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ABSTRACT 

 

Molokans are a Russian sectarian community that has been a transnational diasporic 

community since their exile from southern Russia in 1839.  During the 1839 exodus 

they were relocated to Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. These countries make up a 

region referred to by Molokans as Transcaucasia located in and around the Caucasus 

Mountains.  A further migration to Turkmenistan followed in 1889.  Since that time, 

Molokans have settled in Iran, the United States of America, Mexico, Australia and 

Brazil. The colonies in Brazil and Mexico have disbanded with members re-joining 

Molokan communities in the United States of America and Australia. The communities 

remain in contact with one another and with various Molokan communities still existing 

in the Russian Soviet Socialist Federal Republic.  

 

Molokans are characterised by a religious structure of lay ministers and elders in a 

traditional, patriarchal social community. They are a collectivity of churches (there is no 

hierarchy between the churches) and sub-groups who practise varying degrees of 

adherence to Molokan dogma.  They are a millenarian, charismatic religious community 

similar to Pentecostals and Anabaptists with the exception that they have ceased to 

evangelise and have become 'closed' communities practising endogamy.  Given their 

closed structure, relatively little is known about this group in mainstream society. 

 

Jerry Moore (1997:212) notes that “a symbolic approach to culture inevitably leads to a 

concern with meanings” and that the meanings of cultural symbols may only be 

obtained from an insider’s (emic) point of view.   In this thesis, I explore various 

aspects of identity formation in Molokan communities in diaspora and present the 

meanings of some of their symbols and rituals in various chapters.  I focus on two 

Molokan communities in Australia, namely in the southwest of Western Australia and 



 

Adelaide, South Australia.  My exploration of the construction of the various Molokan 

identities is based on formal and informal interviews, participant observation and 

textual analyses (including of electronic media). I supplement ethnographic findings 

with an overview of Molokan beliefs, oral history and oral tradition to provide a context 

for the discussion of contemporary Molokan life in Australia.  

 

In this thesis, I investigate oral history and oral traditions and demonstrate how they 

function to create a historical and religious foundation for the Molokans and how they 

develop a sense of community. I note the discourse of oppression, persecution, and 

migration which, despite ideological and social differences among the Molokan 

communities, unites its members and defines them as a closed community.   

 

I also present the intercultural and intracultural interactions that contribute to the 

formation of disputed Molokan identities in diaspora. I investigate oral history and oral 

traditions and demonstrate how they function to create a historical and religious 

foundation for the Molokans and how they develop a sense of community. I highlight 

historical events that impacted heavily on the development of the Molokan community's 

social attitudes, in particular experiences of oppression, persecution, and migration.   

 

I found that religious beliefs and practices are central to identity formation in that they 

create a lens though which migration and social experiences are interpreted. Religious 

performances provide an avenue for old rituals to be performed enabling aspects of the 

past to continue in the present. They provide a venue for perpetuating beliefs and 

cultural values through oral traditions and discourse. Religious performances also 

provide a venue to contest the identity promoted by elders of the Molokan church. 

Shared symbols in the form of cultural attire, religious texts, and Russian ornaments 

serve to preserve the predominantly Russian ethnicity of the Molokan communities. 



 

Spirituality, in the form of prophecy, healing, and the shared expression of religious 

ecstasy (rejoicing in the Holy Spirit) provides a sense of communitas that helps to bind 

the communities.  Persecution in Russia and in the United States of America promoted 

mistrust of outsiders and contributed to the closure of social boundaries. Interventionist 

and reform activities in both Russia and the United States of America reinforced the 

belief that social closure was the only way to maintain cultural continuity.  Their shared 

history of migration and persecution contributes to the building of a core community 

identity.   
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PREFACE 

 

I began my study of Sociology at Murdoch University in Western Australia in 1994 

where I was introduced to concepts of social structure and organisation, social 

movements and social change.  One day a guest lecturer, from an eastern state 

university, presented a lecture encompassing social movements and communities that 

have made an appearance in Australian society. He talked about cults and included 

Doukhobors and Molokans in this category.  Whilst admitting he knew little about 

them, he said that they dressed in a queer manner and that they kept to themselves. At 

this point in my studies I was not yet aware of the difference between the popular and 

social science definitions of a cult and thought that being labelled as a cult member was 

derogatory and dangerous in that it presented someone as being deviant. At this time, I 

was already aware of Molokans’ experiences with persecution for non-compliance with 

religions dominated by state authorities.  I remembered the media's treatment of the 

Chamberlains, who were Seventh Day Adventists, during the investigation into Azaria 

Chamberlain's disappearance1. I remembered how difficult it was for the Chamberlains 

to convince the public of their innocence because their religious community was a little 

understood minority and had been labelled a cult.  Immediately I became concerned that 

Molokans could, once again, become an object of persecution in modern times. 

 

At the conclusion of the lecture I joined a number of students who approached the 

lecturer with questions that could not be dealt with during the presentation. I waited 

until the bustle had quietened down and then asked him if he had ever met these 

Molokans in order to define them in this manner. He replied in the negative but said that 

this information had been given to him by a fellow colleague.  I informed him that I was 

a member of the Molokan community and felt that he was misinformed about its cult 

status.  His reply to my disclosure was that I could not possibly be a member of the 
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community because I was attending a university and was dressed most inappropriately 

(long t-shirt, leggings and sneakers) and that Molokans do not do these things. The 

women always wore head coverings and remained in the home.   

 

I assured him that I was a Molokan and that several generations of paternal grandfathers 

had been ministers in the church - I had a very conservative Molokan upbringing. I also 

assured him that the pursuit of university qualifications and professional occupations 

were legitimate activities within the Molokan community. He found this extremely 

difficult to believe and conceded that, if anything, I might be a ‘fringe’ Molokan.  We 

parted company at this time as I had a tutorial immediately following the lecture and he 

had other business to attend to. His very limited exposure to Molokans increased my 

concern that the variety and divergence of Molokan sub-groups was not known to this 

academic. 

 

About 30 minutes later, this lecturer came into my tutorial room and asked to see me. 

He brought with him a publication entitled Molokan Oral Tradition (Moore 1973) and 

suggested I read this as it would ‘correctly’ inform me about Molokans. I found it 

disquieting that anyone would have noticed Molokans as I was unaware that any formal 

social research had been conducted on my religious community. I was also uneasy that 

academics considered Molokans to be a cult (in the popular sense) or that they were 

peculiar in any way. 

 

I shared my experience with my husband and we decided that we should inform other 

Molokans to afford them the opportunity to make a response if they deemed it 

appropriate. We decided that the best person to inform was the minister who agreed to 

discuss the issue with other elders.  My husband and I did not receive any feedback 
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from the community and the issue of being defined by members of society external to 

the Molokan community was shelved although it remained unresolved.  

 

Since 1994, I have come across several instances where Molokans expressed concern 

with some of the simplistic representations made about them by anthropologists and 

sociologists. Several people I have spoken to even seemed to adopt the negative views 

presented by anthropologists of their community's social weaknesses.  These 

weaknesses included a reliance on spirituality and prayer as forms of 'superstition' and 

finding solutions to problems rather than dealing with issues in a 'rational' manner.  In 

some cases people have adopted the view that any form of higher or supernatural being 

is merely a form of psychological crutch for insecure people.  American anthropologist 

Pauline Young (1928, 1998 edn:pp. 6-7) wrote that Americans often thought that 

Molokans were incapable of assimilating into American culture because they were 

"slow and stupid".  Americans did not realise that Molokans were suspicious of the 

motives of outsiders and strove to preserve a social system that had been reliable for 

their religious community for numerous generations.  The attack on the Twin Towers in 

New York on 11 September 2001 raised the issue of the way minority groups are 

defined by wider society as racial and religious tensions heighten throughout the world. 

This formed the impetus for a personal and academic investigation of Molokan history 

and the social construction of identity by way of my thesis. 

 

After conducting my fieldwork and reading material given to me by Molokans, I found 

that the extent of Molokan persecution history overwhelmed me.  Learning about the 

unseen genocide of Christians (Molokans in particular) that took place under the 

Russian monarchy and Communism left me with the feeling that this thesis is also a 

kind of eulogy on behalf of the millions of sectarians (including Molokans) that have 

been exterminated by monarchs, religious leaders, and dictators.  The oral histories and 
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oral traditions of these survivors who have found refuge in the United States of 

America, Australia, Armenia and Turkmenistan have provided me with an insight into 

the harsh reality that accompanies the sectarian's position with respect to mainstream 

authority.  It also gives me an understanding as to why Molokans have not discarded 

their fear of potential persecution with the passage of time. 

 

Through my pursuit of academic studies at Honour and Master level I found a wealth of 

valuable historical, sociological, and anthropological research on Molokans that is 

unknown to the general public.  I came to understand that, despite the depth of 

knowledge available through academic circles, the general public remain uninformed.  

It is my hope that this thesis helps to inform public knowledge about Molokans so that 

there is less intercultural misunderstanding during periods of social disharmony.  

 

 

                                                      
1 The Chamberlains had been on an outback camp near Ayers Rock, Northern Territory, with 
co-religionists.  On the evening of 17 August 1980 they found their infant daughter was missing 
from the tent after seeing a dingo dragging something out of the tent.  The Chamberlains 
maintained that a dingo had taken their daughter from the tent while she was sleeping.  The 
public refused to accept this explanation and claimed that Seventh Day Adventists had been 
practising the sacrifice of children. Lindy Chamberlain's trial for murdering her child began on 
18 September 1982 and she was subsequently sentenced to prison. Between 1996 and 2001 
there have been numerous reports of dingo attacks on people on Fraser Island. These reports 
finally swayed public opinion regarding the Chamberlains representing a period of nearly 20 
years that the Chamberlains endured public censure as a result of belonging to a 'cult'. 
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1 – INTRODUCTION: WHO ARE THE MOLOKANS 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

A sense of identity and personal destiny are important constructions for individuals that 

aid them in negotiating daily life. The construction of identity in a world where 

globalisation, social and political unrest, and transnationalism require people to live in 

diaspora complicates the task of constructing identity. In this thesis, I explore the 

construction of cultural identity of Molokans in diaspora from an insider perspective. I 

investigate how Molokans use shared memory and oral history, persecution history, fear 

of extinction, religion, censure, shared symbols, shared spirituality, and discourse to 

create identity and to reinforce boundary maintenance.  

 

I grew up in Oregon, United States of America, in the 1960s and 1970s as the child of 

first generation Russian Molokan refugees. My family lived in a rural community and I 

frequently found myself on the receiving end of taunts from American children 

targeting my Russian origin or my family's observance of Old Testament dietary laws. I 

was even accused of being a Communist.  Four of my eight primary school teachers and 

several of my high school teachers were discriminatory towards me because of my 

Russian origins. I found this unfair because I perceived myself as having the dual 

identity of Russian-American felt that and the numerous American values I internalised 

were thrust aside by my teachers because of my Russian heritage. I broadened my social 

experiences when I moved to California at the age of 18 and realised that ethnic tension 

was a common occurrence.  My experiences as a member of an ethnic minority changed 

when I moved to Australia at the age of 20 where many Australians perceived me as an 

American instead of Russian, Jewish, or Communist. 
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During the course of my undergraduate studies in Sociology I began to realise that my 

experiences with ethnicity and transnational migration were common among members 

of communities in diaspora.  I was able to recognise that some of the intergenerational 

difficulties experienced between my parents and their children were symptoms of 

cultural tension and the desire for parents to impress their home culture and personal 

values upon their children while children were developing hybrid identities through 

their interactions with the host society. These issues became even more important to me 

when I recognised the social ramifications in an age when migration occurs routinely on 

a global scale.    

 

I selected Molokans as my community for studying the construction of identity in 

diaspora for several reasons.  Firstly, they have an extensive migration history (forced 

and voluntary) that has spanned several centuries and several continents (see 

Appendix 1).  Secondly, they have not been studied previously in Australia nor has their 

migration experience generally been examined.  Thirdly, as a native anthropologist, I 

felt that I could inspire their confidence and trust in participating in this research project 

– something outsiders would have difficulty doing as the community is a closed one.  

Fourthly, I felt my knowledge and understanding of the community would help me 

produce an account and portrayal of Molokans that they would approve of. 

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz notes that in the presentation of ethnographic research:  

 

The claim to attention of an ethnographic account does not rest on its 
author’s ability to capture primitive facts in faraway places and carry 
them home like a mask or carving, but on the degree to which he is 
able to clarify what goes on in such places, to reduce the puzzlement – 
what manner of men are these? – to which unfamiliar acts emerging 
out of unknown backgrounds naturally give rise. (1973:16) 
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I hoped that my exposure to Molokans throughout my childhood would assist me in 

understanding Molokan beliefs and social behaviour.  However, I found that the many 

waves of migration, generational differences and sub-groups, and my limited exposure 

to Molokan history meant that my perspective of Molokans was only relevant to the 

small environmental niche that I occupied in the Oregon Molokan community. 

 

AIMS 

 

My investigation into the formation of Molokan identities in Molokan communities in 

diaspora explores several themes. Firstly, I look at the intercultural and intracultural 

tensions that create social boundaries between Molokans and wider society and between 

Molokan sub-groups. 

 

Secondly, I investigate oral history and oral traditions and demonstrate how they 

function to create a historical and religious foundation for the Molokans and how they 

develop a sense of community. I note the discourse of oppression, persecution, and 

migration which, despite ideological and social differences among the Molokan 

communities, unites its members and defines them as a closed community.   

 

Thirdly, I explore religious and social phenomena in the form of spirituality and 

communitas (Turner 1988) as they contribute to development of both individual and 

group identities.  

 

Fourthly, I examine the role of cultural performances as an avenue for traditional rituals 

to be practised enabling aspects of the past to continue in the present through the use of 

shared symbols (Turner 1988; Herzfeld 2001).  These shared symbols may take the 

form of oral traditions and discourse, cultural attire, religious texts, and Russian 
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ornaments to preserve the predominantly Russian ethnicity of the Molokan communities 

(Baldassar 1992; Cohen 1985; Seeger 1981). However, I also explore how the 

utilisation of oral traditions and discourse provides an opportunity for nonconformists in 

the Molokan communities to contest a traditional identity promoted by Molokan elders 

(Boissiere 1990; Vansina 1985). 

 

I draw on a number of social scientists to develop a theoretical framework in which to 

conduct my investigations and to draw comparisons with other social communities. I 

present representations made about Molokans by other social scientists and contrast 

them with my findings acquired through oral history and discuss the value of research 

based on oral history.  I also note the use of oral history to contest dominant discourse. 

 

Prior to presenting my findings on contemporary Molokans in Australia, it is imperative 

for me to present a brief historical background on Molokans. This is necessary because 

Molokans perceive themselves to be the descendants of a spiritual community with 

ancient origins who have a mission to preserve the integrity of the ‘faith of their 

forefathers’.  In essence, the Molokan community of the 21st century constructs its 

cultural identity by looking into history and identifying with historical or mythic 

communities from the past: 

 

An essential element in any kind of human identity is memory and 
further…it is not simply a matter of sameness through time, of persistence 
through change, but also a reflective consciousness of personal connection 
with the past. (Smith 1995:5) 
 

 

Molokans look to the past to form their constructions of an ideal community identity 

and, in doing so, they seek “to enjoy a unique history (histoire), but without all its 

stories (histoires), with their mighty, enduring and painful memories of oppression” 
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(Finkielkraut 1994:131-132).   They borrow from history, the ‘collective image’ they 

have gathered of the Free Spirited People of Tambov, the Early Christian Church, the 

Old Testament, and the Spiritual Christians (Finkielkraut 1994:124).  According to 

social scientists Sylvia Yanagisako and Carol Delaney (1995:2) origin stories “are a 

prime locus for a society’s notion of itself – its identity, its worldview, and social 

organization”. 

 

WHO ARE MOLOKANS? 

 

Spiritual Christians, the predecessors of Molokans, were persecuted in the 1600s in 

Russia by Peter the Great. The name Molokane was officially coined in the mid 1700s 

by the Russian Orthodox Church while the religion was granted legal status by the 

Russian Monarchy in 1819. They derived the name Molokan from the word Molokane 

meaning milk-drinkers.  The Molokans were given this derogatory name by the Russian 

Orthodox clergy because they did not abstain from drinking milk during Lent (Young 

1930:1).  The Molokans, however, embraced this name and gave it a new meaning by 

saying that reading Holy Scripture was the same as drinking spiritual milk.  They have 

been a transnational diasporic community since their exile from southern Russia to 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia in 1839.  These countries are referred to as 

Transcaucasia by Molokans because the region was dominated by the Caucuses 

Mountains. 

 

Molokan churches are characterised by a religious structure of lay ministers, elders, and 

prophets within traditional, patriarchal social communities. Church office or position is 

delegated through age, respectability, or annointment by the Holy Spirit. Molokans are a 

millenarian, charismatic community similar to Pentecostals and Anabaptists with an 

emphasis on following prophetic instruction rather than decrees from religious or 
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government authorities. They are a collectivity of churches without a single formal 

church hierarchy directing the activities of all of the congregations. Individual churches 

work cooperatively with other churches to maintain a set of standardised social values 

and practices as will be shown in Chapter 3.  

 

During their domicile in Russia, those Molokans who lived in the hinterlands organised 

their own business and community life, religious worship, and social welfare in the 

form of collective farms or villages where they practised a communal form of assistance 

for the welfare of community members.  The autonomous nature of their religious 

beliefs and their social independence brought them (as well as other sectarians) into 

disfavour with the Russian Monarchy, the Orthodox Church and the Communist 

government and resulted in severe persecution.   

 

Early Molokanism 

 

Most sub-groups adhere to a Molokan origin myth which centres on a story where 

Mongols attempted to take a city approximately 400 kilometres south east of Moscow in 

1250 A.D.  The Mongols were unsuccessful and named the city Tambov (meaning 

'there is God') as a mark of respect for they believed the city was protected by God. 

During this time two groups of people occupied this area: 'free-spirited' people who 

became the Spiritual Christians and ‘spirit-wrestlers’ who became the Doukhobours.   

 

Molokans make a connection via the 'free-spirited' people of Tambov to the Early 

Christian Church.  Molokan texts refer to Scripture1  wherein the Son (Jesus Christ) 

would live 400 years. While Christ did not literally live 400 years, the true Christian 

Church (the figurative representation of Christ) did survive until the advent of the 

Ecumenical Councils2 in 325AD. When the Ecumenical Councils sought to standardise 
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and unify the teachings of Scripture members of the Early Christian Church sought to 

preserve their freedom to interpret Scriptures.  At this time the 'free-spirited' people or 

the True Believers emigrated from Israel and sought refuge in a northern region thought 

to be Russia.  Molokans believe that the 'free-spirited' people of Tambov are the same as 

the True Believers referred to above3 connecting both the 'free-spirited' people and the 

Molokans to the tribes of Israel and making a connection to the early Christian Church 

and Judaism (see Appendix 4).    

 

The official founder of Spiritual Christianity from which Molokanism was derived was 

Simeon Uklein.  He prepared a ritual book and supported each of the rituals he 

prescribed with Scriptural passages but extended the premise of the religion to include 

free thought or interpretation.  He believed that a person could reach "conclusions 

through his own reasoning; utilizing the sources that were available to him” 

(Baghdanov 1998:48).   Uklein’s ritual book also states that “true Christians should be 

free and independent from any human laws and constraint. There should not be any 

power over a people in whom Christ’s teachings have settled” (Baghdanov 1998:49). 

Uklein believed that people who were bound by Christ’s teachings did not require the 

direction of the State or the established Church; but rejection of the decrees of the 

Orthodox Church resulted in punitive action by the authorities in the Russian Monarchy.  

Accordingly the Spiritual Christians, an evangelical sectarian community, were in 

conflict with the Russian Orthodox Church and thus the Russian Monarchy (McNamara 

and Wilding 1993:175).  

 

The Molokans’ official statement of faith is contained in 27 dogmas which date from 

1803 and are partially reproduced in Appendix 2 (Babishoff 1996; Moore 1973:11).  In 

the early 1700s, the Orthodox Church attempted to maintain control of sectarians by 

lobbying Peter the Great.  In 1718, Peter the Great issued an order (ukaz)  “outlawing all 
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other religions, and compelling the people to attend the Orthodox Church … The 

persecution lasted from about 1718 to 1805, the last thirty years being the most severe” 

(Shubin n.d.(b):3).  The Spiritual Christians continued with their observation of Old 

Testament food laws and God's Holy Days and rejected the Orthodox fast days (some of 

which prohibited the consumption of milk).  As a result of this particular group of 

Spiritual Christians’ unwillingness to yield to the Orthodox Church’s dictates with 

respect to the fast days, the group received the nickname of Molokane meaning ‘milk 

drinkers’.    

 

As the focus of this thesis is contemporary Molokans in Australia I provide an overview 

of Molokan persecution and migration in Appendix 3 as historical background.  

 

Sub-groups 

 

Although contemporary Molokan elders often promote the Molokan community as 

being an ethnically homogenous community of 'pure' Russian origin to support the 

practice of endogamy they are, in fact, a mixture of people from various ethnic origins.  

Anthropologist Brackette Williams (1989) suggests that this form of nation building 

enables impure people to  

 

…separate themselves, physically or ideologically, from those against 
whom they are unfavourably judged and/or in relation to whom they 
are materially disadvantaged. They proclaim themselves as a new 
people, a pure people….such groups may be of dubious racial purity, 
however, to become a people or nation they must have an image or 
myth with which to identify.   (Williams 1989:429) 
 

 

Molokans achieved this ‘racial purity’ by associating their religious community to the 

mythic community of Free Spirited People who resided in Tambov.  
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The heterogeneity of the Molokan community is supported by the fact that Molokans 

were at one time the fastest growing evangelical religion in Russia who turned their 

periods of exile, into opportunities to convert others to their religion4. 

 

The spread of an ideal or a belief to others creates an opportunity for others to 

reinterpret the meanings ascribed to existing symbols.  Moore (1997:213) states that the 

“symbolic nature of culture almost insures that competing understandings should 

coexist” in which case it is almost an expectation for sub-groups to form indicating a 

diversity of points of view.  

 

Historically, tensions have existed, and still exist, between the various Molokan sub-

groups with regard to dogma, social practices, socio-economic status, internal betrayal 

(during periods of persecution), ethnicity, endogamy, and with respect to the wave of 

migration with which they are associated (see Appendix 5). However, despite their 

differences, the sub-groups have a unifying thread based on patrilineal ancestry, shared 

history, and spirituality.   

 

A major unifying theme which characterises identity formation in the diasporic 

Molokan community is the shared discourse of their persecution via the government, the 

military, or the secret police.  This persecution history has contributed to the closed or 

encapsulated nature of the communities. They are characterised by fear of outsider 

misrepresentation and are even suspicious of the motives of insiders. 

 

There are 19 sub-groups within the Molokan communities throughout the world and 

they are presented in Table 1 in alphabetical order. Andrei Conovalov has identified 

sixteen of these classifications on his website Molokan News5.  Through my research, I 

have added the classifications of Heritage Molokans, Defacto Molokans, and Returnee 
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Molokans on the basis of their social relations to the existing classifications of 

Molokans. Tensions and alliances are higher between certain sub-groups.  I will cover 

the rise of Molokan factionalism in a later section but for the present discussion the 

relevant sub-groups to this thesis are: Jumpers, Makcimisti, New Zion, Reformed 

Molokans, and Heritage Molokans.   

 
 

 
TABLE 1 

 
MOLOKAN SUB-GROUPS IN AUSTRALIA 

 
 
Molokans are the original formalised religion that formed from the 
Spiritual Christians.  They were followers of Simeon Matvei Uklein 
who was an evangelist in Russia. The name Molokane was coined 
about 1765.  
 
Heritage Molokans are derived from Reformed Molokans.  In 
Western Australia most have left the Molokan community officially 
by joining non-Molokans churches or unofficially by accepting 
exogamy and ceasing to attend church services.  They recognise 
ancestral ties with the Molokan community, were raised as Molokans, 
and still have contact with other Molokans.  Many of these Heritage 
Molokans seek a return to the practices of the ‘free-spirited’ people of 
Tambov, a city located approximately 400 km south east of Moscow, 
(see Appendix 1) before they became known as Molokans and were 
associated with a formalised church structure.  
 
Jumpers are an offshoot of Molokans who emerged as a group in 
1833 when some Saturday Molokans shifted to Sunday and ‘jumped’, 
‘leaped’, ‘danced’, ‘pranced’, or ‘skipped’ in the Holy Spirit. For 
some reason the term ‘Jumpers’ survived. They share characteristics 
with Breathers and Communalists but are not recognized by original 
Molokans. The Russian census deems Jumpers to be a separate sect 
from Molokans (Saturday or Sunday).  
 
Makcimisti are an offshoot of Jumpers who emerged as a group in 
1836 and who recognised Makcim Gavrilovitch Rudometkin 
(Rudometkin) as their leader. They follow his protocols for religious 
services and accept his spiritual teachings.  
 
New Zion is an offshoot of the Makcimisti who believe that 
Rudometkin will be their co-redeemer with Christ in the Millennial 
Kingdom.  
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TABLE 1 (CONT.) 

 
MOLOKAN SUB-GROUPS IN AUSTRALIA 

 
 
Reformed Molokans are American Molokans from the Makcimist, 
Jumper, and Constant sub-groups who do not accept any of the 
teachings of Rudometkin and incorporate English into all aspects of 
their church services (singing, speaking, and praying). They do not 
adhere strictly to wearing traditional attire but they are organised into 
a church.  The first Reformed Molokan church was organised in 
Oregon in 1980. Reformed Molokans welcome members from wider 
society into their church, i.e. they proselytise. They are shunned by 
American Makcimisti as "nee-nash'' ["not ours"].  
 
The Reformed Molokans in Australia have ceased to gather as a 
church and many have returned to the United States of America to 
maintain participation in the larger Molokan community as it affords 
access to a larger population of Molokans and churches with their 
differing degrees of adherence and tolerance.  Some have returned to 
conservatism and joined Jumper or Makcimist churches. Others have 
left the Molokan community and become Heritage Molokans. 
 

 
****** 

 
MOLOKAN SUB-GROUPS NOT IN AUSTRALIA 

 
Armenian Molokans are ethnic Armenians who converted to the 
Spiritual and Jumper sub-groups. Some Armenian Molokans migrated 
to Los Angeles, California, with the Jumpers but formed their own 
congregation.  
 
American Makcimisti adhere to the protocols for religious services 
set out by Makcim Gavrilovitch Rudometkin (Rudometkin). The 
American Makcimisti differ to the Russian Makcimisti in jumping 
style and in degree of suspicion of outsiders. The American 
Makcimisti jump with two hands upraised while the Russian 
Makcimisti jump with 1 hand upraised. The Russian Makcimisti are 
less suspicious of outsiders than the American Makcimisti. Some of 
the more zealous Russian Makcimisti shun Molokans.  
 
Breathers seem to be an offshoot of Spirituals. The Breathers get a 
‘spiritual’ high by breathing very fast and raising the blood pH by 
increasing the CO2.  
 
Communal Molokans lived in self-sustaining and self-regulating 
communities similar to the German Mennonites, Harmonists, and 
Hutterites who lived in southern Russia.  
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MOLOKAN SUB-GROUPS NOT IN AUSTRALIA 

 
Donske Molokans were Cossacks who joined the Molokans. Not all 
of the Donske Molokans migrated to Transcaucasia in 1839. 
According to Klibanov (1965, 1982 edn:158) many of the Donske 
Molokans served in the military to preserve their socio-economic 
status. There is a theory that the faster "beat" in the American Jumper 
singing was derived from the Cossack style.   
 
Defacto Molokans still consider themselves to be Molokans and 
many have been dedicated into the church as infants.  However, they 
cease to participate in church life and church rituals due to being 
domiciled in regions (for work or marriage commitments to non-
Molokan spouses) where no Molokan church is present.  Defacto 
Molokans often return to the Molokan community upon retirement or 
the death of their spouse to live their remaining years within the 
Molokan community and seek to be buried in the Molokan cemeteries.  
Though they are buried in the Molokan cemeteries they do not receive 
the final blessing or the ‘last rites’ offered in a church service. 
 
Dry-Baptist Molokans joined more organized Baptists in 
Transcaucasia, but did not accept all doctrine, particularly water 
immersion baptism. 
 
 
Returnee Molokans are Molokans who have left the Molokan church 
and community and shed their Molokan identity but return later in life 
seeking to resume participation in the Molokan community. 
 
Saturday Molokans were followers of Dolmatoff, a Judaieser 
(Subbotnik, Sabbatarian, Christian who wanted to be like a Jew). 
Dolmatoff joined with Uklein with the proviso that Molokans stopped 
eating pork. They ceased to be a group in America in the 1970s.  
 
Spiritual Molokans originated in Southern Russia in 1833. It is 
believed they were influenced by passing German Harmonists on their 
way to Mount Zion to meet Christ in 1836. Spiritual Molokans accept 
all of God's and Christ's Holy Days. They have prophets and seers and 
hold the compromise ground between Jumpers/Makcimisti and 
original Molokans.  
 
Shouters or Shouting Makcimisti emerged between 1985 and 1990 
in the United States of America.  Many of the young American 
Makcimisti shout fast rather than sing. This may be a reintroduction of 
the Breathers' type of ‘spiritual high’.  
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TABLE 1 (CONT). 
 

MOLOKAN SUB-GROUPS NOT IN AUSTRALIA 
 
Society of Educated Molokans are Molokans who sought higher 
education to further their understanding of Christianity. By 1905 or 
1910, three centres of Molokan learning and publishing existed:  
Astrahanka (Milky Waters area, now Ukraine), Baku (Azerbaidjan), 
and Tiblisi (Georgia).   
 
Sunday Molokans are a continuation of the original Molokans. They 
are also called Constants or Postoiannye.  
 
All members of the Jumpers, Makcimisti and New Zion sub-groups 
perform church rituals and conduct speeches in Russian except those 
directed to the youth which are spoken in English. They have a strict 
adherence to wearing traditional attire to church including the 
requirement that women wear head coverings. Both the Jumpers and 
Makcimisti believe in prophecy as the living word of God. 

 
 
 

NOTE:  Some of the sub-groups were  a  temporary   category.  A   
Molokan  could temporarily  join  the Baptists,  Subbotniki,  
or  Orthodoxy  to  gain some advantage -- travelling  papers, 
easy  divorce,  avoid  punishment - then  rejoin  his  original  
group  later.  Many changed groups for various reasons.  

 
Adapted from (Conovalov AJ, "Molokan or Spiritual or Communal or 
Jumper or Reformed or Maksimist or…?," Molokani Narod, 9/4/2002) 
 
 
 

 
 

In Russia, the factional groups within the Molokan religious community recognized 

their ideological differences and maintained a degree of separateness in their daily lives 

by living in separate villages. However, during their exile to Transcaucasia in 1839 they 

were sent as a single community and were often expected to live in one village (Moore 

1973:6).  This resulted in heightened tensions between Constants, Jumpers, and 

Makcimisti. In Transcaucasia, Molokan communities continued to prosper and gained 

converts from the Russian Orthodox Church and Armenians.  The original Molokans as 

well as their converts migrated to America together in 1904 (Moore 1973:7).  During 
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their domicile in the United States of America the Molokan community became 

transformed into a closed or encapsulated community, for example, they ceased their 

evangelical activities, began to practice endogamy, and their cultural identity began to 

reflect their Russian origins. They became known as Russian Molokans. The reasons for 

this transformation into a closed community are examined in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 7. 

 

In addition to elders and prophets, Molokans recognise several martyrs (see Appendices 

4 and 5) who were imprisoned for spreading teachings that were in contravention to 

those of the Russian Orthodox Church. One of these martyrs was Makcim Gavrilovitch 

Rudometkin (Rudometkin)6. During his confinement in prison Rudometkin wrote letters 

to his followers. These letters were smuggled out of Russia during the second wave of 

migration by one of his followers and compiled into a book called Morning Star 

(Shinen and Kobzeff 1915).  This book was printed in the Russian language and later 

presented to The First United Christian Molokan Church of Spiritual Jumpers 

commonly known as Big Church (so named because it was an amalgamation of the 

Salimskaya, Aleksandrovskie and Karamolinskaya churches (Mohoff and Valov 

1996:104)) in Los Angeles for endorsement by the Holy Spirit during church services.  

According to oral history, the book was not accepted.  It was later renamed Spirit and 

Life – Book of the Sun7 (Young Peoples Church 1928, 1947 edn), edited to remove 

offensive text, expanded to include the writings of other Molokan prophets, and also 

printed in Russian.  This book was accepted by the Big Church congregation and 

continued to be printed in Russian.  A partial English translation known as Selections 

from the Book of Spirit and Life was produced by Berokoff in 1966;  followed by 

another English version known as Translations from the Book Spirit and Life 

(Pivovaroff 1976) containing the text from the previous versions and including the 

writings of another elder, M.P. Pivovaroff.  For the sake of convenience, I will make 

reference to Pivovaroff's version as it is the most complete English translation of Spirit 
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and Life – Book of the Sun (Young Peoples Church 1928, 1947 edn).  Constants, 

Reformed Molokans, and Heritage Molokans adhere to Biblical Scripture and  view the 

Spirit and Life as a heretical text. Jumpers combine the teachings of Biblical Scripture 

with those in the Spirit and Life and follow the rituals prescribed by the prophets in 

Spirit and Life.  Makcimisti and their sub-group, New Zion, tend to view Spirit and Life 

as a sacred text.   Most Molokans tend to value it for its social and historical 

information.  

 

Beliefs and practices are not the only way Molokans determine differences within the 

Molokan community.  Another distinction relates to the wave of migration with which 

individuals are associated and the geographical locations they inhabited. Geographical 

locations are important because established Molokan communities located near Moscow 

were disbanded by the authorities and families and individuals were exiled to 

widespread locations such as Siberia, Rostov-Na-Donu, Mordovia, Orenberg, Samara, 

Amur, Armenia, Soviet Georgia, Azerbajdzan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakstan where 

they lived amongst people of other cultures and belief systems.  During their exile they 

accepted converts from these communities and made cultural adaptations which became 

noticeable when these communities converged in the United States of America as will 

be discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

Waves of Migration and Geographical Locations 

 

There are five sets of migration (transnational or international) relating to Molokan 

history as shown in Appendix 1.  The first set of migrations comprised of numerous 

internal migrations within Russia under the Russian Monarchy commencing in the 

1600s while still referred to as Spiritual Christians. The second set of migrations were 

transnational and commenced in 1839 when Molokans were exiled to Transcaucasia 
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followed by further resettlements in 1880s to Azerbaidjan, Turkmenistan, and Soviet 

Georgia. The third set comprises the migrations to the United States of America in 

1904, 1916 and 1945.  The fourth set comprises the migrations from the United States 

of America to Australia in 1964 and to Brazil in the 1970s. The fifth set comprises 

migrations from Armenia to the United States of America and Australia in the 1990s.   

 

For the purposes of this thesis I break down the last three sets of migration into waves 

of migration.  I refer to descendants of the 1904 migration as the first wave.  

Descendants of the 1916 migration are referred to as the second wave.  Migrants of the 

1945 migration from Iran and their descendants are referred to as the third wave. 

Migrants of the 1964 migration to Australia and their descendants are referred to as the 

fourth wave.  Migrants of the 1970s migration to Brazil and their descendants are 

referred to as the fifth wave. Migrants of the 1990s migration from Armenia and their 

descendants are referred to as the sixth wave.  

 

Descendants of the first and second waves consider their ancestors to be true believers 

of the prophets because they acted on the prophecies and left Russia before the 

revolution in 1917.  Many of the descendants of the first and second waves of migration 

often look upon the members of subsequent migrations as unbelievers for not following 

the early prophets.  These tensions were highlighted for me during my visit to South 

Australia in September 2004 when I had the opportunity to visit with an Armenian 

family of the sixth wave.  George (sixth wave, first generation, Makcimist, South 

Australia) had furthered his education after his arrival in Australia by learning English 

and studying at university. He reported that in his church some of the first wave and 

second wave Makcimisti make speeches in English for the purpose of discriminating 

against Armenian Molokans, many of whom speak English very poorly or not at all.  

During these speeches the speakers inform the youth that the faith of the Armenian 
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Molokans is not as deep or intense as that of the first and second wave migrants because 

they did not believe in the prophets and remained in Armenia. They make an example 

of the Armenian Molokans without their knowledge. George informed me that he 

challenged one of these speakers and asked him to make the same speech in Russian so 

that the Armenian Molokans could at least reply to the accusations.  In February 2006, I 

was informed that the Armenian Molokans in Adelaide were planning to separate from 

the church they attended to form their own congregation consisting primarily of 

Armenian Molokans. 

 

Upon my return to Western Australia I visited with Deborah (first wave, third 

generation, Heritage Molokan, Western Australia) and shared some of the experiences I 

had during my trip to Adelaide.   I also recounted George's anecdotes to Deborah and 

her husand because they have a keen interest in religion and Molokan history and are 

aware of many of the religious community's tensions. The anecdote about the 

discrimination towards the Armenians reminded Deborah of a further distinction within 

first and second wave Molokans: those who were able to settle in the United States of 

America and those who were forced to settle in Mexico.  A percentage of Molokans 

were not admitted to the United States of America because they had tuberculosis, poor 

vision, or other physical ailments so they were diverted to Mexico where they formed a 

colony.  Deborah stated that there was a stigma attached to anyone who had links to the 

colonies in Mexico and that they were treated as an underclass of Molokans.  

 

Because of their extensive migration history within Russia during the 1800s and several 

waves of transnational migration during the 1900s the different Molokan communities 

developed differences in their social attitudes, practices, values and priorities during the 

periods of separation (see Appendix 1). This phenomenon is similar to what 

anthropologist Jan Pakulski found in his study of the Polish in Australia. He notes that 
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Tasmanian Poles differed from Poles in other parts of Australia: "Their occupational 

skills, mode of settlement, initial isolation, and specific career tracks led to the 

formation of a distinct ethnic stratum" (Pakulski 1985(a):89).  The Molokans found 

themselves struggling to reconcile these differences when they amalgamated into one 

community in Los Angeles.  I will revisit this in their settlement experiences in 

Chapter 4.  These tensions re-emerged when the Armenian Molokans of the sixth wave 

migrated and joined the Molokans in the United States of America and Australia in the 

1990s. 

 

While the Molokan community has fractures as a result of migrating through different 

waves of migration, sub-group membership, and from occupying different regional 

locations it also has solidarity through shared beliefs, spirituality, and history.  Some of 

the information on shared beliefs and history are derived from oral history and oral 

traditions which will be canvassed in subsequent chapters.  Other historical information 

is derived from Molokans who have conducted private research.   

 

A number of Molokans attribute their family names to Jewish ancestry.  One of the 

families I visited in Adelaide informed me that several of the Molokan prophets (some 

related to them) were Jews who had joined the Molokan religion.   This family believed 

that they had a link to Judaism through their predecessors.  They noted that there were a 

number of Molokan family names from Jewish origins. This family was very strong on 

Old Testament teachings which reflected their Jewish origins.  This blending of 

Spiritual Christians and Jews may be the source of the syncretism of the Molokan 

religion in that Molokans observe God’s Holy Days and Old Testament dietatary laws 

yet accept Christ and the Resurrection of Christ. 
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Australian Molokans 

 

My research focuses on aspects of identity formation within the two Molokan 

communities in Australia, namely Adelaide, South Australia and the southwest of 

Western Australia.  There are approximately 100 families in South Australia and 25 

families in Western Australia. There are three Makcimist churches and two Jumper 

churches in South Australia.   During the early years in Western Australia there was one 

Molokan church whose members were primarily Makcimisti. Geographically, most 

people were dispersed over a wide area and a small Makcimist group gathered 

separately to the official church for this reason. Changes began to occur by 1975 when 

some of the members in the official church decided to introduce the English language 

into the services. This created a division in the community and led to the formation of 

two official churches.  Eventually a third church was formed by the Reformed 

Molokans and services were held in Perth and Waterloo (approximately 180 kilometres 

south of Perth) on alternating weeks.  This group disbanded by the mid-1980s as some 

people returned to the United States of America, others chose conservatism and moved 

to South Australia and others became Heritage Molokans.  The Western Australian 

community now comprises two churches that are primarily Makcimist, one of which is 

more liberal in its social practices than the other, and a number of Heritage Molokans 

who maintain contact through kinship connections.  While the Molokan population in 

Australia is divided into small church groups signifying social, political, or religious 

fractures they are still united through the sharing of several basic Molokan beliefs.  
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Primary Tenet of Molokan Spirituality 

 

Key features of all Molokan sub-groups are: their belief in practising Spiritual 

Christianity, in the power of the Holy Spirit, and being guided by prophecy. Spiritual 

Christianity is defined as: 

 

…the direct worshipping of God without any intermediaries.  It was 
possible to communicate with God through the Holy Spirit and that 
both the Church as an institution and the Gospel as the written Word 
of God were unnecessary intermediaries between man and God. Thus, 
all bonds of tradition and the Holy Scriptures were broken. 
(Baghdanov 1998:39)   
 

 

The concept of worshipping in spirit and truth which permitted people to create a 

personal relationship with God and to follow their own conscience rather than church 

decree was introduced by M.S. Dalmatoff in the 1700s8.  This hindered Peter the Great's 

endeavours to achieve a unified, Europeanised Russia through the modernisation of the 

Russian Orthodox Church and the Russian Monarchy (Baghdanov 1998:26-29).  As 

freedom of religion was not a human right during this period in Russia it was the 

equivalent to practising heresy and rebelling against the monarchy and, therefore, 

punishable by death.  As Molokans have accepted Dalmatoff’s Spiritual Christianity as 

a predecessor to Molokanism, they have a long history of persecution under the Russian 

Monarchy.  The persecution of all Christians continued through Communism which 

promoted atheism. 

 

One of the beliefs of Spiritual Christianity and the Molokan sub-groups that developed 

from it was that the Holy Spirit provides edification to people through prophecy and 

vision.  This guidance is available to all people and is not channelled through ‘authority’ 

figures in church hierarchy.  When articles are published by major religions, such as the 
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Catholic Church, indicating that the church hierarchy desires to control ecstatic 

behaviour in church services or freedom of interpretation of religious beliefs (See 

Appendix 19) Molokans become concerned because it poses a potential threat to the 

continuation of the practise of their religious beliefs.  This is due to the fact that they 

were persecuted in Russia by the Orthodox Church for non-compliance to church 

doctrine and by the Communists for their non-compliance to atheism.  This kind of fear 

is not unique as other persecuted communities also suffer from the fear that history will 

repeat itself.  Author Alain Finkielkraut notes in his observations of Jewish Holocaust 

survivors that:  

 

After the Holocaust, however, measured distinctions are no longer 
possible. Any reticence soon evokes the camps: the most coded 
expressions of anti-Semitism are immediately seen by their victims as 
a will to extermination. Reasoning with the Jews or preaching to them 
is useless. (1994:120) 
 

 

The Molokan response to political authority figures threatening to curb their practise of 

religious freedom will be demonstrated at length in Chapter 3.  The high esteem in 

which they hold their prophets and spiritual workers is also demonstrated in Chapters 3 

and 7. 

 

People are recognised as prophets or spiritual workers if they have demonstrated an 

ability to work in this capacity.  A major difficulty that arises with this phenomenon is 

the misunderstanding of prophecy by people or even the explicit abuse by a prophet of 

the trust that people have in his integrity. 

 

One of the biographical accounts I read notes that people were often reticent to make 

major changes in their lives especially just prior to the Collectivisation and 

Raskulachivanie of peasants' and kulaks' farms by Stalin in December 1927 (Rusnet 
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2003-2005) when most Molokans were prospering.  Some individuals who saw 

impending danger and wanted community action to relocate professed to have seen a 

vision in order to receive compliance from their co-religionists or family while some 

manipulated the community for their own personal gain.  For these kinds of reasons, 

Molokans often cross-examine anyone ('test the Spirit') promoting a major change. As 

such, the choice to accept prophetic utterance always lies with the person receiving the 

message. On many occasions, congregationists have chosen not to accept instruction 

delivered to them by their prophets and spiritual workers. 

 

Molokans are also known for their practice of pacifism.  They translate the Christian 

Biblical Fifth Commandment literally and believe that humankind shall not kill one 

another as all people are created in the image of God.  Since the inception of 

Molokanism, conscientious objection to war or military conflict has been a source of 

difference between Molokans and various government authorities and has resulted in 

Molokans being persecuted and imprisoned (refer to Chapter 3 and Appendix 3). 

 

Most Molokan churches individually determine their own degree of adherence to 

dogma, ritual, social practices, or reliance on prophecy. Being affiliated with a church 

or socialising with members of a church whose practices are dissimilar to other 

churches can place social distance between people and raise suspicions about the 

motives for people's actions.  During one of my visits to South Australia, someone 

shared an anecdote wherein one of the Jumper churches (an unspecified number of 

years ago) endeavoured to introduce wine into the Passover Meal.  The Makcimisti did 

not approve of this behaviour and applied social pressure to the members of the Jumper 

church to cease this practice. As these people believed in the practice of endogamy and 

valued the Makcimist churches as sources of matrimonial partners for their children 

they yielded to the pressure.  
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Molokan elders (startsi) and presbyters (presvytera) do not have formal or official 

authority over their congregation yet most Molokans do feel that the elders and 

presbyters do more than facilitate church services. Male members of churches (as 

representatives of their families) often gather with the presbyter and elders, to discuss 

issues of religious or social importance in a local church community.  The elders and 

presbyters of a local church community liaise with the elders and presbyters of the other 

churches on matters affecting all the Molokan communities.  Despite the tendency for 

the churches to enter into consultation in order to reach a consensus, a consensus is not 

always achieved and individual church communities tend to adopt different degrees of 

adherence to religious and social practices.  

 

Sometimes difference in religious belief or social practice is so great that single 

churches can splinter into two or three smaller churches.  Sometimes people leave the 

religion despite their departure causing them great pain. Anson Shupe is a consultant to 

attorneys involved in religious liberties and clergy abuse cases. In Shupe's study of 

Jesus People he found that "[t]he pain associated with departure from a religion 

sometimes parallels the pain associated with some divorces" (1998:37).  I noticed that 

individual Molokans are marginalised when they deviate from their community’s norms 

in an effort to meet personal needs or pursue individualistic goals. Some stay within the 

community but live on the periphery of the community while others leave the 

community entirely.  In most instances there is a sense of bitterness towards the 

community for not accommodating their ‘difference’ or appreciating what they had to 

offer the community.  Some of my participants who live on the community’s periphery 

expressed a range of emotions about being marginalised or excluded. While I 

sympathised with individuals who felt they had been affronted I endeavoured to not take 

sides in grievances as my task was to observe and analyse.  
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The issue of conformity and dissimilarity affects me personally and affects my ability to 

work as an anthropologist in several ways.  My husband fits into the category of 

Heritage Molokan and my mother is a Constant; this places me in a position of 

suspicion with both Jumpers and Makcimisti.  However, my father is a Jumper and this 

enables the Jumpers to accept me more easily.  Heritage Molokans and Reformed 

Molokans are somewhat suspicious of me because of my connections with Jumpers and 

because I have siblings who belong to the Makcimist faction.  I have found when 

someone from another faction feels they can trust me then they have the potential to act 

as a mentor and introduce me to their social circle.   

 

As the Molokan community is comprised of different sub-groups and smaller 

geographic communties the issue of being represented to outsiders is a difficult issue for 

them.  Previous anthropologists (for methodological reasons) have had a tendency to 

view small segments of the community but have made representations to the effect that 

the unsurveyed members of the community were homogenous with those interviewed.  

This is an issue I discuss more fully in Chapter 5.  However, most Molokans I 

interviewed were concerned with how anthropologists categorised their religious 

community. They worried about being described as a cult instead of a religion or as 

sectarians.  They wondered why they were considered primitive, backwards, ignorant, 

and superstitious and what impact this would have on them during a climate of social 

unrest or heightened political surveillance? 

 

The Question of Cult Status and a Definition of 'Closed Community' 

 

During their domicile in Russia, Molokans were considered a sect because they 

protested against the dogmas, rituals and hierarchy of the state church in Russia 
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(Russian Orthodox Church) (Giddens 1993:469).  An anthropological definition of sects 

is provided by Giddens: 

 

Sects are comparatively small; they usually aim at discovering and 
following 'the true way', and tend to withdraw from the surrounding 
society into communities of their own.  The members of sects regard 
established churches as corrupt. Most have few or no officials, all 
members being regarded as equal participants. A small proportion of 
people are born into sects, but most actively join them in order to 
futher their beliefs. (1993:469) 
 

 

Molokans fitted the above parameters quite well during their domicile in Russia except 

that they were keen proselytisers, were one of the fastest growing religions, and did not 

withdraw socially from wider society. Christel Lane from the London School of 

Economics noted that on the eve of the Russian revolution Molokans were still the 

largest and most widely-spread Russian sect (1975:222).  Many of the urban Molokans 

were industrialists, public servants or merchants who were active in commercial and 

civic spheres.  In instances where they withdrew into their own communities they were 

usually in farming districts and hinterlands.  From the information I gleaned in my 

research this was primarily for the purpose of providing for social welfare as the 

peasantry in Russia had no political, social, or economic rights under the Russian 

Monarchy.   In the many instances that Molokans were exiled to outlying regions with 

no resources to aid their survival they developed community solidarity, and 

communalism became a grass-roots mechanism to deal with the exigencies of physical 

survival.   

 

Most Molokans see themselves as a bona fide religion in that they were legally 

recognised as a religion in Russia.  According to Soviet sociologist Aleksandr Klibanov, 

they were not a transient group as they had been recognised legally as a sect in Russia 

since 6 April 1819 (1965, 1982 edn:157) and their membership had intergenerational 
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continuity.  Knowing that they received legal recognition in Russia and were a major 

social movement throughout Russia enables them to cope with being a religious 

minority in diaspora.  This is similar to the Jewish experience in diaspora in that Jews 

are able to cope with being a minority in diaspora because they know that they are a 

majority elsewhere (Finkielkraut 1994:120). 

 

 Molokans do not mind being described as sectarians because they stood in opposition 

to the Russian Orthodox Church and the corruption and abuse of power they witnessed 

in church clerics. After their 1904 migration to the United States of America they 

continued to maintain their sectarian status through to 1973 (Young 1932, 1998 edn:x; 

Moore 1972:2; Moore 1973:5).  After that, because of their experiences with the 

disintegration of their social cohesion and juvenile delinquency in Los Angeles and San 

Francisco, many Molokans tried to establish communities of their own as a means of 

maintaining cultural continuity. 

 

Upon their arrival in Australia in 1964, Molokans were still referred to as a Russian sect 

(Daily News, Sept 10, 1964, p.1).  By 1994, when I attended the sociology lecture 

mentioned in my Preface, Molokans were labelled as a cult by the guest lecturer. A 

current definition of a cult is:  

 

Cults resemble sects, but have different emphases.  They are the most 
loosely knit and transient of all religious organizations, being 
composed of individuals who reject what they see as the values of the 
outside society.  Their focus is on individual experience, bringing like-
minded individuals together.  People do not formally join a cult, but 
rather follow particular theories or prescribed ways of behaviour.  
Members are usually allowed to maintain other religious connections.  
Like sects, cults quite often form around an inspirational leader.  
Instances of cults in the West today would include groups of believers 
in spiritualism, astrology or transcendental meditation. (Giddens 
1993:470) 
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In one respect, Molokans may fit the description of a cult in that they desire to be like-

minded to avoid division in their church services. They believe that miracles may be 

achieved if they are all ‘one’ in Christ. This allows the Holy Spirit to manifest in their 

midst and they will witness miracles. An example of this is given in Chapter 3.  

Although Molokans are a collectivity of churches they are not loose knit or transient. 

This is also demonstrated in Chapter 3 and in Appendix 3.  They have definite form in 

their informal social hierarchy, social codes to which they adhere, and they have a 

‘permanent’ social base in that family names may be traced back for several hundred 

years.  They see themselves as the surviving remnant of a religion whose members were 

persecuted and executed in large numbers.  

 

Prophets are the primary source of inspirational leadership in the Molokan religion but 

they do not hold ‘office’ or have authority in the same way as presbyters and elders.  In 

fact, the prophets are usually tested or challenged by presbyters and elders to verify the 

validity of their spiritual works.  Molokans also make a distinction between Christian 

spirituality and other forms of spiritualism.  Generally speaking, most Molokans do not 

wish to be portrayed as a cult in either the anthropological or popular sense as it has 

connotations of deviant behaviour. 

 

In a social and religious sense, contemporary Molokans are encapsulated ('closed') in 

that they maintain private churches and do not invite members of the wider society to 

participate in their religious observances. They have a separate identity, and social life 

in that they are endogamous.  Molokans who wish to practise endogamy maintain social 

compliance within the Molokan communities in the United States of America and in 

Australia to avoid being the subject of gossip.   In her study of family ties and the 

exchange of gifts and services, sociologist Janet Finch noted that gossip functions as a 

community's social conscience asserting and reinforcing shared values about the proper 
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thing to do (1989:192).  In his study of the function of gossip in small groups, Max 

Gluckman (1963:307 & 308) noted that gossip contributed to the maintenance of group 

unity, moral standards, and to “the growth and break-up of small groups”. 

 

The Molokan community uses gossip to maintain compliance to social codes as they 

endeavour to perpetuate their culture and beliefs. An example of gossip dictating an 

individual’s social behaviour occurred when a mature Molokan woman with children of 

marrying age was recently widowed in South Australia.  She informed me that she was 

approached by a minister's wife within several weeks of her husband's funeral to inform 

her of appropriate social conduct, especially in the presence of men, in order to maintain 

her social standing in the community.  Even male relatives, some much older than she, 

have expressed concern to her about being seen in her presence or visiting her home 

without the presence of other married couples. On a larger scale, an entire Jumper 

congregation in South Australia brought its ritualistic practice into alignment with the 

Makcimist churches in order to maintain acceptable social relations and marriage 

prospects for their youth.   

 

In cultures where social respectability is essential to social acceptance and where adult 

children are expected to be dutiful to their parents, the threat of gossip provides parents 

with the leverage they need to implement adherence in their children if the children 

value their respectability (Finch 1989:2).  Their separateness and minority status 

(compared to established churches) fits the definition of a cult (Giddens 1993:470).  

Commercially and economically Molokans have always participated in wider society 

except where they have been isolated geographically by political authorities in Russia. 

Since their migration to the United States of America they have voluntarily 

endeavoured to form isolated communities to avoid the pernicious influences of large 

urban centres like Los Angeles and San Francisco but these were not long lived and 
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community members usually returned to the urban centres for economic reasons.  The 

colony in Mexico was formed by default when immigrants were refused entry into the 

United States of America for health reasons.  

 

Although social interactions in the Molokan community are complicated by the many 

sub-groups, waves of migration, regional communities, gender constructions, issues of 

conformity, and differing degrees of adherence to dogmas associated with the social 

dynamics of the Molokan communities they are held together by a common symbolic 

bond to a mythic ancestral community.  This link provides them with a common goal to 

preserve the memory of the valour of their ancestors. 

 

ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS 

 

In Chapter 1, I presented an overview of the main topics of this thesis and introduced 

the Molokans and their cultural evolution as a religious community that began as an 

‘open’ community that proselytized to a ‘closed’ community that rejected outsiders.  I 

have also presented the aim of my research in this chapter.  

 

In Chapter 2, I outline my methodology and my reasons for using certain research 

techniques. I include insights I gained from the responses of prospective participants, 

and compare how the formal requirements of the Human Research and Ethics 

Committee affected my ability to recruit interviewees.  I also canvass fieldwork issues 

that I encountered as a result of Molokan constructions of gender and sub-groups as 

well as living on the periphery of the Molokan community.  It became apparent from 

the beginning of my fieldwork that Molokans who did not adhere to strict codes of 

behaviour were just as suspect as outsiders of having motives that would not benefit the 

Molokan community. This is even in effect between sub-groups. In a sense, my 
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fieldwork experiences confirmed that the Molokan social boundary was still 'closed' and 

an effective mechanism for protecting the community from external interference. 

 

Chapter 3 investigates the role of oral history and oral traditions (Boissiere 1990; 

Vansina 1985) in the formation of identity and provides a historical background of 

Molokan experiences.  I give examples of anecdotes that are commonly drawn upon 

when elders endeavour to transmit their beliefs and validate the continuance of 

Molokanism to younger generations. I incorporate stories from Russia in that they form 

the original history of persecution. I add the American experience and emphasise the 

oral history relating to the Arizona, United States of America, community of Molokans 

because many Australian Molokans migrated from there and have relatives who were 

involved in clashes with the American military bureaucracy and State government with 

respect to World War I.  I hope that covering this background of persecution and 

oppression will provide an explanation for the reticence of Molokans to participate in 

this study and their desire to reinforce cultural boundaries to protect themselves from 

external threat.   

 

Chapter 4 investigates the role of migration experiences I consider how the difference 

between forced and voluntary migration contributes to the world view with which 

individuals and communities approach settlement. I highlight aspects of settlement 

experiences that encouraged Molokans to reinforce their cultural boundaries to protect 

the cultural integrity of their community and thereby prevent against cultural extinction.  

I provide an overview of both the American and Australian migration experiences as 

they are interrelated. 

 

Chapter 5 is dedicated to the topic of challenging dominant discourse with regard to 

Molokans and their culture. I present a brief literature review of academic research of 
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Molokans and provide examples of outsider representation of Molokans. I also explore 

some media representations and non-academic texts published by outsiders and provide 

some examples of outsider representation of Molokans.  I canvass members of the 

Molokan communities in South Australia and Western Australia and present their views 

on outsider representations.  I demonstrate how Molokans endeavour to counter the 

discourse of the dominant culture by producing their own texts and reinforcing their 

cultural boundaries.  

 

In Chapter 6, I examine the religious beliefs to determine how they influence the world 

view of Molokans and contribute to their pre-migration experiences. I draw on the work 

of Baldassar (1994), Seeger (1981), and Moore (1997).  I also examine the role of 

authority in silencing dissent and creating an environment of self-censure amongst 

community members. 

 

Chapter 7 canvasses Molokans’ spiritual experiences (prophecy, dreams, and visions) 

and the role they play in identity formation, social cohesion, and reinforcing the desire 

to perpetuate the religious community as a vessel for these experiences (Lewis 1971; 

Edgar 1995(b)). The formation of communitas as a result of spiritual experience is 

examined as is the impact communitas has on creating encapsulated groups of people. I 

also look at how spirituality directed some migrations (Turner 1988).  

 

In Chapter 8, I observe how public performances and the performance of ritual (Turner 

1988) serve to connect the past history of the community to those living in the present 

day and show how community social dynamics provide opportunities for the formation 

of cultural identity. The public performance can be a venue where prior beliefs and 

community boundaries may be reinforced or challenged. In this chapter, I present data 

gathered through participant observation of a funeral of a Molokan elderess.   
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In Chapter 9, I analyse the role the Internet plays in connecting people in diasporic 

communities, to contributing to social discourse within which identities are contested, 

and to equalising gender roles in the Molokan community (Gibb 2002; Gittler 1999; 

Jones 1998; Karim 1998; and Wakeford 2000).  I note how some people's life 

experiences provide the impetus for individuals to scrutinize themselves, their location 

in the Molokan community, and the Molokan community with respect to wider society. 

This chapter provides additional information on the social tensions within the 

community and the ideological debates that currently dominate Molokan discourse.  

 

In Chapter 10, the conclusion, I endeavour to consolidate the way in which the above 

factors contribute to the formation of Molokan identities in diaspora.  I briefly discuss 

how the formation of world views (Bottomley 1979 & 1992) as pre-migration 

experiences contribute to the formation of a lens through which individuals and 

communities interpret future events. I then look at how the experiences of spirituality, 

public performance, community discourse and life events work to reinforce or modify 

those views. 

 

As is foreshadowed by this chapter, the construction of Molokan identities in diaspora is 

a complex matter with its basis on borrowing images from history and from the 

Molokan communities currently residing in the original homeland, interactions in the 

Molokan community, and between the Molokans and wider society.  I demonstrate how 

oral history, oral traditions, publications, religion, public performances, discourse, and 

the Internet are utilised to validate the culture, reinforce cultural boundaries, and ensure 

its continuity. 
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The divisive factors of sub-groups, waves of migration, regional communities, issues of 

conformity, and adherence to dogma ensured that I experienced numerous 

complications with my fieldwork which are discussed fully in the next chapter. 

 

                                                      
1 II Esdras 7: 28-29, The Apocrypha 1970, p.31. 
2 Berokoff (1998:15-16) notes that "Rudometkin states that the man-child in Revelation 12 went 
to a place of refuge in the Fourth Century and reappeared in the Nineteenth Century".  The 
period between the 4th and 19th centuries is referred to a period of darkness as the Councils of 
Nicea in 325 AD, of Constantinople in 381, of Ephesus in 431 and of Chalcedon of 451 made 
decisions changing Christian doctrine. Molokans believe that the Early Christian Church 
remained unadulterated until the Fourth Century when the Ecumenical Councils incorporated 
the 'darkness' of military action into Christianity. The reappearance of pacifism in the 19th 
century in the form of Molokanism and Doukhoborism was a return to the principles of the 
Early Christian Church. 
3 II Esdras 13: 40-45, The Apocrypha 1970, p.47. 
4 One example relates to their exile in Armenia where they converted the villages of Nikitina 
and Karakalla as well as individuals from other villages to the Molokan faith. 
5 Molokan News located at http://www.molokane.org. 
6 Makcim Gavrilovitch Rudometkin was born in 1823 and actively preached between 1845-
1877. He was a very controversial figure in Molokan history during his lifetime and his 
teachings are still disputed by different sub-groups.  
7 Spirit and Life – Book of the Sun (Young Peoples Church 1928, 1947 edn) is commonly 
referred to in its shortened form as Spirit and Life by the Molokan community regardless which 
edition is being used. I will use this shortened version hereinafter. 
8 According to Samarin (n.d.:5), Dalmatoff was sentenced to death at an unspecified date prior 
to 1740; according to Shubin (n.d.(b):1), he was executed prior to 1725 under the reign of Peter 
the Great; according to Wren (1991:17).  The discrepancies with respect to the date of 
Dalmatoff’s execution may be a result of the difficulty of establishing time lines when relying 
on oral history or to the unavailability of accessing the Russian Archives when the Molokans 
were conducting their research. 
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2 – FIELDWORK: RESEARCHING A CLOSED COMMUNITY 

 

This chapter presents the difficulties I experienced in conducting fieldwork in a closed 

community and one that has experienced persecution from governmental authorities in 

previous countries of domicile.  Although the Molokan community’s experiences with 

persecution took place prior to 1920 the group memory of these experiences is reflected 

in the present day as the Molokans interact very cautiously with governmental 

authorities or institutions that are deemed to be associated with government. 

 

Like other anthropologists, I discovered that social interactions that take place between 

anthropologists and the communities they study reveal much about the communities’ 

world views, their previous experiences with wider society, and the strategies they 

adopt to deal with investigation and intrusion.  When anthropologist Dan Rose 

(1990:12-13) attempted to study Black American street life and culture he had to shed 

his identity of ethnographer. He had to become part of the local landscape in order to 

observe the daily lives of his subjects without them changing their behaviour. This was 

the case because the people he was observing were from socially and economically 

disadvantaged communities who would not cooperate with anyone they assumed to be 

from a different socio-economic class. When anthropologist Marjorie Shostak (1981) 

joined the queue of anthropologists who had already studied the !Kung in Africa, she 

found that relationships between anthropologists and their subjects had already been 

altered by previous experiences.  The !Kung had become accustomed to anthropologists 

not only intruding in their daily lives but also being sources of western goods in 

exchange for information or !Kung crafts. 

Deleted: '



 Chapter 2: Fieldwork: Researching a 
  Closed Community  

35 

Anthropologist Anthony Seeger (1981:7) had a similar experience when he studied the 

Suya in Brazil. He arrived in search of information on rituals but discovered a 

completely different aspect of Suya life relating to fishing and hunting practices.  This 

happened because he came into the village without enough provisions to sustain himself 

and the Suya's prior experience with outsiders was that they always brought their own 

supplies and shared them with some of the members of the village.  As Seeger was 

married, he did not fit their description of a dependent to be incorporated into an 

existing household (Seeger 1981:7). Eventually he had to move into his own 

accommodation and provide for his own family by accompanying the men on fishing 

and hunting expeditions, as well as establishing his own garden. Although he was 

frustrated because he felt he was not conducting any anthropological work he later 

found that by participating in the daily lives of the Suya people that he learned a great 

deal about their society. In each of the above examples, it can be seen that a studied 

community's prior experiences with outsiders required the researchers to modify their 

expectations and their methodology. 

 

I found with my very first endeavours to engage Molokan participants that there was 

still a great deal of suspicion of people interested in their community, especially if that 

interest was being sponsored by an outsider organisation.  I found that even though most 

Molokan persecution occurred in Russia under the Russian Monarchy and Communism, 

Molokans in Australia still desired to remain inconspicuous to authorities to protect 

themselves from potential future persecution.  Even though I am an insider by birth and 

membership, my affiliation with an outsider organisation as sponsor of my research 

placed my intentions under suspicion.  I was told by several people that when Molokan 

author John Berokoff published Molokans in America in 1969 that his work did not 

have approval of the elders in Los Angeles, California. It appears that little has changed 

over the last 36 years. A couple of the elders I spoke to told me they felt that enough 



 Chapter 2: Fieldwork: Researching a 
  Closed Community  

36 

had already been written about the Molokans.  I found it necessary to modify my 

fieldwork methods in order to take into account Molokans’ previous persecution 

experiences with authority figures and research experience with anthropologists.  In this 

chapter I relate some of the difficulties I experienced while conducting my fieldwork as 

a result of cross cultural experiences with wider society and cultural tensions within the 

Molokan communities.    

 

PERSONAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

 

As an insider anthropologist I encountered two major dilemmas relating to social 

constructions within the Molokan community, namely, sub-groups and gender.  These 

social constructions affected my ability to conduct extensive research and brought to 

light a number of other issues such as their mistrust of me, self-reflexivity, the 

community’s social hierarchy, being non-partisan during fieldwork, role conflict, 

representation, size of the community studied, and disguising participants’ identities to 

community members. 

 

Sub-Groups 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the Molokan community is comprised of various sub-

groups creating fractures within the community. During their domicile in Russia when 

the Molokans were experiencing persecution, members of one sub-group betrayed 

members of other sub-groups to minimise their own suffering. I will elaborate on this 

later in this chapter. In other instances, friends and relatives betrayed one another to 

protect their nuclear families from persecution.  The memory of these betrayals is still 

strong within the Molokan community and I will demonstrate how it impacted on my 

ability to conduct research.  I was confronted with some Molokans’ fears that I would 
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‘expose’ their community to the wider society. They were also concerned about the way 

they would be portrayed and questioned and who had the right to make representations 

of Molokans to non-Molokans.  I discuss these issues later in this chapter and in 

Chapter 5. 

 

The importance of self-reflexivity as an anthropological instrument was highlighted 

when participants tried to position me within Molokan sub-groups and kinship groups. 

Their desire to define me in this manner emphasized the issue of tensions between 

Molokan sub-groups. The Molokan community in Australia is divided into five groups:  

Makcimisti, New Zion, Jumpers, Reformed, and Heritage Molokans. In the beginning, 

some prospective participants were concerned about my motives because my mother's 

kinship group are Constants and my father's are Jumpers and Makcimisti.  According to 

anthropologist David Fetterman, it is crucial for researchers to let their participants 

know they intend to present an unbiased picture of the life world of a community 

regardless of the presence of sub-groups or a researcher's position in that community 

(1989:33).  It was essential for my prospective research participants to know where I 

stood with respect to my beliefs. 

 

Anthropologist Judith Okely (1992) in her investigation of the validity of 

autobiographical work as valid anthropological investigation notes that reflexivity is not 

merely a simple task of reflecting upon anthropologists' interactions with the cultures 

studied as anthropologists are also products of culture. Thus, anthropologists' views are 

coloured by their own cultural indoctrination. An important point to note is that any 

anthropological interpretation of a situation is influenced by the anthropologist’s own 

understandings, i.e.,  "[t]he  self  is  used to  study  others"  (Okely 1992:20).   However,  
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In its fullest sense, reflexivity forces us to think through the 
consequences of our relations with others, whether it be conditions of 
reciprocity, asymmetry or potential exploitation. (Okely 1992: 24) 

 

My key informant is Alex (first wave, second generation, Makcimist, Western 

Australia) who was born in the United States of America in 1913. Alex is my key 

informant because not only did he generously provide me with information, he is also 

an elder and a number of people in Western Australia directed me to him.  Alex and 

several other participants, raised the issue of my mother's religious affiliations but then 

decided to talk to me because they knew that I accepted the physical manifestations of 

the Holy Spirit and would neither condemn nor mock their beliefs or their expressions 

of spirituality.  The physical manifestation of the Holy Spirit is an extremely important 

principle of belief for Jumpers and Makcimisti.  During their domicile in Russia, several 

of their prophecies foretold the fall of Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, and indeed the 

Russian Monarchy, and these were interpreted by the Russian authorities as a plot to 

overthrow the government.  Misunderstandings about their spirituality, prophecy in 

particular, continued between Molokans and government authorities after their 

settlement in the United States of America and are discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

Prior to my fieldwork, I did not personally see differences between sub-groups as an 

issue.  However, I found through my readings that friction and animosity between 

Constants and Makcimisti had existed since the appearance in 1848 of the Makcimisti 

as a sub-group of the Molokan sect (ed. Tecknenoff n.d.:20).  These tensions escalated 

when the Constants reported Makcim Rudometkin (the founder of the Makcimisti) for 

suspected sexual misconduct (polygamy) to the Russian authorities who arrested him in 

1858 and imprisoned him in Solovetsky Monastery.  These tensions exist to the present 

day.  I was informed during my visit to the United States of America in 2000/2001 that 

many Constants prefer to marry outside the Molokan religion than to marry someone 
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belonging to the Makcimist sub-group.  Similarly, many Makcimisti do not recognise 

Constants as belonging to the Molokan religion.  Lillian (first wave, second generation, 

Makcimist, South Australia), informed me that her fiancée who was a Constant had to 

convert to Makcimism and be christened in her church before her parents would allow 

the wedding to proceed.  Lillian’s experience took place in the 1950s. The distinction 

between Constants and Makcimisti was quite strong in the United States of America in 

the 1950s and has continued to the present day. 

 

Mr and Mrs Jones, an elderly couple, (third wave, first generation, Makcimist, South 

Australia) shared several anecdotes with me.  They had known my parents and 

grandparents in Iran and the United States of America.  Although I did not share their 

religious views I was able to participate as an insider because I shared not so much a 

similar ancestry but an historical social connection via my grandparents. When they 

asked me if I was a Makcimist I had to reply in the negative stressing that I did not 

know anything about Makcim Rudometkin or his writings to date. They gently 

admonished me not to judge or criticise anything just because I did not personally 

believe in it or understand it. I agreed and let them know that it was not my intention to 

denigrate any of the sub-groups comprising the Molokan community. These experiences 

highlighted the importance of my being non-partisan.  

 

In accordance with anthropologist Scott Grills (1998:79) I endeavoured to establish 

myself as a non-partisan researcher as my fieldwork comprised differing sub-groups 

within the Molokan community.  I had to consider how my personal experiences shaped 

my world views and respect that others have had different experiences that led them to 

form world view different to my own.   Being reflexive was an important exercise for 

me as an anthropologist. According to Okely, anthropological work deals with the 

formation of "long-term links with others across the cultural divide, however 
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problematic." (1992:2).  I had to re-examine the long standing relationships that I 

enjoyed with other Molokans as they were challenged by me taking on a new and 

potentially menacing role as an anthropologist.   

 

I also experienced role conflict when the issue relating to whether or not I would respect 

previous confidences was raised indirectly.  When there is an autobiographical 

component it is also necessary to deconstruct the relationships in which the 

anthropologist is engaged (Okely 1992:2).  In this respect, I endeavoured to disengage 

my emotional attachments to people and to see individuals and relationships through an 

anthropological lens.  This added to the role conflict I was already experiencing as an 

insider anthropologist because I felt that I was altering the personal relationships I had 

with people to view them objectively. Role conflict was exacerbated because of the 

numerous social positions that I hold.  Anthropologist Richard Schaefer (2002:112) 

notes that wearing numerous 'hats' often presents researchers with difficulties as they 

endeavour to balance their professional and personal goals.   

 

As anthropologists James Spradley and Brenda Mann have pointed out in their 

publications on fieldwork dilemmas, anthropologists have a responsibility to their 

participants in terms of how they represent them (1980:17-22; 1976:102).  While I 

conducted my research I became aware of the potential power that I wielded by being 

able to make representations about the Molokan community. I do not carry this 

responsibility lightly.  Anthropologists need to become more self-conscious, critical and 

reflexive about their encounters with their communities of study and the potential power 

relations that may arise in these encounters (Okely 1992:4).  It was important for me to 

be able to present the heterogeneity within the Molokan communities without 

disadvantaging any sub-group, church or individual and to demonstrate how contrasting 
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life experiences introduce different world views into a single community which, in the 

case of my fieldwork, was very small. 

 

While conducting my research I found that the size of the community was an important 

factor for participants. I found that some of my participants expressed a concern that 

they would be easily identified by co-religionists due to the small Molokan population 

in Australia. Some expressed concerns that they, as individuals, would be stereotyped or 

labelled as having the same views as community members who were outspoken.  

 

I struggled at length on how to address the issue of informants' privacy and the possible 

backlash my thesis might have on the community.  I use pseudonyms to protect 

informants’ identity but I try to present a factual group history (Cohen 1976:86) by 

verifying the stories and anecdotes that make up the oral history.  In the end, I decided 

that I would use the names of authors of biographies and other written texts to verify my 

sources of historical anecdotes.  I knew that some Molokans had already been identified 

by name in several American anthropological and sociological studies.  In most cases, 

the subjects of these texts had already passed away so I thought there would be few or 

no repercussions (Mann 1976:107).  I have used the names of key social figures in the 

Molokan community who have passed away but have given pseudonyms to those who 

are still living.  Although some of my informants were happy for me to use their real 

names in this thesis, I decided to use pseudonyms for all of my informants.  Photos 

given to me by Molokans are acknowledged by reference to the owner of the photos. 

 

Because I am a member of the Molokan community I wanted to present a 

comprehensive insider view of the Molokan religion and culture to balance out previous 

inaccurate representations made by various sociologists and anthropologists.  I wanted 
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to provide the Molokans with an opportunity to have greater control of the 

representations made of them.  

 

Molokans who desire to be inconspicuous and strive to maintain a low social profile 

were concerned that I would interfere with this goal.  As my conduct as an 

anthropologist and sociologist is governed by professional standards and ethics, I felt an 

obligation to present my professional information in an unbiased a manner as possible 

and be honest in my observation of Molokan society.  Although I wanted to provide the 

Molokans with a voice about their lives I did not want to present an artificially 

constructed image, what oral historian Jan Vansina (1985:8) describes as the ‘noble 

mask’ of the community in order to be seen in a good light by wider society.  In 

addition, the University of California and the Library of Congress both have a copy of 

Spirit and Life (the Molokans' most disputed text) and the University of California also 

has the Molokan Telephone Directory (listing each and every Molokan's name and 

address).  A telephone directory listing of Molokans in the United States of America 

could easily serve the same purpose as church membership records did in Russia under 

the Monarchy and Communism. It could be used as a means of identifying people’s 

religious affiliations to government authorities during times of social unrest.  Thus, the 

two bureaucratic structures (government and academia) that caused conservative 

Molokans the greatest concern both have extensive information about them and I 

realised Molokans were not as inconspicuous as many would like to be. 

 

Although I had promised participants that I would feed back information to them during 

my writing up stage using the 'filter-back principle' (Mann 1976:103), I found that I 

could not feed anything back until I had worked out my ethical issues, effectively 

restructured my approach to the presentation of data, and worked through numerous 
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drafts to present information articulately.   As a result, I reported on my progress by 

providing several participants with the final draft of my thesis. 

 

Gender 

 

My parents were dubious and distrustful of my desire to research Molokan history and 

culture at university.   They were concerned that I was pursuing an 'empty' degree and 

bringing Molokans to the attention of the government and wider society.  During my 

recent visit to the United States of America, my father commented that although he had 

three sons it was a daughter who was asking him to share his knowledge of Molokan 

history and migration.  This is unusual in Molokan culture as men are traditionally the 

formal keepers and transmittors of culture. 

 

Through formal events such as church, Bible classes, song classes (spevkas), or family 

socials Molokan men carry on the oral history and oral traditions.  In their study of the 

Polish in Australia, anthropologists Jerzy Smolicz and Margaret Secombe (1985:111-

112) note that women were usually the ones who maintained contact between home and 

host country and encouraged their children to attend ethnic schools to maintain cultural 

continuity.  While Molokan elders and men maintain formal connections between the 

collectivity of Molokan churches throughout the world, Molokan women, like Polish 

women, are instrumental in maintaining personal familial ties.  In another study of the 

Polish community in Australia, Roland Sussex and Jerzy Zubrzycki (1985:9) found that 

the clergy play an active role in maintaining Polish culture and encouraging devotion to 

the Catholic Church (Johnston 1985:165).   As Molokans do not have a professional 

clergy and their 'lay' clergy comprises male elders, it is in the domain of the elders and 

men to perpetuate faithfulness to the church and the culture. 
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In the United States of America, men are also very involved in conducting private 

research on Molokan history which is very much in accord with their status as the 

formal keepers of culture.  In Australia, several Molokan elders have also conducted 

private historical research on Molokans. However, only one elder and one elderess have 

conducted academic research on Molokans.  Lillian (first wave, second generation, 

Makcimist, South Australia) was also collecting data about Molokan migration to 

Australia, prophecies relating to their lives in Australia, and the various spiritual 

experiences they encountered during their years of settlement.  Lillian is a senior 

Molokan with professional qualifications in sociology and extensive work experience 

with Russian speaking migrants. She collaborated with several Molokan men to 

establish an organisation that assisted Russian migrants to access social services and 

housing.  Despite her prominent profile in the Molokan community and in the wider 

society, Lillian reported that it had been difficult for her to engage other Molokans in 

her historical research while it seemed that the men collaborated with one another.  

Several people also commented to me that while Lillian is writing a book about 

Molokans it can only come from her own perspective even if they contributed to it.  

This highlights issues relating to gender roles and representation that will be discussed 

further in Chapters 5, 6 and 9.  

 

Lillian's experiences were a source of comfort to me in that they highlighted the 

significance of gender in successfully negotiating in a patriarchal community.  They 

also highlighted the even more sensitive issue of who has the right to represent 

Molokans not only to the wider society but to their own community members as well.  

To date, there is only one Molokan publication, Molokans in Arizona (Veronin 1999), 

authored by a woman and it is an autobiographical account of the author's life in 

Arizona that incorporates community and social events. Her sources of information 

include texts written by anthropologist Moore (1972) who conducted a study on 
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Molokan oral traditions, John Berokoff (1969) a Molokan who wrote a historical 

account of Molokan migration to California, and several memoirs of Molokan elders, 

and newspaper articles.  She did not seem to enlist or receive support and participation 

from other Molokans for her book.   

 

My research has shown me that gender, marital status, social status, and the extent of a 

person’s participation in a community are important variables to keep in mind when 

approaching communities with specific social constructions as they can impact on the 

researcher’s ability to gather information in the field. 

 

FIELDWORK 

 

My fieldwork information was collected through personal anthropology, textual 

analysis, interviews, overt participant observation during church services and social 

events, and the Internet.  My fieldwork was conducted in three locations, namely, South 

Australia, Western Australia, and several Internet discussion forums.  

 

My formal research in Western Australia comprised of several interviews with an elder, 

a small focus group, and participant observation during a funeral service. My informal 

research took place over several months as I visited with people who also contributed 

information for inclusion in my thesis. 

 

My research in South Australia comprised two visits.  The first took place in September 

and October 2002 in which I made a social visit to my sister’s family for two weeks.  

During this visit I joined in church services, social visits and joined in a youth camp-out 

for four days. This visit served the function of what Fetterman calls the ‘get acquainted 

period’ (1989:18).  I made a subsequent visit to South Australia in December 2002 for a 
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period of one month.  The first time I visited Molokans in South Australia was in 

December 1977 just after I arrived in Australia as a migrant.  The long period that 

transpired between my initial visit in 1977 and my research visits in 2002 contributed to 

problematical reciprocal relations and required my re-incorporation into the social 

community.  

 

Problematic Reciprocal Relations and Re-Incorporation 

 

My first fieldwork visit to Adelaide in September and October 2002 was with my sons 

to welcome my sister to her new home as she had migrated from the United States of 

America during 2001. We were received in church services as 'one of our own' (nash) 

and greeted with a formal greeting.  We were considered to be kin to everyone in 

Adelaide even if we were not actually related by blood or marriage (what 

anthropologists term fictive kin).   

 

I spent most of my time in the company of my sister and her family and was dependent 

upon them for transportation. Most of our visits were to their close friends and were 

organised to take into account her family's schedule.  In this manner, my sister's family 

facilitated social opportunities for my family as guests to a new Molokan community. 

 

At the time of our visit, the Molokans were observing the Feast of the Tabernacles 

(Kusha) comprising church services over a period of eight days (I explain Molokan 

beliefs and church practices in more detail in Chapter 6).  I had an opportunity to meet 

new people and reconnect with others from each of the five South Australian churches 

during and after the services.  People greeted my sons enthusiastically and explained 

that they knew their grandparents well in their younger years. Many who knew my 
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husband's parents were associated with the first and second waves of migration while 

those who knew my kinship group were associated with the third wave of migration.  

 

People spoke of our family’s talents and said they were looking forward to my sons 

demonstrating similar ones in their own time.  Some Molokans believe that certain 

spiritual gifts are hereditary and transmitted through the blood lines.  Some families are 

associated with specific social talents and characteristics such as healing or prophecy. 

My father's family has several generations of ministers and is considered a conservative 

family that strives to uphold traditions.  My husband's family is considered to be gifted 

in prophecy.   Other families are known for their ability to 'move' people with their 

singing or to compose inspirational songs.  My husband's paternal great grandfather was 

known for his singing ability and also composed a number of Molokan songs.  Some of 

these were written during his incarceration in prison for abstention from war service 

during World War I.   

 

Most of the church services in Adelaide were conducted in the late afternoon or 

evening. I participated with my sister's family when they hosted the function (dela) and 

the meal in their church. My family contributed financially to the purchase of food for 

the feast, helped prepare the meal in the church kitchen, and joined in the prayer before 

the altar (krug) during the church service.  My sons were asked to make speeches 

(besedas) and to start songs (pesni) during the meals at most of the services that we 

attended - both of which were new experiences for them. 

  

My degree of commitment to Molokanism was scrutinised during these visits. The 

South Australian Molokans wanted to know how instrumental I was in perpetuating 

Molokan beliefs and practices in my family and whether or not my sons would be 

taking a more active role in the Molokan community during their adult years. Other 
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questions included: Was I encouraging my sons to practice endogamy? Was I teaching 

my sons the Russian language, to sing Molokan songs, to recite Molokan prayers, to 

read the Bible and Spirit and Life? Did we attend church regularly? Were we attentive 

to my husband's aging parents? My parents live in the United States of America so it is 

understandable that we may not be able to provide practical and personal care for them.  

Several people expressed a concern as to whether my family was returning to the fold 

after a period of absence or whether I was merely visiting for the purpose of exposing 

them to the wider community.  Although I failed in a number of 'tests', my sons' ability 

to read from the Russian Bible, to begin several songs already known to them, and to 

learn several new ones quickly during the song classes they attended while in Adelaide 

provided evidence that they were being taught some of the practices valued by 

Molokans. 

 

During our time in Adelaide my sons and I attended a four-day camp-out for younger 

people (under 20 years of age) held near Port Augusta.  The camp-out gave me an 

opportunity to chat with people from several family groups and get to know them better.  

It also provided members of the community with an opportunity to get to know me 

personally rather than rely on reports about me from others. Although I did not actively 

pursue participants for my research during this visit, when people enquired about my 

vocation I told them that I was conducting research at university. Generally, we chatted 

about the purpose of the study but did not go into major details.  

 

My primary fieldwork during this visit was participant observation. People seemed 

dubious about my project and questioned whether I actually had my husband's approval 

and support for this activity given that he had not accompanied me during the visit. It 

seemed his presence was required for them to believe that we were living harmoniously.  
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In other words, they wanted to know if I was being properly respectful of my husband's 

role as head of the family and of my subordinate role in my marriage.    

 

My husband and sons accompanied me during my visit to Adelaide in December 2002 

and January 2003.  During that visit I became aware of the role of gender with respect 

to our re-incorporation into community life. While my sons and I had been readily 

accepted into the church community during our previous visit, a greater range of people 

invited us to their homes for formal socials during the latter visit.  I believe this was due 

to my husband's presence. In effect, his presence indicated that I was under his 

jurisdiction and not undermining his authority in the family by running about the 

country conducting research without his approval. Thus the importance of male 

headship in the Molokan culture had a great impact on my ability to conduct social 

research. On my first visit people had been uncertain that I had my husband's approval.  

His approval and status in the home seemed important even though in the past decade 

he had rarely accompanied me to Molokan social functions.  On several occasions, 

when I interviewed elderly people, they asked me if my husband knew what I was doing 

and whether I had his approval?  Molokans value marriage as a social institution and are 

concerned about the number of women who have left their husbands to pursue their own 

interests or to escape unendurable relationships.   

 

During our visit to one of the Jumper churches in which my father's cousin is the 

minister (presvyter), a speech was given by the minister with respect to the prodigal son 

who had returned home.   My husband had not attended church services in Western 

Australia for a number of years and this was our first return visit to Adelaide since my 

arrival in Australia in 1977.  I think his presence in church was interpreted as a 'return to 

the fold' by many people and that he has ceased his defiant ways with the onset of 
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maturity and responsibility.  My husband often spoke out against tradition as a 

stumbling block to spirituality in his younger years. 

 

During this visit our family had its own transport and it was easier to make independent 

social plans and to conduct interviews.  Despite our capacity for independence, we spent 

a great deal of time with my sister's family and they accompanied us on all of our 

formal visits. This also worked to their benefit as my husband opened social doors for 

them and made it easier for them to visit his kin and his parents' friends. 

 

I also had to deal with Molokan constructions of the female gender and the expectation 

that I would conform to their norms. I discuss these matters at length in this chapter and 

briefly in other chapters when the issue of gender arises.   In the section on 

Methodology, I discuss how I made adaptations to my methodology in order to 

accommodate the needs of Molokans as they were expressed to me by potential 

participants and participants. 

 

I found that having my husband accompany me to Adelaide made people comfortable 

about inviting us to formal dinners in their homes. These dinners were a time for people 

to catch up with the news of family and events in Western Australia as well as creating 

foundations for future understandings.  Every home we visited had a computer in dire 

need of repair.  When it became known that my husband was into electronics the focus 

of the evening shifted to getting the computer up and running. My husband quite 

enjoyed sitting down with our hosts and talking about a topic in which he is an expert. 

His skill served as a form of reciprocity for those who invited us to share meals and 

those who participated in my research (Fetterman 1989:134). 
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While our dinner hosts professed to be uncomfortable about converting what was 

supposed to be a relaxed social evening to a service call in the computer room, changing 

the pace usually produced a positive result. Changing the room and topic resulted in 

chatting about life in general. People got to know my husband as an individual and not 

just the son of their peer. 

 

Methodology  

 

As mentioned previously, I modified my methodology to accommodate the social needs 

of the Molokan community.  As Molokans have already experienced being the subjects 

of social research and community intervention from social workers they had formed 

defensive views and practices towards outsider interest.  Like Shostak (1981) and 

Seeger (1981), I had to make many adjustments to my fieldwork methodology in order 

to access the community. Like Fetterman (1989) I had to establish that I had a non-

partisan position with respect to the various sub-groups within the Molokan community 

and that I would use my fieldwork as an opportunity to present an accurate image of 

Molokans to wider society (Vansina 1985).   In order to achieve a high degree of 

accommodation I incorporated a variety of techniques in my methodology:  reviews of 

historical and social texts, formal and informal interviews with members of the South 

Australian and Western Australian Molokan communities, participant observation, 

participating in discussion forums on the Internet, and references to my own 

experiences.   

  

Some of the Molokans who declined to participate in interviews provided me with texts 

written by Molokans, some gave me photos to include in my paper, one couple shared a 

video of another Molokan's return visit to Russia.  According to Okely, these 

"[h]esitations about incorporating and expanding the idea of autobiography into 
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anthropology rest on very western, ethnocentric traditions." (1992:4). While many of 

the stories deal with the linear concept of success and progress as the elements that 

determine what constructs a meaningful life, there is also a stream of anthropology that 

portrays the experiences of marginalisation (Okely 1992:4).  Anthropologist Fay Cohen 

in her study of the American Indian Movement noted that the community had a 

collective memory of broken promises (1976:90).  Similar to the Native Americans, 

Molokan texts represent the community's collective memory of persecution and struggle 

to practise their religion and spirituality.  These texts serve as a basis for the formation 

of a Molokan identity as other Molokans frequently refer to them.  I use these texts to 

contextualise individual Molokan experiences in the larger historical context of a 

community which has had to struggle for freedom of religion and human rights.  

 

Okely comments that people who write about their own communities often express their 

own lack of fit and subordination to the system in which they lived (1992:7).  In this 

regard I drew on some of the diaries that were given to me to demonstrate how some 

individuals struggled to fit their personal beliefs in with their community's expectations 

as well as that of American bureaucracies.  For the sake of brevity I have only shown a 

few instances of these struggles in Chapter 3 where I present a very brief oral history of 

Molokan persecution.  

 

I referred to historical and social texts to gain an insight into the main religious beliefs, 

practices, and cultural values held by Molokans since their appearance as a religious 

sect. I wished to contextualise Molokan migrations, persecution histories, and spiritual 

experiences within the major religious and political events of their countries of 

domicile. Although not all anecdotes or biographical accounts coincided with each 

other, I do not feel that this invalidates the stories told to me. Fetterman (1989:61) 

believes that oral history is invaluable because it “…captures an individual's perception 
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of the past, providing a unique look at how the key actor thinks and how personal and 

cultural values shape his or her perception of the past”. I know from being raised as a  

Molokan that Molokans often relate stories of events to support certain historical 

practices that are falling into disuse. 

 

In order to make a represention of Molokan identities from an insider perspective I 

made a point of utilising texts produced by members of the Molokan community. 

According to Fetterman:  

 

Key actors often provide ethnographers with rich, detailed 
autobiographical descriptions. These life histories are usually quite 
personal; the individual is usually not completely representative of the 
group.  However, how a key actor weaves a personal story tells much 
about the fabric of the social group. (1989:61).   
 

 

Instead of finding a universal Molokan identity, I discovered numerous Molokan 

identities based on, as already mentioned, sub-group membership, wave of migration, 

persecution, and settlement experiences.  Even so, I also found common themes relating 

to migration, persecution, spirituality, and ethnicity. 

 

Sociologists and anthropologists such as Young (1932, 1998 edn), Moore (1973), and 

Lane (1975) attempted to observe and report on Molokans without understanding the 

social and spiritual experiences that contributed to the development of their spirituality 

or the various identities in the Molokan communities. This is possibly because they 

mainly referred to government reports and publications that were produced from an 

outsider perspective. Despite these limitations, these texts still served a purpose: 

 

Key events, like snapshots or videotapes, concretely convey a wealth 
of information. Some images are clear representations of social 
activity, others provide a tremendous amount of embedded 
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meaning…In many cases, the event is a metaphor for a way of life or 
a specific social value. (Fetterman 1989:93)   
 

 

I will return to a discussion of this subject in Chapters 3, 5 and 7. 

 

One of the dangers of ethnographic work is that it is easy for anthropologists to create a 

stereotype of the group studied (Fetterman 1989:34). Helen (first wave, third 

generation, Makcimist, South Australia), commented that Young (1932, 1998 edn) only 

saw the problems in the community because she focused on the delinquents and not the 

youth that were attending church.  I discuss community responses to anthropological 

enquiry in Chapter 5. After trying to get Molokans to participate in interviews and being 

very unsuccessful in this endeavour, I developed a better understanding of why earlier 

anthropologists and sociologists failed to present a clearer picture of Molokan life. 

Limited access to participants, due to the community's reticence to participate, makes it 

easier to simply settle for those who are available. In Young's case, these people were 

accessible through the juvenile justice system.   

 

For the interview component of my research, I prepared a short list of open-ended 

questions (see Appendix 6) to which I sought responses. The questionnaire provided an 

opportunity for participants to share information of importance to them.  Their 

responses and choice of topics also gave me an insight into the issues that are relevant 

to them. I have used material from these interviews to provide the context for many of 

the activities I discuss in subsequent chapters (Fetterman 1989:114-115). 

 

Asking people for information they felt comfortable sharing with me was better than 

assailing them with a battery of deeply personal questions.  During my interviews I 

always encouraged people to flesh out their discussion with other matters that they 
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deemed to be important in their lives.  I finished interviews by asking participants if 

there was anything they felt that the wider community should understand about 

Molokans and suggested that my thesis could provide an avenue for Molokans to 

present their point of view.  According to Grills (1998:77), it is acceptable to be 

involved with the group that one is studying, to have sympathy for it and its goals, or 

even be seen to be doing some 'good' for the community.   In my case, I wanted the 

service I provided them to be their own voice in an academic publication. 

 

A number of Molokans were happy to share anecdotes or opinions with me.  I was 

given permission to write about some of the anecdotes while others were for my 

personal edification as a member of the Molokan community.  I assured them that I 

would honour their requests and only share the public anecdotes (Fetterman 1989:132-

133). Overt participant observation comprised a large portion of my fieldwork.  Covert 

participant observation would have been unsuitable for the Molokan community given 

the community's previous history with secret police and persecution.  

 

I explained that my primary interests as an anthropologist were the social dynamics 

within the communities, the nature of discourse, and topics of concern to Molokans.  I 

told them I was seeking to identify the cultural themes of the Molokan communities and 

that these issues were more important than who had done what to whom (Spradley 

1980: 140).  In some cases it was difficult to convince people that sensationalism was 

not my goal, that I was interested in the routine aspects of their daily lives and in 

examining changes that had taken place during their lifetime (Fetterman 1989:11).   

 

As I approached Molokans to participate in my research, I began to realise that I had set 

ambitious goals for myself by choosing too many sites for my fieldwork: the South and 

Western Australian Molokan communities, outside the South Australian and Western 
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Australian Molokan communities, and the Internet.  When I mentioned my approach to 

a number of Molokans, they indicated their concern that it would exacerbate the 

existing tensions between Molokan sub-groups and also leave them vulnerable to the 

gaze of outsiders. 

 

When Molokans enquired about how I would conduct this research I mentioned placing 

an advertisement in local papers to solicit interviews with members of the wider 

community. This always received a negative response.  I suggested several other 

methods of canvassing the Molokan community such as writing to church elders or 

sending letters to addresses in the phone books.  The people I approached cautioned me 

not to use these approaches as they would cause anxiety amongst the Molokan 

communities. I then suggested the snowball technique hoping that participants would 

give favourable reports to their peers and encourage their participation. According to 

anthropologists William Shaffir and Robert Stebbins, changing the method to suit the 

community studied is not unusual:  

 

The practical constraints of being in the field, however, mean that "the 
formal rules and canons of research must be bent, twisted, or 
otherwise abandoned to accommodate the demands of the specific 
field research situation and the personal characteristics of the 
investigator"…(1991:xi) 
 

 

I pointed out to my Molokan advisers, however, that a drawback of the snowball 

technique was that I would not be able to present a comprehensive view of Molokans – 

the same situation experienced by previous researchers.  This was an important point to 

make because one of the elders of the Molokan communities who had read my Honours 

thesis pointed out that I had under-represented the community and presented a biased 

view of practices within the community.  I informed him that I had approached 14 

people in the West Australian community but only four had agreed to participate.  I 
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explained that my research had coincided with a period of mourning and it had been 

important to understand and respect the needs of the community. As mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, anthropologists frequently have to fit in with the community 

of study and participate in and adjust to events that are taking place at that moment 

(Rose 1990:12-13; Seeger 1981:7).  

 

My fieldwork was also curtailed by funerals in South Australia and Western Australia 

that returned the communities to a period of mourning.  The funeral of a West 

Australian matriarch serves as the basis for Chapter 8 where I discuss cultural 

performance as a site for cultural continuity and the contestation of the status quo. 

 

I relied heavily on participant observation as a method of acquiring data during my 

fieldwork. I used this method not only during my participation in church services and 

social events but during my interviews.  I noticed that in two separate incidents that 

when two or more people were involved in the same interview session or shared the 

same space that they would encourage one another to adopt one another’s viewpoints as 

an official viewpoint for that session.  In other situations, usually a public performance, 

it became evident that what people verbally expressed as a belief or ideal was not 

necessarily adhered to in practice in daily life.  The latter indicates that people have an 

ideal view of themselves without necessarily acknowledging the actual practices of their 

daily lives.  

 

Another method that I utilised for gathering data for my research was visiting a 

Molokan Internet discussion forum. The Internet currently plays an important role in 

assisting global communications between Molokan communities. I included the 

Molokan discussion forums as additional fieldwork sites for collecting data on the 

social discourse that contributes to the construction of a contested global Molokan 
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identity.  By including this Internet component in my study of media, I increased the 

scope of my fieldwork from two sites to multiple sites.  Although the active participants 

were not equitably distributed throughout the world, the Russian Soviet Socialist 

Federal Republic and Armenia were under-represented, having access to the Internet 

gave me an opportunity to develop contacts throughout the world.   

 

Another methodological difference in my approach was my participation in a Molokan 

discussion forum on the Internet.  My husband had been participating in one such forum 

called  MolokaniNarod (Molokan People) (refer to Bibliography) as a general 

participant and brought it to my attention.  I then joined in the discussions and realised 

that it was a rich location for the collection of social discourse in the diasporic Molokan 

communities.  During my involvement in the discussion forum people enquired as to 

whom I was and I openly shared my identity with them during my first introductions 

even though I continued to use a pseudonym to make future postings. 

 

The Internet enables Molokans to participate in social discourse despite their 

geographical location provided they have access to modern technology.  It also serves 

as an aid in circumventing the gatekeeping activities of elders in the Molokans’ public 

sphere by accessing the public sphere of the wider community which will be discussed 

in detail in Chapter 6.  The public sphere of the Molokan community can be represented 

by the church services where religious beliefs are taught, community direction is given 

by elders, or received through spiritual workers inspired by the Holy Spirit.   

 

However, it is possible to identify with a location that is deterritorialized and where 

social constructions are not attached to a local refererence, as anthropologist Camilla 

Gibb found in her study of the Harari community in diaspora (2002:55).  In other words, 

social communities do not need to be defined by geographical locations or boundaries.   
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Although websites may operate from a specific location, the social community they 

serve need not be in their space or territory.  There are few social structures, other than 

web forums, which provide access to all people regardless of age, gender, class, or sub-

group.  Through the Internet there is opportunity for the usually unheard majority to 

express their opinions and share their knowledge.   

 

Reflections on Methodology  

 

I was told that a copy of my Honours thesis on Intergenerational Transmission of 

Culture (Slivkoff 2000) was circulating through the Molokan communities in Western 

Australia when I attended a Molokan funeral service in 2003.  As a result of it being 

available for Molokans to peruse I experienced a couple of changes in the social 

response to my studies. Georgina (first wave, fourth generation, Heritage Molokan, 

Western Australia) took the opportunity to add her experiences to the Honours thesis via 

my Masters thesis.  Alex, commented on the data I presented in my Honours thesis and 

corrected some of the data relating to my Masters thesis.  

 

Some of the difficulties I experienced during my Honours research were related to the 

sociological approach to fieldwork and my unproven track record as a researcher in the 

Molokan community. Slivkoff (2000) was a sociological study of values and beliefs 

transmitted by first generation migrants to their children during settlement.  My research  

consisted of numerous questions relating to individual and community religious beliefs, 

family practices, and linguistics.  I found that the more flexible anthropological 

approach of my Masters research made potential participants more comfortable about 

participating and allowed those who were uncomfortable with formal protocols to 

participate informally.  Abolishing the formal questionnaire with tables and replacing it 

with several open-ended questions was a better approach.  
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I was pleased to note upon reading Molokan Oral Tradition (1973) that Moore was 

aware that Molokans did not respond well to Young's (1932, 1998 edn) research in 1928 

because of its format:   

 

Dr. Young, …was a student of sociology at the University of Chicago, 
and a such did much of her work through questionnaires and statistical 
data.6 This was made difficult to some extent by the Molokans' 
association of censuses and investigations with tsarist Russia, 
economic repression and military conscription. (Moore 1973: 2) 1 
 

 

There has been little change since 1928 with respect to Molokans' attitudes towards 

interviews and collection of information for consumption by the wider community. 

 

During my Honours fieldwork I endeavoured to enlist Molokan women’s help as they 

tend to be ‘keepers of the hearth’ and key participants in perpetuating culture 

intergenerationally.  However, most were extremely uncomfortable with my request and 

wondered why I was not enlisting the men in my research.  Inevitably, this lead to 

failure in securing participants for my project.   

 

During my Masters fieldwork I made an effort to incorporate men in my fieldwork. 

Even so, most of the people I approached in Western Australia referred me to their 

elder, Alex, and were happy for him to speak on their behalf. In their experiences with 

ethics in the field, Michael Rynkiewich and Claire Sterk, found that gatekeepers provide 

an important function in that they control the flow of information to researchers 

(1976:54; 2001:130).  In Western Australia, Alex was designated as the official 

gatekeeper who had the task of presenting a consistent view of Molokan beliefs, 

practices, and oral history.  He has occasionally been in touch with me and enquired 

about my progress and I have endeavoured to filter back some information to him and 

his daughter.   
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This aspect of my fieldwork emphasised the private and public spheres of Molokan 

communities.   Women operated in the private sphere and perpetuated the culture 

informally while men operated in the public sphere and formally perpetuated the 

culture.  The notion of private and public spheres also coincides with Jan Vansina’s 

(1985) notion of private and public faces that will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 

However, I felt that many of the people I approached to participate in my research had 

other reasons for not expressing their views in a manner they believed to be public and 

which could be traced back to them as individuals.  The action of not participating was 

the equivalent of silencing themselves in order to prevent tension from developing in 

their small close-knit community (Sunstein 2003:29).  Self-silence or self-censorship is 

a strategy used by Molokans to avoid expressing dissent from the main body of the 

group as dissent may be overtly or covertly punished by rejection by elders or other  

Molokans.  The silencing of dissent will be revisted in several chapters in this thesis. 

 

After completing my fieldwork I realised the full extent to which Molokans’ historical 

persecution experiences still inform many Molokans.  Suspicion of outsiders’ interest in 

their religious community and their motives for involvement was still quite strong in 

second and third generation Molokans of the first and second waves of migration and 

first and second generations of the third wave of migration.  These generations of 

Molokans endeavour to perpetuate the Molokan religion, its history and culture 

(including a wariness of wider society) to future generations. The persecution history 

seems to have had a less tangible affect on today’s youth and many have ventured into 

the wider society for their business, educational, and social opportunities (including 

exogamy). 
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I found that elders use religious beliefs, oral history and oral traditions in their various 

forms to support arguments in favour of cultural continuity.  They valued oral history 

and oral traditions because they believed they could not be altered or rewritten by 

outside authorities as easily as texts.  A number of elders in the Molokan community 

felt they had a greater chance of keeping ownership and control of their stories and 

history by transmitting them orally intergenerationally.  However, when these oral 

histories are shared by elders they are often challenged by various members of the 

Molokan community during public performances where the discussion segment of 

services provides an avenue for exchange of ideas.  I will provide several important 

examples of oral histories in the next chapter and the contestation of oral histories in 

Chapter 8. 

 

 

                                                      
1 Moore’s personal interview with Dr. Young at her home in Modesto, California, May 7, 1970.  
Moore's footnote marked 6. 
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CHAPTER 3– HISTORY: THE ROLE OF HISTORY (ORAL AND WRITTEN) 

IN MAINTAINING MOLOKAN IDENTITIES AND COMMUNITIES 

 

This chapter explores how both oral and written histories have been used by Molokans 

to maintain a strong sense of community and identity despite repeated migrations.  In 

his study of the myths of tribal people, Boissiere (1990) notes that oral traditions and 

myths are powerful tools of cultural transmission. Firstly, they create a reality for the 

community and, secondly, they bring the past into the present, as they become a part of 

the lives of the community members (Boissiere 1990:5 & 60).  Hence, storytelling, oral 

traditions and myths may be implemented to recreate a home away from home and 

perpetuate the home culture in diaspora.   

 

Oral historian Jan Vansina (1985) says that oral histories may have their genesis in 

reminiscences, hearsay, or eyewitness accounts about events or situations that took 

place during the lifetime of the informant.  Oral histories may be considered immediate 

history.   On the other hand, oral traditions are typically oral statements about events 

that occurred in the period prior to the lifetime of the narrator and have been passed on 

from person to person (Vansina 1985:12-13, 27).  Oral history, oral traditions, and 

reminiscences are primary features in Molokan social events. Some of the oral traditions 

are manifested as church songs or prayers composed by Molokan elders.  Much of the 

oral history centres on religion, persecution, hardships of migration and settlement, and 

holding on to Molokan ideals in the face of opposition from authorities or bureaucracy.  

 

According to Vansina, oral histories and oral traditions survive because they speak to 

the ideologies and mentalities of the individuals or communities that keep them alive 

(1985:6-7).  Reminiscences are a form of personal oral tradition retained by individuals 
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and exist in several  layers:   intimate, private and public.   Intimate narrations are rarely 

shared with anyone and comprise, for example, self-disclosures that may occur on a 

person's death bed. Private narrations  are   usually  disclosed  to  close  family  or  

friends  while public  narrations are  for consumption by the  wider community.  Both 

private and public narrations contribute to the creation of a personal mental self-portrait 

the narrator wishes to portray to the wider community:   

 

People in many cultures tend to create two portraits of themselves. 
One is a mask or a public image built up in terms of roles and statuses, 
values and principles – the noble mask of oneself. The other portrait is 
much less often limned and reveals traces of doubt and fear as quite 
contradictory experiences are remembered. The distinction between 
the mask and the face varies from culture to culture according to the 
current notions of individuality. (Vansina 1985:8) 
 

 

Vansina's definitions are based on gathering information for historical purposes and he 

acknowledges that sociologists and linguists specify their own requirements for 

narrations to qualify as oral history or tradition.  However he asserts that a primary 

characteristic of oral traditions is that they “…make an appearance only when they are 

told. For fleeting moments they can be heard, but most of the time they dwell only in 

the minds of people. The utterance is transitory, but the memories are not” (Vansina 

1985:xi). 

 

Oral traditions are based on messages from the past.  Yet, because they are interpreted 

and transmitted by the generation currently sharing these oral traditions they are 

messages pertinent to the present.   

 

Eyewitness accounts are a combination of personal experience and involve perception 

as well as the emotions of the storyteller (Vansina 1985:4).  Where information is only 

partial or the memory of the oral tradition is imperfect, people rely on their own 
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perceptions of life or their expectations of what they believe should have occurred. 

“Memory typically selects certain features from the successive perceptions and 

interprets them according to expectation, previous knowledge, or the logic of "what 

must have happened," and fills the gaps in perception” (Vansina 1985:5).   

 

Vansina believes that people often relate oral traditions within their community for the 

education of younger generations or to validate their beliefs to the next generation in an 

endeavour to perpetuate their view of their culture.  However, he emphasizes that in 

order for oral tradition to qualify as real evidence a link must be established between the 

initial observance of the event and the final official recording.  It is important to 

establish a connection in the links of transmission. In other words, was the story told 

directly to each recipient of the message and were each of the recipients, turned 

narrator, legitimate sources (Vansina 1995:29). Vansina argues that if this link cannot 

be established then the oral tradition would be reduced in status to historical gossip or 

personal reminiscence. 

 

Oral traditions often include myths or genesis stories of the world, societies, and 

cosmologies and may be considered accounts that are often told on group occasions 

involving explanations of destiny (Vansina 1985:19).  This relates to Molokans in that 

elders usually try to impress the necessity of maintaining group boundaries on to the 

younger generations who often do not share in their vision for closure and self-

protection.  The stories of martyrdom, the 'sealing' of Molokans as a separate tribe of 

people, and prophecies of earlier generations are often utilised to convince the younger 

generations that the community has a collective destiny and that they are an integral part 

of that destiny. 
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Myths are useful tools in establishing core values within a family or an ethnic 

community. In her study of Greeks in Australia, anthropologist Gillian Bottomley found 

that for a myth to be useful as an instrument in defining community boundaries it 

requires the element of “a common and unique origin in time and place” (1992:58).  

Oral history and oral tradition function in a manner similar to gossip in that they also 

assert and reinforce 'shared values about the proper thing to do' (Finch 1989:192). 

However oral history, oral traditions and myths are not the only source of validating 

Molokan beliefs and values.  The spiritual experience plays a critical role in Molokan 

communities. The spiritual experience may be external in that a message is delivered to 

a person or congregation via the spiritually inspired activities of a prophet or it may be a 

personal, internal experience such as receiving guidance through a dream. Molokan 

spirituality and dreams will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7. 

 

I collected oral histories and separated them into two categories. The first includes 

individual Molokan's personal struggles, failures and triumphs which Vansina refers to 

as the 'face' – the private self (1985:8).  The second contains stories which can be shared 

with wider society – the public image.  These are stories of Molokans’ triumphs in 

adversity and present its 'noble mask' (Vansina 1985:8).   

 

Oral history and oral tradition persist within the Molokan communities for two reasons. 

Firstly, because oral histories provide historical examples which validate the Molokan 

faith, they are used to perpetuate Molokan beliefs intergenerationally (Vansina 1985:8).  

The stories demonstrate the value of prophecy and its value to Molokans in warning 

them of imminent dangers and also the value of spiritual work and dreaming in making 

others aware of those in need of assistance, healing, or strength to overcome adversity.  

The stories remind young Molokans of the richness that lies within their own religion, 

and of the importance of preserving it. Molokans are generally aware that their personal 
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knowledge of their history is fragmented and actively search for data and factual 

information to fill in the gaps.  Secondly, because of their persecution experiences, 

Molokans are keen to present a good 'face' to wider society.   They do not wish to be 

associated with negative or secretive practices ascribed to cults or other deviant social 

groups. 

 

Molokan history spans five centuries, their diasporic trail covers several continents, and 

their persecution has been experienced under a number of different governments and 

regimes.   Three incidents spanning two continents and three time periods are of 

particular interest to the Australian Molokan communities: Russia under the Monarchy, 

the 1904 migration from Russia to the United States of America, and the World War I 

experience of the Arizona Molokans.  These examples illustrate Molokans' ongoing 

struggle for religious freedom and the persecution that they suffered at the hands of 

their host societies. For the sake of brevity, experiences under the Russian Monarchy 

and the 1904 migration are presented in Appendix 3 and this chapter focuses on the 

persecution experience in Arizona during World War I. These stories demonstrate how 

monarchs and governments often negate their own promises when previous 

arrangements cease to meet their needs.   Because of those negative experiences, 

Molokans are taught that only God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit are deserving of trust.  

 

PERSECUTION IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA  

 

The following narration is a combination of oral history, oral history recently converted 

to evidence by being documented in written form, and archival history drawn upon by 

Molokans. With the exceptions of Klibanov (1965), Troyat (n.d.), Lane (1975), and 

Moore (1972), the authors in this chapter are all Molokans who have recently 

committed their personal knowledge and experiences to text.  The Arizona Molokans’ 
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response to government authorities and persecution is also a good indication of how 

sensitive they are to the issue of persecution given their previous experiences in Russia.  

Once again, like the Holocaust Jews (Finkielkraut (1994:120), they feared that history 

would repeat itself and that they would be persecuted and exterminated for non-

compliance to governmental authorities.  

 

The following section portrays the hardships that the Arizona Molokans endured in 

order to practise their beliefs and the integral role that prophecy had in their decision 

making.  After migrating from Russia in 1904 many Molokan families settled in 

Arizona in 1911 and formed a Molokan colony that was run as a cooperative in the rural 

district near Glendale.  As many Australian Molokans have a shared history and shared 

lineage with the original Arizona Molokans, I present a comprehensive account of their 

struggles with governmental authorities during World War I.   

 

As mentioned previously, prophecy plays an integral role in providing guidance to 

Molokans and it continues to play a major role in their spirituality. In 1904, prophecy 

brought Molokans to the United States of America.  In approximately 1907, a prophecy 

was uttered in the Molokan churches in California proclaiming impending war: "that 

quickly, war will start in Europe, the universal destruction, the Armageddon war 

throughout the world. We here will be spared" (Shubin n.d.(a).:8).  Through prophecy in 

October 1910 there was again a reminder of impending worldwide war and that the 

United States of America would become involved (Berokoff 1969:63). 

 

In 1914, 54 members of the Arizona Molokans conducted a seven-day fast known as 

Semedmetsa and they went through an unburdening, forgiving, and peace making 

process (Valoff and Valoff n.d:8-9).   A female member of the congregation arose in the 
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Holy Spirit and asked for a gun and then instructed them to inform the local officials 

that:  

 

Soon anger would be lit in all the kings and there will be a great war. 
All the kings will spill a river of blood, also the peaceful country of 
America will go to war. We went away from war and we are going to 
hold the peace. As a sign, to the government of America, take this 
weapon to Phoenix and burn it before their eyes. Tell them that soon 
the war will begin and America will go to war. Tell them we are God's 
people, we serve Him and we won't go to war.  (Valoff and Valoff 
nd:10) 
 

 

Alex added to this anecdote by stating that eight of the 54 people who joined in this fast 

repeated the fast twice.   

 

Three men were nominated to deliver the above message to the city officials 

(F.F. Wren, A.J. Valoff and M.S. Tolmachoff). They took a gun, a sack of kindling 

wood, kerosene, the Spirit and Life, and drove their horse and buggy into the city of 

Phoenix, Arizona, to stage their protest. They came to the park in front of the City Hall 

and the Police Station and placed their firewood on the ground near a large canon on a 

stone base.  They poured kerosene onto the firewood, placed the gun on top of the 

firewood and set fire to the rifle.  This caused quite a commotion in the park and three 

police officers arrived to defuse the public hostilities that arose as a result of this 

demonstration. At this time the three men notified the senior police officer of the 

prophecy of the imminent war (Valoff and Valoff nd:11). The police officer notified 

them that normally people would be arrested for causing a public disturbance and for 

lighting a fire on the street but allowed them to return to their homes as this was a 

religious protest.  In this instance, the host society showed leniency and understanding 

towards the Molokans. 
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On the second day of Passover (Paska) (30 March 1915) a prophet instructed the group:  

 

…Therefore, we are all obliged to become as one person, to have our 
hearts clothed in pure apparel, which is woven in heaven. We must 
separate ourselves from the world and all of its fleshy (sic) desires and 
to love one another as oneself.  
 
Then each true worshipper, brother or sister, shall clothe themselves in 
white apparel, from head to foot, and go into the house of the Lord, 
the house of prayer, as one person. There must not be anything worn 
on the feet from the skin of which the blood has been spilled. Then the 
Spirit shall place at the door of the house of prayer, two guards, that is 
two prophets, for the examination of the people entering the house of 
God. …  
 
Thus the Lord shall reveal himself in all his glory, personally drive out 
all the evil spirits and shall heal the sick without any hardship. The 
Lord shall reveal even greater than we ask for or even think about, 
Amen, Amen. (Wren 1991:24)1 
 

 

A letter with this prophecy was circulated to all the churches in the United States of 

America and Mexico instructing them to join together spiritually as one mind.  During 

this fast several healings were reported including Alex's brother who was healed of 

paralysis and one woman who regained her sight. 

 

As mentioned previously, all Molokans believe in pacifism. However, when military 

conscription was enforced for World War I, the different sub-groups and regional 

communities approached the issue of registration differently.  For example, first 

generation Molokans in California agreed to register for the draft although they did not 

partake in military service while Arizona Molokans refused to register for the draft.   

 

The California Molokans were given advice and support by Dr. Bartlett, a pastor in 

Los Angeles. His involvement with them is discussed more fully in Chapter 4.  He 

explained to them the various protocols associated with lobbying, providing non-

military support to the government, and seeking legal grounds for non-involvement 
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during World War I.   Consequently, although the California Molokans registered for 

the draft, they were able to secure exemption on the grounds that they were “resident 

aliens who had not declared their intention to become citizens of the United States” 

(Berokoff 1969:74).  The American government issued war bonds to finance military 

activity. Molokans, however, refused to contribute to any activity related to war and 

Dr. Bartlett assisted the California Molokans to make a community donation to the Red 

Cross in lieu of purchasing war bonds (Berokoff 1969:68).   

 

Arizona Molokans refused to register for the draft and were imprisoned by the 

American military.  Their persecution fuelled distrust by Arizona Molokans towards 

both the government, the military bureaucracy, and wider society.  The Arizona 

Molokans' abstention from registering for military service also created additional 

tensions between them and the California Molokans.  The Arizona Molokans practised a 

form of absolutism wherein they refused to cooperate with the military while the 

California Molokans had no objection to registering for the draft because they were told 

they would receive conscientious objection status and would not have to serve in the 

military or in combat. 

 

When the draft was announced the Molokans from Arizona and California sent three 

men (P.M. Shubin, E.H. Samarin and M.P. Pivavarov) to the White House in 

Washington D.C. with a petition dated 2 June 1917 attaching a Resolution adopted by 

the Molokans dated 28 May 1917.  They approached the Russian Embassy first and 

were given a letter explaining registration (Moore 1972:21).  They were not able to 

secure an audience with the President and were directed to General Pershing. General 

Pershing explained the matter of official protocol and stated that they would not be 

drafted but given a Class Five rating, however, they must register all the same.  They 

also delivered their petition to General O.H. Crowder, the Provost Marshal General, and 
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received a reply from him explaning that registration was not the same as enlistment 

and encouraged them to use the official protocol of the United States Government. 

 

Molokans fell back on prior knowledge of dealing with authority systems. In Russia, the 

only tool they had for dealing with grievances was a ‘petition’ addressed to the governer 

of a region or the Tsar.  Molokans also had difficulty in believing that government 

officials would fulfil their promises.  Even Moore (1972:13) noted that the Molokans' 

"attitude toward government, which had been formed in repressive Czarist Russia, was 

one of careful and passive distrust" (his emphasis).   

 

Upon returning home the Molokans in California decided to register and follow the 

required protocol while Arizona Molokans decided not to participate in the registration 

as they deemed it 'part and parcel' of the war machine.  Moore (1972) presents a very 

comprehensive account of the official interactions between the Molokans and the 

authorities with respect to their dealings with the local and federal authorities.  

 

During World War I, the State of Arizona was the fourth lowest of 52 states and 

territories in terms of enlistment percentages with only Puerto Rico, Alaska, and 

Oklahoma being lower (Moore 1972:16). The Governor of Arizona conducted a 

campaign to stimulate patriotism in his state and succeeded in raising the level of 

interest in the wider society by 5 June 1917. On 5 June 1917 which was registration 

day, approximately 300 Molokans from Glendale, Arizona, approached the registration 

desks with their affidavit stating their historical opposition to war and proclaiming they 

would not serve. 

 

Following the initial surge in patriotism from the wider Arizona population, 3,105 non-

Molokan men failed to appear for their physicals or inductions and literally disappeared 
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into the Arizona desert.  The Molokans did not attempt to evade the authorities and 

remained on their farms to tend to their livestock and crops. The disappearance of non-

Molokan men from the wider Arizona population caused concern for the authorities 

and:  

 

…[i]t also became clear that one of the few effective methods for 
bringing in resisters was to make an example of those few who were 
caught, thus putting fear into the hearts of those who might be tempted 
to continue their erroneous ways.  
 
Naturally, the Molokans were seen as a prime example. This view was 
revealed to the public on June 10 by the Arizona Republican when it 
proclaimed that the arrest of the Molokans scared flocks of reluctant 
Mexicans afraid of similar punishment into registering.  It was not 
long until the "example" method became the official policy of the U.S. 
Attorney General, who felt rapid prosecution was absolutely 
necessary…He preferred to have the Molokans convicted, 
automatically registered, and in jail before the drawing of the lottery 
numbers for registered men on July 20. (Moore 1972:33-34, his 
emphasis) 
 

 

On 7 June 1917 the Phoenix police arrived at the Molokan colony with arrest warrants 

for non-registration.  The elders said that most of the men being sought were not at 

home but would report to the police next morning. The men from the Molokan 

community arrived in Glendale and were instructed to board a tram car. As the tram car 

approached Phoenix the conductor lit the lights on the front and back of the bus 

illuminating signs titled 'Slackers' in order to make a public spectacle of them widening 

the social division between Molokans and wider society (see Appendix 7).  When the 

Molokan men appeared before the Judge they were asked why they had not registered 

when the Molokans in Los Angeles had. They informed the Judge that they had notified 

the city officials in 1914 that there would be a war and that they would have no part in it 

(Valoff and Valoff nd:15). Thirty four Molokan men were arrested and kept in jail for 

three days during which they did not eat as they considered the food to be 'unclean'. 

They had also committed to vegetarianism in 1915 after the prophecy announcing 
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imminent war. Two of the men were V.E. Slivkoff and M.W. Slivkoff, my husband's 

great grandfather and grandfather.  An interesting discovery for my family in that we 

were unaware of this story until we read about it in Fred Wren's personal diary and in 

True Believers - Prisoners for Conscience (Wren 1991).  

 

In his book, Wren (1991) included numerous comments made by journalists and 

anthropologists indicating that Molokans were deranged and hysterical (see Appendix 

7).  His book was produced to provide future generations of Molokans with an insight 

into the spiritual motivations for the actions of the Arizona Molokans and to 

demonstrate the lack of understanding by the American people of Molokan spirituality. 

 

The jailed men were released to enable them to attend to their crops with the proviso 

they return for their hearing on 5 August 1917. As agreed, the thirty four Molokans 

returned to the Court House on 5 August 1917 to be addressed by a U.S. Marshall who 

explained that if they registered he would return with a paper that would be legal for 99 

years signed by the Senate and the President. They believed this to be untrue and did not 

trust the government or its representatives and refused to sign anything (Valoff and 

Valoff nd:16).  They were sentenced to one year in Yavapai County Jail in Prescott, 

Arizona (Moore 1972:38). When they arrived at Prescott they found the entire Phoenix 

Police force had turned up to handcuff them and escort them to prison. The U.S. 

Marshall sent the police officers home and assured them he would get them into the 

prison without their assistance.  

 

The U.S. Marshall then led the Molokans into prison and invited them to sing if they 

wished (Valoff and Valoff nd:17). In prison they were again confronted by the obstacle 

of not being able to eat from the common kitchen and refused all food and water. The 

U.S. Marshall arranged for them to have their own cooking and eating facilities and 



 Chapter 3: History: The Role of History (Oral  
  and Written) in Maintaining Molokan 
  Identities and Communities 

75 

they were able to prepare their own meals (Valoff and Valoff nd:18). The prison was 

situated in a large park that was often filled with members of the public. The prisoners 

sang their church songs to maintain their morale and found that often people gathered 

outside their window and asked them to sing more songs (Valoff and Valoff nd:19).    

They even authored a few new songs while incarcerated. They had occasional visits 

from their wives and elders whom they would meet in the kitchen. In November of 

1917 they were moved to other quarters which included an area that had a long table. 

They used this eating area for their church services and organised it in the manner in 

which they were accustomed to holding church services (Valoff and Valoff nd:19). 

Food gifts sent from home were equally shared by all prisoners. Many local non-

Molokan spiritual groups (women were not allowed by prison rules) visited with them 

as they held their evening services (Wren 1991).  

 

During the men’s year of imprisonment in Yavapai County Jail in Prescott commencing 

on 5 August 1917, the Molokan colony began to disintegrate because of internal 

tensions and dissension among the conscientious objectors. (Valoff and Valoff nd:46).  

By the New Year the authorities had convinced all but seven men2 to sign their 

questionnaire stating that if they did not they could spend another 25 years in prison or 

be shot. This created internal tension and division amongst the prisoners and they tried 

to convince one another of the merits of their ideological and religious positions 

regarding registration or non-registration (Wren n.d.:10-12).  During the period of their 

confinement several newspaper articles came out ridiculing the Molokan form of 

spirituality further widening the social chasm between Molokans and wider society 

(Moore 1972:42-43).  

 

On 31 January 1918, A.J. Valoff's wife gave birth to a son and became ill with a 

condition known as Black Leg. He was given leave in the company of a jailer to visit 
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his dying wife. She died one week later leaving him with three daughters, a newborn 

son, and a prison sentence to complete (Valoff and Valoff nd:20-21). His newborn son 

died at the end of April 1918 and he was given permission to attend his child's funeral. 

As there were no social welfare schemes in existence during this period in American 

history, Valoff’s remaining children were distributed for care to various relatives.  On 

8 June 1918, the prisoners who had signed the questionnaires were released two months 

early (for good behaviour) to return to their homes. 

 

The remaining seven were moved to Fort Huachuca in June 1918 for one month after 

which they were transferred to Fort Riley, Kansas.  In Fort Riley they mingled with 

other conscientious objectors and discovered other social tensions. The Molokans were 

resented by the non-religious objectors for their special privileges (Moore 1972:52). 

The United States government seemed to be struggling with the administration of 

conscription while simultaneously working through the policy. This resulted in creating 

a situation where they were unprepared to deal with people who did not fit the standard 

norms (Moore 1972:52).  

 

In a diary entry while in Fort Riley, Kansas, Wren (n.d.:2-Aug-1918) writes that his 

body is suffering severe punishment, his head had been shorn, and that he and the 

remaining five conscientious objectors spent all their time in a dark cell. Their new 

prison authorities disregarded their food requirements causing the prisoners to 

undertake a hunger strike lasting seven days.  Wren (1991:156) says the prisoners spent 

weeks in solitary confinement on floors that had ice frozen on them. They were chained, 

battered, and thrown into showers and scrubbed with wire brushes. 

 

In his memoirs, Valov writes that the remaining six experienced numerous tortures in 

Fort Riley -  
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They would gather them in a group and then turn firehoses on them, 
with such force that it knocked them on (sic) their feet. They would 
direct the water into their mouths and after rolling them around in 
mud, they would lock them up in small cages. This was the cold of 
winter so they would throw their mattresses and blankets on the 
cement floor and pour water all over them. They shaved their hair and 
beards and whoever had hair on their legs, arms or chests, they would 
pull them out with tweezers. Acting as animals, they once took 
Fyeodor [F.F.] Wren a little way on the other side of a hill where there 
was a small tree. Four of them tied his hands and feet and cut his hair 
and beard. Then knocking him down, much like they do cattle, they 
had a big knife prepared and told him to pray. They told him that these 
were his last minutes to be alive and that they were going to cut off his 
head…They then put a knife to his throat and said "good-bye". They 
only did this as a frightening joke. Others would stand with their 
backs against the bars, forcing their arms through some openings, 
handcuffing them and allowing them to hang in this position until they 
loss (sic) consciousness…They fed them a starvation diet. In this 
beastly prison they had a death mark. It was a wide ribbon stretched 
out and painted with red paint to designate death. Once having passed 
the ribbon into that section, few ever came back across alive…Those 
prisoners [kept in that section reserved for protestors and deserters] 
that died were made a harrassment on the others. They would not be 
removed but instead would be burned right there and no one would 
ever find out what happened to him or where he was. (Valoff and 
Valoff nd:23) 
 

 

Shortly thereafter, a defeated Valoff signed the government’s questionnaire and only six 

Molokans remained imprisoned in Fort Riley (Valoff and Valoff nd:22-23).  Wren 

(1991:93) states that the remaining six were given another year in prison for ridiculing 

and mocking the 27 Molokans who had filled out their questionnaires. Again this 

indicates that tensions were growing within the Arizona brotherhood with respect to 

matters of compliance and creating a sense of beytrayal between Molokans.  During the 

course of their continued imprisonment, the government commenced automatic 

registration of protestors enabling the government to try them as traitors rather than 

registration resisters.  The remaining six were now classed as traitors of the American 

government.  They refused to aid the war effort in any way. They refused to wear 

military uniforms, salute, to work on the railroads, stables, blacksmith shops or the 

government farms.  For failing to comply with military orders the remaining six were 
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court martialled during October and November 1918 and sentenced to serve 15 - 25 

years at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas (Wren 1991:147). 

 

Thoughout their imprisonment they received letters from elders, relatives and co-

religionists both encouraging them to hold fast to their beliefs or to comply with the 

wishes of the American government.  Moore (1972:74) states relatives of the prisoners 

secured the services of a Phoenix lawyer to petition for their release stating that they 

would gladly leave the United States of America. The prisoners were finally released in 

January and April 1919.  

 

While some of the Molokans who registered and worked within the system felt that the 

Arizona Molokans suffered needlessly Moore asserts that "their pains may have played 

some part in the more open-minded draft laws that would follow later in the twentieth 

century." (1972:88, his emphasis).   

 

The Arizona colony’s cooperative had been stripped of its assets by Molokans and 

disbanded by the end of World War I.  Many of the farms had failed as a result of men 

spending time in prison instead of working on their properties.  In some cases, children 

had been given to relatives to escape poverty while fathers were serving prison 

sentences.  Their community was fractured socially as people turned against one another 

to ease the pressure they received from the American government for the actions of 

their co-religionists.  This group of Molokans became completely disillusioned with the 

United States government because it had promised them religious freedom and leniency 

to practice their beliefs but had then made a public example of them by changing their 

status and automatically enlisting them, then prosecuting them for treason. 
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Many families left Arizona and returned to Los Angeles looking for economic 

opportunities and emotional and social support from the larger Molokan community 

there.  During the Great Depression many Molokans became migrant workers and 

travelled to Kerman, California, to work for other Molokans; others travelled 

throughout the state working as farm labourers.  Many Molokans experienced economic 

uncertainty as they could not benefit from the resources available to them when they 

owned their own land.  A number fell into disillusionment and alcoholism (Valoff and 

Valoff n.d.:29).  It is during this period that Pauline Young conducted her studies on 

delinquency among Molokan youth and labelled Molokans as social misfits who could 

not assimilate into their host society. In reading Pilgrims of Russian-Town (1932, 1998 

edn) I found no mention of the impact their settlement experiences had had on their 

community’s social fabric,  the social consequences of their mistreatment during World 

War I, or of their experiences during the Great Depression on the formation of their 

perceptions of their new host society.  After World War I, Molokans again considered 

leaving the city environment and its distractions and resettling in Peru (Berokoff 

1969:83).  However, this scheme failed before the organisers secured land in Peru.  

 

World War II raised a new crisis for Molokans with respect to internal divisions over 

conscientious objection to war.  Many of the youth had come to accept the non-

Molokan Christian concept of a 'just' war in opposition to the Molokan Christian 

concept of pacifism. This change sparked the production of literature by Molokan elders 

on the moral dangers associated with accepting the notion of a 'just' war.  After World 

War II, Molokans again began seeking an alternative location for their community.  In 

1945 Molokans approached the Turkish Ambassador visiting in San Francisco about 

migrating to Turkey.  This plan failed as there was no exemption from military service 

in Turkey (Berokoff 1969:137).  In 1945, requests to the Chargé d Affaires of Iraq for 

permission to emigrate also failed (Berokoff 1998(b):23).  Elders held a large meeting 



 Chapter 3: History: The Role of History (Oral  
  and Written) in Maintaining Molokan 
  Identities and Communities 

80 

in Los Angeles with a delegation from Kerman about planning a large-scale migration 

out of the United States of America (Berokoff 1998b:23).  The American Molokans 

were divided between migrating to Australia or migrating to Brazil.  Eventually small 

groups of people migrated to both destinations.  Australian migration began in 1964 

with a small group of people who lived in close proximity to one another, but not 

communally, and these communities are still socially viable.  Generally, Molokans 

practise a form of mutual aid where they rally together to help co-religionists 

experiencing crisis.   

 

Telling these oral histories in social settings reminds Molokans of who they are and 

who can be trusted.  Governments are often portrayed as entities that cannot be trusted 

to keep their promises, who change the rules to meet their own needs, or become an 

enemy when least expected.   They also show that Molokans from other sub-groups 

cannot always be trusted or relied upon for support in times of crisis.  Oral histories 

relating to religious beliefs, prophecy, migrations, and persecution are used to connect 

the past to the present, create an image or identity for Molokans, promote group 

cohesion, and support boundary maintenance creating ‘a self and another’ relationship 

between Molokans and wider society.   

 

Anthony Cohen proposes that "since people become most sensitive to their own culture 

when they encounter others', the apposite place at which to find their attitudes to their 

culture (or their imputation of meaning to their community) is at its boundaries" 

(1985:70) and this sparks a re-evaluation of beliefs and practices as will be 

demonstrated in the following chapter.  The following chapter canvasses the difficulties 

that migration poses to beliefs, identity and cultural continuity and focuses on the 1904 

migration from Russia to the United States of America and the 1964 migration from the 

United States of America to Australia. 
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1 I include this prophecy in the thesis because it was a turning point in the dietary practices of 
the Arizona Molokans – they became vegetarians. However, the military officials did not 
recognise this because they were only aware that traditional Molokan dietary laws followed 
Judaic food laws and this caused friction between the officials and the Molokan dissenters after 
they were arrested. 
2 These seven men were F.F. Wren, J.D. Conovaloff, A.P. Shubin, M.E. Shubin, A.J. Valoff, 
J.W. Susoeff, and J.W. Kulikoff (Wren 1991:24).  I refer to some of their diaries, biographies, 
or articles in this thesis. Some of these men's descendants reside in Australia. 
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4 –MIGRATION: CHALLENGES THAT MIGRATION POSES TO 

MAINTAINING A ‘COMMUNITY’ BELIEF AND IDENTITY 

 
 
Molokan migration history encompasses both forced and voluntary migrations both of 

which impacted on community solidarity, cultural continuity and family relationships.  

The migrants and their ancestors were often victims of persecution in Russia by the 

Orthodox Church, the Monarchy, and subsequently by Communism. The continuity of 

Molokan culture was threatened by its physical extinction. As a result of historical 

persecution, the migrants and their immediate descendants carried with them their fears 

of persecution much like a “‘transgenerational haunting’ … where one generation finds 

itself performing the unspoken unconscious agendas of the one that went before” (Rose 

1996:31).   

 

During some of the migrations Molokan communities and families were separated.  

After periods of separation some of these community groups and families once again 

came into contact but they had experienced tensions as they readjusted to one another 

due to cultural changes that had taken place during their absence from one another.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, the wave of migration with which a Molokan is associated and 

his/her place of settlement have become important intracultural distinctions. During 

their settlement Molokans realised that their culture faced extinction through 

assimilation.  This bears parallels to the Jewish experience in diaspora as reported by 

Rutland:  

 

…a breaking down of the distinctiveness of the group and 
subsequently the weakening and disappearance of the group culture. 
This outcome is abetted by intermarriage and in the case of a religious 
group, conversion to the major faith of the dominant culture… 
(1981:141) 
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This chapter will be dedicated to the migration and settlement experiences of Molokans 

in the United States of America and in Australia.  I include the American experience as 

this is where Molokans ceased to be an open evangelical religion and became a closed 

religious community and because most of the Australian Molokans migrated from the 

United States of America.  I examine literature relating to both forms of migration, their 

consequences, and note parallels to the Molokan migration and settlement experiences 

(see Appendix 8).   

 

Since 1718 Molokans have been involved in numerous relocations both within Russia 

and in other countries.  Molokans were first exiled from Tambov by decree of the Tsar 

to far flung Russian territories such as Siberia (north east of Moscow), Amur (bordering 

on the Sea of Japan), and Sorotov (halfway between Moscow and Amur). From 1718 to 

1839 they were frequently forced to relocate by the Russian Monarchy.  In 1839 they 

were exiled to Transcaucasia in exchange for religious freedom.  This migration is an 

example of migration  under duress.   Molokans were given a choice to leave and settle  

contested border regions where they incurred a high risk of being killed by tribes 

already inhabiting the region, or stay and serve in the military. In 1888 the Molokans 

were once again given the option to serve in the Russian military or settle the contested 

region of Turkmenistan.  Most of them settled in Ashkhabat (Aschabat) near the border 

of Turkmenistan and Iran approximately 600 km east of the Caspian Sea. In both these 

cases there was little option but to accept migration even though it was undesired. In 

each instance of forced migration, Molokans gave up businesses, farms, or homes and 

left for their new destinations without equipment or supplies. Each of these migrations 

contributed to fracturing the solidarity of the Molokan communities by placing them in 

different environmental niches and imposing physical, emotional, and economic 

hardship on families. 
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In some instances the Molokans’ impetus for migration was the 'voice of prophecy' or 

spiritual inspiration. In Chapter 7, I discuss Molokan spirituality and the role of 

prophecy in maintaining community solidarity, direction and identity so I will not delve 

into this discussion in this chapter.  In the case of community direction as a result of 

prophecy, people are in a position to decide whether or not to accept the prophet as a 

bona fide mouthpiece of God or a fraud.  In this way, people are afforded a choice in 

whether to move or to remain. As a result, migration as a consequence of prophetic 

instruction becomes a form of voluntary migration as in the 1904 and subsequent 

migrations. 

 

THE AMERICAN CONTEXT  

 

Molokans looked towards their life in the United States of America as a utopian 

destination where they expected to realize their dreams of religious freedom and 

cultural continuity in a manner that would best serve their religious and social needs. 

Most of the Molokans arrived in poor health, emotionally exhausted from their 

migration experiences, financially destitute, and unable to speak the English language.  

They initially had plans to return to residing in the country where they could reconstruct 

their lives in accordance with their previous social structures and customs. Instead they 

found themselves bound to urban living in Los Angeles and San Francisco in order to 

find paid employment to pay off travel debts and to raise funds for the purchase of land.   

 

Despite the difficulties they endured during their migration they were fortunate in that 

they settled in a Los Angeles neighbourhood where Rev. Dana Bartlett of the 

Bethlehem Institute took them under his wing and became their mentor.  Rev. Bartlett 

related his meeting with the Molokans as follows:  
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One bright morning in the winter of 1905 as I was walking along the 
street near Bethlehem Institute, an institutional church, I perceived 
many new and strange people, Russian peasants, as they later turned 
out to be.  They seemed quiet, industrious, dignified, preoccupied with 
their own affairs. I talked sign language, inviting them to come to my 
church…..In a short time these people were the object of much 
attention in the neighborhood. (Young 1932, 1998 edn:11) 
 

 

In 1906 Rev. Bartlett secured a building for them to use as a church (Berokoff 1969:35) 

and maintained an affiliation with the Molokans for many years and aided them in their 

endeavours to settle in Los Angeles. 

   

The growing Molokan community in Los Angeles not only had difficulties negotiating 

differences with their host society, they also had to negotiate the many differences 

between the Molokan communities and different sub-groups.  During the years of 

forced internal migration in Russia to isolated regions and different destinations many 

of these little groups developed variations in their social and religious practices. These 

differences became noticeable upon their reunion in California where they lived at close 

quarters and were often the source of internal tensions1.   

 

The Molokans settled in an area of Los Angeles known as the Flats and commonly 

referred to as Russian Town.  The Molokan children attended Utah Street School which 

was located one block north of First Street. According to Alex, the school population 

was 90% Molokan during the early 1920s.  Molokans settled into the area quite rapidly, 

with several families often sharing a dwelling in order to save funds to pay off their 

travel debts to the shipping companies who gave many migrants loans for migration 

purposes.  Many men found work as labourers in lumber companies and construction 

sites, women often found work as housekeepers for the wealthy people in Beverly Hills 

or in laundries.  A large number of Molokans opened up their own commercial 
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enterprises in this area.  When both parents worked to support their families, older 

children or the elderly looked after younger children.  

 

Wren (1996), a Molokan elder, wrote that Molokans accepted all manner of 

employment to survive. Many worked for a wine maker where they had to walk 

barefoot on grapes for six to eight hours each day and at the end of the day they would 

return home with feet that were raw2.  Wren notes that men often left home for work at 

4.00am and did not return home until 10.00pm (1996:9). Molokans who previously 

owned their own businesses and farms in small villages or towns in Russia where they 

worked close to their home and family found it difficult to adapt to the regimentation 

and uncertainty of employment, the hours of travel by public transport, and the isolation 

from their families.  One diary mentioned that men were encouraged to shave their 

beards in order to secure employment. Molokans were often taunted by Americans for 

wearing beards as in the following example:  

 

The conductors on the street car think they are smart. They holler 
"Whiskers Boulevard" when they stop at Utah Street. Many times the 
people in the street cars would look at the Russian men and say, "Baa-
Baa."… (Young 1932, 1998 edn:170) 
 

 

They were often disregarded by authority figures as being ignorant Russians because 

they wore beards as related by a young Molokan:  

 

Once my father and a lawyer and I had to go to court about some 
contracts that my father signed in business. My father wanted me to 
interpret a contract. It was hard reading. We came before the judge, 
and I tried to interpret, but I was slow. The judge stood up, and he 
said, "Now take your time. If you want to do it in a quiet room, you go 
right into my chamber and figure it out."…My father said to me later: 
"I sure am glad when you can come along with me. I know you have 
the respect of people. Look how the judge treated you. He looks at my 
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beard and thinks: 'You are just an ignorant Russian'; but he gives you 
attention."… (Young 1932, 1998 edn:170) 
 

 

Molokans believed they had moved to a country that would assist them to practise their 

religious beliefs and pursue their cultural lifestyle only to find that they were constantly 

requested to change their ways and become Americanised. This would have contributed 

to social confusion and unrest among the youth and disillusionment among the parents 

and elders.  Alex noted that delinquency was high in the Flats due to peer pressure, lack 

of supervision, poverty, and dealing with sudden and extreme change in their social 

environment.   

 

As a result of many Molokans’ migration from rural regions in Russia, Transcaucasia, 

Iran and other transitional countries to urban life in Los Angeles and San Francisco the 

Molokans experienced a Gemeinschaft to Gessellschaft transition (Tönnies 1955:38-39).  

Ferdinand Tönnies (1955: 39) described Gemeinschaft as a rural way of life built on 

community as a “lasting and genuine form of living together” while Gessellschaft was a 

way of life built on “transitory and superficial” relationships. Prior to their migration to 

the Unites States of America, many Molokans lived in Gemeinschaft communities 

where there was “mutual possession … and enjoyment of common goods” (Tönnies 

1955:57).  As was shown in Chapter 3 and in this chapter, many Molokans endeavoured 

to return to a Gemeinschaft lifestyle by starting small settlements in various parts of the 

United States of America and Mexico.  Eventually, the numerous failures at community 

settlement encouraged Molokans to adapt to western society and maintain their 

Molokan community through social interaction while living in wider society rather than 

seek geographic isolation from wider society. 
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I discuss how Molokans responded to the Gemeinschaft to Gessellschaft transition in 

Appendix 8 drawing on the work of Young (1932, 1998 edn), Johnston (1969), Nisbet 

(1975), Panich (1988) and Baldassar (1992, 1994, 1997 and 2001).  Parental absence 

due to work commitments prevented many parents and children from being exposed to 

the same forms of change and rates of acculturation, which added to tensions within the 

home (Panich 1988:148-150). 

 

Many Molokans were unhappy with life in the city and the resultant juvenile 

delinquency and began to look for an alternative lifestyle. Some of the wealthier 

families returned to Russia. However, the majority could not return to Russia because 

they still believed in Klubnikin's prophecy (refer to Appendix 3) to flee Russia and 

looked for alternative places to settle (Berokoff 1969:40). Small groups of people 

attempted to form colonies in Hawaii, Washingon, Utah and several rural areas in 

California. One of their most recurrent issues was related to land agents who sold them 

infertile, barren, and waterless tracts of land.  After futilely investing all their funds into 

developing these properties they would usually return to the city to find paid 

employment.  Fifty  Molokan families joined together to form the Rancho Guadalupe 

Colony on 13,000 acres of land 60 miles south of the United States of America border 

in Mexico (Berokoff 1969:40). Many of the Molokans who were not admitted to the 

United States of America because of poor health, poor eyesight, tuberculosis or malaria 

joined this colony in preference to returning to Russia. In 1911 a group of Molokans 

moved to Arizona and formed a colony. I have discussed some of their experiences in 

Chapter 3.  

 

Political and ethnic differences were transferred from home countries and rekindled in 

densely populated migrant areas; cross-cultural and political disputes often arose in 
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these migrant centres (Panich 1988:100).  In the case of the Molokans, the different sub-

groups usually maintained social distances in Russia by living in separate villages or 

attending different churches but they were all grouped together by military personnel 

during their exile in Transcaucasia which often resulted in social tensions.  Upon their 

settlement in Los Angeles, the various Molokan sub-groups clustered together of their 

own volition to provide insulation from threatening external social forces but they 

continued to experience tensions among themselves due to their differences in religious 

beliefs.  

 

During the early years in the Los Angeles Russian Town, many of the Molokans 

gathered in church groupings according to the town from which they migrated. For 

example, members of the Salemski Church were from Salim in the Kars District of 

Turkey.  There was the Darachichak Church (Armenia), the Akhtinski Church 

(Armenia), one from Baku (Azerbaidjan), the Ashkhabadski Church (Turkmenistan), 

the Bochonatskie District, the Zagroposki Church, and the Mardovski Church (Shubin 

n.d.(a):7-8, Mohoff and Valoff 1996:102-109).  In a few instances they gathered 

according to family groupings, e.g. Tickenov Church.  Gathering in church groupings in 

accordance with region of origin was one way in which Molokans attempted to 

minimise friction during church services in that each group continued with regional 

practices they developed during their years in isolation from one another.   

 

In 1932, the Molokans in Los Angeles decided that they needed to become reunited to 

reinforce "the belief that they must live together to greet Christ when he returns" 

(Mohoff and Valoff 1996:103) Three Molokan churches (Salimskaya, Aleksandrovkie 

and Karamolinskaya) joined together to construct a large church building and formed 

The First United Christian Molokan Church of Spiritual Jumpers commonly known as 
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Big Church (Mohoff and Valoff 1996:104).  The launch of the new church was a very 

formal event with congregation members bidding farewell to their previous church with 

a final prayer.  The three congregations assembled outside the new church where they 

were met by the appointed elders with the traditional bread and salt (Mohoff and Valoff 

1996:105).  

 

During the early years of settlement in the United States of America, Molokan elders 

often visited Pentecostal churches and taught about Molokanism.  This seemed to be an 

effort to continue their earlier activities in sharing their religion and proselytising. As 

mentioned previously, Molokans were recognised as one of the foremost evangelical 

sectarian communities in Russia from 1750 to 1900 (Lane 1975:222).  As they actively 

proselytised and accepted new members prior to their 1904 migration from Russia they 

had an expanding social base. Exogamy did not appear to be forbidden in any of the 

texts I examined.  

 

Second generation Molokans in Los Angeles assimilated quickly into the wider society 

and many young Molokans began not only to take marriage partners from non-Molokan 

communities but to leave Molokanism as well.  First generation migrants began to look 

for ways to maintain social cohesion amongst their youth.  According to social 

researcher Sydney Jackson (1962), they created the United Molokan Christian 

Association (UMCA) in 1926 for the purpose of providing their youth with a private 

space for recreation, education in the Russian language, and to perpetuate the Molokan 

faith (1962, 1998 edn:44-45).  The UMCA had a gymnasium for sporting events, 

classrooms for Bible classes and Russian classes, an assembly area for church services 

and bridal showers, a kitchen, a library, and a printing room for producing a community 

newsletter. 



 Chapter 4: Migration: Challenges that Migration 
   Poses to Maintaining a ‘Community’ 
  Belief and Identity 
    
  

91 

Alex informed me that during his youth in California, Molokans both accepted people 

into the Molokan church and accepted intermarriage.  He said that disagreements 

usually arose when the Molokan mother wanted to continue raising her children in the 

Molokan faith and the non-Molokan husband objected, leading to high divorce rates.  

Alex said that many people who had intermarried or followed professional pursuits 

outside the community for a number of years eventually returned because they missed 

the fellowship.  Many confided to him they thought it was better to marry within the 

Molokan faith.  Frequently, Molokan mothers who had married out returned to their 

parental homes in order to raise their children in the Molokan community.  Husbands 

wanting to become a part of the Molokan church were usually accepted if they showed 

dedication to the Molokan ideals and practices (Shubin 1999:268-270).  Many of the 

incoming marriage partners tended to bring in some of their previous beliefs and 

practices causing a blending of religious beliefs and practices. 

 

As Molokans wanted to preserve their culture and religious beliefs in the United States 

of America they eventually began to avoid intermarriage and proselytising as these two 

practices often led to the introduction of foreign beliefs into their religion.  To reinforce 

endogamy in modern times, Molokans refer to their connection to Judaism in that some 

believe they came from the tribe of Judah. As the Jews practised marrying within their 

tribes many Molokans encourage their children to find marriage partners within their 

own religious community.  Proselytising and intermarriage continue to be topics of 

discussion in American and Australian Molokans as elders struggle to preserve their 

rituals and a traditional Molokan identity. The steady number of youth who leave 

Molokan communities for other lifestyles is a constant source of concern for those who 

believe in perpetuating the religion in its Russian form.  As Molokans ceased to 
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proselytise and reinforce endogamy, they continued to lose their youth to the wider 

society, this gave rise to the dilemma of availability of marriage partners.  

 

Pakulski (1985(a):84) noted that first generation Polish migrants in Australia promoted 

the virtues of endogamy to their children and encouraged romance by correspondence. 

Similarly, Molokan elders promoted endogamy to the youth during wedding 

ceremonies. It is common practice for first generation parents in Australia to strongly 

encourage their children to seek Molokan marriage partners and will either move back 

to the United States of America or send their children there to provide them with a 

Molokan social environment. In some instances Molokan males have been introduced to 

Molokan females residing in Armenia by Armenian Molokans who have migrated to 

South Australia resulting in romance by correspondence or an instant "yes" to the 

marriage proposal without either having met. 

 

In her study of Peranakan Chinese, cultural theorist Ang (1994:16) notes that a collision 

of two cultures provides a space for two new hybrid cultures to form through 

syncretism.   In his study on the maintenance of ethnic boundaries, Homi Bhabha 

(1990:211) defines this place of collision as a 'third space'.  Applying this concept to the 

Molokan experience, through the involvement by non-Molokans in the Molokans’ 

social sphere of the UMCA, the UMCA could be said to have been a 'third space'. 

 

As will be discussed in Chapter 5, Young was active in the Molokan community during 

the 1920s.  She introduced Jack Green, an outreach worker, to the Molokan youth and 

he became involved in the activities of the UMCA.   His primary focus was to assist in 

social work activities and youth delinquency.  While he was successful in this 

endeavour, he was also instrumental in Americanising Molokans.  Alex told me that 
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Green introduced the wearing of the American shirt and tie, saluting the American flag, 

and patriotism. Prior to this time, loyalty to God was the only form of loyalty practised 

by Molokans.  Intervention and reform activities such as those carried out by Young and 

Green further exacerbated mistrust of outsiders' intentions towards Molokans. This is 

similar to the experience reported by Martin (1965:5) where migrants in Australia felt 

that the host society had ulterior motives for taking an interest in their lives.  

 

Within several years of Young and Green’s involvement in the UMCA the elders began 

to take a defensive stance to protect the Molokan religion and culture and began to 

reject Young and Green’s activities in the UMCA. In response to this, Green organised 

the Young Russian Christian Association (YRCA) in 1939 in Los Angeles as a means to 

remain active in the Russian communities in the area. The YRCA had a focus on 

promoting athletic, educational and spiritual values among young Russians (Jackson 

1962, 1998 edn:49).  The YRCA still provides a function in the present day in that 

young Molokans may apply for financial assistance to further their education in the 

form of scholarships.  

 

While the UMCA and the YRCA provided valuable services to Los Angeles Molokans 

in their early years of existence, they were viewed with suspicion by many elders and 

conservative Molokans.  The Zagropsky Church hosted a Young People's Church that 

provided an alternative venue for youth church services for those who wished to 

maintain their Molokan cultural identity in its original form, not the Americanised form 

inspired by Green’s involvement in the UMCA.  The Young People's Church produced 

the 1928 edition of Spirit and Life.   Alex's parents and parents of several other 

Molokans in Australia were members of this church and were known as the Three 

O'Clock Gang.  They were given this name because they would often be visiting the 
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sick and elderly till the early hours of the morning.  These visits comprised of singing 

and praying for the ill and infirm and several members of the group were known for 

their ability to heal through prayer.  Although several members of the Three O’Clock 

Gang were imprisoned during World War I (as noted in Chapter 3) they continued to 

provide their prayer and healing services to Molokans and the wider society.  I will 

revisit this discussion in Chapter 7.  

 

Alex's family moved to Porterville in the San Joaquin Valley at a time when 

Los Angeles Molokans were being divided due to the modernisation efforts of Green.  

After several years Green visited their church in Porterville to promote an 

administrative form for operating church business that included formal meetings and 

voting.  During one church service a member of the congregation was inspired by the 

Holy Spirit and announced, "In the Church of Christ they don't vote. The decision has to 

be unanimous."  Many churches take this matter further in that they believe in praying 

for guidance and waiting on the Holy Spirit to direct their course of action. 

 

In addition to Young and Green's interest and involvement with the Los Angeles 

Molokans there were other groups who tried to speed up the process of 

Americanisation:  

 

"The hundred per cent Americans," it is reported, were not satisfied 
with the Americanization activities of the school [Utah Street School] 
and "came storming into the Colony with social reform." … 
 

With undoubted zeal and single-minded purpose they 
would within a brief period of time compel all non-
English speaking immigrants ….to acquire the English 
language; they would compel taking out citizenship 
papers, and conformity in dress, manners, and mode of 
living to the standard of native Americans….They would 
have the recent comers abandon former dreams, hopes, 
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and aspirations, and feel, act, and live in the ways that are 
natural to the native born…..  

 
In a word, they would, by edict, abolish Russian-Town. (Young 1932, 
1998 edn:154-155) 

 
 

The early period of settlement is a time when migrants are in a highly fluid state. The 

competing messages by Molokan parents and American interventionists (Johnston 

1969:24-25) brought great confusion to the youth.  Noreen (first wave, third generation, 

Heritage Molokan, Western Australia) told me that the American world view of 

patriotism placed her at odds with her parents' beliefs and values throughout her school 

years often resulting in ambivalence and confusion as to whose values she should 

uphold.   Molokans chose the United States of America as their new home because prior 

to migration they were promised complete religious freedom by the diplomats 

representing the country.  Yet, in practice, this was denied due to social interevention 

instigated in the school that the Molokan children attended and within local 

government.  As demonstrated by Young above, it is clear that at this time in American 

history the element of cultural rights where groups of people have freedom to raise their 

children in the way of their forebearers was not actually being observed by the host 

society. 

 

Young (1932, 1998 edn: 143-144) notes that Molokans resisted having surgical 

procedures such as tonsillectomies and circumcision for fear of being ostracised by their 

co-religionists.  She notes that doctors had to "persuade a whole block of Russians of 

the desirability of a circumcision." (Young 1932, 1998 edn:144).  In this instance I 

believe that their resistance to the procedure had much more to do with distrust of the 

host society rather than a need to be convinced of the desirability of circumcision given 

it is Molokan religious tradition that all males are circumcised on the eighth day after 
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their birth.  It appears that it is an easy matter to confuse messages and motives as 

cultural boundaries are crossed especially when there is no prior knowledge of the 

beliefs, practices, or pre-migration experiences of a migrant group.  

 

In some of the communities, parents were told that if their children did not salute the 

American flag in school their children would be removed from the family home and 

placed in good American homes where they would learn to become good American 

citizens (Young 1932, 1998 edn:131).  Their expectation to practise their religion with 

complete freedom was rapidly replaced by a request by American authorities to mould 

to American beliefs and social practices.  Molokans in California found themselves in a 

situation similar to the one they experienced in Russia where the Orthodox Church 

removed children from their parents during Peter the Great's Russification exercise 

wherein Peter the Great endeavoured to create a homogenous society throughout his 

states and territories.  They were being asked to conform to the social and religious 

norms of the host society at the expense of their religious beliefs and cultural identity – 

they felt disenfranchised (see Martin 1965:25).  The people took this as a poignant 

reminder that history repeats itself and that Molokans should always be vigilant of 

government authorities and their desire to encroach on their religious beliefs. 

 

The controversy relating to patriotism towards the host society did not end during the 

1920s when Young was conducting her research.  Patriotism to a country, as an act of 

disloyalty to God, was still an issue in the 1960s and 1970s and affected Noreen.  

Noreen grew up in Kerman, California, in a very conservative family of Makcimisti. 

She is a descendant of one of the Arizona men who were incarcerated during World 

War I. She states that her process of identity formation was multi-faceted in that it 

includes educational opportunities (primary, secondary and tertiary) and church 
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experiences.  The most important religious teaching in Noreen's family is that nothing is 

more important than God and this placed her at odds with teachers in the school 

environment because there was the requirement to salute the American flag and pledge 

allegiance to the American government. She struggled with inner conflict as the world 

view of her host country was at odds with her private life in the Molokan religion and 

social community. 

 

There were several social activities that our family was not allowed to 
partake in where most students could. As children we were limited in 
our participation because of strict dietary laws. There were only two 
people in the whole classroom who brought their school lunches in 
paper bags while everyone else ate in the cafeteria. … So I felt a bit 
embarrassed and I was also embarrassed because I did not salute the 
flag. I was the only child in the school who wasn't allowed to salute 
the flag. I was the only child in my classroom and school when it 
really comes down to it. Even in public appearances where it was 
deemed necessary to salute the flag I was still encouraged by my 
family's Molokan upbringing not to and I felt very much put on the 
spot.  I didn't want to displease my parents. I felt quite put on the spot 
and I had a bit of a struggle with being Molokan. Different people 
would tease us and call us Russian Commies, people would laugh at 
my father because he had a beard as we were driving our car. In 
passing they would all look at him because he had a beard. I would 
just look down and feel very uncomfortable.   

 

I asked if people made her feel anti-American as a result of the issue of refusing to 

salute the flag. She replied: 

 

Yes they did, very anti-American and they wanted me to salute the 
flag and defy my father which I found very hard to do because he was 
my dad and I looked up to him. It was a struggle where I was being 
taught at home to respect my parents and my religion but my school 
was teaching me not to.  
 
 
 

Other social issues were a source of frustration for Molokans in the early years of 

settlement. Molokans valued one set of social norms (allegiance to God above nation or 
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state, austere living, obedience to parents) and the host society valued others more 

highly (patriotism and assimilation).  For Molokans, allegiance to the state was a form 

of denial of God when the state required them to perform acts contrary to their religious 

beliefs. 

 

Despite Molokans valuing obedience to parents, some Molokan children engaged in 

delinquent behaviour.  When Molokan juvenile delinquency became an issue for wider 

society, local authorities blamed Molokan parents for not controlling their children's 

delinquency.  Molokan parents blamed the authorities for not cooperating with them in 

the attempt to curb juvenile delinquency as their requests for assistance, in the form of 

petitions to the District Attorney in Los Angeles to clean up the bootlegging industry 

operating in their district, went unheeded (Young 1932, 1998 edn:229-230).  Other 

issues that Molokans raised with the authorities as encouraging delinquent behaviour 

were: 

 

…unregulated moving pictures, the local pool halls offering 
opportunities for gambling under various disguises, the alluring 
displays and advertisements of luxuries, and the campaigns of the 
local missions "to wean their children away from sobranie [church]". 
For the solution of these problems the Molokans have sought the help 
of the American community. (Young 1932, 1998 edn:228)  
 

 

The American community replied to Molokan requests for help by sending a deputy 

sheriff to the children at the local school to inform them that:  

 

…[T]hey must obey the curfew laws and be off the streets at 9:00 
P.M., and he also went to motion picture houses and told the managers 
that they must enforce the law prohitibing minors to attend picture 
shows unaccompanied by adults, after 9:00 P.M. 2 (Young 1932, 1998 
edn:228) 3 
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Instead of regulating the local industries the authorities ended up putting restrictions on 

the people who approached them for assistance in curbing delinquency.  Another 

difficulty was that there was a discrepancy between what Molokan parents and what the 

social workers considered to be delinquent behaviour:  

 

Molokans consider disobedience to parents, dishonesty, sex 
delinquency, running away from home, and drinking as the most 
serious "crimes."  Stealing, truancy, and malicious mischief are 
thought of as induced by careless city ways and by display of luxury.  
Acts involving a breach of communal solidarity or of family unity are 
the most serious from the point of view of the parents. On the other 
hand, acts involving breach of American urban standards are apt to be 
stressed by social workers.  Thus the points of view of the Molokan 
sectarian and the American social worker rarely meet. (Young 1932, 
1998 edn:218-219) 
 

 

In addition, there were numerous misunderstandings between social workers and 

Molokans because social workers were not versed in matters of cultural diversity, were 

inadequately prepared for their work, and often projected their own values and practices 

as superior to the Molokans (Young 1932, 1998 edn:231-232).   

 

Youth leaders, reformers and sociologists seemed to have made their social assessment 

of the Molokan community based on the physical symptoms of economic poverty of the 

community living in 'The Flats' rather than looking at the moral values to which 

Molokans aspired.  Although most of the Molokan migrants were poor and lacked 

education they had a sense of community, strong beliefs, a religion they cherished,  a 

heritage, direction, and pride in their inner qualities.  

 

In Los Angeles, the actions of reformers, youth leaders, and unscrupulous land agents 

caused them to reinforce their social boundaries and protect themselves from 
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exploitation.  This is similar to Martin's (1965:56) observation that migrants who are 

forced into rapid assimilation by the host society become suspicious of the host society 

in that it might have ulterior motives for these changes.   Young mentions the dilemma 

Molokans faced about the demands for change placed upon them by their host society:  

 

The Molokans are confused and bewildered by the variety of plans 
proposed to them, by the number and variety of social workers who 
seek to deal with them, and by the novelty of the changes expected of 
them. Not infrequently one hears them comment: "They always want 
us to change. Change all the time. It only makes trouble to adopt so 
many changes"; "Pretty soon we won't be ourselves." (1932, 1998 
edn:218) 
 

 

I believe that in the early settlement years of the Molokans in the United States of 

America, group boundaries were reinforced as a means of self-protection from 

encroachment by the dominant culture.  Mistrust of the new, more often than a lack of 

knowledge of the host culture, was the key to understanding their wish to hold onto 

prior ways.  

 

Despite the fact that Molokans have been in the United States of America for several 

generations, Molokans still relate stories that indicate there is a basic mistrust of 

authority figures.  I remember visiting a Perth family of Molokans (first wave, second 

and third generations, then Makcimist) about 10 years ago and the conversation drifted 

back to their memories of World War II when they were young children.  The woman 

(Gloria) remembered how the Japanese people, especially their neighbours, were 

apprehended and sent to camps for the duration of the war.  Their neighbours stored all 

their belongings in a large container on Gloria's family property and had to abandon 

their home and leave their business to fail during their absence.  For Gloria, this 

demonstrated that the United States government would treat ethnic communities 
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unfairly in times of social unrest.  Gloria's son (first wave, fourth generation, Heritage 

Molokan, Western Australia) recounted an early childhood experience which his mother 

had with a police officer.  He said:  

 

I recall an experience with my own mother. We (my mother, my 
sisters, and I) were driving somewhere when we were pulled aside by 
a policeman for some minor traffic infringement.  I recall my mother 
nearly panicking and giving us children strict and stern instructions on 
how to behave such as 'do not look at the policeman or talk'.  I 
remember the policeman walking from his car up to ours. I remember 
him talking with my mother but beyond that my memory of the 
incident fades. I would have been about 4 at the time. I seem to 
remember this event because it occurred near the intersection where a 
school was located.  No one in our family had attended that school but 
I had been taken there to have what I now know as a Polio vaccine on 
sugar cubes. My mother was born and educated through high school in 
the United States of America. She knew only broken Russian and it 
could almost be said English was her first language. 
 
 
 

The effect of negative experiences where trust has been broken has a tendency to 

survive through several generations.  

 

Molokan migration and settlement experiences were greatly different when they moved 

from the United States of America to Australia in 1964.  The migrations from Russia 

were conducted as a matter of urgency to avoid persecution, to seek religious freedom, 

and to avoid impending social upheaval. Individuals and families arrived in the United 

States of America economically ruined and emotionally shattered. They were able to 

return to Russia though only a few took that opportunity as most had ceased trusting the 

Russian government to uphold human and individual rights. 

 

In contrast, many of the early Molokan migrants to Australia received government 

assisted passage, had experienced no governmental persecution requiring them to leave 
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their country, had freedom of religion, and were not fleeing immediate calamity.  They 

arrived in a land where they could speak the language, had educational and vocational 

skills they transplanted easily, and had freedom to maintain contact with their home 

country and kin. 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, Molokans were disillusioned with the decline of their 

religious community in the United States of America.  Second, third and fourth 

generation Molokans were not adhering to the culture of their ancestors.  Even more 

alarming, they were changing their beliefs with respect to pacifism and military service 

to accepting the concept of a 'just war'.  Elders spent time organising prayers for the 

purpose of seeking spiritual guidance through prophecy on how to keep the youth 

faithful to their religion's view of pacifism, to prevent further cultural erosion and to 

preserve their Molokan culture.  The solution seemed to rest with leaving the United 

States of America and moving to another country where it would be easier to recreate 

their original culture.  I will not delve into the role of prophecy in migration in this 

chapter as its role in the Molokan community will be discussed fully in Chapter 7. 

 

THE AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT  

 

The first move to Australia was made in 1964 in response to prophecies made in 

California about impending social unrest for Molokans. Some of these prophecies that 

originally inspired approximately 100 couples to migrate will be discussed in Chapter 7.  

However, on the day of departure only eight families made the journey. According to 

Alex, all who had changed their minds were convinced by family members that they 

had obligations to their aging parents, or to keep their children in a larger Molokan 
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community for marriage prospects, or not to follow the radicals who spearheaded the 

movement.  

 

The first eight families originally settled in Nannup, Western Australia, (which is 

approximately 310 kilometres south of Perth) and then moved to Bunbury (which is 

approximately 200 kilometres south of Perth) in order to find steady employment.  

Eventually another group of Molokan migrants made the move from the United States 

of America and settled in Horsham, South Australia.  This community eventually 

relocated to Adelaide also for the purpose of accessing steady employment. As the 

population in the Adelaide community was larger, some of the Western Australian 

families eventually moved there.  

 

Migration to and from Australia has taken place continuously since 1964. A crisis 

occurred in 1987-1988 when ten families in Western Australian returned to America or 

moved to South Australia disillusioned by the low rate of immigrant arrival of 

Molokans.  This move impacted most seriously on the Reformed Molokans whose 

group disbanded because many of their members moved away. Remaining members 

either ceased attending Molokan churches or had to travel to Wellington Mills (which is 

approximately 40 kilometres east of Bunbury) or Yalingup (which is approximately 70 

kilometres south of Bunbury) for church services.  

 

During the 40 years of settlement in Australia, numerous families have moved between 

South Australia, Western Australia and the United States of America usually for the 

purpose of staying with a larger more stable Molokan community and providing their 

children with social contacts for marrying within the Molokan faith.  In order to ensure 

their cultural survival in the face of assimilation, Australian Molokans continue to share 
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social links and spiritual experiences with the communities in the United States of 

America, the Russian Soviet Socialist Federation Republic, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and 

Turkmenistan.   

 

Another important strategy for cultural survival is the intergenerational sharing of oral 

history.  Alex's parents moved to California in 1905 where they continued to share the 

oral history of the Molokan experience that took place in Russia.  Alex and his peers 

kept these stories alive by telling them in church, Molokans socials, and at home. After 

moving to Australia, Alex continued to share his knowledge of Molokan oral history by 

sharing events that took place in Russia and in the United States of America with the 

Molokans who migrated to Australia and their subsequent generations. Alex and his 

peers who are of the first, second or third waves of migration play a vital role in 

maintaining the collective memories of other places and times through their speeches 

during church services, formal social gatherings, and informal visits in the diasporic 

Molokan communities. 

 

As mentioned previously, coming into contact with an environment and culture that 

differs from the migrant's home environment and culture causes migrants to 

contemplate why different societies have different practices and values.  People are 

often faced with having to choose between compromising their beliefs in order to avoid 

offending people who do not share or understand their beliefs and practices or 

remaining true to their own beliefs at the risk of offending others. Therefore, social 

interactions at the boundaries of communities can become sites of tension and 

compromise.  My respondents' experiences relating to cross cultural and intra cultural 

experiences are presented in Chapter 5 and Appendix 9. 
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The dilemma associated with migration and losing close contact with a home culture 

often results in an interweaving of elements of the home and host cultures and the 

creation of a transnational identity (Bottomley 1992:23; Baldassar 1992:209) in which 

there must be "multiple relationships – familial, economic, social, organizational, 

religious, and political" (Basch, Glick Schiller & Blanc 1994:7) with individuals in 

other countries. Molokans in Armenia proselytise yet seem to maintain the integrity of 

their religious culture.  American and Australian Molokans believe in maintaining their 

closed community status by not proselytising. Despite this major difference, the cultural 

similarities between Armenian, American and Australian Molokans help them maintain 

social cohesion.  This is slightly different to Barth's (1994:12) proposal that boundary 

maintenance is more important than cultural content in achieving social cohesion 

because cultural content is constantly in a state of flux. I agree that there is some 

variation in the cultural content between different Molokan sub-groups and waves of 

migration and also a difference with respect to boundary maintenance but these 

differences are also many points of similarity. It is "their shared identification with 

certain symbols which represent their community…. which comprise the boundary…" 

(Baldassar 1994:62).   

 

As mentioned earlier, "people become most sensitive to their own culture when they 

encounter others" (Cohen 1985:70).  However, this contact does not have to take place 

in person.  I found that Molokans became aware of how they were viewed by wider 

society through print media.  Representations of Molokan beliefs, spirituality, social 

practices, and even emotional states have been made by social scientists and journalists 

since their arrival in Los Angeles.  Some of these representations have caused some 

Molokans unease with respect to their relations with wider society.  Some Molokans 

have begun to challenge the discourse of social scientists and journalists by promoting 
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their own literature on Molokanism.  I will discuss some of these issues in the following 

chapter.

                                                      
1 Similarly, Pakulski noted in his studies of Polish communities in Australia that the Poles in 
Tasmania were different to the Poles who had settled in other parts of Australia (Pakulski 
1985a:89). 
2 Wren said that "[i]n ancient Egypt, slaves were used for this purpose" (1996:9). Molokan 
identification with Judaism in the Old Testament adds to the length of the timespan in which 
they symbolically participate in persecution and is demonstrated by their use of Biblical 
examples as metaphors in their discourse. 
3 From Minutes of the Conference, International Institute, February 13, 1923. 
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5 – CHALLENGING DOMINANT DISCOURSE 

 

Shortly after my arrival in Australia in 1977, I visited several families who, in the 

course of their discussions, commented on texts that were written about Molokans by 

non-Molokans and how these texts portrayed them in a negative light.  For example, 

several American anthropologists (Young 1932, 1998 edn; Moore 1973) had conducted 

fieldwork on Molokans in Los Angeles and reported on their spiritual activities and 

social interactions in a manner that was perceived to be disparaging by some Molokans.   

The issue of how Molokans are perceived by wider society came to my attention again 

in 1994 during the Sociology lecture I refer to in the Preface. In 2000-2001, I had an 

opportunity to acquire and read some of these texts when I made a return visit to the 

United States of America.  

 

During my visit to California, I visited the United Molokan Christian Association's 

(UMCA) library and book store and found they stocked several anthropological texts as 

well as historical and religious books produced by Molokans. I decided to purchase 

copies of these texts to find out for myself how the Molokans were portrayed by 

anthropologists.  During my research I took the opportunity to find out what Molokans 

thought about anthropological studies about them and whether these studies influenced 

their identity. I found that my participants did not feel these studies influenced their own 

construction of identity but they did indicate some concern as to how members of the 

wider society might perceive Molokans. I also found that the manner in which 

Molokans were portrayed by the news media caused Molokans to reconsider their 

position in their host society and affected the degree of trust they had of their host 

society.  It seemed to me that negative portrayals in literature and the media caused 

Molokans to recede from active involvement in the wider society.  
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This chapter discusses representations of Molokans, how Molokans feel about these 

representations, and who has the right to make these representations. I begin with 

representations in the print media by non-Molokans before proceeding to those by 

Molokan authors.  In effect, this chapter addresses issues relating to the social impact 

that majority discourse can have on a minority community.  

 

As I proceed through this chapter, I present information gathered by non-Molokan 

authors in wider society and contrast this to the oral history and oral tradition of the 

Molokan community. This exercise demonstrates two processes.  Firstly, it shows how 

government reports in Russia could be constructed to present the government in a 

favourable light whilst misrepresenting the populace.  Secondly, the sharing of oral 

history and oral traditions (minority discourse) provides Molokans with an opportunity 

to contest majority discourse with their version of history.  Like the Jews in 

Finkielkraut’s study, Molokans have an opportunity to challenge majority discourse and 

restore their good name:  

 

It was not so long ago that Jew had effectively become a special kind 
of reference, an automatically degrading image that its own models 
were powerless to change. Today we’ve reached the point where the 
stereotype has been cast aside by those it was meant to portray. 
(Finkielkraut 1994:122) 

 

 

NON MOLOKAN AUTHORS 

 

The first comprehensive study on Molokans was conducted by sociologist Pauline 

Young who prepared a dissertation in 1930 entitled Assimilation Problems of Russian-

Molokans in Los Angeles.  I purchased a copy of the dissertation from the University of 

Southern California as it is not available at the UMCA's library.  Her dissertation 
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formed the basis of the book Pilgrims of Russian-Town (1932, 1998 edn).  Young was a 

sociologist from the University of Chicago, at that time, which promoted a statistical 

approach to research in a political climate that encouraged migrants to assimilate into 

the host society.  Young was an interventionist researcher in that she tried to encourage 

and facilitate the assimilation of Molokans into American society (already discussed in 

Chapter 4). 

 

Assimilation Problems of Russian-Molokans in Los Angeles (Young 1930) explored the 

religious, historical and social aspects of the community.  Her work focused on 

Molokan settlement experiences in Los Angeles with an emphasis on intergenerational 

tensions between first and second generation migrants and second generation 

delinquency.  She noted the Molokans' historical struggle to practise pacifism and the 

conflicts that arose as a result between Molokans and the governments in Russia and in 

the United States of America.  Her methodological approach included participant 

observation, limited interviews with members of the community and numerous visits to 

Juvenile Hall to interact with ‘delinquents’.  I believe that Young felt a degree of 

compassion towards the Molokans as well as having respect for their religious and 

spiritual practices.  The following is an example of her portrayal of Molokan 

spirituality:  

 

"Holy Jumping" is the Molokan form of exhilaration, a mystic rapture, 
an adventure of the spirit, a genuine experience for the believer when 
the heart beats strongly because of the mystic presence of God. It is 
accompanied by a feeling of a rich emotional tone, of an enlarged, 
unverbalized creative power which quickens enthusiasm, awakens 
humility and cements the ties of the spiritual brotherhood. (Young 
1930:15) 
 

 

She presented an accurate portrayal of the situations that were available to her. Her 

study was limited due to her restricted access to a wider population sample for 
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interviews due to Molokan mistrust of outsiders.  This is something I can, as an 

anthropologist, empathise with as I have also had difficulty in gaining participation 

from community members.  

 

Pilgrims of Russian-Town (Young 1932, 1998 edn) is a condensed summary of her 

dissertation and lacks the richness, depth or compassion presented in the dissertation.  I 

was surprised that Young made little mention in Pilgrims of Russian-Town (Young 

1932, 1998 edn) of the pre-migration experiences of Molokans, no mention of the 

World War I experiences of the Arizona Molokans, nor made connections to their 

negative experiences during settlement in Los Angeles as an explanation for their 

reticence in assisting in her research project.   

 

Helen (first wave, third generation, South Australia, Makcimist) read Pilgrims of 

Russian-Town (Young 1932, 1998 edn) prior to moving to Australia and felt that it 

represented the individual Molokans that Young had met but that this was a small 

sample of the community. I queried the representation of Molokans living together as a 

happy cohesive group in several of the texts and asked if she felt this was an accurate 

representation. Her response to this observation was that Molokans live cooperatively 

when it is necessary for their survival as it had been in Russia. This cooperativeness 

diminished when economic success and individualism entered into their lives. Helen felt 

that Young's (1932, 1998 edn) studies were a positive and valuable contribution to 

future generations of Molokans in that they offered glimpses into a specific period of 

Molokan history.  Helen felt that Young was important to the Molokans as a signpost:  

 

I also feel that she was an angel of God. Because our people were told 
in Russia that a woman will meet you.  Described the street, what the 
people would be doing. When they got to LA, there was this woman 
standing there. …She greeted them.…They knew they were living 
where they were supposed to be because she greeted them.   
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Peter (first wave, third generation, South Australia, Makcimist) also read Young's 

(1932, 1998 edn) book and noted that:   

 

It was very interesting to hear how the people were back in the 1930s 
and 1940s and to see how far some of our people have lost it. Have 
assimilated into the world, and church is no longer important. 
Fellowship isn't important. Serving the dollar is and how little by little 
they have lost something that was special.  
 

 

He noted that life has its difficulties and that people adapt to fit circumstances. His 

concern was that decision making was often a reactive response to a crisis rather than 

pro-active planning in anticipation of future needs.  He said that reading Young's book 

gave him reason to reflect on his community's actions and the changes that had taken 

place as a result of their migration to the United States of America and to think pro-

actively on how he would like to see the Molokan community deal with future 

conflictual issues and maintain its cultural continuity. 

 

Young's studies were followed by Sydney Jackson who conducted a very brief study 

entitled The Molokans: A Study of a Religious Minority (1962, 1998 edn) as a Paper for 

The Social Studies Division of George Fox College.  His study was an overview of 

Molokan history, migration, doctrines and organisation of the church.  His methodology 

consisted primarily of a literature review (including the Spirit and Life), several 

interviews, and participant observation in churches located in Los Angeles, California, 

and Gervais and Jefferson in Oregon.  His work contains a historical presentation of 

sectarian groups in Russia, their influence in the development of Molokanism, a 

description of religious beliefs, and an account of the migration to the United States of 

America.  Although I purchased a copy of Jackson's paper at the UMCA's library none 

of my participants were familiar with it nor had any comments to make regarding it. I 
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felt that his paper was not inflammatory in any way and presented an interesting 

discussion on the origins of religious groups that gave rise to the Russian Orthodox 

Church and subsequently to Molokans. 

 

William Moore, a teacher, conducted Masters research on the World War I experiences 

of the Molokans in Arizona entitled Prisoners in the Promised Land: The Story of the 

Molokans in World War I (1972).  Unable to secure any participation from the 

Molokans, his work was conducted entirely by archival research in which he 

reconstructed the events that led to the arrests and imprisonment of Molokans who 

refused to register for the draft.  William Moore also had difficulty gaining participation 

from the Molokans for his research but his historical presentation of the events 

surrounding the Arizona Molokans' refusal to register and their consequences was 

extremely informative.  Similar to Young, William Moore did not make a connection 

between the Molokans’ unpleasant World War I experiences and their unwillingness to 

cooperate with him.  However, he did point out that prior to World War I Arizona 

Molokans mingled freely with the wider society. 

 

Willard Moore prepared a short monograph entitled Molokan Oral Tradition: Legends 

and Memorates of an Ethnic Sect (1973).  His study focused on the religious beliefs, 

spiritual and social activities of Molokans.   He focused much of his attention on the 

church (sobranie) as a forum for social interaction and location for community guidance 

through spiritual inspiration.  He dedicated a chapter to oral hstory and oral traditions 

including the prophecies that were related to him or he had witnessed.  Prophecy was an 

important topic for Willard Moore as he saw it as the highest source of social control in 

the community (Moore 1973:39).   Though Willard Moore's work seemed to lack an 

appreciation for cultural relativism and he represented Molokans and their culture as the 
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primitive and simple Other, he presented a wide variety of oral histories albeit in 

snapshot form.  Moore's book is the source of Harvey's (first wave, second generation, 

Makcimist (at that time), Western Australia) and several other Molokans' concern about 

how Molokans are represented to wider society.   

 

One time, while attending a Molokan social function the discussion centred on Willard 

Moore's work and his portrayal of Molokan spirituality.  As Harvey and the other guests 

were discussing the book, Harvey said he was deeply offended by Molokan Oral 

Tradition: Legends and Memorates of an Ethnic Sect (Moore 1973) because it likened 

his physical appearance to that of Rasputin. He felt this correlation to an 'evil' person 

would attach negative connotations to himself should anyone match up the person in the 

ethnography to the real person.   After Harvey heard about my experience in the 

Sociology lecture, he became exceedingly troubled about how Molokans were 

represented and that members of the wider society were being presented with 

misinformation in social scientific texts. It appeared that Harvey's primary concern was 

that the guest lecturer was relying on Molokan Oral Tradition: Legends and Memorates 

of an Ethnic Sect (Moore 1973) for his insight into Molokanism when that text was 

considered flawed and biased by some Molokans.  Harvey felt that it presented him in a 

negative light, the observations were inadequate, and that an attitude of superiority on 

behalf of Moore (1973) seemed to come through in the writing. 

 

Harvey and his peers expressed concern about the negative portrayals of Molokan 

community life and the ridicule of their spirituality, religious beliefs, and intellectual 

development in Molokan Oral Tradition: Legends and Memorates of an Ethnic Sect 

(Moore 1973).  They discussed who had the right to make representations of them to 

wider society and expressed concern that they might once again be the subject of 
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persecution by the wider society and that misinformation about their beliefs and social 

practices might lead once again to them being judged in a negative light.  None of the 

other participants had read the book, but most had heard of it in passing, and they had 

no comments to make on its contents. 

 

In his book, Willard Moore made several comments about Molokans expressing 

emotion openly during church services. He (1973:74) noted that it "is not unusual to see 

the entire congregation or isolated individuals sobbing hysterically during a song or a 

prayer” in the church environment. He (1973:74) notes that on one occasion an elderly 

Molokan man addressed the congregation and invited them to a memorial service for his 

deceased wife.  During his address to the congregation the speaker began to cry and 

“[t]he rest of the congregation accepted both his behavior and message calmly” (Moore 

1973:74). Moore goes on to describe this behaviour as a form of primitive therapy that 

is both healthy and practical as long as it is performed within the group’s social 

boundary.   

 

Willard Moore seemed very uncomfortable about witnessing a high degree of emotional 

disclosure in a public setting as this was not in accordance with acceptable western 

social practices. I feel that his approach to observing Molokan social behaviour was 

shrouded in ethnocentrism rather than in cultural relativism as he created a boundary 

between himself and the Molokans he observed by labelling them primitive in their 

approach to emotional and spiritual well being.  

 

In other non-industrial cultures such as those of the!Kung, emotional displays occur in 

public and are not segregated according to sex or gender: 
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Most cultures, including our own, consider some activities appropriate 
for girls and others for boys, and encourage the two sexes to play 
separately from an early age. Our derisive terms "tomboy" and "sissy" 
seem to have no counterparts in !Kung vocabulary.  !Kung children 
are not segregated by sex, neither sex is trained to be submissive or 
fierce, and neither sex is restrained from expressing the full breadth of 
emotion that seems inherent in the human spirit. (Shostak 1981:108) 
 

 

I raise the following question, “Why is the expression of natural human emotion 

described by Moore as primitive or simple behaviour?”  Was this judgment easy for him 

to make because he was observing the ‘other’; or was it that the church service is as a 

public, social sphere and he did not consider the expression of emotion in the public 

social sphere appropriate?  Social scientists have had a tendency to attach their own 

social bias onto the social communities they observe without regard for the 

consequences to the repercussions on the communities studied. 

 

From attending church services throughout my childhood and as an adult I have 

observed that Molokans who make speeches (besedi) may expound on the teachings of 

the Bible from a theoretical perspective or give personal testimonials.  Speeches may 

encompass eulogies for the deceased, advice for newlyweds and new parents, or the 

sharing of dreams.  Often in the case of grief, speakers and other members of the 

congregation may weep openly.  

 

Molokans are sensitive about having their spiritual and emotional expressions viewed 

by outsiders, having been previously referred to as psychologically unstable in several 

forms of media in earlier years, as mentioned in Chapters 3 and 4.  However, having 

read a number of texts on ecstatic religion, shamanism, and spirituality I now know that 

Molokans are not the only groups to have been labelled in this manner.  Lewis noted 

that western social scientists tended to label anyone who experienced religious ecstacy, 

spiritual possession, or practised shamanism as being neurotic or psychotic (1971:179-
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181).  Lewis then pointed out that a number of researchers found that while some 

shamans may have been egocentric, insane, or hysterical many others were well 

socialised, rational and sober. Stereotyping people can have negative repercussions for 

researchers as in the case of the Molokans who now avoid having their church services 

or demonstrations of spiritual expression viewed by members of the wider society. 

 

Molokan values are based on their belief in God and this forms the basis of their 

understanding of equality between all humans, pacifism, the use of reason, and self-

perfection through work (Lane 1975:224).   Lane (1975:226) states that Molokans only 

stood in opposition to Communism because Communism promoted aethism and 

military action and that many Molokan communes dissolved under communism for two 

reasons.  The first because the government used 'compulsion' to achieve its goals and 

the second because Molokans could not compete economically with the state run 

collectives (1975:226-227).  Over a period of 25 years after the commencement of the 

collectivisation programmes many Molokans left the religion and joined other groups 

such as the Baptist sect (Lane 1975:227-228).  In the same period, many of the youth 

left in rebellion against the narrow religious traditions of their elders (Lane 1975:228).   

 

However, Lane points out that:  

 

There is no evidence to suggest that the continuing decrease in 
numbers since the period of collectivization is due to any policy of 
persecution by the political authorities. Because of the greater degree 
of compatability of Communist ideology with the Molokan secular 
ethic than with other sectarian world views, there have been few areas 
of friction and consequently little need to interfere in the internal life 
of religious communities.  The 1970 register of civil rights prisoners 
listing members from nearly every religious group, does not mention 
one Molokan. Why then, have they nevertheless continued to decline? 
(Lane 1975:228) 
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She does not indicate whether this register of civil rights prisoners only contains 

recently arrested prisoners or whether it contains records from the rise of Communism.  

One of the pitfalls of having to rely on reports produced by the government of the day is 

that the government has the power to produce records that support its political agenda 

and economic goals. 

 

As shown in Chapter 3 and Appendix 3, the Communist government was not as 

forgiving and tolerant of Molokans as they portrayed themselves to be in their 

government reports. More details on how Molokans fared under Communism are 

presented in Chapter 7.  I emphasize that the stories of persecution presented in this 

thesis are a fraction of what occurred.  I suspect that many Molokans left the religion 

and joined other sects as a matter of survival as the Molokans were the first sectarians to 

be purged by Lenin and Stalin. 

 

Lane mentioned that while most Molokans were peasants living in the rural regions, 

unlike many of the other sects during that time, a significant proportion of Molokans 

were also merchants, industrialist and townsmen (1975:222).  This correlates to Soviet 

sociologist Klibanov's report on the socio-economic composition of Molokans under the 

Russian Monarchy.  Data he collected at the turn of the 20th century indicated that:  

 

In an economic sense, the position of the peasant resettlers in general 
is satisfactory, and in particular in almost all of the villages of Amur-
Zeia Volost; as concerns other volosts, in more than half of the 
villages there are approximately 60% wealthy – primarily in villages 
settled by sectarians; the remaining 40% live poorly; … (Klibanov 
1965, 1982 edn:190) 
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As the Molokans became more influential and successful in the business sector, the 

government issued various decrees to restrict their activities.  One such decree was 

issued on 13 February 1837:   

 

…according to which Molokans were forbidden: "1) to be inscribed 
into the merchant guilds, other than those in which they were 
previously inscribed, and from these it is forbidden to transfer to 
higher guilds"; 2) to transfer to a city community from a peasant one, 
"even if they have received freedom from the landlord," and "for those 
inscribed in an urban community…[to transfer] to other 
communities"…; 3) "to have Russian Orthodox people as servants in 
the home, in factories and other production facilities (Ministry 1858: 
241-242).  In 1842, there followed a decree by the Tsar, denying 
Molokans and Dukhobors from among the odnodvortsy [state 
peasants] "the right to acquire peasants from people equal to them" 
(Polnoe Sobranie Sakonov: XVII, 27).  (Klibanov 1965, 1982 
edn:156).  
 

 

Klibanov demonstrated that Molokans were productive and prosperous members of 

Russian society and that government sanctions were required to stem their socio-

economic growth and potential political power.   In one Molokan biography the author 

stated that Molokans feigned a return to Orthodoxy in order to maintain their economic 

interests but continued to practise their Molokan beliefs in secret to avoid further 

persecution.  When Molokans were exiled to Transcaucasia in 1839 many of these 

Molokans resumed their Molokan practices openly.   However, even this form of 

government sponsored control of sectarian growth was mild compared to what took 

place under Communism (see Shubin 1999 in Appendix 3). 

 

Lane further shows that, during Communism, Molokans had reduced in number and 

were mainly elderly:  

 
 
In Turkmenistan's capital, Ashkhabad [Aschabat], about 50 people 
attend prayer meetings, the overwhelming majority being female and 
old….One Molokan is quoted as summing up the fate of Molokansim 
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in Turkmenistan in the following words: 'Our fathers and forefathers 
were Molokans and so are we. We have very little left, we are living 
out our last days. When we die, Molokanism also dies'…Outside the 
Caucasus, the already mentioned community in Blagoveshchensk also 
consists mainly of old and female members… (Lane 1975:229) 
 

 

Oral history and oral traditions preserved via newspaper articles indicate that there were 

other reasons for the lack of men and youth in these regions other than defection from 

the religion and the economic decline of the Molokan communes.  I have only one 

edition of the Spiritual Christian Molokan News (January 1992, p.3) and it presents an 

article entitled 'To the Amur District Molokans' that was printed in the Blagoveshchensk 

newspaper.  A portion of the article reads as follows:  

 

…In our families the elders were respected, they didn't tolerate vodka 
or tobacco, and lived to a very ripe-old age being respected by their 
grandsons and great-grandsons. Children from a very young age loved 
farm work, they knew how to take care of animals, and learned how to 
grow bread [Russian idiom for a grain farmer]. For this reason, during 
the First World War, Russia was feeding half of the world, and now 
our country, for thirty years has been importing food from overseas, 
because of current mismanagement, there is not much hope.  
 
Molokans – it is a sect of Orthodox Russians, who by their views are 
close to the modern Protestant religions of Europe and America. 
Reprisals of the 1920s-30s destroyed our villages. And the repression 
devastated [literally: "decapitated"] all the wealthy landowners.  I 
would like that the descendants of our people would write me or call 
me…. 
 
Let us re-establish our old connections and relationships, together we 
can decide how to help the rebirth of the Amur District. 1 
 
(Saiapin, Blagoveshchensk, 1 June 1991) 

 
 

Lane concludes from her research that although they were failing to attract newcomers 

and were relying on reproduction from within (their children) to renew themselves the 

Molokan communities in Georgia and Armenia were stronger and more stable than 
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those in other regions. Perhaps the following anecdote can shed some light on the lack 

of males: 

 

In the 1930s, during the Stalin government, all male adults (a total of 
85) in the Nikitina [Armenia] village were arrested and sent to prisons.  
Fifteen years later three of the survivors returned to the village 
(Portnoff n.d.:20).  
 
 
 

A number of the books and articles written about Molokans portray them as having 

difficulty adapting to modern western life (Moore (1973; Lane 1975) and this is usually 

ascribed to most of them being illiterate or of the peasantry.  I found having access to 

biographies, oral histories, testimonies and personal reminiscences to be a precious 

commodity.  My thesis provides an opportunity for Molokans to present a little bit of 

Russian history from their side of the power structures.    

 

Molokans often refer to two non-Molokan Soviet writers who conducted ethnographic 

and demographic studies of sectarians in Russia. The first was A.I. Klibanov who wrote 

History of Religious Sectarianism in Russia (1860s-1917) (1965), a comprehensive 

demographic study of the many sectarian movements that were prevalent in Russia in 

the 1800s. This book was translated into English by Ethel Dunn and edited by her 

husband Stephen P. Dunn.  Klibanov's work is of immense importance to modern day 

Molokans as he provides a statistical account of Molokans in Russia.  Dissenters and 

Prisoners (1872), an ethnographic study conducted by F.V. Livanov, is referred to by 

Molokans in some of their handbooks.  It is considered a valuable text because Livanov 

conducted numerous interviews with Molokans throughout Russia. The Molokans in 

San Francisco have taken the volumes from Dissenters and Prisoners (1872) that refer 

to Molokans, reproduced them in History of the Spiritual Christian Molokans (1979) 

and had them printed in the Russian language. 
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During my fieldwork, I found that anthropological texts did not contribute to the 

formation of Molokan identity primarily because most Molokans did not have access to 

anthropological writings.  This is probably a direct result of the UMCA's cost cutting 

policy of not providing services to Molokan communities outside the United States of 

America. In fact, it is even difficult to obtain a copy of their catalogue unless you know 

someone who works at the library.  

 

Emma (third wave, second generation, Makcimist, South Australia) with whom I 

informally canvassed the issue of anthropological and historical texts replied that when 

she read books about Molokans she kept in mind any bias or potential hidden agenda of 

the author.  With respect to historical or anthropological texts produced in the former 

Soviet Union, Emma believed that Russian establishments such as the Orthodox 

Church, the Monarchy, and Communist State, including their fieldworkers and social 

surveyors wanted to slander or defame the Molokans by portraying them negatively to 

demoralise them and bring them under their control for their own purposes. 

 

Vaceli told me that he had not read any anthropological or sociological literature on 

Molokans and that his reading has been limited to historical texts referring to periods 

over 100 years ago.  However, he considers anthropological interest in Molokans as 

positive:  

 

This is good not only from the perspective of the surrounding 
community understanding the Molokan community, but also, through 
the questioning process the Molokan member can better understand 
his own community and how it relates to the surrounding community. 
 

 

Stella, on the other hand, felt that Molokans were meant to be living a secluded lifestyle 

rather than being in the public eye:   
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Like we were talking the other day, I believe that it is really none of 
their business digging into our community and our background. We 
are supposed to be quiet, keep to ourselves, that's the way I feel. We 
shouldn't be pushing ourselves into the limelight. I think Molokans 
should be demure and discrete and go about worshipping God in their 
own privacy and not make it a public spectatorship. So that's why I'm 
so offended by these websites [Molokan discussion forums and 
Molokan News]. 

 
 

Another informal participant specifically stated that he read all kinds of texts but did not 

necessarily accept the author's conclusions.  Rather, he read texts to glean information 

and to find links to other sources of information.  He said he then fitted the pieces 

together to form his own picture.   

 

Other participants used texts about Molokans to gain a window into the first three 

decades of Molokan settlement in the United States of America. A number of Molokans 

have also visited the Russian archives in their endeavour to find historical information 

relating to their community. The general response I received to questions relating to 

how Molokan identity is portrayed in anthropological texts was that people are glad that 

something was written about Molokans at a time when they were too busy with the task 

of adaptation and survival to make time for reflecting and writing.   

 

There are two other general texts with which Molokans are familiar as they are also 

stocked by the UMCA library.  The first is The Russians’ Secret by Hoover and Petrov 

(1999). Hoover is an Anabaptist writer, and Petrov, a member of the Rockingham 

Meeting of Conservative Friends in Moscow which talks about past and present 

struggles of the 'underground' Christian church in Russia. The second book is The 

Happiest People on Earth (1975) by Shakarian, Sherrill and Sherrill, written about 

Shakarian.  Shakarian came from an Armenian family who lived alongside the 

Molokans in the early 1900s.  The authors write about Shakarian’s experiences with the 
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Molokans and his involvement in the development of the Full Gospel Business Men's 

Fellowship International. These two books are popular as they depict several dominant 

discourses in the Molokan community, namely spirituality, persecution, and triumph in 

the face of adversity. They are also written by people who experienced some form of 

social marginalisation because of their ethnic origins and their sectarian religions. 

 

Peter described to me a social interaction he had with a security guard of a company 

with whom he had been conducting business. The security guard had read Happiest 

People on Earth (1975), noticed Peter's long beard, and knew that he had moved from 

California.  He put together the clues he found in the book regarding the cultural 

markers of Molokans and their domicile in California and eventually asked Peter if he 

was a member of the Molokan community. The following is an account of their 

interaction:   

 

Then finally I noticed he was asking, "Are you a Molokan?" and I 
said, "No." When people first ask, you don’t know really how to 
answer them and then I said "Yeah". He wanted me to come to his 
church up in Pasadena [a suburb of Adelaide] and give a testimony of 
why we moved to Australia.…he says, "Because he read this book and 
he saw little things like we were from California and had a beard". I 
said, "How would he know that we were Molokan?" He said, "There 
were other things like one day there was money on the table … [and it 
remained untouched even when Peter had been the only person in the 
room].  
 

 

This social interaction was significant for Peter who endeavours to practice his 

Christianity in the daily details of his life: honesty, kindness, fairness, having respect for 

one's fellow man.  So when the security guard associated Molokans with people of high 

integrity rather than opportunism, and spirituality instead of ignorance, it boosted Peter's 

sense of community honour.   
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There were two additional positive outcomes for Peter from this social interaction. The 

first was that he discovered that there were other spiritual church communities 'out there 

in the world'. The security guard was a member of an Anglican Church from England. 

As a result of spiritual revelation to leave England, the entire congregation relocated to 

Adelaide, South Australia. Peter was very impressed that an entire congregation would 

heed the voice of its spiritual workers and work together cooperatively to fulfil the call.  

The second positive outcome for Peter was that he found that God favoured all people 

equally:   

 

So, God is not only talking to the Molokans, he is talking to the 
Gentiles and he is saying, "Hey listen, I am talking to you".  
 

 

I enquired as to whether he felt that the representations about Molokans, as related to 

him by the security guard, were accurate. Peter replied that they were accurate in that 

they depicted the good points of Molokans. Peter's primary concern dealt with 

individuals in the Molokan community who do not conduct themselves in a Christian 

manner and go out into the world and draw the public's attention to the Molokan 

community via their own lower standards.  Peter's experience with positive feedback 

towards his religious community encouraged him to open himself up to a member of the 

wider society and also to realise that there was a common thread of spirituality between 

the two religious communities.  

 

Participants in my study provided me with a greater diversity of responses to my 

questions about newspaper coverage than to queries about anthropological research.  I 

suspect this is because it is easier to access newspapers than research papers in 

university libraries. 
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NEWS MEDIA COVERAGE 

 

Media coverage, primarily newspapers, provides an outsider perspective on Molokans 

to the wider society. It seems, however, that newspapers have had a greater impact on 

cross-cultural relations for Molokans than on their perception of who they are.  

 

Most of the people I interviewed or with whom I chatted informally did not mention 

having any negative personal experience with newspaper representations of Molokans. 

Alex and Noreen gave me copies of newspaper articles that reported on the Molokan 

exodus (pahod) in 1964 as the first eight families made their departure from 

Los Angeles.  The article reports that Molokans held a church prayer service at the boat 

terminal for the eight families departing on their migration to Australia. Alex attended 

the prayer service at the boat terminal and felt that the media treated Molokans with 

utmost respect during this event and that subsequently published newspaper articles 

were not inflammatory in any way (see Appendix 10). Miriam told me that items about 

Molokans in newspapers are usually limited to a discussion of cultural attire and some 

of the ceremonial rituals.  She believes that Molokans are a very spiritual people and 

that this aspect of their lives is overlooked.   

 

Noreen showed me several newspaper clippings about Molokans that she had collected 

in previous years.  Her comment on the article which was a comparison between 

traditional Japanese and Molokan wedding attire was that most newspaper reports were 

limited to the cultural markers of the communities that they were depicting. Like 

Miriam, Noreen felt that most news articles only dealt with surface issues such as 

cultural markers rather than the meanings associated with the use of those markers (see 

Appendix 11). One of the younger participants, Jane (first wave, fourth generation, 
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Heritage Molokan, Western Australia), told me about some newspaper articles, dated in 

the 1970s, about Molokans settling in Adelaide.  She said the articles depicted them as: 

 

Peasant, folkish, kind of happy ethnic group and they were cheery and 
they wear special clothes. I don't think it was very accurate. But then 
maybe that is how it was in those days, but in the last 20 years it 
doesn't seem like that now.  
 

 

Alex also shared some news clippings about the Molokans in Adelaide shortly after 

their settlement in that region in 1964. The articles displayed a Molokan couple in their 

prayer costume, groups of Molokans outside their church, and mentioned several 

aspects of their religious beliefs. These articles had been submitted by the Molokans as 

a source of information for the wider society. It appears that when Molokans have a 

degree of control about how they are represented in media they are less hesitant to 

cooperate. For the most part, most Molokans found that they had to explain their beliefs 

and practices to the wider society because there was little knowledge of who they were 

or what they stood for.  Alex himself has not had negative experiences with the wider 

society in his adult life but has documented negative media coverage about Molokans in 

Arizona during World War I in his book True Believers – Prisoners for Conscience 

(Wren 1991). 

 

Wren (1991) provides copies of newspaper articles in his book to demonstrate the 

willingness of the media in Arizona during World War I to portray Molokans in a 

negative light and to sensationalise events rather than to investigate the reasons for the 

position taken by the objectors (see Appendix 7). There was no effort made in these 

newspaper articles to portray Molokans’ tradition of objection to war and the taking of 

human life which began long before their migration to the United States of America. 
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William Moore (1972:27) comments in his thesis that when Molokan men were first 

imprisoned at the local jail the media portrayed the women of the prisoners as hysterical 

and simple-minded in their attempts to make contact with their husbands through the 

prison windows and/or to break them out of prison.  They were ridiculed in the media 

for their behaviour as this kind of unsophisticated behaviour would never be displayed 

by an average American. What was demonstrated in this instance is that the local 

community and media were ignorant of the pre-migration and migration experiences of 

these newcomers.  As shown later in this chapter and in Chapter 3, Chapter 7 and 

Appendix 3, before migrating to the United States of America oppression, sanctions, 

torture, death, or exile had been standard experiences for Molokans in their interactions 

with police and government officials. A person was usually never seen again once they 

had been arrested.  Most of these women had only been in the country between five and 

ten years and were wholly dependent upon their husbands for survival. The permanent 

loss of their husbands would have been the end of their families' viability in their new 

country.  Consequently, their expressions of fear and anxiety were quite understandable. 

 

Prior to Molokans’ World War I persecution experiences, there were media reports of 

them inviting locals into their homes to share meals and of them performing Russian 

songs in public (Moore 1972). The American media's desire for sensationalism and for 

disparaging their beliefs and behaviour during World War I caused many Molokans to 

retreat socially and from demonstrating their spirituality to members of wider society.   

 

Though the Molokans ceased to present themselves to wider society on a social level 

they did not withdraw completely. Alex told me that they still interacted with members 

of wider society who were in need of assistance.  His father was a member of a small 

church group who participated in visiting and praying for the ill after their working 

hours.  Their reputation spread by word of mouth to wider society and Alex's father was 
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sought out by many non-Molokans to pray for their very ill or dying relatives. He said 

that Molokans never refused a request to help even if it meant stopping work on their 

farm or in their business to do so.  Alex's wife, who passed away very recently, often 

cooked meals and delivered them to the hobos and transients who camped by the canals 

in Arizona during the depression.   

 

I asked my participants if they were aware of the article 'Soup Bones and Satanism' 

(Los Angeles Times 1985) (See Appendix 12).  The article reported that Molokans had 

participated in rituals of human sacrifice during church services.  Journalists alleged that 

bones found in the rubbish bins on church grounds provided the evidence for these 

accusations. As a result the police closed down and cordoned off the church in question. 

The church grounds were dug up and investigated thoroughly for the presence of human 

bones. In the end, any bones that were found were those of chickens, sheep or cattle as 

these are the traditional meat used in Molokan feasts. Helen was not aware of the actual 

newspaper articles but remembered the television coverage and the police inquiry as her 

family was resident in California at the time. She said she understands how the media 

could jump to conclusions and was not concerned by the negative coverage.  Rather, her 

anger was directed towards her co-religionists:   

 

I am angry, because I reckon it was probably a Molokan who out of 
their anger put the media up to this. … That is one thing, Molokans 
are such a tight community that when they hate, you know, there is a 
fine line between love and hate.  
 

 

Helen also said that most Molokans are inward looking and prefer not to know what is 

going on outside their own community:   

 

We are so innocent of the outside world. There are many Molokans 
who have never read a newspaper. … They don't want to know what 
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is going on outside. I was 19 before our family got a T.V. We had one 
radio in the house and that was for weather. Dad needed it because he 
was a farmer.  
 

 

Andrei (first wave, third generation, Spiritual Christian, U.S.A.) felt that the media’s 

misunderstanding of Molokan religious beliefs, as demonstrated in 'Soup Bones and 

Satanism', was a crucial issue (see Table 1 in Chapter 1 for an explanation of Molokan 

sub-groups). He said he could see how small misunderstandings could quickly develop 

into inflammatory situations during periods of cultural or political tension.  He told me 

that he established the Molokan News web site to convey what he considered accurate 

cultural information about Molokans to wider society in an effort to debunk myths that 

may have grown due to ignorance.  

 

Andrei also attempts to convey accurate information about Molokans through 

collaboration with anthropologists in California, Arizona, and the former Soviet Union. 

He encourages them to submit their writings to the elders of the Molokan community 

for feedback prior to publication.  In respect to one publication by non-Molokan 

anthropologists, the elders' comments were grouped together on one page and included 

in the Molokan version of the text which gave the elders a sense of having some control 

over the image that was portrayed of their community. However, the copy produced for 

general publication did not contain this page.  According to Andrei, some of the 

American Jumpers are hostile to anthropologists because they offer the community 

nothing in exchange for exploiting them or for exposing them to wider society.  Andrei 

also conducts his own research on Molokanism and participates in local community 

events which foster cross cultural understanding to heighten the awareness of Molokan 

history, culture and religious beliefs in Arizona. 
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Essentially, Molokans continue to fear they will be persecuted because of their minority 

religious status. During my research I received a telephone call from one of the 

Molokan elders in the southwest of Western Australia. He wanted to know if I was 

interested in including in my thesis a couple of newspaper articles (see Appendix 19) 

that were of concern to him as a member of a minority spiritual religion.  The elder felt 

the articles spoke against freedom of interpretation of Scripture, control of the 

expression of spirituality, and tried to impose a hierarchical structure to control man's 

understanding of God. He thought they were a resurrection of the issues that caused 

Molokans and other sectarians to be persecuted by the Orthodox Church in Tsarist 

Russia.  Like the Jewish survivors of the Holocaust (Finkielkraut 1994:120), Molokan 

elders fear that history may repeat itself in the near future. 

 

My own fears of persecution arose during the Azaria Chamberlain murder enquiry.  The 

Chamberlains were Seventh Day Adventists – a minority religion in Australia.  I 

remember perceiving the event as a witch hunt by the media and saw how easily anger, 

suspicion, and judgment could be unleashed towards someone who did not fit into 

mainstream society. I remember suffering extreme anxiety about being labelled a 

member of an unorthodox community at that time.   

 

Noreen, who has lived in Australia for nearly 40 years, believes that anthropological 

enquiry into Molokanism is useful because it can shed light on the diverseness of life 

experiences and world views found in the Molokan community.  In addition, it provides 

a record for Molokans and others of what what Molokans did and their reasons.   

 

Noreen thinks it is important for members of the host society to realise that most 

Molokans are more open-minded than they may appear to be and that they are not 

defined by the clothes they wear.  She said, "There is more to the person than meets the 
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eye" and the key to learning this is dialogue.   When Noreen was still attending primary 

school in California she had a conversation with another student about divorce:  

 

I was saying that my religion does not believe in divorce.  She said, 
"Neither does mine". I asked her, "What religion are you?" She said, 
"Catholic". There are similarities. I was surprised there are other 
religious people in the world too.  
 

 

In Noreen's case, she believes that cross cultural dialogue is important in discovering 

similarities between cultures and that anthropological research facilitates this purpose. 

Lynette (first wave, fourth generation, Heritage Molokan, Western Australia) agrees 

with Noreen but adds that Molokans can be closed-minded in not recognising the 

spirituality of other religious groups. 

 

Most of my participants and informal participants in Australia were unaware of 

sociological and anthropological texts relating to Molokans.  The few who had read 

Pilgrims of Russian-Town felt that it provided Molokans with an insight into an earlier 

period of their history even though they felt the views were biased towards the 

delinquent population of the Molokan community. Those who had read Molokan Oral 

Traditions: Legends and Memorates of an Ethnic Sect were offended by how Molokan 

spirituality was presented to the wider society.  The controversy over the allegations of 

human sacrifices being conducted in Molokan churches as reported in  'Soup Bones and 

Satanism' (Los Angeles Times:1985) inspired one Molokan to create a website to present 

to the wider society what he believed to be a more accurate portrayal of Molokan beliefs 

and practises.  Other Molokans have written their own historical texts and/or 

biographical and autobiographical accounts to present their understanding of Molokan 

history and beliefs to inform the younger generations.  
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MOLOKAN AUTHORS 

 

During my fieldwork in South Australia in 2003 several Molokan families provided me 

with copies of texts, diaries, and essays written by Molokans from the first and third 

waves of migration to assist me in my research. These texts were given to me with the 

sense that these Molokans were sharing their most valuable treasures with me. They 

believed that these texts were more helpful than texts by non-Molokans in developing a 

sense of being a Molokan as they provided reasons for particular beliefs and examples 

of those beliefs being put into practice in everyday life.  For example, Helen feels that 

Molokan biographies are valuable in teaching the youth about Molokan life 

experiences: 

 

Somebody's just writing down what happened to them growing up. 
That to me is invaluable because how are you going to pass it down to 
your children if it has never been written down? … Yes, I think it's 
good for the kids. Like Uncle Al's book that he wrote on Deda's 
[grandfather's] stay in prison. Someone should know who your 
grandfather was. Why we believe in being conscientious objectors.  So 
I made them all read it [True Believers - Prisoners for Conscience 
(Wren 1991)].  
 

 

I spoke with several young people during my focus group about the issue of Molokan 

identity formation and found attitudes towards Molokanism differed between third 

generation and fourth generation respondents of the first wave of migrants.   Miriam 

(first wave, fourth generation, Heritage Molokan, Western Australia) has read several 

Molokan biographies and was inspired by people's personal convictions and struggles to 

overcome obstacles.  However, she defines these people’s strengths as personal qualities 

rather than Molokan qualities as such.  Her generational distance to the people in these 

biographies only provides her with an abstract notion of a community and does not 

influence the formation of her personal notion of a Molokan identity. The young people 
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in this group discussion felt that life experiences were far more important in 

determining personal identity than information presented in text.  

 

On the other hand, Jane and older Molokans feel that texts about Molokans that are 

authored by Molokans are a more accurate portrayal of Molokan life and spirituality 

because they are written from the Molokan perspective. Jane felt that these texts helped 

her define herself even though she did not see herself as being the same as the people 

written about in the texts. She found it heartening that there were people who were very 

clear about who and what they were and had strong convictions in their beliefs. Older 

Molokans embrace these Molokans texts because some are written about their peers, 

others about the generation preceding them or about people their ancestors held in high 

esteem. 

 

I believe these texts are valued by Molokans because they enable Molokans to see the 

nobler side of their heritage and history and provide them with an anchor that enables 

them to protect their cultural values and ideals against encroachment by the wider 

society.  In a sense, they are taking charge of how their culture is represented to their 

youth. In some instances, the activities of some Molokan authors takes them to the 

public sphere of the wider society where they endeavour to control  how they are 

represented to the wider society. 

 

REPRESENTATIONS 

 
 

The question of who has the right to make representations of the Molokan community 

to members of wider society is difficult to answer.  Some Molokans not only disapprove 

of outsider enquiry into their community but are also concerned as to which people 
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from their community have the right to speak on behalf of the community. During the 

course of my research a journalist seeking to interview someone about Molokans 

contacted me.  I had a general discussion with this journalist but referred her to several 

Molokan elders in the southwest of Western Australia as I deemed this to be more 

respectful on my part towards the Molokan social hierarchy.  The journalist eventually 

made contact with one of these elders and interviewed him in a radio programme. 

 

The representation of Molokans by the media was again raised in August 2003 when I 

met with two Heritage Molokan women for a social lunch on a Saturday afternoon. 

During our visit, Deborah brought out two South Australian newspaper articles that had 

been published recently. The interviewee in the articles mentioned that the South 

Australian Molokans were intent on preserving the traditions of their grandparents and 

forefathers. Deborah did not approve of the content of the articles and felt that the 

Molokan interviewed was giving incorrect information to the wider society about 

Molokans2.  

 

Deborah felt the man who had been interviewed could not have known what his 

grandfather's beliefs and practices were because he was too young to have spent any 

time with him.  The grandfather in question is also her grandfather. She believed that his 

perceptions about his grandfather were influenced by the elders in South Australia 

instead of his own experiences with the grandfather.  She said the interviewee's eldest 

brother spent the greatest amount of time with the grandfather and would know more 

about the man's beliefs and practices.  Even though she no longer participated in the 

social and religious sphere of the church oriented Molokans, Deborah voiced her 

concerns about who had the right to represent Molokans beliefs to wider society. 
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Deborah stated that this grandfather, whose life and practices were being extolled by 

this grandson, had an illegitimate son to a Mexican woman but Molokans were 

forgiving at that time and forgave him his transgressions. She remembers being very 

shocked, while attending her own father's funeral in the United States of America, when 

she came face to face with an uncle who was half Russian and half Mexican and who 

had taken his mother's Mexican surname.  Her disappointment related to her not being 

informed that she had a family member as important as an uncle.  

 

She felt that the Molokans had developed a practice of remembering the virtues of their 

ancestors and were burying the realities and the transgressions with each passing 

generation, were creating a 'noble mask' (Vansina 1985:8) and were reducing 

spirituality and Molokanism to heredity.  Deborah’s perspective is echoed by Williams 

who says that: 

 

…the magic of forgetfulness and selectivity, both deliberate and 
inadvertent, allows the once recognizably arbitrary classifications of 
one generation to become the given inherent properties of reality 
several generations later….the “aura of descent” that surrounds ethnic 
group production requires detailed attention to how, in the conjunction 
of racemaking as nation building and the invention of purity which it 
entails, blood becomes synecdoche for all things cultural.  (1989:431) 
 
 
 

This process seems to fall into the category of naturalizing discourses as discussed by 

Schultz and Lavenda (2003:274) with respect to the tools used for creating notions of 

nation, race, ethnicity or caste. They state that people regularly - 

 

…represent particular identities as if they were rooted in biology or 
nature, rather than in history and culture, thereby making them appear 
eternal and unchanging (Schultz and Lavenda 2001:328).  
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Double standards were an issue for Deborah. Respected elders could often be found to 

have transgressed in their own youth whilst being intolerant of others. Similarly, 

Michael was not only frustrated with the double standards within the communities he 

felt that there was a tendency to preach an ideal within the church setting without 

practising it in the secular realm.  Michael was dissatisfied with some aspects of 

community behaviour, expectations, and treatment of people who are marginalised. He 

stressed that many Molokan standards were exacting and unattainable and that this 

placed great pressure on both the youth and the adults.  

 

I have noticed that Molokans are intent on preserving through memory the positive 

character traits of their ancestors and adopting them as the norm for all members of the 

community.  I have often witnessed during church speeches (besedas) the sharing of 

oral history or oral traditions of people's strengths in adversity and heard how the 

present generation must carry on a tradition of spiritual purity, personal integrity, 

strength, and Christian conduct.  This has often left the younger generation with the task 

of striving for perfection where perfection cannot be achieved.  

 

Practising the ideals extolled in the religious sphere in the secular sphere is not an easy 

accomplishment as pointed out in Deborah’s and Michael’s anecdotes.  Perpetuating 

ideals intergenerationally is even more difficult.  The first generation of the first wave 

of migrants in Arizona endured imprisonment for their passionate belief in pacifism yet 

subsequent generations of Molokans in Arizona were less compliant with their 

forbearers’ ideals and this created an inconsistent view of Molokans by non-Molokans 

in later years.   

 

It also created an awkward situation for Andrei during one of his numerous community 

activities in which he presents Molokan beliefs to wider society (history of persecution, 
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pacifism, aspects of their spirituality, and Russian culture) to increase cross cultural 

awareness.   Andrei related an anecdote about his participation in a radio interview at 

which he talked about Molokans’ belief in pacifism and the interviewer’s response 

based on the local community’s experience with Molokan youth:  

 

About 5 years ago, the Public Broadcasting Station KAET made a 
one-hour history of early Arizona social buildings – theatres and 
dance halls. In an interview with the manager (I think) of the 
"Rainbow Ballroom" he said something like "and when the Russians 
came from Glendale there was usually a brawl in the parking lot." 
After this show, my dad scolded me for telling people that Molokans 
are "pacifists". He argued that nobody here knows that, they only 
know this! So he concludes by yelling: "That's why I tell you don't tell 
them anything about us, they know too much already! The less they 
know the better!"  
 
But dad did not scold his peers … for talking to reporters in the past. 
Nor did he scold…for allowing his photo and story in the "Arizona 
Highways" magazine. He only scorned me.  
 

 

Another example of Molokans’ unwillingness to be conspicuous occurred several years 

ago. Andrei wanted to place a sign on a section of the Arizona cemetery to identify it as 

Molokan because he realised that some of the locals thought it was a pet cemetery.  

When he approached other Molokans with a proposal to put up a sign, to label and 

present a short history of Molokans at the cemetery, half of the local Molokans were 

opposed to his idea.  They did not want to "advertise us to the world".   Similarly, when 

a reporter from the Arizona Republic wanted to attend a church service and publish 

some photos about the Molokan culture and religion church members adamantly 

opposed his proposal.  Andrei had to explain to the reporter that there were two 

categories of Molokans in Arizona: the very conservative and the very liberal.  He had 

to deny the reporter's request for an interview in order to accommodate the wishes of the 

conservative group.  He informed the reporter that the San Francisco and Sacramento 

Molokans had no fear of the press and would have accommodated his request. 
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It is important to remember that Arizona Molokans were ridiculed by the press during 

World War I and were the subject of scathing newspaper reports (for example, they 

were called yellow-bellies and slackers) for not complying with government demands 

(see Chapter 3 and Appendix 7).  The Molokans in California did not adopt such a hard 

line with respect to cooperation with the government and maintained a positive image in 

newspapers.  While press reporting does not seem to have influenced most Molokans’ 

perception of themselves as a religious community it does appear to have increased 

some Molokans’ mistrust of non-Molokans. 

 

Few of the Molokans I interviewed had read anthropological publications about 

Molokans. Those who had felt that their value was in presenting a snapshot of Molokan 

life experience by people uninformed or inexperienced in spiritual matters.  Soviet 

publications which presented a disparaging account of Molokan activities were 

considered by Molokans to be the tools of either the Russian Monarchy, or Communist 

or Soviet propaganda to undermine the good works of the Molokans in Russia. 

Overwhelmingly, Molokans felt that the information presented in Molokan publications 

and diaries, especially those by elders, informed them of the values and practices of 

their predecessors, their struggles, their triumphs and the role that government had in 

making life uncomfortable for them in their pursuit of religious freedom. 

 

Suspicion of government authorities and police is still prevalent among the older 

Molokans. Mr. and Mrs. Jones were extremely concerned with my use of a tape 

recorder and insisted that I hand write the anecdotes they shared with me. In fact, they 

preferred oral history to written history because it could not be confiscated or altered by 

authorities as had been done to their predecessors in Transcaucasia.  Mr. and Mrs. Jones' 

personal pre-migration experiences in Transcaucasia and Iran were similar to those of 

other first generation migrants.  
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Most Molokans endeavour to preserve their culture, beliefs and religion through oral 

history (Boissiere 1990), oral history converted to evidence as a result of being 

documented (Vansina 1985), and through the performance of their rituals during public 

performances (Turner 1988, Herzfeld 2001, Seeger 1981).  Public performances such as 

church services, Bible classes, song classes and Molokan socials are crucial 

mechanisms that aid Molokans in the continuation of their religion and creation of 

community life.  

 

Molokan elders such as Babishoff (1996), Berokoff (1966 & 1969), Berokoff (1998a & 

1998b), Portnoff (1998), Mohoff and Valov (1996), Pivovaroff (1976) and Wren (1991) 

convert oral history and oral tradition to evidence by conducting private research and 

producing publications for Molokans to present the good facets of Molokan culture.  

Molokans, like Conovalov, who have left the field of private research and publication 

and entered the public sphere seek to increase intercultural awareness through their 

activities and to restore the good name of Molokans in the same way as Jews 

(Finkielkraut 1994:122).  

 

In the following chapter I will discuss the creation of community through the use of 

religious beliefs and shared symbols. 

                                                      
1 The glosses [ ] in this quotation are not inserted by me. References to decapitation are not my 
interpretations. 
2 News Review Messenger, 2003, Nationwide New Pty Limited, Russian Church Wins 
Approval [http://global.factiva.com/en/arch/print_results.asp]; Leader Messenger, 2003, 
Nationwide New Pty Limited, Holding True to Tradition 
[http://global.factiva.com/en/arch/print_results.asp] 
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6 – CREATING COMMUNITY:  RELIGIOUS BELIEFS  

AND SHARED SYMBOLS 

 

Anthropologist Zdzislaw Mach (1993:38) notes that symbolic forms like “rituals, 

ceremonies, myths, festivities…are the way in which a group … organizes the 

intellectual and emotional framework of its members’ lives, confirming its value-

system, social norms and goals, and legitimizing social order”.  Religion plays a crucial 

role in creating Molokan identities and defining the social codes of their communities.  

Observance of religious rituals within the church environment provides Molokans with 

a venue to reinforce the community’s origin stories, community destiny, and display of 

unity through shared ritual practices and shared symbols.   

 

In this chapter I provide some background information about Molokan religious beliefs 

as there is a lack of information about them in Australian academic literature.  The 

simplest way to describe Molokan religious beliefs is to say that they are based on the 

teachings of both the Old Testament and the New Testament (see Appendix 14). Church 

organisation is modelled on how Molokans perceived the practices of the Early 

Christian Church as described in the New Testament.  An abbreviated form of the 27 

dogmas which govern Molokans' daily life is presented in Appendix 2.  I also discuss 

how religion and shared symbols create social codes of behaviour and establish 

authority, control, dissent and establish boundaries for acceptable debate, contribute to 

the construction of Molokan identities, and serve to reinforce cultural boundaries to 

protect the integrity of the religion and the culture. 
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RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

 

Religion is often used to define a group of people as ‘elect’ or ‘chosen’ thus giving 

them a special purpose in life and a social boundary.  A common election myth is that 

of the Jewish people of the Old Testament where the Jews have a “sacred covenant 

between God and his people” (Smith 1999:336).  Molokans also have an election myth 

that is based on their faithful observance of Old Testament holidays and food laws and 

strengthened by their belief in prophecy. 

 

Religious beliefs and church services are central to Molokan social life (for a fuller 

description of church service protocols and Holy Days see Appendix 14). Church 

services provide a venue for the cultural performance of traditional religious rituals. 

This enables modern Molokans to feel a connection to their predeceassors (Early 

Molokanism) in the same manner that connections with the Russian city of Tambov 

enable a connection to be made between the Early Christian Church and Early 

Molokanism (c.f. Chapter 3). The speeches and oral histories that are shared during 

church services provide an opportunity for elders to impart traditional and sacred values 

to the current generation of Molokans.  Church functions at which a feast is celebrated 

(Holy Days, weddings, funerals, christenings, special prayers) provide further 

opportunities for fellowship and also contribute to building community. 

 

Cultural performances also provide a venue for Molokans to participate in sharing and 

displaying their traditional cultural symbols and many of these are discussed later in this 

chapter. 
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Establishing Authority in the Religious Sphere 

 

Molokans believe we are all children of God and equal to one another before God. This 

means that there should be no hierarchy within the church structure, no individuals 

wielding power over others, and equal opportunity to interpret the Scripture and to 

express these beliefs.  Despite this belief, as can be seen from below, a hierarchy does 

exist in terms of gender, age and marital status. 

 

To preserve the orderly conduct of church services, Molokans appoint a minister 

(presvyter), an assistant (pomoschnik), head speakers, head singers, and head readers or 

callers.  The minister acts as a chairman of the religious gathering, reads from the Holy 

Scripture and delivers sermons, indicates to the head speaker and head singer when they 

should conduct their duties, and recites prayers.  The minister also acts as an official 

spokesman for his congregation when communicating with other Molokan churches.  

However, he is not an official or governor of his local church, nor an official teacher, 

nor does he wear any distinguishing attire to separate himself from the congregation 

(Livanov 1872:7-8).  In accordance with Apostle Peter’s teachings in the Holy 

Scripture, neither the minister nor the assistant accept any economic remuneration for 

their services: 

  

Tend the flock of God that is your charge, not by constraint but 
willingly, not for shameful gain but eagerly, not as domineeering (sic) 
over those in your charge but being examples to the flock. (I Pet 5:1-
3). (Livanov 1872.:7) 
 
 

 
However, church elders make use of their organisational authority to channel the flow 

of information to the congregation and to prevent dissenters from expressing their views 

in the public sphere of the Molokan church service.  
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Only married men may hold a church office and marriage is the rite of passage that 

enables them to have access to this privilege.  Prophets and spiritual workers operate 

independently of the church hierarchy as their impetus for speaking is through spiritual 

or divine inspiration. This is covered more fully in Chapter 7. Elders choose whomever 

they want to have a voice during services enabling them to act as gatekeepers providing 

a very effective method of filtering out messages that threaten or challenge the status 

quo or are downright undesirable.  Men who have been known to cause a major 

disturbance in the community may be banned from speaking, participating in any 

leadership roles, or acting in the capacity of elder though they are permitted to attend 

church services or other activities. This ban is referred to as being 'arrested' and is a 

form of censorship that suppresses dissent and reinforces a type of ‘political 

correctness’ (Epstein 1995:3-19; Loury 1994:428-461).  However, being arrested does 

not necessarily silence those banned as a small number of these people express their 

views in the Molokan Internet discussion forums.  I will discuss this subject in Chapter 

9. Another form of censorship is social approval.  People who express dissent or do not 

conform to the group’s ideals or norms often find that their children are excluded from 

socials or not welcome to marry children of non-dissenters. Molokans who desire to 

stay within the boundaries of the Molokan communities often practice self-censorship to 

avoid the dilemma of having their children labelled as undesirable marriage partners.  

Molokans who express ideas that are deemed to be heretical may be excommunicated 

from the Molokan communities.  

 

According to Helen the decision to arrest or excommunicate someone from the church 

is made by a group of elders of the church attended by the offending party.  This 

decision is then related to other Molokan churches and most churches seem to abide by 

the decision of the church issuing the edict.  However, in my experience, people who 

cease attending a conservative Jumper or Makcimist church eventually find their way to 
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a more lenient Jumper church, one of the Constant churches, or a Reformed Molokan 

church if they do not leave the Molokan community altogether. 

 

Church Services 

 

Church services begin with members entering the building and saying an opening 

prayer. Each additional group entering the church recites this prayer upon entry. As 

additional members arrive, the congregation stands to honour their arrival and opening 

prayer. This ritual no longer takes place in the Reformed Molokan Church in Oregon as 

the members feel it disrupts the speaker's (besednyk's) presentation.  Usually women 

unaccompanied by men wait outside the church until a man arrives to lead them in and 

recite the opening prayer.  Women entering a church without a man in the lead will not 

be recognised upon entry in some of the more conservative churches – another example 

of hierarchy.  More recently, I have been informed that some congregations will not 

honour the arrival of divorced people upon their entry into the church. 

 

Congregation members are seated around a rectangular table with a white cloth 

displaying a Bible, a prayer book and a song book known as the altar (prestol) as shown 

in the following diagram.  Spirit and Life is also placed on the altar of Jumper, 

Makcimist and New Zion churches.  All books are written in Russian in the 

conservative churches.  The Reformed Molokan church has texts written in English on 

its altar.  The minister and the assistant sit at one end of the altar, to their right are the 

speakers and singers, to their left are the prophets, readers and all other males.  The 

women sit facing the minister and the assistant.  Seating order is in accordance with 

position and age with the elders being seated closer to the altar – another example of 

hierarchy.  
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Conovalov, A.J. n.d., Molokan Home Page [Online] available from: 
http://gecko.gc.maricopa.edu/clubs/russian/molokan 

[10 September 2000] 
 

 

The first segment of the church service is dedicated to reading the Holy Scripture, 

delivering sermons, and hymn singing from the Bible. The first segment of church 

services is entirely performed by men and only men are invited to begin songs though 

women participate generally in the singing.  In this manner, gender roles, including 

headship, are reinforced during cultural performances as men are the key performers in 

church services, Bible classes, song classes and other Molokan socials.  

 

The second segment of the service begins with a woman bringing a loaf of bread and 

salt, bowing to the minister and placing her offering on the altar (prestol). During 

weekly church services this woman would be one of the elderesses who sit on the front 

bench.  During a feast, the woman will be one of the senior women working in the 

kitchen or a hostess of the function.  The second segment includes the recitation of 

prayers, making supplication for guidance, forgiveness or blessing (known as going na 

krug), participating in the kiss of peace (lobzanie), singing from the song book, and 

women are invited to commence songs.  Ministers must recite all of the prayers from 

memory and there are prayers that are specific to the Holy Days and other church 

events.  Blessings are conferred, by the ‘laying on of hands’, by any member of the 
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congregation who is inspired to do so. Singing is not accompanied by musical 

instruments and musical notes are not printed in the song book.  Members are also 

encouraged to commit songs to memory so as to be unencumbered during periods of 

ecstatic expression.1 Molokans do not burn incense, sprinkle water, or light candles. A 

fellowship meal in which all take part is included in this segment on feast days, 

weddings, funerals and dedications.   

 

 

Conovalov, A.J. n.d., Molokan Home Page [Online] available from: 
http://gecko.gc.maricopa.edu/clubs/russian/molokan 

[10 September 2000] 
 

 

During the kiss of peace, each member of the congregation greets the others with the 

holy kiss commencing first with the men and completed by the women.  The final two 

members (women or girls) then approach the minister and bow three times.  The 

symbology of kissing in this part of the services appears to be the same as that discussed 

by St. Cyril of Jerusalem: 

 
 
…this kiss blends souls one with another, and solicits for them entire 
forgiveness. Therefore this kiss is the sign that our souls are mingled 
together, and have banished all wrongs …. The kiss therefore is 
reconciliation, and for this reason holy:….Greet ye one another with a 
holy kiss; and Peter, with a kiss of charity. (Perella 1969:24) 
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Molokans greet one another, take their leave, and confer blessings with the kiss of peace 

or holy kiss (lobzanie).  Alex believes that the kiss of peace is a symbol of the peace and 

harmony that should already exist within a community.  Participating in the kiss of 

peace ritual does not create peace in a community.  Hence, anyone who currently has a 

quarrel with another person, is divorced (because divorce is deemed to be a quarrel), or 

who is not in agreement with the practices of the church should not participate in this 

ritual.  Divorced people are also not permitted to make supplication (go na krug). 

 

On feast days, the fellowship meal follows the kiss of peace and is a time for theological 

discussion as well as personal discussion.  During the course of the meal, men are 

invited to give a speech or offer a few words relating to the event being observed.  Men, 

women and young people are asked to lead in singing songs between courses. People 

often engage in quiet, general conversation during the speeches.  

 

The symbolism of the church feast or meal is associated with the Agape (a religious 

meal of fellowship) of the early centuries of Christianity. The purpose of the Agape was 

to promote fellowship among the participants and to unite them in a closer relationship 

with Christ. Eventually, this meal became a charity supper or a memorial to the 

departed. This feature disappeared during the eighth century and did not reappear until 

the inception of the Molokan faith through prophecy (UMCA Ladies Auxiliary 

1974:10) and is now known as the fellowship meal (abet). The fellowship meal usually 

comprises four courses: tea and salad, vegetable soup or noodle soup, meat, and fruit. 

The fellowship meal is held during the Holy Days, dedications for infants, weddings, 

funerals and memorial services. The meal is held in the same room as the church service 

and the backless benches and trestle tables are arranged in rows. The tables are removed 

after the meal, the floors are swept, and people are re-assembled for the closing 

services. 
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Gender roles are emphasized during the preparations for the feast.  In the smaller rural 

Molokan communities, men purchase cattle, sheep or chickens, slaughter them, and 

manage the butchering.  In larger Molokan communities which boast their own 

Molokan butcher, the butcher organises the preparation of the meat for the feast.  One 

woman is usually designated as the 'head' cook and organises purchases of fruit, 

vegetables, and bread. The ‘head’ cook delegates kitchen tasks to men and women 

alike. Both men and women assist in serving the meal and in washing dishes. 

 

GENDER 

 

The Molokan community, as a whole, is based on a patriarchal hierarchy in both the 

church structure and the social organisation of the various Molokan communities.  

Gender roles are clearly defined at many levels of social activity as discussed 

previously.  Men are active in the public sphere while women are located in the private 

sphere in Molokan community activities.  Most Molokan women are employed outside 

the home or work in family businesses and hold positions of responsibility or authority. 

Many Molokan women in the United States of America and a small number in Australia 

have attended post secondary education and/or university, and many of these women 

have responsible professional positions in employment. Yet, within the Molokan 

community they are subordinate to their husbands or hold support roles. 

 

I have heard anecdotal evidence that women assumed roles in church as minister, 

speaker, etc. in Russia and Armenia during times when men were arrested (en bloc) and 

sent off to work in labour camps.  The roles were always relinquished to men when 

those who survived their prison terms returned home. 
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Klibanov (1965, 1982 edn) and Berokoff (1969) report that women were allowed to 

deliver speeches in church during earlier years. However, this practice disappeared from 

the Molokan churches in the United States of America in the 1930s.   According to 

Helen, there was a period in the mid-1900s when women were invited to speak during 

church services in the congregation known as Big Church (an amalgamation of several 

small churches). This practice is now only found in the Reformed Molokan Church in 

Oregon.  Thus the role of the woman within the church environment is usually relegated 

to supporting the men in their activities.  Men and women are equally accepted as 

teachers of Russian classes within the Molokan community but this is regarded as a 

secular activity rather than a church related activity.  Traditionally, men are the Bible 

and song class (spevka) teachers.   

 

The song class Helen's children attended found itself without a male instructor after a 

number had quit due to their own time constraints or loss of interest.  Closure of the 

class concerned Helen and she sought guidance through prayer on whether to become 

the new instructor for the class:  

 

One day I had a dream and God said "If you don't, who will, who's 
left?" So that's why I became spevka [song class] teacher. I feel that 
we have that spiritual leaning. We know it is our duty, we do it. I think 
most, well there are a lot of Americanised Molokans now who don't. 
But basically the older Molokans all understand this need, duty to 
teach.   
 

 

Helen took on the role of instructor but received disapproval from her community for 

crossing gender lines and deviating from the norm. Although Helen has received some 

social censure for stepping outside normal gender roles she is supported by her group of 

peers.  Her song class is taught in conjunction with a Bible class taught by a male peer 

and this provides legitimacy for her activities.   



 Chapter 6: Creating Community:  Religious 
  Beliefs and Shared Symbols 

150 

Helen and her husband have experienced a high degree of social closure from members 

of the Molokan community for having expressed views throughout their married years 

that are not in accordance with majority opinion.  In 2004, the small Molokan 

congregation they attended dissolved leaving them without official membership in a 

Molokan church.  Since then, they have approached several churches for permission to 

officially join and their requests have been denied - they have have been permitted to 

attend as ‘guests’ by one of the Molokan churches in Adelaide. This leaves them 

without an official voice in the Molokan community and unable to host church 

functions such as feast days, weddings, or funerals.  In essence, they have lost their 

citizenship rights within the Molokan community. 

 

Maintenance of gender roles is important in the Molokan community. Gender roles are 

established formally during the marriage ceremony and discussed more fully in the 

following section. They are revisited during child dedication ceremonies and reviewed 

during funeral services as people deliver their eulogies with respect to the deceased and 

their performance of Molokan customs and beliefs (see Chapter 8 for a discussion on 

funerary activities). 

 

Weddings 

 

A wedding is an important ritual that conveys information about the participants and 

their traditions.  Rituals are social acts that are performed in the same way for all bridal 

couples and all attendees at the wedding ceremony are involved as participants. Rituals 

transmit enduring messages and values to the bridal couple and to the congregation. 

Similar to many cultures, Molokan men and women achieve social recognition and 

adult status upon marriage (Shostak 1983:169).  Men become eligible to hold church 

offices in the religious realm as they are now deemed to be 'whole' whereas a single 
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man is not.  Spiritual workers and prophets are usually more respected if they are 

married and have settled down.  

 

According to Helen the desire for full participation in church drives some young people 

to seek marriage partners. Within the Molokan community, unmarried men and women 

are under the headship of their respective fathers until marriage at which time parents 

cease to be accountable for their spiritual welfare and actions.  Once married, a man 

becomes accountable for himself and his wife as she is now under his headship. The 

husband speaks on behalf of his wife in the public sphere of the community.   

 

Weddings are often used to exercise political and social control in the Molokan 

community.  Control may be exercised over parents by excluding their children from 

social activities and limiting their exposure to potential marriage partners. In some 

cases, before parents give their consent for a relationship to proceed to marriage they 

may require the prospective suitor to adhere to Molokan social practices. Ministers may 

refuse to perform a wedding ceremony on the grounds that the prospective bride and 

groom or their parents do not meet the church’s requirements for participation or 

appropriate behaviour.  In many instances, parents practice a form of self-censorship to 

prevent their children from being discriminated against socially. 

 

Molokan weddings comprise three formal events in which a minister or church elder is 

present.  The first is the evening for making arrangements (svadba) at which the parents 

agree for the marriage to take place and discuss the wedding plans.  It marks the 

beginning of the separation stage from childhood to adulthood. At the second event, the 

tea drinking ceremony (chai), which includes a feast, the bridal couple announce to the 

bride's congregation their intention to marry.  This is the liminal stage where the couple 

become recognized as such but have not yet achieved adult status. The chai is held in 
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the bride’s church or family home and is a form of notice that the bride intends to leave 

her familial home and that the bridal couple seek a blessing from the group to continue 

to matrimony.   

 

The third event, the wedding ceremony (brak) is the incorporation stage where the 

couple are recognised as full members of the Molokan religious and social community.  

It is a very important avenue for the transmission of cultural traditions and values to the 

bridal couple and serves as an example to other young people. The wedding messages 

are delivered orally and incorporate symbolism.  The wedding day consists of four 

separate events and begins in the homes of the bride's and groom's parents. The groom 

and his parents make their peace and he is given the parental blessing to leave their 

physical and spiritual care.  The groom and the best man (druzhok) and matron of 

honour (svashka) (always a married couple) then go to the bride’s home to collect the 

bride who has also gone through a similar ceremony with her parents.  The bridal party 

then departs for the church.   

 

The wedding ceremony includes segments wherein the bride and groom are prescribed 

their roles as husband and wife, as future parents, and members of the Molokan 

community and Christ's body. One issue is the departure of the bride from her parental 

home and acceptance into her in-law's family. She is taken from her parental home by 

the groom, the best man and the matron of honour. The acceptance into the groom’s 

family is symbolised by the greeting of the bridal couple at the church steps by the 

groom's parents. The parents speak a welcome to the bride as they hold a loaf of bread 

and dish of salt.   The four members of the bridal party hold hands continuously 

throughout the wedding service as a symbol of their unity against outside influences.  

The best man (druzhok) and matron of honour (svashka) are also expected to provide 

guidance and counselling to the couple beyond the date of the wedding. 
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The couple's roles are prescribed to them in accordance with the teachings in 

Ephesians 5. The woman's role is that of helpmate to the husband and nurturer within 

the home. She is given a special covering for her head (povyaska or chepchik usually a 

small cap or a circular lace ‘doily’) that she wears under her lace scarf (kasinka) to 

symbolise her submission to her husband who is the spiritual head of the family. She is 

also given a tray with dinnerware, and shown how she should set the table for her 

husband to symbolise her role as carer and nurturer. The groom is exhorted to love his 

wife as Christ loved his church - to the extent that he would also give his life for her.  

The married couple symbolise two entities. The woman is symbolic of Christ’s church 

and the husband is symbolic of Christ. The bride places a shawl around the groom's 

neck and the groom hands the bride some money. This shawl symbolises Christ's 

promise to return to his church (the Molokan Church) and the money symbolises the 

church's indebtedness to await his return.  The couple also make vows to be faithful to 

one another.  An important aspect of the wedding is the joint conferring of blessings by 

both sets of parents upon the couple. This symbolises the agreement and harmony 

within the families and the future solidarity of the couple.  

 

The ceremony is followed by a feast where there is much discussion and singing. Young 

people are encouraged to speak and give the couple their best wishes. A collection jar is 

passed around the tables and people make financial contributions to the couple's well 

being. The young people call out, "The tea isn't sweet!" and tap on their tea glasses with 

a spoon. The couple rise, exchange wedding rings and kiss one another.  

 

After the meal, the tables are cleared and people resume their places in the church 

service. Then all members of the church approach the bridal party and kiss them, wish 

them well, and place money in their pockets to symbolise their prosperity. The bridal 

party officially thanks everyone in the church for their attendance and support by 
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bowing in four directions to ensure that all people are acknowledged. This gratitude is 

extended especially to the group of people who have volunteered their time to prepare 

and serve the meal. The service is then ended and the bridal party departs from church 

to be showered with rice and confetti. The car is usually decorated in the American 

fashion with streamers and rattling cans. The final segment of the wedding takes place 

in the couple’s new home and is a blessing for their home.  

 

The exchange of wedding rings, the shower of rice and confetti and the decoration of 

the bridal vehicle are indications that the Molokan community has adopted some of the 

social customs of their host societies. Another area of influence is that of the bride’s 

wedding apparel.  Brides traditionally wore a white full-length, gathered skirt and loose-

fitting blouse with a white povyaska and a white kasinka as a head covering - the white 

symbolizing purity.  The loose-fitting garment has been replaced by most modern brides 

with fitted skirts or dresses. Many remove the kasinka but add a veil to their povyaska 

during the meal as shown in Appendix 15. 

 

Wearing white is a recent tradition. Helen told me that her maternal grandparents were 

about 12 or 13 years old when they got married prior to their families' migration to the 

United States of America from Russia. Her grandmother wore a black head scarf 

(kasinka) at her wedding instead of the modern day white colour.  However, an 

adaptation to American practices has resulted in all brides wearing white garments on 

their wedding days though not all brides wear a veil.  Helen related a story about her 

paternal great grandfather who fell in love with a young girl and received permission by 

her parents to marry her.  The bride wore a very heavy veil on their wedding day and 

when he lifted the veil after the ceremony to kiss his bride he found that it was her older 

sister. After this disturbing experience with the American concept of the bridal veil 
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Helen's patrilineal family steadfastly refuse to allow any bride marrying into their 

family to wear a bridal veil.   

 

Although unmarried people are not formally recognised by the church as adults there is 

an instance when the rule is transcended. This is usually in the performance of spiritual 

work or being a prophet (both roles are filled by men and women equally) because the 

person is being directly inspired by the Holy Spirit.  In many instances, members of the 

congregation and other spiritual workers and prophets may actively challenge the 

spiritual worker or prophet and this is acceptable because it is testing the spirit to 

determine if it is in fact the Holy Spirit or some 'unclean' spirit.   

 

Within the parameters of the traditional Molokan culture a woman's role within the 

home is prescribed and exacting.  The woman's role is made clear at the wedding 

ceremony. The wife is specifically instructed to be obedient and subservient to her 

husband (as is signified by wearing a povyaska). By divine instruction, the man is given 

authority over his wife and future children. Yet, a number of young women have told 

me they are encouraged to keep their husband in line, make him go to church, dress 

appropriately for church, and behave appropriately in all other situations.  I have also 

received this kind of encouragement throughout my years of marriage.  These 

instructions are given in direct contradiction to the vows made on the wedding day to be 

subject to the husband. 

 

A woman's role is also specified with regards to educating children in Molokan culture. 

The wife is given the responsibility of raising their children to the satisfaction of the 

husband and to meet the community's expectations. I have been in a number of 

discussions where people comment on children's behaviour when it does not conform to 

expectations and the mother is rebuked for not doing her job correctly. If the woman 
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claims she has no real authority in the home, men respond by saying; "The man is the 

head but the wife is the neck and wherever the neck turns the head follows".    

 

Sometimes Molokans and Molokan youth now seek their marriage partners outside the 

Molokan community to avoid being locked into a small pool of appropriate marriage 

partners and also to avoid divorce rates which they believe is often caused by rigid 

gender roles and double standards within marriage.  However, digressing from the 

social norms of the community leads individuals to experience role exit. 

 

Role Exit 

 

According to Molokan beliefs, marriage between two people symbolises the marriage of 

the church to Christ.  If a couple end their marriage in divorce they are considered to 

have divorced themselves from the church and Christ.  Their divorce is a symbolic 

rejection of Christ and renders divorcees socially tainted and the privilege of full 

participation is cancelled as Molokans do not consider a person to be a whole without 

their spouse. They are not permitted to hold church offices or to remarry.  They are 

relegated to the back row during church services, not invited to give speeches or begin 

songs, and not permitted to participate in the kiss of peace.  Some men (in both the 

United States of America and Australia) who acted in the capacity of spiritual worker 

(dejstvennik), prophet (prorok) or singer (pevets) while married were relegated to the 

back row in church or asked to remain silent when they indicated their wish to 

participate in their former role after divorce.  Divorced parents cannot participate in 

church rituals when their children are getting married.  Usually a more respectable 

married couple stand in for the parents.    
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Changes in circumstances may cause people to experience an elevation or lowering of 

their social status.  Events such as divorce put people in situations where they find 

themselves exiting a role that was central to their self-identity and having to create an 

identity in a different role (Schaefer 2002:113).   Divorced couples often cease 

attending church on a regular basis or may even leave the community due to this social 

repositioning as Michael explains: 

 

Straight away you are put on the back bench in church and I wasn't 
allowed to go kissing [lobzanie or participating in the kiss of peace] 
you know, you're not allowed to participate in the church…Certain 
churches will say, "Michael, you sit right here where you belong." But 
most of them say no, so it is a big stigma if you're not married.  
 

 

According to Schaefer, role exit or leaving a position consists of four stages: doubt, 

frustration or burnout; searching for alternative solutions; the action stage or departure; 

and finally the creation of a new identity (2002:113).  A number of divorcees I have 

known during my years in Australia have struggled with role exit.  At first they 

endeavoured to remain in the Molokan community and fit in as much as possible.  

When they were not accepted they made an effort to develop friendships in other social 

realms.  However, for some people being rejected by the community they had always 

expected to be connected to takes many years to come to terms with. They often feel 

that they are caught between cultures.  They are no longer acceptable to Molokans due 

to their social status even though they may share numerous beliefs and practices. 

Despite their social marginalisation many have difficulty giving up their shared history, 

dietary taboos, and shared symbols such as family heirlooms, tableware, books, and 

photos of Russian origin as these shared symbols seem to represent their unity as an 

ethnic and religious community.  The meanings attached to these symbols were defined 

by “…public, social exchanges…” (Moore 1997:212) within the Molokan community 

and an attachment to these symbols seems to necessarily attach the individual to the 
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community they have left.  Departees suffer from a sense of cultural statelessness where 

they do not belong to any particular culture similar to Panich's concept of national 

statelessless (1988:171-172). 

 

Symbols are used to define the identity of a group, and whether members are included 

or excluded from the group (Mach 1993:38). 

 

SHARED SYMBOLS 

 

Shared symbols and shared diacritical markers (or visible cultural symbols) are the 

means by which people symbolically represent their identities, express a shared identity 

with other members of their social community, and separate themselves from other 

social communities.  In her study of Italian communities in Perth and San Fior, 

Baldassar (1994) explored the value of shared symbols within a specified community.  

Baldassar notes that the bonds shared by community members may be weak but that 

this is insubstantial compared to their "shared identification with certain symbols which 

represent their community…." (1994:62).  

 

In his study of the Suya of Brazil, Seeger also found that great importance was placed 

on symbols.  Symbols relating to the "body as demonstrating identity, of body 

ornaments as defining social groups, and of body painting as establishing the 

equivalence of members of  name sets and moieties" and is present in their 

conversations about "becoming" whites (Seeger 1981:227). The Suya believe that 

wearing the body ornaments of a Brazilian makes you Brazilian. Their manner of 

resisting acculturation is through the performance of their "rituals, painting their bodies, 

and singing" (Seeger 1981:227). 
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Molokans endeavour to distinguish themselves from the wider community and employ 

shared symbols to meet this objective.  They may speak the Russian language, observe 

their religious rituals, wear cultural attire, and avoid foods not condoned by their dietary 

laws to separate themselves from members of wider society. However, intraculturally, 

utilising these symbolise demonstrates the degree of their devotion to the Molokan 

community and may increase or decrease their social status internally. 

 

In her study of the Polish community in Western Australia, Johnston (1969:26) focused 

on language, food and social contacts as primary markers of assimilation. She made the 

point that although language performs the role of culture carrier it also has symbolic 

value. The Poles believed that if their language was kept alive then their country would 

never cease to exist even if it were wiped out geographically (Johnston 1969:32-33). 

This is slightly different for Molokans because they are not so much concerned with 

identifying with Russia as with Molokanism, their link to the Early Christian Church, 

and a way of life based on religious observance, agrarian lifestyle and communal 

assistance. 

 

Language 

 

A primary marker of the Molokan community is the use of Russian in church services, 

especially in the Jumper, Makcimist and New Zion churches. Traditional religious 

services incorporating sermons, prayers, and hymn singing are conducted in Russian.  

Religious texts are printed in Russian, but many of these have been translated into 

English in order to relate the meaning of services, ideology and history to the next 

generation.  
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Most second and third generation Molokans in Western Australia possess a truncated 

knowledge of the Russian language as there are few educational institutions which teach 

Russian.  Smolicz and Secombe (1985:129), who studied Polish migrants, noted that 

language was often used to determine ‘authentic’ group membership.  I have noticed 

that Molokan elders are usually very pleased when they see a young person has learnt 

Russian as opposed to those who have not made an effort to learn and only possess what 

Smolicz and Secombe (1985:129) refer to as ‘residual’ or ‘non-authentic’ ethnicity 

regardless of the sub-group to which they belong.  

 

As many of the elders realise that knowledge of the Russian language is either truncated 

or non-existent among the youth, they often address the youth in English. This occurs 

much more frequently now and appears to be a necessity as most conversations amongst 

second and third generation migrants are conducted in the English language. This is true 

for Molokan communities both in the United States of America and Australia. The 

Reformed Molokan Church in Oregon, United States of America, makes extensive use 

of the English language.  It adopted the English language to accommodate Molokans 

with truncated knowledge of Russian, members who have married outside the Molokan 

community, and welcomes members of the wider society to join in their services.  

 

Food 

 

Johnston (1969:31) noted that food was the last stronghold of ethnocentrism.  After 

leaving the community Heritage Molokans and divorced Molokans often have difficulty 

giving up dietary taboos that have been deeply ingrained in them since childhood. Even 

though many Molokans are negligent in maintaining total adherence in language and 

clothing they will still only consume appropriate foods.  
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Traditional Molokan cuisine observes Old Testament Jewish dietary laws and is a 

strong marker of the Molokan culture. The value of observing these dietary laws is 

transmitted through official events such as church services where compliance is 

reinforced with references to Deuteronomy 14 and Leviticus 11.  Reinforcement is also 

made by example as only kosher foods are allowed during a meal or feast in church.  In 

large Molokan centres there are usually several Molokan butchers providing kosher 

services to the community.  Adelaide has one Molokan butcher who butchers and 

prepares meet for the community. Perth based Molokans often visit Jewish butchers to 

acquire their supply of meat.  Molokans in the country towns organise their own 

butchering of meat for church and private consumption. However, it is becoming more 

common for Molokans to purchase acceptable meat from grocery stores and butchers. 

 

The observance of the food laws is also promoted in the Molokan cookbook with the 

same scriptural references. The value of food as a way to distinguish Molokans is 

reflected by the following quote: 

 

The dietary laws and observances which it teaches are intended to 
make us constantly aware of our obligations and responsibilities to our 
God, our fellow man, and to ourselves as men created in the image of 
God. 
 
Observance of Molokan Dietary Laws have (sic) done much for the 
preservation of Christian Molokan identity.  (UMCA Ladies Auxiliary 
1974:4) 
 

 

Many Molokans believe they affirm their religious community’s status of being a 

chosen group of people if they adhere to the dietary laws.  
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In Visser's research on the social use of food in society, she states that the Russian word 

for ‘hospitality’ means literally ‘bread-salt’ (Visser 1986:65) and is used as a sign of 

welcome: 

 

…bread and salt symbolize the precious stores of the house, the fruits 
of the host’s labour, his patience, his ingenuity, his civilized foresight 
and preparedness. (Visser 1986:67) 
 

 

Bread and salt are always used to greet the bridgroom and bride at the commencement 

of the wedding ceremony.  In many Molokan homes bread and salt are placed on the 

table prior to formally greeting guests into the home or partaking of a meal. Bread and 

salt are always placed on the church altar prior to the commencement of prayer services.  

 

Water is used frequently in services and prayers and has several meanings ascribed to it. 

If a person accepts the glass of water that is offered to them by a spiritual worker it is an 

indication that they have faith in the Holy Spirit. It also symbolizes the spiritual life. 

Though water is an important symbol in the Molokan religion, water baptism is not 

practised as Jesus was meant to be the last person to be baptised in water. From thereon 

Jesus baptised in the Holy Spirit. 

 

Clothing 

 

Another important diacritical marker for adult Molokans is clothing (see Appendices 7 

and 10). Traditionally, Molokan women dress modestly and wear dresses or skirts. 

Some first generation women in Australia still wear a head covering such as a scarf on a 

daily basis while the second and third generation women have a tendency to dress in a 

manner that reflects the culture of their host society.  Traditionally, men wore trousers 

and a Russian tunic tied at the waist with tasselled cords. They did not shave their 



 Chapter 6: Creating Community:  Religious 
  Beliefs and Shared Symbols 

163 

beards.  Similar to the women, the men now have a tendency to dress in a manner that 

reflects the culture of their host society, although many of them still wear a beard.  This 

seems to have arisen as a result of Molokan integration into the activities of the host 

society such as educational and sporting institutions and urban employment.  

 

Reasons given to me by elders for wearing appropriate cultural attire are those relating 

to modesty, uniformity, reflecting unity within the community, and being identifiable as 

Molokans to outsiders. The issue of modesty and uniformity has to do with all members 

of the congregation being dressed in a similar or equal fashion thus eliminating 

competitiveness amongst members in wearing more expensive clothing, more 

individualistic fashions, or expending excessive energy on issues of vanity.  Molokans 

believe that a person attends church to present their soul to God and for fellowship, not 

to present their external attractiveness or reflect their socio-economic standing. The 

issue of unity stems from the Scriptural teaching of being of 'one mind' (see Chapter 3) 

in order to achieve unity, spirituality, and the miracle of healing.    

 

Elderly Molokans tend to reinforce the wearing of appropriate cultural attire by relating 

oral histories of incidents that that took place in Transcaucasia and in the United States 

of America where Molokans benefited from being recognised as an ethnic community. 

In one instance, while the Molokans were living in Turkey, they found themselves 

living in the midst of an ongoing war involving the Turks and the Kurds which ran from 

1894 to 1915 in which 1.5 million Armenians were massacred.  During this war, 

Molokans endeavoured to show their neutrality by being unarmed and caring for the 

hungry and wounded.  The Christian Armenians left them in peace because they were 

Christians. The Muslims tolerated them because they wore long beards, dressed 

modestly, observed Old Testament dietary laws, and did not participate in the iconolatry 

of the Orthodox Church (Shubin 1999). 
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The Turks were ruthless in their slaughter of the Armenians. They attacked their 

villages, pulled people out of their homes and beheaded them in their yards. Houses and 

barns were burned and all livestock was killed.  Armenians who managed to escape 

were pursued relentlessly by horsemen who left bodies strewn all over the countryside.  

During one interlude in the massacre Shubin writes:  

 
…the stench of death was unbearable and lasted for many days. At 
first, the Molokan men ventured out with shovels intending to bury the 
dead. Not only was the task overwhelming, they were constantly 
aware that their every move was observed by the Turkish warriors. 
Although the Molokan's (sic) long beards distinguished them from the 
Armenians, the horsemen studied them long and suspiciously. They 
returned to their homes, leaving the bodies to the black crows and 
mountain eagles … (1999:8-9) 

 

Oral histories like this one indicate to me the traumatic effects of living in war-torn 

regions.  They tell of pre-migration experiences that perpetuated Molokans’ suspicion 

of the 'other' when the third wave arrived in the United States of America. 

 

Shortly after the Molokans' arrival in Los Angeles in 1904 they had another incident 

that highlighted the importance of wearing appropriate cultural attire. It was a Sunday 

on a summer morning and the few families that had already arrived in Los Angeles had 

gathered in one of the homes for church services.  They were visited during their 

services by an elderly woman who was accompanied by another woman who could 

speak Russian.  The elderly woman had seen them in a vision 40 years prior to their 

arrival.  The woman informed them that "she was there to ascertain for herself whether 

or not they were the people she saw in a vision forty years previously, and who were to 

be welcomed by her to America with a gift of land in the vicinity of Los Angeles" 

(Berokoff 1969:37).  She informed them that she had visited the Doukhobours in 

Canada when they first arrived but determined that they were not the people she had 
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been waiting for.  After visiting with the Molokans she was convinced that they were 

the people she had been waiting for but wondered why it took so long for them to get to 

the United States of America.  

 

Furthermore, the people of her vision were exactly like them in 
appearance and she pleaded with them not to change their religion nor 
their appearance in any manner else the grace of God and His mercy 
will no longer be with them. (Berokoff 1969:37) 
 

 

At this time the Molokans were suspicious of her motives and one responded callously 

to another: ""Who is this pork-eater that we should pay attention to her?"" (Berokoff 

1969:37).  The woman was extremely offended when this was translated to her (she was 

a vegetarian) and left without leaving her name, address, or the location of the land.  

Although this interaction proved a failure for Molokans, it is an example where 

distinctive attire was useful in identifying Molokans to important outsiders. Because of 

this incidence, many of the Molokans still wear traditional attire in church or church-

related activities.  

 

Alex related another story that took place in the 1940s where Molokans were identified 

because of their cultural attire and this story yielded fruitful results for the community. 

Alex was residing in Los Angeles at the time and attending a function (dela) in Milikoi 

Church.   At the end of the services the minister rose and introduced a guest who then 

addressed the congregation.  The guest stated that he had recently arrived in San Pedro 

from Iran on a freighter and had taken a train to Los Angeles. As he was walking down 

the street he noticed a young woman wearing a scarf and asked her if she was a 

Molokan. She replied in the affirmative and invited him to attend her church on Sunday.  
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After the church services, members of the congregation approached this guest with 

questions. One man asked if he knew a person by the name of Leontiff (who was 

married to his mother's sister in Persia).  The guest replied in the affirmative and stated 

that they had been neighbours. Through this guest, the man was able to obtain the 

address of his aunt and commence sponsorship procedures for his relatives.  As a result 

of this chance meeting and the guest's knowledge of Molokans residing in Persia, the 

Los Angeles based Molokans were able to locate and sponsor Molokans in Persia.  

 

Six years later Alex moved to Porterville and while reminiscing about these events 

realized that he did not know the surname of the stranger.  Later he asked one of his 

newly sponsored relatives if they knew this stranger.  The relatives stated that there 

were only two Molokan villages in Persia at that time and they knew all of the residents 

and no one matched the description of the stranger.  In fact, not one person had ever left 

the villages for the United States of America prior to their own sponsorship and 

migration.  Alex believed that the stranger had been an angel sent by God in response to 

the people's prayers for assistance in leaving Persia. 

 

Although Molokans have adopted western attire in daily life, one thing has remained 

consistent throughout these changes. Women still wear a head covering and long 

dresses and men wear the Russian tunic and cord belt for church services (see 

Appendices 14 and 15). Observing the wearing of cultural attire serves two purposes.  

The first one serves an intercultural purpose in that it distinguishes Molokans from the 

wider society. The second one serves an intracultural purpose in that it demonstrates the 

degree of adherence individuals have to the Molokan community.  
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Other diacritical markers serve an intracultural purpose in that they are artefacts and 

heirlooms displayed in churches or in the home but are not necessarily used by 

Molokans to emphasise their difference to the wider society.  

 

Artefacts and Heirlooms 

  

Diacritical markers are often displayed in Molokan homes in the form of an altar with 

religious books, ornaments or text books and can be an indicator to Molokan visitors of 

the degree of adherence to traditional practices by the Molokan host.  Some homes have 

a small cloth-covered table serving as an altar displaying religious texts.  Some homes 

will simply have an opened Russian Bible on the table.  Some will have the Russian 

Bible, Spirit and Life, a prayer book, and a song book displayed on the table.  

Makcimisti and Jumpers will usually have a space allocated in their living room for 

formal rituals.  Heritage Molokans and Reformed Molokans do not usually conduct 

formal church rituals or the formal greeting of guests in their homes.  If they do have a 

copy of Spirit and Life in the home it would not be displayed on the altar. When visitors 

(not locals) visit they are greeted formally at the altar (prestol) with a prayer, bread and 

salt, the kiss of peace, a song of greeting, and the expression ‘mir vam’ (peace unto 

you). The guest replies ‘zhiv Bogh’ (God is alive) followed by enquiries as to the well-

being of family and kin, the delivery of greetings from afar, and other pleasantries.  

 

Some Molokans display towels (palatensi) on the wall near the altar (see Appendix 16).  

There are several ideas about the origins of the use of these towels.  Some people say 

they are a reminder that the Molokans are from peasant stock so a bucket and towel 

were placed near the door for people to wash up before entering into an environment 

nominated for a church service.  Others say that they represented the family groups that 

officially joined the church.  Towels, and in some instances a handkerchief, may be 



 Chapter 6: Creating Community:  Religious 
  Beliefs and Shared Symbols 

168 

used by the prophet or spiritual worker during spiritual work, as discussed in Chapters 7 

and 8. 

 

The most popular non religious ornament is the Russian Samovar (see Appendix 17).  

Several families in both South Australia and Western Australia have as a family 

heirloom, a samovar that was brought from Russia during the 1904 migration or in the 

1940s from Iran.  The next most popular items are brightly coloured wooden matrushka 

dolls, wooden serving bowls, wooden canisters, wooden spoons or wooden serving 

dishes.  The most commonly used item is the wooden spoon which is used instead of a 

stainless steel soup spoon during meal times.     Often the various ornaments are 

displayed in a china cabinet, on a side table, or a shelf as shown in Appendix 17. Many 

Molokan families also have photographic displays of their family and the local 

community's early settlement years in the United States of America (see Appendix 18).   

 

As the boundaries between Molokans and Australian communities become blurred, 

through daily social interactions in the spheres of commerce, employment, education, 

and consumerism, conservative Molokans place a strong emphasis on maintaining 

diacritical markers and Molokan religious practices to reinforce Molokans’ 

distinctiveness.  Maintaining a unique identity reminds them that they have a special 

purpose to preserve a pure form of Chrisitian spirituality.  Most Molokans continue to 

dress and eat in distinctive ways in the hope that they will be recognisable should future 

events require them to be located by strangers as discussed in this chapter.  

 

While diacritical markers serve as a beacon to identify differences and/or similarities in 

beliefs and practices, they are not a sufficient source of information as the different 

meanings may be ascribed to these markers by different groups.  Turner (as cited in 

Moore 1997) notes that the meanings ascribed to symbols are: 
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 …multiple, and the meanings vary for different members of a society. 
Understanding cultural life requires isolating symbols, identifying 
their meanings, and showing how symbols resonate within a specific, 
dynamic cultural context. (Moore 1997:212) 
 

 

For example, one Molokan woman might wear a scarf as a symbol to non-Molokans 

that she has a religion or ethnicity that is different to theirs.  Another woman might wear 

a scarf as a personal symbol of being married or being humble.  While another woman 

might wear a scarf for social reasons such as to maintain membership in the Molokan 

community by demonstrating appropriate behaviour even though she may not ascribe 

religious values to wearing a scarf.  

 

Religion establishes the Molokan community as an elect group of people with social 

boundaries, a set of values, and symbols that contribute to the formation of Molokan 

culture and identities.  Church services and rituals provide the public venue for the 

reinforcement of religious beliefs and cultural boundaries and the display of shared 

symbols. 

 

As mentioned previously, sub-groups within the Molokan community have different 

religious beliefs and practise religious rituals differently.  Yet the use of shared symbols 

such as wearing cultural attire to church or displaying Russian curios in the home seems 

to reassure members that there are aspects of their history, culture and beliefs that are 

shared by most members of the community.  Diacritical markers are one important way 

in which Molokans strive for unity, however, their use does not guarantee unity.  

Another method which Molokans use to achieve a sense of community is derived from 

the spiritual experience which I discuss in the following chapter.   

                                                      
1 Anthropologists refer to the expression of being filled with the Holy Spirit as ecstatic 
expression or ecstasy.  Molokans refer to this phenomenon as ‘rejoicing’ in the Spirit. 
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7 – SPIRITUALITY:  A SOURCE OF GUIDANCE AND COMMUNITAS 

 

The spiritual experience is an integral part of Molokan life on an individual basis and as 

a community experience. The spiritual experience serves as a source of guidance for the 

community and creates communitas that builds social cohesion. The Molokan spiritual 

experience incorporates several activities that are inter-related and considered to be 

directly inspired by the Holy Spirit. Spiritual experiences such as prophecy (being a 

mouthpiece of God), spiritual work, having dreams and visions, or healing are important 

to the community because they provide it with religious and social direction, and guide 

or heal others.  The ecstatic experience is primarily a personal experience in which 

people either speak in tongues, weep, lift their hands, tap their feet, or jump. Generally 

it provides the individual with a sense of being uplifted and inspired.  

 

Ecstatic experiences are an integral part of Molokan church services.  In his study of 

ecstatic religions, Lewis notes that:  

 

Belief, ritual, and spiritual experience:  these are the cornerstones of 
religion, and the greatest of them is the last. This, at least, is the view 
taken by many who consider themselves religious. (1971:11) 
 

 

The spiritual experience in all its forms has been open to personal and group 

interpretation throughout Molokan history.  It can be used to maintain the status quo 

within the community, initiate change, warn of imminent danger and provide healing 

and a sense of identity.  It can also be the cause of community tensions and conflicts as 

people dispute the authority of the prophet or spiritual worker and how messages are to 

be interpreted or acted upon. Alternatively, it can act to promote group cohesion 

through the formation of communitas or a community boundary.  In this chapter I 

explain spiritual work and the role of the prophet, give examples of how spirituality 
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binds people in individual communities and between various Molokan centres, and 

show how prophecy has provided the impetus for some migrations.   

 

I include a fuller discussion on prophecy, spiritual work and dreaming and their role in 

building group cohesion in the Molokan community in Appendix 13.  In this chapter I 

limit my discussion of spirituality to the topic of spirituality and its role in Molokan 

migration.  

 

SPIRITUALITY AND MIGRATION 

  

The impetus for voluntary Molokan migration has often been accompanied by spiritual 

experience on a personal level or the 'voice of prophecy' on a community level. In 

Russia the prophecies related to maintaining the physical survival of the Molokan 

community with instructions to leave areas to avoid tragedy.  In the United States of 

America the impetus for migration was to preserve the cultural integrity and social 

cohesiveness of the Molokans. This was usually brought about by the concerns of elders 

who organize prayer meetings.  I will provide an example of migration as a result of the 

personal spiritual experience followed by several examples of prophetic instruction at 

community level. 

 

One couple who had been married for over 20 years had never contemplated moving 

away from their close-knit church community. Then they began experiencing an 

unusual series of metaphorical dreams that caused them to seek guidance on interpreting 

those dreams.  They found in one instance that they received a letter from some friends 

in South Australia stating that they had a dream about them they felt important to share 

with them.  Surprised, they then received a telephone call from a relative in West 
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Australia stating they had had a dream about them which they felt important to share. 

The telephone call and the letter arrived on the same day or within a day of the other.  

 

The couple was really perplexed by this development and made another private petition 

just to ensure these developments were not mere coincidences.  Several weeks later the 

above scenario was repeated, followed by another repetition several weeks later.  By 

that time, the couple in the United States of America had decided that their contacts in 

Australia were conspiring together to convince them to move to Australia. They 

telephoned the family in Western Australia ‘just to chat’ and asked if they knew how 

things were going for the family in South Australia. The family in Western Australia 

stated that they had met the South Australian family more than 25 years ago but had not 

seen them since nor realized that they had moved from the United States of America to 

South Australia.  The American family then repeated this exercise with the South 

Australian family who corroborated the story.  The American family then began to 

make enquiries about migration to Australia. 

 

The 1904 migration from Russia was based on a prophecy in 1855 by E.G. Klubnikin 

who was known as the boy prophet because he was 12 years old at the time he was 

inspired by the Holy Spirit to make the following revelation:   

 

Soon there will be three signs prior to movement into refuge. Firstly, 
they will gather for prayer in the middle of the night….Secondly, a 
brilliant light will flash from the heavens during the night, which will 
be seen over the entire earth.  Thirdly, the night from East to West will 
begin to sing, "A cry is heard, the Bridegroom is coming!" (Pivovaroff 
1976:563) 
 

 

Molokans who were interested in prophecy kept vigilant and looked for the signs that 

were prophesied by Klubnikin.  In 1889, when Molokans were living in Turkey, 
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Armenia, and Turkemistan, one Molokan, F.F. Wren (one of the men who was 

incarcerated in Arizona in 1917 – see Chapter 3), saw the night light up like the day and 

began to notify Molokans of the fulfilment of prophecy (Valov and Valov n.d.:3).   

 

In 1894, another prophet prophesied the fall of the Russian Monarchy:  

 

"This Russian Tzar, will be the LAST LAST Tzar in Russia! 
Following this will be the judgement of God upon the people of 
Babylon's generations and all their kingdom will be destroyed! The 
Kingdom of Christ will be strengthened." … This prophecy was 
during the time of the coronation of Nicholas II. (Shuken and Shuken 
n.d.:3) 
 

 

After this incident occurred the Molokans began to gather in earnest to pray for 

guidance on how to avoid the judgment that was to fall upon Russia. In 1899, they 

noticed that Doukhobors were being given permission to leave Russia and move to 

Canada and began to make similar enquiries (Shuken and Shuken n.d.:3).  In this case, 

the physical survival of the Molokan community was the issue. In 1904 (first wave) and 

1916 (second wave) many Molokans fled to the United States of America to avoid 

impending war and social unrest.  Many others did not believe in the prophecies and 

others did not have the economic means to make the migration. 

 

Those who did not leave Russia in 1904 fled to Iran in the 1930s, to avoid Lenin's and 

Stalin's purges, and then moved to the United States of America in 1945 (third wave).  

Those who remained in Russia were left to face the brutality of the Communist regime. 

The following anecdote took place in Armenia in 1924 and is an example of several 

wealthy and influential Molokans not accepting prophecy because it did not suit their 

economic interests.  Their actions had negative repercussions for the rest of the 

Molokans in the region:    
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During a large church gathering, regarding a movement to go to 
Persia, while in the presence of Communist government officials. 
Dunya Iakovna [14 years of age at that time] came out in the Spirit 
and said "Time to go."  A man prophet came out and said to the 
government official "Thus says the Lord God, let my people go." Then 
opened the Bible [made an otkreesha]1 and pointed with his finger to 
one verse.  
 
The government official walked over and looked at the verse, it said 
"Thus says the Lord God, let my people go." Fear came over the 
government official, and he declared all Molokans are free to go.  
However, it was not to be. Several wealthy Molokans (who didn't 
want to leave) approached this government official to persuade him to 
change his mind.  
 
The government official told them, "Since you didn't believe in the 
Living God that you worship, no one is free to go." The land was 
taken away from those wealthy Molokans. The prophet, that 
prophesied to the government official, was taken away to jail and 
never seen again.   
 
It was said by the Spirit "Those people who are witnesses here today 
will all die, they will not see Pahot [migration]." (Portnoff n.d.:17) 
 
 
 

The above prophecy was followed in 1988 (64 years later) in Armenia by the same 

prophetess, Dunya Iakovna.  At the time of the second prophecy Dunya Iakovna was 78 

years old: 

 

She came forward, took the towels down that were hanging on the 
wall. Tied them together, and had a few Elders hold it up, going 
lengthwise down the row. Then said, "Those who believe grab hold."  
The people grabbed hold, and she said, "The time is ready, the path is 
ready and clean. Whoever believes will go. (Portnoff n.d.:41) 
 

 

Portnoff noted that within 7 years of that prophecy being revealed the people who had 

grabbed hold of the towel had moved to Australia.  Molokans use situations such as this 

to emphasise the continuity of their spiritual community and to validate it to future 

generations.  In this example, continuity is shown in the form of the woman who 

maintains her faith and her spirituality throughout her life. Elders endeavour to 

demonstrate that the Holy Spirit works in their lives as individuals located within a 
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larger and very specific religious community.  Molokans throughout the world 

demonstrate that they are still one religious community by respecting and accepting the 

spiritually inspired utterances that take place in other parts of the world.   

 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, after living in the United States of America for a couple of 

years, Molokan elders became concerned with the cultural erosion and lack of social 

cohesion in their community.  Groups of people made personal decisions about moving 

away from Los Angeles to farming communities in California, Oregon, Washington, 

Utah, New Mexico, Arizona, and Hawaii. One group moved to Mexico and formed the 

colony in Rancho Guadalupe in 1906. At that time, for the most part, Molokans seemed 

intent in remaining in the United States of America.   

 

After World War I and World War II Molokan elders became alarmed at the rate at 

which their youth accepted military service and 'just' war and began to consider how 

they would preserve the Molokan faith. They began to have prayer meetings seeking 

guidance on relocating the community to an environment more conducive to their 

religious beliefs.  There was division in the Molokan community because different 

prophets directed them in two different directions, namely, Brazil and Australia. For the 

purposes of this thesis I will focus on Australia. Many prophecies regarding migration 

to Australia have been made in both Armenia and the United States of America.  I will 

present several of the prophecies to demonstrate the time span in which they occurred 

and their different geographic origins.  

 

The first took place in Armenia about 1944-1945 when a woman, Tyotya Alona, 

prophesied that there would be an exodus from Armenia: 
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"The first Pahot [migration] will be quick, and a small amount of 
people will go. Those who are left will see very hard times. Out of 
those who remain and stand firm in the faith, will go on a second 
Pahot [migration]. It will be very hard, they will have to go through 
the Fire." Then she went outside and drew a picture in the sand. Then 
said to the people, "You will go to this Land, which is surrounded 
by water, a place of wilderness. This generation will see it." 
(Portnoff n.d.:17) 
 

 

The second occurred in Baku, Azerbaijan in 1960 when a man, N.I. Karabanoff, heard a 

voice that said, 

 
"There's a people living in the Land of America, that will go Pahot 
[migration] to the Land of Australia, some of them will return back to 
America." Then he asks the voice a question, "What about us living 
here in Baku?" The voice answers, "You will go Pahot [migration] 
also, but close to Mount Ararat." (Portnoff n.d.:19) 

 
 
 
In 1964 N.I. Karabnoff prophesied that  
 
 
 

Soon, when the time comes, people will go on Pahot [migration]. To 
the land where the soil is red. This place is called Australia.  
(Portnoff n.d.:23) 

 
 
 
A final example happened in Kerman, California, in 1970 during a prayer service 

seeking guidance on the matter of migration to Australia, Elder Kornoff came out and 

prophesied 

 
 

"Behold I see a great dragon, when he shall go forth a Great War will 
begin. Those who remain here, in America, will fall on their knees 
and cry, 'Lord, Lord, Lord, do not allow those whom you have 
brought to this land of refuge, to perish.' But the dragon will compel 
them anyway. When he shall go forth, there will gather a great army 
from all the corners and a great amount of blood shall flow. We must 
implore God for his mercy. His shelter and guardianship of Zion. For 
this war is verily coming and another shall follow, making it 
extremely difficult for mankind." 
 
Later during the same prayer meeting Elder W.C. Shinen prophesied,  



 Chapter 7: Spirituality: A Source of Guidance 
    and Communitas  

177 

"… Now, as it was in Russia, so shall it be here in America." 
(Portnoff n.d.:34 and 35) 
 

 

“[A]s it was in Russia” refers to the imprisonments, tortures and executions of 

Molokans and political dissidents which took place under the Monarchy and 

Communism.  In the above cases, there would have been no communication between 

the various prophets or the spiritual workers.  This is important as these uncorrelated 

events are used to confirm to Molokans the strength of prophecy.  Prophecy is often 

delivered in symbolic expressions using mini-archetypes such as dragons representing 

nations, towels or cloths representing journeys, unknown continents drawn in the soil, 

or colour of soil.  These expressions are often relied upon by transmitters of oral history 

to validate that the prophet was not using their personal knowledge to corrupt the 

message while serving in the capacity of spiritual worker.  Collecting prophecies that 

have taken place in different parts of the world and integrating them into a single text as 

Portnoff has done symbolically unites Molokans in different parts of the world as a 

single brotherhood that is responsive to the Holy Spirit and prophecy. 

 

On 5 September 1964 in Monterey Church, California, prior to the first Molokans' 

departure for Australia, the following prophecy was made:  

 

And there all the people of Israel from afar personally bowed and 
worshipped before you alone and in which they without misfortune 
came through their forty years of temptation in the wilderness, 
until their entrance into the land of promise, which you gave them 
by lots. (Portnoff n.d.:24) 
 

 

Australian Molokans who have remained faithful confirm that they are now in the 

closing phase of their 40 years in the ‘wilderness’. Many have sought guidance for their 

next migration [pahot] but as yet there has been no guidance as to their next destination.   
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For some Molokan sub-groups there is a desire to ‘return’ to Mt. Ararat as it is 

considered a holy site much as there is an anticipated return to Israel for Jews.  In this 

way Molokans and Jews both share what Finkielkraut (1994:117) describes as a 

“…faraway nation…an inner kingdom, providing its subject of anxiety, pride and 

conversation. A Diaspora of dreams”. 

 

As mentioned before, the spiritual experience can impact on the whole community or 

simply provide individuals with guidance in their lives and spiritual development.  

 

THE PERSONAL SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE 

 

Mr and Mrs Jones were very cautious about speaking about spirituality in the context of 

research.  They stated that they were persecuted for their spirituality in Russia, Armenia 

and Turkmenistan.  The government did not approve of Molokans having an authority 

higher than civil authority and made every effort to imprison or execute 'spiritualists' 

and to confiscate any literature of a religious or prophetic nature published by 

Molokans.  They believed that the Soviet government believed that not all publications 

had been purged and that officials were still seeking material for the purpose of 

destroying the spiritual heritage of Molokans. 

 

Several of my respondents, however, were prepared to share some of their insights into 

their personal experiences with spirituality.  Spirituality was understood differently by 

each of them and their experiences were unique and served a different purpose for each 

person. For some, the experience reinforces their current beliefs, in other instances it 

promotes change in life direction, for some it initiates the role of acting as mentor to 

others, in others is provides a warning.  Yet in other instances, it provides people with 

the strength to deal with adversity in their lives. 
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Alex shared a spiritual experience that took place in 1923 when he was ten years of age.  

His family was at church and had gone before the altar (na krug) to participate in a 

prayer during a church function.  As the group before the altar completed their 

entreaties and bowed to the floor while kneeling to await the minister's prayer, Alex saw 

a vision of his older brother Vania who passed away at the age of 15 earlier that same 

year.   In this vision Alex was standing on a little hill in a farming area that had fences 

and gates separating various pastures. He saw his brother walking away from him down 

the hill toward a gate. On the other side of that gate, a man came out of a large house 

and approached Alex's brother in greeting. The man hugged the child and they went into 

this large house together.  After church, Alex rushed off to find his grandmother who 

was in the bakery and told her about his vision.  His grandmother had come to live with 

his parents after her husband died and had not remarried although her husband died at a 

young age. Upon hearing the description of the man, the grandmother became quite 

excited and said that the man in the dream was her deceased husband.  Alex felt this 

was significant for him because their family never took photos nor kept any so he did 

not know what his grandfather looked like. He and his grandmother then told his parents 

of the vision.   

 

The Spirit and Life was first published in 1928 and copies were distributed throughout 

the Molokan community.  During 1928 Alex, who was then 15 years of age, picked up a 

copy of the Spirit and Life and began leafing through the pages. He came to page 648 

and thought that the house on the left side of the drawing looked familiar but could not 

place where he had seen it before.  Later on he remembered that the house in the 

drawing in the Spirit and Life was the same as the one he saw in his vision during the 

church prayer in 1923. This spiritual experience validated the authority of Spirit and 

Life for him.  
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Lynette notes that her introduction to spirituality came from her parents' teachings 

within the home and in the Molokan environment.  I enquired as to whether she had 

observed 'spiritual' activities in the wider society and she commented that she had been 

in many social situations in the wider society but had not noticed anything that she 

would have labelled as spiritual.  Lynette feels that the spiritual side of Molokanism is 

derived from ancestors and kinship networks. She feels that the close family and 

intergenerational relationships provide a connection to the beliefs of the forefathers 

something similar to a living memory or a collective consciousness.   

 

Noreen added that church services support the concept of spirituality in that they 

provide a social platform for the practice of spirituality on a group level during the 

formation of an individual's spirituality. The singing, praying and the sermons all 

introduce children to the concepts of the supernatural and provide an avenue for 

expression.  Although Noreen is no longer a practising Molokan she still has a 

connection to the community through their mutual sharing of the spiritual experience.  

In essence, it is the communitas that still unites her to other Molokans: 

 

I find that spirituality connects me the most. I can go to a Molokan 
church, a home or a prayer and that what connects me straight away – 
the spirituality. When everything else comes into question like 
personal family values or where we want to adapt to as individuals are 
where I will find the conflict. But through that spirituality I've learned 
to be a stronger person….spiritual teachings that were taught to me are 
what keep me, give me the strength today although I might not be a 
practising Molokan in a sense of their traditions and rituals. In the 
present day, it is what I was taught in the spiritual sense that gives me 
the strength today.  
 

 

Miriam was a little more ambivalent about her spiritual experiences in that she was 

uncertain if she actually believed in spirituality or believed in the faith of those people 

in her life who believed in spirituality:  
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I remember at one point in my life I was really really down - 
extremely down. I had felt that I had no faith left in anything and one 
thing gave me a reason to go on. I forced myself to say, "There is a 
God". And that was the major factor for me to carry on with my life, 
not to end it. I don't know if I said that because I was taught, I felt like 
I said that because it was taught but I'm not too sure because it didn't 
feel very spiritual to think that. It could have been an act of 
desperation.  It could have been spiritual in one sense. I suppose but it 
was more like I had to find something I could cling to. That thought 
helped me to get out of that situation and get better.  
 

 

Miriam does not believe that she has ever had a personal spiritual experience.  For 

Miriam, spirituality was a distant and abstract concept that was working through other 

people's lives.  Despite this lack of a personal experience with spirituality she believes 

that she benefited as a result of the beliefs that other people had in God and spirituality 

as these people provided her with emotional and social support during periods of 

depression and hardship.  For Miriam, Molokan spirituality is interwined with family 

relationships so that even if one is distanced from the religious aspects of Molokanism 

one may still have access to it through family networks.  

 

I have also had personal spiritual experiences that aided me in decision making in my 

life, guiding me to help specific individuals, to understand others better, or just to cope 

with the difficulties associated with being a migrant.  In some instances these decisions 

resulted in taking a less orthodox path than the one I would have chosen if making a 

'logical or rational' decision.  I will share a couple of these experiences in the hope that 

what Molokans experience as spirituality will be less often construed as irrational, 

primitive, or hysterical behaviour.   

 

In 1986, I was at home with my two year old son tending to the laundry and saw myself 

walking up the hill to the church at Wellington Mills near Bunbury.  I was accompanied 

by a very tall woman with a particular personality or aura – she wanted to see the 
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Molokans.  On our way to the church we were met by a Molokan lady to whom I 

handed my guest for safekeeping while I entered the church to 'work spiritually'.  At this 

time I had not yet contemplated tertiary study.  When I did enter university several 

years later I enrolled in chemistry and environmental science and studied in these 

disciplines for several years on a part-time basis before withdrawing from university.  

Eventually, I re-enrolled in university but took up sociology which took several 

additional years to complete on a part-time basis. Upon completion I applied for 

acceptance into the Honours' course.  In 1999, the professor who interviewed me and 

listened briefly to my proposal for a course of research matched the description of the 

woman in my vision. She also stated that she preferred that I conduct research on the 

Molokans rather than my original topic.  I was somewhat alarmed at this course of 

action because as a Molokan I preferred to go through life 'invisibly'.  However, I 

accepted this course of action because it had been foreshadowed many years earlier. The 

woman who came to meet this professor and myself as we approached the church in my 

vision was the only respondent in the Bunbury Molokan community who participated in 

the research.  

 

I have had several experiences that have led me to assist other people in their personal 

struggles or to warn them of impending danger. In one instance, I had numerous dreams 

of a woman but no indication of who this woman was.  Later that same year, I began to 

spend a great deal of time with someone I did not know very well.  During our 

numerous discussions she began to reveal some of her experiences, courses of action, 

and attitudes that matched those of the woman in my dream.  I decided to commit my 

efforts to helping this woman come to terms with the many unresolved issues in her life.  

Throughout the next seven years I had two more spiritual experiences that coincided 

with crisis points in her life.  A friend of mine called this form of spirituality ‘shadow 

visionary’ because I could observe an event but was uncertain to whom it related.  
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In another instance, I had a vision of the identity of the individual and a set of 

circumstances which puzzled me because the circumstances did not seem to match up 

with the knowledge that I had of this person.  I was undecided about contacting this 

person because I did not know him very well.  I had only visited his parents on several 

occasions.  In my dream, the young man in question, had just purchased a high powered 

motorcycle and was 'testing it' out on the country roads resulting in a fatal accident.  My 

last knowledge of this young man was that he was living in Perth and studying science 

at a university.  Finally, I decided that it was better to contact him and make a general 

enquiry about his life.  He immediately informed me that he had just purchased a high 

powered motorcycle and that he and a mate were anxious to test its high speed 

capabilities on the country roads. I then informed him of my dream about his fatal 

accident and asked him to enjoy his bike at more reasonable speeds.  Although he and I 

have not spoken since the telephone call I note that he has modified his behaviour and 

has begun dating a Molokan girl.  

 

However, spirituality is not limited to seeing dreams and visions. A Molokan woman in 

Adelaide shared an anecdote with me relating to seeing spirits.   A Molokan man was 

walking down a street when he saw one of his best Molokan friends.  He hailed his 

friend who did not respond. He pursued his friend and demanded to know why he did 

not respond to his call and the friend just kept walking as though he did not see him or 

recognise him.  Later that day he rang his friend's home to see what was going on and 

why he was totally ignored on the street. The friend's wife replied very tearfully that her 

husband had passed away early that morning and her family had not yet notified anyone 

of his death. 

 

The spiritual experience may be different for each person but for each of them it verifies 

the existence of a powerful force in their lives that is beyond their control or 
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understanding. Molokans identify this force as the Holy Spirit.  While Moore noted that 

Molokans display a great deal of emotion in the public sphere of church (Moore 

1973:74) I note that this usually occurs during periods of stress. The expression of 

emotion is usually a separate issue to the expression of spirituality even though they 

may occur simultaneously in some instances.  For most Molokans, the experience of 

dreaming or having a vision is a very quiet experience that evokes reflection into one's 

own mental state and of one's world views before sharing with others. 

 

Healing is another facet of the personal spiritual experience in the Molokan community.  

When Alex was two years old and living in Arizona, the spiritual events of 30 March 

1915 relating to the prophecy of impending war transpired.  While this information was 

related to Alex as oral history in his later years, the oral history was confirmed by the 

people who had received healing as a result of this event.  One of the people healed of 

illness was Alex's brother who suffered from paralysis.   

 

In 1943 Alex had another spiritual experience that further confirmed to him the 

correctness of his participation in the Molokan faith and the validity of the Holy Spirit. 

His first child, a son, had a severe case of eczema that simply did not respond to any 

medical or pharmaceutical treatments.  One day, he and his family attended a prayer in 

the home of another Molokan.  The lady of the house suffered from polio and had been 

bedridden for a long time. She was so ill that her face had a gray colour. During the 

prayer service, Alex's wife made a secret entreaty on behalf of her son for a healing 

from the eczema. After the prayer service the spiritual worker went into the bedroom to 

minister to the woman and took a glass of water with him.  He asked the woman if she 

believed in the Holy Spirit.  She replied, “Yes”, and drank the glass of water.  A short 

time later, the woman, whose skin no longer looked ashen but light, walked alongside 

the spiritual worker when he returned to the living room.  She appeared to have been 
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completely healed.   Upon his return, the spiritual worker approached Alex and took 

some butter and rubbed it all over his son and told Alex to do the same.  Alex’s son’s 

eczema cleared up completely.  These spiritual experiences further solidified Alex's 

commitment to his religion. 

 

Spirituality is a complicated topic to research as it is as varied as the people who are 

experiencing it. Interpretation is guided by life experiences of people receiving spiritual 

revelation. When people hear of another's spiritual experiences they often rely on their 

personal knowledge of that individual to decipher the message. Despite the divergence 

of spiritual experiences and interpretations, spiritual experiences may work to create a 

strong sense of communitas between people sharing a similar experience or attending 

the same cultural performance.  The following chapter analyses a funeral as a form of 

cultural performance which provides an avenue for the performance of ritual, spiritual 

expression, and the formation of communitas. 

 

                                                      
1 An otkreesha is an action which is guided by spiritual inspiration. The spiritual worker opens a 
page in the Bible, Spirit & Life, or the Prayer Book without first looking at the page selected 
and points to a passage.  If this corresponds to the question raised then it is considered 
validation that the spiritual worker is not a fraud and that his guidance should be accepted. In 
some instances the spiritual worker will make otkreeshas in two separate books to indicate, 
without question, that he is truly inspired by the Holy Spirit. 
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8 – CULTURAL PERFORMANCE AND RITUAL: INTERPRETING AND 

DEFINING COMMUNITY 

 

Molokan church services and social events are a cultural performance.  Public 

performances include the enactment of rites of passage denoting a change in status of 

individuals within the religious community.  The rituals that I will be discussing in this 

chapter took place during a funeral in 2004 (which is a form of cultural performance in 

the Molokan community).  The correct conduct of these rituals is seen as a requirement 

for the receipt of forgiveness and blessings for the deceased and safe passage for the 

soul as it journeys to its final destination.  The funeral was that of June who was the 

matriarch of the largest family group in the Western Australian Molokan community.  

She was the oldest woman in the community and wife of the community's most senior 

and respected elder, Alex.  She was 89 years of age on her passing.  She embodied the 

ideals of Molokan Christianity and motherhood for three generations in her own kinship 

group and provided practical and emotional support for other kinship groups. 

 

I demonstrate how the social and ritual activities associated with June's funeral provided 

a venue for the interpretation and dramatisation of collective myths and also for the 

definition of a Molokan identity.  However, several people chose not to conform to 

established practices, using diacritical markers and speech, during the funeral in order to 

demonstrate that they did not uphold all traditions.  In their research on public 

performances both Michael Herzfeld (2001:257) and Victor Turner (1988:22) discuss 

the possibility of securing innovation during public performances.  
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PUBLIC PERFORMANCE AND RITUAL 

 

Turner points out that cultural performances are not: 

 

…unidirectional and "positive" – in the sense that the performative 
genre  merely  "reflects"  or  "expresses"  the  social  system  or  the  
cultural configuration, or at any rate their key relationships – but that 
it is reciprocal and reflexive – in the sense that the performance is 
often a critique, direct or veiled, of the social life it grows out of, an 
evaluation (with lively possibilities of rejection) of the way society 
handles history.  (1988:22)  
 

 

In other words, while cultural performances may reflect a culture they also provide 

avenues for initiating change which may occur through prescribed rituals, rites of 

passage, or challenges to the established system.  Rituals in traditional cultures are 

usually marked by extreme formalism; yet, their rigidity also provides opportunities for 

creative reinterpretation and controlled changes (Herzfeld 2001:257 and 260).  Displays 

of order both reflect and, in the sense of their performative capacity, serve to shape 

social transformations, that is, although rituals are shaped by cultural orders they also 

contribute to shaping those same orders (Herzfeld 2001: 257). 

 

According to van Gennep (as cited in Turner 1969:94) rites of passage are “rites which 

accompany every change of place, state, social position and age" and all rites of passage 

involve three phases: separation, margin or liminality, and aggregation.  The separation 

phase detaches a person or group of people from the main group as they begin the 

process of changing from one place to another or changing their status. The liminality 

phase is the transition phase where the person or group of people occupy an ambiguous 

social position and/or work towards their desired status by undertaking physical, mental, 

or social challenges or participating in vision quests.  An important feature of the 

liminal phase is communitas which is a perspective of collective liminality (Turner 
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1969:96).  Communitas is an intense community spirit distinguished by a feeling of 

social solidarity, equality and togetherness that may be experienced as a result of ritual 

(Turner 1969:96; Turner 1988:15). The incorporation phase signals the reintegration of 

the person or group of people back into their social community and acknowledges a 

change in their status.  In the case of a funeral, the deceased is not reincorporated back 

into the community in any way but continues to a place that "they have yet to be" in the 

spiritual sense (Turner 1988:25).  Although, those who remain are reintegrated into 

social relations that accommodate the absence of the deceased. [In other words, the 

ritual is as much for those who are left behind as it is for the deceased.] 

 

PERIOD OF CONVALESCENCE 

 

June fell down some stairs and broke one of her legs several years before her death.  

This began a long period of healing and extended stays in hospital.  Within a year she 

suffered a major stroke, was paralysed, and spent an extended period of time in a 

nursing home.  Her husband, Alex, her children and grandchildren visited her in the 

hospital, at home and finally in the nursing home daily. They designed a roster system 

in which different people prepared and delivered home cooked meals for her 

consumption to enable her to cope with confinement in an institution that did not serve 

kosher foods.   They also extended this care to Alex who lived at home and visited June 

twice each day during her confinement in the hospital and the nursing home.  Alex's son 

provided him with transport to church related activities and Alex's daughter took care of 

his shopping and laundry. 

 

Towards the end of her life, June lapsed into a coma but her family continued to gather 

at her bedside for regular visits and to reminisce about her personal history and the 

history of the Molokan community.  As her health deteriorated and doctors advised that 
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she had not long to live, family and friends came from South Australia and the United 

States of America to sit by her bedside.  During these weeks the women in the Bunbury 

community prepared for the expected funeral.  The minister's wife delegated tasks such 

as baking breads, pastries, sweets, and blintze and organising the equipment (cookware, 

dinnerware, table cloths and napkins) for the church kitchen in preparation for the wake, 

funeral and memorial services.  Several women gathered together and spent the day 

making home made noodles (lapsha) and several men got together and butchered meat 

according to kosher traditions for the feast.  

 

The period of caring for June and preparing for the funeral brought the southwestern 

community together in a spirit of cooperativeness and nurturing. This 'sharing of the 

burden' is another way that a sense of Molokan identity is developed.  

 

During this period I played hostess and provided transportation services to Helen from 

South Australia who had come to visit her aunt.  I collected Helen at the airport and 

offered her a place for the night. I then took her visiting people she wanted to see 

including her aunt at the nursing home in Bunbury.  We spent several hours at the 

nursing home during which time Helen reassured June that she knew she could hear and 

understand all the conversations taking place.  Helen then informed me that she had also 

been in a coma for several months after being in a horrific car accident as a young 

woman.  She remembered vividly who came to visit her by their voices and their 

conversations. We sang Molokan songs by June’s bedside until Alex arrived for his 

afternoon vigil.  Helen stayed another hour.  I then took her to her lodgings.  June 

passed away within a few days of her children’s arrival from the United States of 

America. 
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FUNERARY PROCEEDINGS 

 

The Wake 

 

The wake which was held in the church building at Wellington Mills, was the first 

phase of June’s rite of passage as well as a rite of passage for those who remain. This 

phase served to separate the deceased from her loved ones and the church community. 

Her body was placed in the back left corner of the church and was surrounded on three 

sides by numerous rows of backless benches.  People began to gather at 4.00 pm. and 

there was a long period of silence for the purpose of reflection. The silence was broken 

at the commencement of singing at 5.30pm. At this time the minister took his place at 

the altar at the front right corner of the church (diagonally opposite the body) to 

commence church services.  Members who were not immediate family joined the 

minister after viewing the deceased. One of the matriarch's grandsons arrived at the 

wake, dressed in a western styled shirt, and took his place near the deceased while most 

of her other close relatives dressed in traditional attire. 

 

Guests from Adelaide began to arrive around 6.00-7.00 p.m. Although they had just 

flown into Perth and then made the long two hour drive to Bunbury, they joined the 

singing until approximately 9.00pm.  During the singing some of the guests sat near the 

body, others joined the church service. Once the church services were finished everyone 

had supper then most of the guests left to return to their lodgings. My family decided to 

stay for the night and keep the vigil with the immediate family.  Most of the people who 

stayed for the vigil took rest breaks - they either retired to their vehicles, a camper, slept 

on the benches or on the floor inside the church.  I stayed awake until 12.00 pm during 

which time we sang lots of songs with silences in between. There were no speeches or 

eulogies during the vigil. Instead there were exchanges of oral histories, oral traditions, 
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personal testimonies, and reminiscences. People talked about June, themselves, the 

Molokan community and many other events they considered relevant. Alex shared 

personal anecdotes from the Arizona years. He said June (who had been born in 1913 or 

1914) and another kinswoman used to cook up meals during the depression and take 

them down to the river where the hobos camped out. In these exchanges they used 

words and imagery Molokans have adopted for themselves (see Appendix 13), what 

Edgar (1995(b)) describes as 'mini-archetypes' and 'root metaphors'.  

 

Four people from South Australia, six from Western Australia and three from California 

were the primary keepers of the vigil. Members of the immediate family encouraged 

one another to get the rest they would require to make it through the next day's 

proceedings.  Some agreed to take their rest in shifts to ensure that someone was always 

sitting beside the body.   

 

I kept the vigil until 12.00 pm then rested in the back of my station wagon in my church 

clothes until 1.30 am.  When my husband retired I continued the vigil. I listened to the 

men chat and exchange anecdotes during the night.  I did not contribute to any of the 

conversations nor was I invited to participate.  My role as a woman was that of listener 

and support singer.   

 

An Adelaide guest shared a personal testimony about his wife's healing. She had been in 

a serious motor vehicle accident many years before and received serious injury to one of 

her legs. After numerous medical visits and attempts to rehabilitate her legs the doctors 

were considering amputation as a solution. Prior to one of her regularly scheduled 

medical visits she began to suffer from abdominal pain and it was discovered she had 

appendicitis. As she went in to the hospital to prepare for an appendectomy her local 

church members gathered for prayer. I am not sure if they gathered in the church, at 
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home, or in the hospital. The end result was that she was able to walk out of the hospital 

within a couple of hours:  her appendicitis disappeared and she was able to walk on her 

leg with only a minor limp and thus avoided the prospect of amputation.  

 

This Adelaide guest then commented that someone should be compiling the anecdotes 

of healing and prophecy so that our younger children could know more about the role of 

the Holy Spirit in the lives of Molokan people.   Someone offered that a man from 

Oregon was compiling records about healings that have taken place in the Molokan 

community, and another from Adelaide (Portnoff n.d.) was compiling prophecies from 

1971.  In the process of recording these phenomena to written form the Molokans are 

converting oral history to evidence (Vansina 1985:29). 

 

Finally the men ran out of songs to sing and things to say. Uninvited, I commenced 

singing one last song before retiring for another rest break.  I went out and found that 

there was nowhere to sleep in my car and was thankful that another woman was getting 

out of her car so I asked if I could use her car till morning.  

 

The Funeral Service 

 

The funeral service is the second phase of the rite of passage for the deceased. The 

liminality phase is where the deceased's soul receives intercessionary prayers from the 

church members to aid her in her journey to her final destination – heaven.  Many 

Molokans believe that certain prayers must be recited in order for this stage to be 

successful.   

 

I arose around 8.30 am on Sunday morning and straightened out the traditional church 

attire (long white skirt and white long-sleeved blouse) that I had slept in and put on my 
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lace scarf.  My husband opted to wear a western shirt instead of the Russian tunic.  I 

greeted several people as I approached the church. I went into the church and sat near 

the coffin and others began to file in. Some sat near the coffin others sat near the altar 

and sang psalms.  A couple of elders arrived dressed in non traditional clothing or a 

variation thereof. One man wore a striped Russian shirt with white and dark stripes.  His 

wife wore a white knee length western skirt and western blouse with a head scarf. 

Modern day Molokan tradition (established in the United States of America) dictates 

that only white clothing may be worn for funerals1. Western wear is strictly taboo for 

Molokan elders and elderesses in traditional services.  Several of June's middle aged 

female relatives ('Heritage Molokans') were also dressed in western attire and did not 

wear a head covering of any kind. Several other males ('Heritage Molokans') were also 

dressed in western attire.   

 

About 9.30am relatives sitting near the coffin arose and carried it to the altar to pray for 

a safe journey for the deceased's body to the cemetery and her soul to heaven.  After the 

prayer requests, the minister said a few prayers and an Adelaide guest came out and 

called out the words to the song 'Blessed Creator' ('Blaghee Tvoretz') line by line from 

the Spirit & Life for the singers. He stamped his right foot on several occasions as he 

called out the words. This is something neither I nor my husband had ever witnessed 

before and demonstrates the variety of spiritual expression within different sub-groups 

of the Molokan community. Two of June's young relatives raised the coffin cover and 

carried it out of the church followed by six other men who carried the coffin to the 

hearse. They were followed by the bereaved, then the singers and finally the rest of the 

congregation (men first followed by the women).  The hearse was parked away from the 

church by the fire station and the walk took several minutes. I was informed that Alex 

wanted to partially re-enact the earlier tradition where the body was carried to the 
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cemetery by the grieving community.  We all returned to our vehicles and drove slowly 

to the cemetery near Dardanup a short distance away. 

 

The Burial 

 

The burial is the final stage of the rite of passage for the deceased.  Although it is not a 

stage of reincorporation into the community it is the stage wherein the deceased's soul 

reaches its final destination after having been purified by the prayers in the liminal 

phase.  

 

In the Dardanup cemetery, all the Molokan tombstones were engraved with Russian 

words with another set of names inscribed in English for non-Russian speakers to view.  

All the graves were situated so that the tombstone was facing east to denote the 

direction of Christ's return during the second coming.   Once at the gravesite, the 

mourners continued their prayers (ashes to ashes, dust to dust), lowered the coffin by 

hand into the grave, threw handfuls of dirt onto the coffin to signify the return of the 

body to the soil, and then sang Arise Soul Arise and Fly Heavenward (Vostan Doosha, 

Vostan).  After this the young men joined together in shovelling the soil and filling the 

grave. This is always done at Molokan funerals - the grave is never left for others to fill.  

At this point the soul of the deceased completes its separation from its former 

community. 

 

According to one of the Makcimist speakers, the soul remains on earth after death and is 

set free after the third day. Funerals are always held on the third day after death to 

coincide with the day of the soul's release from earth. I was informed that Molokans do 

not bury their deceased immediately because Angels escort the soul on a seven day 

journey, revealing to them the rewards of the worthy and the punishment of the 
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unworthy as is shown in III Ezdra 7:101 (Wren 1996:20).  However, during a Molokan 

funeral I attended in 1999 there were several speeches made during the feast by younger 

Molokans to the effect that prayers on behalf of the deceased are futile because the soul 

is directed to its final destination immediately upon death.  This is an example of the 

interpretation of Scripture that takes place by individual Molokans and their endeavours 

to secure innovation through the vehicle of the public performance. 

 

Before and after the funeral I spoke to several women who no longer attended Molokan 

churches. One of them told me that my Honours Thesis had finally made its way to her 

and she wanted to add her comments to it. Another one wondered if I still wanted her 

comments now that my Honour's Thesis was finished. I said “Yes” because I was 

building on it and any information and comments were useful. After the burial people 

returned to their homes and my group retired to my cousin's home to rest, shower and 

change. This is a purification ritual to make people clean after being defiled by being in 

the presence of a deceased person. After this we were ready to attend church again for 

the memorial service. 

 

The Memorial 

 

The memorial (pomenkee) is not a part of the rite of passage for the deceased as the 

third phase was completed by the burial.  However, it is the third stage for the 

remainder of the community because it serves as a form of reorganisation or re-

integration into a 'new whole' that continues without one of its valuable members.  

 

The memorial was to begin at 4.00pm but church services were already in process when 

we arrived at the church.  The hosts (June’s relatives) were standing on the left side of 

the church when we entered. I took a place in the second row and left the front row for 
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guests and the older women of whom few remained.  Several of the women that I 

considered elderesses when I first arrived no longer attend church services even though 

they are still strict in their domestic Molokan practices. Other elderesses had passed 

away years ago. Many of the middle-aged women who are more liberal in their beliefs 

no longer attend any church services (Molokan or otherwise). The men sang a few more 

songs before completing the first segment of church services.  Then, the congregation 

stood for the second segment to commence the prayer - most of the church made its way 

to the altar. I did not join them before the altar as this would have left few women to 

help with the singing.  The following anecdote was related to the congregation directly 

after the prayer.  

 

June's daughter and son-in-law, who live in California, were in their local church 

preparing to say goodbye to their congregation and holding a prayer for their mother, 

prior to leaving for Australia. Their son had not confided in them that he also desired to 

go to Australia to farewell his grandmother as he was hesitant about going on such a 

long trip and leaving his young family in California. During the prayer service in their 

home church, a spiritual worker approached this grandson and gave him a white 

handkerchief to deliver to his grandmother with a message to the effect that she had 

received favour in the eyes of God. For the grandson, this was confirmation that he 

should make the trip. This event was shared with the whole congregation as testimony 

that the Holy Spirit was neither bound by land nor sea. Its power was able to transcend 

physical boundaries. At this time the American grandson handed the handkerchief to 

either the minister or Alex. 

 

A young Western Australian Molokan joined the group before the altar for the prayer 

but was prevented from participating in the kiss of peace by an elder relative. This 

appeared to be the relative's way of expressing his disapproval of the young man's non-
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Molokan lifestyle and the wearing of western attire to the funeral service. According to 

my husband, this elder also created an arbitrary end to one of the front rows of men in 

that he bypassed three men without kissing them. Among Molokans this is a way to 

register disapproval relating to beliefs or practices.  According to Turner, "refusal to 

follow custom might be regarded as a ritualized act as well as a transgression of a 

custom with ritual implications" (1988:75).  I also noticed that the overseas guests had 

not been greeted either on the day of the wake or during the memorial.  This ritual is 

usually performed as the first order of business before prayers in order to welcome the 

guests in to the congregation.  

 

During the feast (commonly referred to as being 'at tables') there were many eulogies 

and speeches regarding June and the virtues of being a Molokan.2 These eulogies and 

speeches are stories “they tell themselves about themselves" to an audience (Geertz 

1973:448).  The storytellers work on the assumption "that producers and consumers are, 

if not identical, at least members of the same relatively homogenous group." (Herzfeld 

2001: 255). 

 

People focused on June's kind nature and how she hosted many meetings relating to the 

migration while residing in America. The stories indicated that the migration to 

Australia might not have taken place if she had not provided the social atmosphere for 

groups of Molokans to hold their meetings. The stories also seemed to be aimed at the 

women in the congregation reminding them that their roles as hostesses and keepers of 

the hearth play an important part in the community's well being. One could say that 

women play a pivotal role in the life of Molokan communities but they do not receive 

formal recognition until their death. 
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During the feast an elderly guest from Adelaide who suffers from Alzheimer’s gave a 

speech and included oral history about the Arizona Molokan community's protest 

against military conscription during World War I (c.f. Chapter 3). He spoke of the 34 

men who had been arrested and imprisoned and the 27 who eventually gave into the 

wishes of the war machine by registering for the draft. He then focused on the resolve of 

the remaining seven men who resisted domination by ‘the beast that is the American 

war machine’. Alex corrected him and said that only six continued to resist because the 

seventh man also gave into the government and registered in order to secure his release 

from prison. After reading two of the diaries I had been loaned I realised that both men 

were descendants of the remaining seven. There was a discrepancy in understanding, or 

possibly memory, between these men and this public story telling became an 

opportunity to correct that misunderstanding demonstrating Turner's notion that during 

rituals there is not a unidirectional flow of information (1988:22). 

 

There were two spiritual works (activities or interactions inspired by the Holy Spirit) 

during the feast and one testimonial which left people feeling a sense of relief that one 

of their beloved elders had found her way 'home' and was accepted into the kingdom of 

God. After the meal was concluded, some time was set aside to farewell the small group 

of people who were departing for Adelaide and California. During the usual praying and 

singing a woman came up to the ministers and delivered a message to them that was 

inspired by the Holy Spirit. The message was then repeated to the congregation and 

shortly after the services came to an end.   

 

The importance of performing funeral services in a ‘correct’ manner cannot be 

overstated as many Molokans believe that incorrect performance of the rituals may 

adversely affect the eternal destiny of the soul.  This belief was highlighted within 
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Alex’s family with respect to the burial proceedings for his eldest daughter who died in 

California within several days of June’s death. 

 

Alex’s eldest daughter and her husband left the Molokan community and practised 

Christianity in non-denominational congregations in wider society.  They had 

determined previously that when either of them passed away they would not be buried 

in a Molokan cemetery and the surviving spouse would not hold a Molokan funeral 

service.  Instead, they held a short funeral service for the eldest daughter in a pavilion in 

a non-Molokan cemetery in Los Angeles despite numerous pleas from Molokan 

relatives and friends to have her laid to rest in the Molokan cemetery.  Several 

conservative Molokans attended the funeral and offered to provide traditional songs and 

prayers for the deceased but were denied the opportunity to perform them.  This left the 

deceased’s relatives, who were practising Molokans, with a feeling that there was no 

proper closure and uncertainty for her spiritual welfare. 

 

One year after June's death, Alex held another memorial service for June.  Shortly 

thereafter, he made a return visit to California to visit his daughter's grave to recite 

appropriate prayers on her behalf. He also held a traditional memorial service for his 

daughter in a relative's home and invited close family and friends.  For many Molokans 

it is extremely important to be buried in a Molokan cemetery because of their 

persecution experiences in Russia:  

 

Besides the living, they [the Orthodox Church] also persecuted the 
dead. Bodies of the deceased sufferers were buried without markers or 
inscriptions by which people close to the deceased could find the 
grave of the beloved one and pay final respects.  
 
That is why they buried them outside the monastery, secretly, in early 
morning while everyone slept. The surface of the graves was levelled 
with the ground, to allow the turf to hide all signs of internment. 
(Anonymous n.d.(b): 39) 
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Part of the strategy employed by the Russian Orthodox Church and the Russian 

Monarchy to destroy or quell the growth of Molokanism was to break up families and 

communities (see Chapter 3).  Persecution often resulted in the removal of family 

members, including young children, to unknown destinations or masters.   In this light, 

it is understandable that Molokans who have accessed or internalised the history of 

Molokan persecution have very strong feelings about keeping the family together. This 

extends to the loss of Molokan youth to competing social or religious organisations or 

when Molokans marry non-Molokans.  There is a fear that they will become separated 

from the Molokans’ spiritual community.  This echoes the need of many Molokans to 

know where family members are - even in death.  Burial in a Molokan cemetery may 

have an even more important role than I originally anticipated with respect to emotional 

closure.   

 

After reading about Molokan graves being despoiled and hidden I realised that many 

traditions were probably reinforced or created to counter their persecution by the 

Russian Orthodox Church.  Loss of family members, kin or community members to 

unknown fates, in life or death, does not allow for the emotional closure that is so 

necessary for people to move forward with their lives.  To the first generation migrants 

of the first, second, and third waves in the United States of America, the flattened 

graves (even with a headstone) were a painful reminder of the losses they experienced 

under the tyranny of the Orthodox Church.   

 

The generation gap that developed between the first generation Molokans and the 

second generation Molokans in the United States of America was probably because the 

first generation rarely had time to share their memories and oral histories with the 
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second generation due to the economic hardship they suffered in the early years of their 

migration.   

 

Interpretation of Events and Defining Community 

 

Recounting experiences and social events is an important activity in the Molokan 

community because it provides an opportunity to interpret events, ascribe meaning to 

actions, and to define the Molokan community.  This process took place throughout 

June’s funeral service.  During the memorial service speakers presented their speeches 

(besedas) highlighting important aspects of Molokan beliefs and practices.  During the 

meal numerous people recounted life experiences and gave personal testimonies and 

interpretations of Molokan beliefs and practices.  The activities continued after the 

services were completed as people returned to their homes and entertained the guests 

who had come from California and South Australia. 

 

My family and several guests from South Australia gathered at my cousin's home to 

spend the night.  After a meal, we compared notes on the social, spiritual and ritualistic 

activities that had happened over the last two days.  Each person had a different 

perspective based on where they were positioned during the services.  Not all activities 

were equally visible to the various participants nor were all words spoken audible to all 

present.  Each participant in this discussion used their prior knowledge of the 

individuals being discussed to provide possible explanations for the underlying 

meanings of the messages that were shared during the day.  Spiritual activities are 

always open to interpretation by the different individuals who have partaken in them or 

witnessed them.  In this manner, we discussed, interpreted, and defined the boundaries 

and contents of the Molokan community. 
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Later in the year I had the opportunity to speak to several members who had attended 

the funeral and had dressed inappropriately.  I asked them if wearing their Western 

attire had been a form of protest against traditional Molokan practices.  Several 

mentioned that traditional Molokan clothing was no longer a part of their life and they 

did not want to put on a special presentation of adherence when attending church 

services.  Harvey said he had refused to wear a Russian tunic when he attended a family 

funeral in the United States of America. He told his family members that modern 

Molokans had become caught up in ritualism and traditionalism and lost sight of the 

spirituality that was present in the early years of the Molokan religion and its 

predecessor Spiritual Christianity.  His refusal to wear traditional church attire could be 

seen as an effort to counter a 'unidirectional' flow of information on that day (Turner 

1988:22).  Herzfeld noted that cultural performances such as the above wake, funeral 

service, burial, and memorial provide venues in which communities exhibit elements of 

their culture. The differing ways in which the producers of the messages and the 

recipients communicate the images they have of themselves to others is as revealing as 

the contents of the messages (2001:255).  Harvey and other Heritage Molokans 

attending June’s funeral wore Western clothing to state that traditional Molokan attire 

did not belong in the modern world and wearing cultural attire to a specific event was 

not representative of the way the majority of Molokans dress on a daily basis. 

 

I recollect a memorial service held in 2001 when an elder expressed the expectations he 

had of another member of the congregation.  He spoke at length of the hopes he held for 

this man's continuing performance in his role as elder and prophet and the events that 

transpired in church services many years ago that 'annointed' this man as a spiritual 

worker.  When he had finished speaking the man who was the subject of the discussion 

rose and addressed the speaker and informed him that his memory was in error and that 

things had not transpired as he remembered them. In this manner, the man who was the 
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subject of the speech challenged the beliefs that the speaker was attempting to reify 

through oral history and personal testimony. 

 

Interpretations of messages and events that take place during cultural performances vary 

in accordance with the sociocultural experiences and prior knowledge held by each 

participant (Turner 1988:80).  Models of culture relating to sets of personalities do not 

exclude conflict or variations in perspectives as people endeavour to strike a balance 

between their commonalities and their differences (Turner 1988:80).  As a result of this 

regularisation process, there is always an element of "indeterminacy" in any cultural 

group when endeavouring to determine long-term outcomes of a group's activities.  

According to Turner,  

Religion, like art, lives in so far as it is performed, that is, in so far as 
its rituals are "going concerns."  If you wish to spay or geld religion 
first remove its rituals, its generative and regenerative processes.  For 
religion is not a cognitive system, a set of dogmas, alone, it is 
meaningful experience and experienced meaning. In ritual one lives 
through events, or through the alchemy of its framings and 
symbolings relives semiogenetic events, the deeds and words of 
prophets and saints, … myths and sacred epics. (1988, p. 48) 
 

 

In effect, religious rituals and practices must be lived or re-enacted in order for religious 

beliefs to survive.  If religious rituals are not practised, the 'beliefs' simply become a set 

of dogmas without life.  Rituals are an avenue for the maintenance and contestation of 

the status quo as cultural performances are not just the site for the 'uni-directional' flow 

of information.  

 

During June’s funeral ceremonies Molokan elders endeavoured to provide support for 

the continuance of 'traditional' ritual practices through their speeches. They reminded 

the congregation that these 'traditional' ritual practices were worthy of continuation (as 

evidenced by the spiritual works (deistvyas) that took place that day). They said that the 
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deceased had respected and practised 'traditional' rituals and they had helped her attain 

admission to the Heavenly Kingdom.  Other people contested the value of these 

'traditional' ritual practices and encouraged a return to the simpler, purer form of 

Spiritual Christianity that existed in the early years of the Molokan religion. 

 

When dissent is silenced in the venue of the cultural performance, Molokans seek other 

avenues to express views that are contrary to the norm.  One such avenue is the Internet 

and I will discuss its role in bypassing community gatekeepers and challenging gender 

constructions and the formation of Molokan identities in the following chapter.

                                                      
1 I suspect that the wearing of white clothing for funerals may have derived from the church 
service held in Arizona on 30 March 1915, the second day of Passover, when a prophet 
announced that the Molokan community should be clothed in pure apparel. Refer to 'Persecution 
in the United States of America' in Chapter 3 on this thesis. 
2 There was a great contrast between June’s funeral and the young man’s funeral held in 1999 
with respect to social interactions between Molokans and wider society.  Only Molokans were 
permitted to attend June’s wake, funeral, and memorial service which were all held in the 
Wellington Mills Church and the Dardanup Cemetery.  The young man’s parents held the wake 
and funeral services on their family property as it was situated very close to the Molokan 
cemetery near Augusta. They divided the wake into two sections. The formal session was held 
first and comprised of Molokan rituals and singing and was only attended by Molokans. An 
informal session comprised only of Molokan singing was held afterwards and was open to the 
public for members of wider society to attend and pay their respects to their deceased son. The 
funeral was open to the public and was an awesome experience for me.  Hundreds of non-
Molokans lined the pathway to the cemetery forming a ‘guard of honour’ while the Molokans 
sang and conducted their funeral procession towards the grave site.  Members of wider society 
were permitted to participate and give their condolensces to the grieving family while the 
Molokans conducted their prayer rituals and singing. Two non-Molokans were permitted to 
attend the Memorial Service in Wellington Mills later that day. They, a married couple, were 
known by the Western Australian Molokans for many years and were invited to give a speech 
during the memorial feast. 
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9 – COMMUNAL IDENTITY VIA THE INTERNET 

 

In this chapter I explore how the Internet is being utilised to establish a communal 

Molokan identity in diaspora (Gibb 2002:64).  On Molokan websites oral histories and 

traditions, hierarchical structures, and gender constructions are contested.  Patriarchy 

and church leadership are being challenged, and women find they have voice and 

agency in the Molokan social sphere outside their homes. The sites also provide a space 

for Molokans to examine persecution discourse and history, resistance, and 

transformation.  

 

INTERNET 

 

In this section, I argue that the Internet provides individuals with access to people with 

similar interests, provides a forum in which users can develop a sense of community, 

and facilitates the formation of Molokan identity through discussion and the 

dissemination of information.   

 

In general, managers of Internet discussion forums attempt to make their sites accessible 

and user friendly to enable non-professional computer users to manoeuvre comfortably 

through their sites.  In her study of people friendly computer environments, Nina 

Wakeford (2000:354) noted that discussion group designers draw larger audiences when 

they make sites user friendly by using layman's terminology, for example, creating the 

image of a home through the use of metaphors such as house cleaning and visiting 

rooms.   

 

The anthropologist Richard Schaefer (2002) has discussed the benefits of anonymity 

on  the  Internet.  He  makes  the point that  for those  who  have  access to  the  Internet, 
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discussion forums provide individuals with the opportunity to make contact with others 

on a global scale thus overcoming issues of disability, limited mobility, economic issues 

and/or geographical isolation (Schaefer 2002:430).   This is an advantage for Molokan 

women because in the patriarchal organization of Molokan communties they are unable 

to participate officially in the formal sphere.  For Molokans in general the Internet also 

acts as a means of connecting people who feel isolated from co-religionists or co-

ethnics who are dispersed over great distances.  

 

In addition, in her study, Wakeford (2000:353) asserts that sharing information and 

discussing cultural identity in a public forum promotes the creation of a public identity. 

For example, the Internet enables Harari in diaspora to develop an identity that is 

associated with the wider Muslim community, and enables them to form links and 

alliances with other Muslims: 

 

Through Muslim discourse [in the Internet], Hararis can 
simultaneously orient themselves in multiple landscapes. As part of a 
broader umma of Muslims in North America and worldwide they can 
establish allies in defence of racism in North America…  (Gibb 
2002:64) 
 

 

Social scientist K.H. Karim in his study of the Internet, community and identity, notes 

similar experiences for other cultural communities:   

 

The communal identity that emerges is not the old one, but one that is 
a hybrid of:  past alliances, the re-establishment of relations through 
the newsgroup, as well as the experiences of negotiating real life in 
the new country of settlement and interaction with other 
individuals/groups in that society. (1998:13) 
 

 

Four United States based discussion groups are on the Internet:  Molokan.net, 

Molokan.central, MolokaniNarod, and MolokanUnderground (see Bibliography).  I 
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heard about Molokan-Underground in 2002 when I received an invitation to apply for 

membership from a participant from that site who was visiting Western Australia. 

MolokanUnderground is a private chat room and membership was by invitation only.  I 

decided against seeking membership because the more private nature of this site meant 

that the data would have to be excluded for ethical reasons (Spradley 1980: 23). I also 

felt that their desire to check out all new members may stem from their suspicion of 

non-members motives similar to that found by Fay Cohen in her study of the American 

Indian Movement (1976:90) discussed in Chapter 2.  The other three sites are public 

sites and are visited by numerous (Molokan and non-Molokan) ‘lurkers’- people who 

visit sites but do not interact with other members.  On some occasions lurkers express 

their opinions with respect to the emotive, rude or nonsensical arguments conducted by 

participants in these sites.  Hence, all members are aware that their postings are open to 

public scrutiny. This is made evident when web site managers post the number of 'hits' 

received by the site in contrast to the number of members and when lurkers air their 

views in the discussion group.  To become a member an applicant needs to identify him 

or herself (name and email address) to the webmaster and is usually listed on a page of 

the website. 

 

Molokan participants in the Molokan discussion forums come from diverse regions 

throughout the world.  People from the United States of America, Australia, Armenia 

and the Russian Soviet Socialist Federal Republic participate in these discussion groups.   

 

Participants in the Molokan websites come from the various sub-groups of the Molokan 

community and, not surprisingly, the discussions are often heated.  It appears from 

viewing postings over several months that occasionally, people came to understand or 

even accept another's viewpoint.  Thus suggesting that people modify their own 
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ideological positions and develop their individual identity in conjunction with 

discussing a communal identity.    

 

The discussion boards located in the United States of America mostly provide space for 

debate on differences between the churches' ideologies and practices, the writings of the 

martyrs contained in Spirit and Life, and Molokan history.  Participants discuss the 

public lives of prophets or leaders and their integrity, as well as the integrity of current 

elders and contributors to the discussion board.  They also talk about how they should 

fit into wider society and what form the Molokan Church in the United States of 

America should take if there are to be no further migrations.  Discussions such as these 

are likely to contribute to contemporary interpretations of Molokanism (Wakeford 

2000:353). 

 

Some of my participants told me they had located useful historical information about 

Molokans on the Internet. One was treated unfairly by co-workers who had been 

misinformed about Molokans through incorrect and defamatory information accessed 

on the Internet.  In an endeavour to avoid misinformation about Molokans in wider 

society one Molokan created a web-site called Molokan News in which he presents an 

insider view of Molokan beliefs and social activities.  

 

Molokan News was established by Andrei. J. Conovalov, a Molokan residing in Arizona 

who studies at Maricopa University.  He set up the website for the purpose of providing 

news and information to Molokans throughout the world (see Bibliography).  It is 

visited by many Molokans and is accessible to the general public.   

 

On Molokan News, Andrei announces social and religious events in the global Molokan 

community. For example, he posted a letter from The Union of Communities of 
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Spiritual Christian Molokans in Russia in the Russian Soviet Socialist Federation 

Republic which was sent to a Molokan church in California. The significant event 

announced in this letter is the bicentennial celebration of religious freedom for 

Molokans to be held from 21-23 July 2005 in Stavropol, the Russian Soviet Socialist 

Federation Republic. Andrei endeavours to unite the numerous small Molokan 

communities scattered throughout the world into one larger community in cyberspace.  

In general, he provides names of community members as points of contact in these 

communities, maps, and historical accounts (including accounts of persecution) to 

enable Molokans to get in touch with one another and reconnect with others in the 

fragmented global Molokan community.   

 

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 

 

In her study of women and the Internet, social scientist Alice Gittler found that 

electronic communication enables people to bypass mainstream media while providing 

access to thousands (1999: 95).  In this manner, the Internet has enabled Molokans to 

make contact with other Molokans via the Molokan discussion forums that serve as a 

meeting place for people to make new connections, renew old connections, catch up on 

local gossip, or seek information.  In the following example, a new subscriber to the 

MolokaniNarod website recognised the Christian name, Trofim, and submitted a 

posting indicating that the Uncle Walter refererred to in Trofim’s posting might be a 

mutual uncle:  

 

I am browsing this site for the time under my husband's sign on and 
this note has nothing to do with Maxcim or other Molokan matters. 
However, my Uncle Walter also had a heart attack recently. If your 
wife's name is Katsya then we are cousins - long lost I might add. 
Contact me…to say hello.  (MolokaniNarod, "What did Rudometkin 
Really Say?"  s h belle:  6/23/2002  gender: female) 
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Another discussion forum participant posted a notice seeking information about 

someone he and his wife knew many years ago:  

 

Also, I was talking with my wife earlier this morning and for whatever 
reason, (sic) Manya Shubin from Oregon. I can remember her husband 
suffering a tragic fatal accident. She sure was a nice lady but our 
distance never let us get too close. Does anyone remember that 
incident or know how she is doing? (MolokaniNarod, "Remembering 
the Past", Khlysti:  4/23/2002  gender: male) 

 
 

In some instances people who have lost contact with Molokans endeavour to return and 

seek guidance on negotiating appropriate etiquette with respect to the status they will 

assume if they re-enter the church sphere. 

 

My name is Katsya. I am a born, raised and a Christian Molokan 
Believer.  
 
I am no longer with my husband and I am torn over this situation in 
my life….I miss church as it is difficult to attend church as a woman 
that has been married and is no longer. Do I still wear the apron? Can 
I still wear a "Chepshke" [head covering denoting a woman is 
married,  discussed in Chapter 4]? I am a jumper. Can I still jump? (I 
still feel the Holy Spirit stirring in me) …. 
 
I am interested in re-connecting with my heritage. This is my intent in 
joining this forum. (MolokaniNarod, "I am introducing myself to the 
group", Katsya:  7/13/2002  gender: female) 
 

 

Departees from the Molokan community who either return to or consider having 

another look at the Molokan community before making a final separation express a 

nostalgia for certain aspects of community life similar to the Harari who Gibb describes 

in her study:  

 

This nostalgia refers to the social rather than environmental aspects of 
Harar. Many older Hararis miss the tight sense of community…and 
the obligatory support between neighbours and extended family 
members residing in close proximity. Imagining the homeland in these 
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terms is easier for the older members of this first generation of 
immigrants.  (Gibb 2002: 63-4) 
 

 

This is in keeping with Kachig Tölölyan's observation of diasporic communities. He 

states "the first generation of any group of immigrants, … bear the homeland's (sic) and 

nation's marks in body and speech and soul" (Tölölyan 1996: 29).  

 

Most of the conversations on the Molokan discussion forums seem limited to Molokans 

in the United States of America and Australia due to their access to Internet facilities 

and socio-economic status.  However, there is also interest from Molokans in other parts 

of the world who would like to become connected to Molokans in the West.  

 

"My name is Ivan I want to have Molokan friends" (MolokaniNarod, 
"Armenian Molokan sends greetings", AJConova:  4/5/2002 gender:  
male) 
 

 

The above posting was made on behalf of Ivan, an Armenian, by AJConova, an 

American based Molokan. The following posting was made by a Molokan residing in 

the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic. 

 

Hello, Roosky & all. 
 
I know not English well, so I try to not say much.  
 
I try to read all messages in forum & I like it. 
 
… I am from Tambov. I attend to small Molokan church (about 20-30 
members). 
 
With brotherly love 
 
Serge. (MolokaniNarod, " Hello? Is anyone home?", PetrovSP:  
10/4/2002 gender:  male) 
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The Internet provides Molokans with a 'safe' non face-to-face opportunity to make 

enquiries about people and circumstances without exposing themselves to potential 

criticism before committing to an action. Although limited access to the Internet in 

eastern countries prevents Molokans in the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic 

and Armenia from participating actively in discussions, it does enable some of them to 

make contacts with Molokans in the West and expand their social networks after the 

initial contact on the Internet.   

 

Participants on the MolokaniNarod discussion forum state that they enjoy the discussion 

forum because they do not have access to The Molokan, the official newsletter of the 

Molokan community. The Molokan is produced by volunteers at the UMCA in 

California but is only mailed to subscribers within the United States of America. 

Molokans living outside the United States of America feel they are excluded from 

knowing what is happening in the church or social scene by being denied access to the 

newsletter.  Apparently, an e-mail version of this newsletter is available and I made 

enquiries about receiving the e-mail version. However, I found that they insist on 

background checks on the subscriber:   

 

1) Which church do you attend? 

2) Who is the minister of your church? 

3) The name of some one whom will vouch for your character. 

 

I decided not to follow up this course of action as I was not officially a member of any 

of the local churches though I had attended services in previous years.  Subscription and 

mailing fees are associated with The Molokan. Both Molokan News and The Molokan 

are produced by volunteer labour.  While The Molokan has ceased to be an avenue for 

the contestation of established beliefs and practices, Molokan News still endeavours to 
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present information that may raise some controversy. However, the discussion forums 

are the best avenue for Molokans to present their views to other members of the 

Molokan community, to challenge the status quo, or to bypass the community's 

gatekeepers. 

 

CONTESTATION OF THE STATUS QUO 

 

The Internet provides Molokans with the opportunity to contest the leadership and 

gatekeeping activities of elders (Rynkiewich 1976:54; Sterk 2001:130) and/or the status 

quo with respect to religious beliefs and social practices (Herzfeld 2001:257; Turner 

1988:22).  As only Molokan men have the opportunity to express their beliefs in the 

public sphere of the church service, the Internet provides women with a public voice.  

Most women use humour for sharing their viewpoint on gender roles and relationships:  

 

THE LOST CHAPTER OF GENESIS  
  
Adam was hanging around the Garden of Eden feeling very lonely.  
So, God asked him, "What's wrong with you?" 
 
Adam said he didn't have anyone to talk to. God said that He was 
going to make Adam a companion and that it would be a woman. 
 
He said, "This pretty lady will gather food for you, she will cook for 
you, and when you discover clothing, she will wash it for you.  She 
will always agree with every decision you make and she will not nag 
you, and will always be the first to admit she was wrong when you've 
had a disagreement. She will praise you!  She will bear your children 
and never ask you to get up in the middle of the night to take care of 
them. She will NEVER have a headache and will freely give you love 
and passion whenever you need it."  
 
Adam asked God, "What will a woman like this cost?"  
 
God replied, "An arm and a leg."  
Then Adam asked, "What can I get for a rib?" 
 
Of course the rest is history....... (KB, 8/23/2003 5: 05: 35 AM Eastern 
Daylight Time) 
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Jokes and humerous anecdotes on Internet discussion forums seem to provide a means 

for women to de-stress from the many demands to be perfect wives, mothers, and 

members of the Molokan community and to express their frustration with the dual 

standards related to gender in the Molokan community.  

 

…I have not attended this church since the dissolution of my 
marriage. However, following Grace's advice, I do have another 
church that I can attend without fear of rejection. My biggest fear is 
being a woman that had been married and is now not married and 
trying to attend church. My ex-husband attends church occasionally 
and he is well accepted. However, it is a different situation for me as a 
woman. I am a scorned woman, even though I did nothing wrong (he 
left me). It is frustrating for me. I have 2 boys. I hope that I can stand 
up at their weddings when the time comes. (MolokaniNarod, "I am 
introducing myself to the group", Katsya:  7/13/2002  gender:female) 
 

 

Several of the participants in MolokaniNarod state they have been silenced in church by 

the elders and are no longer given the opportunity to address the congregation.  Some 

are no longer permitted to attend the Jumper or Makcimisti churches. Others have said 

that they are no longer allowed to contribute articles for The Molokan because their 

ideas and/or research is deemed to be heretical.  The Internet provides them with a 

forum to present their views to the Molokan community and establish a public dialogue 

outside the sphere of the church.  Besides fulfilling a personal goal, I believe when the 

Internet is used for public discussion it also contributes to the formation of a public 

Molokan identity. 

 

During the course of discussing personal opinions, religion, and history, many of the 

participants provide documentary information and sources of information to other 

participants and encourage them to expand their horizons through private research. For 

example, one very active participant encouraged Molokans to try and obtain copies of 
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Rudometkin's original, unedited, handwritten manuscripts instead of relying on Spirit 

and Life which he claims is comprised of edited information. 

 

Most information that is shared or disseminated in the discussion groups relates to 

Molokan history, the dissent about Rudometkin and his teachings, sources of 

information for the various findings, and how practices used to be carried out.  I will 

return to this topic later in this chapter when I discuss the content of the dialogue that is 

taking place on the Internet.  

 

DISSEMINATION OF INFORMATION 

 

Molokan News provides a comprehensive site for the dissemination of information 

regarding Molokan social life, church events, and links to historical and academic 

literature.  The manager, Andrei, posts news of events in America, the Russian Soviet 

Federal Socialist Republic, Australia, and Armenia in an endeavour to let members of 

the Molokan religion feel connected to overseas co-religionists.  Andrei also advertises 

Molokan conferences, youth forums and other major social and religious events and 

informs people how they may be able to arrange participation in these events.  He 

advertises his site on the various Molokan discussion forums and provides links to 

Molokan discussion forums in Russia.  

 

Several of my informants told me that knowing that material about Molokans was on 

the Internet for public viewing caused them discomfort and concern. Stella has followed 

events on the Molokan News for several years and made the following comments with 

respect to social disputes that occurred in the past two years in the Arizona community's 

church:   
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I've read the Molokan internet website. I think it's ridiculous. I think 
that Molokans have no business airing their grievances or their 
problems where other people can see them or read them. 
 

 

Stella also noticed an article relating to Spirit and Life and found it distressing that 

people attempt to trash the text.  Although she did not feel that anything she read on the 

Internet affected her sense of being Molokan, she was concerned about the image 

Molokans were presenting to the wider society by arguing amongst themselves.  

 

Lillian's reponse to Molokan News was that each piece of information only represented 

the views of that individual who was presenting the information on the website,  

 

I don't believe they are an accurate picture. It's one person's picture 
and they are printing them as gospel for the whole community and I 
think that Conovalov's [Molokan News website] from Arizona is an 
example. There are so many things that he has said that I think are so 
wrong. I grew up in that community. I happen to know that 
community and to see it from his point of view seeing what he has 
seen. …  Yeah, he is from the community today.  And I am from that 
community 50-60 years ago. So you know things change.  

 

Lillian works in the industry of delivering social services. About 12 years ago, she 

experienced difficulties at work because one of her clients had read an article on an 

Internet website claiming Molokans sacrificed their babies and partook in sexual acts 

during church services.  

 

Yes, and sexual acts and stuff which are untrue. They are nothing to 
do with our faith but this is represented as Molokan tradition. … And, 
then, also I was doing a study for the Migrant Resource Centre and 
found myself being called a spy because I was inquiring as to the 
various communities.  … Yes, so it was pretty ugly, I thought, and I 
related it to when the baby [Azaria Chamberlain] was taken by the 
dingo up in Darwin. I thought those poor people being accused of it 
and I happen to know many Seven Day Adventists and they were 
accused of all these horrible things. And I thought, "I know what you 
are going through, I can see that".  
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Michael felt that the information posted on Molokan discussion forums was posted by 

disgruntled Molokans and did not accurately reflect the views of all Molokans. 

 

Although the webmaster of Molokan News says he is endeavouring to make 

comprehensive and accurate representations of Molokan beliefs and social life for the 

purpose of informing people in the wider society, most of the Molokan readers of 

Molokan News feel that his perspective is biased and they would prefer he did not make 

information available to the public.  

 

CONSTRUCTIONS OF MOLOKAN IDENTITIES 

 

Because the discussion forums offer Molokan participants the opportunity to discuss 

and review their beliefs and practices they contribute to the ongoing construction of 

Molokan identities in diaspora.  Forum discussions indicate that many Molokans are 

interested in determining what it is that differentiates them from other Christian 

religions, whether this differentiation should continue, and if one sub-group has the 

right of ownership of the name 'Molokan' to the exclusion of other sub-groups.  What 

constitutes a Molokan is contested by all the sub-groups (Constants, Reformed, Heritage 

Molokans, Jumpers, Makcimists, and New Zion) who all draw on scripture, general 

history, Molokan oral history and oral traditions in all forms to fuel these discussions 

and debates.  

 

A commonly asked question on the discussion forums relates to who or what the 

Molokans are meant to be. Are Molokan identities centred on religion or ethnicity?  

 

But the question that I have is this? What is a Molokan? Are you a 
Molokan by birth? Are you a Molokan by way of worship? Are you a 
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Molokan by way of belief? Are you a Molokan by the way you live 
your life? 
 
In my opinion, kind of, yes, yes, and yes. If you do not accept Christ 
you are not a Molokan, because all Molokans are Christians, but not 
all Christians are Molokans. The way our church services are 
performed…is unique to our faith, religion, brotherhood - it's all the 
same. If you accept our way of worship, then you must accept the 
writings of MGR…If one does not accept the S&L [Spirit and Life] 
then one cannot accept the Molokan way of worship and therefore is 
not a Molokan.  (MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?" 
DJN: /20/2002 gender:  unknown) 
 

 

The above quote encompasses many of the burning questions which trouble members of 

the Molokan community.  Many Jumpers and Makcimisti believe that the term 

'Molokan' was coined after the appearance of these sub-groups, both of which support 

the rituals in Spirit and Life.  Constants, Reformed Molokans and Heritage Molokans 

believe that Molokanism appeared much earlier in history and was a freer form of 

worship.  Doctrines: Principles of the True Spiritual Christian Russian Molokans Since 

1803 as shown in Appendix 2 documents that the Molokan religion had an official 

statement of faith since 1803 and was legally recognised as a religion in 1819 both of 

which occurred prior to the appearance of Jumpers and Makcimisti.   

 

In an effort to consolidate their sense of being Molokan, Molokans use several 

strategies. Some utilise their own memories or oral histories, shared with them by their 

grandparents or other elders, in order to determine which community practices were 

used by previous generations.  These practices then become benchmarks of authenticity.   

 

The following example relates to the sharing of oral history:  

 

I can remember a conversation I observed between my father and his 
grandfather, during which they discussed "how" church services were 
conducted prior to Spirit and Life. My great-grandfather was the 
former minister of the old Porterville Molokan Church. 
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As was explained to me later, and as has been repeated by a number of 
family members throughout the years, there were weddings, child 
dedications, funerals, and a variety of other different types of 
"Molokan" church services that existed, and which were conducted on 
a regular basis, long before Rudometkin was ever born, and long 
before the Spirit and Life book was published. 
According to this great-grandfather of mine, our basic Molokan 
church services, even in the San Francisco and Sheridan churches, 
have always taken on the resemblance of our typical Sunday Morning 
Church Services. Prior to the Spirit and Life book, prayers recited by 
the ministers were memorized from the Bible, mostly different 
Psalms. And the Psalms that were sung, were sung from the Bible 
only, because the Bible was the only book on the front table. The 
Spirit and Life, the prayerbook and the songbook were all introduced 
years later, in Los Angeles. (MolokaniNarod, A Question of  Ministry  
PJE: 8/12/2002 gender: male)  
 

 

In other instances, people utilise the discussion forums to share information that has 

been obtained through religious, historical, sociological and anthropological texts. They 

do this in order to establish that particular sub-groups have the best claim to be truly 

Molokan. 

 

…What Rudometkin is saying here, is that just like Uklein…is known 
as the chief leader and forefather of all generations of Molokans, he, 
Rudometkin, is announcing himself, and introducing himself for that 
matter, as the chief leader and forefather of all future generations of 
"New Israel"…The "Molokans" and the "New Israel" are two separate 
sects, distinctly different from one another…You do not seem to be 
aware of the fact that "New Israel" refers to the Khlysty, not to our 
Christian Molokan forefathers. Our Molokan people have never been 
referred to as "New Israel"… (MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?" 
PJE: 6/25/2002 gender: male) 
 

 

The author of the above post encourages Molokans to verify Molokan oral history and 

oral traditions by cross-checking with literature and research conducted in the wider 

society. He states that Rudometkin came from an area in Southern Russia where a 

religious group known as Khlysty and God's People, practised their religion (New 

Israel).  He warns that because the Khlysty and the Molokans were geographical 

'neighbours' and had a common adversary in the Orthodox Church they ended up 
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mixing some of their theology and forming the hybrid sect known as Khlysty Molokans.  

Further in the posting, he states that he believes Rudomekin's parents were Khlysty not 

Orthodox and the Makcimist concept of spiritual wives (polygamy) came from Khlysty 

practices. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Rudometkin was accused by the Constants of 

sexual misconduct in the form of having multiple wives. As the existing Molokans 

(Constants) did not tolerate the Khlysty practice of spiritual marriage they reported 

Rudometkin to the authorities and he was arrested and imprisoned. 

 

…Those who were Rudometkin's "own people" were the Khlysty 
"New Israel", not our Molokan people. In writing about the sectarians 
in the Transcaucasus in Russian, the German historian, K. K. Grass, in 
his work entitled Die Russischen Sekten (The Russian sectarians), 
writes about "Die Skakunen" and "Die Prygunen" as another name for 
"Die Chlusten Molokanen".  He makes a very definite distinction that 
the "prygunie" (jumpers) and "skakunie" (leapers) were part of the 
sect he identified as "The Khlysty Molokans", which is different, and 
separate, from the sect he identifies as "Die Christen Molokanen", or 
The Christian Molokans.  In Russia, The Christian Molokans, which 
my forefathers are from, were a separate sect, distinctly different from 
the New Israel Khlysty Molokan sect, commonly referred to as 
Rudometkin's "New Israel Jumpers and Leapers". Contrary to the 
myth you have been taught, the physical manifestation of the Holy 
Spirit took place during Uklein's time, and among his followers after 
him, long before Rudometkin ever came upon the scene…How does 
that work, this Khlysty "nyie-nash" [not ours] has somehow, through 
the years, become the "leader" and "spiritual hero" of those who also 
still want to use the name "Molokan" to identify themselves? 
(MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?"  PJE: 6/25/2002 
gender: male) 
 

 

Discussion forum debates enable both liberal Molokans to challenge traditional 

positions and conservative Molokans to reject new concepts.  

 

Mrs Happy, 
 
Thank you for your awesome testimony!  After I read your post this 
morning, it occurred to me that one of the strangest ironies about 
MGR and his claims is that our original Molokan forefathers were 
adamantly against priests as "intercessors" to the Father. They 
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understood there is only one "High Priest", Jesus, the ONLY Mediator 
between God and man! 
 
Our Molokan "people" were practicing Protestant Bible-only 
evangelical Christianity for more than a hundred years before MGR. 
Now here is this "self-appointed incarnate Holy Spirit" trying to 
convince our Molokan people that HE is their intercessor and 
mediator of their souls!! (Please…..those readers out there who are 
pro-Makcim, you can save your explanation of "he was talking in the 
spirit" because you're right!! MGR was "talking in the spirit" and 
claiming to be the "new" Jewish Messiah, but the spirit that inspired 
him was NOT God!) (MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?" 
Grace: 4/4/2003 gender: female) 
 
 

The direct rebuttal to this posting was:   

 

Hello 
 
I am happy for all of you who are praising and lifting HIS name for all 
us who accept the S&L [Spirit and Life]. I also praise and lift up HIS 
name that we CONTINUE our Sobranya [church] the way my parents, 
grandparents, and greatgrandparents worshipped. They read, sang and 
spoke of our Martyrs and if it is good enough for them, then it's good 
enough for me. …Another speaker asked the congregation why some 
amongst us raise there (sic) eyebrows when we mention the word 
"Predki" [forefathers] or "Stradalzi" [Martyrs]. He then went on to say 
these are not bad words and that we need to talk more about them. He 
then spoke in English and said that there are people amongst our 
brotherhood who want to change the way our church is run. … 
 
So call me a Maksimist, but I still pray to God, His Son, and the Holy 
Spirit, no one else. …  (MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?" 
Mir_I_Lubov:  4/4/2003 gender: female) 
 

 

The above participant, Mir I Lubov, who is a Makcimist, felt the need to establish that 

following the teachings in the Spirit and Life did not preclude them from following the 

teachings of the Bible.   

 

As well as dispute over the validity of Rudometkin in the same discussion thread, there 

is debate over ownership of the term 'Molokan':   
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…I asked whether you considered the Spiritual Christian Molokans 
from the San Francisco and Sheridan Molokan churches to be 
Molokans. They don't have the Spirit and Life book on their tables, 
nor do they accept or participate in anything that has to do with 
Rudometkin's heresy of "New Israel" and "King of Spirits". However, 
they are Christians, and they are from the same Molokan heritage 
(meaning S. M. Uklein) that the rest of us are from. (Who are 
Molokans?…I asked about my brother-in-law's family, who are 
Mordovian, not Russian. They "became" Molokans by "joining" our 
Molokan people sometime during the mid 1800's…I also mentioned a 
Molokan man who is a member of the Spiritual Christian Molokan 
Church in San Francisco…He "became" a Molokan by marrying a 
Molokan young woman sometime around 1950, and "joined" our 
Molokan people after their wedding…By his own words, Rudometkin 
himself admits that he never did "join" our Molokan people in 
Russian, in order to become "part" of us. Do you still consider him to 
be a "Molokan"? (MolokaniNarod, "Who are Molokans?"  
PJE: 6/21/2002 gender: male) 

 
 

Often the Jumpers and Makcimisti claim that the Constants are not true Molokans 

because they do not believe in the physical manifestation of the Holy Spirit.  In fact, 

Lillian informed me that her parents would not allow her to marry her Constant fiancee 

(some 50 years ago) until he had been christened 'Molokan' in a Jumper church because 

the Jumpers don't believe the Constants accept the physical manifestation of the Holy 

Spirit. This was a strong issue for her family as they saw the Constants as being a 

separate religion.   

 

This debate is still going strong within the Molokan community.  The concern about 

which sub-group represents true Molokan beliefs is a sore spot for most Molokans. 

 

Without exception, the name "Khlysty" was an abomination to these 
"Postoyannie" [Constants] Spiritual Christian Molokan church elders. 
M.G. Rudometkin was born and raised among the Khlysty before he 
began to infiltrate the Christian Molokan people in Russia. That is 
why these elders maintained with pride the identity and the name 
"Postoyannie" [Constants], because, as they explained to me, the name 
had nothing to do with "jumping" or with the "manifestation of the 
spirit", but it had everything to do with their conviction to remain 
"Steadfast" in the Word of God.  It was also explained to me that these 
"Postoyannie" [Constants] elders believed in the "manifestation of 
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spirit" as an expression of worship that is Biblical (Timothy 2: 9), but 
not as a phenomenon of "new revelation from God". And those who 
desired to introduce such "new revelation" into their Molokan 
churches were held accountable to the Word of God that is in the 
Bible, therefore the legacy of their name, "Postoyannie" [Constants], 
or, "Steadfast".  (MolokaniNarod, "Purpose and Intent" 
PJE: 28/4/2002  gender: male) 
 

 

I revisited the MolokaniNarod site in September 2004 and noted that most of the 

discussions were proceeding as they had been two years before.  In other words, most 

discussions still revolved around Rudometkin's status in the Molokan church, the 

symbolism of towels, rugs, etc. in church services, and how well Molokanism ties in 

with mainstream Christianity.  However, a new thread had been started relating to 

military draft in the United States of America with the expectation that it would take 

effect in the near future:  

 

http://www.congress.org/congressorgt/issues/alert? 
alertid=5834001&content_dir=ua_congressorg 
 
Sorry to be the one to tellya, but it looks real this time. We've heard 
the rumors for years and now it looks like it's moving forward. 
Educate your children now on how important the initials R.C.O. are. 
(Religious Conscientious Objector, for those of you who don't 
remember the Vietnam era) 
 
Some nice quotes:  
 
"The pentagon has quietly begun a public campaign to fill all 10,350 
draft board positions and 11,070 appeals board slots nationwide.." 
 
and 
 
"Congress brought twin bills, S. 89 and HR 163 forward this year,  
http://www.hslda.org/legislation/na...s89/default.asp 
 
entitled the Universal National Service Act of 2003, "to provide for 
the common defense by requiring that all young persons [age 18—26] 
in the United States, including women, perform a period of military 
service or a period of civilian service in furtherance of the national 
defense and homeland security, and for other purposes." These active 
bills currently sit in the committee on armed services." 
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Hmm…Makes me wanna take a LONG visit to Australia to visit my 
relatives out there. (And the home of the Real Greg Norman:) What a 
coincidence!:))  (MolokaniNarod, "Draft… get ready, it's coming" 
Greg Norman: 25/5/2004 gender:male) 
 
 
 

Greg Norman follows the above bulletin with the following:  

 

…Anyhow, getting back to the subject at hand… 
 
WASHINGTON (AP) – The Army is preparing to notify about 5,600 
retired and discharged soldiers who are not members of the National 
Guard or Reserve that they will be involuntarily recalled to active duty 
for possible service in Iraq or Afghanistan, Army officials said 
Tuesday.  
 
Taken directly from  
http://www.cnn.com/2004/US/06/29/iraq.reserves.ap 
I heard one news show on the radio out here read this on the air and 
followed up with the question: "can the Draft be far behind?" I hope 
not….  
Go Libratarians (sic)!  (MolokaniNarod, "Draft… get ready, it's 
coming" Greg Norman: 1/7/2004  gender: male) 
  
 
 

Greg Norman received several replies to his posts with some people advocating fighting 

to protect their freedoms to those advocating total pacifism.  His most frequent 

interactions are with Ms Dede who expresses anger with respect to Molokan gender 

constructions and the right of womens’ opinions to be respected equally to men’s. 

 

Greg,  
 
Misguided?  Not in your lifetime, hon. I'm 57 years old and have seen 
just about everything.  Even those who have just came off the planes 
from the wars. And the hundres of caskets lined up in a hanger waiting 
for transport to their final destination.  (Unfortunately the government 
doesn't want the "common folk" to see the lines of caskets.)  
 
I have a good solid college education, training in Fire Arson Detection 
and certified thru Oklahoma State University, many other awards and 
certificates that are just wall paper on my walls. Maybe we all should 
become RCO and see what would happen to our freedom. When I say 
"we all", I mean "ALL".  Not just the Molokans…. 
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There was another good point made about pacifist, by a lady in the 
group. People taking the places in hospitals, schools, law enforcement, 
etc. of those who go into the armed services to fight for freedom.  
 
So you see Greg Norman, I am not a stupid broad that doesn't know 
what I am talking about. Picking up a weapon is NOT my choice of 
deliberation, however, when necessary, it must be done. Have a nice 
day and be sure to thank God for the freedoms you do have.  
 
Ms Dede 
Oklahoma (MolokaniNarod, "Draft… get ready, it's coming" Ms 
Dede: 30/6/2004 gender:female) 

 

Greg replies to Ms Dede as follows:  

 

Fine Ms Dede….YOU go pick up a gun if that's what you feel you 
need to do, I'll be here waiting to thank you for my freedoms when 
and if you come back.  
 
When I say you're misguided, I mean it. It means that I don't agree 
with your opinions. Age and your education has no bearing on this 
and it implies that you are "superior" to me, so I'm not even sure why 
you bring it up. I've got papers on my walls from College too, and I'm 
old enough to remember the Vietnam era and know the poor public 
opinon lots of people had for our troops. I'm not one of those folks. 
Most troops were there not of their own free will. Just because I don't 
support a lot of our gov'ts (sic) decisions doesn't mean I don't support 
our troops. As I said before, they have my respect.  
 
I'm entitled to my opinions as are you. And I respect that fact. So far, 
from what I can gather, you're for the draft and military action, and 
I'm not.  Thereby, you think I'm misguided and I think you are as well. 
I'm not here for a flame war. It just causes hurt feelings and this is not 
what we're here for. I'm here to WARN people about the draft. I think 
it's deplorable. If you like it, fine. Write your congressman and tell 'em 
to push it through. Me, I'll just go to Sunday School and spread the 
news there. Luckily, you're in Oklahoma and have no influence on our 
youth. I thank God for small things like that.  
 
Anyhow, getting back to the subject at hand… 
 
WASHINGTON (AP) – The Army is preparing to notify about 
5,600 retired and discharged soldiers who are not members of the 
National Guard or Reserve that they will be involuntarily  recalled 
to active duty for possible service in Iraq or Afghanistan, Army 
officials said Tuesday.  
 
(MolokaniNarod, "Draft… get ready, it's coming" Greg 
Norman: 7/1/2004 gender: male) 
 



 Chapter 9: Communal Identity via the Internet  

226 

To support the validity of his information Greg indicated that he found his information 

on http://www.cnn.com/2004/US/06/29/iraq.reserves.ap/ and asks Molokans to be 

aware that the draft may once again become a reality in the United States of America. 

 

Greg Norman and Ms Dede’s argument indicates she is sensitive about Molokan male 

dominance and he does not like being criticised for being a Molokan. Greg’s point 

about being a Molokan and a Christian is a poignant reminder that Molokanism is a 

syncretic religion based on Judaism and Christianity.  Preserving aspects of Judaism 

(social closure, boundary maintenance, Old Testament dietary laws) causes some 

Molokans conflict in practising aspects of Christianity which actively promote 

proselytising.  This causes many modern Molokans to question whether they can be a 

true Christian while being a Molokan. 

 

Another poster finally joins the discussion and brings a biblical perspective to the 

conversation and points out how Molokans are failing in their Christian duties.  

 

Maybe if more people heard, believed, received and obeyed THE 
LORD GOD, WHO IS THE ONLY ONE WHO has the power to 
change/transform hearts/minds from evil to good, there would be no 
war and no need for RCOs, and no conflicts regarding the military.  
 
… Rather than being pro-active in THE LORD and making an impact 
on the culture and the world by sharing THE GOOD NEWS OF 
HIM AND HIS KINGDOM, HEAVEN, they [Molokans] recoil 
from the world so as not become "soiled," unaware that JESUS' 
prayer for HIS disciples NOT to be taken out of the world, but to be 
kept from the evil one, … 
 
JESUS gets to the "heart" of the matter --- HE is the cure. 
(MolokaniNarod, "Draft… get ready, it's coming" a soul: 7/5/2004 
gender: unknown) 
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This brings up the issue of Molokans failing in their practise of Christianity by hiding 

from the world rather than being pro-active about improving society.  This is another 

way of raising the issue of what it means to be a Molokan.   

 

The postings in this discussion thread end in July 2004 with no other information being 

shared or opinions posted.  Although the postings provide an avenue, to share 

information, to express opinions, and to stimulate debate there is no real resolution to 

the question “What is a ‘real’ Molokan”? However, they provide an opportunity for 

Molokans to formulate a personal construction of a ‘real’ Molokan identity. 

 

As much of Molokan history within the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic and 

the Transcaucasus region has been accompanied by persecution and the destruction of 

Molokan property, Molokans have had to resort to accessing their own history through 

the archives of their former persecutors:  the government archives of the Russian Soviet 

Federal Socialist Republic, Russian Orthodox Church and Catholic libraries, and social 

researchers. 

 

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai asserts that where identity is no longer attached to life 

within specific political or geographical boundaries the nature of group identity, group 

loyalty, and cultural reproduction changes (1991:192-193; Karim 1998:13). He notes 

that "the homeland is partly invented, existing only in the imagination of the 

deterritorialized groups" (1991:193).   

 

Although the Internet is not accessible to all Molokans around the world it provides a 

way for people to expand their social networks on a global scale in a way similar to the 

diasporic Hararis community (Gibb 2002:64). The economic marginalisation of Eastern 

bloc countries and their limited use of the Internet prevented me from canvassing 
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Molokan opinions in those countries.  However, the Internet provided me with an 

opportunity to acquire general exposure to the discourse taking place in the Molokan 

communities in the United States of America and in Australia.   

 

Another important service that the Internet provides Molokans in developing a Molokan 

identity is linking western Molokans to those in Russia and Armenia. The Molokan 

communities in the United States of America and Australia endeavour to reinforce their 

cultural boundary and strengthen their internal cohesion from erosion by wider society 

by borrowing symbols and a sense of belonging to a larger community from the 

Molokans in Russia and Armenia.  

 

The topics dominating the web based discussions of Molokans in diaspora relate to the 

origins of the group, their religious beliefs, military service, and conscientious 

objection.  The Molokan News site and the Molokan discussion forums are used by 

members of the different Molokan sub-groups to review and challenge Molokan texts 

and history (Herzfeld 2001:257; Turner 1988:22); to re-define their sub-groups and their 

proximity to one another (Baldassar 1994; Seeger 1981); and to remind one another of 

stories of persecution and that history tends to repeat itself (Vansina 1985).  

 

Most church discussions I have witnessed are used to remind Molokans that they must 

work together (build solidarity) if they are to protect themselves from the pernicious 

influences of the wider society.  This may be a result of gatekeeper elders carefully 

selecting the speakers for each function.  However, as the Internet discussion forums are 

open to all it is possible to bypass the gatekeepers and small social groups of like-

minded friends. Factionalism is very strong between the Molokan sub-groups and 

contestation of historical evidence is very heated.  It is prudent to note that the threat to 
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religious freedom is an abstract issue at present as Molokans have not been drafted or 

imprisoned for avoiding military service since World War II.
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10 – CONCLUSION  

 

The construction of identity in diasporic Molokan communities has been influenced by 

many factors.  Anthropological research (Baldassar 1994, 1997, 2001; Martin 1965; 

Bottomley 1979 and 1992, Buijs 1993) suggests that pre-migration experiences are 

important factors in determining whether migrants adapt to their new host society and 

internalise its culture, values, and identity.  Pre-migration experiences are the 'lens' 

through which people interpret new information and experiences acquired through the 

act of migration.  Knowledge acquired during early settlement, when migrants are in a 

'highly fluid state' is crucial to developing attitudes towards long term adaptability 

(Martin 1965:87).  For Molokans, their religious beliefs contribute to their pre-

migration identity and in the host society, the practice of those beliefs and the continued 

use of shared symbols help consolidate their sense of community.    

 

Molokans believe there is no higher authority than God and that God speaks to his 

people through prophecy and dreams. They observe Old Testament Holy Days, Jewish 

dietary laws, and Jewish cleanliness laws for church attendance.  Molokans styled their 

church services on a system they believed was used by the Early Christian Church. 

Molokans were originally active proselytisers and shared their beliefs with others.   

 

Australian Molokans’ pre-migration experiences include domicile in transitional 

countries and the internalisation of their ancestors’ life experiences through the use of 

oral histories and oral traditions.  In my examination of Australian Molokans’ pre-

migration experiences I make extensive use of Molokan oral history and oral traditions 

commencing with their ancestors’ persecution and exile experiences in Russia. I also 

incorporate Australian Molokans’ memories of their migration and settlement 

experiences  in  Australia  and in  transitional   countries.  I  took  this  course  of  action 
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because the oral histories and oral traditions of Molokans travelling in the different 

waves of migration and through different countries eventually culminate in Australia 

and become interwoven into a single history. 

 

On arrival in the United States of America Molokans from Russia and Iran found that 

cultural differences between the home and host countries highlighted their peasant 

history and their Russian ethnicity.  First generation Molokans in the United States of 

America were forced to close ranks as government welfare and social agencies and local 

communities sought to Americanise them and instil new beliefs and social practices into 

the Molokan community.  As had happened in Russia, Molokans were once again asked 

to shave their beards, wear modern attire, and participate in military service.  Their 

resistance to government intervention yielded similar forms of persecution to that 

endured in Russia.  They were threatened with having their children removed and 

placed in foster homes for issues such as not saluting the American flag in school and 

not reciting the pledge of allegiance.  Young Molokan men in Arizona were imprisoned 

when they refused to register for the draft during World War I and several were severely 

tortured.   

 

By the end of World War II Molokan elders, realising that many of their young people 

had begun to let go of pacifism to accept the concept of a 'just' war, sought to emigrate 

from the United States of America. The migration from the United States of America to 

Australia was a relatively easy transition for the migrants. Cultural differences were less 

obvious as both countries were Anglicised and settling in was relatively easy.     

 

Perpetuating the Molokan religion in Australia was achieved by practising Molokan 

cultural and religious traditions. Cultural performances like church services, prayer 

services in the home, song and bible classes, picnics, and entertaining Molokan guests 
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in the home were critical  in  providing venues  for the  re-enactment  of  religious  

beliefs  and  cultural  practices, the sharing of oral history and oral traditions, creating 

communitas through spiritual experiences, and for the opportunity to display cultural 

diacritical markers such as clothing, food, language, and ornaments.  

 

Public performances continue to provide a space for the enactment of rituals and rites-

of-passage that are re-enactments of previous historical practices and serve to bring the 

past into the present in an encapsulated form.  The rites-of-passage and rituals deliver 

messages to the congregation and present desired values. It is a safe place for Molokans 

to demonstrate or practise their spirituality as it is not open to public scrutiny and 

criticism. Public performances are also sites of contestation of tradition and authority.  

Contestation may be verbal in that people may make speeches that challenge the status 

quo of the community, deliver a spiritually inspired message heralding change or of 

rebuke, or it may be through actions in that people may choose not to wear traditional 

attire or participate in certain rituals which must be lived or re-enacted in order for 

religious beliefs to survive.  Molokans believe that if they did not practise their religious 

rituals their beliefs would simply become a set of dogmas without life. 

 

Interpretations of the messages that take place during public performances vary in 

accordance with the sociocultural experiences and prior knowledge of each participant 

(Turner 1988:80).  Each participant in a social group contributes their individual 

interpretation which necessitates the use of a ‘regularisation process’ during which 

people endeavour to strike a balance between their commonalities and their differences 

(Turner 1988:80).   

 

Oral history and oral traditions are often related in Molokan church services, 

community events and family socials.  Because they are translated within a context of 
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the present (Vansina 1985:xii; Boissiere 1990:60) they serve the purpose of connecting 

the present generation to the beliefs and practices of their forebears. They also serve to 

remind community members that their forbears suffered for the faith that they have 

inherited and therefore they should cherish it.  Elders treat the indifference that the 

youth have towards the sacrifices made by their forbearers as a “betrayal…of those left 

behind” (Buijs 1993:3).  Some oral histories and oral traditions have been converted to 

texts such as biographies, diaries, or handbooks to provide tangible evidence for future 

generations, to validate the history and experiences of their predeceassors, and to 

challenge the dominant discourses of wider society some of which have portrayed 

Molokans in a negative light (Vansina 1985: 29 & 19; Finkielkraut 1994).  Prophecies 

that are retained in the group’s memory often speak to a future destiny for the Molokan 

community and provide impetus for the group to preserve its cultural beliefs and social 

boundaries. 

 

Cultural (diacritical) markers such as attire and beards are visible and tangible 

reminders to Molokan community members of their cultural and religious origins.  In 

addition, they remind them that they are different from other social communities.  

However, as I have shown, displaying such markers does not indicate what they mean 

to those using them.  This is primarily due to the fact that for each participant the same 

markers have different values, representations of meaning, and purpose.   Participating 

in church rituals or using the Russian language also hold different meanings and values 

to different people. 

 

My research has shown that life (crisis) events such as marriage, birth, divorce, and 

death are the greatest triggers for Molokans to re-evaluate their identities both 

personally and as a group as these events change the status of individuals within the 

community. A negative change in status such as divorce usually results in exclusion 
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from the community which in turn leads those excluded to ask on whose authority they 

were excluded and what they should do about the situation.  Death of loved ones always 

raises the issue of their own mortality and usually causes renewed interest Molokan 

spirituality.  

 

In addition to life-changing events, many Molokans turn to texts by respected Molokan 

community members to find their answers and some then become involved in long term 

historical or religious research which often helps them come to terms with their new 

status within the Molokan community. Although research and social discourse are 

valuable ways to establish a baseline for a pre-existing Molokan identity they are often 

overruled by the spiritual experience.  For Molokans, spiritual experiences serve to 

confirm or transform their beliefs or direction in life, create a communitas that binds 

individuals or communities, and warns individuals and the community of impending 

events or crises. 

 

As well as underscoring the importance of spiritual experiences for grounding a sense of 

Molokan identity, all my participants interpreted communally shared dreams, visions, 

and prophecies through their individual and cultural lenses which have been shaped by 

their pre-migration, migration, and other life experiences.  Some Molokans respond to 

these manifestations of spirituality literally and others symbolically.  This is also true of 

their interpretation of the scriptures and is demonstrated further by the fact that the 

Molokan community has always been divided with respect to whether to migrate or not, 

how to practise church rituals, and express their spirituality.  Despite the ongoing 

differences between Molokans they share a common concern about the potential threat 

from governments and established churches towards their freedom to practise their 

religious beliefs and spirituality. 
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Many Molokans engage in Molokan discussion forums on the Internet through which 

they seek to establish a base line for what constitutes being a Molokan. Some try to 

make the religion more inclusive by replacing the Russian language with English and 

giving women a voice. Others try to make the religion more relevant to modern society 

by promoting exogamy and proselytising.  For Molokans, discussion groups are sites of 

resistance to and contestation of the histories of the Molokan religion and persecution, 

partriarchy, and gender roles.  They provide men and women with a means to by-pass 

the gatekeepers of Molokan history and practice. 

 

Molokan social interactions through forums of social discourse and public performance 

provide the opportunity for community members to exchange information, reinforce 

existing values and practices, contest authority, recreate culture and engage in a 

‘regularisation process’ where people endeavour to address their commonalities and 

differences (Herzfeld 2001:257 and 260; Turner 1988:22).  For many Molokans, change 

in their social status or resistance to established traditions results in decisions such as 

staying within the community and lobbying for change, passively accepting the status 

quo, or leaving the Molokan community. The indeterminacy of this ‘regularisation 

process’ makes it difficult to determine the future direction of the Molokan community.   
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APPENDIX 1 

MOLOKAN TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATIONS  

Map adapted from Rand McNally & Company 1998 New Millenium World Atlas 
Deluxe [CD-ROM] 
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MOLOKAN MIGRATIONS IN SOVIET UNION 

Map adapted from Rand McNally & Company 1998 New Millenium World Atlas 
Deluxe [CD-ROM] 
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APPENDIX 2 
 
"DOCTRINES: PRINCIPLES OF THE TRUE SPIRITUAL CHRISTIAN RUSSIAN 

MOLOKANS SINCE 1803. COMPRISING 27 ARTICLES. 1 
 
These articles were translated and printed word for word from the Prayerbook of the 
Spiritual Christian Molokans, 3rd. edition. Published in 1910 by P.M. Lezin. King 
James Version of the Bible.  
 
"Article 1 - God 
 
We believe in only one God, who exists in Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Ghost... 
 
Article 2 - Prayer 
 
Our praying consists of our prayers to Christ in prophetic and apostolic prayers, 
according to the order of God's son and his disciples, … "By all prayer and 
supplication, praying at all times in the spirit …" … "and kneeling down,…" … 
 
Article 3 - Church 
 
As a church we consider a congregation of people according to the testimony of Paul 
… For you are the temple of the living God … "…He, being Lord of heaven and 
earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands"… 
 
Article 4 - Placing a Sign of the Cross 
 
We do not place upon ourselves a visible sign of the cross, but we are indicating 
Ourselves as promised by the Holy Ghost according to the testimony of the Holy 
Scripture, … 
 
Article 5 - Images of Saints 
 
The icons, the images of saints, made by human hands, we do not worship, according 
to Holy Scripture. … 
 
Article 6 - Bishops and Priests 
 
We have only one Priest and Bishop, who sits on the right side of God, i.e., the Son of 
God, the Head of the Church … 
 
Article 7  - Using the Ornates 
 
We have no ornates, because the Apostles had no special dress for divine services and 
Jesus Christ himself did not create such vestments.  As the holy Apostles have 
wandered in plain clothes, so we are praying in our regular garments. … 
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Article 8 - Sacrificial Offerings 
 
We offer a sacrifice in every place a sacrifice of praise as the fruit of our lips 
according to the testimony of the prophet, Malachi 1: 11 … that is to say, the fruit of 
lips confessing to His name.  And do not forget beneficence and neighborliness, for 
by such sacrifices God's favour is obtained." … 
 
Article 9 - The Throne 
 
The Throne testifies a prudent man according to Lord's word as it is said in the books 
of Prophet Isaiah 16: 5, "And a throne shall be prepared in mercy, and one shall sit 
upon it in truth…" … Ezekiel 43: 7, "Said to me:  Son of man, the place of my throne, 
and the place of the soles of my feet, where I dwell in the midst of the children of 
Israel forever …" … 
 
Article 10 - Censer and Incense 
 
Incense and Censer  we regard in prayer according to the Word of Scripture, Psalms 
14.2, "Let my prayer be directed as incense in they sight…" … 
 
Article 11 - Vessels 
 
We consider as vessels on Divine Services the lips of the reasonable according to the 
Word of the Scripture. Proverbs 20: 15, "There is gold, and a multitude of jewels:  but 
the lips of knowledge are previous vessel." … 
 
Article 12 - The Baptism 
 
With regard the baptism as a repentance and remission of sins according to the 
testimony of the Holy Scripture Mark 1: 4 "John was in the desert baptizing and 
preaching the baptism of repentance, unto remission of sins." … 
 
Article 13 - Naming of an Infant 
 
By giving names to infants we are acting in compliance with God's Word. Luke 1: 59, 
"… on the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they called by his father's 
name Zachary. … So we also act regardless of what date the infant is born, his father 
and mother and relatives give the name to the newborn infant.  
 
Article 14 - Anointment  
 
The anointment testifies the oil of joy, according to God's Word. … I John 2: 20, "but  
you have the unction from the Holy One…" II Corinthians 1: 21-22, "…and that hath 
anointed us, is God:  Who also hath sealed us, and given the pledge of the Spirit in our 
hearts."  
 
Article 15 - The Holy Communions 
 
We regard the Holy Communion as a divine and blessed Sacrament according to the 
Word of the Holy Scripture. … Ecclesiastes 15: 3, "With the bread of life and 
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understanding, she shall feed him, and give him the water of wholesome wisdom to 
drink…" … 
 
 
Article 16 - Repentance 
 
As a repentance we testify the baptism to redeem our sins, according to the testimony 
of the Holy Scripture. … James 5: 16 "Confess therefore your sins one to another, and 
pray one for another, that you may be saved…"  
 
Article 17 - Marriage  
 
In matrimonial covenant we betroth in truth, grace, kindness and faith. …  
 
We betroth according to the book of Tobias Chapter 7: 10-15, "I will not eat nor drink 
here this day, unless thou first grant me my petition, and promise to give me Sara, 
they daughter…that this maid might be married to one of her own kindred, according 
to the law of Moses … And taking the right hand of his daughter, he gave it into the 
right hand of Tobias…" … 
 
Article 18 - Crowns  
 
We considerthe crowns as resistance to lust, and crown our life to preserve the truth 
and hope to obtain the crown, life, lay, hope, the diversity of sacrifices according to 
the Scripture.  
 
Article 19 - Cleansing 
 
Under Cleansing and Purification we understand not the material ones, but we 
endeavour to clean ourselves from every blot of body and spirit. Through the 
Purification of heart from cunning conscience, as it is said in the Scripture:  …  
 
Article 20 - Fasting 
 
We keep the fast according to the example of Jesus Christ, the Prophets and the 
Apostles. … In the 3rd Book of Esdras is said, that Esdras has kept on fasting for 
seven days. … 
 
We do not observe any other Fasts, and Fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays we do 
not accept at all.  We honor more Spiritual Fasts according to the words of Scripture:  
… 
 
Article 21 - Funerals of the Dead  
 
Over the deceased, after the departure of the soul from the body, we have vigil in 
prayers and in the singing of Psalms of King David and on burial we accompany the 
body of the dead, weeping and singing of psalms to the very grave, after the Word of 
Scripture:  …  
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Article 22 - Resurrection of the Dead  
 
We believe in life beyond the grave and after the death we hope to resurrect in another 
body according to the testimony of the Scripture:  I Corinthians 15: 60-52, … We 
shall not all sleep but we shall all be changed … in a moment, in the twinkling of an 
eye, the last trumpet:  for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall rise again 
incorruptible:  … 
 
Article 23 - Commemoration of the Dead  
 
We perform memorials for the dead and pray that their sins will be forgiven, an 
example of what we see in God's Word. Judah Machabee has offered a sacrifice for 
the dead. …  
 
 Article 24 - Seventh Day  
 
The Seventh Day we honor according to the testimony of the Scripture:  Leviticus 
23: 3, "the seventh day because it is a Sabbath of rest and shall be called holy.  You 
shall do no work on that day …" … 
 
Article 25 - Kings and Authorities  
 
We honor the kings and authorities according to the testimony of God's Word.  
Proverbs 8: 15-16, "By me kings reign, and lawgivers decree just things, by me 
princes rule, and the mighty decree justice."  Romans 13: 1-2, "Let every soul be 
subject to higher powers; for there is no power but from and those that are, are 
ordained of God. Therefore he that resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of 
God…" …  
 
Article 26 - Do Not Judge  
 
The prophets of old depict Christ as the ultimate judge, Psalms 89: 14, 97-2, Isaiah 
11:  1-5, of God's law. … Jesus clearly states that we are not to judge. To pass 
judgement implies a sense of moral superiority that we simply do not possess. What 
we are not to do in judging is to criticize others while passing over our own faults. 
James 4: 11-12. Hence, we as Christian Molokans, cannot serve on a jury. [Dogmas 
regarding jury duty and taking oaths were added in 2000 in Los Angeles.]  
 
Article 27 - Oath  
 
We understand the Oath by testimony of Matthew 5: 34-37, where is said, "But I say 
to you not to swear at all … but let your speech be yea, yea, no, no, and that which is 
over and above these, is of evil." … 
 
Article 28 - Our Faith  
 
In our Faith exists the affirmation to all people, that lewdness, adultery, drunkenness, 
murder, robbery and all other sinful deeds, we reject and who of our fell-believers 
(sic) does not obey, is ousted from our congregation according to the testimony of 
Apostle Paul I Epistle, Corinthians 5: 11, … To begin before praying our principal 
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Presbyter reminds the congregation, as it is written. Matthew 5: 23-24, "if therefore 
you offer your gift at the after, (sic) and there remember that your brother hath 
something against you, leave there your offering before the alter, and go first to be 
reconciled to your brother, then come and offer your gift. 
 
Article 29  - Thou Shalt Not Kill  
 
The Sixth Commandment, Exodus 20: 13, is one of the cornerstones of our Faith. In 
the Book of Genesis it is said, "Whoever sheds man's blood, by man his blood will be 
shed:  For in the image of God He made man. Genesis 9: 6. For this reason every 
murder, which ever one it might be, and however it may have occurred is a sin against 
The Lord God. No murderer has eternal life, I John 3: 15. …" 

 

                                                      
1 These articles reprinted from the 1947-49 Molokan Review, by P.I. Samarin. Edited by Bill William 
Babeshoff, La Habra Heights, California, 1996. 
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APPENDIX 3 

PERSECUTION IN RUSSIA 

 

During his reign, Peter the Great (1682-1725) endeavoured to modernise and 

Europeanise Russia and to unify church teachings in order to eradicate inconsistency 

in the Orthodox Church (Baghdanov 1998:25-26).  In his study of social constructions 

of community, anthropologist Benedict Anderson noted that the reforms continued 

through the Russification period in the 1800s (1991:87).  In attempting to modernise 

Russia, Peter the Great encouraged men to emulate the Europeans, to shave off their 

beards, cut their hair, and wear European clothing (Baghdanov 1998:25-26).  

 

In the early 1700s, the Orthodox Church attempted to maintain control of the 

breakaway sectarians, including Molokans, by lobbying Peter the Great.  In 1718, 

Peter the Great issued an order (ukaz)   

 

…outlawing all other religions, and compelling the people to attend 
the Orthodox Church. This resulted in severe persecution of all 
denominations, including the Molokans. The persecution lasted 
from about 1718 to 1805, the last thirty years being the most severe. 
(Shubin n.d.(b):3) 
 

 

Molokan folklore and historical narratives transmitted through the generations give 

numerous accounts of the persecution that ancestors suffered as a result of 

maintaining their rituals and practices.  Molokan historical accounts indicate a range 

of punishments meted out by the Russian Monarchy and the Orthodox Church over 

the years, which may be summarised as follows:  
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With disregard to age or sex, they were brutally seized and tortured, 
flogged by thick leather belts and beaten with clubs and stoned … 
Those that survived had their nose or other features cut off; some 
were branded like cattle or half of their beard or hair cut off. Others 
were shackled and sent off to prison … the Elders were banished to 
far-off frozen corners of Siberia. The women were forced to milk 
swine; some were forced to feed young dogs and bear cubs from 
their breasts. Young children that were left were sent to institutions 
and orphanages where they were taught against their will the faith of 
the Orthodox Church. (Anonymous n.d.(a):6)  

 
 

The shaving of beards and hair was a particular affront to Molokan men in Russia as 

having a long beard and their head covered by hair was symbolic of Old Testament 

religious beliefs.  Being branded was considered equivalent to wearing a tattoo which 

is prohibited in the Old Testament. As Molokans followed Jewish dietary laws and 

avoided 'unclean' food and animals it was an insult to women to be forced to milk 

swine or feed scripturally 'unclean' animals. A common form of punishment was for 

Molokan groups to be disbanded and relocated to different regions to live amongst the 

"Tartars, Armenians, Georgians, Kalmyks, Usbecks, Aserbajanian, Kurds and 

Turks….people [who] were always ready to spill man's blood" (Valoff and Valoff 

nd:63). The Valoffs note in their memoir that even when Molokans were sent to 

inhospitable places like Mordovia they still managed to covert people to Molokanism 

(Valoff and Valoff nd:64). 

 

Alex also told me oral histories of persecution and death marches.  He said that 

Russian officials gathered up large groups of people, Molokans and other dissidents, 

shackled them together, marched them from one destination to another, and then 

turned them around and march them back.  Usually, they were marched to Siberia 

with minimal clothing and food until one by one they died.  Another story tells of a 

young woman who was marching alongside the Molokans carrying only a Bible.  The 
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woman was one of the few that survived the journey. She credited her survival to her 

faith in God and was later accepted into the Molokan community. 

 

By the 1800s, after many occurrences of being persecuted, imprisoned or killed for 

their religious practices, Molokans began to gather for church services and evangelise 

in secret to avoid detection by the Russian authorities (Valoff and Valoff nd:64).  

Many Molokans went through the motions of being attentive to Orthodoxy to avoid 

persecution but took the opportunity to return to their Molokan beliefs during the 

1839 migration to Transcaucasia where they were given freedom to observe their 

religious beliefs in exchange for settling a newly acquired and contested territory.  

 

Matters did not improve for the Molokans when Tsar Nicholas I (Pavlovich) ascended 

the throne in 1825.  During his reign (1825-1855) Tsar Nicholas I began a campaign 

of anti-reform in conjunction with the Orthodox Church.  In 1833, the priests 

convinced the new Tsar to order a decree that Molokan babies and children be 

removed from their parents and handed over to the priests to receive religious 

instruction in Orthodoxy or sold to landowners (Shubin n.d.(b):3). The purpose of the 

decree was to curb dissent amongst sectarians in general.  Parents were given the 

choice of giving up their children or watching them die; if parents refused to hand 

their children over to the authorities, their children were torn apart in front of the 

parents (Anonymous n.d.(a):6). This form of persecution was abated only through the 

intercession of Leo Tolstoy (Troyat n.d.:564).  An incident of the removal of children 

occurred during the early settlement years in Los Angeles in the 1920s that reinforced 

their mistrust of government authorities and is mentioned in Chapter 4. 
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The rule of Tsar Nicholas I was a period rife with secret police, informants, 

occupational sanctions, and restrictions on movement. The harshness of this reign led 

to social unrest in the mid-1830s when peasants took action against the landowners in 

the “cholera mutinies” (Baghdanov 1998:55).  From 1832 to 1847, Bishop Iakov of 

the see of Saratov witnessed large-scale migrations as thousands of peasants fled their 

homes and set out in search of their "New Land": 

 
…[I]n 1833 among the Molokans a strong movement started 
everywhere. In enormous lines of carts they stretched out from 
various guberniias to the Caucasus… (Klibanov 1965:241)   
 
 

During this time there were obscure rumours among the peasantry about 'freedom' 

that awaited all those who settled on the borders.  Numerous Russian Orthodox 

peasants also joined in these migrations as they sought out their 'New Land' and the 

'new Jerusalem' (Klibanov 1965:241). 

 

Molokans who remained in Russia after the original migration (1904-1916) to the 

United States of America thrived under the New Economic policies of the early years 

of Communism. Many became successful industrialists and merchants, an emerging 

class of bourgeoisie. However, this period was short lived. In 1918, the Communist 

government decided that Molokans were an economic threat and ordered the 

Collectivisation and Raskulachivanie Programme to divest kulaks and free peasants of 

their property (Shubin 1999:39-40).   

 

Christel Lane, from the London School of Economics, produced an article entitled 

"Socio-political Accommodation and Religious Decline: The Case of the Molokan 

Sect in Soviet Society' in 1975. According to Lane, the Molokans were "keen and 



256 

active proselytizers" and although they had begun to decline in numbers by the eve of 

the Russian revolution in 1917, "they were still the largest and most widely-spread 

Russian sect" (1975:222).  They were utopian in that they believed that human beings 

had the capacity to create ideal societies on earth.  Lane attributes this propensity by 

Molokans to believe that man could accomplish this goal because the "supreme 

spiritual force [God] resides in every man, men must be equal, capable of good and 

thus all worthy to live and [it is] sinful to kill" (Lane 1975:224). Lane also noted that:  

 

Molokans have great faith in reason…They are convinced that man 
can perfect himself morally and intellectually and shape his own 
environment. This conviction has turned Molokans into strong 
advocates of education and scientific and technological progress. 
(1975:225)1 

 
 

Molokans were a threat to the Communist regime because they had different ideas for 

an ideal society. Hence, in order for the Communist regime to achieve its own goals it 

had to eradicate free-thinking people.  While all practitioners of religion were equally 

deemed a threat to atheism, the Molokans were targeted first because of their lack of a 

visible social structure (Shubin 1999:65).  According to Shubin, Molokans were 

considered a threat because they did not have formal church buildings; they met and 

prayed in family homes and any other location they deemed adequate (1999:65).  In 

this way they had the capacity to remain invisible to the authorities and had to be 

arrested before the public became aware of Lenin's intentions.  Religions with 

recognised church structures and membership records were dealt with after the 

Molokans were purged as their members were more easily identifiable2.  
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Under Lenin, Molokans and other peasants had been divested of their property and 

forced to live in communes. Under Stalin life was unendurable. Stalin began his 

ruthless persecution in 1929-1930 and directed his attention, as a matter of priority, to 

the persecution of the prosperous peasants (kulaks) many of whom were Molokans 

(Shubin 1999:105).  During the Stalinist period, many Molokans left their own sect to 

join others, primarily the Baptists (Lane 1975:227). According to Walter (first wave, 

third generation, Spiritual Christian3, U.S.A.), many of these defections were to avoid 

persecution, obtain work, or to temporarily achieve personal goals.  What has not 

been adequately documented in the anthropological works that I have read is the 

genocide of Molokans that took place during Stalin's regime.  Every biographical text 

of a Molokan, and many Molokan journals and newsletters, reported the frequent 

occurrence of mass murders under Stalin's regime. 

 

The first arrests took place in Prelestnoe where 100 people were arrested and sent to 

the Rostov Prison until they were tried and sent to distant labour camps for periods of 

five or ten years (Shubin 1999:67). People caught trying to escape to Iran were either 

sent to labour camps or executed (Shubin 1999:79). Shubin was arrested in January 

1930 and placed in the local prison in Ashkhabad (Aschabat), Turkmenistan. He was 

soon joined by 31 other Molokans including members of the Bogdanov family (my 

paternal kinship group) (Shubin 1999:88-89).  He later learned that more than two 

million people had been arrested for their faith in God (Shubin 1999:90).  

 

My ancestors also shared in these persecution experiences.   My paternal great 

grandfather and grandfather were both sent to labour camps in Russia during the 

Stalinist regime for practising Christianity and pacifism.  The great grandfather was 
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executed in the labour camp after his second arrest. Grandfather managed to escape 

from an infirmary with the assistance of relatives near his home town. My maternal 

grandfather and his brothers were arrested in Iran after they were seen in the company 

of someone the government found to be involved in espionage.  They were 

imprisoned for three months, without any notification being given to their families, 

for suspected espionage and sentenced to death for treason.  On the morning of their 

execution their freedom was purchased by an Israeli official who was recruiting 

labourers to work in a kibbutz.  After their release they got in touch with their families 

and relocated to Israel for two years to pay off their debt before migrating to the 

United States of America to join the Molokan community in California.   

 

My father was keen for their suffering not to have been in vain and that we should 

also uphold the values for which they suffered.  If we discarded the beliefs they tried 

to impart to us it would have been a form of betrayal of the ancestors who suffered for 

freedom of religion.  I experienced difficulties in primary school relating to the issue 

of saluting the flag as loyalty to a country would have been disloyalty to God and to 

the memory of the ancestors who were executed for these beliefs. 

 

Most peasants had been killed under Lenin's regime within 12 years of the October 

1917 revolution.  With Stalin's rise to power came further imprisonment, 

concentration camps and work farms under the banner of the Five Year Plans.  

According to Shubin (1999:105-106) 100,000 slave workers died on the Belomar-

Baltic Canal in the winter of 1931-1932. They were left where they fell (300,000 died 

in three months) and in the following spring their bones were ground up and added to 

the concrete mix. Workers unfortunate enough to fall into the foundation forms from 
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weakness and hunger were simply covered with concrete (Shubin 1999:106).  The 

Kem-Uhtinskiy Highway and the Moscow-Volga waterway projects followed the 

Belomar-Baltic Canal.   

 

After seven months in prison in Ashkhabat (Aschabat), Turkmenistan, the prisoners 

and their families were judged and sent into exile.  Several men were sent to the iron 

mines in Siberia to work underground for 12-14 hours per day. One survivor who was 

released in 1970 found his way back to family in Ashkhabad and was nursed back to 

health (Shubin 1999:116-117). He was able to relate stories of the horrors of his exile 

to Molokan visitors from the United States of America when international travel was 

permitted in the 1970s.  Other families were sent by train to a place known as the 

'hunger steppe' in Uzbekistan (Shubin 1999:116). Their destination was the Bulungar 

Camp in Samarkand.  On their journey they noticed many starving people in the 

countryside and waiting at train depots.  In the 1930s, during the Stalin government, 

all male adults (a total of 85) in the Nikitina area of Armenia were arrested and sent to 

prisons.  Fifteen years later three survivors returned to the village (Portnoff n.d.:20). 

Alex's forebears lived in Nikitina prior to their migration to the United States of 

America.   

 

Molokan oral history and oral tradition presents Russia under the Monarchy and under 

Communism as unstable, whimsical, and unreliable. Representations of peaceful and 

stable economic life incorporating social welfare were restricted to life in Molokan 

villages and/or Molokan collectives.  It seems that self-government was the only 

option available to them for meeting their basic requirements for survival and 

equitable distribution of wealth. During the Molokans' persecution under 
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Communism, the United States of America was portrayed as a land of refuge. 

However, upon arrival in the California, Molokans found that their expectations of 

religious freedom and happiness did not coincide with their experiences.   

 

                                                      
1 Refer to Appendix 2. 
2 This usage of affiliation records by government or church authorities to identify people for 
persecution and/or extermination probably contributed to the Molokan practice of avoiding census 
taking in early United States of America settlement as noted by Moore (1973:2). However, after years 
of living in relative peace and security Molokans do participate in census activities though not all 
identify themselves with respect to their religious affiliations. 
3 Refer to Table 1 in Chapter 1 for explanation of sub-groups. 
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APPENDIX 4 

MOLOKAN 'LINK' TO THE EARLY CHRISTIAN CHURCH 

 
Most sub-groups adhere to a Molokan origin myth which centres on a story where 

Mongols attempted to take a city approximately 400 kilometres south east of Moscow 

in 1250 A.D.  The Mongols were unsuccessful and named the city Tambov (meaning 

'there is God') as a mark of respect for the Mongols believed the city was protected by 

God. During this time two groups of people occupied this area: 'free-spirited' people 

who became the Spiritual Christians and "spirit-wrestlers" who became the 

Doukhobours.  I will discuss the Doukhobours in more detail later in this chapter and 

in Chapter 6.  Many Molokans have created a link between Molokans and the 'free-

spirited' people of Tambov by tracing their ancestors to Tambov prior to the Molokan 

exile to Transcaucasia in 1839. 

 

Molokans make a connection via the 'free-spirited' people of Tambov to the Early 

Christian Church.  Molokan texts refer to Scripture1  wherein the Son (Jesus Christ) 

would live 400 years. While Christ did not literally live 400 years, the true Christian 

Church (the figurative representation of Christ) did survive until the advent of the 

Ecumenical Councils2 in 325AD. Then the 'free-spirited' people or the True Believers 

sought refuge in a northern region thought to be Russia.  Molokans believe that the 

'free-spirited' people of Tambov are the same as the True Believers referred to above3 

connecting both the 'free-spirited' people and the Molokans to the tribes of Israel and 

making a connection to the early Christian Church and Judaism.   Many Molokans 

consider themselves to be a religion as they are a derivative of Judaism and the Early 

Christian Church instead of a sect that was formed specifically to be in opposition to 

Russian Orthodoxy. According to oral history4, Molokans established that the Russian 
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Orthodox Church did not enter Tambov until 1636, hence the early Christian Church 

and Judaism, not the Russian Orthodox Church, are the origin of Molokanism.  

However, there were several stages in their progression from 'free-spirited' people of 

Tambov before they became known as Molokans. 

 
For the Doukhobours, "the Holy Scriptures were of secondary importance, while the 

inner Spiritual revelation was of prime importance." (Baghdanov 1998:47).  The 

Doukhobors also accepted only certain portions of the Bible.  Uklein could not agree 

with this view and upheld the Bible as the primary source of revelation. Pobirokin 

promoted the concept of a 'near God' figure on earth that was venerated by his 

followers and promoted hereditary lineage.  In a sense, he created a holy family on 

earth with himself as the leader of that family.  According to Klibanov (1965, 1982 

edn:152) the Doukhobour religion had a pantheistic element to it cloaked in 

Christianity:  

 

Dukhobors designated as "spirituality" some universal principle of 
the understanding of life, corresponding to the nature of the deity; 
they distinguished three types of spiritual bases - memory, intellect, 
and will, which they call God the Father, God the Son, and God the 
Spirit. (Klibanov 1965, 1982 edn:152). 
 

 

Uklein kept the principle of the Christian dogmas and adhered to the Orthodox 

teaching of the Holy Trinity:  

 

For the Molokans, God was God in three persons, in which the 
"Son" and the "Holy Spirit" were considered the same as the 
"Father", even if not completely equal to him in "divine 
properties"….Christ in the teaching of the Molokans was the son of 
God, immaculately conceived by the Virgin Mary, and not a 
spiritually perfect, deified person. (Klibanov 1965, 1982 edn:152)  
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The matter of the Holy Trinity is another area that receives considerable debate within 

the Molokan community and is revisited in Chapter 6.  Uklein promoted a Christian 

theism that was merely set free from church-canonical forms (Klibanov 1965, 1982 

edn:152) and made his final split with the Dukhobors around 1765 and began a new 

form of Spiritual Christianity (Samarin n.d.:5; Baghdanov 1998:47)5.  Uklein's 

"renunciation of the Orthodox Church; its icons, divine services, fasts, and the 

spiritual conception of Sacraments, and the idea of a resurrection in a new body were 

similar to those of the Doukhobors" (Baghdanov 1998:48).  Uklein referred to the Old 

Testament with respect to the observance of Holy Days and dietary laws.  

 

Molokan religious beliefs were based on Scriptural teachings whereas the 

Doukhobors disregarded the teachings of the Bible and followed the directives of their 

leaders. The Doukhobors were guided at various times by a single charismatic leader 

upon whom they conferred great spiritual qualities. They also practiced hereditary 

leadership meaning that power and influence stayed within one family line.  Some of 

their leaders, for example, Kapustin, Sorokin and Verigin, were even considered to be 

a ‘near-God’ in that they were revered and obeyed in all matters (Tarasoff 1969:19). 

This form of social inequality caused unrest among Doukhobours as one of their 

primary tenets was that all men were created equal. This unrest eventually led to split 

in Doukhoborism with the new sub-group discarding the concept of hereditary 

leadership. 

                                                      
1 II Esdras 7: 28-29, The Apocrypha 1970, p.31. 
2 Berokoff (1998:15-16) notes that "Rudometkin states that the man-child in Revelation 12 went to a 
place of refuge in the Fourth Century and reappeared in the Nineteenth Century".  The period between 
the 4th and 19th centuries is referred to a period of darkness as the Councils of Nicea in 325 AD, of 
Constantinople in 381, of Ephesus in 431 and of Chalcedon of 451 made decisions changing Christian 
doctrine. Molokans believe that the Early Christian Church remained unadulterated until the Fourth 
Century when the Ecumenical Councils incorporated the 'darkness' of military action into Christianity. 
The reappearance of pacifism in the 19th century in the form of Molokanism and Doukhoborism was a 
return to the principles of the Early Christian Church. 



264 

                                                                                                                                                        
3 II Esdras 13: 40-45, The Apocrypha 1970, p.47. 
4 I use the term oral history when I have heard the anecdote from several sources but do not know its 
origins. There are numerous Molokan men in the United States of America and Australia who actively 
conduct private research on Molokanism and the stories are shared internationally via the Internet, 
correspondence, telephone communication, and during international visits. 
5 Shubin states that Dalmatoff and Uklein worked in partnership until Dalmatoff’s execution prior to 
1725. He goes on to say that Uklein, a follower of Dalmatoff, went on to evangelise and establish 
congregations after Dalmatoff’s death.  Samarin (n.d.: 5) says that Uklein did not begin to evangelise 
until 1765 and broke away from Pobirokhin.  Baghdanov recognised the relationship between 
Pobirokin and Uklein but states that Uklein worked with Silvan Kolesnikov. Again, there is some 
difficulty in establishing which writer is correct as they do not all cite their sources. 
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APPENDIX 5 

RISE OF MOLOKAN FACTIONALISM 
 
 

According to anthropologist Moore (1973:5) there was a “great outpouring of the 

Holy Spirit” in Russia in 1833 that caused a major schism within the Molokan 

religious community and led to the formation of conflicting groups.  The original  

faction  became known  as  Constants  or  Steadfasts (Postojannye , Postoyannie  or 

Postiannye) and  the  new  faction  became known as  Jumpers  (Pryguny).  According 

to Shubin (n.d.(b):3) about 5% of the Molokans were Jumpers. While Constants 

believed in spiritual manifestation it remained within the realm of religious ecstacy 

and they maintained that the Scriptures were the final authority. The Jumpers 

accepted additional manifestations of the Holy Spirit in terms of prophecy as a 

continuing form of guidance from God.  Moore (1973:6) states that by "1900 the 

Pryguny had had a rather colourful and inspiring array of prophet-leaders" who 

brought in a new form of spiritualism that did not agree with the doctrines of the 

Constants.   

 

The greatest split occurred during evangelising by Makcim (also spelled Maksim or 

Maxim) Gavrilovic Rudometkin who was one of the most controversial of these new 

prophet-leaders and his followers became known as Makcimisti causing a division 

within the Jumpers sub-group.  At the instigation of the Constants, Rudometkin, was 

singled out as an agitator and jailed by the Russian government during the period 

1855-1877.  His primary crime appeared to be that of sexual misconduct and he was 

accused of polygamy. Rudometkin claimed that these women were his spiritual 

brides, i.e. he did not take their virginity, and that there was no cause for the 
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accusations. This action by the Constants created a great distrust and division between 

Constants and Makcimisti that continues to the present time in the Molokan 

community. During his imprisonment, Rudometkin wrote a number of prophecies, 

povesti (narratives which explain allegorically the nature of the universe, the world, 

and man), prayers, songs and letters and smuggled them out of prison to his followers.   

 

Molokans recognise several martyrs and prophets who were pivotal in developing the 

spiritual outlook for the religious community including L.P. Sokoloff (formerly 

known as A.E. Boresoff), D. Yesseyivitch (formerly known as F.O. Bulhakoff) M.G. 

Rudometkin, and E.G. Klubnikin (Pivovaroff 1976: 35, 45, 133, and 559).   Constants 

adhered to the teachings of the first two prophets while the Jumpers and Makcimisti 

adhered to the teachings of the latter two. 
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APPENDIX 6 

INFORMATION PACKAGE FOR INTERVIEWEES 

Information Sheet 
 
Project Title:   Media Representation and Identity Formation of Closed 

Communities:  An Exploration of the History and Settlement 
Experiences of Molokans in Australia 

 
My name is Mrs Paulina Slivkoff and I am a postgraduate student at The University 
of Western Australia. I am conducting Master's Research for the purpose of 
understanding better the factors that enhance or constrain identity formation of 
migrants who live in 'closed' social communities.  
 
You can help in this study by consenting to be interviewed on your own or along with 
your spouse/partner. With your permission the interview will be tape recorded. If you 
are a Molokan, you will be invited to discuss your settlement experiences and how 
they may have affected formation of ethnic identity. If you are not a member of the 
Molokan community, you will be asked to discuss any experiences you have had with 
Molokans that may have helped you in understanding their culture. It is anticipated 
that the interview will take no more than one hour.  
 
Your reflections and experiences will be most helpful to our research and we do not 
expect that you will find the questions difficult or confronting. You may, at your 
discretion, refrain from answering individual questions. However, if the issues being 
discussed become too private or personal, you may decide to withdraw your consent 
at any time without prejudice. All information given during the discussion is 
confidential and no names or other information that might identify you, or any people 
you might talk about, will be used in any publication arising from the research. 
 
As part of the research, I may want to take photographs that might be used in future 
academic publications, however these will only be taken and published with your 
permission. If you would like copies of the photographs, I would be happy to 
supply/return them to you.  
 
If you are willing to participate in this study, would you please complete the Consent 
Form. If you have any questions about this project please feel free to contact me on 
9407 7985 or my supervisors, Associate Professor Loretta Baldassar on 9380 3997 or 
Dr Nick Harney on 9380 2831 at any time. We are happy to discuss with you any 
concerns you may have on how this study has been conducted. 
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Consent Form 
 
Project Title:   Media Representation and Identity Formation of Closed 

Communities:  An Exploration of the History and Settlement 
Experiences of Molokans in Australia 

 
 
I …………….……………………………………… have read the Information Sheet. 
I agree to be interviewed, however, I know that I may change my mind and stop at 
any time and withdraw without prejudice.  
 
I understand that all information provided will be treated as confidential and will not 
be released by the investigator unless required to do so by law.  
 
I agree that research data gathered for this study may be published provided my name 
or other information that might identify me is not used.  
 
I agree / do no agree to being photographed and having the photographs published in 
academic publications.   
 
I agree / do no agree to being taped during this interview.      
 
 
 
 
Participant:  ……………………………………………….. Date:  ………………….. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at The University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint regarding 
the manner in which a research project is conducted, it may be made directly to the 
researcher or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, 
Registrar's Office, University of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA 6907 (telephone 
number 61+8+9380+3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of the 
Information Sheet and Consent Form for their personal records.  



269 

 
 
 
 

Questionnaire for Molokans 
 

Specific questions to be directed to members of the migrant community:  
 

1) Do you consider yourself to be a current member or a former member of the Molokan 
community? Do you see this community as being a religious or ethnic community? 

 
2) Do you distinguish between your ethnicity and your religious identity? 
 
3) Do you recognise anything in your cultural heritage that might distinguish your 

personal social practices or your ethnic community’s social or religious practices as 
being different to those of the host community? 

 
4) Have you had any experiences with members of your host community that have 

highlighted cultural differences? 
 
5) Do you think that the recognition of these differences, either by yourself or members 

of the host society, were influenced in any way by media representations of your 
migrant community? Media representation may include televised reports, newspaper 
articles, and journal articles. Do you feel that the media representations were an 
accurate portrayal of your community? 

 
6) How do you feel about anthropological interest in your community? 
 
7) Do you have any knowledge of any of the publications? If so, do you think that they 

are accurate representations of the community? If you do not think that they are 
accurate do you think that this is detrimental to the image of your community or to the 
relationship between your community and members of the host community?  

 
8) Do you have any significant experiences in your life that contributed to the 

crystallization of your identity? 
 
 (a) Experiences with teachers or students in the school environment. 
 (b) Experiences in the workplace. 
 (c)   Experiences with neighbours and the wider community. 
 (d) Experiences in the home environment or with other Molokans. 
 
9) What distinctions do you make between religions, sects or cults? Where do place the 

Molokan community within this conceptual framework? 
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Questionnaire for Host Society 
 

Specific questions to be directed to members of the host community:  
 
1) Have you ever dealt with members of the Molokan community? 
 
2) Do you recognise anything in their cultural heritage that might distinguish their 

personal social practices or the migrant community’s social or religious practices as 
being different to those of the host community? 

 
3) Have you had any experiences with members of the Molokan community that have 

highlighted cultural differences? 
 
4) Do you think that your recognition of these differences, either by yourself or other 

members of the host society, was influenced in any way by media representations of 
the Molokan community or of other ethnic communities? Media representation may 
include televised reports, newspaper articles, and journal articles. 

 
5) Do you have any knowledge of any of the anthropological publications on Molokans? 

If so, do you think that they are accurate representations of the community? If you do 
not think that they are accurate do you think that this is detrimental to the image of the 
migrant community or to the relationship between the migrant community and the 
host community?  

 
6) Do you have any significant experiences in your life that contributed to the 

crystallization of your perception of Molokans with whom you have interacted? 
 
7) What distinctions do you make between religions, sects or cults? Where do you place 

the Molokan community within this conceptual framework? 
 
8) Do you consider the Molokans to be an ethnic community or a religious community? 
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APPENDIX 7 

ARTICLES PRESENTING INFLAMMATORY VIEW ARIZONA MOLOKANS  

 
Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.51 
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.52. 
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.53.
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.65
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.66. 
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.67. 
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Wren, A.F. 1991, True Believers Prisoners for Conscience, p.91.
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APPENDIX 8 

THEORIES ON MIGRATION 

 

Cultural theorist, Ien Ang is a descendant of a Chinese family who settled in 

Indonesia. After 1726, any Chinese subject who settled abroad was faced with the 

death penalty if they returned to China, hence Ang's ancestors remained in Indonesia 

while maintaining their Chinese ethnicity. The inability to return to China after 1726 

fractured communication with family and friends in China preventing cultural revival 

or renewal for the Chinese in Indonesia. Over time they lost their Chinese language 

skills and customs, including everyday practices related to dress and food.  Ang 

argues that for many Chinese, this inaccessibility contributed to the myth of a desired 

but lost homeland: 

 

…‘[D]iasporas always leave a trail of collective memory about 
another place and time and create new maps of desire and of 
attachment.’11 It is the myth of the (lost or idealized) homeland, the 
object of both collective memory and of desire and attachment, 
which is constitutive to diasporas, and which ultimately confines 
and constrains the nomadism of the diasporic subject… (Ang 
1994:5)1 

 
 

This is similar to the myth of return sought by exiles in sociologist Gina Buijs' 

(1993:3) study of Chileans in the United States of America and my study of Molokans 

in the United States of America.  It was not easy for Molokans to make return visits to 

Russia or to send correspondences until the United States of America and Russia 

commenced 'peaceful relations' during Nikita Khrushchev's period of leadership 

between 1953 and 1964 (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004). 
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PRE-MIGRATION EXPERIENCES 

 

Whether migration is forced, made under duress, or voluntary has an impact on 

settlement experiences. In her study of post-war migration in Australia, sociologist 

Catherine Panich (1988:30) comments on the apprehension, uncertainty, lack of 

empowerment, and the stripping of dignity faced by refugee migrants.  Involuntary 

migration, under difficult circumstances, hinders migrants’ efforts to settle in the host 

society.  Some immigrants arrive in their new country directly from areas 

experiencing the traumas of war (persecution, hunger, concentration camps, or even 

being hunted by military or secret police) and are absolutely shattered emotionally or 

incapable of trusting other human beings (Panich 1988:78).  Panich (1988) gave an 

example of a migrant camp officer's experience with a refugee who had suffered 

extreme pre-migration trauma. This refugee had found sanctuary behind an officer's 

chair because he felt he had finally found someone he could trust; he was hiding 

because he felt that the enemy was still looking for him. The officer was 

overwhelmed by the degree of emotional trauma that he had witnessed and the extent 

to which it rendered the person incapable of functioning even in a place deemed to be 

a 'sanctuary' (Panich 1988:28). 

 

In this way, all migrants enter into the migration experience with pre-existing ‘ways 

of knowing’ about life or a world view known as habitus. Sociologist Don Edgar 

notes that a world view or habitus is developed from early childhood and is 

contributed to experiences gained in family, kinship groups, and society (1995(a):5). 

Habitus has another dimension with respect to the sharing of space of and time; it is:   
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…the process whereby those who occupy similar positions in social 
and historical space tend to possess a certain sense of place, 
including categories of perception and appreciation that provide a 
commonsense understanding of the world, and especially of what is 
'natural' or even imaginable. But these categories are themselves 
socially produced within very specific contexts, and they continue to 
mediate the experience and interpretation of changing objective 
conditions. Thus, the durable, transposable dispositions acquired in 
childhood are overlaid and transformed by adjustment to later 
circumstances. (Bottomley 1992:122) 

 
 

Habitus is a lens through which people view life and their experiences. Pre-migration 

experiences, and migration experiences are significant factors in the migrant’s ability 

to settle successfully in the host country.  Although migrants may settle permanently 

in Australia, many maintain a strong focus on the homeland. At the same time, 

migrants are expected to adapt to their host culture in order to be acceptable to 

members of the host society.   

 

Buijs (1993:4) also found that the "long-term psychological effects of torture often 

meant that the exiled men were unable to resolve the problems of the past in order to 

forge a new identity" in the host society. She found that previous experiences with 

imprisonment and torture placed refugees at a disadvantage to voluntary migrants 

because they had to learn to trust their new hosts. Linear models of 'refugee 

adaptation' were inadequate as socio-cultural change in forced migration was more 

complex and ambiguous than previously assumed (Buijs 1993:4).  

 

I have noted this same kind of mistrust among first generation Molokan migrants 

towards members of their host society. I provided examples of this in Chapter 3 and 

will draw attention to it the following paragraphs. Molokan mistrust of bureaucracy 

and political systems was mistaken for ignorance and a 'peasant' mentality by 
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anthropologists such as Young (1932, 1998 edn) and Moore (1973) as westerners 

were unaware of the extent of the persecution that took place in Russia until after the 

Cold War.  Molokans mentioned that when Leo Tolstoy's daughter defected from 

Russia she began a series of public seminars in the United States of America to 

heighten the awareness of conditions in Russia but the American public would not 

believe her accounts of persecution. 

 

I believe this fear and mistrust are unintentionally transferred to the next generation as 

happened in my own childhood.  One day when I was about six, my mother was 

pulled over by a policeman for a minor traffic violation which is not a major source of 

concern for many Americans.  However, in the time it took for the officer to write out 

an infringement notice and hand it to my mother, she had begun to weep and plead to 

not be separated from her young children.  Her family, and Molokans in general, have 

experienced the disappearance of family members when arrested by the police in 

Russia or Iran.  I distinctly remember the impression I formed that morning of fearing 

and mistrusting police authority as a result of her reaction to the situation even though 

the discourse of persecution was not transmitted to me intentionally until I was in my 

late-teens and began to ask my parents about their childhood.  This personal example 

indicates how refugees who suffered persecution in their host society may project the 

personalities of their former oppressors onto the new authority figures in their lives 

and inadvertently teach this to their children.  

 

In some instances, migrants intentionally relate their pre-migration experiences to the 

next generation to prevent them from being caught unaware should the history of 

persecution repeat itself.  Mr and Mrs Jones (third wave, first generation, Makcimist, 
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South Australia) shared some oral history with me to impress upon me the need to be 

vigilant of government authorities as their own experiences with government 

authorities in Transcaucasia were very traumatic.  They related that government 

officials would visit Molokan homes and villages seeking to find and confiscate 

religious literature produced by Molokans. They often arrested people and took them 

away for 'questioning' – in which case these people were never seen again by their 

family or community members.   

 

In some instances the stories are more encouraging in that people were released from 

prison. P.M. Shubin relates in his memoirs how a Russian official arrived in their 

home in Kars, Turkey (after it had been captured by the Russians), in September 1902 

and began to search for papers.  Shubin writes how: 

 

They found on me a few other papers from Leo Nikoliich Tolstoi, 
P.A. Tverskova, A.M. Badyanskava, and also they took us to jail 
and after 2 days let us go. … After a short while in November in the 
same year 1902, there appeared a unifomed officer with his men and 
searched for [sic] more vigorously … They immediately arrested me 
and escorted me in due order accompanying me and passed me onto 
the police in the Kars jail in which was another political prisoner in 
solitary confinement, Ivan G Samarin. (Shubin n.d.(a):4) 
 

 

The Molokan community in Kars protested against this imprisonment and Shubin and 

Samarin were released after two months.  

 

Forced migrations as a result of political or military unrest may preclude family units 

from arriving intact in the host society causing loss (in the case of death) or anxiety 

for family members whose location and status is unknown (Panich 1988:172). Many 

refugees were unable to reconcile their losses, unable to master a new language, 
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experienced a sense of defeat in rebuilding new lives. It was common for these 

feelings of despair to be accompanied by alcoholism or suicide (Panich 1988:143).  I 

believe that the delinquency and alcoholism Young reported (1932, 1998 edn) were a 

result of the same personal losses except that Molokan behaviour during settlement 

was misunderstood.  

 

The circumstances Panich described in her post World War II studies was common 

for Molokans who fled from Russia to Transcaucasia in 1839, the United States of 

America in 1904-1916, and Iran in the 1930s.  One biographical account of the 1839 

migration to Transcaucasia reported that Molokans were forced to travel in winter 

without warm clothing, food or the means to protect themselves from the wild animals 

that lived in the mountains.  Many fell victim to freezing weather, hunger or were 

killed by hostile tribes and wild animals.  In subsequent migrations, grief and 

anxieties for missing persons remained unresolved until 'peaceful relations' were 

resumed by Russia and the United States of America when Molokans began to make 

their first return visits to Russia.  I note that Shubin made his return visit to Russia in 

1967 and sought out the whereabouts of long lost loved ones (Shubin 1999:266).   

 

Migration hardships caused families and groups of Molokans travelling together to 

become fractured prior to reaching their final destination. One group in the first wave 

arrived at Galveston, Texas, and were advised by ship officers that they would not be 

allowed to enter the country through this port because they had poor eyesight. They 

were advised to go around South America where they would be able gain access 

through other ports. They travelled by ship to Brazil where the boarded a train for the 

Andes Mountains to travel to Chile.  They crossed the Andes Mountains on foot 



284 

during winter and buried a number of children and adults in the mountains that died 

from hunger and exposure.  The survivors of the group remained in Chile for a short 

period of time then continued to the United States of America via California.  

 

Alex's parents travelled with a group of first wave migrants who found that the 

shipping company providing them with transport to the United States of America 

delivered them to Panama to work on the Panama Canal as a means of paying off their 

travel debts.  This was a totally unexpected and unagreed upon turn of events for the 

migrants and increased their mistrust of outsiders by the time they reached their 

destination. Several members of the group had enough funds to pay off their debts 

immediately and continued their journey to California where they arranged financial 

assistance for those left behind to work on the Panama Canal. In the meantime, those 

left to work on the Panama Canal became ill with yellow fever and some died in 

Panama.  Many of those who survived remained ill and were not admitted to the 

United States of America because they were in poor physical health.  Many of those 

who were denied entrance to the United States of America settled in Mexico.   

 

Some groups were not as lucky as those in the previous examples. Upon arrival in 

New York and San Francisco many Molokans experienced discrimination and 

rejection.  Many were turned away by the Department of Immigration because of their 

poor health.  According to Berokoff  

 

…after weeding out the whole complement of passengers consisting 
of between 2,000 and 3,000 persons, all but very few were allowed 
to proceed to their future homes in the new world. The rejected 
ones, alas, had to return to Europe to face an uncertain future, 
separated from members of their family and friends, completely 
broken in spirit and ruined financially. (1969:30)  
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The land of promise did not welcome all of its immigrants and contributed to 

fracturing the Molokan community.  Molokans who settled in Mexico were also 

regarded as an underclass by their co-religionists in California because of their poor 

health. 

 

I found in several of the biographical accounts of the third wave migrants that many 

families lost children and relatives during their perilous travels through mountainous 

regions in winter and desert regions during summers as a result of severe weather 

conditions as they left Russia and fled to Iran.  In other cases, fleeing refugees were 

hunted by military personnel and executed as traitors. When Molokans were given 

refuge in Iran during the third wave of migration they were located in regions 

dominated by swamps which they referred to as the 'mosquito kingdom'. Many lost 

family and community members to malaria.  Although the Molokans were given 

refuge in Iran they reported that Russian soldiers would often cross the borders and 

kidnap men for conscription into military service.  In other instances, Turks and other 

tribal people raided the Molokan villages and kidnapped young women to take home 

as wives. 

 

All the stories I heard of forced migration and migration under duress were associated 

with loss, emotional pain, trauma, and lack of emotional closure for missing family 

and friends when their fate was unknown.  However easier forms of migration, such 

as voluntary migration, were not without complications. Panich notes that the 

availability of choice in the case of voluntary migration often results in indecision for 

migrants:  
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Some intending immigrants found themselves so caught in a state of 
indecision that on several occasions they journeyed between 'home’ 
and Australia, thereby disrupting family life and frustrating their 
attempts to settle in either place. In effect they rendered themselves 
emotionally stateless. (1988:171-172) 

 
 

My informants from the voluntary migrations in 1964 and the 1980s and 1990s 

(fourth wave) reported experiences of a very different nature to those in the previous 

three migrations.  According to Alex, the greatest obstacle to the 1964 migration from 

California was the guilt associated with leaving ageing parents to fend for themselves 

and the social disapproval this generated from the community.  One hundred families 

planned to migrate to Australia but on the day of departure only eight made the 

journey.  Alex did not move in 1964 as his mother had suffered a severe and 

debilitating stroke and was being cared for by him and his wife in their home.  He and 

his wife made the move to Australia after his mother died.   

 

Although voluntary migration still exposes migrants to social and emotional stresses, 

the benefits include the ability to opt for migration, being able to acquire a degree of 

psychological preparedness, and entertain an option to return.  The ability to travel 

between the home and host countries enables migrants to maintain their social and 

emotional bonds with their kinship group in the home country and to maintain contact 

with their original culture. Migrants often maintain attachments to both home and host 

countries and their migration does not necessarily culminate in permanent settlement 

in a host country or the adoption of a new identity.  Many migrants and refugees find 

that they identify with two or more countries either on the basis of ethnic or racial 

identity, settlement experiences acquired in transitional countries, or because they had 

ties with kin in the home country resulting in the development of a transnational 
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identity.  These immigrants may be a new category of people referred to as 

transmigrants: 

 

…[They are] people 'who take actions, make decisions, and develop 
subjectivities and identities embedded in networks of relationships 
that connect them simultaneously to two or more nation-states'.  
(Basch, L., Glick Schiller, N. & Blanc, C.S. 1994: 7; Baldassar 
2001:8) 

 
 

Many Molokans who migrated to Australia since 1964 have found difficulty is 

settling into their host country permanently (Slivkoff 2000).  Many remained dual 

citizens of Australia and the United States of America or resided here as permanent 

residents. Their interest in endogamy means that they were always concerned with 

maintaining social contact with the Molokans in the United States of America.  

Numerous families returned to the United States of America when their children 

entered their teenage years or sent them to live with relatives upon completion of 

secondary education.  Since the 1980s, Australian Molokans forged relations with 

Molokans in Armenia and in the Russian Soviet Socialist Federal Republic.  

 

SETTLEMENT EXPERIENCES 

 

The settlement experience is a crucial period for migrants from all walks of life. 

Immigrants are in a 'highly fluid situation' during their early years in a new country; 

there is "a great measure of instability and impermanence about the jobs they have, 

the places where they live, and the friends they make" (Martin 1965:87).  As shown 

previously, migrants who have had persecution experiences had a tendency to resist 

assimilation into the host country (Martin 1965; Panich 1988; Buijs 1993). Even 
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voluntary migrants for whom settlement is not a difficult experience endeavour to 

hold on to the culture of their home country (Baldassar 1992, 1994, 1997 and 2001; 

Bottomley 1979 and 1992).  The settlement period is also a time of intergenerational 

conflict as first and second generation migrants attempt to negotiate their new 

environment through different experiences (Johnston 1969; Young 1932, 1998 edn). 

Sociologist Robert Nisbet notes that making a Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft transition 

presents a challenge to values due to the number of social and structural changes 

encountered in the transition (1975:20).  This is due to the dissimilarity between the 

two systems in perceptions about "community, status, authority, the religio-sacred, 

and their momentous contrasts – alienation, equalitarianism, power, and the 

secular…" (Nisbet 1975:21).  Sacred values are often abandoned but not replaced 

with new ones often leading to a decline in moral values that would not have 

otherwise occurred when "moral alternatives were few and the sacredness of 

traditional values went unchallenged (Nisbet 1975: 22).  

 

Government policies and availability of economic assistance can impede or smooth 

the progress of settlement for migrants.  Panich (1988) found that living conditions in 

migrant camps where high population density, lack of privacy, inadequate facilities 

for washing and cleaning, pressure to learn a new language, and absence of husbands 

who were away on work contracts caused high degrees of distress for women and 

slowed down progress in settling into the new country.  
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Assimilation 

 

During the post-war migration period the Australian government's settlement policy 

in 1948 required ‘assimilation’ within one generation to be a migrant's primary 

objective (Martin 1965; Panich 1988; Johnston 1969:23). The first, and most 

important, step in assimilation was the acquisition of English language skills to enable 

migrants to find employment and achieve economic independence.  Similarly, 

Molokans endeavoured to acquire the English language to access employment 

opportunities and achieve economic independence in the 1904 and 1916 migrations.  

However, the men were reluctant to shave their beards in order to find social 

acceptance in their host country as this conflicted with their religious beliefs. 

 

The inability to speak in the administrative language of the host country in early years 

of settlement creates obstacles to communication and assimilation. Often 

communication is limited to 'signing' or pointing to objects. In her study of post-war 

migration in Australia, Panich (1988:145) notes that incorrect word usage often 

resulted in the host population being offended by migrants. Molokan youth were 

submitted to psychological examinations administered at the detention home (for 

juvenile delinquents) and by the public schools to determine if their social difficulties 

were associated with lack of intelligence because they could not speak English.  

However, after conducting examinations on numerous young males they found no 

evidence of psychosis or mental disturbance. Instead, they found that their social 

difficulties were primarily a result of being handicapped by not understanding the 

English language rather than a general inability to think (Young 1932, 1998 edn:206). 
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Non-recognition of European qualifications and poor English language skills make 

life difficult for migrants with professional qualifications (Panich 1988:139) as 

previous aspirations for social and economic mobility become an unattainable goal for 

some.  However, assimilation is not always a goal for migrants especially if they have 

hopes of returning to their homeland in the near future. 

 

Migrants assimilate for reasons other than acceptance of the host culture. Some hasten 

to assimilate by increasing their language skills, distancing themselves from fellow 

nationals, increasing their Australian social networks or seeking re-training to 

improve their employment opportunities and thus obtain greater economic security 

(Martin 1965:14 and 25). During the post-war migration, migrants attempted to 

assimilate to avoid forcible repatriation to their home countries (Martin 1965:5); yet 

others resisted assimilation because they felt there are other ulterior motives:   

 

Distress because of the demand that they become rapidly 
Australianized has been replaced by the bewilderment that, changed 
as they themselves are, so many Australians still keep their distance, 
and by an uneasy suspicion that what the Australian wants is not, 
after all, simply the adoption of certain obvious local customs - like 
the language - but more subtle, intangible, and elusive changes that 
reach much deeper into the immigrant's personality. (Martin 
1965:56) 

 
 

Conceptually, assimilation requires migrants to accept the cultural of the host society 

in order to be accepted by members of that society.  However, the assimilation 

exercise does not always work according to this simple plan.  Johnston (1969) notes 

there are two forms of assimilation and they are fraught with cultural conflict and 

cultural tension within the migrant's home.  Subjective assimilation takes place when 

migrants accept or internalise the values of the host society, whereas external 
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assimilation refers to a physical display of acceptance by migrants of the host country 

without experiencing a change in internal values (Johnston 1969:5).  My peer group 

of third wave second generation Molokans in the United States of America often 

considered themselves to be Americans in that they adopted western fashions and the 

English language with ease and actively pursued American goals of achieving success 

academically, economically, and occupationally. Yet, the host society tagged them as 

Russians and Communists.  This indicates that there is more to becoming 

‘assimilated’ than the desire to become a part of the host society.  The host society 

must also be willing to accept and assist the immigrants in their efforts in a manner 

that is workable for the immigrant.   

 

Resistance to Assimilation 

 

In their study of the continuity of ethnicity after migration in New York, 

anthropologists Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan found that:  

 

The long-expected and predicted decline of ethnicity, the fuller 
acculturation and the assimilation of the white ethnic groups, seems 
once again delayed … and by now one suspects, if something 
expected keeps on failing to happen, that there may be more reasons 
than accident that explain why ethnicity and ethnic identity continue 
to persist. (1970:xxxiii) 
 

 

Bottomley (1992:23) notes that ethnic groups were not assimilating into American 

culture as planned, but re-forming and transforming their original sources of identity.  

Baldassar (1992:29) notes that the previously held notion that culture is lost, diluted 

or dissipated over subsequent generations in the presence of a dominant culture is 
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being challenged in more recent studies.  The 'invention of ethnicity' theory states that 

cultural constructions take place over periods of time:  

 

Ethnic groups in modern settings are constantly recreating 
themselves, and ethnicity is continuously being reinvented in 
response to changing realities both within the group and the host 
society.  (Baldassar 1992:209) 
 
 
 

Baldassar (1992:209) and Bottomley (1992:23) both note that earlier theories 

describing culture as being lost or colliding rigidly with other cultures, or forming 

new blended cultures have been replaced by theories where culture is reworked by 

migrants with respect to their new surroundings.  In his studies of ethnicity, 

anthropologist Frederick Barth (1994:12) takes a slightly different view in that he 

believes the process involved with the formation of boundaries, the maintenance of 

boundaries, and the process of recruitment into social communities are more 

important than cultural content of social groups.  He feels that cultural contents 

(beliefs, rituals, social practices, social and hierarchical structures, language useage, 

display of diacritical markers, etc.) are constantly in a state of flux, contradictory at 

times, and vary depending on the position that members hold within the boundaries 

(Barth 1994:14).   

 

The preservation and display of culture is not only important as a means of 

reconstructing the familiar in an unfamiliar environment; it can also be a way to resist 

being absorbed by the host society (Buijs 1993:3).  The desire to not assimilate may 

occur where migrants have a desire to return to their original homeland as in the case 

of the Chilean refugees who had to deal with forced separation and loss.  Living in 

North American society came to be represented as living in the 'belly of the beast' as 
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they were living there, in exile, involuntarily (Buijs 1993:4).  Buijs (1993:11-12) 

noted that it was important to view cultural issues from the migrant's perspective, an 

emic view, in order to ascertain their real meaning and value.  Jean Martin (1965) and 

Catherine Panich (1988) also studied political refugees or post-war Displaced Persons 

and found forced migration produced migrants who resisted assimilation into the host 

country. In some instances migrants were severely traumatised and incapable of social 

adaptation. In other cases, they were being asked to make too many changes in a short 

space of time.   Baldassar (1992, 1994, 1997 and 2001) and Bottomley (1979, 1992) 

studied migrant communities and noted that voluntary migrants settled into their host 

society more easily but still attempted to maintain their home cultures.  

 

Many Molokans came to have a similar perspective to living in the United States of 

America and its demands for assimilation as it represented the incorporation into 

modernisation and the religious and cultural assimilation they were trying to evade in 

Russia. I will add to this discussion in the next section.  

 

Although Martin (1965), Johnston (1969), and Bottomley (1979) conducted their 

studies many years ago they are relevant to the Molokan community. Their 

observations of other migrants' settlement experiences, perpetuation of culture, and 

identity issues are similar to those experienced by Molokans in their migrations, 

whether forced or voluntary, from the first wave (1904) through to the fourth wave 

(1980s).  

 

Assimilation into the host society also happens at different rates and in different ways 

within the family unit.  While families are "reality-constructing institutions" it does 
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not mean that all members of the family share a "stable or uniform world view" 

because each family unit is a merger between two family groupings (Edgar 

1995(a):5).  They are, in fact, "the site of multiple realities, 'his', 'hers', 'the child's'," 

and incorporate external influences from kin and community (Edgar 1995(a):5).  He 

notes that when society is relatively stable - 

 

… an orderly relationship between generations can occur, but where 
rapid change alters basic power relationships…the relationship 
between generations is shattered and no clear rules exist for their 
reordering.  (Edgar 1995(a):5) 
 

  

Cultural Tension 

 

Migration and settlement experiences are such a disruption to the family unit's 

relationships especially when economic pressures require both parents to leave the 

home to provide the family with an income and security.  In this situation parents are 

exposed to different cultural experiences than their children due to the time they 

spend apart in different social environments leading to cultural conflict in the home.  

Cultural conflict is a condition that applies to second generation migrants who are 

torn between two cultures. Cultural tension is the tension that arises between parents 

who attempt to maintain their home culture and their children who attempt to adapt to 

the host society.   Panich (1988) noted that a generation gap often develops between 

parents and children based on language barriers when children acquire language skills 

more rapidly than their parents:  

 

The conflict came to symbolise the struggle for equilibrium between 
the old and the new ways; of control over one's children yet fear of 
alienation from them. For some it represented the breakdown of 
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family life, so that there began to emerge a resistance to learning 
English almost as if it were an act of disloyalty to the past… (Panich 
1988:149-150) 

 
 

Cultural tension within the home is minimised when both parents and children are 

able to communicate in the host language facilitating a similar rate of 

intergenerational adaptation.  According to Johnston (1969:84) intergenerational 

tension in migrant families and juvenile delinquency are common consequences of 

cultural tension within the home.  In her study of Polish people in Australia, Johnston 

(1969:63) referred to a study conducted by Young (1930) on assimilation difficulties 

experienced by Molokans in California during a period when assimilation policies 

directed migrant settlement. Young noted that during settlement that second 

generation Molokan youth experienced confusion as well as conflict because they 

received little assistance from either the home environment or wider society as both 

the home and wider society contained their own codes and were either indifferent or 

hostile to the codes of the other.  

 

In the case of the Molokans in the first wave of migration in 1904, many were 

destitute upon their arrival in California with no established family or friends to turn 

to for assistance in a society that had not yet developed a welfare state. Both parents 

sought work to repay travel debts and older children (as young as 14) also had to find 

jobs to contribute to the family's well being while younger ones were minded by other 

Molokan community members. Each member of the family effectively brought 

different information and influences into the home environment after prolonged 

working hours and minimal time at home to resolve issues.  
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The social ramifications of this form of social ‘dysfunction’ in families and 

communities prompted the Australian Liberal Party to reconsider the myth of migrant 

‘assimilation’ and to formulate strategies supporting multiculturalism in 1972 to assist 

migrants settle into their host society.  Smolicz and Secombe (1985:140) note that the 

South Australian Minister for Education instigated a Task Force to Investigate 

Multiculturalism in Education resulting in public discussion on multiculturalism in 

education. As migrants have a tendency to resist assimilating into the host society to 

some degree I will demonstrate the strategies Chileans and Molokans used to resist 

assimilation.  

 

According to Buijs' it appeared that with a degree of resignation that first generation 

Chilean refugees remained in California to live close to their children who accepted 

living in the host society (Buijs 1993:4). In this instance the 'myth of return' or hope 

of return to the home country gradually disappeared for the first generation migrants 

and they applied themselves to the re-fashioning their culture allowing them a more 

meaningful existence in their host country (Buijs 1993:18). Anthropologist M. 

Eastmond found that one method of creating a more meaningful existence was 

through reconstructing a familiar environment in a new environment:  

 

To reconstruct the familiar is a well known psychological means by 
which refugees cope with forced separation and loss.  For a 
community of uprooted people, organisation and collective 
symbolic expressions can also be a means of resistance; … but also 
in resisting absorption in North American society. In this process, 
culture takes on a special significance: it forms a lifeline to the 
home country, a basis for group identity in the diaspora and for 
political claims to their homeland. (1993:40) 
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For the Chilean community, these symbols also formed the basis of community and 

collective identity and served as a boundary marker to members of the host society.  

Molokans also reconstructed their original homeland in Los Angeles through the 

construction of a Russian community and establishing churches where they could 

observe their religious holidays. 

 

One example of remaking their culture was by holding festivals that demonstrated the 

Chilean community has a shared memory of their past history that is valuable to them 

as individuals and as a community.  They share a bond not because they are similar to 

one another but because they are interested in their common history (Buijs 1993:3-4).  

In other words, the past must mean something to the ethnic group in order for it to 

have a place in the group's present reality. It is not only a means to creating a 

psychological or social cushion for the exigencies of the present. Molokans also have 

shared memories of their past history with respect to their Old Testament 

observances, spirituality, and persecution history.  The histories embody their self-

knowledge, perception of their character and potential as a product of past activities.  

 

Another social cushion for new migrants is to seek out other migrants from their home 

country. Smolicz and Secombe (1985) conducted a study on post-war Polish migrants 

in Australia and observed that newly arrived Polish migrants sought the 

companionship of other Poles and sought employment in industries that had a high 

number of Polish workers.  Keeping company with people who shared their history 

and social practices enabled them to feel more comfortable in an alien environment.  

As I mention later, Molokans from the various sub-groups gravitated towards one 
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another in Los Angeles to insulate themselves from external social forces that were 

requiring they change or assimilate soon after their arrival. 

 

Constructions of identity that are deterritorialised (not contained within a national 

border) often result in migrants having a sense of ambivalence about who they are and 

where they belong.  Ang relates her own experience of being caught between cultures.  

As a child in Indonesia, Ang (1994:9) found herself being labelled as an ethnic and 

was often told to return to her homeland by members of her host society. This was 

difficult as she had always considered Indonesia as her home and spoke Bahasa 

Indonesian as her native language. Ang had considered her social identity to be 

Indonesian as her only connection with China was her racial identity.  This is another 

example where 'identity' (attributes applied to immigrants) and 'identification' 

(attributes immigrants apply to themselves) are not in accord (Johnston 1969:8).  

 

Ang's experience of rejection by the host society produced a desire to belong to and 

assimilate with the host society, and to reject her Chinese identity – a reaction referred 

to as 'group self-hatred' by Martin (1965:78).  As a result of strict religious practices 

and social codes since the first wave of migration in 1904, the Molokan communities 

in the United States of America and Australia have experienced loss in numbers due 

to youth departing from the community to assimilate into wider society.  Many young 

people have joined religions they consider to be more flexible or contemporary.  

 

Sociologist R. Stephen Warner, conducted his study on a new paradigm in religion in 

the United States of America.  In his study he challenges some of the established 

theories relating to growth of religious institutions in a pluralistic society. One of the 
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theories that he upheld was the perforation of the sacred canopy which occurs when 

religious communities from encapsulated, monolithic communities of traditional 

countries move to pluralistic societies in western countries that the second generation 

becomes aware of the contrast between these two systems. They find that religion is 

socially constructed and that their religion is only one of many. Psychologically, this 

causes a perforation of the 'sacred canopy' of their earlier beliefs (Warner 1993:1054).  

In the case of the Molokan youth, the abundance of differing religions in their locale 

was one of the contributors to this awareness.  For example, Baptist groups offered 

programs that included more entertainment for youth.  Another contributing factor 

was the exposure to a completely foreign lifestyle, one of leisure and entertainment, 

which created a conflict because sectarianism by its nature is austere in its practices.  

                                                      
1 Ang's footnote is ‘Editors’ Comment:  On Moving Targets’, Public Culture, 2(1) 1989: 1. 
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APPENDIX 9 

CROSS CULTURAL AND INTRA CULTURAL COMPARISONS 

 

CROSS CULTURAL INTERACTIONS AND COMPARISONS 

 

As most of my respondents were first and second generation migrants they all have 

pre-migration and settlement experiences that they drew upon when making 

comparisons of cultural beliefs and practices.  Most felt that their church observances 

and social practices had not changed as a result of their migration. However, they 

often indicated the differences in the way they were received by members of their host 

societies, i.e., United States of America versus Australia.  Generally, most of my 

respondents felt that Australians were more tolerant of the cross cultural differences 

than were the Americans.  Two of my respondents were from the United States of 

America and their comments relate to their host country. 

 

Helen notes that cultural difference between Molokans and the wider community 

revolve around clothing, food, language, church services and Holy Days.  She says 

that Molokans wear specific attire to church and are supposed to dress differently 

outside church, e.g. more modestly. Molokans wear a head covering to church and 

many wear a small head covering outside of church. 

 

Helen notes that Molokan church services (Jumpers and Makcimisti) are conducted in 

Russian and the format for making prayer services (molenia) is different to other 

religions.  The Constants, Reformed Molokans and Heritage Molokans have their own 

variations in services and language usage.  Food preparation is conducted differently 
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as well as the service of food during the meal at church.  Molokans set up long rows 

of tables in the church building, serve four courses while a speaker will present a 

sermon (beseda) during courses, and songs are sung between the courses while dishes 

are being cleared and the next course is being served.  

 

Lillian moved to Perth, Western Australia, in 1964 mentioned an experience that 

strengthened her resolve to maintain the Molokan culture despite the Australian 

Molokan community's lack of critical mass. This crucial experience took place while 

her family was still living in Perth.  They received a visit from a stranger late one 

evening.  The man had come to their home and enquired if they were the Molokan 

people who had just moved to the area.  She replied that they were those Molokans 

and invited him into the house and offered him a cup of tea.  He declined the offer 

saying that his son was in the car waiting for him.  The stranger looked at the religious 

books (Bible and song books) that Lillian had on her table and flipped through them.  

To her utter amazement he commented that they sang many of those same songs.   He 

then went on to say: "Whatever you do, please don't water down your faith. Maintain 

your faith".   He explained further that he came from a group of 50 Molokan families 

that had migrated from China to Perth in 1950 but that the people had assimilated into 

other faiths.  He stressed, "It is really, really important that you maintain your faith".  

Lillian took his counsel to heart as she felt he imparted a great sense of loss from 

giving up on his original culture and assimilating into the host society. 

 

Lillian seldom mixed with members of the wider community because of the necessity 

to explain observances of Old Testatment dietary laws, Holy Days, and strict 

adherence to attending church regularly.   Lillian found it difficult to partake during 
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mealtimes with others because she would risk offending them by not accepting all the 

food that was offered to her and she did not want to be the cause of embarrassment or 

discomfort for her hosts.  While maintaining Molokan dietary practices impinged on 

her family's ability to socialise with the wider community it did not affect her family's 

ability to find employment.  Lillian found that her husband never had difficulty in 

getting time off from work to observe the Holy Days as long as he explained that this 

was a part of his religious practices. 

 

Lillian works for agencies providing services to migrants and she has focused on 

working with Russian speaking migrants. Her work has given her exposure to a 

variety of cultural backgrounds and religious beliefs and practices.  She feels that this 

exposure has given her a platform to compare her own culture with others and gain a 

greater appreciation for her own historical, social and religious background. 

 

Another participant gained a sense of validation of his faith from an experience he had 

shortly after moving to Australia. When Peter (first wave, third generation, 

Makcimist, South Australia) arrived in Australia he became involved in a real estate 

transaction in which the other party defaulted on several occasions.  This would have 

enabled Peter to collect thousands of dollars in penalty charges and rates.  However, 

he surprised the vendor and the real estate agent in accepting mitigating circumstances 

and altering the contract to accommodate the circumstances of the vendor several 

times.  He commented that they were amazed that he didn't seize the opportunity to 

make a quick buck.  He told them: 
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Money is not the most important thing in the world. A man's 
friendship is more important. And true friendship can't be bought on 
credit.   

 
 

His view on Christianity was that to be an apostle for Christ one had to be kind to 

others and offer assistance wherever possible without expecting any gratitude or 

recognition in return. Peter found that he also had difficulties convincing his 

neighbours that he was a Christian because he did not participate with them in their 

barbecues or beer drinking.  He eventually convinced them that it was okay for him to 

share a cup of tea with them and to socialise in a certain manner.  He found it difficult 

to convey that he cared for their well being even though he could not share in their 

lives to the extent they desired.  His religious observances relating to the hybridity of 

Jewish and Christian beliefs put him at odds with other Christians because he did not 

celebrate Christmas in the same way they did. Peter feels the Molokan approach to 

life is different to the wider society:   

 

People look at us and they can't put their finger upon us. But the 
easiest I tell them is we are part Jewish. …  Yeah. That explains it 
the quickest way. As for Christmas, why don't we celebrate it? So, I 
say we can't find anything written to celebrate the birth of Christ but 
we celebrate the resurrection of Christ which is more important. … 
So the people they consider us heathens, we're non-believers 
because "Can't you buy your wife something?"  Well, she doesn't 
need anything just for Christmas.  
 

 

Many Molokan men wear a long beard that is untrimmed or unstyled as a symbol of 

their respect for their religious values.  Most of  the time the men do not have a 

problem wearing a beard in the wider community if those they associate with realise 

that the beard has religious symbolic value.  Michael (first wave, fourth generation, 

Makcimist, South Australia), did not wear a beard during his years of marriage; 



304 

however, when his marriage ended and he spent some time re-evaluating his life he 

decided to commit himself to his religious practices.  During his applications for 

obtaining custody of his children, his attorney advised him that his beard would be an 

impediment to convincing the court of his fitness as a father. This was mainly due to 

Australians' association of beards with bikie gangs in wider society.  Michael firmly 

refused to shave his beard and insisted that the proceedings continue with him 

wearing his beard. 

 

Michael also pointed out that Molokans have different ideals to other religious or 

social groups.  Yet being a minority community located in a society that advocates 

different values and practices places a great strain on Molokan youth.  

 

One of the main things probably our food laws in that we eat kosher.  
Then if you consider the way we act compared to the way we are 
supposed to act you note they are two different things. We advocate 
that we don't drink, we don't carry guns, we are modest people, we 
cover our heads, all this type of thing and, yes, it's great. People 
come to church on Sunday and as long as you are going to church 
on Sunday and putting on the show that we are a different type of 
people. We are Molokans, we go to church … but in real life I have 
to say that we are pretty hypocritical in that we do hide a lot of stuff 
and as soon as it's not Sunday or as soon as the Russian shirt is off 
we are at the discos … I could say that for a great part of my 
married life I was – we are supposed to be conscientious objectors – 
being conscientious objectors is one of the greatest things that set us 
apart from other religions – until recently I never felt that I was a 
conscientious objector. All my life, since I was 14, I've been a 
competitive shooter. I've had guns all my life and so what we do and 
what we say are two different things.  
 

 

I commented that daily life does not really measure up to the ideals set in church and 

Michael responded:  
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Oh, it doesn't even come close. Like the modesty goes out the door. 
I mean the women in our faith that follow the faith and are modest 
people. … our boys in Adelaide and this isn't a slander but mainly 
the Russian boys that have come from Russia, they are banned from 
just about every nightclub in Adelaide because of fighting, 
drunkenness and brawling. …it's not uncommon for a husband, a 
young husband to come home from work and say to his wife "I'm 
going out with the boys - nightclubbing" and leave his wife at home 
and go nightclubbing till all hours of the morning. So, the ideals are 
great and terrific but, you know, we are told and I suppose it's a fact 
of life, don't do this and don't do that and, of course, when the 
children aren't allowed to do all these things then when they can 
they just go overboard.  
 

 

Molokan people find they are engaged in a struggle between the ideals they preach in 

church and the reality they practice in wider society.  Many parents restrict their 

children to socialising within the Molokan community in order to minimise the desire 

their youth have to participate in non sanctioned activities in wider society such as 

visiting night clubs and bars, smoking, or drinking.  They prefer to focus on 

wholesome activities like attending song class, church and family related activities.  

Although Stella (third wave, second generation, Makcimist, South Australia) 

recognises that Molokans have become quite Americanised or Australianised and lost 

their Russian ethnicity she reinforces the maintenance of the cultural boundary for her 

child.   Socialising with members from the host society is quite taboo in her family 

and she only allows her daughter to associate with one close school friend.  During 

Stella's childhood, she was often told that she would be disowned if she married 

someone outside the Molokan faith and that Molokans were to keep to their own 

'tribe' and recognise that other people belonged to other 'tribes'.   

 

Stella notes that differences between Molokans and other religions is that they focus 

on the Old Testament Holy Days and observe dietary laws.  Maintaining the dietary 
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laws is often an obstacle in socialising with members of the host society because its 

observance would inconvenience people who are not bound by these laws and would 

cause non-adherence in Molokans who don't wish to cause an inconvenience.  On one 

occasion Stella conceded to her daughter's wish to attend a school friend's birthday 

party.  This family was aware of Stella's dietary observances.  When they arrived at 

the host's home they found that two barbecues had been set up. One was one for 

cooking beef and fish and the other for cooking sausages.  Stella was deeply 

appreciative of the host's consideration of her beliefs. 

 

Stella also notes that Molokans have cleanliness rules relating to a woman's return to 

church after the birth of children.  A woman is considered unclean for 40 days after 

the birth of a male and 80 days after the birth of a girl.  Women are always supposed 

to cover their heads with a scarf (kasinka) but most Molokan women usually only do 

this in church services or wear a very small handkerchief sized transparent scarf.  I 

noted a sense of relief in my participants when they recounted events where non-

Molokans understood or accepted their differences.  However, there were also 

instances where people related the hardship associated with non-acceptance. 

 

After a funeral that I attended in 2003 one woman suggested that I get in touch with 

her informally because she wanted to contribute to my Master's thesis.  This woman, 

Georgina, (second wave, third generation, Heritage Molokan, Western Australia), was 

a child of a Makcimist family who moved to Australia in 1964.  She commented that 

settlement experiences were very difficult for her and her siblings because the 

children at school taunted them about being Russian.  It was a common experience for 

her and her siblings to find themselves running all the way home from school while 
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being pursued by rock throwing students.  She commented that the adults in the wider 

society accepted her despite her Russian ethnicity or Molokan religion and responded 

favourably when they realised that she was 'one of those Russians' that had recently 

moved to Bunbury.    

 

Her parents endeavoured to maintain the knowledge of the Russian language by 

having their children taught privately by people of Russian origin.  She informed me 

that she could read and understand Russian even though she no longer has use for it 

herself.  She teaches her children (products of a cross cultural marriage) some basic 

Russian words and prayers. When they do attend a church service they do so in the 

company of her father.  Although Georgina still adopts pacifism as a priority she 

teaches her children to respect the country in which they live as it provides them with 

a safe haven.  Although she teaches non participation in war, she encourages her 

children to honour and respect those who have given their lives in war for that is the 

way in which they seek to restore peace. 

 

Georgina's final comment related to the fact that they, the second generation children 

of the 1964 migration to Australia, had a very difficult time growing up because they 

had to find their own way in a new system where there were few Molokans to provide 

support or social networks for them.  They had to learn by trial and error for there 

were no precedents. 

 

Noreen's family strongly believed in keeping separate from the 'world' and she was 

not permitted to participate in social relationships with school friends.  She found this 

uncomfortable because the people who attempted to befriend her were really nice 
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people. The conflict in Noreen's life is similar to that which Panich described where 

migrants try to establish equilibrium between the old and new ways (1988:149-150).  

Noreen found that her experiences with Australians were much more pleasant than her 

childhood experiences with Americans.   She felt that Australians were more tolerant 

of beards and cultural attire than Americans.  Noreen believes that Molokans do not 

promote individualism as they strive to maintain the group identity and practices.  Her 

need to address her own emotional needs and achieve a sense of individuality caused 

her to be alienated from the Molokan community as she felt that she could not be true 

to herself as an individual.   

 

Noreen had several opportunities to attend church services in other Chrisitian 

churches and notes that there are several differences with respect to services.  A 

primary difference is language. Molokans use the Russian language in their services 

and most other Christian denominations speak in English.  Men and women are 

segregated in the Molokan service whereas in other Christian denominations the men 

and women sit together.  Men and women perform distinct roles in church services 

and the forms are adhered to quite strictly – "so the religion is not just based on 

Christianity or spirituality, there is a formal system to it which is quite religious". 

Several issues relating to word usage and world views caused difficulty in cross 

cultural understanding for Miriam and Jane (who are both first wave, fourth 

generation, Heritage Molokans, Western Australia) during their primary school years.  

Both respondents were taught the Old Testament concepts of cleanliness with respect 

to dietary laws and believed certain foods and animals to be 'unclean' and that 

consuming 'unclean' foods or touching 'unclean' animals would also make you 

'unclean'.  They both had experiences in the school environment where they were 
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invited to share classmate's lunches or to touch piglets on school excursions. They 

tried to explain that consuming these foods or touching these animals would render 

them and others 'unclean'. This confused their classmates as they were only able to 

contextualise cleanliness with the act of bathing or showering.  

 

During my own childhood, my father considered entertainment of any variety or time 

to sit around pondering the universe as opportunities for idle hands to find mischief.  

My father believed that people should be working productively from sunsrise to 

sunset.   Life revolved around school attendance, home work, religious pursuits on 

Sundays, Russian studies, farm work, house work and assisting in the family business.  

As my parents adhered strictly to kosher preparation of foods a great deal of time was 

devoted to baking, cooking, putting up preserves, freezing foods, and butchering.  My 

mother, my sister and I used to spend days making pasta products, piroshkee (pasties), 

blintze (crepes), pies, etc and freezing them for future use.  My mother also made all 

her own cheese, yogurt, and butter. She only began to purchase pastries from the 

shops when her friends sanctioned certain ones as acceptable. My father disapproved 

of western fashions as they were immodest so I began to learn the art of sewing when 

I was nine years old.  In winter my mother and all the children carded wool and the 

females made quilts for the family.  

 

I grew up literally preservative and additive free, skilled in the domestic arts, and 

excelling in my studies, but these were acquired at the price of having no spare time 

for personal development, hobbies, or learning about the society in which I lived. 

Although I understood my parents' concerns about maintaining separateness from the 

'world' I found that their methods created stumbling blocks for me when I became an 
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independent young adult.  I initiated changes in my own parenting to provide my 

children with opportunities for social development and an understanding of society at 

an early age.   

 

Cross cultural interactions at community boundaries highlight the differences between 

cultures and put pressure on people to make decisions.  Should they adhere to their 

beliefs and risk offending the person they are interacting with or should they adopt 

leniency and understanding of others and fail to be true to their cultural and religious 

beliefs?  I find that people who feel they would be betraying their faith in awkward 

cross cultural interactions tend to avoid social interactions. 

 

However, cross cultural interactions and comparisons between the Molokan 

community and wider society are not the only comparisons that Molokans have to 

deal with.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter Molokans communities were 

disbanded in Russia and exiled to widespread destinations as varied as Siberia, 

Sarotov, and Amur. In the 1839 migration to Transcaucasia, the Constants and 

Jumpers were forced to live in close proximity to one another while sharing villages 

and these conditions heightened the differences between the sub-groups. Commencing 

with the 1904 migration to the United States of America, various Molokan sub-groups 

from different regions and migration streams once again came into close proximity to 

one another. 
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INTRA CULTURAL INTERACTIONS AND COMPARISONS 

 

Reunions caused tensions with the Molokan community when they came to share the 

same ecological niche in Russian Town in Los Angeles.  As mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, Molokan elders endeavoured to overcome their differences and unite their 

brotherhood so that they could be spiritually prepared to meet Christ in unity and 

peace.  Inasmuch as there are many sub-groups in the Molokan community there are 

also differences that developed as a result of communities being scattered throughout 

different regions and participating in different waves of migration. 

 

Helen also grew up up in Kerman, California, in a very conservative family of 

Makcimisti.  She is also a descendant of one of the Arizona men who were 

incarcerated during World War I in Chapter 3.  Helen grew up believing that all 

Molokans adhered to the rules of no drinking, no smoking, no attending movies or 

dances, and no eating out in restaurants.  If ever her family was visited by a non-

Molokan they would offer them a cup of tea or glass of water, but they would dispose 

of the cup or glass after the visitor departed because it had been used by someone who 

consumed 'unclean' food. Helen's family did not own a television during her 

adolescence.  Her parents took a softer line and rented one when her brother had a 

serious injury and was bedridden for six weeks.   She experienced major shock when 

she moved to Los Angeles and found that many Molokans did not adhere to the same 

rules that were adhered to by her Kerman community.   After marriage, she found her 

new Molokan husband inviting a black car cleaner into the house to share a meal.  She 

was absolutely petrified with this immense departure from her own family's practices. 
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Other intra cultural differences could relate to the wave of migration.  For example, 

Vaceli (third wave, second generation, Reformed Molokan, U.S.A.) considers himself 

to be a member of the Molokan community in terms of religion and ethnicity but who 

has integrated into the wider society. He does not have the same issues about 

socialising closely with non-Molokans as does Helen nor does he adhere to the 

austerity practiced by her family in Kerman. He does not feel that national patriotism 

undermines his religious beliefs. He distinguishes between religion and ethnicity in 

that religion covers the specifics of a belief in a deity. He says: 

 

I am a Molokan by ethnicity which includes a common heritage of 
food, clothing, language, history. However, I am also a modern 
Molokan which means I do not always do things the way my 
grandparents and parents have done things.  In the area of religion, I 
am first a Christian, with a Christian view of deity, and then I am a 
Molokan which reflects a style or flavour of Christianity.  Being a 
modern Molokan, very little in my cultural heritage distinguishes 
me from the surrounding community. I still speak the Russian 
language but only in the circle of elders, out of respect for them.  I 
still follow the Molokan diet principles, but only because of 
personal choice, I do not as a rule wear the Molokan style clothing 
except in special circumstances, and again, out of respect for the 
elders. My particular Molokan religious worship service is distinct 
from the surrounding community, but primarily in terms of form 
and structure of the worship service. I should add that my particular 
Molokan place of worship has also been modernized in that 
language and clothing styles have been adapted to where English is 
the primary language of worship and the modern dress style is worn.  
 

 

Helen feels that her identity as a Molokan is a blend of religious beliefs and cultural 

aspects of Russian ethnicity.  She highlights this point by saying that the Russian 

Armenian Molokans who have moved to Adelaide have blended in quite easily to the 

established Molokan community.  She noted that the Armenian Molokans (fourth 

wave) and the Adelaide Molokans (first, second and third waves of migration) had 

cultural commonalities.  They enjoy the same foods such as vegetable soup (borscht), 
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meat pasties (meat nachinkee and piroshkee), crepes (blintze), and sunflower seeds 

(semitchkee).  While these foods were prepared with minor variations they were 

recognisable as coming from the same Russian heritage.   

 

Molokans rarely greet one another with a handshake - they usually use the Russian 

kiss or 'kiss of peace'.  Although there is a slight variation in practice between the 

American Molokans, who kiss one another on the lips, and the Armenian Molokans, 

who use the European kiss on the cheek, it is still employed for the same purpose.  

Another commonality in greeting between the two groups is that they both greet one 

another with 'God is alive' (Zhiv Bogh) often followed by 'peace unto you' (Mir Vam). 

 

I visited Adelaide for ten days in September 2004 for a very heart-rending occasion. 

My brother-in-law who had moved to Australia just three years earlier had been killed 

in a motor vehicle accident.  Many people from Western Australia and the United 

States of America also came to Adelaide to share in the grief and to offer my sister 

emotional support. My brother, Alex (third wave, second generation, Makcimist, 

U.S.A.), was also visiting Adelaide at this time and stayed with an Armenian family 

for nearly two weeks.  I visited with this Armenian family on several occasions and 

joined in on the conversations between Alex and his host, George. The conversations, 

comprising much of the sharing of oral history, flowed easily once George realised I 

had an excellent command of the Russian language and there was no need to stop and 

translate to English. 

 

George related a story about a German man who converted to Molokanism and how 

the man had been arrested and imprisoned by the authorities for many years for this 
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action. I believe that the setting for this story was the early 1900s. George went on to 

say that the Molokans in Erevan, Armenia, wore their cultural attire in public without 

hesitation. They often walked in groups and sang their Molokan songs in the streets or 

even conducted prayers publicly when necessary.  Erevan has a high concentration of 

multi-storey apartment blocks and many of the Molokans reside in this form of 

accommodation.  They often gather in one another's apartments to socialise and tell 

stories, have Bible studies, prayer meetings, or sing Molokan church songs and the 

sound of their activities carry to their neighbours on all floors.  In other words, they 

are not inhibited about sharing their religious beliefs and social practices with non-

Molokans.  

 

In fact, the Armenians actively encourage people to join their religion regardless of 

their ethnic origins. This is a position that has been shared with me years ago by 

another Armenian migrant. The Armenians have difficulty understanding why the 

Molokans in Australia maintain their social boundaries and do not share their religion 

with others.  I spoke with several Armenians during my previous visit to Adelaide and 

they could not understand why the Australian Molokan men did not wear a Russian 

tunic everyday as a symbol of who they are. This concern was also extended to the 

women for not wearing their scarves on a daily basis and in public. 

 

I found George's anecdotes to be very worthy of note as they highlighted the different 

intercultural interactions that Molokans in the United States of America and Australia 

have with their host society and those of the Armenian Molokans with their host 

society in Armenia.  Anthropologist Barth (1969) studied an ethnic group known as 

Pathans in India with respect to the issue of boundary maintenance and group 
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adaptation to different environments.   He noted that the Southern Pathans considered 

their northern brothers to be "no longer Pathan" because they incurred different 

organisational structures over time.  Barth found that if an ethnic community, having 

similar beliefs and values, was ecologically (separated by living in different locations) 

divided into smaller groups that were exposed to different external circumstances that 

the communities would adopt different strageties to meet their external challenges 

(Barth 1969:12-13). 

 

I remember reading in one of the Molokan memoirs that the Arizona Molokans in 

Glendale gathered in a group and sang Russian songs as they walked along the streets.  

They were approached by police officers and warned they would be arrested for 

disturbing the peace if they continued this public display.  During the late 1970s I 

studied Russian at a Perth campus of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) and 

two of my teachers were of Russian origin (Kiev and Moscow).  They both 

commented to me that it was common for people in Russia to gather in parks to 

socialise and sing and it was difficult for them to adapt to the absence of this form of 

socialising in Australia.  I note that in Berokoff (1969) that employers often requested 

Molokans shave their beards or adopt western attire in order to secure employment.  

In this manner the Molokans of the first, second and third waves of migration had to 

assimilate and adapt to patterns of socialising that were acceptable to westerners.  The 

Molokans in Armenia were, however, immersed in a society that was more 

multicultural in that the various religious and ethnic groups were not required to 

modify their attire or personal presentation in order to secure employment. As 

Molokans of the first, second and third waves of migration had toned down their 
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cultural expressiveness in diaspora they became dissimilar to their co-religionists in 

Armenia. 

 

My brother Alex visited Armenia about six years ago for approximately one month.  

He came home inspired by the dedication and fervour that Armenian Molokans had 

for their religion and their desire to share it with non-Molokans.  This visit seemed to 

be a turning point for him as it highlighted how much the Molokans in the United 

States of America had retreated into their encapsulated community while others were 

still busy sharing and proselytising. 

 

Walter (first wave, third generation, U.S.A., Spiritual Christian) married a Russian-

born Molokan and has become even more aware of intra cultural differences between 

Molokans that are not related to sub-groups.  He has noticed a difference between 

Russian-born and American-born Molokans.  Both Russian-born and American-born 

Molokan men wear the Russian tunic (kosovorotka) tied with a corded belt (poice) 

(see photo in Appendix 10.  Russian-born Molokan women wear general street 

clothing to church with a fancy lace apron (fartok) and a head scarf (kasinka).  

American-born Molokan women wear a garment they call an 'outfit' that comprises a 

long full skirt with a loose fitting blouse that usually buttons on the back.  They also 

wear fancy lace aprons (fartokee) and head scarves (kasinkee).  Many of the 

American-born Makcimisti and Jumper women wear a lace doily (chepchik or 

povyaska) on their heads under their scarf (kasinka) as a symbol of being married and 

in submission to their husbands.  
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Walter also notes that Russian-born Molokans and Russians of other denominations 

make more time to get together and socialise than the American-born Molokans.  He 

says American-born Molokans are usually too busy running their businesses to 

socialise at the Russian Club in his area and restrict most of their socialising activities 

to Sundays.  He enjoys attending the Russian Club and socialising with people who 

share his interest in Russian food, strong tea (krepki chai)  brewed in a samovar (see 

photos in Appendix 17, and discussing events taking place in Russia. The samovar is 

the Russian version of a tea kettle for boiling water. It has a compartment for holding 

water and another for burning wood chips. I also found that in my visits with 

Armenian Molokans (fourth wave) and Persian Molokans (third wave) that socialising 

to maintain community cohesion was integral to their Molokan identity.  The 

Armenian Molokans arrived from close-knit communities and had difficulty in 

accepting the social distance that many Molokans appear to maintain outside of 

church activities. 

 

However, Walter mentioned that the Russian Club has a membership of Russians 

from all denominations and this could be why American-born Molokans do not 

attend. Many Molokans are adverse to members of their own religion marrying or 

socialising with members of the Russian Orthodox Church (previous persecution 

history), Russian Pentecostals, Russian Baptists, or Russian Adventists because they 

do not observe the same food laws. There have been several marriages between 

Molokans and Russian Orthodox in the United States of America, but the Russian 

Orthodox females had to convert to Molokanism and be christened in the Molokan 

Church prior to the wedding.  Most references I came across to productive cross 

cultural relation during the early years of settlement in the United States of America 
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were related to Russian Jews people because of the commonality in terms of 

observance of Old Testament Holy Days, food laws and their common language. 

 

Jane's (first wave, fourth generation, Heritage Molokan, Western Australia) opinion of 

Molokans changed after her parents divorced: 

 

…all my friends who were Molokans, who I thought were my 
friends, suddenly weren't really there any more. The ones who were 
there for me were my Australian friends. My non-Molokan friends.  
 

  

Divorcees and their children are stigmatised in the Molokan community.  Jane found 

that Molokans, including her friends, distanced themselves from her family in order to 

prevent their families becoming tainted by her family's divorce.  In a sense, she 

discovered that she now belonged to an underclass that was tainted by sin. 

 

However, Barth (1969:13) also points out that despite the fact that one ethnic group 

can occupy several ecological niches (living in different locations) they could still 

retain "basic cultural and ethnic unity over long periods" as has the Molokan 

community over time. While Molokans from different waves of migration and 

different generations have noticeable differences between their practices and beliefs, 

they still share a common thread that enables them to inhabit the same social space 

with a minimum of friction.  Generally, this common thread seems to comprise of a 

certain degree of shared religious beliefs, ethnicity, appreciation of shared cultural 

food, and a shared history of persecution.  Having discussed with my participants 

what kind of experiences highlighted cultural differences, I enquired how they defined 

what was a Molokan identity.  I found there were numerous points of focus by the 
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respondents.  Many of these points dealt with visible cultural markers (diacritical 

markers) and shared symbols. 

 

Michael told me that in his earlier years he believed that being Russian was an 

integral part of being Molokan.  He currently believes that ethnicity should play a 

lesser role in the religious community as it is the ritual format (poryadic) that sets the 

Molokan faith apart from other faiths.  He notes that when the Russian Armenians 

first arrived in Adelaide they were not familiar with the Adelaide Molokans' ritual 

format (poryadic).  It was their Russian ethnicity that enabled them to tap into the 

social resources of the Adelaide community and to receive sponsorship for their 

migration.  Michael informed me that a minister in one of the Molokan churches in 

Armenia was a German who converted to Molokanism. He feels that Molokans are a 

religious community despite its predominant constituency of Russian descendants.   

 

Noreen believes that people in the host society are more tolerant of cultural 

difference, different ideas and ways of life and feels that Molokans can be conditional 

in their acceptance of people.  Molokan social customs require strict adherence to 

family values and traditions. If you step outside that boundary you will be unwelcome 

in their lives.   Several respondents believed that their sense of identity has been 

influenced by their ancestral lineage and their awareness of where this lineage comes 

from. Although Noreen was aware of ancestral lineage and Molokan practices, she 

believed that it was activities she chose to participate in that determined which aspect 

of her identity came to the fore and became the dominant identity at that time. Most of 

the Molokans focused on diacritical markers such as food, beards, language and 

clothing when noting cultural difference.  Walter noted the presence of differing 
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values and priorities in his comparison of Russian communities.  He felt that 

American born Molokans had a higher priority for business pursuits than other 

Russian communities who prioritised leisure activities and socialising. 
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APPENDIX 10 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES PRESENTING MOLOKAN MIGRATION. 

 

 
 
Los Angeles Times, Thursday, September 10, 1964, Vol LXXXIII, pp. 1 & 10. 
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Daily News, Monday, September 14, 1964, p.11 
 
 

 
 
Daily News, Thursday, September 10, 1964, Vol. 82., No. 27,383,  p.1. 
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Weekend News, Saturday, September 12,  The West Australian, Friday,   
1964, p.3     September 11, 1964, Vol 80, No. 24,371, 
p.1 
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The News, Tuesday, June 6, 1972, pp.26-27. 
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The News, Adelaide: Friday, May 12, 1972, p.1 
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The News, Adelaide: Friday, May 12, 1972, p.7 



327 

APPENDIX 11 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLE REGARDING DIACRITICAL MARKERS  

 

 
Huggins, A. 1962 'Caucasian Custom', Newspaper in the Kerman, California region. 
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Huggins, A. 1962 'Caucasian Custom', Newspaper in the Kerman, California region. 
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APPENDIX 12 

 
NEWSPAPER ARTICLE ABOUT CULT BEHAVIOUR 

 

 
 

Los Angeles Times 1985, Soup Bones or Satanism? Churchyard Dug Up in 
Molestation Case  
[http://gecko.gc.maricopa.edu./clubs/russian/molokan/LA_Times/1985_5_30.htm] 
 



330 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Los Angeles Times 1985, Soup Bones or Satanism? Churchyard Dug Up in 
Molestation Case  
[http://gecko.gc.maricopa.edu./clubs/russian/molokan/LA_Times/1985_5_30.htm] 
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Los Angeles Times 1985, Soup Bones or Satanism? Churchyard Dug Up in 
Molestation Case 
[http://gecko.gc.maricopa.edu./clubs/russian/molokan/LA_Times/1985_5_30.htm] 
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APPENDIX 13 

SPIRITUALITY 

 
PROPHECY AND SPIRITUAL WORK 

 

The functions performed by a prophet (prorok) or spiritual worker (dejstvennik) are 

vital to the spiritual health and social cohesion of the Molokan community.  The role 

of prophet or spiritual worker is gender neutral though there are often more men than 

women serving in this capacity.  Before I begin to discuss the roles of the two types of 

workers it is necessary to make a distinction between the two.  The prophet generally 

functions in the future tense and informs the community of things to come:  imminent 

danger, consequences of moral decline, spiritual direction for the community or 

individuals. The prophet is known for his accuracy and ability to be specific in his 

revelation. The prophet may recognize the spiritual potential of individuals and 

announce them as future workers or leaders in the community.  These people may 

currently be members of the community or yet to be born. 

 

The spiritual worker generally functions in the present tense and responds to 

community and social needs. In some instances, the spiritual worker will vocalize a 

person’s secret entreaties (tajnya pros'ba) and provide a response to their petition.  

These activities often reassure people that they are still valuable to God and their 

petition (pros’ba) has been heard and responded to. 

 

I find that within the Molokan religion the expression of spirituality and ecstacy is 

equal between men and women.  Women participate equally in delivering prophecy. 

However, there have been instances where women's and men's prophecies have been 
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disregarded on the basis of age discrimination, their single status, or an unproven 

history in spiritual work. Some of the biographies I read mentioned that with the 

passage of time, the prophecies of these women and men were fulfilled to the 

detriment of community members who were subsequently unprepared to face the 

challenges that were foretold.  Molokans who feel that their spiritually inspired 

messages have been disregarded or who have been silenced in the church for their 

unorthodox views by not being given the opportunity to speak and address the 

congregation have found other means of reaching the congregation. In earlier years, 

these people were able to submit articles to The Molokan, the official newsletter of the 

Molokan community in Los Angeles, and many of them were published.  However, in 

recent years, even the publishers of The Molokan have adopted gatekeeping roles and 

reject articles that challenge the status quo.  There were several incidents during the 

1980s and 1990s where Molokans with unconventional views sought to reach their 

co-religionists by distributing flyers or preparing alternative publications.  The issue 

of circumventing the gatekeepers is revisited in Chapter 9 in my discussion of the role 

of the Internet in the Molokan community in diaspora.   

 

Molokans model much of their religious values on Judaism and model their spiritual 

life on the prophets of the Old Testament whom they hold in high esteem.  Molokan 

oral tradition is dominated by stories about Molokan prophets because the voice of 

prophecy is the highest source of direction in the community.  Anthropologist Willard 

Moore noted that: 

 

All of the major moves made by the Molokans, most of the 
innovations and many of the crises and hardships of the people were 
prompted or foretold by prophecy. In essence, prophecy controls the 
images into which Molokan culture is cast.  (1973:39) 
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Spirituality (prophecy in particular) is the cornerstone of the Molokan religion as it 

denotes that God is interacting with and instructing mankind beyond the confines of 

scriptural history.  The status of prophet is higher than that of the spiritual worker.  In 

current times, however, the titles of prophet and spiritual worker are often used 

interchangeably, but that is probably due to a decrease in the number of people 

performing the future tense role of the prophet in the community. Prophets and 

spiritual workers are always invited to church functions and domestic prayers in the 

hope they will provide the response to the petition of the person holding the prayer 

service. Molokans do not consider their prophets and spiritual workers to be mystics 

because mystics are not deemed to receive their power through the Holy Spirit.  

However, like mystics they are perceived to have an authority to serve as a channel of 

communication between man and God similar to Lewis' observation relating to 

transcendental experiences: 

 

"Transcendental experiences of this kind, typically conceived of as states 
of 'possession', have given the mystic a unique claim to direct experiential 
knowledge of the divine and, where this is acknowledged by others, the 
authority to act as a privileged channel of communication between man 
and the supernatural." (1971:18) 

 
 

During my second visit to South Australia, several couples, my husband and I made a 

social call to one family with whom we shared a meal and entered into a discussion 

about the spiritual health and direction of the Molokan community.  During the 

discussion, the male host raised two questions:  “Where are our prophets?” and “Why 

are they not working?”  One of the guests replied to the effect that most people do not 

want to hear what the prophets have to say.  People often only approve of prophets 

and spiritual workers who deliver messages they are willing to accept. The guest cited 



335 

several examples of prophets and spiritual workers who have been shunned by the 

Molokan community for delivering messages of rebuke. 

 

When people make a formal prayer and invite other church members to attend, they 

often invite prophets and spiritual workers, singers and readers. It is important to 

many Molokans to have appropriate people attend their formal prayers.  Moore 

(1973:35) in his monograph of Molokan oral traditions and spirituality observed that 

if a reader does not place emphasis (volume, emotion, intensity of feeling) in the 

appropriate place in a song that the “Spirit may not manifest Itself, and the song or 

perhaps the whole service has a feeling of incompleteness”.  While there are members 

in Molokan congregations who might agree with this kind of observation and I have 

personally witnessed people trying to “create the mood”, as described above during 

church services, I feel it is an incomplete observation of Molokan spirituality.  My 

personal observation in relation to the role of singing in church services is that 

focusing on singing takes people’s minds off their own thoughts and worries thus 

relaxing them enough to facilitate a spiritual release rather than ‘to invoke’ the Holy 

Spirit.  Singing that is uncoordinated in the harmonizing, off key, or sung in too high 

a register usually serves to heighten the tension within individuals in the congregation 

rather than to relax them. 

 

Molokan spirituality functions beyond immediate face-to-face social or emotional 

contact with co-religionists or in situations in which the "mood is set” by singers.  I 

have read biographical accounts, heard of incidents, and been involved in situations 

where people who have held a private prayer in their home with only a few friends in 

attendance or a husband and wife making their secret entreaty to God. These people 
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find that they receive communications from people in their brotherhood from as far 

away as another state or country.  I endeavour to demonstrate this phenomenon later 

in this chapter and have given examples in Chapters 6 and 8. 

 

Often the person responding to the prayer will visit, telephone or write to the person 

who made the prayer with an accompanying apology for intruding into the private 

affairs of the person making the original prayer. This is usually done without the 

respondent being aware that a prayer service has taken place. This is usually followed 

by relating that they had a dream, vision or a feeling (choostva) that they should make 

contact with that person and relate a particular message to them.  When events 

transpire in this manner, I find that the people relating them express wonderment that 

the Holy Spirit acts in this manner in their lives and within the Molokan community. 

This works to build and reinforce social and spiritual bonds that appear to have a 

unique quality emphasizing the special spiritual qualities of the Molokan religious 

community.  Tedlock has made a similar observation of the Lakota Indians.  It 

appears that their dream rituals work to reaffirm their ethnicity and this has enabled 

them to persist as a tribe or nation well into the twentieth century (Tedlock 1992:7). 

 

Several people related to me that they sought guidance prior to making decisions such 

as whether they should leave the Molokan community in America, take up 

membership in another Molokan church, or even whether to migrate to Australia.  

They often asked for instruction to be delivered to them from an unlikely or unknown 

source to avoid the situation where someone who knows them well and will give them 

an answer that they think is desired or appropriate.  By example, one of my hosts 

stated that while still residing in Los Angeles, a church member with a totally 
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opposing theological position to his own approached him outside of church one 

evening and delivered the message that confirmed to him the appropriate choice to 

make in his deliberations.  

 

DREAMING AS A FORM OF SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE 

 

As mentioned previously, the spiritual experience is deeply rooted in the Molokan 

religious experience and manifests through activities such as prophecy, dreaming, 

visions, and 'feeling' or sensing something is about to occur (choostva).   Although the 

dream experience is universal to all mankind, the status of dreaming varies from 

culture to culture.  Early western anthropologists in their ethnocentric interpretation of 

cultural life relegated the dream to an experience belonging to primitive people who 

could not distinguish between reality and the imagination that generated dreaming 

(Tedlock 1992:2). Despite this early anthropological judgment, the dreaming process 

and the messages in dreams are valued highly by numerous non-western cultures to 

the point that some people value the dream state above the waking reality (Tedlock 

1992:2-3). 

 

Dreaming was also described as a liminal state in which the dreamer creates a reality 

and "realizes the relationship between two worlds, neither of which is fully real or 

unreal" (Tedlock 1992:3).  Anthropologists focused on the cultural aspects of dream 

socialisation and representation of individual and cultural identity (Tedlock 1992:xii-

xiii).  It is with the cultural approach that I explore the role that dreaming takes in the 

Molokan community with respect to identity formation:  
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Religious thought, in general, is imbued with anticipatory, visionary 
hope of life to come, and the imagery of the consequences of moral 
choice…. Whereas a 'dream' can be discounted as 'just a dream'; a 
'vision', whether that of the leader or manager, is highly regarded as 
a core ability. (Edgar 1995(b): 4)  
 

 

This creates a dilemma in western societies with respect to differentiating between 

dreams (which are characterised by the representation of suppressed or unrecognised 

yearnings) and visions (which are characterised by divine inspiration or the exercise 

of special talents) as both may be experienced in the dream state.  Edgar states that 

"an analysis of the cultural specificity of dream imagery and its associated interpretive 

paradigms" shows how dream imagery serves to provide an understanding of the self 

through metaphors and "through a consideration of symbolic meaning embedded in 

ordinary language use." (1995(b):4). 

 
Religious dreams, as recorded in biblical scripture or historical accounts, play an 

important role in history as they were often the impetus for commencing a course of 

action or provided a deeper understanding of life (Edgar 1995(b):12 and 15).  As 

Molokans are a Bible based religion and believe they have a connection to Judaism 

and the Early Christian Church, the dreams recorded in the Bible contribute to their 

formation of identity and their interpretation of world events.  Their connection to 

Judaism is derived from two sources.  Many modern Molokans' ancestors are of 

Jewish origin. In addition thereto, Molokans have received a couple of spiritual 

messages (dejstvya) through spiritual workers that Molokans are descendents of the 

tribe of Judah.   The Bible, as a form of print media, plays an extremely important role 

in determining identity in the Molokan community.  Edgar also notes that in the 

religion of Islam, dreams are discussed with elders and prophets to determine the 
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source of their authority (1995(b):14). Molokans also take this course of action 

especially if the dreamer does not have a proven history of dream fulfilment.  

 

The Freudian approach treats dreams as the "repository of the unfulfilled wishes and 

desires of the dreamer" that express the manifest and latent contents of dreams (Edgar 

1995(b):18).  The manifest content is the equivalent of images that represent daily 

experience. The latent content refers to the repressed or unconscious meaning of these 

images. Dreams can also be important because they comprise of primary 

(metaphorical) and secondary processes (conscious, linguistically communicable) 

forms of thinking (Edgar 1995(b):18). 

 

Tedlock prefers to expand the notion of manifest content to include "not only the 

dream report but also dream theories and cultural dream interpretation codes" 

(1992:xi).  Tedlock's approach to the dream process also takes into account the 

difference between the Christian and Melanesian conceptions of the soul.  For 

example, in Christianity the soul is associated with survival after death in a spiritual 

realm. In Melanesian cosmology the soul resembles more our concept of the 

unconscious than a supernatural entity and is involved in "the influence on conscious 

experience of emotions and desires belonging to another self hidden from ordinary 

awareness" (Tedlock 1992:xi-xii).  

 

When Molokans analyse their dreams they often start with the manifest and latent 

contents of a dream but then take into account larger aspects of the culture's symbols. 

They often recognise the manifest content as symbolism in dreams (which are often 

common or uniform throughout the Molokan community) but decipher the meaning 
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of the latent content by considering who reported the dream and the circumstances 

associated with the dreamer.  Dreams are then correlated to other known dreams to 

see how they fit into the community's recognised archetypes. Occasionally people 

report unusual or unorthodox symbolism in the manifest content and this takes 

discussions into new directions to unravel how the symbolism entered into their social 

sphere. 

 

Complex mental operations, such as mathematical problem solving, occur during 

dreaming and this phenomenon places a greater emphasis on the value of the manifest 

content of the dream as it metaphorically represents the real issues of conflicts 

expressed in the dream (Edgar 1995(b):20). In this manner dreaming becomes a 

"problem-solving and integrative process occurring as metaphorical thought" and is 

"future-oriented rather than orientated to the infantile past" (Edgar 1995(b):20). This 

approach recognises the function of dreams as being prospective rather than prophetic 

(Edgar 1995(b):34).  The prospective function of dreaming is conducted in 

anticipation of an event or problem arising and is an attempt at resolving the problem 

before it arose. 

 

Edgar notes from his work with dreamwork groups that "imagework shows 

imaginatively the time and nature of a transition in the person's social state, personal 

identity, capacity to change and ability to conceptualise the self" (1995(b):79).   

 

Anthropological interest in the dreams of cultures arises from the fact that the people 

they study often respect and act upon their dreams. Dreams can also be a metaphorical 

expression of the emotional conflicts that arise in communities and provide a good 
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insight into the lifeworld of the community (Edgar 1995(b):30).  These dream patterns 

can be distinguished into unimportant or individual dreams and significant or 'culture 

pattern dreams' (Edgar 1995(b):31).  

 

While social anthropologists previously recognised the similarities between myths 

and dreams, the discourse has progressed to differentiate myths from dreams.  Myths 

arise from verbal narration and move to sensory imagery while dreams move from 

imagery to narration (Edgar 1995(b):33).  Edgar states that often during the 

discussions that followed the narration of a dream in a dreamwork group the 

individual dreamer's symbolic image was transformed from a personal symbol into a 

symbol for the group.  During this process the group developed "'mini-archetypes' 

with which they developed the cultural identity for the group and generated 

significance for the dream and fantasy imagery." (Edgar 1995(b):107). Once the 

symbol has been accepted by the group it is converted from a private symbol into a 

public symbol (Edgar 1995(b): 108).  

 

Psychologists and anthropologists are coming to the conclusion that dreaming is not 

only relevant to the individuals and bounded communities who act upon those 

dreams. They are also a vital source for developing an understanding about what is 

culturally constituted and how this relates to developing an individual identity (Edgar 

1995(b):116).   Tedlock points out "Zuni and Queché dream reporting and 

interpretation then are predictable, in part, from differences in their respective theories 

about the constitution of the self and about what parts of the self participate in 

dreaming." (1992:28).  
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The Role of Dreams: Guidance and Group Cohesion 

 

In his study of dreamwork groups Edgar noted that they operate on a level of intimate 

disclosure and ran the dreamwork groups for a series of sessions after which they 

terminated.  He would reconvene them for another series of sessions at which time the 

group's membership often changed.  Sometimes existing members would leave or 

new members would join the group.  Edgar found that members of an original 

dreamwork group usually had difficulty incorporating new members in later sessions 

due to the degree of trust that slowly developed between members of the original 

group.  The process usually had to be repeated when new members joined these 

discussions.   

 

I found that there is a parallel to this in the Molokan community.  Molokans are very 

protective about disclosing the emotional aspects of their community life and their 

spiritual works to the general public for scrutiny. Their previous experiences with 

representation have left them wary.  As I mentioned in Chapters 3 and 5, several 

anthropological and journalistic representations portrayed them as people who were 

childish, hysterical or simple. While Molokan church services, bible studies, and song 

classes are not dreamwork groups they share a similar level of intimate disclosure.  

Disclosure in church services incorporates the sharing of dreams that may be of 

concern to the church community or an individual.  Prayer requests during church 

services are also a site for intimate disclosure to the church community. Bible classes 

and song classes are often a forum for young people, who are not formally recognised 

in church services, to discuss church and community related events. Molokans usually 

join a specific church for long periods – often for life.  As there appear to be some 
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similarity between the social dynamics of the dreamwork group and Molokan church 

services I will elaborate on the processes of group formation. 

 

There are several stages of development in group formation and cohesion. Various 

theorists seem to notice slightly different variations to this process.  One approach to 

the group process indicates that the formation stage of the group addresses issues of 

emotional belonging to the group and whether people feel they are accepted by the 

group.  The storming stage usually displays a great deal of conflict and rivalry as 

individuals begin to establish the aims of the group and interpersonal power within 

the group process. Once the first two stages are achieved the group members usually 

set about establishing how to achieve the aims of the group by defining tasks and 

roles and establishing the norms of the group. The final stage of the group process 

actually involves performing the work of the group, i.e., discussing dreams and their 

meanings (Edgar 1995b:86). Edgar notes from his own experiences that stages do not 

proceed in a linear fashion and may be precipitated by developments both within and 

outside the group (1995(b):86).   

 

The Molokan church service, although quite formal in a structural sense, reminds me 

of the social dynamics present in the dreamwork workgroups conducted by Edgar 

(1995(b)).  Edgar found that people took considerable time to develop trust in their 

peers and to achieve self-disclosure. Once this trust and disclosure was achieved, it 

becomes more difficult to incorporate new members into the group when the 

dreamwork group sessions reconvened and incorporated new members.  The Molokan 

church experience also has the potential to be a very intimate experience. People can 

trace one another’s familial or kinship lineages over several centuries and the social 
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and emotional interactions that have taken place in those years.   The social bonding 

that takes place can make it difficult to allow new people to enter that very private 

social sphere.   

 

There is another experience that also has the potential of creating a sense of 

community. Moore noted that people who participated in major events such as a 

spiritual revivial or an “out-pouring” of the Holy Spirit have a tendency to cling to 

one another and form a clique that is difficult to join when its social or emotional 

boundaries become reified by a special experience (1973:24).  In this manner, 

spiritual experience or the interpretation of spiritual experience may prompt people to 

form social boundaries and evolve into encapsulated groups. Anthropologist Victor 

Turner, in his study of performance and ritual, found that "spontaneous communitas" 

was a by-product of ritual (1988:15) which fits in neatly with Moore's observation.  

Turner's work will be discussed more fully in Chapter 8. Hence communitas may 

have the by-product of forming tightly knit groups that form rigid social boundaries to 

perpetuate the emotional and social experience into the future.  

 

From my own experiences with moving from Oregon to California or from California 

to Perth or visting South Australia recently that it takes a while for new members 

from other Molokan communities to be accepted into existing social cliques for 

various reasons. In the move from Oregon to California there were issues of social 

competition.  This relates to closed communities such as Hutterites, Mennonites and 

Amish where there is a limited pool of available marriage partners in the religious 

community.  Any new 'migrant' to a local community provides competition to 

Molokans of the same sex as they compete for marriage partners.  In my move from 
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California to Western Australia there were issues as to whether I made the migration 

for the same reasons as previous migrants, i.e., did I share their religious views and 

was I a supporter of their cause.  In my visits to South Australia there were issues 

relating to whether I was returning to the community as a supporter of Molokan 

continuity or whether I was visiting to find weaknesses in their social and religious 

structures.   

 

Molokans have often been criticised for not proselytizing or accepting new members 

even by their own more liberal sub-groups.  Their own youth are often not welcome 

back into the church group if they have found marriage partners outside the Molokan 

community. I note that non-Molokans who marry Molokans find it extremely difficult 

to find social acceptance by Molokans as they are often viewed with suspicion as 

vehicles for introducing unsolicited change into the community.  After having read 

Young's accounts of non-Molokan interventionist activities in the Molokan 

community, listened to some oral histories on failed marriages, Edgar's experiences 

with the dynamics of dreamwork groups, and Turner's observations of communitas I 

have gained a new perspective on the ‘closed’ nature of the Molokan community.  

The desire for cultural continuity, the intimacy that forms from disclosing spiritual 

experiences, and the communitas that forms from sharing in spiritual experiences 

reinforce community's boundaries. 

 

Molokan churches follow some processes that are similar to dreamwork groups. They 

have a history of splitting and forming into new groups, going through stages where 

they determine the nature of their doctrinal platform, determine how services will be 

conducted and who will hold church offices, and finally performing their services.  
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They also carry out the function of making their own members or guests from other 

churches feel welcome by the congregation (inclusion), attempt to exercise some 

degree of control over belief and social behaviour (control), and develop social and 

emotional bonds between congregation members (affection).  Processes do not 

necessarily proceed in a linear fashion as they are dictated by circumstances. No 

matter how worthy the goals of the group, a group does not survive if there is an 

inadequate level of group cohesion.  

 

Group cohesion may be demonstrated in many ways:  regular attendance, sharing of 

speaking roles, sensitivity to members' needs and aspirations, regularity of 

remembrance of and reference to members' previous dream and fantasy imagery 

(Edgar 1995(b):96).  Edgar reports that in many instances people would refer to the 

imagery in other members' dreams to explain the imagery in their own dreams. In this 

way, he states that the - 

 

…experience of shared visual imagery is evidence of a group cohesion and 
a group life. This sharing of imagery also represents the development of a 
common ownership of the imagery of at least some dreams. Such a 
collective identification supports my assertion of the group's development 
of a form of 'mini-archetype' or 'root metaphor' which the group 
incorporated as part of the narrative of both the individual and the group, 
and as such was the part of the identity of the group both personally and 
collectively. (Edgar 1995(b):96) 

 
 

Self-disclosure is a key issue in groupwork. Revealing the contents of a dream to the 

group brings insight into the dreamer's 'undefended self' and the resultant feedback 

often enables the dreamer to find resolution to issues that have been buried in the 

subconscious for long periods of time.  Self-disclosure within communities takes 

place in three different kinds of discourses: public, secret, and private (Edgar 
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1995(b):98). Public discourse generally covers topics that are not of an intimate 

nature. Secret discourse involves the sharing of ritual secrets and is segregated 

according to sex. Private discourse is centred on personal secrets, usually of a sexual 

nature.   

 

Studying dreams can lead to an understanding of community archetypes in the 

manifest content and by deciphering the latent meaning of dreams.  The importance 

communities place on dreams and how they are shared provide an insight into social 

communities' beliefs and relationships. I attended a Molokan funeral several years ago 

in Western Australia and noticed that only two non-Molokan people were permitted to 

attend the memorial service that was held inside the church (Slivkoff 2000).  These 

people had been known to the Molokan community for about 20 years and the 

Molokans knew they respected their beliefs and were comfortable with their 

attendance during these services.  The hosts of the funeral did make provision for 

non-Molokan friends to attend the wake during set hours and the burial. The times 

allocated for non-Molokan attendance had a minimal amount of ritual, prayer, and 

emotional or spiritual disclosure. 

 

Dreams and visions play an integral role within the Molokan community with respect 

to providing guidance in decision-making and understanding at both the individual 

and community levels. Dreams are considered to take place during the sleep cycle and 

visions take place during the waking hours. Although dreams and visions are taken 

very seriously by all members of the community, much time is spent discerning 

whether a dream is simply a metaphorical expression (porridge or kasha dream) of 

current activities and emotions in a person's life, an expression of a person's 
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subconscious desire simply being released into the conscious mind, or whether they 

are in fact valid spiritual dreams or messages to be acted upon. Occasionally, 

Molokan men may present a dream they consider to be of a spiritual nature during the 

discussion time in church during feasts or during their speeches (besedas). But this is 

usually restricted to those who have a proven track record of dreams coming to 

fulfilment. Usually, the context of dreams is discussed in the informal realm of private 

discussions outside of church services. 

 

During my fieldwork, I took part in several discussions wherein people talked about 

the events of previous church services.  People discussed spiritual works that took 

place during the services and worked out their own interpretations of what the 

spiritual works meant to themselves as individuals or to the Molokan community. 

There are mini-archetypes that are used by the community collectively (Edgar 

1995(b):21).  However, these are re-evaluated by individuals in order to make sense 

of personal dreams (Edgar 1995(b):20, 30 and 31).  People also took these discussions 

as an opportunity to share their own dreams to determine if they fell into the category 

of a spiritual dream. 

 

In this way, community discourse acts as a vehicle for identity formation as people 

share their dreams, discuss the symbolisms in the dreams, and formulate their own 

community's mini-archetypes which then inform future interpretations of dreams. I 

enjoyed participating in social discourse with other Molokans because we could 

discuss our spiritual experiences without holding back. Although we all had slightly 

different views and experiences the spiritual experience was common to all of us. 

Mental capacities, intelligence or emotional stability were not questioned if someone 
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had a spiritual experience such as a dream, vision, ecstatic expression, message to 

deliver, etc.  I note that in a number of non-Molokan texts and in some news articles 

about Molokans there was often a question about their intellectual capacities because 

their world views and spiritual experiences differ to that of American or Australian 

culture. 
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 APPENDIX 14 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

 
 
While all Molokans seem to accept the 27 doctrines presented in Appendix 2 , 

different sub-groups interpret and apply them in different ways.  There is also a 

discrepancy in beliefs relating to the Holy Trinity. Young  reported Molokan beliefs 

with respect to the Trinity as being "God is not a trinity but a unity…" (1932, 1998 

edn:44). Reformed Molokan author, Baghdanov (1998) wrote that Molokans accept 

the Holy Trinity and the immaculate conception of Jesus.  Alex, a recognised 

Makcimist elder, disputes this view and states that the concept of the Holy Trinity was 

introduced into the Molokan religion by Jack Green, a Christian outreach worker, 

through the U.M.C.A. during the 1920s and 1930s. Chapters 3 and 5 covered aspects 

of Young's and Green's interaction in the Molokan community so I will not go into 

detail in this chapter. Alex believed that prior to American Christian intervention, 

Molokans believed that God was supreme, Jesus was the son of God and subordinate 

to God, and the Holy Spirit was God's voice and power and also subordinate to God. 

 

The conflicting views of Baghdanov and Alex were presented in different media (text 

and oral history) demonstrating two ways Molokans bring information to their 

community members and educate the younger generations about their beliefs and 

identity (Rynkewich 1976:54; Sterk 2003:511). 

 

Molokans, in contrast to other Christian religions, do not sanctify the Virgin Mary and 

the apostles. Instead, the apostles are referred to as our brothers in Christ.  Although 

Uklein recognised the Virgin Mary’s contribution to the birth of Christ she was not 
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deified and prayers were not directed towards her for the purpose of receiving 

blessings or intercession.  

 

In the past, Molokans believed in following specific church protocols with respect to 

how events are carried out, but they rejected the protocols of the Orthodox Church in 

favour of one which they believe existed prior to the ecumenical councils as 

mentioned in Chapter 1. Livanov, author of Dissenters and Prisoners (1872), 

conducted an interview with a Molokan elder in the 1860s to determine the nature of 

Molokan theology and the nature of the priesthood; segments of her interview were 

reprinted in the Molokan Handbook. Livanov’s informant spoke at length regarding 

the rationale of Jesus Christ’s position in the church. The following quotation 

encapsulates this rationale:  

 

The head of the church is the Divine teacher Jesus Christ, Whom 
God resurrected from the dead and placed at His right hand in the 
heavens, far above every rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age 
but also in that which is to come; … (Eph 1:20-23) There is no other 
inaugurator of the faith or head of the church except Christ, none 
can be. If we have another as the head of the church, than [sic] it is 
not Christ’s; and if it is not Christ’s, then it is not true. If anyone 
else claims that he is the head of the church, then he elevates 
himself superior to Christ, and becomes in truth an enemy of Christ. 
(Livanov 1872:6) 

 
 

 

Food also has symbolic value in religious services. The 1974 edn of the Molokan 

cookbook dedicates a page to the explanation of the value and use of bread and salt: 

 

“I am the Bread of Life” …. to nourish and sustain our spiritual 
lives. 
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“Ye are the Salt of the Earth” …. to retard and prevent spiritual 
corruption in our lives. (U.M.C.A. Ladies Auxiliary 1974:9) 

 
 

Song classes are often run according to age group with the younger children learning 

easy songs from the song book. As the song book only contains lyrics and not music it 

becomes important for an experienced singer to impart this knowledge to the students. 

As songs do not have a set pace to them or are sung in a specific register it becomes 

easy for the lead singer to support the group's mood by changing the tone of a song.  

There is some variation on how songs are sung between the American, Australian and 

Armenian Molokans due to the years spent living apart from one another.  I attended a 

dedication ceremony several years ago and the divergence in singing styles between 

the visiting American, Armenians and Australian Molokans was noticeable due to 

them inhabiting different ecological niches for many years.    

 

Older groups tend to learn to sing the more complicated psalms from the Bible. Psalm 

singing is usually conducted with a man calling out the verse that is to be sung. The 

first few bars are begun by the lead singer and then the rest of the group joins in.  

Several established song classes in California have endeavoured to standardise 

singing by making recordings on cassette tapes and compact discs and making them 

available to Molokans through the U.M.C.A.  Another benefit of recording songs is 

that in enables future generations to have access to old knowledge should the 

community experience revitalisation after the experienced singers have passed away. 
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OLD TESTAMENT HOLY DAYS  

 

Molokans observe the Sunday Sabbath and five church Holy Days as prescribed in 

Leviticus 23.  Passover (Pascha) is a week-long commemoration of three events: the 

Lord’s Passover represents his death, the Feast of Unleavened Bread represents his 

burial, and the Feast of First-Fruits represents Christ’s resurrection (U.M.C.A. Ladies 

Auxiliary 1974:6).  Pentecost (Pitidisyatnitsa meaning 50 days) is commemorated 50 

days after the Feast of First-Fruits; it represents the day “the entire Spirit of God as a 

person of the Trinity came upon the church of Jesus Christ and has been abiding upon 

her [the church] and dwelling in our churches since its founding” (U.M.C.A. Ladies 

Auxiliary 1974:6).   

 

The Feast of Trumpets or Day of Trumpets (Pameet Trub) looks forward to the day 

when “the Lord shall descend from heaven with trump of God” (U.M.C.A. Ladies 

Auxiliary 1974:6).  According to Alex, the Feast of Trumpets is held on the first day 

of the new moon in September and is set aside to reflect on one's life in preparation 

for the Day of Judgement.  The Day of Atonement (Sudnii Den) follows ten days from 

the new moon in September and it is also observed over a single day.  The Day of 

Atonement looks forward to the day of affliction when people will weep and repent 

and the “Lord shall purge the earth and bring her unto Himself, and then will follow” 

(U.M.C.A. Ladies Auxiliary 1974:7).  The Day of Atonement is observed as a day of 

fasting and symbolic cleansing. The Feast of Tabernacles (Kusha) is held 15 days 

from the new moon in September.  It is a feast of rejoicing in that it looks forward to 

the day when “the Lord Jesus Christ comes again to set up His kingdom on the earth, 

He will again be in the midst of His people” (U.M.C.A. Ladies Auxiliary 1974:7).  
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The Feast of Tabernacles is observed over eight days; the first seven are feast days 

and the eighth day represents the transition to the 1,000-year kingdom. 

 

Molokans do not observe Easter or Halloween as these celebrations are deemed to be 

aligned with those found in pagan religions. Although Molokans believe in the birth 

of Jesus they consider Christmas to be a celebration of the Winter Solstice in the 

Northern Hemisphere which is of pagan origin. Molokans believe, according to the 

events as presented in Scripture, that Jesus was born between June and September. 

Although Molokans do not officially observe his birth, they do recognise it and it is 

often mentioned during sermons.  Molokans focus more on Jesus’ ministry and his 

example of humility and sacrifice. 

 

Molokans do not join in the religious holidays of other religions such as St. Patrick’s 

Day or public holidays that commemorate acts of war.  However, many Molokans 

gather for a family meal on Thanksgiving Day.  It seemed they are able to relate to the 

journey made by the pilgrims to find a haven for the pursuit of religious freedom.  

Several other religious and social occasions are extremely important to the Molokans.   

 

Funerals are another major rite of passage in the Molokan community. Chapter 8 is 

dedicated to my participant observation of a funeral in Western Australia.  The 

following discussion of funerals will be general discussion of beliefs and values 

associated with Molokan funerals. 
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FUNERALS 

 

A Molokan funeral consists of several elements: the cleansing and dressing of the 

body in white garments, the vigil or wake, the funeral, and the memorial service.  

During the vigil the congregation or smaller groups of family and friends sit around 

the coffin and sing. Singing, according to an elder, serves the function of sharing our 

souls with one another.  At a certain time, the singing will cease and the group will 

rise and recite prayers for the deceased. In the evening, parents with children will 

often return to their homes while others remain through the night. A church service is 

held on the day of the funeral while family members remain near the coffin.  Later, 

the deceased's coffin is brought before the altar by his family and supplication is made 

on behalf of the deceased. This supplication is for forgiveness of the deceased’s sins 

and for the opportunity to participate in the First Resurrection. This is followed by 

additional singing and prayer at the church or home and at the cemetery and is 

finished by a final prayer known as the ‘last rite’.  

 

Conservative Molokan churches generally do not admit non-Molokans into their 

church services.  The church I attended during my childhood had visitors on occasions 

but they were always Russian speaking people. Two other members of the West 

Australian Molokan community told me local community members attended their 

childhood churches in Arizona.  People would simply walk into the church, find a 

place to sit and would passively join in the services that were conducted in the 

Russian language. These people were not official members and never sought 

membership but were known to the Molokans and lived in harmony with them. 

 



356 

I have only ever witnessed the presence of non-Molokans, in huge numbers, at the 

funeral of a young Molokan man in Western Australia.  His parents had invited his 

friends and theirs to attend the wake that had been held at the family home and the 

burial at the local cemetery.  However, only two of the family’s non-Molokan friends 

attended the memorial services that were held in the church. 

 

After the funeral, an Australian friend of the deceased’s family commented to me that 

Molokans take a long time to do everything.  Weddings, funerals, dedication of 

infants, etc., always took the entire day or several days of preparations whilst 

Australian services were over and done with within the hour.  He commented on the 

many hours of singing and praying that accompanied the wake and the funeral and 

how tiring it had been. However, he also noticed that it had given more opportunity 

for those in attendance to share the experience with those who needed their support at 

that time.   

 

Molokan funerals are followed by a memorial service (pomenkee) during which a 

petition is made before God for the salvation of the soul of the deceased.  Many 

Molokans believe that the soul will be lost to damnation without this petition.  

Modern day Molokans usually hold a memorial service directly after the funeral and 

also on the anniversary of the funeral. Some of the older Molokans say that in the 

United States of America in the early 1900s it was more common to hold memorial 

services for a period of three days after the funeral.  Annually they held a memorial 

service and commemorated all of their deceased relatives thus keeping their memory 

alive and building a connection to the past.  When a three day memorial service 
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occurs the first day is for praying for the deceased, the second for the deceased's 

paternal relations, and the third for the deceased's maternal relations. 

 

Often people who are born into the religion and who have been dedicated (have 

extine) in the church do not officially join a church as adult members.   As these 

people identify themselves as Molokans without being active practitioners of the 

religion I refer to them as Defacto Molokans.  Alex told me that on one occasion he 

had acted as an intercessor between a Defacto Molokan and church elders who agreed 

to bury the man in accordance with Molokan traditions but declined to hold a 

memorial service for him.  In recent years there has been an increase in the number of 

Defacto Molokans.  To accommodate these people's desire to be buried according to 

Molokan tradition the Los Angeles Molokans have constructed a building on their 

cemetery grounds for the purpose of holding funeral services for Defacto Molokans. 

 

Funerals also provide an avenue for people to come together and set aside their 

differences. Helen related an example of a Molokan of the Jumper (Pryguny) sub-

group who used to scorn the Makcimisti as being misguided for believing in 

Rudometkin and his teachings.  When this man's wife passed away, it was the 

Makcimisti that kept the all night vigil at the wake and sang songs for comfort.  Since 

then, this man has changed his attitude to the members of this sub-group: "He sees us 

now and he says, 'Hi, I love you'".  His whole attitude has changed.  In this way 

funerals provide opportunities for community members to share in grief and to make 

peace with one another. 
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Several Molokan women used their experiences in attending funerals held in other 

religious institutions to support their views about the superiority of Molokan 

traditions.  They contrasted Molokan practices with the others to stress the advantages 

of the Molokan religion as an environment for providing better social support to its 

members.  For example, Helen thinks non-Molokan funerals are cold.  She told me 

when an Australian friend's husband's relative passed away her Australian friend had 

great difficulty attending the funeral because she could not cope with seeing a dead 

body.  She feels that the Molokan religion prepared her to face the issue of death 

better than her friend's religion. 

 

Stella attended a non-Molokan funeral and noted some of the cultural differences. 

While both churches held a meal after the funeral service the conduct of the meal was 

distinctly different in each setting.  Tables are set out in long rows in the Molokan 

church environment and people are seated in accordance with age and status.  After 

the minister says grace, the hosts of the day welcome everyone to the feast, thank 

them for sharing their family's grief, and give permission for the feast and the 

speeches to commence.  In Stella's aunt's case, people had already commenced eating 

by the time the widow returned from the cemetery.  Stella felt that there was no 

structure to the event and complete disregard for the emotional needs of the widow. 

 

All conservative Molokan church services, Bible classes, song classes, and social 

gatherings employ the use of shared symbols.  Many Molokan homes are decorated 

with artefacts, family heirlooms, tableware, books, and photos of Russian origin.  

These shared symbols seem to represent their unity as an ethnic and religious 

community.   
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APPENDIX 15 

WEDDING AT FREEWAY CHURCH – LOS ANGELES 

 
This photo was taken in 1981 at Freeway Church in Los Angeles during my sister's 

wedding. 
 

Groom’s parents greeting bridal party at entrance to Church

Bridal party consisting of the groom, bride, druzhok, svashka, and  
bride’s relatives

Groom, bride, druzhok, and svashka leaving the church after the wedding
to proceed to couple’s new home

 
Photos are from my personal albums. Permission received from Mr. and 
Mrs. Alan Siapin.  Photo taken in 1981 
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APPENDIX 16 

AN ALTAR (PRESTOL) IN THE FORMAL LIVING ROOM  
OF A MOLOKAN HOME. 

 
Note the towels (palatensi) on the back wall. They were given to this family as a gift 
from someone in Armenia.  Tables used as an altar are always covered with a 
tablecloth.  The books displayed on this table include a Russian Bible, Spirit and Life, 
prayer book (molitvennik), and song book (pesenik).  As this is not a formal church 
gathering, Mrs Shuken is wearing a long dress instead of church attire and a small 
head scarf (kasinka) instead of a full scarf (kasinka).   
 
 

 
 
  Photo courtesy of Mrs Elena Shuken  (2003) 
 



361 

APPENDIX 17 
 

ORNAMENTS DISPLAYED BY MOLOKANS 

 
 

 
   
  Photo courtesy of Mrs Elena Shuken  (2003) 
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 Photo courtesy of Mrs Luba Lazootin  (2003) 
 
   

 
 

Photo from my personal albums (2001). 
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APPENDIX 18 

HISTORICAL PHOTOS 

 
Photos displayed in one Molokan's home affectionately referred to as the Wall of 

Rogues. 
 

 
  Photos courtesy of Mrs Luba Lazootin (early 1900s – U.S.A.) 
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Photos courtesy of Mrs Luba Lazootin (early 1900s at U.M.C.A. – U.S.A.) 
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APPENDIX 19 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES ABOUT  FREEDOM OF SPIRITUAL EXPRESSION 

 
 

 
The West Australian, Thursday, September 25, 2003. p.4. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

The West Australian, Friday, September 26, 2003, p.18. 
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