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Kenneth Pinnow’s book Lost to the Collective is an impressively re-

searched, thorough, and highly sophisticated account of how social scientists 

and the state evaluated and explained suicide in the early years of Soviet rule. 

As the author clearly notes, the book is not so much a study of suicide as it is 

an explication of the discourse on suicide, and of what that reveals about ide-

ological priorities and the establishment of what he calls the Soviet “social 

science state.” Pinnow presents several interrelated theses on how “responses 

to suicide reflected the way that the individual and society – and the connec-

tion between them – were imagined and constructed through a mixture of 

rhetorical strategies and concrete politico-scientific practices.” (p. 3) The 

Bolsheviks’ viewed the ability of individuals to remove themselves perma-

nently from the collective social body as a deeply problematic threat,  one 

that intensified their need to know individuals through increased mutual sur-

veillance, since “the party could treat the kollektiv only through the study and 

care of its constituent members.” (p. 71) 

As Pinnow notes, medical professionals and social scientists concerned 

with suicide had felt thwarted in prerevolutionary Russia by the disinterest of 

the tsarist government, and they welcomed the Soviet state’s desire to know 

the phenomenon better. During the 1920s, suicide was largely seen as another 

unfortunate manifestation of the dislocations and antisocial phenomena of the 

transition period, and was thus associated with other NEP-era anxieties. The 

persistence and even increase in suicide rates was, paradoxically, viewed as 

both a cause of great concern (because the revolution’s abolition of social in-

equality was supposed to diminish existential unhappiness) and as evidence 

that Russia was now a fully modern country (following Durkheim’s well-

established link between suicide and modernity). Ultimately the concept of 

the transition period could be used as a way of explaining the suicides as a 

kind of hangover caused by the continued persistence of socially and cultur-

ally class alien elements. 

The book takes us on an extensive tour of the proliferating expertise in its 

various and not always concordant guises. Medical forensic scientists like 

Iakov Leibovich undertook an exhaustive study of the circumstances sur-

rounding suicide, through a relentless collection of questionnaires and autop-

sy reports where they existed. Forensic experts debated among themselves 

over the relative importance of sociological factors and the biological pathol-

ogies that were thought to explain suicidal tendencies (for example, “an im-

proper correspondence between brain size and cranial capacity” [p. 122]). 
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The psychopathologist Nikolai Brukhanskii favored a “biosocial” under-

standing that took into account both internal and external factors, an approach 

that received the backing of Commissar of Health Nikolai Semashko. While, 

Pinnow tells us, a variety of scientific viewpoints coexisted during NEP, 

there was growing ideological pressure to focus on personal responsibility at 

the end of the decade, and forensic accounts blaming physical-biological 

states for suicide fell into disfavor. 

Unlike the forensic scientists, “moral statisticians,” led by Mikhail Gernet, 

studied the social aggregate by means of nationally collected data rather than 

individual physiology via autopsies. Moral statisticians shared the Soviet de-

sire to “know” the population through a thorough and relentless gathering of 

information, although not always for the same ends. As Pinnow notes, 

through the 1920s most moral statisticians saw themselves as empiricists ra-

ther than activists. “Such scientific modesty, which rationalized the produc-

tion of information for its own sake, fit uncomfortably with the totalizing na-

ture of Soviet politics and with instrumentalist views of numbers as a tool for 

remaking reality.” (pp. 142-43) While during the 1920s, moral statisticians 

were able to pursue their positivist science, by the end of the decade, their 

professional craft, too, was inexorably politicized. 

Pinnow’s understanding of Soviet discourse and subjectivity shares much 

with the recent investigations by David Hoffmann, Daniel Beer, Igal Halfin, 

and others. Pinnow is far more interested in studying the rhetoric and state-

ments of scientific experts and political figures than he is in evaluating the 

veracity of their claims about suicide. Indeed, like these other recent works 

on Soviet subjectivity and discourse, Pinnow attempts to confine his explica-

tion to the mental worlds of his subjects, not imposing external frameworks 

or evaluations. This can lead to some thick prose, and the use of the now fa-

miliar jargon that has come out of this particular genre of historical analysis. 

But it avoids ahistorical imposition of anachronistic concepts, which is after 

all its goal. 

Following the aforementioned scholars, and also the work of Stephen 

Kotkin and Peter Holquist, Pinnow situates the emergence of the Soviet so-

cial science state “within the stream of modernity” (p. 11), following Beer’s 

formulation that the Soviet experiment represented “a particularly radical ad-

aptation of what he calls ‘liberal modernity’.” (p. 12) Overall this is convinc-

ingly presented, yet on occasion this conceptual framework seems to drive 

the book’s narrative. For example, the repeated insistence that the Soviets 

and social scientists were driven by a seemingly insatiable need to know the 

population pauses only briefly before the “curious fact” that “rather large 

numbers of suicides were never autopsied.” (p. 121) At times, too, the Fou-

cauldian-inspired critique of professionals leads to negative, even hostile, 

characterizations, as when Pinnow remarks that, in late tsarist society, “Rus-

sian physicians, not surprisingly, were eager to claim the body and mind/soul 

(dusha) of the suicide as their own.” (p. 33) In the example given immediate-

ly following, we are presented with a physician arguing in 1912 that families 
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and survivors should be given greater rights, which might otherwise have 

been described more charitably. 

Perhaps more significantly, in his eagerness to display the “intellectual af-

finity between liberal professionals and the new Marxist rulers of Russia” (p. 

51), the author has a tendency to elide how social scientists, criminologists, 

and medical experts differed both from one another and from the Soviet state. 

A contradiction arises between the book’s sophisticated, nuanced recognition 

of the multiplicity of aims and viewpoints and its tendency, at other times, to 

collapse these distinctions. This was the erection of a very particular kind of 

“social science state” indeed. Not only were academic sociology departments 

almost immediately abolished, a fact which Pinnow passes over a bit too 

quickly, but university administrative control over the social sciences was in 

a perpetual if unsettled state of establishment from the earliest days of the 

new regime. While, as this book expertly demonstrates, a large number of 

pre-revolutionary experts welcomed the establishment of institutions and 

practices which could further their own scientific agendas, there were others 

who either removed themselves from active work (Pinnow briefly mentions 

the prominent physician Dmitrii Zhbankov) or were removed involuntarily. 

While the Bolsheviks may have had a “laissez-faire attitude” (p. 182) toward 

certain aspects of social research during NEP, when speaking more broadly it 

is important to qualify this assertion. 

Overall, however, this is a tremendously well-researched and sophisticated 

book, which adds a wealth of information about both the study of suicide in 

particular and of the development of social science research in the 1920s and 

after more generally. It will be of great interest to experts in the field, and 

undoubtedly it will inspire further research. 
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