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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Eleven Interpreting the Fate of Old Believer Communities in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries Interpreting the history of Old Belief presents many challenges. Apart from the inherent complexity of the movement (if we can use so neat a label), historians must wrestle with the ideological assumptions and loyalties of earlier generations of scholars and publicists, for their writings in large measure still shape our varied understandings of the Old Believers’ aspirations and our explanations of their fate. As we observed in chapter 1, until recently historians of Old Belief have tended to divide into two camps, the ecclesiastical and the populist. Both have their strengths and their limitations in analyzing the structure, history, and fate of Old Believer communities. With their focus on liturgical, theological, and canonical issues, ecclesiastical scholars of the movement paid relatively little attention to Old Believer communities except as centers of opposition to the teachings and practices of the official Orthodox Church. The populist approach had both strengths and limitations. Since its proponents saw Old Belief as an expression of the latent radicalism of the lower classes of the Russian Empire, they concentrated on its geographical spread and social composition, its organizational structures, and its political impact. These emphases made Old Believer communities a central element in the populists’ understanding of the movement’s history. At the same time, the 158 O l d B e l i e v e r s i n a C h a n g i n g W o r l d populists’ priorities distorted their treatment of the communities’ history and fate for, in addition to undervaluing the theological, liturgical, and canonical issues that preoccupied the Old Believers themselves, they tended to neglect or dismiss the more conservative elements in the movement. In populists’ writings, priestly Old Believers often appear less authentic than the priestless, and those who reluctantly made their peace with the imperial authorities less admirable than their more radical brothers and sisters. Similarly, the populist system of values tended to give greater moral weight to peasant Old Believers than to the merchants and other townspeople who played leading roles in the movement’s later history. Taken together, these ideological commitments and emotional attachments produced a misleading pattern of historical evolution. In recent decades, scholars of Old Belief have strived to draw on the strengths of both traditional schools of interpretation and to avoid their extremes. The history of the most important Old Believer communities offers a helpful vantage point from which to do so. Yet this subject has received relatively little attention, particularly in recent years.1 The sole exception is the Vyg community, the most important center of priestless Old Belief from the first years of the eighteenth century until the reign of Catherine II and an important cultural and organizational force until the officials and gendarmes of Nicholas I finally destroyed it in the 1850s.2 In addition, some recent historians of industrial development and urban life in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have discussed the Old Believer centers in Moscow that suddenly became prominent in the reign of Catherine II.3 Otherwise, prerevolutionary Russian publications—ecclesiastical and populist—still provide the most useful information on the later history of Old Belief and of the communities that served as its lighthouses. In spite of the paucity of scholarly research on these issues, several general patterns of historical development are clear and familiar. First of all, from the very beginning, Old Belief brought together around a common banner a wide variety of regional, social, and cultural forces.4 Over time, the movement became ever more divided and diverse.5 In particular, the priestless groups in which every man and woman was, by default, his or her own priest repeatedly quarreled and broke apart over canonical or liturgical issues. At the same time, all the main groups that made up the movement shared a number of characteristics,amongthemtheurgetoestablishquasi-monasticcommunities as sources of leadership and authority for their adherents. The pattern of continuous fragmentation had an ambiguous impact on the historical fate of the Old Believers. The divisions within the movement prevented—and still prevent—the Old Believers from addressing the outside [52.91.103.49] Project MUSE (2024-04-11 02:40 GMT) Interpreting the Fate of Old Believer Communities 159 world with a single voice. At the same time, the lack of a single organizational structure, combined with their tradition of individual and local initiative and their networks of personal contacts, has made... 
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