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The book reviewer’s task is never as easy as it appears. It is especially 

difficult when it comes to books that are judged to be less than adequate 
in their treatment of the selected set of issues. The book reviewer’s code, 
if such exists, calls for charity and sympathy in evaluating the works of 
others. After all, the author worked hard and deserves credit for his effort 
regardless of the outcome. The reviewer must balance his critical remarks 
with positive comments regarding the book’s overall contribution to the 
progress of human knowledge. Let us then start with the positive. Without 
a doubt, The Russian Cosmists makes an important (because it is rare) 
contribution to the study of the life and work of Nikolai Fedorov, a reclu-
sive Russian thinker whose biography Young published in 1979. The pre-
sent volume, written thirty or so years later, returns to Fedorov’s “esoteric 
futurism” in order to investigate the curious group of so-called “Russian 
Cosmists.” The fact that it attempts to illuminate a realm of theoretical ac-
tivity that is not often discussed is surely commendable. Those interested 
in Russian thought will find a sufficient number of new facts regarding 
“Russian Cosmism,” even if the work as a whole ultimately fails to deliv-
er on its central promise. This book could be useful for those interested in 
Russian (largely non-Marxist) philosophy of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.  

The reader scanning the table of contents will find sections dedicated 
to unfamiliar Russian figures as well as sections summarizing Cosmist 
philosophical, religious and scientific categories. This is the book’s main 
attraction. It promises to survey something that has not yet been fully re-
searched and presented in the English-speaking realm of research. Not 
everyone mentioned in the book is a “follower” of Fedorov, as the subtitle 
suggests, but the main thrust of the argument is that a certain conceptual 
commonality exists between them. The main issue is what is this com-
monality and what are these ideas that allow one to unite a very diverse 
group of thinkers under the rubric of “Cosmism” and what, aside from 
simple national identification, makes these ideas so “Russian”?  

The book opens with its shortest chapter, which aims to quickly dis-
pense with an important theoretical question: what exactly is this phe-
nomenon that will be discussed under the rubric of “Russian Cosmism”? 
A reader will be wise to study these nine pages very carefully as this will 
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be as close to any attempt at a definition of Russian Cosmism as the book 
will ever get. Perhaps, if left unsatisfied with the effort of these pages, the 
reader might be wise to rethink his decision to continue reading the book 
since the theoretical fog of these few pages will not clear in the more than 
two hundred pages to follow.  

Young lists the “main themes in Cosmist thought” as the following: the 
“active human role in human and cosmic evolution; the creation of new 
life forms, including a new level of humanity; the unlimited extension of 
human longevity to a state of practical immortality; the physical resurrec-
tion of the dead; serious scientific research into matters long considered 
subjects fit only for science fiction, occult, and esoteric literature; the ex-
ploration and colonization of the entire cosmos; the emergence [of] . . . 
‘noosphere’; and other far-reaching ‘projects’. . . .” (p. 4) The problem 
with this list is that it is not made with any particular Cosmist principle in 
mind – what unites all these “themes” is that they are pursued by the 
Cosmists discussed in the book. In other words, these themes are Cosmist 
because Cosmists discuss them; and Cosmists discuss these themes be-
cause these are the “main themes of Cosmist thought.” 

However poorly defined, the main features of Russian Cosmism drown 
in the sea of information given to the reader about its alleged main propo-
nents. Although Young claims that there is a “primary focus” to his study, 
namely, to present the tendency of Russian Cosmists to “transform esoter-
ic knowledge into exoteric,” this focus virtually disappears as soon as it is 
announced in the first chapter. (p. 9) The rest of the book consists of a se-
ries of biographical entries, often as brief as a few pages, with the majori-
ty of space going to Nikolai Fedorov’s life and ideas. The exceptions are 
chapters 3, 4 and 5 that deal with Russian “philosophical” (chapter 3), 
“religious and spiritual” (chapter 4) and “esoteric” (chapter 5) contexts, 
all of this in about twenty pages combined. The rest of the book is dedi-
cated to a series of portraits, with Fedorov’s occupying the most signifi-
cant role, and interrupted by an oddly placed short theoretical intervention 
on “Promethean theurgy” (chapter 10). The book ends with series of 
sketches (chapters 11 and 12) that can be generally labeled “Miscellane-
ous Russian Cosmist Information” – we learn about “Fedorov’s Twentieth 
Century Followers” (although the first two spend majority of their lives in 
the nineteenth century and the rest overlap with thinkers discussed as “re-
ligious” and “scientific” Cosmists); we learn about the Fedorov Museum-
Library, The Tsiolkovskii Museum and “Cosmist centers” in provincial 
Russian towns; we are introduced to Lev Gumilev – “himself neither a 
Fedorovian nor a Cosmist” (p. 226); and we finally learn about the “Hy-
perboreans” and other “offshoots of today’s Russian Cosmist movement” 
(p. 229). The book lacks a conclusion, both literally and metaphorically. It 



Book Reviews/Книжные рецензии                                                                                               

63 
 

is not clear where all the multiple threads of the various chapters lead the 
reader and what he is to make of all the information that he received in 
the book. Perhaps the author intentionally left the book in this incomplete 
state so that an eager book reviewer could try his pen at presenting its 
ideas in a concise and coherent manner.      

So what is Cosmism? It all depends on the kind, as there are many, ac-
cording to the book. We have weird pseudo-scientific Cosmists who 
dream of physical immortality and colonization of space. We have specu-
lative Cosmists who think in terms of the whole rather than the part, who 
propose grand but sensible theoretical solutions to old practical problems. 
We have visionary Cosmists who, being mostly scientists, conceive of 
cosmos as an ordered or an orderable universe to be explored and ex-
plained. We have revolutionary Cosmists who place humans and their ac-
tivity at the very center of the transformation of reality into a better place 
for everyone. We have creative Cosmists who believe in the power of art 
and beauty to unite and transform the world as know it. And so on. What 
unites them all? Firstly, it is the idea of cosmos as opposed to chaos, i.e. 
the idea of an ordered universe. Humans are placed in this cosmos and 
must correctly discern the relationship between micro-cosmos (us) and 
macro-cosmos (everything else). Cosmism, then, is a subtle form of an-
thropocentrism. If cosmos and humanity are one, then their development 
is co-development, co-evolution. Secondly, this unity is grasped intuitive-
ly as well as rationally. Cosmism, both philosophically and scientifically, 
gravitates toward a metaphysical vision of reality. Scientific knowledge 
and metaphysical knowledge (including the oddest forms of the occult) 
are united in one pursuit of comprehensive theory of everything. And, 
thirdly, Cosmism implies a kind of cosmist ethics that thinks humanity 
cosmologically and cosmos – anthropologically. Human lives are full of 
cosmic meaning. But this meaning does not come ready-made; it must be 
forged in the cosmic struggle against the elements and alongside the same 
elements. Here science and technology help create the necessary condi-
tions for the transformation of humanity.  

An attentive reader will object that these basic principles are not 
unique to Cosmism and could be ascribed to many other – Russian and 
non-Russian – intellectual movements and schools. To put it differently, 
the ideas of Cosmism seem to be so vague and so general that, with some 
work, almost any theoretical position that tends toward generalization and 
speculation would fit the mold. The book reflects this vagueness and it is 
weakest at those points of its overall narrative where Young attempts 
some sort of coherent explication of Cosmist theoretical notions. For ex-
ample, chapter 10 – “Promethean Theurgy” (a term borrowed from 
George L. Kline without any elaboration of its meaning) – attempts, yet 
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again, to present some major themes of the “Cosmist tendency in Russian 
thought.” Yet what we actually get are a series of awkwardly short and 
theoretically shallow anecdotes that have little to do with the concepts 
under investigation. In the section on “Life Creation,” Young demon-
strates the impossibility of transforming life into art, a noble goal of Rus-
sian Symbolists, by referencing the rocky marriage between the famous 
poet and a daughter of a famous scientist. In the next section on “Cultural 
Immortalism” (an odd notion in itself) he informs the reader with (we can 
only assume) a straight authorial face that Russians, surely unlike all the 
other cultures in existence, tend to toast their dead comrades and ances-
tors and thus exhibit “a longstanding Russian fascination, perhaps even 
obsession, with the idea that we should not – must not – die” (p. 180, em-
phasis added.) And so on for the duration of this small “theoretical” chap-
ter.  

The book is strongest where Young abandons any attempt at a sum-
mary of ideas and their emergence from the previous theoretical elabora-
tions and sticks with short and often amusing biographical presentations. 
Since it is never clearly stated why some figures get a passing mention 
(e.g. Aleksandr Bogdanov or Anatolii Lunacharskii) and some get a “full” 
presentation of a few pages, it is also not clear why some Cosmists re-
ceive a section and some only get a mention in a list of thinkers. The net 
is thrown so wide that by the time yet another Russian Cosmist is caught 
in it and pulled closer for a quick look we forget what it is that we are 
fishing for.  

Now to the question of how Russian is this so-called “Russian Cos-
mism”? The issue is far from trivial since Young delimits the realm of 
Russian Cosmism in such a way as to suggest that it was and is a unique 
phenomenon that emerged independently and even in opposition to all 
things Western, a narrative that is particularly attractive to some contem-
porary Russian proponents of Cosmism. So how Russian is Russian 
Cosmism? Very Russian indeed. The book opens with a long quote from 
Berdiaev where the latter extols the “Russian soul” and the “Russian peo-
ple.” Young enthusiastically joins Berdiaev and never quite lets go of his 
exaltation with all things Russian: born on the “rich, damp Russian soil” 
(p. 4) or, “dark, moist Russian earth” (p. 179), these speculative, emo-
tional, holistic, and soulful “Russians” strive for cosmos, despair at the 
world’s infinite incompleteness, search after “total, universal solutions” 
(p. 25) and so on and so forth. Over and over again we encounter generic 
“Russian thinkers” or simply “Russians” who are all similar in their Rus-
sianness and their peculiar philosophical bent. What that bent is, the read-
er is not likely to grasp easily, for the promisingly titled chapter “The 
Russian Philosophical Context” exhausts the latter in five pages. Russians 
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are forever intrigued by all things esoteric but it is not clear whether they 
are such because they are Russian or whether they are Russian because 
they love all things mysterious and speculatively vague?  

Let us ask the obvious question that Young never quite poses directly: 
Why did the Russians discover and promote these “Cosmist” ideas while 
others did not? Is there something uniquely Russian in this particular 
worldview? If there is, then Russians have the secret key to the mysteries 
of the universe – become Russian or die in ignorance. If there is not, then 
there is no real advantage in isolating Russian Cosmism from all the other 
kinds, if such exist. The book contains no attempt to link the Russian 
thinkers discussed in its pages with non-Russian thinkers. There is no 
continuity between the two that can be easily identified and explored. 
When a Russian Cosmist discovers that the truth is neither affirmation nor 
negation, that it includes both positive and negative, he is celebrated as a 
subtle contradictory (but, alas, so Russian) Cosmist and not, as most 
would assume, an avid reader of Hegel. When a Russian Cosmist writes 
utopian novels about interplanetary travel, he is dreaming the unique 
dream of cosmic liberation and is not, as is most likely, an avid reader of 
H. G. Wells. This manner of isolating Russian thinkers serves the old and 
worn-out ideology of Russia’s unique fate, Russia’s unique way. Ulti-
mately, the current book endorses this way of thinking about Russian 
thought and ends up being a very readable but theoretically shallow com-
pilation of biographical anecdotes sprinkled here and there with occasion-
al summaries of complex ideas that do not go beyond simple paraphrase.  
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