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Abstract
The roots of the controversial readings of Spinoza during Soviet times date back to 
the history of Russian Marxism. Spinoza was a most influential figure whom differ-
ent Marxist currents and thinkers wanted to have on their side. This article examines 
the most relevant interpretations. First, it sketches some fundamental traits of Plekh-
anov’s understanding of Spinoza’s ontology and epistemology, from his critique of 
German revisionism at the end of the 1890s to his polemics against empiriocriticism 
and its Russian impact. Spinoza was a particularly relevant and authoritative thinker 
for the so-called “Machists” as well, and some of their different interpretations are 
analyzed as representing their critical approach to Marxism. Finally, Lunacharskiiʼs 
discussion is considered as a peculiar alternative to Plekhanov’s orthodox under-
standing not only of Spinoza but of Marxism itself. While Plekhanov judged Spi-
noza’s “theological” language a relic of his epoch, Lunacharskii maintained that it 
was precisely his “religious” feelings that made Spinoza a forerunner of Marxism.
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The 250th anniversary of Spinoza’s death, in 1927, was celebrated in the Soviet 
Union with particular enthusiasm, and all the main journals on philosophy pub-
lished essays on his thought. The debate, though, did not focus on Spinoza’s ideas 
as such, but mainly on the connection of those ideas with materialism and Marxism 
(Maidanskii 2012). During the 1920s, essays on Spinoza ignited a conflict between 
“Deborinites” and “Mechanists” (Mareeva 2017), with the two groups disputing 
the question whether Spinoza should be considered a materialist, and what that 
meant. On the one hand, the Deborinites saw the core of Spinoza’s materialism in 
his theory of substance as nature, ultimately identifiable with extension and matter, 
regardless of Spinoza’s religious terminology (Deborin 1927a; Dmitrev 1926). On 
the other hand, according to the Mechanists, Spinoza’s substance was to be under-
stood as the universal regularity of the world, the mechanical causality that rules the 
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whole of nature. To identify substance with matter, as the Deborinites did, seemed 
to the Mechanists a misconception, since matter, in extension, is just one of the 
many attributes of substance, and the essential character of substance is to be causa 
sui (Aksel’rod 1925; Iakhot 1981, 228–231). The Mechanists were “condemned” in 
1929; eventually the Deborinites followed in January 1931. The celebration of the 
300th anniversary of Spinoza’s birth in 1932 delineated a sort of compromise: he 
was considered as a monist and a materialist, but he could no longer be celebrated 
as a precursor of Marxist materialism as such. But at any period in Soviet times, the 
name of Georgii Plekhanov was involved in the discussion on Spinoza.

In spite of his controversial political positions, Plekhanov was generally respected 
as a Marxist thinker, particularly in the 1920s, since in 1921 Lenin urged young 
people to study his works. Lenin stated: “one cannot become a conscious, real com-
munist without studying—I repeat, studying—everything Plekhanov wrote on phi-
losophy, since it is the best in the whole of international Marxist literature” (Lenin 
1958–66, XLII, 290). Plekhanov perceived Spinoza’s influence as pervading the 
whole history of materialism, from the French Enlightenment thinkers, to Feuer-
bach, up to Marx and Engels themselves. He formulated this in a lecture in 1898, 
first published in 1927: “contemporary materialism merely represents more or less 
conscious Spinozism” (Plekhanov 1956–58, II, 339). In the early 1920s, both Mech-
anists and Deborinites fought to establish their own lineage from Plekhanov as his 
most faithful followers. Deborin himself reproached his opponents for hiding their 
“revisionist” understanding of Spinoza behind the “mask of orthodoxy” by referring 
to Plekhanov (Deborin 1927b). The condemnation of both Mechanists and Deborin-
ites at the beginning of the Stalin era involved Plekhanov’s interpretation of Spinoza 
as well. What Plekhanov had regarded as the best point of Spinozism, i.e., the unity 
of subject and object, was denounced as its “radical sin, having nothing in common 
with consistent materialism” (Man’kovskii 1931, 46).

It seems impossible to assess Spinoza’s fortune in Soviet times without going 
back to Plekhanov’s interpretation of Spinozism. But once we consider its histori-
cal context, it becomes clear that Plekhanov’s understanding was by no means the 
uncontroversial interpretation of Spinoza’s thought among Russian Marxists at the 
time. On the contrary, the interpretation of Spinoza’s philosophy could be used as 
an indication of different approaches and trends within Russian Marxism before 
the revolution of 1917 (Soboleva 2012, 145–146). Here, I shall outline some fun-
damental traits of Plekhanov’s understanding of Spinoza’s ontology and episte-
mology; then I shall examine different interpretations proposed by the so-called 
“Machists,” as representatives of a critical approach to Marxism; finally, I shall con-
sider Lunacharskiiʼs positions in particular, as a peculiar alternative to Plekhanov’s 
orthodox understanding not just of Spinoza, but of Marxism itself.

A great quantity of Plekhanov’s papers and books are preserved in the Dom Ple-
khanova Archive and Library in Saint Petersburg. By analyzing these materials one 
can better understand how Plekhanov studied certain authors, and from what per-
spective. Although Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus and his essay On the 
Improvement of the Understanding are in Plekhanov’s personal library (B.3520/1-
2), his interest was always focused on Ethics. Plekhanov considered Spinoza to be 
the first thinker who “correctly” understood the fundamental ontological problem, 
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since he maintained the unity of being and thought, without reducing one to the 
other. Thought and extension are both different expressions of the same substance, 
which, as a consequence, allows us to see the human being as one, overcoming any 
dualism of body and mind. In one of Plekhanov’s notebooks dating back to the first 
half of the 1890s, we read a quotation from Spinozaʼs Ethics, in the context of notes 
and commentaries on Lamettrie and other French materialists. Plekhanov copied, in 
Latin, the first two propositions of the Second Part: “Thought is an attribute of God; 
that is, God is a thinking thing,” and “Extension is an attribute of God; that is, God 
is an extended thing,” followed by the second axiom of the Second Part: “Human 
beings think” (ADP, f. 1093, d. T.18: 6). Since Spinoza formulated a consistent 
monistic system, according to Plekhanov any further monism was to be considered 
in some sense a revival of Spinozism. As a consequence, when the German Spinoz-
ist Jacob Stern invited the Marxists to “return to” Spinoza, rather than to Kant, Ple-
khanov objected that Marxist materialism could not and had not to return to Spinoza 
since Marxism itself was nothing else than a “variant” of Spinozism (Plekhanov 
1956–58, II, 360).

To reinforce the continuity between Spinozism and Marxism, Plekhanov called 
upon Friedrich Engelsʼ authority. In 1889, Plekhanov reported, while he and Pavel 
Aksel’rod were visiting Engels, the latter stated that “old Spinoza was really right in 
considering thought and extension as two attributes of the same substance” (Plekh-
anov 1956–58, II, 360). Plekhanov’s adversaries in the debate on German revision-
ism pointed out that such an argument was quite weak. Eduard Bernstein doubted 
the reliability of Plekhanovʼs memory (Bernstein 1899, 44–45); Chajm Schitlowsky 
refuted him by comparing his quotation from the purported conversation with a 
few passages from Engels’ published works that he found highly inconsistent with 
Plekhanovʼs memories (Schitlowsky 1899, 283). Later, Jacob Berman emphasized 
how easy it was to refer to “friendly talks” when a disproof was no longer possi-
ble: in 1898, when Plekhanov wrote his article, Engels was not around to object 
to Plekhanovʼs account (Berman 1906, 60). As for Pavel Aksel’rod’s reliability 
as a witness in a philosophical conversation, Rosa Luxemburg commented: “poor 
Aksel’rod, who […] does not discern pantheism from Pantaloon and Spinoza from 
his brother-in-law Kalmansohn” (Luxemburg 1971, 104).

However, during the debate over German revisionism, Plekhanov succeeded in 
bringing Spinoza over to his side. When another broad discussion flared up within 
Russian Marxism over the philosophical foundations and possible developments of 
Marxism, the most influential journal of German social democracy, Die Neue Zeit, 
wrote: “The very serious tactical divergences between the Bolsheviks and Menshe-
viks intensify because of a problem, that according to us has nothing to do with 
the question, who is closer to Marxism in the theory of knowledge: Spinoza and 
Holbach or Mach and Avenarius?” (Bogdanov 1908, 695–696). Although Die Neue 
Zeit was wrong in mingling the tactical and political division of the Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks with the philosophical conflict between orthodox and “critical” Marx-
ists, one point was clear: the common belief was that Spinoza stood on the side of 
the orthodox Marxists.

On what philosophical foundation did Plekhanov build up the image of Spinoza 
as a forerunner of orthodox Marxism? First of all, Plekhanov deemed that Spinozaʼs 
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solution to the ontological problem deeply affected the entire history of modern 
materialism. Of course, Plekhanov did not ignore that textual evidence could easily 
support an idealistic interpretation of Spinozaʼs thought. According to Spinoza, for 
instance, “God’s nature” comes first in the order of cognition and should be “stud-
ied first of all,” but Plekhanov considered such a statement as a “sham objection 
against Spinozaʼs materialism” (BDP, B.3522, 90; Spinoza, 2018, 52). In spite of 
Spinozaʼs theological terminology, Plekhanov, following Feuerbach, believed that 
Spinozaʼs substance should be identified with nature rather than with God (Plekh-
anov 1956–58, III, 672). The fact that Spinozaʼs substance-nature was material and 
spiritual at the same time confirmed such an interpretation, since Plekhanov thought 
that authentic materialism maintains a “correspondence” between subject and object 
without reductionism. He wrote: “no materialist […] has ever ‘reduced’ conscious-
ness to movement and explained one by the other” (Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 76).

Plekhanov thought that this was exactly the meaning of Spinoza’s conception of 
the identity of the substance. His marginalia on the pages of several different edi-
tions of Spinozaʼs Ethics in German, Latin, and Russian, conserved in the Dom 
Plekhanova Library, confirm this interpretation (BDP, B.3522, B.3520/2, B.3713). 
Spinoza wrote: “thinking substance and extended substance are one and the same 
substance, which is comprehended sometimes under the one and sometimes under 
the other attribute. So too the mode of extension and the idea of that mode are one 
and the same thing but expressed in two ways” (Spinoza, 2018, 48). Next to this 
underlined passage, Plekhanov jotted down: “Materialism. Cf. Feuerbach” (BDP, 
B.3522, 85). Plekhanov focused on Spinozaʼs well-known proposition 7 in the Sec-
ond Part of the Ethics: “The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order 
and connection of things” (BDP, B.3522, 84), which Spinoza recalled in the Fifth 
Part, demonstration of Proposition 1: “The order and connection of ideas is the same 
[…] as the order and connection of things, and vice versa the order and connection 
of things is the same […] as the order and connection of ideas” (Spinoza 2018, 224; 
BDP, B.3713, 293). According to Plekhanov, here Spinoza maintained the basic 
principle of materialistic monism, which Plekhanov summarized using Feuerbach’s 
words: “the laws of being are at the same time the laws of thought” (Plekhanov 
1956–58, III, 673; Feuerbach 1843, 70).

Plekhanov was not the first Russian thinker who considered Feuerbach a follower 
and renewer of Spinozaʼs thought. In a very well-known letter to his sons, Cherny-
shevskii wrote: “When he [Feuerbach] appeared, Spinoza was outdated. But more 
than a century and a half had passed before Spinozaʼs worthy successor appeared” 
(Chernyshevskii 1939–50, XV, 23). For Plekhanov, the connecting trait was that 
both Spinoza and Feuerbach shared a sort of “psycho-physical parallelism,” which 
he considered a necessary consequence of any correct monistic view of the rela-
tion between being and thought. Having rejected their identity, one could not but 
understand them as different and corresponding aspects of the same process. In 
Feuerbachʼs words: “What to me or subjectively is a purely spiritual, immaterial, 
insensible act, is in itself objectively a material, sensible act” (Feuerbach 1903–11, 
II, 328–329; Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 134).

Plekhanov endorsed Spinozaʼs “parallelism” to the point of claiming the “anima-
tion of matter.” According to Plekhanov, Spinoza maintained that all individuals are 
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animated, though to different degrees (BDP, B.3522, 93), since “thinking” is to be 
considered a function of organized matter; therefore, to account for its appearing at 
a certain degree of organization one must suppose that all matter possesses a certain 
“psychical” property (Plekhanov 1956–58, II, 353–356). In his opinion, that was the 
answer to Jacob Stern’s reproach to materialists, whose “Achilles’ heel” was deemed 
to be their troubles in explaining “how, in the animal cell, sensation (the basic men-
tal element) suddenly appears like a pistol-shot” (Stern 1897, 304). According to 
Plekhanov, there was no pistol-shot since all matter could be considered “animated”. 
The Russian revolutionary P. N. Lepeshinskij witnessed, during a conversation with 
Plekhanov in Switzerland, where they both lived as émigrés, that he once said that 
the matter of a human being seems to be something different than the matter of a 
stone, since the first “thinks,” but Plekhanov very calmly replied that “a stone thinks 
as well”: “Thought is a complex movement and it arises from the same elements of 
movement that also determine the energy status of a stone. And if one wants to see 
‘thought’ as a substantial property of matter, then one is compelled to attribute the 
same property to the stone as well” (Lepeshinskij 1922, 160).

On the basis of his own sound ontology, according to Plekhanov, Spinoza devel-
oped a theory of knowledge that was to be considered a fundamental contribution 
to materialism as well. Plekhanov was especially interested in Spinozaʼs “first 
kind” of knowledge since he considered the theory of sensation to be the necessary 
foundation of epistemology. It is not surprising that he devoted special attention to 
Spinozaʼs concept of imagination: it is to the imagination that Spinoza refers sensi-
ble perception and associative memory; it is the imagination that comprehends any 
immediate knowledge (BDP, B.3522, 78).

Judging from Plekhanovʼs remarks, he was particularly concerned with the role 
of “the affection of the body.” For Spinoza, the human mind knows itself, the body 
and any external object only through the ideas of the affections of the body (Spinoza 
2018, 65).1 Here Plekhanov found a confirmation of his own sensualism. In addi-
tion, Spinoza thinks that the “image,” that is the representation of a body excited 
by external stimuli, does not “reproduce” the figure of the body itself but “corre-
sponds” to it. Plekhanov considered this view very close to his own understanding 
of sensible perception as “hieroglyphic”. In 1892, when he first elaborated his the-
ory of knowledge in the seventh note to his own translation of Engelsʼ Ludwig Feu-
erbach, Plekhanov wrote: “Our sensations are some kind of hieroglyphics that make 
us aware of what is happening in reality. Hieroglyphics do not resemble the events 
they communicate, but they are capable of communicating with absolute accuracy 
the events themselves and—what is of prime importance—the relations which exist 
between them” (Plekhanov 1956–58, I, 501). Although he modified his terminol-
ogy some years later, giving up “hieroglyphics,” Plekhanov did not change the basis 
of his theory of knowledge: our sensations strictly correspond to reality, but they 
are not reflections of reality themselves (Steila 1991, 53–58). Plekhanov abandoned 

1 Plekhanov wrote: “for the theory of knowledge” on Ethics, Pars II, Prop. 19 (BDP, B.3522, 108); “N. 
B.” on Pars II, Prop. 23 (BDP, B.3522, 111); “for the theory of knowledge” and “extremely important” 
on Prop. 26 (BDP, B.3522, 113; BDP, B.3520/2, 103).
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the term “hieroglyphics” to avoid possible misunderstandings. By defining the rela-
tionship between the thing as it is (or thing-in-itself) and our representation of it as 
a hieroglyphic one risks disregarding their radical difference. The theory of hiero-
glyphics might be interpreted as if any hieroglyphic implies the existence of a pre-
cise meaning, of something within the thing-in-itself to which the sign is strictly 
analogous. But, as Plekhanov wrote, “if the thing-in-itself has a color only when one 
looks at it, an odor only when one smells it, and so on, then by calling conventional 
signs our representations of it, we give others a reason to think that in our opinion 
a sort of color-in-itself, odor-in-itself, etc., correspond to the color, odor, etc., as 
they exist in our sensations—in short, a sort of sensations-in-themselves, that cannot 
become the object of our sensations” (Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 241–242). On the 
contrary, according to Plekhanov, the way things appear to us is something wholly 
subjective, entirely depending on the characteristics of the subjectʼs sense organs.

It is clear why Plekhanov took extreme interest in this passage by Spinoza: “All 
the modes by which a body is affected follow from the nature of the body affected 
and at the same time from the nature of the body that affects it. Consequently one 
and the same body is moved in different ways owing to the different natures of the 
bodies moving it; and conversely different bodies are moved in different ways by 
one and the same body” (Spinoza 2018, 57; BDP, B.3522, 97). Plekhanov could find 
there striking analogies with some physiological discoveries, particularly Johannes 
Müllerʼs theory of the specific energy of nerves, and Ivan M. Sechenovʼs views on 
sensations, which Plekhanov himself mentioned as deeply influential in his own the-
ory of knowledge (Plekhanov 1956–58, I, 500–501; III, 242; Steila 1991, 109–118).

At the end of the nineteenth century, Plekhanov was not alone in attaching 
a physiological meaning to Spinozaʼs ideas. According to Jacob Stern, Wundtʼs 
physiology was an empirical confirmation of Spinozian psychophysical parallel-
ism (Stern 1897, 303). Furthermore Spinozaʼs views could be connected with a 
sort of “criticism” on the basis of certain interpretation of Kantʼs a priori, which 
the famous physiologist Hermann von Helmholtz identified with the physiologi-
cal specificity of the organs of perception (Helmholtz 1971, 38–39). Stern him-
self maintained that the distinction between a thing-in-itself and a phenomenon 
had already been clearly expressed by Spinoza and that therefore “Spinozism 
is the real critical philosophy” (BDP, B.3533, 5). Plekhanov was not unfamil-
iar with physiological interpretations of Kantian criticism. Soviet scholars often 
claimed that Plekhanov was a direct follower of Helmholtz’s, since Lenin criti-
cized Plekhanov as such in Materialism and Empirio-criticism (Lenin 1958–66, 
XVIII, 244–251), but Plekhanov was actually a declared follower of Ivan M. 
Sechenov, who worked in Helmholtzʼs laboratory in Heidelberg as a young man 
and was undoubtedly influenced by him (Sechenov 1952). When Plekhanov jotted 
down “N.B.” next to Sternʼs words, quoted above, it seems reasonable to suppose 
that he agreed with them. Although he polemicized with Stern, Plekhanov held 
him in a certain esteem. He wrote, for instance: “Mr. Stern is incomparably more 
competent in philosophy than Mr. Bernstein, and his articles deserve our readers’ 
full attention” (Plekhanov 1956–58, II, 351). Plekhanov must have agreed with 
Stern that Spinoza somehow anticipated Kant’s ideas since he himself often wrote 
the name of Kant on the pages of Spinozaʼs Ethics. Spinoza wrote, for instance, 
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“The idea of any mode in which the human body is affected by external bodies 
must involve the nature of the human body and the nature of the external body 
together. […] It follows […] that the ideas that we have of external bodies indi-
cate the constitution of our body more than the nature of the external bodies” 
(Spinoza 2018, 61; BDP, B.3522, 102–103; also BDP, B. 3522, 107). Plekhanov 
thought that the fact that we know external objects only in relation to their actions 
on us was the deep interesting core of Kant’s epistemology (Plekhanov 1956–58, 
II, 340), and he found very similar positions already in French eighteenth-century 
materialism, and in Spinoza.

In Plekhanov’s opinion, Spinoza formulated a consistent monism: as far as ontol-
ogy is concerned, there is just one substance (which is matter), and thought is a 
property of all organized matter; as for epistemological problems, monism secures 
the strictest correspondence between thought and extension. In 1916, in his last pub-
lished statement about epistemology, Plekhanov once again presented his theory in 
terms that still sounded Spinozian, since the subject is claimed to be considered as 
subject-object. Plekhanov wrote:

To a human body, the result of the action of an external object is objectively 
purely material (a new status of certain tissues), but subjectively it is psy-
chological (a certain impression). But in both cases it will be the status of a 
knowing object, that is a subject. In this sense any knowledge is subjective. To 
be knowable means to exist for someone else. But from this, it does not fol-
low that the subject cannot achieve true knowledge of the object, or, in other 
words, that this being for someone else does not correspond to being in itself. 
It has been possible to make such a supposition only as long as it was retained 
that the knowing I was something immaterial, being outside nature. But that is 
absolutely wrong (Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 635).

Although, in the already mentioned note about the ongoing debates within Rus-
sian Marxism, the 1908 Die Neue Zeit could place Spinoza on Plekhanovʼs side for 
some good reasons, Spinoza was indeed considered an “authority” by the founders 
of empiriocriticism themselves, the same Avenarius and Mach whom Die Neue Zeit 
counterposed to Spinoza and dʼHolbach, as an alternative set of “masters” for Rus-
sian Marxists.

In his preface to The Analysis of Sensations, Ernst Mach put Spinoza among his 
forerunners (Mach 1996, 46). And Avenarius started his academic career with a doc-
toral thesis on Spinozaʼs pantheism. Moreover, in his main work, Critique of Pure 
Experience, he sometimes referred to Spinoza, once in particular in regard to the 
relation of mind and body and the role of physiology of the nervous system (Ave-
narius 1888–90, I, 217). Avenarius quotes Spinoza’s words:

For no one has yet determined what actions the body can do, i.e. experience 
has not yet taught anyone what actions the body can and cannot do without 
being determined by the mind simply on the basis of the laws of nature insofar 
as nature is viewed solely as corporeal. For no one has yet achieved such an 
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accurate knowledge of the body’s structure that he could explain all its func-
tions (Spinoza 2018, 97).2

Avenarius’ interest in Spinoza was well known in Russia. In the Brokhaus Efron 
Dictionary, one can read: “Avenariusʼs first study, devoted to Spinozaʼs philosophy 
[…] shows that this philosopher deeply interested Avenarius and, without any doubt, 
monism in Spinozaʼs spirit, transformed in the language of contemporary biol-
ogy, is the unconscious metaphysical basis of this original system” (Lapshin 1905, 
14). Finding Spinoza among the authors discussed by Russian Machists cannot be 
surprising.

Aleksandr Bogdanov, the main philosopher of the group, rejected the idea of 
absolute truth since what is true at a certain moment of history can be successfully 
criticized in another time. This was the case with Spinoza: for him “the duplicity of 
the knowable attributes of one single substance, thought and extension, did not con-
tradict at all the monism of his system, but for us, twentieth-century people, that is 
undoubtedly dualism” (Bogdanov 1904, 23). Plekhanov was wrong in ascribing his 
own “panpsychism” both to Spinoza and Marx-Engels. Bogdanov emphasized that 
according to Spinoza, thought (cogitatio, mens) and “sensations, perceptions, repre-
sentations, i.e. images of the things or elements of those images” are different and 
separated concepts. In particular Bogdanov relied on some passages of the Second 
Part of Spinoza’s Ethics:

I remind readers to distinguish carefully between an idea or conception of the 
mind and the images of things which we imagine. […] those who think that 
ideas consist of images formed in us by the collision of bodies have convinced 
themselves that ideas of things of which we are not able to form any similar 
image are not ideas but only fancies which we make up by a free decision of 
our will. Thus they regard ideas as silent pictures on a canvas. Being capti-
vated by this prejudice, they do not see that an idea, insofar as it is an idea, 
involves an affirmation or a negation. […] But anyone will easily be able to 
discard these prejudices if he pays attention to the nature of thought, which 
does not involve the concept of extension. He will understand clearly than an 
idea (since it is a mode of thinking) does not consist either in the image of 
something or in words. For the essence of words and images is constituted 
solely by corporeal motions, which do not involve the concept of thought (Spi-
noza 2018, 88).

As a consequence, Bogdanov called Spinoza’s parallelism not “psycho-physi-
cal”—as in Plekhanov’s interpretation—but “ideo-empirical,” since “Spinoza clas-
sifies a big part of ‘psychical phenomena’, precisely ‘images of the things’, i.e. rep-
resentations and perceptions, as the attribute of extension, by saying that they arise 
from collision, from interaction of bodies” (Bogdanov 1910, 207). The attribute of 
“extension,” according to Bogdanov’s interpretation, comprehends not just physical 

2 Not by chance this very same passage inspired some later interpretations from a naturalistic standpoint 
(Vygotskii 1998, 4; Damasio 2003, 215).
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bodies but the whole of experience, while “ideas,” as modes of thought, are pre-
cisely “affirmation or negation of something.” For instance—Bogdanov wrote—
“soul” for Spinoza is “the idea of a living body, which means that it implies the 
affirmation of the life of this body with all its properties” (Bogdanov 1910, 207).

In his second volume of Empiriomonism, Bogdanov leaned upon Spinoza to criti-
cize Avenarius’ concept of the “affectional,” one of Avenarius’ neologisms made up 
to mean the emotional assessment of a perceived phenomenon. According to Ave-
narius, every organism is constantly looking for a position of balance with the whole 
of the environment, and every time this balance is challenged by a change within or 
outside the organism, the subject suffers a change in “vital-divergence” which he 
tries to overcome by restoring the balance. In this perspective, “vital-divergence” 
appears any time there is a perturbation of the balance between stimulus (Reiz) and 
exchange (Stoffwechsel). Here, according to Bogdanov, Avenarius was wrong in not 
making a clear distinction between vital-divergences of positive or negative valence, 
“the increase of the energy of the system, when nutrition surpasses work, and the 
decrease of the energy of the system, when work prevails over nutrition” (Bogdanov 
1901, 15). The two situations are very different, once considered from the point of 
view of the energy balance of the organism: in one case the organism loses energy; 
in the other one it acquires new energy. By not making a clear distinction, according 
to Bogdanov, Avenarius ended up with a static world-view, incapable of understand-
ing development, change, life. To Avenarius’ ideas, Bogdanov counterposed a differ-
ent conception, which he claimed to be founded on Spinoza, together with Theodor 
Meynert’s work in physiology, and James-Lange’s theory of emotions (Bogdanov 
1905, 186). According to Bogdanov, emotional experience was much richer than 
just positive or negative affectional (pleasure or sufferance). Following Spinoza’s 
understanding of active and passive emotions, Bogdanov considered emotions to be 
indicators of the energy balance of the organism (Bugaeva 2016, 2–5). Therefore, 
emotions should be considered as part of “extension,” which as such comprehends 
both the physical experience of the world, and a big part of the psychic experience 
of the subjects. In Bogdanov’s view, Spinoza’s attribute of “thought” “is not at all 
the ‘psychic’ in general, but the logical aspect of the world” (Bogdanov 1995, 133).

Bogdanov’s Spinoza was completely different from Plekhanov’s. He interpreted 
Spinoza from a methodological rather than an ontological standpoint (Soboleva 
2012). According to Bogdanov, “God or nature, in Spinoza, means that general 
necessity, which is hidden in all the phenomena, which generates and connects all 
of them, or, in other words, their causal connection” (Bogdanov 1913, 213). On this 
basis, during the debates of the 1920s between Machists and Deborinites, Bogdanov 
was often considered as standing on the side of the first, who understood Spinoza’s 
substance in terms of mechanic causality instead of physical matter (Iakhot 1981).

The idea that Spinoza’s substantialism was not at all the strongest point of his 
philosophy, as Plekhanov thought, but its weakest moment was widely shared by 
the so-called “Machists” at the beginning of the twentieth century. Empiriocriti-
cism was expected to liberate all forms of Spinozism from the burden of the met-
aphysical concept of substance. While discussing the ideas of Harald Höffding, at 
the time quite popular in Russia, Nikolaj Valentinov wrote that the Danish pro-
fessor revised his initial Neo-Spinozism and abandoned substantialism “having 
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experienced the liberating influence of empirio-criticism” (Valentinov 1908, 77). 
For Jakob Berman, another Machist, empirio-criticism had destroyed any hint of 
the absolute by inquiring into its psychological roots:

any metaphysical theory, whatever it might be called (realism or idealism, 
materialism or spiritualism, empiricism or rationalism, dogmatism or skep-
ticism, criticism or agnosticism), is a hidden or clear product of the same 
tendency, the same need of the human mind, rather practical than theoreti-
cal—the need to create something better, something more beautiful, some-
thing superior than all that ‘usual’ experience can give (Berman 1906, 71).

Valentinov rejected Spinozaʼs substance in order to move from a metaphysical 
to an “empirical” monism. He wrote: “we are not satisfied with those monisms of 
a metaphysical kind that reduce the content of the experience to the ‘substance’, 
to the word ‘reality’, to a certain ‘unknown third’, and to ‘the inside and the out-
side’ of the one and the same thing. Following Avenarius and Mach, we look for 
an empirical monism, as a generalized expression of empirical data, no more than 
that” (Valentinov 1908, 79). Once criticized from the standpoint of such empiri-
cal monism, both Plekhanovʼs and Spinozaʼs metaphysical solutions seemed 
to Valentinov unsteady and outdated. According to him, Spinoza formulated a 
“pseudo-monism,” since he overcame dualism by referring to a third, called God, 
Nature, or Substance. But, he continued, “Spinoza was writing in the seventies of 
the seventeenth century; Plekhanov writes his works in the twentieth” (Valenti-
nov 1908, 89).

Moreover, Plekhanov seemed to be not wholly consistent in his own Spinoz-
ism, since in general he considered matter to be a sort of primary factor in ontol-
ogy. But Spinoza held a very different position. Valentinov quoted:

Each attribute of a single substance must be conceived through itself (Spi-
noza 2018, 9);
the modes of each attribute involve the concept of their own attribute and not 
of any other. (…) Consequently, so long as things are considered as modes of 
thinking, we must explain the order of the whole of nature, or the connection 
of causes, only through the attribute of thought, and insofar as they are consid-
ered as modes of extension, the order of the whole of nature must be explained 
through the attribute of extension only (Spinoza 2018, 47–49);
The body cannot determine the mind to think, nor can the mind determine 
the body to motion or to rest or to anything else (if there be anything else) 
(Spinoza 2018, 96).

In Valentinovʼs opinion, Plekhanov could not approve of all of these state-
ments by Spinoza, since he embraced what we would now call physicalist reduc-
tionism: “Plekhanov with his atoms possessing consciousness, with thoughts as 
a result, as a product of the brain and similar tricks […], would be better off not 
referring to Spinoza” (Valentinov 1908, 90).

Valentinov thought that Plekhanov, being inconsistent with Spinozaʼs ontol-
ogy, did no better in epistemology. The well-known Proposition 7 of the Second 
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Part, which Plekhanov considered a cornerstone of his own theory of corre-
spondence, was, in Valentinovʼs opinion, on the contrary, wholly consistent with 
empirio-criticism. One should just change the terminology and replace the old 
terms, “ideas” and “things,” with their corresponding updated definition as dif-
ferent combinations of elements. Valentinov wrote: “If one compares Avenariusʼ 
theory with the series of ideas expressed by Spinoza in the chapter ‘On the Origin 
and Nature of the Affects’, it is easy to persuade oneself that the theory developed 
in the Kritik der reinen Erfahrung undoubtedly and to a significant degree owes 
its origin to the influence of Spinoza” (Valentinov 1908, 91). As a further proof, 
Valentinov mentioned that Avenarius wrote his doctoral dissertation on Spinozaʼs 
thought.

Plekhanov never replied to Valentinov. He probably did not even consider his 
critics deserving of an answer, since he thought that in general the Russian Machists 
were a bunch of ignorant and blind followers of fashionable Western bourgeois phi-
losophers. Among the many books he received for review in the first decade of the 
twentieth century, Plekhanov seemed to prefer to read Russian translations of West-
ern philosophers rather than original works by Russian ones. The only exception 
was A.A. Bogdanov, whose books in the Dom Plekhanova Library show signs of 
some thorough reading (BDP, B.3619, B.3616, B.3617, B.3618).3 But Plekhanov 
never discussed Bogdanov’s views on Spinoza, which Bogdanov himself empha-
sized as the typical attitude of his adversary (Bogdanov 1995, 133).

Plekhanov did reply, however, to the Western philosopher Joseph Petzoldt con-
cerning his views on Spinoza. In 1909, Machist Pavel S. Iushkevich translated 
Petzoldt’s The Problem of the World from the Standpoint of Positivism, where the 
author traced a sort of history of the concept of the world from Ancient Greece up 
to empirio-criticism, which represented to him the last word of philosophy. Petzoldt 
reproached Spinoza for not having really answered the main question about the psy-
cho-physical relationship. As we have seen, Spinoza maintained that the modes of 
one attribute cannot be explained through the modes of the other. Therefore, accord-
ing to Petzoldt, Spinoza could not explain in which way physical processes in the 
brain provoke “spiritual” processes, or the reverse. He did not, therefore, actually 
go any farther than Descartes: to call the two substances “attributes” was not a great 
improvement (Petzoldt 1909, 141).

Plekhanov objected that, on the contrary, that was a real advance: “Having 
rejected the theory of the two substances, Spinoza removed animism from philoso-
phy”. And, Plekhanov observed, “it is strange to reproach Spinoza for not explain-
ing in which way material processes in the brain provoke immaterial, spiritual pro-
cesses, since the author of the Ethics maintained that the processes of this second 
series are not provoked by processes of the first one, but just accompany them” 
(Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 469–470). Here, Plekhanov seems to reject reductionism, 
exactly relying upon Spinoza’s views. Therefore, the Machists’ reproach of incon-
sistency in ontology seems to fail.

3 Plekhanov read and annotated only a few pages of a couple of books by Iushkevich and Berman (BDP, 
B.3737; B.3614).
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But what about their other remarks: is empirio-criticism somehow closer to 
Spinozaʼs so-called psycho-physical parallelism? According to Plekhanov, the “new 
positivism,” as he called this new wave of philosophical thought, made the same 
mistake for which Petzoldt reproached Spinoza. Empiriocritics used a new terminol-
ogy, trying to avoid the old concepts of subject and object, but they actually could 
not answer the fundamental question of the relation between these two aspects of 
reality, whatever they called them. But if they tried to go farther, as Petzoldt some-
times does, to discover a sort of common root at the basis of both subject and object, 
thought and extension, they come to the very same position that Spinoza had stated. 
As a result, Plekhanov concluded that “Petzoldt is not mistaken only when he 
repeats, although in a very confused way, what he rejected about Spinozaʼs material-
ist theory” (Plekhanov 1956–58, III, 473).

As we have seen, Russian Machists broke the relationship that Plekhanov had 
stated between his own materialism and Spinozism, and drew Spinoza over to their 
own side. Like all the Russian Marxists of that time, Lunacharskii could not avoid 
dealing with Plekhanov, as the most influential Russian theoretician. The second 
volume of his Religion and Socialism, which came out in 1911, can be considered 
to a certain extent a polemical reply to Plekhanov, since there Lunacharskii sketched 
a philosophical history of socialism very different from the one already established 
by Plekhanov. In his work, Lunacharskii went through the same authors Plekhanov 
had chosen (Spinoza, the French materialists, Feuerbach, and Marx), but came to 
wholly different views. According to Plekhanov, Spinozaʼs “theological” language, 
his pantheism, was to be considered an unavoidable relic of the epoch, a tribute to 
the philosophical language of the seventeenth century. By contrast, Lunacharskii 
maintained that it was precisely his “religious” feelings that made Spinoza a fore-
runner of Marxism.

Lunacharskii devoted the two volumes of Religion and Socialism specifically to 
the problem of a new definition of “religion,” according to which Marxism turns out 
to be a religion itself. As he stated in the second volume, religion is “such a thought 
about the world, or such a sensation of it, in which the laws of life (tendencies of the 
human being) and the laws of nature prove (or seem) to be reconciled” (Lunacha-
rskii 1911, 214). Religion, as well as work, are attempts to reconcile humankind 
and nature. In such a perspective, “mystical religions are fetishistic reflexes of the 
economic system, Marxʼs philosophy is a religion which is conscious of itself” 
(Lunacharskii 1911, 216). Lunacharskii considered Spinozaʼs system to be a “reli-
gion” in this particular definition of the term. As such, it is comparable to Marxism. 
Lunacharskii wrote: “Is Spinozism a religion? From the standpoint of our definition 
of religion we must acknowledge Spinozaʼs pantheism as a religious-philosophical 
system without any doubt. The very title of his fundamental work the Ethics shows 
that his aim was moral. Spinoza wanted to point out to people a new ground for life. 
Reconciliation is the last chord of this amazing symphony of ideas, the love for God, 
for en kai pan is the note which resonates most loudly” (Lunacharskii 1911, 220).

Therefore, in Lunacharskiiʼs opinion, Spinozaʼs merits were to be sought not in 
metaphysics or epistemology, but in his resolution of the contrast between freedom 
and necessity (Lunacharskii 1911, 224). The whole of Russian Marxism was very 
deeply aware of this problem. The orthodox (Plekhanovʼs) solution was somehow 
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Spinozian (or Hegelian) itself: humankind could rule over nature, through work, by 
knowing its own laws. In Plekhanovʼs words, “To discover the laws, according to 
which the historical development of humanity takes place, means to guarantee the 
possibility consciously to influence the process of such a development, and from 
a helpless toy of ʽchanceʼ to become its master” (Plekhanov 1956–58, IV, 425). 
Marxism, as historical materialism, could lead humanity in successfully changing 
economic and social organization, precisely because it knew the laws of history 
and historical development so well. Human freedom becomes possible through the 
knowledge of necessity.

What was the difference between the solutions provided by Plekhanov and 
Lunacharskii? Echoing the title of an article by Georgii Gloveli, discussing Lunacha-
rskii’s and Bogdanov’s ideas, we might apply the opposition between a “socialism of 
Science” and a “socialism of Feelings” even more easily to Plekhanov and Lunacha-
rskii (Gloveli 1991). For Lunacharskii, the central point was not “to know” reality 
and its laws but “to feel” the chance of a general reconciliation between humankind 
and nature, freedom and necessity, which he could find in Spinozaʼs thought. It was 
not a solution on an individual level. Lunacharskii pointed out that Spinoza could 
not provide any answer of this kind since he conceived any single human being as a 
whole body-mind unity, firmly connected with all the rest of the nature, part of the 
whole organization of the universe. Lunacharskii wrote: “If I want to raise my hand 
and I raise it, there is no transition from spirit to matter, both acts—the desire and 
the action—have both a spatial and a mental side. Human spirit is not a substance 
out of the world, helpless—it is the internal aspect of the human body, disposing of 
all of its powers. It is not just the spirit that wants, it is not just the body that acts; 
a human being, as well as the world, is an inseparable body–mind unity. However, 
this construction by no means saves individual freedom of will” (Lunacharskii 1911, 
224–225). Individuals could really find their place in the universe only by merging 
with the whole, finding their place in the collective. Lunacharskii frequently used 
quite poetic images. For instance,

All the beauty, all the emotional power of Spinozism consists in this world-
view, in a deep, joyful giving oneself up to the world’s oceans. Having 
achieved, through the efforts of reason, an intuition of the whole, a human 
being forgets about what is torn asunder and private. The sounds of the earth 
fade out: the roar of laughter and groans, the noise of the battle, passionate 
pleas, desperate protest; on the heights of pantheism it all turned into a sin-
gle majestic chord, into one large sigh of an immeasurable all-blessed chest 
(Lunacharskii 1911, 226–227).

Lunacharskii’s interpretation of Spinozaʼs views is clearly connected with his 
“religious” Marxism at the beginning of the century (Steila 2019, 544–550). Is 
there any relation with Avenariusʼ interpretation of Spinoza? Lunacharskii was 
likely to know Avenariusʼ work on Spinoza, since he spent some time in Zürich 
studying with Avenarius at the end of the nineteenth century. At the age of 19 
years, Lunacharskii was completely fascinated by the figure of this “disinterested” 
thinker, wholly devoted to his projects of founding and developing a new “scien-
tific philosophy” (Bonch-Bruevich 1929, 31). Later, Lunacharskii recalled: “The 
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studies under Avenariusʼ supervision, in spite of their relatively short duration 
and the great difficulties I had—since I could fluently read and understand Ger-
man, but I badly mastered it practically—left a deep imprint throughout my entire 
life” (Lunacharskii 1968, 19–20). Lunacharskii probably did not read Avenariusʼ 
dissertation, quite a difficult philosophical work that had not been translated into 
Russian at that time. But Lunacharskii was positively influenced by Avenariusʼ 
Critique of Pure Experience, which he even summarized in a popular exposition 
in 1905 (Avenarius 1905).

In the second volume of Religion and Socialism, a passage clearly shows that 
Avenariusʼ reading of Spinoza had influenced Lunacharskii:

the heart of Spinozism is the discovery, using Avenariusʼ term, of the per-
fect Independent, which is an idea wholly independent from the world of 
experience and the adversities of fate, an idea that solves in a peculiar way 
any ‘vital-divergence’. Once achieved the consideration of events sub specie 
aeternitatis, we persuade ourselves that all perfections are imaginary, that 
within the ‘Whole’ they do not exist (Lunacharskii 1911, 230).

The passage is a sort of a tribute to Avenariusʼ language as well as to his 
thought. Here, Lunacharskii uses the concept of “vital-divergence,” which 
means—as discussed above—all the breaks of balance that make human life pro-
ceed toward a further state of balance. The idea of the whole, revealing itself 
in Spinozaʼs third kind of knowledge, represents the solution of any kind of 
unbalance. In summarizing Avenariusʼ most important work a few years earlier, 
Lunacharskii compared Avenariusʼ ideal of a higher balance with Spinozaʼs amor 
intellectualis:

In the process of thinking about the world, the brain elaborates new forms 
of mobile balance, internally regular, harmonic and coherent, as it is neces-
sary for life, and at the same time answering the requests of its multiform 
milieu. Within consciousness, the success of such an elaboration of a supe-
rior form of balance expresses itself as intellectual growth, as knowledge 
of nature according to laws; every step on the way to such a knowledge, 
precisely as a step toward the elimination of painful distress and its replace-
ment with unity, is felt as high enjoyment. […] The same phenomenon lies 
at the basis of Spinozaʼs amor intellectualis (Avenarius 1905, 105).

In the above quoted passage from Religion and Socialism, Lunacharskii used 
another very peculiar term, “Independent”. In his Critique of Pure Experience 
Avenarius introduced this word, meaning a conception that pretends to be rela-
tively independent from its milieu (Avenarius 1888–90, I, 119–120). These are, 
for instance, ideals that develop with a certain relative independence from physi-
cal, biological stimuli. Avenarius uses this concept just a few times, but one is 
particularly interesting, since he gives an example of an Independent in real 
human life. So, he says, a person who belongs to a certain society with a certain 
culture is keen from childhood to embrace certain “ideals,” which guarantee some 
stability within the confusing, continuous change of the circumstances of one’s 
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life (Avenarius 1888–90, II, 283). Avenarius refers to the religion that one grows 
in as a child, and to which one might need to come back in particularly difficult 
moments of one’s life or as an old person, as such an “Independent” (Avenarius 
1888–90, II, 293). Using Avenariusʼ words, Lunacharskii could view the whole 
of Spinozaʼs thought as such an “Independent,” as a religious solution to the con-
tradictions between humanity and nature. But at the same time, Spinoza thereby 
acknowledges the relativity of any solution of this kind, which made Lunacharskii 
appreciate Spinozism even more.

On this background, Lunacharskii dwelled upon Plekhanovʼs positions, repeat-
ing the same reproaches other Machists moved against him. In ontology, Plekh-
anov often inclined towards a materialistic metaphysical interpretation of parallel-
ism, which Lunacharskii considered to be a mistake. Thereby Plekhanov proved 
to be a Holbachian much more than a Spinozist. And that meant, for Lunachar-
skii, that Plekhanov was also abandoning real Marxist epistemology, which he 
deemed to be closer to Lockeʼs sensualism than to Holbachʼs metaphysical mate-
rialism. Lunacharskii could easily conclude that, since Marxism itself was a form 
of sensualism, empiriocriticism could be connected with Marxʼs epistemology 
(Lunacharskii 1911, 290).

Lunacharskiiʼs evaluation of Plekhanov changed somewhat when the second 
volume of Religion and Socialism was republished in 1925, with the title From 
Spinoza to Marx. Then Plekhanov was placed among the “new monists,” who 
think of physic and psychic as two sides of a singular reality, and was opposed, 
on the one hand, to “materialistic” and “spiritualistic” parallelists, who proposed 
an ontological view of reality as either matter or spirit, and, on the other hand, to 
the “old-fashioned” monists, who think both attributes to be grounded on some 
third, unknown, substance (Lunacharskii 1925, 68). Lunacharskii in 1925 was 
much less keen to criticize Plekhanovʼs Spinozism than he was in 1911, which 
might be explained by the new context of the debates about Spinoza as a materi-
alist thinker that flared up in the middle of the 1920s between the Deborinites and 
the Mechanists (Iakhot 1981; Mareeva 2017).

Since Bogdanov and his fellows Machists became the object of a new wave of 
harsh criticism in the 1920s, connected with the second edition of Lenin’s Mate-
rialism and Empirio-criticism (Lenin 1920), all the references to empiriomonism 
and empiriocriticism were removed from the 1925 edition of Lunacharskii’s work, 
as well as most of the “religious” terminology. But the basis of Lunacharskiiʼs 
views on Spinoza and his pantheism remained, as well as the idea that Marxism 
was to be considered as a whole worldview, implying feelings as well as ideas. 
On the last page of his work of 1925, Lunacharskii wrote:

Whatever is said about the excessive intellectualistic tendency of our revo-
lution, in its conscious manifestations it is full of passionate feeling as an 
element of that Marxism which is certainly its dominant force as a theory. 
But enemies and people not involved in it sometimes still accuse Marxism 
of dryness and coldness. This book aims to give an outline of Marxism as a 
consistent worldview. It wants to provide an opportunity to feel all the unri-
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valled depth and luxury of emotions, with which the consciousness of an 
active Marxist naturally lives (Lunacharskii 1925, 132–133).

That was the meaning of Spinozism as well.
Undoubtedly the roots of the controversial readings of Spinoza during Soviet 

times date back to before the Revolution of 1917. Within Russian Marxism, Spinoza 
was by no means just an object of academic discussions on the history of modern 
philosophy. He was a most influential figure whom everybody wanted to have on 
their side. Each interpretation of Spinoza’s thought at the same time depended on 
and supported a particular idea of Marxism as an ontological monism connected 
with psychophysical parallelism, or as a method of understanding the whole of real-
ity, or as a way of feeling the connection of the individual with the whole, and act 
passionately toward the full conciliation of humankind and nature. In any case, Spi-
noza was a very lively presence both in Russian Marxism and in Soviet thought.
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