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ABSTRACT
HERETICS AND COLONIZERS: RELIGIOUS DISSENT AND RUSSIAN
COLONIZATION OF TRANSCAUCASIA, 1830-1890
NICHOLAS B. BREYFOGLE
ALFRED J. RIEBER

This dissertation examines the settlement of Russian religious dissenters
(Dukhobors, Molokans, and Subbotniks) in Transcaucasia from 1830 to 1890. During
this period, tsarist officials promoted the relocation of sectarians [sektanty] to
Transcaucasia—to the exclusion of other Slavs—in an effort to isolate their "heretical
infection"” from Orthodox Russians. Using previously unexamined archival materials
written by the settlers themselves, this study explores Russian frontier colonization at
ground level. It examines the migration experience, investigates the role of the
periphery in nineteenth-century Russian history, and sheds light on the development of
the Russian Empire. Since religious non-conformists comprised the majority of
Russian migrants, this dissertation also discusses questions of popular religiosity and
the role of religion in Russian society and polity.

Whereas existing scholarship describes Russian empire-building as a bilateral
encounter between state representatives and indigenous peoples, this study demonstrates
that Russian colonists played a vital role in constructing Imperial Russia as a multi-
ethnic, multi-confessional entity. The sectarian-settlers influenced Russia's imperial
enterprise through their interactions with tsarist authorities, local inhabitants, and
Transcaucasia's ecology. Tsarist officials were obliged to rely on these "pernicious
heretics" to administer the region because there were so few other Russians in

Transcaucasia. Paradoxically, these "pariahs” came to be considered "model colonists.”
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The dissertation also asserts that a primary effect of Russian imperial expansion
was to provide arenas on the frontier in which Russians (in this case religious
dissenters) were able to forge alternative existences—"new worlds"—beyond those
possible in the central provinces. The Transcaucasian frontier proved a fertile ground
for contesting labels, manipulating categories, and refashioning notions of self and
community. Distant from central power, and in dynamic interaction with a wide array
of non-Russian peoples, the sectarians constructed and solidified new religious beliefs,
social structures, economic practices, cultural systems, and identities. The use of non-
conformists as colonizers loosened traditional links between Orthodox Christianity and

Russian ethnicity, redefining Russian nationality.
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Introduction

“Migrarion and colonization of the country constituted the fundamental features
of our history, to which all other features were more or less directly connected."”

— V. O. Kliuchevskii

"History shows us no people which from its first appearance has manifested as
persistent and indestructible a drive to colonize as the Russians."

— August von Haxthausen!

On October 20, 1830, Tsar Nicholas I issued a decree which fundamentally
altered two previously unconnected aspects of Russian history.2 It redirected the
trajectory of Russian colonialism in the Empire's southernmost region—the newly
incorporated provinces of Transcaucasia’—while simultaneously recasting the fate of
Christian religious dissenters throughout the Empire. The 1830 edict ordered that
thenceforth all religious sectarians [sektanry] who were classified as "most pernicious”
(including Dukhobors, Molokans and Subbotniks, but not Old Believers) were to be

relocated to Transcaucasia, by either forcible exile or voluntary resettlement. The

1v. O. Kliuchevskii, Sochineniia v deviati tomakh (Moscow: Mysl', 1987) 1:50-51 and August von
Haxthausen, Studies on the Interior of Russia, ed. S. Frederick Starr, trans. Eleanore L. M. Schmidt
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 176.

2PSZ (2), 1. 5, otd. 2, 1830, no. 4010, pp- 169-170. The decree can also be found in RGIA f. 379. op.
1, d. 1043, 1830-1837, 1l. 1-1ob and SPChR (1875), pp. 104-106.

3Today Transcaucasia comprises the new republics of Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia. On the process
of Russian expansion into Transcaucasia. see Muriel Atkin, Russia and Iran, 1780-1828 (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1980); Firuz Kazemzadeh, "Russian Penetration of the Caucasus." in
Russian Imperialism from Ivan the Grear to the Revolution, ed. Taras Hunczak (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1974), 239-263; John F. Baddeley, The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus
(London: Longmans, Green and co., 1908); Tadeusz Swietochowski, Russian Azerbaijan, 1905-1920:
The Shaping of National Identity in a Muslim Communiry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
1985), 1-11.



legislation was a conscious effort on the part of the tsarist state to utilize the Empire's
periphery as a means to segregate sectarian Russians from Orthodox ones. From 1830
until the 1880s, Tsarist policy promoted the relocation of dissenters to the exclusion of
all other Slavs in an effort to eliminate what state and spiritual leaders saw as their
heretical "infection” of Orthodox subjects. Although small numbers of Russians had
moved to Transcaucasia before 1830, the decree turned a trickle into a torrent. Over the
course of the next fifty years, tens of thousands of dissenters left central Russia for the
southern frontier. Until the 1890s, these non-conformists comprised the majority of
ethnic Russians in Transcaucasia.* That religious dissenters dominated the settler
communities did much to define the character of Russia's imperial presence in the region
by inextricably linking popular religiosity with Russian Imperialism.

This study examines the settlement of Russian religious dissenters in
Transcaucasia between 1830 and 1890. In so doing, it provides a window onto the
development and internal functioning of the Russian Empire, and the role of the frontier
in nineteenth-century Russian history. The dissertation views events from the "on-the-
ground" perspective of the settlers themselves, as well as from the vantage of central
and local authorities. It explores the interrelations between Russian colonists,
indigenous peoples, and state authorities. Finally, it investigates the internal
development of the sectarians' communities in their new environment. Why did the
Tsarist administration decide to earmark the Transcaucasus for the settlement of

religious non-conformists, and why did the dissenters take up the state's offer in such

4Svod statisticheskikh dannykh o naselenii Zakavkazskago kraia, izvlechennykh iz posemeinyvkh
spiskov 1886g. (Tiflis: 1893). According to these statistics, sectarians comprised more than seventy-
five percent of the Russian population in Transcaucasia in the mid-1880s. Soldiers and administrators
made up the majority of the remainder. The dissenters' percentage of the Russian population dropped
drastically in 1890s and 1900s with the advent of a new and aggressive policy of settlement in the
Transcaucasus of Orthodox Russians. See D. I. Ismail-Zade, Russkoe krest'ianstvo v Zakavkaz'e: 30-e
gody XIX-nachalo XX v. (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Nauka, 1982), esp. 94-283 and Firouzeh Mostashari,
"Tsarist Colonial Policy, Economic Change, and the Making of the Azerbaijani Nation: 1828-1905
(Ph. D. diss., University of Pennsylvania. 1995), 225-250.
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large numbers to relocate there voluntarily? What was the fate of the migrants once they
arrived in their new homes? How did their religious, economic, social, and cultural
practices, as well as their notions of self-identity, evolve in their new context? What
consequences did this migration have for the destiny of Russian imperialism, for the
history of Transcaucasia, and for the future development of these branches of
Christianity?

Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, there has been an explosion of
interest in the imperial aspects of Russian history and the non-core, "frontier” regions of
the Russian empire.’ Traditionally, scholarship has tended to describe Russian
imperialism as a geopolitical and administrative process defined by military conquest,
political administration, and macro-economic integration. In this approach, historians
depicted an Empire which functioned unidirectionally from the central Russian core

outwards.® More recently, scholars of Russian Empire have taken cues from the

5Paul Werth, "Subjects for Empire: Orthodox Mission and Imperial Governance in the Volga-Kama
Region, 1825-1881" (Ph. D. diss., University of Michigan, 1996); Nathaniel Knight, "Constructing the
Science of Nationality: Ethnography in Mid-Nineteenth Century Russia” (Ph. D. diss., Columbia
University, 1994); Robert Paul Geraci, "Window on the East: Ethnography, Orthodoxy. and Russian
Nationality in Kazan, 1870-1914" (Ph. D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1995); Daniel R.
Brower and Edward J. Lazzerini. eds., Russia's Orient: Imperial Borderlands and Peoples, 1700-1917
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997); Virginia Martin, "Law and Custom on the Steppe:
Middle Horde Kazakh Judicial Practices and Russian Colonial Rule. 1868-1898" (Ph. D. diss.,
University of Southern California, 1996); Yuri Slezkine. Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples
of the North (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994); Mark Bassin, "Inventing Siberia: Visions of the
Russian East in the Early 19th Century,” American Historical Review 96 (1991): 763-794; Thomas M.
Barrett, "Lines of Uncertainty: The Frontiers of the North Caucasus," Slavic Review 54, no. 3 (fall
1995): 578-601; Wayne Dowler, "The Politics of Language in Non-Russian Elementary Schools in the
Eastern Empire, 1865-1914," Russian Review 54, no. 4 (1995): 516-538; Susan Layton. Russian
Literature and Empire: Congquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994); Theodore R. Weeks, Nation and State in Late Imperial Russia: Nationalism
and Russification on the Western Frontier, 1863-1914 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press,
1996); and see also the articles in Russian Review 53, no. 3 (July 1994) and Russian History 19, nos.
1-4 (1992).

60n this tendency in general, see Michael Rywkin, ed.. Russian Colonial Expansion to 1917 (London:
Mansell Publishing Limited, 1988); Hunczak, ed., Russian Imperialism; Alton S. Donnelly, The
Russian Conquest of Bashkiria, 1552-1740 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968); and John P.
LeDonne, The Russian Empire and the World, 1700-1917: The Geopolitics of Expansion and
Containment (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). On this trend in Transcaucasian
historiography, see D. M. Lang, The Last Years of the Georgian Monarchy, 1658-1832 (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1957); Atkin, Russia and Iran; Baddeley, Russian Conquest; O. E.
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