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There are two competing scholarly approaches to what transpired between the demise of R. Israel Baal Shem Tov, the Besht, in 1760, and the passing of R. Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezeritch, in 1772. In the first, which may be called the ʻold approach,ʼ it is argued that with the Besht’s passing, the Maggid took over the incipient movement that his teacher had founded and turned it into a successful mass movement. The other, which may be called ʻthe new approach,ʼ contends that the Besht did not found a movement at all, in which case he did not occupy a leadership role that could be passed on to a successor. The Maggid was merely one of those members of the Besht’s circle who served as spiritual leaders (later titled tzaddikim); he could not have helmed a movement that did not exist in his lifetime.
This article presents a third, middle option. There was no Hasidic movement proper at the time of the Besht’s death, but there was a circle of singular individuals who considered the Besht their leader and mentor, some of whom were active in the broader community attracting students and winning adherents. This circle possessed a distinct identity born of a common set of beliefs, ideas, and aspirations, even as it lacked any formal organization. The Maggid did not take the Besht’s place at the head of this circle; he was merely one of its prominent figures. However, after proving himself a figure of authority in several conflicts, especially from 1765 1766 to 1767, he gradually came to be viewed as presiding over an elite within this circle. In the last few five years before his death, he attained the hegemonic leadership of the emerging had discernibly become the supreme leader of the Hasidic movement. The very facts that an elite band emerged from within the circle, and, especially the presence of one individual in charge at the top, serve as one of the main justifications for considering Hasidim a real movement during this period. 
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The analysis of these sources reveals a flurry of concurrent and convergent developments within the emergent movement. It was in that period that the hasidic ʻcourtʼ was created, that the requirement of self-attachment to a single tzaddik was developed, that the first mahloket (conflict between tzaddikim) erupted, that Hasidism was first described as a ʻsectʼ, and that the opposition to it culminated to official haramot (bans). Furthermore, it was in those critical years that the hasidic ʻstructure of powerʼ was formed: On the one hand, a large group of disciples consolidated around the Maggid, who spread the new Hasidic gospel under the auspices and with the encouragement of their teacher. Even after these disciples had established their own power bases, they recognized that the Maggid’s authority continued to hold sway over them. On the other hand, other students of the Besht also came to accept the Maggid’s authority. During all this, the Maggid acted with determination, assertiveness, and even some force. He dispatched disciples to spread Hasidism, knowing full well that they might become lightning rods in the process. He imposed his own decisions in disputes that properly came under the jurisdiction of local rabbis and dayyanim. Occasionally, he would make a bald and bold power grab in the face of existing or potential competition. It was only in the last yearstoward the end of his life that all of these factors combined to grant him recognition as the highest hegemonic leader of the Hasidic movement.
