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1. The Social Life of Ethnic Categories 

One night in August 2009 I was awakened by the sad news that my main informant – or, rather, best 

friend - in the Republic of Altai in Siberia where I did fieldwork, Anna,1 had died of cancer. During 

fieldwork I stayed with Anna for months on end. I slept in her bedroom, me on the top of the bunk 

bed, she and her daughter on the bottom. I dug potatoes with Anna, washed in her banja, and brought 

her daughter to preschool and dance classes. I had tea in her kitchen with her father, two sisters, a 

teenage daughter of one of them, and the boyfriend of the other, all living together in a small three-

room house.  

Anna was a single mother of a young daughter: the father did not even know there is a child, 

and Anna was the sole breadwinner in her family. When a drunken driver killed Anna’s mother her 

father took to drinking, and later Anna’s two sisters were made invalids by another drunken driver and 

also took to drinking. Anna had already taken care of her sister’s daughter since she was a baby and 

now also both her sisters and their boyfriends. To get by, Anna had to work hard in one of the poorest 

and most marginalized regions of Russia. But Anna managed and struggled for opportunities for her 

daughter, for education and foreign languages, travel and work, a way out of Altai, freedom for her to 

choose her own life.  

A couple of years before, Anna’s father had died of cancer, and then one of her sisters and her 

boyfriend were drinking and smoking in bed and burned to death in the dacha Anna had built to live in 

for her old age. Now Anna is dead too, leaving an orphaned daughter.  

 

Anna is perhaps the quintessential of an anthropological informant: ‘local’, ‘subaltern’, and I, 

the fieldworker, immersed myself in her social life. But how does anthropology understand 

who someone like Anna is, and how does she become part of our anthropological 

representations? How does it affect Anna’s life to become part of anthropological knowledge 

production? In short, how does anthropology create its object of study? The way this is made 

by representing someone like Anna as ‘indigenous’ or as ‘not indigenous’ is the theme of this 

dissertation.    

 

A	point	of	departure	in	my	fieldwork	experiences	

When I first headed off for fieldwork in Altai, I imagined I was going to study indigenous 

people in a village, and then simply write a monograph about them. However, I was not able 

                                                
1 Her name, as well as those of all others who appear in this thesis with first name only, has been changed for 
anonymity. 
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to do that, and this thesis discusses some of the reasons why this was not possible. I was not 

able to find the indigenous I expected, on the basis of anthropological representations I had 

read. I imagined people would talk about themselves, their problems and ways to deal with 

them in terms of indigeneity, but this turned out not to be the case. Very few people identified 

as indigenous, and the most common reaction when I brought up the subject was that people 

got angry. This called my preconceived notions about indigeneity into question.  

It is a well-established and indisputable fact that indigeneity has brought a lot of 

good to many non-dominant, stateless, subaltern, and non-industrial people around the world, 

for example, Saami, Maori, and First Nations in Canada. The indigenous discourse provides 

tools for political projects of land rights and autonomy, cultural rights and recognition of 

language and identity, and so on. Heading out on fieldwork, I assumed this would be the case 

for Altai as well. I assumed indigeneity largely was something that locals would like, aspire 

to, and think of as something that would help and enable them. Instead, it turned out that the 

way indigeneity unfolded in this particular context resulted in conflict and threat to local 

political projects of self-determination. This intrigued me, and made me realize that 

indigeneity may not, in fact, as it becomes politically constituted in particular contexts, turn 

out to be a constructive tool for everyone, everywhere, all the time. This made me curious 

about possible downsides or limitations with indigeneity, and made me want to investigate 

whether indigeneity in some cases may involve unanticipated and unintended excluding, 

negative, or counterproductive mechanisms for subaltern people.  

I am still interested in the situation of subaltern people, and still want to 

dismantle relations of power that marginalize and exclude them. But on the basis of my 

experiences from Altai, I do it here in a bit of a different fashion than I initially expected. I do 

it through a ‘critical’ investigation of indigeneity. Unfolding indigeneity in this way is, in the 

particular cases of this thesis, to unfold relations of power that exclude subaltern people. This 

is so because through fieldwork I realized how ‘the indigenous’ as such was only to a very 

small extent constituted by local actors themselves, and instead mainly through state 

classifications, national administrative policies, international NGOs, and, not least, 

anthropological knowledge production. The way anthropology took part in this process 

particularly surprised and intrigued me. Social identifications in Altai are intricate and 

complex, but it turned out that anthropological representations had little correspondence with 

the way people in Altai identified themselves, for example with how Anna viewed herself, but 

rather were related to the political stakes of external actors. This led me to focus particularly 

on the role of anthropological knowledge production in my ‘critical’ investigation of 
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indigeneity. As most anthropologists are probably at least as engaged in subaltern political 

projects as I am, I do not think anthropologists willingly and knowingly set out to participate 

in excluding and limiting practices. These are surely unintended effects. Therefore I focus on 

the implicit, unspoken, and taken-for-granted within anthropological representations, and the 

unanticipated and unexpected effects of anthropological knowledge making, rather than on 

explicit motivations and intentions.  

What I am trying to understand in this thesis is thus, on the one hand, possible 

unanticipated excluding mechanisms of indigeneity for subaltern people like Anna as it 

unfolds politically in particular contexts, and, on the other, how anthropology becomes part of 

this, despite ever-so-good intentions. Carlos Londono (2012) seems to have experienced the 

same kind of difficulty in finding the supposed ‘ethnic groups’ of his field sites in Colombian 

Amazonia as I did. But whereas Londono in this situation chose to focus on the people who 

were actually there and the way they identified themselves as the ‘people of the center’, I 

chose a somewhat different path, and focused on anthropological knowledge production as 

part of the social life of ethnic categories with unanticipated effects for subaltern people. 

After my fieldwork in Altai I was able to study two other empirical cases 

involving Russian indigeneity. One was about ‘the North’ and northern people, and the other 

was about repatriation of human remains from Russia, and ethnic representations of Russian 

indigeneity, at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm. The case on the North is about where, 

among a number of possible places, the North comes to be located, and about who is 

recognized as Northern, i.e. indigenous, in this North. As much as this North includes some 

places and some people in indigeneity, it excludes others, even people in one and the same 

village. The case on repatriation is about how Swedish state institutions initiate repatriation of 

human remains from Russia back to indigenous peoples by simply recycling ethnic 

classifications deployed by those collecting the skulls in the first place, in this case the Vega 

Expedition of 1878 along Russia’s coast to the Arctic Ocean. In this way, repatriation comes 

to be based in the very evolutionary and imperial mindset that repatriation is hoped to redress. 

The local realities of the present-day populations in Russia’s periphery, the alleged receivers, 

are completely overlooked in the process.  

I realized that these two cases had things common with my experiences from 

Altai, even though they are disparate in both place and time. They are all about Russian 

indigeneity, and they display how indigeneity is created, moulded, and reconstructed by the 

interplay between global political and economic interests, post-Soviet state and regional 

administrative policies, and anthropological knowledge production. They display how, 
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ultimately, local experiences and realities may have little influence over how indigeneity in 

the end unfolds. They display how indigeneity is intended to expresses unique local realities, 

but at the same time is a global, generic discourse – one-size-fits-no-one – and in the midst of 

it there are the national and regional Russian specifics. These discourses work against and past 

one another. Local actors try to use indigeneity the best they can, but because of the 

contradictory ways in which regional, national, and global forces work, only a few manage to 

do so. Many are excluded. Anthropology takes an active part in all of this. 

The way indigeneity unfolds in the cases considered here can be understood as a 

result of accelerated change in the post-1991 world, which Thomas Hylland Eriksen discusses 

in his work Overheating: An Anthropology of Accelerated Change (2016). Within this 

accelerated change, only some contexts are able to ‘keep pace’. Others, as a result of the very 

same mechanisms, are ‘left behind’ (see Appadurai 1998; Bauman 1998; Giddens 1990). Parts 

of this are results of clashes of scale: local/global, small/large. Working with identity, 

environmental and financial overheating, Eriksen notes that what works on one scale may not 

work on another. Often it is in subaltern local contexts that the price must be paid. In these 

processes, unanticipated effects are more salient than expected outcomes. In the cases of this 

thesis, global indigeneity meets the national ‘new’, post-1991 Russian indigeneity, and a 

Soviet nationality policy legacy, within local contexts with their own unique features. In these 

clashes of scale, excluding and counterproductive mechanisms become unanticipated effects. 

In this sense, what we see in this thesis may be considered a form of ‘identity overheating’. 

As I realized that anthropology takes part in these complex processes in all three 

cases, I decided to put them together in one thesis. The Altaian case is the main one, both in 

terms of quantity and quality of empirical material, based in classic, long-term fieldwork, and 

in the way my experiences from doing fieldwork in Altai have been formative for the 

approach to the other two cases and the thesis as a whole. My ambition in putting these cases 

together in a single work is in a way similar to the way Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (2015) puts 

several mushroom-picking field sites in the U.S., Finland, China, and Japan together in a 

single book: to get sight of the bigger picture. In this case the bigger picture is the social life 

of ethnic categories. 

 

A	point	of	departure	from	within	anthropology	

With my unexpected experiences of indigeneity from Altai, I turned to anthropology to 

investigate in more depth how anthropologists actually conceive of indigeneity. Indigeneity is 
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a recurrent theme within anthropology; our interest in the indigenous seems never to fade.2 

But anthropologists disagree on how to approach and understand indigeneity. In The 

Reinvention of Primitive Society (2005), Adam Kuper, who has written extensively on both 

indigeneity and the history of anthropology, argues that the barbarian, savage, and/or 

primitive is a myth that has been entertained by anthropology for as long as it has existed, and 

that this myth has lately turned into the indigenous. In 2003 Kuper published the article ‘The 

Return of the Native’, which caused a long-lasting debate.3 Kuper questioned the very 

category of indigenous, and argued that it is of little analytical value. Further, Kuper argued 

that indigeneity ‘may have dangerous political consequences’, as it may foster ‘essentialist 

ideologies of culture and identity’ and politics of ‘blood and soil’ (2003a: 395). While most 

commentators agreed with Kuper that indigeneity is unsuitable as an analytical category, he 

was heavily criticized for undermining subaltern political projects, and his article was called 

an ‘attack’ (Turner 2004: 264) or ‘ambush’ (Zips 2006: 27) on the global indigenous 

movement. 

Within this critique of Kuper we can discern an unspecified assumption of who 

the indigenous is. Alan Barnard, in his ‘Kalahari Revisionism, Vienna, and the “Indigenous 

Peoples” Debate’ (2006a), claimed that ‘we do know an “indigenous people” when we see 

one’, and that indigeneity has an ‘almost mystical’ dimension (2006a: 9). To simply claim that 

we recognize indigenous people when we see them seems a bit surprising, as anthropologists 

are experts on showing how everything we think we know and take for granted is actually 

much more complicated than it seems. Barnard’s claim seems a bit outdated theoretically, not 

so unlike Robert Lowie’s, who claimed in 1929 in Primitive Society, ‘They exist and as part of 

reality Science is bound to take note of them’ (1929: 2, quoted in Kuper 2005: 113). Even 

though positions like Lowie’s are hardly tenable anymore, Barnard received no criticism the 

way Kuper did, for his claim that we simply know them when we see them.   

This thesis explores indigeneity along the lines of the debate of ‘The Return of 

the Native’: If we all agree that indigeneity is unsuitable as an analytical category, is that in 

fact how we use it in practice? Does indigeneity have dangerous political consequences? Does 

                                                
2 The literature on indigeneity is vast. It is hardly possible to attempt to do justice to all of it. Here are but a few 
examples: Bavikar 2007; Bradford 1997; Canessa 2005; Colwell-Chanthaphong et al. 2010; Conklin and Graham 
1995; Fogelson 1988; Freeman 2000; Kjosavik 2005; McGhee 2008; Minde 2008; Mogowan 2001; Mukherji 
and Sengupta 2004; Novikova 2002; Nuttall 2002; Onsman 2004; Sant 1999; Shaw 2008; L. Smith 2007. 
3 Some of the participants in this debate were Asch and Colin 2004 and 2006; Barnard 2004, 2006a, 2006b; Lee 
2006; Guenther 2006; Heinen 2004; Karlsson 2003; Karlsson et. al. 2006; Kenrick 2006; Kenrick and Lewis 
2004, 2004b; Kuper 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2006a, 2006b; Mackey 2005; Omura 2003; Plaice 2003, 2006; Ramos 
2003; Robins 2003; Saugestad 2004; Suzman 2003; Thuen 2006; Turner 2004; Wolfe 2006.  
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a critique of indigeneity undermine subaltern political projects? Do we know ‘them’ when we 

see them? It is in relation to assumptions like Barnard’s, I think, that we can understand the 

way anthropology partakes in the way indigeneity unfolds politically, which may have 

unanticipated and even counterproductive consequences locally, in the cases of this thesis. In 

the concluding chapter we will return to the debate on ‘The Return of the Native’, where I will 

suggest that indigeneity may have become a moral model in anthropology, in the words of 

Roy D’Andrade (1995). I will discuss some limits of such moral models with the help of 

Kirsten Hastrup and Peter Elsass’s (1990) argument that activism is un-anthropological, 

Charles Hale’s distinction between activist research and cultural critique, and Nancy Fraser’s 

distinction between affirmative and transformative action. These kinds of limitations shed 

light on the unanticipated and counterproductive effects of indigeneity detected in the cases of 

this thesis. Maybe a moral model, with activist research and affirmative action, is not always 

in the best interests of subaltern people like Anna. 

 

The	social	life	of	ethnic	categories	

Representing someone – Anna, for example – as indigenous or as not indigenous can be 

understood as a form of social classification, and social classification is something 

anthropology has devoted a lot of attention to. One form of socially classifying Anna would 

be to recognize her untimely death as an individual tragedy. From an existential point of view, 

we may argue that all human life is worthy of being recognized in its individuality, and hence 

as unique and incomparable. To decontextualize human experiences in such a way is one 

mode of approaching the world. But if we understand the world only through particularities it 

becomes difficult to recognize patterns. Without patterning there is no order, and it becomes 

difficult to generalize and predict the future; the world becomes chaotic. To make sense of the 

bewildering variety of the world, humans therefore tend to organize experiences by sorting 

things into kinds. ‘Humans are classifying animals who distinguish between kinds or classes 

of phenomena,’ as Eriksen notes in his comprehensive book on the anthropology of ethnicity 

and nationalism (1993: 60).  

In order to understand Anna’s life beyond its particularity humans therefore tend 

to approach it with some kind of conceptual framework. As philosopher Nelson Goodman 

argues in his book Ways of Worldmaking, ‘If I ask about the world, you can offer to tell me 

how it is under one or more frames of reference; but if I insist that you tell me how it is apart 

from all frames, what can you say? We are confined to ways of describing whatever is 
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described’ (1978: 2–3). These ways of describing will put some things into focus, while others 

will appear indistinct. ‘Classifying requires the selection of features, on the grounds of 

manageability and significance,’ as Roy Ellen claims in an anthology on classifications in 

their social context (1979: 8). Naming the world is a way of structuring the world in a 

selective process of both inclusion and exclusion. 

In her book Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas drew our attention to the fact that 

‘whatever we perceive is organized into patterns for which we, the perceivers, are largely 

responsible’ (2002 [1966]: 36). Edmund Leach also noted, in his article on language and 

animal classifications, that ‘classification is a matter of language and culture, not of nature’, 

and that classification thus is man-made (1979: 209). Therefore, we must not confuse ‘the 

order of nature with that imposed upon it by man’ (Ellen 1979: 1). We must distinguish 

between the signified and the signifier. 

When we classify, we must ignore part of the bewildering and contradictory 

variety of the world around us. ‘As perceivers we select from all the stimuli falling on our 

senses only those which interest us, and our interests are governed by a pattern-making 

tendency,’ Douglas argues (2002: 36). There is no conceptual map that does not ignore some 

experiences to reduce complexity. ‘In perceiving we are building, taking some cues and 

rejecting others’ (ibid.: 36), because what we are doing is ‘re-ordering our environment, 

making it conform to an idea’ (ibid.: 2).  

This is one dilemma of social classification; in their particularity experiences are 

difficult to make sense of, but when we try to sort and organize we recognize only part of our 

experiences at the expense of other parts. ‘Classification is a kind of native theory whereby 

the infinite complexity of the experienced world is reduced to a finite number of categories’ 

(Eriksen 1993: 60). In the very moment we classify, we simultaneously reduce and diminish 

the richness of human experience. This means that the relationship between signifier and the 

signified ‘may not be a “tidy” one’, Brian Morris argues in a work on Navaho taxonomy 

(1979: 119). Whatever way we choose to represent someone like Anna, we reduce and 

diminish her. 

Writing on homosexuality, Don Kulick notes that ‘to separate people into 

categories seems to be a human propensity. But how we divide up people – what distinctive 

criteria we use – is completely arbitrary’ (1995: 68), and Kulick’s argument may be valid far 

beyond sexuality. This is another dilemma involved in classification. Even if we agree about 

the necessity of sorting experiences into a mental map to make sense of them, we still may not 

be in agreement about exactly what map is the appropriate one. This is because any single 
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situation may be classified in a number of different ways, creating different patterns or stories. 

This becomes even more apparent when we focus on actual individuals rather than on abstract 

categories, since each and every one of us simultaneously displays multiple, contradictory 

traits.  

This is what Erving Goffman discusses in The Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life, when spectators of a performance ‘often assume that the character projected before them 

is all there is to the individual’ (1982: 57). This is like when Kulick notes that at the end of the 

19th century homosexuality came to denote not only certain sexual acts, but the most defining 

characteristic of the whole homosexual person and his core identity (1995: 68). Inspired by 

Michael Jackson’s phenomenological anthropology, we may understand the choice of 

framework with which to represent people and situations as storytelling and as struggles to 

define the story (2002). Stories in this sense create illusions of beginnings and endings, 

reducing the complexity of real life and excluding alternative stories (ibid.: 19), as ‘no story is 

simply an imitation of events as they actually occurred’ (Jackson 1996: 18).  

It would be possible to recognize Anna’s story in a number of different ways: as 

a story of a woman within unequal gender structures, or as a case of poverty within unequal 

socio-economic structures. It could be understood as a post-Soviet story, of the vulnerability 

of citizens when a totalitarian system collapses. Another possibility would be to understand 

the story of Anna in terms of ethnicity, as a case of the difficult situation of indigenous 

peoples.  

It is this latter kind of mental map around which this thesis revolves. This is thus 

a thesis about how the social world is reduced to a limited number of ethnic categories, some 

of them recognized as ‘indigenous’, some of them as ‘non-indigenous’. It is a thesis on the 

social life of ethnic categories, by which I mean both the way ethnic categories become 

meaningful and relevant within the social life of people, and the way such categories seem to 

take on a life of their own, as social facts, and on the role of anthropological knowledge 

making in this. 

Many authors recognize the importance of representations and classifications in 

various colonial settings, and how representations and classifications in such instances are 

neither natural nor neutral, but historically, culturally, politically, and economically situated. 

Those who are able to make classifications possess power, and the classifications affect those 

who are classified (McLaren 1992: 123; Mitchell 1988; Thomas 1991: 3ff.). In Imperial Eyes, 

Mary Louise Pratt describes representations of imperial powers as anti-conquest, as 

representations need not be part of actual conquest but can serve conquest indirectly by means 
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of classification, and Pratt argues that seemingly neutral descriptions also carry this potential 

(1992: 7). Eric Wolf describes how the powerful define the powerless, in his work on power 

and the people without history (1994: 226; 1997: xiv, 6), in the sense that representations can 

affect the lives of other people, and ‘shape the social field of action so as to render some kinds 

of behaviour possible, while making others less possible or impossible’ (1994: 219; see also 

Olsen 1993). Pratt introduces the term autoethnography to describe the way those who are 

classified can speak in a way that the classifiers accept, by using the classifiers’ 

representations (1992: 7). This may be an apt description of the way indigeneity works in 

some contexts. 

What these perspectives on representations have in common is that 

representations affect those who are represented, which then again become part of how they 

are represented, in an ongoing process. Representations therefore represent their own creation, 

in such a way that there is no way to make a neat distinction between the representation and 

that which is represented. In this line of reasoning, anthropological representations create their 

own object of study. Within this thesis anthropological knowledge production of indigeneity 

is therefore incorporated in the very investigation of indigeneity. In a way, therefore, this 

thesis is highly reflexive. In an article from 2007 on the possibility of an anthropology of 

anthropology, Steven Sangren argues that a properly reflexive anthropology must include 

anthropology itself.  

 

In contrast to 1980s invocations of reflexivity, characterized by a focus on analysis of 

authority in texts, a more genuinely ‘anthropological’ reflexivity would require broadening 

the enquiry to include the social processes of anthropological knowledge production, 

including the informal or offstage conversations, tactics, career trajectories and etiquette that 

comprise academic life. (Sangren 2007: 13)  

 

This is what I attempt in this thesis. My reflexive account of anthropological knowledge 

production on indigeneity consists of a variety of materials: my experiences of working in an 

international research project, of spending time at an anthropology department in Moscow, of 

doing fieldwork together with Russian anthropologists, of having an ethnographer from Altai 

as a supervisor during fieldwork in Altai, of participating in a field course for young scholars 

to the Russian North, of working at an ethnographic museum, of how objects and human 

remains at Swedish state institutions are classified and represented, and of archival material 

on the scientific Arctic Vega Expedition in 1878. Sangren notes that ‘there is considerable 
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resistance within anthropology to studying its own practices’ because ‘anthropology 

discourages the very reflexivity it claims as a distinguishing disciplinary virtue’ (2007: 13). I 

hope this thesis proves Sangren wrong. 

 

Research	question			

To study the social life of ethnic categories I will borrow a research question from Professor 

Valery Tishkov, Director of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian 

Sciences in Moscow and well-known Russian scholar. In his book Chechnya: Life in a War-

Torn Society (2004), Professor Tishkov argues that the war in Chechnya was not an ethnic 

conflict in the first instance, and that the violence should not be understood as caused by 

ethnic tensions. On the contrary, he argues, it was the conflict that caused ethnic tensions, not 

the other way around. Tishkov argues that the idea that the conflict was an ethnic one was 

used ideologically to legitimize the conflict and pursue violence, by both sides. He claims that 

the conflict as such should be understood, rather, as caused by ‘demodernization’, i.e. a 

breakdown of institutions and infrastructure, pensions, health care, and so on, in Chechnya, 

causing a vulnerable social situation in which militant fractions managed to gain acceptance. 

Tishkov argues that the common, but misguided, understanding of the conflict has been that it 

was an ethnic conflict, blaming either inherently violent Chechens, or ethnic Russian intrusion 

into ethnic Chechen territory. 

Tishkov’s way of understanding the Chechnya conflict as causing ethnic 

conflicts, rather than being caused by them, implies that ‘ethnicity’ and ‘the nation’ cannot be 

seen simply as referring to groups of actual people.  

 

Instead of focusing on nations as real groups, we should focus on nationhood, on ‘nation’ as 

a practical category, an institutionalized form, a contingent event. ‘Nation’ is a category of 

practice, not (in the first instance) a category of analysis. To understand nationalism, we have 

to understand the practical use of the category ‘nation’, the ways in which it can come to 

structure perceptions, to inform thought and experience, and to organize discourse and 

political actions. (Tishkov 2004: 12) 

  

In this thesis I use Tishkov’s view of the ‘nation’ applied to ‘indigenous peoples’. The 

research question of this thesis is therefore: If, instead of focusing on ‘indigenous peoples’ as 

real groups, we study ‘indigenous peoples’ as an institutionalized form and a contingent event, 
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as a category of practice, not a category of analysis, what is revealed about how indigeneity is 

practically used, how indigeneity structures perceptions, informs thought and experience, and 

organizes discourse and political action?  

  With this research question I will focus on the effects of the structuring, 

informing, and organizing that takes place with the use of the contingent category 

‘indigenous’, and use what Ted Lewellen, in discussing political anthropology, calls a 

reversed causality, as compared to an Aristotelian one. To be able to answer the question I 

pose in this thesis, I will therefore study indigeneity through what it comes to mean in the 

present, rather than as a result of events in the past. I will focus on how indigeneity is ‘not 

pushed from behind, so to speak, but pulled from in front’ (Lewellen 1992: 96). This means 

that it is consequences, rather than intentions, that are in focus here, since possible excluding 

or counterproductive effects of indigeneity are unintended and unanticipated. This means that 

I must ‘de-naturalize’ classifications of indigeneity, and some of the questions I must ask 

about indigeneity are, with Michel Foucault, 

 
Who, among the totality of speaking individuals, is accorded the right to use this sort of language 

(langage)? Who is qualified to do so? Who derives from it his own special quality, his prestige, and 

from whom, in return, does he receive if not the assurance, at least the presumption that what he says 

is true? (Foucault1985: 50) 

 

In the cases of this thesis, some of the most important people who are ‘allowed’ to speak of 

indigeneity are anthropologists. When Foucault starts his investigation of sexuality, he rejects 

the ‘repression’ hypothesis, the idea that we repress our sexuality and ourselves, and he 

instead starts his investigation from a different position. ‘The question I like to pose is not 

Why are we repressed? But rather, Why do we say, with so much passion and so much 

resentment against our most recent past, against our present, and against ourselves, that we are 

repressed?’ (1998: 8–9). I would like to apply Foucault’s line of reasoning to indigeneity and 

ask – not if indigenous peoples are repressed – but why do we say that they are, with so much 

passion? And most importantly, ‘What knowledge (savoir) was formed as a result of this’ 

speaking of repression (Foucault 1998: 11)? To answer this question, the most important issue 

becomes ‘to account for the fact that it is spoken about, to discover who does the speaking, the 

positions and viewpoints from which they speak’ (ibid.: 11), to be able ‘to bring out the “will 

to knowledge” ’ about indigeneity (ibid.:12). This is not to question whether people are 

repressed or not, because they are, but to find a point from which to start to understand some 
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of the unintended and limiting mechanisms of the way indigeneity may unfold in specific 

contexts. 

  Tishkov is not the only one to approach the nation as a category of practice 

rather than as a group of actual people. Ever since Benedict Anderson (1983) described the 

nation as an imagined community, this has been a commonplace approach. Still, I find 

Tishkov’s approach especially suitable for the purpose of this thesis, because Tishkov himself 

takes part in the social life of ethnic categories in Russia. He is part of the ethnography. It will 

become clear how Tishkov, as the head of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, not 

only studies the nation, indigeneity, and ethnicity, but also takes part in re-creating them.  

In his book on Chechnya, Tishkov is interested in how ideas of ethnicity are 

used to legitimize political action. This view can be applied to himself as well. Tishkov is a 

politically active scholar with many different roles and positions in society. Tishkov’s analysis 

of de-modernization as the cause of the Chechnya conflict implies a political vision of 

citizenship as primary to ethnic affiliation. This is no more politically neutral than the view 

that ethnic affiliation is primary to citizenship. This is an example of how academic 

‘speaking’ implicitly involves political stances. As Douglas notes, ‘Deep political bias slips 

into arguments that seem to be disinterested’ (1982: 30). Academic representations are in this 

way formative for political action, and, as Tishkov also argues, this recognizing power ‘– the 

right and ability to name things and call them into existence by naming them – has become 

one of the simplest and most readily accessible forms of political power’ (1993: 277). This 

means also, of course, that this thesis contains political biases. What these are will become 

apparent as I develop the purpose of this thesis, and a hypothesis.   

 

Purpose	and	a	hypothesis	

The purpose of answering the research question stated above is to try to shed light on what I 

see as a paradox, touched upon above with Barnard’s claim that we know an indigenous 

people when we see one. It seems that we have de-naturalized, de-essentialized, and de-

mystified most of the world: sexuality, gender, family, place, history, truth, nature, identity, 

power, love. ‘Indigenous peoples’, on the other hand, seem rather to be reified again and 

again. It seems that indigeneity is not approached with the same set of assumptions as many 

other phenomena. How can this be understood? 

  Maybe Tishkov is right when he argues that the ‘tendency to reify social 

phenomena is most apparent in the treatment of ethnicity’ (1992: 379). However, some ethnic 
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phenomena, for example the nation, have been approached with a deconstructive perspective 

as ‘imagined communities’ by Anderson (1983) and many others. Eriksen, for example, 

claims that ‘[t]he nation, that is the Volk imagined by the nationalists, is a product of 

nationalist ideology, it is not the other way around. A nation exists from the moment a handful 

of influential people decide that is should be so’ (1993: 105). Bruce Kapferer (1988) 

investigated two cases of nationalism in Sri Lanka and Australia and claimed that ‘[t]he nation 

is created as an object of devotion’ which has been ‘among the most liberating, but also 

among the most oppressive and destructive’ objects we have (ibid.: 1). In The Anthropology of 

Ethnicity: Beyond Barth’s Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, to which Barth himself also 

contributed, Katherine Verdery argues that both nationalism and ethnicity are ‘social 

ideologies’. 

 

‘Ethnicity’ and ‘nationalism’ are names for two closely related forms of social ideology. 

Both are names for social classification, classifying on the assumption that certain types of 

differences are significant. Both assume that human beings naturally come in ‘kinds’, and 

they organize these ‘kinds’ specifically in terms of ideas about shared culture and origin, 

based in quasi-kinship metaphors. (Verdery 1994: 49) 

 

Further, Verdery claims that ‘the state is crucial to the organization of both’ (ibid.: 49).  

In the anthology Indigenous Experience Today, Julie Cruikshank links 

nationalism specifically to indigeneity when describing as ‘indigenism’s twin traveller, the 

equally essentialized term nationalism’ (2007: 355). Even so, in an article on indigeneity and 

ethnonationalism, Jeff Corntassel argues that theories ‘differ substantially over how nations 

come into existence’ as compared to how indigenous peoples are thought to come into being 

(2003: 82). The study of the nation has led to constructivist perspectives, which shows that 

‘ethnicity is capable of being invented’ (ibid.: 84), while theories of indigeneity have gone in 

an opposite direction. Corntassel thus notes that ‘two distinct lines of inquiry have developed’, 

on the one hand, one to explain nationalism, and on the other, a different one to explain 

indigeneity (ibid.: 82–83). So it seems that indigeneity is approached on the basis of a 

different set of theoretical assumptions than are other ethnic phenomena.  

One aspect of this was actualized in the spring of 2012 when mass-murderer 

Anders Behring Breivik stood trial in Norway for his crimes in Oslo and on the Island of 

Utoya in the summer of 2011, when he killed seventy-seven people. In the trial Breivik made 

the argument that Norwegians constitute an endangered indigenous people (urfolk), threatened 
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with extinction by external influences.4 Not only do we find Breivik’s actions completely 

appalling and condemn them, many of us probably also react with moral revulsion to this 

argument; there must something fundamentally problematic with claiming that Norwegians 

constitute a threatened indigenous people in need of defence. I suggest, however, that the 

reason we find this argument of Breivik’s so problematic is not because it is wrong, but on the 

contrary because it is correct, i.e. logically consistent with other arguments about indigeneity. 

I suggest that it is this consistency, rather than an inconsistency, that we find so difficult to 

deal with, and which makes us react so strongly against it. 

  Breivik’s argument seems to have been that, even though Norwegians could 

hardly be argued to be non-industrial, still, through the immigration of non-Norwegians, they 

are threatened with becoming non-dominant, perhaps even stateless, in the sense of not being 

in control of the state. Hence, in Breivik’s argument, Norwegians are indigenous. The court 

responded to Breivik’s argument by trying to disprove it through numerical exercises, to show 

that Norwegians are not threatened now, not yet, as Breivik claimed.  

  Political columnist Lena Andersson in the Swedish daily newspaper Dagens 

Nyheter5 pointed out that by claiming that Breivik’s specific calculations about exactly how 

threatened Norwegians are were wrong, the court in fact accepted his principal argument. In 

Andersson’s view, this was a strategy to be able to simultaneously condemn Breivik’s specific 

idea of indigeneity but still defend the general idea of indigenism, for example for Norwegian 

Saami. But both Breivik’s extremist position and general indigenism are based on the same 

underlying assumptions about collective, bounded identity transmitted over time and culture 

as static, Andersson notes, pointing out that the court therefore in fact fell into a trap and 

tapped into Breivik’s own distorted worldview, since it is logically inconsistent to defend 

indigeneity generally and at the same time condemn Breivik’s extremist version. If the latter 

goes, the former has to go, too. 

  Reactions to Andersson’s column were harsh both from general readers and 

specifically from anthropologists (see Lorenzoni in Aftonbladet, 27 April 2012). Andersson 

was accused of not understanding the crucial difference between ethnic Norwegians and, for 

example, Norwegian Saami, or Yanomamo in Brazil. The argument was that Saami and 

Yanomamo movements represent politically justified projects with therefore legitimate access 

to the rhetoric of indigeneity, while Breivik represents an unjustified political project and 

                                                
4 Lena Andersson, in the Swedish daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter, 21 April 2012. 
5 Ibid. 
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should therefore be denied access to the useful rhetorical tool of indigeneity. So, the way it is 

framed here, the question of indigeneity becomes a question of legitimate or illegitimate 

political projects. 

  I think that Andersson is perfectly right in pointing out that as the arguments 

were put, defending the use of the indigenous rhetoric for Saami and Yanomamo, while 

denying Breivik’s access to the same indigenous rhetoric, was logically inconsistent. But this 

position may be countered with the argument that logical inconsistency is completely beside 

the point here. As stakes are political, rather than merely academic, it may be argued that 

logical inconsistency is a very small price to pay compared to the political gains indigeneity 

may bring to marginalized groups in need of help. While I agree with Andersson, it is not 

along the lines of her argument that this thesis evolves, but around the assumptions that are 

implicit within the counterargument: Is indigeneity in fact useful? For whom? Is it in fact 

always beneficial for subaltern people to become recognized as indigenous? Is it always in 

fact subaltern people who become recognized as indigenous in the first place? And, perhaps 

most importantly, who, and on what grounds, is entitled to determine which political projects 

are legitimate?  

As discussed above, the cases to be discussed in coming chapters will show 

examples of when indigeneity is not useful or beneficial for marginalized people, and when it 

is not merely marginalized people who have access to indigeneity in the first place. They will 

show examples of how the important question of who is entitled to decide what political 

projects are legitimate, and which are not, becomes invisible in the process, with examples of 

how anthropologists and scholars take upon themselves the right to make these decisions. I am 

not the first to point out that indigeneity can have unintended or unwanted consequences. The 

point of pointing it out once again is to point out that, in the cases of this thesis, these insights 

seem not to have influenced or changed the way anthropology approaches indigeneity.  

One aspect of showing that the assumption of the usefulness of indigeneity for 

subaltern people may not always be accurate is that it would make it easier, not more difficult, 

to deal with Breivik’s claim. It would become possible to ‘deconstruct’ both extremist 

positions like Breivik’s and general indigeneity simultaneously, without necessarily at the 

same time deconstructing subaltern political projects.  

On the basis of the above I suggest a hypothesis as an answer to my research 

question above. I suggest that the way that indigeneity informs thought and experience, and 

shapes discourse and political action, is with an assumption of the usefulness of indigeneity 

for subaltern people, coupled with an assumption of ‘them’, i.e. the reification of indigenous 
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peoples, and that they come together as a pair and reinforce one another in the three cases to 

be discussed in the coming chapters. I suggest that the way anthropology approaches 

indigeneity in these cases, the one assumption is taken to ‘prove’ the other, so that the one is 

needed for upholding the other. If one of them went, the other would have to go as well. One 

implication of this hypothesis is that knowledge and action on indigeneity come together, that 

a strict boundary between knowledge of the indigenous and action on behalf of the indigenous 

is impossible to make in these cases.  

If this is the case, what can we do? In 1993 Eriksen argued that ‘we ought to be 

critical enough to abandon the concept of ethnicity the moment it becomes a straitjacket rather 

than a tool for generating new understanding’ (ibid.: 162). In 1987 Richard Fardon, who did 

important work on ethnicity in Africa, called the assumption of a universal ethnic entity 

 

ideological, rather than simply wrong, because it has the effect of distorting our perceptions 

[and by] creating a universal ethnic phenomenon we falsely naturalize ethnicity and may 

even put ourselves in the absurd position of seeking a literally natural solution to this falsely 

naturalized entity. (Fardon 1987: 175–176)  

 

If indigeneity is falsely naturalized, if it distorts our perceptions, are we critical enough to 

abandon it? I find these questions relevant to ask, since the anthropological study of 

indigeneity seems to have become a morally charged paradigm that is difficult to discuss 

critically, as it is such a taken-for-granted ‘good’ thing. Didier Fassin (2011) makes the same 

kind of argument for humanitarian action. After all, how can saving lives ever be wrong? 

Fassin argues that we need to work on finding a ‘possibility for criticizing practices and 

institutions that involve heavy moral investment, and on how to develop methods and 

concepts that will make noncomplacent and openly critical studies doable and receivable’ 

(ibid.: 39). I agree with Fassin and hope to contribute to this possibility for the case of 

indigeneity. 

But who are ‘we’ to abandon the concept of indigeneity? On the one hand, ‘we’ 

– anthropologists – discuss indigeneity, and on the other hand, indigeneity has a social life of 

its own outside academia, as when Breivik tries to appropriate it. Concepts travel to other 

contexts than the ones in which they originated, ‘where they lodge themselves and acquire a 

life of their own. There they not only breed intellectual confusion but also provide ideological 

ammunition to those who would reorder the world according to the claims of blood and soil’, 
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André Béteille argues in an article on the concept of indigeneity (1998: 191). Indigeneity is 

not simply ‘our’ concept, and it is not simply up to ‘us’ to abandon it. 

Indigeneity is situated both within academia and ‘out there’, as Bengt Karlsson 

argues in his article on indigeneity (2003). Even if we anthropologists may be in control of 

how we deal with indigeneity within academia, the social life of indigeneity outside of 

academia is beyond ‘our’ reach. We may study this, but we can hardly control it. However, 

the material in this thesis exemplifies how what anthropologists do with indigeneity within 

academia makes a difference for how it unfolds ‘out there’, because knowledge and action 

come together. Therefore the way anthropology conceptualizes indigeneity is of importance 

beyond the confines of academia. 

   Tishkov’s view of the Chechnya conflict exemplifies this. If the Chechnya 

conflict is conceived of as caused by ethnic tensions, the solution becomes either an 

independent Chechen state for the ethnic Chechens, or integration of ethnic Chechens into 

Russia. Even if these two solutions are contradictory, both of them are based in the view of 

ethnicity as a primary causer of conflict. Tishkov’s way of approaching the nation as a 

practical category results not only in an alternative understanding of what ethnic and national 

‘problems’ really are, but also, simultaneously, in an alternative vision of what would be a 

‘solution’ to the conflict. If the conflict is caused by de-modernization, the solution becomes 

re-modernization, i.e. rebuilding infrastructure and social security in Chechnya – for all 

people, regardless of ethnic belonging or nationality. And as Tishkov not only studied 

Chechnya as a scholar, but was also an official, Russian federal negotiator in the conflict, this 

view could make a direct difference for the way the situation for Chechnya unfolds. 

  In the same way, any perspective on indigeneity will have consequences not 

only for how indigeneity is understood, but also for how this ‘problem’ should be ‘solved’. 

Pratt ‘conceives of indigeneity not as a configuration or a state, but as a force that enables, 

that makes things happen’, and she is interested ‘not only in what indigeneity actually makes 

happen in a given instance, but also in the unrealized possibilities that it creates in every 

situation, and that remain as potentialities that can be activated in the future’ (2007: 403). 

Pratt concludes with the prediction that if these potentialities come to be activated ‘the 

category of the indigenous would probably disappear’ (ibid.: 403). Pratt seems to view 

indigeneity as an effective problem-solver, which will dissolve when its job is done. Everyone 

would, so to speak, become indigenous, and hence no one.  

  I am more pessimistic than Pratt, and this is the political bias of my 

investigation. I find it hard to imagine any discourse that solves problems without 
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simultaneously creating new ones. The discovery of the problem of indigenous peoples is in 

this sense part of the problem. The suggested solutions in the name of indigeneity are, in this 

perspective, necessarily part of the problem. It is without doubt the case that indigeneity has 

brought a lot of good to many subaltern people all over the world. The cases of this thesis will 

show, though, that the very same discourse also has excluding effects for other subaltern 

people. This thesis indicates a way of thinking about this double-edged sword of indigeneity; 

if de-naturalizing indigeneity might actually be in the interest of some subaltern people rather 

than merely undermining their political struggles, we are not so constrained in deconstructing 

indigeneity. Maybe there is a way to move indigeneity out of the limitations of a moral model 

and into an objective model (D’Andrade 1995), from the limitations of activist research to 

cultural critique (Hale 2006), and from affirmative to transformative action (Fraser 1995). 

  A Durkheimian view of ‘function’ may help us overcome the assumption that if 

indigeneity has arisen as a ‘problem-solver’ then this is also what it necessarily is, in all 

contexts, everywhere. A Durkheimian view distinguishes between what social facts mean 

presently and what may have provoked their coming into existence in history. 

 

When, then, the explanation of a social phenomenon is undertaken, we must seek separately 

the efficient cause which produces it and the function it fulfils. We use the word ‘function’, 

in preference to ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, precisely because social phenomena do not generally 

exist for the useful results they produce. (Durkheim 1964: 95) 

 

Durkheim argues that ‘a fact can exist without being at all useful, either because it has never 

been adjusted to any vital end or because, after having been useful, it has lost all utility while 

continuing to exist by the inertia of habit alone’ (1964: 91). It may also be the case that ‘a 

practice or social institution changes its function without thereby changing its nature’ and 

‘while remaining the same, it can serve different ends. The causes of its existence are, then, 

independent of the ends it serves’ (ibid.: 91). With this kind of perspective we can recognize 

that even if indigeneity has good consequences in many contexts, it may still also have rather 

different ‘functions’ in other contexts, for example as ammunition in arguments like 

Breivik’s.  

James Davies puts forward a similar argument in an article on suffering. He 

argues that  
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we have inherited an expectation that the social structures we create, the orders we construe, 

are fundamentally tending towards the good, the coherent and supportive. I do not think that 

social creativity is deliberately malign, or not very often; just that that it is not very 

successful, and that as a result we produce pain and suffering. (Davies 1992: 159) 

 

According to Davies, the orders we create are ‘temporary, ad hoc ramshackle shelters, short-

lived, fragile and inadequate’ and ‘patched and improvised, constructed from whatever lies at 

hand in a creative and often doomed attempt to keep chaos out’ (ibid.: 159). I think this can be 

a rather liberating perspective. We can let go of the assumption that we know who ‘they’ are 

and of the idea of the usefulness of indigeneity in the contexts where it turns out not to be as 

promising as we hoped.  

 

Research	design	and	empirical	material	

As I develop a hypothesis as an answer to my research question it may seem as if this thesis is 

based on a deductive approach. This is not at all the case. As described above, when I set out 

to conduct fieldwork I did not initially attempt to investigate limiting or excluding 

mechanisms in the way indigeneity unfolds, and anthropology’s role. It was only through 

fieldwork that I realized this is an important aspect of indigeneity to study. My interest in 

anthropological knowledge production is therefore the result of an inductive rather than 

deductive process. My own initial understanding of indigeneity was altered by fieldwork 

experiences, which resulted in a perspective on indigeneity as a form of social classification. 

The insights I gained from doing fieldwork in Altai I used in turn in my investigations of the 

field course to the North and Northern people, and the project on repatriation of human 

remains from Russia at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm. 

  As this thesis is the result of an iterative process moving back and forth between 

theory and ethnography, the research question and hypothesis should be understood as results 

as much as points of departure, in a way similar to what we find within grounded theory. 

Since the way anthropological conceptualizations of indigeneity affect the way indigeneity 

unfolds outside academia is integral to the argument, this iterative process is itself part of the 

result.  

Since anthropology is included in the investigation, this raises questions about 

what material is needed to make this kind of analysis. Strictly ‘ethnographic’ material derived 

from ‘fieldwork’ is indeed needed, for example the material on Anna. But other kinds of 
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material are needed too, for example, my interaction with anthropologists in Moscow, how the 

North was presented to us participants in a field course, and how Russian indigeneity is 

represented at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm.  

The material is thus chosen on the basis of ‘theoretical sample’, on the basis of 

how it enables me to answer the research question and make a theoretical argument, rather 

than to discuss a region or a singular case. This is probably a somewhat unusual way of 

designing an anthropological study, and the reason I choose this kind of design is because of 

my theoretical, rather than a regional, interest. A comparative design with several cases is a 

suitable design for such an interest.6  

Even if this is not a monograph from a specific geographic setting, the three 

empirical cases of Altai; the North; and repatriation, the Vega Expedition and the 

Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm, are all connected to the Russian context one way or 

another. This thesis can therefore be understood as an investigation into Russian indigeneity at 

the beginning of the new millennium. In 2003 I conducted my long fieldwork in Altai in 

Siberia, and Kuper published his article ‘The Return of the Native’ the same year. This was 

the time when a Swedish research-funding agency granted funding to an international project 

on Russian indigeneity, and thereby enabled academia in Sweden, Finland, and Russia to set 

out to study Russian indigeneity. Processes of repatriation of human remains back to 

indigenous peoples started at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm at this time. After the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, Western Europe wanted to build relations with its Russian 

neighbour, ‘the North’, and funding a field course for young scholars was one of the ways 

doing this. Tishkov published his book on Chechnya in 2004 and another book, Rekviem po 

etnosy (Requium for the Ethnos), in 2003. In the latter book Tishkov argues for conceptual 

frameworks beyond ethnicity altogether. In this sense, all the materials of this thesis speak to 

one another, mirror one another, and should be understood in relation to one another. 

I suggest that the way the Russian context came to be the regional focus of my 

investigation is no coincidence, but a consequence of the way global indigeneity unfolded at 

this moment in time, and hence integral to the investigation itself. It was, so to speak, not I 

who chose these cases, it was they who chose me. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 

Russia appeared as a ‘new’ site of indigeneity gaining extensive academic, economic, 

political, and media attention. It was these kinds of interests that made the cases I was able to 

study come into being. 

                                                
6 See Glaser and Strauss 1967; see also Bryman and Bell 2013; Charmaz 2000; Piekkari 2009; Stake 1995; 
Strauss and Corbin 1998. 
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  I was able to start a PhD programme through a research project funded by the 

Svenska Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, involving Sweden, Finland, and Russia, and headed by 

Professor Hugh Beach of the department of anthropology and ethnology in Uppsala. Some ten 

PhD students were involved in the project, and a number of senior researchers, with co-

ordinators in both Helsinki and in Moscow. The project was to investigate ‘Post-Soviet 

transformations among the indigenous peoples of Northern Russia’. This project assigned me 

to conduct long-term fieldwork in the Republic of Altai in Siberia, where I got to know Anna.  

  Working within this project I had experiences of doing fieldwork together with 

Russian anthropologists, of spending time at an anthropology department in Moscow, and of 

having an Altaian ethnographer as my supervisor during fieldwork. This was not material I 

collected with the aim of analysing it. I experienced this merely as a project member. 

However, these experiences in themselves revealed to me that they must be included in the 

analysis to understand the way indigeneity unfolded in Altai. I was a junior in this project, 

both in the sense of being a student and in the sense of being inexperienced both in Russia and 

in conducting fieldwork. Therefore I got the role of an apprentice, someone who would learn 

from the academically more senior. This teaching/learning process is analysed as material in 

this thesis.  

  Working in this project I spent ten months in Altai in total. I lived most of the 

time in the only town and capital, Gorno-Altaisk, but also a couple of months in a small 

village, and I travelled to most regions of Altai. Half of the time my husband and two children 

stayed with me, and half of the time I was there alone and lived with Anna and her family, and 

with a family in the small village. I had very close social contacts with a handful of other 

people, who constitute my main informants. They in turn let me join them in their lives and 

social networks, they took me to friends and relatives, let me join them to work, took me to 

events, and so on. Through these five main informants I got to know many more people. I also 

made some thirty formal interviews, and engaged in many more informal conversations. I met 

hundreds of people, participated in numerous public events, and travelled extensively in Altai.  

  After my fieldwork in Siberia one thing led to another, through a kind of 

snowball method. On the basis of my interest in Russian indigeneity I was offered 

opportunities to join other projects. One such offer was an introductory field course to 

‘Northern’ Russia for young scholars to investigate ‘Northern’ issues and ‘Northern’ 

indigenous peoples by going to ‘the North’ on a three-week field journey to socialize us into a 

new generation of scholars of the ‘North’. This constitutes the ethnographic material for the 

second case. This trip was organized by a university in St Petersburg funded by ‘Northern’ 
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money from the Nordic Council and the EU. If this trip had indeed been my introductory trip 

to Russia, as it was aimed to be, I would probably not have been able to make the kind of 

analysis I make of it in this thesis. I would more likely just have taken what I experienced at 

face value. But since I had already worked in a project on Russian indigeneity I was able to 

ask other questions of this material, about how this particular spot became ‘the North’, and 

how, within it, only some people became the ‘northern’ indigenous.  

  When the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm wanted someone to conduct a 

study of their collections of human remains from Asia they asked me to do it, because of my 

link to Siberian indigeneity. I worked at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm for six 

months, during which time I conducted an archival study of the 1878 Vega Expedition along 

Russia’s coast and the eight skulls it collected, traced the whereabouts and classifications of 

the humans remains in Swedish institutions over time, and investigated the way the 

Ethnographic Museum represents the ethnic origin of the objects the Vega took back to 

Sweden, and of Russian indigeneity, in the museum archives and exhibitions. This third case 

connects the issue of how and why human skulls were brought back to Sweden from the 

journey along the Siberian coast of the Arctic Ocean more than one hundred years ago with 

contemporary processes at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm to return such objects to 

the indigenous peoples they are assumed to have been taken from in the first place. The 

present-day peoples who are the alleged recipients of the human remains are excluded from 

the process altogether, though. 

Perhaps this varied material and the disparate cases raise questions about what 

constitutes anthropologically valid empirical material. Basically, I suggest that what enables 

us to answer an anthropologically relevant question must be anthropologically valid material. 

For example, Gupta and Ferguson have convincingly argued that spatial difference does not 

equal socio-cultural distance (1997: 7ff.), and that, hence, collecting material can also be done 

‘at home’. In Constructing the Field, Vered Amit argues that the anthropology ‘at home’ has 

led to changed views on culture and society (2000: 13). Arjun Appadurai, in his article 

‘Global Ethnoscapes’, argues that we now recognize that ‘groups are no longer tightly 

territorialized, spatially bounded, historically unselfconscious, or culturally homogenous’ 

(1991: 191). Amit argues that ‘the interfusion of contexts, involvements, roles and 

perspectives is not peculiar to the circumstances affecting ethnographers working in close 

geographic proximity to their place of home’ (2000: 8) but is valid for all places. In a 

discussion on ‘home’ and ‘away’ in Amit’s anthology, Virginia Caputo re-conceptualizes 

place and argues that when the place where one lives is the one under investigation, it 
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becomes a place we have never been to before (2000: 46). In this perspective, collecting valid 

material can be done anywhere: in Altai, in the ‘North’, or at the Ethnographic Museum in 

Stockholm. 

Further, Karin Norman, in a piece on phoning the field in Amit’s anthology, 

argues that the field is not a place at all, but wherever the object of study takes you (2000: 

121). Norman concludes that the emphasis on geographic places, regional knowledge, and 

territorialized cultural difference is not feasible any more (ibid.: 137). Nigel Rapport argues in 

Amit’s anthology that ‘[l]ittle or no physical travel is actually required in order to encounter 

another form culturally,’ only a cognitive shift (2000: 121). In another anthology, 

Anthropology at Home, Edwin Ardener argues that the field is the remote as opposed to home 

but that these are about states of mind, not physical distance. The remote is an ‘imagined 

place’ (1987: 40ff.), event-rich, and it can occur within any social space (ibid.: 50). In the 

same volume, Maryon McDonald claims that whether or not what we do is anthropology is 

determined not by where we are but by whether we keep our cultural baggage intact, or open 

it up to different perspectives (1987: 123).  

This would mean that whenever we make the cognitive shift, and enter the state 

of mind where we open up to culturally different perspectives, we are in fact doing 

‘fieldwork’.7 This would mean that fieldwork is not where (far away) or what (interviews, 

participant observation) you do, but how you do it. So, as long as I make the cognitive shift, I 

can collect anthropologically valid material, regardless of whether it is by living with Anna in 

Altai for months on end, analysing the journey to the ‘North’, investigating 130-year-old 

archival material and contemporary exhibitions at an ethnographic museum, or analysing 

experiences of doing fieldwork with anthropologists. So, if we take the experiences from the 

anthropology ‘at home’ seriously, a number of different kinds of materials become available 

for anthropological analysis. 

But how do we know that we have made the necessary cognitive shift and 

entered the state of mind required to open to different cultural perspectives? In my case, I 

learnt this skill through long-term classic fieldwork in Altai. This may seem contradictory, as 

I just argued that classic fieldwork has no priority or special status in terms of anthropological 

material. But there are a few characteristics of long-term fieldwork that enhance the cognitive 

shift: compared to any other form of data collection, long-term fieldwork is unique when it 
                                                
7 See also Briggs 1992; Callaway 1992; Caplan 1992; Caputo 2000; Dyck 2000; Hage 2002; Hann 1987; 
Hastrup 1987, 1992; Jackson 1987; Kenna 1992; Marcus 1995; Marcus 1992; Mascarenhas-Keyes 1987; 
Norman 2000; Okley 1987; Okley and Callaway 1992; Pink 2000; Segalen and Zonabend 1987; Strathern 1987; 
Strauss 2000.   
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comes to duration and intensity, and this, I suggest, enhances the cognitive shift to open up to 

different experiences.  

Doing fieldwork for many months continuously, with total immersion in the life 

of my informants through living with them, speaking their language, cut off from my ordinary 

life, was what taught me how to make this cognitive shift. So, paradoxical as it may seem, I 

do find long-term, classic fieldwork far away from the anthropologist’s home, living together 

with your informants for extended periods of time, to be very important. Not because this is 

the only way to properly collect material, but because it enhances the learning of a handicraft 

or a competence that then can be activated anywhere, anytime. The order in which I 

investigated the cases of this thesis is thus important, that I started off with doing fieldwork in 

Altai and only after this investigated the other two cases. 

A lot of the material of this thesis is ‘retrospective’. Since my understanding of 

the way indigeneity may sometimes have unanticipated consequences, and that anthropology 

takes part in constituting indigeneity this way, is the result of an iterative process, not the 

initial question I set out to study, a lot of the material I use here was not ‘collected’ with the 

purpose of analysing it. When I participated in the field course to the ‘North’ I was not doing 

‘participant observation’, I was just participating in the course. When I did fieldwork with an 

anthropologist I was not ‘studying’ the anthropologist. It was only through the iterative 

process of analysis that I realized that the way the ‘North’ was constructed through how the 

route of the field course was organized was as interesting as what I learnt about this ‘North’. 

Similarly, what I learnt about Russian anthropology by doing fieldwork with a Russian 

anthropologist, in retrospect turned out to be as interesting as what I learnt about the places we 

visited. It was only when I started to study the ethnic classifications made by the Vega crew in 

1878 that I realized that it is equally important to investigate how the Ethnographic Museum 

classifies these objects today. Ethical aspects of using retrospective material will be discussed 

below.  

 

A	hermeneutics	of	demystification	and	ethics	

I am interested in unanticipated consequences. From this it follows that I must focus less on 

what people say they do than on what they actually do, since the way perceptions are 

structured, thoughts informed, discourse and action organized is more or less unconscious, 

unspoken, taken for granted, and implicit. I must focus less on motives, legitimizations, and 

conscious elaborations on why? than on what people spontaneously do, say, and write, and the 
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consequences this has. From this it follows that I cannot simply ask people what they think 

about indigeneity but must listen to what they say spontaneously, observe what it is they 

actually do, study the effects of their actions, and analyse this. 

Therefore, hardly any formal interviews will be used in this thesis, but instead a 

lot of observations, participant observations, and spontaneous conversations, as well as effects 

of actions; what has been written, how exhibitions and field courses have been organized, and 

so forth. This is a conscious choice. I have a lot of recorded interviews from my fieldwork in 

Altai, but that material turned out to be so much more superficial than the material I got from 

spontaneous situations, events, and conversations, which I could never have foreseen, 

provoked, or asked about.  

To get this kind of spontaneous material through participant observation is very 

time consuming. You can get an interview in an afternoon, but a lot of the material I present 

from Altai was the result of months and months of waiting for something that could not have 

been foreseen or asked for. When investigating the other cases, I used the same, ‘passive’ 

approach, analysed what people said, did, and the effects of their actions. This is why 

‘retrospective’ material is suitable for my analysis. Even though I did not collect this material 

with the initial purpose of analysing it, and even though I could not ask people about their 

explicit opinions since I did not know at the time what my analysis was going to be about, the 

material is still suitable, since it relates to my research question.  

  My approach thus resembles a hermeneutics of suspicion rather than a 

hermeneutics of faith. Or, using Ruthellen Josselson’s (2004) version of Ricoeur’s distinction, 

rather than a hermeneutics of restoration, the research question of this thesis calls for a 

hermeneutics of demystification. 

  A hermeneutics of restoration is probably the one most commonly used in 

contemporary anthropology and in the anthropology of indigeneity. It is successfully used in 

‘giving “voice” to marginalized or oppressed groups and thus representing their experience’ 

(ibid.: 6), with the aim of ‘understanding the person from their own point of view’ (ibid.: 8) 

by ‘taking people at their word’ (ibid.: 8). In short, a hermeneutics of restoration aims ‘to 

understand the Other as they understand themselves’ (ibid.: 6). A hermeneutics of restoration 

‘takes the thematics of consciousness – of intentionality, subjectivity and meaning-making – 

as its object of study’ (ibid.: 20). It is thus focused on how the individual makes sense of his 

or her life. 

  With this perspective, meaning is seen as co-created. ‘Meanings may be 

assigned through consensus between the researcher and the researched and understood to be 
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co-constructed through conversation between them’ (ibid.: 6). Validation is determined on the 

basis of the kind of relation established between researcher and researched, and whether the 

researcher is ‘producing a genuine personal encounter between interviewer and interviewee so 

that the possibilities are maximized that the interviewee will reveal meanings that are central, 

important and authentic’ (ibid.: 7).  

  With this approach the most pressing ethical concern becomes not to violate the 

informants’ self-understanding. ‘The ethical dilemmas in this approach involve being faithful 

to the meanings of the interviewee’ (ibid.: 12). A test of this is to let the informant read the 

written account. Informants ‘who read the published report will therefore be expecting to find 

their own meaning rendered, if not mirrored’ (ibid.: 12). If the informant did not approve of 

the written account, this would constitute a serious ethical problem.  

  This approach may be so common within anthropology that we might think this 

is the way that anthropology must be conducted. However, the hermeneutics of suspicion, or 

demystification, is as viable an alternative, and, in a broader perspective, is at least as 

common as a hermeneutics of restoration. A hermeneutics of suspicion can be said to be ‘only 

a rather tautological way of saying something that thoughtful people have known for a long 

time … words may not always mean, or may not only mean, what they appear to mean at first 

hearing’, as Christopher Bryan phrases it in an article on hermeneutics and biblical 

interpretation (2013: 2). Everything from Foucault to feminism, from Marxist analysis to 

symbolic anthropology adopts a hermeneutics of suspicion, Linda Fisher argues in an article 

on hermeneutics (1992). Every time we analyse rather than merely describe, we use some 

form of hermeneutics of demystification. 

  A hermeneutics of demystification attempts to move beyond the informants’ 

own self-understanding, ‘unearthing the self-evident assumptions that undergird what the 

participant experiences as self-awareness or consciousness’ (Josselson 2004: 18). Informants 

therefore become ‘subject to an analysis outside their own horizons of understanding’ (ibid.: 

20). In an article on symbolic anthropology and classification Eugene Hunn argued in a 

similar way that ‘in pursuing the laudable goal of consistent and comprehensive explanations, 

it may be necessary to reject the native rationale, the “emic” theory’ (1979: 104). This implies 

a view of the informants’ ‘consciousness as in some sense “false” ’, Josselson recognizes 

(2004: 3), and that the researcher knows something that the informant does not. ‘The 

researcher working from this vantage point is making a claim to privilege, to the capacity to 

know beyond’ the informant’s self-understanding (ibid.:19). So, the researcher ‘systematically 

refuses to take them at their own word’ (ibid.:18).  
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  What the researcher knows, that the informant does not, is the decoding matrix, 

i.e. theory, which is needed for the demystification and interpretation. Instead of the 

informants’ subjective understanding, ‘theory will be used to decode the text … to “find” the 

theoretical constructs in the data’ (ibid.: 19). So even though it may seem counterintuitive for 

an anthropologist to refuse to take the informant’s account at face value, this is actually what 

we often do. A ‘good interpretation must also reflect on the reasons that the participants are 

unaware of these aspects of what they report’ (ibid.: 18). So a hermeneutics of demystification 

is well suited to unfolding relations of power. 

  In the demystification tradition the person of the researcher is not as prominent 

as it is in the restoration tradition. The researcher ‘uses a theory rather than the self as the tool 

of analysis’, Josselson points out (2004: 19). Validation does not lie in the relationship with 

the informant but in the ability to ‘persuade the reader that the narrative does not fully make 

sense on its own terms and is thus in need of further interpretation’ (ibid.: 18). Further, it is 

not acceptance from informants that constitutes the criteria for validity. Rather, the 

‘persuasiveness rests on careful documentation of the interpretative journey from observation 

(text) to narrative explanation at a theoretical level’ (ibid.: 19).  

  It is clear that a hermeneutics of demystification is in many ways the opposite of 

a hermeneutics of restoration, and that they cannot be combined. With the standards of a 

hermeneutics of restoration, a hermeneutics of demystification clearly becomes ethically 

problematic. In the hermeneutics of demystification, informants ‘themselves have no 

privileged claim to knowing whether our analysis is right or wrong’ (Josselson 2004: 17), as 

‘it is the scholarly audience, not the participants, who judge the merit of our interpretations’ 

(ibid.: 17). Within a hermeneutics of demystification meaning is not co-constructed between 

researcher and informant but is ‘points in a conversation between the researcher and a group 

of colleagues’ (ibid.: 19). A hermeneutics of demystification may indeed hold a constructivist 

perspective like critical realism, that the social world is constructed, but this construction is 

out there for the researcher to study and is not primarily a construction between researcher and 

researched. 

  Consider this example from my fieldwork in Altai. A young, unmarried woman 

in her early twenties worked as my assistant. She was well educated and worked as a teacher 

at the university, with a monthly salary of 2,000 roubles. As she was unmarried she had to live 

with her parents; she could never ever afford an apartment of her own. Her mother was a 

cardiologist, and her father an office-holder in the local administration. Her parents also 

earned 2,000 roubles a month each. Pooling their resources together, the three of them could 



 31 

just about make ends meet. One weekend in October I went shopping with this family. They 

were to buy the young woman a new jacket. It was a jacket for fall or springtime, not a coat 

for the severe winter cold. They chose a pink leather jacket with tufts, very fashionable, at 

least for a season or two. It cost 10,000 roubles.  

  How can we understand this situation? In Altai, Siberia, one of the poorest 

regions in Russia, which suffers from unemployment, alcoholism, and social problems, this 

young woman chose to spend five months’ salary on a jacket. A hermeneutics of restoration 

urges us to ask the family why they chose to use their resources this way. The parents would 

say that their only daughter deserves only the best, dwell upon how Altaian families take 

much better care of one another than ethnic Russian families do, as they said when I asked. 

The young woman would dwell upon the importance of good quality, as she also did when 

buying a purse, towels, and so many other things when we went shopping, and that good 

quality is so hard to find.  

  A hermeneutics of demystification, on the other hand, would enable us to focus 

on other things. It might result in a view that spending five months’ salary on jacket 

constitutes something like a proxy social security system. How? The goods that people strive 

for – old-age security, health care, comfortable homes, good jobs and good education – cannot 

be achieved by money or merit alone in this context. With a very different infrastructure than 

that of a liberal market economy, one necessary component in getting these goods is social 

networks: friends, relatives, and acquaintances. Some forms of this we might call corruption; 

others, reciprocity.  

  One way to establish and re-establish social networks, and by extension gain 

access to good treatment in hospital, building materials for your house, and access to 

education, is through appearance and looks. Clothing and appearance in the public sphere is 

very important in the Russian context (a Soviet legacy where appearance was one of few 

things over which the individual had control?). People dress up to go get milk at the shop or 

pick up a child from pre-school, and wear high heels and mini-skirts in snowstorms. 

Appearance is one way of establishing who you are in social hierarchies. In relation to this it 

makes perfect sense to use five months’ salary to buy a jacket. It becomes an investment, or a 

proxy social security system.  

   This is merely a preliminary analysis, which may be criticized for being too 

functionalist, but the important point here is that a hermeneutics of demystification enables us 

to see quite different things than does a hermeneutics of restoration. Which one is correct? ‘It 

depends on the research question the researcher wishes to explore’, as Josselson argues (2004: 
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22). The research question I set out to explore in this thesis demands a hermeneutics of 

demystification rather than restoration.  

  Maybe the family buying this pink jacket would not agree with my 

interpretation, and this is often taken as a sign of an ethical problem with a hermeneutics of 

restoration. Because of this, ‘many researchers feel uncomfortable with the authority they 

must take to re-author the meanings of the person who shared their stories’ which a 

hermeneutics of demystification requires (ibid.: 15). To our informants, a demystification 

analysis ‘may feel insulting, intrusive or demeaning to them in their own context’ (ibid.: 20). 

We must remember, however, that within a hermeneutics of demystification, ‘[t]he goal is not 

to challenge that the person believes what he or she says – but to turn our attention elsewhere’ 

(ibid.: 15). We are simply looking for something else, trying to understand different things 

than the informants may themselves find most important. Therefore a hermeneutics of 

demystification tends to focus on ‘contradictions and inconsistencies’ (ibid.: 18) and ‘the 

conflicting cultural discourses that shape their presentation’ (ibid.: 16), and ‘issues that might 

otherwise remain forgotten or suppressed’, as Bryan argues (2013: 3). A hermeneutics of 

demystification does not claim that informants’ self-understandings are wrong, only that the 

researcher is interested in other things. A hermeneutics of demystification is based on the 

recognition that ‘the researcher has different interests from those of the narrators’ (Josselson 

2004: 16).  

  Even if it may seem as though a hermeneutics of faith is more ethically 

defensible than a hermeneutics of suspicion, as it attempts to confirm the informant’s own 

self-image, a closer examination of ethical concerns reveals that there are ethical problems 

involved in a hermeneutics of faith which are actually solved by a hermeneutics of suspicion. 

  The subject to whom a hermeneutics of faith assumes ethical responsibility is 

the individual informant, but any scientific endeavour also has ethical responsibility towards 

the larger academic community and to society at large, towards the knowledge base we are to 

contribute to, and towards the society (including the taxpayers who fund our projects and pay 

our salaries). An analysis that has a different interest than the informant’s, and which is shown 

to be relevant to the larger academic community or to society at large, may be considered to 

be as ethically defensible as one which simply mirrors the informant’s view. 

  A hermeneutics of suspicion claims that researchers know something that the 

informants do not, and that researchers can provide a unique interpretation of a given subject 

matter that no one else can. The decision whether this has succeeded will have to be made on 

the basis of what the accounts contribute to in terms of societal self-reflection and 
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transformative action in the long run. Ethical concerns are thus much more complicated than 

simply an ability to mirror the informants’ self-understanding. 

  It is probably no surprise that anthropologists have tended to focus on ethical 

concerns towards the individual informants at the expense of other ethical concerns, 

considering our relationships with our informants in long-term fieldwork in small social 

settings, but this does not mean that other ethical concerns are less important. And in a study 

like this one, where anthropologists become part of the study itself, it may be argued that a 

hermeneutics of suspicion is even more timely, and in fact even more respectful of the kinds 

of people we usually think we should protect. In a study like this, a hermeneutics of suspicion 

can be argued to be more respectful than a hermeneutics of faith would be. 

  There is also one kind of situation that poses an ethical problem to a 

hermeneutics of faith which a hermeneutics of suspicion actually solves. A hermeneutics of 

faith is suitable in cases where informants share roughly the same self-understanding. But in a 

situation where this is not the case, a problem with a hermeneutics of faith becomes apparent. 

If informants A and B both claim that X is the case, it is quite easy to create an account that 

will reflect the self-understanding of both informants A and B. Both A and B can accept the 

account and be satisfied. However, in a situation where informant A thinks that X is the case, 

and informant B thinks that non-X, or Z, is the case, it is though hardly possible to create an 

account that both A and B feel represents their own self-understanding. Such situations in 

which our informants hold contradictory, or simply different, views should be a quite common 

situation – the world abounds with examples where people disagree, and such disagreements 

characterize my own material. A hermeneutics of faith cannot resolve this. Whose perspective 

will it choose to represent? On what grounds?  

  In such cases, the problem may be concealed by approaching different 

informants differently, some with a hermeneutics of faith, and others with a hermeneutics of 

suspicion. For example, when it comes to the study of indigeneity, the ‘indigenous’ 

informants may be approached with a hermeneutics of faith, representing their self-

understanding, while ‘non-indigenous’ informants, for example the majority population, may 

on the contrary be approached with a hermeneutics of suspicion. This might seem to solve the 

problem, but it is inconsistent, as ‘one cannot both re-present and demystify at one and the 

same time’ (Josselson 2004: 23). I choose to approach all my material with a hermeneutics of 

suspicion, as a way to be able to represent informants who disagree among themselves. This is 

an ethical standpoint, a way not to have to take a stance between disagreeing informants but to 

be able to represent, and respect, all of them.   
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  In an article discussing the hermeneutics of suspicion Chris Durante argues that 

even with anonymity of informants, a hermeneutics of suspicion may not be able to ‘prevent 

narcissistic injury’ of informants (2012: 20). Whether this is too high a price to pay for 

enhanced understanding and knowledge is an open question.  

  Each and every person who appears in this thesis, anthropologists or people like 

Anna alike, has been made anonymous to protect confidentiality and personal integrity (unless 

sources are published or public). Moreover, each and every one in this thesis appears here on 

the basis of voluntary interaction with me, with full awareness of my capacity as a researcher 

conducting research. More importantly, each and every one has also actively tried to influence 

the content of my research and this thesis, wanting to inform me of how things actually are, 

whom I ought to talk to, in what respects I was misinformed and in need of correction, or just 

wanting to tell me, and the world, about their lives. However, not all informants may have 

influenced the content of this thesis in the way they would have wanted, and they may not all 

agree with my analysis, as is to be expected with a hermeneutics of suspicion.  

  It may be argued that even if everyone in my analysis has participated 

voluntarily and consensually with me, this has not been with informed consent, since they did 

not know what the end result, so to speak, would be – I did not know that myself – and a large 

part of the material became material only in retrospect. This is the case with any investigation 

that is made with an inductive approach. So if this is a problem, it is a problem that goes far 

beyond my study. It can also be argued that the notion of informed consent is in itself quite 

naïve, since ‘the customary informed consent form asks people to consent to something that 

they cannot possibly understand or foresee’ (Durante 2012: 20). One reason the idea of 

informed consent is so problematic, which may be of special importance for anthropology, is 

cultural difference. If our informants have different, culturally informed, understandings of 

the concepts we investigate, then actual informed consent may be genuinely impossible to get. 

This was the case for me. People in Russia, Anna and anthropologists alike, had quite a 

different understanding of what indigeneity is than I did. This means that however much I 

explained what my research was about, I simply could not gain informed consent. In such 

cases, informed consent can be quite superficial, and does not in itself protect us from ethical 

objections. 

  The devices that a hermeneutics of faith or restoration usually deploys to prove 

that it is being true to the informants’ self-understanding, by using ‘the actual words of the 

participants’ with quotes, is also naïve, since it leaves aside ‘the well-known dilemmas of the 

fact that transcription is itself an act of interpretation’ (Josselson 2004: 12). A quote from a 
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transcription is in this sense no more authentic or valid than a theoretically based 

interpretation that does not confirm an informant’s self-understanding. Therefore, whatever 

ethical principles we confess to, ultimately the validity of both a hermeneutics of faith and a 

hermeneutics of suspicion ‘rests on its persuasiveness within an interpretative community, its 

capacity to enlighten those who share the horizon of understanding of the author of the 

interpretation’ (ibid.: 24). This means that whatever way we choose to relate to our 

informants’ self-understandings, we cannot hide behind simplistic ethical principles; it is 

within its own tradition of analysis that the interpretation gains legitimization, and should be 

judged.  

  On the basis of the above I come to the conclusion that informed consent is far 

from being enough as an ethical defence of one’s study. To me it is rather questions of power 

that are crucial. One of the most important aspects of this for me has been respect for the 

integrity of my informants, and by this I mean not revealing more of my informants’ person 

than is necessary for my argument. In some cases I need to reveal a lot of information, as in 

the case of Anna (and it was Anna who initially asked me to write about her story), but in 

many other cases I reveal much less. My accounts may therefore sometimes appear distant 

and incomplete. This may seem disrespectful of the informant, as there surely is more to his or 

her person than I disclose. Of course there is, but it is not out of disrespect I do not reveal 

more. The opposite is in fact the case. I choose to reveal as little as possible about my 

informants out of respect for them, for the sake of their integrity. And ultimately, concerning 

ethics and questions of power, my sympathy lies with subaltern ‘locals’ like Anna, whether or 

not they are recognized as indigenous or non-indigenous. 

 

Outline	of	thesis	

To finish off this introductory chapter I will provide an outline of what is to come. In this 

chapter I have described some points of departure for this work on Russian indigeneity, a 

research question, a hypothesis, and the research design and ethical issues. 

I have described how, when I first came to Altai in Siberia for fieldwork, I had 

unexpected experiences: that I could not really find the indigenous people that anthropology 

claimed were there, that only very few people identified as indigenous and many instead were 

angry about indigeneity. This made me realize that although it is a well-established and 

known fact that indigeneity in many instances around the world has been important for 

political struggles for land rights, autonomy, cultural and identity recognition, this is perhaps 
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not the case everywhere, all the time, for all subaltern people. Because of this I decided to 

focus my thesis on possibly counterproductive, unanticipated, or unintended consequences of 

the way indigeneity turns out to unfold in some situations. I thus decided to investigate 

limitations of indigeneity. This ‘critical’ investigation of indigeneity has been my way to 

investigate how subaltern political projects may be compromised by the appropriation of 

indigeneity by external actors who possess the power to constitute indigeneity. Because I 

realized the extent to which anthropology played a part in this in the Altaian case, I decided to 

focus my work on the way anthropology constitutes indigeneity. 

On the basis of my interest in investigating the role of anthropology in the social 

life of ethnic categories and unanticipated consequences of indigeneity, I took as a point of 

departure some of the questions that arose within the debate of Kuper’s ‘Return of the 

Native’: May indigeneity have dangerous political consequences, as Kuper warned? Does 

criticizing indigeneity undermine subaltern political projects, as his critics claimed? Do we all 

‘know indigenous people when we see them’, as Barnard argued? I suggest that in the 

ethnographic cases to be discussed in this thesis, we – anthropologists – do think we know the 

indigenous when we see it, but that this seeing is biased, and contributes to political 

consequences that are, if not outright dangerous, then at least excluding, and that through this, 

indigeneity, as it unfolds in these cases, in itself actually undermines subaltern political 

projects. I suggested that this can be understood as a form of ‘overheating’, in Eriksen’s sense 

(2016), a consequence of accelerated change since the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 

fall of the Berlin Wall. In this ‘overheating’ there are clashes of scale, between global 

indigeneity, the ‘new’ Russian and the Soviet legacy of nationality, and ethnicity policies, in 

which only some contexts are able to ‘keep pace’, while others are left behind. 

 On the basis of this I developed a research question inspired by how Tishkov 

views ‘the nation’ and asked: How does indigeneity structure thought and experience and 

shape discourse and political action? The reason I chose Tishkov as a point of departure for 

this thesis is that he reappears in the ethnography itself, in various and contradictory ways, 

exemplifying how knowledge and action go together. I proposed the hypothesis that in the 

three ethnographic cases of Altai, the ‘North’, and the repatriation of skulls from Russia, the 

way indigeneity structures thought and shapes political action is with an assumption of who 

‘they’, the indigenous, are, and an assumption that ‘they’ should be supported, and that they 

come together as a pair and uphold one another. I suggest that this is a way to understand the 

unanticipated and counterproductive consequences of indigeneity the way anthropology 

partakes in it. 
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 Before going into the discussions of the ethnographic cases, I will provide some 

necessary background, both in terms of global and Russian indigeneity and in terms of 

theoretical perspectives. After this initial chapter we will meet global indigeneity. As a global 

political movement placed at the centre of world politics in, for example, the UN, and 

providing a voice that can no longer be ignored, indigeneity has arisen as a generic discourse 

that is thought to encapsulate a wide variety of different local experiences. This, of course, is 

difficult, and is one of the challenges to indigeneity. Another challenge is the way self-

identification has been cherished as important, though it may, paradoxically, conceal how it 

always depends on recognition of who is allowed to self-identify. In the process, the one who 

actually upholds this recognizing power may become invisible. Also somewhat paradoxically, 

I note that indigeneity seems most useful in contexts in which the population is generally less 

vulnerable, i.e. in states that are democratic, prosperous, liberal market economies in which 

civil rights are rather well protected, like Scandinavia and North America. In other contexts, 

like Asia and Africa, which have histories of undemocratic, totalitarian rule and socio-

economic vulnerability, it has been much harder for indigeneity to gain ground. This may 

mean that those most vulnerable also have the hardest time gaining indigenous recognition. 

 After this introduction to indigeneity I discuss theory that may help us 

understand it. The field closest at hand when considering indigeneity may be ethnicity, and 

this is where I start. I conclude that from the point of view of ethnicity theory, indigeneity can 

be viewed as an emic category in boundary making. This implies that when ‘indigeneity’ is 

invoked it must be contextualized and understood as part of an emic perspective, which 

always is related to political stakes, relations of power, and so on. It also implies that we 

cannot assume that the category of indigeneity or ethnic denominations necessarily refers to 

groups of people. Whether this is the case or not must be investigated rather than assumed. 

Lastly, it implies that as indigeneity constitutes a boundary between indigenous and non-

indigenous, we must focus on boundary-making processes rather than content, and include 

actors on both sides of the boundary to understand how indigeneity unfolds. We must not 

limit ourselves to only one side, neither the inside indigenous nor the outside non-indigenous, 

but both. This makes it possible to incorporate anthropological knowledge production into the 

investigation of indigeneity. In this perspective, anthropologists partake in boundary making 

when deploying the category of the indigenous, and anthropologists’ accounts of indigeneity 

may be approached as emic perspectives, just like other informants’ perspectives. 

 I finish the chapter on ethnicity theory with a discussion of a few studies of 

indigeneity that I suggest are consistent with a perspective of indigeneity as an emic category 
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in boundary making, even if not explicitly framed that way. These studies all point to some of 

the limiting and excluding dimensions of indigeneity, indicating that this kind of perspective 

is suitable for the kind of questions I set out to discuss in this thesis. These studies show that 

only some people ‘fit’ external expectations of indigeneity (Li 2000); that ‘benevolent’ 

policies to protect indigenous peoples from global capitalism may in fact prevent us from 

seeing how they are dispossessed from ‘below’ as the indigenous rhetoric makes the state, not 

capitalism, the primary villain (Li 2010); that the collectivism associated with indigeneity 

conceals internal exploitation, at the same time as this concealment makes the indigenous 

subject into an ethnic subject, which prevents it from entering an arena of possible critique of 

capitalist exploitation as an individual in relation to the justice system of democratic states 

(Rata 2003); and, lastly, that marginalisation per se is only a necessary but not, as is 

sometimes claimed, a sufficient condition for indigeneity to arise, and that indigeneity is 

instead an outgrowth of democratic, liberal market–oriented states with a strong emphasis on 

civil rights, and this means that indigeneity as such is not subversive to the state, as is 

sometimes claimed (Merlan 2009).   

Taking this point of departure, I develop a theoretical perspective that enables 

me to investigate the way assumptions of indigeneity structure thought and experience and 

organize discourse and political action. This is a perspective of indigeneity as a form of social 

classification. In this perspective the indigenous becomes one category within a larger system 

of ethnic classification, and indigeneity is viewed as part of a national order of things (Malkki 

1995), together with other ethnic categories, like the nation, race, and so on. In this 

perspective, indigeneity is not subversive to, for example, the nation, but they together uphold 

a system in which people are assumed to belong to building blocks of ethnic or national kinds, 

as ‘peoples’. From a perspective of social classification, indigeneity becomes a discourse or 

rhetorical device that does not simply reflect a prediscursive reality; rather, the discourse as 

such constitutes social reality. It circumscribes what can be done and said, and in this sense, it 

is the indigenous discourse that constitutes the indigenous subject, rather than the other way 

around. So, people can become indigenous as the discourse on indigeneity comes into being 

and they are defined as such by external, powerful actors. As this is related to power and 

knowledge, it is also linked to anthropology and anthropological knowledge making of the 

indigenous. A perspective of indigeneity as social classification will therefore enable me to 

study anthropological knowledge making of indigeneity. 

 After these two chapters with theoretical orientations and the one introducing 

global indigeneity, we are ready to get acquainted with the specifics of Russian indigeneity 
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and the legacy of Soviet nationality policy. We need to know something both about the global 

indigenous movement and about anthropological theory before we discuss the Russian 

specifics, since one of the things specific to the Russian context is the way the history of 

Russian ethnicity politics simultaneously constitutes a history of Russian anthropology, as 

they are intimately intertwined. 

Russia is a context in which state classifications defining who is and who is not 

indigenous – in which anthropology continues to play an important role – is especially 

evident. Accompanying us through this history from pre- to post-Soviet times is Tishkov, who 

turns out to be an important actor, cast in contradictory roles in the way Russian indigeneity 

unfolds. We can see drastic changes in Russian indigeneity after the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, reflecting the drastic changes within Russian society, the world, and global 

indigeneity. One of the most drastic changes in Russia was that the number of indigenous 

peoples nearly doubled. In the course of one day the number of officially recognized peoples 

changed from twenty-six to forty-five. We may think that this is merely positive, as more 

people become recognized, but these drastic changes have unanticipated consequences 

locally. Despite such drastic changes, the ideas of what the indigenous is made up of remain 

constant. The Russian indigenous is still small, less than 50,000, and Northern and remote, but 

in precisely defined areas. If you are too many, or in the wrong place, you simply do not 

qualify as indigenous. One way to understand this constancy in view of what the indigenous 

is, in the midst of drastic changes to who is indigenous, is through the way nationality as such 

remains constant in the imaginary of the general public in Russia as well as within Russian 

anthropology. Nationality remains the assumed natural building block into which people are 

divided. This is where Tishkov re-enters the scene. He launched a book doing away with this 

idea of the ethnos altogether. It was not received positively by some of his anthropological 

colleagues. One of them exclaimed, ‘Without the ethnos there is nothing left for us to study!’ 

This exemplifies how deeply rooted the idea of nationality and a national order of things is 

within Russian anthropology. Barnard’s claim that we ‘do know an indigenous people when 

we see one’ is, arguably, more like than unlike this idea that the ethnos is what anthropology 

studies. 

 With all this in mind, we will investigate three ethnographic cases: Altai, the 

North, and repatriation of human remains from Russia. In the case of Altai, we meet three 

different ethnoscapes, ways of viewing the ethnic composition of Altai, promoted by politics, 

administration, NGOs, and anthropological knowledge making. None of these captures the 

intricate local social practices, which are much more nuanced and complex, but all of these 
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ethnoscapes are related to different, and conflicting, political stakes. The reason they come 

into conflict is that the ‘new’ Russian indigeneity, influenced by the global indigenous 

movement, and with almost double the amount of indigenous peoples, clashes with the legacy 

of Soviet nationality policy and self-determination of ethnic minorities. These two come into 

conflict in Russian census-taking, and the reason is the importance given to numbers in the 

Russian context. The threshold for indigeneity is 50,000. Indigenous peoples must be ‘small’, 

while ethnic minorities of self-determining Republics cannot be ‘small’. As people can only 

tick one single box in the census it becomes an issue of either indigenous rights for a very 

few, or self-determination for the whole region, hence the conflict between these ethnoscapes. 

Global indigeneity enters Altai through an NGO. The ethnoscape it proposes conceptually 

bridges the other conflicting two. Even if it does so conceptually, with the generic indigeneity 

it proposes, it seems its generic nature is also the reason it has low local acceptance. Generic 

indigeneity simply does not connect to the local perceptions and experiences of the Russian 

and Soviet specifics. It turns out that anthropology, locally, nationally, and internationally, 

partakes in upholding, maintaining, and re-creating all three ethnoscapes. Indigeneity, as it 

unfolds in the case of Altai, has unanticipated and counterproductive consequences for 

subaltern political projects, and anthropology contributes to this on the basis of assumptions 

of who ‘they’ are, and that ‘they’ should be supported.  

 In the second case, another fundamental criterion for indigeneity in Russia, 

northern-ness, will turn out to have counterproductive and unanticipated consequences for 

subaltern people through the way one specific place, the village of Lovozero, and within that 

village, only some people, Saami, but not Komi, become recognized as the northern 

indigenous. This is the outcome of a clash between new Russian indigeneity and Soviet 

nationality policies and global forms of indigeneity. Within the legacy of Soviet nationality 

policy coupled with new Russian indigeneity, indigenous peoples not only have to be small, 

but also in the ‘correct’ place, to qualify as ‘northern’. Komi in Lovozero are indeed few 

enough, but in the ‘wrong’ place, so they are not considered to be northern indigenous, even 

though they are in the same place as northern, indigenous, Saami. In their ‘right’ place, in the 

Komi region in Russia, on the other hand, they are too many to be indigenous.  

The way global indigeneity enters this northern case is not by trying to mitigate 

it with a generic form, as in the case of Altai. In this case, global indigeneity accentuates this 

excluding mechanism of Saami over Komi. The reason is the proximity to the strong and very 

successful Saami movement in Scandinavia. That makes this place, Lovozero, into an 

exclusively Saami place, so to speak, by association. Also in this case, anthropology ‘sees’ 
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only the Saami, contributing to this circle of representations, attention, and political action and 

resources to Saami. Again, an assumption of who ‘they’ are structures thought and experience 

and shapes discourse and political action by assuming who ‘they’ are and that ‘they’ should be 

supported. 

  The third case, repatriation of skulls from Russia and the Ethnographic Museum 

in Stockholm, is completely shaped by global indigeneity, as it is only thanks to global 

indigeneity that repatriation of human remains has become part of the political agenda 

worldwide at all. In this case, though, there is no clash between global indigeneity and 

Russian and Soviet specifics. This is not because it is a more harmonious situation, but rather 

that the discrepancy and gap between them is even wider, as they do not even meet. In the 

way repatriation is framed within the Swedish context, the question of what human remains to 

repatriate to whom does not take the local situation of the alleged recipients into consideration 

at all. When determining the ‘ethnic origin’ of the human remains in question – eight skulls 

collected during the Arctic Vega Expedition of 1878–1880 – the Ethnographic Museum, 

rather than considering contemporary Russian indigeneity or the Soviet nationality policy 

legacy, circumscribe this and go straight back to a pre-Soviet situation and the ethnic 

classifications made by the Vega Expedition in 1878.  

Only a very thorough investigation into these classifications, and their social life 

over time in Swedish state institutions, reveals how deeply problematic this in fact is. In one 

sense it is impossible to establish the ethnic origin of these skulls in the way the framing of 

repatriation in Sweden demands. The closest we can get to an ‘ethnic origin’ for these skulls is 

the ethnic classification made by the Vega explorers, which was framed by an imperial and 

colonial mindset that is considered highly problematic today. By simply recycling the Vega 

classifications of the end of the 19th century, both for the question of repatriation and in 

contemporary exhibitions at the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm, I suggest that what is at 

stake is not really subaltern people in Russia at all, the alleged recipients of the remains, but 

ourselves, and our own bad consciences that we feel an urge to deal with. Just as in the cases 

of Altai and of the North, anthropological knowledge making, in the sense both of the 

scientists and early ethnographers of the Vega Expedition and of the Ethnographic Museum in 

Stockholm, indeed assume who ‘they’ are, who should be ‘supported’. The unanticipated 

effects are counterproductive for the actual subaltern populations in these Russian peripheries, 

as they are not at all considered. 

 In the last chapter I will sum it all up and suggest that in all three cases 

anthropologists do indeed think they know indigenous people when they see them, and that 
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‘they’ should be supported. In all three cases, though, this seeing is in fact biased and 

undermines subaltern political interests, and if this does not have outright dangerous 

consequences, it at least accentuates the exclusion of subaltern people and their interests. An 

important aspect of this is a clash of scale, local, regional, and global, and that the accelerated 

change on the global level corresponds to, or even results in, an equivalent degree of standstill 

and immobility at local levels, which are not able to ‘keep pace’ and cannot ‘catch up’. The 

excluding mechanism of indigeneity identified in the cases of this thesis can therefore be 

viewed as examples of ‘overheating’ in Eriksen’s sense (2016). 

Then we will come back to where we started, and a discussion of Kuper’s ‘The 

Return of the Native’ and Barnard’s claim that we know indigenous people when we see 

them. I will suggest that this kind of assumption is more common within anthropology than 

we might expect. I will suggest that quite a few of us actually do think we know indigenous 

people when we see them, and that we tend to assume that supporting indigeneity is in the 

best interest of subaltern people. Despite the fact that we agree that indigeneity is not a 

suitable analytical category, but a political discourse, used by a number of different actors, in 

a number of different ways, with a number of different kinds of effects, we still use it as an 

analytical category: we define who they are.   

 On the basis of this I will suggest that indigeneity may have become a moral 

model in anthropology, in D’Andrade’s sense (1995). With the help of Hastrup and Elsass 

(1990), Hale (2006), and Fraser (1995), I will discuss some limitations of indigeneity as a 

moral model, as it limits us to activist research, affirmative action, and an activism that is 

unanthropological, not allowing cultural critique and transformative action, which, perhaps, 

could be more helpful in some cases.  

 Before setting off on this long and winding road I would like to remind the 

reader that the whole point in embarking on this journey is out of concern for people like 

Anna, people who could potentially benefit a lot from indigeneity, but who for various and 

complicated reasons are prevented from doing so. What is at stake is not academic hair-

splitting, but concerns real people and their real lives, over which our representations have 

influence.  
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2. Global Indigeneity: A Brief Overview 

There are many possible ways to begin discussing the theme of indigeneity. We could start 

with describing the culture and way of life of the many hunting and gathering peoples around 

the world, which are the ones usually thought of and defined (self- and/or externally) as 

indigenous. We could also start with historical and present-day processes of dispossession and 

marginalization that stateless peoples have been and are exposed to. We could start with the 

political struggles to fight these processes, in some instances very successfully, to get back 

land rights and autonomy, as well as vindication, self-esteem, and meaning, which we find 

around the world. I choose to start with discussing some aspects of how a generic indigeneity 

unfolds in the global world of today, which may help me in my endeavour of investigating 

unanticipated and unintended limiting and excluding dimensions of indigeneity. This is 

necessarily a biased representation of global indigeneity. There are many important aspects 

that are worthy of being discussed which I do not discuss or only touch upon briefly, and 

therefore do not do justice to. I beg the reader to keep this in mind, and to remember that I 

discuss here what enhances the very specific endeavour I have embarked on. A different 

purpose would have required a somewhat different portrait. 

 

A	global	movement	

Many authors agree that indigeneity is a global political fact of the modern world. 

‘Indigenousness is a political and social reality worldwide today,’ Karlsson notes in an article 

on global indigeneity (2003: 414). In an article on 21st century indigenism, Richard B. Lee 

writes that whatever the concept of the indigenous ‘implies and who it implies to, the fact 

remains that, politically and socially, nationally and internationally, the concept of indigenous 

has become a powerful tool for good’ (2000: 458). In an article on local and global 

indigeneity, Franscesca Merlan notes, ‘Recent times, in short, have witnessed a new collective 

ethnogenesis, the rise of the category of “indigenous peoples” ’ (2007: 126), which ‘has 

become an important geocultural category in our contemporary world’, she argues in another 

article (2009: 306). Whether we think this is ‘for better or worse, the generative power of the 

category indigenous in contemporary geopolitical theaters’ is a fact, Pratt notes (2007: 398), 

and it ‘brings into focus key relationships, conflicts, and forms of collectivity at work in the 

world today’ (ibid.: 398). There is a ‘cluster of generic descriptions used to refer to indigenous 
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peoples: indigenous, native, aboriginal, first nations’ (ibid.: 398), ‘indigenous people(s)’, and 

the Fourth World.8 

Within this political discourse a variety of experiences are ‘translated into a new 

language that emphasizes a common indigenous predicament’, and indigenous activists ‘are 

thus socialized into speaking a certain language or learning to use the common terminology of 

indigeneity’, Karlsson argues (2003: 406). Indigeneity now presupposes ‘a world collectivity 

of “indigenous peoples” in contrast to their various others’, Merlan notes (2009: 303). This 

means that ‘[b]eing “indigenous” is thus a new way of placing oneself in the world, and as 

such of pursuing a new type of politics’ (Karlsson 2003: 404). Global indigeneity has 

therefore become a generic discourse.  

The global movement of indigenous peoples emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, 

and it is a movement of abbreviations. There is IWGIA, the International Working Group for 

Indigenous Affairs, which was an initiative of an anthropologist at the end of the 1960s 

(Eriksen 2000: 328). There is WCIP, the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, which came 

into being in the 1970s, as well as Cultural Survival International (Lee 2006: 472). There is 

also the Working Group for Indigenous People, ‘WGIP; an elected and advisory subsidiary 

body of the UN Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of 

Minorities, formed in 1982’ (Merlan 2009: 305). Karlsson argues that the WGIP of the UN 

‘has become a critical site for the indigenous cause, and I suppose that most observers would 

agree that it has played a major role in placing indigenous issues on the global agenda’ for at 

least twenty years (2003: 404). Indigeneity now plays out on the most global arenas there are. 

It started on a smaller scale. In 1977 and 1981 there were meetings in Geneva 

with ‘indigenous peoples and other marginalized sectors of civil society’, Janet Chernela 

describes in an article on indigeneity and the UN (2005: 13). But by 1989 indigeneity had 

become global, and the United Nations adopted the ILO Convention No. 169, a document 

dealing with rights of indigenous and tribal peoples. This is a legally binding international 

instrument open to ratification and which some twenty countries have ratified.9 The United 

Nations made 1993 the Year of Indigenous Peoples, Stefan Ekenberg writes in his work on 

indigeneity and recognition (2000: 1–2), and the UN has a Permanent Forum for Indigenous 

Issues, UNPFII. In 1994 the UN adopted a draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples, John Bowen writes in an article on the concept of indigeneity (2000: 12). The UN 
                                                
8 Merlan 2007: 125; see also Lee 2006: 456; Cohen 1985: 78–79; Ovesen 1991: 354–355. 
9 See for example International Labour Convention for information on the ILO 169, 
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::p12100_instrument_id:312314. Last 
consulted 26 July 2016. 
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declared 1994-2004 the first, and 2005-2015 the second, International Decade of Indigenous 

People. In 2000 a Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues was created (Chernela 2005: 13). 

On 13 September 2007, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration of the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, with 143 votes for and only four against: Canada, New Zealand, 

Australia, and the US (Keating 2007: 22; Oldham and Frank 2008). So the ‘instrument 

articulating the basic human rights of indigenous peoples seems to have come true’, Neal 

Keating notes in a report on the UN’s adoption of the declaration (2007: 22). 

But it is not only the UN that is concerned with indigenous peoples. As Karlsson 

argues, ‘everyone nowadays seems concerned about the plight of indigenous peoples. 

International development agencies, not least the World Bank, environmental organizations 

and state institutions’ take part in this ‘creation of a new globalized political space’ (Karlsson 

2003: 404). In an article discussing the self in self-determination, Andrea Muehlebach notes 

that this concern for indigeneity ‘enables indigenous activists to make a unique intervention in 

international law. Their work aims at creating a new international legal personality based on 

collective rather than individual rights, and an understanding of “peoples” as self-determining 

entities’ which enables them to make ‘radical claims to culture and territory’ (2003: 241). 

Indigeneity has become a global power that cannot be ignored any more. 

One example of how a particular group entered this new political space of 

indigeneity is the case of the Scandinavian Saami, as described by Jeffrey Sissons in a note on 

local and global indigeneity (2009). As the Scandinavian Saami movement will play a role in 

the case of the North, it may be an interesting example here. Before the rise of the indigenous 

movement, the Saami cooperated with the Welsh in their pursuit of cultural and minority 

rights, according to Sissons. There was ‘active participation between Welsh and Sami activists 

in the 1970s’ (ibid.: 326). Then the Saami went into indigeneity, maybe because ‘being 

“indigenous” gives you some extra rights over being merely a minority’, as Bowen claims 

(2000: 14). The Welsh did not even try to enter into indigeneity, Sissons concludes (2009: 

326), as they could never have succeeded in gaining recognition as indigenous. The Saami, on 

the other hand, managed to do so, although indigeneity is ‘most fundamentally a category that 

references coloniality and invasion’ and Scandinavia is generally not understood as such a 

context (ibid.: 326). The Saami still managed to achieve recognition as indigenous ‘because 

they had established associations with postcolonial projects elsewhere’ (ibid.: 326) and they 

correctly argued that they indeed are non-industrial, stateless, and forcedly engulfed by 

national states. However, the Saami had difficulties in being recognized as indigenous by the 

WCIP, as they ‘seemed too European’, Merlan argues (2009; see also Tsing 2007: 51). At 



 46 

present, the Saami movement is one of the most successful ones globally. Since the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Saami of Lovozero have managed to join in this 

movement, which is one aspect of how the indigenous in the Russian North is Saami, rather 

than Komi, as we will see in a later chapter. 

 

How	can	we	understand	this	political	movement?	

There is wide agreement that the indigenous movement should be understood as a movement 

in which, perhaps for the first time, ethnic minority affiliation may be an advantage, 

potentially giving access to material and symbolic capital (see Cohen 1985: 104–105; Eriksen 

1993: 155). Indigeneity must hence be understood as part of modernity rather than as outside 

of it. Indigenous movements do not always strive for modernity in terms of material changes 

and technology, but even so, indigeneity can still be argued to be a modern phenomenon, as 

reflexive identity formation is crucial (see Kurkiala 1993: 39ff.; Eriksen 1993: 112, 160–161). 

For example, Swedish Saami and Canadian First Nation indigeneity have been described by 

Ebba Olofsson as ‘in search of a fulfilling identity’ (2004). 

‘Culture’ is a crucial concept within indigeneity. Eriksen argues that in modern 

society people become more similar rather than different because ‘culture becomes shared’ 

(1993: 85).  

 

Under these circumstances people are more liable than before to reflect upon and objectify 

their way of life as a culture or as a tradition, and in this way they may become a people … 

[which means that] many aspects of such ‘revitalization movements’ are entirely new, 

although they imagine themselves as old and glorify presumably ancient handicrafts, rituals 

or other cultural practices. (Eriksen 1993: 85–86)  

 

Even if the culture or tradition that is referred to is ‘invented’, this ‘cultural stuff’ may still be 

one of the most important dimensions to the subjects involved in such a movement. 

One aspect of global indigeneity is the tension between continuity and change, 

between essentialist representations of original culture, unchanged tradition, and common 

history and the need to adapt to a changing world (see Kurkiala 1993). In his book The 

Politics of Environmental Discourse (2002), Maarten Hajer argues that the ‘environmental 

movement is haunted by the dilemma of whether to argue on the terms set by the government 

or to insist on their own mode of expression’ (2002: 57), and the same dilemma seems to be 
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present within global indigeneity (see DuBois 2000; Filewood 1992). Global indigeneity may 

also have to ‘barter … expressive freedom for influence on concrete policy-making’ (Hajer 

2002: 57). Part of this barter in expressive freedom is that as indigeneity involves a politics of 

definition and a struggle over representation, colonial ethnic categories may have to be 

reproduced (see Conklin and Graham 1995; Kuper 2003a; Li 2000; Mackerras 2003). This is 

one of the most salient features of the cases in the following chapters. 

Even though there seems to be agreement within the anthropological literature 

about global indigeneity as a modern phenomenon, there seem to be at least two different 

ways of explaining it, partly in opposition to one another. One way of understanding the 

movement is more ‘experience-near’ and lies closer to perspectives expressed by the 

indigenous activists themselves. It sees the origin of the movement in the grassroots initiative 

by people themselves getting fed up with being marginalized. The other way of explaining is 

more ‘experience-distant’ and lies further away from the understandings within the indigenous 

movement. It sees the origin of the indigenous peoples’ movement as part of broader political 

and historical processes of liberal economic democracy, enabling such movements to appear. 

Explaining global indigeneity as a grassroots initiative can be exemplified with 

Sidsel Saugestad’s description of indigeneity: ‘In most cases, in most places, when confronted 

with expansive incoming groups, indigenous peoples withdraw. When there were no more 

territories available for withdrawal, no more land to cede, the “indigenous movement” started’ 

(2004: 264). Merlan notes in an article on the roots of the indigenous movement that the 

indigenous movement has often been understood as a protest against ‘colonization, 

marginalization, and oppression’ (2009: 319). In his classic study of revitalization movements 

Anthony Wallace (1979) argued that revitalization movements appear as a population goes 

through stress, which results in changes in the ways of viewing the self and in the formation 

of a movement which, to gain recognition, must adjust to the surrounding society. Wallace’s 

perspective captures and may have influenced the way of explaining the indigenous 

movement as a grass-roots reaction to outside stress.  

Other examples of how global indigeneity is understood can be seen as variants 

of this perspective. In their article on indigeneity and rights Justin Kenrick and Jerome Lewis 

claim that the ‘indigenous rights movement is perhaps best understood as both a local 

response to processes of severe discrimination and dispossession and as part of an emerging 

international political process’ (2004b: 263). In his article on indigeneity and rights Marcus 

Colchester argues that ‘many marginalized social groups, struggling to assert their rights to 
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land and to identity, and to regain control over their lives, have redefined themselves as 

indigenous’ (2002: 2).  

The other, ‘experience-distant’, perspective can be exemplified with Merlan’s 

view. In this view the indigenous movement, rather than being seen as a simple protest against 

colonization, should be understood as part of post-colonization, and a more general effort on 

the part of states ‘to move away from colonial relations, and not simply of direct and overt 

oppression’ (2009: 319). Global indigeneity, in this view, is not a reaction against repression 

by states, but part of the political ambition of those states.  

Some authors link global indigeneity specifically to liberal, social democratic, 

and economically strong states, and see this as what enabled global indigeneity to arise. In 

what is called ‘strategic essentialism’ by, for example, Lee (2006: 470), the practice of 

employing essentialist representations of culture and tradition because they work in political 

contexts and competitions has proven to be a successful strategy in the struggle of indigenous 

movements (see Kurkiala 1997), and may be seen in relation to the liberal democratic origin 

of global indigeneity. Verdery sees this ‘new essentialism as related to neoliberalism and a 

view of gender, sexual orientation and race as inborn’ (1994: 52–53). 

In part these two views are talking about two differnt things. The first describes, 

so to speak, the life worlds of people within the indigenous peoples’ movement, and how 

global indigeneity is meaningful to the people involved in it. The second view does not take 

the perspectives from within the global movement as its point of departure but takes an 

outside perspective of broader political contexts in which the movements occurred. 

As such, these two views answer different questions. But these two views are no 

doubt also two different ways of explaining one and the same thing, and of providing 

contradictory answers about how to understand global indigeneity. One way to put it is that 

these views differ in terms of what is thought to constitute a necessary and a sufficient 

condition for global indigeneity to arise. The first view sees marginalization as a sufficient 

condition for global indigeneity, while the latter sees marginalization as a necessary but not 

sufficient condition. Not all instances in which peoples are marginalized result in global 

indigeneity. Something else is necessary too, an allowing political context on the part of the 

state that accepts and recognizes the discourse and struggle. Not all states do.    

Therefore, to me, the latter way of understanding global indigeneity seems to 

possess more explanatory power. The cases of this thesis could hardly be understood with the 

first view. In a global comparative perspective, indigeneity in Russia has had quite a hard 

time. Marginalization is there, but this has not resulted in self-determination, land rights, and 
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so forth as it has in, for example, Scandinavia. Only the second view can help us understand 

this. Russia is, arguably, a context that does not have a history of democratic rule or 

consideration of civil rights. Besides, the first view could hardly make sense of the fact that 

indigeneity becomes a threat to local political stakes in Altai. Simply claiming that 

marginalization in itself provokes indigeneity to arise could not make sense of the fact that of 

all possible Northern places, it is the particular village of Lovozero that becomes recognized 

as indigenous. Arguably, Altai, as one of the most heavily subsidized regions in Russia, is 

equally or more marginalized, but it receives less attention in terms of indigeneity. Likewise, 

the first view cannot account for how, in Lovozero, only Saami becomes recognized as 

indigenous. Nor could the first view explain why the skulls collected along the Russian coast 

by the Vega Expedition of 1878 are not recognized as eligible for repatriation in as immediate 

a way as are skulls from Australia or America, but instead simply remain unseen by Swedish 

institutions, as we will see.  

The second view, on the other hand, enables us to understand all this. Self-

determination in Altai is not indigenous self-determination, but self-determination within the 

legacy of Soviet nationality policy. Lovozero and Saami are connected to Scandinavia and its 

successful indigenous movement, and the Osteoarchaeological research laboratory storing the 

Vega skulls is aware of indigeneity in Australia and America, but not in Russia. 

If Tsing is right in claiming that groups which have organized as indigenous 

‘have done so in part because they have been left out of the benefits of national development’ 

(2007: 53–54, italics added), it is actually the latter view, not the former, that helps us 

understand this. It is, as the latter view shows, paradoxically the relative privileged positions 

within welfare states, rather than marginalization in absolute terms, that in fact initially 

allowed indigeneity to come into being at first in Scandinavia and North America: global 

indigeneity did not arise, for example, in Africa. In this way it may be argued that it has been 

the most privileged of the marginalized, so to speak, who have managed to become 

indigenous. The most marginalized in non-democratic states with low acceptance of civil 

rights – for example, Russia – have had a much harder time gaining recognition.  

 

Indigeneity	as	a	problem	of	definition?	

A large part of the discussion on indigeneity has been about how indigenous peoples should 

be defined, as if indigeneity is primarily a definitional problem. A reason for this may be the 
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emergence of indigeneity within a legalistic context of rights and equality. To be able to apply 

a rights discourse it is important, of course, to be able to determine whom the rights apply to.  

Corntassel argues that self-definition has become accepted legal practice since 

1977, when the World Council of Indigenous Peoples passed a resolution claiming that ‘only 

indigenous peoples could define indigenous peoples’ (in Corntassel 2003: 75). Lee argues that 

indigenous ‘is a term of self-appellation, applied by people to describe themselves’ (2006: 

460). As we will see in coming chapters, self-definition has never been accepted in the 

Russian context. There, ethnicity and indigeneity has been, and still is, a matter of external, 

state classification, even with a rhetoric claiming otherwise. In the Russian context, definition 

of the indigenous has always been important, as a way for the state to maintain itself, 

ideologically. 

The idea of self-definition within global indigeneity has probably sprung out of 

ethical concerns for respect. If people are not able to define themselves, but are externally 

defined by objective criteria, this is a form of double oppression. However, as respectful as 

the right to self-definition seems, when it is analysed a bit deeper, it appears problematic both 

in principle and on a practical level.  

The idea of self-identification rests, in fact, on a circular argument. If only 

indigenous people have the right to define themselves as such, we must know who is 

indigenous to know who has this right to self-identification in the first place. Not everyone 

will in actuality pass as indigenous, regardless of whether they self-identify as such. Hence 

arguments on self-identification assume what was to be proven. In actuality it is always a 

matter of social recognition by others. And who this other is who holds this recognizing 

power may vary. Sometimes it may be other subjects who claim indigeneity too, and 

sometimes states. Sometimes, as in the cases of this thesis, it is anthropologists.  

Although it might seem that arguments for rights to self-identification are more 

respectful than objectivist criteria, in fact the idea of self-identification may conceal the power 

of recognition. Emily Yeh, writing on Tibetan indigeneity, argues that the UN has been  

 

allowing groups to identify themselves as indigenous. There are limits, however, to the ways 

the term can be stretched. A claim of indigeneity in itself is not enough; that claim must be 

recognized and legitimated, if not by the corresponding state, then at least by some other 

audience to which activists wish to speak. (Yeh 2007: 70) 
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The idea of self-identification may make it difficult to get sight of the basis on which 

decisions of inclusion and exclusion are actually being made, and who it is that possesses the 

power of recognition. Rights to self-definition may therefore paradoxically hide power 

relations, which more explicit criteria for definition instead could reveal, as in the Russian 

case. Ellen Lutz, in an article on indigenous rights and the UN, argues that it was agreed in the 

UN’s work towards the 2007 declaration that it would be better without a definition of 

indigeneity, and to leave definitions to ‘each national context’ instead (2007: 28). Here the 

power of recognition is thus given to the nation-states, not to indigenous peoples ‘themselves’. 

How problematic that may be will become apparent in coming chapters. 

The argument for self-definition also leaves us without tools to deal with 

practical problems. What about when ‘they’ disagree about who ‘they’ are? Barnard describes 

unresolvable situations in which some groups who claim indigeneity refuse to accept other 

groups who also claim indigeneity (2006a). And who is allowed to speak for whom? It seems 

that often it is political activists who in fact are able to define who the indigenous is, through 

the power of ‘NGOs, who subsequently make it possible for the statements of a particular 

individual to circulate worldwide as representative opinions of an ethnic group’ (Bowen 2000: 

16). In the UN Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues in 2000, the paradoxes of self-identity 

were also apparent, as Chernela argues: ‘Not all of the 16 members are indigenous 

representatives’, and because there is an ‘absence of criteria for representativity, election for 

participation falls inadvertently into the sphere of NGOs who provide funding for 

participating’ (2005: 13). NGOs, rather than ‘they’ themselves, determine representativity in 

this case, but this is concealed as these NGOs are allowed to speak in the name of indigeneity.  

In contexts in which self-definition is being proposed, this seems paradoxically 

to be coupled with other, rather rigid, ideas about what defines indigenous peoples. The WCIP 

in 1977 not only proposed that indigenous peoples should define themselves but also provided 

a definition of indigeneity as the ‘descendants of the earliest populations which survive in the 

area, and do not, as a group, control the national government of the countries within which 

they live’ (quoted in Bodley 1982: 167). In 1993 the UN defined indigenous peoples as 

follows: 

 
[I]ndigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which: 1) have a historical continuity with 

pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, 2) consider themselves 

distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing in these territories or parts of them, 3) form 

at present non-dominant sectors of society, and 4) are determined to preserve, develop, and transmit to 
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future generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued 

existence as peoples, 5) in accordance with their own cultural patterns social institutions, and legal 

systems. (in Lee 2006: 458) 

 

It may turn out to be difficult to be able to fulfil all these criteria, as some of them are quite 

essentialist, like the ones about descent, cultural patterns, and preserved ethnic identity. What 

if not all who self-identify as indigenous agree on these criteria or fulfil them? 

Pratt notes how indigeneity has come to be about ‘priority’ (2007: 398), 

referring to the assumption that indigenous peoples are ‘prior’ in a place, and that this should 

give them ‘priority’ in terms of rights and privileges. Pratt also notes another characteristic of 

the way indigeneity is being employed: ‘Remoteness – geographical marginality with 

reference to a centralized state – for example, is a powerful generator of indigeneity. 

Remoteness, when activated as a force, almost inevitably translates into difference’ (2007: 

402). The North is associated with remoteness, even though the North in the case of this thesis 

is in fact close to centres of the state, rather than remote. In absolute terms Altai is much 

farther away but receives less recognition from global indigeneity. 

Pratt also makes the important point that being indigenous is rarely a primary 

identification. ‘The relational nucleus of indigeneity explains the fact that “indigenous” is 

rarely if ever the primary identity of indigenous people. One is first Maori, Cree, Hmong, 

Dayak, Kung, Quiché, or Adivasi, and one claims indigeneity by virtue of that (temporally 

and socially) prior self-identification’ (2007: 399). 

The category of indigenous peoples seems to be difficult to handle for 

anthropologists. On the one hand, it is clearly a political, emic, category that we study; on the 

other hand, it seems we think we know who indigenous peoples are and therefore attempt to 

define them with an etic concept. Kuper gives us a hint for understanding this paradox, as he 

notes that there is ‘equivalence between “indigenous” and “primitive”, “tribal”, and “hunting” 

or “nomadic” ’ (2003a: 389). This means that on the one hand, indigenous peoples are the 

classic object of study for anthropology: hunting and gathering groups. On the other hand, the 

category of indigeneity now has a social life of its own and may come to mean many different 

kinds of things and denote many different kinds of people. There is no way to know a priori if 

it in fact is those hunter and gatherer groups that also are the ones which gain political 

recognition as indigenous. This is an empirical question that must be investigated rather than 

taken for granted.  
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Tensions	within	global	indigeneity	

Tensions abound within the indigenous movement, as is to be expected within any global 

movement and generic discourse. We have encountered some of them already. That someone 

like Breivik can use the indigenous argument in much the same way as Yanomamo in Brazil 

is one example. Bowen notes that arguments about ‘being indigenous’ have not legitimized 

only noble political goals. Hutus, for example, partly legitimized the violence against Tutsi by 

claiming Hutu as indigenous, and Nazi ideology contained elements of a discourse about 

being the indigenous people of Europe (2000: 13–14). ‘Indigeneity has destructive potentials’ 

if it ‘acquires a fascistic, misogynist force’, Pratt argues (2007: 403). Bowen also notes that 

the idea of ‘being there first’ only fits some parts of the world, like the US and Australia, and 

much less so Africa and Asia (2000: 12). ‘The term indigenous is not widely used in Tibet, 

because it does not fit Tibetan politics’, according to Yeh (2007: 69). Thus it seems that some 

contexts around the world that would indeed need this kind of political tool are excluded from 

it. Altai borders Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and China, contexts in which indigeneity is not very 

prominent. So Altai has no close ally to hook up with on indigeneity, in sharp contrast to 

Lovozero in the North, in the close vicinity of Scandinavia and the Saami movement.  

Bowen also points out a general problem, that ‘groups striving for autonomy 

may wish to emphasize regional unity rather than internal distinctions into peoples’ but that 

there is little room for this within an indigenous framework (2000: 14). Altai is a case in point. 

Brown also wants us to pay attention to some things that are  

 

widely recognized but rarely articulated; that countless individuals of indigenous descent live 

far from the lands that their ancestors called home; that their family lines are likely to be 

intertwined with those of nonindigenous populations; and that, in the context of many 

developing countries, their legitimate economic and social needs must be weighed against 

those of thousands of nonindigenous peoples who may be just as poor and politically 

marginalized, or nearly so. (Brown 2007: 186) 

 

Such people may have a hard time fulfilling the more rigid criteria of indigeneity. James 

Clifford notes something similar, that people with actual deep roots to land ‘may or may not 

(or may only sometimes) claim the identity “indigenous” ’ (2007: 198). The North is a case in 

point here, as Saami are in the ‘correct’ place to be indigenous, while the Komi – in the same 

village – are in the ‘wrong’ place. In Altai some can manage to be recognized as indigenous, 

but not their equally poor and politically marginalized next-door neighbours. 
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There is a variety of interests within global indigeneity. For example, some 

people want to have casinos and work with big companies like Shell, while to others that 

would be appalling, Marisol de la Cadena and Orin Stern claim in an article on indigenous 

experience today (2007: 2). It is not self-evident what interests indigeneity will in fact satisfy. 

In a response to Merlan’s article, Ravinda Da Costa argues that ‘we will have to ask who the 

chief beneficiaries are. One suspects that, as with most human rights law, those who live in 

highly democratic cultures with effective public institutions will be best able to assert their 

entitlements’ (2009: 321). It may also be those who manage to associate with those in 

democratic cultures, like Saami in Russia who associate with Scandinavian Saami. In another 

response to Merlan’s article, Will Kymlicka argues that we should also ‘ask how different 

forms or conceptions of indigenous rights affect the process of democratization. When does 

the recognition of indigenous difference (in this or that form) help build a broader culture of 

democratic citizenship and human rights, and when does it risk subverting it?’ (2009: 325). 

Kymlicka argues that in African contexts, indigeneity has ‘weakened democratic movements 

and reinforced authoritarianism and exclusion’ (ibid.: 325). 

Pratt, lastly, notes a logical paradox with the concept of indigeneity, that it is 

always defined in relation to relative temporality. 

 

Ironies abound here. Although part A (the indigenous) are marked as having ‘prior-ity’ in 

relation to part B (the invaders), what in fact has priority is B’s (the invader’s) temporality. It 

is only with reference to B’s temporality that A was ‘already’ there. Until B arrived, bearing 

a different time frame, A was most likely not the first subject on the scene, but the ‘last’, that 

is, the most recently arrived. (Pratt 2007: 398) 

 

In the case of repatriation and objects collected by the Vega Expedition of 1878, time, in 

Pratt’s sense, is viewed in a peculiar fashion. The objects collected from the population 

contemporary to the Vega Expedition are considered ‘ethnographic’, while the older objects 

are considered ‘archaeological’. It is only ‘ethnographic’ objects that are considered 

‘indigenous’. So the ‘prior’, i.e. older, objects are not considered indigenous, only the ‘newer’ 

objects. The skulls kept at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory are likewise divided 

into ethnographic and archaeological. Those that are really old are considered archaeological, 

while those that are considered ethnographic are ethnographic because they come from ‘far 

away’. In these examples it is thus not actually being ‘prior’ that translates into indigeneity. 
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Global indigeneity is present in all three cases to be discussed in coming 

chapters. The case of repatriation is set wholly within global indigeneity, to the extent that 

local realities and experiences are excluded altogether. Although the human remains in 

question originate from the coastal areas of the Arctic Ocean, the initiative for repatriation 

does not come from there, but from Swedish state institutions, influenced by global 

indigeneity. Rather than investigating local realities of present-day populations in Russia, the 

alleged receivers of repatriated human remains, the discussions and processes in Sweden take 

as their point of departure a vague global, generic indigeneity that does not take Russian 

specifics into consideration. This process therefore becomes a kind of ‘one-size-fits-no-one’ 

that has more to do with the way global indigeneity has influenced Swedish state institutions 

in dealing with indigeneity than with the local realties of the alleged receivers of the remains. 

The way indigeneity has developed in the Russian case since the dissolution of 

the Soviet Union, with an all-Russian indigenous organization, RAIPON (the Russian 

Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian 

Federation); new laws and pieces of legislation; changes in nomenclature and categories, and 

so forth, is of course related to and influenced by global indigeneity. As we will see, these 

changes have complicated and to some extent counterproductive consequences in the cases of 

the North and Altai. The local contexts seem not to have been able to ‘keep pace’ with these 

broader changes, which results in clashes of expectations and experiences and in 

counterproductive, exclusion effects, and with conflicts and threat to local political stakes and 

subaltern projects.  

Now that we have learnt something about indigeneity, it is time to get to know 

theoretical perspectives that can help us understand indigeneity. 
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3. Ethnicity Theory: Indigeneity as Emic Category in Boundary Making 

As we now know something about indigeneity, how it is a global movement of importance but 

fraught with challenges, it is now time to discuss theory with which we can understand this 

dynamic. The theoretical field most readily at hand is ethnicity theory, and this is where I will 

start. In this chapter I will review ethnicity theory from Fredrik Barth’s classic Ethnic Groups 

and Boundaries (1969) and onwards. At the end of this chapter I discuss a few studies on 

indigeneity that, even though not explicitly, approach indigeneity in a way that is consistent 

with the ethnicity theory I present here (Li 2000, 2010; Merlan 2009; Rata 2003). I do this to 

exemplify what kinds of questions such a framework from ethnicity theory makes it possible 

to ask, demonstrating that it is therefore suitable for discussing the kinds of questions I ask in 

this thesis. 

In later chapters, when we investigate the empirical cases, it will be evident that 

the anthropological knowledge production in them is not entirely consistent with the ethnicity 

theory presented here. The same will become evident also when we come back in the last 

chapter to the debate on the ‘return of the native’. It seems as if when anthropologists turn 

from studying ‘ethnicity’ to studying ‘indigeneity’, some of the lessons learnt are forgotten. 

The aim of this chapter is therefore twofold: on the one hand, to discuss ethnicity theory and 

how it can be used for studying indigeneity; and on the other, to give a background for 

understanding the anthropological knowledge production within the cases and how, to a large 

extent, it is not consistent with the ethnicity theory presented here.  

According to the literature reviewed here, ethnicity can be understood through 

three principles:  

 1. Ethnicity is not marking a property of one entity, and is thus not about content 

in terms of culture, tradition, livelihood, descent, or the like, but is relational and about 

boundary making, marking the between of at least two entities, like the indigenous and the 

non-indigenous. This may be in contradiction to how things are conceived of by actors 

themselves, to whom ‘the cultural stuff’ may be of crucial importance. 

 2. The distinction between reference to a category or to a group can and should 

be made in relation to ethnicity. The existence of an ethnic category does not necessarily 

imply the existence of a group of actual people, and vice versa. How and if ethnic categories 

relate to groups is an empirical question that needs to be investigated.  

 3. A distinction between emic and etic uses of ethnicity can and should be made. 

Anthropologists may use ethnicity as part of their analytical toolkit, and our informants may 
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use it as part of their world making. These uses need not be the same. This distinction is not 

always made clear, complicating the issue of what one actually means when referring to 

ethnicity. Making it clear whether it is emic or etic uses that are in fact referred to can shed 

light upon how etic categories that may not initially have had emic resonance have, over time, 

become emic; and, vice versa, how emic categories are translated straight into etic categories.  

Viewing ethnicity as an emic category in boundary making may have quite far-

reaching implications for the study of indigeneity. Indigeneity as boundary means that 

indigeneity must be understood in relation to all parties involved, not merely in relation to the 

indigenous but also in relation to the non-indigenous. The non-indigenous voices are of equal 

importance in fully grasping the situation. Indigeneity as category means that we cannot take 

for granted that when indigeneity is invoked, it refers to groups of actual people. It may be 

primarily categorical. It may also be the other way around. There may exist groups for which 

there does not (yet) exist any (recognized) category. I suggest that it seems most reasonable to 

approach indigeneity as an emic category, as most anthropologists agree it is meaningless as 

an etic category of analysis. However, it turns out, in fact, that many still use indigeneity as if 

it were an etic category. 

Viewing indigeneity as an emic category in boundary making is useful for 

understanding the cases of this thesis. As we will meet several different views on the ethnic 

composition of Altai, these views can be approached as various emic perspectives, with 

associated social and political stakes. As it is the same number of people who are classified in 

different ways, a divorce of group from category is necessary to understand the case. The case 

of the North can be understood from the perspective of a boundary-making process, where it 

is actors outside the boundary, outside the local situation, who mainly hold the power over the 

boundary making and over who will be recognized as belonging to the indigenous inside and 

who will not. In the case of repatriation, when ‘ethnic origin’ is thought to have been 

established, it is actually only categorical continuity that is found, even though it is assumed 

that this is about continuity in groups of actual people. This discrepancy poses a problem, as 

we still have not come any closer to the question of what actual group of people the human 

remains should be given back to. 

It may seem as if many of the things I will discuss in this chapter are 

commonplace. That is because they are commonplace. But there may be good reasons to 

discuss the commonplace. Eriksen points out that ethnicity is one of the most common 

anthropological concepts but that, even so, ‘most of those who write on ethnicity do not 

bother to define the term’ (1993: 10). If this is the case, all the more reason to remind 
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ourselves in some detail of what we have actually learnt in terms of ethnicity theory, not least 

because what we will find both in the empirical cases and in the concluding discussion of the 

debate on the ‘return of the native’ stands in part in contradiction to the theory discussed here. 

Before exploring ethnicity theory in more detail, we need to establish that 

ethnicity theory is at all relevant to the study of indigeneity, that indigeneity is in fact an 

ethnic issue at all. I have found only one author who completely disagrees on this point. In an 

article on local and global indigeneity, Sissons simply claims that ‘indigeneity is not ethnicity’ 

(2009: 326). However, he does not explain why it is not; nor does he give any arguments for 

his claim or explain what indigeneity rather is. Sissons seems to be alone in this position, as 

other writers formulate indigeneity as one form of ethnicity. So, for the purpose of this thesis, 

a view that ‘indigeneity operates within larger structures of ethnicity’, as De la Cadena and 

Starn argue in a volume on indigenous experience today (2007: 19), definitely makes sense. If 

we agree that indigeneity is part of the larger issue of ethnicity, what then is ethnicity, really?  

 

Social	identification	and	fictive	kinship	

Most generally, ethnicity can be understood as a form of social identification, a ‘feeling of 

belonging and continuity-in-between’, as Eugene Roosens argued in a volume on the 

anthropology of ethnicity (1994: 84). All forms of social identification simultaneously both 

unite, in the sense that the members of the group are taken to be like one another, and 

separate, in the sense that the members are taken to be unlike non-members. Identity is both 

about similarities between us and about differences from others, is both inclusive and 

exclusive, as Africanist Jacobson-Widding (1983: 13) and Mikael Kurkiala, working on the 

Lakota in North America (1997: 177), both recognize. Without the others, the non-members, 

there can thus be no social identities. Without someone who is not, there can be no one who 

is. 

This applies to ethnicity, too, as a form of social identification. ‘The first fact of 

ethnicity is the application of systematic distinctions between insiders and outsiders; between 

Us and Them. If no such principle exists there can be no ethnicity’ Eriksen notes (1993: 18). 

Like other social identifications, ethnicity is as much about recognition by others as about 

self-identification. ‘Ethnic identities are neither ascribed nor achieved: they are both’ (ibid.: 

57). This is where power enters ethnicity, through the power of recognition, as Ekenberg notes 

when he argues that recognition is the very limitation of indigeneity (2000), and through the 

power to define, as Kurkiala notes (1997: 178). The ‘potential for becoming an ethnic 
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category depends on the recognition of others’, and ethnicity must always ‘be acknowledged 

as legitimate by non-members’ (Eriksen 1993: 69). In all three cases we will see how it is 

such non-members who possess the power to recognize who is and is not indigenous, and that, 

sometimes, these powerful others are anthropologists. Even in cases where self-identification 

is given prominence, recognition by others in terms of who is allowed to self-identify is still 

crucial. It can be external actors like the state – or anthropologists – or it can be other 

indigenous subjects who constitute the recognizing others. 

Pointing out an important problem with research on social identifications, 

Eriksen notes that, ‘[r]esearch on group formation and social identities has tended to regard 

groups as mutually exclusive in a digital way: either one is a member of X or one is not’ 

(1993: 157). In social practice, however, ethnicity tends to be analogical rather than digital. 

‘Empirically, social identities appear fluid, negotiable, situational, analogic (or gradualist) and 

segmentary. It is therefore an empirical question whether different identities are mutually 

exclusive’ (ibid.: 158). In practice, then, ‘people can often be somewhat X’ (ibid.: 157). In her 

classic study on indigeneity in Indonesia, Tanya Murray Li argues that indigenous activists 

are not able to capture this analogue nature of ethnicity, but ‘reinforce differences and channel 

alliances along binary pathways’ (2000: 173). Specifically in the cases of Altai and Vega 

classifications we will see how identities are fluid and situational in social practice, but that 

external classification (state, NGO, and anthropological knowledge production) reproduces 

them as digital. 

Ethnic identifications are but one form of social identities alongside many 

others, like gender, age, class, place, profession, and so on. In what way does ethnic 

identification differ from these other forms social identifications? In the Encyclopaedia of 

Social Anthropology, ethnic groups are defined as based on ‘claims of common descent, 

language, religion, or race’ (Barnard and Spencer 2001: 603). Barth argues similarly that 

‘categorical ascription is an ethnic ascription when it classifies a person in terms of his basic, 

most general identity, presumptively determined by his origin and background’ (1969: 13). 

Metaphorical or fictive descent, origin, kinship, or ancestry thus seems to be the 

distinguishing feature of ethnicity as opposed to other forms of social identities. In their 

volume on the anthropology of ethnicity, Hans Vermulen and Cora Govers hold that ‘[e]thnic 

identities are products of classification, ascription and self-ascription and bound up with 

ideologies of descent’ (1994: 3).  

Collective identities not based in a rhetoric of imagined kinship exist, and ethnic 

identity is certainly not ‘the only identity, or even the major one, that people may develop or 
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acquire’, argues A.L. Epstein in his work on ethnicity in the Copperbelt (1978: xiii). Elizabeth 

Rata, in her critical work in which she compares ethnic revivalism with a ‘New Middle Age’, 

argues that ‘ethnicity has no greater claim to be the “essence” of a person’s identity than does 

any other form of an individual’s socially constructed identity’ (2003: 59). Eriksen recognizes 

this, too: ‘There are situations where ethnicity is relatively unimportant’ (1993: 62). People 

may sometimes be ethnic as well as being something else; ‘being a member of an ethnic group 

does not necessarily preclude being a member of a more encompassing group’ (ibid.: 76). And 

when people indeed do identify ethnically, we still ‘cannot assume a priori that ethnic 

alignments are more important than others’ (ibid.: 157). This will be especially salient in the 

material on social practice from Altai, where, in social practice, identification according to 

place and clan is more relevant than nationality; but this is also present already in the 

ethnographic material collected by the Vega Expedition of 1878. When going into the details 

of the local self-identifications of the time, we see that place and occupation were prominent. 

The fact that other forms of identification than ethnicity are important for people is apparently 

not something ‘new’ with the modern world. Even so, in these cases, anthropological 

knowledge production treats ethnicity as if it is the single most salient form of social 

identification for people. 

 

Ethnicity	as	boundary	between,	not	property	of	

Anthropology shifted from a view of ethnicity as a property to one of boundary with Barth’s 

classic introduction to Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (1969), which ‘marked an epochal shift 

in the anthropological study of ethnicity’, Verdery writes in a volume on the anthropology of 

ethnicity after Barth (1994: 33). Others have used this kind of perspective, too – Edmund 

Leach, for example, in his study of political cycles in highland Burma (1970 [1954]), or Clyde 

Mitchell, with The Kalela Dance (1956) – but Barth was probably the first to formulate these 

ideas explicitly. In Saugestad’s opinion, articulated in a work on indigeneity in Africa, it was 

Barth who enabled us to move away from ethnic ‘butterfly collection’ (2001: 307), to shift 

focus ‘from group characteristics to aspects of social process’ (ibid.: 306). Saugestad goes on 

to say that Barth’s focus on the ‘interface between groups, rather than content, has made it 

possible to account for ethnic phenomena with less reification of culture and people’ (ibid: 

307). 

In his introduction to Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, a collection of articles on 

ethnicity issues, Barth argued against the view that ethnicity is the result of the isolation of a 
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group, and that it does not consist of the cultural difference which is the result of this 

isolation. ‘Ethnic distinctions do not depend on an absence of social interaction and 

acceptance, but are quite to the contrary often the very foundations on which embracing social 

systems are built’ (1969: 10).  

Barth argued that ethnicity does not consist of cultural difference per se, but in 

the emphasis on cultural difference, which becomes the marker of the boundary. Such markers 

may change without the boundary changing. ‘The cultural features that signals the boundary 

may change’ while ‘continuing dichotomization between members and outsiders’ continues 

(1969: 14; see also Nagel 1994: 152ff.). In the spirit of Barth, Anthony Cohen points out that 

symbols mark the boundary as much to the outside as to the inside, and that they function 

better if they are open and non-specific, and hence open to interpretations, than if they are 

limited to a very specific cultural content (1985: 50). Barth argued that a specific cultural 

property should be viewed ‘as an implication or result, rather than a primary and definitional 

characteristic’ (1969: 11). Cultural traits can also exist across ethnic boundaries. ‘We can 

assume no simple one-to-one relationship between ethnic units and cultural similarities and 

differences’ (ibid.: 14).  

A chapter by Harald Eidheim in Barth’s anthology describes a case of a crystal-

clear ethnic boundary between Saami and non-Saami, while there were hardly any cultural 

differences (Eidheim 1969), and another chapter by Jan-Petter Blom describes a case of great 

cultural differences without any ethnic boundary (Blom 1969). Barth draws the conclusion 

that ‘[s]ome cultural features are used by the actors as signals and emblems of differences, 

others are ignored, and in some relationships radical differences are played down and denied’ 

(1969: 14). It follows that ethnic belonging cannot be determined objectively by criteria of 

any kind, neither language, culture, origin, nor kinship. ‘Socially relevant factors alone 

become diagnostic for membership, not the overt, “objective” differences’ (Barth 1969: 15). 

In short, Barth advocates a relational and processual approach to ethnicity. In this way, Barth 

argued against a view of ‘a world of separate peoples, each with their culture and each 

organized in a society which can legitimately be isolated for description as an island to itself’ 

(ibid.: 11).  

Several authors write about indigeneity in terms of boundary. Trond Thuen, in a 

response to Barnard, argues that ‘the claim to be indigenous is not just a one-sided issue; it 

has to be confirmed by others, and ideally by those who constitute the family of indigenous 

peoples worldwide. Its similarity to the concept of ethnic identity is relevant here; it rests on 

self-ascription as well as a confirmation from others’ (2006: 24). Yeh, in a volume on 
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indigenous experience today, argues similarly: ‘People are not indigenous naturally, but rather 

by convention and recognition by others’ (2007: 76). From this it follows that a ‘claim of 

indigeneity in itself is not enough; that claim must be recognized and legitimated, if not by the 

corresponding state, then at least by some other audience to which activists wish to speak’ 

(2007: 70). Clifford writes that ‘all sorts of people, these days, claim “indigeneity” vis-à-vis   

someone else’ (2007: 198). Merlan argues, in an article on local and global forms of 

indigeneity, that ‘indigeneity acquires its meaning not from essential properties of its own but 

in relation to what is not considered indigenous’ (2009: 305, also 2007: 125). Indigeneity 

consists ‘in relations between the “indigenous” and their “others” rather than in properties 

inherent only to those we call “indigenous” themselves’ (2009: 305). Indigeneity ‘has become 

an important geocultural category in our contemporary world, one in which both those we 

designate indigenous and those we designate non-indigenous are participants’ (ibid.: 306). 

And, Merlan continues,  

 
some do not participate in the social construction. Many still think of themselves first and foremost in 

terms of attachment to a locality, a set of people, a way of life, and other locally relevant social 

identities. Globalized indigeneity can be, in this sense, socially shallow. (Merlan 2009: 306)  

 

If there is no non-indigenous, there can be no indigenous either, and that is why ‘Botswana, 

home of over half the San peoples of Africa, refused to participate in the 1993-2003 UN 

Decade of the Indigenous People, on the grounds that in their country everyone was 

indigenous’, Lee argues in an article on twenty-first century indigenism (2006: 459).  

To understand indigeneity we must therefore investigate the making of both the 

indigenous and the non-indigenous, both the one who is and the one who is not. We must 

investigate who it is that holds the recognizing power over the boundary, rather than simply 

focusing on the properties of the in-group. Maybe studies of indigeneity have had a bias 

towards listening more to voices on one side of the border, the inside. As much as this is 

understandable, in terms of the kinds of fieldwork anthropologists have tended to do, and in 

terms of the way anthropologists have focused on the voices from within the indigenous 

political movement, it gives us only half the picture. 

It follows from a Barthian perspective that when you trace an ethnic genealogy, 

you are not, in fact, tracing the history of ‘a culture’:  
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[M]ost of the cultural matter that at any time is associated with a human population is not constrained 

by this boundary; it can vary, be learnt, and change without any critical relation to the boundary 

maintenance of the ethnic group. So when one traces the history of an ethnic group through time, one 

is not simultaneously, in the same sense, tracing the history of ‘a culture’. (Barth 1969: 38) 

 

What we are in fact tracing is instead ‘continued organizational existence’ (ibid.: 38). It is 

quite apparent that studying organizational existence is rather different from studying 

‘culture’. It is to trace how, by whom, and with what consequences boundaries are maintained 

over time, rather than studying cultural traits. ‘The critical focus of investigation from this 

point of view becomes the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it 

encloses’ (ibid.: 15). We thus need to ‘shift the focus of investigation from internal 

constitution and history of separate groups to ethnic boundaries and boundary maintenance’ 

(ibid.: 10). Studying ethnicity is also not the same as studying ‘people’, because  

 
boundaries persist despite a flow of personnel across them. In other words, categorical ethnic 

distinctions do not depend on an absence of mobility, contact and information but do entail processes 

of exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained despite changing 

participation and membership in the course of individual life histories. (Barth 1969: 9)  

 

Ethnic groups are not ‘biologically self-perpetuating’, so continuance of ethnic denominations 

is not the same as continuance of a group  (ibid.: 10).  

With a Barthian perspective, boundary maintenance is not something we can 

take for granted. Essentialized views of ethnicity as a property, on the other hand, ‘assume 

that boundary maintenance is unproblematic and follows from the isolation’ (ibid.: 11). In the 

cases of this thesis it will turn out that anthropological knowledge production takes part in 

boundary maintenance. 

Vermulen and Govers claim that the core of Barth’s arguments still hold (1994: 

1), and that Barth has been central to the way ethnicity is now conceived of as interactional 

instead of static (ibid.: 2). But Barth has also been criticized for being too primordialist 

(Sokolovskii and Tishkov 2001: 192). He assumed that ethnicity was about ‘identification by 

the actors themselves’ (Barth 1969: 10), that ethnicity was based on interaction between 

individuals (ibid.: 13–14), and that ‘ethnic groups only persist as significant units if they 

imply marked differences in behaviour’ (ibid.: 15). Thus, Barth did not include macro-scale 

structural processes but limited ethnicity to small-group, day-to-day interaction.  
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But Barth’s perspective can be extended to include these aspects, and that is how 

I view boundary processes here. To be based within but at the same time move beyond 

Barth’s perspective would, to my mind, imply including all actors that are related to 

indigenous boundary making in the investigation because ‘boundaries are between whoever 

people think they are between’, as Fardon argues in an article on African ethnogenesis (1987: 

176). Therefore, ‘every act of identification implies a “we” as well as a “they”. Ethnicity 

needs to be understood both from within and from outside,’ as Epstein argues (1978: xii). As 

Tsing points out in an article on indigenous voice, indigeneity must be recognized by someone 

to exist. This means that indigeneity must conform to  

 
the genre conventions with which public affirmations of identity are articulated. Because it is the genre 

convention, not the speaker him or herself, that has power, totally unknown people can speak with this 

kind of voice; but they must speak in a way an audience can hear. … Only when I find a way to speak 

that articulates my complaints in a publicly recognizable genre can I gain voice. (Tsing 2007: 38–39) 

 

Investigating indigeneity must therefore include investigating what these genre conventions 

are and who holds power over them – including when they turn out to be anthropologists and 

the genre conventions are determined by anthropological representations.  

Indigenous movements must speak to both the inside and the outside to gain 

recognition, Thomas DuBois argues in an article on a Saami movie (2000). Internal 

conflicting interests pose difficulties for social movements, Alan Filewood argues in an article 

on indigenous theatre (1992). Therefore we must ‘pay adequate attention to relationships 

between indigenous activists and elites, professional sectors and governmental institutions of 

dominant societies, and their conditions of possibility’, Merlan argues in her article on local 

and global indigeneity (2009: 312). We should study that which is ‘effective in maintaining 

group boundaries’, focus on the ‘manipulation of identities and on their “situational” 

character’, Verdery argues in an article on ethnicity and state-making (1994: 35). The 

‘taxonomic space in which self-identification occurs is of overriding importance’, Ardener 

argues in a similar vein in an article on ethnicity and language (1989: 68). Merlan argues in 

another article on the indigenous experience today that indigeneity is best understood ‘as 

time-bound and changing products in which practical and symbolic implications of 

indigenous–nonindigenous relationships are cast and contested’ (2007: 127).  

Barth argues in a later text that we should pay ‘particular attention to persons 

who change their ethnic identity: a discovery procedure aiming to lay bare the process 
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involved in the reproduction of ethnic groups’ (1994: 11). This should be in focus since 

boundaries allow ‘continuous flow of information, interaction, exchange and sometimes even 

people’ (1994: 12), something that will become apparent especially in the case of Altai, where 

people move across ethnic boundaries. Barth argues that we should focus on ‘the process of 

recruitment’ which is ‘produced under particular interactional, historical, economic and 

political circumstances’ (1994: 12). This is particularly important for understanding the 

Russian context, as ethnicity has been such an important issue for the political project of the 

state. 

This discussion of boundary making, involving the actors on both sides, is 

another way to explain how the idea of self-identification is a bit naïve. Even if I self-identify, 

if there is no one on the other side who recognizes the boundary, it does not come into being, 

and I am not able to become indigenous in any socially relevant way (I may still, of course, 

experience myself as indigenous). The notion of boundary making enables us to lay bare this 

politics of recognition, which might otherwise remain hidden. To emphasize boundary making 

does not contradict that, to the actors themselves, it is often ‘the cultural stuff’ that is 

important. These are two different questions. 

As will be clear, the way anthropology approaches indigeneity in the three cases 

to be discussed is in a sense pre-Barthian. Russian anthropology, as we will come to know in a 

coming chapter, still to a large extent seems to essentialize ethnicity. What may be more 

surprising is the way Euro-American anthropology also to some extent seems to be pre-

Barthian when it comes to indigeneity. The way Barnard claims that we know indigenous 

people when we see them conceals how this ‘seeing’ is in fact part of boundary making. As 

we ‘see’, we take part in boundary making, defining who is, and who is not. In ‘seeing’ we are 

also actively taking part in this process, not merely reporting it.  

 

Ethnic	group	or	ethnic	category?	

When we say ‘the Dinka’, ‘the Saami’, or ‘the Altaians’ it is not evident if we are talking 

about a category or a group of actual people. These are not the same; social group is based in 

actual social interaction between people, while social category is a mental abstraction, which 

may, or may not, be shared by the alleged members of the category (see Kurkiala 1997: 141–

142). A distinction between them can, and should, be made. ‘It is essential that the imagined 

units and the units of action are not confounded,’ Barth argued (1994: 26). One reason is that 

if we do not make this distinction, it makes the diversity of interests and debate among people 
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invisible, which Corntassel points out in an article on ethnonationalist approaches to 

articulating indigenous identity (2003: 76). It is also apparent that categories and groups must 

be studied in different ways, and that studying them gives insights into very different things.  

When we say ‘the Dinka’, ‘the Saami’, or ‘the Altaians’ it seems as if we are 

talking about both the category and the group. A bias towards assuming the group seems to be 

built into both the way we represent indigeneity and the way we conduct fieldwork. Therefore 

it seems to me all the more important to make the distinction, and not to assume groups of 

people from the mere existence of categories. If and how categories relate to groups is 

something we can investigate rather than take for granted. The way categories are mixed with 

groups becomes particularly evident in the case of Altai and in the case of repatriation to 

indigenous peoples. The different forms of ethnic classification in Altai may make you think 

that what is referred to are different groups of people – I initially thought so – while in fact it 

is the same people who are classified in different ways. In the case of repatriation, categorical 

continuation in the classification of human remains over 130 years from 1878 onwards is 

assumed to refer to actual groups of people, although if and in what way this may be the case 

is not investigated at all. So even when categorical continuity has been established, the 

question remains, who, in terms of groups of actual people, will the remains be given back to? 

On the basis of what? 

Barth argued that ethnicity starts with categorization. He asked ‘what is needed 

to make ethnic distinctions emerge’ and he answered that it is through ‘a categorization of 

population sectors in exclusive and imperative status categories’ (1969: 17). Werner Sollors, 

in a work on ethnicity in the American context, even argues that these ‘contrastive strategies – 

naming and name-calling among them – become the most important thing about ethnicity’ 

(1986: 28). Both anthropological and state classification has been part of this. This is still the 

case. State classification of the population in rural Russia on the part of the Russian state is 

formative for the way indigeneity unfolds in the cases of Altai and the North. 

Another reason to distinguish between groups and categories is that categories 

tend to be unambiguous, while groups are not. Categories are digital, while groups are 

analogous, so ‘it is not always obvious who is a member of a group and who is not’, Eriksen 

notes (1993: 157), and there are many ‘contexts where it may be difficult to ascribe a definite 

ethnic identity to an individual’ (ibid.: 62). This will be evident not least in the case of Altai. 

The distinction between category and group has been central to important works 

on ethnicity by Despres (1975), Epstein (1978), Fardon (1987), and Ardener (1989), which I 

discuss here. In his study of resource competition in the plural society in Guyana (1975), Leo 
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Despres comes to the important conclusion that ethnicity is played out on three levels, from a 

micro-level of face-to-face interaction of individuals to a macro-level of state-level processes. 

Despres concludes that there are  

 
three dimensions of ethnicity and ethnic group relations: first, that pertaining to the overall social 

system and the persistence of culturally differentiated populations; second, the nature and character of 

organized ethnic group relations; and third, the role of ethnicity as it affects individual encounters 

within varying situational contexts. (Despres 1975: 89)  

 

With Despres’ perspective, one must make explicit which level one is referring to. It is 

obvious that only at the micro-level are we dealing with groups proper, while the macro-level 

refers to categories and classification, and the mid-level is organizational and can refer both to 

individual interactions and to classification. Despres’ three-level scheme thus implies that we 

must distinguish between group and category. In the case of Altai this three-level scheme is 

absolutely crucial to being able to grasp the many dimensions of indigeneity. In the case of 

repatriation the state-like macro-level classification completely overrules the micro-level, and 

in the case of the North also the middle, organizational level becomes crucial, as the 

association with the Saami movement becomes so important for how indigeneity is played 

out. One problem with anthropological knowledge production within these cases is that these 

three levels are not distinguished, nor is it recognized that anthropology participates in them. 

An important implication of this threefold scheme is that face-to-face ethnic 

interactions and self-ascriptions cannot be understood without the other two levels – state 

macro-level and organizational mid-level – which inform it, as is the case in Altai. This is 

how social classification works: you become the one you are told you are. Despres writes that 

‘the domain of individual transactions is both situational and episodic but it is not without 

patterning’ (1975: 111). The other two levels structure this pattering of the micro-level. The 

macro-level provides a direct link between state-level classifications and how ethnicity is 

conceived of in individual self-ascription. Census-taking, around which the case of Altai 

revolves, is a case in point. ‘At the level of the overall social system, one must begin by taking 

note of census data and the much discussed problem of census classification,’ Despres notes 

(1975: 89).  

In Despres’ case, the ways the organizational and state levels of ethnicity 

classification inform individual interactions explain the many different and seemingly 

contradictory ways in which individuals classify one another.  
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Guyanese who count other Guyanese sometimes give note to subjectively asserted ethnic identities for 

purposes of classification. In other instances attention is drawn to ambiguously defined cultural 

diacriteria…. In still other instances, persons are counted in reference to equally ambiguous 

phenotypical variations. (Despres 1975: 89) 

 

Barth, too, distinguishes between different levels at which ethnicity is played out: for 

example, interpersonal, organizational, leadership, entrepreneurial, and state politics (1994: 

21). Barth points out why it is essential to differentiate between the levels. ‘The second is 

often mistaken for the first, when NGO rhetoric is taken to represent “the people” ’  (ibid.: 21). 

It can be especially important, when it comes to indigeneity, not to mistake the organizational 

level for the interpersonal one when NGOs claim to represent groups.  

Despres’ three-level scheme leads to the crucial question of what level we 

should focus on. Eriksen asks, 

 
should anthropology stress the voluntary, chosen and strategic aspects of agency and social identity, or 

should it rather concentrate on showing the ways in which humans are products of culture and society? 

There is no definite answer to these questions, but the choice of perspective can make for important 

differences in the resulting analyses. (Eriksen 1993: 65) 

 

From the point of view of small-scale, everyday interaction perspectives, ethnicity may appear 

to be mainly voluntary, while a focus on macro-levels can reveal how ethnicity is structurally 

formed and limited. Studies of nationalism are related to the state and are therefore large-scale 

and have had a bias towards stressing ethnic identifications as societal, macro-political, 

involuntary constructs. The study of indigeneity, on the other hand, seems to have had a bias 

towards micro-level, voluntary, and chosen aspects of ethnic identifications. One reason for 

this is the way anthropologists have done fieldwork in small-scale settings in which people 

have face-to-face interactions. However, I agree with Eriksen when he points out ‘the 

limitations of an analytical perspective on ethnicity which one-sidedly stresses the voluntary, 

strategic aspect. Many people are indeed victims of ethnic classifications’ (1993: 124). 

Locally, in Altai, many people do not want indigeneity, or they disagree with ethnic categories 

put onto them. Therefore it may be particularly useful for the study of indigeneity to switch 

from voluntary to structural aspects, from micro to macro levels. In the discussion of the cases 

in the coming chapters, I attempt to include all three levels and to discuss how they interact.  
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In his study of ethnic relations in the Copperbelt, Epstein (1978) found a 

situation in which there was no one-to-one relationship between groups and categories, and 

this situation could be comprehended only through a divorce between group and category. 

The Copperbelt was an area of extensive social change and turmoil, with labour migration and 

urbanization, and Epstein argues that ethnic categorization 

 
is a common reaction in a situation where social relationships are of necessity transitory and 

superficial but at the same time multitudinous and extensive. In such circumstances people seek means 

of reducing the complexity of social relations with which they are confronted. They do this by 

classifying those around them into a restricted number of categories. (Epstein 1978: 10–11) 

 

In this new situation, people ‘were able to reduce the hundred or so ethnic groups represented 

in the urban population to a mere handful of tribal categories’ (ibid.: 11). This is the exact 

same thing that happened when the Vega explorers represented the sophisticated and complex 

local social classifications of the Siberians they met into three unambiguous categories, or 

when Russian anthropologists decide what ethnic categories to represent Altai with in the 

census. 

Fardon investigated the Chamba and argued that even though ethnic categories 

remain constant, groups do not. Ethnicity is situational, and thus there cannot be any absolute 

continuity (1987: 174). The ethnic category Chamba ‘has a historical genealogy, but in the 

senses in which it is currently employed, it is also a recent invention’, because ‘the ethnic 

modern term Chamba refers to an isolable type of difference which was not distinguished in a 

pre-colonial context’ (ibid.: 179). Fardon’s argument is radical in divorcing groups and 

categories. He argues that   

 

the Chamba did not exist in the nineteenth century … because ethnic entities which have the 

form of the modern Chamba ethnicity are modern inventions. This invention did not take 

place in a vacuum – invention never does, and the term Chamba has historical precedents – 

but it resulted in a form different from those before it. (Fardon 1987: 182)  

 

Fardon’s perspective aptly describes what happens in the case of repatriation: there is 

categorical continuation of the human remains from when the Vega crew collected them in 

1878 up to the present day, and just because there is categorical continuation, it is assumed 

that groups have remained constant too, which hardly seems plausible. 



 70 

It seems, then, that we cannot assume we know a group just because we find 

categorical continuity. When Lee claims that ‘[t]he Ju/’hoansi have existed for millennia. The 

Inupiat have existed for millennia. The Arrente have existed for millennia’ (2006: 460), what 

does this really mean? There may be a categorical continuity, but this does not necessarily 

imply continuity in groups, their political organization, cultural universes, or ways of life. 

This makes Kuper’s questions highly relevant. ‘What lands belonged ancestrally to which 

current population? When? Who can claim membership in one of these “aboriginal” 

communities?’ (2004: 266).  

To understand ethnicity we must investigate both historical development and 

change, because ‘ethnic terms have complex histories of use’, Fardon argues (1987: 170). We 

must investigate the circumstances that enable categories to be reinvented in the present, 

because of ‘the rhetorical role of naming’ (ibid.: 168) and the role anthropological knowledge 

production takes in this. We must be cautious not to make ourselves guilty of a ‘neglect of 

history, which would have revealed changing tribal terms and referents’ (ibid.: 173), and not 

to forget to investigate the multiple meanings and uses of ethnicity at any given present 

moment. The case of Altai, where the question is whether people have become the ones they 

have been told they are or have remained the same despite external classification, is a case in 

point. 

Fardon argues that it is not only self-ascribed categories that are to be 

investigated if we are to understand ethnicity. Also ‘abusive usages of neighbors, or the 

misunderstandings of colonial authorities, become instrumental terms in their own right and 

equally subject to analysis’ (1987: 172). Colonial misunderstandings – or state or 

anthropological classifications of today – are also important. They create ethnicity in their 

own way, as we see in the cases of this thesis. 

Fardon draws our attention to the way anthropologists have made the mistake of 

mixing categorical continuity with continuity of groups, since ‘anthropologists may often 

have reified tribes, ignored the situational nature of ethnic loyalties’ (1987: 175). He claims 

that among anthropologists there is ‘a startling, even wilful, naivety about the ethnic units 

compared’ (ibid.: 168–169). Fardon claims that when we as anthropologists take ethnicity as a 

conceptual point of departure, ‘we do more than simply translate, we also attribute a technique 

of social distinction’ (ibid.: 176). This technique of social distinction is made through 

comparison, and ‘comparison intrinsically defines units’ (ibid.: 183). But what is it that we 

compare, categories or groups? ‘Comparison depends upon ethnic tags having a constant 

“reality value”, ’  which they do not necessarily have (ibid.: 168). Fardon’s argument has quite 
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far-reaching implications for how we can understand ethnicity, because ethnic  ‘names are 

tokens of reality which we assume can be redeemed. Take away the ethnic labels, and you 

also remove the link between the culture and its carriers’ (ibid.: 168). Fardon wrote this thirty 

years ago, but as we will see in the cases, his description of anthropologists seems still to have 

bearing. Fardon divorces categories from groups in almost as radical a way as Edwin Ardener 

does. 

In his study of ethnic categories in Africa, Ardener (1989) relativized ethnic 

labels completely and divorced demography, or population, from ethnicity altogether. Ardener 

argues that a category like ‘ “Kole” may have been filled according to different criteria at 

different times’ (1989: 69), so the only constant over time is the category, the name, itself, 

even though ‘we imagine that population is a reality’ (ibid.: 65). The idea of a population is  

 
dependent on the subjective definition of that population by the human beings concerned. Over time, 

therefore, population series are continually affected by changing definitions on the part of both the 

measurers and the measured. (Ardener 1989: 66) 

 

This is exactly what happens in the case of repatriation and Vega; the names live a life of their 

own in Swedish institutes, completely divorced from the groups they were taken from. One of 

the most important questions to ask with this perspective is why and how categories are 

maintained. ‘Who, or what, determines the preservation of the classification itself?’ (Ardener 

1989: 69).  

Ardener introduces the term ‘hollow categories’ for situations in which there is 

low correspondence between categories and groups. ‘We can easily hypothesize a situation in 

which everyone can point to a Kole, but no one calls himself Kole’ (1989: 69). In Ardener’s 

view, hollow categories may transform to groups, and vice versa. This is relevant for the case 

of Altai; during Soviet times people were called Altaians, which initially was a hollow 

category, but over time people became Altaian. Now, the same process seems to be taking 

place with indigeneity, which as yet is still a ‘hollow’ category in Altai. 

 

Emic	or	etic	category?	

A distinction that has long been crucial to anthropology is the one between emic and etic. This 

distinction can be explained as ‘the distinction which follows between the actor’s and the 



 72 

observer’s perception of a situation’, as Epstein phrases it (1978: xii), or with the words of 

Marvin Harris, who introduced the distinction in anthropology: 

 
The test of the adequacy of emic analyses is their ability to generate statements the native accepts as 

real, meaningful, or appropriate … The test of the adequacy of etic accounts is simply their ability to 

generate scientifically productive theories about the causes of sociocultural differences and 

similarities. Rather than employ concepts that are necessarily real, meaningful and appropriate from 

the native point of view, the observer is free to use alien categories and rules derived from the data 

language of science. Frequently, etic operations involve the measurement and juxtaposition of 

activities and events that native informants may find inappropriate or meaningless. (Harris 1979: 32)  

 

This distinction is not always made explicit in the study of ethnicity and indigeneity, but it 

seems that a lot could be gained by making it.  

Eriksen describes how Moerman in 1965 approached the Lue as an etic category 

but encountered problems when trying to decide objective criteria for who the Lue were. 

Moerman solved this problem by shifting to view the Lue as an emic category. ‘Moerman 

defines it as an emic category of ascription. This way of delineating ethnic groups has become 

very influential in social anthropology’ (Eriksen 1993: 11). Fardon comes to the same position 

as he concludes that ethnic categories are impossible to define outside of specific cases (1987: 

170–171). His argument is that ‘ethnic terms are elements in the practical philosophy and 

sociology of the peoples studied by anthropologists’ (ibid.: 169), and not part of the 

anthropologist’s toolkit.  

To a large degree, the difference between approaching ethnic categories as etic 

or emic categories is related to essentialized or constructivist approaches to ethnicity. With an 

essentialized view, ethnicity becomes something fixed, with criteria that can be objectively 

and analytically defined, by the anthropologist. With an essentialized view, Barth argues, 

 
the classification of persons and local groups as members of an ethnic group must depend on their 

exhibiting the particular traits of the culture. This is something that can be judged objectively by the 

ethnographic observer, in the culture-area tradition, regardless of the categories and prejudices of the 

actors. (Barth 1969: 12)   

 

When Fardon wrote that ‘the way in which anthropologists define units of study for research, 

pursue their investigations in practice and write about their results tends to conspire in the 

reification of ethnic entities’ (1987: 183), he was describing approaches treating ethnic 

categories as etic categories.  
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With a constructivist view, ethnic categories are treated as emic categories, 

without fixed or objective content. The content of emic perspectives cannot be predefined, but 

must be investigated in each case. For indigeneity this means that we cannot take for granted 

what ‘indigeneity’ comes to mean in a specific situation, as all emic perspectives are part of 

larger social contexts with adjacent political stakes and objectives. When investigating what 

indigeneity emically means, we must then also investigate these larger social contexts, which 

make the emic meanings relevant. Most anthropologists agree that indigeneity is not relevant 

as an etic, analytical concept, and that it is made relevant only within specific social contexts. 

This means that we should study indigeneity as an emic category. This should then be the case 

also when it is anthropologists who use the category of indigeneity. 

Approaching categories as emic categories can be helpful, for example in 

situations where informants hold ideas with which the anthropologist does not agree, like 

racism. Even if we find the concept of ‘race’ untenable as an analytical tool, ‘[c]oncepts of 

race can nevertheless be important to the extent that they inform people’s actions; at this level, 

race exists as a cultural construct’ (Eriksen 1993: 4–5). Another instance in which ethnic 

categories can be treated as primarily emic is when informants hold different, conflicting 

views. Delphine Red Shirt, for example, argues in an article about who is and who is not 

recognized as Indians, that there is no agreement within those self-identified as indigenous 

about what indigeneity is, or who it is (2002). They simply use and define the emic categories 

differently.  

The distinction may also be useful in situations in which ethnic categories are 

used as etic categories, since the way people are externally classified affects the way they self-

identify. Because of this, etic categories can turn into emic ones, and anthropological 

analytical concepts can become part of informants’ self-identifications. Eriksen claims that 

‘there is an intrinsic relationship between anthropological theorizing’ and how the very same 

concepts are used in ethno-politics, ‘and in some cases they self-consciously present 

themselves as “tribes” reminiscent of the “tribes” depicted in classical anthropological 

monographs’ (1993: 15). This is complicated all the more by the fact that ‘many of the terms 

which found their way into the literature as tribal epithets were not genuine ethnic terms’, i.e. 

self-ascriptions, but were ‘bestowed by neighbors or by colonial authorities; others designated 

language groups without ethnic salience; others simply meant something like “the people” ’ 

(Fardon 1987: 172). The way external classifications become part of internal, emic self-

understandings is perhaps especially important in the Russian context. 
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The distinction may also be useful in the examples in which emic concepts are 

turned into etic ones, in the sense that the emic, self-understanding of informants is simply 

reproduced on the analytical level. Eriksen warns us that there is ‘a real risk that the scholarly 

conceptual apparatus will be contaminated by the inaccurate and perhaps ideologically loaded 

meanings’ of our informants (1993: 16). If people say they are X we tend to call them X too. 

When it is spokespersons or NGOs who are allowed to say ‘X’ about others, things become 

especially problematic.  

Barth argues that ‘the people and the movements we seek to understand make it 

more difficult for us by their own reifications’ (1994: 13), partly because ‘the mobilization of 

ethnic groups in collective action is affected by leaders who pursue a political enterprise, and 

is not a direct expression of the group’s cultural ideology, or popular will’ (ibid.: 12). This is 

not an easy terrain for the anthropologist to navigate. One aspect of this danger is the risk of 

making emic self-ascription into the etic perspective, to accept self-ascription as the ‘correct’ 

category.  Fardon pinpoints the dilemma. 

 
The ‘ethnic revival’ describes a process by which more and more categories of people have been 

persuaded to see ethnic identity as an argument about which to mobilize claims to specific types of 

entitlement. Anthropologists found themselves compromised as the proponents of a distinction within 

what was generally supposed, especially in the nationalists’ and ethnic revivalists’ own rhetoric of 

‘primordial sentiment’, to be a universal phenomenon. Ethnicity could be construed as an element of 

‘personhood’, and ethnic groups could appear as the natural carriers of rights. (Fardon 1987: 173) 

 

To simply reproduce emic self-ascriptions as etic perspectives is problematic because it gives 

a bias toward micro-level, voluntary aspects of ethnicity at the expense of involuntary and 

macro-level structures. It is also problematic because in reproducing one emic perspective, 

other emic self-ascriptions become difficult to handle. Barnard expresses one example of this 

from the South African context: ‘I have no problem with Afrikaners being classified as an 

“indigenous people” if they truly believe that they are, although the suggestion that other 

“indigenous peoples” do not recognize them as such’ may discredit their claim (2006a: 1). 

This is a good example of how naïve the idea of self-identification is. There is never only one, 

coherent emic perspective among our informants. There are always simultaneously many 

different perspectives of many different actors, with different and contradictory stakes. So the 

moment you respect one informant’s self-identification, you disregard someone else’s. In the 

case of Altai, using ethnic categories as etic ones would require that I take a stance as to 

which of them is correct and which is wrong, and this would arguably be ethically 
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problematic. Viewing them as emic perspectives, on the other hand, allows me to view all of 

them as related competing political stakes. 

Many agree that indigeneity must be seen as an emic category. For example, 

Hale argues that it is ‘a consensus position that “indigenous”, an eminently political category, 

has no single a priori or fixed meaning’ (2009: 322). Eriksen comes to the same conclusion: 

‘The concept “indigenous people” is thus not an accurate analytical one’ (1993: 14). Barnard 

finds the category indigenous ‘meaningful for political persuasion’ (2004: 19), but 

‘theoretically I don’t see that term as particularly useful’ (ibid.: 19). It is ‘theoretically 

problematic’ (ibid.: 19). In a discussion on the concept of indigeneity Mathias Guenther 

argues that indigenous ‘is a term applied to people – and by the people themselves’ (2006: 

17). Tsing studies uses of indigeneity as emic categories and follows ‘the claims of those who 

set the terms of discussion – for example, activists, community leaders, and public 

intellectuals’ (2007: 34) as she tracks emic ‘variations in the public articulation of indigeneity 

in different places’ (ibid.: 38). I attempt something similar, and approach ethnic categories 

and indigeneity as emic categories in this thesis. 

As an emic, or political category, the indigenous gets a life of its own. The 

Cameroonian anthropologist Francis Nyamnjoh argues that ‘indigeneity is a process subject to 

renegotiation with rising expectations by individuals and groups. For one thing, political, 

cultural, historical, and, above all, economic realities, determine what form and meaning the 

articulation of indigeneity assumes in any given context’ (2007: 323). Or, as Merlan explains 

it: 

 
Like all categories that have any efficacy, growing familiarity with it and its international matrix of 

institutions and meanings may make a difference in how people think of themselves. People who start 

out being outside the classification and processes of its production may wind up adapting to, 

reproducing, and perhaps modifying it. (Merlan 2009: 306) 

 

The cases in the following chapters exemplify how this is partly the case and is partly even 

more complicated, as some people also refute indigeneity altogether, or continue to be left 

outside. 
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Examples	of	indigeneity	as	emic	category	in	boundary	making	

The three principles of ethnicity discussed above can be used for a view of indigeneity that 

treats indigeneity as a form of social identification based in notions of fictive kinship, not the 

property of the indigenous, but relationally constructed by the indigenous and the non-

indigenous alike, through boundary making. Who, on what side of the boundary, has the 

upper hand in determining how indigeneity unfolds in a particular instance is an empirical 

question, and both the indigenous and the non-indigenous must be studied to determine how 

that question will be answered. Whether and in what way indigeneity refers to groups or is 

merely categorical is something to be empirically investigated through studying the emic uses 

of indigeneity.  

To my knowledge no study of indigeneity uses this kind of framework 

explicitly. However, there are studies that are consistent with such an approach, and I present 

a few of them here: two by Li (2000, 2010), one by Rata (2003), and one by Merlan (2009). I 

do so to exemplify what kinds of questions such a view may pose, and to show that this 

framework is suitable for answering the kinds of questions I ask in this thesis: how indigeneity 

structures thought and experience and organizes discourse and political action.  

 

Who	and	what	becomes	indigenous?		

In the first of Li’s (2000) studies discussed here she compares two sites, the Lindu and the 

Lauje areas in Indonesia, of which only one – the Lindu site – managed to get recognized as 

‘indigenous’, as ‘the discourse of indigenous people became available to them’ (2000: 164). 

As Li focuses on the articulation of indigeneity, she does not treat it as something that is but 

something that becomes, and she focuses her study on how and by whom this recognition 

takes place. She makes the argument that  

 
a group’s self-identification as tribal or indigenous is not natural or inevitable, but neither is it simply 

invented, adopted, or imposed. It is, rather, a positioning which draws upon historically sedimented 

practices, landscapes, and repertoires of meaning, and emerges through particular patterns of 

engagement and struggle. The conjunctures at which (some) people come to identify themselves as 

indigenous, realigning the ways they connect to the nation, the government, and their own, unique 

tribal place, are the contingent products of agency and the cultural and political work of articulation. 

(Li 2000: 151) 
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The reason that Lindu, but not Lauje, managed to become articulated as indigenous is not 

because Lindu were ‘more indigenous’ per se, but that their situation displayed features that 

outside actors recognized as indigenous. The Lindu situation ‘fitted’ outsiders’ expectations, 

while the Lauje did not.  

The Lindu case evolved around a specific event, a hydro-power plant, which 

could easily be recognized as a conflict between the state and a vulnerable group. And to get 

recognition, ‘the main issue drawing outsiders is … conflict, especially when it pits locals 

against the state’ (Li 2000: 171). Some of the actors that took part in creating the boundary of 

indigeneity around Lindu were protesters against the hydro-plant, NGOs, media, and urban 

activists. The Lauje, on the other hand, were just considered poor villagers, no different from 

so many other poor villagers. They were ‘considered rather dull folk, lacking in the paint and 

feathers expected of true primitives’ (ibid.: 161–162). So they did not receive the same 

attention. Ironically enough, it was rather because the Lindu were less vulnerable, 

marginalized, and culturally different than the Lauje that they gained recognition as 

indigenous, not the other way around. Lindu were politically organized in a form outsiders 

recognized, they spoke Indonesian, and they knew what attracted outside attention.  

It seems clear that Li treats indigeneity as an emic (not analytical) category (with 

no clear attached groups) within boundary making (rather than according to properties), where 

it is outsiders who are some of the most important recognizing actors. She further describes 

some of the consequences of this. Recognition of indigeneity privileges some fraction of a 

population, those who fit best (ibid.: 172). ‘Losers would include those who fail to fit a clear-

cut ethnic and territorial niche’ (ibid.: 170). She further points out that  

 
one of the risks that stems from the attention given to indigenous peoples is that some sites and 

situations in the countryside are privileged while others are overlooked, thus unnecessarily limiting the 

field within which coalitions could be formed and local agendas identified and supported. (Li 2000: 

151) 

 

In that sense, recognition of indigeneity becomes a self-generating force. Moreover, Li makes 

the argument that the way indigeneity comes into being through outsider recognition has 

effects on anthropological practice because ‘possibilities for research, writing, and connecting 

are also preconfigured, and have real political effects’ (2000: 172). She describes her 

experiences of researching these sites. 
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Contacts easily made, I was able to make a two-day visit to Lindu … [where] a group of community 

leaders gathered to talk to me. The contrasts with the Lauje area I had just left were palpable: a much 

higher standard of living, an educated, Indonesian-speaking population, and a leadership with a clearly 

articulated collective position. Moreover, the clarity of their discourse, together with a set of 

documents and press clippings given to me by the NGO, made it possible for me to write about them 

even without conducting field research. Connecting with the hillside Lauje is much more difficult. 

Very few people speak Indonesian, illiteracy is almost total, and there are few documentary sources. 

The hillside has no obvious spatial or social center, no hierarchy of leadership that would suggest to a 

visitor (especially one in a hurry) where they should go, or whom to talk to. (Li 2000: 171–172) 

 

This implies that anthropologists risk reproducing the way indigeneity is preconfigured. 

‘Many locally produced images, counter-images, inversions, and inventions receive little 

attention on the global stage as a result of the unequal power relations within which processes 

of representation occur’ (ibid.: 172). This means that anthropologists, too, risk losing sight of 

them.  

 
For people in a hurry, it is easier to seek out conjunctures at which the articulations they seek are 

readily forthcoming and connections easily made. Such places then become exemplars, visited by 

many people, and are increasingly reified as they are written about, quoted, and cited in ever-

broadening circuits of knowledge and action. (Li 2000: 171) 

 

Anthropologists can also, so to speak, be in a hurry. Li’s discussion could have been a 

description of the case of the North in this thesis. The case of the North also displays how it is 

those places and people that fit outsider expectations that gain recognition as indigenous, and 

that anthropological knowledge production is also ‘in a hurry’ and reproduces the form of 

indigeneity that is preconfigured. In the case of Altai, global, generic indigeneity in the shape 

of an international NGO is oblivious to the Russian specifics of indigeneity, as that does not 

‘fit’ their expectations. Also in the case of repatriation, it is those human remains that fit 

outside expectations of being indigenous which are treated as eligible for repatriation – i.e. 

remains from Australia and America – while Russian skulls do not fit the outsider 

expectations of indigeneity and are simply overlooked and not ‘seen’ at all. 

In another study, Li (2010) investigates the cherished notions of collective 

ownership and sacredness of land, and makes an ‘important and counterintuitive argument 

about collective landholding among indigenous peoples’, Nancy Postero writes in a comment 

(2010: 405). Li questions the idea that ownership was never individual among small-scale 

farmers, that it was global capitalism that introduced it, and that we now ought to do 
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everything we can to prevent individual ownership and create legal systems to protect these 

vulnerable people from the vices of capitalism, an idea that now comes in the shape of 

indigeneity.  

Li shows that in Indonesia and Africa, during colonial rule, small farmers and 

landowners were prevented from selling land and from participating in the market through 

enforced collective ownership and ideas of inalienable land. Paternalist arguments about the 

‘farmer who might foolishly dispossess himself’ and who is ‘still incompetent to handle cash’ 

(2010: 389) were used. Li argues that individual ownership in fact was ‘a culturally distinct 

formation naturally present among “tribal” or “indigenous” people’ (ibid.: 385). Actual 

ownership in colonial times was more complex than the binary individual/communal, Rob 

Cramb notes in a comment (2010: 401). The rationale behind the colonial politics was simply 

to ban Africans from trade, to the benefit of Europeans, Pauline Peters notes in another 

comment (2010: 404). 

The same paternalist practices now reappear, Li argues, in the shape of 

indigeneity. In the UN 2007 declaration, for example, all rights still ‘pertain to groups, not to 

indigenous persons as individuals’ (Li 2010: 395). There is an assumption ‘that commercial 

agriculture is a practice from which indigenous people can only lose’ (ibid.: 398) and that 

‘collective ownership will protect indigenous people from impoverishing themselves by 

selling their land’ (ibid.: 398). Even some ‘advocates still suggest that indigenous people have 

difficulty handling money’ (ibid.: 397). Colonial practices to prevent agrarian populations 

from participating in the market ‘are again being discussed by an expanded set of “governors” 

that includes national and transnational NGOs, development banks, and the United Nations–

sponsored rights regime’ (ibid.: 386).  

Such ‘attempts to protect “indigenous” communities from the perceived threat of 

capitalism’ do ‘not necessarily represent the communities’ desire, need, or true relationship to 

the land’, Rusaslina Idrus claims in a comment (2010: 403), but display ‘striking parallels 

between the roles of different forms of “governors”, from colonial governments to present-day 

institutions and advocacy groups, in imposing their own values and assumptions about what is 

best for communities’ (ibid.: 403). 

Li argues that contrary to good intentions, collective ownership and inalienable 

land contributes to, rather than prevents, dispossession in the capitalist system, and that the 

rhetoric of indigeneity conceals this. She argues that ‘dispossessory processes roll on 

unrecognized and unobserved’ (2010: 386) because indigeneity does not address the ‘effects 

of capitalist processes emerging “from below”  ’ (ibid.: 396). It focuses only on global 
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capitalism, not the ‘microprocesses of dispossession among small-scale farmers’ (ibid.: 396). 

Within the indigenous rhetoric it is the state, and not capitalism, that is ‘the principal villain’ 

(ibid.: 397). The indigenous rhetoric simply does not allow for an analysis of class-

differentiation because ‘too much attention to class differentiation would be divisive’ instead 

of unifying (ibid.: 396–397). In sum, Li’s argument is that 

 
[l]ike their colonial predecessors, contemporary advocates seeking to protect indigenous people do not 

attempt to reverse the dispossessory effects of capitalism overall. Rather, they seek to erect a wall … 

guarded by the insistence that indigenous peoples’ landholding is collective and inalienable. Such a 

wall leaves the world beyond its boundaries unchanged and confines those inside the wall to a set of 

constraints many of them reject. (Li 2010: 399) 

 

Who has the right to ‘protect’ someone else from the vices of capitalism? Postero, 

commenting upon Li’s article, draws a parallel to Bolivia, where people have sold their 

individual lands.  

  
They are still poor, but they have houses in a growing suburb with water, electricity, schools, a new 

health center, and regular bus service. They have lost the possibility of having an ‘indigenous 

community’, and this continues to pain the older folk, but they have gained other forms of security that 

might mean more to their children in the coming years. Would they have been better off holding the 

land collectively? Li’s article directs us to the critical questions: who should decide? (Postero 2010: 

406) 

 

In another comment, Irina Wenk argues that ‘when we (anthropologists, experts, advocates) 

talk of self-determination, we must mean letting people make their own choices on how to 

deal with local specificities of capitalism’ (2010: 407). Li’s article points out that deploying 

the indigenous rhetoric does not allow this. 

Li argues that ‘anthropologists have promoted strong concepts of community, 

indigeneity, race, or cultural difference, especially when these appeared to have strategic 

value in advancing an agenda they support’ (2010: 399). Instead of this, Li suggests, we 

should ‘attend to the dispossessory accumulative practices of “indigenous” elites’ (ibid.: 400). 

Neither of the empirical cases of this thesis deals specifically with collective 

land rights, but the argument is still relevant to all of them. This is the way global and national 

indigeneity is blind, and as a generic discourse perhaps must be blind, to internal 

differentiation among locals, making some into winners and others into losers. Also the way 

global indigeneity assumes that the conflict of interests is primarily a local–state relation, 
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being blind to how local aspects of capitalism result in internal exploitation, is relevant to the 

cases of this thesis. The cases of Altai and the North display how different regional interests 

are pitted against one another, and how generic indigeneity has unanticipated consequences 

for parts of the local population. The case of repatriation is played out wholly on a global 

arena, deaf to local voices, oblivious to local experiences. 

 

Indigeneity	as	an	alternative	to,	or	as	part	of,	the	global	order?	

In her study on New Zealand and Maori, Rata (2003) conducts a Marxist-oriented analysis of 

the relationship between indigeneity and capitalism. She investigates how ‘neotraditionalism 

as the ideology of neotribal capitalism can be located in the peoples’ movements of 

ethnification, indigenization and retribalization from the late 1960s to the present day’ (2003: 

45). But the argument she makes is the reverse of many others. Rather than claiming that 

indigeneity has arisen as a reaction to or protest against global capitalism, Rata argues that 

indigeneity is in no way subversive of global power and economic orders. 

Indigeneity is, in this perspective, enabled by global capitalism. ‘A new 

settlement between global capitalism and non-democratic forms of political regulation is 

emerging from the contingency between neotraditionalist ideologies of ethnic revival 

movements and the modes of regulation of late capitalism’ (2003: 43). The late capitalist era 

is characterized by the changes in identity construction that characterize the ethnic revivalist 

movement and indigeneity (ibid.: 44). ‘This argument is in contrast to the more commonly 

accepted position that the emergent societal, political and cultural norms are the revival of a 

traditional society’ (ibid.: 44). Thus, ‘indigenous neotraditionalism and other forms of ethnic 

and pseudo-ethnic revivalism serve as the ideology of late capitalism’ (ibid.: 54). It conceals 

exploitive relations within the ‘group’, and ‘non-democratic neotribal modes of regulation 

create the social conditions that guarantee the stability of capitalist accumulation’ (ibid.: 43).  

Part of this dynamic is that the group rather than the individual becomes the 

subject in relation to the state, ‘mediated through the non-democratic institutions and 

processes of the tribe. In this way the tribe and the state are the political protagonists rather 

than the citizen and the state’ (2003: 55). This means that individuals are no longer ‘legally 

equal citizens’ within indigeneity, and this has ‘profound implications for democratic 

relations. This is the case because democratic relations require the recognition of the subject 

as an individual, politically linked to others as a consequences of political, not ethnic, status’ 
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(ibid.: 55). Thus, with indigeneity, ‘the nation-state becomes an administrative rather than a 

political location’ (ibid.: 55).  

In Rata’s analysis, ‘the individualized political subject is replaced by the reified 

ethnic subject’, and ‘the removal of the site of political regulation from the democratic state to 

the non-democratic institutions of the tribe removes the site for challenges to the inequalities 

of capitalism’ (2003: 55). There is simply a ‘contradiction between indigenous rights and 

citizenship’, Lee concludes  (2006: 468–469). 

In Rata’s analysis indigeneity becomes a repressive force. ‘This “New Middle 

Age” would be characterized by double oppressive social and economic structures: the 

oppressive political and social relations of traditional societies in conjunction with the 

exploitative economic relations inherent to capitalism’ (Rata 2003: 43). Further, ‘tribal 

brokers are considered to be traditional leaders of a revived communal tribe rather than as a 

class elite in an exploitative relationship’ (ibid.: 45). This is so despite the fact that they have 

privileged positions relative to resources that are ‘recognized by the government as the modes 

of regulation of tribal economic and social activity, despite the non-democratic nature of the 

tribes’ (ibid.: 45). Kuper similarly argues that shamanist leadership is undemocratic, as 

shamans are not elected (2003b: 401). Neotraditionalism ‘maintains the capitalist relations of 

production that characterize the modern period but recreates the social and political relations 

of the pre-modern period’ (Rata 2003: 46). But ‘because the non-democratic relations are 

understood as revived communal relations (and hence non-exploitative), this double 

oppressive new alliance of exploitative class relations of production and traditional 

ideological relations is concealed’ (ibid.: 46).  

Rata also argues that anthropology plays a role in this process. This development 

‘is not inevitable. This will depend upon the willingness of liberal democratic forces to 

challenge the reactionary nature of non-democratic ethnic structures and to establish 

egalitarian societies based upon meaningful economic and civic rights, as well as upon the 

legal rights of liberalism’ (2003: 44). Whether citizens will feel they can contribute to a 

shared discourse on shared institutions ‘will depend to some extent on the willingness of 

academics to play a leading role in this discussion’, and especially ‘the disciplines of history 

and anthropology’ (ibid.: 58).   

Rata’s perspective represents a somewhat extreme position, but may still be 

needed within the study of indigeneity, for example to counterbalance the bias in focusing on 

the micro-level voluntary aspects of indigeneity. Rata’s perspective is relevant for the cases of 

this thesis since it makes visible how indigeneity locally may simultaneously be a liberating 
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and repressive force, or, to put it in other words, may bring recognition and resources to some 

marginalized people at the same time that their equally marginalized neighbours are excluded, 

as indigeneity makes class relations invisible. 

In the last study to be reviewed here, Merlan (2009) investigates why 

indigeneity arose where it did in the establishing countries of North America, Australia, and 

Scandinavia. Merlan describes ‘the liberal democratic origins of the international indigenist 

project’ (2009: 304). She argues that the reason indigeneity arose where it did cannot be 

understood on the basis of the properties of indigenous peoples in those settings per se, that 

they were suppressed, but rather as a direct outcome of the politico-economic systems of these 

settings, which enabled indigeneity to come into being. The establishing countries are liberal 

democratic, with ‘values that facilitate both recognition and regulation’ (ibid.: 304), with 

‘high valorization of liberty, equality, civil rights, and a rule of law’ (ibid.: 314). Kymlicka, in 

a comment on Merlan’s article, argues similarly10: ‘International norms of minority and 

indigenous rights clearly reflect the emergence of new models of governing diversity in the 

West since the 1960s’ (2009: 324). Indigeneity and state recognition thereof is not, in 

Merlan’s view, subversive to the state. ‘Recognition occurred within the terrain of the state 

itself and became an important criterion of state legitimacy’ (Merlan 2009: 306). It is no 

coincidence that the indigenous rhetoric is ‘legalistic’, since that is the language that works in 

those contexts (ibid.: 315). In this perspective, it is not suppression that provokes indigeneity 

to arise, but, on the contrary, the privileged position of being situated within prosperous, 

liberal, and democratic states. 

Merlan’s argument is relevant for understanding how indigeneity unfolds in the 

cases of this thesis. Altai, bordering China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan, is far away from 

liberal, democratic contexts with which to associate. While the North is also situated within 

Russia, it is able to associate with the Scandinavian liberal democratic contexts and receives 

much more recognition as indigenous. The case of repatriation is initiated within Sweden, not 

by the local contexts from which the Vega skulls originate, and the repatriations that so far 

have been made have been to Australia and America, as they have presented strong 

indigenous voices.  

These four studies are consistent with a view of indigeneity as an emic category 

in boundary making. They are able to make counterintuitive arguments, pinpoint 

unanticipated consequences of indigeneity, and display the role of anthropology in re-creating 

                                                
10 For more comments on Merlan’s article, see Greenhouse (2009) and Ramos (2009).  
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indigeneity within those unanticipated consequences. They do not show in depth how 

indigeneity structures thought and experience – they do not go close enough – but they 

definitely show how indigeneity organizes discourse and political action. In the next chapter I 

will develop a theoretical approach that is consistent with this perspective and also streamlines 

what enables me to investigate how indigeneity structures thought and experience. It is an 

approach to indigeneity as a form of social classification, a ‘national order of things’ (Malkki 

1995) on both societal and individual levels, with aspects of power and knowledge. 
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4. Indigeneity in a National Order of Things 

In this chapter I develop an approach that will help me investigate how indigeneity structures 

thought and experience and organizes discourse and political action that is compatible with, 

and builds upon, a view of indigeneity as an emic category in boundary making, as we came 

to know it from ethnicity theory in the last chapter. To this end I develop a view of indigeneity 

as a form of social classification. I will thus situate indigeneity within symbolic anthropology, 

and investigate indigeneity as a categorical tool for shaping the social world, on collective as 

much as individual levels, and with dimensions of power and knowledge.   

 A perspective of symbolic classification may seem to lie quite far from the 

questions at stake with indigeneity: land rights, political self-determination and autonomy, 

cultural rights and recognition of identity. Perspectives of symbolic anthropology may seem 

utterly irrelevant, if not outright counterproductive for this, drawing attention away from the 

most important issues at hand. If the reader will only bear with me, though, I hope to show 

that these are not unrelated issues, and that a detour into such a theoretical issue as symbolic 

classification may in fact shed light on how social classification becomes part of and 

constitutes the basis for such political projects, sometimes enabling and sometimes 

appropriating and preventing them. 

 

A	national	order	of	things	

I agree with Eriksen when he explains that ethnic classification is ‘a practical way of creating 

order in the social universe’ (1993: 61), and that ‘the kind of order created is related to aspects 

of the wider social system’ (ibid.: 62). Ethnic classification can therefore be linked to the 

wider field of social classification, with classic anthropological works of Leach (1972) and 

Douglas (2002 [1966]), for example. Douglas maintains that social categories can be 

understood only in relation to the wider system in which they are situated, and not merely in 

themselves. ‘No particular set of classifying symbols can be understood in isolation, but there 

can be hope of making sense of them in relation to the total structure of classifications’ (2002: 

vii). Put differently, as Ellen states it in a volume on classifications in their social contexts, 

‘classifications generally express the societies within which they are elaborated’, and we can 

view ‘classifications as an aspect of culture worthy of sociological analysis’ (1979: 3). In the 

same volume, Morris takes the argument to its extreme conclusion: ‘Clearly there is no 

underlying basis or meaning of symbolic classifications’ (1979: 131). This means that ‘the 



 86 

explanatory strategy of symbolic anthropology leads to the definition of the material context 

as beside the point’, Hunn argues in his contribution to the same volume (1979: 105). Even 

with a milder view, to be able to understand categories we must not in the first instance turn to 

that which is classified, but rather towards the system of meaning within which the category 

appears. Because of this, we need to seek ‘a consistent and comprehensive explanation in the 

systemic properties’ of that which is classified, argues Hunn (1979: 104).  

From this perspective I suggest that indigeneity can be understood in relation to 

other ethnic categories such as nations, peoples, races, or ethnoses, and that all these 

categories are mutually constitutive for the larger system of ethnic classification. To describe 

this system for classification of the social universe I borrow the phrase with which Lisa 

Malkki titles her book A National Order of Things (1995), alluding to a natural order of 

things. The national order is treated as if it is a natural order: natural, neutral, given, apolitical. 

By a national order I understand an assumption that the human world consists of building 

blocks of peoples, ethnoses, nations, races, indigenous peoples, and so forth. Malkki uses the 

phrase as she describes how exiled Hutu imagine a national identity, which was categorically 

subversive through their refugee-ness, placed outside the nation-state, the assumed basis of 

the nation. Like Malkki, I view the assumption of a national order of things as a ‘powerful 

regime of classification, an apparently commonsensical system of ordering and sorting people 

into national kinds and types’ (1995: 6). 

With the perspective of a national order of things, various ethnic denominations, 

from indigenous, ethnoses, and races to peoples and nations, can be understood as making up 

one large system, in which the parts can be seen, in Douglas’s words, ‘as symbols of the 

relation between parts of society, as mirroring designs of hierarchy or symmetry which apply 

in the larger social system’ (2002: 4). Different kinds of categories become mutually 

constitutive, although the relation may be asymmetrical, like a minority that comes into being 

only in relation to a majority. ‘A minority exists only in relation to a majority and vice versa, 

and their relationship is contingent on the relevant system boundaries,’ as Eriksen argues 

(1993: 121). This understanding of a national order therefore invites ethnic categories like, for 

example, Swedes, Russians, Caucasians, and Aryans as much as Eskimos or Saami.  

The indigenous and the non-indigenous therefore constitute one another, mirror 

each other, and cannot exist as classifications without one another. Without the non-

indigenous, there is no indigenous. In an article on defining oneself and other as indigenous, 

Ian McIntosh, Marcus Colchester, John Bowen, and Dan Rosengren make the important note 

that everybody cannot be indigenous, because indigeneity would then lose its meaning, as we 
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also learned from ethnicity theory in the last chapter. Indigeneity is an exclusive form of 

categorical belonging. ‘The existence of an indigenous group implies the existence of the 

opposite, the non-indigenous’ (McIntosh et al. 2002: 23). Other ethnic and national 

classifications function the same way. ‘Like other ethnic identities, national identities are 

constituted in relation to others; the very idea of the nation presupposes that there are other 

nations,’ Eriksen points out (1993: 111). From this perspective, racial theory ‘can 

retrospectively be seen as a typical attempt to classify the bewildering variety of humans into 

a few unambiguous categories’ (ibid.: 61). 

It is sometimes claimed that indigeneity is subversive to the idea of the nation-

state. In an article on indigenous identification Dan Rosengren, for example, argues that the 

indigenous claim ‘for the right to self-definition challenge this image [of a united nation], 

making their request subversive and dangerous to the established order of things’ (2002: 25). 

But seen from the perspective of a national order, the opposite is the case: indigeneity does 

not challenge, but reinforces, the nation-state, and the nation-state is fundamental to 

indigeneity rather than in opposition to it, as Tsing notes (2007: 56). The only thing truly 

subversive to the nation-state would be that which lies outside a national order altogether, that 

which is neither indigenous nor non-indigenous, like citizenship or class, just as we learned 

from Rata’s argument in the last chapter. Such categories are subversive to indigeneity, the 

nation, ethnicity, and the idea of a national order.  

I borrow the concept ethnoscapes from Arjun Appadurai to recognize that in any 

given moment there need not exist only one view of the national order, that several different 

variants and possibilities can coexist as different views of the ethnic composition of a 

population (1998). In this view, even if ethnoscapes differ in their particular content, they are 

still based in the idea of a national order. Appadurai uses the concept ethnoscape ‘to get away 

from the idea that group identities necessarily imply that cultures need to be seen as spatially 

bounded, historically unselfconscious, or ethnically homogenous forms’ (1998: 183). In my 

usage, ethnoscapes also makes it possible to recognize that even when there are disagreements 

specifically on who is indigenous and who is not, such disagreements do not question the idea 

of a national order as such, or the idea that there are some people who are indigenous, and 

some who are not. 

Writing on Amazonian perspectivism, Viveiros de Castro reminds us that ethnic 

categorization is something that tends to be applied to other people rather than to oneself, that 

‘ethnonymic objectivation is primordially [sic] applied to others, not to the ones in the 

position of the subject’ (1998: 476). Ethnic classification is therefore a form of Othering: not 
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everyone is ethnic, only other people. ‘Ethnonyms are names of third parties; they belong to 

the category of “they” not to the category of “we”  ’ (ibid.: 476). In Londoño’s view of the 

perspectivism of ‘real people’, ‘a moral and ontological hierarchy’ is taken for granted, so 

that Others are ‘not ultimately human’ (2005: 23). 

The philosopher Sollors argues similarly in a volume on ethnicity that there is ‘a 

widespread practice to define ethnicity as otherness’ and that ‘the noun ethnos … refer[s] not 

just to people in general but also to the “others” ’ (1986: 25).  Viveiros De Castro observes that  

 

humanity ceases at the boundary of the group, a notion that is exemplified by the widespread 

auto-ethnonym meaning ‘real humans’, which, in turn, implies a definition of strangers as 

somehow pertaining to the domain of extra-human, Naturvölker are always the others. 

(Viveiros de Castro 1998: 475) 

 

From this perspective, classifying someone is thus a way to say that he or she is a non-person, 

compared to oneself, and the indigenous is the absolute Other. In a study of the Rangi 

people’s classification of plants, John Kesby argues that to Rangi, proper people ‘are subjects, 

not objects; they are classifiers and not classified’ (1979: 44). Kesby shows that the Rangi put 

people outside the categories they use to classify the natural world. People are vantu, that is, 

‘separate from the six major categories. Implicitly, vantu are the subjects who do the 

classifying, and not the objects which are classified’ (ibid.: 44). Kesby concludes that ‘[i]n 

regarding people as a separate, unique category, the Rangi are in accordance with the vast 

majority of people the world over’ (ibid.: 44). To say that someone is ethnic, or indigenous, is, 

in this line of reasoning, a way to say not only that he or she is different, but also that he or 

she is not human in the same way as oneself.  

 At the end of the 18th century, the botanist Lamarck, who long before Darwin 

developed an evolutionary theory but is now infamous for his belief in the inheritance of 

acquired qualities, was already arguing that classifications are always man-made. He argued 

that the methods of classification are ‘artificial devices in natural science, – devices which we 

must be beware of confusing with the laws and acts of nature herself’ (Lamarck 1809: 19). 

Thus, the view that social classification is to be understood by studying the classifiers, not by 

studying that which is classified, is far from being a new idea. Eriksen makes this argument 

for ethnic classification. ‘Ethnic classifications are also social and cultural products related to 

the requirements of the classifiers. They serve to order the social world and to create 

standardized cognitive maps over categories of relevant others’ (1993: 60). 
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 Douglas argues that classification ‘provides some basic categories, a positive 

pattern in which ideas and values are tidily ordered’ (2002: 39). But how is a specific pattern 

chosen, and what are the criteria for ordering? It is not difference in itself, since ‘difference 

does not always matter, nor do all differences matter’, Verdery notes (1994: 44). We may thus 

get to know social practice through investigating the rules, rather than the other way around, 

and that may help us understand the question ‘Why and how does the fact of difference itself 

become significant?’ (ibid.: 44). In this line of reasoning, claiming difference as the criterion 

for indigeneity does not in itself explain classification as indigenous. 

Cross-cultural comparison gives some clues about common criteria for 

classification that may be relevant in understanding classification into indigeneity.11 Size, 

movement, and distance seem to be quite common characteristics translated into classificatory 

difference. These are, as we will see, important aspects of Russian indigeneity as small, 

nomadic, and remote. A pervasive criterion in Navaho classification is mode of movement, 

Morris argues (1979: 120). Douglas argues that the Lele make a separation between different 

modes of movement like flying and running (Douglas 1957), and according to Kesby the 

separation between the mobile and immobile is important in the Rangi classifications of plants 

(1979: 53). Ralph Bulmer argues that the Karam of New Guinea use size as a criterion, that is, 

size in relation to the ideally human size: parents are larger than children, men larger than 

women, and the bigger the better (1979: 62–63). Bulmer also shows that distance to the social 

realm is another central criterion used by the Karam (ibid. 63–64). Perhaps it is no 

coincidence therefore that indigeneity is often understood in terms of movement: nomadism 

as opposed to sedentarism; of size: minorities or or even so-called ‘small peoples’ (i.e. small 

in numbers) in Russia; and of distance: far away, culturally and spatially. 

In this perspective, indigeneity and other ethnic categories make up one 

integrated classificatory system of a national order of things. Different opinions on who 

exactly is indigenous and who is not, do not, however, question the basic assumption of a 

national order of things, that people naturally belong to different ethnic building blocks. There 

can be different versions of the specific composition of these building blocks – i.e.   

ethnoscapes – without the assumption of a national order being questioned at all. In the cases 

of this thesis, this is exactly what anthropology does: proposing various ethnoscapes, which 

all reinforce the underlying national order. 

                                                
11 For more examples, see e.g. Barrau 1979; Dolby 1979; Peeters 1979; Reason 1979. 
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Order	and	Anomaly	

Douglas notes that classification ‘provides some basic categories, a positive pattern in which 

ideas and values are tidily ordered’ (2002: 39). The aim is to create order, but that is rarely 

achieved, because one integral aspect of classification is that there will always be phenomena 

that do not fit. ‘Any given system of classification must give rise to anomalies’ (ibid.: 39). 

Ellen argues that all ‘classifications of an empirical nature possess contradictions’ (1979: 16), 

and ‘there will always be behavioural traits that do not “fit” ’ (ibid.: 19). In this line of 

reasoning there will always be phenomena that do not fit the indigenous/non-indigenous 

divide, or any ethnoscape, or the national order, at all. These are anomalies, ‘matter out of 

place … the by-product of a systematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far as 

ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements’ (Douglas 2002: 35). 

In Douglas’s line of reasoning, that which does not fit is threatening, ‘not merely 

puzzling but even offensive to the dignity of human reason’ (1957: 49). There are different 

ways to try to neutralize anomalies. Douglas claims that ‘we can ignore them, just not 

perceive them, or perceiving we can condemn. Positively we can deliberately confront the 

anomaly and try to create a new pattern of reality in which it has a place’ (2002: 38). In his 

study of colonialism in the Pacific, Nicholas Thomas introduces the concept of 

recontextualization, which is another way of describing how anomalies are redefined to fit 

into the existing system so as not to challenge the system as such (1991). Also Pratt’s concept 

transculturation describes how people choose and invent from new experiences to keep their 

existing cultural systems intact, rather than changing them (1992). All these views on how to 

deal with anomalies show that anomalies and trying to deal with them is integral to 

classification itself, because classification is about ‘re-ordering our environment, making it 

conform to an idea’ (Douglas 2002: 2). This may be one way of understanding why the issue 

of defining indigeneity becomes so important, as a way to deal with threatening anomalies. 

Douglas argues that anomalies are so threatening that we condemn ‘any object 

or idea likely to confuse or contradict cherished classifications’ (2002: 36) because 

classificatory systems are conservative. ‘As time goes on and experiences pile up, we make 

greater and greater investment in our system of labels. So a conservative bias is built in. It 

gives us confidence’ (ibid.: 36). Anomalies therefore threaten to ‘disturb these established 

assumptions’ (ibid.: 36–37). Humans tend to go quite far to protect established assumptions 

instead of building a new system.  
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Ellen sees anomaly as ‘a dilemma between a valid scheme and a useful one’ 

(1979: 10). 
 

If we can employ a single feature the classification is logically most satisfying [and] these are 

socially and cognitively efficient. They are aesthetically pleasing too. Anomaly is excluded a 

priori. The problem is, of course, that the fewer the features adopted to distinguish 

categories, the less they reflect what is actually seen. (Ellen 1979: 9) 

 
This may indeed hold true for indigeneity; as an abstract, generic category it is socially 

efficient and aesthetically pleasing, but the closer we get to the empirical reality, the less the 

category actually manages to encompass it. This means that well-elaborated, logical systems 

tend to create more anomalies, as they lie further away from actual perceptions (Ellen 1979: 

12). In this line of reasoning, the more we try to elaborate on the concept of indigeneity to 

protect it, the less it manages to capture social reality. 

Anomalies can fulfil an important role in society for self-reflection and 

transformative action. In their jointly authored book Risk and Culture, Mary Douglas and 

Aaron Wildavsky argue that ‘pollution ideas are the product of an ongoing political debate 

about the ideal society’ (1982: 36). This implies that: 

 

Our analytic task is to unwind the causal theories until they reveal who is being kept out and 

who is being kept in. For studying beliefs in mysterious pollution, the anthropologist asks: 

what is being judged impure; then, who is accused of causing the impurity; and who are the 

victims? What are the processes for removing the stain, washing out or concealing the 

impurity? (1982: 37) 

 

In this perspective there is no way to construct an ethnoscape that would not result in 

anomalies, phenomena that do not fit. This is because the ground is always more complicated 

than the map of a national order. So the interesting question is not whether or not there will be 

anomalies, but how they are treated. It seems that in the cases of this thesis, anthropology 

approaches anomalies either by not seeing them or by trying to redefine them to fit into its 

system. Rarely are anomalies allowed to redefine the system as such.   
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Classification	as	discourse	

In their volume Classifications in Their Social Context, Roy Ellen and David Reason see a 

debate within the study of classification. It revolves around 
 

two major axes of debate. The first divides those who emphasize classification as a real 

stable conceptual order which reflects, grounds or governs social activity, from those who 

stress the priority of classifying as a situated, context-bound social activity itself. This latter 

view draws attention to classifications (the outcome of classifying) as being intrinsically 

matters of social construction. The other major axis of debate distinguishes those who argue 

for the logical and/or material necessity of classification for the analytical and/or practical 

comprehension of ‘the world’, from those who are persuaded that classifications are a 

historically and/or socially specific possibility for grasping the world. (Ellen and Reason 

1979: viii) 

 

The authors seem to agree with the latter views, as Ellen claims in his introduction to the book 

that ‘there is a lack of fit between the ideal categories of classifications and the empirical 

discontinuities of nature’ (1979: 2). From this we can link classification to discourse, in the 

way that categories shape the reality, not merely mirroring a pre-existing world. Foucault 

argues that it is ‘wrong to see discourse as a place where previously established objects’ are 

put into place (1985: 43). Discourse constitutes its own object, which means that ‘the unity of 

a discourse is based not so much on the permanence and uniqueness of an object as on the 

space in which various objects emerge’ (ibid.: 32). The classified object  

 

does not pre-exist itself [but exists through relations] established between institutions, 

economic and social processes, behavioral patterns, systems of norms, techniques, types of 

classification, modes of characterization; and these relations are not present in the object. 

(Foucault 1985: 45)  

  

Douglas makes a similar argument. More than simply providing boxes to sort experiences into 

after perceiving them, ‘anything we take note of is pre-selected and organised in the very act 

of perceiving’ (2002: 37). Hajer argues in his work on environmental discourses that 

‘discourse is not to be seen as a medium through which individuals can manipulate the world 

… It is itself part of reality, and constitutes the discoursing subject’ (2002: 51). In the words 

of Goodman, 
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If representing is a matter of classifying objects rather than imitating them, of characterizing 

rather than copying, it is not a matter of passive reporting. The object does not sit as a docile 

model with its attributes neatly separated and thrust out for us to admire and portray. It is one 

of countless objects, and may be grouped with any selection of them; and for every such 

grouping there is an attribute of the object.… Classification involves preferment; and 

application of a label (pictorial, verbal, etc.) as often effects as it records a classification. The 

‘natural’ kinds are simply those we are in the habit of picking out for and by labeling. 

Moreover, the object itself is not ready-made but results from a way of taking the world. 

(Goodman 1976: 31–32) 

 

Foucault invites us to investigate discourse through investigating whether actors are ‘talking 

about “the same thing”, by placing themselves at “the same level” or at “the same distance”, 

by deploying “the same conceptual field”, by opposing one another on “the same field of 

battle” ’ (1985: 126). This would mean that even if classifiers disagree on, for example, 

exactly who is indigenous and who is not, they are still reproducing one and the same 

discourse. Foucault invites us to investigate ‘practices that systematically form the objects of 

which they speak. Of course, discourses are composed of signs; but what they do is more than 

use these signs to designate things.… It is this “more” that we must reveal and describe’ 

(ibid.: 48).  

This approach to classification implies a social constructivist perspective and 

that ‘there are things that exist only because we believe them to exist’, as philosopher John 

Searle puts it (1995: 1). But the point here is not merely to deconstruct indigeneity ‘in order to 

reach the conclusion that such a thing does not exist’ (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 470).  The 

point here is rather to investigate that which actually exists. Indigeneity, in the sense of what 

the notion does to actors, and what actors do with it, does exist. Social constructions ‘are not a 

matter of your or my preferences, evaluations, or moral attitudes’, Searle points out (1995: 1). 

We do not simply construct different worlds. ‘We live in exactly one world, not two or three 

or seventeen’ (ibid.: 11). In this one world indigeneity is ‘out there’. It is a fact, even if a 

constructed one. Ellen, too, recognizes that the distinction between ‘constructed’ and ‘real’ is 

false. 

 

The rigid dichotomy between mind and material world, between mode of representation and 

represented, breaks down at this point, and it is no good seeking solace in a hopeless and 

fallacious social relativism. Our categories may well be socially constructed and yet still 

refer to the real world. Perhaps part of the difficulty is that classifications are not, in the last 
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instance, ‘things’ at all, but are simply the objectification of a process: classifying. (Ellen 

1979: 27)      

 

In this way classification is put outside schemes of truth-value. Joanna Overing investigates 

classification in the Amazon and claims that ‘categorical systems have no truth-value’ (1990: 

606), and that shamanist classification is instead about the making of a world in which the 

parts fit. Overing claims that ‘the validity of any element depends on its rightness of fit within 

a particular frame rather than on its correspondence to some pre-existent reality’ (ibid.: 602). 

This means also that ‘[s]tandards of judgment accord more with views of “rightness of fit” 

than with notions of truth’ (ibid.: 606). As long as the parts of the system fit, it is a 

functioning, ‘valid’, system. ‘A symbol based on mistaken information can be fully effective 

as a symbol,’ as Douglas notes (1957: 56).  

Hajer argues that since different actors within one and the same discourse hold 

different views about what the problem really is, ‘[c]oherence is not an essential feature of 

discourse’ (2002: 44), and ‘the fact that actors utter contradictory statements implies that their 

activity may help sustain different coalitions’ (ibid.: 70). One way to understand how actors 

are able to communicate meaningfully despite incoherence is through the concept of story-

line. Hajer claims that story-lines ‘suggest unity in the bewildering variety of separate 

discursive component parts of a problem’, and he defines story-line as a ‘narrative that allows 

actors to draw upon various discursive categories to give meaning to specific physical or 

social phenomena’ (ibid.: 56). Hajer argues that ‘story-lines play a key role in the positioning 

of subjects and structures’ (ibid.: 57, see also 62) and that ‘the power of story-lines is 

essentially based on the idea that it sounds right’ (ibid.: 63). This feature that things sound 

right is similar to Overing’s argument about rightness of fit and the way Foucault sees how 

true and false knowledge is formed. It is not the ‘false’ that is excluded from knowledge and 

discipline. Both the ‘true’ and ‘false’ belong within the discipline. It is only that which is 

neither nor that is excluded, that which does not ‘sound’ right.  

Indigeneity may be understood as a story-line, which helps us understand how 

actors with different and even contradictory stakes may still use one and the same category. It 

‘sounds right’, even when they are not talking about the same thing. Participating in the 

discourse of indigeneity thus need not imply that all actors agree on what the problem really 

is. In this view, arguments about whether or not particular people are in fact indigenous 

therefore do not threaten the system of indigeneity, but rather reinforce it. Only that which is 

neither indigenous nor non-indigenous would actually be anomalous. 
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In this perspective indigeneity can be understood as a classificatory discourse 

that lies beyond truth-schemes and instead is a question of rightness of fit, or is a story-line 

that enables people to talk about different things, as it still sounds right. We will see examples 

of this in all three cases in the coming chapters. 

 

Classification	as	power	

Categories make us act in the world, which means that categories change the world, all the 

way from societal levels to individual experiences. Morris argues that symbolic systems are 

‘inextricably linked with religion and power, and the maintenance of normative structures’ 

(1979: 118). Malkki recognizes that the national order of things is a ‘continual, taken-for-

granted exercise of power’ both ‘micro/political and monumental in scale’ (1995: 6), and 

Verdery more specifically claims that ‘ “identities” are crucial tags by which state-makers 

keep track of their political subjects; one cannot keep track of people who are one thing at one 

point, another thing at another’ (1994: 38). 

Don Handelman describes the cultural logic in bureaucratic classification of the 

state in his book on Israeli nationalism (2004). Handelman argues that bureaucratic 

classification insists ‘that a given item be placed in one and only one of the existing 

categories’, in a ‘highly prevalent mode of ordering, of sorting things into categories, and of 

relating these categories and their levels to one another’ (2004: 19). Further, this mode of 

‘classification of individuals, groups, or things … may interface, interlock, and compete with 

one another, yet they discourage overlap and permeability among themselves. Bureaucratic 

logic is not a democratic dynamic, nor an egalitarian one’ (ibid.: 19). Such bureaucratic 

classification becomes part of state control as it exercises control over the means of 

classification and organizes a system of classification as a science. In Israel four categories of 

the bureaucratic logic are citizenship, nationality, ethnicity, and minority (ibid.: 43). 

Classification is an exercise of power because it changes the way the world is 

perceived, and this changes what people do in the world. Philosopher John Dewey described 

this elegantly in 1906: ‘[B]eliefs are themselves real without discount, manifesting their 

reality in the usual proper way, namely, by modifying and shaping the reality of other things’ 

(1906: 127). Even if they are false, such beliefs turn into reality through the way they shape 

our beliefs and actions. In a similar vein Goodman claims that ‘[i]f worlds are as much made 

as found, so also knowing is as much remaking as reporting … Comprehension and creation 
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go on together’ (Goodman 1978: 22, quoted in Overing 1990: 602). Hajer brings yet another 

dimension into this, through his view of story-lines: 

 

Story-lines, in other words, not only help construct a problem, they also play an important 

role in the creation of a social and moral order in a given domain. Story-lines are devices 

through which actors are positioned, and through which specific ideas of ‘blame’ and 

‘responsibility’, and of ‘urgency’ and ‘responsible behavior’ are attributed. (Hajer 2002: 64–

65)  

 

This means that the ways we classify shape the way we are able to act in the world. This is 

similar to Eric Wolf’s view of how structural power functions: ‘Structural power shapes the 

social field of action so as to render some kinds of behavior possible, while making others less 

possible or impossible’ (1994: 219). The actor who is ‘upholding one version of significance 

as true, fruitful, or beautiful, against other possibilities’ has power (ibid.: 226; see also 1997: 

xiv).  

This power has consequences all the way down to individual experience and 

perception. In this perspective, gender, for example, can be seen as imitation, drag, and 

aspiration to fit stereotypes where you have to prove who you are, argues Rosalind Morris in 

an article on performance theory (1995). In a similar vein, indigeneity can be viewed as a 

‘masquerade’ where the trick is to find the right costume to qualify, or as a ‘wedding’, in 

Goffman’s words, which one must attend if one wants to stay in ‘reality’: ‘To stay in one’s 

room away from the place where the party is given … is to stay away from where reality is 

being performed. The world, in truth, is a wedding’ (1982: 45). This can be exemplified by a 

court trial described by James Clifford, in which it was to be determined whether or not 

Mashpee was a North American tribe. One of those testifying has not found the right 

‘costume’ when he ‘pulls his [Indian] necklaces out from under his tie, but too eagerly. The 

act uncomfortably expresses what the trial is about: proving, making visible and theatrical’ 

(1988: 327). 

In this way, indigeneity on the individual level can be seen as a form of 

‘presentation of self’, in Goffman’s terms: ‘A status, a position, a social place is not a material 

thing, to be possessed and then displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, 

embellished, and well articulated’ (1982: 81). To be able to say who someone ‘is’, ‘the 

individual will have to act so that he intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself, and 
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the others will in turn have to be impressed in some way by him’ (ibid.: 14). Goffman’s line 

of reasoning points out a crucial form power, that of recognition. To be recognized, 

 

an actor has to try to control the conduct of others, especially their responsive treatment of 

him. This control is achieved largely by influencing the definition of the situation which 

others come to formulate, and he can influence this definition by expressing himself in such a 

way as to give them the kind of impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in 

accordance with his own plan. (Goffman 1982: 15) 

 

But the communication is asymmetrical, because ‘the witness is likely to have the advantage 

over the actor’ (Goffman 1982: 20). The classifier holds the recognizing power, and 

performances must be ‘moulded, and modified to fit into the understanding and expectations 

of the society in which it is presented’ (ibid.: 44). Otherwise ‘observers can glean clues from 

his conduct and appearance which allow them to apply their previous experience with 

individuals roughly similar to the one before them, or, more important, to apply untested 

stereotypes to him’  (ibid.: 13). The Mashpee testifier in Clifford’s example above obviously 

failed in this. The fact that he ‘almost’ succeeded makes his performance even more 

problematic to his audience. 

 

Paradoxically, the more closely the impostor’s performance approximates to the real thing, 

the more intensely we may be threatened, for a competent performance by someone who 

proves to be an imposter may weaken in our minds the moral connection between legitimate 

authorization to play a part and the capacity to play it. (Goffman 1982: 66–67)    

 

This is similar to how anomalies are understood and treated, and may also be related to the 

focus on defining who is indigenous and not; those who are ‘almost’ indigenous may be the 

most problematic. 

From this line of reasoning we may come to think that performances are 

contrary to the ‘real’ thing, that performances are ‘fake’ and that authenticity is non-

performance. This is because ‘there seem to be two common-sense models according to which 

we formulate our conceptions of behavior: the real, sincere, or honest performance; and the 

false one that thorough fabricators assemble for us’ (Goffman 1982: 77). But the opposite is in 

fact the case. There is no such thing as non-performance. The important question is not at all 

who is more authentic, because ‘the performance serves mainly to express the characteristics 
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of the task that is performed and not the characteristics of the performer’ (ibid.: 83), and then 

‘the common-sense distinction between true and false becomes even less tenable’ (ibid.: 70–

71). What is at stake is instead ‘whether or not the performer is authorized to give the 

performance in question’ (ibid.: 66). So the question becomes, who is authorized to perform 

indigeneity? And who decides, who is the audience? 

The way Hajer describes how discourse functions is similar to Goffman’s view, 

when he claims that to gain recognition, a subsequent speaker must adjust to and ‘answer 

within the same discursive frame [as the preceding speaker]. Even if they do try to challenge 

the dominant story-line, people are expected to position their contribution in terms of known 

categories’ (Hajer 2002: 57). Hajer points out that discourse should be seen not as the function 

of the interests of actors but as the outcome of discursive practices (ibid.: 59). Interests and 

stakes ‘cannot be taken as given a priori, but are constituted through discourse’ (ibid.: 51). 

This means that the political discourse on indigeneity does not simply come into being as a 

solution to already-existing problems, but that these problems are created through the 

emergence of indigeneity.  

Like Goffman, Hajer argues further that the power of discourse works not only on a 

structural but also on an individual and even emotional level. Discourse ‘may actually alter 

the individual perception of problems and possibilities’ (Hajer 2002: 59). This implies that 

actions and perceptions should not be understood as necessarily related to ‘deeply held 

beliefs’ but, on the contrary, that discourse creates ‘new meanings and new identities’ (ibid.: 

59). This would mean that people ‘become’ indigenous also on a level of individual identity 

as this discourse becomes available. This perspective puts the testimonies of the Mashpee trial 

as described by Clifford in a new light. When one of the testifiers was asked how he knew he 

was Indian as a child, he answered: ‘We were different. We knew we were different. We were 

told we were different’ (Clifford 1988: 281).12 If you are told you are different you become 

different, because ascribed categories ‘may become integral parts of their identity’ if ‘people 

are being taught’ who they are (Eriksen 1993: 61). Pratt’s concept autoethnography can be 

used to understand this process as well (1992: 7–8). Self-representations in colonial situations 

can be expressed only in terms accepted by the colonizers. In this way indigeneity may 

therefore function as an affirmation of, rather than a questioning of, forms of ascribed 

categories.  

                                                
12 For another case of indigeneity in the court, see Hamilton 2009. 
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Kesby explains with the example of the Rangi why naming is so important. 

Naming is necessary, ‘or else the classifiers know nothing which is “not-us”, and hence, 

lacking anything with which to contrast themselves, lose all sense of their own being’ (1979: 

54) This power of classification makes Clifford’s questions relevant: ‘Who speaks for cultural 

authenticity? How is collective identity and difference represented? How do people define 

themselves with, over, and in spite of others?’ (1988: 281).  

Thomas Biolsi describes how the exercise of this kind of classificatory power 

created Lakota in North America as ‘new kinds of individuals with specific practical, 

recordable, and predictable identities and self-interests’ (1995: 29). Inspired by Foucault, 

Biolsi defines Foucault’s concept subjection as follows:  

 

Subjection is the construction by the powerful of spaces in which human beings are enabled 

to participate in the social life of public institutions, in the economy, and in the body politic 

of the nation. It involves the official promulgation of fundamental social classifications 

through which individuals are to be known (by themselves, by other individuals, and by the 

officials) and allowed to act. Subjection also involves the linkage of these social 

classifications to power, both negative and positive: not only can individuals be punished by 

the officials for violating the social classifications, they quickly come to find that abiding by 

them opens up avenues of enablement. Thus, subjection is not absolutely imposed from 

above; it also seduces the subaltern to live by its rules, and thereby shapes new and 

predictable self-interests, outlooks, and behavior patterns. (Biolsi 1995: 30) 

 

In this line of reasoning, indigeneity can be understood as a discourse that constitutes the 

indigenous subject, not the other way around. This holds all the way down from societal levels 

to individual experiences. This is not to say, however, that such presentations of the self as 

indigenous are false or fake. It is the distinction between true and false, in this perspective, 

which is false.  

 

Classification	and	knowledge	

Classification is linked to power, which links knowledge production of social categories to 

power, as ‘all classifications are discursive practices situated in a given social matrix and 

general configuration of knowledge and ideas’, Ellen argues (1979: 17). This in turn links 

classification to anthropology, as some of the most important knowledge producers of ethnic 
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categories are anthropologists: ‘[E]thnicity is a social and cultural product which 

anthropologists contribute to creating’ (Eriksen 1993: 161). Viveiros de Castro claims that 

ethnic ‘ “ethnonyms” seem largely to be an artefact of interactions with ethnographers’ (1998: 

476) and Eriksen that those categories which anthropologists have taken to be ethnic labels 

have in fact only been words for humans. ‘The word Inuit means “human being”. It is not, in 

other words, an ethnic label, nor does it suggest that its carriers see themselves as members of 

“a culture”   ’ (Eriksen 1993: 129). Eriksen draws the argument further and points out that 

‘many of the “tribes” anthropologists have written about had no empirical existence outside 

the mind of the ethnographer’ or ‘were simply labels used by the colonial administration and 

were rarely or never used by the “tribals” themselves’ (ibid.: 88). He further argues that 

‘[a]bstract loyalty to, and identification with, entities such as “the Nuer” or “the Dinka” were 

in many cases unthinkable for the agents themselves, whose main principles of organization 

were kinship and locality’ (ibid.: 88). In an ethnography of aid, Emma Crewe and Elizabeth 

Harrison point out that ‘Europeans believed Africans belonged to tribes, so Africans built 

tribes to belong to’ (1998: 133–134). In their article on self- and external identification as 

indigenous, McIntosh et al. make the same kind of argument: 

 

Anthropologists are always trying to fit the world into neat little boxes. If you can define 

something, you can categorize it. If you can categorize it, you think you can understand it 

and can file it away…. The history of ethnic emergence, interaction, migration, conquest, 

annexation, submission and revival is far too messy to allow us to suppose that a simple 

dualism – indigenous/non-indigenous – can capture the true complexity of real world 

situations. (McIntosh et al. 2002: 24)  

 

Fardon made a similar argument in 1987, in his study of African ethnogenesis, about how ‘the 

way in which anthropologists define units of study for research, pursue their investigations in 

practice and write about their results tends to conspire in the reification of ethnic entities’ 

(1987: 183). He notes that 

 

many of the terms which found their way into the literature as tribal epithets were not 

genuine ethnic terms [i.e. made by people themselves, but were] bestowed by neighbors or 

by colonial authorities; others designated language groups without ethnic salience; others 

simply meant something like ‘the people’. (Fardon 1987: 172).  
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This in turn may mean that ‘today’s ethnic categorizations can have historical precedents 

which were quite different in their social functioning’ (Eriksen 1993: 89). And this means that 

what are now people’s own ways of defining themselves may initially have been inventions 

by colonial administration or by anthropologists. 

It is not only anthropologists who invent their own object of study. This is a 

general feature of academic practice, as Hajer claims that ‘scientific claims are often 

intermingled with policy claims’ (2002: 72), and ‘seemingly technical positions conceal 

normative commitments’ (ibid.: 55).13 This has the effect that a conflict does ‘not appear as 

primarily a conflict over what sorts of action should be taken (or whether action should be 

taken) but as a conflict over the meaning of physical and social phenomena’ (ibid.: 72).  

The insight that academic knowledge production is integral to indigeneity ‘calls 

into question … the longstanding division in Western discourse between the knowledge of 

philosophers or scientists and the opinions of ordinary mortals’, Jackson argues (1996: 7). 

This is to say that the very ‘categories “folk classification” and “scientific classifications” are 

themselves problematic’, Ellen argues (1979: 5). Ellen notes that we used to think ‘[f]olk 

classifications are special, determined by specific subsistence and other culturally defined 

requirements; while scientific classifications are seen as general and logical derived naturally 

from a consideration of all other data’ (ibid.: 18–19), but that we now know that ‘folk and 

scientific taxa are fundamentally alike’ (ibid.: 19). Malkki claims that investigating the 

national order ‘as a categorical order, and the effects of that kind of classification’, results in 

‘politicizing the anthropological study of classification’ (1995: 6). 

Hajer suggests that we must search for ‘politics in new locations’ and for the 

actors who actually produce story-lines, which will include scholars (2002: 66). Hajer argues 

that story-lines ‘become “tropes” or figures of speech that rationalize a specific approach to 

what seems to be a coherent problem’ that ‘allows the scientist, environmentalist, politician, 

or whoever, to illustrate where his or her work fits into the jigsaw’ (ibid.: 63), and that all this 

must be investigated. This is especially important if Ellen is right that there is ‘a perennial 

problem in anthropology: the confusion of the order of nature with that imposed upon it by 

man’ (Ellen 1979: 1).  

If it is correct, as Claudine Friedberg argues for the case of the Bunaq of Central 

Timor, ‘that it is those who have collected classifications who are in a position to study the 

relations between classifications and the role of them’ in their societal context, and not ‘those 
                                                
13 See Dyck (2006) for an example. 
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who seek an explanation for the use of a particular species and then look for it in a taxonomy 

constructed for the purpose’ (1979: 84), then what we should do is investigate anthropology’s 

classification and not merely classify ethnographic facts. After all, anthropologists, just like 

the Navaho, as Morris notes, seem to ‘love to categorize and are ready and willing to argue 

about hair-splitting taxonomic distinctions. They also never fail to give a name to any 

specimen shown to them, even if it means inventing a new variety’ (1979: 120).  

Thus it seems that it should not surprise us to find examples in which 

anthropology participates in recreating ethnicity and indigeneity. That this has been the case is 

common knowledge. What may surprise us, however, is that this seems to continue being the 

case, despite our knowledge of this practice. It seems that anthropology continues to recreate a 

national order of things despite our knowledge of what this may mean to those we represent in 

this way.  

In conclusion, a perspective on indigeneity as a form of social classification 

allows us to see how it is part of a national order, how it is a category that is made and applied 

by humans, creating order or anomaly, as part of discourse, power, and knowledge. A 

perspective of social classification seems suitable as an aid in approaching the questions I 

pose in this thesis: how indigeneity structures perceptions, informs thought and experience, 

and organizes discourse and political action. 

 As we now know something of indigeneity, ethnicity, and social classification, 

we are ready to meet the Russian variants of all this. A history of ethnicity and indigeneity in 

the Russian pre- to post-Soviet context is simultaneously a history of indigeneity, of ethnicity 

theory, and of a social classificatory system of the whole society in which anthropology has 

played, and still plays, an important part. 
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5. Ethnicity in Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Anthropology 

This chapter describes the Soviet and post-Soviet Russian forms of indigeneity and ethnicity 

politics. We need to know this tradition to be able to understand the ways indigeneity is 

unfolding in Russia presently, as the legacies of this history are still very much in play in the 

midst of drastic and rapid changes. When it comes to ethnicity there is continuity regarding 

how the indigenous is being shaped within the political sphere, and how it is conceived of 

anthropologically. There is continuity regarding what is thought to constitute the content of 

indigeneity, even though there have been drastic changes in who this is thought to apply to. 

Influenced by indigeneity globally, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union many changes 

occurred in Russia, like new laws and legislation; the establishment of an all-Russian 

indigenous organization, RAIPON (the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the 

North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation); and ‘inflation’ regarding who is 

recognized as indigenous – the number of peoples on the official list of indigenous peoples 

nearly doubled. The ‘content’ of indigeneity, though, has remained constant. The indigenous 

is still measured in scale and place, as ‘small, less than 50,000’, and as ‘Northern’, diffusely 

remote at the same time as it is precisely defined in its ‘correct’ spaces.  

This situation of drastic changes in the political conditions for indigeneity, 

coupled with conceptual continuity as to what the indigenous is thought to be, has 

unanticipated and counterproductive consequences in local situations. This is what causes the 

problems of the ‘census war’ in the Altaian case, and it is one of the formative forces for the 

way specifically one village, and, in that village, only some people, gain recognition as 

Northern, that is, indigenous. In the case of repatriation, the specifics of the local Soviet and 

post-Soviet situations are completely overlooked, as repatriation is set within a generic global 

indigenous discourse, oblivious to the Russian specifics. In this sense the Russian case may be 

argued to constitute an example of ‘overheating’, in Eriksen’s sense (2016).  

 A history of Russian, Soviet, and post-Soviet indigeneity is simultaneously a 

history both of ethnicity politics and of Russian anthropology. One of the most important 

features of the ‘ethnogenesis’ of indigeneity in Russia is how anthropology and Russian 

politics have been, and still are, intertwined in a politics of knowledge production. In reaction 

to the prospect of a theoretical re-orientation that would do away with the very idea of the 

ethnic group, the ethnos, the exclamation of a colleague in the project I worked in – ‘Without 

the ethnos there is nothing left for us to study!’ – captures this intertwinement. The quote 

exemplifies how deeply rooted the idea of the ethnos is in this research tradition, to the extent 
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that some of its practitioners consider that this is what they study. This view is reflected in the 

history of the state politics of ethnicity. Ethnoses have been seen as the building block of the 

population of Russia, and as anthropologists are the ones who know ethnoses best, 

anthropologists have been important in state politics. This chapter describes this background 

as a context for the quote of my colleague, to which we will return at the end. 

It may seem as if my aim in discussing how ‘[e]xplicit primordialism was 

entertained in Russian and Soviet anthropology’, as noted by Sergei Sokolovski and Valery 

Tishkov (1996: 191), and the way Russian anthropology and politics are intertwined, is to 

show how different the Russian tradition is compared to the Euro-American one that I belong 

to myself. The opposite is in fact the case. My aim is rather to show how similar Western 

anthropological traditions and the Russian one are in these respects. The way Gumilev, one of 

the most influential Soviet anthropologists, assumed the ethnos as a ‘bio-social organism’, a 

result of ‘a combined effect of cosmic energies and landscape’, in the 1980s, according to 

Sokolovskii and Tishkov (ibid.: 191), is similar rather than different to, for example, 

Barnard’s claim that ‘we do know an indigenous people when we see one’ (2006a: 9), which 

has an additional ‘almost mystical’ dimension, as will be clear in the last chapter. The way 

indigenous advocacy has become the rationality behind anthropological engagement in the 

Western tradition is similar to, rather than different from, the way politics and anthropology 

are intertwined in the Russian context. 

The difference between the Russian and Western anthropological traditions is 

rather that the Russian one is explicit and transparent when it comes to its assumption of 

indigeneity, while the same assumption is often hidden in Western anthropological accounts, 

concealed under constructivist rhetoric. This, perhaps paradoxically, makes the Russian 

tradition easier to deal with analytically. When the assumptions are explicit, counterarguments 

can also be explicit, which is not the case if we simply state that ‘we do know an indigenous 

people when we see one’, as in the quote from Barnard above. 

The overview I will make here moves from present to past and back again, and 

will be framed with an example illustrative of the politics of knowledge production in Russia. 

The example is Professor Valery Tishkov. As the reader recalls from the introductory chapter, 

Tishkov is an intellectual inspiration for this thesis; a prominent Russian scholar of ethnicity; 

and is also prominent in Russian politics, shaping, framing, and creating the ethnicity that he 

also studies. This chapter will start off with Tishkov – his positions and his representations, 

and in the end we will return to Tishkov and his requiem for the ethnos to which my colleague 
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reacted so strongly. In between, the history of indigeneity in the Russian context and of 

Russian anthropology will be described. 

 

A	case	of	the	politics	of	anthropological	knowledge	production		

In his book on Chechnya, Tishkov investigates ideas of Chechen nationhood, which he calls 

‘fantasies’. ‘Who the authors of these fantasies are – politicians, political analysts, 

anthropologists, or their informants – makes no difference’ (2004: 20). I have let myself be 

inspired by this to investigate how anthropologists author ‘fantasies’ of indigeneity in the 

politics of knowledge production. Maybe it turns out that Tishkov also takes part in authoring 

such ‘fantasies’? 

My first encounters with Tishkov were through the international project I 

worked in. This project was a collaboration with the Department of North and Siberian 

Peoples at the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, of which Tishkov was director, at the 

Russian Academy of Sciences in Moscow. Through this project Tishkov was crucial for my 

research long before I read his work. I needed his signature to get a visa, and I met Tishkov at 

seminars in Moscow. Later, he was a guest lecturer at my department in Uppsala and I hosted 

him for dinner at my house.  

In addition to being important to my investigations, he has also been important 

in my investigations. When I did fieldwork in Altai I realized that Tishkov was an important 

actor in Altaian ethno-politics itself. As head of the Institute at the Russian Academy of 

Sciences, Tishkov was in control of the representation of ethnicity in the Russian census, 

which was conducted at the time of my fieldwork. The Altaian government even wrote letters 

to Tishkov and pleaded with him to construct ethnic categories of the census formula 

according to its wishes. He declined, and this led to what IWGIA called the ‘census war’ in 

Altai (Vinding 2005: 58). This ‘war’ was then studied by a project called EAWARN, initiated 

by Tishkov to monitor ethnic conflicts in Russia. Tishkov in effect studied something he 

himself took part in producing. I wrote a paper about this and presented it at a seminar when 

Tishkov was a guest at my university department. He thus commented upon a paper in which 

he himself appeared as an informant. In all this, it is difficult to know where academic 

representations end and where political constructions start. This is how I see knowledge and 

action going together in relation to indigeneity. 

As director of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian 

Academy of Sciences in Moscow since 1989, Tishkov is arguably one of the most influential 
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social scientists in Russia, and is the author of numerous publications on ethnicity in English14 

and in Russian.15 One title is Rekviem po etnosy [Requiem for the Ethnos] (2003b), and 

Tishkov is known for his work in favour of a change in the theoretical approach to ethnicity 

from essentialism to constructivism (see Koriouchkina 2007).  

Tishkov is well known not only in Russia but is also one of the best-known 

Russian anthropologists in a wider international anthropological community, with articles on 

Russian anthropology in Current Anthropology (1992, 1993), the sections on both ethnicity 

and Russian and Soviet anthropology in Barnard and Spencer’s encyclopaedia (1996, 1996), 

and the book Chechnya: Life in a War-Torn Society (2004).  

Apart from academic positions, Tishkov has also held numerous political 

positions. During the Yeltsin regime he was the Russian Federal Minister of Nationalities in 

1992, something like a minister of ethnicity, succeeding no less a figure than Joseph Stalin in 

this post. Tishkov was also an official Russian federal mediator within the Chechnya conflict 

of 1994–1996. Tishkov’s academic and political roles are connected. The foreword to his 

book on Chechnya is written by former Russian President Gorbachev, who claims that 

Tishkov is ‘not merely an ivory-tower academic but also an active citizen, a scholar-politician 

who through his scholarly works and his social activity has had real influence on events in our 

country’ (in Tishkov 2004: xi).  

One of the more far-fetched effects of Tishkov’s influence was that in 2007 he 

‘was accused of being a US spy’ by a pro-Kremlin political movement, the Eurasianists 

(Koriouchkina 2007: 23). Eurasia is a concept combining Europe and Asia, the two continents 

on which Russia is situated, and in effect it conceptually places Russia at the centre of the 

world, rather than in the periphery. These pro-Kremlin Eurasianists ‘described Tishkov’s 

work as a geopolitical threat that could instigate interethnic conflicts’ (ibid.: 23). They were 

targeting the ‘Network for Ethnic Monitoring and Early Warning (EAWARN), an 

authoritative independent expert organization created by Tishkov in the early 1990s to 

monitor and collect data on the ethnic situation in many regions of Russia’ (ibid.: 23). The 

rationale behind the accusation of espionage was that ‘[f]or many years, the EAWARN 

network functioned with support from a MacArthur Foundation grant’ (ibid.: 23). The 

Eurasianists claimed that the MacArthur funding was a cover-up for CIA activities and they 

‘organized a meeting of protest outside of the Russian Academy’ (ibid.: 23). Even if the 

                                                
14 See, in English, National Research Council 2003; Tishkov 1994, 1997, 2004; Tishkov and Filippova 2002; 
Tishkov and Rupesinghe 1996. 
15 See, in Russian, Tishkov 2001, 2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2005. 
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accusation is far-fetched, the fact that an anthropologist attracts that kind of attention indicates 

that he holds an influential position also in public debate and thought. A more hands-on aspect 

of the political influence of Tishkov’s position as head of an anthropological institute, he once 

told me, is that President Vladimir Putin visited the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, 

asking for advice on ethnic issues. This indicates that the position of head of this institute has 

a very direct and real influence on Russian state politics, and on the ways Russian indigeneity 

unfolds. 

One aspect of Tishkov’s positions is that they express not only different, but 

even contradictory views on indigeneity. As will be explained below, on the one hand, 

Tishkov expresses constructivist views. On the other hand, in other instances, he expresses the 

opposite, primordialist views. Which of these two is a ‘fantasy’? In his book on Chechnya 

Tishkov claims that academia is political. He argues that ‘scholarly theory can create (or 

destroy) reality’ (2004: 9). He further claims that in ‘many cases academics have adopted a 

self-appointed advocacy for what they see as suppressed groups and through this engagement 

proceed to build their narratives’ (ibid.: 9). Tishkov’s argument is that the Chechen nation did 

not cause the conflict, but that ‘fantasies’ of an assumed suppressed Chechen nation resulted 

in a distorted picture of the conflict, prevented solutions to it, and perpetuated the conflict.  

In his book Tishkov deconstructs ethnicity as an explanatory model and argues 

against understanding the conflict as rooted in a suppressed ethnic group’s wish for autonomy, 

and the Russian state’s oppression thereof. Instead, Tishkov argues that the ‘war in Chechnya 

is a civil war, with citizens of a single state fighting one another – on one side, in the form of a 

regular government army; on the other, as paramilitary fighters’, and that Russian civilians are 

also its victims, not only Chechens (Tishkov 2004: 138).  

Tishkov argues that the conflict should be seen as the work of extremist militant 

factions taking control and gaining support when the basic functions of society broke down, in 

what Tishkov calls de-modernization, the ‘radical transformation of social links and 

institutions’ with a ‘mental world usurped by simplified and limited versions of events, past 

and present, and of individual decisions pursued under pressure of limited information about 

available choices and under acute pressure of time’ because of infrastructural and socio-

economic breakdown (Tishkov 2004: 13). Tishkov argues that the conflict became conceived 

of as an ethnic conflict between Chechens and Russians as a justification for the conflict, 

rather than being its cause. ‘It is the conflict that constructs Chechens, not vice versa’ (ibid.: 

9). 
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The different ways the Chechnya conflict was understood made it into different 

kinds of ‘problems’ with different kinds of ‘solutions’. With an ethnic understanding of the 

conflict, the solution became independence for Chechnya and the Chechen people. With an 

understanding of ‘de-modernization’ like Tishkov’s, the solution became integration of 

Chechnya into Russia to rebuild modern institutions and infrastructure and fight socio-

economic marginalization. It is the difference in vision between ethnicity (or nationality, 

which means roughly the same thing in the Russian context (Donahoe et al. 2008: 995)), 

versus citizenship. Both ways of understanding are situated within political visions of the 

ideal society, one of ethnic/national belonging, and one of citizenship.  

Tishkov argues that ‘  “Chechen” became a political identification, a metaphoric 

category linked to the tragic past, which encouraged Chechens to believe that in “their own” 

state everything would be set right … and the Chechen war created a new group identity’ 

(2004: 54). Tishkov shows that people in Chechnya did not conceive of the conflict as an 

ethnic one to start with, and that representations of the conflict as being between ethnic 

Chechens and ethnic Russians did not correspond to the life worlds of people, who did not 

really understand how their friends and neighbours suddenly could become the enemy, or why 

they should fight their home country (ibid.: see 220ff., 227ff.). According to Tishkov, a 77-

year-old man said: ‘Look at me, I have lived through every trouble: first the war with Finland, 

then World War II, which left me a lame invalid. And this time I could not understand who 

we were fighting against – we are all one country’ (ibid.: 155). And another man: ‘I was ready 

to rush at the culprits and fight, but with whom and against whom?’ (ibid.: 155). With time, 

though, propaganda made people conceive of one another as enemies, as Tishkov interprets 

one informant: ‘How could I have served in the same army with them yesterday?!’ (ibid.: 

130). 

In Russia the term ‘Russian’ has two different meanings: ethnic Russian and 

Russian citizen. Far from all Russian citizens claim to be ethnic Russians. ‘Russia has nearly 

200 officially recognized “nationalities” besides Russian’, Brian Donahoe, Otto Habeck, 

Agnieszka Halemba, and István Sántha point out in an article on Russian indigeneity (2008: 

995). This is an important distinction not always recognized outside of Russia. It is an open 

question what people actually mean when they speak of being or not being ‘Russian’. There is 

no necessary contradiction in considering oneself (ethnic) Chechen and Russian (citizen) at 

the same time, and to identify with and feel loyal to Russia and Chechnya. Tishkov argues 

that the population in Chechnya – which consisted of both ethnic Chechens and ethnic 

Russians – saw themselves as Russians, in the sense of citizens of Russia. Ethnic ‘Chechen 
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wrote of Russia as their own country and conveyed a sense of being its citizens’ (Tishkov 

2004: 215).  

Representations of the conflict as an ethnic one often portrayed the opposite, that 

ethnic Chechens did not see themselves as Russians. The consequence of such representations 

is that ‘the most widespread external image of Chechens is that of a rare ethnic group in 

solidarity’ (Tishkov 2004: 13). This is inaccurate, according to Tishkov. He argues that this 

ethnified view of the conflict got support from an international community including scholars. 

As an example, Tishkov quotes an email he received from Tamara Dragadze, highly esteemed 

British anthropologist, where she pleads with Tishkov to ‘do something’ about the conflict. 

‘As ethnographers, we must save as many small nations as possible from extinction, whether 

we like them or not’ (quoted in Tishkov 2004: 227–228). Echoing old-time anthropological 

ideas of saving exotic cultures from extinction (even if we dislike them!), ‘doing something’ 

about the Chechnya conflict to Dragadze equals ‘saving’ the Chechen nation. Dragadze 

reproduces the idea of ‘a rare ethnic group in solidarity’, for which she has adopted ‘a self-

appointed advocacy’ of which Tishkov is so critical (ibid.: 13, 9).  

Tishkov claims he heeded Dragadze’s advice and ‘did something’ about the 

conflict, but not by saving the Chechens from extinction. This, Tishkov argues, is not really 

possible because ‘the question remains: Who should be saved, by whom, and where?’ (2004: 

228). Instead, the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology established a Fund for 

Humanitarian Assistance to the Republic of Chechnya (ibid.: 228), aiming at the Republic of 

Chechnya as a region rather than targeting a single ethnic group, as Dragadze wanted.  

Tishkov’s perspective on the Chechnya conflict implies that ethnicity does not 

explain the conflict; instead, it is the fact that the conflict is represented as an ethnic one that 

is in need of explanation. This is where Tishkov’s ideas about how to study the nation (2004: 

12), which have influenced the way I formulate the research question of this thesis, come in. 

Tishkov claims that even though ‘it may seem absurd to speak of Chechens as 

an imagined community in a time of savage fighting, a constructivist perspective is absolutely 

timely for this research’ (2004: 20) because the ‘theoretical intrigue lies in these fantasies 

about the “primordial Chechen nation” and it is in them we find the most spectacular proof of 

ethnicity’s constructivist nature’ (ibid.: 20). Tishkov argues that constructivist perspectives 

reveal that ideas of a primordial Chechen nation are ‘fantasies’. Does this mean that all 

narratives of ethnicity are fantasies? Are academic representations altogether merely 

fantasies? This does not seem to be Tishkov’s conclusion. ‘My thirty-five years as a scholar 

and brief experience as a Russian federal minister have led me to the conclusion that there is 
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nothing more practical than a good theory and adequate diagnosis of a problem’ (2004: 224). 

Tishkov argues that in addition to ‘fantasies’, there is ‘good theory’, resulting in ‘adequate 

diagnosis of a problem’. But how can we differentiate between fantasies and adequate 

diagnosis? How do we know that it is Tamara Dragadze’s self-proclaimed advocacy that rests 

upon ‘fantasies’, and that it is Tishkov’s vision of reversing a de-modernization process that is 

‘adequate diagnosis’ and not the other way around? And who has the power to determine this?  

Tishkov’s perspective is not merely descriptive but is at least as normative as 

Dragadze’s. Tishkov has not only been studying the Chechnya conflict, he has also been 

actively involved in it as a Russian federal mediator and as Federal Minister of Nationalities. 

In the foreword to the book on Chechnya former President Gorbachev describes how Tishkov 

spoke at the Communist Party Congresses in 1990, arguing that ‘individual rights are above 

those of the nation’ (in Tishkov 2004: xi). Gorbachev claims that if Tishkov’s view ‘had been 

implemented, we would not have suffered many conflicts, including the war in Chechnya’ 

(ibid.: xi).  

A normative political agenda thus lies embedded within Tishkov’s academic 

perspectives, as a vision of moving away from the ethnic as an organizing principle in society, 

towards citizenship. Tishkov claims that ‘[t]he critical agenda for today is the de-ethnicization 

of the state and the de-statization of ethnicity. Ethnonationalism leaves little room for a 

peaceful transformation from an ethnos- to a demos-based polity’ (Tishkov 2004: 12). The 

argument in Tishkov’s book Rekviem po etnosy is in the same spirit.  

The EAWARN (Ethnic Monitoring and Early Warning System) project, which 

Tishkov initiated and for which he was accused of being a spy, aimed to 

 

evaluate the social, cultural, and political situation in multiethnic countries, regions, and local 

communities with the goal of determining the existing or potential threat of confrontation or 

conflict and the capability of delivering this evaluation to the society and the state for the 

purpose of taking appropriate measures.16  

 

The aim of EAWARN was explicitly to assist in solving and preventing ethnic conflicts. We 

might assume it would be framed in a way that would promote the transformation to a demos- 

rather than ethnos-based polity, in accordance with Tishkov’s political vision. But it turns out 

to be more complicated than this.  
                                                
16 Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Sciences. Ethnic Monitoring and Early 
Warning System (EAWARN) http://www.eawarn.ru, last consulted 1 December 2004, cited material no longer 
accessible. 
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The EAWARN project,17 among other things, studied ‘the 2002 All-Russia 

Census, the first comprehensive census since the collapse of the Soviet Union’ (Donahoe et al. 

2008: 994). In the census one of the things asked for was nationality. The EAWARN studied 

what consequences this focus on nationality had, for example in Altai, where it resulted in 

conflicts and a ‘census war’ (Vinding 2005: 58). The EAWARN published an article on Altai 

by Alan Blum and Elena Filippova which argues that the singular, exclusive ethnic 

identification asked for in the census did not correspond to actual social practices, in which 

clan and place are equally important (2004). Such social practices and identifications were not 

recognized at all within the census. This discrepancy between social practices and official 

representations was similar to the accounts Tishkov collected in Chechnya (Tishkov 2004: 

155).  

Presumably, then, Tishkov, consistent with his position in the Chechnya case, 

would disagree with the whole idea of focusing on nationality in the census. However, this 

turns out not to be the case. Tishkov in fact argued and acted for a focus on nationality and 

thus provided an argument for an ethnos-based, rather than demos-based, society. When I was 

in Altai I was given access to a correspondence by letter18 between the government of Altai 

and Professor Tishkov regarding the ethnic categories to be used in the census. As director of 

the Institute in Moscow, Tishkov was effectively the one to decide this issue, even if it was 

the Russian president who made the decision formally. The Altaian government pleaded with 

Tishkov to construct the categories to suit its agenda, with one all-compassing Altaian ethnic 

category rather than several different indigenous categories. This was what the ‘census war’ 

was about, and it will be described in detail in the next chapter. 

Concerning the issue of an ethnos- or demos based society, the case of Altai is 

not that unlike the case of Chechnya. What was different was Tishkov’s approach to ethnicity 

in them. Whereas in the Chechnya case Tishkov tried to move beyond ethnic frameworks 

altogether, in the Altaian case he refuted the plea from the Altaian government for one 

particular ethnic framework, but only to promote another one. What Tishkov did in the 

Altaian case was the exact opposite of what he suggested for Chechnya; he participated in the 

‘ethnification’ of Altai, he ‘authored’ ethnic ‘fantasies’. Tishkov’s EAWARN project 

recognized the problems involved in designing the census formula the way Tishkov himself 

                                                
17 For some titles EAWARN has published, see Tishkov 2003a, Tishkov and Filippovoi 2005, and Tishkov and 
Malachova 2002. 
18 Letters from Valery Tishkov to Danil Tabaev 26 June 2001, no. 14110/1126; and 26 June 2001, no. 
14110/2173. Letter from A. Tomtosov to Danil Tabaev 13 July 2001, no. 23/3- 5216. Letter from Danil Tabaev 
26 December 2001, no. DT- 249. Letter from E. Arfeev to Danil Tabaev 10 January 2002, no. 121/11. 
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decided, but it did not mention the role Tishkov and the Institute had in reproducing them. Did 

Tishkov make a ‘fantasy’ or ‘an adequate diagnosis’? Can this be determined beyond the 

political visions in which they are situated?  

This example of Tishkov has illustrated how politics and academia are 

intertwined within the Russian context. A way to understand this complexity is as a legacy of 

the history of Soviet and post-Soviet anthropology and ethnicity politics. Tishkov is one of the 

commentators on this legacy, simultaneously taking part in it and being fully aware of this 

problematic. 

 

Anthropology	and	ethnicity	policy	

Both the note by Depres, written long ago, that for the question of ethnicity ‘theoretical 

currents are as much the product of economic and political forces as they are the product of 

independent thought’ (1975: 1), and Mark Moberg’s contemporary note that academic 

knowledge ‘does reflect the institutional and political context in which it occurs and to which 

it is applied’ (2013: 333) apply to the way anthropology and ethnicity policy have interacted 

in the Soviet context. 

George Stocking claims that Soviet anthropology can be understood as one 

single academic tradition (1984: 5), while Ernst Gellner argues that there has been no 

homogeneity among Soviet scholars and therefore no such thing as one Soviet tradition (1975: 

600). There is probably some truth to both claims. Like everywhere, there has of course been 

diversity among scholars, but similarities in basic assumptions and structures can also be 

discerned. Tishkov describes a pre-Soviet, a Soviet, and a post-Soviet period (1996: 493) and 

has written about some of the specifics of each that shed light on contemporary politics of 

knowledge production (1992, 1996). 

Soviet anthropologists could not go outside the Soviet Union to conduct 

fieldwork, so they found their fields within the vast Soviet empire. As hardly any foreign 

anthropologists were allowed to do fieldwork within the Soviet Union, Soviet scholars had a 

monopoly over interpretation of these fields (Tishkov 1992: 375; 1996: 494). Alternative 

interpretations, based on alternative methodologies or theoretical orientations, were simply 

not made. Together with a linguistic barrier, where Soviet scholars published mainly in 

Russian, not accessible to a wider international audience, and where Soviet scholars did not 

command the literature in English, the Soviet tradition developed in isolation and with mutual 

poor understanding between the Russian- and English-speaking traditions. Because of this 
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isolation, practice, theory, method, and the Soviet geographic region became something of an 

integrated whole, with its own vocabulary, assumptions, and taken-for-granted knowledge.  

When I started to study Russian indigeneity this became immediately apparent. I 

found it difficult to comprehend the literature. It did not look like the anthropological 

literature I was used to, and it was full of implicit assumptions and unexplained notions. What 

are ‘Northern peoples’ and how come they also live in the south? What has this geographical 

location got to do with the size of the population? What is ‘national form’ and ‘the list of 26’? 

Why does ‘culture’ only seem to mean folkloristic traits like costumes, dance, and songs? 

Why is the number 50,000 so important? The first part of my investigation into Russian 

indigeneity consisted of decoding the worlds of meaning behind this academic jargon. To me 

these aspects of Russian anthropology were least as culturally different and ‘exotic’ as being 

in Siberia itself was. In some ways the anthropological institute in Moscow was the most 

culturally different and ‘far-away’ place I ever came to in Russia, more difficult to 

comprehend than Siberian villages. 

All academic traditions have been ‘shaped within a socio-political environment’ 

in which they have been historically situated, Wolf argues (1999: 121).19 For example, 

someone like Malinowski could hardly have conducted fieldwork had the site not been 

colonized, Stocking argues (1991: 11, 35), even though the colonial situation is practically 

invisible in Malinowski’s ethnographic accounts (Malinowski 1922, 1926). Henrietta Kuklick 

claims that Western European and North American anthropology has been put ‘to various 

ideological uses’ (1991: 4), and Stocking that it was used by colonial administration (1991: 

320). The way in which Western anthropology shaped the world around it may have been 

more subtle and indirect, though, as when Thomas argues that such a thing as Mauss’s gift 

society (1950) has actually never existed but that this idea has become part of self-identity in 

revitalization movements, and in this way anthropological representations have made the gift 

society become true (Thomas 1991).  

The Soviet anthropological tradition was of course also shaped by the socio-

political context in which it was historically situated, as is widely recognized (see Kozlov 

1992; Tishkov 1992). Although relations of power and influence between academia and 

society need not necessarily be direct or open,20 one of the specifics of the Soviet tradition 

seems to have been that these relations, with influence in both directions, indeed were quite 

open and direct.  
                                                
19 See Kuklick 1991; Kuper 1996: 94ff., 1999; Layton 1999; Stocking 1984, 1986, 1991. 
20 See Kuklick 1991: 146; Stocking 1991: 315; Wolf 1999: 121. 
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Tishkov claims that political constraints on anthropology at some points were as 

severe as a ‘dictatorship’ (1992: 378). Stalin considered scientists with ‘wrong’ ideas to be as 

dangerous as terrorists and treated them accordingly, Yuri Slezkine argues in a book on 

Russian indigeneity (1991: 476). From the 1930s the ‘Marxist-Leninist doctrine started to 

completely dominate all theoretical approaches’ (Tishkov 1996: 494), with political pressure 

on organizations and journals, the shutting down of museums, and the prosecution of teachers 

(Slezkine 1991: 479). The Communist Party had representatives at all academic institutions, 

Dragadze writes (1984: 8). The number of forbidden topics grew, and ethnographic 

‘questionnaires had to be ratified by Communist party committees’ (Tishkov 1992: 376). All 

science was to serve socialism and assist in realizing the socialist state, and the Marxist-

Leninist ideology was to be the theoretical foundation of all science (Dragadze 1984: 6–7). 

Scholars were obliged to take part in policy making and implementation, to help actively in 

the transformation of society into socialism, Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer writes in a book on 

Siberian ethnicity (1999: 21). Within this social engineering project, a seemingly insignificant 

academic branch like anthropology became significantly important.  

The time up until the Second World War seems to have been investigated more 

in this respect than later years, so while the situation in the 1920s and 1930s is rather well 

known, the situation in the 1970s and 1980s is less known. Historian Francine Hirsch (2005) 

studied the ethnography of the early years of the Soviet era and calls the Soviet Union an 

empire of nations, as the very project of the Soviet Union rested upon the idea that the 

population was made up of building blocks of nationalities. Tishkov told me, with a smile, 

how Hirsch was allowed to do archival studies at the Russian Academy of Sciences but that 

they did not really understand what she was doing, and when they read her work they got 

something of a shock. But Tishkov did not seem to mind at all.  

Both pre-Soviet Russia and the Soviet Union ‘constructed and imposed distinct 

ethnic categories in order to effectively administer the multiethnic populations throughout 

their vast realms’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 993). The Soviet Union did so according to two, 

partly contradictory, principles. On the one hand, the population of the Soviet Union as a 

whole was to be transformed into socialists. All people should become Soviet, rather than 

ethnically or nationally diverse. On the other hand, nations and peoples should also be 

allowed freedom and the right to self-determination, to maintain ethnic diversity. It was an 

ideologically important idea to the Soviet Union not to force anyone into socialism (see 

Eidlitz 1979: 39ff.; Pika 1999: 32–33; Vakhtin 1994: 39). The right to self-determination for 

all peoples was taken as a proof of how well people were treated in the Soviet Union, not least 
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those with hunting, gathering, and herding livelihoods, contrary to how such people were 

treated in capitalist countries like the US, Kerstin Eidlitz writes in a book on Soviet 

nationality politics (1979: 2).  

Even though the right to self-determination was ideologically important, fear of 

disintegration along ethnic lines led to constraints on this right, Tormod Fjellvang writes in an 

article on Soviet ethnicity (1987: 27). The Soviet Union tried to develop and implement 

policies to realize both the principles of self-determination and a transformation to socialism. 

In doing this, who could be more suited to assist than anthropologists, the experts on peoples, 

nations, and ethnic groups? Since ethnoses were conceptually and practically at the centre of 

the whole project of the Soviet Union, anthropology became situated at the centre, too. 

Conceptually, the project of combining self-determination and transformation 

into socialism was based in evolutionary and determinist ideas of historical materialism and 

Marxism-Leninism (Eidlitz 1979). All peoples and nations were thought to go through the 

same five stages of socioeconomic development: primitive communism, slave society, 

feudalism, capitalism, and socialism (Donahoe et al. 2008: 996-7). This view is less different 

than we might think from how Euro-American anthropology assumes the ‘primitive’ to be 

‘the starting point of a common history through which all populations pass, at different 

speeds’, as Kuper has shown (2005: 10). 

In the historical materialism of Marxism-Leninism, ethnicity was thought to 

cease to matter altogether at the socialist stage. All peoples would transform into one, socialist 

people. Different peoples, though, developed at their own pace, so that at one and the same 

point in history different peoples would be at different stages. The Soviet state did not want to 

passively sit and wait for this historical development to occur by itself, but instead wanted to 

promote these changes to make peoples pass through stages at a faster rate. The first step was 

to determine at what stage a people were situated at, and then to develop appropriate policies 

to make them pass through stages faster. This was what anthropologists were made to assist 

with.  

Forced collectivization and appropriation of property are examples of such 

policies aimed at promoting the development into socialism. How forced policies 

ideologically could be conceptualized as consistent with ideas of a right to freedom and self-

determination can be understood with the help of the slogan national in form, socialist in 

content (Eidlitz 1979: 15–36). In their form people were to be allowed to remain diverse, but 

in their content they were to be transferred to socialism, hence both freedom to self-

determination and forced transformation into socialism were ideologically possible at one and 
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the same time. The slogan national in form, socialist in content helps us understand how ideas 

of the ethnic enter a Marxist theoretical framework. Marxism has class struggle at its 

conceptual base, which is conceptually incompatible with ethnicity, but through a specific 

way of understanding ‘culture’ the ethnos entered Marxism. The Soviet system managed to 

combine two conceptual frameworks, an ethnic one and one of class, through splitting 

‘culture’ and cultural practices into two, as I experienced during fieldwork. 

The historic-economic content was considered part of the historical development 

and therefore in a state of continual change. This is where class struggle took place, which 

was considered socio-economic, not ‘ethnic’, and was to be transformed into socialism as 

soon as possible. The other part contained the specific, traditional, ethnic, national ‘culture’ of 

a people, considered to lie outside historical forces of change, as ahistorical, inherent, 

primordial characters. This would remain the same over time, the true culture of a people. The 

form of a people, i.e. folkloristics, costumes, food habits, songs, music, and so forth, was 

allowed or expected to remain specific and unchanged for each nation. Diversity in the 

national form was to be allowed, although the socio-economic content of peoples was to be 

transformed into socialism. What in Western anthropological traditions is usually approached 

as one whole – cosmology, folkloristic traits, social and economic relationships, and so forth – 

was here split in two. It was only the form that was thought to be the proper object of study for 

anthropology, and this part of culture was thus considered static and bounded, inherent to 

different peoples. 

To promote the national forms, the Soviet Union promoted local languages, 

encouraged their use in schools, and put a lot of resources into national, ‘ethnic’ festivals and 

parades, because this was equivalent to promoting ethnic diversity. Ethnicity was thus state 

sponsored, Balzer notes (1999: 117). At the same time, the Soviet Union forcibly transformed 

economic relations and livelihoods, social relationships and religion: altered gender relations, 

appropriated reindeer and property, killed shamans, and forced children into boarding schools. 

Conceptually, this did not infringe on the right to ethnic diversity and self-determination. It 

was ideologically compatible with parades of national costumes and promoting local 

languages because it was not considered to be about culture and the national form, but only 

about the content, to be transformed. In this way ‘ethnicity could coexist with Sovietization, 

as long as ethnic consciousness did not descend to nationalism’ (Balzer 1999: 99; see also 

Yetylen 1996). 

According to my own experiences of working in a project with Russian scholars, 

this idea of culture as split in two is still practiced. The kind of culture studied is the national 
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form: folklore, ‘traditional’ material culture, and old customs and norms. This means that to 

these scholars, there is an ‘authentic’ culture of each people, which it is up to the 

anthropologist to study and determine. In this line of thinking, people can be ‘without’ culture, 

have the ‘wrong’ culture, or have ‘no’ culture at all. This is not so unlike how American 

cultural anthropology was focused on culture rather than social organization, not least since 

the social organization, political system, kinship, and more, of ‘their’ indigenous people had 

been transformed.  

The Soviet model was one in which diversity could be made compatible with 

uniformity. In the Soviet Union ethnic groups and nations were therefore approached with 

both an essentialist and a constructivist perspective at the same time. The Soviet Union did 

not practice policies of assimilation or segregation, but assimilation and segregation.  

 

Indigeneity	through	time,	space,	and	scale		

This general ethnicity politics is an important background to understanding Russian 

indigeneity specifically. According to a 1920s census, 30 million of the 140 million people in 

the Soviet Union were considered not yet industrialized, but ‘backward’ and in need of ‘help’ 

(Eidlitz 1979: 38). Some of these 30 million people were considered to be a category of their 

own, not only backward, but also few in number, and with a hunting-fishing or reindeer-

herding livelihood, according to Russian scholar Alexander Pika (1999: xxx; see also 

Bogoyavlinsky 1996; Pika 1996). These were the ones who later came to be considered the 

indigenous peoples of Russia.  

The worlds of meaning that underlie this conceptualization of indigeneity are not 

so often explained. One of the best attempts at explaining and understanding this ‘genealogy’ 

of indigeneity is by Sergei Sokolovski, a colleague of Tishkov’s, in his article ‘The 

Constructions of “Indigenousness” in Russian Science, Politics and Law’ (2000), where the 

title itself indicates the importance of the relation between Russian politics, science, and law 

to understanding Russian indigeneity. This point is important to understand since ‘the ways of 

thinking and speaking about the so-called “indigenous population” continue to influence both 

the modern terminology and the way in which our politicians, legislators, scientists and 

laymen think about the problems of those nations’ (Sokolovski 2000: 91). Another important 

article, by Donahoe et al. (2008), explains and exemplifies the way contemporary indigeneity 

in Russia is being understood in terms of place (Northern) and size (small).  
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The specific category of ‘indigenous peoples’ was not used in the Russian 

context until very late in the post-Soviet period, because it was considered ‘appropriate only 

in a colonial context’ (Sokolovski 2000: 109), which, ideologically, the Soviet Union of 

course could not be. Thus, in the Soviet and pre-Soviet times other categories were used. In 

his genealogy of categories, Sokolovski concludes that despite changes in the categories, the 

basic understandings of Russian indigeneity have remained the same for a long time, so that 

‘the foundation for contemporary Russian State fiscal policy towards those peoples was laid 

as far back as the 15th and 17th centuries’ (2000: 104). The Russian indigenous was and still is 

‘the archetype of the absolute Other’, conceived ‘to be born and to live in remote rural areas, 

to speak a different (non-Russian) language’, and ‘to have other values, life-style and culture 

and a profession not typical for urban areas, to be poorly educated with absolutely different 

needs and requirements’ (ibid.: 111–112). More specifically, three dimensions are crucial to 

how indigeneity is understood within Russia: time, space, and scale: how you live 

(traditionally, old-time-style), where you live (the North), how many you are (small, 

maximum 50,000). This ‘pervasively shapes local identities and creates a peculiar type of 

identity politics based on ethnic-group size and place of residence’ even today, Donahoe et al. 

show (2008: 993). 

Sokolovski’s genealogy of categories leading up to ‘indigenous peoples’ starts 

with the concept of tuzemtsy. He notes the ambivalent status of the tuzemstsy as not really 

foreign, but still not like Us either, ‘a category of a special kind of citizens’, and that the ‘idea 

of mixed status, of on the one hand being Russian, and on the other, of not being properly or 

equally Russian as other Russians still clings to Russian indigeneity’ (Sokolovski 2000: 93). 

The 18th century saw great romantization of tuzemts as the ‘noble savage’ (ibid.: 95), which 

led to a hierarchical comparative scale, and ‘it became common to identify the life of 

contemporary “wild tribes” with the life style and morality of ancient ages’, a metaphor that 

‘later evolved into established knowledge’ (ibid.: 96). The ‘natives came to be regarded as 

remnants of an ancient population, as “living antiques”, and travels in space were often 

identified with travels in time’ (ibid.: 96). The Soviet evolutionary scale therefore had 

predecessors. This time–space confusion is reproduced also today. In a draft law that went 

through parliamentary hearings in 1997, indigenous peoples were defined as being ‘at a lower 

than majority stage of social and economic development’, according to Sokolovski (ibid.: 95, 

footnote 8).  

After the 1917 revolution the Communists wanted to distance themselves from 

everything old, and so they needed to invent a new language with new categories, ‘carefully 
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selected on the basis of ideological compatibility’ (Sokolovski 2000: 105). This started a 

‘serious scholarly debate on ethnicity, ethnic theory, and nationalities policy in the Soviet 

Union and unleashed battles of terminology’, Donahoe et al. argue (2008: 995). At least 

twenty new categories were invented, some of which were ‘native population’, ‘natives of the 

North’, ‘native North’, ‘native ethnic groups’, ‘Northern ethnic groups’, ‘small ethnic groups 

of Northern borderlands’, and ‘little ethnic groups of the north’, according to Sokolovski 

(2000: 106).  

One of these new categories was natsional’nost’, ‘nationality’, or ‘ethnic group’ 

(Sokolovski 2000: 106). In my experience, this is still the term that people, lay as well as 

academic, use to describe ethnic belonging. Used this way, the category ‘nationality’ does not 

distinguish between indigenous and other ethnic, minority, or national belongings. Nationality 

is thus one common category for speaking of a whole spectrum of different ethnic formations, 

of which indigeneity is but one. So, to the question ‘What is your nationality?’ people can 

answer many different kinds of ethnic belonging, like Russian (non-indigenous) or Altaian 

(possibly indigenous) or Telengit (definitely indigenous). Tishkov claims that these 

nationalities became ‘cultural artefacts created by intellectuals’, and that ‘this story of creation 

… has yet to be written’ (1992: 381).  

Within the Marxist-Leninist evolutionary theory of five stages of socio-

economic development, different ethnic formations were thought to exist at different levels. 

At the level of primitive communism it was assumed to be clan or tribe, and at the 

evolutionarily more advanced levels of capitalism and socialism it was assumed to be the 

nation (Donahoe et al. 2008: 996–997). Where did the indigenous fit into this? According to 

official ideology, all peoples had by definition moved beyond primitive communism through 

their incorporation into the Soviet Union. But still, they were not accorded status equal to the 

larger, more ‘advanced’ nations. ‘Scholars began to refer to all ethnic communities that were 

classified somewhere between primitive communism and capitalism as narodnosti’ (ibid.: 

997).  

These peoples were thought to need protection for their survival, as they were 

much fewer in number than the nations that were ‘not threatened by extinction and are 

protected by the governments in “their own” titular republics’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 998). 

Few in number, ‘small’, was thus a qualitative designation of a low level of social 

development and a risk of ‘extinction’ (ibid.: 995), and ‘small peoples’ or malye narodnosti 

became a demeaning and patronizing classification (ibid.: 997). 
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The different ethnic denominations were linked not only to scale and size, but 

also to place. Each nationality was associated with a region, which was its ‘proper’ place. This 

policy ‘took the form of establishing ethnic districts, provinces, and republics with some 

nominal degree of autonomy and native self-determination’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1005). You 

had to live in the specific region associated with your nationality to be in your proper place. 

Small peoples were associated with ‘the North’. In 1929 eight special areas for the small 

peoples were created (Bataynova et al. 1999: 7–8; Eidlitz 1979: 95). In them, the native 

population was to be a numerical majority, and these areas in some ways protected the native 

population (Pika 1999: 4–5). It is still the case that if you live in another region, in which 

there is another native population, you have no special rights (see Tishkov 1992: 381–382).  

Of course, a whole lot of people not considered ‘small’ also lived in the North. 

After the revolution in 1917 the population in the vast land east of the Ural Mountains grew 

many times (Pika 1999: xxxi), and the largest part of this population was not considered 

small. But the geographical denomination of ‘Northern’ was attributed only to small peoples: 

‘the names of other population groups rarely contain any reference to either their geographic 

position or their remoteness’ (Sokolovski 2000: 107). In the case of the North, it is interesting 

to note that Saami become indigenous by association with this North because they are in the 

‘correct’ place. The Komi, though, are not indigenous because they are in the ‘wrong’ place, 

despite their being in the same Northern place as the Saami. 

In addition to place and scale, indigeneity is also associated with a time 

dimension, in the sense of traditional, ‘old-time’, or even ‘out-of-time’. This is legally 

translated into ‘traditional ways of life’, meaning ‘livelihood historically developed’ and 

‘based on the historical experience of their ancestors’, Andrei Golovnev and Gail Osherenko 

write in a book on Nenets in Siberia (1999: 269). To be indigenous you should thus support 

yourself by ‘one of the four subsistence economies – reindeer herding, hunting, fishing, and 

gathering’ (Sokolovskii 2008: 1014). However, this is not, of course, the exclusive livelihood 

of many people these days. Far from everyone recognized as indigenous in the cases of this 

thesis lives exclusively from such livelihoods. In addition, being forced to live from 

subsistence farming out of economic necessity and marginalization is not a valid criterion for 

indigeneity. According to one estimate, about half of those who potentially could be 

recognized as indigenous are not engaged in ‘traditional’ activities, and hence are excluded 

(Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 132). More people would probably like to engage in hunting 
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and fishing but cannot, as it is difficult to support oneself by it.21 Some of those who are 

recognized as indigenous but do not live a ‘traditional’ lifestyle are ‘Kumanda and Teleut 

from the south of Western Siberia’, that is, in Altai (Sokolovski 2008: 1014). In my 

experience in Altai, indigenous and non-indigenous people alike engage partly in activities 

that could count as ‘traditional’ in terms of fishing, hunting, and gathering; partly in 

agriculture in their own gardens; and partly in ordinary jobs. 

 

The	North	

The association of indigeneity with the North has a long history. ‘In theory, the status of Far 

North has nothing to do with ethnic categorizations,’ Sokolovski notes (2000: 1005), but in 

practice this is not the case. In practice, ‘Northern’ is an ethnic denomination. Already the 

‘1822 statute of Alien Administration divided Siberia into northern, middle, and southern 

climatic zones and posited corresponding differences in economic activities and degrees of 

nomadism for each zone’, and the 1926 regulation ‘paid special attention to northern peoples’ 

(Donahoe et al. 2008: 1005).  

This association of indigeneity with place rests upon what Tim Ingold calls the 

genealogical model of thought (2000: 132ff.), and it has perhaps become more and more 

common in Russia, Oksana Gracheva argues in an article on Russian nationalism (1999: 48). 

Russian federal law defines indigeneity in terms of ‘the territory occupied by their ancestors’ 

(article 1, in Kohler et al. 2002: 268). But to determine who was first in an area, as the 

genealogical model prescribes, is not easy in Russia (Pika 1999: 70), and if archaeological 

excavations are to decide whether a group is indigenous or not, we have come very far from 

the present reality, Olga Murashko argues in an article on indigeneity and ethnic conflict in 

Siberia (1996: 247–248). There is a tendency also within global indigeneity to define 

indigeneity according to the genealogical model of thought.22 

Northern-ness is not only about actual geographical location. ‘Northern’ peoples 

were not only those who actually lived in the North. There were ‘Northern’ peoples also to the 

east, all the way to the Pacific; to the west, in the area bordering Finland; and to the south, on 

                                                
21 See Balzer 1999: 154–155; Funk et al. 1999: ix; Osherenko 2001: 695, 700; Pika 1999: 94ff.; Prokhorov 1999: 
174. 
22 See e.g. The Routledge Encyclopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology (Barnard and Spencer 1996: 609); 
the WCIP 1977 definition (in Bodley 1982: 167); the ILO 169, article 1, International Labour Organization, 
(http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::p12100_instrument_id:312314); and 
Det Danske Center for Menneskerettigheder (Goldschmidt 1994: 12–13). 
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Russia’s border to Asian states. According to M. A. Sergeyev, in an article published in a 

Soviet overview of the peoples of Siberia (1964: 491), six peoples in the category of the small 

peoples of the North lived not in the geographical North but in South-Eastern Siberia. 

Indigeneity is still associated with Northern-ness (see Eidlitz 1979; Vdovin 1967).  

‘Northern’ refers to a mental landscape of assumed cultural difference as much 

as to place. Part of the study of Russian indigeneity should thus be made with symbolic 

geography, but such studies ‘are very rare in Russian ethnography, if not completely absent’ 

(Sokolovski 2000: 91, footnote 3). ‘Northering’ can perhaps be seen as the Russian variant of 

the ‘Othering’ or ‘Orientalism’ of Western European and American traditions.23 Criteria for 

the Western Other have perhaps been more implicit than for the Northern, but are still not so 

different: small, primitive, non-urban, small scale, preliterate, different, exotic, traditional 

(Gellner 1975: 599–600; Kuklick 1991; Kuper 1988). In the case of the North we will see how 

the more specific, Russian, variety of the North is fused with the more generic Northern 

Other. 

Altai becomes more ‘anomalic’ in terms of indigeneity because it is situated in 

southern, rather than northern Russia and is not recognized as a northern place in this sense, 

even though, paradoxically, there are now considered to be some ‘Northern’ peoples there. 

Altai, as such, is not generally recognized as a ‘Northern’ place. 

The case of repatriation ignores all Russian specifics, including the criterion of 

place. Even though the Vega Expedition sailed on the Arctic Ocean along the Russian coast, 

the skulls they collected there might not be on the safe side of Northern-ness, because not all 

of geographically northern Russia is considered Northern in the Russian context, as we will 

see in the empirical case on the North. Notably, the North is an administrative region in the 

west of Russia. In the case of the North it is apparent how not all people in the North are 

recognized as Northern either. The North is a complex denomination which has rather little to 

do with geography. 

The criterion of place for access to indigeneity is very complex and legally 

‘conditioned upon a set of overlapping but often contradictory residency requirements’ in the 

Russian context (Donahoe et al. 2008: 993). In this sense, there are many different kinds of 

‘Norths’ in Russia. Some of these are ‘places of settlements by ancestors’, ‘historically 

formulated areas’, ‘areas of traditional settlement’, ‘areas of traditional nature use’, ‘areas of 

historical and cultural significance’, and ‘sacred places’. There are at least three ‘Norths’ in 

                                                
23 See Clifton 1994; Ellingson 2001; McLaren 1992; Mitchell 1988; Pratt 1992; Thomas 1991; Torgovnick 1990. 



 123 

Russian vocabulary: ‘places where indigenous peoples live’, ‘northern places’, and ‘places 

equivalent to the North’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1005). A place can be situated outside any 

geographical North and still be considered ‘North-like’, for example due to severe climatic 

conditions. Such places can be granted the status of North, and as such given some privileges, 

like higher salaries within the public sector, retirement at an earlier age, and prioritized 

distribution of goods and services (ibid.: 1005). Altai, which is situated in the south of Siberia 

and is not recognized as Northern as a whole, has a few places that are recognized as the 

North: those with severe climate. Northern-ness is thus a very complex denomination, with 

mixed and contradictory content, but always associated with indigeneity. 

 

Small:	50,000	

Scale, ‘small-ness’, is, besides Northern-ness, the most prominent criterion for indigeneity in 

Russia, and this has resulted in ‘a peculiar type of identity politics based on ethnic-group size’ 

(Donahoe et al. 2008: 993). The whole case of Altai, and partly the case of the North, must be 

understood in the light of this criterion of size, with the specific threshold of 50,000.  

Initially, scale was a diminutive, something like ‘small brother’. Ethnic Russians 

were officially called ‘elder brothers’ of all other peoples of the Soviet Union, according to 

Anatoly Khazanov in a comment on an article by Tishkov (1992: 386). ‘Small’ ‘did not refer 

so much to quantitative measurements of group size but rather to qualitative characteristics, 

including geographic remoteness, social backwardness, and a need for protection’ (Donahoe 

et al. 2008: 995, also 1015). But as small later became recognized as demeaning, there was a 

change from ‘small’ in a qualitative sense, to ‘small-numbered’ peoples in a quantitative 

sense, supposedly less demeaning (ibid.: 995). This led, however, to placing a crucial 

importance on numbers for Russian indigeneity. Sokolovski notes that the almost magical 

power put into numbers ‘has been repeatedly criticized, as yet with no success’, as the 

‘consistently recurrent definition of such peoples as “small” or “small-numbered” ’ is still with 

us (2000: 97).  

Thus, ‘small’ is nowadays an exact, numerical criterion: status as indigenous is 

limited to a ‘maximum size of 50,000’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 993; see also Osherenko 2001: 

698). This seems quite remarkable. Why a specific number? Why 50,000? Donahoe et al. 

bring us back to Tishkov on this curious matter and explain that it was anthropologists who 

created this numerical criterion for Russian indigeneity. I quote this important information at 

length: 
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According to Valerii Tishkov, director of the Moscow-based Institute of Ethnology and 

Anthropology, Russian Academy of Science (IEA-RAS), the 50,000 number was arrived at 

through discussions among ethnologists and other experts at IEA-RAS in the early 1990s. In 

the process of drafting a new law on the legal status of Russia’s indigenous peoples, it was 

considered necessary that the term be ‘precisely’ defined. While discussion centered on such 

qualitative criteria as ‘traditional economic activities’ and ‘autochthony’, the authors 

nevertheless felt compelled to include a quantitative criterion as well, presumably in order to 

limit the number of peoples who could lay claim to government benefits. Using figures from 

the 1989 census, they noted that the largest of the recognized malye groups, the Nenets, 

numbered just under 35,000. Thus, initially a population maximum of 35,000 was stipulated, 

but this was later changed. Ultimately it was determined that the 50,000 threshold was high 

enough to allow the largest malye group some possibility for growth yet still far enough 

below the smallest non-malye indigenous group (Altaians with a population of ca. 62,000) 

that their exclusion from the category would not be questioned. Tishkov and other specialists, 

many of whom were directly involved in the discussion leading to the above definition, insist 

that the 50,000 threshold was simply a convenient, provisional figure that was never intended 

to be written in stone. (Donahoe et al. 2008: 997)  

 

This is interesting for several reasons. Even if the scholars involved intended the number 

50,000 as a provisional figure, it has now come to be as if written in stone, as an absolute 

threshold for indigeneity, and ‘the 50,000 benchmark has taken on a life of its own’ (Donahoe 

et al. 2008: 998) and become part of ethnicity politics (ibid.: 1008). This therefore is an 

instance in which anthropologists create their own object of study. The role of Altai in the 

establishment of 50,000 rather than 35,000 is also interesting and will be elaborated upon in 

more depth in the next chapter. It suffices for now to note that the number of 50,000 is ‘a 

social fact that cannot be ignored, especially in the light of the 2002 All-Russia census’ (ibid.: 

993), and here we can see that the ambiguous status of Altaians in relation to indigeneity 

started long before the issue of the census. Defining indigeneity through a specific number can 

be seen as part of an ambition to grant access to indigeneity in a way that seems ‘objective’. 

Extending indigeneity limitlessly was considered dangerous to political stability (ibid.: 1008). 

 The criterion of size thus creates an upper limit for indigeneity. At the same 

time, though, it creates a lower limit for other ethnic denominations, for example for titular 

nations of so-called ethnic republics. Gaining status as a titular nation and an ethnic republic 

can be a desired good, giving access to self-determination and autonomy. But if they are too 
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few, below the threshold of 50,000, such people are not considered titular nations and will not 

be granted republics of their own. To be indigenous, you have to be small enough; to be a 

titular nation, you have to be big enough. ‘Small peoples’ ‘appear as titular nationalities only 

in regions (okruga) and districts (raiony) but never in republics’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). 

This means that the threshold of 50,000 may turn into an excluding mechanism if people are 

too many, and if they are too few. ‘Although nowhere in Russian law is it explicitly stated that 

the titular nationality of a republic must number more than 50,000’, in practice, this policy 

‘has proved pervasive and enduring’ (Donahoe et al. 2008, note 35). This will turn out to be 

especially evident in the case of Altai, where indigeneity becomes a threat to there being too 

few Altaians for status as a titular nation and ethnic republic. 

Indigeneity in Russia is still associated with time, space, and scale. ‘Historical 

grading of contemporary peoples (temporalization), and its reverse side, territorialization of 

historical time, created a special optics for looking at indigenous populations which was later 

reflected in symbolic geography’, and ‘all subsequent attempts to remove that optics failed’ 

(Sokolovski 2000: 96). To summarize, ‘the perceptions of the population of Siberia and of the 

North’ have been, and still are, an attempt at ‘[i]dentifying an indigenous population as a 

special category which requires a special policy to be adopted towards it’ (ibid.: 108). 

Donahoe et al. conclude that the ‘definition based on a population maximum and place-of-

residence and lifestyle criteria … serves nicely to confine the state’s responsibilities to a 

manageable core group of claimants’ (2008: 1008). And even if this definition ‘was a self-

consciously pragmatic and political decision’ on the part of the anthropologists involved, it 

still ‘lends the definition an aura of scientific objectivity, which presumably distances it from 

the political realm’ (ibid,: 1008), while in fact it is situated at the heart of politics. 

 

Policy	towards	the	small	peoples	of	the	North	

These associations of indigeneity with place, scale, and time resulted in a ‘perception of the 

indigenous population as a special entity and, as such, as a special object of national, 

economic and religious policy’ (Sokolovsky 2008: 111). This started long ago, with Count 

Speransky’s reform in 1822, The Charter of Siberian Aliens (Pika 1999: 36), and continued in 

the 1926 Provincial Regulations for the Administration of Native Peoples and Tribes of the 

Northern Extremes of the RSFSR (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1008). 

Already in tsarist times scientific representations had become part of these 

policies and had serious consequences for many groups in Siberia. In the 1822 Charter, the 



 126 

natives – reindeer-herding, hunting, and fishing peoples who were already present in Siberia 

before Russians first came to Siberia – were classified as alien, although the Russians were 

the ‘new incoming’ ones there, as Yuri Slezkine points out (1994: 81ff.). Siberia officially 

became part of Russia in 1581 (Eidlitz 1979: 50), and the ‘aliens’ soon became a minority in 

Siberia. According to the monumental work The Peoples of Siberia (Potapov and Levin 1964 

[1956]), 80 per cent of the population in Siberia was ethnic Russian in 1897 (1964: 1), and the 

vast majority of the present population in Siberia is still ethnic Russian. 

The Charter of 1822 divided the ‘alien’ population into three categories: settled, 

nomadic (with seasonal movement), or wandering, (moving from place to place).24 This was 

an evolutionary scheme (Slezkine 1994: 81ff.). Wanderers were considered to be like 

children, in need of special legislative actions, and settled life was the final stage (Golovnev 

and Osherenko 1999: 107). The criteria for putting groups in these categories were arbitrary, 

and it was up to the local administrators to make decisions.25 The categories were differently 

taxed (Pika 1999: 39), and as the tax for settled people could be ten times higher than for 

nomads, people ‘went to extremes to show that they really were “nomadic” ’ (Forsyth 1992: 

157; see also Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 60). Hence ‘the status of “yasak persons” was 

attractive to Russian peasants’ (Sokolovski 2000: 103). There were even revolts in the 19th 

century when some of those classified as settled protested (Slezkine 1994: 63, 88–89). The 

Russian state wanted nomads to become settled, and in 1914, 67 per cent of the nomads were 

reclassified as settled (Batyanova et al. 1999: 6–7), with the aim ‘to make pasture-land 

available for cultivation’, James Forsyth argues in his history of the peoples of Siberia (1992: 

157). 

Even though the aliens were considered to be at a low level of development, 

Stephen and Ethel Dunn note in an article on Siberia (1963: 3), they were still important: 

economically, because the natives’ knowledge was needed to produce fish and fur in areas 

unsuitable for agricultural production; and ideologically, because, as almost ‘primitive 

communists’, they would prove the truth of socialism as the Soviet Union ‘competed’ with 

Western states in treating their native population best.26  

In 1924 the Committee for the Assistance to the Peoples of the Northern 

Borderlands was created (Pika 1999: 43). This was to deal, not with the population of these 

‘Northern borderlands’ as a whole, but only with the small, Northern peoples. Anthropologists 

                                                
24 Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 60; Lineton 1978: 91; Slezkine 1994: 37. 
25 See Forsyth 1992: 156; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999; Lineton 1978: 9; Slezkine 1994: 84. 
26 Balzer 1999: 101; Eidlitz 1979: 1, 2, 42–43, 181; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 72–73. 
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were active in this committee and made recommendations about how to implement changes, 

how to make nomads sedentary, or how to provide alternatives to religion.27  

Anthropologists continued to assist directly in the policies towards the small 

Northern peoples during the whole Soviet period.28 There are examples of articles published 

in the 1960s with titles like ‘Directions to be Taken in the Further Reorganization of the 

Economy and Culture of the Peoples of the North’, by Soviet scholar J. S. Gurvich (1962; see 

also Tolstov 1960; Vdovin 1967), that indicate how political agendas and academic projects 

were integrated. In the late Soviet period anthropologist Alexander Pika engaged in the 

‘Anxious North’ group, an organization of scientists developing suggestions for policies for 

the North of Russia in the 1980s, not so unlike the 1924 committee (Pika et al. 1996: 95). 

In 1925 a list of 26 was created by the Russian Central Executive Committee 

and the Soviet Peoples Commissars (Kohler et al. 2002: 11). The ‘list of 26’ is sometimes 

called the ‘Small Nationalities of the North’ (Eidlitz 1979: 39–40; Pika 1999: xxx) and 

sometimes the ‘Small Peoples of the North’ (Sergeyev 1964: 491). The differences in 

translation signify how the Russian ethnic nomenclature is very specific and difficult to 

translate unambiguously. At first there were over forty names on the list, but when it was 

recreated in 1926, some categories were fused. After this, the list came to consist of twenty-

six groups in Siberia: the ‘list of 26’ (Sergeyev 1964: 491). Anthropologists played an 

important role in deciding what peoples were to be put on the list (Eidlitz 1979: 39–40; Pika 

1999: xxx).  

The ‘list of 26’ and ‘small peoples of the North’ are categories that are still often 

used. This list no longer contains twenty-six ethnic categories, but forty-five, and in this 

extension it was again anthropologists who had the power to let indigenous peoples come into 

being through entering them onto this list. It was Tishkov’s Institute of Ethnology and 

Anthropology that held this power of recognition. As my colleagues in the project I worked in 

told me, they fought to get ‘their’ people on the list. This has had unanticipated consequences 

in Altai in the census war, and also in the North. Even though so many new peoples came 

onto the list, the Komi of Lovozero are not on it; they are still excluded. The official category 

is now ‘Numerically small indigenous peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East’. Still, 

however, scholars and lay people often use the shorter ‘small peoples’ or ‘Northern peoples’.  

                                                
27 Balzer 1999: 21; Eidlitz 1979: 12–13; Vakhtin 1994: 39. 
28 See Balzer 1999: 21; Dunn and Dunn 1963: 9; Eidlitz 1987: 12–13, 38; Gurvich 1962; Tishkov 1992: 380; 
Vakhtin 1994: 39. 
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During Soviet times, none of the ethnic categories on the list of 26 small peoples 

of the North referred to Altai, but today at least four ethnic categories – Kumandin, Tubalar, 

Chelkan, and Telengit – are recognized for Altai. Altai was thus transformed from a place 

with no indigenous peoples to a place with at least four indigenous peoples, thanks to 

anthropologists who put them on this extended list. Anthropological knowledge production 

quite literally creates indigenous peoples.  

The twenty-six small peoples of the North were given special attention and 

became the focus of special policies. They were thought to live under similar living 

conditions, suffer from similar problems, and be in need of similar help, and therefore the 

same policies would be adequate for all of them.29 These peoples were considered not yet 

capitalist, but able to transform straight to socialism without passing all the stages, through a 

‘non-capitalist path of development’ (Eidlitz 1979: 39ff.).  

Such a leap was to be made possible with the right help, motivating policies of 

industrialization, mechanization, collectivization, forced settlement, and erosion of the 

exploitive power of the rich, the elders, and shamans; introduction of proper hygiene, a formal 

school system, and changes in gender relations; but also exemption from tax and military 

service and with privileged hunting rights.30 As but one example, bride price and polygamy 

were forbidden in 1928 (Balzer 1999: 121–122; Eidlitz 1979: 92). 

Such policies were the basis for what has been called ‘bureaucratic paternalism’ 

(Pika 1999: 21–22), and anthropologists participated in it, as they were commissioned to work 

for the Soviet state and directly assist in policy making to transform the twenty-six small 

peoples into socialists31 and what may be seen as an ‘unrealized idea of a homogenized New 

Soviet Person’ (Balzer 1999: 99). Some of the policies that anthropologists helped with were 

making nomads sedentary, relocating villages, collectivizing property, disposessing wealthy 

people, setting up a boarding-school system, attempting to alter the status of woman and the 

elderly, attempting to abolish religious beliefs and shamanism, introducing modern health 

care, industrializing economic activities, and teaching the native population to become 

socialist through propaganda.32 

To realize the new Soviet person, the Soviet Union claimed a monopoly on 

socialization, and in 1947 obligatory school for all children was implemented (Eidlitz 1979: 

                                                
29 Eidlitz 1979: 1; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 3. 
30 Balzer 1999: 129; Batyanova et al. 1999: 7; Eidlitz 1979: 66ff., 113ff.; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 71–72. 
31 Balzer 1999: 21; Dunn and Dunn 1963: 9; Eidlitz 1979, 1987; Tishkov 1992: 380; Vakhtin 1994: 39. 
32 See Anderson 2000b: 63ff.; Balzer 1999: 105ff., 121ff.; Dunn 1968: 6; Eidlitz 1979: 70ff., 92, 110ff., 121ff., 
150, 180ff.; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 74ff., 99, 140; Pika 1999: xxxi; Vakhtin 1994: 61. 
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71; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 75). Sometimes ‘parents had to “turn in” their children at 

the age of one year, first to nursery, then to kindergarten, then to boarding school for six days 

a week 24 hours a day, while themselves living in the same village’, Nikolaj Vakhtin writes in 

an article on the Russian North (1994: 61). Soviet authorities developed written local 

languages in the 1930s, promoting the national forms (Eidlitz 1979: 72), but from the 1950s 

children were not allowed to use local languages in school, and from the 1970s only Russian 

was used (Balzer 1999: 165; Vakhtin 1994: 55). Reindeer herding was to be ‘rationalized’ 

scientifically and was mechanized (Eidlitz 1979: 140ff.). In the 1930s nomadism was 

considered inferior, unclean, uncontrolled, un-Marxist, and was to be abolished (Balzer 1999: 

124–125; Pika 1999: xxxi). But as the Soviet state wanted reindeer meat production, some 

forms of ‘professional’ nomadism were still accepted, though not as a lifestyle (Eidlitz 1979: 

196–197).  

The ‘non-capitalist path of development’ involved collectivization, which started 

in 1929 and was completed in the 1950s (Eidlitz 1979: 179–180). All means of production 

were forcibly made collective. Not everyone disliked such changes. They disadvantaged rich 

herders who were being dispossessed (ibid.: 131), but as the economic difference between 

individual reindeer herders was huge – 3 per cent of the reindeer herders owned 43 per cent of 

the reindeer (ibid.: 107) – the imposed changes were to the advantage of others, who were 

poor and disadvantaged under the former system. Local populations were polarized regarding 

the new policies. Some wanted things to remain as before, and there were protests against the 

Soviet policies. 33  Others preferred the new way, and those who previously had been 

marginalized, like the young, the poor, and women, were among the first to join the new 

collectives and supported the new policies (Eidlitz 1979: 88, 132; Golovnev and Osherenko 

1999: 71).  

The twenty-six small peoples of the North were to be allowed self-determination 

for their national form, even if the content was to become socialist, but national affiliation was 

not allowed to develop into ethno-nationalism. Between 1950 and 1985, three thousand of the 

twenty-six small peoples of the North were arrested for ‘nationalistic activities’, which were 

considered a crime against the state (Vakhtin 1994: 68).  

The Soviet policies towards the small peoples of the North have been described 

as being of two different kinds, of two periods of the Soviet era.34 Until the 1930s, the policies 

were of a ‘traditionalist’ kind, aiming at gradual adaption to industrial society. After this 
                                                
33 Balzer 1999: 21, 114ff.; Eidlitz 1979: 71; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 79ff.; Vakhtin 1994: 30ff. 
34 Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 71ff.; Pika 1999: 12; Vakhtin 1994: 40ff. 
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period the policy became ‘modernist’, of a more aggressive kind, aimed at transforming the 

way of life as quickly and drastically as possible (Balzer 1999: 102; Pika 1999: 12–13). The 

Committee for the Assistance to the Peoples of the Northern Borderlands was abolished in 

1935, and it was after this that the policies became ‘modernist’, Batyanova et al. write in an 

overview of indigenous peoples of Russia (1999: 8). Pika claims that the period 1930–1950 

was characterized by no special consideration for small peoples of the North, with a 

totalitarian administrative system and fulfilment of state plans (Pika 1999: 59). By this he 

probably means that the small peoples of the North were treated more or less like the other 

people of the Soviet Union. In the 1960s there were forced relocations, and small settlements 

were moved to bigger ones (ibid.: 12–13). Scientists decided where the new settlements 

should be located, what they should produce, and how much (Eidlitz 1979: 140ff.).  

The way Russian anthropology participated in policy making is important for 

understanding Russian anthropology after the dissolution of the Soviet Union as well. For 

example, Alexandr Pika published a book called Neotraditionalism in the Russian North in 

1999. This is not a study of neotraditionalist movements, as we might think, but an argument 

for returning to ‘traditionalist’ state policies, for example going back to settlement patterns 

from before the forced relocations of the 1960s and 1970s (Pika 1999: 129).  

Many of the Soviet policies did not work as intended. Relocations to larger 

settlements did not work out economically; the native population became marginalized in 

relation to the non-native population; and alcoholism, crime, and health problems rose.35 

People classified as belonging to small peoples of the North got lower salaries for the same 

work and got less-skilled jobs.36 Perestroika saw a return to more ‘traditionalist’ policies as a 

critique of how small peoples of the North had been treated emerged (Pika 1999: 13). A 

debate about indigenous peoples emerged within NGOs and the intelligentsia (Batyanova et 

al. 1999: 9).  

Tishkov is rather openly critical of Soviet scholars when he claims that a 

mentality of the ‘scientific management of society’ (1993: 276) was reproduced not only by 

the Soviet state but also among anthropologists themselves. Tishkov claims that among Soviet 

anthropologists there was an ‘ethic of colonial anthropology’ with the aim of ‘improving 

government’ (1992: 376), and that they acted like ‘elder brothers’ (ibid.: 376) towards small 

peoples, an attitude not always appreciated by their informants.  

                                                
35 Anderson 2000b: 65; Balzer 1999: 138; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 99–100; Pika 1999: 128–129; 
Vakhtin 1994: 51ff., 69–70. 
36 Anderson 2000a, 2000b; Balzer 1999; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999; Vakhtin 1994. 
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One sensitive point seems to be whether or not Soviet ethnographers passively 

accepted state control over ethnography. Dragadze and Gellner argue that they did not 

passively accept it (Dragadze 1984, 1978; Gellner 1975: 595), although the nature and the 

extent of these protests have been debated.37 Tamara Dragadze claims that to avoid doing 

anything that was considered incorrect, and possibly to protect informants, ethnographers 

might write of practices as ‘of the past’ or ‘dying out’, to be able to address some issues, like 

religion, at all (1992: 383). Scholars may have treated some issues as ‘old traditions’ no 

longer in practice – religion, for example – which were not supposed to exist anymore, to 

protect informants (Dragadze 1984: 6–7). The split in national form and socialist content, 

where the latter but not the former was the target of transformative policies, had consequences 

for research practices as well. To be able to write about kinship one had to treat it as a cultural 

phenomenon, not as a social one. The evolutionist Morgan, an inspiration for Marxist theory, 

would consider the family as a product of historical processes (Kuper 1988: 72), but Soviet 

scholars, who were made to use Marxist theory, still had to deal with the family as a cultural, 

national, form outside of historical processes. If the family was situated within history, it 

would have to be transformed through policy (Dragadze 1984: 4). The focus on the national 

form can also explain the focus on material culture in Soviet ethnography (ibid.: 7).  

Whether or not anthropologists themselves had an ‘ethic of colonial 

anthropology’, as Tishkov claims, or if this was only imposed on them, it is interesting to note 

that Tishkov is one of those arguing for it. It could be argued that his take on the question of 

ethnic classification in the Russian census, and his response to the plea from the government 

of Altai, is indeed also a form of ‘colonial anthropology’. 

 

The	post-Soviet	indigenous	movement	

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, with all the changes in the Russian society, and 

inspired by the global indigenous movement, many changes occurred within Russia regarding 

indigeneity. For the first time it was possible to talk of indigeneity as such at all, an 

indigenous movement was established, new laws and legislation appeared, and, not least, the 

number of officially recognized indigenous peoples nearly doubled in an instant. Despite these 

drastic changes, conceptually, what the content of indigeneity was thought to consist of still 

largely remained constant. The indigenous remained small and northern. 

                                                
37 Dragadze 1975: 603; Gellner 1975: 596ff.; Lewis 1975: 606; Semeka-Pankratov 1975: 612. 
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In 1990 a new acronym entered the global indigenous movement: RAIPON, The 

Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the 

Russian Federation’.38 RAIPON was sanctioned from the start by the Russian government, 

and its opening meeting was held in the Kremlin in Moscow in the presence of President 

Gorbachev, according to Murashko (1996: 11). Beginning in Perestroika, indigenous 

organisations evolved all over Russia,39 and these were consolidated into the all-Russian 

umbrella organization RAIPON. RAIPON has local organizations all over Russia, including 

Altai.  

The very emergence of RAIPON ‘can be attributed in part to the rise and 

prominence and political visibility of the international movement of indigenous peoples in the 

1990s’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 997). In 1996 the five Nordic countries and Canada, the US, and 

Russia established the Arctic Council, and the Saami Council, the Inuit Circumpolar 

Conference, and RAIPON are permanent participants in it, Lennard Sillanpää writes in an 

article on indigeneity and law (2000: 86). Through this council, RAIPON is directly linked to 

global indigeneity, and as an organization, RAIPON also explicitly refers to global 

indigeneity (see Balzer 1999: 8, 150–151; Kohler 2002). 40 RAIPON participates in 

international indigenous movements,41 its website writes of other indigenous populations in 

the world, co-operates with some of them,42 and has had joint projects with the international 

organisation World Wildlife Fund to preserve biodiversity and indigenous culture, to name a 

few examples.43 The ILO 169 is often mentioned as an ideal in the Russian context, even if 

not ratified.44 The same essentialized and static views of tradition and culture, historical 

                                                
38 See Funk et al. 1999: ix; Sillanpää 2000, 2001; see also Donahoe et al. 2008: 997. 
39 See Anderson 2000b: 69; Balzer 1999: 149ff.; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 104; Schweitzer 2000: 25; 
Vakhtin 1994: 71–72. 
40 See for example Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), 
http://www.raipon.info/#/ (last consulted January 2004; cited materials no longer accessible). 
41 See for example Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), 
http://www.raipon.info/#/ (last consulted January 2004; cited materials no longer accessible). 
42 See Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), 
www.raipon.org/english/projects/inrip/index and www.raipon.org/english/projects/communities/index (last 
consulted January 2004; cited materials no longer accessible). 
43 See Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), 
www.raipon.org/english/projects/ssite/index and www.raipon.org/english/raipon/1997_2001 (last consulted 
January 2004; cited materials no longer accessible). 
44 See Batyanova 1999: 13; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 134–135; Murashko 1996: 243; Osherenko 2001: 
73, 703–704; Pika et al. 1996: 56ff. 
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continuity, and authenticity that are present within global indigeneity (see Ellen 1986) as 

‘strategic essentialism’ are also emphasized by RAIPON (Pika 1995: 72).45  

I participated in the Fourth Congress of RAIPON in Moscow, and delegations 

from all over Russia, including Altai and ‘the North’, participated in it. A clash between 

global, generic indigeneity and Russian specifics of it, relating to the Soviet bureaucratic 

history, was evident at the Congress itself. Another guest like myself was a young European 

man representing the global indigenous movement, and he was very idealistic and engaged. 

However, he got some of his ideas about what indigenous people are like crushed during the 

Congress. He exclaimed loudly how appalled he was, and how he had never ever thought that 

indigenous people would behave like that. What he was referring to was what the president of 

RAIPON did to get re-elected. When the votes did not turn out as he hoped, he simply 

demanded re-voting, again and again, until he got the result he wanted. Considering the Soviet 

legacy of dealing with bureaucratic procedures, and considering that, as I was told, many of 

those engaged in RAIPON are former party members, this way of dealing with leadership was 

perhaps not so surprising. But it did not match the expectations of this idealist activist, who 

thought this was not the ‘proper’ way for indigenous people to act.  

Just like global indigeneity, post-Soviet indigeneity, too, can be understood in 

two different ways. One way is that with the dissolution of the Soviet Union the indigenous 

peoples of Russia finally got the opportunity to express needs and argue for rights that had 

long been denied them. According to Balzer, the rise of an indigenous movement in Russia 

can be understood both as a consequence of Perestroika in that people were now allowed to 

raise such voices in a reaction against Soviet times, and as a consequence of and reaction 

against the post-Soviet problems (Balzer 1999: 4).46 Donahoe et al. claim that ‘by the growing 

influence of the international discourse on indigenous peoples’ (2008: 999), people ‘entered 

into this discourse and are trying to turn their formerly demeaning designation to their 

advantage’ (ibid.: 999), and that this is the reason people in Russia ‘seized the opportunity’ 

(ibid.: 994) to ‘tap into the discursive tropes for the global indigenous movement’ (ibid.: 

1000).  

Another way of understanding Russian indigeneity would be that with the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union and democratization, completely new forms of self-reflection 

                                                
45 See Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), 
www.raipon.org/english/events/¤conference/report/charter.html, and 
www.raipon.org/english/events/4conference/charter.html (last consulted January 2004; cited materials no longer 
accessible). 
46 See Wallace (1979) for a general view of the development of revitalization movements.  
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and public space for rights discourses opened up, and with them, new forms of framing 

problems and aspirations for the future, that is, tapping into global indigeneity. It has been 

argued that RAIPON was the result of urban intellectuals trying to create a dialogue with state 

politicians, rather than of a rural, grass-roots movement (Pika 1996: 68–69). Since Perestroika 

there seems to have been a general rise in ethnic tensions in Russia, as has been argued in a 

volume on ethnicity and nationalism in Russia (Chuprov 1999: 104; William and Sfikis 1999). 

Many groups have attempted to resume culture and tradition in ethnic mobilization, identity 

politics, and cultural revitalization, and they have fought for land and legal rights.47 People 

fight to get access to rights and privileges, for example hunting and fishing rights and land 

rights, which in Russia exist on the federal and local levels and differ between these levels and 

between regions. Tapping into global indigeneity can be understood as a new form of 

ammunition in this fight. 

One post-Soviet change is new legislation (see Nystén-Haarala). In 1999 a 

federal law was passed, On the Guarantees of the Rights of the Indigenous Numerically Small 

Peoples of the Russian Federation (Kohler et al. 2002: 268ff.). Post-Soviet changes also 

implied terminological changes, just as after the revolution in 1917 a new, ideologically fitting 

nomenclature was needed (Sokolovski 2000: 108). Finally the category ‘indigenous’ started 

being used, korennye malochislennye narody, or indigenous small-numbered peoples 

(Donahoe et al. 2008: 993); the term ‘korennye’, root or rootedness, is often translated as 

indigenous (ibid.: 997). While ‘there was a virtual taboo against the term in Soviet legal 

documents before the 1990s’ because ‘the term is appropriate only in colonial contexts’ (ibid.: 

997), apparently now it is possible to use the term. The connotation of indigeneity has been 

reversed. The end of the ‘60-year-long taboo on using the term “indigenous peoples” … was 

not accidental’ (Sokolovski 2000: 109). So, in a terminological sense, ‘indigenous people’ is a 

completely new, post-Soviet phenomenon. My fieldwork experiences indicate that this 

nomenclature had not yet ‘trickled down’ into people’s own self-identification, as people used 

the Soviet category ‘nationality’ for all sorts of ethnic belongings, including those categories 

recognized as indigenous. The category ‘indigenous’ is still a ‘hollow’ category in Altai 

(Ardener 1989). 

The terminology has changed in terms of place as well. No longer must the 

indigenous in Russia live in ‘the North’. The category ‘small peoples of the North’ was in use 

until the mid 1980s, when the category ‘small peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East’ 

                                                
47 Bataynova 1999: 9; Funk et al. 1999: ii; Gail and Osherenko 1999: 4; Osherenko 2001: 728; Vakhtin 1994: 70. 
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gradually replaced it (Sokolovski 2000: 108). But in practice, indigeneity is still closely 

associated with the North. So, in a sense, the indigenous of contemporary Russia is a very new 

phenomenon, even though it is based on a legacy reaching very far back. In the new 

legislation, the Russian state defines indigenous peoples:  

 

Article 1 of the ‘Basic Principles of Legal Status of Indigenous Small-Numbered Peoples of 

Russia’ contains the following definition: The indigenous small-numbered peoples of Russia 

(hereinafter small-numbered peoples) are the peoples that inhabit the traditional territories of 

their ancestors, preserve an original life style, amount to fewer than 50,000 persons in Russia 

and recognize themselves as separate ethnic communities. (Sokolovski 2000: 110) 

 

Today, being a small people of the North, Siberia and the Far East gives access to a number of 

rights: exemption from land tax for ‘traditional’ activities, ability to establish tax-free 

territorial or kin-based communities, priority to natural resources, right to compensation for 

mineral extraction and industrial damage to ‘traditional’ places of living, exemption from the 

severe Russian military service, and the right to retire five years earlier than other Russians 

(Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). These privileges are a strong incentive for people to try to get 

recognized as indigenous, although it seems that these formal rights in actuality often come 

down to nothing, as my experiences from Altai indicate. 

Perhaps the most significant post-Soviet change in indigeneity is that the number 

of officially recognized indigenous peoples nearly doubled. From 1993 to 2000 the number of 

indigenous peoples increased from twenty-six to forty-five (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1000). There 

is no longer a list of 26, but a list of 45. It was anthropologists who made the decision about 

this, and that is how there were suddenly four indigenous peoples in Altai. So nowadays forty-

five peoples ‘qualify for the rights, privileges, and state support earmarked for indigenous 

peoples’ (ibid.: 993). This is a great victory in many ways, of course. Even so, as we will see 

in the case both of Altai and the North, there are still people who are excluded, maybe even 

excluded by the very same process that includes some. 

Despite many changes, the way indigeneity is presently conceptualized is still 

similar to how indigeneity has been understood for a very long time in the Russian context, as 

small and northern. Therefore, despite categorical and political changes, there is largely 

continuity in how indigeneity has been conceptualized up until today (Sokolovski 2000: 108). 

Sokolovski goes as far as to say that there is a ‘pathology of common thinking’ (ibid.: 112) 

about indigeneity in Russia, and that romanticizing continues in academic representations 
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(ibid.: 108). One reason for this may be the way the ethnic is conceived of within Russian 

academia. 

 

The	Ethnic	

To Malinowski, anthropology was ‘the ‘true Science of Man’ (1922: 517). Man, anthros, 

conceptually becomes the object of study for anthropology. However, the Soviet tradition 

focused on the ethnos rather than anthros, the ethnic group rather than Man, Tishkov notes 

(1992: 382; see also Chichlo 1992: 382). The ethnic was a fundamental organizing principle at 

the core of the empire of nations of the Soviet Union and also for the discipline placed to deal 

with them. Strictly speaking, Soviet anthropology was not anthropology at all. 

The discipline was also called ethnography rather than anthropology (Dragadze 

1984: 8). Before 1917 it was called ethnology, then renamed ethnography, and at the time of 

Perestroika again renamed ethnology.48 To write about Soviet anthropology is therefore an 

anachronism. Today the Institute in Moscow is called Ethnology and Anthropology, signalling 

a new shift in focus, encompassing both Man and the Ethnic. In my experience, the focus is 

still very much on ethnos. All Russian anthropologists I have met focus their research on a 

people, they also ask me what people I study, and they define themselves as ethnographers 

rather than anthropologists.  

The way the ethnic was theoretically conceived of within the Soviet tradition 

was related to the fact that this region was theoretically closed off. External theoretical 

influences entering the Soviet Union after Boas and Freud were few (Slezkine 1991: 478), and 

the development of, for example, functionalism was unknown (Dragadze 1984: 6). 

Anthropological work from outside the Soviet Union was read only through secondary 

sources, according to Soviet scholar Natalia Sadomskaya (1975: 611–612). Soviet 

conceptions of the ethnic thus developed pretty much without knowledge of how ethnicity 

was being conceived of in other anthropological traditions.  

Tishkov argues that Soviet ethnography was positivist and determinist and held 

a basically essentialist or primordial view of ethnicity (1992: 372). Philip Lineton, writing on 

Soviet nationality policy, describes how this view of the ethnic was founded in Stalin’s 

definition of a people as having a common language, territory, economic life, and national 

character (1978: 94–95). Based in Stalin’s definition, the crucial academic category ethnos 

                                                
48 See Abrahamian 1993: 382; Shnirelman 1992: 388; Skalnik 1992: 391. 
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was intimately related to the political project of dealing with ‘the national question’ (Lineton 

1978). The sophisticated theory of ethnogenesis, ethnos, and sub-ethnoses developed in Soviet 

ethnography (Dragadze 1978: 120) was hierarchical, and one language was thought to 

correspond to one ethnos, and dialects to sub-ethnoses, Soviet scholars Arutiunov and 

Bromley write in an article on Soviet ethnography (1978: 11). Tishkov claims that in ‘the 

Soviet social sciences, ethnicity is viewed as an absolutely “natural” and “independent 

variable” and a primary cause of phenomena. The emergence and existence of ethnic groups is 

a crude social fact’ (1992: 380). The ethnic was not something that needed to be explained, 

but something that explained. 

According to Tishkov the slogan ‘national in form, socialist in kind’ legitimized 

Soviet ideology in maintaining such an essentialist view of ethnoses (1992: 379). This 

explains how ‘culture’ referred primarily to folkloristic ‘old’ and ‘traditional’ traits, and how 

it was that ethnography was considered a historical science (Dragadze 1984: 6–7). The ethnos 

was a thing to be studied in isolation, and a lot of effort was put into writing the ethnohistories 

of peoples, describing their internal history in isolation and unrelated to wider contexts 

(Tishkov 1992: 372). 

Sokolovski and Tishkov describe how Soviet anthropology viewed the ethnos. 

‘Explicit primordialism was entertained in Russian and Soviet anthropology. Taking its origin 

in Herder’s neo-romantic concept of the Volk, as a unit of blood and soil, it was worked out 

into a positivist programme for ethnographic research’  (1996: 191). They exemplify with a 

quote from a Soviet scholar S. M. Shikogorov, who claimed that the ‘ethnos’ is a ‘group of 

people, speaking one and the same language and admitting common origin, characterized by a 

set of customs and a life style, which are preserved and sanctified by tradition, which 

distinguishes it from others of the same kind ’ (in Sokolovski and Tishkov 1996: 191). 

According to Sokolovski and Tishkov this approach was highly essentialized: 

‘ethnogenesis as a process which was basically geographically determined: the rise to 

existence of an ethnos was depicted as a combined effect of cosmic energies and landscape’ 

(ibid.: 191). As late as the 1980s, Gumilev assumed that the ethnos was such a ‘bio-social 

organism’ (ibid.: 191). 

Yuri Bromley, the precursor to Tishkov as director of the Institute at the Russian 

Academy of Sciences in 1966–1989, wrote in 1975 that the ‘ultimate aim of ethnographic 

research is to discover similarities and differences between ethnoses–peoples and to 

investigate the changes in their distinctive features in the course of time’ (1975: 603). 

Bromley expressed the task of Soviet ethnography: 
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Soviet scholars single out those features of the ethnos which distinguish it from other kinds 

of social groups (such as class, a state, a community, etc.). It is generally accepted that along 

with language, traditional culture (i.e. customs, ceremonies, native arts, folklore, and so on) 

ethnoses exhibit these features. (Bromley 1975: 603) 

 

In 1992 Tishkov defined ethnography as ‘the analysis of the most complex social 

phenomenon, ethnicity’ (1992: 373), so it seems he has moved quite far away from Bromley’s 

view. 

Soviet ethnography was ‘subservient to Marxist theory and the requirements of 

Leninist policy on the national question’ (Tishkov 1996: 493). The Marxism of the Soviet 

tradition was very different from the critical social theory we know Marxism to be in Western 

traditions. Rather, Marxism in the Soviet tradition consisted of ideological rhetoric, a limiting 

straitjacket, and dogmatic doctrine, according to V. Kozlov, in a comment on an article by 

Tishkov (1992: 387–388). Russian scholars have told me that they would start off their 

articles with the obligatory Marxist jargon, just to continue the article the way they wanted 

anyway. Writing ethnography and developing theory was considered to be different tasks, so 

that some people developed theory that others, who wrote ethnographies, applied, Victor 

Shnirelman argues in a comment on an article by Tishkov (1992: 389). Some claim that a lot 

of the Soviet ethnography was in fact atheoretical, and only descriptive.49 Tishkov considers 

the gathering of empirical material to be the ‘strongest suit’ of Soviet ethnography (1992: 

374), as did Gellner (1975: 596), while Shnirelman points out the unreliability of data 

collection, as it was made under such special circumstances, sometimes as commissioned 

work for the state (see Shnirelman 1992: 390; see also Chichlo 1992: 382).  

In the 1930s contemporary studies were not considered suitable for 

ethnographers, who instead did a lot of historical studies about people’s struggle against the 

Tsarist Empire (Slezkine 1991: 481–482). When ethnographers did do fieldwork, they went 

on short field trips during the summer (Tishkov 1992: 375). Teams of interdisciplinary 

scholars went on such joint field trips, and participating in them was part of undergraduate 

work, so all junior scholars had experience of fieldwork, according to Natalia Sadomskaya, in 

a comment on Gellner (1975: 611–612). As I was alone in Altai rather than part of a group of 

scientists, had no such previous experience of fieldwork, and stayed for such a long time, I 

had no credibility as a fieldworker among local scholars or ordinary people. This was not how 
                                                
49 See Kozlov 1992: 387; Petrova-Averkieva 1975: 610; Shnirelman 1992. 
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a proper anthropologist ought to do it. When we came in a large group on a pre-arranged tour 

to ‘the North’, on the other hand, we confirmed the Russian view of proper fieldwork.  

Tishkov claims that narratives of ethnoses in fact did not reflect social reality, 

but were mere ‘cultural artefacts created by intellectuals’ (1992: 380). It was politically 

important to determine ethnoses, for example because ‘territorial autonomy was based on 

ethnic principles’ (Tishkov 1996: 494), and the ethnos theory flourished in the 1950s and 

1960s (Slezkine 1991: 483). Tishkov also claims that ‘[i]ntellectuals have “explained” the 

nature of every group’s ancient roots and rights to territory and defined the special “national 

character” of each’, and have ‘educated their fellow citizens about group loyalty’ (1992: 381). 

The theory of the ethnic was ‘not so much a reflection of social practices as the reverse: social 

practice is itself the result of ideological discourse and academic theories’ (ibid.: 381). In my 

own experience, some people in Altai still expected the anthropologist – me – to tell them 

who they were, just like they were used to. As one informant answered my question about his 

ethnic belonging: ‘You should tell us, you are the anthropologist, you should know.’ 

If Tishkov is right, then ethnicity in the Soviet Union was basically about 

external classifications that suited the political aims of the state, and had little to do with 

social practices of people. David Anderson, in his work on Arctic Siberia, shows how external 

ethnic classification that was not based in social practices initially, became part of self-

identification later on (2000a). As one example, the groups Khanty and Mansi were put 

together and renamed Ostiaks (Schweitzer et al. 2000: 17; Vakhtin 1994: 32). But Nikolai 

Vakhtin points out that ‘[g]roups that are described as one “people” often live thousands of 

kilometres away from each other [and] … may not even know of each other’s existence’ 

(1992: 8). In Soviet times it was said that self-identification was used in censuses, but this had 

clear limitations since there were only a few categories to choose from (Balzer 1999: 19). 

Alice and Dennis Bartels (1995) and Golovnev and Osherenko (1999: 3) claim that a pan-

indigenous consciousness arose as a result of Soviet classification.  

As we have seen, nationality has been a fundamental category to think with in 

Russia for a long time, naturalized and neutralized and integrated into the way people think 

about themselves, often referred to as ‘piatyi punkt (fifth point)’, the fifth line in the passport, 

after name, birth date, birth place, and sex (Donahoe et al. 2008, note 24). This practice of 

inscribing ethnic belonging into everyone via passport is one of those things that Tishkov 

worked against for a long time in his pursuit of a ‘demos-based’ society of citizenship. ‘In 

1997, the practice of recording nationality in internal passports was abolished. This was 

applauded by some’, like Tishkov, and resisted by others (ibid.: 998–999). ‘The fiercest 
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resistance came from members of titular nationalities in ethnically defined administrative 

units’ and from indigenous peoples, because they were afraid of losing privileges (ibid.: 998–

999). People have indeed become who they have been told they are. 

The ethnos theory can be seen as a more elaborated equivalent to the ‘primitive’ 

in Western European and American traditions.50 It is on the basis of this legacy of the ethnos 

that we should understand the quote from the beginning of this chapter: ‘Without the ethnos 

there is nothing left for us to study!’ Once when I was at the Institute at the Russian Academy 

of Sciences in Moscow, Tishkov launched a new book, Requiem for the Ethnos, in which he 

argues for a constructivist approach to ethnicity. I attended the launch, together with a large 

audience of researchers, politicians, and journalists. It was a big event. Afterwards, I had tea 

with some of the anthropologists in the project I worked in. They explained they felt it was 

like in the old Soviet days, when someone at the top of the hierarchy told them about the new 

theoretical guidelines they should all follow. They were not at all happy about it and they did 

not agree with Tishkov’s take on ethnicity. Some considered his book ridiculous: how can one 

even say there are no ethnoses? And ‘Without the ethnos there is nothing left for us to study!’ 

It seems as if the ethnos is much more than only a theoretical orientation, but 

rather a basic understanding of the world. There simply are ethnoses out there, and if someone 

suddenly claimed there are no ethnoses, there would be nothing left for us to study. This is a 

fear that has been present in Western anthropological traditions too. ‘Twenty-five years ago it 

was often assumed that with the apparent demise of what I like to call (following Russian 

usage) “the (numerically) small peoples” … anthropology as a discipline would disappear 

along with its subject,’ Lee argues (2006: 457). 

I think this fear must be understood in relation to a deeply situated assumption 

of the ethnos both in Russian anthropology and in Russian politics and popular thought: this is 

simply how things are, as a national order of things (Malkki 1995). How can this be 

approached anthropologically? Maybe the way, in his study of Navajo philosophy, John 

Farella suggests that the anthropologist should focus on key concepts. ‘The task of field work, 

then, is to seek these key concepts, and the task of ethnography is to explain one’s 

understanding of them. With this understanding goes the understanding of the whole of the 

culture’ if we also ask ‘Who in the society knows these concepts, and how and to whom are 

they transmitted?’ (Farella 1984: 15). The concepts of ‘small’, ‘Northern’, ’50,000’, and 

‘indigenous’ could make up such key concepts, with which the whole culture can be 

                                                
50 See Kuklick 1991; Kuper 1988; McLaren 1992: 123; Mitchell 1988; Pratt 1992; Stocking 1991; Torgovnick 
1990; Wolf 1997: 11. 
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understood. As these concepts are so dear to anthropologists, and since anthropologists are 

among the most powerful users of these concepts, heeding Farella’s advice would imply that 

anthropological knowledge production would have to be incorporated into the study of 

indigeneity.  

This, together with the challenges present within global indigeneity, and 

perspectives from ethnicity theory and social classification, makes us ready to discuss the 

three ethnographic cases. 
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6. Who Is Indigenous in Altai? 

 

I am Maima, I registered as Altaian in the census, and when the indigenous organization 

offered me timber I signed as Tuba. 

 

While I did fieldwork in Altai I spent a couple of months in a small village of a few hundred 

people. The villagers were rather poor; most lived from subsistence farming, and maybe a 

cow for cheese. There were very few paid jobs, mainly in the post office or at the school. In 

the family with which I lived both the husband and the wife were teachers. I joined them for 

work, and the class taught by the wife consisted of only one pupil, since the village was so 

small. There was only one phone in the village, and irregularly a bus to take people to town. 

One family was more well off than the rest. They ran the grocery shop, had a tractor and a 

fenced house. The head of household in that family was Leo. When I asked him about his 

nationality he answered according to the quote above. He referred simultaneously to three 

different ethnic belongings: Maima, Altaian, and Tuba.  

I headed out to do fieldwork in Altai as part of the project ‘Post-Soviet 

Transformation among Indigenous Peoples of Northern Russia’. To investigate this theme, my 

first task had to be to establish who is indigenous in Altai. However, through my fieldwork I 

came to the conclusion that this question cannot be answered in any one, single way, and that 

the problem lies in the question itself; it is wrongly put to start with. In this chapter I will 

provide an understanding of why I think this is the case, and how it makes perfect sense for 

someone like Leo to simultaneously deploy three different identifications of which one is 

officially recognized as indigenous (Tuba), one as non-indigenous (Altaian), and the third not 

recognized at all (Maima). 

In this case we will see how one and the same population is being ethnically 

classified according to different, competing ethnoscapes, where global indigeneity, the ‘new’ 

Russian indigenous, and the Soviet legacy of nationality policy meet, and clash. One stake 

involved is status as a republic, with autonomy and self-determination, part of the legacy of 

Soviet nationality policy. In this, indigeneity becomes a threat to the local political stake of 

status as a republic through the Russian census-taking and the criterion of size – that is, small: 

50,000.  

Another stake is recognition as indigenous for a small part of the population of 

Altai, four peoples, as members of the of ‘small peoples of the North’, and, with that 
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recognition, rights and privileges such as exemption from tax for ‘traditional’ activities, tax-

free territorial or kin-based communities, priority for natural resources, right to compensation 

for mineral extraction and industrial damage to ‘traditional’ places of living, exemption from 

the severe Russian military service, and the right to retire five years earlier than other 

Russians (Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). 

Another stake is the material benefits accessed through global indigeneity, in the 

shape of an international NGO. These benefits are a small salary while taking courses in 

indigeneity, help in formulating projects and applying for funding, and help in establishing 

businesses. This global indigeneity is rather marginal in Altai, both in the sense that the assets 

this NGO channels into Altai become very unevenly distributed to a very few, and in the sense 

that this form of generic indigeneity is oblivious to the experiences and life worlds specific to 

the post-Soviet context. So even though in theory the discourse of this generic indigenous 

ethnoscape could overcome the tension between the other two ethnoscapes of the new Russian 

indigenous and the Soviet nationality legacy, its actual potential to do so seems limited, since 

it does not connect with the experiences and life worlds of people in Altai.  

So we see here a clash of scales – global, national, and regional – and how 

accelerated change on some levels clashes with other levels that are not able to ‘keep pace’, 

resulting in ‘overheating’ (Eriksen 2016). Anthropological knowledge production by 

international, national Moscow-based, and local Altaian anthropology participates in all this 

and is invested in the different political stakes involved. Local scholars strive to maintain the 

Altai’s status as a republic with a strong Altaian population. Moscow-based and international 

anthropology is invested in the project of ‘small peoples of the North’ and the ‘list of 45’, and 

one reason that the resources brought in by global indigeneity get unevenly distributed has to 

do with the way anthropology becomes part of it as ‘gatekeepers’. Even though 

anthropologists are promoting different ethnoscapes, they are all reproducing a national order 

of things that does not correspond to or capture the much more intricate ways in which people 

identify socially in Altai, for example Leo in the quote above.   

 I suggest that the way Leo identifies must be understood on the basis of all of 

this, and that therefore none of his three identifications can really be seen as more genuine or 

authentic than the others. All three identifications are aspects of who he ‘is’. From Goffman’s 

perspective, Leo’s ‘performance serves mainly to express the characteristics of the task that is 

performed and not the characteristics of the performer’ (Goffman 1982: 83). This means that 

‘the common-sense distinction between true and false becomes even less tenable’ (ibid.: 70–

71). There is no non-performance in this view, and all identifications are equally ‘true’, since 
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people are ‘acting within bounded possibilities, choosing among options available’, as 

Kuklick argues (1991: 4). 

The Altaian case cannot be understood without a distinction between group and 

category, without viewing the ethnoscapes anthropology promotes as emic, rather than etic 

perspectives, and without separating the three levels at which ethnicity can play out, that 

Despres identifies, from a micro-level of face-to-face interaction of individuals, to a mid-level 

of organizations, to a macro-level of state classifications (1975). The way ethnicity plays out 

on the interpersonal level is structured by the organizational/mid- and macro-levels, with, for 

example, ‘census data and the much discussed problem of census classification’, which is 

central for the Altaian case (1975: 89). Barth, too, distinguishes between different levels at 

which ethnicity is played out: ‘interpersonal,- organization, leadership, entrepreneur, -state 

politics’ (1994: 21). This is why I think the question of who is indigenous in Altai cannot have 

one, single answer.  

I develop this argument in relation to a view expressed by Donahoe et al. in the 

article ‘Size and Place in the Construction of Indigeneity in the Russian Federation’ (2008), 

discussed in the last chapter. The part of the article that is on Altai is based on Agnieszka 

Halemba’s research in southern Altai, and this is one of few publications on Altai in English-

speaking anthropology. Donahoe et al. make an argument about the Telengit, an ethnic 

category officially recognized as indigenous in Russia, just like the Tuba in Leo’s statement 

quoted above. Their argument in effect means that they treat some forms of people’s 

identifications as more ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ than others. And this means that they treat the 

question ‘Who is indigenous in Altai?’ as if it has one, correct answer. 

Donahoe et al. conclude that ‘2,398 people in the Republic of Altai declared 

themselves as “Telengit” ’  in the Russian census, but that there are really many more Telengit 

in Altai (2008: 1002). This is so, they claim, since these people ‘registered as Telengit in at 

least one type of document’ – that is, village books – ‘in which case there should be at least 

8,000 or 9,000 Telengit living in the Altai today’ (ibid.: 1002, italics added). Donahoe et al. 

thus treat some forms of identification as more ‘real’ or ‘valid’ than others and on this basis 

determine who is indigenous – and how many there are – in Altai. They take upon themselves 

the right to define this and what the correct ethnoscape in Altai is. My view would be instead 

that, for the case Donahoe et al. discuss, registration in village books and declarations in the 

Russian census are both ‘performances’ in Goffman’s sense, and neither of them allows us to 

infer how many Telengit there should be. 
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In the case of Altai, it will become apparent how crucial anthropological 

classification is for the way people identify. This issue also relates to Donahoe et al., who, in 

their article, introduce a new ethnic category, the ‘non-malye indigenous group (Altaians)’, as 

a non-small indigenous people (2008: 998). This is thus a category that would allow 

indigenous people above the 50,000 threshold. As we have seen, ‘small peoples’, with the 

threshold of 50,000, has been an established category within Russian indigeneity for a long 

time. The term ‘non-small indigenous peoples’ is not. It is something that Donahoe et al. 

themselves introduce. However, they introduce it without recognizing that this is what they 

do. They do not recognize that it is their own invention.  

Donahoe et al. introduce this new category to be able to make a claim about who 

is indigenous in Altai and that Altaians, more than 50,000, are also indigenous, although not 

officially recognized as such in the ‘small peoples of the North’ discourse. As we will see at 

the end of this chapter, this new category of ‘big’ indigenous peoples is invested in the 

political stake and ethnoscape of the global indigenous NGO in Altai. As we will also see, 

Agnieszka Halemba takes an active part in this NGO and the way it comes to distribute its 

resources. This new category that Donahoe et al. introduce is thus related to the way generic, 

global indigeneity distributes its limited resources unevenly in Altai. Thus, the way Donahoe 

et al. introduce the category of ‘big’ indigenous peoples is a new form of external 

classification of people in Altai, which results in exclusion and counterproductive 

consequences for subaltern people. Just like Barnard, Donahoe et al. think that they know the 

indigenous when they ‘see’ it, and that this indigenous should be supported; but this ‘seeing’ 

is biased.   

 

The	Republic	of	Altai	

The Republic of Altai is situated in South-Western Siberia, bordering China, Mongolia, and 

Kazakhstan. Altai also refers to the large mountainous region stretching beyond Russia, 

including parts of China: the word Altai means mountain. Altai can also refer to only the 

Russian parts of the mountainous Altai region, and this includes not only the Republic of Altai 

but also the administrative region of Altaisky Krai. My focus is on the Republic of Altai, 

which, as an administrative subject and a so-called ethnic republic within the Russian 

Federation, frames indigeneity in specific ways. 
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According to the monumental work The Peoples of Siberia by the Soviet 

scholars Potapov and Levin (1964 [1956]), the Altai region51 became subject to Russia in 

1756 (ibid.: 113), after having been subject to the Mongolian Khans for centuries (ibid.: 309). 

Most people in Altai were nomads at this time.52 Pastoralism with cattle was common, but 

there was also agriculture and sedentary living (ibid.: 143). In the 19th century the Church 

seized land, and laws dating from 1879 allowed Russians to settle among Altai pasture lands, 

as the tsarist government wanted to populate Altai (ibid.: 320). An 1899 land reform meant 

that pastoralists has less land for pasture (ibid.: 320). The Soviet regime was established in 

Altai in 1922, when resistance by a ‘crowd of reactionaries’ and ‘Russian kulaks, 

missionaries, later leaders of bandits, officers and punitive troops’ was put down (Potapov and 

Levin 1964: 326). According to Potapov and Levin, 80 per cent of the population in Altai was 

Russian already in 1897 (1964: 1).  

The administrative area now constituting the Altai Republic was created in 1922 

as the Oirot Autonomous Oblast, in ‘accordance with the wishes of the working people’, as ‘a 

complete solution to the nationality problem in conformity with their interests’, Potapov and 

Levin write in the style of Soviet ethnography (1964: 326). Altai thus celebrated its 80th 

anniversary when I was there in 2002 and this was visible in public spaces and events and 

celebrations. The area was renamed the Gorno-Altaisk Autonomous Oblast in 1948,53 in 

‘official recognition of the historically correct name for the people’ (ibid.: 326). Potapov and 

Levin claim the name of Oirot ‘was alien to the working peoples of the Altay and was 

changed at their wishes’ (ibid: 326).  

As in other parts of the Soviet Union, in Altai there was collectivization, small 

villages were relocated, and nomads were made sedentary54 – ‘nomadic pastoralism was 

maintained up to the period of socialist reconstruction’ (Potapov and Levin 1964: 6). These 

‘modernizing’ changes were much needed, Potapov and Levin state in Soviet rhetoric, 

because ‘the Altays were extremely backward economically and culturally’ (ibid.: 323). In the 

mode of ‘Soviet in kind, national in form’, life in Altai was altered, but still the specific 

‘national’ forms were promoted. For example, at school, children learned not only Russian but 

also the local language (ibid.: 338ff.). 

                                                
51 The Altai region is not identical with and is much bigger than the Republic of Altai.  
52 Kolga, Margus, Igor Tönurist, Lembit Vaba, and Juri Viikberg. 1993. 
http://www.eki.ee/books/redbook/altaics.shtml, 8 May 2002. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
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The category ‘Altaian’ has been used with some variants for two hundred years. 

‘The term altaitsy first appeared in written sources at least as early as the nineteenth century’, 

Donahoe et al. claim (2008: 1000), and people ‘were variously referred to as gornye kalmyki 

(Mountain Kalmyks), altaiskie kalmyki (Altai Kalmyks), belye kalmyki (White Kalmyks), and 

oiroti’ (ibid.: 1000). During Soviet times, none of the twenty-six small peoples of the North 

referred to Altai, and Altai has not been recognized as a northern place. 

All the contemporary problems of rural Russia are generally present in Altai as 

well: poverty, unemployment, poor health, alcoholism, and violence, in part a legacy of the 

policies of the Soviet state (Balzer 1999: 4; Tishkov 1992: 381). At the same time that the 

Soviet state altered cultural and social foundations of life, it also provided subsidized food and 

goods, electricity, health care, education, and jobs (Eidlitz 1979: 122ff.). With the dissolution 

of Soviet Union these services disappeared,55 and many people had no social or economic 

resources or strategies to handle the new situation (Anderson 2000b: 64ff.). Many seem still to 

be marginalized, or even in a worse situation than before.56  

This marginalization, but also the contrast between the many poor and a few 

rich, is readily seen in Altai. Altai is ‘one of the most heavily subsidised regions of the 

Russian Federation’ and relies on tax money from Moscow, Agnieszka Halemba writes in her 

thesis on Altai (2001: 21). Bad roads and poor public transport, no street lights, no running 

water, intermittent electricity, no internet or cell-phone net coverage and no money for 

computers or cell phones, insufficient heating in winter, dependence on subsistence farming, 

single-headed and/or multi-generational households, and so on, is the reality of many. But so 

is the visibility of a few very wealthy people, with fenced houses on attractive properties, new 

cars, and expensive shops for fashionable clothes and wedding outfits. Altai, like many other 

parts of Russia and elsewhere, is a place of contrasts. Wealth is visible in Altai as well in mass 

media, so people are well aware of what they do not have, and deprivation and 

marginalization is part of the self-identification of people. In the village where I met Leo, 

some people initially did not want to let me into their houses. Later, when they did, they 

explained they had been ashamed of their standard of living, thinking that every Western 

European lives like what they see in the soap operas they watch on TV.   

The capital and only town, Gorno-Altaisk, ‘located on the site of the dirty and 

decrepit pre-revolutionary village Ulala, founded in 1830 as a missionary station’ (Potapov 

                                                
55 Anderson 2000b: 68–69; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 129; Pika 1999: xxxi. 
56 Batyanova 1999: 11–12; Bogayavlinsky 1996: 37; Golovnev and Osherenko 1999: 4–5; Osherenko 2001: 700; 
Pika 1999: xxxi, 14, 153–154, 165. 
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and Levin 1964: 332), is situated in the very north of the Republic, on the border to the 

administrative region Altaisky Krai. Socio-economic marginalization becomes visibly greater 

farther south in the Republic of Altai to its borders to China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan. The 

Republic of Altai is very sparsely populated. At the time of my fieldwork, only 200,000 

people lived in the Republic, with an area equivalent to the Benelux countries, and of these 

about 50,000 lived in the capital Gorno-Altaisk.  

One of the economic hopes for the future – promoted by some, feared by others 

– was tourism. Altai was not industrialized or modernized to a very large extent during Soviet 

times. ‘Altai is not rich in easily extractable resources, and it remained outside the economic 

interests of the state’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1003). This means there are no industries or jobs, 

but also no pollution or environmental degradation. Altai is very beautiful, with its mountains 

and forests, and many people travel there for vacations. I was approached more than once with 

business proposals to organize trips with tourists from Sweden. I also got to hear stories about 

failed attempts at such trips: foreign old-age pensioner tourists, ill equipped for the context, 

picked up at the airport and mainly driven around aimlessly in Altai with no activities pre-

arranged, and hardly even hotels to lodge them. There seems to have been a low 

correspondence between expectations on the part of incoming tourists and locals in Altai 

about what ‘tourism’ is. 

Those opposed to tourism were afraid that it would change Altai, and hence 

destroy ‘Altaianness’. Other issues related to change were also contested in Altai. To local 

anthropologists it was self-evident that children ought to learn Altaian in school to preserve 

the Altaian culture. To others, for example Anna, resources ought to be put instead into 

teaching English, which is now very weak. In Anna’s view, knowledge of Altaian has no 

relevance outside the small context of the Republic and does not lead anywhere, while 

English, on the other hand, could lead to business opportunities. Or why not Chinese, to 

promote contacts with the expanding economy bordering Altai? A rumour circulated, and was 

also contested, of a highway to connect Russia with China. Local anthropologists opposed it, 

as in their opinions it would bring criminality and drugs into Altai, especially in the remote, 

‘culturally authentic’ parts near the border. Others considered a highway a great economic 

potential for this economically marginalized part of Russia. Anna arranged a picnic for me by 

the river with an influential businessman, who explained his view on the advantages of a 

highway. According to him, Altai could even become an independent state, like a Switzerland 

of Siberia, as a site for investors and rich people to locate their money and resources.  
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Altai is a famous archaeological site (Laukhin 1999; Petrin 1990; Shunkov 

1990). At the time I was there the so-called ‘Altai Princess’, a well-preserved female mummy, 

was a debated issue. This archaeological find was kept not in Altai but in one of the central 

Russian cities. Some people in Altai were upset, and argued that this mummy was the 

‘mother’ of the Altaians and ought to be kept in Altai, even though the local museum did not 

have the resources to take care of such an archaeological object.  

Altai is marginalized and ‘far away’ even by Siberian standards; the railway 

does not even go there, one of few regions in Russia to which you cannot travel by train. One 

instance of this ‘remoteness’ was with an earthquake in 2004. Earthquakes are not common in 

Altai, and no one expected it. I was in Leo’s village when it happened. The road was blocked 

and the only phone broken, but otherwise things were okay in this village. We had contact 

with the outside world only through the Russian national news on TV. The headline of the 

news broadcast was the earthquake, which reached 8 on the Richter scale. We had no idea 

how bad the situation was in other parts of Altai. I was afraid my family at home in Sweden 

would be worried sick about me, since I could not communicate with them. As soon as the 

road was cleared I went into town to phone my family and told them I was okay, and that they 

need not worry. ‘About what?’ was their response. The news about this earthquake had not 

even reached outside Russia. There were year-long debates about compensation to the victims 

that seem to have come to nothing, even though people lost their houses and livestock. One 

local interpretation of the earthquake was that it hit Altai because the Altai Princess, the 

mummy, had been dug up, and that more earthquakes would continue to hit Altai until she 

was reburied. My friends told me about how some people even sold all their possessions and 

moved up into the mountains and built boats, Noah’s Arks, waiting for the flood and the end 

of the world. 

This interpretation of the earthquake is related to religious views. Altai is 

sometimes considered ‘sacred’, and Mount Belukha, with a peak of 4,500 metres, close to 

where the Altai Princess was found, is considered Shangri La by some. A local writer and 

member of the local intelligentsia explained to me that Altai is the cradle of all civilization, 

and that both American Indians and the Vikings actually originated in Altai. Some of the very 

few foreigners I met in Altai were there for a pilgrimage, a married couple on a motorcycle 

and a man and his daughter seeking ‘something holy’. There are three official religions in the 

Republic, Russian Orthodoxy, Islam, and Buddhism, and religion is a widely discussed, 

complex subject. Agnieszka Halemba’s dissertation written about Altai focuses on religion 
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(2001), as do many other works on Altai.57 There are loud discussions in Altai about religion, 

for example about what should be considered the ‘traditional’ religion. When an ethnographer 

at the local museum took me on a guided tour, she told me that the ethnographic section was 

being reorganized and that they were having difficulties deciding how to present the 

traditional religion of Altai. Should it be only shamanism, or also Burkhanism (Filatov 2001), 

a modification of Mongol Lamaism (Zhukoskaia 2001) together with shamanism (Potapov 

and Levin 1964: 325), which had been practiced about a 100 years ago in Altai, and is now 

being practiced again (Halemba 2002c: 5)?  

 

Anthropological	knowledge	making	of	Altaian	indigeneity	

I will start my discussion of Altaian indigeneity by describing two competing ethnoscapes of 

Altai, one that claims there are four indigenous peoples in Altai, and one that claims there is 

none. The first maintains that the Tuba, Chelkan, Kumandin, and Telengit are indigenous 

peoples of Altai, on the ‘new’ Russian ‘list of 45’. The second maintains that there are no 

indigenous peoples in Altai, but only one big Altaian nation in which the four ethnic 

categories are merely sub-groups, a legacy of Soviet nationality politics. These ethnoscapes 

classify the same group of people in different ways. During fieldwork, it took some time for 

me to realize this, as I first assumed that different categories also referred to different groups 

of people. The Russian census-taking of 2002 makes the clash of these two ethnoscapes 

particularly visible. I will discuss the two ethnoscapes by describing the process through 

which I came to understand this clash of categorization, which was through interaction with 

anthropologists, because of the way anthropological knowledge making is invested in these 

ethnoscapes. 

As a new doctoral student, I entered the research project ‘Post-Soviet 

Transformations among Indigenous Peoples in Northern Russia’. The Institute of 

Anthropology and Ethnology in Moscow of which Tishkov is director was one of the partners 

in this project. The first thing I did was try to understand who these indigenous peoples ‘in 

Northern Russia’ are. The project application contained a map with the ‘twenty-six small 

peoples of the North’ neatly dotted onto it. The project thus took as its point of departure the 

                                                
57 Halemba 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; Karunovskaia 1977; Lindquist 2006; Potapov 1999; Vinogradov 1999. 
Religion seems also to be a focus of Altaian scholars (Halemba 2002c: 2). Two exceptions to the focus on 
religion when discussing Altai are Donahoe 2002 and Funk 1999.  
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Soviet classification of indigeneity. The project assumed not only who is indigenous, but also 

where they are.  

The project application stated that we would do ‘fieldwork among carefully 

chosen indigenous groups’, the ones that make up ‘the small (those with populations below 

50,000) indigenous peoples’, all in all ‘some 30 northern indigenous groups’.58 The project 

application stated that we would use the results of ‘[e]arlier phases of this project’; this 

referred to The Small Indigenous Nations of Northern Russia: A Guide for Researchers, 

containing twenty-six sections, one for each of twenty-six peoples, edited by Dmitri Funk and 

Lennard Sillanpää, who also were project coordinators (1999). Each of the twenty-six sections 

briefly goes through the history of the people, its culture, language, and so forth. Funk and 

Sillanpää admit that the ‘selection of the twenty six peoples for this volume is somewhat 

arbitrary’ but do not doubt that it is possible to come up with an exact number; a ‘more 

definite list can wait for another day – and hopefully that will be soon’ (1999: x). Part of this 

knowledge-making project was thus to map and classify the indigenous. 

The project legitimized itself through indigenous advocacy. The application 

included a letter of recommendation from RAIPON, the Russian Association of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North. The vice president of RAIPON wrote in this letter that ‘it is clear to us 

that this research was devoted to helping to empower us’ and that the results will be ‘of 

benefit to our peoples’. This research needs to be carried through because, the application 

claimed, ‘the cultural identity of many of these peoples [is at] a crisis stage’.59 This project, 

then, was to study indigenous people so as to be able to help and support them. 

The project team decided that I would go to Altai for fieldwork. When I 

worriedly asked how I would be able to study indigeneity in Altai, since none of the twenty-

six peoples of the North belonged in Altai, my Russian colleagues at the Institute of 

Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian Academy of Sciences told me not to worry. This 

list was in the process of being extended, and before long there would be four indigenous 

peoples in Altai: Tubalar, Kumandin, Chelkan, and Telengit. And they were right. Soon 

thereafter the Russian state list of indigenous peoples was extended. As they told me later, this 

was the direct result of the decision of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the 

Russian Academy of Sciences, as these anthropologists, my colleagues in the project, had 

struggled to get ‘their’ peoples on the list. 
                                                
58 Ansökan till RB’s Kulturvetenskapliga donation, tema: Samhällsförändringar i tid och rum, [Application to 
RB’s cultural studies donation, theme: Societal changes in time and space], projekt nr: 2000-5175:01, 6 June 
2000. 
59 Ibid. 
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The project team decided that a senior project partner, Sergej, would accompany 

me to Altai for a first visit. The project had decided that non-Russian students would ‘be given 

an initial period of field apprenticeship work with a Russian expert in the field site’ because 

the ‘support of our Russian colleagues in this matter is extremely valuable and has been 

carefully discussed. Russian team members in turn feel that such initial apprenticeship periods 

of close work with a “western partner” will be theoretically broadening and interesting.’60 

Sergej would introduce me into a village where I would stay for my longer fieldwork later on, 

and he had some errands of his own to attend to in Altai as well.  

To conduct a study in a village seemed like a great idea to me; a small social 

setting would provide me with a focus and demarcation for my investigation: the life worlds 

of the people in this village. The intense social interaction in a village would also help me to 

improve my language skills and meet the social needs of my family with two small children.  

However, during this first trip to Altai I never came to a village. When Sergej 

met me at the airport in Moscow he informed me that he had changed his mind concerning my 

fieldwork site, and that I would be living in town instead of a village, as it would be 

dangerous to conduct fieldwork in a village.  

So during this apprentice fieldwork, instead of going to a village, I got to drink 

champagne with scholars from Moscow and the Russian minister of nationalities, succeeding 

Tishkov at the post, and got to experience a rather different way of conducting fieldwork than 

I had anticipated. I found myself constantly travelling with Sergej for two weeks. We did not 

stay put in one place more than a day or two, effectively using the nights travelling by plane, 

train, taxi, and bus. We stayed a few days in Altai but most of the time travelled to other 

places in Siberia.  

We went to see a large number of people in a number of different settings and 

contexts. In Altai we made a video recording of a shamanistic ritual (in secrecy; the shaman 

did not approve of being recorded, but Sergej told me to do it anyway), we sought out 

politicians Sergej wanted to talk to, and did an interview with an old woman. In one city in a 

different part of Siberia we recorded a song as it was sung by an aged ‘epic singer’ in his 

living room, and we spent a nice couple of days with Sergej’s mother in yet another city. 

During this rather chaotic travel there was nevertheless something I did have time to slowly 

acquaint myself with, reflect upon, and come back to again and again in conversations and 

                                                
60 Ansökan till RB’s Kulturvetenskapliga donation, tema: Samhällsförändringar i tid och rum, [Application to 
RB’s cultural studies donation, theme: Societal changes in time and space], projekt nr: 2000-5175:01, June 6, 
2000. 
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interactions, just like when you conduct long-term fieldwork in a small social setting. This 

was how Sergej, and the scholarly tradition he is part of, conceived of Russian indigeneity in 

general, and in Altai in particular. In our informal talks on trains, buses, and at kitchen tables 

at night, Sergej told me a lot about how I ought to interpret Altaian indigeneity and how I 

ought to study it. During this initial fieldwork, instead of getting to know a village I got to 

know Russian anthropological conceptions of indigeneity.  

While we were in Altai Sergej introduced me to Nikolaj, a local senior 

researcher who would serve as my supervisor during my long fieldwork. When I returned to 

Altai with my family I still had the ambition to conduct long-term fieldwork in a village, and 

my hope was that Nikolaj would help me. I told him about my plans, and he promised to help 

me. However, I spent the coming months listening to Nikolaj’s arguments about why it would 

not be suitable for me to conduct my study in a village; my children would hate it, we would 

not be able to get any food, we would not manage without a proper toilet, we would freeze, be 

beaten by drunken men, and I would not be able to speak with people because of my poor 

Russian. We would not be able to stay overnight since there are no hotels, and no villagers 

would let us into their houses since they would not be able to afford to feed us.  

As I was persistent in my wish to go to a village Nikolaj came up with a new 

condition for helping me. He gave me list of names of people in the intelligentsia in town: 

academics, politicians, journalists, directors of institutes and museums. He told me to 

interview them, and after I had met with all of them, I would be prepared to go to a village 

and he would then help me. The rationale was that the people in town would tell me how 

things really are in villages, so that I would be able to properly interpret what villagers would 

tell me: to see through their lies.  

In the end I arranged on my own for a stay in a village, the one where I met Leo. 

While I was in the village, neither Sergej’s nor Nikolaj’s fears came true. People let me stay in 

their houses, fed me, and took great care of me. The family I stayed with took me horse 

riding, tending their fields, taught me how to milk a cow and make cheese, brought me to 

weddings and parties, and let me accompany them to their jobs at the local school. This 

particular village was situated only some thirty minutes from town by car, so it would not 

have been particularly difficult to go to town in the case of an emergency.  

How could I and Sergej and Nikolaj have such different opinions about the 

possibility of conducting fieldwork in a village? A closer investigation reveals that what was 

at stake was not primarily where I ought to conduct fieldwork but what I ought to study, what 

one should study to get to know indigeneity, and what indigeneity really is. How does this 
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make sense? Sergej told me I should live in town rather than in a village. But it was not an 

urban study he had in mind for me. His idea was that I should still study villages, just not live 

in one. With my family safe in town I should go to villages for the day, he told me, to 

interview the village leaders, ask my questions, get my information, and leave again. So, 

according to Sergej I should study a village, but not study in a village. Obviously this would 

constitute a very different kind of fieldwork, generating a different kind of understanding than 

I had in mind. Sergej and I were simply looking for different things. 

A few examples of these differences: During our joint first trip to Altai together, 

Sergej did a two-hour interview with one woman who ‘knows’ – in Sergej’s words – how to 

determine whether a particular ethnic group, Majmalar, exists or not. I would have 

approached the issue very differently, spending a lot of time with many people, to get a fuller 

picture of the local social relevance of that particular ethnic category. Sergej recorded songs 

sung by an old man, to document them before they are lost. I would rather have wanted to 

investigate the social setting in which these songs are sung and made relevant. Sergej had me 

video-recording a shamanistic ritual to determine whether or not it was authentic. I would not 

have approached shamanism in terms of authenticity, but would have wanted to investigate 

social meanings of shamanism and understand the relationships and networks in play during 

rituals (and I would not have recorded the ritual against the shaman’s will). 

Another incident later on also indicated that Sergej and I were looking for 

different things. Sergej organized a conference on shamanism in Altai, located on the Altaian 

border to Kazakhstan, at a tourist camp in the foothills of Mount Belucha, which locally and 

in New Age contexts is considered sacred, Shangri La. The choice of this location for the 

conference was that the powers at the foot of the mountain would be strong, since the aim of 

the conference was to invite shamans to display their powers, to test if they are authentic, as 

Sergej explained to me. 

Sergej brought with him a diverse group of people: a European anthropologist, a 

neo-shamanist group from Moscow, a US artist doing spiritual art, a gravely ill Swiss man, 

and so on. This diverse group of people had diverse expectations of, interests in, and 

understandings of shamanism. Sergej tested whether the summoned shamans had real powers 

by putting electrodes on their heads to measure brain activity, the sick Swiss man was looking 

for a cure, the Moscow neo-shamanist group were looking for the strong spiritual power, the 

artist for inspiration. To me it was an excellent occasion to study the variety of global 

conceptions of Siberian shamanism (see Lindquist 2006), but not really the local social 
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relevance or meaning of shamanism. It revealed more about the cultural worlds of the visitors 

to Altai than about shamanism in Altai. 

Nikolaj too wanted me to study villages, only not by being in villages. When he 

gave me a list of people in town to interview, he told me that they would tell me what it really 

is like in villages. Villagers, on the other hand, would only try to fool and lie to me, and he 

was worried that I would not see through this, and hence misrepresent Altai in my thesis. To 

be on the safe side I ought first to get proper information from the intelligentsia in town. 

Nikolaj told me I’d do better to stay in town altogether and interview academics at the 

Institute Altaistic about the situation in villages and write my thesis about this. Then I would 

be able to study villages without even having to go there at all.  

Sergej’s and Nikolaj’s views regarding where I ought to conduct fieldwork can 

be understood as a quest for authenticity, which, as we have seen, is part of Soviet and post-

Soviet anthropology. To them ‘a village’ was a remote village, that is, far from urban centres 

and hence ‘unchanged’, while the village I eventually came to is situated close to town. This 

reveals differences in assumptions of geographical/cultural distance and proximity, between 

Sergej, Nikolaj, and myself. I wanted a small social setting, but exactly where this was 

situated was of less importance. Each and every village would have been suitable, as in every 

village there would be people to teach me Russian, kids for my sons to play with, and life 

worlds to investigate. To Sergej and Nikolaj, indigeneity was possible to study only in remote 

villages, as if spatial difference were a prerequisite for the cultural distance they imagine 

indigeneity consists of. 

When Nikolaj and his colleagues at the Institute Altaistic went on ‘expeditions’, 

as they call it, they went in a large group for a few days to remote parts of Altai, to collect 

artefacts and ask people about old times and traditions. Several of them told me that the only 

interesting villages are remote ones. They seemed to be looking for something like an 

authentic Altaian culture, surviving only in isolated parts. One scholar even told me it is not 

possible to do ethnography in the village I went to. It has been ‘Russified’, so there would be 

nothing for me to study.  

In the same vein, Sergej, Nikolaj, and I differ in our view of who would be a 

good informant, one who would ‘know’. For me, obviously, people know their own life world 

best, and anyone would, in that sense, be the expert on his or her own life. To Sergej, some 

people ‘know’ culture better than others. Anna, for example, was a suitable informant 

according to Sergej. Not in her own right, but because her uncle was a famous throat singer, 
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which would place Anna close to ‘authentic’ culture. Likewise, relatives of the shaman I 

video-filmed would ‘know’, not in their own right, but by being related to him.  

When Nikolaj told me about his own research about the Altaian view of what 

constitutes a good life, a good man, a good woman, he added that very few people today know 

this, only those in remote villages who remember the old days. Nikolaj was not interested in 

contemporary conceptions of what constitutes a good man or a good woman, but only in the 

old, authentic Altaian ways, and only those who remember this would be suitable informants 

for him.  

Sergej’s and Nikolaj’s views on where I ought to conduct fieldwork were also 

related to views on who is indigenous in Altai and to two competing ethnoscapes. 

 

Two	ethnoscapes:	Four	or	no	indigenous	peoples	in	Altai		

Sergej’s and Nikolaj’s views represent two ethnoscapes of Altai. In Sergej’s perspective, 

Chelkan, Kumandin, Tuba, and Telengit constitute independent peoples, separate from the 

Altaians. In the perspective of Nikolaj, the Altaians constitutes an ethnos, while the Chelkan, 

Kumandin, Tubal, and Telengit are only sub-ethnoses to Altaians.  

These two ethnoscapes are part of different official representations. There are 

about 200,000 people living in Altai. According to the official website of the Altai Republic, 

about 60 per cent of the population are ethnic Russians, 30 per cent are Altaians, 6 per cent 

are Kazakhs, and lastly others – Latvians, Estonians, Ukrainians, Germans, and so on – 3 per 

cent.61 So this official representation lists neither Tuba, Kumandin, Chelkan, nor Telengit as 

peoples in Altai, but only Altaians.  

Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit are, however, considered peoples in 

another official representation, the extended list of 45 indigenous numerically small peoples 

of the North, Siberia and Far East of the Russian federation (see Kohler et al. 2002: 16–17). 

So both these ethnoscapes are part of official, but different, classifications. Note that it is the 

same number of people who here are classified in different ways, and that the people covered 

by these ethnoscapes make up merely 30 per cent of the total population of Altai. So both 

these ethnoscapes exclude the greater part of the population in Altai. 

                                                
61 Republic of Altai, Russia. Official website www.altai-republic.com/population/ethnic_history_eng.html and 
www.altai-republic.com/population/stat_data_eng.htm, (last consulted 4 Oct. 2002; no longer accessible). Old 
Believers is also mentioned as part of the 3% of others. Old Believers is a particularly interesting category, as it 
is a religious category that has become an ethic category. Old Believers was a religious movement that broke 
away from the Russian Orthodox Church in the late 17th century (Potapov and Levin 1964: 128). 
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Sergej explained his view to me during our joint trip to Siberia. He told me that 

during Soviet times the Chelkan, Telengit, Tuba, and Kumandin were officially considered to 

be just Altaians, but that this was wrong and done only for ideological reasons, since they 

really are different peoples. Sergej explained that these peoples were now finally gaining 

proper recognition and independent status. As we have seen, it was Sergej and his colleagues 

at the Institute in Moscow who granted them this official status as indigenous. This 

anthropological knowledge making had effects in Altai at that time. The Kumandin, Tubalar, 

and Chelkan created a joint organization in Altai, the Association of the Northern Ethnoses of 

Altai, as activists were ‘quick to realize that this status could provide more than just cultural 

rights, and the relevant laws started to be discussed and known more broadly even among 

regional leaders living in remote districts and villages’, according to Donahoe et al. (2008: 

1003). This was a way to deal with the hardships of post-Soviet life: ‘they claimed that they 

had been disadvantaged during Soviet times’ and now ‘want to receive state support for 

preservation of their language and recognition of their cultural traditions and history’ and to 

‘gain or retain access to natural resources’ (ibid.: 1002). 

Sergej also told me that the idea that exists in Altai, that these four categories are 

only subgroups of Altaians, is wrong, and only part of a local nationalist ideology to promote 

regional politics. Promoters of the Altaian nationalist ideology, though, resented this process 

of the coming-to-be of four indigenous peoples in Altai. ‘From their perspective, the 

declarations of the leaders of Kumandy, Chelkandu, and Tuba amounted to a rejection of 

belonging to the larger, more inclusive group of Altaians’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1000). 

Nikolaj held this view. During our negotiations it became clear that he considered Kumandin, 

Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit to be a kind of subgroups of Altaians, like dialects of a language, 

not really separate, indigenous peoples. He argued that viewing them as separate peoples is 

only politics, a way to try to get privileges from Moscow, and to divide and rule, to prevent 

the Altaians from uniting in a joint struggle and instead fight amongst themselves. Thus 

Sergej and Nikolaj each assumed that his view was the correct one and that the other view was 

‘only’ ideology and politics.  

Both Sergej and Nikolaj tried to make me represent Altai in the ‘correct’ way. 

The research project ‘Post-Soviet Transformations of Indigenous Peoples of Russia’ published 

an anthology with pieces from all project participants a few years later (Beach et al. 2009). I 

was not allowed to publish my piece. The reason was that Sergej did not want me to present 

two ethnoscapes of Altai. To be allowed to publish, I would have had to confirm only Sergej’s 

view.  
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Nikolaj was worried that if I went to a village I would misunderstand Altai, and 

not realize that villagers might fool me into believing that they are indigenous, while in fact 

they are not. He told me that regardless of what villagers would tell me, they really are only 

Altaians, not indigenous. When I told him I had interviewed the leader of the local RAIPON 

organization, which was not on his list of people I ought to interview, he exclaimed, ‘Oh, why 

did you do that, what did he tell you? He doesn’t really know anything.’ When, later, I was 

going to a village, he told me, ‘You must understand that the people in this village are not 

Tubalar. Whatever they say themselves, they are Altaians.’   

At one time I made what I thought was a rather innocent comment to Nikolaj. 

His reaction indicated that my remark was anything but innocent, but politically sensitive. In a 

Barthian spirit I mentioned that I had observed that the public emphasis on cultural difference 

between Altaians and Russians did not seem to correspond to actual differences in the daily 

life of people. Nikolaj became very upset and took me for a serious talk, explained that 

Altaians and Russian are very different, and that I must understand that an independent 

republic is what every Altaian wants most of all, that the history of the Altaians has been a 

continual struggle to attain this independence, and that if an Altaian moves out of Altai he 

feels lost and only wants to move back. He seemed to think that if I questioned cultural 

differences I was also questioning Altai’s right to its status as a republic. The point here is not 

whether or not I was correct in my observation about a lack of cultural difference, but the way 

this was a political question to Nikolaj. This explains his fear that I would mistakenly 

represent Altaian villages as ‘indigenous’ rather than ‘Altaian’.  

Scholars in Altai did not think Sergej ‘got it right’ on Altaian indigeneity. One 

of the scholars at the Institute Altaistic in Altai once approached me in the street and scolded 

me for what Sergej had done a year before: interviewing the old woman to prove the existence 

of the ethnic group Majmalar. This ethnographer exclaimed, ‘Nobody believes that ethnic 

group exists except him!’ To the local ethnographers it was clear that the Maimalar is 

something of a sub-sub-ethnos and cannot be considered a category of its own. A couple of 

days later, however, I met an old woman speaking of herself as Maimalar. Maimalar may be 

an anomaly that is dealt with by trying to redefine or condemn it. The local Altaian 

ethnographers thought that Sergej had not got it right, and Sergej, for his part, thought the 

same about Altaian scholars. He said they are provincial and never read anything except what 

they themselves publish.  

These two versions of the Altaian ethnoscape are both legitimized with reference 

to history and authenticity: whether or not, in and over time, people have actually become 
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Altaians or really remained separate peoples. Scholars like Potapov and Levin claim that 

through ‘ethnogenesis’ (see Arutiunov and Bromley 1978: 11; Dragadze 1978: 120), the 

population in Altai became Altaian: even if there used to be several peoples before the Soviet 

Union, during the Soviet Union they became one people. 

 

It is only now that we can speak of a true national self-awareness of the Altays, regardless of 

their tribal affiliation and differences in cultures prevailing before the Revolution. The 

awareness of national unity, reflecting the process of national consolidation, shows up 

particularly clearly among those Altays who, prior to the formation of an Autonomous 

Oblast, did not call themselves by that name.… But nowadays in these parts you can very 

often hear the phrase ‘bis onchozy altay kizhi’ (‘we are all Altays’). Hence, this awareness of 

national unity is manifested by the sharing of a name. When applying for identity papers, 

when filling in different forms and local statistical lists, the population of all parts of the 

oblast call themselves Altays. (Potapov 1964: 340–341) 

 

This is a representation made according to Soviet ideology, and quite obviously politically 

informed. However, it lies very close to contemporary representations within Altai promoting 

the Altaian Republic and the Altaian titular nation. 

Other contemporary anthropological representations portray this history in a 

different light. Donahoe et al. claim that during Soviet times the category Altaian was used for 

several groups who did not consider themselves to belong to the same people, Kumandin, 

Chelkan, Tuba, and Telengit. ‘During Soviet times, “Altaian” was an umbrella term covering 

several Turkic-speaking groups of southern Siberia who did not necessarily regard themselves 

as belonging to a single nationality’ and the ‘[o]ther groups that were included in previous 

census under the Russian term altaitsy were Kumandy, Chalkandu, Tuba (pl. Tubalar), and 

Telengit (pl. Telengitter)’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1000). This is similar to how Sergej 

explained to me that this is the ‘original’ and hence correct way to recognize present-day 

indigeneity. 

Is there any way of determining which of these ways of viewing history is 

‘correct’, beyond the vision of the political projects evoked by these two versions of history? 

My material indicates that this may not be possible, as people become who they are told they 

are, like the Mashpee testifier in Clifford’s example (2007) from an earlier chapter. One 

example from my material is the different identifications of people within one and the same 

village. This is the village where Anna was born, far down in the south of Altai, where we 
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once went to meet her relatives. While I was there I asked people about their nationality. 

Some people answered Altaian, and other people answered Telengit. On the surface this 

seems simply to indicate that they have different ethnic belonging. However, a closer 

examination reveals that the difference is exactly the same as the one between Potapov and 

Levin and Donahoe et al., about ‘ethnogenesis’ and possible historical ethnic change, of 

becoming or remaining. This village is now known, in the rhetoric of ‘small peoples of the 

North’, as a Telengit village. During Soviet times, however, the people in this village were 

classified as Altaian. So the question is, did people become Altaian as they were told they 

were Altaians over the course of seventy Soviet years, or did they remain Telengit from pre-

Soviet times, despite the Soviet classification as Altaian? 

People in this village responded to my question of nationality in two different 

ways, either that they are Altaian or that they are Telengit, and these two different answers 

were given by people of different generations. Old people answered that they were Altaian, 

and young that they are Telengit. This can be interpreted as their respective self-

identifications having been influenced and informed by policy and external classification of 

different times. During Soviet times the older generation became Altaian because they were 

told they are Altaian, just as Potapov and Levin wrote. Today, the younger generation 

becomes indigenous by the same kind of ‘ethnogenesis’, because they are told they are 

indigenous by contemporary anthropology. Neither can be seen as more or less ‘genuine’ or 

‘authentic’. 

The realization that Sergej and Nikolaj were not talking about different groups 

of people, but about different ways to categorize the same group of people, enabled me to see 

how their views were also based in different political stakes and agendas. Sergej’s view of 

independent, separate indigenous peoples is related to advocacy on behalf of all forty-five 

indigenous peoples in Russia. A number of rights and privileges potentially come with this: 

exemption from land tax for ‘traditional’ activities, the right to establish tax-free territorial or 

kin-based communities, priority for access to natural resources, the right to compensation for 

mineral extraction and industrial damage to ‘traditional’ places of living, exemption from the 

severe Russian military service, and the right to retire five years earlier than other Russians 

(Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). Nikolaj’s view of one large, encompassing Altaian people is 

related to regional politics to promote the interests of the region as a republic, through a form 

of Altaian nationalism. With the status of a separate republic come self-determination and 

autonomy, rights to a constitution, school curricula, legislation, and the like. To understand 
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these two ethnoscapes we must understand the administrative background shaping them and 

making them politically relevant. 

 

The	republican	background	

The Republic of Altai is a post-Soviet phenomenon, established in 1991. Just as the United 

States of America is a union of many states, so the Russian Federation is a federation of many 

subjects. But the subjects of the Russian Federation are of different kinds, with different 

degrees of autonomy and self-determination. Republics have a greater degree of autonomy 

than the other forms of subjects, kraia, oblast, okruga, and raiony. Republics ‘are organized in 

a state-like manner, with their own elected presidents, republic-level legislatures and 

judiciaries, and constitutions. The republic-level governments can substantially influence 

school and university curricula’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). This means that as Altai 

transformed from Okrug and Oblast to Republic, it gained the highest form of autonomy 

possible within the Russian Federation. Status as a republic carries practical advantages: 

‘taxes as well as central subsidies for the region are allocated directly to the Republic, without 

any intermediary’ (Halemba 2001: 21). 

The Republic of Altai is an ethnic republic, considered to deserve its status as a 

republic on the basis of the existence of an ethnic minority, a so-called ‘titular nationality’, in 

line with the idea of the self-determination of all peoples of the Soviet Union. The titular 

nationality in the Republic of Altai is the Altaians. Without the Altaians, there could be no 

ethnic republic. In the Russian system, ‘small peoples’ cannot be titular nationalities of 

republics. ‘Small peoples’ ‘appear as titular nationalities only in regions (okruga) and districts 

(raiony) but never in republics’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 999). So, for there to be an Altaian 

Republic, not only do there have to be Altaians, but these Altaians cannot be an indigenous 

people. Hence, the Altaians cannot be ‘small’; there must be more than 50,000 of them. 

Otherwise Altai’s status as a republic is put in jeopardy. ‘Although nowhere in Russian law is 

it explicitly stated that the titular nationality of a republic must number more than 50,000, the 

assumption that the “small-numbered peoples” are unable to govern themselves has proved 

pervasive and enduring’ (Donahoe et al. 2008, note 35). This means that in the Altaian case, 

rights and privileges in terms of indigeneity and in terms of titular nationality and republic 

stand in opposition to one another. The Republic of Altai requires a big, united singular 

Altaian nation, and indigenous peoples constitute a threat to this. 
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Within the Republic of Altai, the ‘unity of the Altaian nation was a dominant 

theme in the media throughout the 1990s’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1002). This theme was still 

dominant during my fieldworks. To promote the Republic and the Altaians, national symbols 

have been created, like a flag, national anthem, emblems, and monuments. Natural objects 

like the Katun River and Mount Belucha have also been constituted as national symbols, and 

these are also represented in everything from public events, posters, and signs, to postcards, 

shop windows, and tourist books. The Altai Princess, the mummy, is represented as an Altaian 

symbol. At the opening of an Altaian handicraft shop there was a catwalk where a girl wore a 

replica of the tall, carved wooden headdress that was found with the mummy.  

The ethnoscape of one encompassing Altaian nation is upheld by the local 

intelligentsia: politicians, scientists, journalists, writers, and artists, and is manifested at most 

public events in the Republic, in festivals, celebrations, meetings, seminars, and conferences. 

In numerous booklets about the Republic, descriptions of the Altaians often start in a distant, 

archaeological past and one ancient culture of which the Altaians are said to be descendants. 

The intelligentsia is ‘keen on presenting Altaians as a big nation, with a socioeconomic 

organization and culture developed over centuries’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1000). 

At the Institute Altaistic, where Nikolaj works, historians, folklorists, 

ethnographers, and linguists study the Altaians. The Institute Altaistic plays an active part in 

the political life of the Republic and is an active promoter of this nationalist ideology. I 

participated in a handful of conferences, and in the scientific ones politicians and writers also 

took an active part, and in the political conferences the scientists of the Institute Altaistic also 

participated, all worried about the future of the Altaians, Altaian culture, and the Republic, so 

that academic and political perspectives were fused. On one occasion one scholar expressed a 

fear that the Altaians would die. Most likely he did not fear that people would drop dead, but 

that the genuine Altaian culture would change, people become ‘Russified’, and hence Altaians 

not be themselves anymore.  

This is the context of the ‘census war’ (Vinding 2005: 58), conflicts during the 

time of the census-taking, and the fear expressed by many of my informants that if too many 

people in Altai become indigenous, the number of Altaians might diminish below the 

threshold of 50,000. The number of Altaians is estimated at 62,000, and the potential number 

of ‘small peoples’ at about 20,000. If 20,000 out of the 62,000 were to be recognized as 

indigenous rather than Altaian, only 42,000 Altaians would be left. They would then be too 

few to have a republic of their own. Hence, in this specific context, indigeneity is a threat to 

local stakes of self-determination. Although, as we saw in an earlier chapter, Tishkov and the 
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anthropologists at Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian Academy of 

Sciences in Moscow chose the number 50,000 as a threshold for indigeneity because, with the 

Altaian case in mind, they thought it was small enough and on the safe side, this did not in 

fact prevent the number of 50,000 from creating problems in Altai.  

I have done interviews with politicians in the Altaian government, journalists at 

local newspapers and the TV station, teachers at the university, the director of the museum, 

the director of the Institute Altaistic, the manager of a handicraft business centre, and so on. I 

asked them about indigenous peoples and the local RAIPON organization. Their comments 

were uniform: promoting ethnic diversity and indigeneity will have nothing but bad 

consequences for the Republic as a whole. There are no real indigenous peoples in Altai, and 

for those who say there are, it is only a question of money, they try to get benefits directly 

from Moscow. What the Republic needs to survive is a united population, and emphasizing 

ethnic diversity will only lead to internal fighting among the Altaians. Indigenous politics is to 

divide and rule, part of President Vladimir Putin’s attempt at centralizing power. These views 

point out the aspect of internal differentiation – which seems so often overlooked in identity 

and ethnicity politics – that, locally, ethnicity politics will create losers as much as winners. In 

the case of Altai, only a very small part of the population can potentially get recognition as 

indigenous and access to indigenous privileges and rights – only 20,000 out of 200,000 – 

excluding the vast part of the population. And not only would the larger part of the population 

be excluded from indigenous rights, but indigenous recognition could potentially have severe 

consequences for all of Altai, if its status as a republic were removed.  

 

The	census	

The Russian census of 2002 was ‘the first comprehensive census since the collapse of the 

Soviet Union’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 994), and it created a ‘census war’ in Altai, on the basis 

of the political stakes involved. The promoters of the Altaian nationalist ethnoscape feared 

‘that the administrative status of their national republic would be put in jeopardy’ (ibid.: 1002) 

if too many of the 62,000 were to register as indigenous instead of Altaian. The fear was that 

if there were too few registered Altaians President Putin would have an argument to justify 

cancelling Altai’s status as a republic as part of his policy to consolidate power by reducing 

the number of subjects in the Russian Federation, and would merge Altai with the 

neighbouring region, Altaiskii Krai. With that, Altai would lose independence and autonomy, 
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as Altaiskii Krai would become the intermediary for Russian state subsidies (Donahoe et al. 

2008: 1002).  

There are historical cases of how regions have lost such independence and self-

determination. In 1939 a lot of Russians immigrated to the Gorno Shorsky Nationalny Raion, 

because of a growing industry. This influx lowered the percentage of Shor people in the area 

from 39 per cent to only 13 per cent, even though the absolute number of Shor remained the 

same. Because of this, the area lost its status as the national area of Shor, and the Gorno 

Shorsky Nationalny Raion became part of what now is the Kemerovo Oblast (Potapov and 

Levin 1964: 465–466).  

The census war was about the question of ethnic classification, of Altaian or 

indigenous. As it was possible to tick only one box in a census formula, adherents of both 

ethnoscapes tried to convince people to tick this or that box, to promote their own version of 

the ethnoscape and the associated political stake. Villagers told me that representatives of the 

local RAIPON organization travelled around the Republic and tried to convince people to 

register according to the four indigenous categories in the census. A well-known television 

reporter told me that he travelled around villages in Altai to convince people to do the 

opposite and to register as Altaian, and he told me that the president of the Republic had done 

the same.  

The president of the Republic was an ethnic Russian from Moscow. He made a 

public point of registering as Altaian in the census. He encouraged everyone, ethnic Altaian or 

not, to register as Altaian as a regional identification, as citizens of the Republic. Once, when 

I was in a handicraft shop that sells ‘traditional’ Altaian souvenirs, the president of Altai made 

an informal visit. Through the wall of bodyguards around him I heard this Muscovite ask the 

shop manager if a particular handcrafted piece was of Altaian origin, saying, ‘So, is this 

ours?’ In this way he tried to extend the Altaian identification far beyond ethnic boundaries in 

a way that could potentially unite all the population in Altai: all people in Altai as Altaian 

(citizens). Everyone in Altai can, in this view, be Altaian. This is the same kind of argument 

that Tishkov made for Russian citizenry rather than Russian/Chechen ethnic identification. 

One of my close friends in Altai, Dima, was one of the most devoted Altaians, 

loyal to the Republic and devoted to Republican politics. He was ethnic Ukrainian, but 

identified completely with the Republic. He did so to the extent that he wore ‘traditional’ 

Altaian clothes and learned the Altaian language. This fact confused Anna’s father 

considerably. When Dima came to visit he greeted Anna’s father in Altaian. Anna’s father 

exclaimed, ‘But how can you be Altaian when you are not Altaian?’ Dima tried hard to ‘pass’ 
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as Altaian, just like the Mashpee in the trial described by James Clifford we met in an earlier 

chapter. And, just like the Mashpee, Dima did not succeed very well. He self-identified as 

Altaian but was not recognized as such in his social context. Quite a few people, for example 

Anna, ridiculed him and his engagement. Some called him ‘the clown’. Dima was presenting 

himself in a way judged by the audience as not ‘authorized to give the performance in 

question’, in the words of Goffman (1982: 66). So, he who wanted so dearly to be Altaian did 

not manage to pass as such, and was not allowed into the ‘all-Altaianness’ that the president 

of Altai tried to create.  

I participated twice in the biannual festival El Ojin. At this event the ‘census 

war’ became evident. El Ojin is a major festival stretching over several days, like a holiday. It 

takes place in the summer, in a field at a different place in Altai every time. A stage is built 

with performances of music, songs, dance, staged tales, fashion shows, parades, and the like. 

There are also speeches by politicians and the president of the Republic. In the field there are 

contests in ‘traditional sports’, wrestling, horse riding, archery. The first time I was at this 

event was with Sergej during our trip together. 

El Ojin was strikingly Soviet in its form and rhetoric. Many ‘deserving workers’ 

were celebrated, for example milkmaids. In Soviet times it was common to represent these 

hardest manual-labour jobs as heroic, as Caroline Humphrey describes, for example, in her 

famous ethnography of the ‘Karl Marx collective’ (1983). Several delegations in the opening 

procession of El Ojin were presented according to categories of work – teachers, firemen, and 

so on – and these ways of describing social units were common during Soviet times, as 

Anderson, for example, describes (1996: 107). The president of the Republic spoke about the 

wintertime fuel crisis to be overcome by ‘working contests’, such as were common during 

Soviet times, also in Altai (Potapov and Levin 1964: 328).  

The theme of El Ojin when I was there with Sergej at the time of the census was 

‘We are all Altaians’, as the president expressed it in one of his speeches. Scholars from the 

Institute Altaistic participated in this festival as judges in the contest for the most traditional 

house, constructed on the field for display. A poet gave a speech saying that all groups in 

Altai had been like brothers in the Soviet times, and that there were no boundaries between 

them. In the post-Soviet era, the poet said, the differentiation between these groups was 

imposed from above, from the Duma (the legislative body in the ruling assembly of Russia), 

as a policy to divide and rule.  

Sergej’s own errands during our joint field adventure were not only to record 

shamanistic rituals and visit his mother, but also to meet the Altaian Republican elite along 
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with statisticians and scholars from Moscow and the Russian minister for nationalities at El 

Ojin. He met with these actors during the festival and negotiated official, state ethnic 

classifications. I was not allowed to attend the meetings – Sergej told me it would be more 

interesting for me to watch horse races and fashion shows. But he told me afterwards what 

had taken place, and I was allowed to participate in social events like drinking champagne and 

dinners. The reason all these big shots from Moscow were in Altai was to discuss the 

upcoming census and the fear, within Altai, that with the result of the census Altai could lose 

its status as a republic. Sergej told me that this fear was completely unfounded, and he held a 

broadcast press conference at the Institute Altaistic to reassure not only politicians but also 

journalists, scholars, and the population of Altai, who could watch it on TV. Obviously this 

reassurance did not work, as this fear was still there when I came back a year later. 

While I was in Altai I was given access to correspondence by letter between the 

government of the Republic of Altai and the authorities in Moscow, who were the ones to 

determine the ethnic categories to be used in the census. The question in this correspondence 

concerned what ethnic categories should be listed in the census to choose from, and how the 

result of the census should be presented. The correspondence indicates how seriously the 

Altaian government took the issue. 

If there were only the category ‘Altaian’ to choose from in the census formula, 

or if the results put all answers from Altai in the same ‘Altaian’ category, then the Altaian 

nationalists would be on the safe side. The 62,000 Altaians would still be there. But then there 

would be no recognition of indigeneity and hence no basis for indigenous rights. On the other 

hand, if the categories of Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit were listed in addition to, 

and distinct from, the category of Altaian in the census formula or in the way the results were 

presented afterwards, the number of Altaians might potentially shrink below 50,000, and this 

would put Altai’s status as a republic at risk, while indigeneity and indigenous rights would be 

safeguarded. In the letters, the Altaian government pleaded that the census be formulated with 

only Altaian categories, and no indigenous ones. The letter was sent to Tishkov, at the 

Institute of Anthropology and Ethnology at the Russian Academy of Sciences in Moscow, 

who was responsible for this important decision.   

The Altaian government asked that the categories Telengit and Kumandin be 

excluded from the list of small indigenous peoples of Russia.62 This was denied by Tishkov in 

                                                
62 Letters from Valery Tishkov to Danil Tabaev, 26 June 2001, no. 14110/1126 and 26 June 2001, no. 
14110/2173; a letter from A. Tomtosov to Danil Tabaev, 13 July 2001, no. 23/3- 5216; a letter from Danil 
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his replies. The Altaian government asked, further, that the census formula be constructed 

with the categories ‘Altaian-Telengit’, ‘Altaian-Tubalar’, ‘Altaian-Chelkan’, and ‘Altaian-

Kumandin’. This would be a way to acknowledge that the different indigenous categories are 

not independent indigenous peoples, but sub-peoples of the uniting Altaians, to safeguard a 

large enough Altaian population for a titular nationality. Tishkov answered this request 

positively for all categories except Kumandins. Referring to ‘previous research’, Tishkov 

argued that it is a ‘state of things’ that Kumandins are ‘an independent ethnic community’, 

and continued: 

 

In the 1960s, a part of the Kumandin already obtained the right to identify themselves in their 

passports (in the column ‘nationality’) as Kumandin. In 1993, the fact of the existence of the 

independent people ‘Kumandin’ was officially fixed. [All translations by my assistant]63 

 

And therefore: 

 

It is possible to register Altaian-Kumandin only in a case when people themselves call them 

‘I am Altaian-Kumandin’. When people say: ‘I am Kumandin, but they wrote me as Altaian 

in my passport’, it is wrong to give them double identification (Altaian-Kumandin). It 

restricts rights of citizens to choose and to identify their national belonging.  

 

Note that Tishkov here gives this right of choice to self-identify as Altaian-Kumandin or as 

Kumandin, only to Kumandin, not to Tubalar, Chelkan, or Telengit, even though they are all 

recognized as indigenous, small peoples of the list of 45. He does so with reference to 

‘previous research’. Complicating the matter further, Tishkov writes, concerning Telengits:  

 

We find it necessary to do additional research. Without this research and legitimate 

formation of this group of indigenous population of the Republic of Altai into a group of 

independent ethnic community we will stay without a satisfactory answer and serious 

argumentation. Except for the necessity of doing scientific research work it could be possible 

for Telengits to organise meetings in the areas of their compact living. At such meetings they 

could prepare requests and make appropriate decisions. It could be a possible reason for 

recognizing distinctiveness of the Telengits.  

                                                                                                                                                   
Tabaev, 26 December 2001, no. DT- 249; and a letter from E. Arfeev to Danil Tabaev, 10 January 2002, no. 
121/11.  
63 Letter no. 141000/2173. The following excerpts are from the same letter. 



 168 

 

What kind of ‘additional research’ would resolve the issue of the Telengits? What if the 

intelligentsia and anthropologists were to encourage such meetings Tishkov asks for? Sergej 

later told me that it was actually he, and not Tishkov, who wrote the letters, although it was 

Tishkov who signed them. So the ‘additional research’ asked for might be the kind of research 

Sergej considers appropriate. This puts the view of Donahoe et al. in a new light. What they 

write in effect becomes such additional research that would ‘prove’ that Telengit are a distinct 

indigenous people. 

Why does Tishkov/Sergej express such different views on Telengits, Kumandin, 

Tubalar, and Chelkan? One reason the Kumandin are singled out may be that there are 

Kumandin also in the neighbouring Altaiski Krai (when we were travelling together, Sergej 

went to see Kumandin in Altaisky Krai). As Altaisky Krai is a different kind of administrative 

region than the Republic of Altai, free of the complications with ethnic titular nationalities and 

from status as a republic, the Kumandin there have long been simply recognized as Kumandin 

without its threatening anyone or anything. The uncomplicated status of Kumandin in the 

neighbouring region is ‘transmitted’ to the much more complicated context of the Altaian 

Republic. This is an example of how the question of ethnicity and indigeneity is indeed 

administratively informed, in the way Despres (1975) and Barth (1994) pinpoint with their 

three-level schemes.  

Telengit receives more attention than Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan from both 

Tishkov/Sergej and Donahoe et al. As all four categories are equally indigenous, so to speak, 

as four of the ‘small peoples of the North’, we might expect equal attention to all of them, but 

this is not the case. One way to understand why the Telengit receive special attention is the 

way Altai is often understood as divided into a northern and a southern part. Its northern part 

is more closely situated to other, urban regions; that is, ‘Russified’, changed, and less 

authentic, genuine and traditional than the southern part. The southern part is farther away 

from urbanity, closer to the equally remote parts of China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan; that is, 

less Russified, less changed, and more authentic and traditional. The northern part is 

associated with Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan (even called northern Altaians) and the south 

with Telengit and Altaian. This north/south divide is a distinction people often invoke in 

social interactions as well as in local written representations like maps or booklets.  

Another dimension of why the Telengit receive special attention is how many 

they potentially are, and how this is related to the census and the 50,000 threshold. In terms of 

possibly diminishing the number of Altaians below the threshold of 50,000, the northern 
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Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan do not really constitute a threat. All in all, these would be so 

few in number that the Altaians would still number well above 50,000. It is the Telengit that 

are the problem from this perspective, because there could potentially be many more than 

10,000 of them, hence sinking the Altaians below the bottom line of 50,000 (Donahoe et al. 

2008: 1002). Because of this, the Telengit were especially targeted in the census war (ibid.: 

1002).  

As for the results of the census, Sergej later explained to me that the form of the 

presentation of census results was discussed in Moscow during the spring of 2002 by the 

president of the Altai Republic, the minister of nationalities, the State Statistical Committee 

responsible for the census, and other administrators and scholars. The decision was to 

construct one category labelled ‘Altaians: including Telengit’. There was another discussion 

about this during El Ojin in the meetings I was not allowed to attend, with the decision to 

create ‘Altaians, including Altai-Kizhi, Kumandin, Tubalar, Chelkan, Maimalar, and 

Telengit’.  

The fear that Altai would lose its status as a republic with the census proved 

unfounded. According to Donahoe et al., ‘the total number of people claiming Altaian 

affiliation exceeded 67,000’, and the Republic is still there (2008: 1002). 

In discussing Altai in terms of indigeneity and Altaian nationalism, we should 

remember that this is an issue of limited relevance to most people in Altai itself. There are 

more than these 62,000 people in the Republic of Altai: it has a population of about 200,000 

people. The discussion of one big Altaian population or several small indigenous ones 

excludes most of the population in Altai, and many people I met were also unconcerned or 

even unaware of this issue. The question of the Republic was important to many, since it 

concerns political autonomy and possibly economy. To some, status as a republic was 

important; others thought the region would be (economically) better off without status as a 

republic. But the issue of indigeneity and titular nationality as such was of little importance. 

This also means that the anthropological focus on indigeneity by the project I worked in, by 

me, and by Donahoe et al. does not reflect the interest of most people in the Republic of Altai.  

 

Cutting	across	the	ethnoscapes	

So far, the ethnic classificatory systems we have met are quite neat, with one ethnoscape of 

one large Altaian people, and another of Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit in addition 

to, and distinct from, Altaians. But social practice in Altai is not so neat. There are several 
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additional classificatory systems in play within the Altaian context, cutting across the two 

versions we have so far met, constituting anomalies in relation to them. 

As mentioned above, the population in Altai is often divided into northern and 

southern Altaians. ‘In ethnic origin, language and past culture, the Altay tribes divide into two 

groups. The Northern Altays, consisting of Tubalars, Chelkans, and Kumandins, and the 

Southern Altays, consisting of the Altays proper, or Altay Kizhi, Telengits’ (Potapov and 

Levin 1964: 305). Potapov claimed that this division was merely a historical fact without any 

practical importance (ibid.: 304), but this is not the case in contemporary Altai. The division 

into northern and southern Altaians is often used in everyday practices. Tubalar, Chelkan, and 

Kumandin are often referred to as Northern Altaians, in contrast to Southern Altaians, the 

Telengits and Altai-Kizhi (more on Altai-Kizhi below, which is not exactly the same as 

simply Altaian).  

In this way of classification, there is not a one-to-four split, with the Altaians on 

the one hand and the four indigenous Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit on the other. In 

this view, the Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit are divided, and this becomes a three-

to-two division of the northern Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan, and the southern Telengit and 

Altai-Kizi. In this local mode of classification, then, Telengit does not belong with the other 

small indigenous peoples, but with the Altaians. Some instances during my fieldwork indicate 

that Telengit are indeed sometimes considered indigenous, as are Kumandin, Tuba, and 

Chelkan, but still not indigenous in exactly the same way. This was evident, for example, at 

the local RAIPON congress in Altai. The president of RAIPON made statements that Telengit 

are not ‘properly’ indigenous, and during this event the Telengit representatives sat on one 

side of the room, the Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan on the other, and the atmosphere was a 

bit hostile, the two sides throwing words at one another and arguing. And Anna, for example, 

who sometimes identified as Telengit, did not at all feel associated with Tuba, Chelkan, and 

Kumandin, which in her mind constitute a different category. 

I have also encountered many mutual prejudices on the basis of the north–south 

divide. One young woman who worked as my assistant and identified as southern Altaian 

refused to travel with me to northern villages because, she said, northerners drink and are 

violent. Northern Altaians, on the other hand, have told me how they resent Telengits because 

they are conceited and boastful. The north–south distinction indeed affects social relations in 

daily practice. Telengit, in this view, is a little more Altaian than Tubalar, Chelkan, and 

Kumandin are. This is an ignored, unseen, but known anomaly in relation to the two neat 

ethnoscapes. 
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A variant of this, also separating Telengit from the other categories, is the idea a 

local writer told me. He explained that it is not the case that Altaian is the overarching ethnos, 

of which the others are sub-ethnoses. In his view, it is Telengit that is the overarching ethnos, 

and Altaian, Kumandin, Tuba, and Chelkan are sub-ethnoses of Telengit. He wrote a book 

about this, of which I got signed copy.  

We can thus see how different and contradictory versions of ethnoscapes are 

played out at the three levels – macro/state, organizational/leadership, and in interpersonal 

relationships – in the perspectives of Barth (1994) and Despres (1975). The closer to the 

ground we get, the more complicated it gets. On the macro level and on the organizational 

(e.g. RAIPON) level, only indigenous peoples – only the four small peoples of the North – are 

visible. Locally in Altai, the complication of indigeneity versus Altaianness and the Republic 

becomes visible. At the macro level of global indigeneity and RAIPON, this complication of 

status as a republic is invisible. At the interpersonal level, still other ethnoscapes are relevant. 

Just as Leo expressed multiple ethnic affiliations, in my material there are many 

examples of such multiple affiliations. Anna, for example, talked about herself sometimes as 

Altaian, and sometimes as Telengit. Another instance came up when I was having coffee with 

the granddaughter of the Chelkan shaman I filmed with Sergej. She first said she was Altaian 

when she answered my question about her nationality. When I asked her if she isn’t Chelkan, 

she agreed that indeed she is. She explained that she didn’t think I knew about Chelkan, 

because very few people do and then it would not have made sense to answer Chelkan. So she 

uses both Altaian and Chelkan to describe herself, and which she chooses depends on the 

social situation and the recognition she receives by others.  

The leader of the local RAIPON youth section expressed both indigenous and 

non-indigenous identifications. To me he talked about himself as Tubalar, and he used the 

indigenous rhetoric of the global indigenous movement in talking about reservations, land 

rights, and so forth. Once, however, when we shared a taxi and the (Russian) driver asked him 

about his nationality, he answered Altaian, rather than Tubalar. In that social situation, 

indigeneity was simply not relevant. In these cases it is a question not of either/or, but of both, 

and which ethnic denomination is invoked is determined by what is socially relevant in that 

particular context. These are instances of the segmentary character of indigeneity, and of how 

‘being a member of an ethnic group does not necessarily preclude being a member of a more 

encompassing group’ (Eriksen 1993: 76).  

We have briefly met the category Altai-Kizhi, which complicates the matter 

further. Altaian and Altai-Kizhi do not have the exact same connotation within Altai. There 
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are Altaians in the general, all-encompassing way, making up the large titular nationality 

(possibly also including Altaians in a regional sense, as citizens of Altai); and then there are 

real Altaians, Altai-Kizhi. Potapov and Levin wrote that ‘the indigenous Turkic-speaking 

population of the Russian Mountain Altay was divided into following tribes and territorial 

groups: 1) Altays, or as they call themselves Altay Kizhi; 2) Telengits; 3) Telesy; 4) Teleut; 5) 

Kumandins; 6) Tubalars; 7) Chelkans’ (Potapov and Levin 1964: 305), as if Altaian and Altai-

Kizhi are the same, and separated from the rest of the categories. But this is not how the 

categories Altaian and Altai-Kizhi are used in social interaction in Altai now. Rather, Altaian 

is the overarching term for all of the 62,000 people, while Altai-Kizhi is an exclusive 

category, not open to every Altaian. I agree with Donahoe et al. that ‘[o]ne can see him/herself 

as Telengit and altaits (sing. for the Russian term), but one is less likely to see oneself 

simultaneously as Telengit and Altai kizhi’ (2008: 1003). While Altaian is an open category, 

Altai-Kizhi is an exclusive category not open to everyone. To create a large enough Altaian 

population it is desirable that there be as many Altaians as possible, but not everyone is 

welcome into the Altai-Kizhi category. Donahoe et al. point out the origin of this exclusive 

category in Soviet ethnicity politics and ethnography. ‘Soviet ethnographers used to call this 

particular group sobstvenno altaitsky – “proper Altaians” – which, at the beginning of the 

1990s, caused tensions between them and other, Altaian groups’ (2008: 1000).  

 

All Altaian groups were registered during the Soviet times in their passports as altaitsy (in 

Russian) and not as altai kizhi (in Altaian). The ethnonym Altai kizhi then became generally 

recognized not as coterminous with the Russian term but rather as the name of an ethnic 

subgroup within the altaitsy. (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1003)    

 

Anna, for example, while identifying as both Altaian and Telengit, did not claim to be Altai-

Kizhi. It is interesting to note that, in my experience, to a large extent it is those who argue for 

a large, encompassing Altaian people who also, at the same time, use the category Altai-Kizhi 

– exclusively for themselves. 

One example is Siri. She talked about herself as Altai-Kizhi. This was an 

important part of her self-identification. Siri’s father is a sajsan, a clan elder of the Tölös, in 

the reappearing neo-traditional Altaian clan system. In old days the sajsans held positions of 

real political power; nowadays it is more symbolic. Siri worried a lot about being a ‘proper’ 

Altai-Kizhi. Once when we went camping and she could not cook over an open fire, she was 

ashamed, as this is one of the skills a ‘proper’ Altai-Kizhi should master. And with her newly-
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wed friends she often talked about how a proper Altai-Kizhi wife ought to behave, 

condemning one of her friends, who, after her new husband had a serious car accident when 

he was driving drunk, went home to her parents for support, instead of to his. 

At one point Siri applied to be an au pair in Germany. I helped her fill in the 

forms. It asked for her mother tongue, and Siri wrote ‘Altaian’. I tried to explain that ‘Altaian’ 

would probably not make sense to this German au pair agency. They had probably never 

heard of Altai, and ‘Russian’ would probably be more accurate in relation to the kind of 

information they were actually asking for (Siri spoke both Russian and Altaian). Siri did not 

accept my argument and refused to write anything but Altaian. She was so infused with the 

Altaian ethnoscape that, as a proper Altai-Kizhi, she ought to maintain that Altaian is her 

mother tongue.  

It was thus very important for Siri to be Altai-Kizhi, and it was also important to 

her that there is one large Altaian population rather than several small indigenous peoples, 

although she would not grant them status as Altai-Kizhi. At one point I was invited to a 

rehearsal of a ‘Kumandin singing group’. This was a group of elderly women who met in their 

homes to rehearse songs, which they performed at cultural events. This is one of the very few 

instances in which I met the ‘indigenous’: people who (at least on this particular occasion) 

identified according to one recognized indigenous category, Kumandin, and who practiced 

their culture: songs. 

Siri went with me to this event. We met in the living room of one of the women, 

who offered tea and snacks. The women sang songs and we were all having a nice afternoon. 

Then all of a sudden Siri and one of the women started to argue. Their argument became 

louder and louder, and they became so angry at one another that Siri and I had to leave. The 

argument was about what language the women were actually singing in. The woman 

maintained it was in the Kumandin language. Siri maintained that it could not be, since she 

understood everything but a few dialect words. Since she herself knows the Altaian language, 

the songs must be in Altaian, and they must be Altaians. Hence, according to Siri these 

women were not Kumandin but Altaians. However, Siri did not accept them as Altai-Kizhi 

like herself, only as Altaians in the general sense.  

 

Beyond	a	national	order	of	Altai	

Although the above discussion complicates the more simplified ethnoscapes of Altai, they are 

all still situated within ethnic frameworks and a national order. However, there are other 
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important forms of social classification in Altai that go beyond a national order altogether, as 

we ‘cannot assume a priori that ethnic alignments are more important than others’ (Eriksen 

1993: 157), since ethnic identity is not ‘the only identity, or even the major one, that people 

may develop or acquire’ (Epstein 1978: xiii). 

In their report to Tishkov’s EAWARN project, Blum and Filipova note that two 

of these non-ethnic identifications common in Altai are clan and place (2004). Interestingly, 

they wrote the article as a study of the ‘census war’. This report gives a rather different 

account of Altai than Tishkov in his letter correspondence with the Altaian government about 

the census. Even though the Blum and Filipova report recognizes non-ethnic identifications as 

important in Altai, this is not reflected in the way Tishkov dealt with the census issues. 

 Place is a central form of classification in social practice in Altai according to 

my fieldwork experiences as well. It is not place in terms of the south/north divide, but the 

region within Altai where one comes from: where one grew up or where one’s relatives live. 

On many occasions I have heard people who are greeting each other for the first time ask, not 

what ethnic group they belong to, but where they come from. For example, when Anna met 

the minister of culture for the first time, he immediately asked where she was from. I even 

heard people explaining where they are from, who, when I then asked when they were last 

there, answered that they had never been there. Still, to them, this is their place of origin. 

Place seems to be more common in social encounters than ethnic belonging. I never heard 

anyone spontaneously ask or talk about ethnicity. Nationality was my question, not theirs. 

Another important social category on a par with place is clan, just as Blum and 

Filipova found (2004). Clan as a classificatory system is also subversive to the national order, 

Halemba notes, as the boundaries of clans ‘do not coincide with those of the ethnic groups’ 

(2001: 29). Potapov and Levin claimed that by World War II the clan systems had ‘lost 

virtually all importance and only a few traces were still to be found’ (1964: 337). Today, 

however, clan is indeed an important form of social classification. One reason for this is the 

norm of clan exogamy, and since marriage is socially crucial, clan belonging becomes socially 

crucial too. 

In the village where I spent a few months, including the earthquake, and where 

Leo lives, I asked young women about their nationality. They did not know. They did not 

know their ethnic belonging, had never discussed the issue, and did not really care. Regarding 

clan, on the other hand, they knew, exactly, not only their own but the clans of all their 

friends. The reason was simply that since they were looking for husbands, clan was important, 

while nationality was not. 
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Clan was crucial for Siri, too, and for the same reason. Siri was unlucky, since 

she belonged to the most prestigious of all clans, Tölös, which is also the most numerous. This 

meant that most of all the possible spouses belonged to her own clan, and hence were not 

eligible. It is not easy for a girl in Altai to find someone to marry. Women want a good man; 

someone who does not drink and has a good job. Infidelity, on the other hand, is something 

you just have to cope with. Good men are considered rare. However, it is not considered 

difficult for a man to find a good woman. They can just pick and choose. This means that 

women make quite an effort to attract good men, while men do not make a corresponding 

effort; they will get a wife anyhow. As Siri approached the age of twenty-four and was still 

unmarried, she feared she would remain an old maid. Siri had a secret, though, and her secret 

was that she did have a boyfriend, a very nice young man, educated, hard-working, not a 

drinker. A good man. The problem was just that he was also Tölös. Because of his position as 

a clan elder, sajsan of the Tölös, Siri’s father refused to allow Siri to marry her boyfriend. In 

the end, Siri, the only child of her parents, saw no alternative but to flee Altai and Russia 

altogether, as there was nothing for her there. That is how she came to be an au pair in 

Germany. Siri was a most loyal Altaian, the burden of tradition lay heavy on her shoulders, 

but she was pushed away from Altai and her family by the Altaian-ness she defended so 

persistently.  

Clan and place are ignored anomalies The importance of clan and place for 

social identification is anthropologically known, for example through the article in 

EAWARN, but this still does not affect classifications or enter the anthropological knowledge 

making of indigeneity.  

Both place and clan are social identifications that, even though they go beyond 

ethnoscapes, are still situated within the local Altaian context; they are specific to Altai. 

However, many people classify socially according to non-ethnic categories that have 

relevance far beyond the confines of Altai and are not ‘local’ in that sense. I will exemplify 

this with my friend Pjotr, who in his own view is a Veteran of the Afghanistan War.  

When I attended the fourth RAIPON IV indigenous congress in Moscow, there 

were delegations of local RAIPON organizations from all over Russia, including a delegation 

from Altai. The young man, Pjotr, was at the congress, but not as part of the Altaian 

delegation. He works as a journalist in Altai and had been sent to the congress in Moscow by 

his newspaper to report from it. He was a bit bored by the indigenous issues at the congress 

and instead took me for some sightseeing in Moscow. He took me to the Monument of War 

Veterans, because he is a war veteran himself. He explained how central this is to his life. He 
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told me in detail about his experiences of war. He did his military service in Afghanistan as a 

Soviet soldier, and these horrible experiences shaped his identity. In Altai he was politically 

engaged in the organization for war veterans. He has a nice, newly built house on the outskirts 

of Gorno-Altaisk, and was able to build it because he could buy this plot of land as a war 

veteran – the whole area of land was only for war veterans. He lives there with his wife and 

young son. The house has a water closet (not yet installed), a rare luxury in Gorno-Altaisk, 

and he had not only a television but also a computer, so he is relatively comfortable. He is not 

only a journalist but also a writer, and he gave me a copy of one of his books, about his 

experiences in Afghanistan.  

It was clear that his life was organized to a large extent around his identification 

as a veteran of the Afghanistan war, and that ethnic belonging did not really matter to him. 

This stands in sharp contrast to both his mother and his brother, who are both deeply engaged 

in indigenous issues. His mother is very active in the local RAIPON organization and was part 

of the delegation to the RAIPON congress in Moscow. And the reason Pjotr, rather than any 

other journalist, was sent to report from the RAIPON congress was his family’s association 

with Tuba.  

Being a war veteran is an important social category within the Russian context. 

Veterans of World War II are still celebrated, and the day marking the end of World War II is 

still a public event. When I was in Altai, on this day all the old men who had participated in 

World War II received not only medals, but also a brand-new car. The role of Russia in the 

fight against the German fascists, and therefore as guardians of world peace, is still very much 

a narrative that is alive and thriving. This is probably not unrelated to the present world order, 

with unrest and conflicts, and one of the most recent conflicts to leave Altai with veterans was 

the conflict in Chechnya; young men from Altai join the army as one of few possibilities to try 

earning some money so they can build a house and start a life after they get back. Only, not all 

of them come back. Even though Altai itself is far away from armed conflicts, these conflicts 

are still very much present in Altai. One family I got to know was worried sick about their 

eldest son, who was doing military service. They had not heard from him for many months 

and feared he was dead, not an uncommon fate for young men doing military service. This 

may be a theme that is of equal or greater social relevance than ethnicity and indigeneity, but 

it does not enter anthropological knowledge making. 
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All	Altaians	are	indigenous?		

The category that Donahoe et al. introduce without recognizing that this is what they do, the 

‘non-small indigenous people’, promotes a third ethnoscape for Altai. This is how global 

indigeneity enters Altai, in the shape of an NGO. This ethnoscape maintains that all 62,000 

Altaians are indigenous. It therefore conceptually bridges the divide between the ethnoscape 

of one big Altaian people, and the ethnoscape of four independent indigenous peoples. It 

originates outside Altai and Russia altogether, which is probably how it manages to 

conceptually overcome the divide between these other two ethnoscapes, which are so deeply 

rooted in Soviet and post-Soviet conceptions of ethnicity and indigeneity. In addition to the 

obliviousness of generic indigeneity to local experiences, the ‘new’ Russian indigeneity and 

post-Soviet nationality policies may help explain the fact that this ethnoscape has low 

acceptance among people in Altai. It is a hollow category. 

I encountered global indigeneity for the first time in Altai when I went to the 

Information Centre of Indigenous Peoples of the Republic of Altai. The contrasts to my other 

encounters with indigeneity and ethnicity in Altai were stark. This organization is an NGO 

which promotes the ethnoscape that all Altaians are indigenous, a non-small indigenous 

people, in Donahoe et al.’s terminology. 

The Centre is part of an NGO called Láuravetlán, founded by Oleg Egorov, a 

US citizen. He was born in the Soviet Union in the 1950s, in a village in the east of Russia, to 

a Chukchi mother and a Russian father, and he emigrated to the US as a young man. In the 

documentary film Arktika: The Russian Dream that Failed, about Russian indigenous peoples, 

the voice-over informs us that at the time of Perestroika Egorov was finally allowed to visit 

the place where he was born and was horrified by the terrible conditions of the indigenous 

population in the area. According to the words of Egorov in the film, the elders in the village 

wanted him, living in America, in the big world out there, to ‘tell people about us’. Therefore 

he started Láuravetlán, which is Chukchi for true people.64 This NGO has had offices in 

several places in Russia, including a head office in Moscow. Egorov says in the film that 

‘people from any indigenous nation in Russia could come to Moscow and go through an 

intense crash-course in indigenous rights, human rights’.  

The Centre in Altai is part of Láuravetlán, but financed by a German Christian 

organisation, Diakonisches Werk Westfalen, through the project Hoffnung für Osteuropa, 
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Hope for Eastern Europe.65 This NGO is thus a mix of several international organizations. The 

Centre in Altai was a two-year project that started in March 2004. In the summer of 2004 the 

Centre had a staff of three persons, and its activities were of two kinds. It was an information 

centre for outsiders who wanted to find out about the indigenous peoples of Altai, and it 

educated people from Altai to become indigenous.  

For the purpose of informing the world about the indigenous of Altai, the Centre 

had a website,66 a newsletter, partly in English, and the director was English-speaking, 

something very rare in Altai. The Centre helped Europeans come to Altai in the first place. 

One of them was a German photographer, one of less than a handful of foreigners I met in 

Altai. He wanted, in his own words, to take photos of the meeting of tradition and modernity, 

conceptualizing his project with an imagined picture of a shaman working with his drum in 

one hand and a mobile phone in the other. He was able to come to Altai thanks to the Centre, 

which he had got to know at home in Germany. The Centre also attracted the few Western 

Europeans who were already in Altai – myself included – as it was one of very few spots in 

which information was freely available and offered, and indeed one of few public spots where 

it was possible to actually meet. In this way the Centre formed and informed what visitors got 

to know of Altaian indigeneity. The Centre knew what attracted outsiders, and offered what 

we expected.  

The Centre helped the German photographer into Altai on the basis of his vision 

of a shaman with a drum in one hand and a cell phone in the other. Had he tried to enter Altai 

through a different channel with this vision, he would probably have encountered problems. 

The idea that ‘tradition’ can be exemplified by a shamanist drum and ‘modernity’ by a cell 

phone does not correspond to locally experienced realities. A shaman with a drum does not 

exist as an imaginary at all in Altai. Shamanism, as it actually is practiced, looks very 

different from this generic, archetypal shaman. ‘Tradition’ in the post-Soviet legacy is rather a 

ban on religion altogether, which only now, with ‘modernity’, is reappearing. The Centre 

encouraged what the German outsider expected, though. Through this, local actors adjust to 

external expectations.  

Two years later, when I came to the Centre again, it was finalizing a grant 

proposal to fund its continuing activities through a joint proposal with the NGO Global 
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Indigenous in Sweden, run by Swedish Saami. The proposal was to be put to SIDA, the 

Swedish International Development Agency, so the Centre was obviously linked to global 

indigeneity. As I am Swedish, the Centre asked me to help in this. When I was back in 

Sweden I met with Global Indigenous. Because the kind of ‘help’ they wanted from me, as an 

‘expert’, was to hook up with their ethnoscape and their political stake, at the expense of other 

local stakes and my other informants, I declined to engage in this.  

In Altai I was welcome at the Centre and was readily provided with any 

information I wanted, and I was also welcome to participate in the more inward aiming 

activities of the Centre, educating people in Altai into indigeneity. The staff told me that half 

of the year they travel to different regions and villages in Altai to hold seminars, workshops, 

and lectures. The rest of the year they hold three-month courses at the Centre in Gorno-

Altaisk. These courses are aimed primarily at young people, and those who take the courses 

are provided with housing and a small salary. They study the UN Declaration of Human 

Rights; the ILO convention 169 on indigenous peoples; and legislation of the European 

Union, the Russian Federation, and the Republic. They visit the government, courts, and other 

governmental and bureaucratic institutions; they learn how to verbalize problems, formulate a 

project, and apply for money to finance it. They finish off the course with writing an article in 

their newsletter, on an indigenous topic of their choosing. On the wall of the lecture room 

hung the poster of the UN Decade of Indigenous Peoples as well as posters made by the 

students with notes in a self-reflexive manner on ‘Why do I consider myself indigenous?’ 

This was the only context in Altai where I encountered this explicit way of relating to 

indigeneity as a self-reflexive identity process. 

One of the teachers at the Centre told me she sees the courses as a way out of 

passive waiting in hopes that someone else will solve one’s problems, a general post-Soviet 

mentality problem, in her opinion. Her ambition was to make the students think for 

themselves. She would present a theme to them and then leave the room to make them discuss 

it among themselves and find an opinion of their own. She said this is very difficult for them, 

and to have a teacher that does not give them a correct answer is a completely new 

experience. This pedagogy originates in the Centre’s international origin, with the idea of 

transforming civil society according to ideals of liberal capitalist democracies (see Sampson 

2002). 

So, if the Centre represents the global indigenous voice in Altai, forming and 

informing the conceptualization of Altaian indigeneity to outsiders, who does the Centre in 

fact view as indigenous? The way the staff at the Centre answer the question ‘Who is 



 180 

indigenous in Altai?’ is very different from the other two Altaian ethnoscapes we have met. 

Whereas the other two are different from one another, the one claiming that there are four 

indigenous peoples in Altai and the other that there are none, but only Altaians, they are still 

both based firmly within Russian and Soviet understandings, and the criterion of 50,000. The 

way the Centre conceptualizes the indigenous is set outside the boundaries of 50,000 

altogether, with a generic, global, indigeneity. All the staff at the Centre firmly told me that 

Tuba, Kumandin, Chelkan, Telengit, and Altaians are indigenous. This means that the Centre 

views all 62,000 Altaians as a ‘non-small indigenous people’, in Donahoe et al.’s category. 

This way of conceiving the Altaian ethnoscape moves beyond the other two ethnoscapes, and 

this may be both its strength and its weakness.  

The strength of moving beyond Soviet ethnic classifications altogether is that 

this could potentially conceptually bridge the conflict between the other two ethnoscapes, 

creating the regional unity in Altai that Altaian nationalism attempts, as well as an affiliation 

with the Russian and global indigenous movement that the other ethnoscape wants. This 

potential is obvious when one sees who in fact is active at the Centre. During my visits there 

were two different directors at the Centre, a woman and a man. I had met both of them during 

earlier fieldworks, when they had both expressed firm ideas on the Altaian ethnoscape, but 

contrary to the way the Centre viewed indigeneity, and in opposition to one another.  

When I met the female director for the first time she was suffering from jet lag, 

just back home from work at the UN on indigenous issues. She was a professional activist for 

global indigeneity in the neighbouring region of Altaisky Krai and the Kumandins there, at 

that moment. She held a workshop for young people that I participated in. On the question of 

Altaian indigeneity she firmly told me then that there are four indigenous peoples in Altai, 

Kumandin, Tuba, Chelkan, and Telengit, but not Altaians. At the Centre, though, she 

explained that these and Altaians are indigenous, in apparent contradiction to her view from 

the previous year. When I first met the man who later became director of the Centre he 

worked at the local Altaian government and told me firmly that there are no indigenous 

peoples in Altai, only Altaians, and spoke at length about the problem of the criterion of 

50,000, which he saw as a threat to Altaian unity. At the Centre a year later he talked about 

Altaians, Telengit, Tuba, Chelkan, and Kumandin as all indigenous, also in apparent 

contradiction to his views from the previous year. Both directors had thus changed their view 

on who is indigenous in Altai, in accordance with the view expressed by the organization they 

worked at.  
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The interns at the Centre’s courses also represent this moving across 

ethnoscapes. A young woman, a relative of Anna’s whom I first met at the Centre, was there 

to develop a project for her own business. I later met her at the local RAIPON congress, as a 

Telengit representative. At the Centre I also met Pjotr’s brother, whom I had previously met at 

the RAIPON congress in Moscow, with their mother. So he too moved between ethnoscapes. 

Pjotr is a war veteran, his brother is Tuba. At the Centre there was also an elderly man who, 

like Siri’s father, is a sajsan of the Altaian nationalist ideology, and whom I had first met 

during the festival El Ojin, where he represented the Altaians. So all these people move 

between and across ethnoscapes.  

There were examples at the Centre of people who identify outside of ethnicity 

altogether. A young woman, for example, told me that before coming to the Centre, she had 

never thought about herself as ethnic at all, but only in terms of her clan. Now she was getting 

to learn that she ‘really’ is indigenous, specifically Kumandin.  

The strength in this is that the Centre moves beyond Russian/Soviet 

classifications, so it can bridge the gap between different ethnoscapes. But that may also be its 

weakness. In moving beyond all post-Soviet notions of indigeneity, the Centre also moves 

beyond the perceptions and experiences of people and may thus be a ‘hollow category’ in 

Ardener’s sense (1989). This global indigeneity seemed to have little rootedness among 

people and did not communicate very well with people’s understandings of ethnic belonging. 

Just as the young woman said: ‘I never knew I was indigenous before I came to the Centre, I 

have always only thought about myself according to my clan.’ She literally became 

indigenous by taking this course at the Centre. This indicates that the Centre does indeed 

introduce conceptions that are not rooted in people’s own conceptions and experiences, and 

this may set a limit on how well it can succeed in creating a bridge between Altaian 

nationalism and indigeneity. But this is an empirical question to be investigated over time. It 

may very well be the case that this Centre contributes to an ‘ethnogenesis’ into global 

indigeneity for all Altaians. 

Anna, for example, seemed in one way to be willing to ‘become’ indigenous 

through the Centre. Anna was explicit about not agreeing with the way the Centre views 

indigeneity, and she did not like global indigeneity, which she found ridiculous. ‘It’s 

ridiculous when they say that Altaians and American Indians are brothers’ (see Daffron 2007), 

she said. ‘They have nothing in common.’ Still, she also explicitly said that she would like to 

have a job as the director of the Centre. Although she did not agree with the concept 

according to which it worked, it would still be a nice job, well paid, she would get to use her 
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knowledge of English, she would be able to travel, and it would be a great opportunity for her 

daughter to meet foreigners. 

I encountered more such instrumentalist approaches at the Centre. One woman 

told me she became an intern for the sole reason of trying to find a way to get her daughter 

into university in St Petersburg, through a quota. She was very friendly towards me and 

invited me to her house, showed me pictures, and introduced me to her husband. It turned out 

that she did this to try to persuade me to try getting her daughter some form of scholarship. It 

was her goal to help her daughter, she used the opportunities that presented themselves, and 

the presence of a foreign anthropologist seemed to constitute one such opportunity. Taking the 

course at the Centre is a limited good, as it gives access to possibilities to formulate projects 

and apply for money; for starting small businesses, for a way to get your daughter into 

university. Another of the interns was a single mother and told me she took the course for the 

sole reason that she got a small salary during the course, as her only alternative to 

unemployment. 

Who, then, gets access to this limited good and takes part in these courses? 

When I mentioned the Centre in Leo’s village, no one even knew it existed. But they all got 

very interested in it, as a job- and money-generating opportunity, and would have wanted to 

become interns. Once when I was at the Centre all of the participants came from the same 

village. Apparently knowledge of and access to the Centre was unevenly distributed. How 

come all the participants were from the same village? It was an anthropologist who had 

arranged for people from ‘her’ village to take the course, Agnieszka Halemba, whose research 

on Altai is the basis for the Altaian part of the Donahoe et al. article and the category ‘non-

small indigenous people’. I had not arranged for people from ‘my’ village to do the same, and 

therefore they were excluded. Anthropologists seemed to constitute a form of gatekeeper 

shaping access to the Centre. Halemba also told me she was looking for a way to make the 

director of the Centre go to Europe to get a PhD, indeed an unreachable good to most people 

in Altai.  

It is quite apparent that the ‘non-small category’ introduced by Donahoe et al. is 

related to and useful for the political stake of the Centre. It also conceals how the following 

argument is political: 

 

The larger indigenous groups within the Russian Federation nominally enjoy greater 

political autonomy, but the ‘small-numbered’ ones are currently in a better position to attract 

more political attention and support at the international level. Those who meet the criteria of 
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the new definition are recognized as ‘official’ indigenous peoples who can credibly claim 

rights to certain resources. The threshold has thus created a situation in which some 

indigenous peoples appear to be more indigenous than others. (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1009, 

italics added) 

 

The argument of Donahoe et al. is political, even though they do not recognize it: they discuss 

different sorts of indigenous people as a fact, but this is their own invention. 

Anthropology was present at the Centre in other ways too, in a way that took me 

back to my own start in getting to know Russian indigeneity. On one occasion when I was 

invited to the Centre, the teacher showed me the literature they use in the courses, among 

others a book they use to learn more about indigenous peoples of Russia as a whole. She 

emphasized that this was one of very few good scientific books on the subject. It turned out to 

be The Small Indigenous Nations of Northern Russia: A Guide for Researchers (Funk and 

Sillanpää 1999), the pre-study for the project in which I worked, and one of the first books I 

read on Russian indigeneity. Now I found myself studying informants studying the research I 

was myself part of. When they learned that I was part of the project producing the book I was 

more than welcome to hang around at the Centre. 

 

What	about	Leo?	

When I asked Leo about his nationality, he answered, ‘I am Maima, I registered as Altaian in 

the census, and when the indigenous organization offered me timber I signed as Tuba.’ Now 

we are in a position to understand how Leo’s threefold identification makes sense in the 

Altaian context. He signed as Altaian in the census out of caring for the Republic, to make 

sure the Altaians would be numerous enough to be a titular nation to ensure its status as a 

republic. I discussed this issue with many people in that village, and they all agreed, 

maintaining the Republic is important, for economic reasons and for independence. The 

nationalist stake was not so relevant to them, but the political and economic dimensions of 

status as a republic were. 

Like others, Leo used an indigenous identification, Tuba, for instrumental 

reasons, to get material benefits. The village he lives in is very marginalized and poor, and 

everyone does what they can to get by. Unfortunately, indigeneity is not accessible to 

everyone, even in that village. Leo could count as indigenous and get some benefits, while his 

neighbour, an old widow, could not, even though she only has bread for supper, as she told me 
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when we had tea. In this village, Leo belongs to the most well-off family, but to the more 

marginalized, indigeneity is not available as it is to him. This is another example of how 

indigeneity is blind to, or even creates, internal stratification. 

What about Leo’s identification as Maimalar? This is a category that is not 

officially recognized at all. To local ethnographers it was clear that the Maimalar is something 

of a sub-sub-ethnos and cannot be considered a category of its own. Besides, there no longer 

exist any Maimalar, local ethnographers told me. To Sergej, on the other hand, the Maimalar 

existed, and that is what he wanted to prove through the interview with the old woman, the 

reason I later got scolded in the street by a local ethnographer. I was told the story that some 

years ago, the president of the Association of the Northern Ethnoses of Altai wanted to recruit 

more members. In a Maimalar village people were not allowed to cut timber for houses. The 

president of the organization promised these people timber if only they registered as Tubalar, 

thereby increasing the membership of the organization. They registered as Tubalar, but in the 

end they got no timber. The result was that, officially, there are no longer any Maimalar in 

that village, there are more Tubalar, but there is no timber for them. To Leo, Maimalar is an 

identification according to location, the region of Maima where the Maima River flows, just 

as Potapov and Levin claimed the Maimalar to be: a group from a certain area in Altai using 

the name of a river (Potapov and Levin 1964: 340). 

All the contradictory information on Majmalar indicates that this is a form of 

identification either in the making or disappearing, and it seems likely that the way it takes 

will depend on whether it is externally recognized or rejected, and anthropological knowledge 

making will most likely play a part in this. Maimalar is an anomaly that may be incorporated 

into ethnic classification in different ways, but it seems unlikely that it will be able to 

transform and reshape the categorical system as such. As mentioned above, Sergej told me 

that in the census process there were discussions during El Ojin about creating a census 

category of ‘Altaians, including Altai-Kizhi, Kumandin, Tubalar, Chelkan, Maimalar, and 

Telengit’. This was not adopted, however, and hence the Maimalar did not come into being. 

 All three of Leo’s identifications are contextual, processual, and complementary, 

analogue rather than digital, and show that external categories can become self-identifications. 

In short, Leo’s answer to my question about his nationality shows that my initial question 

‘Who is indigenous in Altai?’ cannot have only one answer, and that the question was 

wrongly put in the first place. All three of his identifications are equally ‘real’, as different 

presentations of the self in different contexts. This is a very different interpretation than the 

Donahoe et al. argument, which implies that some forms of identification are more real than 
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others, and in fact it is they – anthropologists – who decide which are real and which are not. 

Donahoe et al. take upon themselves the right to decide which of people’s self-identification 

are more real or true, and how many there ‘should’ be of a particular people. We have also 

seen how the category they introduce, ‘non-small indigenous people’, is part of maintaining a 

particular ethnoscape, invested in the political stakes involved in it. This becomes part of what 

people must take into consideration as they develop their ‘performances’ of indigeneity, in 

Goffman’s words. Thus, knowledge and creation come together. 

In conclusion, we have seen that in Altai different ethnoscapes of global, new 

Russian, and Soviet indigeneity and nationality collide, resulting, for example, in a census 

war. We have seen how anthropology participates in this in many different ways. We have 

also seen how the rather static ethnoscapes and anthropological knowledge making do not 

capture the more complicated and intricate social practices, which it would arguably be the 

task of the anthropologist to represent. It seems that Altai is an ‘overheated’ context in terms 

of indigeneity (Eriksen 2016), where different claims to identity, associated with different 

resources and defined at different scalar levels, compete and collide. 
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7. What is Northern about the North?  

This chapter is about the ‘symbolic geography’ (Sokolovski 2000) of the North, the epitome 

of the Russian indigenous, as well as in global indigeneity in general. The North is generally 

an imagined landscape of other and remoteness. Whereas the last chapter showed 

complexities around the indigenous criterion of size – smallness and 50,000 – this chapter will 

show complexities relating to the other criterion for indigeneity: place – Northern-ness, and 

being indigenous in the ‘correct’ place. 

This case is about how, as the outcome of interfusion between global indigeneity 

and new Russian and post-Soviet indigeneity and nationality policy, one particular village, 

and in that village, only some particular people, gain recognition as the Northern indigenous 

and the resources this recognition brings. As indigeneity is a boundary-making process, the 

way Barth and many others argue, defining not only who is indigenous, but simultaneously 

who is not, this ‘Northering’ is an excluding process, excluding other people in this village, 

and excluding so many other possible northern villages from being Northern. It is not 

primarily the local actors themselves who have power over this boundary-making 

classification; they are circumscribed by what actors on the other side of the boundary expect 

and recognize.  

Contrary to the association of indigeneity and Northern-ness with otherness and 

remoteness, I will conclude that it in fact is familiarity and proximity, in relation to global 

indigenous and European and Russian political and economic centres, rather than difference 

and distance, that is the condition for gaining Northern-indigenous recognition in this case. It 

is the expectations on the part of external actors, global indigeneity in the shape of the 

Scandinavian Saami movement, and Euro-American political and economic interests, together 

with ideas based in the Soviet tradition of ethnicity politics and new Russian indigeneity that 

place the North at this particular spot and recognize only Saami, and not Komi, as this 

Northern indigenous. Anthropological knowledge production, not least in the shape of 

numerous visits and expeditions to this place, contributes to constituting this kind of North, 

excluding a great many other places and people from sight. In this way, the ‘North’ is also 

‘overheated’ (Eriksen 2016), the outcome of clashes of scale, of accelerated change at some 

places and adjacent standstill at others. 

Ethnographically, this chapter is about a three-week field course for young 

scholars to ‘the North’, about ‘the North’, organized by European University in St Petersburg, 

to socialize us as scholars of ‘the North’. This meant travelling from St Petersburg along 
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Russia’s western border to Finland up to the Murmansk region, visiting people and places 

related to presumably ‘Northern’ issues like nature and environmental problems, the Soviet 

legacies of Stalinist Gulag camps, post-Soviet attempts at dealing with history and economic 

marginalization, and, finally, farthest away, deepest into ‘the North’, indigeneity, in the form 

of the village of Lovozero and the Saami, before we turned back to St Petersburg again. This 

field course was organized by a university in St Petersburg, but not by scholars that represent 

the old, Soviet ‘dragons’. Instead it was initiated and organized by young scholars and PhD 

students, representing a much more modern and outward- and forward-looking academia. The 

ambition seems to have been to give us participants a ‘new’ and ‘progressive’ view of the 

North, not as an ideological celebration of Soviet achievements, but to provide a nuanced 

picture of the contemporary Russian society with problematic legacies of the Soviet era 

environmentally as much as economically and socially. Still, though, even with these 

ambitions, some of the Soviet legacies were reproduced with regard to how the North and 

Russian indigeneity are associated, with excluding and counterproductive consequences for 

some of the subaltern people in this ‘North’. 

This chapter is thus about how western Russia becomes ‘the North’, and I 

suggest that the reason the west becomes the North is neither because it is in the geographical 

north, nor because it is more distant, different, or marginalized than other places, but quite the 

opposite. The west is less distant, different, and marginalized and more accessible than other 

places, and this is why it gains recognition as Northern. It fits outsiders’ expectations. In the 

same way, only some people in this ‘North’ become indigenous, the Saami but not Komi, and 

this is not because Saami are more different, but rather more familiar, associated with the 

well-known Scandinavian Saami movement. The way Scandinavian Saami has become part of 

global indigeneity fits badly with the local situation in Lovozero, which is still structured 

according to Russian and Soviet nationality politics in which people can be in ‘correct’ and 

‘wrong’ places. This has the unanticipated result of excluding other locals, who are in the 

‘wrong’ place. 

The field course that took me to ‘the North’ to study the ‘social production of 

space’,67 in effect participated in this production of the North, rather than simply studied it. 

The reasons this field course took us to the West to study the North must be understood far 

beyond the context of the course itself. The North is a powerful imaginary with a long 

historical legacy, used by many different kinds of actors, and I suggest it is the fusion of 

                                                
67 ‘Social Production of Space: Field Experiences in the Russian European North’, a trip in St Petersburg, 
Karelia, Archangelsk, and Murmansk regions in the summer of 2007. 
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different, even contradictory, understandings of what and where the North is that is the reason 

this particular place and these particular people become Northern, hence indigenous. Because 

of this I suggest that ‘Northern-ness’ can be viewed as a story-line in Hajer’s sense. As we 

remember, a story-line is a ‘communicative miracle’ (2002: 46) which portrays ‘unity in the 

bewildering variety of separate discursive component parts of a problem’ (ibid.: 56). Hajer 

argues that within one and the same discourse different actors may hold different views about 

what the problem ‘really’ is, since ‘[c]oherence is not an essential feature of discourse’ (ibid.: 

44), and ‘the fact that actors utter contradictory statements implies that their activity may help 

sustain different coalitions’ (ibid.: 70). Therefore, ‘the power of story-lines is essentially 

based on the idea that it sounds right’ (ibid.: 63). Different actors with different agendas are 

able to act through this joint symbolic geography of the North, because it ‘sounds right’. 

The way the village of Lovozero, rather than any other of numerous possible 

villages, receives so much attention, can be understood with Li’s comparison between two 

villages, described in an earlier chapter. To recapitulate:  

 

For people in a hurry, it is easier to seek out conjunctures at which the articulations they seek 

are readily forthcoming and connections easily made. Such places then become exemplars, 

visited by many people, and are increasingly reified as they are written about, quoted, and 

cited in ever-broadening circuits of knowledge and action. (Li 2000: 171) 

 

We in the field course, together with many other actors going to Lovozero, were ‘in a hurry’ 

and therefore went to this ‘distant’ place that lies in comfortable proximity to the centres of St 

Petersburg and Scandinavia. So connections were easily made and the articulations there fit 

our expectations, not least since influences by external actors have taught locals how to 

portray indigeneity in accordance with these expectations. This all results in increased 

reification, through representations and knowledge making. Lovozero and Saami become ever 

more reproduced as exemplars of Northern indigeneity, while many other places – as an 

example, Altai – do not, in the same kind of process that Li describes for Lindu (Lovozero) 

and Lauje (e.g. Altai): 

 

Contacts easily made, I was able to make a two-day visit to Lindu [where] a group of 

community leaders gathered to talk to me. The contrasts with the Lauje area I had just left 

were palpable: a much higher standard of living, an educated, Indonesian-speaking 

population, and a leadership with a clearly articulated collective position. Moreover, the 
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clarity of their discourse, together with a set of documents and press clippings given to me by 

the NGO, made it possible for me to write about them even without conducting field 

research. Connecting with the hillside Lauje is much more difficult. Very few people speak 

Indonesian, illiteracy is almost total, and there are few documentary sources. The hillside has 

no obvious spatial or social center, no hierarchy of leadership that would suggest to a visitor 

(especially one in a hurry) where they should go, or whom to talk to. (Li 2000: 171–172) 

 

Li also helps us understand how, within the village of Lovozero, only Saami, and not other 

people, receive recognition as indigenous. Just as Li notes, also in the Lovozero case, ‘Many 

locally produced images, counter-images, inversions, and inventions receive little attention on 

the global stage as a result of the unequal power relations within which processes of 

representation occur’ (ibid.: 172). The way Saami is being created as indigenous means that 

we become blind to local counter-images. An aspect of this is that ‘possibilities for research, 

writing, and connecting are also preconfigured, and have real political effects’ (ibid.: 172). 

This means that academic representations become part of the production of Northern-ness and 

indigeneity, and the field course I took part in is an example of this. Li argues that 

 

one of the risks that stems from the attention given to indigenous peoples is that some sites 

and situations in the countryside are privileged while others are overlooked, thus 

unnecessarily limiting the field within which coalitions could be formed and local agendas 

identified and supported. (Li 2000: 151) 

 

The North therefore become an excluding discourse, which anthropology participates actively 

in reproducing.  

 

A	field	course	to	the	North		

One day I found an email in my inbox inviting me to a three-week field course for young 

scholars, an all-inclusive trip to ‘the North’, to study ‘the North’, to become socialized into a 

new generation of researchers of ‘the North’. It was my interest in Russian indigeneity that the 

young scholars and PhD students organizing the field trip at European University in St 

Petersburg translated into an interest into the North. I spent three intensive weeks travelling 

with a group of some thirty young scholars and a handful of teachers. We had a great time, 

lovely weather, some beer drinking, and lots of sauna.  
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The contrasts to my previous fieldworks in Altai were remarkable. Before this 

trip, being in Russia had always been a constant struggle to get by and around, to get access to 

people and hold of information. On this field course things were reversed: prepared, pre-

arranged, and pre-ordered. Everywhere, guides and interpreters were ready to explain the 

North to us. Every meal, every excursion, every person we met, every place we went to, 

practically every time we went to the toilet, was part of the already set plan of exploring the 

North. The North, already interpreted, was presented to us, and it looked exactly like we 

expected, with grandiose Northern Nature, environmental degradation in the wake of 

destructive modernist projects, with remnants of Soviet repression like Gulag camps, and 

ways of trying to come to terms with this history, and eventually, farthest away on our trip, 

indigeneity: Northern peoples in the North. We did not have to think for ourselves, just sit 

back and enjoy the ride. And there was lots to enjoy.  

We spent these three weeks constantly travelling in the hot Russian summer, 

starting in St Petersburg, by train, boat, bus, and car, taking us bit by bit farther up along the 

Finnish border through Karelia and Archangelsk to the Murmansk region, to finally reach the 

destination most distant, the village of Lovozero, and then turning back again to St Petersburg. 

Hardly ever staying more than one night in the same place, visiting towns, 

factories, museums, academic institutions, nature reserves, historical monuments, 

archaeological sites, and the like, after a few days we were exhausted and it was difficult to 

keep track of where we were, people and sites became blurred. We lived in our own bubble, 

and this bubble became more real than the North that we travelled in. Here we were, a group 

of grown-ups, responsible scholars, used to making independent decisions, doing critical 

analysis, and taking nothing for granted, behaving like a bunch of kids on a school trip. When 

we took a boat trip on the Belomor Canal and realized we might miss the train back to St 

Petersburg, we did not really care, as long as the sun was shining and there was some beer 

left. Having such experiences together formed us into a peer group, as an initiation rite into 

becoming scholars of the North. Meeting later at conferences and other academic contexts, 

having had in common experiences like drinking champagne on a hot night train crossing the 

Arctic Circle is, I suggest, what formed us into a new generation of scholars of the North, 

rather than our actual experiences of this North. 
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‘Northern’	themes	

The things that we did, the places we went to, and the people we met during this trip to the 

North were focused around a few recurring themes. Making sense of history was one such 

theme, whether it was expressed through Russian Orthodoxy as an institution of continuity 

between past and present, memorial ceremonies at Gulag mass graves, or through Karelian-

ness expressed in the serving of national food by waitresses in national costumes in a 

restaurant in Karelia. We were taken to a number of old churches and, on the Island of 

Solovki, to the oldest monastery in Russia. On another island, along with hundreds of other 

tourists, we visited an outdoor museum, with an old wooden church and old farms, and guides 

dressed in traditional clothing acting out traditional handicrafts and farming chores.  

We were also taken to a site in the middle of the taiga where there were glyphs 

from some distant prehistory, proving that people had lived in these areas for a very long time. 

Making a far-away spot in the taiga into an important historical site was a way for this region, 

in its dire economic and social situation after the collapse of the Soviet Union, to create a 

legitimate present, for a possible future. It was a newly started local tourist agency that 

organized this excursion, cramming us into hot minibuses, refusing to give us lunch before 

visiting the glyphs as had been agreed, and not letting us off the Belomor Canal tour before 

the end of it, even though we nearly missed our train.  

A more recent and terrible part of Russian history that was recurrent during our 

road trip was the repressive years of the Stalinist era. We visited prisons and museums of 

Gulags on the island of Solovki, one of the first and largest Gulag camps, and a memorial 

ceremony at a site where there was a mass grave. Hundreds of people attended the ceremony, 

with international representatives, Russian Orthodox leaders, and Russian Federal political 

representatives. All around the site people had put up crosses for their dead and on this 

occasion they were visiting them and putting food on the graves, having a picnic at the same 

time. 

Another theme of this field trip was Nature, with a capital ‘N’, both in terms of 

the grandiose, beautiful, and unique Northern Nature and in the form of threats to it, 

environmental problems and degradation as the result of ruthless exploitation of the North. 

The beautiful and ecologically important northern Nature was presented to us in the form of a 

botanical garden, a waterfall tourist site, a nature reserve with a cultural centre where we had 

a picnic in a room full of children’s letters to Santa Claus, and so on. Destroyed Nature was 

presented as the result of modernist projects failing to conquer nature. Smoking chimneys, 
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dead landscapes around industries, and open pits like wounds in the beautiful mountainous 

landscapes became the symbols of this degradation of Northern Nature. 

We were taken to towns and cities that had come into being as a direct result of 

this modernist idea of conquering Nature. Before the time of the Soviet Union the North was 

more or less only taiga and tundra, unexploited wilderness. The Soviet idea was to modernize 

all its territory – electrification of all of the Soviet Union. The transformation to the ideal 

socialist state in which there would be material abundance for all required a lot of natural 

resources. The wilderness of the North was prospected to this end, and where there were 

mineral or metal resources, or just a lot of timber, mines and refining industries were rapidly 

build, and around them cities for all the workers. Infrastructure, with roads and railroads, was 

rapidly built to these ‘company towns’.  

One example is Manchegorsk, a city with a copper-nickel smelter, now with 

more than 10,000 employees. At museums and scientific institutions in the area a narrative 

echoing Soviet ideology is still persistent: ‘Look what we have managed to achieve during 

such a short time! Only seventy years ago there was nothing but wilderness here, and now 

look at our beautiful city!’ Museums also display the extreme conditions for the first 

prospectors and pioneers moving to this harsh North in their heroic pursuit to conquer Nature. 

For example, the Kola Science Centre was founded in 1930 as ‘the first in the world high-

latitude Polar-Alpine Botanical Garden’68 in the mountains of Khibiny, where significant 

mineral deposits had been found. A booklet claims that a ‘permanent research base in remote 

and wild area was considered as a prerequisite for economical development in the sparsely 

populated Murmansk region’. Since it started, the Kola Science Centre has focused on the 

North as ‘a resource potential, searching for ways for rational use of discovered mineral, 

biological, soil and power resources, and providing a preservation of habitat stability in the 

North’.  

The severe environmental consequences of this intense extraction of resources 

and rapid industrialization are of course well known, as are the consequences for the 

population that inhabited this area when industrialization started, and scholars at academic 

institutions we visited explained this to us. One of these problematic modernist projects we 

visited was the Belomor Canal, one of the grandest Stalinist projects, constructed as much for 

ideological reasons as for a need of new infrastructure. We were not allowed to take pictures 

at the canal, as it is still ideologically important and very secret, guarded by men with 

                                                
68 Booklet from the Kola Science Centre for its 75th anniversary, 1930-2005, in English. 
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machine guns. The picture of the canal is still on the pack of a brand of Russian cigarettes. We 

also visited a metal refining factory, a kind of hell of heat, fire, and melted iron, to see the 

completely deserted landscape around it, where nothing at all appeared to be living. As if we 

were not to think this modernist degradation was only something of the past, we were also 

taken to a contemporary nuclear power plant. The hyper-modern security of the plant was 

displayed, and we were taken to a fish farm where the coolant water from the plant is released, 

to show us how healthy the environment around the plant is. The impression on us, of course, 

was the opposite. 

To show that the failures of modernist projects are not limited to nature but 

extend also to human society, the field course took us to ‘company towns’, towns built around 

a single industry, to see how they function today. These towns used to be run and subsidized 

by the state, but upon the collapse of the Soviet Union this system collapsed too, and the 

industries were privatized. Although private now, they keep running most of the social 

institutions in the towns; not so unlike the system of serfdom in tsarist Russia. Kondapoga in 

Karelia is one example, where the paper-mill industry is the main provider of social benefit 

schemes for its employees, who constitute the larger part of the town’s inhabitants. This 

company has also built major sports and cultural facilities in town. A booklet from the 

Severonickel Kombinat, around which the city of Manchegorsk was built, describes social 

programs and projects for pensioners and children, museums, and a newspaper. Another 

example is Polyarnye Zory and its main industry, the Kola Nuclear Power Plant, which 

describes itself and its importance to this town in a booklet. ‘Most Kola NNP employees live 

in the town of Polyarnye Zory that dates back to 1967.’ The booklet goes on to explain how 

‘Kola NNP supports 14 sports in the town. The “Kolatom” football and hockey teams are well 

known outside the region. A new ice-stadium with manufactured ice’ and a swimming pool 

were constructed in 2002. ‘Traditionally, the town of Polyarnye Zory hosts the all-Russia ski-

racing competitions and winter games for nuclear power plants.’ Just as in Soviet times, there 

are specific sports competitions for specific industries.   

The Kola Nuclear Power Plant also claims to have ‘assumed responsibilities for 

supporting the nearest Laplandia Wildlife Reservation’, which we visited. The Kola Nuclear 

Power Plant provides the reservation with electric power and publishes its yearly booklet, an 

expensive and colourful piece of printed matter. The 2003 booklet was printed in 2,000 copies 

in Russian and 1,000 in English. The Laplandia Wildlife Reservation also cooperates with 

Severonickel, the Kola Mining and Metallurgical Company, ‘within the framework charities 

of the Company’, according to a booklet from the reservation in 2003. The Apatity mining 
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industry is also involved in the reservation. These huge industries thus assume societal 

responsibilities as powerful social institutions, but privately run. 

In the context of representing catastrophic consequences of modernist projects, 

indigeneity often enters the picture, as a population of vulnerable victims and as an alternative 

to modernism. This was the case during this field course as we went as far from St Petersburg 

as this trip took us, to the village of Lovozero in the Murmansk region. Here indigeneity was 

presented to us in the form of Saami and reindeer herding. A big reception at the House of 

Culture, where the Saami flag in the Saami colours, yellow, red, and blue, hangs at the centre, 

had been prepared for us. There was not only a big feast and great meal, but representatives of 

the reindeer-herding community and Saami activists, dressed in Saami clothes, also attended. 

We had the opportunity to ask them questions about herding livelihood and Saami culture. 

There was a show with performances by people in Saami clothing. We were put in a row of 

chairs and these locals performed for us, an old woman sang songs, a man played the guitar, a 

young woman went on the catwalk, displaying newly designed Saami clothes. The scene bore 

resemblances to old-time colonial armchair anthropologists, where the ‘natives’ were taken to 

the porch to perform their cultural traditions, and it all left us a bit uncomfortable.  

In Lovozero there is also a Saami radio station, and we were taken to the local 

museum, where the visitor is met by a diorama of a reindeer sledge and a man in Saami 

clothing. There is also an exhibition of old photos framed in Saami colours. We were shown 

the big freezer that preserves the reindeer meat before the herders sell it, and were taken to a 

handicraft centre where women work with Saami handicraft. I bought a pair of Saami 

reindeer-fur boots. They had initially been made for a businessman from Moscow, but he 

never picked them up, so I could have them. 

One of the professors teaching the course, an American, wrote a paper after our 

trip, which he distributed to us. He wrote it in English and wanted to publish it in an English-

language journal. He described Lovozero like this: 

 

Lovozero, a small town in the center of the Kola Peninsula on the Virma River, today with a 

population of 3,141 people (in 1989 there were 3,638 residents) is a center of Saami life. The 

local collective farms – or their current incarnation as cooperatives – continue producing 

meat, fur, and clothing made from the furs.  People fish and gather cloudberries. The local 

reindeer cooperative occupies a decrepit, four-story Soviet era building, poorly lit and filled 

with outdated equipment. The building symbolizes the challenges facing Saami officials, 

business people, and others to maintain a strong local economy tinged by the Soviet past in 
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an increasingly global world. A real problem is a generation gap between the older members 

of the community who lament the loss of the stability of the collective farms of the Soviet era 

and the younger people who long for the educational opportunities and excitement of the 

cities. Still, the Saami men herd; the women cut the meat and make the clothing. At a festive 

dinner organized for the Traveling Scientific Seminar, Saami elders, mostly women, 

performed traditional songs and dances. A Saami fashion show followed that included both 

traditional costume and several items worn by young people of the style ‘Saami Moderne.’ 

… In spite of the costs to Saami traditions – and the human costs of collectivization – the 

elders lament the passing of the Soviet period: the number of reindeer is dropping, the 

number of skilled older herders is declining as they retire, and questions of land and property 

ownership that were resolved by Saami and then Soviet traditions have become open 

questions again given the new economy and Russian bureaucracy. A local radio station 

(‘Saami Radio’) attempts to keep traditional spirit alive. Specialists at the Lovozero regional 

museum have put together a marvellous exhibition of Saami history and traditions with a few 

revealing nuggets of the difficult experience of the Saami under Soviet power.   

 

This story bears all the usual components of global indigeneity: vulnerability, marginalization, 

and struggle to maintain traditions in a modern society. The Northern indigenous was 

presented to us in the shape of Saami in Lovozero. 

After coming this deep into the North, after this peak of our trip, where we had 

got all the pieces of the Northern picture – history and ways to deal with it, nature, its 

degradation through modernist projects, and its ultimate victim, the indigenous – we headed 

back to St Petersburg.  

There are things that are ‘anomalic’ within this representation of the North. 

Firstly, the fact that this North is not in the north of Russia at all, but in the west. Secondly, as 

Lovozero becomes the ultimate Northern place, many other places are excluded from vision. 

And lastly, how not even all people in this North are recognized as Northern, but only Saami, 

excluding other people, the Komi. 

 

The	North	as	story-line	

A first observation in this exploration of the North as story-line is that this North is not in the 

North of Russia at all. The places we were taken to during our field trip are situated in the 

West of Russia, on Russia’s westernmost border to Finland. And the Northern themes that we 

studied during this trip are not specific to this area. Dealing with history, nature, and 
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environmental degradation in the wake of industrialization can be found all over Russia, and 

all over the world, south, east, and west. How do these very general issues become 

specifically Northern problems? How does the West become the North?  

I suggest it is the outcome of the fusion of several different understandings of 

what and where the North is, that reach far beyond this particular field course, but which this 

field course was the outcome of. The North is associated with remoteness, and the North in 

this case becomes the focus of a self-generating circle of representations of such remoteness, 

just as Margaret Keck describes in another example from Brazil (1995). The North we were 

taken to actually was no more ‘remote’ than that one of the participants in the course, a Finn, 

who wanted to know how his wife was doing, simply took a taxi home to see her, and was 

back in the ‘remote’ North in a couple of hours.  

As Pratt argues, remoteness in turn is associated with indigeneity. 

 

Remoteness – geographical marginality with reference to a centralized state – for example, is 

a powerful generator of indigeneity. Remoteness, when activated as a force, almost 

inevitably translates into difference and a perceived absence of assimilation. (Pratt 2007: 

402) 

 

It is thus no coincide that the indigenous is being placed in the North. If we make a distinction 

between a geographical boundary – a line – and a frontier – a zone – the North is a zone, a 

remote frontier, in very much the same way as the Wild West, or the Oriental East (see Cohen 

1994). 

I suggest that the west becomes the North, and the issues we studied became 

Northern issues, through a symbolic geography on the mental outskirts of an imagined 

landscape, ‘remote’ in the view of the centres of St Petersburg, Moscow, Scandinavia, 

Western Europe, or North America. I suggest that the West of Russia becomes the remote 

North not because it is far away in actual distance – Altai, for example, is much more distant, 

but not recognized as ‘Northern’. Westernmost Russia is close, and more easily accessible, 

and this is why it becomes recognized as Northern. ‘The North’ is far away, but close enough: 

conceptually as far away and different as we can imagine, but close and similar enough to still 

be part of our mental world. In this way, western Russia is on the outskirts of the known 

world, as far away as we can possibly think. Remoteness then, paradoxically, seems to depend 

upon proximity rather than distance. 
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Some of the actors participating in the story-line of the North are placed in 

Scandinavia and Western Europe. In tracing the origins of the field course, it turned out that 

while it was organized by PhD students at a university in St Petersburg, the funding for this 

all-inclusive three-week trip for some thirty people – a lot of money – came from the EU and 

the Nordic Council and one specific project aimed at ‘the North’. That EU/Nordic Council 

project on the North was specified for a few locations: towns and cities in western Russia 

close to Finland, where this project had offices. It was exactly these places that the organizing 

PhD students and young scholars took us to in the field course. The course thus reproduced as 

Northern exactly the same places that were being politically targeted by the EU and the 

Nordic Council. In the political context of Europe and Scandinavia, the North is thus placed 

outside but at the same time as close as is possible to us. It is a North in comfortable 

proximity. From the perspective of the EU and the Nordic Council, it is the East that becomes 

the North. Lovozero is ‘the north in the east’, as Carl-Gösta Ojala argues in his archaeological 

dissertation on Saami (2009).  

This making of the East into the North has political and economic dimensions. 

The EU and the Nordic Council not only fund research projects, but also encourage economic 

and political cooperation with the ‘new’ post-Soviet Russia, and from that perspective it is 

probably most relevant to focus on the remote areas closest to us, rather than on the places 

that are actually far away. This is one way to understand why the EU and the Nordic Council 

would want to spend a lot of money to make us young scholars go to this particular North.  
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Western-most Russia and the Murmansk area as ‘remote’: on the Eastern mental outskirts of Europe, but still 

close enough to be within. 

 

Another understanding of the story-line of Northern indigeneity that may influence where it 

becomes situated is the emphasis on the Arctic and the circumpolar area in global indigeneity. 

The symbolic geography of the Arctic and circumpolar unites parts of Scandinavia, Europe, 

and North America into one single region, conceived of as having its own issues and 
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problems, to which specific resources and attention should be directed. Examples of the focus 

on this symbolic geography are international organizations like the Arctic Council and the 

Northern Research Forum (see Björnsson et. al 2001). One of the most prominent themes of 

research on the Arctic or circumpolar is environmental problems, often related to 

indigeneity.69 

 
Western-most Russia as part of the Arctic North. 

 

The academic literature on the North of Russia is extensive,70 and the research project 

I worked in, ‘Post-Soviet Political and Socio-economic Transformations among Indigenous 

Peoples in Northern Russia’, also focused on the North and was thus capable of uniting all 

involved parties: Swedish, Finnish, and Russian academia; Swedish funding; and RAIPON, as 

well as the Arctic Council. The project stated that it would study indigenous peoples in 

northern Russia, while in fact the involved researchers went to all of Russia, also East, West, 

                                                
69 See also Abrutina 2002: 164; Agitaev 2002: 154; Donskoi 2002: 246; Kirillin 2002: 214; Kislitsin et al. 2002: 
180; Kohler 2002: 11; Sjazi 2002: 146; Sugney 2002: 130. 
70 See e.g. Anderson 1996, 2000a, 2000b; Balzer 1999; Golovnev and Osherenko 1991; Golovnev 1997; Gray 
1997, 2000, 2001; Konakov 1993; Krupnik and Vakhtin 1997; Pika 1999; Schindler1997; Schweitzer and Gray 
2000; Slezkine 1994; Vakhtin 1992; Ziker 2002. 



 200 

and South – for example, me, who went to Altai on Russia’s southern border to China, 

Mongolia, and Kazakhstan. 

 

 
‘Northern peoples’ in the North, West, East, and South. 

 

To understand why the North ends up in the West (of Russia), or East (of Europe) we must 

also understand how these external understandings of the North fit with more specific Soviet 

and post-Soviet understandings. In earlier chapters we have come to know how closely the 

North is associated with indigeneity in the Russian context, in the ‘small peoples of the 

North’. Potapov and Levin, in Peoples of Siberia (1964), talked of two regions in Siberia, the 

North and the South, but also pointed out that the ‘boundaries of these regions did not 
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coincide with those of the geographic and landscape zones’ (1964: 4). Potapov and Levin thus 

in a sense actually recognized the North as symbolic geography. Their book contains two 

sections, ‘Peoples of Southern Siberia’ and ‘Peoples of Northern Siberia and the Far East’. 

The Yakuts are described in the section on ‘Peoples of the South’, while they geographically 

lived in Northern Siberia, and Potapov and Levin placed them in the south because they did 

not conceive of them as properly ‘northern’, i.e. indigenous. They did not fit the Soviet 

criterion of size (50,000) as they were far too numerous.  

There is an additional dimension of the North that helps us understand why it is 

placed in the region of Murmansk within the Russian imaginary. The North and Siberia are 

not merely unspecific, associative symbolic geographies, as generally known in the western 

imaginary. They are also fixed, well-defined, and demarcated geographical areas, as 

administrative regions within the Russian Federation.  

 

 
The North as the Russian European North (bright yellow), Siberia (pink), and the Far East (dark yellow). 

  

Siberia, for example, is thus not only the vague, exotic, far-away place that we might imagine, 

but a precisely defined and bordered area in the middle of Russia, larger than the US including 

Alaska. So, administratively speaking, in the Russian Federation Siberia does not stretch all 

the way to the Bering Straits. Beyond the administrative region of Siberia lies the Far East, 

stretching from the border of Siberia to the Bering Straits and the Pacific Ocean. The 

European part of Russia from St Petersburg up to Murmansk is called the Russian European 

North. The northern part of Russia that lies in Asia, on the other hand, is situated in the 
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administrative areas of Siberia and the Far East respectively. The North, in this sense, does 

not denote the north of Russia in a general sense, but a very small part of Russia, the tiny 

piece of land closest to Finland, in the West, part of the European continent. ‘The Russian 

European North’ is often called the North for short, just as ‘small indigenous peoples of the 

North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation’ is often called Northern peoples. 

From these understandings of the North it makes perfect sense for a variety of 

actors, global and Russian, to conceptualize the very tiny strip closest to Finland as the North, 

and to see the short trip we made in the field course, only from St Petersburg to Murmansk 

region and back again, as going to the remote North. It also explains why a place like Altai is 

not recognized as Northern, despite there being four ‘northern’, indigenous peoples there. So, 

several different, and to some extent contradictory, understandings of what and where the 

North is, jointly unfolded the West of Russia as the North. As all actors use the story-line ‘the 

North’, differences in meaning and stakes do not immediately become apparent. 

These ways of seeing the North make a place like Altai, for example, unseen and 

invisible in several ways. A place like Altai is too distant even to be remote, outside our 

conceptual landscape all together. The comparison would most probably hold true for a 

number of places in Russia, and I compare here with Altai specifically only because it is the 

context I know best. Altai becomes excluded from vision when thinking in terms of the Arctic 

and circumpolar, as it is situated on Russia’s southern border to China, Mongolia, and 

Kazakhstan.  

The perspective of administrative units, the North and Siberia respectively, 

makes the question that is so crucial for understanding how indigeneity unfolds in Altai, that 

is, the question of the Republic, invisible. The question of the being or not-being of an Altaian 

Republic places Altai as one of the eighty-seven subjects within the Russian Federation, while 

the perspective of the North relates to the seven administrative units and makes Altai simply 

one small part of Siberia. Conversely, putting the frame of a republic and the eighty-seven 

subjects in the Russian Federation onto Lovozero would remove Lovozero out of the North 

altogether and make Lovozero invisible. In this perspective, Lovozero would simply be part of 

Murmansk Oblast. These two ways of seeing are mutually exclusive. We cannot see both ‘the 

North’ and ‘the Republic of Altai’ at the same time. They refer to different frameworks, and 

only the North enables indigeneity. And it is the North, rather than eighty-seven subjects of 

the Russian Federation, that is more often represented regarding indigeneity, excluding from 

vision, for example, the Republic of Altai. 
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Thus, when Lovozero and Altai are compared, the units for comparison are not 

of the same kind, which, however, rather proves my point. The single village of Lovozero 

with a population of 3,000 receives more international attention than the whole Republic of 

Altai, which is the size of a small western European country and has a population of 200,000, 

in terms of media, academic, political, and economic attention, according to the material 

presented below. Comparing the Republic of Altai with the Murmansk Oblast would be to 

compare the same kind of units. This, though, would make the village of Lovozero invisible, 

as Murmansk Oblast as a whole is not associated with indigeneity. Comparing the village of 

Lovozero with a village in Altai, the one, for example, in which I stayed and where Leo lives, 

would be to compare the same kind of units, and make the oddity of the amount of attention 

given to Lovozero visible, as this village in Altai receives nil attention. There are thousands of 

villages in Russia, why would any single one of them receive so much attention? 

 

 
The subjects of the Russian Federation, where Altai is on a par with Murmansk, and ‘the North’ is invisible. 

 

What	is	Northern	about	Lovozero?			

Lovozero, as the North, receives more attention than many other villages in Russia when it 

comes to indigeneity. Why? Li helps us understand why this particular village, among so 

many other villages, becomes the epitome of Russian indigeneity, with her comparison 

between two villages in Indonesia, one that receives attention as indigenous, and one that does 

not. It turns out that in Li’s comparison, the village that receives attention as indigenous is in 

fact less indigenous, in the sense of less remote, less culturally different, less 
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socioeconomically marginalized, than the village that does not receive such attention. I argue 

the same is the case for Lovozero. Lovozero is less remote, less different, and less 

marginalized than many other places, and that this is exactly why Lovozero receives more 

attention as indigenous. It seems that in Lovozero indigeneity has managed to be translated 

into a global language of comparison that enables difference to be expressed in readily 

recognizable and marketable ways. In Lovozero, indigeneity has become integrated into a 

global grammar for talking about cultural difference. A paradox is clear: in order to receive 

recognition for your cultural uniqueness, you first have to lose it. 

The field course I attended is just one example of representing such recognizable 

and marketable difference through Lovozero; around the time I attended the field course I 

happened to see a newspaper article in one of the world’s leading newspapers discussing 

Russian indigeneity and exemplifying it with Lovozero, a documentary film on the theme of 

indigeneity and environmental degradation exemplifying indigeneity with Lovozero,71 and 

another documentary film about a ‘rouble millionaire’, a Norwegian businessman making a 

lot of money in Lovozero while also engaging in missionary charity towards indigenous 

peoples in Lovozero. A Finnish documentary series, The Arctic Sea in 30 Days with Ville 

Haapasalo, also represents Lovozero as the indigenous place on the coast of the Arctic Ocean. 

In its application for funding, the international research project I worked in 

mentioned the village of Lovozero as well. Among all villages in Russia this was the only 

village the application mentioned by name. Why mention by name one single village in all of 

Russia, what sense would that make to the funding agency in Sweden? Probably quite a lot of 

sense, since Lovozero is so well known within and beyond academic contexts on the North 

and indigeneity.  

At the first conference on Russian indigeneity I attended, the village of 

Lovozero was one of the few places named, as if it were self-evident that as a scholar of 

Russian indigeneity I ought to know and be interested in this particular site. It was an irony 

that the conference was about ‘Who owns Siberian ethnography?’ and Lovozero is formally 

not even situated in Siberia. Even so, Lovozero does ‘own’ Siberian ethnography; through the 

way it has managed to appropriate Russian indigeneity it has also appropriated 

anthropological representations. At the Department of Anthropology at Uppsala University 

alone, no less two whole books have been published on Lovozero: Vladislava Vladimirova’s 

                                                
71 The film Arktika: The Russian Dream that Failed. 
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dissertation (2006) and a book by Yulian Konstantinov, long-time researcher on the Kola 

Peninsula (2005). 

When we were in Lovozero during the field course, we were put in a row of 

chairs to watch the cultural show displayed for us. We felt a bit uncomfortable with the 

‘colonial-like’ setting and wanted to somehow equalize the situation, to give something back 

to the people who performed for us. Therefore a Dane, a Norwegian, a Finn, and I decided to 

sing a Swedish folksong that we all knew, ‘Vem kan segla förutan vind’. We got up on the 

stage and started to sing it. To our great surprise, some of the old women who had been 

singing and dancing for us got up beside us and joined us in this song – in Swedish. And then 

they sang their own Russian translation of it too. We were astonished. Here we were, in the 

remote North, and wanting to give something of Us to Them too, and they already knew it, 

even in our language.  

Our delegation of people coming to visit the indigenous North was far from 

being the first or only delegation to come there. The women explained to us that delegations 

from Scandinavia come there like shuttle traffic, and people in Lovozero regularly go to 

Scandinavia. That is how these women long ago got to know this Swedish folk song: 

everyone who comes there wants to sing it to them. The teachers of the field course told us 

how they take groups of students to Lovozero on a regular basis, several times a year. Groups 

of academics coming and going and hanging around are part of the everyday street scene of 

Lovozero and an integral part of the local political economy, eating, staying there, and hiring 

guides and interpreters.  

This attention to Lovozero is not new with actors coming in from abroad. Also 

during the Soviet time authorities gave extra attention to this indigenous place, simply 

because it was so close to and easily accessible from the centres of St Petersburg and 

Moscow. This is noted by Yulian Konstantinov. 

 

Murmansk Region is closest to the core of Russian power. Today it takes only an hour and 

forty minutes to fly from Murmansk to Moscow. In a present Russian, and previous to that – 

Soviet – context, this matter of distances has been of vast importance. In an emphatically 

centralized society, where the last say on anything is achieved only by a business-trip to 

Moscow, in face-to-face contact with a powerful patron or his subordinates, marginality rises 

in geometrical proportion with each hour of flight and change of airport or form of transport. 

In the final count, while numbers are vast east of the Urals, distances to power-centres are 
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equally so, and thus the relative weight of the small Kola reindeer herding community 

increases. (Konstantinov 2005: 11–12) 

 

Lovozero is more accessible than Altai, for example, in several ways. To get to Lovozero you 

simply get on the night train in St Petersburg, and after you get off in the morning you take a 

taxi on a wide, paved road for an hour, and there you are. To get to Altai, as but one 

comparison, you first have to take the train from Moscow for three days to the end station in 

Barnaul, and from there a slow bus on crappy roads for many hours before even coming to the 

capital, Gorno-Altaisk. And to get to villages comparable to Lovozero, you have to go for 

many more hours. And Altai is still rather close to the centres of Moscow and St Petersburg; 

to go to the Far East you have to go at least three more days by train. So Lovozero is indeed 

close, rather than remote. 

 

 
Lovozero and Altai are both situated on Russia’s borders, but very different kinds of borders. Lovozero is 
situated on the Kola Peninsula, bordering Finland, hence close to the centres of Russia and Western Europe. 
Altai is bordering China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan, hence remote from the centres of Russia and Western 
Europe. These neighbours of Altai are not really part of global indigeneity, so Altai cannot be indigenous by 
association with them, as Lovozero can with the Scandinavian Saami. 
 

Both Lovozero and Altai are situated on the margins of Russia, on Russia’s borders. But this 

bordering, or being situated on the margins, is of very different kinds. Altai’s marginality 

makes it remote and inaccessible, while Lovozero’s marginality makes it close and accessible. 

Altai borders China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan, while Lovozero borders Finland and 

Scandinavia. Lovozero is more accessible and in closer proximity than Altai to the centres of 

Russia and Western Europe. A bit paradoxically, this makes Lovozero more indigenous than 

Altai, in the sense that it more easily receives attention.  
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The Altai Republic is not in the Arctic or circumpolar regions. It is not in the 

North but in the South. The Altai Republic does not fit into the Northern rhetoric. A lot of the 

research made in the Altai area concerns archaeology or shamanism and religion,72 rather than 

issues related to indigeneity. China, which the Altai Republic borders, is not part of global 

indigeneity, Benedict Kingsbury argues in an article on indigeneity in Asia (1998: 417), and 

neither is Kazakhstan or Mongolia, so Altai cannot expect to become indigenous by 

association the way Lovozero is in relation to Scandinavia.  

Infrastructure in Lovozero, compared, for example, to Altai, is very different, 

and this difference is indicative of accessibility rather than remoteness, in the same way that 

Li notes for the two sites she compares. In Lovozero the hotel has European-like cuisine, and 

showers in all rooms. In Gorno-Altaisk, the capital of Altai, the hotel has no showers at all, 

and toilets only in the corridor. In villages in Altai there are no hotels at all. In Altai mobile 

phones can only be used in the town of Gorno-Altaisk, but in villages there is no coverage. In 

Lovozero, on the contrary, mobile phones have perfect coverage. The roads in Lovozero are 

much better than the roads in Altaian villages, and so on.  

A very different situation in terms of language also makes Lovozero more 

accessible than Altai. Altai is bilingual, with Russian and Altaian. It is very difficult to get any 

kind of information about Altai without a prior command of Russian. In the ‘North’ of 

Karelia, Archangelsk, Murmansk, and Lovozero, the situation is very different. In 

Petrozavodsk there are signs in the streets not only in Russian and English, but also in Finnish 

because of the many Finnish tourists, whom we met in crowds. The booklet from the tourist 

company Lukomorie in Petrozavodsk is in both Finnish and English. The booklet of 

Sandormox in Karelia, the memorial site of the Gulag’s mass grave of seven thousand, is 

partly in English. The Kola Nuclear Power Plant, ‘Kolatom: Safety, reliability, efficiency’, 

offers its visitors a big, costly information booklet in English.  

At most sites we visited during our field course there were local English-

speaking tourist and museum guides – for example, on the Kizhi and Solovki Islands, in 

Medvesegorsk, Belomorsk, Monchegorsk, Kirovsk, the Lapland Nature Zapovednik, the 

information Centre at the Kola Nuclear Power Plant, the Kizhi Island – and they could 

provide translation to other languages too. Only in the Lovozero village museum and at the 

                                                
72 See e.g. Filatov 2001; Karunovskaia 1977; Laukhin 1999; Petrin 1990; Potapov 1999; Shunkov 1990; 
Vinogradov 1999; Zhukoskaia 2001. One exception is Donahoe (2002). Another exception is Helmeba, who is 
working on identity and the Telengits in Altai Republic, although she also studies religion 
(http://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/~aeh31/cv.html); Halemba (2002a, 2002b, 2002c). Religion seems also to be a focus 
of Altaian scholars (Halemba 2002c: 2). 
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Polar Alpine Botanical Garden in Kirovsk did the guides not speak English. Many academics 

we met spoke English, for example from the Petrozavodsk State University and in the Kola 

Science Centre in Apatity. Even some of the photographs for sale at the museum in Lovozero 

have texts in both Russian and English. The Kola Centre also provided us with a big booklet 

in English, printed for its 75th anniversary. At the Kola Science Centre we also got a copy of 

the ‘Barents Newsletter on Occupational Health and Safety’, with all articles in English and 

Russian. The issue we received (vol. 9, no. 2-3/2006) had articles on the theme ‘Young People 

and Work’ written by three Finns, one Norwegian, and one Russian. By comparison, when 

Gorno-Altaisk, capital of the Republic of Altai, celebrated its 75th anniversary, even though a 

lot of published material was produced, nothing of all that was available in any other language 

than Russian and Altaian. 

Many institutions we visited during the field course explicitly discussed 

collaborations with Scandinavian countries; two of these were the Kola Science Centre and 

the Lapland Nature Reserve. The Lapland Nature Reserve wrote in its yearbook – in English – 

that the ‘Swedish Environmental Protection Agency’ came up with an idea for using the 

reserve for ‘social and economic development’, and that they had joint seminars. The booklet 

– in English – of the Kola Nuclear Power Plant explains the importance of safety development 

through cooperation with the governments of Norway, Finland, and Sweden. Delegations 

from many regions in Russia and from abroad came to the Sandormox memorial day, 

including, for example, representatives of the Finnish embassy. During a meeting with the 

mayor of the Solovki Island, he confirmed that tourism to this site has intensified during the 

latest years, and that Norwegian cruise ships might be coming to the island in the near future.  

A booklet from the Kola Science Centre – in English – describes how the 

‘warming of political climate in the Northern Europe and establishing of the Barents Euro-

Arctic Region gave to KSC perfect opportunities to extend international cooperation, to 

strengthen links with high School, and to modernize facilities and equipment’. The booklet 

further claims the Kola Science Centre ‘was a key actor in development of international 

cooperation in the Barents Euro-Arctic Region. Many mutual projects have been performed 

together with research institutions and universities of Scandinavia, EU, and the USA, 

concerning ecological, oceanographic and economical studies.’ Their results formed a basis 

for the ‘Plan of Actions on Sustainable Development of the European North and the Barents 

Region in the XXI Century’, elaborated under support from the UN and Barents Council. 

Nothing of the kind takes place in Altai. The kinds of resources this Scandinavian and 

European presence brings to the North reflects the interests of Scandinavia and Europe, but 
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not necessarily the needs and interests of the various places in Russia. Many other places in 

Russia, including Altai, would also benefit from this kind of attention, but they do not get it. 

One example of the difference between Altai and the North is the kind of 

symbolic geography that is in use within them to place their respective spots at the centre of 

attention. Western Russia is talked about in terms of the North. For example, the Kola Science 

Centre studies ‘the High North Nature and Human Dimension in the Euro-Arctic Region’ as 

‘the first Academic campus over Polar Circle’ and ‘for sustainable development with rational 

management by the Northern resources’.73 This symbolic geography of the North places 

Western Russia at the centre. In Altai a very different symbolic geography is used. Altai is 

situated outside the European continent, in Asia, but at the margins of the continent. Altai is 

hence both excluded from Europe and marginal within Asia. Therefore, in Altai the concept of 

Euroasia is often used, conceptualizing these two as one continent, which places Altai 

suddenly at the centre, rather than at the margins of both.  

In Altai, the global indigenous is not so easy to find. Coming to Lovozero, on 

the other hand, it is hardly possible to miss it. After taking a refreshing shower and eating the 

kind of international food you would get in any hotel restaurant around the world, run by the 

Norwegian ‘rouble millionaire’ of the documentary film, you may go outside to take a look at 

the traditional kind of tent often associated with Saami and reindeer herding, only this one is 

made of concrete. Then you may, as we in the field course did, take a guided tour of the local 

museum, its exhibit displaying, for example, stuffed reindeer and a traditional sledge, and then 

go to the House of Culture, to meet a group of representatives of reindeer herders and 

indigenous political activists who were ready to answer our questions about the problems of 

indigeneity.  

 

What	is	Northern	about	Saami?	

The way Lovozero becomes the North, and hence indigenous, excludes people within 

Lovozero from indigeneity. Not all people in this North are in effect recognized as Northern. 

Within Lovozero itself indigeneity is represented as Saami, through the presence of Saami 

colours, flags, handicraft, houses, and so forth. External representations of Lovozero are often 

made in terms of Saami; in the documentary film about ‘the rouble millionaire’ he helps 

indigenous people in Lovozero, but only Saami; in another documentary film, Arktika: The 

                                                
73 Booklet from the Kola Science Centre for its 75th anniversary, 1930-2005, in English. 
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Russian Dream that Failed, Russian indigeneity is expressed through Saami-ness; the same is 

the case in the Finnish documentary series The Arctic Sea in 30 Days with Ville Haapasalo. 

The paper by one of the field-course teachers, quoted at length above, also represents 

indigeneity in Lovozero through Saami-ness.  

These representations may make us think that Saami are the only people in 

Lovozero. This is far from the case. This emphasis on Saami excludes ‘the Komi factor’ 

(Konstantinov 2005: 13). There are also Komi, and many Russians, in Lovozero. According to 

Konstantinov, there are 3,537 people in Lovozero, and only 743 of them are Saami (ibid.: 7). 

Reindeer herding employs only 150 people (ibid.: 5), and still Lovozero is ‘considered a Sami 

reindeer herding village’ (ibid.: 7). Representing Lovozero with Saami and reindeer herding is 

thus biased and excluding. Representations like those above blind us to the fact that Lovozero 

is so much more than a Saami or reindeer-herding village, effectively excluding Komi, for 

example, from indigeneity.  

The woman who made the pair of Saami fur boots I bought worked at the Saami 

handicraft centre, and it was she who described the boots she had made as Saami. So I asked 

her if she, then, is Saami, but she shook her head, smiled, and said, ‘Oh no, I am Russian.’ She 

is practicing Saami handicraft, but is excluded from indigeneity in her own right. At the 

cultural show a group of elderly women joined in our song ‘Vem kan segla förutan vind’, in 

Swedish. The way they dressed was very different from what we saw on the Saami catwalk, 

and they told us that they were Komi, not Saami. These are two examples of the presence of 

non-Saami in Lovozero, which may easily be overlooked. Representations of Saami are, in 

this way, part of the problem. Above I quoted at length what one of the teachers at the field 

course wrote about Lovozero as simply a Saami context. Neither Komi nor Russian is present 

within his representation of Lovozero. This professor and I were at the same places, met the 

same people, and heard the same stories. And still, it seemed, we saw such very different 

things. I saw Saami, Komi, and Russian, and he only saw Saami. Komi is an ignored anomaly. 

How can we understand this blind seeing of only Saami in Lovozero? I suggest 

that to understand this we have to go outside Lovozero itself. One clue is to go over to 

Scandinavia, to investigate the successful indigenous movement there, one of the most 

successful in the world: the Saami one. Saami-land, Sápmi, stretches over four states – 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, in the Murmansk region – with Lovozero as the centre 

of Saami in Russia. During Soviet times, the Scandinavian Saami could not consolidate with 

the Russian Saami, but this contact seems to have increased exponentially since then. It is no 

wonder, when the Saami movement directs it attention to Russia, that it focuses only on 
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Saami. Direct consequences of this, we were told during the field course, are that the Swedish 

Saami parliament paid for the building of the House of Culture, where the Saami flag – and 

only the Saami flag – hangs. The director of the Centre is Saami, and many of the delegations 

that come to Lovozero are Saami delegations. There is a Saami radio station in Lovozero, but 

no Komi radio. 

But it is not only the Saami movement as such that represents indigeneity in 

Lovozero as Saami. According to the documentary film The Rouble Millionaire, a Norwegian 

businessman helps Saami in Lovozero through Christian charity. But he is not just involved in 

charity, he also runs the hotel in Lovozero. During our three weeks of travel, visiting many 

cities, this small village provided us with the most European-style meal, a buffet breakfast. 

Even the one vegetarian among us got a good meal there. Obviously, Lovozero is used to 

many foreigners coming there, which not only makes the rouble millionaire earn money, but 

also provides accessibility and increases the circle of representations, knowledge, and action 

in terms of the Saami. The freezer for reindeer meat in Lovozero is owned by a Swede, who 

stores the meat there before he sells it to Sweden. The photo exhibition framed in Saami 

colours at the Lovozero museum had been given by a university in the Sápmi area of Sweden. 

So there are many other, non-Saami, Scandinavian actors who also reproduce Lovozero as a 

Saami place. It does not seem to be a coincidence that these Scandinavians, who know from 

home that the indigenous is Saami, also represent the indigenous in Lovozero as Saami. 

But it is also through Soviet and post-Soviet Russian indigeneity and ethnicity 

politics that indigeneity in Lovozero is being limited to Saami, excluding Komi. Russian 

indigeneity is, as we have seen, demarcated by number and place: 50,000 and being in the 

‘correct’ northern place. Like the woman who made my Saami fur boots, Russians obviously 

also partake in ‘traditional’ activities. They are still not eligible as indigenous, as they are 

simply too many. The Komi, too, are too many. The Komi ‘comprise almost 295,000 

individuals according to the 2002 census and thus are not “small-numbered” ’ (Donahoe et al. 

2008: 1003). Might this be unproblematic, if it is the case that ‘the great majority of Komi 

have no interest in being associated with’ indigeneity (ibid.: 1003)? The reason for this lack of 

interest in indigeneity may be the same as in Altai, though: indigeneity is incompatible with 

status as a republic. ‘The Komi constitute the titular nationality of a republic within the 

Russian Federation’, the Komi Republic (ibid.: 1003). As we have seen, the titular ethnic 

group of a republic cannot be indigenous in the Russian context.  

However, the Komi are not necessarily one, homogeneous group. Some Komi 

are considered ‘Iz’vatas or Komi-Izhemtsy’ (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1003), and this is related to 
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the ‘traditional’ livelihood of reindeer herding, and ‘reindeer herding represents an important 

ethnic marker but only for the Iz’vatas and not for any other group of Komi.’ (ibid.: 1003). 

And even if the Komi as a whole do not want to be indigenous, these Iz’vatas do, Donahoe et 

al. claim (ibid.: 1004). According to the 2002 census, 1,128 of these live ‘in the village of 

Lovozero on the Kola Peninsula’ (ibid.: 1004). Though definitely ‘small’, they are in the 

‘wrong’ place. Donahoe et al. describe the relations between the Saami and Komi in 

Lovozero. The Saami were  

 

able to muster support from their ‘relatives’ in the Nordic countries throughout the 

economically difficult 1990s. This made the Iz’vatas feel discriminated against, as they did 

not perceive any differences between their own livelihood and that of the Sami yet could not 

tap into either of these sources of support. (Donahoe et al. 2008: 1004)  

 

The same old story again; indigenous politics that ‘divide and rule’, as my informants in Altai 

put it. So, in a clash between global indigeneity and the ‘new’ Russian and post-Soviet 

nationality policies, Komi become excluded from indigeneity. 

 

The	North	as	a	useful	story-line,	but	for	whom?			

Although we met Komi in Lovozero during our field trip, Komi were not able to set the 

agenda for how indigeneity was presented to us there. The director of the House of Culture, a 

Saami woman, made the welcoming speech and set the agenda for the ‘cultural show’. The 

reindeer herders and activists we had the opportunity to ask questions of were also Saami, 

dressed in Saami colours. The Komi women at the show in the House of Culture were merely 

allowed to dance and sing. I learned that the woman who made my Saami boots was Russian 

only when I specifically asked her. Back in 1908 the Swedish scientist Gustav Hallström came 

to Kola and took photographs, which the museum and the University of Umeå in Sweden 

made into an exhibition, which was then donated to the Museum of Lovozero, where the 

photos are now displayed. The seeing eye of a Swedish university situated in the midst of 

Swedish Sápmi framed it all in Saami colours, despite the fact that some people in those 

photos may not have been Saami at all, but Russian or Komi. This situation repeated itself 

when my teacher in the field course did not see anything but Saami in Lovozero. All this can 

be understood, with Li (2010), as the outcome of preconfigured circles of representations and 
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political action, which make people act within bounded possibilities. In this, we become blind 

to other local counter-images.  

Luckily, my American teacher did not get his paper, written in English and 

intended for an English-language journal, published. The reason for the rejection, though, was 

not because he represented Lovozero in a biased way, but simply because nothing of what he 

wrote was new knowledge. It is already established knowledge. The academic community 

already knows Northern indigeneity. Lovozero, Saami, and the North are well known, if not 

even over-studied. We know them well, we see them, they are familiar, they become ever 

more represented as the Northern indigenous. What I have shown here are the excluding 

dimensions of this established anthropological knowledge making of Northern indigeneity as 

Saami in Lovozero, as an outcome of generic, global indigeneity, new Russian indigeneity, 

and the legacy of Soviet policy tradition. This established knowledge seems to blind us to 

other things that become un-known and un-seen. Also, the ‘North’ is an ‘overheated’ place, 

with clashes of scales and accelerated change and immobility as two sides of the same coin 

(Eriksen 2016). 
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8. Repatriation of Human Remains and the Social Life of Ethnic Origin  

In this chapter we will meet a case in which Swedish state institutions and the Museum of 

Ethnography, inspired by global indigeneity, recognize the need to deal with their ‘dark 

history’ of collecting – stealing – human remains from subaltern people around the world, and 

to investigate the circumstances that legitimized this. The ambition is to repatriate human 

remains back to the indigenous peoples they were once taken from, to redress past injustices 

and establish new kinds relationships for the future. The human remains in question here are 

eight skulls collected during the Vega Arctic Expedition of 1878–1880 along Russia’s coast to 

the Bering Strait. Ideally, this could be a setting in which global indigeneity would act as a 

mediator between the state of Sweden, once collecting the remains and now hosting them, and 

subaltern people in rural Russia, to find ways to deal with the past, the present, and the future. 

However, the local realities of these people and the Russian and Soviet variants of indigeneity 

are completely overlooked in this process. Instead it is the ethnic classifications made by the 

Vega Expedition in 1878 that are being used to determine ‘ethnic origin’ and what indigenous 

people these remains are to be repatriated to.  

 Global indigeneity is at play in this chapter, just as in the two previous chapters. 

But in this case global indigeneity does not clash with Russian and Soviet specifics. The 

reason is not that this is a more harmonious situation. Rather, the divide is even wider, as they 

do not meet at all. Here, Russian and Soviet specifics are overlooked and left out of the 

process altogether. Instead it is the pre-Soviet context, as an assumed ‘pristine’ situation, that 

becomes the point of departure. As the initiative comes from Swedish state institutions, rather 

than locally within Russia, the process becomes oblivious to Russian specifics altogether. 

Thus, in this case we move between contemporary global indigeneity in the shape of 

repatriation initiated by Swedish state institutions, and a pre-Soviet context on the Russian 

coast of the Arctic Ocean as represented by Arctic explorers, without recognition of 

everything in between. In this way, this case may constitute the most extreme example of 

‘overheating’ (Eriksen 2016), as what we see is not even clashes with, but complete 

obliviousness to local scales as a result of accelerated change on the global level. How can 

this be understood? The clue to understanding this lies in the importance put into indigeneity 

and ethnic ‘origin’ for repatriation, and how the ethnic classifications made by the Vega 

explorers become the ‘origin’ of these objects. 
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 Repatriation is framed by global indigeneity and expressed by the Swedish 

state74 as giving human remains back to the indigenous people they were once taken from. 

Thus, the crucial question for knowing what human remains to repatriate to whom is through 

establishing the ‘ethnic origin’ of the skulls the Vega Expedition collected. What is necessary 

to establish is the ethnic provenience of the objects, to use museum vocabulary. The 

legitimate link between object and people is thus thought to be constituted by ethnic 

classification, in this case Samoyed, Chukchi, and Eskimo. This involves several complicated 

assumptions. One is that how the Vega crew classified these objects ethnically somehow 

represents their ‘actual’ ethnic ‘origin’, while, in fact, it only represents the mind-map of the 

classifier. In addition, these ethnic categories have changed during the time these objects have 

been stored in Swedish institutions, as their classifications have led a social life of their own. 

Another problem is the assumption of correspondence between groups and categories, that the 

Vega categories correspond to actual groups of the time the Vega met them, and somehow 

also between these categories and present-day groups. Thus, the way repatriation is being 

phrased in this context assumes that category and group are the same, and remains the same 

over time. 

If we take a moment to reflect on what we now know about ethnic belonging, 

origin, and continuity, about ethnic classification, about how external actors tend to have 

power over boundary-making processes, about the distinction between categories and groups, 

about changes in emic and etic uses of ethnicity over time, about the clash between global 

indigeneity and Russian specifics and the Soviet legacy of nationality policies, the drastic 

changes within the Russian society in the last 130 years, these appear to be problematic 

assumptions to say the least. Even if we are able to establish the ethnic provenience of these 

objects, that is, the ethnic categories the Vega crew imposed on these objects, in what sense 

does this constitute the ethnic ‘origin’ of these objects? In what sense ‘are’ these objects the 

ethnic categories imposed on them? What is the link between these categories and the 

populations the Vega met on the Russian coast in 1878? What is the link to present-day 

people, the alleged receivers of these objects?  

When we talk of ethnic continuity, we need to consider, as Barth asks, ‘what is 

the unit whose continuity in time is depicted?’ (1969: 12). When there is continuity, does this 

really represent continuity in groups, and not merely in categories? Ardener argues that the 

idea of the ethnic ‘group’ as such is problematic. He points out that ‘we imagine that 

                                                
74 Regeringsbeslut (Government decision) U2005/3451/Kr; my translation, as for all Swedish sources in this 
chapter. 
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population is a reality’ (1989: 65), but this idea is ‘dependent on the subjective definition of 

that population by the human beings concerned. Over time, therefore, population series are 

continually affected by changing definitions on the part of both the measurers and measured’ 

(ibid.: 66). Just as ‘[t]he category “Kole” may have been filled according to different criteria 

at different times’ (ibid.: 69), the same is the case for the ethnic categories to be discussed 

here: Samoyed, Chukchi, and Eskimo. This case is much like Ardener’s example of the Bantu: 

‘Bantu ethnicities lie in the criteria of the Bantu classification itself – determined – if you like, 

in armchairs in Europe’ (ibid.: 66). I suggest that the ‘ethnogenesis’, in Fardon’s sense (1987), 

that is discovered in the investigation of ethnic provenience here represents categorical 

continuity first and foremost, and that this is determined by external actors: the Vega 

collectors, and administrators and classifiers in Swedish state institutions in the course of time 

up until today. The questions of what ethnic ‘origin’ is, and how to establish what remains to 

repatriate to whom, are left unanswered. 

I suggest that the way repatriation is framed as ‘giving back to the indigenous 

people they were taken from’ demands something from us that we cannot establish in any 

simple way. I suggest that the problem is that the question is wrongly put to start with. It is the 

demand to establish ethnic origin that is unreasonable, not our inability to provide it. If, for 

example, repatriation were framed instead in terms of giving human remains back to where 

they were taken from, rather than from whom (in terms of indigeneity), we would have a 

question that potentially could be answered. But this is not how the issue is in fact framed by 

the Swedish state. However good the intentions are, the outcome is unanticipated and 

complicated.  

What happens in this case, in effect, is that Swedish state institutions turn to the 

provenience information on ethnic origin that is found in the archives of the Museum of 

Ethnography and other institutions. Ultimately, however, this information merely represents 

the ethnic classification made by the Vega crew in 1878, and this was directly related to the 

‘imperial’ or ‘colonial’ worldview that legitimized collection of human remains in the first 

place, and this information on ethnic provenience is therefore part of the problem that 

repatriation is thought to rectify. In trying to solve in this way the problem of unrightfully 

collecting human remains, part of the problem is instead reproduced. The same is the case 

when the Museum of Ethnography represents objects from the Vega in contemporary 

exhibitions. Because of this, it seems that what is actually at stake is our need to deal with our 

bad conscience for what we did in history, rather than concern for them, the subaltern 

population in the areas where the Vega collected – stole – remains and ethnographic objects.  
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To able to get sight of the problems involved in recycling the Vega’s ethnic 

classifications for processes of repatriation, we have to dig quite deep into archival material of 

the Vega Expedition and museum and institutional lists and documents. To be able to discuss 

this case in depth, I will therefore invite you on a journey, just like the journey we took to the 

North in the last chapter. This journey will also go to the North, and far past it, on the Vega’s 

1878 voyage along Russia’s coast all the way to the Bering Strait. This is also a journey in 

time, following the social life of ethnic classifications from the moment the Vega collected 

and classified ethnographic objects and human remains, and how these objects have been 

ethnically classified in Swedish museums and institutions over time, until present-day 

exhibitions and archives at the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm.  

All sources from the Vega Expedition, published and unpublished, are originally 

in Swedish, and I have made all the translations into English. One tricky issue in this work has 

been to deal with the translation of ethnic categories, both between languages and between 

times. What ethnic categories are accepted changes over time. This chapter circulates around 

three ethnic categories. In the original Vega sources the categories used are ‘tschuktsch’, 

‘samojed’, and ‘eskimå’. In English they translate into ‘Chukchi’, ‘Samoyed’, and ‘Eskimo’. 

In present-day vocabulary, though, ‘Samoyed’ and ‘Eskimo’ are not used, but instead ‘Nenet’ 

and ‘Inuit’. This change in vocabulary represents political changes in an attempt to move 

away from demeaning categories to categories of self-identification, and thus represents 

significant parts of the social life of ethnic categories.  

In my translation I have chosen the English categories although, obviously, the 

Vega crew used the Swedish variants. I have also chosen to stick to the categories used at the 

time the piece of text I am referring to was written; that is, I use ‘Samoyed’ and ‘Eskimo’ 

rather than ‘Nenet’ and ‘Inuit’ when the Vega crew did so. To keep the original categories, 

even though they are presently recognized as demeaning, is not at all to be oblivious to the 

political nature of classification. On the contrary, it is part of a strategy to be able to point it 

out more clearly. As we will see later, the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm chose a 

different strategy in an exhibition about the Vega Expedition. In its exhibition, when 

ethnically naming objects, the staff changed the ethnic categories from the ones that the Vega 

crew used, to the ones that are presently in use, without recognizing or commenting upon it at 

all. This neutralized and naturalized the political act of classifying and made it impossible for 

the viewer to see this. My ambition is to lay bare the political nature of ethnic categories, and 

that is why I stick to the categories used at the time, although those are not the accepted 
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categories now. Thus, when I write ‘Eskimo’ or ‘Samoyed’ I use them to be able to point out 

how these categories are neither natural nor neutral.  

 

The journey begins      

The Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm asked me to conduct one of five case studies of 

the museum’s collections of human remains.75 In response to a government decree in 2005 

requiring Swedish state institutions to make inventories of their collections of human remains, 

the museum now claims that it knows with ‘relative certainty how many individuals there are 

in its collections and when and from where they originate’.76 Now the museum wanted to 

investigate the circumstances behind the collection of these human remains, and I was asked 

to investigate the Vega Expedition of 1878 and the eight skulls collected during it.  

 This case study of the Vega Expedition of 1878 not only informs us about how 

and why the Vega crew collected human remains, but results in questions concerning our own 

contemporary interests in these skulls as well. Why do these skulls continue to be so attractive 

to us? How come we keep ‘discovering’ their existence again and again? In January 2015, 

when the existence of these human remains had long since been recognized, this ‘dark history’ 

was discovered and revealed by Swedish media – again.77 It seems that what is at stake with 

repatriation has more to do with our needs, our biased conceptions, to deal with our bad 

conscience, than with the situation of the people the Vega visited 130 years ago or present-day 

populations in those areas.   

The project of the Museum of Ethnography came into being at a moment in time 

in which collections of human remains were being considered highly problematic within 

global indigeneity. Asking for repatriation of human remains had become part of the struggle 

of global indigeneity, as Larry Zimmerman, for example, points out in an article on 

repatriation: ‘American Indians began to assert political power, partly in pursuit of return and 

reburial of human remains and grave goods’ (1997: 96). The American Indian Movement 
                                                
75 The project resulted in the volume Mänskliga kvarlevor: ett problematiskt kulturarv, (Human remains: A 
problematic cultural legacy), (Hallgren, ed.) published by the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm in 2010, in 
which I wrote a chapter on the Vega Expedition. My deep thanks to the staff at the Museum of Ethnography, 
Gunnar Grant at the Karolinska Institute, Ulf Johansson at the Vertebrate Department of the Swedish Museum of 
Natural History, Olof Ljungström at the Karolinska Institute, Anne de Malleray at the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences, and Jan Storå at the Osteoarcheological  Research Laboratory of the Department of Archaeology 
and Ancient History, Stockholm University. 
76 Ansökan om medel ur ansvarsmuseernas FoU anslag 2007 (Application for funds from the 2007 R&D 
appropriations to the museums responsible), Dnr 22/2007. 
77 Mörk historia fram i ljuset, Björn af Kleen, Dagens Nyheters webbupplaga, 25 January 2015, 
http://www.dn.se/nyheter/sverige/mork-historia-fram-i-ljuset/ (last consulted 5 August 2016). 
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(AIM) started to see the collectors of human remains as exploiters. ‘AIM sought to target 

archaeologists as exploiters of Indians, especially when archaeologists excavated human 

remains the Indians claimed to be from their ancestors’ (ibid.: 92).  

But repatriation has turned out to be problematic to achieve, since different 

agendas are involved, with a need to negotiate ‘the concept of respect for the rights of the 

dead, those claiming to be descendants, the local community, and scientific and educational 

purposes’ (Zimmerman 1997: 106). Some claim that the issue is about different knowledge 

systems and power over history, and that ‘anthropologists must learn to share control over the 

past’ (ibid.: 105). In that view, crucial questions become: ‘How do we validate interpretations 

of the past? Do we impose empirical standards based upon Western science, or do we rely on 

political correctness or moral consensus?’ which Thomas Sheridan, in an article on strategic 

essentialism and North America, asks (2005: 76). In 1990 the World Archaeological Council 

accepted that ‘indigenous cultural heritage rightfully belongs to indigenous descendants’, and 

that academia must ‘acknowledge and recognize indigenous methodologies for interpreting’ 

(in Zimmerman 1997: 106–107). 

Sheridan argues that the issue of repatriation is being treated in a ‘balanced’ way 

if it recognizes ‘the legitimate but often conflicting goals of scientists who want to study 

human remains and Native American communities who want to bury their ancestors so they 

can rest in peace’ (2005: 74). In this line of reasoning, ‘intellectual honesty and social justice’ 

go hand in hand, and ‘the only intellectually honest way’ to go about repatriation is through 

‘strategic essentialism, a position of an “essential” difference for the sake of shifting the 

center of power’, Kathryn Shanley writes in an article on representing the Indian (1998: 132). 

Zimmerman identifies four different forms of reaction against indigenous claims for 

repatriation:  

 

The denial reaction challenges Indian claims, arguing that academic freedom has precedence 

and that the remains are the heritage of all cultures, and is marked by the efforts of 

professional groups to pass anti-reburial resolutions or to ignore the problem. The dialogue 

response includes numerous face-to-face meetings between scholars and Indians in an effort 

to seek mutual understandings and solutions. The analysis reaction attempts to understand 

the intellectual roots of the confrontation. Finally, the compromise approach seeks to reach 

agreements on local, state and national levels while attempting to maintain control over the 

conduct of the study of the past. (Zimmerman 1997: 94) 

 



 220 

So, there are many challenges involved in repatriation. None of them, though, address the 

issue identified in this chapter: that the question of ethnic origin, the assumption of a link 

between categories of objects and groups, is in itself problematic, or even impossible to 

establish, and that simply recycling imperial and colonial evolutionary categories may in fact 

reproduce the problem of disrespectful attitudes rather than redress it, and leave us none the 

wiser as to who in fact we will repatriate to.  

Repatriation has been an actuality in Sweden for at least a decade. In 2004 the 

Swedish government decided to repatriate human remains at the Museum of Ethnography in 

Stockholm to Australian aboriginals, as Claes Hallgren writes in his introduction to the 

anthology that became the outcome of the project I worked in (2010: 6, 8). After this, in 2005 

the Swedish government made a decree to state institutions to investigate their collections of 

human remains from indigenous peoples.78 Questions of indigeneity are tightly linked to 

Saami in the Swedish context, and by the time I was working for the Museum of 

Ethnography, hitherto unknown Saami skulls had been found at a museum, immediately 

causing a debate in media on repatriation.   

After the Museum of Ethnography made its inventory in response to the 

government decree it wanted to continue to work on the issue, and the project I worked in was 

one of a cluster of such activities.79 The project was followed by an exhibition, (In)human 

((O)mänsklig), and the creation of guidelines for the handling of human remains at state 

museums. My investigation of the Vega skulls was thus part of a context in which various 

actors with various agendas were trying to come to grips with a historical legacy that is now 

being recognized as highly problematic. What was at stake was not just new historical 

knowledge so much as how to act here and now and into the future. Whether repatriation is 

about ‘evidential’ or ‘existential’ history, a distinction made by Gunnel Cederlöf, historian of 

Indian colonial history (2008), is an open question.   

I investigated the eight skulls collected during the Swedish Vega Expedition of 

1878–1880 along the Russian coast to the North-East Passage through the Bering Strait and 

back home again via Japan. The Vega Expedition was run by Arctic explorer A. E. 

Nordenskiöld, one of the great explorers alongside André, Amundsen, Scott, and others of the 

era of polar exploration. The North-East Passage had never before been successfully 

                                                
78 Regeringsbeslut (Government decision) U2005/3451/Kr. 
79 Ansökan om medel ur ansvarsmuseernas FoU anslag 2007, (Application for funds from the 2007 R&D 
appropriations to the museums responsible), Dnr 22/2007. 
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navigated, and Nordenskiöld managed it only after the ship and all its crew had been icebound 

for almost a year only some three hundred kilometres from the Strait.   

The Vega Expedition was thus part of a grand tradition of Arctic expeditions. 

Since the 1500s a number of such expeditions had been attempted, often represented with an 

aura of glory and heroism but ‘the number of ventures that ended in … tragedy or farce 

suggests that poor judgment and slipshod planning may have been the norm rather than the 

exception’, Robert McGhee writes in his book on the Arctic, The Last Imaginary Place (2005: 

132). Even though these pursuits were often portrayed as altruistic, it was fame, trade, and 

riches that were the hidden rationale.      

The Vega Expedition was part of a three-centuries-long competition to go 

through the North-East Passage to reach the Pacific Ocean by the boldest and most 

courageous seafarers of all states, as Anton Stuxberg, one of the crew on board the Vega, 

wrote afterwards (1890: 191). The first English expeditions attempted to find a route to Asia 

via the Siberian coast, as it was assumed that there was an ice-free passage, McGhee writes 

(2005: 134). ‘The reality of the Northeast Passage was far more difficult than envisioned by 

the theoretical geographers of the sixteenth century’ (ibid.: 135). In 1553 an expedition 

sponsored by ‘London merchants and noble speculators’ failed (ibid.: 139). In the late 1590s 

the Dutch Barents Expedition failed (ibid.: 141–145). In 1648 the Cossack Simon Dezhnev 

expedition ‘were the first Europeans to pass the eastern tip of Asia, but being fur-traders and 

not explorers they made no claim of discovery, and no notice was taken of their 

accomplishment’ (ibid.: 147). In 1725 Vitus Bering set out on a Russian expedition and 

crossed the strait, but turned back before reaching the American continent (ibid.: 147–148). 

This means that ‘the Northeast passage did not exist as a sea-route that could be traversed … 

until the age of iron and steam’ (ibid.: 149). The ship Vega was the first to manage this, 

‘[s]team-driven and massively strengthened against the pressure of ice’ (ibid.:149). The Vega 

Expedition seems to have been better planned than previous attempts. ‘With a fortunate 

combination of competence, good equipment and excellent ice conditions’, they ‘sat 

comfortably in the ice’ and managed with ‘little difficulty’ to get through the Bering Strait 

(ibid.: 150). This expedition, ‘made with such apparent ease and with no loss to life or 

equipment, was anticlimactic after the centuries of effort and defeat’ (ibid.: 150). At the time, 

however, the Vega Expedition was presented as anything but anticlimactic or easy, but rather 

as quite heroic. 

 Nordenskiöld was a spectacular person, a scientist and explorer of grand scale, 

and his son Erland became one of the most famous early Swedish anthropologists, who 
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collected human remains just like his father, in South America (Hedberg 2010). Nordenskiöld, 

the man who set out on such a crazy mission, was the kind of man who, when he proposed to 

his Finnish fiancée in wintertime, simply skated from Stockholm to Helsinki to ask for her 

hand, and then back. It was a friend of mine who told me this story while I was having coffee 

with him and telling him about my research. It turned out he was a relative of Nordenskiöld’s, 

and he told me how, as a child at his grandparents’ house, he used to play with ethnographic 

objects collected during the Vega Expedition.  

The human remains collected by the Vega Expedition are not in the possession 

of the Museum of Ethnography, but the large collection of ethnographic objects the Vega 

Expedition collected is. This is one of the largest and most important collections of the 

Museum of Ethnography, and one of the finest and most extensive collections from this region 

and time in the entire world, Van Stone writes in a piece on the Vega collection (1990). An 

ideologically important expedition, comparable perhaps in nationalistic importance to the 

expeditions into space almost one hundred years later, it was also of equivalent economic 

importance. The exhibition Treasures of the Vega (Vegas Skatter) at the Museum of 

Ethnography in Stockholm illustrates how the Vega and its crew were celebrated as heroes at 

their return to Stockholm two years after they embarked. After their return, Nordenskiöld 

published the several-volume travel account Vegas färd kring Asien och Europa (The Voyage 

of the Vega Round Asia and Europe), translated into no less than ten languages. 

A lot has been written about the Vega and Nordenskiöld, not least in the history 

of science. The textbook Vetenskapsmannen som hjälte (The scientist as hero) by historian 

Tore Frängsmyr (1984) even has on its cover the famous painting by von Rosens of 

Nordenskiöld in front of the Vega, icebound on the Siberian coast.80 Even though the Vega 

Expedition as such has been comprehensively researched, the collecting of human remains by 

the Vega expedition has not been previously studied. To start off my investigation, I took as 

my first task to actually try to locate the eight skulls. I then traced these objects over time, 

where they had been, who had handled them and how they had been classified and 

categorized, and how the meaning attached to them transformed over time, up to the 

contemporary interest related to repatriation and the project I was working in. I paid specific 

attention to how these objects were understood ethnically, as this is crucial to the question of 

repatriation. 

                                                
80 In the library of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, which I visited during my research on the Vega 
Expedition, hangs a replica of this painting, but with Professor Tore Frängsmyr as the heroic scientist in front of 
the Vega! 
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The Skulls  

My first encounter with the Vega skulls took place in a big warehouse in a suburb of 

Stockholm,81 in which objects of many museums and state institutions are being stored. Stuff 

no longer considered interesting, sensitive, or relevant is put there, collecting dust. On the 

second floor, behind the Swedish police force’s old uniforms and confiscated forged art, the 

collection of the Museum of Medical History is stored. Among thousands and thousands of 

objects – nurses’ uniforms, medical books, a mummified human torso with the veins 

pedagogically painted in yellow, red, green, and blue, and things from psychiatry you would 

rather not know the uses of – stand long rows of shelves. They contain boxes, hundreds and 

hundreds of boxes, marked ‘Finnish’, ‘European’, ‘Caucasian’, or with only a number. All of 

them contain human skulls. One was marked ‘Siberia, Surgut, Barcoff gorodeck (grave), Dr 

Martin’, which was the Dr Martin who was outcompeted as the first manager of the Museum 

of Ethnography in Stockholm by Hjalmar Stolpe. That box apparently contained remains from 

Siberia too, but no one seems interested in investigating them.  

I asked for numbers III: 8–15, the ones that, according to archival lists, were the 

Vega skulls. After first giving me the wrong boxes, they allowed me inside to search myself, 

and after a while I found seven boxes, numbers III: 8–13 and 15. Number III: 14 was missing. 

I opened the boxes and investigated the contents with gloved hands: human skulls. Some jaws 

were missing, and one of the jaws did not fit the skull it lay with, obviously wrongly placed. 

In one of the skulls there were two holes. There was handwriting in black ink directly on the 

skulls, in an old-fashioned, beautiful script. On six of the skulls was written ‘Chukchi, Vega-

exp, Dr Stuxberg’, and on the seventh ‘Eskimo, from Asian side, Vega-exp, don. A E. 

Nordenskiöld.’ There was a paper note in one of the skulls, with handwriting that was difficult 

to read. The text probably said ‘Chukchi skull from grave at Jintelen by Dr Stuxberg, July 

1879’. Looking really carefully, I saw that two of the skulls had additional writing on them. 

On one it said ‘Vega Expedition, July 26 1879, Port Clarence’, and on the other ‘Dr Stuxberg 

and Lieutenant Nordqvist 1874’.     

It may seem that we now know all we need to know for possible repatriation. 

The first six skulls originate from Chukchi and should be repatriated back to Chukchi. The 

seventh is from Eskimo to be repatriated back to Eskimo. The eighth skull is simply missing. 

                                                
81 Svensk museitjänsts depå (Swedish museum service depot), Munkhättan in Tumba.  
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Tracing these objects through time, though, reveals that their ‘ethnic origin’ is much more 

complex than this, and that what we now know is far from enough. But it is only through a 

rather thorough investigation that this complexity is revealed. Without it, the question of 

ethnic provenience, and hence to what indigenous people the skulls would be repatriated, 

might seem quite straightforward. To understand this, we need to get on board the Vega on its 

two-year voyage.  

 

The scientific expedition 

The ship Vega left Gothenburg harbour on 4 July 1878 on a journey that lasted nearly two 

years, taking Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld and a crew of thirty men, eighteen sailors and twelve 

military officers and scientists, according to ship’s Captain Palander (1879: 9), along the 

Russian coast of the Arctic Ocean through the North-East Passage. After spending ten months 

icebound at the shore near the village of Pitlekaj, only three hundred km from the Bering 

Strait, the Vega made the passage into the Pacific Ocean and, via the North American coast 

and Japan, returned home. Apart from prestige, the expedition involved economic hopes of 

opening routes for trade, which came to nothing in the end. But the expedition was probably 

most of all a nationalist project, like many other Arctic expeditions. After the Vega got home 

the expedition was considered an enormous success, and the fact that they had been unheard 

of for a year when they were icebound on the Siberian coast, but still had not lost one single 

man, probably contributed to constructing the expedition as a nationalist success. But 

Nordenskiöld himself defined the expedition first and foremost as a scientific expedition. 

The expedition contributed to numerous scientific areas – meteorology, geology, 

measurements of water and ice, observations of northern lights, collection of animals, plants, 

and minerals – and to this end Nordenskiöld brought a number of scientists: the zoologist Dr 

Stuxberg; the botanist Kjellman; the physicist Lieutenant Hovgaard; the hydrologist 

Lieutenant Bove; the Russian interpreter Lieutenant Nordqvist; the medical doctor Almqvist; 

and Captain Palander, who documented it all with photography. The expedition’s 

achievements in these areas were incredible. The quantity of objects brought back home, the 

quality and quantity of the observations made, the photographs documenting it all during such 

severe conditions, not least the cold, are remarkable. The scientific results were published in 

five heavy volumes and many journal articles.82 Innumerable samples of flora, fauna, and 

                                                
82 See Vegaexpeditionens vetenskapliga iakttagelser (Scientific Observations of the Vega Expedition) (1887) 
and YMER. 
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minerals were brought back to Sweden. Nordenskiöld took the scientific side of the expedition 

so seriously that, when the ship was icebound for ten months, a hut was built on shore. In the 

hut the crew took turns making measurements of weather, ice, snow, and water around the 

clock, regardless of weather conditions, even in such a snowstorm that the crew could hardly 

make it to the shore (Scherneck and Ekman 1999: 3–4). Some of the scientific observations 

are still considered cutting-edge in their fields today.   

Nordenskiöld also had the ambition to contribute to ethnography. Since 

ethnography was not yet professionalized in Sweden, there was no professional anthropologist 

who could join the trip. Nordenskiöld’s plan was that he himself was to buy ethnographic 

objects – the rest of the crew were strictly forbidden to get ethnographic objects for 

themselves – and the Russian interpreter, Lieutenant Nordqvist, was assigned to study local 

languages. During its long voyage the Vega stopped many times, sometimes only for a few 

hours or a few days, but at the village of Pitlekaj it was frozen in for ten months. During this 

time Nordenskiöld freed one of the sailors from all work duties to spend all his time 

socializing with the locals and observing their habits and ways of life. Nordenskiöld gave the 

sailor ‘Jonsen full freedom from all tasks, on the condition that he as much as possible will 

spend time with the Chukchi, to get to know their language and habits’ (Nordenskiöld 1887: 

32).  

These were exceptional circumstances for long-term fieldwork with participant 

observation. The Vega crew came to see the homes, utensils, fishing and hunting gear of the 

nearby villages, learned some of the languages, hired locals as guides, ate with them, drank, 

danced and laughed with them, got irritated and angry with them, bought and traded with 

them for food and natural and ethnographic objects, and once saved a man’s dog from dying. 

During the ten icebound months by the village of Pitlekaj it was not only the Vega crew that 

went visiting to nearby villages, for the ship was as interesting to the locals as the locals were 

to the Vega crew. People travelled from far away just to have a look at it. Captain Palander 

wrote in his diary that 15 July 1879 was the only day they were not visited by natives.83 

Nordenskiöld wrote that they had ‘visitors also from remote villages, and that the Vega 

eventually became a resting place, by which every traveller stopped’ (1879: 5). 

Some of the ethnographic observations the Vega crew made are still unique and 

of high quality. An investigation into colour-blindness by Dr Almqvist is an investigation into 

symbolic classification: the locals distinguished three colours, ‘red, light, and dark’ (1882: 

                                                
83 Palander, Louis. Diary of the ship’s captain of the Vega Expedition. Published online 
www.grm.se/nordost/hemexp/index.htm (last consulted January 2007; no longer accessible). 
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190). Another study, by Kjellman, is still considered to be a study of high standard (see 

Svanberg 2004). Kjellman argued that ideas common within academia at the time, that people 

of the Arctic do not eat vegetables, were wrong. Kjellman argued that the reason for this 

wrong conception is that previous studies had not been based on extended stays, so that the 

investigators had not been able to understand the way people actually live and that they 

actually do eat vegetables (Kjellman 1882: 183).84 This is a kind of argument we know from 

contemporary anthropology too. But the Vega did not stop only for the long time it was 

icebound; it stopped many, many times, for only a few days or hours to collect natural and 

ethnographic objects and to make observations. So even if some of the observations were 

made under conditions that were unique at the time, far from all were.  

Ethnography was considered the least important of all of the scientific branches 

to which the Vega hoped to contribute (Nordenskiöld 1877), but the ethnographic 

observations and meetings with local ways of life were given a lot of space in the scientific 

and popular publications after the expedition, probably because these are colourful, exciting, 

exotic, and appealing to readers (see Nordenskiöld 1879, 1883, 1887). The way of life of the 

locals was described, their clothing, tattoos, hunting and fishing gear, and, not least, their 

graves, burial rituals, fetishes, sacrifice spots, and religion – or, rather, the lack of religion as 

the Western world knew it. The way the Vega described the ‘barbarian, savage, primitive’ 

bears all the similarities to how ‘the other’ was described by the Western world at this time 

(see Kuper 2005). ‘Anthropology was the new science of this primitive humanity, and 

anthropologists were beginning to collect more systematic evidence on these issues’ (ibid.: 

36). The Vega Expedition was part of this endeavour. 

The Vega crew described, for example, a ‘Samoyed sacrificial site’.  

 
It consisted of a pile of thrown skulls, many of them with mosses, other more fresh, of polar bears, 

walruses, and reindeer, and six pieces of wood, roughly chopped into human shapes and representing 

gods, their eyes and mouths smeared with blood … The worst of the gods got to stay, but two of the 

best and some bloody skulls were taken on board as good booty. (Stuxberg 1890: 75–76; see also 

Nordenskiöld 1887: 9–10 for a description of the same event) 

 

There was a great interest in burial practices and cemeteries. Stuxberg wrote: 
 

                                                
84 See also Nordqvist (1887) for an extensive dictionary that was compiled and Stuxberg (1886) for an account 
of flora and fauna. 
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The Chukchi put the dead, dressed in the clothes he wore at the time of death, under open sky, with no 

cover … Beside the grave the most necessary items from life are put by the dead … The way the 

Chukchi bury their dead does not display any particular reverence on the part of the relatives, and it 

seems to me as if the memory of them is not very rooted or of any long duration … when visiting a 

Chukchi burial site, there is something nauseating in finding at best in most graves only the skull left, 

for everything has been dragged away and eaten  by wolves, foxes, and other prowling animals. … at 

graves of older date, a decade or so, you never find any of the dead person’s items left, or only the 

least valuable. It is obvious that only people could have taken everything or the best from a grave.  

(Stuxberg 1890: 300–301) 

 

The quoted passage breathes both fascination and disgust; it is obvious that Stuxberg does not 

really consider the Chukchi practices civilized or dignified.   

The now-infamous head measurements were also carried out by the crew of the 

Vega, published as ‘Morfologiska undersökningar’ (Morphological investigations). With a 

reward of vodka for those who participated, the Vega crew measured heads, and the article 

lists the detailed results. To calculate the ‘length-width-index of the skull the double thickness 

of the skin must first be subtracted’, as ‘G. Retzius assumed that the thickness of the skin of 

the skull in general is about 4mm’. Retzius is the father of Swedish racial biology. Nordqvist 

came to the conclusion that ‘2 of the measured individuals are dolichephalies, 2 sub-

dolichocephaler, 1 mesaticephal, and 1 sub-sub-brachycephalies. The average of the measured 

length-width-index is 77’ (Nordqvist 1882: 145–149). Today, most scientists would probably 

agree that this is not an investigation of any considerable value. 

But why did the Vega explorers make all these investigations? It is unclear what 

these detailed results of long- and short-headed people really were thought to signify. What 

did the Vega explorers hope to achieve with the observations of local ways of life, of ice, 

water, and northern lights, with all the collected ethnographic and natural objects and human 

remains? What kinds of scientific questions did they think they would be able to answer with 

this kind of data? Maybe they did not even know themselves. Maybe they did not even 

consider it their task to ask these questions. 

 

The ‘comparative scientific project’ 

The published ethnographic material after Vega is mostly made up of empirical descriptions 

and offers few explanations or analyses and few attempts to use the empirical material to 

answer any scientific questions. Maybe the idea with collecting all this material was to 
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contribute to the ‘great comparative project’ (Hallgren 2010: 9)? When enough material was 

collected, natural or ethnographic, from all over the world, the scientists in archives and 

museums would be able to compare all of the information to answer the big scientific 

questions. If so, it might have been crucial that the fieldworker did not interpret or analyse the 

data, but just collected ‘pure’ facts that could become a small piece in the big puzzle, a puzzle 

the individual scientist could not even comprehend. Only with all the small pieces put together 

could the big picture eventually become visible. There was a division of labour between the 

fieldworker and the analyst in the archive.  

Collecting ethnographic material, household utensils, hunting and fishing gear, 

studying habits, tattoos, burial practices, and measuring heads or collecting skulls could have 

been part of one and the same project to eventually enable broad comparisons answering the 

big questions about the origin, evolution, and diffusion of man. This is similar to 

anthropology’s later aim ‘to gather information on cultural practices before Indians vanished’ 

(Zimmerman 1997: 95), or the Boasian project of ‘ “salvage ethnography”: documenting 

native cultural traditions before they were lost completely’, with ‘exhaustive but unsystematic 

collection of ethnographic information’ (Moberg 2013: 148). 

Part of the material collected by the Vega explorers was used for a comparative 

analysis by someone who did not take part in the Vega Expedition. In 1883 a Hans Hildebrand 

wrote an article, ‘Lägre Naturfolkens konst’ (The art of the lower savages), attempting to 

answer the big questions of evolution and diffusion on the basis of comparative material. He 

compared drawings the Vega crew had the locals make with the then recently discovered 

Stone Age cave drawings in France, and children’s drawings (see also Nordenskiöld 1879: 8). 

With this comparison Hildebrand attempted to ‘explore the most remote times of our species’ 

(1883: 305). By comparing these diverse materials he argued that all these drawings from 

different points in time and place expressed the same level of ‘cultural development’. 

Hildebrand came to the conclusion that the development of the individual (i.e. the level of 

development of the child) and the level of development of man in history (i.e. the Stone Age 

cave drawings) were at the same level of cultural development as the locals of the Siberian 

coast, ‘far away’. Hildebrand thus argued that people in Russia at the end of the 19th century 

were at the same level of development as a child, which was the same level of development as 

a Stone Age man. He claims that ‘the comparison with the  European Stone Age is justified’ 

because it concerns ‘Chukchi and Eskimo, who still are at a low level of cultural 

development’ (ibid.: 309–310). Hildebrand argued that the Siberians of late 19th century were 
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at this low cultural stage because of degeneration, of ‘loss of what earlier generations 

possessed’ (ibid.: 302).  

This line of reasoning was common at the time, and a result of the big 

comparative project: ‘the comparative method gave rise to what has become known as the 

“biogenetic law” of “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny” ’ (Moberg 2013: 136), that the 

development of an organism parallels the development of the species. This law came into 

fashion after ‘the nineteenth-century German embryologist Ernest Häckel observed that 

human foetuses seem to repeat the evolutionary development of the species’ (ibid.: 136). This 

idea led to the view that some people were only at the level of development of a child. ‘The 

thought processes of adult “savages”, it was argued, resemble those of children in “civilized” 

societies’ (ibid.: 136). In addition to that, ‘the argument was soon extended to women and the 

mentally ill as well’ and taken as a ‘rationale for those seeking to deny civil and political 

rights to colonized people’ (ibid.: 136).  

Such a teleological view of development with a hierarchy of peoples fitted 

imperial and colonial political and economic ambitions of the time perfectly (see Kuper 

2005). Ideas of degeneration legitimized colonial rule as the White Man’s Burden, even if it 

actually was colonialism and imperialism – i.e. marginalization and exploitation – that caused 

the ‘degeneration’ in the first place. The same was probably the case for the ‘degenerated’ 

Russians who made drawings for the Vega crew. As we have learnt, these areas of Russia 

were colonized long before the time of the Vega Expedition, and the law of 1822, which 

classified the population into nomads and sedentary, was used for taxation. So the population 

the Vega crew met was indeed already colonized.    

The very project of state-making in Russia, Sweden, and elsewhere at the time 

required a hierarchy of peoples, mirroring the ‘civilized’ ones. At the time of Vega it was thus 

politically and economically crucial to maintain a hierarchy of peoples, and the way the Vega 

crew approached people and objects fitted this perfectly. Nordenskiöld determined the stages 

of development of these ‘polar peoples’, according to the article by Hildebrand:  
 

Of the polar peoples Nordenskiöld put the reindeer Laps highest, after them come the Eskimo of 

Danish Greenland, next after them the Eskimo of north western America, next to them the Chukchi, 

and lastly the Samoyed. The reason why the Chukchi do not stand lowest is not because of any 

eminent cultural traits on their part, but solely on the vileness of the Samoyed. (Hildebrand 1883: 309, 

see 326; see also Nordenskiöld 1879: 8) 
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The Vega explorers made numerous judgements of the locals on the basis of such a hierarchy 

of peoples. Captain Palander wrote in his diary, ‘The harbour is swarmed by natives, Eskimos, 

who are as different from Chukchi as night from day. They are clean and tidy, look good and 

have rather good manners.’85 Almqvist claims that Chukchi are ‘less civilized’ (1882: 169), 

and Stuxberg that Samoyed will not even survive: ‘Incapable of any culture, and from time to 

time exposed to diseases, they are doomed’ (1890: 78). Sometimes judgements are positive, 

but still no less based in ideas of hierarchy, as when Stuxberg says that Samoyed ‘are not ugly 

and do not look unintelligent’ (ibid.: 66–67). The botanist Kjellman noted a surprising ‘degree 

of consideration and perseverance’ (1882: 184), and Stuxberg noticed one girl, ‘unusually 

beautiful’, who, ‘washed clean and put in European clothes, would no doubt be able to 

compete with many a European beauty’ (1890: 317).  

Exactly what high or low culture is, and what determines at what stage a people 

is, is largely implicit in the Vega material. Maybe it was not even conscious for the explorers 

themselves. But the scientific questions of origin, evolution, and diffusion and at what stage 

peoples were, presupposed that there were different, easily demarcated peoples: Swedes or 

Chukchi or Samoyeds. A hierarchy of peoples presupposes that it is possible to tell who is 

who. And the first thing the Vega explorers did when they were confronted with people or 

objects was to determine what ethnic category to put on them. 

 

Ethnic classification 

The Vega crew used three ethnic categories for the people they met: Samoyed, Chukchi, and 

Eskimo. This largely corresponds to their order of appearance of the Vega voyage: Samoyeds 

first, most westwards, then Chukchi, and Eskimo last, furthest east. This does not mean that 

the Vega crew met only Chukchi, Samoyed, or Eskimo. They also met Russian administrators 

and priests, American fishermen, and even a Swede. However, for the Vega crew it was 

Samoyed, Chukchi, and Eskimo that were interesting and relevant, as the proper Russian 

‘natives’, relevant for the questions of origin, evolution, and diffusion. Other people were not 

considered interesting and were therefore neither studied nor classified nor written about. 

To be able to determine which of these three ethnic categories to put on people 

was thus crucial for the Vega explorers. During the ship’s ten icebound months at Pitlekaj, the 

                                                
85 Palander, Louis. Diary of the ship’s captain of the Vega Expedition. Published online 
www.grm.se/nordost/hemexp/index.htm (last consulted January 2007; no longer accessible). 
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scientists gave weekly lectures to the crew, and one of these lectures was even about how to 

classify the Russian population ethnically. The idea of a hierarchy of peoples of Russia was so 

central that the scientists even taught the crew this.  

The carpenter on board, Sven Andersson, kept a diary during the whole 

expedition, and this diary has miraculously survived; it was lost in Japan but reappeared in 

Sweden many years later. This document is unique in giving an unpolished account of life on 

board from perspective of the crew. We get to know how, on a fine winter’s day, the crew 

took to skating around the icebound Vega, which no man had ever done before in this place, 

Andersson concluded. We also learn how, trying to wash his socks in the severe cold, he 

finally understood the hard life of his wife back home and promised to become a better 

husband once he got back. Andersson also wrote about the lecture on the classification of 

peoples, how ‘Nordqvist he talked about the many different kinds of people there are in 

Siberia, 6 tribes of different peoples’ (1979: 79). 

How, then, did the Vega crew know what ethnic category was the correct one 

for people and objects? The Vega explorers seemed certain that they could determine this. In 

all cases they put single, exclusive categories on people and objects, seemingly without doubt 

or hesitation. In most cases it is implicit how exactly they knew what ethnic label to use, as if 

it were self-evident. Sometimes they were unsure what ethnic category was correct, but they 

did not give up until they found a way to solve this problem and determine the correct answer. 

How did they go about doing this? Sometimes they did what might seem obvious, asking 

people who they were. ‘When we spoke the word “Chukchi”, obviously with an implicit 

question mark, they nodded acclaiming while saying “i-i”, (=Yes)’ (Stuxberg 1890: 247). At 

other times they just seemed to ‘know’, or referred to previous research (see ibid.: 77–78). 

At still other times the argument revolved instead around differences and 

similarities in clothing, living quarters, tools, tattoos, and language, but different kinds of 

criteria became decisive on different occasions. At one time ethnicity ‘was decided by a 

comparison between their languages’.86 On another occasion material culture was considered 

more decisive than language. They ‘are undoubtedly Chukchi, both their burial habits and the 

construction methods for tents testify to that, but their language diverges to no small extent 

from the Chukchi’ (Stuxberg 1890: 296; see also Nordenskiöld 1879: 41). 

Science of the time was certain that there were three, no fewer and no more, 

ethnic groups to classify people into in this region. ‘It has been determined that it is necessary 

                                                
86 Nordenskiöld, A. E. Diary from the Vega Expedition. Original at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. 
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to impose three groups’ (Hildebrand 1883: 315). Within these, though, there was room for 

subgroups, ‘within which, by the way, several small tribes are to be discerned’ (ibid.: 315). 

Lieutenant Nordqvist, who had the task of learning local languages, was engaged in these 

subgroupings and criticized earlier classifications (Nordqvist 1882: 29–33). 

It is through this material, which Nordqvist of the Vega explorers collected, that 

we can start to see that their own scientific classifications were far from sufficient to capture 

local social practices and self-identifications. We can see this now, when we look at the 

material in retrospect, but maybe the Vega explorers did not see this themselves. To be able to 

discern what the assumptions on the part of the Vega explorers blinded them from seeing, we 

need to dig quite deep into the rich material that the arguments about the subgroupings 

provide, and I will therefore quote at length.   

Nordqvist (1882: 29–33) quoted a Mr Dall, who had made an earlier classification into 

four categories: 
1) Tsay-yu  = reindeer Chukchi, 

2) Chau-Chau (really Chauchu) = coastal Chukchi by the Arctic Ocean, 

3) Yu-it = Asian Eskimos, 

4) the people living between Tschukotskoj and Ostkap  

Mr Dall thus distinguishes between two different kinds of Chukchi, and makes the distinction 

partly according to livelihood, reindeer herding versus fishing for those living on the coast. 

This is also a localized distinction, according to where people live. Fishermen live on the 

coast, reindeer herders live inland. The distinction Mr Dall makes is thus economic and 

localized rather than ‘ethnic’. He does not even give category 4 an ethnic label, only a place. 

The mix between place and other forms of social identifications is not so unlike present 

classifications locally in Altai. We also see that Mr Dall takes into account the categories that 

people actually use for self-ascription: Tsay-yu, Chau-Chau, and Yu-it. We should note 

especially that Mr Dall is talking about Asian Eskimos, that is, Eskimos on the continent of 

Asia, on the Asian side of the Bering Strait, not in Alaska, Greenland, or anywhere else, 

places which we often associate with Eskimo (or Inuit as is now the correct term). We will 

return to this later. 

But Nordqvist was not satisfied with the classifications of Mr Dall. On the basis 

of his first-hand experiences with locals of the Siberian coast, Nordqvist elaborates on the 

issue in detail: 
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According to my experience the real Chukchi, i.e. the groups of number 1) and 2), call themselves by 

the name Tsau-tsu. The coastal Chukchi (groups 2 and 4) also have another name for themselves, 

namely Ankadli = people who live by the sea. Probably the Chukchi-speaking part of the population 

between Tschukotskoj and Ostkap (point 4) also count themselves as Tsau-tsu. … The question, to 

what people they belong, they most often answered Tsautsu muri = we are Tsautsu (Chukchi). If the 

question was put to coastal people, one sometimes also got the answer Ankadli muri = we are people 

living by the Ocean. On closer scrutiny, though, one gets the information that also Ankadl are Tsautsu. 

Such is also the case, because the only difference there is between reindeer- and coastal-Chukchi is 

that the former live by reindeer herding and therefore have to change place of residence more often 

than the latter, who live on the coast and live by catching and fishing. … The name the Eskimo living 

on the Asian side of Bering Strait give themselves I can give no testimony of based on my own 

experience. Certain it is that the Chukchi call these Eskimo Ayguan … and in this count reindeer 

Chukchi, those Chukchi living by the Ocean, and the Chukchi-speaking population living south of 

Ostkap. (Nordqvist 1882: 29–33)  

 

Nordqvist gives us additional detailed accounts on the population of the village of Nunamo: 
 

They are no Eskimo, as I, in accordance with several authors, have believed they were, but Chukchi – 

at least they spoke Chukchi among themselves and with me … It is peculiar that the Chukchi whom 

we have met so far do not seem to want to recognize these as their tribe kinsmen, but call them 

Ayguan. … The Nunamo population did not want the designation Ayguan, for themselves, but call 

themselves, just like the Chukchi on the coast, Ankadli … Within the Chukchi land the following 

population elements thus occur (the border peoples uncounted): 

1. Tsautsu (Chukchi) 

a) reindeer Chukchi 

b) coastal Chukchi (Ankadli) 

2. Yu-it (Asian Eskimo, by the Chukchi called Ayguan) 

3. The mixed people on the coast south of Ostkap, that by other Chukchi count as Ayguan  

(Nordqvist 1882: 29–33) 

 

What can we make of all these detailed accounts? First of all, that the simple threefold 

categorization the Vega explorers used is clearly insufficient to capture the intricate local 

social practices and the various local ascriptions of oneself and of others that were, in fact, in 

use by the local population at the time. This means that because the contemporary question of 

repatriation uses only those three categories, there is not even any categorical continuity with 

how the locals back then viewed themselves, and any continuity to present-day groups 

becomes even more problematic.  
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Secondly, both Nordqvist and Mr Dall use implicit, taken-for-granted, assumed, 

and contradictory criteria that they do not account for when they develop their arguments. We 

can see that Nordqvist seems to acknowledge self-ascription, just as is so popular today. But 

just as it is today, he still takes it as his right to decide whose self-ascription is correct and 

whose is not. In one example from the quote above, he decides that people belong to one and 

the same people despite their own opinion, as the ‘only’ difference between them is livelihood 

(sedentary fishing or nomadic herding). According to Nordqvist, this is no basis for 

constituting separate peoples, and hence self-ascription is disclaimed. Nordqvist argues that 

‘the coastal Chukchi could not be considered as separate people from the reindeer Chukchi, 

but relate to them as the fish Lapps relate to the mountain Lapps’ (1882: 29–33). 

Nordenskiöld similarly claims that ‘reindeer owning Chukchi’ are the ‘real Chukchi’ 

(Nordenskiöld 1879: 35). The similarities to the contemporary arguments about Altai or about 

Komi in the North are striking. Thirdly, however, we see that the categories the locals use are 

not ‘ethnic’ but actually refer to location and occupation.  

Fourthly, this material provides an example of something that has been widely 

noted: how science has assumed ascriptive categories to be ethnic ones, while in fact they 

have only been the word for ‘human’, or places, in the local languages. One instance is ‘the 

Eskimo, or Inuit (i.e. humans) as they call themselves’ (Hildebrand 1883: 315). Eriksen notes 

the same; ‘The word Inuit means “human being”. It is not, in other words, an ethnic label, nor 

does it suggest that its carriers see themselves as members of a “culture”  ’ (1993: 129). 

McGhee argues that  

 

the name Eskimo has been said to derive from an Algonkian Indian term meaning ‘people 

who eat raw meat’ … the name is currently thought by some to be derogatory and in Canada 

is usually replaced by the name ‘Inuit’, which simply means ‘humans’ in their own language. 

Greenlandic Inuit commonly refer to themselves as Kaladlit or Greenlanders as well as Inuit, 

while the name Eskimo is in general use by the peoples of Alaska and Siberia. Linguists tell 

us that, in fact, the original Algonkian Indian term probably meant only ‘the people who live 

up the coast’. (McGhee 2005: 104) 

 

Ethnic categories may thus in fact be words for locations. In another note, Nordqvist discusses 

the word Yu-it, which ‘in Chukchi means south and has, probably by some misunderstanding 

of the natives’ speech, become considered as their name for the Asian Eskimo’ (1883: 29–33). 
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The locals did not always consider themselves as ethnic at all; they talked about themselves as 

Ankadli muri = ‘we are people by the Ocean’.  

Fifthly, this material about local uses of categories shows that it is impossible to 

come up with a neat, consistent classificatory system in which categories correspond to 

groups, and which all locals would agree with. This is so simply because different people, in 

different areas and with different occupations, have different opinions about who they are 

themselves, and who their neighbours are. Just as in case of Altai, there is no single system. It 

seems not to be the case that the ethnic ‘mess’ is only something of the contemporary, modern 

world. Things were no less messy 130 years ago. It was simply not the case that people of the 

Russian coast presented themselves as neat, separated peoples to the explorers.  

This mess posed a problem for Nordqvist. He desperately tried to make sense of 

it all by creating a neat system as a way to deal with anomalies. But, as we see, even when he 

tried to come up with an alternative fourfold system to Mr Dall’s, it did not really work: he 

mixes external- and self-ascriptions with how locals classified each other, and mixes ‘ethnic’ 

criteria with location and occupation.     

Sixthly, the material from Vega even suggests that economic class, rather than 

ethnicity, would be a more appropriate way to understand local social contexts. We have met 

classifications according to occupations of herding and fishing, and Dr Almqvist argues that 

‘when a coastal Chukchi gets rich he buys reindeer, when a reindeer owner loses his reindeer 

he becomes a fisherman’ (1882: 188). Occupation would thus correspond to a system of 

economic classes, and herder is the class privileged over fishermen. Livelihood also 

determined the important differentiating criterion of location that people used. Rich herders 

were nomads inland, poor fishers sedentary on the coast. As people could switch livelihood 

and class, people could also switch belonging.   

An interesting exception to the obsession of the Vega explorers with defining 

people and objects in ethnic terms are the photos made by Captain Palander.87 Palander took 

photos of many of the people they met. In most cases the names of the individuals and the 

name of the village in which they lived are given as ‘provenience’ for the photos, not ethnic 

category. To individualize people this way, not only with village of residence, but even with 

individual name, stands in stark contrast to the way they were simply defined ethnically in all 

other representations made by the Vega crew. The only cases in which Palander writes not 

village but ethnic category is for reindeer-herding Chukchi, for the simple reason that reindeer 

                                                
87 Photographs taken by ship’s captain Louis Palander of the Vega Expedition. Originals at the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Sciences. 
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herders are nomadic and do not live in any village at all. Some of Palander’s photos are 

displayed in an exhibition at the Museum of Ethnography, The Treasures of the Vega, but 

with the names removed; de-individualized by the museum.  

The way Mr Dall and Nordqvist argued classification was used by Nordenskiöld 

in an argument directly relevant to one of the large scientific questions of the time, that of 

diffusion and the first crossing of the Bering Strait to populate the American continent. 

According to Nordenskiöld, this question depends on whether or not Eskimos and Chukchi 

belong to one and the same people, and ‘the assumption that the northern coast of Asia used to 

be populated by Eskimo … and that the English writers, who assign Eskimo and Chukchi to 

one and the same tribe, made a complete mistake’ (Nordenskiöld 1879: 35). Thus, the 

arguments of Nordqvist and Mr Dall about classification were relevant to a huge academic 

question, far beyond the more limited question of ethnic classification itself. This is a 

discussion that is still ongoing: It was argued in a Swedish newspaper article in 2008 that 

DNA analysis proves that the ‘humans who emigrated across the Bering Strait’ were ‘others 

than the ancestors of present-day Indians’ and Eskimo, and that it looks like the DNA ‘of the 

present-day population of some parts of Siberia’ (Spross 2008).  

Robert McGhee explores the history of the Eskimo/Inuit at length: how the Inuit 

(the category used presently) have come to hold such a prominent place in the Western 

imaginary, which can contribute to explaining the Vega explorers’ preoccupation with 

Eskimo. There has been a lot of speculation on Inuit history, and according to an 1820 theory 

the Inuit originated between Mongolia and the Arctic Ocean.  

 

This view of the Inuit as a people whom one might expect to encounter along Asiatic coasts, 

and who were recent immigrants to the barren regions of Arctic Canada and Greenland, was 

a surprisingly accurate first assessment, but was soon to be buried beneath another theory, 

one that was far more radical and romantic. The explorers and scholars of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries came to believe that the Inuit were the remnants of an ancient Stone Age 

people who had survived beyond their time in a world cut off from civilization by their 

intolerable environment. (McGhee 2005: 104)  

 

McGhee shows instead that the Inuit were being pushed to these environments because of 

economic and political processes in the global world they were part of, and that ‘the way of 

life described by nineteenth-century explorers had developed during the preceding few 

centuries in response to rapidly changing economic circumstances’ (2005: 128–129). The 
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Inuit did not stand outside of history but were in the middle of it. But the Vega Expedition did 

not recognize this. When the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm displays these 

ethnographic objects in exhibitions, it too fails to recognize this, as we will see.  

 

The Inuit soon became the subject of broad anthropological conjecture. One hypothesis 

proposed that the Inuit were an actual remnant of the ancient peoples who had occupied the 

Palaeolithic caves of Ice Age Europe. Others, including the leading scholars on the subject 

during the early twentieth century, conjectured that the Inuit were the descendants of ancient 

North American Indians who had been forced northwards by warlike neighbours … The Inuit 

became the thrilling archetype of an aboriginal population that was truly ab orgine: they 

were the only people who had ever occupied this region of the world, they had lived there 

since time immemorial. (McGhee 2005: 106) 

 

McGhee claims that ‘10,000 years ago hunting cultures had begun to exploit the marine 

resources of the North Pacific coast … Eskimos and Aleuts were simply the northernmost of 

… this continuum of peoples’ (McGhee 2005: 115). A continuum of peoples is something 

very different from a hierarchy of peoples.    

This fascination with Eskimo relates to other big scientific questions of the time, 

since ‘who the Indians were and where they came from were some of the most pressing 

academic matters from the late eighteenth century onward’ (Zimmerman 1997: 94). The 

newly ‘discovered’ Indians ‘challenged biblical notions of how people were created’ (ibid.: 

95). The view of Eskimo as an unchanged remnant of an ancient past fitted this imaginary. 

‘Most of the world, learned to regard these northern people, who were then known as 

Eskimos, as a primeval and unchanged race’ (McGhee 2005: 104). Reports like those from 

Vega therefore ‘exerted a magnetic effect on the developing science of anthropology. It was 

an exciting thought: that a secluded Arctic culture would provide opportunities for the study 

of human social and cultural development in isolation from parallel developments elsewhere’ 

(ibid.: 105). This idea also informed how the explorers interpreted what they saw. ‘This 

consensus on the nature of the Inuit and their way of life encouraged travellers and writers to 

portray them as a very distinctive form of human being, with patterns of thought and reaction 

quite different from those of Europeans’ (ibid.: 106). McGhee concludes that there ‘is little 

doubt that explorers and travel writers accentuated the simplicity, the isolation and the alien 

quality of Inuit life’ (ibid.:105). These kinds of accounts became part of the ‘culture area 

tradition’, in which a ‘culture area is a region in which a majority of cultural traits are shared 
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by societies within its borders’ (Moberg 2013: 228). It is obvious that this is one of the 

implicit assumptions of the Vega explorers.     

Nordenskiöld and the rest of the Vega crew seem to have accentuated the 

isolation of the people they met. Nordenskiöld was not interested in documenting the material 

culture as it actually was, but only the old, traditional, authentic one. ‘It is certain that 

Nordenskiöld … desired to acquire only traditional manufactures and, as much as possible, 

purposely avoided foreign-made objects and those showing foreign influence’ (Van Stone 

1990: 24). The descriptions of the Vega explorers portray the voyage as though they had gone 

to the end of the world, but this quite far from the truth. Nordenskiöld kept contact with home 

all through the journey by sending letters that locals took to the nearest town, and some of 

these reports were published in newspapers during the time they were away (see Nordenskiöld 

1878). Even during the ten months the Vega was icebound at the village of Pitlekaj, 

Nordenskiöld and his crew were not as stuck as it might seem. If they had wanted to, they 

could easily have left the ship and, with the help of local people, travelled to the nearest town 

and then by land through Russia and back home. But Nordenskiöld was stubborn and did not 

want to abandon the ship; he waited a year to try to succeed in his mission, as he did. The 

Vega crew were not the only white men there, either. They met many Russian administrators, 

priests of the Orthodox Church, fishermen and whale hunters from many countries, and even a 

Swede at one time; one of the locals had even been to San Francisco and Honolulu and knew 

English (see Stuxberg 1890: 294, and Nordenskiöld’s unpublished diary). The way 

Nordenskiöld portrayed the journey to an isolated land and isolated people helped, of course, 

in constructing the journey as heroic once they got back, so Nordenskiöld had a stake in this 

kind of representation. 

      

Human remains and provenience: ‘Origin’? 

We have yet not learnt anything about collecting human remains during the Vega trip. 

Reading publications from the expedition, we are able to find rather little about this issue.88 

This is a bit surprising, as collecting human remains was so common at the time and would 

hardly have been something to hide, but rather something to boast about. Zimmerman argues 

that ‘the early view of the remains reflects European social interest and cultural values’ (1997: 

95). Zimmerman describes   

                                                
88 Only in Nordenskiöld (1881) Vegas färd kring Asien och Europa (The Voyage of the Vega Round Asia and 
Europe). 
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the primary catalyst for collecting Indian craniums as coming from the debates between 

monogenists and polygenists. Monogenists believed in a single human ancestor and in the 

malleability of human beings. In their view environmental circumstances caused racial 

differences. Polygenists used skeletal remains to argue that humans had changed little over 

thousands of years and had instead developed from multiple sources. Using skulls, 

polygenists concocted schemes to determine both personality and intelligence, assigning 

nonwhites to inferior positions. (Zimmerman 1997: 95) 

 

Zimmerman continues that ‘skeletal analysis remained an important part of such interests as 

the eugenics movement’, and as late as ‘the 1960s, human remains became important in 

attempts to reconstruct culture histories’ (1997: 96). The human remains from Vega have not 

been widely used or represented, however.  

Despite the absence of information about human remains in the published 

material, I myself had held seven skulls, objects III: 8–13 and 15, with the provenience 

information ‘Chukchi, Vega-exp, Dr Stuxberg’ and ‘Eskimo, from Asian side, Vega-exp, don. 

A E. Nordenskiöld’. In one of the skulls was a note saying it was a Chukchi skull from a grave 

at Jintelen from Dr Stuxberg, July 1879. There was additional writing on two of the skulls; on 

one was written Vega Expedition, July 26 1879, Port Clarence, and on the other, Dr Stuxberg 

and Lieutenant Nordqvist 1874. What can we make of this in relation to what we have learnt 

of the Vega Expedition and the question of repatriation? 

We have just seen how complicated the issue of ethnic classification is, and that 

the seemingly straightforward categories of Chukchi and Eskimo refer more to academic 

debates of diffusion and evolution than to social reality of the time. When we go back to the 

unpublished Vega sources looking specifically for human remains, we will see that there is 

some information that could be references to the objects I investigated in the warehouse in 

Stockholm. One incident, described by Nordenskiöld, happened during the ten months they 

were icebound by the village of Pitlekaj.  

 

On October 15 hunter Johnson returned very upset from a hunt. He told me that during his 

walks on the tundra he had found a murdered man, and brought with him … some of the 

things he had found by the dead man, among them a pretty beautiful lance, still covered with 

some gold. Luckily he managed to get through the Chukchi camp without them noticing it. 

From the description he left me, I immediately realized this was not a case of a murder, but 

of a dead man left on the tundra. I asked Dr Almqvist to go to see the place to investigate the 
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case. He confirmed my guess. As wolves, foxes, and ravens had already torn the corpse 

apart, the doctor found that he could also take his share, and brought back a carefully 

wrapped object hidden among his hunting gear, the head of the Chukchi. It was immediately 

lowered into the sea on a rope, where it was kept for a couple of weeks so that microbes 

could eat the flesh, and now it has its number in the Vega collections. This sacrilege the 

Chukchi never noticed, and probably wolves will be blamed, next spring, when they realize 

that the corpse put out in the fall lost its head during the winter. It will be harder to explain 

the disappearance of the lance, but probably the wolves will be blamed for this too. 

(Nordenskiöld 1881, part 2: 490)  

 

This passage is taken from a popular travel account and thus represents how Nordenskiöld 

wanted to present their adventures to a large audience. It combines the scientific with 

adventure, heroism, and the morbid (see Hallgren 2010 for another such example).  

In another passage Nordenskiöld describes a burial with corpses in it, though 

‘since a bunch of natives always followed us during our walks, we could not investigate these 

graves more carefully or take any skulls from them’ (Nordenskiöld 1881, part 2: 253). 

Nordenskiöld describes another failed attempt to collect human remains:  

 

Close to the tents there were also graves. The corpses, unburned, had been put down into 

some gap … They had then been covered by stone, and skulls of bears and seals and whale 

bones had been sacrificed or scattered around by the grave. While a crowd of natives always 

followed us during our excursions we could not any more closely examine these graves or 

take charge of any skulls. (Nordenskiöld 1881, part 2: 253. He describes the same instance in 

his unpublished diary.89)    

 

Anton Stuxberg, zoologist for the expedition, kept a diary during the journey,90 and in it he 

mentions human remains on a few occasions. On the last day of July 1878, only a couple of 

weeks after their departure, Stuxberg wrote that they ‘despoiled a Samoyed grave at Cape 

Bolowanski and took a whole skeleton with gods and sacrificed objects’. During the stay at 

Pitlekaj, Stuxberg wrote on Friday, 4 July 1879, ‘I find the burial site on the hill south of 

Pitlekaj, make some notes and drawings of a couple of the graves,’ and on another occasion, 

                                                
89 Nordenskiöld, A. E. Diary from the Vega Expedition. Original at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. 
90 Stuxberg, Anton. Diary from the Vega Expedition. Original at the University of Gothenburg Library. 
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‘In this grave was found, during digging by Nordqvist and me … 2 bone fragments (a middle 

hand bone) of human.91     

Later in the diary Stuxberg wrote, ‘July 21 1879 Drawing of Chukchi (?) grave 

… to the right is a skull and a pelvis bone … in another grave 16 steps northwest of the first 

were a thigh bone and a sacrum … nothing was moved.’92A few days later, and after they got 

loose from the ice that had held them for so long: 

 

(25 July 1879) Cemetery at Port Clarence, northern side, a few hundred steps northeast of the 

American whale-oil refinery. (By natives for sure) … of the dead there was only the skull 

without jaw bone and a right thigh bone … was no more of the dead. The skull had a hole, as 

if caused by a gunshot … and another bigger one.93  

 

He wrote more on the same grave: ‘Just east of the whale-oil refinery I found 2 Eskimo 

graves, as I have described in a different place. Both skulls were taken the fol. day by 

Nordenskiöld.’94 Nordenskiöld wrote in his own diary:  

 

There was a manufactory at the shore. Nearby were two Eskimo graves […] undecipherable 

… their weapons, spears, kayak, other household utensils, wooden masks and wooden 

carvings of monsters. The corpse was not protected by any coffin. (Nordenskiöld diary, kept 

at the Royal Academy of Sciences; see also Nordenskiöld 1879: 39).  

 

Dr Almqvist, who was given the task of actually beheading the dead man in the snow in the 

first example, also describes that incident, and his detailed description has an air of objectivity 

and scientificity, neutralizing what he did to the dead body. 

 

The corpse was laid from north-northwest to south-southeast, with the head to the first-

mentioned direction. Under the head were two round stones, of the kind the Chukchi use in 

their households. Apart from this there was no trace of any foundation or cover. The clothes 

were torn from the body by predators, the back completely untouched but the face and the 

chest badly eaten, arms and legs almost completely eaten. On the hill there were clear signs 

of wolves, foxes, and ravens. Close by the right side of the corpse the weapons and utensil 

had lain, which Johnsen had taken the day before. Close to the feet was a completely broken 
                                                
91 Stuxberg diary: 270. 
92 Ibid.: 357–358. 
93 Ibid.: 375–377. 
94 Ibid.: 287. 
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sledge, apparently new and broken on the spot. Close by we found pieces of reindeer fur and 

shoes on top of the snow, both new and of excellent quality. The predators had apparently 

torn these apart and dragged them around. On the hill there were also five or six other graves, 

marked by small stones or pieces of wood, on the bare ground. A couple of graves were 

decorated with a collection of reindeer antlers. The severe cold prevented me from 

investigating whether these stones hid remains from buried corpses. The head of the 

Chukchi, though, I considered I could take, as it otherwise without doubt would have been 

eaten by the wolves. It was taken on board. (Nordenskiöld 1881, part 2: 93–94) 

 

This is the way one of the Vega explorers openly describes how he simply beheads a recently 

dead person, sneaks by the relatives of the dead person with the head, and then quickly sinks 

the head into the sea so that the flesh will be eaten away, turning it into a neutral skull. This 

seems so obviously disrespectful and probably disgusts most contemporary readers. This is 

perhaps a case par excellence of human remains that ought to be repatriated back to the 

indigenous people it was stolen from. It seems to be such a straightforward case: taking the 

head was a past wrong that we ought to redress today by giving the skull back. There is one 

problem, though. We do not know which of the skulls this one is. Of the seven skulls I held 

with my gloved hands – fortunately, as it seems after this morbid story – at the warehouse in a 

Stockholm suburb we do not know which this story is about, if any of them. The date 

Nordenskiöld wrote in the publication, 15 October, does not fit any of the provenience 

information we find in archives and lists. The place the skull was taken from, Pitlekaj, does 

not appear as place of origin in the provenience information either.  

This simple example displays some of the difficulties in determining 

‘provenience’. We have seven skulls, we know from the descriptions made by the people 

collecting heads that at least one was stolen under highly problematic circumstances, we know 

where and when it was stolen, but we do not know which skull this is. No matter how dearly 

we would want to repatriate this skull, we cannot do it, for the simple reason that we do not 

know which skull to choose. Part of the problem is that provenience does not simply reflect 

‘facts’ of the object, but culturally defined expectations on the part of the person writing down 

the provenience, choosing some things as relevant, excluding many others, making 

assumptions, associations, and hasty conclusions, as humans always do.  

Ethnic belonging has been regarded as essential for provenience, while place or 

date has been considered less important for determining ‘origin’. And as these expectations 

and assumptions change over time, so does the provenience information. It will also turn out 
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that some of the provenience information we do have for the skulls is not only biased, but also 

outright wrong. As humans tend to make errors, so have the people actually writing down the 

provenience information in lists and archives also probably made errors, and now we are 

forever stuck with them. 

Once we have realized we cannot simply take provenience for granted, it 

becomes problematic to trust any of it. If it is biased, how can we know in what way and how 

to deal with it? The only things we can know of provenience with any certainty is what is 

written down. It is a fact that on six of the seven skulls is written ‘Chukchi’. Is this correct? 

And what would ‘correct’ really mean in this context? That the Vega explorers considered 

these objects Chukchi? On the basis of what? Are those things the same things we would 

accept today as legitimate criteria for determining ethnic belonging? Who would we give this 

skull back to today? On what grounds?  

On one of the skulls in Stockholm is written ‘Dr Stuxberg and Lieutenant 

Nordqvist 1874’. There is obviously something wrong here. The Vega Expedition did not start 

until 1878. Either the year, or the claim that it was collected during the Vega Expedition, is 

plain wrong. On skull number III: 15 is written ‘Eskimo, from Asian side, Vega-exp, don. A 

E. Nordenskiöld’. The same provenience is also given in an archive of the Retzius collection 

of skulls.95 Another catalogue in which I look for these objects says that number III: 15 is 

from Greenland.96 But the Vega Expedition was never even close to Greenland. The Vega 

sailed close to the Russian coast. If it was collected by the Vega Expedition this skull cannot 

be from Greenland, and if it is from Greenland it cannot have been collected during the Vega 

Expedition. Something is clearly wrong with this provenience too.    

How can we understand these mistakes? They may be a result of simple human 

error: a slip of the finger of the person sitting in a dusty archive, perhaps tired after a long day 

writing in a cold, badly lit room with no fresh air, just wanting to go home to dinner, 

happened to transform a ‘9’ into a ‘4’. Or it may have more to do with expectations and 

‘knowledge’, just like the way the professor on the field trip to the North represented the 

established ‘knowledge’ that Lovozero is a Saami place. Someone who was to catalogue the 

skull with ‘Eskimo’ written on it perhaps ‘knew’ that Eskimos live in Greenland and simply 

made that association and put that as provenience.  

But are such errors really a problem? To whom would skull III: 15 be 

repatriated? To Eskimos, as the provenience says? But if not to Eskimos in Greenland – which 
                                                
95 Kept at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, Stockholm University. 
96 Kept at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, Stockholm University. 
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the Vega did not come close to – then where? Eskimos in Alaska? This could seem plausible, 

not least since Vega actually visited Alaska, on the American side of the Bering Strait, and 

Alaska had been purchased by the United States from Russia a few years earlier, in 1867, ‘for 

$7.2 million dollars in gold, two cents an acre’.97 The provenience also says ‘Asian side’. This 

skull was probably collected on the Asian side of the Bering Strait. This would make us end 

up in Russia. Eskimos in Russia?  This might not be the first association we make with 

Eskimo – today. But what about the Vega explorers? To the Vega crew, there were Eskimos 

on the Asian side of the Bering Strait, in Russia. It is an important issue for the question of 

repatriation whether the skull is from the Asian or the American side of the Bering Strait. 

Should this skull be repatriated to Russia or the U.S.?  

Or consider the example of the objects collected at Port Clarence above. Six of 

the seven skulls at the warehouse have the provenience Chukchi, which does not seem to fit, 

since, according to the information above on Port Clarence, at least two skulls ought to be 

Eskimo. But only one of the skulls in the warehouse, number III: 15, is classified Eskimo. 

Maybe this is one of the two skulls from Port Clarence? But that skull also had ‘Asian side’ as 

provenience, likely referring to the Asian side of the Bering Strait; that is, Russia. However, 

Port Clarence is on the American side of the Bering Strait, not on the Russian side of the 

Strait. This skull does not seem to fit after all. Looking very carefully at the skulls in the 

warehouse, we see that one of the other six skulls has ‘Vega exp, 26 July 1879, Port Clarence’ 

written on it. Bingo! This should be the one. And remember that one of the skulls had two 

holes in it, and in one of the six skulls there are two holes. Bingo again! It seems we have 

found skulls from Port Clarence. But they are both labelled Chukchi, and the Vega explorers 

considered Port Clarence to be Eskimo. Something is wrong here – too. Maybe these skulls 

considered to be Eskimo by the Vega explorers have been given the provenience Chukchi 

because the person writing it down ‘knew’ that the Vega was icebound for ten months near a 

Chukchi village, and hence the skulls must be Chukchi? 

The point here is that we cannot know which is correct, we cannot know the 

history of the skulls before the provenience information was written on them. We know for a 

fact that Chukchi is written on six skulls, but we cannot know in what way they are Chukchi. 

We cannot get beyond these kinds of classificatory representations of them. 

The idea of where ‘Russia’ is situated is also interesting in this respect. A 

catalogue of human remains lists twelve geographical sections: Africa, Asia, Egypt, Europe, 

                                                
97 Alaska Public Lands Information Centers. www.alaskacenters.gov/alaska-timeline.cfm, 2016-05-15.   
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Finland, America, Russia, Sweden, and so forth,98 with a mixture of states and continents, 

apparently ad hoc. The Vega skulls, collected during a single expedition, are placed under 

different categories. Number III: 15 is placed under ‘Greenl.north.-middle.-am’; numbers III 

8–13 are classified under ‘Asia. Eastindia’. Apparently this classification has been made 

according to associations of the classifier. None of skulls are classified under ‘America’ or 

‘Russia’, despite the fact that some of them probably were collected from America and others 

from Russia. This may be because the Vega Expedition is associated with Siberia, which in 

turn is associated with Asia, not America, or even Russia. 

The only thing that we know for certain about the origin of the skulls in the 

Stockholm warehouse is that we do not know. This is because provenience, even if written 

right on the objects, does not represent characteristics of the objects as such, but human 

interpretations and representations of them, which may both be subject to mistakes and 

change over time, as interpretations transform. And even if we could determine for certain 

whom it was taken from, where, and when, would that help us in the process of repatriation? 

The question of repatriation today is framed in terms of giving things back to the indigenous 

people they were taken from, their ethnic origin. It is thus neither place nor date that is 

considered the kind of ‘origin’ repatriation is about, but the highly complex issue of ethnic 

origin. The only way in which ethnic provenience could be ‘correct’ would be how these 

objects were originally classified – by the Vega explorers. And we have seen how problematic 

that is in this case, different from understandings of the locals at the time, and with 

assumptions about ethnic belonging related to the questions of evolution and diffusion, 

legitimizing colonialist and imperialist projects of the time. These would hardly be considered 

legitimate criteria for determining indigeneity today.  

Another problem with finding links between objects and ethnic belonging is 

time. According to the Vega explorers, some of the graves they investigated were very old, 

and therefore not necessarily related to the populations that lived there at the time. This makes 

the link between human remains and the population even more problematic. Do the skulls 

even have the same ethnic belonging as the population living there in 1878? And how is that 

related to present-day populations? Stuxberg, for example, considered some of the graves to 

be at most fifty years old, while others were more than two hundred years old and originated 

from a different people than the one living there in the 1870s. The Chukchi burnt their dead, 

                                                
98 Original at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, Stockholm University.  
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so graves with unburned dead could not be Chukchi, but Eskimo, even if Chukchi lived there 

in 1878.99  

An anthropologist with the project at the Museum of Ethnography who read a 

draft of this text commented that of course my case was historically interesting, but without 

relevance for contemporary repatriation. Nowadays, he claimed, indigeneity is not a matter of 

external classification; people are allowed to classify themselves. Therefore, in his view, the 

fact that people and objects were externally classified at the time of collection does not pose a 

problem for us in repatriating human remains today. In my opinion, this makes things even 

more problematic. How can we establish a link between objects that were externally classified 

in 1878 and people who self-identify today?  

How, then, can we approach provenience? It seems we have come to a dead end, 

where provenience cannot teach us anything. I suggest that the contrary is in fact the case, and 

that the provenience information is full of meaning and can teach us a great deal, only perhaps 

not what we initially expected.  

 

The social life of provenience  

Approaching provenience as reflecting cultural constructs on the part of the people writing it 

down enables us to start investigating the social life of ethnic origin. This means that finding 

out how the Vega crew classified the objects does not mark the end of our investigation but 

the beginning of it, which continues over time in lists and catalogues being written and re-

written, all the way into our own time, in how these objects are handled, how the Museum of 

Ethnography displays these objects in its exhibitions, and right into the very project of 

repatriation that enabled me to investigate the Vega Expedition in the first place. 

It turns out that provenience information transforms over time, as the 

conceptions of the classifiers change. Investigating the social life of provenience enables us to 

ask further questions: Why did I not find the skull III: 14 in the warehouse in Stockholm? And 

what about what Stuxberg wrote in his diary on the last day of July 1878, long before they 

were icebound, that they ‘despoiled a Samoyed grave on Cape Bolowanski, and took a whole 

skeleton with gods and sacrificial objects’? Another time Stuxberg wrote that he found a 

finger bone of a human. A whole skeleton? A finger bone? Why are these objects not found in 

any catalogue? Where are they? We can start investigating all this if we realize that when the 

                                                
99 Stuxberg diary: 362–263; Stuxberg 1890: 297, 303, 342. 
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Vega and the skulls came back to Sweden, our task of tracing ethnic provenience is not over 

but has only just begun. 

After the Vega’s return to Sweden, the objects that had been collected, 

ethnographic as well as natural, were given to the Museum of Natural History in Stockholm in 

1881.100 At that time there was no Museum of Ethnology in Sweden yet, and the ethnographic 

objects were kept in the vertebrate department at the Museum of Natural History, together 

with the other objects collected during the expedition. There is no detailed information about 

how they were classified at the time, because at that moment the quantity of objects given to 

the museum had risen significantly and there were not enough resources to deal with them 

properly.101 There are a couple of handwritten lists of objects in the archives, but no extensive 

catalogues.102 Already here, just after the objects came to Sweden, a lot of information about 

them was thus lost forever. As an example, in a handwritten list of ethnographic objects, we 

read as number 84, ‘A number of beautiful ethnographic objects from Port Clarence, packed 

in a kayak from the same place. The 23–25 July 1879. Two human skulls from d:o’.103 In 

another list the same objects are listed, except for the last piece of information.104 The 

information on two skulls has simply been removed, and we have no idea about what 

happened to them. 

When the Museum of Ethnography later came into being, all the ethnographic 

objects from Vega eventually came into its possession. At the Museum of Ethnology these 

objects make up collection number 1880.4, some 1,500 objects. In the museum catalogue they 

are classified according to three principles.     

                                                
100 Vetenskapsakademins årsberättelse 1881 [Annual report of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences for 
1881]. Original at the Royal Academy.  
101 According to a museum employee responsible for the archive. 
102 In a handwritten list of objects from the Vega Expedition, DIB:2, Expeditionen med Vega 1878, including 
Förteckning öfver Etnografiska föremål som genom köp eller byte förskaffats under Vega’s expedition, 1878-79-
80 [The expedition of the Vega 1878, including a list of ethnographic objects which through trade or exchange 
were procured during the Vega expedition of 1878-79-80]. Original at the Swedish Museum of Natural History; 
and in Stuxberg, Anton. Documents. Originals at the University of Gothenburg Library. Among them a 
handwritten list: Förteckning öfver diverse lådor, tunnor m.m. innehållande Rytina – ben, etnografiska samlingar, 
böcker, enskilda saker m.m. [List of various boxes, barrels, etc. containing Rytina – bones, ethnographic 
collections, books, individual objects, etc.].  
103 Handwritten list of objects from the Vega Expedition, DIB:2, Expeditionen med Vega 1878, including 
Förteckning öfver Etnografiska föremål som genom köp eller byte förskaffats under Vega’s expedition, 1878-79-
80 [The expedition of the Vega 1878, including a list of ethnographic objects which through trade or exchange 
were procured during the Vega expedition of 1878-79-80]. Original at the Swedish Museum of Natural History. 
104 Ibid. and in Stuxberg, Anton. Documents. Originals at the University of Gothenburg Library. Among them a 
handwritten list: Förteckning öfver diverse lådor, tunnor m.m. innehållande Rytina – ben, etnografiska samlingar, 
böcker, enskilda saker m.m. [List of various boxes, barrels, etc. containing Rytina – bones, ethnographic 
collections, books, individual objects, etc.]. 
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The first principle differentiates between ‘ethnographic’ and ‘archaeological’ 

objects (number 1880.7), although, as we have seen, the aspect of time was quite problematic 

concerning the Vega objects. The list 1880.7 was not made, however, until the 1950s by an 

employee of the museum. He seems to have made part of the Vega collection into an 

‘archaeological’ one just to be able to use the material in an article he wrote about evolution 

and diffusion and the origin of Eskimo, an interest that seems never to fade.105 The second 

principle of differentiation is ethnic, differentiating between Samoyed (object numbers 1–

112), Chukchi (numbers 113–972), and Eskimo (numbers 1,000–1,253). The third principle is 

function, differentiating between different uses of the objects. So, in each ethnic section the 

objects are put in different categories according to how they were used: fishing gear, clothes, 

household utensils, and so forth.     

This catalogue refers to an earlier, original one, but that catalogue is lost. Thus 

the present catalogue only represents second-order classifications, which might diverge from 

the earlier one. However, there are different versions of the present catalogue, and they 

display interesting differences and changes over time. Ethnic denomination remains, while 

other information – place of collection, for example – disappears. Ethnic origin has apparently 

been considered more interesting than place of origin. This is quite relevant when it comes to 

the Vega collection. As the expedition covered such a vast stretch of land it could be quite 

relevant to know where objects were collected, whether from Russia or America, for example. 

As we have seen, some people were rich herders and others were poor fishermen, and 

knowing from which of these groups objects were collected would also be useful for 

understanding them. But this kind of information is not there. An ethnic label has been 

considered sufficient for understanding them. 

The Museum of Ethnography is using the collection from the Vega in two of its 

exhibitions, With the World in Your Suitcase  (Med Världen i Kappsäcken), and The Creative 

Human (Den Skapande Människan). In the 1970s it also mounted an exhibition on Chukchi. 

With the World in Your Suitcase problematizes the very project of collecting, mapping, and 

knowing, and it has a section called Treasures of the Vega. There are photos taken by Captain 

Palander of native Russians and of the Vega frozen into the ice, you can listen to extracts from 

a recording of the diary kept by the carpenter Andersson, ethnographic objects are displayed 

aesthetically the way the objects were displayed in a major exhibition just after the Vega’s 

                                                
105 Paulson, Ivar. Irkaijpij, A contribution to the ancient Eskimo culture in North Asia. The Museum of 
Ethnography, Stockholm. 
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return in 1880,106 and there is a painting of how it might have looked when the Vega returned 

to Sweden, with lots of people at the harbour, waving flags and celebrating the return of the 

Swedish heroes. The overall theme is the great nationalistic and ideological importance of this 

successful Arctic exhibition, to give a sense of how the expedition was conceived of at the 

time, to historicize, contextualize, and deconstruct it.    

But even with this ambition, when it comes to ethnic classification, the way 

provenience is presented still essentializes and naturalizes ethnic origin rather than 

contextualizing and historicizing it. This is not because the same categories the Vega used are 

reproduced, but because of the opposite, because different categories are being displayed than 

the ones the Vega crew used at the time, but without any discussion of the issue at all. 

At the exhibition right after the Vega’s return in 1880, natural objects, stuffed 

animals, minerals, the ship’s rudder, and ethnographic objects were displayed. Photos of the 

1880 exhibition107 show that the ethnographic objects were displayed in a specific aesthetic, 

with bows, arrows, and utensils composing symmetrical patterns, copied in the contemporary 

Treasures of the Vega. The provenience information given in 1880 consisted of both ethnic 

category and place; for example, ‘Chukchi. Kap Scherlagskoj-Bering Strait’ and ‘Eskimo Port 

Clarence’. In the contemporary exhibition there is a display case similar to the one in the old 

exhibition of 1880, with ethnographic objects like bows and arrows and fur clothing in the 

same kind of aesthetics, quite unlike the way exhibitions are usually displayed today. The 

display case replicates the way the exhibition was done in 1880, obviously to give a sense of 

how things were done at the time of Vega.     

However, there is one interesting deviation from the principle of replicating how 

things were then. In the provenience information for the present exhibition there are no place 

indications like those in the 1880 exhibition. We have already seen how this kind of 

information has disappeared over time. As for ethnic provenience, we might have expected 

the contemporary exhibition to use the same ethnic categories that Vega used, perhaps with 

some commentary. However, the contemporary exhibition uses different ethnic categories 

than Vega used, in a display case that is supposed to look like the one in 1880, without 

commenting on it at all. In the 1880 exhibition the categories were Samoyed, Tschuktsch, and 

Eskimo. The contemporary exhibition uses Nents [sic] instead of Samoyed, Chukchi instead 

of the original Tschuktsch, and Inuit instead of Eskimo.   

                                                
106 Photographs from the exhibition of objects from the Vega Expedition at the Royal Castle in 1880. Originals 
at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. 
107 Ibid. 
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The museum curator explained to me that they had changed ethnic categories 

out of respect for these indigenous peoples, to use the present politically correct way of 

classifying. For example, Eskimo is now considered to be a disrespectful category, and Inuit 

should be used instead. The International Council of Museums (ICOM), states that museums 

should show consideration for groups whose objects are being displayed.108 As nice as this 

ambition may be, it becomes problematic in relation to the overall ambition of the exhibition. 

A viewer could never guess from the way ethnic provenience is displayed in the exhibition 

that the Vega crew actually made a different ethnic classification. Nor is the viewer given any 

clue to grasp that ethnic classification as such is problematic. This is concealed by the 

ambition to make ethical considerations. The result is that ethnic classification is being 

naturalized, which reinforces the problem with the Vega classifications in the first place. 

Besides, within the Russian context, Eskimo is the politically correct category, according both 

to the Russian state and to RAIPON; and Nents is not the only category now in use instead of 

Samoyed; so are Enets, Nganasan, and Selkup. So it seems that the ethical considerations do 

not really reach all the way anyway. The curators have not checked the Russian situation 

carefully enough; they did not investigate local realities or Russian and post-Soviet 

indigeneity. Ironically, it seems that the very ambition to deal with the problematic issue of 

ethnic classification conceals that it is problematic.   

A couple of additional interesting aspects of Treasures of the Vega can be 

noticed. Old photos show that in the 1880 exhibition many different kinds of objects were 

displayed in the same exhibition, natural objects as well as objects from human societies. 

These were the Samoyed, Chukchi, and Eskimo objects, but also objects that the Vega crew 

collected after making the North-East Passage. The Vega passed Japan on its way home and 

had to stay there for some time. The crew was not allowed to leave the ship, but Nordenskiöld 

and the commanders were allowed to meet this exotic land and he bought a lot of objects. 

Considering how Japan at the time was largely a closed-off and very much unknown society, 

this aspect of the journey must have been at least as exciting for the audience at home in 

Sweden as the time icebound by Pitlekaj. But in the contemporary variant, there is nothing 

about Japan, only Siberia, perhaps because the Vega has been so associated with its winter in 

Pitlekaj. Japan simply does not fit that picture. The exclusion of Japan from the exhibition 

gives a biased representation of the Vega Expedition. The Japanese objects are also not part of 

                                                
108 International Council of Museums. 2006. ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, 2006. Published online 
http://archives.icom.museum/ethics.html#section4 (last consulted 26 July 2016). 
 



 251 

collection 1880:4, the ethnographic objects of Vega. It is unclear why they are not, as well as 

where they are now. Are the objects from Japan not ‘ethnographic’?   

Some of Captain Palander’s photos109 are used in the contemporary exhibition 

Treasures of the Vega. Comparing the ones chosen for the contemporary exhibition with the 

total of Palander’s photos, it is interesting to see which have been included in the exhibition 

and which excluded from it. There is a bias here. Remember that Nordenskiöld did not 

document material culture as it was, but chose only the ‘old’, ‘authentic’ one. The museum 

has done exactly the same thing. The photos chosen for Treasures of the Vega do not 

represent the total of all the photos. The total of Palander’s photos display people in 

‘traditional’ fur clothing, but also people in ordinary clothing, which they obviously got 

through interaction with Russian administration, the Church, or traders. But the museum 

chose only pictures of people in fur clothes, ‘traditional’ ones, resulting in the same kind of 

biased representation as Nordenskiöld’s.     

The second exhibition in which the Museum of Ethnography is using objects 

from the Vega also essentializes ethnic origin, but not in all of the parts of the exhibition. 

What parts are being essentialized and what are not seems to be no coincidence. This 

exhibition is part of the Creative Human section, displaying how humans have ingeniously 

managed to live, thrive, and create meaning all over the world, under vastly different living 

conditions. The Vega objects are part of the Arctic section of the Creative Human. At one end 

of the room there is an exhibition about Sápmi. The provenience for the objects in this section 

indicates both the year they were collected and from what specific location.   

These objects have been collected from all over the vast Sápmi area spanning 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia in the course of one hundred years. This geographic 

and temporal width means that the objects may be of quite varied kinds, and if we are to be 

able to properly understand them, we will need to know provenience of both time and 

location. Otherwise we risk putting the objects out of context, in an ‘ethnographic present’ 

which would essentialize Saami-ness. With the strong position of the Saami political 

movement in Scandinavia, it is no longer politically possible to represent Saami-ness in that 

way, as bounded and unchanged, outside of history. Providing time and place for the objects 

makes it possible for the viewer to see how Saami have always been inside of and affected by 

surrounding larger historical, political, and economic processes. Providing time and place in 

the provenience information thus serves the function of de-essentializing and de-naturalizing 

                                                
109 Photographs taken by ship’s captain Louis Palander of the Vega Expedition. Originals at the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Sciences. 
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these objects’ Saami-ness, as a bridge between Them and Us. This part of the exhibition 

therefore does not essentialize ethnic classification. Turning to the other end of the room, 

though, we find objects from the Vega Expedition, and they are treated in the opposite way. 

There are three ethnically defined parts: Inuit, Aleut, and Chukchi. A small note 

in a corner says the Chukchi objects were collected during the Vega Expedition, but no other 

information on the expedition is provided. Apart from this, no more provenience for the 

objects is provided, nothing to contextualize these objects, no years, no places. In this way, 

the Vega objects are placed outside time and place, not as part of history or the larger societal 

contexts in which they were collected. They stand on their own, like ‘individual voices crying 

for context’, as Julie Cruikshank has noted for other ethnographic exhibitions (2007: 389).110 

Add to this that the ethnographic objects the Vega collected did not in fact represent the 

material culture of the time, but only ‘traditional’ objects that Nordenskiöld chose, and we can 

conclude that a kind of double essentialization and de-contextualization is taking place. There 

is nothing to help the viewer understand this.    

The objects from Vega are thus presented in a way very different way from the 

Saami objects, in one and the same room in the museum, part of the same exhibition. Why are 

the Chukchi objects not placed within history as the Sápmi ones are? Why does the museum 

deprive Chukchi but not Sápmi ‘of its temporal and spatial context’ (Cruikshank 2007: 387)? 

This is probably no coincidence. I suggest it may reflect the classifiers’ expectations and 

conceptions. Sápmi and Saami-ness can no longer be essentialized as it used to be, but 

Chukchi still can – so far away, so unknown, so exotic. No one will protest, as Saami would. 

Being marginalized, Chukchi marginalization is accentuated by the way the museum 

organizes this exhibition, and by the prominent position of Saami in global indigeneity, and 

the invisibility of Chukchi. This is not so unlike the dynamics between Saami and Komi in the 

earlier chapter on the North.  

But doesn’t a museum have a special responsibility in this, to deal with such 

biases and work to overcome rather than accentuate them? ‘The image that the world holds of 

a people, and indeed a people’s own self-image, is closely tied to the understanding of their 

history,’ as McGhee argues (2005: 128–129). Returning to the ICOM ethical guidelines, it 

states that museums ‘should ensure that the information they present in displays and 

exhibitions is well-founded, accurate and gives appropriate consideration to represented 

                                                
110 See Smith (2007) and Svanberg (2009) for more on the making of museum exhibitions. 
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groups’111 and that they ‘should avoid displaying or otherwise using material of questionable 

origin or lacking provenance’.112 In this case, it seems that the museum is rather adding to the 

confusion, and that this is an example of how we ‘privilege the stories we like, the ones that 

fit our idea of what we expected to hear (of what they should have told us) and drop the other 

ones’ (Cruikshank 2007: 388).     

This brings to the fore some of the tricky questions ethnographic museums must 

confront, which Cruikshank, for example, noted in her own work with an exhibition on 

American Indian history. ‘Who are we accountable to? Whose stories will we tell? Who 

decides? What is history?’ (2007: 387). These are questions of representation and 

representativity, of who owns truth. Cruikshank notes this problem. Who is to represent 

‘them’? The exhibition she worked with ‘met the approval of 60 indians’, to speak for two 

million (2007: 390) and ‘although we often use the word multivocality’, these few speak for 

all (ibid.: 388). Cruikshank points out that there is no simple way to achieve representivity 

‘Natives are naturally going to say, okay, well which Natives are we talking about? Who 

chose them? Or, often, it will be who chose them?!’ (Cruikshank 2007: 385). It is still Us who 

decide who will be able to represent Them. 

The way people conceive of and ‘know’ their history is also no constant, 

Cruikshank argues: a museum might let Kiowas (in her example) ‘themselves’ define the 

exhibition on Kiowa, but if the museum staff  ‘had met a different group of Kiowas two years 

earlier, or even the same group … the stories about the historical events they were told would 

have been different’ (2007: 389). And why would ‘they’ know their own history better than 

people in general know history? ‘Most Indians don’t know their own history … the notion that 

we all carried on these wonderful intact deep narratives of our past seemed to be like so much 

colonial bullshit’, Cruikshank aptly pinpoints the problem (ibid.: 393). Therefore, to let the 

people who are being represented also authorize the exhibition may not be the solution to the 

problem we might hope it could be.    

The fate of the ethnographic objects collected by the Vega explorers is quite 

complex, then, from the time they arrived in Sweden up until today, right into exhibitions that 

are now to be seen at the Museum of Ethnography. But what about the human remains Vega 

brought to Sweden, what happened to them? 

                                                
111 ICOM 4.2. International Council of Museums. 2006, ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, 2006. Published 
online http://archives.icom.museum/ethics.html#section4 (last consulted 26 July 2016). 
112 ICOM 4.5. International Council of Museums. 2006. ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, 2006. Published 
online http://archives.icom.museum/ethics.html#section4 (last consulted 26 July 2016). 
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Back to the skulls 

The human remains that the Vega brought home seem also initially to have been put in the 

Museum of Natural History along with the ethnographic objects, but before long they ended 

up in the Gustav Retzius collection at the Karolinska Institute.113 Gustav and his father Anders 

Retzius were the big names in Swedish racial biology. Anders started the collection and his 

son Gustav took it over. This collection, into which the Vega skulls were incorporated, 

contained many hundreds of skulls and skeletons from all over the world, and it may be one 

example of how scientific questions were approached as comparative projects. ‘The collection 

of skulls and skeletons of different races was extended by the submission of the skulls 

collected during the Vega Expedition,’ 114  according to Stuxberg, who knew Retzius 

personally.115 No documentation about the skulls is left from the time they were located in this 

collection. Perhaps the information was lost when the Karolinska Institute changed locale, or 

during a fire in which many Saami skulls are said to have been destroyed.116 It seems that the 

Vega skulls were not used for any scientific purposes whatsoever during the sixty or so years 

they were in the Retzius collection, something of an anti-climax considering the great 

ambitions and hopes attached to the collecting of them.117   

In 1967 the Retzius collection was brought to the Osteoarchaeological Research 

Laboratory at Stockholm University, but the collection is still owned by the Karolinska 

Institute. 118  As a research laboratory that educates osteologists and doctors, the 

osteoarchaeological laboratory obviously needs a lot of human as well as animal skeletal 

remains for educational purposes. Perhaps this is the institution at which the presence of 

human remains seems most reasonable. There is more information about the Vega skulls 

dating from 1967 onwards, though as earlier documentation is lost, and there is no 

documentation left from the transfer itself in 1967,119 there is no way of knowing how 

                                                
113 Karolinska Mediko-Kirurgiska Institutets Historia, utgifven med anledning af institutets hundraårsdag af 
institutets lärarkollegium [History of the Karolinska medico-surgical institute, published on the hundredth 
anniversary of the institute’s faculty collegium], iii. 1910: 136. 
114 Ibid.: 136. 
115 According to the dedication in a book from Stuxberg to Retzius in 1886; kept at the Hagströmer Medico-
Historical Library, Karolinska Institute. 
116 According to librarian Gerthie Johanssson, Hagströmer Library. 
117 According to Torstein Sjövald, who wrote a book on the Retzius collection. 
118 According to Jan Storå, research assistant at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory. 
119 According to Professor Gunnar Grant, who assumed the post as manager of the Osteoarchaeological Research 
Laboratory at Stockholm University in the early 1970s. 



 255 

accurate this later information is. When the Retzius collection first came to the 

Osteoarcheological Research Laboratory, all the human remains were placed in cupboards 

with glass doors, openly displayed.120 The professor of the time had archival ambitions for the 

skulls, and wanted to have as many as possible, as a museum.121 There is a catalogue dated 

1970, which lists skulls from the Vega.122 This catalogue refers to an older version, which is 

lost.  

This 1970 catalogue lists the skulls I investigated in the Stockholm warehouse. 

Numbers III: 8–15 refer to Vega. Nothing much seems to have happened with the skulls until 

2005, when the research laboratory moved to a different location. This was an occasion to 

reorganize the vast collections, as there was not room for all of them in the new locale. This 

was also at the time of the governmental decree to investigate the collections of human 

remains from indigenous peoples,123 so the collections were reorganized in a way that 

accorded with ethical principles.124 In response to the government decree, Jan Storå, research 

assistant at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, wrote a report on the ethical 

principles used in reorganizing all the research laboratory’s remains. But from this report we 

do not learn any details about the actual human remains from indigenous peoples, only the 

principles he used in reorganizing them.125 When I made a visit to the laboratory Jan Storå 

showed me around and told me about the principles he had chosen for handling and 

classifying the human remains. 

The human remains are classified into archaeological, medical historical, and 

ethnographic material. The archaeological material does not come from archaeological 

excavations but from two cemeteries, Klara in Stockholm and Björklinge outside Uppsala, 

when these were rebuilt and the remains had to be moved. The medical historical remains are, 

for example, remains from executed prisoners and children who died in hospitals. Neither of 

these two categories of objects is considered ethically sensitive. It is only the third category, 

the ethnographic remains, that is considered ethically sensitive. The criteria for classification 
                                                
120 According to Jan Storå, research assistant at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, now responsible 
for the human remains and the person who did the inventory in accordance with the government decree in 2005. 
121 According to Jan Storå. 
122 Catalogue, with provenience information, of the Retzius Skull Collection: Kranier, Karolinska Institutet, 
Anatomiska Museum, Arkeo, Osteologiska inst, Ulriksdal, 1970. 
123 Regeringsbeslut (Government decision) U2005/3451/Kr. 
124 According to Jan Storå, who arranged it all. See also ’Deposition av skelettfynd/gipsavgjutningar från 
osteoarkeologiska forskningslaboratoriet’ (Deposit of skeletal finds/plaster casts from the Osteoarchaeological 
Research Laboratory).  
125 The Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory’s response to the government directive U2005/3451/kr, ‘Om 
mänskliga osteologiska samlingar vid Osteoarkaeologiska forskningslaboratoriet (On human osteological 
collections at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory), Stockholm University, Jan Storå, November 2005. 
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as ethnographic in this case seem to be that they come from far away and do not fit either of 

the other two categories.     

When the research laboratory moved to a smaller locale the remains that ‘had 

not been used in teaching’ and for which there are no ‘strong reasons to take ethical 

considerations into account’126 were moved to the warehouse in the Stockholm suburb. The 

remains that are needed for teaching and the ethically sensitive material, that is, the 

ethnographic material, are kept at the research laboratory.127 At the research laboratory, the 

remains are stored and used with different degrees of accessibility, according to their 

perceived degree of sensitivity. The material considered not at all sensitive and displaying 

only general features is used in teaching and kept in the classrooms, easily available to 

students. For example, in the classrooms students could easily use and investigate human 

skulls displaying tartar. Remains not needed in everyday teaching and displaying rare 

features, injuries, or diseases are kept out of the classrooms, behind locked doors and less 

easily available to students. Then there are the most ethically sensitive remains, the 

ethnographic material from Australia and America, which are being kept behind locked doors, 

and in a locked cupboard, not available at all. These, the ethnographic remains, lie in the 

locked cupboard awaiting demands from indigenous peoples for repatriation.  

This way of handling the remains constitutes a neat system that seems ethically 

responsible in every way. But still some questions arise from it. Only ‘ethnographic’ human 

remains are considered so ethically problematic that they are kept in a locked cupboard, 

awaiting demands for repatriation. Neither archaeological remains from two cemeteries, nor 

remains from executed prisoners or sick children – which it may even be possible to identify 

individually – are considered sensitive enough to be kept in locked cupboards. Taking 

executed bodies or small children who died of tuberculosis in a hospital far away from their 

families, and turning these into ‘medical specimens’ is thus not considered ethically 

problematic. 

But what about the Vega remains, numbers III: 8–15? We know that these are 

not kept in the locked cupboard at the Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory. They are in 

the warehouse in the Stockholm suburb, except for number III: 14, which I did not find. They 

are in the warehouse along with all other remains that are not considered sensitive.128 How 

                                                
126 Depostion av skelettfynd/gipsavgjutningar (Deposit of skeletal finds/plaster casts). 
127 Osteoarkeologiksa forskningslaboratoriets svar på regeringens uppdrag om inventering (The 
Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory’s response to the government directive on taking inventory). 
128 Deposition av skelettfynd/gipsavgjutningar (Deposit of skeletal finds/plaster casts). 
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can we understand this? Are these not ‘ethnographic’? Not ethically sensitive? Are they not 

from indigenous peoples?    

When I asked the research assistant about this he answered apologetically that 

he did not realize that the Vega remains ought to be part of the ethnographic remains from 

indigenous peoples. He did not realize that the Vega remains refer to indigeneity. His 

expectations and ‘knowledge’ determined how these remains were classified, in the same way 

as when Nordenskiöld classified skulls as Chukchi, when someone associated an Eskimo skull 

with Greenland, when my teacher on the field trip to the North associated Lovozero with 

Saami.    

Even more apologetically, he confessed that he had managed to locate skull 

number III:14, which I had not been able to find in the warehouse. It was right there, at the 

research laboratory, but not in the locked cupboard with ethnographic skulls. It was in the 

classroom, with most availability, used in teaching to show students tartar. It has ‘Chukchi, 

Vega-exp. Dr Stuxberg’ written on it. It is rather ironic, given all the trouble it took to collect 

this skull 130 years ago with the ambition that it would help solve the big scientific questions 

about the origin and diffusion of man, that it lay unused, collecting dust for all these years, 

and then, when we eventually do put it to use, it is only to display something as mundane as 

tartar, which any of so many other remains could do. Using a skull with the provenience 

‘Chukchi’ written on it in ordinary teaching goes unnoticed, while using a skull with the 

provenience ‘Saami’ written on it would likely cause outrage and tabloid headlines – at the 

time I conducted this study some new Saami skulls were found at a Swedish institution, 

causing such tabloid headlines.  

It is clear that even after the government decree of 2005 on taking inventory 

there is so much we do not yet know about human remains kept at state institutions and 

museums, even if the Museum of Ethnography claims otherwise when it states it knows with 

‘relative certainty how many individuals there are in the collections and where and when they 

come from’.129 For once, the museum claims to have no human remains from Vega. But in its 

collections there is a number from the Vega collection in the catalogue that reads ‘bone from 

grave’ number 1880.4:1256. I asked for this number from the museum archive but it reported 

that it was nowhere to be found; it is lost. Instead of it, I received two small boxes without any 

number or any other provenience information. To my untrained eye the contents looked like 

ashes and small pieces of bones and stone. Notes in the boxes said that one of them contained 

                                                
129 Ansökan om medel ur ansvarsmuseernas FoU anslag 2007 (Application for funds from the 2007 R&D 
appropriations to the museums responsible), Dnr 22/2007. 
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‘Bone fr: a Chukch. Grav. South east of Kap Jakan, Vega Exp. 1878’, and the other that it was 

‘From sacrificial spot at the beach close to Pitlekaj. 1/7 1879. Vega exped.’ The diary of 

Stuxberg says for 4 July that he investigated graves with burnt bones, and that in another 

grave close by he found two bone fragments from a human hand.   

There are obviously still ambiguous and ‘unknown’ objects in the museum’s 

collections, although it claims otherwise. One reason two small boxes containing ashes and 

small bones manage to be ignored in an inventory may be because these objects are exactly 

that: ashes and small pieces of bone. They are not spectacular skulls. It is striking how the 

discussion of repatriation, the government decree for an inventory, and the project in which I 

worked all focused on skulls. ‘Human remains’ were translated into only one sort of remains, 

skulls. This is the same sort of fascination with skulls that those who collected human remains 

in the first place had.  

 

Repatriation? 

The case discussed here is one in which categories are assumed to correspond to groups. The 

very noble ambition of repatriation is to redress past wrongdoings, and the repatriation of 

human remains – back to indigenous peoples, as it is phrased – requires continuity of groups 

on the basis of continuity in categories. It seems that this noble ambition makes it more 

difficult to see how repatriation may, in fact, reproduce rather than redress unequal power-

relations, given that classification as such is an outcome of these power relations. 

There is so much we do not know about the human remains that Vega collected. 

What about the ‘whole skeleton’ from a ‘despoiled Samoyed grave’ that Stuxberg wrote 

about? Where is that? We have no clue at all. There is so much information on provenience 

that has been wrong and got lost over time, to the extent that we would not know whether to 

repatriate some remains to Russia or the U.S. And there is so much we cannot know about 

‘origin’, since the relationship between group (to repatriate to) and ethnic category (in the 

provenience) is dubious, with the present categories representing the political landscape of 

today and the older ones the mind-map of yesterday from which we want to distance 

ourselves.   

Still, after the conclusion of the project in which I studied the skulls from the 

Vega Expedition, conducting one of five case studies of the museum’s collection of human 

remains from other parts of the world, I was told that the museum had sent out letters to the 

indigenous peoples identified as possible receivers of these remains, offering repatriation. The 
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journey of these objects is far from over and the social life of the ethnic classification of them 

continues. 

There are surely cases in which provenience is more straightforward than it is in 

this one. For example, there is a case from the U.S. about which a whole book has been 

written (Harper 2001). A few ‘natives’ were simply taken from Greenland to the U.S. to be 

displayed as a live exhibition, and to prove that even natives can be civilized. However, 

interest in them faded after a while, and they were left to fend for themselves. They did not 

manage very well, got sick, and some died, among them a certain man. The skeleton of this 

man was then simply put in a museum, so that even his son, who had also been taken to the 

U.S., could go and look at it. He fought to make the museum ‘give me my father’s body’, 

(these words serve as the book’s title), eventually succeeded, and managed to get himself and 

his father’s remains back to Greenland. It is a heart-breaking story. In such straightforward 

cases repatriation – to give remains back to living relatives – is possible and probably 

desirable. However, it should be noted that in this case it was a son who got the remains of his 

actual father back, not an ‘indigenous people’ who got their ‘ancestor’, which is a different 

story, as the link between them is much less straightforward.  

After the closure of the project, the Museum of Ethnography produced an 

exhibition, (In)human. Part of this new exhibition concerned the case studies made in the 

project I worked with. A. E. Nordenskiöld’s son Erland Nordenskiöld and his collecting of 

human remains in South America, a case of missionaries collecting human remains in Africa, 

and expeditions to Australia became part of this exhibition. (In)human problematized in 

different ways what constitutes a human subject and how we treat humans. The Vega 

Expedition was not mentioned in that exhibition, but one of the guides, who had read my 

article on Vega, said she saw the link between (In)human and Treasures of the Vega next 

door, and told me that when she was guiding people in the future she would tell the visitors 

about it all. If she did indeed do this, then that may become the next chapter in the social life 

of provenience of the objects from Vega. Maybe through this, and by being able to 

 

foreground the message that histories have agendas, histories change, histories lie, histories 

can lie but be true to their tellers, to even specifically point out that this very gallery has an 

agenda, the visitor will be able to look at the tribal histories in more complex ways – beyond 

the frame of the mirror – and not simply as ‘true’ or not. So the visitor would think about the 

ideas of consensus, and see that understanding the process of how the stories were gathered 
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is crucial to understanding the stories themselves. In a word, transparency. (Cruikshank 

2007: 389) 

 

But this will surely not be the last part of the story of provenience. The social life of ethnic 

categories continues. 

 In this case of indigenous peoples of Russia, we have not even set foot in 

contemporary Russia. Even so, it is ‘about’ contemporary Russian indigeneity: representations 

of Russian indigeneity. However, they are detached from local realities. Inspired by global 

indigeneity, Swedish state institutions simply recycle representations from pre-Soviet times, 

completely short-circuiting the Soviet and present Russian contexts. The representations used 

were made at the end of the 19th century by Arctic explores whose whole endeavour was a 

nationalist project based on an imperial or colonial mind-set. As this is what is taken as the 

basis for the processes of repatriation, it may be argued that the problem of abuses in history 

are not redressed, but rather reproduced. And anthropological knowledge production, in the 

shape of the pre-professionalized anthropologist Vega explorers and the Museum of 

Ethnography, participates in this. 

 This case may be the one that represents the most ‘overheating’ of all three cases 

in this thesis, as it is about state classification by a foreign state, Sweden, which overlooks 

local contexts in Russia completely. There are not even clashes between scales here – they do 

not meet at all – since the change is so rapid that it flashes past local specifics without even 

stopping by. 
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9. Indigeneity as a Moral Model 

In the ethnographic cases of this thesis we have seen that we – anthropologists – do think we 

know indigenous people when we see them (Barnard 2006a), and that the assumption that we 

should support those we ‘see’ as indigenous has unanticipated and counterproductive 

consequences for subaltern people. In this last and concluding chapter I will discuss whether 

these assumptions are specific to the cases considered here and to Russian indigeneity, or 

whether it may be of wider anthropological relevance. Returning to the debate on Kuper’s 

‘Return of the Native’, I will conclude that assuming who ‘they’ are, and that ‘they’ should be 

supported, may be more common than we might first think. I will use some perspectives from 

Hastrup and Elsass (1990), Hale (2006), and Fraser (1995) to discuss how indigeneity has 

become a ‘moral model’ (D’Andrade 1995), which helps us understand how indigeneity may 

have unanticipated and unintended excluding and counterproductive consequences, no matter 

how good our intentions.  

I will end by returning to Eriksen’s notion of ‘overheating’ (2016) and to 

Tsing’s work on the possibilities of life in ‘capitalist ruins’ (2015) as a possible way forward 

towards an understanding of the kind of unanticipated effects of indigeneity discerned here. 

Accelerated change, with increased contact, exposure to a globalized market, and state 

interventions in the post-1991 world, has destabilized the boundaries between the indigenous 

and the non-indigenous and has made the category ‘indigenous’ unstable, or perhaps even 

unsustainable. As the cases of this thesis indicate, anthropology is not always able to capture 

these destabilized boundaries and unsustainable categories. Might it be that anthropology has 

become a bit ‘overheated’ too, and that it may be in need of a bit of ‘catching up’ – or 

‘cooling down’ – to be ready to deal with the overheated, unstable world of accelerated 

change? But first we need to sum up what we have learnt thus far. 

Summary	

In the introduction I described how I had had some unexpected experiences when I first came 

to Altai: I could not really find the indigenous people that anthropology claimed were there, 

only very few people identified as indigenous, and, instead, many were angry about 

indigeneity. Indigeneity, as it played out in this case, resulted in conflicts in between people 

and local stakes of privileges and self-determination. I realized this was a result of the way 

indigeneity was constituted as an objective category by state and external actors. This made 

me realize that although it is an established and well-known fact that the rise of the indigenous 
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movement has meant a great many positive things for the political struggle of subaltern 

people, this may not be the case everywhere, for everyone, or all the time. Because of this I 

decided to investigate possibly excluding or counterproductive unanticipated consequences of 

the way indigeneity unfolds in some situations. I thus decided to investigate limitations of 

indigeneity. As I realized the extent to which anthropology played a part in all this in the 

Altaian case, I decided to focus on the way anthropology constitutes indigeneity and may 

participate in these excluding mechanisms of indigeneity in three cases: Altai, the North, and 

repatriation to indigenous peoples of human remains taken from Russia. 

On the basis of my interest in the way anthropology constitutes indigeneity, I 

took as a point of departure some of the questions that arose within the debate on Adam 

Kuper’s ‘Return of the Native’: Might indigeneity have dangerous political consequences, as 

Kuper warned? Does criticizing indigeneity undermine subaltern political projects, as his 

critics claimed? Do we all ‘know indigenous people when we see them’, as Alan Barnard 

argued? I suggest that in the ethnographic cases that have been discussed in this thesis, we – 

anthropologists – do think we know the indigenous when we see it, but that this seeing is 

biased and contributes to, if not outright dangerous, at least excluding political consequences. 

Through this dynamic, indigeneity, as it unfolds in these particular cases, in fact becomes part 

of how subaltern political projects get undermined. Thus, in a way, the assertions of Kuper’s 

critics are turned upside-down. 

 On the basis of my interest in unanticipated and unexpected consequences of 

indigeneity, and the way anthropology becomes part of the process that leads to them, I 

developed a research question inspired by how Tishkov views ‘the nation’ and asked: How 

does indigeneity structure thought and experience and shape discourse and political action? 

The reason for choosing Tishkov as a point of departure for the research question is that he 

reappeared in the actual ethnography, an example of how knowledge and action go together. I 

also proposed the hypothesis that in the ethnographic cases of Altai, the North, and 

repatriation, the way indigeneity structures thought and shapes political action is through the 

assumptions of who ‘they’, the indigenous, are, and that ‘they’ should be supported, 

assumptions that come together as a pair and uphold one another. I suggest that in the cases 

we have investigated, these assumptions hold, and result in unanticipated and excluding 

mechanisms. 

In the next chapter we became a bit acquainted with indigeneity. As a global 

political movement, placed at the centre of world politics – in the UN, for example – and 

providing a voice that can no longer be ignored, indigeneity has arisen as a generic discourse 
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to encapsulate the commonalities of stateless people burdened with complicated relationships 

to the state and capitalism, but who at the same time display a variety of different local 

situations and experiences. To provide a generic discourse for situations that are very different 

is difficult, of course, and this is one of the challenges to indigeneity. Another challenge is the 

way self-identification has been cherished as important, but may actually make invisible the 

fact that self-identification also depends on recognition by others, and the idea of self-

identification may conceal who is upholding this recognizing power. Self-identification as a 

criterion for indigeneity seems often to be coupled with other, rather rigid, essentialized 

criteria that may be difficult to fulfil. Also, somewhat paradoxically, I noted that indigeneity 

seems to be most successful in contexts in which people are generally less vulnerable: that is, 

in states that are democratic, prosperous, liberal market economies, in which civil rights in 

general are well protected, like Scandinavia and North America. In other contexts, like Asia 

and Africa, which have histories of undemocratic totalitarian rule and socio-economic 

vulnerability, it has been much more difficult for indigeneity to take hold. So, in a sense, those 

who would benefit most from indigenous rights are excluded from them. 

 After we looked at global indigeneity, I began my discussion of how we may 

understand it theoretically. The perspective most readily at hand, perhaps, is the field of 

ethnicity, and this is where I started. I concluded that from the point of view of ethnicity 

theory, indigeneity can be viewed as an emic category in boundary making. This implies that 

when ‘indigeneity’ is invoked it must be contextualized and understood as part of emic 

perspectives, with associated political stakes, relations of power, and so forth. It also implies 

that we cannot assume that the category of indigeneity or ethnic denominations necessarily 

also refers to groups of people. Whether this is the case or not must be investigated rather than 

assumed. Lastly, it implies that as indigeneity constitutes a boundary between the indigenous 

and non-indigenous, we must include actors on both sides of the boundary to understand how 

indigeneity unfolds. This makes it possible to investigate unanticipated excluding and 

counterproductive mechanisms of indigeneity, and enables me to incorporate anthropological 

knowledge production into the investigation, as anthropology participates in boundary making 

when it deploys the category of the indigenous.  

 Advancing the argument further into a perspective that allows me to study how 

indigeneity structures thought and experience and organizes discourse and political action, I 

discussed indigeneity as a form of social classification. In this perspective indigeneity 

becomes a category within a national order of things (Malkki 1995). As a form of social 

classification, indigeneity is not subversive to the nation; together they uphold a classificatory 
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system in which people are assumed to belong to building blocks of ethnic or national kinds. 

From the perspective of social classification, indigeneity becomes a discourse that does not 

simply reflect a prediscursive reality, but constitutes and orders social reality, as it 

circumscribes what can be done, said, and thought. In this sense the indigenous discourse 

constitutes the indigenous subject, not the other way around. As this is related to power and 

knowledge, it is also linked to anthropology and anthropological knowledge making. 

 After the introduction to global indigeneity and the theoretical orientation of 

ethnicity and social classification, we investigated the specifics of the Russian context, this 

Empire of Nations, the legacy of Soviet nationality policy, and the ‘new’ Russian indigenous. 

This is a context in which the classificatory power of the state to define who is and who is not 

indigenous – in which anthropology continues to play an important role – is especially 

evident. Following us through this from pre- to post-Soviet times was Tishkov, who turns out 

to be an important actor cast in contradictory roles in Russian indigeneity. He is not only a 

scholar but also a politically important actor, as mediator in the Chechnya conflict and briefly 

as a Russian minister. He takes an active part in trying both to move beyond a national order 

in Russia, and to recreate it – for example, in the case of Altai.  

There have been drastic changes in Russian indigeneity since the dissolution of 

the Soviet Union, reflecting the drastic changes within Russian society, and one of these 

changes was that the number of officially recognized indigenous peoples nearly doubled, from 

twenty-six to forty-five. Despite such drastic changes, what indigeneity is thought to be made 

up of remains constant. The Russian indigenous is still small, less than 50,000, and Northern, 

remote, but in precisely defined areas. If you are too numerous, or in the wrong place, you 

simply do not qualify as indigenous. One way to understand this constancy in the midst of 

drastic changes is through the way nationality as such remains constant in the imaginary of the 

general public as well as in Russian anthropology. Here Tishkov re-enters the scene. He 

launched a book doing away with this idea of the ethnos altogether, which was not received 

positively by some of his colleagues. One of them exclaimed, ‘Without the ethnos there is 

nothing left for us to study!’ This exemplifies how deeply rooted the idea of a national order 

of things is within Russian anthropology. Barnard’s claim that we ‘do know an indigenous 

people when we see one’ is, arguably, more like than unlike this idea that the ethnos is what 

anthropology studies. 

 On the basis of this context of global and Russian indigeneity, and theoretical 

perspectives of ethnicity and social classification, we investigated three ethnographic cases: 

Altai, the North, and repatriation of Russian human remains. In all three cases we saw how 
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what we learned about both ethnicity and social classification helped us understand how 

indigeneity plays out. Likewise, we saw how global indigeneity clashes with Russian 

specifics, and local contexts, resulting in unanticipated and counterproductive consequences. 

In all cases, anthropology participates in the ways indigeneity unfolds. 

In the case of the Republic of Altai, we met three different ethnoscapes, none of 

them capturing the intricate social practices of people in Altai, but all of them related to 

different, and conflicting, political stakes. What is at stake is, on the one hand, the regional 

self-determination of the Republic of Altai, and, on the other, indigenous rights for a few of its 

inhabitants. These two stakes come into conflict because the ‘new’ Russian indigeneity, with 

almost double the number of indigenous peoples, clashes with the legacy of Soviet nationality 

policy in the Russian census-taking and the importance placed on numbers for Russian 

indigeneity, with the threshold between indigenous and non-indigenous ethnic minorities set 

at 50,000. Global indigeneity enters Altai through an international NGO. It proposes an 

ethnoscape, a generic indigeneity that, though it conceptually bridges the other two, attracts 

little local acceptance. Generic indigeneity does not connect with the local perceptions and 

experiences of Russian and Soviet specifics. 

It turned out that anthropology – locally, nationally, and internationally –

participates in upholding, maintaining, and re-creating all three ethnoscapes and the political 

stakes they promote. Indigeneity, as it unfolds in the case of Altai, has unanticipated and 

counterproductive consequences for subaltern political projects, and anthropology contributes 

to this, upholding a national order of things.  

 In the second case, a field course to ‘the North’, another important criterion for 

indigeneity in Russia, Northern-ness, has counterproductive and unanticipated consequences 

in the way one particular place, the village of Lovozero, and, within that village, only some 

people, Saami but not Komi, become recognized as the Northern indigenous. This is the 

outcome of a clash between Soviet and new Russian nationality policies and global forms of 

indigeneity, and between national and international political and economic interests. After the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, Europe and the Northern countries wanted to relate to their 

‘new’ neighbour in the East, and some of those activities were directed to the ‘North’ that is 

closest to them: the westernmost part of Russia. This is one reason so much attention and so 

many resources are directed towards Lovozero. Another is that, since Soviet times, this has 

been a place of Northern, remote indigeneity that is comfortably accessible from the political 

centres of St Petersburg and Moscow.  
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However, not all who live in this ‘North’ become recognized as indigenous. 

Within the legacy of Soviet nationality policy, coupled with new Russian indigeneity, 

indigenous peoples not only have to be small, but also in the ‘correct’ Northern place. Komi 

in Lovozero are indeed few enough, but in the ‘wrong’ place, so they are not considered 

Northern indigenous, even though they are in the same place as Northern Saami. In their 

‘correct’ place, the Komi region, they are too numerous to be indigenous. There is no way, 

then, for Komi to ‘fit’ as indigenous. Global indigeneity enters this Northern case not by 

trying to mitigate the situation with a generic form, as in the case of Altai, but in accentuating 

the excluding mechanism of Saami over Komi. The reason is the proximity to the strong and 

very successful Saami movement in Scandinavia. That has made this place, Lovozero, into an 

exclusively Saami place by association. Also in this case, anthropology ‘sees’ only Lovozero 

and ‘sees’ only the Saami, contributing to this cycle of representations, attention, and political 

action and resources. Again, an assumption of who ‘they’ are structures thought and 

experience and shapes discourse and political action. 

  The third case, repatriation of human remains from Russia and Swedish state 

institutions and the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm, is shaped completely by global 

indigeneity, as it is thanks only to global indigeneity that repatriation of human remains has 

become part of the political agenda worldwide at all. In this case, there is no clash between 

global indigeneity and Russian and Soviet specifics – not because this is a more harmonious 

situation, but rather because the discrepancy is even wider. The way repatriation is framed in 

Sweden, it does not enter the local contexts of the supposed recipients at all. The question of 

what skull to repatriate to whom does not take the Russian specifics or the Soviet legacy of 

nationality policy into consideration.  

In determining the ‘ethnic origin’ of the human remains in question, eight skulls 

collected during the Vega Arctic Expedition of 1878–1880, the Museum of Ethnography in 

Stockholm overlooks the Russian specifics altogether and turns straight to a pre-Soviet 

situation and the ethnic classifications made by the Vega Expedition in 1878, classifications 

that have continued to live a life of their own in Swedish museums, archives, and institutions 

up to today. Only a very thorough investigation into this form of ethnic classification reveals 

how deeply problematic, in fact, it is.  

In one sense, it is impossible to establish the ‘ethnic origin’ of these skulls the 

way the framing of repatriation in Sweden demands. The information we do have, ethnic 

classifications written on the skulls and in archives and lists, represents notions on the part of 

the classifiers rather than properties of the objects. Taking this ‘ethnic origin’ as the basis for 
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determining who the supposed receivers in contemporary groups should be assumes that 

ethnic category corresponds to ethnic group, and this is a problematic assumption. The 

‘original’ classifications did not even correspond to local self-identifications at the time. We 

seem to end up none the wiser about who should actually receive these repatriated remains 

today. In simply recycling the Vega classifications of the late 19th century, I suggest, what is 

at stake in this case is not really subaltern people in Russia at all, but our own bad 

consciences, which we feel an urge to deal with. Anthropological knowledge making, both for 

the Vega Expedition’s early ethnographers and for the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm, 

assumes who ‘they’ are. The unanticipated effects are counterproductive for the actual 

subaltern populations in these Russian peripheries. 

 In all three cases, then, we see that anthropologists indeed do think they know 

indigenous people when they see them and reproduce a national order of things. In all three 

cases, this way of ‘seeing’ the indigenous undermines some subaltern political interests and 

has consequences that are, if not outright dangerous, at least accentuate exclusion. I suggest 

that my proposed hypothesis holds for the cases of this thesis. The way indigeneity structures 

thought and experience is through the way we assume we know the indigenous when we see 

them. The way indigeneity organizes discourse and political action is by making us try to 

support those whom we ‘see’, which has unanticipated and counterproductive consequences. 

Now we will dig into this in a bit more depth and discuss whether this is specific to the 

particular cases investigated here and to the Russian context, or whether it may be relevant to 

anthropology more widely. By investigating the debate on Kuper’s ‘The Return of the Native’ 

I will conclude that my hypothesis seems relevant to anthropology more widely.  

 

The	Return	of	the	Native	

Barnard’s article ‘Kalahari Revisionism, Vienna and the “Indigenous Peoples” Debate’ 

(2006a) was written as a response to Adam Kuper’s ‘The Return of the Native’ (2003a), later 

rewritten as a chapter in The Reinvention of Primitive Society (Kuper 2005). In the context of 

that debate it made perfect sense for Barnard to put forward the claim that ‘we do know an 

“indigenous people” when we see one’ (Barnard 2006a: 9). Kuper’s article provoked a long, 

heated, and almost emotionally charged debate. A scan of international anthropological 

journals for the ten years following the publication of Kuper’s article shows that many articles 

on the theme still refer explicitly or implicitly to ‘The Return of The Native’. In this way, the 
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debate is of continued importance as one of few occasions in which a number of 

anthropologists express their conceptions of indigeneity in a dialogue with one another.  

To a large extent the debate on ‘The Return of the Native’ became formulated as 

a question of being for or against indigenous peoples, in a moral-political sense: ‘for’ 

indigenous peoples and ‘against’ Kuper, or vice versa. Defending Kuper was the same as 

being ‘against’ and undermining the struggle of indigenous peoples. The larger part of the 

debate on ‘The Return of the Native’ was ‘for’ indigenous peoples, and hence critical towards 

Kuper. Barnard was one of these critics.  

What Kuper wanted to do was ‘to put the very category of “indigenous peoples” 

in question’ (Kuper 2006a: 148). But Kuper not only claimed that indigeneity is inaccurate as 

an analytical concept, he also suggested that it might have unintended and unwanted political 

consequences, as indigenous ideologies ‘rely on obsolete anthropological notions and on a 

romantic and false ethnographic vision. Fostering essentialist ideologies of culture and 

identity, they may have dangerous political consequences’ (2003a: 395). Kuper thus claimed 

both that indigeneity is unsuitable as an anthropological concept and that it may have 

dangerous consequences when deployed as a political tool. Breivik’s use of indigeneity could 

be an example of what Kuper had in mind. 

Kuper claimed that indigenous ideologies ‘are unlikely to promote the common 

good, and they will certainly create new problems’ (2003a: 395). Since the rhetoric of 

indigeneity rests on the same premises as ideologies of race and has the same inner logic as 

nationalism and racism, indigeneity ‘fosters appeals to uncomfortably racist criteria’, 

according to Kuper (ibid.: 395). A ‘drift to racism may be inevitable where so-called cultural 

identity becomes the basis for rights, since any cultural test (knowledge of language, for 

example) will exclude some who might lay claim to an identity on grounds of descent’ (ibid.: 

392). Kuper was afraid that indigeneity may create the kind of exclusion and marginalization 

it is hoped to counter. 

 

Once a new ethnic political identity has been established, the local – usually rather mixed-up 

society – is transformed. One category of local people can now make legitimate claims for 

land, fishing and grazing rights … Others, however, are excluded. This, of course, 

undermines the claim that support for indigenous movements is just a way of helping the 

poor and underprivileged. Granting special privileges to a particular category of poor people 

is not always a simple matter of natural justice. Many of those who lose out locally will be as 

poor and underprivileged as those who benefit. (Kuper 2006b: 21) 
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James Suzman agreed with Kuper that ‘the same broad conception of culture underwrites both 

the indigenous rights movement and the political ideology of Europe’s far right’ (2003: 399).  

 

Despite the fact that the indigenous rights doctrine is out of step with much contemporary 

anthropological thinking, few anthropologists have openly criticized it. … Indigenousness, as 

Kuper shows, is no more a justification for claiming special rights in perpetuity than having 

red hair, white skin, or blue blood. (Suzman 2003: 399)  

 

None of Kuper’s critics seemed to question his first point that indigeneity is unsuited as an 

analytical category. Everyone seemed to agree that indigeneity is unfeasible as an etic 

concept. ‘Kuper is correct to question “indigenous peoples” as a theoretical concept’, Barnard 

thinks (2006: 11), and ‘ “indigenous people” is not really an anthropological concept’ (ibid.: 

7). According to Guenther, indigeneity identifies ‘no useful conceptual framework for 

anthropological comparison or analysis’ (2006: 10), because indigeneity is ‘so much out of 

step with where anthropology has got to’ (ibid.: 17).  

It is Kuper’s second assertion, that indigeneity may have dangerous political 

consequences, that triggered his critics. It would seem that the political consequences of 

indigeneity is a question that can easily be determined empirically – a weakness of Kuper’s 

argument is that he provides rather little of that himself – and that if it is an empirical question 

rather than one of principle, there would be little to be upset about. However, that is not how 

Kuper’s critics reacted.  

Kenrick simply stated that indigeneity is ‘a tool for resisting domination’ (2006: 

19), and Kenrick and Lewis argued that when Kuper claimed that ‘the indigenous movement 

is racist’ he missed the important point that ‘apartheid and indigenous activism employ these 

principles for opposite purposes’ (2004a: 4). They continued, ‘There is no reason to assume 

that all people claiming indigenous status are seeking a privileged position’ (ibid.: 9). Terry 

Turner made the same critique. He claimed that Kuper ‘overlooks the critical fact that 

apartheid and indigenous activism employ these features for opposite purposes – the one to 

promote inequality, the other to achieve equality’ (2004: 264). Kuper’s point was not about 

intentions, but about outcomes, and Kenrick, Lewis, and Turner take the one for the other. 

They do not seem to take into account that even good intentions can have unintended 

consequences. 



 270 

Others’ criticism is expressed more blatantly. Turner talked about ‘Kuper’s 

attack on the movement for indigenous rights’ (2004: 264), and Werner Zips about ‘Kuper’s 

ambush against the indigenous rights movement’ (2006: 27). Alcida Rita Ramos exclaimed 

that ‘it seems that indigenous peoples can never win’ (2003: 397), and Steven Robins that 

Kuper’s argument is ‘[t]o deny communities access to significant material resources as 

reparations for past injustices’ (2003: 398). Kenrick and Lewis criticized Kuper by saying that 

as ‘an example of the potential academic arguments can have to reinforce discourse that 

serves to conceal discrimination against such peoples, the article must be taken seriously’ 

(2004a: 4). 

How can we understand these reactions? Kuper did not say that indigeneity can 

never, from anyone’s perspective, be useful (but for whom and for what ends?), nor that we, 

anthropologists, should try to undermine the political movement of indigeneity. His article 

was published in an anthropological journal, speaking to anthropologists, for in-house 

consumption within academia; how can that constitute an ambush or attack against a political 

movement? Another quote from Kenrick and Lewis may provide us with a clue: ‘If Kuper was 

asking us to dispense with the term indigenous peoples in order to better focus on the 

particular processes of domination and dispossession experienced by those peoples then his 

argument could be useful’ (2004: 9, italics added). If we assume that those peoples are simply 

out there, if we assume ‘them’, then the criticism against Kuper makes sense.  

If those peoples simply are out there, if category and group are the same, then it 

would make sense, for the sake of ‘strategic essentialism’ (see Lee 2006: 470), to reproduce 

untenable theoretical concepts for political ends, and Kuper’s argument would indeed 

‘ambush’ these political ends. Plaice argued like this: ‘Kuper’s position may well be the only 

tenable one, yet it does not address the inequality we are left with in the wake of misguided, 

misplaced or blatantly racist policies of the past’ (2003: 397). Kenrick and Lewis again: 

‘Kuper’s argument appears blind to the suffering of indigenous peoples and serves to 

reinforce the processes that seek to disempower them and deny their contemporary and 

historical experience of discrimination, marginalization and dispossession’ (2004a: 9). 

The difference between Kuper and his critics seems to be that whereas Kuper 

seemed to view indigeneity as an emic category in boundary making, or, put in other words, 

as part of social classification within a national order, his critics – while accepting that 

indigeneity is not an analytical category – still viewed indigeneity to be about those peoples 

who simply are out there. In other words, they assumed that category and group are the same. 

Whereas Kuper’s view enables us to actually investigate who, in a given situation, is able to 
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gain recognition as indigenous, the way his critics posed the issue makes the question of who 

is recognized as indigenous into a non-question, naturalized and taken for granted. This 

conceals the power of recognition.  

The view of Kuper’s critics is somewhat contradictory. If those peoples are out 

there, we should also be able to describe them, with an etic, analytical term. But as we have 

seen, everyone agreed that this is not possible. Everyone agreed on the ‘impossibility of 

finding universally acceptable criteria or definitions’, as Karlsson argued (2003: 404). This is 

where Barnard’s claim, that we know them when we see them, comes in, as the only argument 

left for determining who those peoples actually are.  

Barnard claimed that indigeneity is ‘a useful tool for political persuasion’ 

(2006:7). However, he does not seem to think this is so in all cases. Indigeneity is a useful tool 

only when it is used for ‘legitimate claims of “indigenous peoples” ’ (ibid.: 13). And we know 

that political claims are legitimate, rather than illegitimate, when they are made by 

‘“indigenous” claimants themselves or their advocates’ (ibid.:13). Such claims are legitimate 

since ‘indigenous peoples do not seek to dominate or oppress’, as it is they ‘who are the 

oppressed’ (ibid.: 8). Therefore, such claims do not have dangerous political consequences. 

But to be able to differentiate between legitimate and non-legitimate claims we must know 

who is indigenous in the first place.  

To come out of this somewhat self-contradictory view, Barnard first turned to 

the idea of ‘self-ascription’ (2006: 7). However, he turned down this alternative, as he 

recognized the problematic situation if people who self-ascribe as indigenous are not accepted 

as indigenous by others who self-ascribe as indigenous. Barnard concludes that in such a 

situation, ‘the suggestion that other “indigenous peoples” do not recognize them as such … 

might disqualify them’ (ibid.: 1). So, self-ascription does not work to determine who is 

indigenous and who is not. Then what? 

As Kuper described it, Barnard was looking for a way to differentiate between 

those who are and those who are not indigenous ‘in such a way that people intuitively 

recognized as indigenous can be made to fit in, while others, like the South African Boers, can 

be excluded’ (2006: 21, italics added). Barnard also turned to mysticism. He claimed that 

‘[t]here is an added, and almost impossible to define, even mystical, additional factor’ 

(Barnard 2006: 9, italics added). Barnard assumes that this mystical factor is something we 

can all recognize when we see it. Hence, ‘we do know an “indigenous people” when we see 

one’ (ibid.: 9). In a similar vein, Thuen also claimed that ‘we know what it is when we see it’ 

(2006: 24).  



 272 

Barnard and Thuen are not the only ones who assume ‘them’. In the debate on 

‘The Return of the Native’ similar assumptions appear, even though not expressed as bluntly. 

We may have to look a bit more closely at these representations to see how the same 

assumptions are present in them as well, and may therefore be more common than we think. 

 

Assuming	‘them’	

Merlan argues, with me, that it is a ‘problematic basis’ to view ‘Aboriginies as “out there” and 

culturally and physically distinctive’ (2007: 141). However, there are many examples of how 

‘they’ are assumed in this way (see Asch and Samson 2004: 261), as if it is self-evident who 

they are. These examples may seem rather unproblematic at first glance, but if we relate them 

to what we have learnt in this thesis, they actually appear in a somewhat different light.  

Keating claims that indigenous people number ‘350 million people all around 

the world, many of whom provide the raison d'être for much anthropological practice’ (2007: 

22). Jeff Corntassel talks of ‘indigenous nations who have existed for 10,000 years or more on 

their homelands’ (2003: 84). Turner says that ‘99% of indigenous peoples are sedentary 

agriculturalists, shifting cultivators or working in modern economies’, and he also talks of 

other aspects of ‘the realities of indigenous peoples’ situation’ (2004: 264). Gudmundur 

Alfredsson talks about ‘[t]he concerns of indigenous peoples’ (1989: 255), and Keiichi Omura 

states that ‘it is on the daily practice of indigenous peoples that we should focus’ (2003: 396). 

De la Cadena and Stern claim that ‘indigeneity has met with opposition or at least indifference 

in some places – even where indigenous peoples have had a long-established marginal 

presence’ (ibid: 13). The link between indigenous categories and indigenous groups, and who 

in fact is recognized as indigenous, is naturalized and taken for granted in these examples. 

 Lee argues that ‘indigenous peoples have staked out new positions and claims 

on national and global political agendas. But in order to do this, the small peoples have had to 

reinvent themselves. Crucial in this redefinition has been the concept of the “indigenous” 

itself’ (2006: 456). He continues that ‘the discourse of indigenism in its contemporary form 

must be understood as the outcome of interactions between the indigenous themselves, and 

other stakeholders’ (ibid.: 460). Thus, he treats indigeneity as a category rather than assuming 

it to be groups, but at the same time he also assumes groups, to whom categories are applied.  

Some treat indigeneity as a subjective, emic perspective of self-definition, others 

as something that is to be objectively defined. Kenrick and Lewis talk of self-identification, 

and of ‘those peoples labeling themselves as “indigenous” ’ (2004a: 4). Lee claims that 
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indigenous ‘is a form of self-appellation, applied by people to describe themselves’ (2006: 

460). Rosengren argues that the question becomes ‘whether the definitional difficulties signify 

that we as anthropologists should discard the concept or whether we can accept the meaning 

given to it by those who characterize themselves as “indigenous” ’. Corntassel claims that 

‘[t]he question of “who is indigenous?” is best answered by indigenous communities 

themselves’ (2003: 75).  

McIntosh et al., on the other hand, argue that there is a ‘need for definitional 

clarity’ and ‘a special vocabulary which facilitates discussions’ (2002: 23), because, de la 

Cadena and Stern claim, as many as 250 million people claim ‘indigenous membership’ 

worldwide (2007: 1), but ‘calculating any total depends very much on the tricky question of 

who should be counted as “indigenous” in the first place’ (ibid.: note 2). Also Barnard wants 

to move ‘[t]owards a redefinition of “indigenous peoples” ’ (2006: 6). Saugestad argues that 

‘[c]learly it does not make sense to count everyone who is “local” or “non-European” as being 

indigenous’ (2001: 302). Sense for whom? Corntassel makes a complicated argument that 

even those who are indigenous do not always know who, in fact, they are: ‘Even indigenous 

scholars who understand the differences between indigenous peoples and other minority 

groups have developed conceptualizations of indigenous peoples that are incomplete’ (2003: 

77). So, are there indigenous people out there who do not know, themselves, who they are? 

Who has the right to determine this? 

Karlsson claims that indigeneity is something ‘tribal peoples’ assert (2003: 403), 

and Cruikshank that indigeneity is ‘applied indiscriminately to peoples anthropologists 

formerly called “tribes” ’ (2007: 355). Béteille, too, agrees that ‘where one spoke in the past of 

the “tribal population” of a country, one now speaks more and more of its “‘indigenous 

people” ’ (1998: 188). This does not solve much, as ‘tribe’ is arguably no less complicated a 

concept than indigeneity. Karlsson also leaves us with the question of who is rightly 

indigenous, since, he continues, ‘[c]laims to indigenousness by dominant, majority groups are 

an altogether different story’ (2003: 417).  

Such arguments based on ‘rightful’ self-ascription can become quite 

complicated. Corntassel describes meetings of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations 

(WGIP) where he says some indigenous participants claimed that other participants who were 

‘claiming status as indigenous were in fact not so’, and that this was ‘causing great concern 

among delegations who had legitimate claims to indigenous status’ (2003: 76). Who has a 

legitimate claim and who does not? On the basis of what? Who has the right to decide? 

Meuhlebach argues that, at a meeting in Ecuador, ‘[i]ndigenous delegates were surprised to 
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see “their” carefully crafted discourse being taken up, one by one, by other groups – a move 

that caused some conflict and discomfort’ (2003: 262), when Romani and people of African 

descent in America put forward ‘claims made under the guise of “indigenous” ’ with 

‘proliferation of the concept of “indigenous” ’ (ibid.: 262). Who has ‘legitimate’ claims and 

who ‘proliferates’? Barnard tries to solve this issue when he says, ‘I would find their position 

understandable if it were genuinely held’ (2006b: 30). Do we require some sort of 

psychological test of genuineness? Perhaps measuring authenticity by putting electrodes on 

their head, the way Sergej tested shamans in Altai to see if they are real? That is a direction 

that many of us probably would not encourage. 

Many view indigeneity in terms of marginalization. Saugestad again: ‘[M]ost 

indigenous peoples … – however defined – also find themselves in a situation of poverty and 

deprivation’ (2001: 309), since ‘the relationship between a state and an indigenous minority is 

one of unequal distribution of power. The concept is coined to describe this inequality’ (ibid.: 

308). Bowen makes a similar claim. Anthropologists are ‘working with people whose 

traditions, language, or way of life differ from people in power. We sometimes use the phrase 

‘indigenous’ to refer collectively to such people’ (2000: 12). Turner claims that ‘[i]ndigenous 

groups are everywhere relatively marginalized, economically exploited, and politically 

disempowered’ (2004: 264), and Kenrick and Lewis discuss ‘discrimination and dispossession 

against indigenous peoples’ and ‘their many experiences of dispossession by more powerful 

groups’ (2004a: 4). Ulf Dahre claims that ‘[w]e know that discrimination against indigenous 

peoples persists’ (2006: 147). He argues that indigenous rights ‘have more to do with 

economic or social stratification than with race or ethnicity’ (ibid.: 147). Saugestad claims that 

‘all indigenous peoples are marginalized minorities’ (2001: 317). Lutz does, too: ‘If anyone 

on this planet needs international protection for their human rights, it is the indigenous’ (2007: 

28). There are problems with this argument of marginalization. One arises when not all who in 

fact are marginalized are ‘allowed’ indigeneity, like Romani in the example above. Another 

concerns the question of relative marginalization. Marginalized in relation to whom? What 

about stratification within populations and groups? This thesis is full of situations like these.  

Many consider the indigenous movement to be created by these marginalized 

people themselves. Zips argues that these groups were ‘fed up with centuries-long experiences 

of being legally defined by others’ (2006: 27–28). Colchester claims, ‘“Indigenous peoples” – 

so long the objects of anthropological study – have emerged over the last thirty years both as 

widely accepted subjects of international law and as global actors of their own destinies’ 

(2002: 1). Kenrick and Lewis argue that ‘[t]he indigenous rights movement is perhaps best 
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understood as both a local response to processes of severe discrimination and dispossession 

and part of an emerging international political process’ (2004b: 263). Valerie Lambert argues 

similarly: ‘Many indigenous peoples worldwide indeed seek greater control of their own 

affairs’ (2007: 151). McIntosch argues that ‘[t]he indigenous peoples’ movement is a political 

movement of self-defined peoples’ (2002: 24). As we have seen in earlier chapters, the rise of 

both the global indigenous movement and the Russian variant of it are a bit more complicated 

than that. 

Muehlebach draws the argument into its own dissolution. She claims that 

indigeneity is ‘a right that applies equally to all peoples’ (2003: 241–242). ‘As an indigenous 

representative recently put it, their activism is not about creating new rights that are 

“exclusive to indigenous peoples” ’, but could go ‘for all peoples’ (ibid.: 243). De la Cadena 

and Stern talk about efforts ‘to connect indigenous and nonindigenous subaltern groups that 

share relatively similar political strategies. This strategy – at least in theory – would yield a 

broad coalition’ (de la Cadena and Stern 2007: 11). They hope that ‘[s]uch indigenous 

activism thus may serve to articulate projects for social justice beyond exclusive notions of 

ethnic identity’ (ibid.: 11). Although this would certainly be desirable, it seems very difficult 

to achieve, both from classificatory and practical perspectives, as we have seen in this thesis. 

Some think that the issue is about generic definitions of indigeneity. Bowen asks 

whether we should have a universal concept of indigenous peoples (2000), Saugestad argues 

that ‘a universal definition would inevitably exclude some peoples’ (2001: 305), and 

Corntassel that ‘[r]equiring strict, definitional standards excludes some indigenous groups 

from the very protections they need, while reifying their identities’ (2003: 75). However, he 

also warns that ‘failure to establish an accepted definition of indigenous peoples could lead 

other ethnic groups to position themselves as “indigenous” ’ (ibid.: 76). This leads us back to 

Barnard, who says that ‘the concept is what is problematic’ (2006: 6) but, at the same time, 

that ‘we all know it when we see it’ (ibid.: 7). To me it seems that definitions are part of the 

problem rather the solution. 

 Interestingly, nowhere in this debate do any methodological arguments appear: 

how are those peoples to be studied? If they are simply out there, we should be able to simply 

go to them to study them. Methodological arguments would perhaps expose how these views 

assume the field as territorially based, and culture and peoples as bounded, which is widely 

accepted not to be the case. So, with this assumption of ‘them’, method becomes a bit 

problematic. 
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 The way I have portrayed the assumption of ‘they’ may make it seem as though 

it is being put forward in very blunt ways in anthropological textual representations. This is 

not at all the case. Such assumptions of the indigenous often appear within arguments that are 

not at all reifying. Saugestad, for example, writes about a processual approach ‘from group 

characteristics to aspects of social process’ (2001: 306), and argues that a recognition of 

‘significant interface between groups, rather than content, has made it possible to account for 

ethnic phenomena with less reification of culture and people’ (ibid.: 307). McIntosh argues 

similarly, ‘The existence of an indigenous group implies the existence of the opposite, the 

non-indigenous’ (2002: 23). De la Cadena and Stern similarly recognize that ‘indigeneity 

emerges only within larger social fields of difference and sameness; it acquires its “positive” 

meaning not from some essential properties of its own, but through its relation to what it is 

not, to what it exceeds or lacks’ (2007: 4). Kenrick and Lewis use ‘a relational understanding 

of the term’ indigeneity (2004a: 9). 
Kenrick argues that ‘good social science must involve a reflexivity which 

explores rather than denies the political conditions and implications informing the choice of 

terms’ (2006: 19). Muehlebach recognizes the question of recognition: ‘Who, today, can claim 

“indigeneity”?’ (2003: 244). Lee claims that ‘the term “indigenous” covers a multitude of 

contradictory meanings and these are deployed in a range of contexts’ (2006: 455). The 

concept of indigenous ‘is now beset by contradictory readings, a turmoil of voices, 

symptomatic of the broader currents and cross-currents within our discipline’ (ibid.: 456). 

This means that ‘the discipline of anthropology occupies a highly contested terrain, a 

battleground on which scientistic, humanistic, political-economic and postmodern agendas are 

putting forth conflicting claims and vying for hegemony’ (ibid.: 456). Karlsson argues in a 

similar vein that anthropologists must ‘move beyond the sterile debate about whether the 

concept of indigenous peoples is relevant and take note of the fact that the concept is already 

out there’ (2003: 403).  

 

The indigenous discourse, like any other discourse, enables certain articulations and, at the 

same time, excludes or suppresses others. Rather than authenticity, a critical concern of mine 

is exactly this, that is, what is being left out or silenced by the predominantly legalistic, 

rights-based language of indigenous activism? (Karlsson 2003: 406) 

 

Barnard argues that indigeneity ‘is an ideological and social construct’ (2006a: 8), and that ‘it 

would be easier if “indigenous peoples” and their advocates fought simply on human rights 
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principles. But they don’t. We are stuck with the politics of “indigeneity” ’ (2006b.: 30). 

Indigeneity, with its claim to ‘culture’ means that ‘old science has become new politics’ 

(ibid.: 14). This also means that ‘[l]ike “elementary structures”, “indigenous peoples” are 

figments of the imagination. But figments of the imagination are real too. They are real to 

self-identification’ (2006a.: 10).  

So, even in the midst of constructivist perspectives, assumptions of who is 

indigenous indeed still persist. Not all are put forward as bluntly as Barnard’s and Truen’s, but 

they are there. These views are neither empirically testable, nor theoretically viable, on the 

basis of what we know about ethnicity theory and social classification. Rather, they take as 

self-evident who is indigenous, for reasons that are not made explicit but left unspoken and 

implicit. We just ‘see’ and ‘know’. Barnard resorted to mysticism to be able define who is 

indigenous and not, and what political claims are legitimate and not. And mysticism is 

arguably not a very good academic argument. This is how such an atheoretical, self-

contradictory, out-dated notion persist of indigeneity as something we – anthropologists, 

colonialists? – simply see, that is, continue to take upon ourselves the right to define and 

recognize. The difference to how some Russian anthropologists reacted when Tishkov 

suggested a move beyond ethnos theory, ‘Without the ethnos, there is nothing left for us to 

study!’ seems not to be so great after all. 

The view of indigeneity as something we simply know when we see it is a 

problematic position. And still, when it was being made in the context of the debate on ‘The 

Return of the Native’ it was written and read as perfectly reasonable. While Kuper received 

massive criticism, Barnard received – to my knowledge – nil criticism for his claim of simply 

seeing and knowing indigeneity and adhering to mysticism.  

One aspect of this claim is that it is taken-for-granted, implicit notions that are at 

play. This means that this conceptualization of indigeneity lies beyond the scope of 

investigation, debate, discussion, and scrutiny. No matter how much we have deconstructed 

culture, tradition, authenticity, and so on, reified notions of indigeneity still, implicitly, persist. 

It is interesting to note that the Russian anthropological tradition, which is being accused of 

resting on essentializing notions, is much more explicit in this respect. This means that the 

Russian tradition is easier to deal with, as it opens to rational argument in a way assertions 

that we ‘know it when we see it’ do not. 

How can we understand the presence of the assumption of ´they´ within 

contemporary anthropology? Do we just forget everything we have learnt from ethnicity 

theory when we turn to indigeneity? I suggest there is an additional component to 
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understanding this assumption of ‘they’. I suggest that the study of indigeneity has become, in 

D’Andrade’s words (1995), a ‘moral model’ with advocacy, strategic essentialism, and 

giving-voice as leitmotifs for anthropological pursuit, rather than an ‘objective model’ with 

the pursuit of gaining knowledge and better understanding. In all three cases of this thesis, 

anthropological knowledge making of and engagement in the indigenous have been motivated 

by such advocacy. I thus suggest that one way of understanding how those peoples are 

assumed, in the midst of constructivist arguments, is a way of trying to deal with political, 

ethical/moral concerns for subaltern people.  

 

A	moral	model	of	indigeneity	

Moral models, in D’Andrade’s perspective, are not primarily about representations of the 

world, but about the representer’s moral reactions and emotions. As such they are about 

expressing praise and blame. This means that moral models can hardly be scrutinized, tested, 

or discussed, as they do not deal with empirical facts about the world, but with the emotional 

or moral states of the anthropologist. Therefore, moral models become ‘untouchable’, as 

Fassin argues is the case also for humanitarian action (2011). The acceptance of moral models 

becomes a test of the moral character of the anthropologist, not of the descriptions and 

explanations based in empirical material. Moral models are not about right and wrong, but 

about good and bad. This in turn may perhaps be related to deeply held emotional dimensions 

on the part of anthropologists. ‘It is our phlogiston, our aether,’ Kuper claims (2005: 10). In 

Barnard’s view, ‘This is the imagery that led some of us into anthropology in the first place’ 

(2006a: 12). Studying indigeneity for advocating indigeneity is what anthropologists do. So, 

without the indigenous ‘there is nothing left for us to study!’, just as my Russian colleague 

exclaimed. 

 Ideas of advocacy, giving-voice, and strategic essentialism (see Robins 2003: 

398) – to accept theoretically untenable concepts for the sake of political projects – seem to lie 

at the heart of the anthropology of indigeneity. ‘It should be unnecessary in this forum to 

restate the need for promotion and protection of indigenous rights,’ Gudmundur Alfredsson 

thinks (1989: 257). This, I suggest, makes the anthropology of indigeneity a moral, rather than 

objective, model. This, in turn, requires a ‘them’ to help, advocate for, and protect, even 

though we have theoretically left such notions of ‘them’ behind. 

It is a fact that anthropologists have been important for the growth of the 

indigenous movement. ‘Anthropologists have also been involved in the indigenous peoples’ 
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movement in various capacities, not least through advocacy work in organizations like 

Survival International, Cultural Survival and International Working Group on Indigenous 

Affairs’ (Karlsson 2003: 404). Colchester describes how ‘[s]ome concerned or “applied” 

anthropologists did not hesitate to support indigenous peoples in this struggle. The 1971 

“Barbados Declaration” called for an engaged anthropology which perceives the colonial 

situation [of indigenous peoples] and commits itself to the struggles for liberation’ (2002: 2, 

his addition).  

Many argue that anthropologists should continue to support the indigenous 

movement. Barnard argues that ‘anthropology can help “indigenous” causes – without 

necessarily endorsing the notion of “indigenousness” as an anthropological concept’ (2004: 

19). He says that ‘[w]e do not need to have, and should not have, this phrase “indigenous 

peoples” in our glossary of technical terms. But we can still battle along side those who call 

themselves “indigenous” ’ (2006: 12), because ‘who are we to deny the ethnic identity, or the 

“indigenous” identity, of others, however unscientific such a claim may seem to us?’ (ibid.: 

13). Lee asks ‘anthropologists to support the aspirations of indigenous peoples’ and on the 

basis of this he asks the question: ‘Given the many social problems indigenous peoples face, 

can the indigenous movement make the most of this new political space, and what role, if any, 

can anthropologists play in fostering positive outcomes?’ (2008: 455).  

Karlsson argues that anthropologists should ‘preferably also engage with the 

claims of the indigenous subjects’ (2003: 416). Paul Oldham and Miriam Anne Frank state 

that ‘anthropological contributions are particularly welcome if prepared in direct collaboration 

with indigenous peoples’ organizations’ and discuss ‘how might anthropologists continue to 

contribute’ to making the UN declaration of 2007 ‘a living document for the future of 

humanity’ (2008: 9). Kenrick and Lewis argue that ‘[f]or anthropologists to support 

indigenous people in their attempts to identify and disentangle processes of dispossession and 

domination is to restore some measure of trust and equality, rather than cynicism and 

superiority, to the anthropological endeavour’ (2004: 9).  

Evie Plaice exclaims that ‘the attempt to redress past and present wrongs with 

the likes of the Forum of Indigenous Peoples is at least understandable. Should Western 

liberal democracies not attempt to succor the vulnerable?’ (2003: 397). De la Cadena and 

Stern state that ‘[t]racing the trajectories of indigeneity should be about enablement and not 

endless deconstruction. We are motivated by an ethics of concern’ (2007: 22).  

In this logic, those who want to refrain from advocacy appear as unconcerned, 

and ‘those who historicize the identities or traditions of “others” are accused of undermining 
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subaltern political projects’ (Li 2000: 152). Assumed here is that indigeneity is the way to 

succor the vulnerable and marginalized, and that deconstructing indigeneity indeed results in 

undermining subaltern political projects. Thuen argues that ‘anthropology’s task is not to 

scrutinize the validity of indigenous peoples’ arguments’ (2006: 25), as if that is the sole 

alternative to advocacy. Merlan rightly points out that ‘[b]ecause indigeneity can signify 

claims of a high moral order, it is difficult to take a critical view of it as an interactive and 

contradictory product’ (2009: 304). It is difficult to examine indigeneity because of the way 

indigeneity has become a moral model in anthropology.  

Indigeneity ‘has the merit of political correctness, and it is by no means easy to 

dislodge from academic discourse a phrase that becomes established by virtue of its being 

politically correct’ (Béteille 1998: 188). Indigeneity ‘has acquired a certain moral charge’ 

(ibid.: 188). Béteille continues that ‘[t]he phrase “indigenous people” is a little like the term 

“native” in the colonial usage, with the moral signification reversed to some extent’ (ibid.: 

187). Indigeneity introduces ‘a moral standard and sets a new agenda. This moral standard is 

not a matter of degree’ (Saugestad 2001: 300). Either you are for or you are against. Guenther 

expresses this view clearly. 

 

Do we, as anthropologists working among and with them and as supporters of their cause, 

endorse and actively support their endeavours, or do we tell them that what they are doing is 

wrong-headed? Do we lecture them about the error of their ways, telling them that they are 

duped, and that the identity they constitute for themselves is of dubious substance and merit, 

a legacy of colonialism? That it is an obsolete and discredited residue of western academic 

cultural theory? That it is counterproductive to their cause, generating new forces and forms 

of ethnic tension, factionalism and oppression? I don’t think we should. (Guenther 2006: 18)  

 

This is how I suggest indigeneity has turned into a moral model, using an emotionally charged 

rhetoric of praise and blame, rather than representations of the empirical world. It is focused 

on the representer’s moral reactions. The acceptance of indigeneity becomes a test of the 

moral character of the anthropologist, not about testing descriptions and explanations based in 

empirical material. Rosengren sees ‘two tendencies within anthropology that may be 

described as “academic” and “activist” ’; the first ‘strives for stringency and unambiguous 

expression in the anthropological analysis’ and the other aims ‘at producing tangible legal and 

political results’ (2002: 25). These two tendencies correspond to objective and moral models, 
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in D’Andrade’s words. Rosengren further notes how ‘the two approaches … are incompatible, 

essentially because they are concerned with different things’ (ibid.: 25).  

 As much as our attempts to deal with the political-ethical concerns of 

indigeneity are understandable, do they achieve what we wish? What are the conditions and 

limits for moral models? Perspectives from Hastrup and Elsass (1990), Hale (2006), and 

Fraser (1995) help us understand how, no matter how good our intentions, our attempts may 

have unanticipated excluding and counterproductive consequences, as has been displayed in 

the cases of this thesis. 

 

Towards	an	objective	model	of	indigeneity	

Mathiesen writes that ‘Fredrik Barth is reported to have said that the significant difference 

between basic anthropological research and applied anthropology is that basic research is the 

more applicable’ (1990: 308). This is because, as Kuper argues, ‘Policies based on false 

analysis distract attention from real local issues’ (2003a: 395). In a similar vein, Tishkov 

argues that ‘there is nothing more practical than a good theory and adequate diagnosis of a 

problem’ (2004: 224). Béteille notes that ‘many contemporary anthropologists seem to enjoy 

being in a state of moral excitation’ but he questions ‘how much moral excitation can 

contribute to the solution of practical problems. To the extent that it undermines intellectual 

clarity, it vitiates the understanding of the real roots of those problems’ (1998: 191).  

Kuper argues against advocacy: ‘[A]n ethnographer should aim to understand 

the complexities of local situations, including processes of ethnic-group formation and the 

meaning and role of ideologies, new and old, local or imported. This requires a degree of 

objectivity and detachment’ (2006: 22). He asks a rhetorical question: ‘Should we pretend to 

believe’ in indigeneity? (ibid.: 22). Regarding anthropological activists, Kuper claims that we 

should not ‘ignore their bad anthropology because it is all done in a good cause’ (ibid.: 22). 

Kuper continues that ‘[a]ctivists beg us to put these [our theories and critiques] back on our 

shelves in case we weaken their advocacy’, wanting ‘ethnographers and anthropologists to … 

hide their true beliefs and censor their reports in order to support a political programme’ (ibid: 

22). Kuper describes some quite extreme examples of strategic essentialism, scholars who 

consider that dreams of shamans or words of chiefs should be taken as truth, and how a PhD 

student who claimed that the discipline of archaeology is wrong about how North America 

was populated because it goes against how the Cree people view their origin, got her claim 

accepted (2003a: 391–392). Nyamnjoh points out that ‘strategic essentialism may be 
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understandable and indeed useful in the pursuit of common ambitions [but] hardly provides 

for theorizing pre- and postcolonial identities as complex, negotiated, and relational 

experiences’ (2007: 305). Heinen argues that ‘scientific investigation and political action 

should be clearly distinguished even when pursued successively by the same person’ (2004: 

262), and that it is a problem that ‘[s]ome anthropologists here in Latin America are activists 

in advancing particular ideologies instead of doing fieldwork’ (ibid.: 262).  

 Hastrup and Elsass (1990) claim that advocacy in fact is unanthropological. This 

is so simply because ‘the rationale for advocating a particular cause can never be 

anthropological. Anthropology seeks to comprehend the contexts of local interests, while 

advocacy implies the pursuit of one particular interest’ (1990: 301). So ‘advocacy, as such, is 

incompatible with anthropology as a distinct kind of scholarship … because no “cause” can be 

legitimated in anthropological terms’ (ibid.: 301). Anthropology is ‘the creation of 

knowledge, while advocacy rests on moral commitment and the use of knowledge’ (ibid.: 

302). They conclude that there is ‘an inherent dilemma in anthropological advocacy. 

Anthropology is concerned with context rather than interest, while advocacy means making a 

choice among interests within a context’ (ibid: 307). This would imply that much of what 

anthropologists do in the cases of this thesis is in fact unanthropological. 

 Hastrup and Elsass also discuss why ‘self-identification’ should not be taken as 

the basis for advocacy. Deepened understanding during fieldwork revealed how they could 

not ‘take this self-representation at face value; it masks a divided truth. … What had seemed 

to be a straightforward case of speaking for a suppressed minority became increasingly 

complicated once we began to unearth the hidden values’ (ibid.: 307). There are also more 

problems involved in advocacy. ‘The idea of natives speaking with one voice … no longer 

passes for truth in anthropology.… Furthermore, what informants speak is not “cultural 

truths” but situational responses to the presence of the anthropologist’ (ibid.: 304). Therefore, 

‘anthropological “speaking for” must be a presentation of the entire context rather than the 

“texts” of a selected group’ (ibid.: 306). This aptly pinpoints all the cases of this thesis.

 Patrick Wolfe makes a similar argument. Indigeneity ‘refers to a field of 

discourse’ and ‘the field of indigeneity encompasses the competition itself’, and therefore ‘it 

is not just natives and their supporters who are committed to indigeneity … Their opponents 

are equally committed to countervailing versions of indigeneity’ (2006: 26). This means that 

‘indigeneity is not only a matter of native self-ascription’ (ibid.: 26) but also of ‘imposition’, 

and ‘repressive authenticity’ (ibid.: 26). He concludes that ‘a “relational” account needs to be 

total. In particular, it should extend to a reflexivity that factors in anthropology’s own 
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participation in its object of study’ (ibid.: 27), which is what I have tried to do in this thesis.

 Hastrup and Elsass recognize the seductive force of advocacy, though. It is ‘easy 

to fall victim to stereotypical notions of good and bad and to be seduced by “them” into 

accepting at face value one-sided and to some extent unqualified views of “us” ’ (1990: 304). 

They continue:  

 

It is tempting to succumb to the anthropological gut reaction of wanting to protect the 

‘islands of culture’ rather than the apparently cultureless colonos, but both groups may be 

worthy of consideration. Were we, in our first enthusiasm (which we are still prepared to 

defend), led astray by romantic notions attached to the European vision of the Indian as the 

ultimate Other? (Hastrup and Elsass 1990: 304)  

 

Hastrup and Elsass realized that any form of advocacy ‘implied a choice between “good” and 

“bad” ’ local political visions (ibid.: 305), and they ask how an anthropologist could decide 

‘[w]hich part of the ethnography was more worthy of support’ (ibid.: 305). As ‘[t]here is no 

objectively identifiable culture to represent’ when we are ‘confronted with the two (or more) 

versions’, there is  

 

no choice but to acknowledge them both. It is not possible by means of anthropological 

analysis to determine which is right and which wrong, although we may identify different 

possible consequences. In anthropological terms they are equal. The ‘cultural context’ 

established by implication must contain both. (Hastrup and Elsass 1990: 307) 

 

But can we not simply separate the academic and the political sides of indigeneity, using 

different approaches for the different spheres? Bowen sees two different questions raised in 

the debate about indigeneity. ‘The first is social analytical: to what extent is “indigenous 

peoples” a social kind, a category through which people see themselves and others?’ (2002b: 

24). That is an empirical question. He claims that ‘[t]he second is normative: to what extent is 

its use in public argumentation legitimate, that is, directed toward social ends that we would 

affirm, such as improving the capacity of humans to live peacefully and with dignity?’ (ibid.: 

24). This is a moral-political question. Along these lines, Barnard – in Wolfe’s reading – 

suggests we should maintain two discussions, an in-house, analytical one and a political one. 

But Wolfe argues that it is not possible to separate the two. ‘Surely anthropologists, who so 

deftly embed the political domain in other peoples’ cultural processes, cannot seriously expect 
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to maintain a hiatus between the political and the epistemological when it comes to their own 

intellectual practice?’ (2006: 26). I think the cases of this thesis speak in favour of Wolfe. It 

would be a bit naïve to think that the political and the academic can be separated.  

Hale (2006) and Fraser (1995) both express perspectives which show that we 

cannot separate the political and the academic, and that there are limits to what a moral model 

of advocacy can achieve. However, they also point out alternatives, perspectives that could be 

both academically viable and open to a politically engaged anthropology of indigeneity. 

Hale makes a distinction between activist research and cultural critique. In 

activist research we ‘affirm a political alignment with an organized group of people in 

struggle and allow dialogue with them to shape each phase of the process, from conception of 

the research topic to data collection to verification and dissemination of the results’ (Hale 

2006: 97). This means that with activist research we are ‘inevitably drawn into the 

compromised conditions of the political process’ (ibid.: 98). Through this, Hale argues, we 

gain ‘insight that otherwise would be impossible to achieve’ (ibid: 98). By cultural critique, 

Hale means ‘an approach to research and writing in which political alignment is manifested 

through the content of the knowledge produced, not through the relationship established with 

an organized group of people in struggle’ (ibid.: 98).  

Hale sees rather different functions for activist research and cultural critique. 

Cultural critique, Hale argues, ‘neither proposes nor requires substantive transformation in 

conventional research methods’ (2006: 98). It is ‘theoretically important but methodologically 

limited’ (ibid.: 100). It ‘strives for intellectual production uncompromised by the inevitable 

negotiations and contradictions that these broader political struggles entail’ (ibid.: 100). 

Activist research, on the other hand, ‘is compromised – but also enriched – by opting to 

position itself squarely amid the tension between utopian ideals and practical politics’ (ibid.: 

100). Activist research in this view is a method to gain a kind of knowledge otherwise 

difficult to get, while cultural critique is about making theoretical analysis. Activist research 

‘must be justified by the claim that it yields privileged scholarly understanding’ (ibid.: 105). If 

it does not, activist research is unjustified.  

Arguably, the anthropological engagement with indigeneity in the cases of this 

thesis is a form of activist research, and the question is whether it yields privileged scholarly 

understanding. To me it seems it does not. It seems rather that anthropological knowledge 

production within the cases of this thesis displays the weakness of activist research that Hale 

points out, namely a ‘politically induced analytical closure’ that ‘is simplistic, 

unproblematized, and undertheorized’ (2006: 101). Its dual ‘loyalties to an organized group in 
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struggle and to rigorous academic analysis often are not fully compatible with one another. 

They stand in tension, and at times, the tensions turn to outright contradiction’ (ibid.: 105).  

There are also limits to the political changes activist research can achieve: the 

master’s tool can never deconstruct the master’s house. Cultural critique, on the other hand, 

might contribute to transformation of the very structures of power. The weakness of cultural 

critique, though, is that it is ‘oblivious to the need for analysis that informs “good enough” 

political interventions’ (2006: 104). In sum, Hale claims that ‘to disassociate the research 

from the dominant discourse might be right in the intellectual sense and constructive in the 

long term, but it may also be utterly irrelevant (or even counterproductive) to the immediate 

struggle at hand’ (ibid.: 113). In the cases of this thesis, activist research may also be 

considered partly irrelevant and counterproductive. 

Fraser’s argument in her article ‘From Redistribution to Recognition: Dilemmas 

of Justice in a “Post-Socialist” Age’ (1995) can be used to understand the limits of activist 

research. Her perspective recognizes that knowledge and action always go together. A 

cultural-critique kind of approach is always based in how the problem is ‘currently culturally 

constructed’ (1995: 90). Fraser thus recognizes how the conception of the remedy for the 

injustice (advocacy for ‘them’) is shaped by the injustice itself (the assumption of ‘them’). 

This means that a remedy that affirms ‘them’ reproduces the problem itself. Instead, Fraser 

argues, we should be ‘developing a critical theory of recognition, one which identifies and 

defends only those versions of the cultural politics of difference that can be coherently 

combined with the social politics of equality’ (ibid.: 69). 

Fraser recognizes two different kinds of injustices, with two different kinds of 

remedies. ‘The first is socioeconomic injustice, which is rooted in the political-economic 

structure of society’ (1995: 70). The remedy for this is redistribution, ‘political-economic 

restructuring of some sort’ (ibid.: 73). The second kind of injustice is ‘cultural or symbolic’ 

and it is ‘rooted in social patterns of representation, interpretation, and communication’ (ibid.: 

71). The remedy for this ‘is some sort of cultural or symbolic change’ (ibid.: 73). 

Anthropologists advocating indigeneity would probably claim that those peoples suffer from 

both sorts of injustice, and that advocacy or activist research is a remedy for both.  

Fraser, though, points out a dilemma. It is not possible by affirming ‘them’ to 

achieve both remedies, because they ‘pull in opposite directions’ (1995: 79–80). The remedy 

for political-economic injustice attempts to put the idea of ‘them’ ‘out of business as such’ 

(ibid.: 80), while the remedy for cultural-symbolic injustice ‘is to valorize group specificity’ 

and to recreate ‘them’ (ibid.: 81). This means that advocacy, based in an assumption of 
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‘them’, could only achieve recognition, not redistribution, and recognition of a sort that only 

reproduces the basis of the problem. 

Fraser presents a solution to this dilemma. In addition to the axis of 

redistribution-recognition remedies, she adds an affirmative-transformative one, cutting across 

redistribution-recognition. Affirmative remedies are ‘aimed at correcting inequitable 

outcomes of social arrangements without disturbing the underlying framework that generates 

them’ (1995: 82). Transformative remedies, on the other hand, are ‘aimed at correcting 

inequitable outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative framework’ (ibid.: 

82).  

Affirmative remedies for cultural-symbolic injustice are ‘associated with 

mainstream multiculturalism’, which ‘proposes to redress disrespect by revaluing unjustly 

devalued group identities, while leaving intact both the contents of those identities and the 

group differentiations that underlie them’ (Fraser 1995: 2). Affirmative remedies of political-

economic injustice are associated ‘with the liberal welfare state’ and ‘seek to redress end-state 

maldistribution, while leaving intact much of the underlying political-economic structure’ 

(ibid.: 84). Indigeneity is, arguably, such an affirmative remedy, as it does not question the 

underlying national order of things. 

Transformative remedy of cultural-symbolic injustice is aimed at ‘transforming 

the underlying cultural-valuational structure’ by ‘destabilizing existing group identities and 

differentiations’ and would hence ‘not only raise the self-esteem of members of currently 

disrespected groups’ but ‘change everyone’s sense of belonging, affiliation, and self’ (Fraser 

1995: 83), to let all ‘people be weaned from their attachment to current cultural constructions 

of their interests and identities’ (ibid.: 91) – indigenous and non-indigenous alike. This is a 

perspective that would truly do away with a national order. Likewise, transformative remedies 

for political-economic injustice would not aim at charity or to ‘increase the consumption share 

of economically disadvantaged groups’, but address ‘the underlying political-economic 

structure’ and change ‘the conditions of existence for everyone’ (ibid.: 84). Not that everyone 

would become indigenous and hence no one, as we have seen that Tsing argues, but that 

everyone would be neither indigenous nor non-indigenous. 

An important aspect of Fraser’s scheme is that the question is not a choice 

between recognition and redistribution, but how to remedy both, by either affirming or 

transformative remedies. It is clear that assuming ‘them’ and advocating indigeneity leaves us 

in the affirmative section, and we should remember that it is ‘self-contradictory’, because 

‘affirmative redistribution, as iterated over time, tends to set in motion a second – stigmatizing 
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– recognition dynamic’ (Fraser 1995: 85). We should also remember that even if 

transformative attempts may seem ‘utterly irrelevant (or even counterproductive) to the 

immediate struggle at hand’ (Hale 2006: 113) for the people involved, the way people think 

about problems and remedies is based in how they are ‘currently culturally constructed’ 

(Frazer 2005: 90) by the very structures that result in injustices. If these structures were 

transformed, other ways of thinking would open up, which might change what people find 

relevant and irrelevant.  

The perspectives of D’Andrade, Hastrup and Elsass, Hale, and Fraser shed light 

on how an assumption of who ‘they’ are and that ‘they’ should be supported may have 

unanticipated and counterproductive mechanisms of exclusion, despite the best of intentions. 

The way anthropology participates in indigeneity makes indigeneity into a moral model that 

allows only for unanthropological activism in Hastrup and Elsass’s sense, for activist research 

rather than cultural critique in Hale’s, and for affirmative rather than transformative action in 

Fraser’s. The way anthropology is motivated by advocacy, but only for some subaltern people 

and projects, at the expense of others to whom anthropology becomes ‘blind’, which we see in 

the cases discussed here, can be understood as an outcome of the limitations of activist 

research and affirmative action that Hastrup and Elsass, Hale, and Fraser discuss. 

However, D’Andrade, Hastrup and Elsass, Hale, and Fraser also provide us with 

alternatives to such a moral model of indigeneity. An objective model of indigeneity may be 

an alternative that need not be uninterested in subaltern political projects but that through 

cultural critique could be a step forward to transforming the foundations of the excluding 

mechanisms of a national order of things with its rigid categories. An objective model of this 

sort is what I have attempted to use in this thesis. I have done this to point out that a rigid 

national order of things is not a natural order of things, but human-made and -chosen. It can 

thus also be remade; something different can be chosen. Exactly what that could be, I do not 

know. In this way, this thesis ends without a real ending. It ends with an anti-ending, open-

ended and with new questions rather than answers. Eriksen’s notion of ‘overheating’ and 

Tsing’s perspectives from ‘the end of the world’ may help us navigate in this unstable and 

uncertain terrain and guide our continued exploration of the questions and challenges it poses.  

 

Overheated	indigeneity	in	an	anti-ending	

This thesis has shown how complicated the terrain of indigeneity is to navigate. It seems 

difficult, or even impossible, to avoid unexpected consequences when indigeneity is deployed. 
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Sometimes ‘those peoples best placed to claim the privileges due to indigenes are not 

necessarily those most in need of assistance’, and ‘a focus on indigenousness may well 

reinforce the very structures of discrimination that disadvantage these peoples in the first 

place’, Suzman argues (2003: 399). Indigeneity sometimes ‘becomes a mandate to exclude’ 

and ‘a license to advance one people’s goals at the expense of another’s’, Michael Brown 

concludes (2007: 187). Indigeneity may ‘reinforce differences and channel alliances along 

binary pathways’, Li notes (2000: 173). No matter how hard we try, no matter how good our 

intentions are, things seem to go wrong. 

Indigeneity sometimes risks resulting in an ‘anti-intellectual climate of political 

correctness’, Rata claims (2003: 58). This may be a legacy of an intellectual ‘naiveté’ that 

Despres noted already in 1975. 

 

[A] review of the recent literature on ethnic phenomena leaves the general impression that 

anthropologists, not to mention other social scientists, have not built very carefully upon the 

accumulated knowledge of their predecessors.… Moreover, a great deal of the current 

research on ethnic and racial phenomena continues to be informed by assumptions that seem 

somewhat beyond the acceptable limits of naiveté. (Despres 1975: 2) 

 

In 1987 Fardon argued that this naiveté is 

 

ideological, rather than simply wrong, because it has the effect of distorting our perceptions 

… By creating a universal ethnic phenomenon we falsely naturalize ethnicity and may even 

put ourselves in the absurd position of seeking a literally natural solution to this falsely 

naturalized entity. (Fardon 1987: 176)  

 

In 1998 Béteille noted how this naiveté had turned to indigeneity. 

 

Is there now such an essentialist view of indigenous people in which they carry their identity 

with them wherever they go and whatever they do? Has the crude anthropological association 

of race and culture acquired a more refined form in the concept of the indigenous people? 

However distasteful or galling this presumption may appear to well-meaning advocates of 

cultural survival, it has to be seriously examined. (Béteille 1998: 190)  

 

What, then, can the anthropologist do? McIntosh argues that ‘[o]ur responsibility as 

anthropologists is to help to establish a flexible framework’ suitable for diverse local 
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situations (2002: 24). Maybe this might help us deal with ‘the necessity of teasing out, 

historically and ethnographically, the various ways in which room for manoeuvre is present 

but never unconstrained’, and to be ‘alert to the unevenness of conjunctures and conditions of 

possibility’, as Li argues (2000: 152). Maybe this would enable us to ‘maintain the double 

vision that allows us to see simultaneously the benefits that certain policies bring to Native 

communities and the harm these same policies may visit on others’ (Brown 2007: 187). 

Just before Anna died she phoned me and asked me to take care of her daughter 

after she was gone. It was a reasonable request, two friends helping each other out in life, and 

in death. Anna wanted her daughter to be able to get an education and freedom to choose her 

life, but she did not manage to get any help from indigeneity for this. What can I do to help? 

Guenther explains that he found himself ‘unable to deny the San people’ he ‘worked among 

their commitment to culture and identity’ (2006: 18) even though he realized that their culture 

and identity was being reified by them. If only the problem were that easy to fix. I would be 

happy to contribute to reification if only it helped Anna’s daughter. Unfortunately, it does not 

seem to be that easy. What, then, can I do?  

I borrow the notion of an ‘anti-ending’ from Tsing’s The Mushroom at the End 

of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015). In her work Tsing offers no 

easy consolation, no solace in guarantees or stability. Tsing’s Matsutake tale is a tale of 

unpredictability, and in it, ‘there might not be a collective happy ending’ (2015: 21). Tsing 

points out ‘the imaginative challenge of living without those handrails, which once made us 

think we knew, collectively, where we were going’ (ibid.: 2). Some of those handrails that are 

now gone are categories and neat boxes to sort the world into. This necessarily ‘changes the 

work we imagine for names, including ethnicities’ (ibid.: 29). If we want to use ethnic 

categories, we must do it differently from before. Since ‘categories are unstable, we must 

watch them emerge within encounters. To use category names should be a commitment to 

tracing the assemblages in which these categories gain a momentary hold’ (ibid.: 29). These 

categories will be provisional and temporary, unstable and uncontrollable. 

In his work Overheating: An Anthropology of Accelerated Change (2016) 

Eriksen investigates the post-1991 world and the accelerated change in it, resulting in 

financial, environmental, and cultural overheating with global reach. In these processes 

unintended consequences are of more salient importance than intended outcomes. However 

good our intentions for interventions are, outcomes are never unambiguous. There will always 

be unexpected consequences. The world is complex and constantly changing and we cannot 

possibly predict or control it. The modernist idea that the world can be planned and that 
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intentions are crucial is part of the problem rather than the solution. So, the kind of 

unanticipated excluding and counterproductive effects we have seen in the cases discussed in 

this thesis are not at all limited to indigeneity, but are general in the post-1991 world.  

Boundaries between indigenous and non-indigenous have become destabilized 

over the last few decades. Global overheating, increased contact, cultural ‘impurities’, and the 

increased impact of states and markets on people everywhere since the fall of the Berlin Wall 

and the dissolution of the Soviet Union have made the category of indigeneity unstable, 

perhaps even unsustainable. The increasing exposure to global capitalism is a double-edged 

sword of both inclusion and exclusion, and with complex social, economic, and environmental 

consequences. People cannot, and in Kuper’s view perhaps should not, be depicted as noble 

savages but instead be allowed and encouraged to lead their lives beyond demands of cultural 

purity and traditional livelihoods.  

Both Eriksen and Tsing note problems of clashes of scale. What works on a 

small scale does not necessarily work on large scale. ‘Scale matters’ (Tsing 2015: 236). When 

we move from unique local realities on a small scale to large-scale global indigeneity, 

something is lost. Even if social movements like the indigenous movement may constitute a 

case of sideways scaling and alignment rather than scaling up, at some point upscaling 

becomes necessary. The political recognition at stake with indigeneity can only be played out 

on a global scale. It seems unresolvable.  

The cases of this thesis indicate that anthropology as such may have become a 

bit ‘overheated’ too, not able to ‘keep pace’ in this accelerated world. Perhaps we have a bit of 

‘catching up’ to do (or ‘cooling down’) to get ready to deal to with destabilized boundaries 

and unsustainable categories in the capitalist ruins of an accelerating world. What this will 

entail we do not yet know. 

In that sense, this thesis ends with an anti-end. Like Tsing, I want to ‘raise 

unanswered research questions rather than to create boxes’ (2015: 163). This is because 

questions rather than boxes are what may enhance collaborative survival in a destabilized 

world of accelerated change. In Tsing’s view this requires polyphonic assemblages, ‘an open-

ended entanglement of ways of being’, based on contamination and transformative encounters 

resulting in diversity, with unstable boundaries and categories (ibid.: 83). Tsing’s mushroom 

pickers in various sites of capitalism’s ruins, are they indigenous? Non-indigenous? 

Collaborative survival requires us to move beyond stable boundaries like the indigenous/non-

indigenous divide into unknown territory. This territory is not merely risky. It is uncertain: not 

merely unknown but genuinely unknowable. The territory does not exist before we take our 
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first step. It is a territory being made up of the outcome of our collective, contaminated 

encounters as we go along, if we dare let go of the handrails of stable categories and 

boundaries. It is ‘neighborliness’ and ‘mutuality across difference’ that ‘turns difference into a 

resource for collaboration’, in Tsing’s view (ibid.: 279–280). This requires ‘more dance than 

classification’ (ibid.: 248). ‘Dancing with’, rather than ‘classification of’, is what encounters 

with people like Anna’s daughter will come to require from us. 

Indigeneity has ‘held us in its grip’, Kuper argues (2005: 224). But if we 

recognize that we do not know the indigenous when we see it, even with the consequence that 

we lose the handrails of the ‘ethnos’ and the reified indigenous, there is indeed still a lot left 

for us to do. ‘There is room here for imagining other worlds’ (Tsing 2015: 281), and the ‘best 

we can do is to aim for “good-enough” worlds, where “good-enough” is always imperfect and 

under revision’ (ibid.: 255). And this may be in the best interest of Anna’s daughter, too.  
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