LLC 335 2017
Howell.  Worksheet #2: Siddiqi
Reading:  “Imaging the Cosmos: Utopians, Mystics, and the Popular Culture of Spaceflight in Revolutionary Russia”   (Osiris [Journal of the History of Science], vol. 23, 2008)

NOTE:    This article contains a lot of detail that you don’t need to master.  Your goal for this reading is to understand the broad outlines of the argument, and to be able to articulate what basic claim the author makes about the peculiar cultural origins of the Russian space program.  

A good reading strategy is to underline passages that seem to sum up the main claim in each sub-section.  You can enjoy the peculiar details (e.g. young women joined amateur rocket-building clubs!)  he musters as evidence for each claim, but don’t get too bogged down!  
For Tuesday Sept 5 class: 
1.  Read the abstract.  What is the basic binary in the author’s argument? 

He reiterates the two opposite sources of Russian enthusiasm for space exploration at the end of p. 262.    What are they? 

2.  p. 263  Lenin famously said “Communism equals Soviet power plus the electrification of the entire country.”    In 1917, many parts of Europe still had no electricity. Rural Russia used candles, kerosene lamps, wood stoves.   What do you make of Lenin’s statement ?  
3.   Compare: 

Konstantin Tsiolkovsky

Frederick Winslow Taylor

Nikolai Fyordorov


Henry Ford
All four of these figures can be called “technological utopians” with “progressive” ideas about the potential of human science, technology, and ingenuity to radically transform the relationship between humans and nature. Roughly, 20th century modernity meant going faster, further, more efficiently:  mass transportation, mass communication, transcending the limitations of nature.  The Bolshevik leaders openly admired the American “organizational management” gurus Taylor and Ford.  Later on, the Americans came to realize that Tsiolkovsky had indeed pioneered all the fundamental mathematical and aeronautical calculations that were to make actual space flight possible.  Fyodorov anticipates by a full century contemporary ideas about “trans-humanism” –  the idea that science and technology might allow us to live indefinitely (as cyborgs? computer-preserved consciousness?  etc). 
4.  In the section subtitled “Technological Utopianism: The Media”  (271-274) how would you sum up the attitude of Soviet citizens towards science and learning about science in the 1920s? 

5.  It’s a little harder to get a grip on the mystical dimension of Russian fascination with space exploration.  Fyodorov imagines a universe where ultimately all matter is made up of the same sub-molecular particles.. which can be assembled into different forms, at different levels of consciousness.  A rock is made up of molecules.  So are you.  The rock exists at a much lower, more latent level of consciousness; a plant is much, much more “conscious,” and you, the human being, are at the pinnacle of “conscious life.”  The Cosmists carry this logic a bit further – is it possible for humanity to evolve further? To become more spiritual?  Is it possible to reassemble the dissipated atoms of our ancestors and resurrect the dead?  
Conclusion:  What do you think is the basis for arguing that “it is necessary to overcome death?”    

Should science and technology and human ingenuity direct its efforts towards prolonging life indefinitely?   Why? 

