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R E V IE W

T he O rigin of L ife on the E arth . By A. I. Oparin, Aca
demic Press, Inc., New York, 1957. Translated from the 
Russian by Ann Synge, (xviii +  495 pp.)

Following the strict line of the dialectical materialism of Marx, 
and citing Engels as a prophet and pathfinder, this volume docu
ments a research typical of modern Russia, the paradise for 
atheists, and is devoted mainly “ to drawing a picture of the pro
gressive development of matter which,” in the author’s opinion, 
“ led up to the emergence of life on our planet” (p. xiii).

Tracing ancient and medieval beliefs and describing the various 
theories of spontaneous generation, which he considers disposed 
of by the work of Pasteur, the author combats the dualism of life 
and matter and refuses to be “ trapped” into the idealistic presump
tions involved in the concept of the eternity of life, which he says, 
is “ in radical contradiction to the observed facts.”  Arrhenius’s 
theory of “panspermia” is laid aside because sperms from other 
universes could never travel through interstellar space with 
nothing to protect them from lethal radiations; and the problem 
of finding an origin of life right here on earth is thus the one to 
which he addresses himself.

Admitting that, “ under natural conditions, the conversion of 
carbon from its inorganic to its organic compounds is only effected 
by the agency of living beings” (p. 111), he asserts that nature 
once formed hydrocarbons abiogenically, and later by photosyn
thesis, but that “ the control of nuclear energy opens up to man
kind the possibility of using this energy to synthesize organic 
substances directly from carbon dioxide at any place or time” 
(p. 144). The old method of photosynthesis which was elaborated 
on earth 700 or 800 X 106 years ago, will be superseded by 
science “ on the basis of a tremendous development in human 
society” (p. 145). He claims that “ by a study of the ways in 
which lifeless material is transformed into living material as 
manifested in metabolism” we can be led to solve the problem 
of reproducing life artificially. Indeed “ we shall be able to pro
ceed far more efficiently than nature and shall be able to synthe
size life at a far greater rate. One may rest assured that this is 
a matter for the not so distant future” (p. 489). “ We must repro
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duce experimentally the separate stages in the historical develop
ment of matter and finally create life again, synthetically, not by 
the long and devious route by which this synthesis took place in 
nature, but by a route based on a thorough understanding of those 
forms of organization which we find already in a finished state in 
existing living things” (p. xiii). This he now proceeds to 
attempt.

The study of certain aspects of the complex chemistry of 
metabolism, especially the carbon transformations, constitutes the 
body of this learned work. But behind this research— which in 
itself is no doubt of value as showing the marvelous and intricate 
consensus of nature’s forms and processes— there glimmers the 
fatuous light of a philosophy which holds that “ life, like every
thing else in the world, is material in nature and an explanation 
of it does not call for the acknowledgment of anything super
natural” (p. 347). Still, he is faced with the fact that life “ is 
not inherent in every sort of material. It is a manifestation of a 
special form of motion . . .”  (p. 348). And the harmonious 
coordination of myriads of chemical processes in protoplasm “ is 
directed towards a single goal, towards the uninterrupted self- 
preservation and self-reproduction of the living system as a 
whole . . .” (p. 350). Although seeing no purpose in the uni
verse, he therefore is reluctantly forced to use the term “purpose
fulness” to explain the appearance of direction in the evolution of 
organic systems (p. 354).

It is to be observed that professor Oparin’s belief that life can 
be “ synthesized” if the right material conditions are present, merely 
by-passes the truth revealed in the Writings that living forms of 
use— i.e., natural organisms— arise in the natural world when an 
influx from the spiritual world meets “ with homogeneous or corre
sponding things on earth,” thus when there are present “ both the 
spiritual that furnishes a soul and the material that furnishes a 
body” (D LW  343, 340). The Writings show that in the begin
ning the first living organisms must have had “ an immediate ori
gin” from such creative influx, although they were “ afterwards 
propagated whether by eggs or offshoots” (D L W  342). This 
principle of creative influx differs widely from any theories of 
“ spontaneous generation.”

H ugo L j . Odhner


	5



