
                                                               The NEP Era: Soviet Russia 1921-1928, 5 (2011), 23-25.  

BOOK REVIEWS/КНИЖНЫЕ РЕЦЕНЗИИ 
 

 

Johanan Petrovsky-Shtern. Lenin’s Jewish Question. New Haven, CT and 

London: Yale University Press, 2010. xvii + 198 pp. $40.00 cloth. ISBN 

978-0-300-15210-4. 

 

Philip Pomper. Lenin’s Brother: The Origins of the October Revolution. New 

York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2010. xxvi + 276 pp. $24.95 cloth. ISBN 978-

0-393-07079-8. 

 

New works on Lenin, and by extension his family, have begun to match 

the proliferation of works on Stalin earlier in the decade. The two books un-

der review, moreover, encourage a conclusion similar to the one that recent 

scholarship on Stalin produced: the more carefully we refine our questions 

regarding the major figures of Soviet history, the more elusive become the 

answers. 

Both works closely examine family members who preceded Lenin genera-

tionally or in birth order. Pomper’s very subtitle, “The Origins of the October 

Revolution,” suggests the significance that he attaches to Aleksandr Ulianov, 

Lenin’s older brother.    

Petrovsky-Shtern concludes the opposite from his analysis of Lenin’s an-

cestry. Family members on his mother’s side, he argues, had no influence on 

either Vladimir Ulianov or Vladimir Lenin. Petrovsky-Shtern rejects “the 

very possibility of a Jewish Lenin” (p. xvii) insisting that Lenin remained ig-

norant in his lifetime of his own “genealogical Jewishness.” (p. ix) 

In the end Petrovsky-Shtern qualifies that insistence. While maintaining 

that “the Ulianovs were aware only of their Russian and German roots and 

felt entirely assimilated in Russian culture,” he allows for the possibility that 

Lenin knew about the Blanks’ origin [that of his mother’s family].” (p. 66) 

The author nonetheless disparages the notion as something entirely in the 

realm of historical speculation. . . .” (p. 67) Rather than speculate, Petrovsky-

Shtern argues that “to situate Lenin vis-a-vis his [Jewish] ancestry” (p. 67) 

one must examine his “treatment of Jews and . . . the Jewish question, broad-

ly defined.” (p. 67) 

Pomper employs a distinctly different methodology. For him, the answer 

to the question of Lenin’s Jewish identity can be found within the Ulianov 

family itself. Pomper insists that the Ulianovs harbored awareness of their 

Jewish identity. Lenin’s older siblings, at least, “sensed that they belonged to 

a hated and victimized group” (p. 28), but could not acknowledge it. He 

speculates that such suppressed awareness encouraged a morose isolation 

among the Ulianov siblings, whose “collective . . . denial” led to explosive 

anger. (p. 29) Buried within Pomper’s narrative is the implication that Len-

in’s alleged awareness of suppressed Jewishness may have proved a more po-
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tent contributor to his revolutionary make-up than bitterness over his older 

brother’s execution. 

Pomper and Petrovsky-Shtern describe very different reactions to the dis-

covery of archival records confirming Lenin’s Jewish heritage. Pomper re-

counts that rumors about Lenin’s Jewish origins had persisted in his lifetime. 

After his death, “no one was surprised when the truth came out.” (p. 228) Pe-

trovsky-Shtern, on the other hand, maintains that when Lenin’s’ sister, Anna 

Elizarova-Ulianova, shortly after her brother’s death first uncovered proof of 

Jewish ancestry on their mother’s side, “she was astonished, to put it mildly.” 

(p. 103) The only other source of information concerning such ancestry be-

fore that had been “a not very reliable family legend, which apparently sur-

faced in the 1920s.” (p. 103) Was “no one . . . surprised” or was Lenin’s sis-

ter, at least, “astonished”? The reader is free to choose. 

Factual errors are another matter. Kamenev comes to prominence in Pe-

trovsky-Shtern’s work because he first ordered suppression of the documents 

confirming Lenin’s Jewish ancestry. Kamenev was not, however, as Petrov-

sky-Shtern writes, “the director of the Institute of Party History” (p. 103) at 

the time that Lenin’s sister revealed her discovery to him. Kamenev headed 

the Lenin Institute. In that capacity he enjoyed a monopoly of Lenin’s literary 

legacy as well as of the archival records regarding the founder of the Soviet 

state. The point is significant because in 1924, Kamenev had made control of 

Leniniana, the hadith of the prophet, one of his primary weapons in the suc-

cession struggle. The reasons for suppression of Lenin’s Jewish identity in 

1924, which Petrovsky-Shtern astutely identifies (pp. 102-03), follow from 

the role that Kamenev sought to play upon Lenin’s death. 

Nor had Kamenev, like “some social democrats of Jewish origin . . . sup-

ported Lenin’s quest for the party’s absolute power. . . .” (p. 99) Kamenev 

joined the Bolshevik government only in late November 1917, the last of 

Lenin’s inner circle to do so. He opposed Lenin’s refusal to share power with 

other socialist parties. He and his political partner Grigorii Zinov’ev had 

earned the bitter epithet of “strike-breaker” precisely because Kamenev had 

sought to prevent the premature seizure of power that was sure to lead, he 

warned, to dictatorship. 

It is true, as Petrovsky-Shtern states, that by 1932 Kamenev and Zinov’ev 

“had lost their influence in the party. . . .” But they had hardly “turned into 

lackeys of Stalin.” (p. 107) In that year both actively supported and circulated 

the Riutin platform along with other documents that urged uniting the former 

Left and Right Oppositions against Stalin. 

Such errors detract from a monograph that otherwise significantly expands 

what we know about Lenin’s family on his mother’s side, if not, as Petrov-

sky-Shtern insists, what we know about Lenin himself. The author has uti-

lized rich archival holdings in Ukraine and Israel, rarely if ever consulted by 

historians of Russia. 

In contrast, while Pomper has consulted the archival record particularly 

with regard to the trial of Aleksandr Ulianov and the police surveillance he 
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underwent, the conceptual framework of the work rests largely on his previ-

ous scholarship on the Russian intelligentsia, Petr Lavrov, and Sergei 

Nechaev. Solid and thorough, the work nonetheless fails to justify its own 

subtitle, which suggests that the fate of Aleksandr or his lingering influence 

somehow propelled Vladimir Lenin to October. If there were such a connec-

tion, given Aleksandr’s adherence to Lavrov and his own deeply held narod-

nik convictions, Lenin would have sooner joined the Socialist Revolutionary 

Party. October might well have meant the introduction of NEP in 1918, in-

cluding its persistence as the essence of the revolution, rather than as a devia-

tion from the Marxist assumptions on which it was made. 

Finally, to return to the point I raised at the beginning of this review. Nei-

ther work satisfactorily answers that most fundamental question they both 

pose: Did Lenin know that he was Jewish? 
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