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Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal

A Nietzschean Source of Stalin’s
Cultural Revolution

The idea of a cultural revolution was the brainchild of the Nietzschean Marxist
Aleksandr Bogdanov, who proposed it after the Revolution of 1905-1907. In
1928, when Stalin launched his cultural revolution, Bogdanov was politically
marginalized but his idea (and mutations of it) was embedded in Bolshevik
political culture.

The Nietzschean Marxists (Bogdanov, Lunacharsky, Gorky, Bazarov, and
Volsky) concentrated on areas that Marx and Engels neglected.! Marx and
Engels did not theorize about culture because they regarded it as part of the
superstructure. They never developed a coherent psychology and they con-
sidered their version of socialism rational and scientific. Nietzsche emphasized
the non-rational Dionysian impulse, cultural creativity and the ,,will to power.”
The Nietzschean Marxists and the Symbolists, a group also indebted to
Nietzsche, responded to and influenced one another. Each group heeded his call
for a ,,revalution of all values” and they focused on the ,,inner man,” the soul or
the psyche, as part of a larger project: creating a new human being, a new
culture, and a new society, united by a common ideal — in Nietzschean terms,
a new myth. Viacheslav Ivanov urged his fellow Symbolists to become
myth-creators, to forge the new myths that would renovate Russian spiritually

! ,‘Nietzschean Marxism’ in Russia”, in Demythologizing Marxism, ed. Frederick J. Adel-
mann, S.J., Boston College Studies in Philosophy, 2:166-83; Nietzsche in Russia, ed. Bernice Glatzer
Rosenthal (Princeton, 1986); idem, ed. Nietzsche and Soviet Culture: Ally and Adversary, ed. idem,
(Cambridge, Eng., 1994.)
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and culturally and become the basis of a new organic society. Ivanov had a new
formulation of Orthodox Christianity in mind. Nevertheless, myth-creation
(mifotvorchestvo), appealed to the Nietzschean Marxists because they recog-
nized its psycho-political utility.

Nietzsche treated language, morality, art, and science as functions or
expressions of the societal myth. Implicitly, a new myth entailed a new language
(a ,,new word” as the Symbolists put it), a new morality, a new art form and
a new science. Nietzschean Marxists and Symbolists discussed these issues at
length, except that only Bogdanov advocated a new science.

Bogdanov’s first writings were about Empiriocriticism, the philosophy
of Mach and Avenarius, which he melded with Marxism. Mach and Avenarius
rejected all dualisms (spirit and matter, self and other, the ego and the
world), for a psycho-physiological monism based on sensations. They viewed
science as a series of hypotheses (rather than unchanging truths or laws),
that integrated the knowledge and experience of an era, and enabled people
to function in the world. When conditions change, new hypotheses are
formulated. Aspects of Empiriocriticism were compatible with Nietzsche’s
Dionysian epistemology — there is no inherent order in the world and
no ultimate truth — ,truth” is a matter of perspective’. Bogdanov argued
that perspective is class-based and that class is an epistemological, as well
as an economic, category. The ruling class has the knowledge and skills
necessary to ,organize” reality. To become the new ,organizing class”,
the proletariat would have to acquire organizational and technological skills
(in addition to abolishing private property). Marx and Engels denigrated
ideology as false consciousness, a distortion or mystification of reality in
the interest of the ruling class. Bogdanov called Marxist ideology the organizing
(=integrating) idea of its time, using ,,ideology” almost as a synonym
for myth. In his eyes, authentic Marxism was an activating ideology, a mo-
bilizing myth.

In 1907, Bogdanov suggested revising Marxism along the lines of a ,,religion
of socialism” as Marx’s friend Joseph Dietzgen had recommended, thereby
giving the Nietzschean idea of myth-creation a Marxist pedigree. Gorky and
Lunacharsky concocted a Marxist myth, the surrogate-religion called God-buil-
ding. Bogdanov’s myth-creation took a different form, the utopian science-fic-
tion novels, Red Star (1908) and Engineer Menni (1913)*. Red Star describes
a perfected Communist society on the red planet Mars — a prosperous,
egalitarian utopia inhabited by rational, productive, cultured, and versatile men

2 This may be more than a coincidence. Mach read Nietzsche and Nietzsche kept up with
developments in science and in the philosophy of science. There are many other parallels in their
views.

3 ,Engineer Menni”, trans. Charles Rougle, in Red Star, ed. Loren Graham and Richard Stites
(Bloomington, 1984), p. 147. Henceforth cited parenthetically.
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and women — Renaissance persons without the individualism. Bogdanov
considered individualism a relic of authoritarian capitalism, along with oc-
cupational specialization and hierarchy. He objected to dominance and sub-
ordination in any form. Engineer Menni describes the social and the scientific
revolution on Mars that preceded, and made possible, the egalitarian, collec-
tivist society of Red Star.

Bogdanov’s egalitarian collectivism was inspired by Marx and Engels of
course, but Nietzsche’s description of the Dionysian rites was another
source.

Now the slave is a free man; now all the rigid, hostile barriers that necessity, caprice,
or ,,impudent” convention, have fixed between man and man are broken. Now, with
the gospel of universal harmony, each one feels himself not only united, reconciled,
and fused with his neighbor but one with him, as if the veil of maya had been torn
aside and were now merely fluttering in tatters before the mysterious primordial
unity.*

The fusion that Nietzsche described was short lived and passionate.
Bogdanov wanted it to be permanent and conscious.

In 1908, Bogdanov and Lenin became rivals for control of the Bolshevik
faction. Bogdanov’s campaign included a newspaper, Vpered, and Party schools
in Capri and Bologna, to which Lenin responded with a Party school in
Longmanjeau (all short-lived). Bogdanov insisted that for the next political
revolution to be successful it would have to be preceded and accompanied by
a cultural revolution. By cultural revolution, he meant: emancipating the
proletariat psychologically (as well as economically and politically) from
bourgeois dominance, developing a collectivist psyche, reworking (=revaluing)
the cultural legacy from a proletarian perspective, and constructing a distinc-
tively proletarian art and science.

In 1911, two years after Lenin engineered Bogdanov’s expulsion from the
Bolshevik leadership, Bogdanov presented his program for cultural revolution
in a booklet titled The Cultural Tasks of Our Time’. His model was the
,,bourgeois” cultural revolution (the scientific revolution and the Enlighten-
ment), that preceded and made possible the French Revolution of 1789.
Constantly, Bogdanov enjoined the proletariat to overcome its slave morality,
develop its own culture, and master the knowledge required to reorganize
reality according to its own needs and values.

To the end of his life, Bogdanov insisted that so long as the working class
does not control its organizational tools, but on the contrary is controlled by
them, it cannot and must not attempt to solve directly the organizational task of
the world, to implement socialism. It would be an adventure without the

* Birth of Tragedy, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York, 1967), p. 37.
* Kul'turnye zadachi nashego vremeni (Moscow, 1911); henceforth cited parenthetically.
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slightest change of success, an attempt to build a world palace without knowing
the laws of architecture. It would be a new bloody lesson, probably crueler than
the lesson of the Great War.

Bogdanov saw the bloody face of war first-hand as an army doctor.
»,Master” and ,,mastery” were among his favorite words; they connote a worker
mastering his task, the human species mastering nature, and the slave become
master. ,,Harmony” was another favorite word. Bogdanov believed that
a communism would foster personal wholeness (e.g. no conflict between heart
and mind) and social harmony.

Bogdanov had confidence in the proletariat’s ,,creative will,” its ability to
forge a new culture that would be imbued with its values. ,,To say that workers
are not up to this task is to insult them” (Kul’turnye, p. 42). The proletariat was
the ,,organizing class” of the future because it was the only class capable of
mastering both nature and the machine.

Bogdanov defined ,,culture” as the sum of material and non-material
acquisitions used in the labor process or that raise the quality of life. Among
these acquisitions are ,,the physically perfect body — its strength, dexterity,
beauty — attainable by conscientious exercise,” language, art, habits, customs,
laws, and political institutions (Ku/’turnye, p. 3). Marx and Engels did not stress
the physically perfect body, language, and art; these are typically Nietzschean
themes. Also typically Nietzschean was Bogdanov’s stress on values — the
proletarian values of labor, egalitarianism, collectivism, and comradely co-
operation (Kul'turnye, pp. 9, 26, 51-54).

The Symbolists believed, based on Orthodox ontology, that ,,the word” is
a palpable entity with generative powers. A ,,new word” would generate a new
myth. Bogdanov linked word and myth in a non-mystical way. He associated
,,the word” with authoritarian causality. ,, ‘In the beginning was the word’, says
the ancient wisdom [John 1:1]. In the authoritarian world the organizing word is
the necessary principle of every social-labor activity... its first cause.” When the
ideology (=myth) that the word described fades, words become fetishes, new
forms of abstract necessity ruling over man.®

Bogdanov called language the ,,organizer of social life” and related lan-
guage to class. ,,Truth” for one class is a lie to another; ,,freedom,” ,,order,”
and ,,justice” mean different things to the ruling class and the subordinated
class. Beauty is a class phenomenon too. Bourgeois conceptions of beauty
glorify the soldier (Kul'turnye, pp. 5-6). A few years later, Bogdanov de-
cried such glorification as an indirect cause of World War 1. In Essays on
Tektology (1921), he described the word as one of three ,,instruments” of
organization.

¢ Padenie velikogo fetishizma (Sovremennyi krizis ideologii) (Moscow, 1910) p. 141.
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Every conscious collaboration of people is organized by means of words... Gigantic
collectives are created by the force of a word; gigantic collectives are governed by it.
People of the 20th century have seen how the command of the most insigificant
individual has directed millions of people into an unprecedented hell of iron and
dynamite, of murder and destruction. It was not for nothing that ancient thought,
profound in its naivety, begat the myth about the creation of the world by the word,
and believed in the infinite power of the word over the elements. ...disease and death
had to obey the person who knew and uttered an appropriate word.’

The other ,,instruments” are the idea (=the myth), expressed in art
and in science, and social norms (=morality). All ,,instruments” stem
from humankind’s social and natural experience, not from some higher
world.

According to Bogdanov, each art form serves, or once served, a practical
function. He wanted proletarian art to assume the organizational role that
religion played in authoritarian societies: disciplining people to fulfill their
social role(s), uniting feeling, thought, and praxis, and inculcating proletarian
values. It was not accidental, he declared, ,,that in Greek, the language of great
philosophy, the same word means to ‘organize’ and to ‘beautify’” (Kul'turnye,
p. 22n). Poetry originated in religious myth; epics educated people the way that
science and philosophy do today. Dance and music organized social life.
Sculpture, painting, and architecture concentrated the forms of human ex-
perience and transmitted them to the collective. Universal types (=mythic
types) in sculpture and painting resembled universal types in poetry and
summarized human experience; they were just as important for life as the
highest conceptions of philosophy or the highest generalizations of science.
,,The ideal of a full and powerful, harmonious and all-conquering life is
expressed in the sculptures of the ancient world, and in the statues of its gods,
more clearly and I would suggest more deeply, than in the ‘superman’ of
Nietzsche’s philosophy” (Kul'turnye, p. 17). Architecture organized the emo-
tions of the masses and expressed a society’s values. As examples, he gave
the gigantic architecture of Imperial Rome, which conveyed national pride, and
the Gothic Cathedrals, which symbolized the Medieval renunciation of the
earth.

Proletarian art and architecture would communicate the proletariat’s
collective sensation of the world. A mighty weapon or instrument (orudie) in the
class struggle, the ,,all-penetrating influence of the new art” would harmonize
the feelings and aspirations of the masses into one impulse, become a powerful
mover that accelerates the growth and the victory of the collective” (Kul’turnye,
p. 76). In an essay titled ,,Art and the Proletariat” (1919), Bogdanov proclaimed
that ,,myth is not a lie” but the ,,praxis” of primitive poetic knowledge, the

" Essays in Tektology, trans. George Gorelik (Seaside, CA, 1980), p. 2.
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organization of living experience in words.® Myth would function as a religion,
i.e., as an organizing ideology. The word religion, he pointed out, stems from
the Latin word ,,tie.” Religion ties people together.

Bogdanov did not specify the form that proletarian art would take, but he
expected it to encompass far more than class struggle. The proletariat strives to
,.seize all society and nature,” taking what is useful and progressive from other
classes in order to create a harmonic, monistic culture. Its art will represent
a ,,beautiful victory over the old society whose creative force is dried up.”
Cubism was a product of expiring bourgeois society; proletarian art would
present ,living images” and coherent visions of the life-experience of the
collective (Kul’turnye, pp. 79-89). If an individual was at the center, it was not
proletarian art.

For complete liberation, the proletariat must master science (nauka),
Bogdanov insisted; it could not continue to leave scientific decisions to
specialists. Nauka includes the humanities and the social sciences as well as the
physical sciences. He expected proletarian scientists to develop a collectivist
methodology and to undertake practical projects such as increasing production,
maintaining health, and prolonging life. Social scientists would rework data
gathered by their predecessors from a proletarian perspective. Physical scientists
would do the same in their laboratories and observatories. (Marx and Engels
considered the physical sciences objective). Bogdanov denigrated knowledge for
its own sake and the solitary pursuit of ,,abstract truth.”

Nietzsche regarded science as a function of myth.” He also considered
science a weapon.

It is revenge above all that science has been able to employ — the revenge of the
oppressed, those who had been pushed aside, and in fact, oppressed by the prevailing
truth. Truth, that is to say, the scientific method, was grasped and promoted by those
who divined in it a weapon of war — an instrument of destruction.'

Bogdanov viewed science as a weapon in the class war. ,,Bourgeois science”
stemmed from Copernicus and Galileo, whose theories contradicted the ruling
ideology of the feudal order and appealed to people whose economic interests
did not mesh with feudalism. The scientific revolution that Copernicus initiated
became the basis for a new unified world view, the bourgeois ideology of the
Enlightenment. Once in power, the bourgeoisie organized the world according
to its own ideology, based on Newton’s laws and market forces. Scientific
socialism spoke for the oppressed and provided a basis for a proletarian
scientific revolution. Marx was the ,,Copernicus of the social sciences” and ,,the

¥ Die Kunst und das Proletariat (Leipzig, 1919), pp. 7, 10, 32.

° Birth of Tragedy, p. 96-98.

' The Will to Power, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (New York, 1968),
pp. 250-51.
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model of the new man... a worker and a warrior.” Marx is the incarnation of
a new type, who merges ,.creative thought and creative practice in one
harmonious whole. And in this he belongs to a new world”."!

To accelerate the development of a proletarian science, Bogdanov proposed
a Proletarian Encyclopedia, with sections on science and technology, and
a Proletarian University. The Encyclopedia would ,,crystallize the truth of the
time,” link the various branches of knowledge to one another, and show their
interconnectedness, just as the philosophes had done for the bourgeoisie. Work
on the Proletarian Encyclopedia would proceed in connection with the
Proletarian University. The contributors would not simply present knowledge,
but consciously and systematically rework (=revalue) it in a ,,gigantic deed of
transformation”. The Proletarian University was not intended for bourgeois
youth (mal’chiki) or ,human larva” (lichinka), but for mature people with
serious experience in the world of labor and social struggle; it would not
replicate ,,bourgeois temples of knowledge” (Kul'turnye, pp. 58, 69). In Marxist
terms the students would be a scientific vanguard; in Nietzschean terms,
a culture-creating ,,new nobility.” Bogdanov endorsed Dietzgen’s idea of
a ,,special proletarian logic,” and claimed that ,,pure” geometry was affected by
class. In the feudal-priestly societies of ancient Egypt and Babylon, geometry
was part of religion; in mercantile Greece, geometry became abstract as needed
for navigation and commerce (Desiatiletie, p. 67). The workers require a unified
science (rather than fragmented disciplines, each with its own language) and
practical knowledge conveyed clearly and simply. Bogdanov advocated this
kind of science in his novels as well, along with his vision of the new socialist
person.

In Engineer Menni, the main characters, Menni, an archetype of the strong
(bourgeois) individual, and his son Netti, a collectivist and also an engineer,
have several discussions. In one of them, Netti explains that the historical
mission of the bourgeoisie ,,was to create a human individual, an active being
inspired with self confidence who would be distinct from the human herd of the
feudal epoch”. Now these ,,active atoms” must be bound together and fused
into a single human organism. Menni replies: ,,s0 you want to transform human
individuals into beings which resemble cells?”” No, says, Netti, ,,because the cells
of an organism are not conscious of the whole to which they belong... We are
striving to make man ,,fully aware of himself as an element of the great laboring
whole” (pp. 196-97). Their dialogue can be read as an individualist versus
a collectivist interpretation of Nietzsche. Elsewhere, Bogdanov called Nietzsche
a complex thinker whose thought combined authoritarian with individualistic
elements (Padenie, p. 60n).

' Bogdanov, ,,Desiatiletie otlucheniia ot Marksizma®”, in Neizvestnyi Bogdanov, ed. N.S.
Antonova (Moscow 1995), 3: 26-28.
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In another discussion, Netti contends that the masses organize their
experience in myths and legends. Although ,, The Legend of the Vampire” is
absurd on its face, it expresses a profound truth. ,,Dead life exists — history is
full of it; it surrounds us on all sides and drinks the blood of living life.”
A vampire, a living corpse, is much more harmful than a dead corpse which
must be removed lest it spread disease. ,,Ideas die just like people, but they cling
to live even more stubbornly after their death.” (pp. 213—14). In other words,
outmoded ideas (and their carriers) are dangerous.

Limited space precludes full discussion of the trajectories of Bogdanov’s
influence after the Bolshevik Revolution, so I will limit myself to the proletarian
culture movement and the Higher Party Schools. It is noteworthy, however,
that Bogdanov’s ideas were a factor in the Party’s decision to open a ,,culture
front” in 1920-21 (even though he was not a Party member) and that Lenin,
Trotsky, and Bukharin advocated a ,,cultural revolution” (defining the term
differently). Bukharin, Stalin’s co-ruler from 1924 to 1928, was intellectually
indebted to Bogdanov. Stalin was fairly close to Bogdanov in 1907 and in
1908-1909 he found good sides in ,,Machism” (Lenin’s term for Bogdanov’s
philosophy).'?

Proletkult, acronym for proletarian culture, was founded in Petrograd as an
extra-Party organization by Bogdanov, Lunacharsky, and others in October,
1917, and quickly blossomed into a national movement. At its peak in 1920, it
numbered close to half a million members, mostly young men. Two thirds of the
delegates to the second Proletkult Congress (1920) were Party members.
Proletkult schools, studios, and clubs instructed workers in Marxism and
encouraged literary and artistic creativity.'® Lebeder-Poliansky, the first presi-
dent of Proletkult, was a former Vperedist as was his successor, Martyn Liadov.
In 1920 Lenin denounced Proletkult (he was suspicious of a burgeoning
movement permeated with Bogdanov’s ideas). The membership plummeted and
Proletkult lost its autonomy. Bukharin sided with Lenin on the issue of
autonomy even though he upheld proletarian culture as an ideal. Between 1922
and 1928, Bukharin developed a strategy for a cultural revolution led by Party
cadres.'

In the NEP period, crude versions of Proletkult ideology were propounded
by organizations of self-styled ,,proletarian” writers, artists, and architects who
campaigned for hegemony in their field. The All Russian Association of
Proletarian Writers (VAPP) claimed to be the exclusive voice of the proletariat
and called on the Party to enforce its claim. The culture wars of the NEP period

'2 Robert Williams, The Other Bolsheviks (Bloomington, 1986), p. 120-21.

' For a history of Proletkult, see Lynn Mally, Culture of the Future: The Proletkult Movement
(Berkeley, 1990).

¥ John Biggart, ,,Bukharin’s Theory of Cultural Revolution”, in The Ideas of Nikolai
Bukharin (Oxford, 1992), pp. 131-58.
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