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and the village. Without including town culture into the equation, popular culture is seen
as ultra-conservative and stagnant.

EvEL G. EcoNOMAKIS
St. Petersburg, Russia

Proletarian Imagination: Self, Modernity, and the Sacred in Russia, 1910-1925. By Mark D.
Steinberg. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002. xiii, 335 pp. Appendix. Notes. Bib-
liography. Index. Illustrations. $49.95, hard bound. $24.95, paper.

In recent years the concept of the “self” has shifted to the center of the old debate about
the formation of “identity” in revolutionary and early Soviet Russia. Part of this devel-
opment has led to a greater emphasis on the idea of “culture” as the basic arena where
personal and social identities are constructed. In the field that was once occupied by labor
history, “collective action” and “class consciousness” have given way to “text” and “self-
fashioning.” There is nothing wrong with this approach—as long as it is recognized that
text is text and life is life. Literary texts can tell us how the self is imagined; but they can-
not tell us how the self is lived. This divide is especially important in the genre of “prole-
tarian” writing that forms the subject of Mark Steinberg’s splendid book.

Steinberg interprets the literary writings of a rich array of “plebeian” authors who
wrote in the period of revolutionary transition from late imperial to Soviet culture. For the
most part, these were minor writers, such as Fedor Kalinin (1882-1920), Mikhail Gerasi-
mov (1889-1939), and Sergei Obradovich (1892-1956), whose works have hitherto been
unexplored by literary or cultural historians. Most of them emerged from the Social Dem-
ocratic literary circles patronized by Maksim Gor'kii, among others, before 1917, and their
writings were clearly influenced by the “proletarian”ideas and values—by the heroic model
of the “vital, restless, freedom-seeking individuals” (67) —contained in Gor'kii’s works.

After 1917 nearly half these worker writers joined the Proletkul't and went on to de-
velop full-time literary careers. They were no longer writing workers but writers who wrote
about workers. Steinberg might have made a little more of this subtle but important dis-
tinction. As it is, one is left to wonder if the texts he interprets—including literary works
by such well-known writers as Aleksei Gastev, Vladimir Kirillov, and Andrei Platonov—tell
us more about how the intelligentsia imagined the “proletariat” than about the thoughts
and feelings that actual workers might have had. Many of the themes that Steinberg
underlines in these “worker writings” were romantic commonplace: the suffering, strug-
gling, alienated individual; the aspiration to a higher form of culture and community; the
Promethean-Revolutionary hero; and so on.

Nonetheless, the fascinating dissonance between these “worker texts” and the “official
transcript” of the early Soviet state does suggest they voiced a moral outlook and sensibil-
ity shared by many readers from the urban lower class. Here Steinberg builds on his dis-
tinguished earlier work—notably his Moral Communities: The Culture of Class Relations in the
Russian Printing Industry, 1867-1907 (1992) and his coedited book (with Stephen Frank)
Cultures in Flux: Lower-Class Values, Practices and Resistance in Late Imperial Russia (1994).
Deftly interweaving literary analysis with social history, Steinberg suggests that workers un-
derstood their position in the modern city through a moral language about human rights
and dignity; they understood their destiny through a quasi-Christian vision of revolution-
ary salvation, as articulated by a wide range of proletarian writers and poets.

The religious aspects of this moral discourse deserve study in the longue dureé. Stein-
berg rightly cuts across the false divide of 1917. But my one regret about this rich and re-
warding book is that it stops in 1925—and yet so many of the cultural impulses that Stein-
berg charts have a great deal in common with the proletarian-messianic projections of
Tosif Stalin’s Russia in the Five-Year Plan. Is there to be a volume 2?

ORLANDO FIGES
Birkbeck College, London
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