet project more generally, that it pervades even strongly anti-Stalinist texts like Shalamov’s “On Prose.” Despite his disgust at the nominally “useful” but actually pointless and indeed lethal forced labor of the Gulag, Shalamov understands it via the quintessentially Stalinist rubric of personal transformation through work. In his description of Kolyma Tales, Shalamov directly connects physical and mental suffering, writing that the changes the camp experience wreaks on the human psyche are “as irreversible as frostbite.”15 Memory “aches” like “a frostbitten hand” at the mere suggestion of a cold draft, ironically affirming the Stalinist mission to permanently reforge “criminals” through hard labor—a penal practice that entailed, as a necessary and even celebrated component, the destruction of any “human raw material” that could not, or would not, be transformed.

Historians of labor writing since the 1970s and 1980s have demonstrated that Soviet workers retained significant agency even in the Stalinist 1930s, challenging “narratives of growing class cohesion and radical consciousness” with “stories of decomposition, fragmentation, and accommodation.”16 For example, former peasant laborers who moved into the urban proletariat after 1917 “resisted official ideology,” channeling “preindustrial culture and traditions to develop an alternative vision and understanding of the world” to the one emanating from the Party.17 Although externally imposed schemes like Taylorism, shock work, or Stakhanovism unsettled existing relations between labor and management, the “collusive responses” of workers and their bosses often helped them skirt official directives—and avoid punishment for doing so.18 At the same time, taking into account Evgeny Dobrenko’s assertion that a key distinction between the postrevolutionary 1920s and the Stalinist 1930s was the passage of socialism from the domain of politics and economics into the realm of representation, I argue that whatever the conditions on the ground, the representational register of Soviet labor culture, particularly in its preoccupation with flowing energies, deserves special attention.19

Blurring the boundary between individual and collective, human being and nature, the language of liquids, fluidity, and flow reflected the Soviet state’s burgeoning interest in zoê and its shift from a mechanistic to an organic conceptualization of the human being. By the mid-1930s, literary, scientific, and critical texts depicted the laboring body as a manipulable assemblage of energy-laden flows. Meticulous attention to each and every citizen, down to the molecular level, set the stage for the celebratory-sacrificial climate of the mid-1930s, exemplified in Stalin’s 1935 declaration that “life has improved, life has become more joyous, and when life is joyous, work goes well.”20 The discourse of fluidity prefigured the obsession with contamination that accompanied Stalin’s purges.21 Concerns with social and moral hygiene can be traced from the 1930s to the era of the New Economic Policy (NEP), then further back to the period immediately following the Bolshevik revolution and, as this book will show, further back still to the scientific, political, and religious utopianism of Russia’s nineteenth century.22

The instrumentalizing implications of the liquid framework I observe in Stalinism tended to oppose potentially emancipatory impulses, locking the subject into an endless disciplinary battle with the self. Contrary to the collectivist ambitions of many Marxist revolutionaries, Stalinism—in theory, if not always in practice—promoted an atomizing responsibilization of the individual, demanding that each person take charge of marshaling their own energies in service to the radiant communist future. Having begun with the promise to provide “to each according to his needs,” under Stalin the Soviet state shifted toward the dramatically less humanitarian “who does not work, does not eat”—a principle exaggerated to ogresque proportions in the Gulag, with its impossible production quotas and correspondingly hierarchized food rations.23 The crescendoing discourse of vigilance in Stalinism encouraged not only what Oleg Kharkhordin describes as a “mutual surveillance” of each by all and vice versa, but also unending self-scrutiny.24

Even as it demanded increased individual attention to the self, Stalinist labor discourse simultaneously used the figure of flow to make its boldest utopian claims. By connecting the projects of personal, natural, and cosmic transformation, fluid rhetoric enabled the state and its subjects to blend together past and future to the exclusion of an often intolerable present. Exploiting eschatological tendencies that had undergirded centuries of Russian religious, philosophical, and social thought, Stalinist flow permitted unprecedented play with time and temporality.25 Through an emphasis on liquidity, Stalinist labor culture managed to be at once futuristically utopian and, in its insistence on a personal heroism unencumbered by technological innovation, strikingly atavistic. A versatile meta-category, flow subsumed other important cultural narratives of the period, from the Lenin-era dream of total electrification, to the concept of the Soviet Union as a “great family” headed by a benevolent “teacher and father,” to the organicist imagination of Stalin as a skilled horticulturalist tending a vast and complicated garden.26

In a striking parallel with Nazism, Stalinist culture practiced what the historian Jeffrey Herf called “reactionary modernism.” By infusing its quest for modernization with ideologically inflected para- and pseudoscience, Stalinism introduced an irrationalist admixture that actively hindered the achievement of the state’s ambitious industrial, economic, and social goals.27 Early Soviet novels like Evgeny Zamiatin’s We (1924) or Yuri Olesha’s Envy (1927) had warned that Bolshevism would produce an excess of regimentation and cold rationality.28 In fact, Stalin’s ascendancy ushered in decades of anti-intellectual irrationalism—the world of Soviet “enlightenment” being, to borrow from Adorno and Max Horkheimer (1895–1973), “radiant with triumphant calamity.”29

In its focus on the opposition of the mechanical with the organic, this book has many predecessors. Following a long history in European thought, art, and politics, this dichotomy came to special prominence in modernism, against the background of rapid urbanization, shifting social mores, and accelerating scientific and technological advances.30 Within Russian and East European Studies, Katerina Clark’s seminal study of the Soviet novel, History as Ritual (1981); Vladimir Papernyi’s Culture 2 (1985); Richard Stites’s Revolutionary Dreams (1989); Susan Buck-Morss’s Dreamworld and Catastrophe (2000); and Evgeny Dobrenko’s Political Economy of Socialist Realism (2007) all reckon with the organic-mechanical binary in early Soviet culture. Other studies address the related phenomena of vitalism, occultism, Nietzscheanism, and immortality in Russian thought, which bear directly on the development of utopian labor theory in its “liquid” incarnation.31 Among volumes that place liquidity in a global setting, I would highlight Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Modernity (2000), which describes the onset of postmodernism as “liquid,” in contradistinction to a more “solid”—though no less problematic—modernity.

Another salient example, albeit in an entirely different tonality, hails from the work of the Hungarian-American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1934–). Like Bauman, a Polish Jew who escaped to the USSR in 1939, Csikszentmihalyi suffered personally in the upheavals the combination of Stalinism and Nazism engendered.32 Again like Bauman, he went on to develop far-reaching theories of human thought. After emigrating to the United States at the age of twenty-two, he completed a PhD in psychology at the University of Chicago in 1965, during the decline of Keynesianism and the advent of “Chicago-style” neoliberalism. Ten years later, he formulated what would become the centerpiece of his professional corpus: the concept of “flow.” “Flow,” in Csikszentmihalyi’s vocabulary, is the mental state of optimal labor productivity, a timeless and hyperfocused channeling of energy. A favorite of Chicago-style economists and their acolytes, this concept fits seamlessly into a contemporary work culture that prizes personal control and self-abnegation.33 Flow, then, is a hallmark of both capitalist labor culture in neoliberalism and its apparent antithesis—Stalinism. Indeed, the implied fluid dynamics and temporal distortion of flow recall the crucial concept of “reforging,” whose advocates exhorted individuals to channel the spontaneous fluids within themselves and in nature toward grandiose geopolitical ends.

My aim in enumerating these examples is not to provide an exhaustive review of influences but to emphasize that under consideration in this book is a marker of modernity, a tendency of social and political thought, that transcends the Soviet case. Though it may begin with benign-seeming “utopian dreaming” (Stites), the conceptualization of the human being as a liquid—and therefore easily liquidated—political commodity, whether coded as a fungible cadre, a lump of lowly “human raw material” to be reforged, or an ostensibly empowered participant in the circulation of human capital, leads more often than not to bloodshed and unfreedom. As the science fiction writers Arkady (1925–1991) and Boris Strugatsky (1933–2012) observed in their Brezhnev-era novel Lame Fate (1971–1982), following such conceptual avenues to their logical conclusions threatens to turn the most “altruistic pacifist” into a “savage beast,” precisely because of his “principles, his high-minded intentions.”34

Although its main focus is the Stalinist 1930s, this book seeks to illuminate the broader significance of fluidity within twentieth- and twenty-first-century thought. The historical milieu of Stalinist Russia offers an especially illustrative set of examples; two other chronotopes, however, share Stalinism’s liquid preoccupation, whether through historical inheritance or a more indirect ideological affinity. The first is post-Soviet “managed democracy,” with its dependence on oil and systematic rehabilitation of Stalin’s legacy. Framing Stalin as a “manager of the twentieth century,” as in the eponymous 2011 volume by Sergey Kremlev (Brezkun), is more than an attempt to salvage the leader’s reputation from postmodern freefall. By recasting Stalin as a savvy modern businessman rather than a nineteenth-century revolutionary-cum-dictator, Kremlev and his ilk retroactively assimilate him into a neoliberal economic order that prizes many of the same responsibilizing, anthropoforming techniques and outcomes as the historical Stalinism. Such efforts also contribute to the excavation of what Van Wyck Brooks called a “usable past,” in line with Vladimir Putin’s 2005 statement that the collapse of the USSR was “the greatest geopolitical tragedy of the century” and the trend of imperial revanchism that culminated in Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine.35

In keeping with the logocentrism of pre-Soviet Russian culture, the legacy of the Stalinist fluid order in the post-Soviet space is most visible within literature. Already in the 1990s, but especially after 2000, Russian fiction writers exhibited an interest in Stalinist labor and disciplinary practices as refracted through the prism of natural and bodily flows. Alternative histories and near-future dystopias like Vladimir Sharov’s Before and During (1993), Dmitry Bykov’s Justification (2001) and ZhD (2006), and Victor Pelevin’s “Macedonian Critique of French Thought” (2003) and Lamp of Methuselah (2017) hinge on the consequences of (mis)channeling oil, blood, and other liquids.

Moving beyond the post-Soviet setting, I examine a prominent vein of liquidity within the late-capitalist Anglo-American West. Many hallmarks of the present moment, from stagnating wages to fraying or absent social safety nets to the mass casualization of labor, may be linked to the neoliberal emphasis on human capital. The idea of investing in oneself originally derives from Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), which noted that the expense of an individual’s “education, study, or apprenticeship” is “a capital fixed and realized, as it were, in his person.”36 The phrase “human capital” itself dates to 1928; the concept was further elaborated by the economists Theodore Schultz (1902–1998), Jacob Mincer (1922–2006), and Gary Becker (1930–2014).37 Drawing on the work of his mentor Milton Friedman (1912–2006), Becker in particular posited that, in capitalism, workers already own the most important means of production: our knowledge and skills. Unlike machines, these valuable commodities are flexible, movable, and—as Marx had already stipulated—fluidly energetic in nature.38 Yet if workers are always-already empowered, if it is their ability to marshal a personal “liquid capital” that determines success or failure, then those who cannot stay afloat in late capitalism have no one to blame but themselves.

Nowhere has the idea of human capital attained such hypertrophied proportions as in today’s Silicon Valley, with its celebratory-dystopian exploitation of labor, earnest belief in a radiant Singularity-driven future, and fevered search for eternal youth.39 Not only do members of this community value the overfulfillment of work norms and plans—espousing an attitude that a 2017 New York Times article summarized as “Working 9 to 5 Is for Losers”—but they share with Stalin-era, early Soviet, and even prerevolutionary Russian thinkers an enthusiasm for liquid-based body modification.40 The founder of PayPal, Peter Thiel, allegedly uses teenage blood to refresh his own aging supply, while Elizabeth Holmes’s fraudulent startup Theranos promised to revolutionize the medical field by radically speeding up blood testing.41 Silicon Valley is also the origin of the faddish food-replacement drink Soylent™. Although it co-opts the titular substance from the eco-thriller Soylent Green (1973), the real-life Soylent™ is probably not “made of people.” Yet it shares with its namesake an ersatz quality, promising to replace solid, varied, potentially unpredictable food with a program of uniform, unobtrusive liquid nourishment. Tech entrepreneurs are apparently so overscheduled that the product’s tagline, “let us take a few things off your plate,” is supposed to sound enticing rather than creepily subtractive and paternalistic. Soylent™ is the perfect fuel for liquid workers, replenishing their “precious bodily fluids” so they can channel their newfound energy into better app design.42

Both Silicon Valley and Stalinism exhibit another curious substitution effect. In each case, where we would expect to see glorification of machines or technology, we instead encounter an emphasis on the bare life of the human body and its flows. A focus on the rhetoric of fluids, then, reveals that the poles of the organic-mechanical binary are not as mutually exclusive as they might initially appear. Whatever its historical or cultural context, liquid discourse—particularly where it coincides with the drive to maximize labor productivity—tends to displace responsibility onto the individual in a manner that, paradoxically, strengthens and verticalizes institutional authority.

The logic of flow dissolves ideological particularities, so that the vampiric ambitions of a Peter Thiel can run in anachronistic parallel with the collectivist utopianism of an Alexander Bogdanov. Western neoliberalism and Stalinism both purport to glorify the individual even as they divest him of agency, flatten his personhood, and, at the outer limit, precipitate his demise through overwork (slavery or gig work—proletarians of the world, take your pick!). Liquid-fueled disciplinarity flourishes in settings where power has been concentrated in a few hands, empowering utopian enthusiasts seeking to disrupt human life as it is actually being lived.

A word on technique: this volume borrows liberally from literary, historical, and cultural theorists, taking as a given a Foucauldian distribution of forces and construction of discourses; the possibility of Agambenian states of exception; and the existence of a Stalinist master text that is at once relatively consistent in ideology and highly varied in medium. The variability of my approach allows for greater disciplinary flexibility and more ambitious conjecture. Because literature occupied pride of place in Soviet culture, it is often the object of my analysis. At the same time, I have aimed to write not a philological study but a cultural history that addresses the intersections of literature with society, politics, science, and utopian philosophy. Along with my colleagues in literary studies, I hope this book will be useful to labor historians seeking to understand the relationship between work culture and culture as such; to scholars of environmental studies and the history of science; and to historians of thought curious about Russian contributions to global (post)modernisms.

Over eight chapters, Work Flows charts the discourse of flow as it evolved in Russian labor culture from the late nineteenth century to the end of the 1930s. I conclude with a coda that examines the persistence of fluid figures in the post-Soviet 1990s and the global present day. Chapter 1, “Self-Discipline and Liquid Channeling in Prerevolutionary Russian Utopianism,” and chapter 2, “Energetic Flows in Fedorov, Gorky, and Bogdanov,” consider the emergence of the Stalinist conjuncture of liquidity, biocentric utopianism, and personal responsibility in the decades before 1917. The next six chapters reveal the prevalence of fluid-related rhetoric within the Soviet “master text” as it coalesced between 1917 and 1939, departing from literary analysis to discuss framework concepts before returning to literature in chapter 5.

Chapter 3, “The Organic Turn: Labor, Technology, and the Body in Early Soviet Culture,” shows that, starting in the 1920s, proponents of rationalization like Alexei Gastev and Platon Kerzhentsev rejected the technocratic practices of American-style Fordism and Taylorism, focusing instead on disciplining the flowing energies of the human body—a development I call the “organic turn.” Chapter 4, “Apotheoses of the Organic Turn,” examines three crucial instantiations of the concept from the 1930s. Chapters 5 and 6, “Liquids in Socialist Realism I: Reactionary Romanticism” and “Liquids in Socialist Realism II: Three Case Studies,” center on the “organic turn” in production novels, pseudoscientific tracts, and propaganda materials dating to the First Five-Year Plan. Chapter 7, “And Quietly Flows Platonov,” explores the themes of liquidity and bodily fluids in the works of Andrei Platonov, which testify to the degradation of prerevolutionary fluid utopias in 1930s-era labor culture. Chapter 8, “ ‘I Am a Stream of Bright Joy’: Daniil Kharms and the Liquid Language of Stalinism,” shows that Kharms’s absurd and solipsistic short prose, though unpublishable in his time, nonetheless dovetailed with the Stalinist model of productivity optimization in its concern for the appropriate channeling of bodily fluids.

The coda, “Stalinist Flows in Postsocialism and Beyond,” tracks the legacy of the Stalinist fluid order during two contiguous periods: in the immediate wake of the Soviet collapse, when Western market fundamentalism began supplanting Soviet ideology in Russia; and following the systematic expropriation of oligarchs in the early Putin years. The coda links these developments in Russia with the unexpected proliferation of Stalin-style liquid rhetoric in Western neoliberal economics (including Gary Becker’s concept of fluid human capital) and in today’s Silicon Valley.

By tracing the figure of “flow” from prerevolutionary times to the present, I aim to uncover a cultural-historical through line running from pre-Soviet Cosmism and Tolstoyism to 1990s-era petro-oligarchy and the recuperation of Stalin in Putin’s Russia. By mobilizing the understudied metaphor of fluidity and tracing its influence beyond the Stalinist 1930s, my work reveals the longevity of early Soviet definitions of the human. No isolated phenomenon, the Stalinist view of people as “human raw material” remains disturbingly common in a variety of contexts—from post-Soviet “managed democracy” to the high-pressure work culture of the contemporary United States.







Chapter 1

Self-Discipline and Liquid Channeling in Prerevolutionary Russian Utopianism


Movement is life; reality and life are one and the same. But life has as its main element labor; consequently, the main element of reality is labor.

—Nikolai Chernyshevsky (1828–1889), What Is to Be Done? (1863)

Russian humanist writers of the second half of the nineteenth century bear on their souls the great sin of human blood spilled under their banners in the twentieth. All the terrorists were Tolstoyans and vegetarians, all the fanatics students of the Russian humanists.

—Varlam Shalamov, “On the ‘New Prose’ ” (1965)



Over a century separates What Is to Be Done?, Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s paean to revolutionary socialism, from Shalamov’s indictment of its Soviet variant. In a draft article from the 1970s, Shalamov further sharpened his invective against “Russian humanists”: “It is highly symbolic that they sell Chernyshevsky’s Selected Works for five kopecks, thereby rescuing them from the Auschwitz of paper trash,” he wrote. “Chernyshevsky ended when a hundred-year-old era discredited itself fully.”1 The literary “classics” of the nineteenth century, in Shalamov’s view, had not only failed to imagine but actively contributed to the horrors of the twentieth. By the late Soviet era, canonical Russian writers like Chernyshevsky or Lev Tolstoy were doubly obsolete: as moral authorities, on one hand, and as prose stylists, on the other. This chapter and the next take seriously Shalamov’s assertion that prerevolutionary utopianism set the stage for the crimes of Stalinism, examining literary and philosophical contributions to liquid, energetic, and disciplinary discourses in the final decades of the nineteenth century.2

A sensation in its own time and later a fixture of the Soviet literary canon, What Is to Be Done? anticipates future conceptual formations. Occurring during the second of four programmatic visions or dreams seen by Chernyshevsky’s “new woman,” Vera Pavlovna, the dialogue from which the above quotation derives is generally read as a capsule introduction to the author’s materialist views.3 It also displays the single-minded emphasis on work (“the main element of reality is labor”), and the preoccupation with fluid channeling in the service of subordinating nature and the body to the human will, that would become central elements of Stalinist ideology.

Vera Pavlovna’s second dream takes place in a field where she observes her husband of convenience, Dmitry Lopukhov, discussing agriculture with his friend, the “new man” and former priest Aleksei Mertsalov. Pointing to the roots of a plant, Lopukhov notes that although they are surrounded by dirt, “it’s fresh dirt, one might even say ‘clean dirt,’ ” meaning that “all its elements are healthy in and of themselves.” The dirt’s “healthy quality,” he continues, proceeds from “ample drainage for the water” found in the field, so that “there can be no stagnation.” Indeed, replies Mertsalov, “movement is reality” because “movement is life” and “reality and life are one and the same.”


But life has as its main element labor; consequently, the main element of reality is labor… . And without movement there’s no life, that is, no reality, because the dirt is phantasmic, putrid. Until very recently no one knew how to restore [stagnant] fields to health; but now a method has been discovered. It’s called “drainage.” Excess water is channeled off into ditches, leaving only the required amount. And this water is kept in motion; thus the field acquires its reality. But until this method is applied, the dirt remains phantasmic, that is, stagnant. (Chernyshevsky, What Is to Be Done?, 180–82)



Mertsalov’s views certainly fit with the various utopianisms of late-nineteenth-century Russia. Yet the connections he draws among hygiene, motion, materialism, and revolutionary thought persisted into the twentieth century, recurring in the rhetoric of key Soviet-era figures like Maxim Gorky.4 For Chernyshevsky, “drainage” is a metaphor for the kind of intellectual purity necessary to sustain revolutionary activity. In addition to contrasting “drainage” with a state of stagnation and “putridity,” Mertsalov juxtaposes it to unreality (“until this method is applied, the dirt remains phantasmic [fantasticheskaia]”). He thus suggests that accomplishing major social change—in material reality, not only in dreams—requires properly organized labor dependent on the proper channeling of life-giving fluids.5 Texts by a diverse array of prerevolutionary thinkers—including Lev Tolstoy and Maxim Gorky, Marxist theorists Anatoly Lunacharsky and Alexander Bogdanov, and Cosmist philosophers Nikolai Fedorov and Konstantin Tsiolkovsky—presage the Stalinist concern with fluid channeling. These ideas are often articulated through the related metaphorical structure of energetics, a natural affinity given the scientific advances then taking place in Europe.6

The onset of European modernism in the late nineteenth century coincided with vigorous debates around the proper channeling of energy, whether in agriculture, in the cosmos at large, in the construction of hydroelectric dams, or within the individual human body. Often, as in the case of the revolutionary and blood transfusion proponent Alexander Bogdanov (Malinovsky) (1873–1928), these constructs were virtually interchangeable. For Bogdanov, blood transfusions were supposed to “rejuvenate the elderly and establish a solidarity and balance among the generations,” a prerequisite to “establishing a just socialist society” and battling the “endless spontaneity [stikhiinost’] of nature.”7 Although Lenin would subject them to scathing critique, Bogdanov’s organizational ideas—especially his emphasis on the human body as the fundamental building block for large-scale projects of social improvement—reemerged in Stalinism.8

Several of the thinkers loosely designated as Russian Cosmists, especially Konstantin Tsiolkovsky (1857–1935) and Nikolai Fedorov (1829–1903), were concerned no less than Chernyshevsky’s Mertsalov with the connections among cleanliness, energy channeling, and human progress. Fedorov wrote about cities as sites of rotting (gnienie), while Tsiolkovsky was deathly afraid of insects and bacteria and believed that “if we allowed carnivores, animals, plants, and bacteria free rein, if we did not fight and resist them, they would annihilate humanity without a trace.” This conviction led Tsiolkovsky to propose a number of what Michael Hagemeister has termed “monstrous projects,” which included “global disinfection measures to destroy all bacteria, fungi and insects …, the deforestation of tropical forests, the draining of the seas and the industrial processing of the Earth’s atmosphere.” Ultimately, “the Earth was only to serve as a source of energy and raw materials for the inhabitants of the sky, who had left their ‘cradle’ a long time ago” and could now begin to “dismantle it vigorously.”9 Tsiolkovsky expounds these views in the essay “Nonresistance” (Neprotivlenie), which proposes turning the Earth into a sterile wasteland in the service of perfecting humankind.

As Richard Stites has shown, Russian thought in the decades around 1900 was rich in utopian dreams, many just as radical as Tsiolkovsky’s and Fedorov’s.10 Yet these two authors, along with three others discussed in this and the following chapters—Tolstoy, Bogdanov, and Gorky—are remarkable for their emphasis on the salubrious pruning or channeling of unruly human material, whether they conceptualize it as overgrown plants, misdirected liquids, or ungovernable energies.11 Together, these thinkers delineated future tenets of Stalinist labor culture. First, they advocated the rapid perfectibility of humankind primarily through labor, rather than through prayer, revolution, or gradual societal reorganization. Second, they expressed this belief through the metaphor of energetics, specifically liquid energies in need of channeling. Third, these figures—with the possible exception of Bogdanov—placed responsibility for the transformation of self, society, and the universe almost entirely onto the individual, even in the context of compulsory collectivism.

Tsiolkovsky and Fedorov were perhaps the most obscure in their own time, but their thought moved into the new century through Tolstoy, Bogdanov, and Gorky, all crucial figures for early Soviet culture (albeit in very different ways, since Bogdanov, for instance, was sidelined through his conflicts with Lenin). Before turning to Gorky, Bogdanov, and the Cosmists in the next chapter, I will examine Tolstoy’s influential doctrine of self-discipline, which he saw as the only way to live decently in a hopelessly corrupted and unjust world.


Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata as Political Tract

At first glance, The Kreutzer Sonata (1889) appears to be the story of an exception: a man in such turmoil that a piece of music—the titular Beethoven sonata—triggers murderous rage. Yet Tolstoy’s famously polarizing novella is no less programmatic than his nonfictional texts, endorsing a painful discipline from which the subject is supposed to derive spiritual, if not bodily, satisfaction. Tolstoy frames this prescription not as the raving of a madman but as the ideal modus operandi for every member of society, regardless of gender, economic class, or social standing. On the example of an apparently outlying individual, The Kreutzer Sonata indicts existing institutions and practices and proposes a radical cure: lifelong sexual abstinence. Yet this cure, which Tolstoy presents as difficult but liberating, reinforces the repression that caused the individual’s problems in the first place.

Although Tolstoy portrays Pozdnyshev as a fringe case who comes to his abstinent worldview through means no Christian moralist could condone, it is clear that he considers his protagonist’s anguish justified in light of society’s depravity. Pozdnyshev himself emphasizes the unremarkable nature of nearly all of his behavior, with the exception of his decision to kill his unfaithful wife. “I fell not by yielding to a single temptation of the charm of any special woman,” he confesses, but “because those around me saw in what was really a fall either a lawful act, a desirable regulator for the health, or a natural and simple, even innocent, diversion for a young man” (Kreutzer Sonata, 15). His early sexual experiences, which Pozdnyshev describes in religious terms as a “fall,” were not only acceptable to his peers but actively encouraged by the medical and legal establishments. For Tolstoy, almost all existing institutions are complicit in the fall of men like Pozdnyshev and women like his wife by reinforcing fundamentally immoral standards of behavior, even acquitting Pozdnyshev on the grounds that he was merely defending his “outraged honor” (porugannaia chest’) (Kreutzer Sonata, 47). Ultimately, Pozdnyshev is only as insane as a sick society has made him.

For all the scandal it caused, Tolstoy’s depiction of a man who breaks with judicial and social codes but in the process gains access to a higher moral plane is typical for late-nineteenth-century Russian literature. In Russian cultural life and social thought, madness and eccentricity were not considered to be as synonymous with degeneration as in Western Europe. “Weakness of national character” and its side effect, mental instability, would occasionally dominate public discourse, but this occurred primarily during periods of political reaction, such as the years following the assassination of Alexander II or the failure of the 1905 revolution.12 True to its historical function as an ersatz public forum, Russian literature used unusual and even insane behavior as an allegory for political rebelliousness, madness being one of the few available avenues of resistance to the normative values of mainstream Russian society.13 In a climate of political repression, only the insane, “driven by an ‘abnormally’ developed will,” could be counted on to defy established norms.14 The prototypical Russian madman or neurasthenic was more likely than his Western counterparts to be an altruist rather than a hedonist, acting not to satisfy private desires but to promote the public good.15 Health professionals contributed to the image of certain types of insanity as politically motivated by attributing what they regarded as a high incidence of mental and nervous disorders to a generalized malaise that would best be treated through political rather than medical means.16

To the extent that Pozdnyshev’s crime can be construed as a political statement indicting existing sexual practices, it is an empty gesture. Murdering his wife may remove him from his untenably sinful marriage, but it also deprives him of the chance to raise his own children—a disaster not only for him personally but for society as a whole. Since he will not be able to transmit his newfound insights and spiritual-social “solutions” to the next generation, Pozdnyshev ruefully notes, his children will “[grow] up to be just such savages as all the others around them are” (Kreutzer Sonata, 37).

That Pozdnyshev is the product of decayed moral standards does not, in Tolstoy’s view, excuse either his concupiscence or the homicidal outburst to which it leads—quite the contrary. Although most of the public outrage the novel caused had to do with its explicit treatment of sexuality, its political content was arguably even more subversive. If government, churches, schools, and medical organizations are all hopelessly corrupt, Tolstoy implicitly asks, where can the individual turn for moral and spiritual guidance? Beneath The Kreutzer Sonata’s lurid plot and doctrinaire prudishness is a systematic denunciation of nearly every Russian institution. Had he been a Western European thinker, Tolstoy might have articulated his anxieties about Russia’s future in terms like Volkstod and looked to eugenics or Social Darwinism to forestall societal collapse.17 Instead, he took a dim view of these countermeasures and lambasted degeneration theory as an institution-absolving falsehood, particularly in later works like Resurrection (1899).

Although Tolstoy vehemently rejected the concept of the “born criminal,” in other respects he followed in the footsteps of the very Western criminologists and sexologists whose theories he disdained. Much like the German sexologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1840–1902) and his colleagues, Tolstoy systematically conflated the abnormal with the normal, emphasizing that “only a hair’s-breadth separates an outwardly respectable married life from madness, crime.”18 This same sentiment lends one of Tolstoy’s two epigraphs to The Kreutzer Sonata a surprisingly modern subtext. Like the author of the Gospel of Matthew, who claimed that “whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart,” Tolstoy believed the boundaries among thoughts, words, and deeds to be dangerously porous. By framing all men as jealous crypto-murderers, he also inadvertently reified one of the most consequential tenets of Western criminological theory: the duty of society to protect itself from potential as well as actual criminals. The means that Tolstoy and his Western European counterparts suggested would best shield culture and civilization from criminality, however, could not have been more different. Whereas German legal reformers, for instance, pushed for extending the state’s power to police its citizens, Tolstoy, like many of his peers in Russia, was disgusted with existing judicial overreach and argued for empowering individuals to police themselves.

If Tolstoy was an outlier in terms of the remedies he proposed for declining sexual morality, the concerns he raised were ubiquitous among members of Russia’s professional and intellectual elites. Tolstoy’s contemporaries may have disagreed with his belief in total abstinence, but concurred with his societal diagnosis.19 In the debates The Kreutzer Sonata unleashed, the consensus was that “morality was in decline, marriage in a state of crisis and purity in short supply.”20 Given the negative reaction that certain aspects of Darwinist thought, including the notion of “struggle for existence,” received in Russia, it is no surprise that Tolstoy’s view that disciplined individuals rather than reformed institutions were the key to curing society’s ills was also quite widespread.

In the vacuum that remained once all traditional sources of authority were discredited, the responsibility to better society fell to the individual. To do so, he or she had to adopt a rigorous discipline that might entail, for example, a lifetime of self-sacrificial abstinence. To behave otherwise, for Tolstoy and like-minded contemporaries, meant not only to lose the opportunity for religious salvation but to condemn society to further decay.

The imposition on individuals of a painful but purportedly liberating disciplinary apparatus meant to rechannel their energies recalls certain ascetic traditions within Orthodox Christianity.21 It also marks The Kreutzer Sonata as part of the same utopianism that—passing through the thought of Gorky, Bogdanov, and Lunacharsky, among others—would later animate Stalinist cultural norms. In the late Russian Empire, which offered dissenters few options for political participation and systematically stymied institutional reform, the individual soon became the privileged site of otherwise unrealizable utopian projects.



Nineteenth-Century Science and Disillusionment with Institutional Change

Late-nineteenth-century Russian utopianism, including the energeticist variety that influenced Gorky and other shapers of early Soviet culture, drew on Russia’s rich history of creative imaginations of the future as well as the intellectual trends then sweeping the West.22 Among these, the most salient in terms of understanding Tolstoyan responsibilization were degeneration theory, Darwinist thought, and Western criminology. Max Nordau’s Degeneration, originally published in 1892, was translated into Russian by 1894 and received as enthusiastically as elsewhere in Europe.23 Nordau’s assertions about the impact of individual decisions, whether sexual or aesthetic, on society at large depended on a Darwinian understanding of heredity. Accordingly, the Russian reception of Nordau’s theories was correlated with attitudes toward Darwinism.

Unlike in the West, Darwinism had encountered little opposition from Russian scientists and social thinkers.24 Translations of Darwin’s writings and other Western European scientific works enjoyed great popularity among Russia’s intellectual elite, radicalizing political thought in the late nineteenth century.25 Darwinism, in particular, gave young materialists the theory of organic life they most desired—an empirical system capable of describing the development of animals and plants without invoking religious doctrine.26 However, as an 1864 controversy resulting from one theorist’s attempt to extrapolate Darwinist principles of biological differentiation to humans illustrates, Russians generally found the arguments of social Darwinists far less persuasive than did their Western counterparts.27 Whereas Western Darwinists easily accepted the economist Thomas Robert Malthus’s (1766–1834) assertion that brutal intraspecies competition was an inevitable consequence of scarce resources and dense populations, Russian Darwinists resisted it.28 By the end of the 1860s, many Russian thinkers had concluded that the larger social good required that members of the same species cooperate rather than compete with one another.29

An even more important idiosyncrasy within the Russian reception of Darwinism was the rejection of the “criminal type.” Even those Russian thinkers who classified degeneration as “Darwinian evolution thrown into reverse” denied that inborn qualities, rather than acquired characteristics, were responsible for social pathology.30 Their rejection of Malthusianism carried over into Russians’ reception of degeneration theory, which emphasized social and economic inequality as the most important causes of degeneration.31 As Alexander Vucinich showed, “Darwinian orthodoxy” had stiff competition in Russian scientific discourse, so that by the 1890s, no fewer than “five distinct currents”—including neo-Lamarckism, Weismannian neo-Darwinism, neovitalism, behavioral evolutionism, and Haeckelism—were vying for dominance.32 The Russian inclination toward Lamarckism resurfaced in Soviet times, contributing to the biocentrism of Stalinist labor culture.

Tolstoy opposed Darwinian currents, both on moral and what he considered scientific grounds. In 1887, he told the American explorer George Kennan (1845–1924) that Darwinism was a “great deception” that would soon be demolished in print. Kennan dropped the issue, realizing that Tolstoy lacked an “adequate conception of the cumulative strength of the mass of evidence which now supports the theory of development.”33 Like his contemporary Fedorov, Tolstoy regarded the view that men and animals existed on varying levels of the same natural hierarchy not merely as wrong but as actively conducive to moral decay. For Tolstoy, “moral progress” had little to do with either a Darwinian “struggle for existence” or the improvement of social conditions, since “moral principles regulate society but are not created by it.”34 An essentially religious morality rooted in the individual’s internal sense of right and wrong would play a prominent role in Tolstoy’s later works, especially Resurrection, as well as in his publicistic writings.

As was the case with Darwin, Russian readers of Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909), Nordau, and other criminologists and degeneration theorists tended to avoid the harsher social implications of their ideas. Russian intellectual elites around 1900 resisted the Western tendency to root deviance in biological rather than social causes—which did not, however, prevent the development of organicist visions for human progress.35 The high incidence of crime, Russian theorists argued, owed more to social factors than to the existence of distinct genetic types destined to live on the wrong side of the law.36 Poverty, discrimination against people of peasant origin, and institutional corruption would need to be addressed to reduce criminality.37

The reluctance to accept the notion of the “born criminal” partly stemmed from the uncomfortable position of medical and other professionals vis-à-vis both the political administration above and the disenfranchised classes below. If medical professionals accepted that social problems like prostitution stemmed from hereditary abnormalities of the body and brain, it would logically fall to them to pursue treatments or remedies. Yet any large-scale medical intervention would pit physicians against the masses, with whom they sympathized, and instead align them with an authoritarian political leadership many of them hated.38 Accordingly, by 1900, Russian degeneration theorists had established that degenerates were not a “separate species” but a subset of the population disproportionately affected by social factors exacerbated by Alexander II’s Great Reforms. The call to curtail degenerative tendencies became one more voice in the general clamor for social change.39

The reception of Western European degeneration theory in Russia resulted in a contradictory etiology of degeneracy and related phenomena like neurasthenia. On one hand, many experts regarded degeneracy as “self-inflicted” and promoted personal responsibility as key to overcoming degenerative processes.40 The idea that it would be necessary to remake humanity in order that Russia might enjoy a better tomorrow was firmly ingrained in degeneration discourse by 1900.41 Opposed to this explanation of degeneracy was the notion that institutions, rather than individuals, were at fault, so that healing individual afflictions would require overhauling society at large. Since institutions could hardly be expected to reform themselves, the task of changing them would fall to specific people, meaning that even the “societal” model of degeneration required action, and most importantly discipline, from the individual.

The decades leading up to 1917 saw the convergence of apparently disparate disciplines like biology, psychiatry, law, and literature and the dovetailing of liberal with conservative political goals. If society was indeed as diseased as observers believed it to be, then to allow individuals to continue to live as they had for centuries would be the height of irresponsibility. The problem was especially urgent because Russian experts tended to reject the idea of applying “survival of the fittest” to human populations, meaning that without active intervention, deviants could not be counted on to breed themselves out of existence (as Nordau had predicted they eventually would). This perspective accorded with the intelligentsia’s sense of its own disenfranchisement, which was ascribed not to intellectuals’ weakness as a biological class but to the unjust structure of society.

At the same time, some thinkers argued that the magnitude of the social and political problems afflicting the Russian Empire was such that granting more individual rights was out of the question. Instead, they claimed, the population would benefit most from increased coercion in the name of collective ozdorovlenie (healthification).42 Because so many had already fallen prey to degeneracy, observers asserted that it would be necessary not just to treat isolated cases of deviance but instead to create a system of “permanent surveillance” targeting the mental and physical health of the entire population.43 The continual blurring of the line between “actual and potential perpetrators” of crime, an epistemological tendency Russians shared with German and Austrian criminologists, inflated estimates of just how much of the population stood to suffer from unchecked degeneration.44

The cumulative result of anxieties among liberals, radicals, and conservatives alike was a mistrust toward self-determination, particularly in politics. Individual rights came to be regarded not as inalienable components of a just society but as dangerous fantasies that would, as Daniel Beer put it, “enshrine the injustices of the status quo and keep the dark masses locked in stupidity, ignorance, and poverty.”45 Regardless of political or professional affiliation, late-imperial Russian thinkers generally agreed that the individual was obliged to submit to some form of order: either an internal one born of self-discipline or an external one imposed by the state—even if the state would first need to undergo significant change.

As more and more educated Russians entered professions like psychiatry, anthropology, and sociology, which sought to apply rigorous scientific methodology to social problems, they began to understand society as a constructed entity and politics as a means of sculpting it.46 If environmental factors rather than biology were to blame for social ills, it was incumbent on disciplined individuals and improved political institutions to remedy them. Yet during the reigns of Alexander III and Nicholas II, reform of political institutions remained an unrealizable dream. In the face of their continued disempowerment, Russian intellectual elites turned to a variety of substitutes for meaningful change, including utopian thought and political radicalism. Another tactic, represented in Tolstoy’s late fiction, was to deemphasize the role of institutions and concentrate instead on remediating social problems through self-discipline.



Resurrecting the Will

Late-nineteenth-century thinkers like Tolstoy dramatized the contradictions inherent in popular understandings of crime and degeneracy, adopting the view that criminals and deviants were the product of injustices that were structural yet irremediable through institutional means. It followed that the only recourse was to direct one’s political will inward, rebuilding oneself and others from the ground up, if necessary. Tolstoy had already gestured toward this thesis in The Kreutzer Sonata, but it was only a decade later, in Resurrection, that he articulated it fully. In Resurrection, Tolstoy’s irritation with institutionalized oppression emerges as a systematic repudiation of the Lombrosian “born criminal.” For Tolstoy, an unquestioning acceptance of materialism, Darwinism, and degeneration theory is not merely incorrect but morally reprehensible: a belief in the power of heredity, he suggests, promotes a fatalistic attitude that bad actors exploit to rationalize behavior that is actually under their control.

A case in point is Resurrection’s protagonist, the nobleman Dmitri Nekhliudov. After he seduces Ekaterina Maslova, the illegitimate child of a serf living with his maiden aunts, the young woman becomes so intractable that the aunts banish her from their household. To quell his guilty conscience, Nekhliudov tells himself that noblemen have been taking advantage of chambermaids since time immemorial, in particular within his own family (Voskresenie, 70). Although Nekhliudov avoids visiting his aunts out of shame for what he has done to Maslova, he cannot escape their updates on her descent into indecency, which they connect not to their own cruelty in turning her out of their home or Nekhliudov’s poor judgment but to Maslova’s family history. “His aunties said that [Maslova] had gone wrong, that she had a depraved nature, just like her mother. And this opinion of the aunties pleased him because it seemed to exculpate him” (Voskresenie, 70–71; translation adapted from Resurrection, 101). Nekhliudov’s aunts choose the path of least resistance, adopting the “boys will be boys” attitude to which The Kreutzer Sonata’s Pozdnyshev attributes the moral decay of Russia’s men. Their complacency both enables Nekhliudov to continue to live a debauched life and papers over their own complicity in Maslova’s fate. Had they brought her up as a fully integrated member of the peasantry rather than giving her a lady’s education even as they used her as a maid, Tolstoy suggests, she might have had fewer illusions about her place in the world and proven less susceptible to Nekhliudov’s advances. For Tolstoy, Maslova’s travails are due precisely to her status as a chimera of upper- and lower-class values rather than material factors like a lack of money or social connections.

Now homeless and unemployed, Maslova turns to prostitution to support herself. Implicated in the murder of a rich merchant, she soon falls into the clutches of a merciless judicial apparatus that, for all its intellectual sophistication, misunderstands the origins of crime just as badly as Maslova’s erstwhile guardians. The prosecutor’s opening statement during her trial is an incomprehensible mishmash of fashionable theories, including “the laws of heredity and inborn criminality, [Lombroso, Tard], evolution and the struggle for existence, hypnotism and hypnotic influence [vnushenie],” Charcot, and decadence (Voskresenie, 78; translation adapted from Resurrection, 111). Although the prosecutor cloaks his arguments in scientific terms, they have no more explanatory power or moral rectitude than the speculations of Nekhliudov’s aunts. Tolstoy frames every member of the judicial establishment, no matter how low-ranking, as an active contributor to a cruelly formalistic system that obscures unpleasant Russian realities with Western theories. The atmosphere of intellectualism surrounding these ideas arouses Tolstoy’s particular ire because it permits their proponents to overwhelm the commonsense morality of simpler folk like Maslova—not through superior argumentation but through casuistic sleight-of-hand.

After a chance encounter with Maslova in the courtroom, Nekhliudov decides to take belated responsibility for his youthful indiscretion and dedicates himself to rescuing his former lover. Thanks to his tireless advocacy and considerable influence in legal circles, Maslova’s case eventually reaches an appellate court but cannot be tried impartially even there because of the officials’ sneering arrogance. One of these officials, the physically repulsive “materialist” and “Darwinian” Skovorodnikov, regards “all manifestations of abstract morality or, worse still, religiosity not only as despicable folly but as a personal affront to himself” (Voskresenie, 286; translation adapted from Resurrection, 428). Seeing Maslova as a prostitute getting her just deserts rather than a fellow human being battered by circumstances, the judges deny her appeal. Characters like Skovorodnikov testify to Tolstoy’s conviction that every corporate entity in Russian public life is stuffed with benighted reactionaries who cunningly manipulate “progressive” scientific principles to oppress the poor and downtrodden.

In Tolstoy’s view, even the worst criminals are made, not born. Specifically, they are the products of cruel or indifferent institutions that enshrine immoral practices in law. Throughout Resurrection, Tolstoy points to the social or circumstantial origins of crime, rejecting the notion of the “born criminal.” The fates of children vividly illustrate the principle of environmental influence: one little girl, exiled to Siberia with her mother, repeats the obscenities she hears in their common prison cell, while a boy commits increasingly severe crimes not for pleasure or profit but because a string of tragic circumstances removes him from the care of his family and thrusts him into poverty (Voskresenie, 115, 128). Tolstoy also emphasizes the interconnectedness of structural problems in Russia, where injustices within systems of land ownership and the continued exploitation of the peasantry contribute to the dissipation of the economic elite as well as the poverty and criminality of the lower classes. For example, it is Maslova’s ambiguous social standing, a side effect of Russia’s long history of serfdom, that makes her so vulnerable to Nekhliudov’s seduction and its lifelong consequences. Meanwhile, Nekhliudov’s opulent lifestyle corrodes his morals and fills him with a sense of entitlement that allows him to seduce Maslova without compunction.

As in The Kreutzer Sonata, Tolstoy denounces every Russian social institution while making clear that attempts to mitigate structural evils through structural means are bound to fail. Harmful entities like taverns and brothels should not be regulated by the government but instead eliminated altogether; those who think otherwise are in the business of making “a regular institution of lewdness,” as Pozdnyshev puts it (Kreutzer Sonata, 15). As Nekhliudov discovers when he follows Maslova into exile, “all those vices which developed among the prisoners … were not accidents or instances of degeneration, the criminal type, or monstrosity—as obtuse scientists argue, playing right into the government’s hands—but the inevitable consequence of the odd misapprehension that people have the right to punish one another” (Voskresenie, 246; translation adapted from Resurrection, 639–40).

The political prescription at the heart of Resurrection is even more radical than the permanent, universal abstinence Tolstoy proposed in The Kreutzer Sonata. Whereas the latter denounced specific institutions for their contribution to a state of generalized debauchery, the former attacks the idea of the institution itself. For the Tolstoy of 1899, Russia’s prisons, courts, brothels, and taverns, and perhaps even its churches and schools, were corrupted beyond all improvement and deserved to be shut down. To simply open new prisons and courts in their stead would solve nothing, because Tolstoy did not believe state-enforced law capable of deterring crime. The inculcation of moral values could not, in his view, be left to anyone but individuals. Following the example of Nekhliudov or Maslova, each person would do better to develop their own moral apparatus rather than rely on external authorities for guidance.
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