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DOG ALLEY

-- What form will sexuality take in the future society? Should we recognize a pure, Platonic love? Is love a temporary or a lasting emotion? Will Communism be a time of monogamy or polygamy? Is polygamy a sign of the degeneration of the working class?

-- What should we do with the knowledge that monogamous marriage separates us from the collective but that polygamous marriage is abnormal from a physiological point of view?

-- Explain your view that the one who forms sexual relations for the sake of pleasure alone is an individualist. Do you know how hard it is to think about class reproduction during sexual intercourse? Trying to enjoy an evening party while at the same time thinking about class made me feel I was going nuts.

-- Which is right, free love or abstinence? If abstinence leads to the degeneration of the working class, should we assign a norm for sexual activity? What should be its minimum and maximum? Is not sexual energy designed by nature to be released through emission? How then can you say that sexual release is harmful?

-- Does sexual abstinence not increases cerebral energy and consequently weakens the worker physically? Is that not impermissible from the point of view of class? Should not a healthy human being refuse himself nothing that nature has endowed him with?

-- Are you aware that a human being is intellectually rich only when his sexual organs are highly developed? When sexual hormones fill the organism the brain is aroused. If it is true that unused sexual energy applies itself elsewhere, why did I never see the limbs of the abstinent individual grow stronger?

Love, lust, and sex clearly provoked a great deal of curiosity among students who raised these question during a discussion on the metabolism of young bodies that took place at Irkutsk State University in November of 1924.

To flesh out some of these issues, the pages below will focus on Lev Gumilevskii's, Dog Alley​. When this novel is examined alongside Malashkin's Moonlight from the Right Side important aspects of the Communist psychological theory come to a sharp relief. The richness of the Bolshevik moralistic discourse and the comlexity of the scientific theories involved become apparent. To be sure, both novels had much in common: their resemblance was not lost on contemporaries who described the protagonists -- Civil War heros who, having become lost for a while in the decadent university milieu, eventually recognized the folly of dissipation and were miraculously saved -- as "twin souls."
 

However, despite similarities in plot, characterization, and moral, there were important differences in the ways in which student degeneration was conceptualized. It is revealing to dwell on the extent to which Gumilevskii's and Malashkin's theoretical inspirations were at variance. In fact, the implicit dialogue between the two novels points toward the intricate process of negotiations concerning the face of the Communist Self taking place within the Bolshevik camp.

The uniformity of Communist terminology veiled significant pluralities of meaning. The alpha and omega of the Marxist method -- "materialism" -- was a case in point. Though both novelists professed to be "materialist," this catchall term concealed more that it revealed; "materialism" could stand either for the interpretation of phenomena in terms of the underlining objective conditions of production (the sociological explanation), or for the reduction of all human thought and sensation to bodily processes (the physiological explanation). If for Malashkin materialism indicated the primacy of action or practice (the real) over contemplation (the ideal), for Gumilevskii materialism meant a reduction of the mind to matter. Embracing the sociological interpretation of materialism, Malashkin was inspired by the early nineteenth-century thought of Hegel, Feuerbach and the British political economists, as appropriated by the early Marx. The physiological theoretical framework, on the other hand, reflected the incorporation of scientific naturalism into late nineteenth-century Marxism. According to the physiological (and naturalist) branch of Marxist theory, drawn on by Gumilevskii, sociology was incapable of giving all the answers. While sociology questioned "human aims," one contemporary of Gumilevskii pointed out, "it could not do without biology that asks what techniques humans possessed to attain those aims."

The naturalist sources of Gumilevskii's inspiration were often commented on. One critic pointed out that the novel's very title -- "Dog Alley" -- was an obvious allusion to the "animalistic origins of the human instincts"; another declared that Gumilevskii's novel "reads like a treatise in zoology."
 Had there been a dialogue between the two novelists, Gumilevskii would have probably reprimanded Malashkin for making sense of the actions of his protagonists in terms of sociology alone, and thereby missing what made them unique -- the principle of individuation. This was tided to the physical. "The laws of economics impact not an abstraction but an individual with a given psychological make up," one important natural scientist claimed. If we are to understand human behavior, "it is imperative to know not only what are the abstract economic principles at play but also what laws of human behavior govern human will."
 Sociological studies loose sight of the real human being with his "natural," "innate inclinations" turning him into a mere "tabula rasa for society to write on."

The divergences between the terms of analysis deployed in the novels were consistent enough to suggest that the two novelists abided by fairly distinct analytic frameworks. Malashkin objected to crass reductionism in-so-far-as his Marxism established qualitative differences between mental states. His was a somewhat voluntaristic theoretical framework, wherein "revolutions" in human psyche, that is, qualitative leaps from one level of psychic organization to the next, were possible. Gumilevskii's quite different brand of Marxism operated in terms of quantity alone and attempted to demonstrate the materialistic/energetic unity of essence behind seemingly different phenomena.
 For Gumilevskii, a human being was a body -- a sandwich of tissues and a bundle of nerves. He was in line with the hard-core determinists, who believed that the New Man would evolve gradually thanks to a scientific manipulation of the human body.

The disparity between Malashkin's Marxism and Gumilevskii's Marxism was concealed under a set of shared theoretical vocabulary. Identical terms, however, connoted very different things. If for Malashkin, the New Man was a highly spiritual creature, for Gumilevskii, the New Man was a sort of zoological Superman. If in Malashkin's novel "pollution" meant contamination by alien ideology, in Gumilevskii's novel the same term stood for "the infiltration of the body by malignant substances." If "social pathology" meant to Malashkin a contamination by class aliens, to Gumilevskii it indicated a "biological aberration and bodily degeneration." Malashkin understood "young growth" ("molodniak, in its original sense, a veterinary description of young stallions between the age of one and three) as a sociological term for an age cohort. For Gumilevskii, on the other hand, this was a physiological notion, denoting "young bodies in a biological process of growth."

In Malashkin's usage, "class" meant a conglomerate of agents with the same relationship to the means of production. In Gumilevskii's terminology, by contrast, "class" stood for an "aggregate of individuals with similar innate properties." (This Darwinian rendition of "class" allowed Gumilevskii to talk, on occasion, of a "class-race"l he took "class struggle" to be the form which animals' struggle for existence took in human societies.) Whereas for Malashkin nature was spiritless and history had meaning (progress toward emancipation), for Gumilevskii history was a limiting case of the biological struggle as it obtained for the conditions of the human species; he would surely have dismissed Malashkin's talk of overcoming human "alienation" (otchuzdenie) in the natural world. Finally, there was the all-important concept of "consciousness" (soznanie): in Malashkin's theoretical framework it denoted the subject's self-awareness, in Gumilevskii's a unique quality of an object which stems from the object's sophisticated material organization.
 To be sure, the different meanings outlined above are not so distinct each time they occur. Yet, the consistent ambivalence in the theoretical vocabulary that emerges when the language of the two novels are juxtaposed suggests the preservation of conflicting intellectual traditions within Bolshevik ethical thought.

Semantic slippages were closely related to the diagnosis of Oppositionism. The divergent conceptual schemes Malashkin and Gumilevskii employed led to different explanations for student degeneration. For Malashkin, "intellectual environment" was dangerous because it connoted intelligentsia individualism, isolation from the collective of producers, anti-sociability and despair. For Gumilevskii "mental labor" was equally hazardous, but for quite different reasons. He believed that an excess of thought overstrained the brain and precipitated a physical decline of its nervous tissues. Again, the difference clearly arose out of the author's respective emphasis on sociology and natural science.

For Malashkin "degeneration" was a sociological term referring to the proletariat's downward slide toward a bourgeois life style. In Gumilevskii's mind the same term stood for a medical concept which denoted the "disintegration of mental capacities of an individual and his decline into madness."
 In the first case, the proletarian standard was articulated on the level of the social, the workers relations to his class. In the second case, the proletarian standard was physiological, the health of the proletarian body. As one might expect, the explanation why a certain medicine was prescribed for a certain condition was different. While Malashkin and Gumilevskii both championed factory labor as an antidote to unrestrained sexuality, the former did so because he believed that sexuality was an individualistic mode of behavior that could be negated through the social effects of work, whereas the latter thought of work in terms of the proletarian metabolism and believed work was requisite for sexual sublimation.

The Communist psychological theory was a body of thought not entirely consistent with itself. Key theoretical terms were kept vague enough to allow for significant disagreements that could give rise to different techniques of the hermeneuitics of the soul. Of course, no theoretical framework which failed to present itself as materialist could hope for acceptance. "Marxism" was an unavoidable theoretical catchword; one could debate its meaning, but one had to invoke it. Yet it was precisely its ability to conceal theoretical tensions under the aegis of a common Marxism that gave Soviet science its inclusive flavor. Proponents of various and often mutually exclusive theories exploited this potential to reinterpret the tenets of the Bolshevik moralistic discourse to their liking; this was permissible as long as they claimed to have been speaking in the name of true Marxism.

Eventually, I do want to argue that more united than separated the theoretical apparatus underpinning the two novels. But this was so not because of the similarity of these apparatuses but because of their complementarily, a complementarily that allowed the novelists to be active participants in the same moralist discourse. Unless both traditions participating in the construction of the Communist Self are taken into account our understanding of what Bolsheviks meant by degeneration will be thinned out. On first sight very different phenomena – indeed, what do somewhat abstract negative social influences and very mundane, physical illness have in common? – appear as two competing explications of the solar eclipse predicament, a condition where Communist consciousness was believed to be diminished by the negative powers associated with NEP. 

Plot Synopsis and Problematica

The main hero of Dog Alley was a young Communist student named Khokhorin -- the son of a worker and Civil War veteran who served as Party cell representative on the board of a "certain university on the Volga." Khokhorin, like many other students of his ilk, is a compulsive sensualist. Indeed, the question of sexual permissiveness animates the novel, which often reads as a Bolshevik combination of lowbrow erotic fiction with a didactic lesson in corruption and sexual dissolution. 

At the outset, Khokhorin is seduced by Vera Volkova, a "new woman" with an open sexual attitude. Inflamed by Vera's talk about "infatuation" and "desire" and anticipating the forthcoming sexual act as the "satisfaction of basic human needs" the lascivious Khokhorin hurriedly undresses. Turned off by the fact that Khokhorin dispensed with all emotional overtures Vera chases him from her apartment, ominously located in Dog Alley. The symbolic significance of "alley" in the title of the novel, one critic explained, "is that it is not a straight street." Thus it denotes deviation from the main proletarian road. "We have to know how we got there and how we want to get out," he explained, a knowledge Trotskyist students desperately needed.

The novel's next scene introduces Zoia Osokina, in many ways a counterpart to Malashkin's Tania Astrakhova. Though her father, a former priest, abandoned the clergy prior to the Revolution to become a brilliant homicide investigator, Zoia continues to be haunted by his politically incorrect past. Described by the district committee as an "alien element" she is purged from the university. Sunk in despair, Zoia contemplates suicide, only to be saved by that resident of Dog Alley, Vera Volkova, who takes her in. In Vera's home, Zoia is introduced to Senia Korolev, a model Communist and the university's chess champion. Korolev finds Zoia a job at the factory so that she may "wash off her social origins," becoming "her own parent." Just as Petr converted Tania in Malashkin's tale, so Korolev converts Zoia. "Ties of real love" develop between the two, sharply contrasting with Vera and Khokhorin's denial of love in favor of naked sexual instinct.

When Gumilevskii returns to his main hero, Khokhorin, the story is laced with titillating detail. Usually, the reader is told, Khokhorin indulges in carnal delights with Anna, a libertine woman who emulated Kollontai's "free loving" heroines. However, Anna learns of his rebuff at Vera's hands, and when he comes to her the same night she turns him down too. Apparently, Anna is jealous, though she would never admit to a sentiment she equates with "philistinism" and "romantic love." His recent sexual defeats hurt "Khokhorin's masculine pride." Bobrokov, a peasant student, tries to persuade Khokhorin to try sexual abstinence, but in vain. When Khokhorin is rejected by yet another student, Babkova, he turns to the services of a prostitute. Shortly after this sexual encounter Khokhorin comes to believe that he has contracted syphilis. This only fuels his lust, though, and his entire outlook enters a decline. Visiting a factory, ostensibly to begin work in political enlightenment, all Khokhorin does is inspect the working class females in the hopes of finding a new sexual partner.

In the meantime, Khokhorin's passion for Vera does not fade. Capitalizing on his lust, Vera strikes a deal with him: if Khokhorin sees to it that Zoia is reinstated at the university, Vera will indulge him sexually. To everyone's surprise, however, Zoia elects not to return to the university but to stay in the factory, "where life is more real." As the story unfolds, the genesis of Vera's predatory sexuality finds its explanation. In flashback the reader learns of Vera's involvement in a passionate love affair with Burov, a celebrated university lecturer in microbiology. Pregnancy and an abortion, however, destroy Vera's belief in her love toward Burov, and catapult her into a long series of meaningless sexual adventures. The remainder of Burov's life story is similarly grim. His single-minded pursuit of Vera's body to the neglect of all professional duties lead the university authorities to realize that he is about to lose his mind: they send him to Yalta to recuperate.

The drama concludes with a meeting between Vera and Khokhorin. Khokhorin's passion has laid him low -- he has become a real degenerate. He is recalled from the university board and the chess champion, Korolev, replaces him. This substitution is an obvious mark of Gumilevskii's condemnation of Khokhorin and the cult of the instinct he represents, and the elevation of Korolev and proletarian consciousness. Khokhorin, who is still under the impression he has syphilis, tells Vera that she should expect to be infected as well. They come to blows and Vera falls dead. Believing he has killed Vera, Khokhorin shoots himself in the stomach. The ensuing investigation, conducted by Zoia's father, reveals that it was not Khokhorin but Burov who had killed Vera, by firing at her from a hiding spot. Having eluded the Yalta police, Burov commits suicide. Medical science, the symbol of modernity and enlightenment, shows that Khokhorin's syphilis was only a false alarm. Khokhorin recuperates from his wound and goes to Siberia to work, eventually continuing his studies at Tomsk University. 

Gumilevskii's novel can be read as an attempt to understand why students were prone to Oppositionism. The explanation provided is that mental labor tended to induce hypertrophy of the sexual drive, rapidly waste the energies of the young organism and bring about political indifference. This was considered to be a typical vice of the intelligentsia, as Khokhorin's alter ego, the assistant professor Burov, demonstrated. Yet, Gumilevskii avoided the wholesale condemnation of thinking. The problem was not mental labor as such -- how could it be, when consciousness, so dear to Marxists, was a mental activity through and through -- but its separation from manual labor.

The key to health was "energetic harmony" in the organism, a balance between mental and physical expenditure. "The nervous system is a most complicated and sensitive mechanism for the satisfaction of both spiritual and physical needs," argued doctor Faingol'd. "All our bodily organs connected into one harmonious whole."
 Speaking at the Socialist Academy in 1921, Bogdanov sought a reliable devise "to measure energy investment in mental labor as compared with manual labor" so that they would be able to finetune the operation of the human machine."
 In his belief that the release of bodily energies had to be controlled and rationalized Gumilevskii and his fellow Marxist scientists harked back to notions of equilibrium which have a long tradition in the history of Western medical thought.

Resonating with the scientific debate over the manual labor / mental labor problem raging in the contemporary Soviet theoretical journals, Dog Alley was a record of the process through which Marxist eschatology and the equally Marxist materialism negotiated their respective positions on the body-mind question. If Malashkin's sociology was considered too abstract in many corners of the Soviet scientific community, Gumilevskii's hyper-naturalism was even less acceptable to the Party ideologists. The criticism which libertine types evoked toward the end of the 1920s suggest that the Party establishment could not accept the heavily naturalistic psychology. The naturalist language had to be modified, if not entirely dismantled, in order to incorporate the drive to "refashion human beings." It was not enough for the proletarian psyche merely to look for ways to adapt to what was objectively given, be it the reality outside man or the instinctual layout inside man -- as the naturalists would have it.

Exemplifying the intellectual evolution of the Marxism psychology in the 1920s, Khokhorin underwent a long journey of suffering before he came to understand how a real proletarian ought to live. At first, infected at the university with "intelligentsia depravity," Khokhorin takes the Revolution for a triumph of the sexual drive, a wild libidinous release that swept everything from its way. He comes under the sway of a crude materialism which had reduced all human phenomena to the physiology of the body, ultimately denying the mind any importance. At the start of the novel, the reader finds Khokhorin espousing radical physiologism. The bulk of the ensuing narrative consists of a chain of dialogues between Khokhorin and fellow students, in the course of which his vulgar naturalism is overturned. The calamities dealt to Khokhorin teach him to respect the mental side in man. While Gumilevskii was clearly fond of naturalism, he professed an awareness of the impasse at which it arrived. If freedom of the will was to be given its due, Khokhorin had to retract a good number of his reductionist ideas. To be able to consciously alter his surroundings, Khokhorin had to learn to resist his natural and animalistic drives. His veneration of uninhibited sexual expression, and the physiological language that went with it had to be discarded unless he wanted to be dubbed as a "mechanist" who deviated from dialectical materialism toward "vulgar" objectivism. Khokhorin finally accepted the moralists' urge: "What is important is that sexual questions penetrate the Pioneer milieu not as physiological but as social questions."

Finally, Gumilevskii came to agree with Malashkin that neither work nor thought, taken in isolation, could produce the New Man. Petr and Korolev, the characters with whom the two novelists identified, were model Communists precisely because they were "healthy" workers and thinkers at one and the same time. Having undertaken difficult theoretical work, Gumilevskii, through the medium of his hero, Korolev, managed to make room within the Marxist physiological language to which he was committed for "will," "personality," "love" and similar mentalist notions, heretofore dismissed as "bourgeois" and "idealist." The physiological reduction of quality to quantity -- a tendency that threatened to subvert the belief in the New Man as a qualitatively new and final creature, and to lead to belief in an open-ended quantitative progress in human growth -- was arrested and the Marxist eschatology held its ground. "Consciousness," the linchpin of the eschatological master narrative and its clear and distinct point of arrival, was proclaimed an irreducible notion.

Still, the defeat of naturalism was not total. Reinterpreting "idealist notions" in a "scientific manner" and incorporating them into its materialist vocabulary, Gumilevskii's Marxism preserved parts of the naturalist analytic framework. The novelist kept theoretical concepts vague enough to allow room for interpretation. Even the all-important term "consciousness" retained a certain plurality of meaning. Thus, while Malashkin was of the opinion that "consciousness" gave students the ability to emerge from their degenerated isolationism and mend their relations with the working class, Gumilevskii was more interested in "consciousness" permitting students to gain control over their bodies, and heal their degenerated constitutions. In the first case, consciousness come close to be a universalist spirit, in the second, a mere bodily function.

Gumilevskii set the mind on a par with the other bodily parts, an organ with a unique role in the organism but without a unique essence that would allow it to transcend the organism. Though his hero accepted at the end of the novel the emerging orthodoxy and learned to praise consciousness as "the inhibitor of particularist tendencies in the human being," Khokhorin folded these ideas in terms taken from the naturalist vocabulary, such that "particularist," for example, could bear a meaning closer to "animalistic" than to "bourgeois," as Malashkin's sociological dictionary would have it.

Physiologism and the Liberation of Instincts
The need to bring about a transformation of the language of naturalism became clear only at the novel's conclusion. But let us for the time being retrace our steps and consider the gradual unfolding of the story and its message. The novel opens on a streetcar, where Vera is seducing Khokhorin. Khokhorin, Gumilevskii tells us, feels elated, "not because a young woman prefers him to others -- this happens to many young men -- but because of the candor and openness of Vera's feminine courage." Vera surpasses the philistines surrounding her who, "`engrossed in their petty affairs, remain oblivious to the man and a woman next to them: encountering each other without any prejudices'," Khokhorin thinks to himself, "`we obey our natural inclination'." Khokhorin -- the counterpart of Isaika the alien -- proudly explains that "`love is a bourgeois prank that only spoils things, an entertainment for the jaded. Love is a repulsive word. We do not acknowledge any such thing!'" [pp.10-11]."

Desperately in need of a release after Vera has refused him, Khokhorin loses his usual composure and becomes obsessed with sex. "All this is the natural result of his need for a woman, not satisfied that evening in a normal way," he thinks, "shrugging his shoulders, proud of the remarkable clarity of his perspective." A man of action, Khokhorin is determined "to act, to find a proper woman, and thereby to reinstate, by dint of the simple execution of a natural act, his recently undermined mental tranquility'." [pp.22-23] The motif of Khokhorin's sexual promiscuity is elaborated further in the following scene. A chess tournament is underway and the student club is buzzing. The sound of athletes exercising in the nearby gym can be heard. But the healthy combination of manual labor (symbolized by sports) and mental labor (symbolized by the game of chess) does not occupy the mind of Khokhorin who is hungry for sex. Khokhorin tries to divert his thought to his imminent report in the Party cell and upcoming examinations "but quickly convinces himself that without mental peace he could not work." Desperate, he sits down next to his classmate, Babkova, pulls away her notebook, as if trying to deprive Babkova of her consciousness, and giggles: "I need to relieve myself. Will you come with me to the surgery room. [. . .] There is a cot out there." Babkova blushes and looks straight into Khokhorin's eyes: "Khokhorin, are you out of your mind? What are you talking about?" Vexed, he shrugs: "I think it natural that I need a female. With all due simplicity and directness I ask you for help, as a comrade!" Moving away the girl whispers: "Yuck! How disgusting! What do you think I am, Khokhorin?" But Khokhorin believes his naturalism is as orthodox as any: "Sex is a strong and powerful instinct that demands gratification. Psychological instability can be terrible!" "Listen," she cuts him short -- "people fall sick or die of hunger. But from non-satisfaction of animal needs, such as yours, no one has yet died, or gotten ill. [. . .] Had you not lost all control, you would not have such needs! Go to hell!'" Babkova has given us an idea of what Khokhorin will be taken to task for: antisocial attitudes, obsessiveness and lack of self-control. But at this early stage in the novel, the still self-assured Khokhorin only looks at Babkova with disdain. That which he believed to be a comprehensive and well thought out perspective, and even more, a materialist one, Babkova saw as ridiculous. "She appears to him pitiful, cowardly, stupid and philistine. Khokhorin jumps up, clenches his fists and storms out." [pp.36-38]

Sexologists claimed that Khokhorin's attitudes toward sex were symptomatic of the students' attraction to naturalism and physiologism. "Gumilevskii's hero," claimed one sexologist, "relegates love to the realm of `romanticism.' He acknowledges only naked physiology. Instincts have to be satisfied since they are natural: Hungry? -- Eat! Attracted to a woman? -- Have her! Attracted to a man? -- Have him!"
 Chukovskii confided to his diary in 1922 that he saw many Khokhordins around him. “Men are happy there are such things as cards, races, wine and women. [. . .] Everyone is expressing his zoological and physiological self.”
 

Gel'man's study concurred that the image of Khokhorin corresponded to reality and that students "view sex only as means to satisfying their physical needs. They do not seek to refine their sensations [. . .] remaining restless prisoners in the dark kingdom of instinct."
 Notes made by students on the margins of sex questionnaires this expert distributed show them to have been quite close to Khokhorin in their thinking:

"I acknowledge no limits in sexual life. I have intercourse almost every week, and if the opportunity arises, do it every day, every hour, as long as my energy holds out."

"My sexual life revolves around two girls. Neither knows about the other. Love is something I do not recognize. Excitement is all that I am after."

"I mixed the sour with the sweet and had sex with whatever filth came up."

"Squeamish about nothing, I have deflowered virgins, slept with widows, and with sixty-year-old women, all for the fun of it."

"I abstain from sex only when female objects are not available. When that happens, I blame the women, who try to outwit nature -- which is impossible [. . .]"

"Looking for a human female, I have always found one. My pick up line is simple: Want it? Lets do it!"

"Females should part with their prejudices. There were occasions when they said to me: `I feel like it but I still will not let you'. In my view such females are deranged."

"Since we think sexual intercourse is a natural need and a law of nature, and as we build nurseries for its products why don't we open houses of free love? Do not think I have brothels in mind. I suggest the following statute: whoever feels he has to satisfy his sexual needs goes to such houses, passes a medical examination, etc. I can submit a detailed plan, if there is interest."

"In all the questionnaires, naked sexual instinct reigns supreme," Gel'man summarized. "Blind sexual need flourishes and transports a youngster from one sexual encounter to another."

A number of additional contemporary sexologists seconded Gumilevskii's disapproval of his hero's depravity. Thus Gushchin's study regretted to observe that the worst kind of pornography flourished in the universities. "No less that eight obscene home-made journals had to be confiscated from students."
 And Kliachkin noted that many students long for sensuality, "no doubt suffering from deviations of the psycho-physical sphere" and worried that "students stand on the brink of degeneration."
 Sexual promiscuity, inability to restrain the sexual drive and "lack of a spiritual superstructure" were pronounced dangerous and construed as malign legacy from the Russian intelligentsia: "Khokhorin's sexual nihilism arrives on the heels of Bazarov's [. . .] rationalist nihilism of the 1860s which laid siege to the thoughts and feelings of noble society; it is successor as well to the post 1905 nihilism that expressed the intelligentsia's selfish desire to escape from public service into private life." Indeed, Khokhorin's physiologism and his iconoclasm were widely regarded as typically nihilist in their inspiration.

Khokhorin's fixation on bodily instincts, however, was hardly an anachronism. Rather, the opinions of Gumilevskii's hero were defended by an important camp in the 1920s scientific establishment and, at least for a while, could have been even described as the cutting edge of theory. When physiologists and medical doctors referred to the sort of opinions Khokhorin embraced as "materialist," they legitimized whatever Khokhorin said as intellectually sound. Many Bolshevik dignitaries praised the "new, objective psychology" as a reaction to the "idealist" psychology of the pre-revolutionary period. Since the "old introspectionist psychology" had been concerned almost exclusively with the study of the subjective reaction of man to his experiences, it was dismissed as "mysticism" -- a product of contemplative approach to life.

Armed with quantitative methods of investigation, physiology with its "objective" knowledge of the operation of the human organism, came to replace psychology in the early 1920s.
 Pavlov and Bekhterev, the doyens of Soviet behaviorism, insisted that man's behavior was a biological phenomenon to be studied not by psychologists but by physiologists, i.e., by natural scientists.
 Borovskii claimed that "man thinks with his entire organism. Each time we talk about thinking and mental processes, what we actually have in mind are organic phenomena." "Marxist psychology," Borovskii triumphantly stated, "is the only school of psychology capable of overcoming philosophical dualism."
 Even the term "psychology" itself fell out of favor as "idealist" once its etymology was traced to the Greek spiritual notion of the soul (psyche).
 The proponents of naturalism argued that the "physiological method can meet the Socratic challenge of `know thyself' better that any introspectionism," a practice believed to be tainted by such "anti deterministic" concepts as "will" and "soul." Instead of searching for "causes" of behavior, subjective psychologists "posit a free will," Pavlov famously said -- and went on to declare the subjective method as "totally unscientific."
 Pavlov suggested that even though individuals had a subjective feeling of freedom, it was only an illusion science had to unmask in order to demonstrate the determinate nature of all human phenomena. Psychology is nothing but a part of physics, a similarly inclined expert maintained, "because what we call a psychic process is a misnomer for a flow of physical energy."
 "Thinking is noting but a complex material process," the founder of American behaviorism, Watson, was cited approvingly.

Enchmen's "Theory of New Biology" was widely regarded as a legitimate scientific position, consistent with the early 1920s physiology.
 What Enchmen tried to do was no less than to do away with the mind/body problem Descartes had bequeathed to Western philosophy. In a nutshell, the difficulty was the following: accepting Descartes's premise of the existence of both "mind" (a non spatial entity) and "body," (a spatial entity) -- two substances inhabiting different causal universes -- his followers asked how an entity from the immaterial, subjective realm could generate a causal chain in the material body, terminating with motor action. Yet, this was what common sense assumed had to happen when one decided (a mental, non spatial act) and then executed one's decision (a physical, spatial act). Two radically different orders of phenomena had somehow to be linked but no one could explain how. Enchmen elected to cut the Gordian knot. Following Pavlov, he dismissed dualism as a "philosophical delusion" and argued for an ontology based on matter alone.

According to Enchmen, "thinking" was but a chain of reflexes. For these his theory had a better name -- "analyzers" (analizatory), that is, "a special kind of reactions, called by some `notions'."
 The "mind," which since Descartes had presented so many problems to philosophers of science, was, for all intents and purposes, thereby demolished as a concept. Enchmen was sure that he had managed to efface the Cartesian duality between the spatial and the non spatial by demonstrating that "consciousness is a material phenomenon like any other." Indeed, Enchmen professed his belief in the scientific validity only of concepts pertaining to spatial phenomena and in a linguistic theory according to which words denoting psychic states had originally referred to spatial entities, only to become somehow distorted and reduced to nonsense over time.
 Enchmen vehemently denied subjective states any empirical reality.

true scientific method consists of establishing the interdependence between spatial phenomena only, without recourse to the so-called "psychic phenomena" which, some wrongly believe, occur simultaneously. Subjective states cannot be verified by experience. All claims regarding the occurrence of non spatial events in spatial objects have to be considered unreliable. [. . .] Talk about the supposed occurrence of psychological states stems from the scientist's projection of unverifiable psychic events in his own mind onto surrounding phenomena. [. . .] All that can be said about "psychological states" is that they are acoustic reverberations," by which he meant that while the words that refer to psychological states exist, the entities to which these words are supposed to refer do not.

The popular scientific literature of the time reiterated many of Enchmen's reductionist contentions. The very title of 1923 The Human Machine, suggested that man was an automaton.
 As a part of its effort to disseminate materialism the "Proletarian Library" published a similarly labelled brochure -- Man-Machine -- a year later. Its author, Gremiatskii, declared,

Not only am I not embarrassed to state that I function like a sophisticated machine but I am proud that I can pay myself this complement. [. . .] Don't we use the same verb when we say "the machine works" and "I work?" The operation of machines and human organs are both rhythmical. A machine works provided that the inflow of energy is sustained, just as a human operates only if food provides him with necessary energy. A machine that is well put together works better just as a strong man works faster than a weak one. The fueling process in machines and the breathing process in humans are similar - both consist of oxidation. Self-regulating mechanisms can be implanted into a machine and man, too, regulates his own actions.

Much like Enchmen, Gremiatskii erased all distinction between mental and physical states. The brain, he argued, operates on the principle of the calculating machine. "Thought is nothing but a reflex. Consider a headless frog. It too can be made to act `intelligently'. What happens when we spray some acid on its leg? The frog immediately raises its other leg and brushes the stimulated place, attempting to remove the bothersome liquid. The scientist calls it a `reflex'," the layman `thought'."

Mental processes appeared here as a part of the long series of bodily reflexes. The uniqueness of the mind, what the bourgeois regards as the locus of the spiritual, the animated, the subjective, was thereby denied. Man was seen as one with nature, its pinnacle perhaps, but a creature qualitatively similar to other animals.
 The popular treatise, The Soul of Animals and Men, published a year later as a part of the "Workers' Bookshelf Series," displayed the same reductive tendency.
 In two of the book's charts man was placed at the top of nature's chain of being. The first chart, representing a "zoological ladder," began with the simplest one-celled organism and ended with man; the second chart depicted man's brain as simply an enlargement of the brain of animals. In both cases the human mind was viewed only as an extension and improvement of the faculties also possessed by other creatures.
 The treatise maintained that the uniqueness of human mental functioning was a myth, connected to a religious notion of the "soul": "That invention called "soul" cannot be measured by its length or breath. We are told that it is not constructed in the same way as other parts of the human body. It is invisible. Yet, somehow that does not keep it from summoning humans to action. `God instilled the soul into man in the act of creation," the Bible tells us'. Animals, on the other hand, punished for some sort of misdeed, remained soulless." Denying the viability of these notions, the treatise set out "to show that simply put, the `soul' does not exist. Everyday actions of men are a chain of conditioned reflexes."

In the same vein, other scholars argued that the soul, to the extent that we have to speak in such terms, "is a material thing" and that "humans act like automats."
 The “soul” could even become a subject or ridicule. Observing that “some conscientious comrades” refuse high command in the Red Army because such a position demands they became machines, Mashatov, a delegate to the X Party Congress, urged “to take the psychology of the individual into account. After all, there is such a thing as a soul!” At this point the audience burst into laughter. An unidentified voice sardonically retorted: “We have to put the question of the soul’s existence to a vote first!”

Suspected of denoting the locus of the subjective and therefore the undetermined and the inexorable, "mind" (intellekt) was discarded in favor of the "brain" (mozg). "Brain" represented the purely material; it was one bodily organ among many. Kornilov saw no difficulty with applying the energy conservation law to the process of thinking: "What is called the `mind' is nothing but an inhibited energy. [. . .] The more intensive is the consumption of energy in the brain the less energy remains for the use of our peripheral organs."
 The argument that brain is a machine, his co-thinker, Kopp, calmed a baffled reader, "amounts to the simple contention that living matter is simply a specific form of matter. We know now for a fact that the chemical composition of the animated matter is identical with the composition of other natural objects."

Interestingly enough, these crass-materialist ideas found a poetic expression in a number of early Bolshevik utopians. For example, Kirilov, the famous Proletcult poet, proudly declared in 1918: "Growing close to metal we fuse our souls with machines."
 Aleksei Gastev, another prominent Bolshevik futurologist, maintained that genuine proletarian culture entailed a "mechanized collectivism" -- "a face devoid of expression, a soul without lyricism, and emotions measured not by laughter or screams but rather by manometer and taximeter." Gastev's proletarian vision included a period when "the will of machines and the will of human consciousness would be unbreakably connected [. . .] and machines would move from being managed to being managers."
 

Similar themes can be found in Maiakovsky’s poetry. In his celebrated poem, "150,000,000," he wrote,

My tebia dokonaem,

mir -- romantik!

Vmesto ver -- 

v dushe elektrichestvo . . .

[ We will finish you off, / World – a Romantic! / Instead of faith – / Electricity in the soul ]

Supported by the central Marxist tenet, "consciousness is always determined by practice," some physiologists even dared to call for the destruction of the holiest of hollies -- the core Communist notion of "consciousness" itself. Many declared the ideational content of consciousness to be a mere "reflection" of the underlying physiological processes.
 The real psyche resides in the unconscious, said Bekhterev. "The importance of unconscious processes in the subjective life of man militates against the ascription of a serious role to conscious factors."
 In the view of the physiologist Borovskii, "consciousness" was a concept irrevocably "contaminated" by the use to which it was put by "idealist psychology." He noted that although in the last decades "psychologists have substituted `consciousness' for `soul', the qualities of the former remained unfortunately as imprecise and abstract as the attributes of the latter."
 

Physiologists either recast all mentalist notions in materialist language or had them abolished. Sapir, for example, kept using the concepts "soul" and "consciousness," but always put them in inverted commas.
 Taking an even more extreme position, Reisner denied the scientific credentials of mentalist notions altogether,

Had we upheld the position of the old psychology, we would have had to deal with such imponderables as "subjective thoughts" or "will." [. . .] But our modern "psychology without a soul" excludes this scientifically unqualified material and treats man as a natural force. [. . .] A reflex can pass through the centers of consciousness in the brain or pass by them and operate directly through the spinal cord. Thus the difference between the unconscious and the conscious turns out to be quantitative and not qualitative, depending on how many neural paths are affected by a given discharge. Such an understanding of the neural-cerebral work removes the halo of consciousness from the idols of the old psychology.

The iconoclasm of such a position was striking, so much so that Reisner dared to take even the fathers of Marxism to task for using a "somewhat obfuscating" mentalist vocabulary:

The combination of two sets of terms in the terminology of Marx and Engels to denote man's psychic life is equivocal. On the one hand Marx and Engels use objective and material terms such as "production of ideas," "ideological superstructure," "human brain" and "human heads." On the other, they mention "passions," "consciousness" and "will." But the first set of terms refers to an objective process, while the second refers to subjective states. All Marxists who have passed through a serious school, must understand that terms have a meaning only if they describe objective facts. All talk of "parallelism between the "physical" and the so called "psychic" is wrong. The psychic is nothing but a material process occurring in the brain, a physical phenomenon like any other.

Such attempts to play down the importance of consciousness made some Soviet physiologists sympathetic to Freudian theory. It was generally believed that "Freud's psychic pan-determinism is the best antidote to the entire doctrine of free will, conceived as a faculty of the soul."
 Physiologists praised psychoanalysis for maintaining that "nothing in the mind was accidental" and that every psychic event had a cause "even if our consciousness is not directly aware of it" because this meant that every mental event could be scientifically explained.
 Thus interpreted, Freud's theory became both objectivist (because the search for the cause of a mental event had in psychoanalysis a clearly defined procedure) and materialistic (because psychoanalysis postulated internal drives which had biological, and therefore material, underpinnings).

It is against this background that the endorsement of "Freudism" (freidizm) in the early 1920s should be understood.
 Drawing an analogy between those places in the works of the founders of Marxism where they suggested that "men create their history unconciously" (Engles) or that "relations of production form behind the backs of men, remaining for most part outside the realm of conciousness" (Lenin) and the psychoanalytic notion of "unconciousness" (bezsoznatel'noe) Freud's adherents in the Soviet Union legitimized Freud's theories.
 Bykhovskii, for example, maintained that the Freudian concept of conflict resolution in human life is methodologically consistent with the Marxist concept of class struggle. "The conflict between the psychological needs of men and the social demands placed upon them, censored, mediated, and transformed in the unconscious, moves irrevocably toward a resolution which is determined by heredity and by our environment."
 According to Luria, while the focus of "dualistic and subjectivist" enquiry had unfortunately been on the attempts to divide the realm of the mind from the realm of the body, and to provide static and isolated categories to define "sensation," "reason" and "will," Freudism had made very important steps toward the scientific understanding of human behavior by postulating the unity of psychic functions. The real contribution of psychoanalytic research resided in its direct confrontation with the problem of the motive forces underlying individual behavior and in the light it cast on the motives impelling people to create ideological systems. Another virute Luria found in the Freudian focus on unconscious mental activity was that it allowed him to conduct his analysis "objectively," that is in accord with the scientific rules of physiological inquiry. Unconscious activity, as Luria defined it, was a "somatic process." The psychic energy governing it was analogous to physical energy: "Unconscious energy cannot disappear but it can be transformed into other forms of energy and channeled in a different direction."

Rejecting the view that Freud’s thinking was “speculative” and “unscientific” Trotsky maintained that Freudism was easily reconcilable with physiology. According to Trotsky, Freud’s theory, no less than Pavlov’s, was “inherently materialistic.” The two theories were different in method of inquiry, not in their philosophical presuppositions. “Your teaching about the conditioned reflexes,” Trotsky wrote to Pavlov in 1922, “includes Freud’s theory as a particular instance. The `sublimation of sexual energy’ [. . .] replaces what you call the `formation of conditioned reflexes’.” In this view, following an inductive method Pavlov proceeded from physiology to psychology. Taking a more suppositional approach, Freud postulated in advance the physiological urge behind psychical processes.

Instead of ascending from the lower to the highest phenomena, from the basic to the complicated reflexes, the psychoanalysis attempts to skip over all the intermediate stages, to jump from above downward, from the [. . .] religious myth and the dream straight down to the physiological underpinnings of the human psyche. Pavlov moves in the opposite direction. Like the diver, he plunges down to the lowest depths and painstakingly investigates the well gradually ascending upward.

Both Freud and Pavlov, however -- and hence their strong affinity in Trotsky’s view – would have nothing to do with the idealist who claims that the mind is a “bottomless well” that cannot be subjected to rigorous scientific investigation. Both insist that physiology forms the bottom of that which we call the soul. “Despite Freud’s occasional penchant to fantastic speculation it would be too simple and crude to declare that psycho-analysis is incompatible with Marxism.” Like any important scientific innovation “Freudism should be treated like a working hypothesis. But it is hard to deny that so far Freud proved able to generate interesting insights that enhance the position of materialist psychology. In due time experimentation will show what insights are true and what are false. In the meantime, Trotsky concluded, there was no reason to reject method which “anticipates results toward which the experimental method advances only very slowly.”
 

Different as the theoretical vocabularies proposed by physiologists were, they converged in a deprecation of mentalism. Suspicious of any romanticization of "consciousness" as a self-transparent and omnipotent mystical entity, physiologists construed it entirely in terms of reflex theory. Stripped of its position as the epistemological tool that organized reality, consciousness was reinterpreted as a property of well-organized matter, a token of the fact that a given neural system was sophisticated enough to account for its own functioning. The only remaining affinity between the sociological and the reflexological notions of consciousness was self-referentiality. Both "thought," (sociological vocabulary) and "mental labor" (physiological vocabulary), connoted a reflexive activity that generated self-knowledge. But whereas for the sociologists consciousness meant freedom, and functioned as the primal cause and therefore the source of all phenomena (like the Revolution, for example), for the physiologist it meant a refraction in the upper story of our being of a process generally independent of that process (the growth of Soviet economy, for example). Attempting to explain everything according to a rigorous and monistic system and further armed with the necessary "materialist," "determinist" and "scientific" credentials, physiology laid claim to the title of the "sole legitimate Marxist science of human behavior."
 In the physiological scheme, the model of man was naturalistic. Psychic causality was described as operating on a purely physical level. Man might have known what he was unable to control through his actions but he could do nothing about it.

Denouncing all psychology and mentalism as the worst possible tools of exploitation Soviet scientists who argued in favor of the physiological picture of man claimed to represent the interests of the proletariat in science. Subjective notions, besides being described as unscientific, were also blamed for constraining the self-expression of the working class and undergirding the domination of thought over work.
 That ethical imperative of liberalism -- that the spirit should control the body -- was, for Reisner, a microcosm of the bourgeois plot to dominate the working class.

The opposition between the body, limited to physical performances, and the soul, dedicated to high pursuits, is it not a counterpart to what Marx vividly described as the regrettable separation of physical labor from mental labor? No wonder that psychology as a science of the soul has become the favorite hobby of an intelligentsia which purports to embody the supreme `consciousness' itself, with its `delicate and lofty feelings' and a `goal-oriented will.' [. . .] Subjective psychology functioned as a weapon in the hands of the "monopolistic intelligentsia which transposes its view of the correct relations between the body and the chimerical `soul' onto class relations.

The inversion of the class hierarchy, such that the owner was on top and the producer at the bottom, had its corollary in the unnatural denigration of the material and the real in favor of the insubstantial and the chimerical.

In the teaching of the philosophers, the body is squalid, material and beastly, the dwelling of "dark instincts," "mechanical inefficiency" and "senseless and irrational self-organization," "the container of human misfortune and vice," and as such is susceptible to sensual pleasure, suffering and death. [. . .] By contrast, the soul, the locus of "cognition," "thought," "intelligence" and "conscious will," protecting itself from a stupid servant that could cause it great suffering, is elevated to the position of commander over the body.

In Reisner's scenario, then, the soul, together with the rest of subjective psychology, became nothing but shackles on the bodies of the workers, a "tool of class domination."

The argument of Enchmen, whose scientific rationale were presented above, also had a strong political component. In this scenario too the main enemy of the proletariat was not the bourgeoisie but the intelligentsia. According to Enchmen, mental entities were a misnomer for those reflexes ("analyzers") that played a sinister role in history. The intelligentsia, he explained, induced in the workers' organism chains of predetermined responses to excitations to beffudle them. Deploying a peculiar vocabulary of his own, Enchmen was essentially describing here a process of conditioning where the ideological superstructure created in the workers' minds was called a "crossing of analyzers." Hoping to release the proletariat from its bonds, this physiologist "injected into all workers' organisms the information that in a class society the exploited are invariably conditioned to respond physiologically or reflexologically to stimuli, in such a way as to maximize the ​"climaxes" of the exploiters."

Enchmen set out to transcribe the classic Marxist distinction between the physical and the mental aspects of proletarian subjugation into his own theoretical language. The ruling class, he posited, "produces the desired physiological reaction among the organisms it exploits through the deployment of two kinds of `subjugation analyzers'." These were 1) "material excitations" injected by the army and the police; and 2) "intellectual excitations" injected by the ruling class of the intelligentsia. The combination of both kinds of excitation produced the type of reflexological "hybridization" (skreshchivanie) that encouraged exploitation. Enchmen urged "workers' organisms" to ponder the extent to which "intellectual excitations were more cruel and ignoble than material excitations." In his view, the intricate system of intellectual excitations "was invented to prevent the normal hybridization of analyzers characteristic of animals and plants. The workers' inoculation with thousands and thousands of unnatural analyzers was done with the greedy, marauding purpose of exploitation."

Enchmen took to task those revolutionaries who believed that since mental labor was valuable to every society the intelligentsia should be spared and put to the use of the proletariat. To invalidate this position, he pointed out the inaccuracies of the characterization of the intelligentsia as an "intermediary layer which joins the victorious class and props it up ideologically." Enchmen believed he had sufficiently demonstrated that with each new historical epoch the intelligentsia only deepens and improves its mechanism of exploitation. Instead of coopting it, the proletariat had to defeat the intelligentsia at its own game. The working class could be emancipated only if it countered the analyzers of the intelligentsia with analyzers of its own. The second stage of a proletarian revolution, the assault on mental labor, was elaborated in great detail. Enchmen proposed the creation of a new institution -- The Revolutionary Scientific Soviet of the Republic -- dedicated to the task of "facilitating joyful reflexes and reactions in the workers' organisms." These were to begin with the injection of fifteen analyzers into the workers that will start a chain of cataclysmic revolutionary reflexes in their organisms. All the analyzers implanted in the organisms during millenniums of exploitation will thereby be removed." Enchmen's revolution was to bring about the "destruction of the organic type of intelligentsia with its thousands upon thousands of anti-cataclysmic analyzers." As a result of this radical revolutionary action "millions of rebellious proletarian organisms will experience tumultuous organic cataclysms."

At the second stage of proletarian world revolution, Enchmen informed "workers' organisms," the rebellious proletariat would understand that the question of how to deal with the intelligentsia was "deeper, and more tragic, than even the most revolutionary theoreticians have heretofore." At that time, many members of the inferior race of "ideologists" would perish, rejected by the world of the rebellious and the transformed. They will fail to adjust to the salvational "transforming system of organic excitations" envisaged in Enchmen's New Biology, a system the Revolutionary Scientific Soviet of the Republic would implement. For Enchmen, the final stage of the Revolution was a "guillotine for the pitiful hopes of those among the White camp who sing of compromise with the Revolution." Communist humanity, "will have no intelligentsia whatsoever and no specific ideological apparatus [. . .] `New Biology' will abolish the very category of ideology." Enchmen sharpened his revolutionary scenario even further making it radical in the extreme. Neither a "compromise" nor an "adjustment," but only an "organic, impetuous ​cataclysm" was, in his eyes, a possible way to bring about the kingdom of the proletariat. "The organisms of the intelligentsia, the most conservative and most backward organisms there are, will have to be pulled into organic cataclysm by means of coercion." Once introduced into it, the system of "organic excitations" will release the intelligentsia from the embrace of its usual deceit, lie and blackmail."

The destruction of everything intellectual was the ultimate goal of this particular vision of the proletarian Revolution. Enchmen discarded all mediation of thought in human activity as a matter of principle. For him, "emancipation" meant the emancipation of work from thought. The concept of equality was reformulated accordingly. In Enchmen's kingdom of the future, the equal distribution of the stock of the "positive organic excitation" which induces perpetual `climaxes' (stivismy) in the workers' organisms was to be insured through a system of "physiological passports." These passports were to indicate the quantity of intensity of the most important chains of reflexes in the individual organism, in order to secure a fair allocation of the "pleasure factor." Thus perfected, the "system of class rations" was to "lay the foundation for World Communism."

To return to Gumilevskii's novel: physiologism, the behaviorist reformulation of psychoanalysis, and Enchmenism provide the discursive backdrop against which the hero's championing of uninhibited sexuality has to be read. The author makes clear that Khokhorin's sexual libertinism was inspired by the fashionable reduction of the human being to his inner drives. Khokhorin's favorite word, "instinct" (instinkt) was defined as a "complex of unconditioned, innate reflexes which respond to predetermined excitations."
 Gumilevskii's protagonists would have hardly attracted attention because of their view that sex was a natural bodily function. Physiological sexology was sanctioned not only by scientists but even by the Party big wigs. Semashko, the commissar of health, lent authority to such ideas: "As a Marxist-naturalist, I maintain that no sociobiological problem -- and a sexual problem is one of those problems -- can be solved without understanding its biological underpinnings. In our country, little attention has been paid so far to biology, perhaps because our leading Marxists were sociologists, economists and politicians and not biologists."

It was the brunt of the foregoing discussion to shown that many physiologists tended to articulate the fundamental class divide along the mental/manual axis rather than the owner/laborer axis. Venerating work, which they regarded as the defining property of the proletariat, these theorists developed a marked hostility toward mental labor, which they regarded the defining property of the intelligentsia. Khokhorin's denial of "philistine ideas concerning the so-called spirituality of emotions" squared well with the physiological argument that the states of spiritual elevation man thinks he experiences are in fact illusions. And his vehement rejection of "subjective notions" and "ideals" as chimeras spread by the bourgeoisie echoed the anti-mentalist position of the behaviorists.

In effect, Khokhorin had considerable expert opinion on his side when he interpreted the triumph of the proletarian revolution as the emancipation of the body, the "instinctual" and the "natural" from the fetters of the psyche and the spiritual. Unmasking the mystifications of the intelligentsia, he could well have cited Reisner, who defined this class enemy of the workers as "artisans who store the means of their labor in the brain's core and in the neural cells."
 In this framework, the Revolution was a physiological event and sexual libertinism one of its most direct expressions. With the Revolution, the body broke free from the soul, the instincts shook off conscience. For this view, Khokhorin was indebted to Enchmen who hoped that the contemporary social upheavals would free the sexual instinct, which is to say that they would liberate the non-cerebral activity parexcellence. In this interpretation, Communism meant a "collective and equal bodily cataclysm." Put in the simplest terms, Communism, in Enchemen's scenario, was a state of workers' "perpetual orgasm (klimaks)."

Sexual inhibition was in Khokhorin's eyes nothing but useless "bourgeois morals." Khokhorin construed sex as an instinct, a bodily need, to be respected and duly satisfied. Here, too, he was supported by the medical community. "​In the process of phylogenetic evolution from lower animals to higher ones, humans included, the basis of the sexual drive retains the same innate reflexive mechanism," one sexologist pointed out. "Instinct determines behavior, selects and directs. It harnesses to itself all the resources of the brain, including the highest manifestations of the intellect."
 In other words, human sexual behavior was a reflex responding to stimulation. "Sexual life is a bio-social phenomenon. Its biological basis is inherited from our animal ancestors and its social component is primarily economic. The behavioral nervous mechanisms or the reflexological factor constitute the basis of the biological factors. The sexual life of an animal is a reaction to internal or external stimulation."

If mental entities did not exist, Khokhorin was correct in disenchanting love and in putting the instinct in the front of his existence. To butress his position he could have referred to somebody like Stukovenkov who identified "love" with sexual libido. "The thirst for closeness," this epxert argued, "stems from the activity sexual centers in the head."
 A number of physiologists who inspired Gumilevskii's Khakhorin drew parallels between the sexual lives of animals and men. "The dependence of students' sexual interest on the time of the year," so run a typical statement by one of them, "is an token of human link with the animal kingdom. [. . .] Increase in the quantity of sexual emissions improves our organism's chances to nurture itself." Questionnaires who set themselves the goal of studying this issue scientifically established that "spring was the time of year when students' sexual appetite flourishes."
 When a critic wanted to criticize Khokhorin's behavior as "untrue to life" he did so in the name of the same reductionist language Gumilevskii's protagonist invoked.

Our hero cares about nothing else but the satisfaction of his sexual desires. But surely the intensity of desire the novelist attributes to Khokhorin violates the established laws of physiology. Is Gumilevskii unaware of Lavuasie's law of energy transformation? He conjures up an unlikely image of a student who studies, works, engages in Party and public activity but who still cannot use up his sexual drive.

Sublimation
The middle part of the novel was dedicated to refuting the scientific basis for the reduction of the mind to but one of the bodily organs. Khokhorin's encounters with fellow students were meant to persuade the hero and the reader alike that sexual excess was unhealthy. Contrary to the physiologists' expectation that sexual release would generate a feeling of personal emancipation, it was the sexually obsessed scientist Burov, not the abstinent peasant student Bobrokov, who was deeply disturbed, unhappy with himself and seriously ill.

Immediately after his encounter with Babkova, who refused to satisfy his sexual needs, Khokhorin came face to face with the celibate Bobrokov. Though both protagonists had fought in the Civil War, the conflict's impact on their sexuality had been very different. Whereas Khokhorin had lost all ability to control his sexual drive, Bobrokov learned to sublimate his sexual energy. "Taking Bobrokov aside, Khokhorin asks him, `Tell me, how do you get your way with chicks?' [. . .] `Me, brother, I barely understand these things', Bobrokov replies." Bobrokov's physical constitution improved -- Gumilevskii endowed him with a strong and athletic body; by contrast, Khokhorin's physique showed clear signs of degeneration. Bobrokov had to "shake Khokhorin's hand gently, with exaggerated caution, as any strong person would shake the hand of a weaker one." [pp.38-39]

Gumilevskii rehashes here the in depth discussion of this question whether a Communist can resort to prostitutes and how that squares with his ideological convictions taking place at the forums such as the Second Central Control Commission Plenum (1924).
 For the physiology-minded Khokhorin, sex with a prostitute was a convenient means of energy release. In his eyes, a prostitute was a semen receptacle whose function ensured health -- she definitely was not a source of illness. Bobrokov, on the other hand, fully supported by the Soviet social hygiene campaigns, associates the prostitute with venereal diseases. Despite the contention of Semashko, the head of the Soviet medicine, that "our youth resorts to prostitution less than the bourgeois youth,"
 Soviet sexologists did not generally regard Khokhorin's behavior as unusual. One study even claimed that "worker students first experienced sex with a prostitute more frequently than other students."
 This pattern of behavior was usually blamed on the urban environment: "The city is surrounded and permeated by social attitudes which support contemporary bourgeois life, and house the shadow of civilization -- prostitution. Although they live in the midst of a milieu where prejudices are absent and sexual encounters are readily available, even worker and peasant students resort to prostitution."
 Khokhorin and his like had not yet realized that pollution of the body and class pollution went hand in hand. He had not yet learned that venereal disease means a simultaneous infection of the body and the mind and that physical contact with a class enemy tainted the student's Communist self with an alien way of thinking and feeling. Later on he will understand what Bobrokov knew all along -- that the prostitute passes on her venereal disease (consider the syphilis motif in Gumilevskii's novel) and with it her alien consciousness. "As far as prostitution goes, I am opposed to it, brother," he says to Khokhorin, "because I hate them and besides one may get infected'." [p.39]

A bit later in the scene, Khokhorin asks Bobrokov with thinly concealed derision, "Are you a virgin, or what?" His antagonist's virginity would have indicated to Khokhorin not only inadequate masculinity but also, in all likelihood, physical illness caused by the pressure Bobrokov's pent up sexual energies would have exerted on his body. Bobrokov's answer sparks the dialogue anew: 

`What? Me, brother, I am married. This goes back to 1920. Then I was in the Red Army. I served for two years. Once, when I had a vacation, I did everything with my wife.'

`And now?'

`True, it has been two years since I last had sex [. . .] but I would rather go without it for two more years than be with a prostitute or do it only out of need.'

`Then how do you survive?'

`I wait for a vacation. When I finish the course, they will give me a vacation. Then, brother, I will make up for it with my wife. Have you gone without Anna for a long time?' 

`This is the forth day.' 

`That is all!'

``You are not a normal human being! [. . .] You cannot understand the state I am in! It is like hunger! My mental stability and my working capacity hinge on it. [. . .] 

`Don't make a fool out of yourself! Do some gymnastics! You spend your life boozing and carousing and grow fussy! You can endure it as long as it takes -- it is even better to go without! Don't lose your cool, brother!  [p.40]

Gumilevskii could not have set up the contrast more sharply: Khokhorin was totally controlled by his sexual drive; Bobrokov attenuated his sexual desire and learned to control it.

For a long time sexologists were not in full agreement on the merits of the sexual abstinence Bobrokov practiced.
 The debate, which kept resurfacing in the professional press, revolved around the role of hormones in the human body.
 The argument that was critical of abstinence may be summarized thus: abstinence induces tension in the prostate gland due to the influx of blood to that region. Reaching its peak, this tension is likely to impair the growth of seminiferous glands. The entire sexual apparatus can eventually reach a state of "torpor." Since the functioning of the seminiferous glands, which stimulate life by their internal secretions, was tightly linked to the operation of the nervous system, dysfunction in any one section of this chain was believed to affect the entire organism. "Hence the abnormalities in the life of mature adults who abstain from sex -- hypochondria, irritability, dizziness and even melancholy." If forced on a man during his sexual prime (24-36 years of age) "abstinence would reduce the working capacity of his organism, impair his memory, and promotes depression and even nervous disorders."
 Many Khokhorins embraced this view. "Students," it was noted, "generally hold to the opinion that "sexual abstinence makes us depressed, crazy and dysfunctional," and that celibacy is harmful to their health," sometimes reaching the "extreme conclusion that sex at the universities has to take place, regardless of the partners' feelings for each other."

Other experts, however, held the opposite view, namely, that abstinence is a good thing. In a scenario where bodily energies answered to the zero sum principle, sexual restraint actually saved the body a large reserve of neural and muscular energy which could then be diverted toward a "higher" sort of activity. "Redirect secretion!" was the slogan directed toward the youth from this corner.
 "Abstinence is healthy!, doctor Sigal firmly believed. "The virgin should not be embarrassed by the jeers of his `know it all' comrades." While they irresponsibly waste whatever energy nature gave them, "his organism will prove in the future well stocked with sexual energy."

Standing for an unlimited exchange, a free flouting of substances, an activity that has everything to do with circulation and nothing to do with production, unfettered sexual activity became in the hands of pro-abstinence sexologists a metonym for bourgeois life style. To counter this decadence, they conjured up what can be called the Bolshevik political economy of the sperm -- an elaborate sexual theory that pronounces on the dosage, supply and preservation of the bodily assets such that they will be prevented from decaying. The sexual activity of the male, pro-abstinence sexologists argued, involved an expenditure of protein, present in the discharged semen. The loss of sexual cells harmed men, primarily because the glands of internal secretion influenced all parts of the organism. Even a singular sexual encounter demanded from the organism a significant expenditure of nervous energy. Doctor Kaminskii, for example, was able to calculate that "each sexual act reduces our weight-lifting capacity by a quarter of a kilogram."

According to this position, the excitation which stimulates the sexual drive had to be decisively inhibited. "The creation of a new, healthy generation of Communists will be impossible if it destroys its health by early sexual relations," argued one pro-abstinence sexologist. "Does a Komsomol member have to succumb to the power of the self-styled sexual science and let himself be sucked dry by sexual intercourse?" To be sure, "if an individual had indulged in sexual pleasures throughout his entire life, he could be harmed by the renunciation of sexual pleasures. But if he was properly educated, he would feel no deprivation."
 Bodies had to be trained and systematically prepared for abstinence in the name the "principle of economy of nervous energy" and "energetic balance."

Evaluating the issue "from the biological as well as from the social angels," doctor Gradovskii supported "sexual abstinence prior to the period of full sexual maturation." So did Zalkind who explained that "there is no reason to assume that abstinence damages health."
 Zalkind recommended that proletarians "abstain from sex before marriage and marry only when they are in their sexual prime (around the age of twenty-to-twenty-five) because premarital sexual activity of the proletarian is chaotic and sporadic and stimulates only the most superficial excitations." The parallel between capitalism and promiscuity was implicit, both being characterized by lack of organization and wastefulness.

Abstinence was declared the key to proletarian health toward the time Gumilevskii embarked on writing his novel. It was a "prerequisite" to the very important mechanism of "sublimation" (zameshchenie), "the transformation of a lower form of energy into a higher one." Sexologists set out to clarify the complicated notion of sexual sublimation for the interested reader. They explained that there were two kinds of sexual glands: (1) "reproductive glands" that produced products of external secretion (semen emitted during sexual intercourse or during its abnormal substitute, masturbation) and (2) "gland of internal secretion" that produces hormones.
 It was further pointed out that "mental and physical retardedness, idiotism and feeble-mindness often depended not on the working of the brain but on the condition of the glands of internal secretion."
 Professor Ariamov concluded from the above that the psycho-physiology of sexual life has two means of sexual release -- seemen emission and sublimation. Ariamov held semen to be the first substance produced by the sexual glands. But if the release of semen was obstructed sexual glands would work to produce hormones instead. This process of conversion was the essence of sublimation.

Sublimation was held all-important because it ostensibly facilitated the production of hormones which contributed to neural nutrition and propelled "the development of cerebral processes in the direction of creativity." The hormone "spermin," distilled from the unused sperm, was deemed particularly important. "One of sperm's most important components," it was considered crucial for the transfer of oxygen from the blood during the nervous-cerebral activity. Once again, equilibrium was the key. One expert explained that "since in a living organism various organs and tissues share the same pool of energy, an increased functioning of one set of bodily organs necessarily weakens the functioning of others." As sexual energy was "very close in its nature to the highest forms of nervous-cerebral energy," and could be easily transformed into the high, sublimated forms, the development of the human creative function was "directly dependent on the quantity of the unspent energy of the sexual glands."

Among other, sublimation was responsible "for the bloom of youth, the most productive period of our life, when generative forces find a socially useful outlet." From this the victorious pro-abstinence sexologists concluded that abstinence, which made sublimation possible, was particularly important during maturation, when the physical development of the organism was not yet complete. At that time "our sexual glands produce hormones which the body does not emit but keeps in the blood, hormones which facilitate the growth and development of the human brain." Experts warned that the premature expenditure of precious sexual products developed the loins alone, emphasized the "lower functions of the organism" and could even "retard the development of mental capacities" and render youngsters asocial. Promiscuity was blamed for "squandering the body's energies and preventing them from creating the tension within the organism necessary to maximize human productivity."

Not only that sublimation was granted a class dimension but it was pronounced a key to the preservation of proletarian vitality. Sexologists accepted that sexual drives could be stimulated or inhibited according to social setting. Gel'man, for example, posited that "drives can become an object of conscious intervention and influence by sociopolitical instead of biological powers, and directed in the interest of the race or the state." The enthusiasm of the proletarian could "channel energy into a creative direction."
 Zalkind concurred: "it is an indubitable Marxist truism that social existence determines our sexual consciousness. Changing nature, man changes his psycho-physiology."

"The crucial events in the recent world history," many doctors believed, "could not leave the sexual sphere unaffected."
 What was the impact of the Revolution on the sexual life? Gumilevskii's Khokhorin clearly believed that the great events he experienced emancipated his sexual drive. Entering an imaginary debate with him, Iaroslavskii, by contrast, maintained that the Revolution could have nothing to do with "such a waste of a very precious energy. [. . .] The easiest and most pleasant expenditure of sexual energy, the path of the least resistance," sexual satisfaction is unbecoming to a real Bolshevik.
 Doctor Kaminskii posited unequivocally that "revolution actually led to sublimation."
 "October changed not only the psychology of the masses but their neuro-physiology as well," Zalkind elaborated. "We should not be surprised that the sexual problem, which has always been very important both ideologically and biologically, has obtained a particular relevance now." A number of sexologists went on to prove that 1917 reduced the "sexual excitability" of students. In case of Sverdlov University, they found that the number of male students who argued that the Revolution slackened their sexual drive doubled the number of students who claimed it intensified it (in case of female students the proportion was one to three). Kliachkin observed that "many students noticed deflation of their sexual activity during the Revolution because sexual energy was released in the form of social action." And Gel'man added that this happened because the great event, "consuming all the time and strength of students, reduced their sexual need." This was a positive development. "Such absorption of energy is not a loss. It will lead to progress, improvement and enrichment of the human psyche. The organism uses the hormones released by sexual glands into the bloodstream to recharge psychic life."

The "truly concious students" claimed their revolutionary activity as an aid in sublimation. Following the Revolution, one student-worker learned to "redirect the energy which provokes sexual arousal into other pursuits." His peer was successful in "rechanneling his sexual energy into class hatred." Sexologists adduced additional examples to argue that sexual abstinence was a normal corollary of the intense class struggle of the recent years. "When I began to fathom the social sciences," one model student told his proud doctors, "class hatred started burning inside of me. It stifled my sexual drive and now I am indifferent to sex. All of my fire was redirected from my sexual urge into class hatred." Gel'man concluded from such statements that the major social changes the country had recently seen had "produced tensions in the student organisms. Student energies were diverted away from sex and into the class struggle."
 Austere times taught Gumilevskii's Bobrokov to conserve his vital energy. This type of response to a crisis was regarded as typically proletarian: "When class struggle escalates, the proletariat finds it easier to sublimate its sexual energy. [. . .] The needs of class imperiously call upon all the energies of the proletariat, and none are left over. Emotionally enriched, the proletariat diverts parasitic sexual energy into public life. The sexual loses its supposedly `rightful place'."

But, much to the sexologists' chagrin, this was only half the story. As the plot of Gumilevskii's novel suggested, while the Civil War could teach Bobrokovs to sublimate, it could also unleash the sexuality of Khokhorins. Those individuals who experienced the Revolution and the Civil War at a time when their energy transformation mechanisms were still nascent were often overwhelmed by their sexual drive. "When separated from normal life and put in an atmosphere of constant excitement," youngsters allegedly went sexually berserk. For example, many young soldiers "professed their right to have sex with women living in the quarters where they were billeted." One immature student confessed that during the Civil War "I had sex with seven hundred women, some of them sixty years old"; another claimed that during the same period "I had sex with no less than thirty women"; and a third reported that "during the Civil War I had sex with two women at once. Sometimes I even tried to have a third simultaneous partner." A number of students brought up the idea that an individual's stock of sexual energy was finite to explain their "heightened sexual excitability at the front." One of them thought "What the hell, I am going to be killed anyhow. Why not to use up the stock of my sexual energies?!

Sexologists described the sexual mores of the Civil War as an "unimaginable bacchanalia."
 "Complete sexual license" done in the name of "free love" supposedly led to a "reign of animalist spontaneity and libertinism."
 The physical hardships of war reduced a young man's ability to sublimate. One expert hypothesized that "young people who are weakened by poor nutrition, tuberculosis and anemia normally experience a precocious sexual maturation followed by pederacy and bestiality."
 Another added that the tremendous military effort had drained the energies of student Communist youth.

During the Civil War youth had to be constantly tense, all the time on the alert. But as the danger passed, nerves loosened. [. . .] The young no longer see the point in continuing to struggle with their instincts. Now the head works in a single direction: Whence will new forms of pleasure come to me? Everyone thinks he is totally free and says to himself, "Feel like it, why not do it?" Today's youth easily succumbs to temptation and is prone to panic attacks; its self-restraint dulled and atrophied.

Many sexologists believed that the Civil War, having thrown the energies of human body into "disarray," induced "sexual disorientation," not to say "mass psychosis." With the removal of inhibitory mechanisms "sex took on the role of a purely organic stimulator, now functioning a substitute for heroic pathos, ambition and class hate."

Even Party theoreticians who generally preferred to see the Civil War as an ideal period of class purity conceded that it could have had an adverse impact on the young. Bukharin maintained that he knew "good Komsomol lads" as yet unable to abandon those `fraternal values'" of "War Communism" that condoned antisocial behavior.
 In the view of Lunacharskii, the years 1918-1920 were

a period of bestiality. [. . .] Depravity is typical during a transitional period, a time when human beings have departed from their animal existence but have not yet arrived at a true humanity. The Civil War was all about humans thrown into a seething cauldron of passions. Embittered by the capitalist exploitation they had endured, they cynically and hastily satisfy their sexual needs repeating after Smerdiakov: "Everything is allowed."

The set of attitudes Bukharin and Lunacharskii described was generally labelled "War Communism nihilism." For a time, youngsters were told that, "it was a positive phenomenon that helped to break the spell of the old moral code, held sacred by both our consciousness and the unconscious." But during the present period of Communist construction this combative attitude was pronounced out of place; sexual nihilism had to recede into the past. The capacity for abstinence became a touchstone for determining whether the Civil War had a sublimating (Bobrokov's case) or a degenerating (Khokhorin's case) influence on a student.

Sports could be of major help in easing the process of sublimating the sexual drive. Though sent to a dangerous institution such as the university, Bobrokov kept in touch with his proletarian self through sports, a surrogate labor of sorts. Gumilevskii placed the following preamble to the Khokhorin-Bobrokov scene so that no doubts remain in the reader's mind about the importance of sports in effecting the healthy synthesis between work and thought: "The link between the university and the factory was founded upon the fact that workers' faculty students came from the factory. It was solidified by our sportsmen who struggled for the leadership of the soccer team, our constantly competing skiers, skaters and our chess players." [p.84] Bobrokov's ability to sublimate sexual energy by engaging in vigorous physical activity proved that the Civil War had only improved him. "A tall, invariably good-humored" athlete, he was described as someone who "breathes heavily and cheerfully works his muscles, thinly covered by a shirt thrown over his shoulders." [Ibid.] It was of men like him that Liadov said: "When I see a well developed figure of an athlete I see the ideal. This is the harmoniously developed man of the future. [. . .] Sports deprived the sexual drive of its dominant role."

The primary importance of sports lay in its substitution for the premature sexual activity that "overburdens the nervous system, destroys the organism and gives rise to decadent tendencies."
 Sports could also counteract "bookish deviationism" and the sexual excitability that all too often accompanied it in students.
 This is why Semashko urged students to "train their muscular systems to function selectively and accurately";
 and Iaroslavskii added that the "young need sports, gymnastics, swimming and other physical exercises."
 "My own experience demonstrates," one student confided to Lass,

that sports and light athletics are the best means to ensure sexual restraint. After physical exercise I normally feel very vigorous, so that at the age of twenty-three I have not yet had sex. Due to sports, furthermore, I generally do not suffer. How true this is I learned when I sprained my tendon. My predicament prevented me from engaging in sports for two months. During all this time I felt wretched, due to a strong nervous fatigue induced by constant sexual excitement.

The Party initially considered sports part of the "bourgeois cult of competition." toward the mid-1920s, however, it reevaluated its view and decided to sanction sports, now rehabilitated as a "collectivist and sublimating activity." The April 1925 Central Committee instructions echoed scientific insights of the time. "Care for one's health is not, as many think, `care for one's personality only.' It has to evolve into a movement for collective physical recovery." Soviet doctors declared that personal health affects the collective and that therefore there can be no strictly "personal" health. In this context, impressing with the population the importance of sports was the "first measure that ought to be taken."
 Of course, sports could create "dedicated fighters for the revolutionary ideals" only if "linked with social construction. Not the individual athlete's selfish desire for individual victory should be the aim [. . .] but his desire to sublimate his energy and contribute it to his class."
 "In view of the observed tendency of the student youth to degenerate physically," stated the XIII Party Congress, "the Komsomol has to increase its activity in the sphere of physical culture."
 The July 13, 1925 Party decree on "The Tasks of the Party in the Field of Physical Culture" elaborated: "there is nothing like sports to develop the will, the collective habits, persistence, composure and other precious qualities."

If Bobrokov did everything right, Khokhorin did everything wrong. Abstaining from sports but not from sex, Gumilevskii's hero aggravated the dangers posed for his organism, anyway deprived of almost all physical activity. Studies by contemporary physiologists repeatedly demonstrated that "an enormous percentage of students were mentally burnt out."
 "Unfortunately, they did not take into account that the brain core needs to rest after stimulation. Everywhere one can see them studying without rest, spending nights without sleep." Exhausted students stood the risk of remaining mental invalids for the rest of their lives. Specialists on the "hygiene of mental labor" maintained that intensive thought produced more poisonous wastes in the brain than the body could remove, eventually leading to the destruction of brain cells.
 Their experiments found that excessive mental labor, "inducing lengthy, persistent stimulation of the brain core eventually brings mental work to a halt. "Has it ever happened to you that because of studying too hard you no longer understand what are you doing? The head and the hands come down and you fall asleep." This phenomenon was called in the scientific literature "inhibition," a product of "overstimulation of the brain. If it spreads all over the brain core this inhibition cannot be relieved. The result is lunacy."

There were good reasons why mental overwork and sexual excess went hand in hand. One sexologist explained it thus: whereas animal sexual excitation triggers purely instinctual motor activity, with humans the mechanism of sexual attraction is compounded by central cerebral mechanisms, whose function is the enhancement of intellectual activity. The brain gears itself toward the achievement of its sexual goals and its work intensifies manifold. "Incidentally, this explains the well known ingenuity of lovers."
 Inversely, another sexologist related to the last point, "eunuchs are usually imbeciles."
 If sex and brain activity are inseparable then overindulgence in one sphere would lead to overindulgence in the other sphere until both would exhaust themselves and the student would become an impotent imbecile. Zalkind provided a comprehensive overview of the medical effect mental labor might have on sexual life: 

Two types of sexual aberration are rampant in the case of mental laborers: 1) reduction of sexual activity as a consequence of the transfer of sexual chemistry into the work of the brain, or as a consequence of brain exhaustion (sexual asteni​a); 2) artificial upsurge of sexual activity bolstered by continuous, strenuous cerebral concentration (sexual hyperemotion) that makes a mental laborer wish to loosen up, to diversify and to rejuvenate the monotonous cerebral processes (attraction to frequent sexual changes, superfluous sexual acts etc.). [. . .] Sexual astenia of the mental laborer is the more widespread disease today. Demanding and poorly organized cerebral work causes loss of sexual prowess because the brain's work is nurtured by the organism's bio-chemical stock, first and foremost by the chemicals emitted by the sexual gland. Hence also the frequent "sexual tserebrastenia." This disease can be encountered even among sexually prudent youths, who burden their brains too early and above the level of their abilities. When they first engage in serious cerebral work they had to make a colossal investment of glandular internal secretions. [. . .] The "sexually overexcited" are not in a better position, however. Only at first does this "activity" give an impression of increased sexual potency. In fact, this "excitability" is a product of sexual weakness, [over]responsiveness followed by utter sexual decay. Cerebral overwork, particularly when it is tied to sexual overwork, inevitably leads to sexual astenia.

The moral of the lecture -- "that sexual acts and the work of the brain have a common source which nurtures them both" - account for the persistent link between mental labor and sexuality made by the Soviet scientists.

Novices to mental labor, many youngsters misused their faculties. Bolshevik experts had to teach students how to employ their stocks of energy without undermining their bodies. In the 1920s, physiologists offered suggestions to modify dormitory routine and "budget time" (biudzhet vremeni) effectively. "Scaling down campaigns" (razgruzka), in which student energy expenditure was rationalized and thereby reduced also enjoyed a certain vogue. The key question was how to maintain an equilibrium between the erotic and the cerebral sphere so that both would develop normally. To depict the transfer of sexual chemicals into cerebral activity as automatic was to talk nonsense, Zalkind stated. "The formula `Whatever is saved in the sexual sphere will be taken up by the cerebral sphere' is a gross simplification. In that case, all ascetics would have been very creative people." What was really happening was that chemicals produced by the sexual glands underwent a series of "complicated alterations" before being incorporated into the core of the brain. What was crucial, according to Zalkind, was achieving a healthy life "tone" (tonus) -- a vague notion that meant something like a basic vitality that was supposed to enable the organism to coordinate its various functions and achieve healthy sublimation. "The vivacity of one's general `tone', one's emotional uplift," played a crucial role here. If a vibrant life tone was absent, sexual chemicals were not "sublimated" but "converted," that is, switched into "parasitic energy paths." This created an acute form of anxiety, depression, excitability and other manifestations of general neural exhaustion.

The crucial question for was "whether a mental laborer's sexual drives are in full harmony with his brain, whether the sexual drives are regulated by, and are obedient to, the brain. If the reverse is the case, a naked, unbridled sexual instinct, unconstrained by socio-ethical inhibitions, becomes the worst enemy of productive cerebral work."
 Kashkadamov, also a sexologist, argued that "since various kinds of work taking place in the organism often infringe sharply on the balance of energies [. . .] the physiological condition of an organism characterized by what we call `health' can be defined as a balance between various organs, that is, by the congruence of various bodily functions."
 The task then was to achieve a balance between mental activity and sex, not to sacrifice one for the other. According to Zalkind, healthy and moderate sexuality "could occupy an important place in the preservation of the right tone of life: the joy of attraction, the discharge of excessive excitation, the rejuvenation of tissues after the sexual act, are all very important to correctly executed mental labor." Zalkind therefore preached sexual temperance, not complete sexual abstention.

We may ask ourselves: What is the purpose of the mental laborer's `sexual economy'? The first is to preserve the chemicals needed for complex cerebral processes. The second is to guard the brain against frequent and stormy physiological upheavals. We must keep in mind that the mental laborer's brain core is a fragile, sensitive mechanism that reacts sharply to any physiological traumas and that the sexual act is always a major cardiac, and generally endocrinal, shake-up of the organism [. . .] The third is not to admit the core of the brain too often into the lower psycho-physiological sphere. The sexual instinct, when it breaks out in sudden discharge, temporarily reduces the sensitivity and the complexity of the higher cortical processes. [. . .] And finally, the fourth is the need to limit the variety of sexual objects. "New sexual positions," creating new areas of excitation, compete in the core of the brain with the creative activity proper.

Accepting that the combination of sexual activity and mental labor put the student in double jeopardy, Zalkind objected to the simplistic inference that mental labor must produce impotence. "True, the notorious `privatdocent impotence', stemming from the physiological emasculation which follows from the principle of `pure mind, no body', is characteristic of the Western intellectual's one-sidedness. But the mental labor of our Soviet scholars," Zalkind assured his readership, "is invested with vibrant emotional supply. A cerebral task infused with the right emotional purpose stabilizes their entire psycho-chemical sexual apparatus."
 

The belief in a lethal connection between hyper-sexuality and academic studies percolated outside scientific circles. When the Party was faced with the need to explain student degeneration, it had an articulated body of scientific theory ready at its disposal.
 The Bolshevik moralist Lavrov, for example, lamented students' "squandering of sexual energy."
 And Sol'ts knew to state emphatically that "chaotic sexual relations doubtlessly weaken the organism, undermine its powers and diminish a person both as a fighter and as a Communist."
​ Iaroslavskii, too, joined the choir of Party bigwigs in a planchant about the dangers of excessive sexuality in the key of science: "I am not surprised to see twenty-five-year-olds in hospitals and sanatoriums. Youngsters who spend their energies on sex [. . .] do not realize the affinity between the stuff sexual emission (polovaia sekretsiia) is made of and nerves."
 Supposedly trapped in a vicious circle of direct energy expenditure, students like Khokhorin, bereft of the capacity to control and sublimate their sexual drives, embodied the truth of these statements. The "acute sexual sensitivity" observed among students was regarded a "symptom" that attested to "the exhaustion of nervous energy and to degeneration."
 

What better proof could there be of the perniciousness of sexual excess than the number of real-life Khokhorins who, "swayed by lust," became involved in sleazy criminal affairs? Though it is unlikely that they inspired Gumilevskii directly, police cases such as the two examined below certainly contributed to an atmosphere in which the plot of his novel would have felt familiar to the contemporary reader. In the first case, the police established the following story.

In 1919 two workers' faculty students became acquainted. [. . .] Common interests united them: both were consumed by social life, participated in discussion circles, attended proletarian rallies. [. . .] He was an unskilled worker, very raw. She, Anastasiia E., twenty-four years of age, was much better developed that he. [. . .] While she wanted to turn him into a cultured person [. . .] he, ferocious and indomitable, kept demanding her body. In 1922 Anastasiia finally succumbed: "I hoped that intercourse would calm my boyfriend down, that it would put an end to his nervous fits,' she recalled. [. . .] “The beginning of our sexual relations was a turning point in my life. While earlier I had been guided by reason, afterwards my emotions started to set the tone. My heart and my mind were now in discord."

When Anastasiia eventually discovered that her lover, whom she had eventually married, was polygamous, she suffered a nervous fit, became convinced that, as she put it later, “‘it’ was the cause of all her troubles,” and, "at seven in the morning on October 10, 1923 severed her husband's penis half an inch from the pelvis."

Both Khokhorin and Anastasiia were driven by their sexual instincts into crime. Both believed that sex was the road to health, only to learn that sex was in fact the road to mental degradation and criminality. Both perpetrators, one fictional, the other real, were victims of sex. Degenerates, they were comrades struck down by illness, not evil counterrevolutionaries. 

The Soviet legal system, it is worth noting, displayed the same compassion for Anastasiia that Gumilevskii did for his hero. On November 10, 1924 the Moscow Provincial Court found that her crime was committed while she was suffering from "a temporary psychological disorder. Affective impulses (affektivnye impul'sy) overshadowed her consciousness. She carried out her crime in a degenerated condition (v sostoianii upadka). [. . .] Behind the perpetrator's behavior was a drive to emancipate herself, to find her normal self, which had retreated in the face of the sexual attachment which turned her into a slave."

Three years later another criminal case corroborated the moral of the story: when instincts take over, man turns into an animal. Here, the juridical narrative also suggested that the "noble savage" was not a true proletarian, as Khokhorin would have it, but a beast. Here are the details of the police report: During Lenin Levy K-ev’s factory cell decided to send him to study law at an unnamed university. It was there that K-ev met his future wife and victim, R-na. On February 26, 1926 K-ev struck R-na, knocking out her left eye. He also stabbed her nose and cheek with his penknife. Another worker-student had gone berserk. It was immediately clear to the police that two very different types had united in this marriage. 

The citizen K-ev is endowed with a primitive, rudimentary personality. He is a brute with immediate and unsophisticated reactions to his environment. [. . .] His self-infatuation, his adoration of his own body, are betrayed by every move he makes. The inflating of his chest and his periodic magnanimous smiles further corroborate his psychological infantilism. [. . .] Finally, K-ev's restiveness, cynicism and coarseness suggest a mechanism of supercompensation. There is, for example, the perpetrator's fondness for blood and raw meat, suggesting an atavistic, primeval personality. A preponderance of the instinctual over all else is evident.

At the end of the day K-ev was chastised and "put under surveillance," but not "isolated." 

The lightness of his punishment resulted from the juridical version of the solar eclipse line of defense. Experts summoned to court had concluded that “a low impulse (nizmenoe pobuzhdenie) triggered K-ev's crime -- the discharge of tensions that had built up over a long period. The impulse had traveled by the shortest path, circumventing the personality," creating a sort of a psychic "short circuit." K-ev had reverted to an instinctual state, and even as he was mutilating his wife he was [was beside himself,] "unaware of what he was doing" (nevmeniiaemyi). It stood to reason that had he been healthy the worker-student would have assimilated his wife's superior consciousness and successfully transcended his bodily drives.

The court went further in the process of exculpating R-na’s attacker: it implicated her in the crime. R-na was a "bourgeois young lady who had never had to attend the school of physical labor, and was quite spoiled by a careless existence. Depraved beyond measure, she had sought in her husband a man capable of satisfying her voracious sexual appetite." She had taken advantage of his naiveté to awaken a primeval lust he had nearly extinguished. The depravity of the victim (an intelligentsia female) was to be expected; the depravity of the perpetrator (a proletarian male) was the unfortunate result of degeneration. Clearly there was a good deal of ambivalence in the court’s assessment of the two parties: it contrasted a pure but brainless male with a perverse but resourceful female. The proletarian noble savage had to conquer his intelligentsia wife because he needed her consciousness; conversely, she ostensibly entertained something like a rape fantasy because she envied his elemental proletarian energy.

The erotic violence naturalized in police protocols and in Gumilevskii's novel simultaneously articulated and obfuscated, through the use of a heavy physiological idiom, the structure of the Communist eschatological narrative. A true worker (male) had to transcend (here "sublimate") his fundamental psychological traits, which had been absorbed through tedious, continuous, physical labor. Inversely, the bourgeois (female), desperate for sexual gratification, needed to attach a body of a worker to her mind. 

All this had a long philosophical pedigree. Ludwig Feuerbach, a seminal influence on Marx, had maintained that eschatological fulfillment would follow the unification of a non-abstract “suffering heart" with a "head" that bears the universality of Reason.
 Or, in Marx's own formulation, proletarian emancipation required both an "idea" and a "material force that would embody it."
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