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a b s t r a c t

This article examines spatial aspects of Hasidism, arguably one of the most important socio-religious
movements in modern Eastern Europe. More specifically, it focuses on the relationship between reli-
gious leaders in their courts and their followers in towns scattered across Eastern Europe. The article
starts with the argument that in the wake of the exponential growth of Hasidism in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, it developed an innovative institution of shtiblekh, or Hasidic prayer halls.
These prayer halls, often far from the court, became the basic structure for the influence of Hasidism.
Their number and geographical distribution allow us to establish the internal boundaries of Hasidism
and the Hasidic groups' internal hierarchy. Most importantly, the article argues that the size of the group
and the spatial distribution of their shtiblekh were closely correlated with the type of religious leadership
employed by this group: from distant charismatic leadership at the great dominant courts through many
intermediate forms down to small ephemeral groupings with intense, intimate relations of close char-
ismatic leadership.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

In the growing field of the geography of religion the distribution of
religious centres e either holy places, pilgrimage sites, shrines or
centres of leadership e has always been one of the central objects
of reflection.1 This traditional interest has been augmented by the
more recent spatial turn in the study of religion and, quite inde-
pendently, by the rise of the multidisciplinary field of leadership
studies, for which distance is an important factor in leader-follower
relationships.2 Despite this combined interest, it seems that the
spatial aspects of religious leadership and its connection between

the centre and the periphery continue to have been rather insuf-
ficiently examined, particularly in their historical aspects.3

One of the reasons for this comes from the fact that the recent
burst in geographical research on religion places its emphases in
significantly different areas, especially the politics and poetics of
space, migration conflicts, the rise of religious radicalism, or the
blurred boundaries between secular and sacred, but not traditional
studies of religious leadership.4 Another reason is the problematic
nature of primary sources for the historical geography of religion in
general and the relationship between centre and periphery in
particular. Scholars do use historical materials allowing for analysis
of the spatial aspects of religions, but these are usually either
macro-scale aggregated survey data on major world religions,
which do not allow for anymore precise picture, or micro studies of
individual cases. Despite exponential growth of geotemporal da-
tabases, few of them find application in meso-scale research on the
historical geography of religion. On the other hand, when more
specific micro-scale materials are explored, this usually involves
discussion of individual cases of the process of diffusion, emergence
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of pilgrimage sites or politics of religious places, but not general
leader-follower and centre-periphery correlations.5 Meso-scale
studies, in both a social/institutional and spatial sense, i.e. studies
combining in-depth analyses of religious structures far below the
global level of world religions with large resources on trans-local
religious phenomena, are still a desideratum.6

I argue that sources for such analyses, even if hard to find, do
exist, or rather they could and should be generated from a variety of
indirect resources. While it might look like a Sisyphean task to
comb through thousands of multi-language volumes in search of
dispersed, sporadic and hard-to-process narrative data, I argue that
these materials, once aggregated, are invaluable for a quantitative
analysis of historical forms of spatial relationship between religious
centres and their peripheries.

In this article I take the case of leader-follower spatial correla-
tions in pre-Holocaust Hasidism (from Hebrew hasid, ‘pious’), one
of the most important religious and social movements to have
developed in Eastern Europe, and without a doubt the most sig-
nificant phenomenon forming the religious, social and cultural life
of the Jewish population in modern Eastern Europe.7 Hasidism
seems to be an ideal object for this kind of analysis. One of the most
frequently tackled issues in research into Hasidism has always been
the forms of its leadership. The tsadik (‘the righteous’, in Hebrew),
the charismatic leader of a Hasidic community is indeed a central
point, an axis mundi both of Hasidic ideology, as well as of the social
organization of the movement which was focused on pilgrimages
to the tsadik at his court, of contemplation on his work, and on
retelling miraculous stories from his life.8 For these reasons the
tsadik e as a splendid illustration of charismatic leadership e has
also been an interesting case for sociologists without any special
interest in Hasidism.9 Less attention has been devoted to the
decentralized nature of Hasidic leadership, to the division of

Hasidism into a great many groups under the wing of a great many
rival tsadikim, as well as to the rise of dynasties in which the
dominant mechanism for the succession of leadership became
biological inheritance through a son, sons or sons-in-law.10

One of the least studied aspects of Hasidic leadership has been
the non-ideological aspect of the relationship between the tsadik
and his followers, as well as the influence that this relationship
exerted on the religious life of the Hasidim outside the tsadik's
court.11 The question is all the more relevant in that the expansion
of the small mystical circle of early Hasidism into a mass movement
meant that from the late eighteenth century up to the Holocaust a
vast majority of the Hasidim lived a long way from their leader and
visited him no more than once a year, paying him brief visits of a
single day, or atmost a few days. Of course visits to the court, even if
infrequent, were still the high points of each Hasid's religious life.
However, the popularizing of the movement meant that it was not
at court, but in the hundreds of small towns inhabited by tens of
thousands of Hasidim, that the fundamental institutional, social,
cultural and economic developments of Hasidism took place. Living
far from the tsadik and his court, the Hasidim had to define how
their Hasidic identity expressed itself in their own home setting
and how to establish an interrelation between the festive religious
experience at the court and everyday religious life in their towns.12

They had to devise how they could and should organize their
religious life, which structures and institutions would be the most
appropriate, and what resources would be needed to create and
maintain them. Thus it is worth asking what the Hasidic forms of
religious life far from the court looked like and how the Hasidic
subculture developed there over the long course of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.13

As explained above, this article will focus on one aspect of this
phenomenon, namely the spatial relationship between the tsadik at
his court and the Hasidim in their towns. More generally, it poses
the question of the possible correlation between religious life and
the geographical distance between the religious centre and the
periphery, both in the centre and at the periphery. The conclusions
drawn from this analysis are, I believe, more broadly applicable
than just to the history of Hasidism, both as an example of how to
construct broad-based databases emerging from complex historical
materials and as a theoretical model for such a spatial analysis in
the history of religion.

So, what was the religious life of the Hasidim in their towns
outside the court?

Shtibl

As manymemoirs of the time attest, everyday Hasidic life was not a
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13 These questions have been best formulated by A. Teller, Hasidism and the
challenge of geography: the Polish background to the spread of the Hasidic
movement, AJS Review 30 (2006) 1e29. For the most recent review of the historical
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