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Guest Editor’s Introduction

NICHOLAS B. BREYFOGLE

“The sense of God’s presence—of the supernatural—seems to me 
to penetrate Russian life more completely than that of any of the 
western nations.”

—H.P. Liddon, canon of Saint Paul’s,  
after a visit to Russia in 18671

Canon H.P. Liddon was hardly alone in his belief, almost a century 
and a half ago, that Russians are a people by nature more spiritual and 
religious than other nations in Europe. Yet it is only in recent years, and 
especially since the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991, that scholars 
both in Russia and internationally have begun to plumb the extraordinary 
depths and breadth of religious expression in the lands of the former 
Russian empire. This is especially true in terms of the lived experience 
of faith and religious practice. Lately, there has been a marked interest 
in the history of Russian Orthodoxy, the declared faith of the majority 
of Russians and the “state” religion, at least until 1917. There has also 
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been a most welcome rush of works examining the many Christian non-
conformist communities that developed in Russia from the seventeenth 
century on: both the Old Believers, who split from the official Orthodox 
Church in the seventeenth-century Schism, and the wide range of so-
called sectarians (sektanty), who are the subject of this issue of Russian 
Studies in History.2

This flourishing of interest in the history of Christian nonconformism 
in Russia has generated enormously productive results, unveiling a diverse 
spiritual creativity across a broad spectrum of the Russian population. 
Rather than see the Russian nonconformists as isolated, unusual, heretical, 
and often abhorrent groups, scholars now approach them as interwoven 
in the larger tapestry of Russian and European Christianity. The latest 
studies of these spiritual movements have also been important in shed-
ding new light on Russian historical experience writ large: on social 
relations between elite and peasant society, state–subject interactions 
and the patterns of political power, economic development, ethnic and 
national identity, civic society and the public sphere in Russia, gender 
and family, architecture and the spatial meanings of the built environ-
ment, and colonialism and empire, to name but a few.

The essays here focus on two of these “sectarian” groups—Molokans 
and Dukhobors. Like much of the current scholarship, the authors in this 
issue combine tireless hours researching in multiple archives scattered 
through the former Soviet Union, extensive ethnographic fieldwork 
interviewing remaining communities, and rigorous historical analysis. 
Molokans and Dukhobors appeared in the historical record for the first 
time in the eighteenth century and were subject to various forms of official 
persecution almost immediately. The names “Molokan” (usually trans-
lated as “Milk-drinkers” because they permitted dairy products during 
Lent) and “Dukhobor” (“Spirit-wrestlers”) were labels initially applied 
derisively to them by the Orthodox but that they later embraced. While 
Dukhobor and Molokan religious beliefs and practices were distinct in 
many ways, they shared certain commonalities: they opposed the institu-
tional Orthodox Church; refuted the need for priests and hierarchies (or 
any other mediators in a relationship with God); and abjured Orthodox 
sacraments (most notably water baptism), icons, saints, relics, candles, 
and churches. They also shared certain communalist, antiauthoritarian/
egalitarian, and pacifist viewpoints that grew out of these religious beliefs. 
Around the turn of the twentieth century, many thousands of Dukhobors 
and Molokans (for different reasons) left Russia for, respectively, Canada 



WINTER  2007–8 5

and the United States, leaving others of their coreligionists behind and 
the spiritual community geographically divided.3

The first article, “The Tambov Dukhobors in the 1760s” by Svetlana 
A. Inikova, examines the early and generally unknown history of the 
Dukhobors in the eighteenth century. A senior researcher and historian/
ethnographer at the Russian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Ethnology 
and Anthropology in Moscow, Inikova is the world’s foremost Dukhobor 
expert who is not from the community itself.4 Here she asks a question 
germane to all nonconformist religious groups: when and how did this 
“sectarian” movement become a formalized spiritual community—a 
conscious group with a more or less articulated series of beliefs and 
practices (albeit always subject to change), leaders, and organizational 
structures, rather than simply a group of like-minded thinkers? 

Inikova answers that the Dukhobors existed as an institutionalized 
community in various places along the southern fringes of the tsarist 
empire by at least the middle part of the eighteenth century, considerably 
earlier than most other scholars have previously believed. Her assertion 
that the dispersed Dukhobor communities maintained close contacts 
and secretive communication networks offers an enticing glimpse into 
the structures of rural Russia. Throughout, the article underscores the 
way in which the territory that is now southern Ukraine and Russia has 
acted for centuries as a vibrant and creative meeting ground of different 
variants of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and paganism, engendering new 
religious movements through synthesis and competition.5

Inikova’s article also sheds light on two other important questions of 
Russian history: the relations between elite and nonelite culture and the 
interactions of central and local tsarist authorities. Regarding the former, 
in addition to noting the connections between religious nonconformism 
and the Masonic movement, Inikova asserts that the Tambov Dukhobors 
were aware of the Enlightenment-based views of Catherine the Great 
concerning religious toleration, to such an extent that they felt confident 
enough not only to begin practicing their faith more openly but also 
to approach her with a request for formal recognition. Here then, the 
westernized world of the St. Petersburg enlightenment was not sealed 
off from the everyday life of rural villagers on the empire’s periphery. 
In terms of the latter, Inikova reminds us of the often large disjuncture 
between central policy and the actions of local officials. While Catherine 
elaborated a policy of greater religious toleration, local Tambov authori-
ties, both secular and spiritual, generally ignored orders from on high, 
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meted out corporal and military punishments, and then disparaged the 
Dukhobors to St. Petersburg. 

The next two articles, “The Tenor of Religious and Everyday Culture 
Among Russian Peasant Sectarians in Eastern Armenia (Nineteenth 
to Early Twentieth Century)” by Irina Vladimirovna Dolzhenko and 
“Molokans in the Amur Region” by Iuliia Viktorovna Argudiaeva, shift 
our attention to the nineteenth century and to the social, cultural, and 
religious structures of Molokan villages in such far-flung areas of the 
former tsarist empire as South Caucasia and the Russian Far East. Dol-
zhenko, a historian and researcher at the Armenian Institute for Archae-
ology and Ethnography, examines the sectarian settlements near Lake 
Sevan in what is today Armenia.6 These villages were mostly Molokan 
(with representatives from both the “Jumper” and “Steadfast/Constant” 
branches)7 with some Subbotniks (“Sabbatarians”).8 Argudiaeva is head 
of the Department of Ethnography, Ethnology, and Anthropology of the 
Institute of History, Archaeology, and Ethnography at the Far Eastern Di-
vision of the Russian Academy of Sciences in Vladivostok. An extremely 
well-published historian of the lived experience of Russian settlers (of 
all faiths) in the Far East, she focuses here on the Molokans who lived 
near the Amur River and the border with China.9

It is characteristic of the former tsarist empire that these Molokan com-
munities were to be found in its borderland regions. As Inikova’s article 
indicates, these sectarian communities often got their start in lands distant 
from the corridors of central power. Particularly in the nineteenth century, 
hundreds of thousands of religious dissenters migrated to the most far-
reaching parts of the imperial holdings. That these religious movements 
developed in diverse imperial borderlands—with different ecologies, in-
digenous communities, and social and political realities—understandably 
affected the broad development of their communities.10

The two essays spotlight the commonalities of Molokan communities 
across diverse territory and share much in common in terms of methodol-
ogy. They approach the Molokan experience as part of a broader effort 
to understand the Russian experience in all its myriad forms. Also, as 
is characteristic of much of the Soviet and post-Soviet scholarship on 
sectarians, the focus in both these articles is not on religion per se (on 
faith, ritual, practice) but rather on the social, cultural, and economic 
systems that developed from their religious beliefs.11 In parallel articles, 
each author offers a study of family and everyday life, marriage rituals, 
childrearing practices, literacy levels, gender divisions, clothing and the 
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development of dress as an ethno-confessional marker (with Argudiaeva 
appending some fascinating, recently transcribed Molokan songs).

Using Max Weber’s idea of the “Protestant work ethic” as a point 
of departure, Argudiaeva argues that Molokan economic success was 
“predetermined by their religious views,” and she defines their approach 
to work as capitalist, internationalist, and innovationist in their willing-
ness to embrace new technology and methods. Like many contemporary 
Russian scholars, she locates—in part, at least—the sources of Russia’s 
historical path (its “deviation” from capitalist, democratic modernity 
into Bolshevism) in the failings of Orthodoxy as a religion to generate 
bourgeois capitalist practices or ideologies. Here then, the Molokans (and 
those religious dissenters like them) represent somewhat of a missed op-
portunity that might have brought great wealth (and a more benign fate) 
to Russia had it not been for tsarist and Soviet intolerance. 

In the final essay, “The Dukhobor and Molokan Ethno-Denomina-
tional Groups,” we return once again to the work of Svetlana Inikova, 
who examines the history of the Molokans and Dukhobors in the early 
years after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Very little has been writ-
ten about the history of any of the nonconformist movements during 
the Soviet years, although there are documents aplenty on this topic to 
keep scholars busy for years to come. Whatever the many burdens of 
the communist era, however, a whole spate of new obstacles appeared 
before the nonconformists as they attempted to navigate the uncertain 
world of the 1990s. As they searched for sufficient funding to support 
their communal activities, they faced a shrinking and aging congrega-
tion, cleaved by differences of opinion and often poor leadership. In a 
media-saturated age, they were challenged by a much more competitive 
religious marketplace: not only from the Orthodox Church but also from 
a strong, often foreign-based evangelical missionary presence. 

Inikova ends on a pessimistic note. For her, Russian Molokans and 
Dukhobors have squandered their post-Soviet opportunities. Yet, even 
as their present remains uncertain, the articles in this issue showcase our 
ever greater knowledge of their past.
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