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plain the particularities of Rus-
sian Neo-Paganism in compari-
son with its Western analogues. 
Shnirelman’s conclusions also 
derive from a well-defined source 
base. The ethno-racial attitudes 
and political radicalism of the 
most active Russian Neo-Pagans 
(rodnovery), and those most no-
ticed by the media, cannot be ig-
nored, and Shnirelman’s study 
provides full and convincing con-
firmation of this. For a compre-
hensive picture of different ver-
sions of Neo-Paganism a wider 
research program is needed, the 
directions for which are indicat-
ed within Russian Rodnoverie 
itself.

Alexander Agadjanian 
(Translation by Keith Walmsley)

References

Shnirel’man, Viktor. (1998). Neoiazichestvo 
i natsionalizm: Vostochnoevropeiskii 
areal [Neo-Paganism and 
Nationalism in Eastern Europe]. 
Moscow: Institut etnologii i 
antropologii.

Shnirel’man, Viktor. (2001). “Perun, Svarog 
i drugie: Russkoe neoiazichestvo v 
poiskakh sebia.” In Viktor 
Shnirel’man (Ed.), Neoiazichestvo 
na prostorakh Evrazii [“Perun, 
Svarog and Others: Russian Neo-
Paganism in Search of Itself.” In 
Viktor Shnirel’man (Ed.), Neo-
Paganism in the Territories of 
Eurasia] (10–38). Moscow: 
Izdatel’stvo Bibleisko-Bogoslovs- 
kogo instituta.

Shnirelman, Viktor. (1998). Russian Neo-
Pagan Myths and Antisemitism. 
Jerusalem: The Hebrew University.

Vertlieb, E. and Boldyrev, P. (1985). 
“Solzhenitsyn and Yanov,” Studies in 
East European Thought 29(1): 11 – 15.

Alexey Sitnikov (2012). Orthodox Christianity and 
the Institutions of Power and Civil Society in Russia. 
(Pravoslavie, instituty vlasti i grazhdanskogo 
obshchestva v Rossii). St. Petersburg: Aleteiia 
(in Russian). — 248 pages.

Alexey Sitnikov’s book, which is 
based on his doctoral dissertation, 
is devoted to “an analysis of Or-
thodoxy’s influence on the mold-
ing of the institutions of power 
in Russian society, its structural 
stratification, and the emergence 

 First published in Russian in 
Gosudarstvo, religiia, tserkov’ v Rossii 
i za rubezhom. (2013). 31(3): 328 – 333.

of a civil society” (9). It is one of 
this country’s first comprehensive 
and systematized studies of this 
issue. Drawing on an extensive lit-
erature and a variety of historical 
sources, Sitnikov analyzes works 
by Russian and foreign scholars, 
and demonstrates the contradic-
tions in, and the tendencies of, 
the development of church-socie-
ty and church-state relations.
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There is no doubt as to the 
timeliness of a study of this kind. 
Assuming one agrees with Sit-
nikov that Russian society has 
in recent years been undergoing 
a process of sociopolitical trans-
formation whose endgame is the 
gradual formation of democratic 
institutions and the development 
of a civil society, this automatical-
ly prompts one to ask how Ortho-
dox Christianity as a cultural tra-
dition and the Russian Orthodox 
Church as the largest and most 
influential religious communion 
have impacted that process. Does 
Orthodoxy inherently possess the 
resources to ease these transfor-
mations, or is it, by virtue of its 
historical, doctrinal, and other 
particular traits, doomed to do 
the opposite—to slow and ham-
per democratic development? In 
a certain sense, this question may 
be seen as part of a more gener-
al problem concerning the com-
patibility of religion and political 
modernity, at least insofar as the 
latter affects the desacralization 
of power, the dehierarchization of 
society’s structure, the develop-
ment of horizontal mechanisms 
of self-organization, and so forth.

The book’s first chapter deals 
with theoretical issues and re-
search methodology. Sitnikov has 
chosen to employ the approaches 
and conceptual apparatus of reli-
gious studies used in Europe and 
the United States. His assump-
tion is that the methods for the 

study of religion and its influ-
ence on the institutions of pow-
er and civil society developed by 
Max Weber, Talcott Parsons, and 
Pitirim Sorokin, as well as Pe-
ter Berger, Pierre Bourdieu, and 
Jürgen Habermas, may be use-
fully enlisted and applied to Rus-
sian reality. Leaning especially on 
Bourdieu’s ideas and terminolo-
gy, he crafts a model for Ortho-
doxy’s influence on the framing 
of social reality, the production of 
a legitimate vision of the social 
world, and the legitimization and 
grounding of power.

It is, however, impossible to 
overlook an evident lacuna in 
Sitnikov’s theory and methodol-
ogy, namely, that he makes virtu-
ally no attempt to adapt Western 
constructs to the realities of Rus-
sia. For example, it is not enough 
to describe, as Sitnikov does in 
his chapter “The Unique Features 
of the Religious Situation in Rus-
sian Society,” Berger’s “religious 
marketplace” and “pluralization” 
or Habermas’s “postsecular soci-
ety,” and then conclude that “us-
ing the conceptual apparatus they 
developed to describe the reli-
gious situation in Russia enables 
us to uncover substantial idio-
syncrasies in the position of vari-
ous denominations, church-state 
relations, and the religious con-
duct of the people at large” (29–
30). Those concepts need, rather, 
to be operationalized to Russia’s 
specific realities. Can the reli-
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gious situation in Russia really 
be described through the idiom of 
the “religious marketplace”? Are 
we really dealing here with “plu-
ralization” in the Western sense? 
Can we speak of the coming to-
gether of a “postsecular society” 
in Russia in the same sense of the 
term as used by Habermas? That 
these questions are left altogether 
unaddressed detracts somewhat 
from the value of the chapter on 
theory and methodology.

Sitnikov then embarks on a 
systematic analysis of Orthodox 
Christianity’s influence, past and 
present, on the formation of in-
stitutions of power. But his diag-
nosis, as a supporter of democra- 
tic transformations, is bleak, 
since to him, Orthodoxy offers so-
ciety a model for the religious le-
gitimization of a power structure 
that is characterized by mono-
centrism and the sacralization of 
power relations. This ties in to the 
fact that prior to 1917, the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church was one 
with the state and conceptualized 
its position and its relations with 
the power structure accordingly. 
The categories of Orthodox so-
cial teaching were predominantly 
based on borrowings from Byzan-
tine thought, which could brook 
none of the distinction between 
state and society that became es-
tablished in Europe during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. The ideal of the sacralized, 
noncompetitive, and stringently 

hierarchical model of governance 
was traditionally inherent in Rus-
sian Orthodoxy, which affirmed 
this model as ordained by God. 
Such, in fact, is the institutional 
order supported by the Church’s 
social teaching today. Ortho-
doxy’s social ideals do not encom-
pass democracy, a civil society, or 
a competitive political culture, in 
conformity with the Church’s un-
written laws, which have formed 
over many centuries in a system 
that assumed the existing system 
of power and the specific vehicles 
of that power to be heaven-sent, 
just and unchangeable.

Sitnikov reaches the impor-
tant conclusion that the Orthodox 
model of the social order is in-
creasingly evidently running coun-
ter to the gathering sociopolitical 
transformations of Russian soci-
ety. Drawing on data from a va-
riety of studies, he demonstrates 
that socioeconomic development 
in Russia over recent years has 
given rise to a middle class with 
its own intrinsically independ-
ent economic behavior, values, 
and political demands. Although 
concentrated in the major cities 
and not presently dominant, the 
middle class is even now becom-
ing an important force in society. 
This is depriving the paternalist 
political culture of its monopoly 
and is producing the prerequisites 
for a democratic culture. The val-
ues of self-expression are begin-
ning to push back against the tra-
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ditional mindset, and a demand 
for democracy and a liberal mod-
el of interaction between citizen 
and state is taking shape. As those 
tendencies develop over time, the 
traditional political mindset of 
Orthodoxy is becoming unaccep-
table for a certain portion of so-
ciety, above all for representatives 
of the middle class.

The development of political 
institutions in the modern world 
led to the separation of civil soci-
ety from the state. The state has 
relinquished control over morali-
ty, religion, and culture, while civ-
il society has assumed the regu-
lation of morality and spirituality. 
The ruler is no longer perceived 
as a sacral figure chosen by God 
to lead his subjects to transcend-
ent salvation. The contemporary 
model for the legitimization of 
power, rather, strives to desacral-
ize the bearer of supreme power 
to the fullest extent possible, see-
ing him as merely a functionary 
who is regularly supplanted and is 
accountable to those who elected 
him. By contrast, the Russian Or-
thodox Church’s proclaimed ide-
al of symphony between Church 
and state automatically injects an 
element of sacrality into the un-
derstanding of the supreme pow-
er. Only a noncompetitive system 
of power in need of pseudomon-
archical legitimization, however, 
can have any use for a sympho- 
nic model of church-state 
relations.

From his analysis of the prac-
tical relations between state and 
Church, Sitnikov concludes that 
in its relations with society, Or-
thodoxy tends to aspire to reli-
ance on the institutions of power 
and the invocation of their help 
and protection. But this prac-
tice runs counter to the democra-
tic norms of the modern world, 
which suppose that a religion’s 
influence depends less on coop-
erative efforts with the state than 
on its own position and authori-
ty in civil society, and on the de-
gree to which the religious com-
munities within its purview have 
developed.

Sitnikov goes on to examine 
the activity of Orthodox parishes 
and other associations of believ-
ers, and their place in the struc-
ture of Russia’s civil society. Bas-
ing his analysis on well-known 
studies of parish life, he describes 
various activities in which com-
munities and organizations of be-
lievers engage, while noting the 
persistent notion of the Church 
as a rigid hierarchical system 
whose foundational principle is 
obedience. This explains why the 
lives of most who define them-
selves as Orthodox have very lit-
tle to do with the parish.

Associations of believers, in-
cluding parishes, are, however, 
elements of civil society, in which 
they champion the tradition-
al values of their members and 
their right to live in accordance 
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with their convictions. In the 
modern state, the Church cannot 
avoid becoming a civil society or-
ganization, yet the Church’s lead-
ership continues, through iner-
tia, to pursue a close connection 
with the state. The Church hier-
archs deem it unnecessary to de-
velop and support a diverse net-
work of groups and associations 
created by rank-and-file believ-
ers; on the contrary, this is seen 
as something of a danger to the 
hierarchy itself. While desirous 
of building the Church’s influ-
ence, its leadership is doing less 
to develop the parishes and asso-
ciations created by the rank-and-
file faithful than to establish con-
tact with representatives of state 
power. The Church solicits the 
support of these state represent-
atives on the assumption that the 
Church’s influence is directly pro-
portional to its connection with 
the state and that only through 
this power structure can it attain 
significance (210).

Sitnikov’s overall conclusion 
is grim: Orthodoxy, the path to 
democratization, and the emer-
gence of civil society are at pre-
sent incompatible, since Ortho-
doxy tends to slow and deter 
development in the institutions 
of power. Furthermore, he seems 
to see no way of surmounting that 
incompatibility, if one discounts 
certain optimistic and quite un-
substantiated hints to the effect 
that “the contemporary demo-

cratic values that are shared by 
the middle class will, in all likeli-
hood, be included among the de-
siderata of a significant segment 
of the faithful. There is an incip-
ient need for the social doctrine 
of Orthodoxy to perform a ‘one-
eighty,’ in order to accommodate 
the preferences of the dominant 
social group of believers” (148).

I do not, however, propose 
to debate Sitnikov in this review, 
since the value of his book ul-
timately resides in the probing 
questions it asks and provocative 
answers it gives. I shall there-
fore restrict myself to two obser-
vations here. The first is that Sit-
nikov leaves entirely untouched 
the issue of how much influence 
Orthodoxy actually exerts on in-
stitutions of power, “structural 
stratification” and the formation 
of civil society, and the terms in 
which that influence may be an-
alyzed. As Sitnikov himself ob-
serves, Orthodoxy and, for that 
matter, the extent of a person’s 
piety, have a negligible effect on 
Russian sociopolitical conscious-
ness (105), other than at a few ex-
pressly symbolic junctures—the 
desire to see an Orthodox presi-
dent as head of state, for exam-
ple, or the general disapproval of 
cultural liberalism. An even re-
motely meaningful link between 
religious affiliation and socio-
political views is detectable only 
among strictly observant Russian 
churchgoers who, according to 



BOOK  REVIEWS

156  ©  S TATE ·  REL I G I ON  ·  CHURCH

Sitnikov’s calculations, comprise 
only some 2 percent of the pop-
ulation. Even certain tendencies 
he mentions in the direction of 
a new symphony between state 
and Church—or rather, to borrow 
from Mikhail Shakhov (Shakhov 
2002: 58 – 61), toward “synodal-
ization”—are not in themselves 
evidence of any meaningful exer-
tion of influence (other than of a 
particular kind of “gift exchange,” 
in which administrative and fi-
nancial benefits are proffered in 
exchange for ideological support).

Second, Sitnikov is inclined 
to describe Orthodox Christiani-
ty and Orthodox Christians as a 
unified and noncontradictory en-
tity that is, by and large, inclined 
to disavow any potential socio-
political transformations. In so 
doing, he almost entirely over-
looks the existence within Ortho-
doxy itself of diverse ideological 
currents and a variety of actors, 
some of whom are highly sen-
sitive to the challenges that Or-
thodoxy faces at the present time 
and who are endeavoring to give 
the matter the profound consid-
eration it warrants.⁵

I will, however, refrain from 
further developing these criti-
cisms for now, and will end my 
review by again pointing up the 

5. As an example of an analysis that takes 
account of the multidimensionality in 
contemporary Orthodoxy, I refer the 
reader to the work of Kristina Stoeckl 
(in particular, Shtekl’ 2012).

fundamental, and even provoc-
ative, questions that this study 
has placed before us. Has Rus-
sian Orthodoxy really lacked—
and does it continue to lack—the 
resources that would render it ca-
pable, if not of furthering politi-
cal modernization, then at least 
of not impeding it? Must Russian 
Orthodoxy really remain forev-
er hostage to traditional notions 
of power, society, and man that 
are deeply rooted in the Byzan-
tine legacy? And what then lies 
in store for the Russian Orthodox 
Church if the social transforma-
tions that Sitnikov outlines do in-
deed come to pass?

Dmitry Uzlaner (Translation 
by Liv Bliss)
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