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ABSTRACT – The paper demonstrates the unfamiliar history of Lysenkoism in Poland. The 
analysis shows that Lysenkoism was a Stalinist interference in the country's scientific life, but 
despite the political support and promotional activity, as well as the enthusiasm of a few 
scientists, it was never truly accepted by the majority of scientists, and was publicly abandoned as 
soon as it became safe to do so. 

Lysenkoism, initially called “new biology”, “creative Soviet Darwinism”, “Michurin’s 
genetics” etc., was a set of ideas partly created and partly taken over from other naturalists by 
Trofim D. Lysenko (1898–1976).1) So far much attention has been devoted to 
Lysenkoism in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.2) The “new biology” in the 
remaining Eastern Block countries has not aroused much interest among Western 
historians of science. This may have been caused by the lack of local studies on Lysenkoism in 
the former satellite countries of the Soviet Union, the linguistics barrier or the 
conviction that the history of Lysenkoism was everywhere identical and thus the “new 
biology” in countries other than the Soviet Union is unworthy of attention. Among the 
countries which, following the example of the USSR, introduced Lysenkoism, was 
Poland.3) However, in this country the methods of introducing Lysenkoism and its history 
were different. Here, the “new biology” was soon abandoned and its demise took place 
much earlier than in the USSR. 

Lysenkoism was intended to be a modern evolutionary theory expounding the 
development of living matter, formulating laws governing this development and describing 
the regularities of appearance as well as transformation of biological species – at the same 
time taking into consideration all previous achievements of biology as well as agricultural 
practice and being in accord with the philosophy of dialectic materialism. The main theses of 
Lysenkoism were the following: 
– a species is an objectively existing biological unit, 
– a species as a whole struggles for survival, 
– the source of variability and heredity is a dialectic unity of opposites between an 

organism and conditions of its existence that are obtained [sic] by the organism from its 
environment, 

– an organism evolves in direct response to the conditions of its environment, 
– the characters acquired by an organism during its lifetime are hereditary, 
– evolution is a chain of abrupt, qualitative transformations that are conditioned by the 

accumulation of quantitative changes in species.4) 
At its session of 31 July–7 August 1948, the Vladimir I. Lenin All–Union Academy 

of Agricultural Sciences adopted Lysenkoism as the only legitimate theory in biological 
and  agricultural  sciences  in  the  Union  of Soviet Socialist Republics.5)  The session ended 
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a dozen or so years’ period of controversies between Trofim D. Lysenko and his supporters on 
one side, and opponents on the other. For the next sixteen years Lysenkoism became an 
official theory in Soviet biology. Cautious criticism of some aspects of the “new biology” in 
that country began around 1952. (The critics included N. D. Ivanov and N. V. Turbin). Yet, 
Lysenkoism ruled Soviet biology almost absolutely for about the next ten years. It was not 
until Nikita S. Khrushchev (1894–1971) was ousted from his post of general secretary of the 
Communist Party and premier in 1964 that Lysenkoism lost its backing of the Soviet 
authorities.6) 

Lysenkoism was not an autonomous phenomenon in Polish science. It was mainly 
caused by extra–scientific factors, primarily political ones. A number of events contributed to 
the appearance and demise of Lysenkoism in Poland. The sequence consisted of the 
following stages: 

(1) WORLD WAR II (1939–1945) 

The War of 1939, subsequent German (in 1939–1941 also Soviet) occupation of 
Poland and the military activities of 1944–1945 caused huge losses in Polish science. All 
universities were closed down. Many scientists were sent to concentration camps (e.g. 
Sonderaktion Krakau on 6 November 1939) or executed by firing squad (e.g. professors of 
Lwów University and Lwów Polytechnic on 3/4 July 1941). As a result, after the end of 
World War II there was a severe shortage of scientific staff at universities; more advanced 
students were even employed to deliver lectures. The military actions and occupation 
caused severe losses in scientific equipment and libraries.7) Research and contacts with 
foreign scientists were hardly possible.8) 

(2) COMMUNIST TAKEOYER AND THE FIRST YEARS OF COMMU NIST REIGN (1945–1948) 

After the end of World War II the Communists took over the power. They established 
new universities (e.g. in Lublin, Łódź, Toruń), but also decreed preventive censorship in 
1946. The property of the Polish Academy of Sciences and Letters9) as well as that of the 
Academic Society of Warsaw10) was nationalized. Both the Polish Academy of Sciences and 
Letters, and the Academic Society of Warsaw had been academies (in the West 
European sense). As a result of nationalization both institutions became fully dependent on 
state subsidies. Shortly afterwards it became clear that neither of the academies was 
willing to act in compliance with the authorities' directives. In such a situation the 
Communist authorities decided to organize their own academy of sciences. 

The philosophy favoured by those in power was dialectic materialism. In the spring of 
1948 the Association of Marxist Naturalists11) came into existence attached to the 
editorial staff of the Journal “Nowe Drogi” [New Ways]. It was an official organ of the 
Central Committee of the Polish Workers’ Party (Communist party).12) The main tasks of the 
Association included struggle against “the penetration of the capitalist countries’ 
reactionary ideas in natural history by means of the achievements of the leading 
progressive Soviet science”.13) The Association at first organized seminars. They were 
sessions in principle closed to outsiders. Only members of the Association and very few 
invited guests participated in them. The main objectives of the sessions included defining 
concepts of natural history in the light of dialectic materialism and critically evaluating 
research activities from the perspective of Marxist philosophy. After becoming firmly 
established,  the  Association  started  to organize  open  sessions.  Lectures on Lysenkoism 
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raised particular interest. Many outstanding Polish biologists and intellectuals were invited to 
those meetings.14) 

Around 1948 the Communists started to introduce changes into higher education 
and scientific institutions. The alterations at universities involved separating some faculties 
and creating new higher education units based on them. Agricultural faculties were 
transformed into higher schools of agriculture. Medical faculties were transformed into 
medical academies. Theological faculties were liquidated. 

Contacts with Western science, interrupted by World War II, were hardly resumed 
after 1945.15) Only selected items of most recent literature were imported, and that in a very 
limited number of copies. Scientists seldom obtained permission to travel to Western 
countries to take part in congresses.16) (Such permissions were granted mostly to persons 
enjoying the Communists’ confidence.17)) At the same time, Poland was overstocked with 
translations of Soviet publications (sometimes presenting an embarrassingly low 
standard18)). This was accompanied by a propaganda magnifying each achievement of 
Soviet science. After the adoption of Lysenkoism by the Vladimir I. Lenin All–Union 
Academy of Agricultural Sciences, the propaganda started to present Lysenkoism as a 
theory already verified by practice and already bringing gigantic economic effects. 

At the end of the period, all the signs of Stalinist terror could already be felt: the 
overwhelming atmosphere of intimidation and uncertainty, preventive censorship, limited 
sphere of freedom, political show trials, the omnipotence of the apparatus of constraint 
(including the Security Service), propaganda and denunciations.19) The situation in 
Poland of those day was later described in 1956 by a member of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences as follows: “the terror of the Security Service and lawlessness ruled the state. The 
rector of the university disappeared from the university for several months and came back 
broken down”.20) Polish science was “manually controlled” by the Communists.21) All the 
above–mentioned factors contributed to a situation in which few Polish scientists 
adventured to protest against Lysenkoism. 

(3) FULLY DEYELOPED STALINISM AND BEGINNING OF INTR ODUCING OF LYSENKOISM (1949–1953) 

The beginning of propagating of Lysenkoism happened in autumn 1948, thus at the end 
of previous period. Initially Lysenkoism was introduced step by step into teaching. 
Already at the session of 26 January 1949 organized by the Association of Marxist 
Naturalists a proposal was put forward to make Lysenkoism (parallel with genetics) part of the 
syllabus at schools.22) Five months later, in June 1949, the Association organized two courses 
in the “new biology” for teachers from the whole country.23) These courses contributed 
to the initiation of far–reaching alterations in the biology syllabus. Lysenkoism replaced 
genetics in schools.24) At universities and other higher education institutions lectures in 
genetics were done away with. 

The everyday mass media propaganda for Lysenkoism, initiated already in autumn 
1948, was aimed at everybody, and the Association organized conferences intended for 
scientists. The first of them, Conference of Biologists and Agrobiologists, took place on 30 
March 1949 in Warsaw. Over four hundred participants attended it. At the conference a 
lecture was delivered on Lysenkoism as a new theory in biology. The motions tabled at the 
sessions were symptomatic: 
1. “Efforts  to  popularize  Lysenkoism  should  be  continued.  As much Soviet literature on 

Lysenkoism as possible should be published. 
2.  The  education  of  young  biologists  and agrobiologists should be based on Lysenkoism. It 

should be lectured on at schools and universities. 
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3. Higher agricultural schools should conduct their research and education in accordance 
with the spirit of Lysenkoism”.25) 

Following one of the above motions, the treatise “On the situation in biology”, a 
compilation of the lectures delivered and discussions held during the 1948 session of the 
Vladimir I. Lenin All–Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences, was translated into Polish 
and published in 1949. By 1953 the volume had five editions. From 1949 on, numerous 
books and papers by Soviet theoreticians of Lysenkoism were translated into Polish and 
published, most of them in 1950. The next conference organized by the Association, 
Theoretical Conference of Biologists, Agrobiologists and Physicians, took place on 27 
December 1950–13 January 1951 in Kuźnice, a quarter of Zakopane (in the Tatra 
Mountains).26) The conference was intended to be a recapitulation of the first stage of the 
development of the “new biology” in Poland and was to chart the ways for the future.27) 

The First Congress of Polish Science took place on 20 June–2 July 1951. It opened a 
new stage in the history of Polish science: development delineated according to the Soviet 
model of the organization of scientific institutions. The model consisted of three sectors. Its 
basic element, the sector of science and research, was to take the form of a new planned 
academy of sciences. The sector of science and teaching was to consist of universities and 
higher educational institutions. The sector of science and technology was to be made up of 
institutes and ministerial institutions of science and research. In the same year, on 30 
October 1951, the Communist authorities established the new Polish Academy of 
Sciences28) following the model of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR. The hitherto 
existing academies, i.e. the Polish Academy of Sciences and Letters (with traditions going 
back to 1815) and the Academic Society of Warsaw, had to cease their activity by the end of 
1952. Biological sciences were incorporated into the Second Division of the new 
Academy. One of the main objectives of the Second Division was the propagation of 
Lysenkoism. The goal was achieved through conferences at which the principles of 
Lysenkoism were lectured on. On 2 March 1952, the Association of Marxist Naturalists 
united with the Polish Copernican Naturalist Society29) of long traditions going back to 
1875. After the fusion the united society (still bearing the name of the Polish Copernican 
Naturalist Society) became the main propagator of Lysenkoism. 

Another course in the “new biology” took place on 7 July–7 August 1952 in Dziwnów 
(on the Baltic coast, north–western Poland).30) Next, such a course for young biologists was 
organized on 18–28 August 1953 in Kortowo (near Olsztyn).31) After completing both courses, 
the participants were supposed to organize “seminars” with an aim to spread the ideas of 
Lysenkoism among scientists and students in all Polish university centres.32) 

(4) AFTER STALIN'S DEATH (1954–1956) 

Disseminating the ideas of Lysenkoism so far did not produce the results expected by the 
authorities. The Evolution Committee of the Polish Academy of Sciences at a meeting held 
on 9 May 1955 even admitted that the propaganda for the “new biology” had been a fiasco. 
Yet, the Committee tabled a motion to further struggle to introduce Lysenkoism into Polish 
science.33) At one of the next meetings of the Committee, special groups were created. The 
teams were to take care of Lysenkoist research in the following three areas: l) inheritance of 
acquired characters, 2) stadiality of the development of organisms and 3) process of 
speciation.34) 

The last conference on the “new biology” took place on 17–25 August 1955, again in 
Kortowo. The conference ended the action of teaching Lysenkoism to young biologists. 
One  of  the  leading  Lysenkoists  admitted  during the conference that many mistakes had 
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been made in the management of Polish science by the Communist party. They included: 
“dogmatism, giving orders, half–heartedness as well as deficient activism and deficient 
aggressiveness on the part of the organizers of science in the struggle for the new biology. 
When the leaders were not able to win others over to Lysenkoism, they resorted to ordinary 
commanding, exerting administrative pressure and closing down journals that published 
expressions of opposing views”.35) Nevertheless, the organizers of the conference still 
declared their faithfulness to Lysenkoism. 

(5) POLITICAL THAW AND ABANDON OF LYSENKOISM (1956– 1958) 

Emerging gradually, the political thaw in Poland had its culmination in October 
1956. Personal changes on the highest posts in the government (and the Communist party) 
took place. Lysenkoism was given up without special declarations and fanfares. The 
Michurin–Lysenko theory that was introduced into the school syllabus in 1949 was 
abandoned in teaching by the end of the school year 1956/1957.36) The year 1958 
witnessed the publication of a popular history of evolutionism, in which Lysenko’s theory 
was rejected.37) The author of another paper, published at the end of 1958, expressed the 
following view in connection with Lysenkoism: “perhaps it will be appropriate to say a few 
words about the issue of the so–called Michurin–Lysenko genetics and the whole chaos 
that arose in Poland in connection with it in so recent past. I do not wish to bring up the 
undoubtedly existing aspect of the question connected with politics and the party. On the 
basis of facts I want to state that the one–sided unrealistic formulations by some Soviet 
authors who proposed certain practical agricultural activities (doomed to failure from the 
start) caused many difficulties [...]”.38) 

The sentences cited above are of special significance: their author, a zoologist, was 
one of the promoters of Lysenkoism in Polish science. His words indicate that in 1958 
Lysenkoism was a matter of the past in Poland. 

A few years after 1956 the new authorities gave up the more liberal politics, however 
Lysenkoism was not reintroduced. 

At first Lysenkoism found a narrow circle of enthusiastic and uncritical popularises in 
Poland. Propagating Lysenkoism was considered an all–important task. As a result, 
discussions, lectures, conferences and sessions as well as journalistic output constituted 
almost the only form of scientific activity connected with this kind of biology. Research 
activity did not arouse the curiosity of the adherents of the “new biology” if it did not relate in 
one way or another to Lysenkoism.39) With the realization that the theory came to naught 
the group of enthusiasts quickly decreased. 

Lysenkoism turned out to be only a brief and unimportant episode in the history of 
Polish science. The period of its influence was much shorter than in the USSR. There 
could have been at least a few reasons for that: 
1. The political thaw. In order to shake off the straitjacket of Lysenkoism imposed by the 

Communists, Polish scientists made use of both the first symptoms of criticism of the 
“new biology” in the USSR and the political thaw in Poland, which appeared soon 
after wards. 

2. Historical experience. Poland, as the only country among the satellites of the USSR, 
conducted numerous wars with Russia in the past, and even won some of them (e.g. 
those in seventeenth century, 1919–1920). The Polish negative attitude to Stalinism 
sprang from the fact that for a long time (1772–1918), as a result of partitions, a sizable 
part of Poland had been under oppressive Russian rule. Consequently, the attitude of 
Poles  toward  Russians  differed  from  that  of Germans or Czechs: Polish people knew 
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Russians better and, at that, as oppressors. Poles fought against them in national 
uprisings and made attempts on the lives of czars (in the case of Alexander II the attempt 
in 1881 was successful). Thus, tradition and historical experience played an important 
role in the Polish approach to the new system.40) 

3. Scepticism. In many memoirs from the early 1950s one can find statements that Poles 
treated the imposed system with scepticism or irony. Reportedly, it was pointed out even to 
Khrushchev during his experiments with maize41) that in Poland they would fail because 
Poles laughed at them.42) In Poland people also laughed at the imposed experiments with 
acclimatization of exotic plants, e.g. rice, and their cultivation in the fields.43) (Of course 
those who were ordered to cultivate them did not laugh. The latter ones, expecting no 
positive effects, rather feared accusations of sabotage.) 

4. Disappointment with Lysenkoism. Lysenkoism promised immediate results, e.g. creating 
frost–resistant varieties or producing entirely new, economically useful, species. When 
during the first few years the experiments carried out in Poland did not confirm the 
assumptions of the “new biology”, the biologists who converted to Lysenkoism began to 
return to classical biology and genetics.44) 

5. Greater liberty of science in Poland that in the USSR. Polish Communists, busy with the 
country’s economic problems or faction conflicts within their party, did not strictly 
enforce their decision to introduce Lysenkoism. Thanks to that, the more courageous 
botanists continued to lecture on Mendel–Morgan genetics, but did so using different 
labels, e.g. plant cytology. One of them was Maria Skalińska at the Jagiellonian 
University in Cracow.45) 

The history of Lysenkoism in Polish science shows that a totalitarian state could wield 
a great influence on science, even impose methodology and research topics. The “new 
biology” was introduced in Poland by means of administrative measures supported by 
propaganda. Those measures lacked in subtlety and the propaganda was devoid of finesse.46) 
Lysenkoism was imposed in Poland because the ruling Communist party was dependent on 
its headquarters in Moscow. The Soviet Communist Party was convinced that its ideology, 
programme and practice were based on one single universal truth. The alleged truth was 
linked not only with political, social and economical issues, but also with theories, 
hypotheses and methods of science.47) When the administrative pressure in Poland abated, 
science returned to its well–tried methods of work. When in the late 1950s the political thaw 
in Poland ended, there was no return to Lysenkoism. This situation differed considerably 
from that in the USSR, where Lysenkoism lasted till 1964. 

The opinion of reviewers and editors, who were obliged to obey the Communist party, 
was crucial in the rejection or acceptance of papers for publication. The final layout and 
contents of published articles also depended on those holding such posts. (Things are similar 
nowadays, but such persons are less often coerced into making their decisions by the 
machinery of the ruling party and the state, I hope.) As a result of their interventions, the 
authors were forced to place the then obligatory quotations from the classics of Marxism 
and Lysenkoism in their texts. The reviewers' interference was not marked in the publications, 
however it is known that a paper could be published only if it contained suitable quotations. 
Such a practice was referred to at a council held by the editorial staff of the journal “Po 
prostu” (17 April 1956)48) and Leszek Kuźnicki wrote about it in his memoirs.49) 

The history of the short era of Lysenkoism in Polish science resembles the course of 
other  historical  processes or political phenomena in Poland in that period, and it is 
different  from  those in the  USSR.  As examples  of  the processes halted by the political thaw  
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one can mention compulsory collectivisation of agriculture and nationalisation of retail 
trade. That is why in Poland (as opposed to the USSR) the basis of agriculture was private 
homesteads, and trade in terms of numbers was dominated by small private shops. This 
difference was called “the Polish road to socialism”.50) The history of Lysenkoism in Polish 
science is yet another example of the above mentioned dissimilarity. 

From a distant perspective the history of science behind the Iron Curtain may seem 
homogenous. However, as the case of Lysenkoism in Polish science demonstrates, on close 
scrutiny the homogeneity turns out to be illusory. Perhaps all branches of science in each of 
the satellite countries had their own individual histories differing from those in the 
Soviet Union. 

Introducing of Lysenkoism can be easily explained with subjection of Poland from the 
Soviet Union. The mechanisms, which resulted in introduction of Lysenkoism, have not been 
yet detailed researched and described. The introducing of it could not be an initiative of few 
persons. The decisions must have been come by proper stages of Communist party. But 
fingering actual persons could be more difficult. At those times the Communist party was 
divided (not officially but effectively) into many factions mutually fighting, and decision 
of whole party depended on variable configurations of interfaction alignments. 

Explanation  of  abandon of  Lysenkoism  is  much  difficult. Perhaps, rejection of     
Lysenkoism  could also  be  a  result  of  kind of contract  among the  faction.  The relationship 
between  the  political  thaw  and  the  abandonment  of Lysenkoism in Poland requires further 
studies and exceeds the scope of this paper. 
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