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V. A. WAGNER AND THE ORIGIN OF
RUSSIAN ETHOLOGY

Nikolai L. Krementsov

Institute of History of Science and Tecfinology

Russian Academy of Sciences

The rise and development of Russian ethology provides a unique case

for historical study. In the early twentieth century, the original school

of naturalistic research on animal behavior developed quickly in Russia.

But, at the end of the 1930's, when such investigations were being ex-

panded in Europe, naturalistic studies had come almost entirely to a

stop and had little influence on the subsequent elaboration of Russian

ethology in the 1960's. Consequently, modern Russian ethology is based

on Western programs and traditions in general.

Many Western historians have analyzed various aspects of ethology:

its theoretical and methodological propositions (Gray, 1968, 1969; Jaynes,

1969; Richards, 1987); the development of different approaches and

methods (Gerardi, 1984; Burkhardt, 1981); the contributions of various

scholars (Richards, 1977; Gray, 1967, 1968; Huxley, 1963); the influence

of ideology and politics (Kalikow, 1983) and other considerations of the

origin and rise of ethology (Thorpe, 1979; Singer, 1981). But Western

historians have not mentioned Russian ethological investigation. The
history of Russian comparative psychology is found in only a few sum-

marizing annual reviews (Roginsky, 1947; Ladygina-Kots, 1960); and of

ethology in the article by Krushinsky (1975); in several biographical notes

on Wagner (Dogel', 1934; Roginsky, 1940; Fabri, 1969; Lukin, 1987), and

in short abstracts of reports at different conferences (Malakhovskaya,

1975; Strel'chenko, 1975; Blagosklonov, 1978).

Did Russian ethology ever exist? Why did not Soviet ethologists build

on the legacy of their forerunners? And why did not Russian ethological

research have an effect on Western studies? It is impossible in a short
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paper to give a complete account of the history of Russian ethology. I

present only a few episodes that reflect important moments in this his-

tory.

WAGNER AND RESEARCH ON ANIMAL BEHAHVIOR

In Russia the founder of the naturalistic approach to animal behavior

was Vladimir A. Wagner (1849-1934). Wagner was educated in law and

then in physics and mathematics at Moscow University. The range of

his scientific interests was extremely wide: comparative anatomy, soci-

ology, taxonomy, psychiatry, pedagogy, evolutionary theory and musi-

cology. His first research was in the field of comparative anatomy. Under
the influence of A. 0. Kovalevsky and I. I. Mechnickov, he studied the

blood cells of some marine invertebrates. At the same time, he began to

work on the taxonomy of spiders. It was from this taxonomic research

that Wagner's interest in studying animal behavior arose and it affected

all his later work.

Wagner often indicated that his approach to animal behavior was

inspired by Charles Darwin, but he rejected the anthropomorphic inter-

pretations used by Darwin and his followers, e.g., Romanes, J. H. Fabre,

and J. Lubbock. This stimulated his search for an objective approach to

animal behavior.

Wagner's approach was not a simple transfer of the methods of com-

parative anatomy to a new subject, comparative psychology. Wagner
principally created a new approach to comparative studies. Wagner was

the first to study intraspecific variation of behavioral characteristics.

When we have finished the comparison of many webs of the one species

and have established its typical characteristics, we move on to the

same comparative investigations of another, a third, etc. species of the

same genus of spiders. (Wagner, 1896, p. 61)

Then a generic type of web should be compared with typical webs by

another genus of the same family. The same principle should be used

for the comparison of families, orders, etc. On the basis of the material

of such comparative studies Wagner concluded: "the forms originated

from the general root remain in relation to one another not only by

morphological characters, but by the peculiarities of instincts too" (Ibid,

p. 65).

In his thesis for the degree of doctor of zoology (!) entitled "Biological

method in zoopsychology," Wagner (1903), substantiated the subject,

methods, and aims of the new scientific discipline, which he later named
biopsychology (comparative psychology). By his definition, biopsychol-

ogy is the study of the laws and trends of behavioral evolution. The basic

method of biopsychology consists in field observations and experiments

on behavior of individuals of the species under natural circumstances.
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The data produced by these methods are used for comparative analysis

of behavioral features within a taxonomic group and offer the opportunity

to discuss the trends and mechanisms of the evolution of these features.

Wagner's concept of behavioral evolution contains two respectively

independent parts. The first treated the questions of the evolution of

certain forms of behavior, such as nest building, sexual behavior, parental

care, feeding behavior, etc. Wagner considered every concrete form a

compound hereditary instinct. The evolution of the instinct resulted from

the natural selection of occasional variations that created a statistical

spectrum of species-specific instinct (Wagner, 1900a,b).

The second part of his concept treated the question of the evolution

of types of behavioral reactions. Wagner distinguished three main types

of behavior: reflexes, instincts, and behavior of a "reasoning type." Many
authors before Wagner tried to constitute a linear evolutionary series,

connecting these three types (see review by Lilin, 1911). Wagner proposed

that the evolution of the main behavioral types was nonlinear, and oc-

curred independently and in parallel in diff"erent branches of the animal

kingdom, proto- and deuterostomata. Both instincts and reasoning be-

havior, according to Wagner, arose from the simplest reflexes and then

developed in parallel, so that instincts generally developed in the branch

of protostomata, and reasoning behavior in the branch of deuterostomata.

Wagner's ideas and methods of behavioral studies were very popular

among Russian zoologists, and his ideas were widely disseminated in

Russian scientific literature (Karavaev, 1906; Pogodin, 1905; Zav'jalov,

1913). Among zoologists Wagner was recognized as the authority on

behavioral questions.

It should be mentioned that there is a great similarity between Wag-
ner's approach to these problems and those of classical Lorenzian ethol-

ogy. But the ensuing history of Wagner's ideas diflfered greatly from that

of Western ethology.

BIOPSYCHOLOGY OR PHYSIOLOGY

Early in the 20th century in Russia, in parallel and simultaneously

with Wagner's investigations, another approach to behavioral studies, a

physiological approach, was developed. The foundation of the physio-

logical study of animal behavior was built by two famous scientists, I. P.

Pavlov (1903) and V. M. Bekhterev (1904). There was much discussion

between the naturalistic and physiological schools on the content, meth-
ods and aims of behavioral studies. Wagner's main opponents were the

physiologists of Pavlov's school (Zeleny, 1913a,b; Frolov, 1913). Bekhte-

rev and his pupils generally studied human behavior, but they took part

in the discussion also (Bekhterev, 1912). In response to the physiologists'

criticism, Wagner published a special volume entitled "Biopsychology"

that included two of his papers: "Physiology and biology in the formu-
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lation of psychological problems" (Wagner, 1914a) and "Segmentary psy-

chology" (Wagner, 1914b). In these papers, Wagner analyzed in detail

the arguments of his opponents and gave new data to support his point

of view.

For Wagner, as a naturalist, the main aims were explanations of the

purposefulness ("biological sense" in Wagner's words) of concrete be-

havioral forms, of the differences in the displays of various species and

of their evolution in concrete phylogenetic lines. Thus, he tried to de-

scribe animal behavior continuously, as a whole, and to study behavior

in nature. To describe whole behavioral patterns, which have a "biological

sense" (feeding, breeding, self-defense, etc.), Wagner used the notion

"instinct," the main characteristics of which, were species-specificity,

heritability and adaptability.

Physiologists generally simplified the conditions of their experiments

(e.g., "the tower of silence" of I. P. Pavlov) and studied behavioral units;

it did not matter what kind of units . . . reflexes, tropisms, stimulus and

response, trial and error, etc. They ignored variation in these behavioral

units as a "mistake of the experiment." Such an analytic, "elementary"

approach led physiologists to the interpretation of "instinct" as a chain

of separate elementary actions (reflexes, tropisms, etc.).

The main results of the polemics between supporters of the naturalistic

and the physiological approaches were verification and concretization of

the subject fields of each school, and the search for a suitable methodology

for the study and interpretation of animal behavior. Therefore, supported

by the authority of the "number one physiologist," I. P. Pavlov, the

tendency for physiological studies to monopolize all behavioral investi-

gations, played a negative role in the next, the Soviet period, of the

development of Russian ethology.

ETHOLOGY IN SOVIET RUSSIA

Before 1917, except for a few physiological laboratories, there were no

special scientific institutions for the study of animal behavior and its

evolution. Special courses on comparative psychology were given only by

Wagner in the Moscow and Petrograd Universities and in the Psycho-

neurological Institute. After the Russian Civil War, institutes were cre-

ated under the authority of various Narkomats (People's Commissariats,

or ministeries), generally under Narkompros (Commissariat of Educa-

tion) and Narkomzdrav (Commissariat of Health). Some of these were:

Zoopsychological Station of the P. F. Lesgeft Natural Science Institute

in Borisovka (Arens, 1924)

Zoopsychological Laboratory of the Institute of Experimental Biology

(Sadovnikova-Kol'tsova, 1925)

Practical Laboratory for Zoopsychology (Durov, 1924)
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Zoopsychological Laboratory in the Darwin Museum (Ladygina-Kots,

1921)

Laboratory of Comparative Psychology of the Institute of Experimen-

tal Psychology (Borovsky, 1925)

Department of Biogenesis and Comparative Psychology of the Brain

Institute (Aronovich & Khotin 1929)

Special courses were given in different institutes: in the Moscow and
Tashkent Universities by D. N. Kashkarov; in the Stavropol' Agricultural

and Pedagogical Institutes and in the Petrograd University and Peda-

gogical Institute by Wagner. Reports concerning problems of animal

behavior and its evolution were regularly given at various conferences;

for example, at the All-Russia Congresses of Zoologists, Anatomists and
Histologists. At the First Reflexological Congress on Human Studies, a

special symposium "Comparative Psychology" was organized by Wagner
and his pupil, B. I. Khotin. At the symposium eight speakers gave reports.

At that time publishing activity was very high. About ten books devoted

to animal behavior were published annually. Translations of the books

of leading foreign scientists such as J. Loeb, J. Watson, W. Diltey, and
E. Thorndike were published.

At the institutions named above a great variety of research was con-

ducted that can be divided into three groups: study of innate, species-

specific behavior in the field (Wagner's tradition); experimental analysis

of free behavior by using mazes, problem boxes, multiple choice methods,

etc. (the behaviorists' tradition); and the study of behavior by using the

method of conditioned reflexes (Pavlov's tradition). Thus, in the first

half of the 1920's in Russia, the preconditions existed for the development
and continuation of Wagner's traditions in ethology, as well as for the

formation of institutional communities based on those traditions.

However, at the end of the 1920's, the variety of investigations united

under the general name of "comparative psychology," steadily decreased.

Behavioral studies began more and more to acquire a "physiological

colour." By the end of the 1930's, no laboratory remained in Russia in

which naturalistic studies of animal behavior were conducted. Special

courses on comparative psychology were also stopped by the 1930's.

The causes of the curtailment of naturalistic studies in the USSR in

the 1930's, at the time when such studies were increasing in the West,

were complex. Certain principle causes and conditions can be distin-

guished.

A main cause was the system of the organization of Soviet science. In

the USSR science had no financial sources other than the state. Before

"The Great Turning Point" (1928) and the institution of strong central

planning of scientific research, it was possible to receive financial support
from the different Narkomats (Peoples' Commisssariats, that is minis-

tries), which were free to choose who would be given how much support
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and for what. This explains the appearance of a great number of zoopsy-

chological institutions organized under the Narkompros (Peoples' Com-
missariat of Education) in the 1920's. However, the negative effects of

an exclusively state financed science began to appear.

By the end of the 1920's, the system of exclusively state financed

research and the intensified centralization led to emphasis of the practical

application of scientific research as the main criterion for the evaluation

and approval of the financing of concrete research. Favorable comments
on the "practical usefulness" of particular research in a laboratory or an

institute began to be widely used in scientific critiques. The propaganda

for applied behavioral studies became especially pervasive after "the

Great Turning Point," when the slogan, "Science for the service of the

building of socialism," became very popular (Zalkind, 1930; Kolbanovsky,

1932). These developments may explain the section, "Practical signifi-

cance of biological psychology," in Khotin's paper in this issue.

Another important factor in the curtailment of naturalistic behavioral

studies was the ideological pressure put upon science after the revolution.

The process of ideologizing Soviet science was complex and long. It

diff'ered for the individual sciences according to the content of the ide-

ology introduced into them, the methods used to influence each scientific

community, the distribution of roles among the separate groups of sci-

entists, and so on. After 1922, the polemics among the supporters of the

diff'erent approaches to behavioral research sharpened. A new group of

scientists, psychologists with the behaviorist orientation of B. Borovsky

and his coworkers, acquired a clear ideological "colour." More and more

of the discussion was occupied by statements of conformity to the meth-

ods, results and conclusions of "Marxist psychology." The appearance

of "Marxist physiology," "Marxist biology," and other "Marxist" sci-

ences, makes it possible to distinguish essential changes in the language

and style of the polemics.

A significant factor in the criticism of Wagner's ideas in the 1920-30's

was the "ideological vulnerability" of his conceptual and categorical

scheme of description and explanation of behavior. At first, this related

to the term "biopsychology" and to the treatment of "psychology as a

part of biology" (Wagner, 1923a,b). This treatment was "open" to an

accusation of the biologicization of mind, i.e., the reduction of psycho-

logical and social processes to biological ones. Biologicization was "a

mortal sin" in the eyes of the ideologists of those years (Frankfurt, 1926).

Thus, it is no accident that Wagner rarely used the term "comparative

psychology." However, using "psychology," or psychological terms to

describe and explain animal behavior evoked accusations of subjectivism,

anthropomorphism, idealism, and other "isms" against Wagner. He used

psychological terms to separate his own research from the studies of the

physiologists (Wagner, 1921). We can only speculate what might have



NIKOLAI L. KREMENTSOV 67

happened if Wagner had used the term "ethology," proposed by G. Zeleny

(1913b, p. 1193) to describe his research.

Another cause of the "neglect" of Wagner's views was his consistent,

strong protest against any attempts to ideologically substantiate an ad-

vantage of one or another approach to scientific problems. Wagner wrote:

The tendency to call everyone a vitalist if they refuse to follow blindly

the doctrines of materialistic schools a la Molleshot and Buchner and
he who speaks of psychology as if it is something more than the data

of chemistry, anatomy and physiology is so zealously propandized, that

the word "vitalist" sounds to "a real scientist" the way the word "her-

etic" sounded to a real religious person in the Middle Ages. (Wagner,

1925-1929, 1927 volume, p. 18)

It may be that it was Wagner's activity against the monopolization

and ideologizing of behavioral studies that prevented the publication of

his own works in this field after 1930: the tenth and eleventh volumes

of "Essays on comparative psychology" as well as his last monograph,

"Comparative psychology, its field of study and tasks." These are still

unpublished. Probably the same cause prevented the publication of Kho-
tin's paper (in this issue) in spite of citations from Lenin and Engels,

which should have confirmed the ideological usefulness of his ideas and
approach to animal behavior.

The ideological circumstances and the tendency to monopolize behav-

ioral studies supported by the system of central planning and financing

of science resulted in the concentration of behavioral studies primarily

in physiological institutions, and to some extent in zoological institutions.

However, the intellectual tradition of Wagner's approach to behavioral

studies was not completely interrupted. During the 1930's several groups

of scholars continued investigations of innate behavior in field and lab-

oratory. Investigations were continued by Wagner's pupils, B. Khotin
and G. Roginsky, who worked in the Brain Institute. Although it seems
paradoxical, the main ideological critic of Wagner, V. Borovsky and his

collaborators carried out many theoretical and practical experiments

devoted to the study of instinctive behavior (Borovsky, 1935, 1936).

However, in 1936 as a result of the mass reorganization of psychological

institutions stimulated by the resolution of the Central Committee of

the Communist Party "On pedogogical perversions in the Narkompros
system," Borovsky's laboratory in the Institute of Psychology, Pedology
and Psychotechnics was closed. Borovsky and some of his collaborators

"migrated" to the Zoological Institute of Moscow University where their

research was continued. A year later, Borovsky, threatened by arrest,

was forced to move from Moscow and the laboratory fell apart. Never-
theless, several of Borovsky's pupils continued to study field behavior in

different sanctuaries (Skrebitsky, 1939; Kaftanovsky, 1941).
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Another group of scholars continued Wagner's tradition by finding

refuge in the Institute of Evolutionary Physiology and Pathology of

Higher Nervous Activity n. I. P. Pavlov. The Institute was organized on

the basis of Pavlov's laboratories in Koltushi by Pavlov's closest pupil

and successor, L. A. Orbeli. L. Krushinsky began to work in the Institute

in the 1930's.

However, the work by these investigators was not extensive. The re-

ports were often published in marginal journals and literally were lost

in the tremendous stream of literature devoted to the physiological anal-

ysis of behavior. There was no special periodical concerning field behav-

ioral studies in Russia.

SUMMARY

It may be concluded that the curtailment of naturalistic studies of

animal behavior in Russia resulted from a complex of causes. The main

cause was the system of organization and financing of science aimed at

the support of utilitarian and ideologically "useful" research. Scientists

who did naturalistic studies of behavior, unlike the physiologists, could

not prove "the usefulness" of their work for "the building of Socialism."

This led to the disruption of their institutional bases that had begun to

be formed at the beginning of the 1920's. The absence of a base, i.e.,

institutes, journals, scientific societies, a system of education, diminished

the interest in such research in the USSR. The politics of the isolation

of Soviet scholars from the international scientific community, actively

carried out by Stalin's government, prevented Russian scientists from

becoming familiar with the works of their Western colleagues. And, ac-

cordingly, investigations by Russians remained unknown to Western

scholars.
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