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The history of Soviet sexuality, and that of discourses pertaining to sex and 

the body, is a growing subfield within the larger context of the policies of the 

NEP era. Frances Bernstein’s elegant and well researched book is a new and im-

portant contribution to this ongoing discussion. Few readers will be surprised to 

learn that the Bolsheviks saw intimate and private behavior as a legitimate field 

of state intervention, or that Soviet functionaries attempted to regulate and mod-

ernize the sexual habits of its population through surveillance, censorship, and 

popular education. But readers will be surprised by the degree of continuity that 

existed between pre-revolutionary intelligentsia discourses on sex and sexual 

practices, and the regimes of popular enlightenment about sexual matters, that the 

Soviet state tried to institute. Like their pre-revolutionary predecessors who fig-

ured in Laura Engelstein’s path-breaking book, Keys to Happiness: Sex and the 

Search for Modernity in Fin-de-Siècle Russia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1994), Soviet sexologists, medical professionals, and educators argued that 

young Soviet people should practice self-control, avoid masturbation at all costs, 

delay their first sexual experiences beyond the onset of puberty, and find healthy 

partners with whom they could reproduce healthy offspring. These professionals 

claimed that in view of the widespread social crisis of male confidence, sexual 

impotence, and epidemic of nervousness that had beset men in the aftermath of 

the First World War and Civil War, it was important to disseminate information 

about “healthy” sexual practices to a largely illiterate population. 

Soviet sex experts preached that one should engage in sexual congress primar-

ily in order to reproduce healthy offspring for the betterment of the state and the 

nation. Posters and brochures warned sententiously that overindulgence in sensu-

ality would lead to male neurasthenia, irritability, loss of will, and to the onset of 

venereal diseases. For women, engaging in sexual promiscuity could lead to pos-

sible deformation of the sexual glands and reproductive organs.  At the same time 

women were urged to have a minimum of four children within the confines of 

marriage so that they didn’t lose their femininity and become “old maids”. There 

was minimal discussion of available means of contraception and while women 

were warned not go to old women for back alley abortions, doctors in hospitals 

offered few painless or safe alternatives. These educators exhibited little interest 

in promoting sexual practices that would result in maximizing pleasure for both 

partners, and instead they advocated the sublimation of sexuality. Young people 

were instructed to suppress their desires and engage in sports, education, and self-

less service to the community.  
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The focus on self-control, and the enjoining of sex for the purposes of pro-

creation only, had been preached by a variety of voices in the pre-revolutionary 

era. Members of the Russian Orthodox Church as well as liberal professionals, 

doctors, educators and political activists of various stripes sought to implant zakal 

(manliness) in the hapless Russian youth, by eradicating sexual self-indulgence. 

Chernyshevskii, in his didactic novel, What Is To be Done, even preached sexual 

abstinence within the confines of marriage. Socialist martyrs such as Vera Figner, 

and Sofia Perovskaia, practiced extraordinary self-control, very much like the fic-

tional Vera, heroine of Chernyshevskii’s highly influential text. Tolstoi believed 

that sensuality was a snare that sapped a man’s will and led to his ultimate de-

mise. Even Anastasia Verbitskaia, in her feminist romance, Keys to Happiness, 

had her heroine Mania pay a terrible price for her sexual profligacy and serial 

monogamy. The Bolsheviks, as Bernstein shows, were heirs to this repressive 

tradition. Thus their regime of sexual hygiene contained little toleration for di-

verse sexual practices, and alternative sexualities and life-styles. Sexual pleasure 

was suspect and even young couples on their honeymoon were asked to practice 

self-restraint. Rather than draw a neat line between the sexual permissiveness of 

the 1920s and the family-oriented policy of the 1930s, Bernstein shows that con-

servative attitudes re-emerged soon after the revolution. Stalin’s revolution, ra-

ther than marking a Thermidorian reaction to the sexual permissiveness of the 

decade of the 1920s, merely represented the apotheosis of cultural and medical 

trends that had been in existence for decades. 

 While the monograph deals with professional attitudes towards sex within the 

medical establishment in the NEP era, Bernstein also draws on a wealth of ar-

chival materials to outline the processes through which sex education was institu-

tionalized within the early Soviet state. While tsarist authorities curtailed the ef-

forts of medical professionals to disseminate information about sexual health, af-

ter the revolution several agencies took the lead in this work of education and en-

lightenment. Under the auspices of Narkomzdrav, or the Commissariat of Health, 

institutions such as the State Institute of Social Hygiene, and the State Venereo-

logical Institute, were created.  Unlike the tsarist order which had resented the at-

tempts of professionals to regulate the behavior of citizens under its own pur-

view, the Bolsheviks had a more progressive and modern attitude towards edu-

cated professionals and respected their specialized knowledge. As long as scien-

tific expertise co-existed with overt loyalty to the state, the state tolerated profes-

sionals’ medical knowledge and indeed entrusted issues of sexual enlightenment 

to them. Thus endocrinologists created biologically determined theories of about 

gendered behavior, based on dubious evidence about the role and purpose of sex-

ual glands. They argued that men were sexually more promiscuous and that 

women were motivated by considerations of maternity. However, it is important 

to point out that these were not the only voices available to Soviet youth in the 

1920’s. Pornography, boulevard literature, sensational journalism, Bolshevik 

propaganda, and as well as classics of Socialist Realism such as Gladkov’s novel, 

Cement, dealt with both female and male sexuality in more imaginative and liber-

ating terms. Both anecdotal and historical information from the 1920s show that 
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multiple discourses on sex and sexual practices were available within Soviet so-

ciety. For the most part, Soviet youth paid little attention to the repetitive stric-

tures of these well-meaning if unimaginative professionals. Due to source limita-

tions, Bernstein has been unable to gauge the public impact and reception of pro-

fessionals’ medical advice. When Soviet sex education was abruptly terminated 

in the 1930s with the closing of the medical and the research institutes, there was 

little public outcry. 

One wishes that Bernstein had stretched her tightly focused arguments about 

sexual enlightenment to engage with other existing discourses on sex and gender 

available during this era. But on the whole this is a well-written and intensively 

researched monograph that will be of interest to students of gender, sexuality, and 

the medical profession. It is suitable for use in courses for both graduate and ad-

vanced undergraduate students. 
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