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Boris N. Mironov: Istoricheskaia  
sotsiologiia Rossii. Sankt-Peterburg: 
Intersocis, 2009, 536 pp.

Historical sociology practically disappeared  
in Russia during the Soviet period when 
the official philosophical doctrine of histo-
rical materialism was absolutely predomi-
nant. While there were some discussions 
of the relationship between historical ma-
terialism and sociology, the leading role of 
Soviet Marxism could not be questioned. 
During the perestroika period ideological 
restrictions were gradually abolished. Ne-
vertheless, the process of institutionaliza-
tion of Russian historical sociology proved 
to be rather slow. In any case social histo-
ry was in a better position than historical 
sociology in Soviet times. So it is not sur-
prising that the growth of interest in histo-
rical sociology in the first post-Soviet years 
could be seen first of all among historians. 
Some of them began to employ sociologi-
cal approaches in a more consistent man-
ner in the 1990s.

Boris Mironov is the author of the two-
volume book on social history of Russia 
covering the period from the beginning of 
the 18th to the early 20th century. The first  
Russian edition of that work was publis-
hed in 1999. Soon after that it was tran-
slated into English under the title The so-
cial history of imperial Russia, 1700–1917 
(2000). The book was discussed widely 
by historians both in Russia and abroad. 
Thus, a  considerable part of an issue of 
Slavic Review (Vol. 60, no. 3, Fall 2001) was  
devoted to discussion of Mironov’s study. 
Most reviewers emphasized the impressi-
ve achievement of its author who offered 
a comprehensive interpretation of Russian 
history of the imperial period.

Mironov’s new work Istoricheskaia 
sotsiologiia Rossii (Historical Sociology of  

Russia) is a text-book which is largely bas-
ed on his previous historical study. Howe-
ver, it is presented as a book on historical 
sociology. In fact, the author focuses on 
theoretical problems of historical sociology 
mainly in introduction and the final chap-
ter which is titled ‘Russia and the West: So-
ciological Images and Historical reality’. In 
the present review special attention is de-
voted to these more theoretical statements.

On the whole Mironov discusses a wide 
range of issues. These include territorial ex- 
pansion of the Russian state and ethnic 
relations, changes in social structure and 
patterns of social mobility, urbanization, 
demographic changes, transformation of 
the family, serfdom and the peasant com-
mune, evolution of the political instituti-
ons and formation of civil society. Mironov 
focuses on the processes of modernization 
in imperial Russia. In his view, the essence 
of modernization consisted in the growth 
of individual autonomy and also autono-
my of the nuclear family, transformation 
of the estates into professional groups and 
classes and, finally, evolution of the state 
based on law.

Mironov offers a  detailed analysis of 
the formation of different estates in Ru-
ssia in the 18th century. He argues that the 
estates were at the same time real social 
strata and imagined communities. In dis-
cussion of changes in the social structure 
of Russian society since 1860s Mironov 
concentrates on gradual diminution of the 
differences between the estates. However, 
transformation of estates into classes was 
not finished by 1917. The estate paradigm 
was preserved in real life as well as in the 
mentality of various social groups. As Mi-
ronov argues, the existence of estates was 
an obstacle to the growth of the Russian 
nation with a  common culture, common 
values and laws (p. 93).
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Mironov devotes considerable attenti-
on to the development of elements of civil 
society in Russia. He describes the emer-
gence and spread of voluntary associations 
since the end of the 18th century. The role 
of the public sphere became more conspi-
cuous after the reforms of the 1860s. By 
the beginning of the 20th century different 
kinds of associations existed in Russia. At 
the same time, as Mironov claims, associ-
ations contributed to a  certain degree to  
social exclusion and the split between wes-
ternized educated strata and the traditio-
nalist majority of the country’s population 
(pp. 420–421). Social and cultural fragmen-
tation in Russian society was further inc-
reased on the eve of the revolution of 1917.

According to Mironov, the state insti- 
tutions of imperial Russia were on the 
whole developing in the direction of Recht-
staat. Elements of the state based on law 
emerged in the 1860s and 70s. Although 
during the rule of Alexander III there were 
attempts to slow down this development, 
Mironov believes that the Russian state 
continued to evolve towards constitutional 
monarchy and Russian society towards ci- 
vil society. In Mironov’s view, after 1905 
Russia actually became a constitutional mo- 
narchy (pp. 379–381). Apparently he does 
not accept using Weber’s concept of pseu-
do-constitutionalism for designation of the 
political regime in post-1905 Russia. But 
the development of Rechtstaat, as Mironov 
emphasizes, was interrupted by the revo-
lutionary upheaval.

In the last chapter of the book appli- 
cability of different sociological approa- 
ches to Russian society of the imperial pe-
riod is considered. First, Mironov discus- 
ses Durkheim’s scheme of transition from 
mechanical to organic solidarity. Second, 
he refers to the civilizational approach. It 
is noteworthy that Mironov sums up the 
images of Russia and the West in Russian 

civilizational discourse from Nikolai Dani-
levskii to eurasianism (pp. 445–446) but 
he never mentions contemporary approa-
ches to civilizational analysis in western 
historical sociology. So it is not surprising 
that Mironov does not accept the possibi-
lity that the civilizational paradigm can be 
combined with modernization theory.

In Mironov’s view, the most fruitful ap- 
proach to the study of imperial Russia is 
modernization theory. However, he gene-
rally follows the early functionalist version 
of that theory. Mironov constantly empha-
sizes the universal character of changes in 
different social spheres in the process of 
modernization. He argues that this pro-
cess was basically the same in Russia as 
in the West. For Mironov, imperial Russia 
was a ‘normal’ European country. From 
his viewpoint, Russia was moving in the 
same direction as other Euripean states. 
The main difference was that in Russia 
modernization began later and it was not 
completed by the first world war.

It should also be noted that in intro-
duction to the book Mironov considers the 
contribution to historical sociology of such 
scholars as Barrington Moore, Reinhard 
Bendix, Randall Collins and Charles Tilly 
(pp. 13–21) but he does not draw on their 
approaches. Moreover, Mironov disregards 
the fact that these scholars often criticized 
the functionalist modernization theory. 
However, in western historical sociology 
the idea of multiple routes to modernity 
has been discussed since Moore’s study of 
the social origins of dictatorship and de-
mocracy. From the viewpoint of Moore’s 
approach, two different modes of moder-
nization were used in Russia – in the pre-
revolutionary and the Soviet periods re-
spectively – but both of them differed from 
the western ‘route to the modern world’.

Mironov’s position can also be con-
trasted with other perspectives on Russian 
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history. The direct opposite to Mironov’s 
view is the approach taken by Richard Pi-
pes (Russia under the Old Regime, 1974). 
This historian who was drawing on Max 
Weber’s concept of patrimonial domina-
tion emphasized the difference between 
western and Russian political institutions. 
According to Pipes, the rise of the Rus- 
sian state represented a sustained deviati-
on from the western path of development. 
Pipes was looking for the sources of totali-
tarianism not in western ideas but in Rus-
sian institutions. In particular, he discus-
sed the continuity between the police-state 
which emerged in Russia in the 1880s and 
the totalitarian state that presumably suc-
ceeded it.

However, it is not obvious that the 
West should be considered a reference po-
int in this case. Thus, the British sociologist 
Teodor Shanin characterizes pre-revolutio-
nary Russia as ‘the first developing coun-
try’ (Russia as a Developing Society, 1985). 
For Shanin, Russia was neither a backward 
part of Europe nor an absolutely unique 
society. He argues that by the end of the 
19th century Russia became the first state 
where social conditions emerged that later 
became common for the Third world. Sha-
nin believes that acknowledging this fact 
could allow us to place Russia in a more 
realistic comparative context.

Johann Arnason regards the develop-
ment of Russian society as a case of impe-
rial modernization (The Future that Failed, 
1993). From the viewpoint of the multiple 
modernities approach he argues that the 
Russian tradition was characterized by 
a peripheral position in the Western world 
and some traits of a separate civilization. 
In his view, the course of modernization 
in Russia was co-determined by imperial 
structures and strategies. This situation 
aggravated the tensions and conflicts of 
the modernizing process and led to a cri-

sis that differed from other types of mo-
dern revolutions. On the other hand, the 
post-revolutionary power structures were 
largely influenced by the imperial legacy. 
According to Arnason, imperial moderni-
zation represented an important aspect 
of the overall modernizing process and it 
could give rise to a counter-paradigm of 
modernity as was the case with the Soviet 
model.

It seems that the above-mentioned ap-
proaches should be taken into account in 
considering the course of modernization 
in imperial Russia. In that case the deve-
lopment of Russian society can be seen as 
a more complex process than simply fol-
lowing the presumably universal route of 
modernization described by functionalist 
theory. In general Mironov’s work repre-
sents some common features of today’s 
Russian historical sociology. It was mainly 
empirically oriented social history rather  
than theoretically oriented historical socio- 
logy that was developing in Russia in the 
last two decades. At the same time the lea-
ding representatives of Russian historical 
sociology were drawing mostly on func-
tionalist modernization theory but not on 
contemporary sociological theories. It is 
characteristic that the multiple moderni-
ties approach is hardly ever mentioned in 
their publications. But it can be assumed 
that engagement with the multiple moder-
nities perspective will play an essential 
role in further development of sociology in  
Russia. The future of Russian historical so-
ciology will be largely defined by its ability 
to meet the challenge of the multiple mo-
dernities theory.
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