
protecting private property interests” (3). These aspects
of capitalism were no different in Russia, he argues, than
they were in any Western nation, where the functioning
of the legal system and credit markets was also hardly
perfect.

Antonov does not overcorrect to imply that there was
full convergence between Russia and the West. He ac-
knowledges that many government officials were anxious
about free-market forces, and that the nation’s political
trajectory resulted from the intransigence of the tsarist
autocracy. But in the realm he is concerned with, the de-
viations from other contemporary societies were mar-
ginal. At the same time as Westerners did, Russians came
to believe that debt was necessary for the economy to
thrive, and that for people to be involved in commerce
they would have to incur financial risks. Bankruptcy was
therefore no longer perceived as a failure of morality, al-
though of course it could happen because of reckless be-
havior. To be sure, bribery, corruption, and influence
peddling were evident in Russia, but those features did
not negate the effectiveness of the judiciary or institutions
of credit. The latter flourished, in fact, because, contrary
to what we might expect, the courts remained largely au-
tonomous from the state bureaucracy. By and large, offi-
cials “respected the integrity of the legal process” (209).
Even the police were meticulous about following proce-
dure and did not systematically favor the rich in their in-
vestigations. As opposed to conventional wisdom, they
were so unaggressive that malefactors found it surpris-
ingly easy to hide account books and other evidence from
them. As was the case everywhere else, the law tended to
favor the creditor, but debtors had many legal protections
and mechanisms available for resolving disputes. In
Antonov’s assessment, common people were well versed
in the law. Both before and after the judicial reforms of
1864, legal advice was just as available in Russia as it was
in England, France, or the United States, albeit often
through unlicensed, “underground” operators (271).

That last point relates to one of Antonov’s most conse-
quential findings, which is that, as in the West, all social
classes in Russia had full access to credit as well as the
courts. So did women, whose major roles in credit trans-
actions Antonov carefully tracks. Moneylending in Russia
took place horizontally among peers and vertically up
and down the social scale. It was not unknown for aristo-
crats to borrow from their well-to-do serfs, in other words
“to be hopelessly indebted to their own movable prop-
erty” (91). By making these observations, Antonov calls
into question the notion of a rigid social hierarchy in im-
perial Russia. This seems to apply even to the late eigh-
teenth century, but certainly by the 1850s any such hierar-
chy had totally eroded. Antonov goes one step further,
though, to push against the still largely unchallenged as-
sumption that in nineteenth-century Russia a middle
class was virtually nonexistent. His examination of debtor
redemption rituals suggests the existence of “shared cul-
tural norms” (13) among a broad swath of the population,
which was well on its way to becoming a bourgeoisie. This
is consistent with the thesis of European historian Jerrold
Seigel’s book Modernity and Bourgeois Life: Society, Poli-

tics, and Culture in England, France and Germany since
1750 (2012), which contends that a coherent world view
and way of life, rather than income level or occupation,
should be considered the defining features of this class.
Moreover, Antonov maintains that new forms of crimi-
nality, including swindling, embezzling, smuggling, and
counterfeiting, bespeak a modern society based on credit,
money, private property, and extensive informational net-
works.

Understandably, Antonov does not continue the story
to the end of the old regime, by which time the Russian
economy had undergone rapid transformation due to in-
dustrialization and the onset of mass consumerism. But it
would be interesting to know what position his research
would lead him to take in the historiographical debate
over the cohesiveness of Russian society prior to World
War I and the revolutions of 1917. Regardless, his book is
a landmark study that substantially revises our under-
standing of imperial Russian economic, legal, and social
history. More broadly, it offers support to the new histori-
ography of global capitalism, many of the characteristics
of which, it turns out, were not unique to the West.

STEVEN G. MARKS

Clemson University

ELLIE R. SCHAINKER. Confessions of the Shtetl: Converts
from Judaism in Imperial Russia, 1817–1906. (Stanford
Studies in Jewish History and Culture.) Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2017. Pp. xi, 339. $65.00.

Ellie R. Schainker’s new study of Jewish converts to
Christianity in imperial Russia is called Confessions of the
Shtetl because it shifts the locus of conversion from the
Jewish elite in the cities to the hodgepodge of shoe-
makers, domestics, children, soldiers, and even rabbis in
the small towns of Russia’s Pale of Settlement in the nine-
teenth century. Schainker demonstrates that the archival
and court records of the fights that Jewish conversion to
Christianity generated—over kidnapping, vengeful vio-
lence, relapsing (or apostasy), mixed marriage, divorce,
and child custody—provide an interesting window onto
daily Jewish-Christian interactions in the shtetl. In so do-
ing, Schainker’s book adds to a wave of recent literature
on Jewish daily life in Eastern Europe that has served to
deepen our understanding of the economy and social uni-
verse of Jews and Christians in the Pale. In Jewish con-
versions (and relapses), whether for love, escape, reli-
gious conviction, or social mobility, we can see a glimpse
of the shtetl as a place of intimate contact and socializa-
tion, as well as of a degree of fluidity, between Jews and
Christians.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, 69,400 Jews
in the Russian Empire converted to Russian Orthodoxy,
and at least 15,000 Jews converted to other tolerated “for-
eign” confessions (e.g., Catholicism and Lutheranism
[19]). Much of the existing historiography associates con-
versions with either the “baptized passports” of the edu-
cated and ambitious urban elite or the involuntary con-
version of child recruits in what were known as cantonist
battalions under Nicholas I. But three-quarters of Jewish
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conversions to Christianity occurred outside of the mili-
tary, and following Alexander II’s end to child recruit-
ment in 1856, the majority of converts were women (3).
As Schainker points out, the cantonist system, which
shifted from not impeding conversion to encouraging and
promoting it, was the Russian state’s most successful con-
versionary mission (34). Yet the state also in a sense
sponsored conversion by maintaining the supremacy of
Russian Orthodoxy in the law and incentives for converts,
including monetary payments and the privilege of free-
dom of movement. Jews converted to Christianity less be-
cause of inducements and more because of the personal
contact and influence of the Christians with whom they
interacted, formed relationships, and sometimes fell in
love. Jewish families fought conversion through bureau-
cratic subversion or violence, and Christian sponsors and
the state sought to shield and defend the new Christians;
in most cases the convert did not stray far from home. In
fact, Confessions of the Shtetl is a catalogue of stories and
trials of Jews moving back and forth between Christian
and Jewish universes, and between places, such as the
military and the tavern, that were sites of interconfes-
sional intermingling. Once converted, some Jews became
uncommitted Christians, but others became zealous mis-
sionaries. Many returned to their Jewish families when
their military service ended or their Christian husband or
wife died. In fact, because apostasy from Russian Ortho-
doxy was a criminal offense before 1905, many of the trial
records that Schainker employs stem from accusations
against Jewish families for “seducing” their converted rel-
ative back to Judaism.

The numerous examples and stories pulled from the
archives in Confessions of the Shtetl paint a vivid picture
of the dynamics of Jewish-Christian interaction in the
nineteenth-century Russian Empire (as long as we keep
in mind that those who converted to Christianity were at
any given time a small percentage of the Jewish popula-
tion). In compiling these stories into a book, Schainker
has done a great service in enriching our understanding
of the many variable dynamics of Jewish conversion and
relapse. The book is at its best when it traces how these
stories reflect changes in Russian society and how the
Russian state viewed religion more broadly, at one time
as a set of laws and communal membership and at an-
other as (something closer to) choice and personal belief.
The many stories seem to strengthen our understanding
of the Russian Empire as a largely tolerant multiconfes-
sional state that privileged Russian Orthodoxy but de-
ferred considerably to the communal privileges of its
other religions, especially in the realm of family law. The
book has more mixed results determining how and what
the narratives created by the various actors in the conver-
sion stories instrumentalized. For example, Schainker
suggests that conversion narratives might employ descrip-
tions of violence “to articulate intercommunal tensions”
(129), which, though true, seems mainly to reflect the
plain fact, related in the many stories and Schainker’s
own analysis, that the result of crossing boundaries was
sometimes violent. Schainker also suggests that Jewish vi-
olence against those who converted was sometimes inter-

preted by Christians through the framework of ritual
murder, but if this was the case, then more is necessary to
clarify how. Schainker does, however, perfectly capture
the underlying gendered response to conversion, espe-
cially in the second half of the nineteenth century, when
more and more converts were women whose agency un-
settled the patriarchy of both Jewish and Russian Ortho-
dox society.

The book’s final chapter deals with an issue somewhat
different from individual conversion: the creation of
“Jewish Christian” sects (Christian sects formed by con-
verted Jews) and their coverage in the Russian and Rus-
sian Jewish press. Though only one of the Jewish sects
discussed became Christian—the others favored radical
Jewish reform or the Christianization of Judaism—
Schainker’s point is that these sects, like relapsed con-
verts, stoked a fear among both Jews and the state about
the subversive potential of religious groups that defied
categorization. Though the state and Jews had a mutual
interest in stabilizing and categorizing identities, as
Schainker concludes, religious boundaries were nonethe-
less permeable. In sum, Schainker has made a valuable
contribution to our understanding of “interfaith sociabil-
ity” at the most personal level, and has done so without
romanticizing Jewish-Christian relations or downplaying
their associated tensions. Confessions of the Shtetl is a
work that vividly portrays the interconnectedness of the
Jewish and Christian experience in imperial Russia.

SIMON RABINOVITCH
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CHRISTOPHER ELY. Underground Petersburg: Radical Pop-
ulism, Urban Space, and the Tactics of Subversion in
Reform-Era Russia. DeKalb: Northern Illinois Univer-
sity Press, 2016. Pp. xi, 325. $39.00.

The key to weaponizing urban space is the same as the
key to being a successful London cabby: acquiring “the
Knowledge.” Aleksandr Mikhailov, the tactical genius of
the illegal Russian populist party Land and Freedom,
had a store of maps of St. Petersburg that he virtually
memorized and then augmented with intimate knowl-
edge of the city’s back alleys, passageways, and court-
yards. Armed with this information, Mikhailov was able
to elude police surveillance and instruct his co-
conspirators in the fine art of the urban dodge until over-
confidence led to his easy arrest (193). These techniques
of evasion, among other tactics, came into being with the
revolutionary underground, and in Underground Peters-
burg: Radical Populism, Urban Space, and the Tactics of
Subversion in Reform-Era Russia, Christopher Ely investi-
gates the synergy—and contradictions—of the develop-
ment of the Russian radical populist movement in the
context of urban modernity.

As Ely points out, the historiography of Russian radi-
calism is largely intellectual history that focuses on the
movement’s ideological underpinnings. The material
conditions of the movement—and new approaches in
general—have been conspicuous in their absence, as rev-
olutionary history is no longer the magnet it once was.
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