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 “The living are always, by necessity of the case — and the more so 
the more we advance in time — under the government of the dead. 

Such is the fundamental law of human order.” (Comte 1858, 77)

ON August 10, 1897, Nadezhda Mikhailovna Butlerova, the wid-
ow of Alexander Mikhailovich Butlerov, the late scholar of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences (RAN), received a letter from 
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Nikolai Petrovich Wagner, an old friend of her husband’s and future 
corresponding member of the Russian Academy of Sciences. Nikolai 
Wagner sought permission to publish the letters Alexander Butlerov 
had sent to him.1 It would have been a trivial request if not for one 
serious contention. According to Nikolai Wagner, Alexander Butlerov 
wrote these letters after his own death: 

The longer I live, the closer comes the hour of transitioning to the other 
world, the clearer and more threateningly the voice inside me speaks. It 
accuses me of making an unforgiveable mistake, having given you my 
word to not publish my spiritualistic research concerning the appearance 
of dear Alexander Mikhailovich in our séances. My testimony to it would 
have served a tremendous, decisive role and would have turned many 
unbelievers back to the path of truth, of this I am convinced. (Institut 
russkoi literatury (hereafter IRLI), fond 2, opis’ 17, delo 21, listy 1–2)2

In fact, Wagner had already asked Nadezhda Butlerova in 1893, when 
she was living in the home of her relative, Alexander Nikolaevich Aksa-
kov, for the chance to publish the materials and photographs he had re-
ceived during séances. Even then she had declined, stating her wish to 
avoid having her husband’s name once more “wrung” through the press, 
which would find an occasion to write extremely unflattering things 
about the deceased. Among other things, the photographs that Wagner 
had sent her did not resemble her husband in the least, since “you be-
lieve it your way, and I believe it mine. For this summer at a séance in 
Butlerovka he repeatedly told us, ‘leave me in peace.’ I consider it my 
sacred duty to do everything in my power to respect his wishes” (IRLI, 
f. 2, op. 17, d. 21, l. 2–2ob.). The conflict of interest was apparent. 

Butlerov’s spirit advised Alexander Aksakov, who did not feel well 
at the time, not to delay considering a successor (IRLI, f. 2, op. 5, d. 8, 
l. 3). Furthermore, the spirit informed Aksakov through Wagner and 
Pribytkov’s sister Varvara Ivanovna that he had taken on an unseen 
leadership role of the journal Rebus, recommending to Aksakov that 
he change its administrative policy: 

1. Copied messages, rewritten seemingly by Wagner, entitled “Soobshcheniia s togo sveta” 
(Messages from that world), held at the Památník národního písmenictví (Memorial of 
National Literature) archive in Prague.

2. All citations to the A.N. Aksakov Fond in IRLI are according to a provisional electron-
ic inventory (opis’) of materials in the fond established by the author in 2012–14. 
Through a system of marked, identified documents, these folios (opisi) correspond to 
the number of the box of archival materials utilized by the author.
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I understand a thousand times over that with Pribytkov it will not break 
from the planned course, but I have different views for the journal, and I 
hope that in the near future new forces will emerge, which are necessary 
for giving the journal some life and activity. I would also like to set aside 
space in the journal for messages from the other side, where it would be 
possible to include advice and guidance on occasion. Now it is still ear-
ly to do that, since Rebus is not ready for that and the transition to mes-
sages would be a leap forward in its life. . . . It is necessary to take the 
initiative and turn Rebus into a journal of psychological research in or-
der to attract the power of the scholarly world. I repeat, with Pribytk-
ov as editor this step is impossible, but soon I hope to bring in a person 
more capable of leading the journal as an organ of mediumism. (IRLI, 
f. 2, op. 5, d. 11, ll. 19–19ob.)

Since these messages were of critical importance for Wagner, he was 
not satisfied with the widow’s refusal and instead sought to obtain 
the support of the deceased academic’s son, Mikhail Aleksandrovich. 
In his letter to Mikhail Butlerov, Wagner compared his group to a 
three-leaved clover, since, as he saw it, they were united in their pur-
suit of a common goal: fighting against a materialistic worldview and 
defending the reality of the spiritual world. However, as Nikolai Wag-
ner writes, after the death of Alexander Butlerov and the cooling of 
his relationship with Alexander Aksakov everything changed: “The 
three of us with Alexander Mikhailovich [Butlerov] formed an un-
breakable three-leaved clover: A. B. W. (Aksakov, Butlerov, Wagner — 
RVS). At the very least, that is what I thought and mistakenly so. 
The three-leaved clover has been torn apart! Alexander Nikolaevich 
and I were united by a noble and kind intermediary. This interme-
diary was your father” (IRLI, f. 2, op. 17, d. 21, l. 1–1ob.). However, 
despite this impassioned appeal, Mikhail Butlerov preferred to side 
with his mother, although he expressed interest in the manuscripts 
themselves and requested Wagner send them to him (IRLI, f. 2, op. 
17, d. 21, l. 1ob.).

Alexander Butlerov’s death sent shock waves not only through Wag-
ner and those close to him, but also through the entire spiritualistic 
community. Spiritualists from all across the Russian Empire strove to 
summon his spirit in order to have the famous scientist confirm the re-
ality of the spiritual world. Maria Petrovna Saburova, one of the most 
famous members of this movement in Saint Petersburg, reported that 
at her séances Butlerov gave advice about how she could handle Alex-
ander Aksakov, who was seriously shaken by Butlerov’s death, so that 
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he did not lose faith in the key idea of the movement, the “proof of the 
existence of the soul” (IRLI, f. 2, op. 6, d. 1).

This article analyzes “experimental spiritualism” as a fringe pro-
gram of scientific research. The primary subject is spiritualistic epis-
temology, first and foremost spiritualists’ understanding of how to 
properly organize scientific knowledge. Focusing on the theory of V. 
S. Stepin, which uncovers the historical dynamic of the development 
of scientific knowledge, this article seeks to reveal several character-
istics of spiritualist epistemology that demonstrate its proximity to a 
non-classical conception of scientific cognition. The hypothesis of this 
article proposes that “experimental spiritualism” be seen as a fringe 
scientific program, which emerged during the transition from classi-
cal to non-classical science. A characteristic feature of this program is 
the eclectic blending of classical and non-classical ideas about the con-
struction of scientific knowledge that partially contributed to its de-
feat in its struggle to obtain legitimacy in the eyes of the wider scien-
tific community of that time.

This article consists of four parts: a theoretical portion reveals the 
content of classical and non-classical types of scientific knowledge 
through the prism of subject-object relations. A historical portion 
identifies the peculiarities in opposing “science” and “religion” as two 
different spheres of human experience in the modern age, while also 
confirming the “reality principle” of the object of cognition as a com-
mon characteristic of theology and classical epistemology. A phenom-
enological portion suggests a typology of the spiritualism movement 
in the Russian Empire, noting the specific variety of epistemological 
models of experimental spiritualism. This section also demonstrates 
spiritualists’ attitude toward scientific knowledge, particularly of those 
spiritualists who were in no way connected with the scientific commu-
nity. Lastly, an analytical portion discusses experimental spiritualism 
as a fringe science that arose during the transition from classical to 
non-classical science.

Spiritualist ideology, which is often characterized as “synthetic,” 
aimed to go beyond the oppositions of “nature” vs. “culture” (the 
sciences and humanities) and “natural vs. transcendental” (science 
and theology) typical of late nineteenth-century philosophical dis-
course. The spiritualists were trying to confirm the exclusively “nat-
ural” character of communication of believers and the objects of 
their faith. Not all spiritualists, however, equated the “natural” with 
the “scientific.” The space of the “natural” became a meeting point 
for “science” and “religion” as different ways of knowing. In order to 
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grasp the form that this took, it is necessary to turn to modern phi-
losophy of science and the historical relationship between science 
and religion.

Subject-Object Relations in Classical and Non-Classical 
Epistemological Models

Subject-object relations offer one of the most important methodolog-
ical concepts for describing the process of scientific cognition. Histor-
ically this interpretation of scientific cognition specifically becomes 
dominant in Western European philosophical analysis of science in 
the modern era. Thus, on the one hand, “subject-object relations” as 
a distinct category provide a research tool for modern epistemology, 
and on the other hand, it is a necessary form of modern epistemology, 
without which it is impossible to discuss the epistemological founda-
tions of Western European science.3 

Western European philosophy’s assertion of a particular vision of 
subject-object relations can serve as a marker, distinguishing moder-
nity as a special period of development for Western culture. The begin-
ning of the modern age is marked by the assertion of subject-object re-
lations within the framework of the “classical model” of science, while 
its end is marked by the formation of a meaningful alternative to that 
vision within the framework of the “non-classical model” in the first 
half of the twentieth century.4 Thus, the modern, when seen through 
the prism of epistemology, ends when the “nonclassical model” occu-
pies a dominant position in Western European philosophical discus-
sions of the nature of scientific knowledge.

3. “Several authors propose replacing the theory of cognition with a broader understand-
ing of ‘philosophical knowledge.’ There is also the argument that all of the older cate-
gories of traditional epistemology: subject, object, reality, objective knowledge, ration-
ality, truth — have lost their meaning today. Clearly, in such an interpretation 
epistemology itself loses the right to exist.” V.A. Lektorskii, “O klassicheskoi i neklassi-
cheskoi epistemologii,” in Na puti k neklassicheskoi epistemologii [On classical and 
non-classical epistemology, in On the path to non-classical epistemology], ed. V. A. Le-
ktorskii (Moscow: IFRAN, 2009), 7.

4. In Russian philosophy of science the concept of “non-classical” is understood in rela-
tion to its history and epistemology differently. According to V. S. Stepin, “non-classi-
cal science” covers the period of its development in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury until the 1970s. According to V. A. Lektorskii, “non-classical epistemology” arose 
as an answer to the call from modern cognitive and evolutionary epistemology since 
the 1970s. Furthermore, despite their divergence in historical analysis, as demonstrat-
ed, both authors include the unconditional intersections in assessing the “non-classi-
cal” character of subject-object relations.
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The first attempts to conceptualize the right relation of subject and 
object knowledge in scholarly research are connected with the works 
of philosophers such as René Descartes, who proposed the algorithm 
of scientific discovery (Discourse on the Method), and Francis Bacon, 
who articulated the necessity of liberating the subject from any exter-
nal influence (idola mentis) and recommended observation, induc-
tion and experimentation as guaranteed methods of obtaining, de-
ducing and verifying claims about the nature of things (“reflection 
theory”). The “classical model” is typically justified through reference 
to the fundamental works of Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton, as well 
as through the indication of the model’s various types in the works of 
philosophers who discuss scientific knowledge. Of these philosophers, 
perhaps the greatest historical significance can be attributed to John 
Locke (study of primary and secondary qualities), Immanuel Kant 
(Kant’s Copernican revolution), and Auguste Comte (the positive phi-
losophy of science). 

One of the most important qualities of the subject is its detach-
ment from the object; in order to correctly understand the nature of 
something being studied, one must first look at it from a distance. Pre-
sumably, the subject can reach an “ideal” position in relation to the 
object through preliminary procedures of self-purification of all bias-
es against the object of judgment. From an epistemological perspec-
tive, such an “ideal” position would be defined by the Western Euro-
pean philosophical tradition as impartiality. An essential immutability 
emerges as the key characteristic of the object, guaranteed by the con-
stancy of time and space, which determines the object’s foundation-
al “primary” qualities. The nature of the research object is considered 
identical to itself and independent of the subject of cognition. In this 
way, reaching the “ideal” position of the subject and following all sci-
entific procedures allows one to reveal the true nature of things.5

The qualities of received “knowledge” partially coincide with the 
“values” about which Robert Merton spoke, pointing to its “universal-

5. “The ideal dominated during the stage of classical science, according to which the ex-
planation and description should include only the characteristics of the object. Refer-
ences to a value-oriented structure of knowledge, on the foundation of materials and 
operations of activity, according to classical norms, should not figure into the proce-
dures of description and explanation. Deviation from these norms is received as a re-
jection of the ideal of objectivity of knowledge.” V. S. Stepin, “Klassika, neklassika, post-
neklassika: kriterii razlicheniia,” in Postneklassika: filosofiia, nauka, kul’tura [Classical, 
non-classical, postclassical: Discerning criteria, in Postclassical: Philosophy, science, 
culture] (St. Petersburg: Mir, 2009), 249–95.



v l a d i s l av  R a z d ya ko n o v

V o l . 3 ( 2 )  ·  2 0 1 6   5 9

ism” and “collectivism.”6 Adhering to methodology emerges as a key 
condition for the acquisition of knowledge, and of the different ways 
of receiving it perhaps the greatest weight is placed on comparison, 
which allows one to differentiate the essential qualities of a thing from 
its secondary qualities. In the classical model, justification of knowl-
edge is most often carried out by pointing to its conformity to the na-
ture of a thing (“the corresponding theory of truth”). The most impor-
tant postulated characteristic of scientific knowledge is its integrity, 
since assessments about an object made within the framework of one 
scientific discipline cannot contradict the assessments made within 
the confines of a different discipline; in the case of a contradiction one 
of them inevitably must be considered false.

In the end, it is precisely the reference to the universal character 
of scientific “knowledge” that enables a number of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century philosophers to declare its principal epistemo-
logical superiority over other forms of knowledge. Typically these 
forms are not considered within the framework of the classical mod-
el as independent forms of knowledge, but rather as misconceptions. 
These misconceptions are either based on the incorrect conceptions 
of the subject (“theology”) or do not possess the proper means of ver-
ifying the assessment, and have not escaped the impact of individu-
al points of view concerning questions of ontology and “epistemolo-
gy” (“philosophy”). 

The non-classical model is characterized by its serious revision of 
subject-object relations. Historically the formation of the non-classi-
cal model is typically associated with the crisis of rationality around 
the turn of the twentieth century, the formation of the phenomeno-
logical direction in Western European philosophy as an alternative to 
classical rationalism, as well as with a wide spectrum of scientific rev-
olutions in natural science (Stepin 2009, 249–95). The non-classical 
model is normally grounded in its reference to the works of Niels Bohr, 
who confirmed the principle of complementarity in quantum theory, 
and Albert Einstein, who demonstrated that time and space were rel-
ative categories within the theory of relativity. 

The key quality of the subject and object of investigation in the 
non-classical model is defined by their shared unity and variabili-
ty. In the non-classical model the subject and object of study are in-
terrelated, so that the same concept of subject-object relations be-

6. “The Merton ethos of science is the ideal model of scientific activity during the era of 
classical science.” Mirskaia 2005, 20.
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gins to be analyzed not as the relationship as such, but as a whole 
system, in which the subject and object appear connected to one an-
other to the point that their separation seems to be a mere heuris-
tic hypothesis, and not a rigid statement of fact. At the same time 
the system is regarded as being in a process of constant transforma-
tion, so any “knowledge” is relative to the concrete state of the sub-
ject and the object.

In contrast to the classical model, the subject is characteristical-
ly involved in the process of studying the object, which is manifest-
ed particularly clearly in the humanities.7 Phenomenology illustrates 
this thesis even more clearly by postulating the necessity of the re-
search subject’s involvement in the activities of the object: if you want 
to understand another person, you need to experience what he/she 
has gone through.8 Another, no less important quality is the depend-
ency of the subject on the context in which it is located; science as an 
activity that produces “knowledge” is grounded in cultural and social 
factors governing the content of the subject’s thoughts, including the 
content of any theories.9 

The appeal to feelings within the phenomenological program high-
lights the pronounced irrational nature of this method of cognition, 
characterized as “empathy,” “insight” and “integration [vzhivanie].” 
Isolation of the causes of the phenomenon, as a final result of the study, 
is declared futile and instead replaced with describing them, thanks 
to which it becomes possible to carry out comparisons and establish a 
classification of studied phenomena. 

The resulting “knowledge” appears to always be relative to the ex-
perience of the interaction between subject and object and, corre-
spondingly, cannot claim to be of an absolute nature. Indeed it seems 
that this “experience,” taken as a whole, determines the contextual-

7. For more on contemporary efforts to create such a philosophy of cognition, see Mike-
shina 2005, 33–38.

8. Phenomenology’s interpretation of religion is demonstrative in this regard, in part con-
firming the necessity of religious experience in order to understand religion. “We call 
to remember a moment of strong and, as much as possible, one-sided religious fervor. 
Those who cannot do that or those who have never experienced such a moment, we ask 
read no further.” R. Otto, Sviashchennoe: ob irrational’nom v idee bozhestvennogo i 
ego sootnoshenii s rational’nym [The sacred: On the irrational in the idea of the divine 
and its relationship with the rational] (St. Petersburg, 2007), 15.

9. “A ‘constructivist’ outlook . . . regards scientific knowledge primarily as a human prod-
uct, made with locally situated cultural and material resources, rather than as simply 
the revelation of a pre-given order of nature.” J. Golinski, Making Natural Knowledge: 
Constructivism and the History of Science, XVII. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
2005).
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ity of knowledge. Accordingly, the justification of the value of such 
knowledge is often pursued either by social criteria (the “convention-
alist” theory of truth), or by pragmatism (the idea of utility independ-
ent of truth). Furthermore, by pointing to the relativity of “knowledge,” 
certain modern philosophies of science have concluded that various 
forms of knowledge, such as theological and scientific, at least on a 
purely theoretical level should be recognized as equal. From there it 
follows that neither of them can claim to have epistemological advan-
tage or use politics as a means of promoting their own worldview (Fei-
erabend 2007, 36). 

The Conflict of Science and Religion in the Modern Era 
and Belief in “Reality”

From the perspective of history of science, the classical epistemolog-
ical model was formed in the early modern period through its grad-
ual juxtaposition to other forms of knowledge. That event, which in 
older historiography is standardly labeled the “Scientific Revolution,” 
can be viewed as a watershed, lying between the “old” and “modern” 
eras.10 The Scientific Revolution is presented as a long process of form-
ing new epistemological priorities, beginning in Western Europe in the 
seventeenth century and ending in the nineteenth century.

The Scientific Revolution ushered in the negation of the “old” sci-
entific view of the world, tied to a Christian systematic theology (Bar-
bour 2001, 3–37). The gradual weakening of its influence was accom-
panied by the Scientific Revolution, which emerged as a significant 
factor in European secularization and the gradual removal of Chris-
tian doctrine, along with that of other religions, from the public sphere. 
The end of the Scientific Revolution came at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, and was marked by the emergence of the philosophy of 
early positivism, which proposed a unified theoretical conceptualiza-

10. The author consciously combines two types of rhetoric: “procedural” and “event-driv-
en [sobytiinyi].” Conflicts between representatives of the old and new historiography 
reflect historians’ different methodological approaches. One group is oriented on de-
termining the differences between forms of knowledge, the other focuses on determin-
ing their similarities. One establishes the borders between epochs, the other on their 
correlations. In the juxtaposition of this somewhat futile dispute it is worth confirming 
the complementarity of various descriptions, and not dismiss the “classical,” “presen-
tist” view of history, despite the fact that it specifically provides the totality of history 
and invests it with mythological meaning, which ensures the unity of the scientific com-
munity through its recognition of the unity of its own history.
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tion of “science” as an independent sphere of human activity.11 It was 
precisely at this time that foundational concepts of European moder-
nity began to receive a wider circulation. Concepts such as “science,” 

“religion,” “culture” and “society” appeared as tools for educated Eu-
ropeans to comprehend the world around them. In this connection, it 
can be productive to analyze the broad nineteenth-century discussion 
of the conflicted nature of the relationship between “scientific knowl-
edge” and “Christian theology” as a consequence of the assertion of a 
new epistemological paradigm. 

Furthermore, the relationship between “religion” and “science” has 
only grown increasingly complex, forcing philosophers of the modern 
age to repeatedly compare the two, not through the contradictions of 
their individual content, but through finding their shared characteris-
tics as holistic systems of knowledge. One of the foundations of West-
ern European scientific tradition is the Pythagorean-Platonic universal 
idea, the discovery of which came through the help of rational math-
ematical proofs, and the experiment serves as a means for verifying 
the “universalism” of obtained data (dannye).12 That which does not 
yield to mathematical calculation is declared unknowable by scientific 
methods and lies beyond the reaches of scientific research. However, 
originally the idea of mathematical knowledge was directly connect-
ed with divine knowledge in that it was general and universal.13 This 
view of learning about nature as its own way of learning about God (or 
in the Christian tradition, mildly put, as a way to learn about the Di-
vine Plan and its creation) was generally characteristic for the found-
ers of European science.14 

11.  This approach overlaps, and simultaneously, polemicizes the position introduced in the 
works of Cunningham and Williams 1993, 407–32. For a broad overview of the histo-
ry of interpretations regarding science and religion beginning with Comte, see Grego-
ry 2003, 329–58.

12. “The real world is the world which is beholden exclusively to quantitative relation-
ships. . . . Mathematics is the language and the perfect model of the Universe.” Svetlov 
2008, 97.

13. In contemporary historiography, the issue over the relationship between “science” and 
“religion” in early Greek philosophy remains a discussion, taking into account the rela-
tional nature of its research concepts, as well as the prevalence of mythological mate-
rial in early Greek historiography of science. For more on the example of Pythagoras’ 
work and its interpretation, see Zhmud’ 2012.

14. The basis of this thesis is dedicated to the majority of historical works on the problems 
of the mutual relationship between “science” and “religion” in the early modern era. 
Several researches suggest that organization of scientific knowledge and its ethical code 
also correlate with “religious” examples. Saprykin 2000, 194–208 and Merton 2000.
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Thus despite the fact that in their content the classical model of sci-
entific knowledge and theology derive from different ontologies (that 
which in fact exists) and epistemologies (how to recognize that which 
exists), the most important shared quality of the two is their affirma-
tion of a belief in the existence of a true reality and the fundamental 
possibility for humankind to reach it. Precisely this belief can explain 
the typical desire in scientific thinking to move beyond the bounds of 
conceptual frameworks created by human thought,15 as well as oppos-
ing acquired “knowledge” to former “knowledge,” announcing another 
Scientific Revolution and gradually moving closer toward understand-
ing the essence of an object of study.16

However, as the conflict between “science” and “religion” acquires 
ideological and social dimensions, “science” begins to be analyzed as 
a form of knowledge, which reveals the laws of the natural world in-
dependent from any kind of connection to received knowledge of the 
idea of God. In turn, “religion” begins to be identified as a part of the 
given nature of mankind, with its sources (regardless of which reli-
gion is concerned) in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries in-
creasingly declaring that on one side there were human feelings and 
thoughts and on the other there was nature, which was open to inter-
pretation and experience.17 

The juxtaposition of “science” and “religion” in the modern age has 
three primary dimensions: epistemological (God and Nature as dis-

15. “I believe in ‘absolute’ or ‘objective’ truth in the sense of Tarskii (although I, of course, 
who am not an absolutist in that sense, do not consider, that I or someone else has 
truth in their pocket) . . . I allow, that in any arbitrarily chosen moment we are hostag-
es to the conceptual framework of our theories, expectations, our previous experience, 
our language. But we are not hostages in the literal sense. If we so choose, we can es-
cape from our framework at any time. . . . The idea that different frameworks are sim-
ilar in their mutually untranslatable languages is dogma, and a dangerous dogma at 
that.” Popper 2003, 323. For more on the religious foundations of scientific thought, 
see Markova 1997, 219–64.

16. “Yet the great minds who laid down the foundations of modern mentality — John Locke 
for example — had reason for their dissatisfaction with the traditional dogmatic theol-
ogy, though they partially misconceived the grounds on which they should base their 
attitude. Their true enemy was the doctrine of dogmatic finality; a doctrine which flour-
ished and is flourishing with equal vigour throughout Theology, Science, and 
Metaphysics.” Whitehead 1967, 162.

17. “I maintain that cosmic religiousness is the strongest and noblest motive for scientific 
research. . . . Only one who has devoted his life to similar ends can have a vivid 
realization of what has inspired these men and given them the strength to remain true 
to their purpose in spite of countless failures. It is cosmic religious feeling that gives a 
man such strength. A contemporary has said, not unjustly, that in this materialistic age 
of ours the serious scientific workers are the only profoundly religious people.” Albert 
Einstein, The New York Times Magazine, November 9, 1930, pg. 4. 
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tinct objects of cognition, different methods of obtaining knowledge); 
socio-political (the fight of social institutions and their participation 
in the struggle for power); and ideological (the contradictory descrip-
tions of events and processes). The conflict between science and reli-
gion in the modern era is identified in various ways, however one of 
the most notable is that many scholars create an opposition between 
general statements of “universal” science and “private” views of reli-
gion.18 Furthermore, science claimed to discover a common “natural” 
basis for diversity of the world of human culture, and also positioned 
itself as the universal platform for dialogue between people. 

It is worth mentioning that such opposition of “science” and “reli-
gion” in the modern era, it seems, is genetically linked to the Judeo-
Christian opposition of the Creator with the world he created (Gaid-
enko 2006, 79–119). One could even suggest that the idea of the 

“independence of science and religion” emerges in European philos-
ophy in the modern era as a derivative of a Christian-Platonic in-
terpretation of the divine as transcendental, “wholly other” (to use 
the terminology of R. Otto) in relation to the created world. Howev-
er, the opposite could also be stated: the basis for this opposition of 
science and religion can be found in Parmenides’ division of “truth” 
and “opinion,” which contrast as “singular” and “plural,” and is root-
ed, it seems, in the characteristics of human thought that have an in-
nate ability to differentiate natural processes from those it deems 
supernatural.19 

However, such a differentiation of science and religion as “univer-
sal” and “particular” spheres did not suit many philosophers and sci-
entists, since, in their view, it suggested overcoming the contradic-
tion between “universal” science and “particular” religious knowledge. 
Christian theologians faced a similar problem of combining “univer-
sal” and “particular” viewpoints even in the thirteenth century, when 
they attempted to cope with the challenge of Aristotle’s philosophy, 

18. The famous motto of the London Royal Society, Nullius in verba, best conveys the typ-
ical attitude toward the authorities’ views, if it is not based on experimental evidence. 
The propaganda of such an attitude becomes a departure point in the works of a num-
ber of French Enlightenment scholars, and finds its final conceptual form in the first 
wave of positivist philosophy. See Osler 2013, 31–52.

19. In this regard it is worth noting B. Malinowski’s argument that in everyday life a prim-
itive person understands well where the border between natural and supernatural lies. 
Malinowski 1998, 19–91. Furthermore, the understanding of certain things, events and 
processes as supernatural can be explained as a lack of adequate knowledge on behalf 
of a primitive person. Attributing a “supernatural” quality to this or that object seems 
to be the only method of including it in everyday, “natural” life.
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and even then, “studies on the twofold mode of truth” led to a pleth-
ora of skeptical rebuttals from conservative-minded thinkers (Grant 
1996, 70–85). It is not surprising that in addition to the large number 
of scholars and theologians who worked within the confines of “nor-
mal science” and privately proposed the idea of the separation of sci-
ence and religion, the modern age bore witness to a great number of 
revolutionary attempts to overcome this contradiction.

These attempts manifested themselves in two ways, depending on 
which principle — the “universal” or the “particular” — the actor in 
question preferred. For example, many philosophers moved “from sci-
ence to religion,” typically adhering to the idea of Deism in their inter-
pretation of the relationship between God and the world, and devel-
oped the concept of “natural religion.” Religion “within the limits of 
reason” developed through the framework of various quasi-religious 
cults of the era of the French Revolution and the positive religion of 
Auguste Comte (Wright 2008). At the end of the nineteenth centu-
ry the baton was taken up by new religious movements, such as the-
osophy, which asserted the equivalence of different paths to attaining 
the truth and spoke of a fundamental unity between all religions, de-
spite their individual differences (Falikov 2007, 19–51). In such an ap-
proach, religion is interpreted as an innate human characteristic and 
is characterized first and foremost as an ability or a special kind of in-
timate relationship toward a sacred object. Religious teaching and cult 
become increasingly abstract and in many instances play either a sec-
ondary role, or in principle, are not seen as having any kind of signif-
icance (znachenie).

The opposite movement, “from religion to science,” was introduced 
by philosophers and scientists, who strove to preserve and defend the 
specific teaching of their own religion. The “natural theology” move-
ment became the most notable manifestation of this in the modern era, 
as it attempted to strengthen the idea of the Divine Creation and Plan 
with scientific arguments (Brook 2004, 166–93). Biblical creationism, 
which declares the need to verify the “universal” assertions of science 
through the private truths (chastnymi istinami) in the biblical text, is 
a typical contemporary representation of a similar relationship to sci-
ence as an instrument for confirming religious doctrine. 

Experimental spiritualism, as will be demonstrated below, cannot 
be attributed to any of the indicated discourses of European thought. 
Precisely that fact has compelled researchers to resign it to a “fringe” 
phenomenon that does not fit into the general picture (for example, at-
tempts have been made to fit it either into the logic of secularization, 
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or conversely, to demonstrate its “conservative” nature). It is possible 
to explain such ambiguity in spiritualism if one looks at it as one of 
the transitional forms that arose during the transition from a classical 
to a non-classical epistemological model.

“Scientific” and “Religious” Types of Spiritualism in 
Russia in the Nineteenth Century

Within the scope of this study, I define “spiritualism” in the broadest 
sense as the belief in the existence of spirits and the possibility of com-
municating with them. In the nineteenth century, that belief became 
the subject of a fierce polemic between members of different social 
groups: scientists and priests, publicists and independent research-
ers discussed whether spiritualism as a specific practice was capable 
of providing an answer to the question of the real existence of the hu-
man “spirit.” All those who positively answered the question pointed 
to a direct “experience” of communicating with spirits as the primary 
evidence of their existence. 

“Experience” is a notion that simultaneously stems from both the 
romantic and the positivist lexicon. The fundamental difference in its 
interpretation lies in the fact that for the romantic, “experience” is di-
rectly felt by the subject of cognition, while for a provisional positivist, 

“experience” must have universal significance and be totally independ-
ent of the subject. For both, “experience” provides access to reali-
ty, however, if the romantic discovers it in all the fullness of the sub-
ject’s feelings, the positivist discovers it through thoughts and senses 
shared by everyone.

Spiritualism as a specific ideology and practice arose at the inter-
section of positivist and romantic discourses. Drawing on the common 
nineteenth-century juxtaposition between “science” and “religion” as 
public and private knowledge, Russian spiritualism as a cultural phe-
nomenon can be divided into two ideal types: “religious” and “scien-
tific.” The religious type of spiritualism is the religion of direct experi-
ence of encountering the “sacred,” the origins of which in Christianity 
must be sought in the Reformation movement and broadly, in Chris-
tian apophatic mysticism. For such religion the following is character-
istic: condemnation of the passive absorption of tradition; although 
reflection about the object cannot replace meeting with it face to face, 
the mind is viewed as the single possible means of interpretation of re-
ligious experience; cult practice and doctrine are seen as secondary to 
religious experience; science as a means of knowing the world through 
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the help of controlled or repeatable experiments is either directly re-
jected or demonstrated to be insufficient for knowing the world. 

The scientific type of spiritualism is a variety of scientific practic-
es unrecognized by the scientific community, which aims to study the 
world of spirits as part of the natural world. In its essence, it is a “sci-
entific” kind of natural theology, dating back to Antiquity and aiming 
to use rational means to confirm the existence of various articles of 
faith. The scientific type of spiritualism strives on behalf of the spirit-
ual world to expand the space of the “natural,” which it views as the 
only real one, and often skeptically treats any form of “transcenden-
tal” as imagined. In the historiography of the issue it is often named 
as a side effect of scientific development, primarily defined as a spe-
cific direction in psychology, which set as its goal empirically demon-
strating the independence of the human psyche from its material body. 

From a historical-cultural point of view, the proposed typology has 
a heuristic benefit: in the internal polemic that occurs between repre-
sentatives of the aforementioned types, the desire arises to overcome 
the dividing lines between the spheres of “science” and “religion.” The 
content of the proposed typology is not static: in a historical perspec-
tive, the views of many thinkers undergo a transformation, shifting 
from one end of it to the other (for example, from the “objectivism” 
of science to “subjectivism” of religion). At the same time, it makes it 
possible, with reasonable accuracy, to demonstrate the specific diver-
sity of spiritualism, uniting under its banners people who differ from 
one another in their view of the correct relationship of science and 
religion. 

It is necessary to attribute to the “scientific” type the activity and 
work of the three major apologists for the scientific study of the phe-
nomena, which took place at the so-called spiritualist séances: Al-
exander Nikolaevich Aksakov, Alexander Mikhailovich Butlerov, and 
Nikolai Petrovich Wagner. The formation of the Russian scientific 
community of researchers of mediumistic phenomena took place dur-
ing the 1870s, when Alexander Butlerov first became acquainted with 
them, then Nikolai Wagner, and finally, it achieved its greatest de-
gree of publicity thanks to the activity of a special commission, con-
stituted at the Physics Society of St. Petersburg University (1875–76). 
The 1880s and beginning of the 1890s represented the peak of or-
ganizational and publication activity of the movement, however to-
ward the turn of the century it began to lose its influence, largely un-
able to compete with the religious type of spiritualism (Razdyakonov 
2010, 162–71).
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The specific methodological position of researchers of mediumism 
allows one to speak of three types of the “scientific” kind of spiritu-
alism: “experienced” (Alexander Butlerov), “theoretical” (Alexander 
Aksakov) and “doctrinal” (Nikolai Wagner). These types of scientific 
spiritualism can be further delineated by the extent to which their con-
clusions, as obtained on the basis of the content analysis of individu-
al experiments, take on a global character. 

Alexander Butlerov rightfully held the authority of a distinguished 
scholar in Russia. For this reason, in his archive one can find a sub-
stantial number of letters from amateur spiritualists, asking that he 
place their pursuit of spiritualism “on a scientific basis.” The typical 
argument in these letters fell along the lines of:

Believe, professor, that it is not mere curiosity that drives an idle 
person with equal force to a spiritual séance and the performance of a 
magician. It is not that feeling that compels me to appeal to you as the 
center and natural leader of those, who share a serious attitude toward 
spiritualism. . . . You alone can give our circle direction. You alone can 
establish our séances on a rational basis . . . since you alone unite in your 
person and your faith that kind of appearance and compelling authority 
of a serious (glubokii) scholar. (IRLI, f. 2, op. 17, d. 48, ll. 1ob.–2ob.)

Consequently, in the “three-leaved clover” Alexander Mikhailovich 
Butlerov had the undisputed “scientific” authority. Aksakov did not 
have any kind of academic credentials, and Wagner soon gained the 
reputation of an eccentric.

Compared with his fellow spiritualist enthusiasts, Alexander 
Mikhailovich Butlerov occupied a cautious position in regard to me-
diumistic phenomena. He recognized the reality of “mediumistic facts” 
and on this point he was ready to agree with the statement of math-
ematician Auguste de Morgane: “The physical explanations which I 
have seen are easy, but miserably insufficient: the spiritual hypothe-
sis is sufficient, but ponderously difficult” (Butlerov 1889, 66. Original 
quote: Morgan 1863, vi). In this way, he viewed the spiritual hypothe-
sis as one possible explanation and deliberately left it as a hypothesis. 

Characteristically, in the last years of his life Butlerov was less in-
terested in spiritual phenomena. Aksakov writes to Wagner about this 
with some annoyance, advising him to update the contents of his post-
humous article about Butlerov: “You say that Alexander Mikhailovich 
‘no longer’ (?) took interest in phenomena. Here you must be careful, 
otherwise they will take it and misinterpret it. It is necessary to ex-
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plain: having become convinced of the essence of matter and having 
seen enough of it, A. M. took little interest in repetition, but greater 
interest in specific (indiscernible, possible “cases”– RVS) or in those 
conditions, that did not permit full control” (IRLI, f. 2, op. 2, d. 45, l. 
1–1ob.). 

In the program of lectures that debated the question of the rela-
tionship of mediumistic research and Christianity, Butlerov writes that 
one does not contradict the other at all, as far as “scientific” knowl-
edge and “religious” knowledge are independent of one another (Prib-
ytkov 1901, 124). Mediumism does not cause any harm to Christianity, 
presenting itself as merely a new realm of positive knowledge about 
nature. Furthermore, this knowledge can ultimately be used by Chris-
tianity, since it can potentially confirm the existence of souls and re-
fute materialists: 

This issue represents a domain of pure positive knowledge, since its 
entire center (l. 2) of gravity lies in facts, now considered to already be 
undeniable by a considerable number of authority figures. As a branch 
of factual knowledge, the issue of mediumism, similar to other branches 
of science, obviously cannot be subject to delay or removal by any kind 
of external means. . . . On the basis of these undeniable facts, more or 
less probable conclusions and deductions can be drawn, among which, 
the conclusion on the existence of the spiritual world and man’s transfer 
into it upon the death of its body is of particular significance, a view 
in direct contradiction to materialism (l. 2ob.). . . . This view equally 
agrees well with the basis of the most diverse religious views, not at all 
linked exclusively with any one of them. All further conclusions from the 
reality of mediumistic phenomena will be completely arbitrary and can 
be made solely on the basis of superstition, that is, in those conditions 
under which false teaching and belief often find an imagined support 
in the basis of complete truth. Encountering materialism, mediumism 
easily prevails, countering it with real facts, that is to say the very same 
upon which materialism imagines itself resting.20

20. IRLI, f. 2, op. 10, d. 113, l. 2. A. M. Butlerov, Kopiia pis’ma Iu. Aleksandru Nikolaevi-
chu (tsenzoru Rebusa). Rukoi N. M. Butlerovoi. 1886 19/IV [Alexander Butlerov. Copy 
of a letter to Iu. Alexander Nikolaevich (the censor of Rebus). Handwriting of N. M. 
Butlerova. April 19, 1886]. Count M. M. Petrovo-Solovovo (1868–1954), a representa-
tive of the “young” generation of researchers of mediumistic phenomena, held a simi-
lar position, having joined the English “Society for Psychical Research” in 1890, which 
adopted a generally critical position concerning the correct interpretation of phenom-
ena with the help of the “spirit hypothesis.”
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Aksakov and Wagner’s attitudes toward “scientific” and “religious” 
knowledge have already been explored in other publications, there-
fore this article will be limited to general assertions about their atti-
tude (Razdyakonov 2013, 55–72). Compared to Butlerov, Alexander 
Aksakov went further, not only recognizing the reality of mediumistic 
facts, but also specifically working to defend their “spiritual” interpre-
tation. Aksakov’s main work, “Animism and Spiritualism,” was dedi-
cated to the possibility of a scientific basis for the “spirit hypothesis,” 
an explanation whose a priori rejection by the scientific community 
caused serious objections from his supporters. 

Nikolai Wagner, in turn, not only recognized the “spiritual hypoth-
esis,” but also interpreted the content of messages received “from 
spirits” with the goal of illuminating their “doctrine.” Significant dif-
ferences between him and Alexander Aksakov in understanding how 
one should properly conduct research on mediumistic phenomena ul-
timately led to a schism among the leaders of the scientific type of 
spiritualism. The religious-philosophical theories Nikolai Wagner for-
mulated toward the end of his life attest to his evolution from the “sci-
entific” to “religious” type of spiritualism. 

To characterize the divergence in views between Aksakov and Wag-
ner, it is enough to quote Wagner’s own words addressing Butlerov: 

“Aksakov looks at not only me, but also you and all scholars with dis-
missive condescension. For him, science is a materialistic hindrance 
in developing the appropriate view on things. Consequently, it is a stu-
pidity not worth pursuing. Both you and he try to bend science toward 
spiritualism, but I wish to bring it under the principles of spiritualism. 
Inde ira (Lat. Hence wrath) and intractibility in our views (IRLI, f. 2, 
op. 17, d. 20. l. 1ob.). If Aksakov spoke a great deal in his publications 
about “Orthodox dogmatics,” which interfered with the progress of sci-
entific knowledge, then for Wagner this question had already been de-
cided by the end of the 1880s. Specifically then he communicated with 

“the spirit” of Butlerov through the means of various mediums, and 
as a result in his book, Observations on Mediumship, he formulated 
his own religious-philosophical teachings, which he deduced from the 
messages of good spirits. 

As for Russian “religious” spiritualism, it can be divided into 
types based on the specifics of religious doctrine. These types are 
often divided into two groups, French and Anglo-American spiritu-
alism. However, at least in Russia, it is possible to establish a more 
complex picture, involving contention between various teachings 
within the spiritualist religious field (for example it is necessary to 
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note the followers of the teachings of Swedenborg, and also the sig-
nificant number of spiritualists who did not break with the Orthodox 
Church). Without going into the details of the features of the specif-
ic diversity of that type, one must bear in mind one of its key char-
acteristics: although its proponents used pseudo-scientific terminol-
ogy to describe their own spiritual experiences, they were extremely 
critical of science as a method of cognition, asserting the inadequacy 
of its methods for studying the realm of the spiritual world. An ex-
cellent example of this type of attitude is provided in the spiritualist 
diary of M. P. Saburova. (For the social and psychological aspects of 
the diary’s contents, see Razdyakonov 2015, 55–69.) Although one 
regularly finds the use of scientific rhetoric in this diary, in the au-
thor’s opinion, abstract science claiming objectivity in comprehend-
ing a subject will always leave room for a skeptical attitude toward 
mediumistic phenomena.21 Only the direct experience of communi-
cation between a deceased individual and his family offers the guar-
antee of “spiritualist conversion”: “if faith also went along with sci-
ence, then much would be discovered by your scientists” (Saburova, 
3:58). Furthermore, criticizing the possibility of objectivity of the 
scientific method, M. P. Saburova did not doubt in the slightest the 
existence of the “natural” world of spirits she had discovered. “Mir-
acles” and “spirits” continued to remain a part of it, however they 
could not be known through the scientific method, or rather they 
could not be objectified, for they belonged to the world of irreduci-
ble subjective “experience”:

But why did he put a sign [an image of a wavy line — RVS] instead of the 
word “materiality”? Likely because they consist of matter: if he had said 

“it has not yet received materiality,” then it would be possible to think 
that there is no matter in their world, when there is a shell (obolochka) 
and form there. And in their world spirit and matter appear in union, but 
how could we, with our limited eyes, which are arranged and suited for 
the narrow field of earthly activity, how can we behold unearthly things 

21. “The invisible have the possibility to unite their currents [toki] and the currents of the 
medium . . . like a telegraph wire, since these currents can be broken and reconnected 
at will. It is possible to understand this, but by what means the connection occurs is 
not within our understanding.” M. P. Saburova, Gody moei zhizni . . . vol. 3, p. 7; “And 
your scholarly séances do not lead to anything. . . . No one can understand us [postich’] 
with science: here only faith in future life is necessary — everything will be clear.” Ibid., 
vol. 1, p. 43.
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with them, which are ephemeral and so completely evade our senses! 
(Ibid., 1:146)

In this way, the spiritualist anti-scientific discourse argued that a spe-
cial “spiritual” realm (oblast’) of the natural world exists, which peo-
ple are not able to understand, yet insofar as it is natural, it definitely 
exists. Access to it became possible only thanks to a direct “subjective” 
experience (perezhivaniia), and therefore they always recommend-
ed giving spiritualist practice a try at least once before passing a final 
judgment on the subject. Appealing to subjective experience, religious 
spiritualism came as a predecessor to later phenomenological concep-
tions, which aimed to overcome the classical understanding of subject-
object relations in scientific knowledge. 

Spiritualism and Classical Science

In their discourse on the social nature of scientific knowledge, spirit-
ualists do not abandon the juxtaposition of “scientific” and “religious” 
knowledge that is characteristic of the modern age. This becomes 
clear in the linguistic clichés that are constantly used in scientific and 
quasi-scientific polemics about mediumistic phenomena. Their op-
ponents called spiritualists “believers” (people who did not know sci-
entific methods), while in response spiritualists defined their oppo-
nents as “dogmatics” (people who had not liberated themselves from 

“idols”). Thus, “religion,” understood first and foremost as a system-
atic doctrine based on faith, remained for the majority of spiritualists 
just a set of personal beliefs held by misguided people, and the char-
acteristics associated with it (belief, dogma) were used to underscore 
the weakness of their opponents’ conclusions.

Spiritualists by and large retained the classical conception that the 
subject of research under ideal conditions allowed for the essence of 
the studied object to be revealed. However, achieving this set of ideal 
conditions is not so much associated with a necessary distancing from 
the object, as with the opposite, having a certain intimate inclination 
toward that object. So-called “dogmatics” and “skeptics” pushed spir-
itualists in this direction: the first group refused in principle to initi-
ate study of the object on the basis that it was impossible to violate 
the laws of physics; while the second group remained unconvinced of 
the reality of what had occurred even after repeated and direct obser-
vation. Skeptics especially shocked spiritualists, who were focused on 
empiricism and positivism as methodological programs, and forced 
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them to admit that direct observation of a phenomenon in scientific 
research still does not guarantee researchers’ agreement in acknowl-
edging the reality of that phenomenon.

Spiritualists closely approached the idea that shared research is 
based on mutual trust between the researchers. In the end, if trust is 
not there it is always possible to suggest falsifications and raise ques-
tions about the conditions for conducting the experiment. Spiritualists 
were extraordinarily frustrated by the fact that their scientific authori-
ty was insufficient to convince other scholars that their object was not 
only worthy of study, but in fact actually existed.

Reacting to this cold reception from the scientific community, some 
of the spiritualists, who held great sympathy for subjective experi-
ence, began to adopt two ideas that were completely incompatible with 
classical epistemology (this is most clearly seen in Nikolai Wagner’s 
works). First off, they demanded researchers believe in the reality of 
that which they studied. Furthermore, the degree of the intensity and 
features of the mediumistic phenomena depended on the faith and 
desire of the appearance of these phenomena in the field of sensory 
perception. If the researchers did not believe in them, the phenome-
na may not appear. Secondly, it completely exceeded all possible lim-
its, they argued, that “spirits” with whom the researchers interacted 
could directly interfere in their experiments, appearing as guides in 
spiritualist séances.

Within the classical methodology, “knowledge” is viewed as some-
thing that the subject should elicit from the world, similar to an in-
vestigator, while in spiritualist epistemology it appears as a conse-
quence of the openness of the subject to possible communication 
with the world of spirits. This epistemological formulation correlates, 
as it seems, with the well-known understanding of the humanities as 
knowledge resulting from the interaction between the subject and the 
object, since in the end it is people who serve as the object in the hu-
manities (and thus knowledge in the humanities becomes self-knowl-
edge). Finally, it is precisely the message of these people that is of crit-
ical importance from a humanities’ perspective. 

Many spiritualists, especially those who regarded contemporary 
science skeptically, commonly doubted one of the basic aims of the 
classic methodology of scientific knowledge — to find the hidden caus-
es that governed the object’s behavior. Spiritualists’ “knowledge” ap-
peared not as a result of analyzing an object within the limits of hy-
potheses, but rather as the result of “translation” and “decipherment.” 
The researcher, in this case, could be likened to no more than a trans-
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lator. If he even used scientific knowledge, his aim was just to open a 
channel of communication and to hear the voices of people eternal-
ly alive.

Incomplete reproducibility was yet another feature of the research 
results that spiritualists’ opponents often emphasized. Although spir-
itualists tried to reveal the progressive character in mediumistic man-
ifestations, each time a new manifestation seemed somewhat differ-
ent than the previous ones. Spiritualists responded to this objection 
by stating that the conditions of the appearance of these phenome-
na are still not identified; correspondingly, it is impossible to precise-
ly predict when and how they appear. Moreover, they further argued 
something more serious, that the properties of their instrument — a 
medium — have an impact on their object of research, and that there-
fore the results are new every time. Still, they continued to relate to 
it as to a “machine,” which, with the proper set-up, might achieve the 
sought-after “ideal” results. 

In this way, from the point of view of classical epistemology, the 
spiritualists’ “knowledge,” clearly, should have been considered “sub-
jective.” On the one hand, the appearance of an object of research de-
pended on the will of the researcher. On the other hand, the object of 
research became a full-fledged participant of the study, a second sub-
ject. “Knowledge” arose not as a consequence of the subject’s distanc-
ing from the object, but as a result of a joint effort of the subject and 
the “object.” Furthermore, the more a spiritualist trusted his or her 
subjective experience, the more such “knowledge” acquired social sig-
nificance and urgency, and resolved crises and even the needs of the 
spiritualist himself.

Thus among the variety of messages and their interpretation, the 
figure of Alexander Butlerov always played the role of arbitrator, giv-
ing advice on the proper organization of social and political relation-
ships between living people. The contents of his letters from the oth-
er side held significance, according to spiritualists, for three reasons. 
First, they came from a living person with high scientific standing. 
Second, they came either indirectly in the course of his materializa-
tion or through automatic writing. And third, they are not revelations, 
but simply a continuation of normal social communication. In this 
respect, from the spiritualists’ perspective, the “knowledge” that Al-
exander Butlerov received in the spiritual world was actually human 
knowledge.

Of course, “experiments with spirits” could not directly facilitate 
the emergence of new theories in physics, and in that regard it would 
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be overreaching to deem such experiments as precedents for non-clas-
sical science. Still, certain aspects of the epistemology of experimental 
spiritualism, it seems, testify to the movement of several of its repre-
sentatives in the direction of a non-classical understanding of the fea-
tures of scientific cognition. In this connection, a standard appeal of 
spiritualists to various non-classical theories that questioned the clas-
sical understanding of “space” (e.g., the mathematical ideas of Bern-
hard Riemann), also receives its own historical explanation.22 This 
appeal should be seen not only as an attempt to gain a theoretical 
foundation (for example, using already approved theoretical knowl-
edge as the scientific basis of their own research), nor as an attempt 
to gain social legitimacy (if spiritualists come to the same conclusions 
as “scientists,” then they are “scientists”), but rather as a testament to 
methodological proximity between the approaches of non-classical sci-
ence and this fringe scientific program.23 

Despite the pointed similarity between non-classical and spiritual-
ist understandings of subject-object relations, the classical model was 
dominant in spiritualist epistemology, and spiritualists primarily be-
lieved in the reality of an existing world and the possibility of know-
ing it through the aid of special scientific methods. Furthermore, some 
spiritualists introduced certain elements to scientific cognition, which 
were in fact not intrinsic to it. First and foremost, their very discovery 
of a new realm for research was seen as an event capable of leading to 
the resolution of fundamental questions of ontology (matter and spir-
it) and anthropology (the spirit and the body). However, a resolution 
to these questions was never found, for the vast majority of scholars 
the program did not seem sufficiently convincing, while the problem 

22. “Now it seems that the empirical notions on which the metrical determinations of space 
are founded, the notion of a solid body and of a ray of light, cease to be valid for the 
infinitely small. We are therefore quite at liberty to suppose that the metric relations of 
space in the infinitely small do not conform to the hypotheses of geometry; and we 
ought in fact to suppose it, if we can thereby obtain a simpler explanation of phenom-
ena.” Bernhard Riemann, On the Hypotheses Which Lie at the Bases of Geometry, ed. 
Jürgen Jost (Leipzig: Birkhäuser, 2016), 40 (first written in 1854 and published post-
humously in 1868 as Über die Hypothesen, welche der Geometrie zugrunde liegen). 
[The author originally cites from a Russian-language Soviet collection of Riemann’s 
works (Riemann 1948, 291) — KH].

23. In this regard, one can recall the words of Einstein, who in a conversation with Heisen-
berg said, “Whether you can observe a thing or not depends on the theory which you 
use. It is the theory which decides what can be observed.” Masud Chaichian, Hugo Perez 
Rojas, and Anca Turean, eds., Basic Concepts in Physics: From the Cosmos to Quarks 
(Heidelberg: Springer, 2014), 202. [Author originally cites from a Russian-language So-
viet edition, Heizenberg 1970, 303. — KH]
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of the relationship between “science” and “religion” has not lost its rel-
evance even today. Along with this, spiritualists’ attempt to overcome 
the gap between the other reality discovered through “religion,” and 
the reality recognized by “science” was sufficiently original that this 
unrecognized scientific program left a colorful trace in the intellectu-
al history of the nineteenth century.
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