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When the first Doukhobor immigrants stepped onto a pier in Halifax in
1899 as refugees from tsarist religious persecution in Russia, they began a
chapter in the history of the development of Canada as a nation that is
still being written and that, at times, is still under erasure. The story of the
Doukhobors in Canada remains one of the most unusual stories of mass
migration because the Doukhobors arrived at a time when ideas about
Canada’s position in the British Empire were still debated and the position
of migrants was not yet fully worked through. Soon after the Doukhobors
began to live in Canada their belief in pacifism, anti-patriotism, communal living, and vegetarianism, along with their desire to retain their own
language and their deep suspicion of institutionalization of any kind,
proved to be threatening to many who were developing ideas about Canada and what it should mean to be Canadian. This resulted in a struggle
that highlights what type of nation Canada was at the turn of the last
century, and why, until very recently, the Doukhobors have had so much
difficulty living in it.
Doukhobors, out of all proportion to their rather small numbers, have
played a large part in the othering of certain kinds of ethnicity and religious expression in Canada. This is because they have been, in Louis
Althusser’s words, “bad subjects.” Not only did they resist the institutions,
laws, and beliefs that would have made them into “good” immigrants and
docile citizens but they also refused to recognize the terms of recognition
that would have made them like most other migrants. Althusser (1990,
135) says that subjectivity works through the recognition of an alreadyexisting state of affairs rather than through choice: good subjects “work all
right ‘all by themselves’” because they recognize their own positionality,
but bad subjects are bad because they cannot recognize themselves inside
the mechanisms that produce personhood. Therefore, the State cannot
recognize them either and can only inculcate its goodness and the rightness of its practices by repressing their ways of knowing. So-called good
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nations need bad subjectivity in order to point the way to good and obedient citizenship. Bad subjects cannot be treated as people who have histories and knowledges of their own because the history of the bad subject
cannot be recounted or written inside of the State. Bad subjects are people
who are treated as if they are without their own cultural sense of memory,
without full personhood, and, at times, without the rights and privileges
that are extended to other citizens in a liberal state.
The questions that I address in this book are: if the Doukhobors have
been bad subjects in Canada and must live within systems that cannot recognize them as anything else, then what happened when some of them
used a discourse of the “good subject” – like autobiography? And why
would they have used it? In order to answer these two questions, critical
thinking about autobiography needs to change. Autobiography must be
thought of as a discourse rather than as a genre, and as a discourse that
is sustained by the trappings of identification that have underwritten
what the self is and how it has been seen in much of the Western world.
When autobiographical discourse is used by writers or speakers who do
not have access to the privileges of autobiographical identity – such as
print literacy, a sense of one’s “place” in history that others will recognize,
or the leisure time to write a book – then that discourse changes as it is
used, even as it brings certain advantages. Autobiographical discourse can
surface in places where it normally is not seen, such as legal records, newspaper articles, prison narratives, and ethnographic recordings. And when
it appears in such places the discourse itself alters so that it can be appropriated for use by those who are not powerful or whose version of events
cannot be allowed to have validity. In this more flexible way of understanding what autobiography is and how it can be used, autobiography
can become a point of negotiation between good subjects and bad, and
it can be a way for those who are bad to become visible – regardless of
whether the outcome is an identity win or an identity loss.
Doukhobor history and cultural context must be considered as key to
the ways in which autobiography can be used to achieve visibility. During
their 100 years in Canada the Doukhobors have not often been remembered for their pacifist principles, their commitment to types of communal living, or even for their non-institutionalized religious expressions.
Usually they are remembered, inaccurately, for nude protests and arson in
British Columbia. This is a result of negative press coverage and, in particular, of the success of Terror in the Name of God (Holt 1964), a sensationalist
account of the protests and depredations by Vancouver Sun reporter Simma
Holt. Complex relations inside of Doukhobor groups have meant that,
while some historical studies have been written by Doukhobors, like other
ethnic minority or religious sectarian groups, much more information has
been written about them by outsiders than by Doukhobors themselves.
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This makes it all the more imperative to study what has happened when
Doukhobors have written and spoken about themselves and about
Doukhobor identity, and to see the very act of entering autobiographical terrain as an attempt to negotiate what will be remembered about
Doukhobor history as well as what position Doukhobors will have in
Canada both now and in the future.
Even now, Doukhobors who refer to themselves as “Canadians,” and
who had the right to vote restored to them in 1962, do not call themselves
Doukhobor-Canadians. They do not hyphenate their identities, and for
many of them the terms of this non-hyphenation are still being thought
through. Thus, Doukhobors who live in Canada have negotiated between
Homi Bhabha’s (1994) idea of nation as the pedagogical and the performative without accepting either the formulation of the nation as the
nation-state or the belief in the nation as a group of people.
Doukhobor beliefs and practices were always radically anti-national and
anti-institutional, and then they were combined with their commitment
to oral traditions, their history of conflict with secular and church authorities, and their conviction that they were destined to be exiles and wanderers until a prophesied return to Russia. Not only were Doukhobors
opposed to a separation of church and state, but they also opposed the
ideas of church and state in and of themselves. This meant that Doukhobors effectively became subjects who could not be written into the
Canadian national script except as curiosities or as a threat to nationhood.
They literally had no way to recount their own histories because they had
little legitimacy within Canada as subjects. Therefore, when, by the 1950s,
many of them had partially assimilated, some Doukhobors began to combine their oral traditions with written forms in order to write as what I
term “hybrid subjects.” Their sense of who they were and how to tell their
life story falls somewhere between the ideals of Doukhoborism and the
idea of Canada. As they either wrote autobiographically or responded to
ethnographers or interviewers who asked them to tell their life stories,
these Doukhobors turned a discourse that normally excluded them and
their concerns into a point of negotiation between their sense of their
history, community, and identity (on the one hand) and the Canadian
version of history, identity, and nationality (on the other). They tried to
use the power inherent in autobiographical discourse for their own ends.
When they have needed to become visible as subjects in the Althusserian sense, either outside their own contexts or, in later cases, to each other,
Doukhobor writers and speakers have also used aspects of autobiographical discourse as a way to figure out how Doukhobor identity works for
them in their own terms. At times they have also used this alternative
identity construction to resist assimilative discourses that anxiously seek
to erase the differences between Doukhobor ways of understanding the
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world and non-Doukhobor ways of doing so. Finally, autobiographical
forms have helped some Doukhobors to recover alternate memories of
their struggle in Russia and Canada. As I mentioned, these can take on
the character of a refusal as Doukhobors use autobiography to criticize
the liberal idea of citizenship embedded in the idea of hyphenating one’s
cultural identity with one’s citizenship. However, at other times, they
use aspects of autobiographical discourse as a way of negotiating with
non-Doukhobors, thus recasting the individuation of autobiographical
discourse as a communal effort that non-Doukhobors might be able to
understand. Sometimes these negotiations were successful, and some
Doukhobors were able to become visible within Canadian narrative forms
in ways that did not sacrifice their identities and concerns. At other times,
these negotiations were not successful, and narrative control remained in
the hands of non-Doukhobor interpreters who could not hear, understand, or respect what Doukhobors might have to say about their history
and experiences within a wider Canadian context.
Even though autobiography has not always been successful, many
Doukhobors have written or spoken autobiographically in order to employ
the subject of autobiography for their own ends. Since the construction of
autobiography is not a “natural” process for them in Doukhobor culture,
autobiographical discourse in a Doukhobor context has a special power
when it surfaces in other kinds of texts, or in interviews, in part because
it only appears when it is not part of autobiography as it is most commonly understood. In fact, the very idea of “Doukhobor autobiography”
may seem unusual in itself since there are no “conventional” written autobiographies by Doukhobors in existence. Most of the material I examine
here is not found in conventionally published books but, rather, in
archived Doukhobor magazines, legal testimony, tape recordings, and
prison diaries. Some of the material was originally written or spoken in
a Doukhobor form of Russian, which is not widely understood outside
of Doukhobor communities. Moreover, none of the three major prevailing Doukhobor groups in Canada (the Independents, the Community
Doukhobors, and the Freedomites) seem to have the conditions that create autobiographical writing. Until the 1930s (and in some groups much
later) most Doukhobors were part of a primarily Russian language oral culture and many were not print literate in Russian or English. Therefore, for
much of their history, Doukhobors would not have had access to written
autobiographies that would have provided models for them. Doukhobor
subjectivity also generally seems to operate less on an individual than on
a group level, perhaps due to Doukhobor beliefs about equality and the
sanctity of communal living. One of the ironies of my research has been
that, although I have found autobiographical writing by almost everyone
who worked with Doukhobors or who came into contact with them –
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including early advocates (such as Aylmer Maude and Leopold Sulerjitskii), writers of Canadian travel narrative (like Emily Murphy), Stephan
Sorokin (a non-Doukhobor Freedomite leader), Hazel O’Neal (who wrote
the xenophobic memoir entitled Doukhobor Daze), and an RCMP officer
(who wrote a memoir based on his attempt to round up stripping Freedomite protesters and try to dress them) – I have found no book-length,
published autobiographical accounts by Doukhobors themselves.
I found that if I were willing to adjust my ideas about what constitutes
autobiographical discourse, and to look beyond the constraints of mainstream publishing, then Doukhobors can and do produce autobiography.
However, the autobiography they produce contests all three aspects of the
definition of the genre suggested by James Olney (1980): that autobiography is, literally, “auto-bio-graphe” – self, life, and writing – a genre in
which individual authors create narratives of their lives that reflect a preoccupation with self, a unique creative representation of self, and their
lived experience in the world. What I have also found is that the Doukhobors produce unconventional autobiography because they are unconventional subjects who refused to be made into hyphenated subjects
and then into citizens. This situation has meant that a consideration of
Doukhobor autobiographical discourse (which includes writing and speaking) actually means that commonly accepted ideas about autobiography,
written representation, and the self need to be revised to take Doukhobor
conceptions of identity into account.
This revision of what autobiography is “supposed” to be occurs because
the Doukhobors have had to turn to alternate strategies to retell their own
histories, both orally and in writing, against the grain of the sensationalist
image of Doukhobors propagated by government commissions and by the
Canadian media. They are not the only group to do this. The Doukhobors’
appropriation of some (but not all) aspects of Western autobiographical
discourse has utilized autobiography as testament and testimony, as a
form of alternative memory for an entire people. This has been studied in
Hertha Dawn Wong’s (1992) work on precontact and postcontact autobiographical discourses by Native Americans, Genaro Padilla’s (1993b) study
of Chicano/Chicana autobiography after the American conquest of northern Mexico, and Anne Goldman’s (1996) study of ethnic working-class
women in America. My study of Doukhobor autobiographical discourse
shares similarities with this work.
This means that the Doukhobors use autobiography in ways similar to
those used by other marginalized groups – to challenge what a self might
be. Anne Goldman’s (1996, ix) call “for a wider autobiographical field
[so that] we describe a wider spectrum of the ways and means by which
people in the twentieth century speak themselves into existence” recognizes how minority autobiographical writings can result in new forms that
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blend fiction and fact, memoir and autobiography, and diary and memoir
to result in new ways to make identity. My project joins this emerging
scholarship about autobiography as a discourse that can be used outside
the Western narratives of the subject, and it does so by looking at Doukhobor texts produced from 1900 to the present – texts that come from a variety of oral and written, singular and collaborative, sources.
To examine how and why Doukhobors have used autobiographical discourse in the ways that they have, I suggest in Chapter 1 that, when its
forms begin to change, autobiography should be rethought as a series of
discursive moves rather than renamed as something “other” than autobiography (e.g., life writing or manifesto). This means that autobiography
can be considered as a set of identity-building strategies that help to make
Doukhobor resistance to the Canadian state’s conceptions of identity possible. I also suggest that Doukhobor autobiographical discourse does not
erase the power to refer that is inherent in the discourse of autobiography;
rather, it makes use of that very power in order to negotiate identities and
to gain visibility for them within a public sphere. Thus, I look at theoretical work concerning the connections between subjectivity and identity
within and without autobiography theory in order to show how Doukhobor identity, like other types of collective identity formations, can remake
some of what has been understood to be classic techne for constituting
identity.
In Chapter 2 I review key moments and places in Doukhobor history in
order to provide a context for the primary source material I examine and
to indicate how developing imperialist ideas about what Canadian identity was quickly came into conflict with Doukhobor ways of imagining
and using. These conflicts appear as motifs and as identity touchstones
in subsequent autobiographical writing by Doukhobors.
In Chapter 3, using the figure of vechnaiia pamit (eternal memory/
eternal consciousness), a Doukhobor phrase that conflates memory and
spiritualized history, I examine identities constructed in transcribed Doukhobor psalms. I then look at the relationship between these psalms and
collected memoirs and interviews from Mir and Iskra as instances of identity construction. The construction of these identities and the figures they
use recover Doukhobor history as a set of reactions to the wounded ideas
of home sustained in what I call the Doukhobor diasporic imaginary, a set
of tropes that figures home as both Russia and the memory of resistance to
oppression in Russia.
Through an examination of transcribed and oral accounts of migration
and life in Canada, Chapter 4 deals with the construction of Doukhobor
oral identities. I look at the complexities of these texts as oral and sometimes written collaborations with reference to debates about orality and literacy. Chapter 5 examines Freedomite Doukhobor narratives that contain
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collective Doukhobor subject performatives in Bakhtin’s sense – public
identities inside a hybridized discourse that falls between memoir, autobiography, and diary. The materials here include Freedomite prison diaries
by Mikhail Chernenkoff i drugie (1993) and Alexander Efanow (1930) as
examples of first-person plural “witness” records. In these, the writers record an alternative history of their imprisonment using the proper name
of one person as a way of combining many accounts of an event in the
form of a diary-cum-memoir. Peter Maloff’s (1957) work on legal testimony is another example of autobiographical hybridity, this time conflating the formats of legal document and autobiography, respectively. I also
look at the autobiographical writing produced by Fred Davidoff (1964)
when Simma Holt asked him to contribute to her book Terror in the Name
of God. I evaluate the differences between this work and the unpublished
autobiography Davidoff wrote in prison as a response to it.1
My decision to collect Doukhobor autobiographical work and to subject
it to contemporary theory opens up some possibilities for analysis while it
closes down others. I do hope to make Doukhobor autobiographical writing and speaking in previously untranslated and archived forms more
accessible, both to Doukhobors and to non-Doukhobors. However, the
theoretical basis of this book may make some aspects of the analysis inaccessible to non-specialists in the field of autobiography. The question of
theory’s “place” in the analysis of materials that often fall outside of the
assumptions made by the philosophic tradition that informs much of
Western literary theory problematizes the question of access. Am I, as a
non-Doukhobor, recovering narratives from what Caren Kaplan (1992,
115) calls an “out-law genre” just so that I can recoup the resistant elements of these narratives into reassuring objects of study that bolster the
very Western institutions of “self” that they critique? These questions,
summarized in Peter Dickinson’s (1994) questioning of the commodifying
of Aboriginal oral narratives by non-Aboriginal scholars, add a political
layer to the reading of such narratives.
However, the debate about whether the subaltern can ever speak, or
whether she or he is always made to speak by dominant discourse, only
seems to be raised in absolute terms, which assume that writers and
speakers not operating purely within Western traditions of subject representation cannot ever occupy hybrid positions themselves and cannot
themselves theorize. This approach would seem to deny members of oppressed groups the ability to change the terms of representation while it
also renders invisible the genealogy of alternative representation used by
those not immersed in dominant ways of representing subjectivity. The
Doukhobors, for example, regard Leo Tolstoy as a philosopher and a cultural theorist because his ideas inspired Doukhobor leaders and because
he was directly responsible for the Doukhobor migration from Russia to
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Canada. Doukhobors actively reproduce (and read) his writings as well
as those of their own leadership. Comments on literacy by Doukhobors
themselves, which appear in many of the narratives that I examine, often
refer to alternative Doukhobor learning practices that do not make use of
print literacy. These examples indicate that Doukhobor writers and speakers are aware of and use other ways of thinking about theoretical issues;
while they do not operate within the trajectories of Western metaphysics,
they do make theory of their own. This other set of practices, which sometimes does use aspects of non-Doukhobor epistemology, should be considered valid in its own right and should be able to interact with other types
of theorizing, as an alternative to it and, at times, as a critique of it. Therefore, Doukhobor autobiographical discourse should be seen as a challenge
to autobiography theory (and some of the assumptions made by theories
of the subject) rather than as a defeated discourse. This concern for revision has been taken up by other scholars as well. Genaro Padilla (1993b,
8), for instance, makes a similar call for revision when he states that alternate ways of representing oneself autobiographically are “owned neither
by Western culture nor by writing” and should also be studied. Ownership
is not to be assumed.
While there is always a danger that my work will reify the work
Doukhobors have done, I emphasize that it is not intended to be the last
word on Doukhobor autobiographical discourse. In fact, I hope that readers of the narratives I discuss will be encouraged to look at the primary
materials and make their own decisions about what may be found there
and whether or not my own commentary is helpful. Readers who are
interested in primary source material and who are conversant with
Doukhobor history should pay particular attention to Chapters 3 to 5,
where readings of primary texts and recordings are integrated with theoretical commentary.
I recognize that there may be those who wonder why I rely upon
contemporary theory about identity when talking about Doukhobor materials. As I have said, I do view Doukhobor materials as themselves constituting a type of theory that can engage in dialogue with contemporary
non-Doukhobor theory. But contemporary theory about identity must be
used in a book that links the production of autobiography with cultural
identity. By striking a balance between Doukhobor materials and contemporary theory, I believe that each can be used to inform and revise the
other.
This is why I join other critics in pointing out that autobiography produced by minority writers and speakers is often the product of people who
have not been part of the dominant narratives of subjectivity in North
America. This view that autobiography sometimes functions as a political
mark of difference does not dispense with the genre entirely. In fact, work
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by Doukhobors can help to revise the meaning of the term “autobiography” so that it can be understood not just as a collection of resistant narratives but also as an important way for people without power to make
positions for themselves, to ensure that their cultural memories are not
erased or disregarded but, rather, are used as points of negotiation. This is
a mark of the will many of these Doukhobor writers and speakers have had
to remain visible and to survive within an environment that has not
always been hospitable. The determination of many Doukhobor writers,
speakers, and narrative collectors exemplifies what Koozma Tarasoff (1982),
quoting from the Doukhobor psalm “Tsar David Oseevich” in the Doukhobor Living Book, has called plakun trava. The plakun trava is a riverbed plant that thrives by growing upstream. In the psalm, plakun trava
defines itself by the current it grows against, for “Plakun trava is here
because / it floats against the current of the water” (Book of Life of the
Doukhobors 1978, 107-9). Plakun trava can be recast as a figure that marks
the work of identity negotiation and preservation in Doukhobor autobiographical discourse, which defines itself by working against the prevailing
discursive current.

