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For those of us who study the NEP era, the Stalin question has particular signifi-

cance. Stalin, after all, consolidated his power within the decade of the 1920s. Auspi-

ciously, the politics of that decade are once again in vogue. All the works under re-

view share a concern with politics. Kapchenko announces with his title that his is a 

“political biography.” In their introduction, Sarah Davies and James Harris explain 

that the essays in their collection constitute an example “of the emergence of a re-

newed interest in political history” (p. 5). Simon Montefiore defines Stalin in terms of 

politics, maintaining he was “so well . . . equipped . . . for political life” that perhaps 

he was “the ultimate politician” (p. xxii). Stalin similarly “impressed Lenin as an in-

dependent and thoughtful politician” (ibid). Thus, the latest scholarship has rejected 

exploration of the social forces that Stalin encouraged to concentrate on the dictator’s 

role as political actor. 

Nevertheless, more than a concern with politics binds the three works. Each puz-

zles over fundamental questions. Who was Joseph Stalin and why did he succeed so 

brilliantly against such immense odds? Neither Kapchenko, nor Montefiore, nor the 

thirteen contributors to the Davies and Harris collection (D/H), either singly or collec-

tively, provides a definitive answer to those questions. Nor would one expect it. The 

answers lie only partly in politics. 

Take, for example, the question of Stalin’s Georgian identity and what role it 

might have played in his life story. The works under review contradict not only each 

other but also themselves in discussing Stalin’s relationship to his place of origin. 

Kapchenko insists that Stalin’s character was formed under “the powerful influ-

ence of the atmosphere that reigned in the [Tiflis] seminary and even earlier in the 

Theological Academy [in Gori]” (p. 111), but the reader is left wondering how. Did 

the oppressive atmosphere of the academy and seminary serve as preparatory schools 

for the Kremlin of the 1920s? Did Stalin observe a prelate rule the seminary by ap-

pointing his minions to crucial posts? Kapchenko nonetheless assures the reader that 

Stalin “rather quickly and early ‘outgrew’ the confining clothes of Georgian national-

ism,” even though the institutions that allegedly formed his character had been hot-

beds of that sentiment (p. 112). 

Alfred J. Rieber is even more dismissive of Stalin’s Georgian identity, insisting 

that Stalin “never became a Georgian nationalist” (D/H, p. 43). Yet Rieber notes that 

thirty kilometers north of Gori “stretched the tribal regions of the Abkazians, 
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Svanetians, and Ossetians” (D/H, pp. 20-21). Such border confrontations tend to in-

tensify national identity rather than weaken it. 

In contrast, Montefiore insists that Stalin “never lost his pride in Georgia as a na-

tion and a culture. . . . Young Stalin believed in a blend of Marxism and Georgian na-

tionalism” (pp. 66-67). Yet Montefiore also observes that at the time of the Fifth Party 

Congress (May 1907), Stalin threw off that identity in disgust because of “Georgia’s 

petty squabbles and Menshevik dominance . . . henceforth he wrote in Russian, not 

Georgian” (p. 174). In sum, what are we to believe about Stalin’s Georgian identity: it 

formed him; he believed in it, yet either readily threw it over or never embraced it at 

all? 

One of Stalin’s more significant traits, his anti-Semitism, must surely have had its 

roots in his Georgian experience. Rieber ignores the subject in his essay on Stalin’s 

first twenty-two years. Kapchenko cites the allegation that Stalin’s antipathy for Jews 

came from his father who feared competition from Jewish cobblers. He doubts the 

truth of the statement, yet offers no alternative for it. In contrast, Montefiore denies a 

Jewish presence in Gori, insisting “the Armenians provided the entrepreneurs. There 

were just eighteen Jews” (p. 38). He further observes that “Jews had lived for two mil-

lennia in [in Georgia] without a single pogrom” (p. 174). 

All of the scholars cited above have overlooked one of the most distinctive fea-

tures of Stalin’s birthplace, namely Gori’s extensive, walled Jewish quarter in the cen-

ter of town, but a stone’s throw from the Djugashvili home. The Jewish community of 

Gori was large and prosperous. One of its leaders, a merchant named Sergei Fell, es-

tablished the first department store chain in the Caucasus, opening a store in Gori and 

then expanding to Tiflis and Istanbul. Education was a way of life in the community. 

Fell’s daughter, born the same year as Stalin, immigrated to the U.S. fluent in five 

languages. In contrast, Stalin’s mother fought her husband and Georgian mores to en-

able a cobbler’s son to pursue higher education. For Stalin, the Jewish community of 

Gori, so near, yet so different, may have in childhood evoked his jealousy as well as 

antipathy. 

Stalin’s Georgian identity may also provide the key to one of the most controver-

sial periods of his political life, i.e., the one from 1922 to 1923. Jeremy Smith main-

tains that “the eventual deterioration of relations” between Lenin and Stalin in those 

two years “had much to do with . . . the nationality question” (D/H, p. 51).   

Kapchenko recognizes that the nationality question came to divide Lenin and Sta-

lin, but maintains that Lenin’s disagreements with Stalin over treatment of Georgia 

and other nationality issues masked a deeper fear. Kapchenko’s interpretation hinges 

on a careful reading of Lenin’s Testament. Stalin was the only party leader mentioned 

in it, he notes, whom Lenin did not criticize for a political failing. In fact, Lenin was 

unnerved because Stalin had proven so adept at amassing power. Lenin, Kapchenko 

observes, did not directly call for Stalin’s removal. He hedged, asking the party “to 

think of ways of transferring (peremeshchenie) Stalin from his post [as General Secre-

tary]” (p. 658). Lenin then called on the party to seek a replacement with different 

personal qualities from those of Stalin. In other words, Kapchenko seems to say, Len-

in’s anger over Georgia masked fear of Stalin’s power. Lenin may have monopolized 

authority in the party, but even he had come to fear Stalin’s rapid accumulation of 
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power. In denouncing Stalin’s personal qualities in the Testament, while acknowledg-

ing his political skill, Lenin paradoxically called for replacing Stalin with another Sta-

lin, which was impossible, given the political failings Lenin had just noted among the 

other party leaders. Finally, Kapchenko argues that Lenin would never have demoted 

Stalin because he recognized that Stalin alone among his rivals shared his, Lenin’s, 

structural conception of power as embodied in control of the apparatus. 

Montefiore’s interpretation of Stalin’s relationship to Lenin bears striking similari-

ties to that of Kapchenko. Although his account ends shortly after the Bolshevik coup 

of 1917, he describes Stalin in that year as becoming indispensable to Lenin: “Lenin, 

Trotsky and Stalin formed an inseparable troika in those first months in power” (p. 

350). Montefiore also cites the comment of one of Stalin’s assistants, “Lenin could 

not get along without Stalin for even a single day” (p. 351). 

Kapchenko’s argument (and possibly Montefiore’s) that Lenin would have subse-

quently forgiven Stalin over Georgia in favor of a political alliance is flawed. It is be-

lied by Fotieva’s insistence to Trotsky shortly before the Twelfth Party Congress that 

Lenin “wants to come out against [Stalin] . . . openly, before the entire party. He is 

preparing a bomb” (cited in Robert C. Tucker, Stalin as Revolutionary [New York: W. 

W. Norton, 1974], pp. 263-264). The “bomb” may well have consisted of Lenin’s 

condemnation of Stalin for his mistreatment of the Georgian leadership. 

From 1922 to 1923 Stalin amassed tremendous power through the Secretariat, 

proving his capacity to administer the party. Even if one agrees with James Harris’s 

argument (D/H) that Stalin’s reliance on the Secretariat as his power base is much 

over-rated, Stalin nevertheless attained administrative control of the party through ac-

quisition of a series of strongholds from 1919 to 1921, largely thanks to Lenin (Her-

bert Ellison, “Stalin and his Biographers: The Lenin-Stalin Relationship,” in Recon-

siderations on the Russian Revolution, edited by R. C. Elwood [Columbus, OH: Slav-

ica, 1976]), p. 259). What he had yet to prove as Lenin faded, then failed, was that he 

could lead the party as well as administer it. It was no easy task. As Oleg Khlevniuk 

has observed, “Stalin and his ‘faction’ worked very hard for their victory over the op-

position” (D/H, p. 109).   

One obstacle before Stalin was his Georgian identity. He spoke contemptuously in 

his thick Georgian accent at the Twelfth Party Congress of “a little piece of Soviet ter-

ritory called Georgia.” In doing so he assured the congress delegates that he belonged 

to the party and not to Georgia. Diminishing the significance of Georgia also dimin-

ished the import of Lenin’s criticism of him for his mistreatment of the Georgian 

leadership. Nevertheless, Lenin had seen the truth behind Stalin’s contemptuous 

treatment of his homeland. It was a prerequisite for holding power in Russia. For a 

decade Lenin had managed to define Stalin as the Georgian in the party and perhaps 

thereby had contained his power after 1917. With Lenin dying, Stalin stepped forward 

to lead the party as a Russian. 

Lenin’s discovery of Stalin’s rudeness in early 1923 was disingenuous at best. One 

is reminded of the scene in Casablanca where Captain Reynaud is shocked to find 

that gambling is going on in Rick’s Café Americain, as he is handed his winnings. 

Lenin had promoted Stalin from 1919-1921 as his watchdog over the party precisely 

because, unlike so many others in the leadership, Stalin was “too rude.” Stalin was the 
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“bandit” on whom Lenin could rely. Montefiore brilliantly describes the sources of 

Stalin’s “banditry.” Unfortunately for Lenin, by 1923 both Stalin’s power and his 

rudeness had come home to roost. Stalin was ready to make a bid for real power. 

Jeremy Smith maintains that Stalin’s “belief in Russian superiority is never far 

from the surface” (D/H, p. 49). I would add that at least Stalin had to appear to hold 

such a belief. As Sarah Davies and William Chase so astutely reveal in their contribu-

tions to the Davies and Harris collection on cinema and the Moscow show trials, re-

spectively, the General Secretary was a master impresario and producer of spectacles. 

Perhaps Stalin’s Russianness was just another show. What Erik van Ree describes as 

Stalin’s “national bolshevism” may be part of the same message rather than a re-

working of Marxism (D/H, p. 80). 

Stalin preferred Georgian wine, hosted banquets that replicated Georgian feasts, 

ate in Georgian restaurants, and vacationed in Georgia. He spoke Georgian to secret 

police cronies from the Caucasus whom he trusted like no others. He harbored the 

prejudices acquired in Georgia. Did Stalin remain a Georgian while carefully crafting 

his image as a Russian? Or was his identity inextricably a combination of both? If the 

works under review do not answer those questions, they inspire the reader to ponder 

it. 

My disagreements with some of the contributors not withstanding, I recommend 

the Davies and Harris collection for both advanced undergraduate and graduate stu-

dents. It is an important and stimulating collection. Its footnotes, mercifully at the bot-

tom of the page, are a guide to further research in the field. Kapchenko’s work, while 

relying exclusively on printed sources, offers numerous insights, particularly on the 

early 1920s. Montefiore reveals not only Stalin’s life in Georgia in rich detail, but the 

continuity between that period and the outlaw tactics that Stalin employed in power. 

Alas, he ends the story in 1917 with Stalin, according to Montefiore, becoming indis-

pensable to Lenin. 

Do these works bring us any closer to an answer to the questions posed in this re-

view? If nothing else, the works under review confirm how elusive a comprehensive 

understanding of Stalin remains. 
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