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Abstract: The study of kinship has occupied a central role in anthropological scholarships for
more than a hundred years. In the 1970s, after the deconstruction of kinship as the inherent
logic of social structure, studies on kinship faced a number of new epistemological issues.
Based on experiences gained during subsequent fieldworks in Yakutia, the author tackles a few
of them in this article. Due to the legacy of Soviet-type ethnography in Yakutia, people even
in the remotest villages usually have a firm idea of what anthropological fieldwork is about.
Reflecting on his fieldwork strategies in Yakutia while studying local kin relations, the author
argues that anthropologists should not neglect to consider the expectations local communities
have of the goals and means of the fieldwork. In the case of kinship research in Yakutia, local
communities are interested in reconstructing the vertical aspects of kin relations instead of
unfolding horizontal relations for the anthropologist.
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PARALLEL APPROACHES DURING FIELDWORK

The rich tradition of kinship studies that was prevalent for almost 100 years (1870-1960),
based on the study of descent and marriage, as well as other social relations that were
interpreted along the same lines, have long been at the center of anthropological
investigations and heavily influenced the research methodology of field studies. In
terms of its historical significance, kinship is not just one of many anthropological
research topics, but rather an area of knowledge that made other topics and cultural
and social phenomena easily accessible to researchers, partly due to the methodology
of anthropological fieldwork. However, owing to the turn brought on by the first long-

! The study was sponsored by the Janos Bolyai research grant of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

2These one hundred years are delimited by the research tradition that extends from Morgan’s
questionnaire on kinship to the exploration of the previously little-researched mountain communities
of Papua New Guinea.
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term fieldworks in the New Guinea highlands® and the kinship studies of interpretive
anthropology,* the relevance of kinship research greatly diminished in the second half of
the twentieth century, and it was also called into question whether the category of kinship
can serve as a key to understanding the totality of a community’s culture (PATTERSON
2005:12).

As a result of this turn, it became questionable whether kinship can even be
considered a comprehensive human universal at all (ScHNEIDER 1969). Indeed, everything
anthropologists thought of kinship became problematic, and it became apparent that in
many cases ideas about the nature of kinship cultivated by anthropological scholarship
obscured, rather than elucidated, indigenous ideas and practices (SCHNEIDER 1984:193).
That is, some of the kinship phenomena that were radically different from European
systems could not actually appear in anthropological discourses.

As a corollary, the examination of the question of how independent cultural systems
within certain communities control the social phenomenon of kinship and regulate
interpersonal behavior has increasingly determined the direction of anthropological
interest. However, this interest in focusing on the description and understanding of
native ideas (as independent cultural systems) and practices of kinship usually aimed
at contrasting exotic examples with the cultural system of kinship as understood and
practiced in Western societies (GoopALE 1971; MARSHALL 1976). The essentialism
inherent in this research focus and line of questioning — emphasizing the discreteness and
uniqueness of cultures® — amplified and reified the image of the Other as an alternative.
Nonetheless, this approach has obscured a number of anthropologically pertinent
phenomena that [ intend to address in the present study.

The first question that was ignored by this abovementioned culturalist view of kinship
is that if individual communities and cultures are born because of cultural contacts
and are not necessarily systemic/organized, then how should they be understood and
described? In my study, I argue that individual communities should not be viewed as
insular, isolated from each other. This is true not only of the cultural systems governing
kinship but also of the way in which members of the local community regulate the
possibilities and interactions of the anthropologist seeking to research kinship.

This paper discusses the dilemmas that emerged during my fieldwork in me and the
members of the village communities in Yakutia while studying kinship. These dilemmas

3 Of the many research works on kinship, I must highlight two. During her research among the
Chimbu, Paula Brown described the incompatibility of agnatic kinship and patrilineal clans (BRowN
1962), but similar conclusions were drawn by other researchers, too (BARNES 1962; MEGGITT 1965;
STRATHERN 1968). In addition to calling into question the anthropological approach that crystallized
during the anthropological description of African societies and which viewed the examination of
social systems and the kinship relations that created them as inseparable, Roy Wagner also attempted
to reconcile local religious ideas with the seemingly loose kinship relations that can be observed in
local communities (WAGNER 1967).

Here, the work of David Schneider was a major turning point. He interpreted social phenomena (and
thus kinship, too) as a system of behavioral rules categorized and regulated by the cultural system,
in which descent or consanguinity is not a fact but a cultural scheme that orders forms of behavior
according to values that vary from society to society (SCHNEIDER 1967). This idea leads Schneider to
dismiss the research of social typologies. Instead, he argues, it is more useful to examine in each culture
the category of kinship, instead of assuming a general and universal phenomenon (SCHNEIDER 1976).

5 For a critique of this kind of perception of culture, see: ABU-LuGHOD 1991.
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became explicit during my stay in Yakutia and were based on the difference between
what the local intellectuals and I considered a phenomenon worthy of researching on the
subject of kinship. This difference also determined what local intellectuals and leaders
regarded as a legitimate research topic for me. In many cases, their firm ideas on the
goals and means of research on kinship helped me a lot during fieldwork, but sometimes
they regarded my research interest with confusion, at times even with suspicion.

These two coexisting views are embedded in the context of the locals’ perspective on
kinship. The locals’ kinship perspective not only creates the framework of interpretation
within which they assigned my place in the community (and positioned me during
the interviews), but also determined what they found suitable of sharing with me, an
outsider.®* The phenomenon of kinship is typically a topic that neither the researcher
nor the locals can view merely analytically, but rather as an integral part of their lives.
However, which relationships are considered kinship relations may be highly divergent
between researchers and the native community.

During my stay in the field in Yakutia, the interplay of three interrelated perspectives
on kinship provided a meaningful frame for my research.

1. My analytical questions about kinship, which were based, on the one hand, on
my personal interest and my own personal experiences on the significance of kin
relationships, and on the other hand, the insights of anthropological kinship studies I
was familiar with.

2. The analytical and non-analytical perspective of the researched community’s local
historians, ethnographers, museologists, and history teachers on kinship.

3. The opinions of community members about what kinship means to them and what
they can share about their relatives with an outsider.

My study — based on the experiences of my subsequent fieldworks in Yakutia (Northeast
Siberia) between 2002 and 2013 —provides an example of how anthropological fieldwork
can be conducted on the subject of kinship within the network of these three aspects. It
is important to note that I do not regard these aspects as perspectives that exclusively
define a group of individuals. They are rather abstract points of view that very rarely
emerge in the field purely, on their own. Just like I, local intellectuals do not regard all
phenomena related to kinship analytically. Furthermore, our long-term coexistence has
also resulted in my close friends (many of the local intellectuals among them) being
partially embedded in my (formerly seemingly foreign) research perspective. In the
remainder of the study, I argue that these three aspects do not correspond with etic and
emic criteria. They are hypothetical points of view that can be adopted concurrently, and
in which, in a given situation, individuals can be placed between the two.

It is in the framework of these three aspects that I try to retrospectively and critically
(re)interpret the role of the anthropologist I played in some of the village communities in
Yakutia during (and partly after) my fieldwork.” I do not think that any one of the three

¢ It is important to note that at both fieldwork sites, the locals, local intellectuals, and I had a very
similar understanding of kinship at that time. Basically, we considered the totality of consanguineal
and affinial relationships as the focal subject of interest in kinship.

7 By correspondence, telephone and Facebook contacts.
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viewpoints outlined above can suppress or suspend the other two. That is, neither the
researcher’s perspective nor the local intelligentsia’s viewpoint or the locals’ opinions
about the targets and means of research work remain immune to each other in the course
of an extended fieldwork. The everyday polyphony of different perspectives forces the
participants of the fieldwork (anthropologists and locals alike) to suspend their own
standpoints temporarily and partially. In other words, to adapt to each other in order
to create a common agora for communication in which they can engage in meaningful
dialogue with each other.

PARALLEL FIELDWORK AND INTEREST IN KINSHIP

The mediating role of the local intelligentsia has so far been examined in domestic and
international literature only marginally.! However, the role of rural teachers, museologists,
and local historians in Russia cannot be emphasized enough. Even Yakutia, one of the
most remote, most isolated republics of the Russian Federation, has schools, museums,
cultural centers and libraries in nearly every village. As aresult, even in the smallest dead-
end villages (sometimes of less than two to three hundred people), the locals have a clear
idea of the significance of ethnography and what an ethnographer might be interested
in. This background knowledge has a significant influence on what the villagers deem
worthy of mentioning or emphasizing to the anthropologist during the fieldwork.

This is especially true in the case of examining kinship, because in Yakutia, many
villagers are not only living and using their kin relationships in everyday life but also
looking at them analytically. Kinship is interpreted as a research subject that is important to
learn about on an individual level. This means that in the villages I visited, many had written
memoirs, kept family records, drew family trees, and created computer databases about
their ancestors.’ The fact that the anthropologist cannot be regarded as the only fieldworker
in the village researching kinship because those he studies have themselves already carried
out their own investigations on this subject has had a significant impact on the fieldwork.

I conducted fieldwork mainly on two sites in Yakutia between 2002 and 2012. In order
to name these settlements, [ use the pseudonyms Tarbaga and Kiilimniiiir. Tarbaga is a
settlement in Central Yakutia inhabited almost entirely by Sakhas, and Kiilimniiiir is
located in the eastern part of Yakutia, in the Ust-Maysky District. Two thirds of the
population of Kiiliimniiiir is Evenki, one third Sakha. Both villages have a museum and a
school. These all-inclusive museums can be considered local history collections, village
archives, and local art galleries at once. Above all, however, both museums have a large
genealogical database that processes the history of local lineages and families.

Most of the village intellectuals who create genealogies are not merely amateur, self-
taught collectors but qualified ethnographers whose views and research perspectives are
rooted in the same international anthropological/ethnographic tradition as mine. Thanks
to the local intellectuals educated in Yakutsk and Leningrad, many villagers were aware

8 However, some anthropological works clearly point out the role played by the local intelligentsia in
Russia and the role that state institutions play in creating local ethnographic knowledge. ANDERSON
2005; HaBeck 2014; NaGy 2016.

? For the significance of these written sources, see: MEszAros 2007.
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Figure 1. Hand-drawn family tree from the collection of the museum in Tarbaga.

of what ethnographic works were written by ethnographers who previously worked in
the area. In Tarbaga, a political exile (Lev Grigorevich Levental) who lived in the area
for one and a half decades (between 1884 and 1898) has been preserved in local memory.
The exiled Levental not only lived near the village but also opened a school to educate the
local poor. A photocopied version of his work on Sakha property relations, which has been
collected by Levental mostly in Tarbaga, is kept in the local museum (LEVENTAL 1929).

The situation was the same in Kiiliimniiiir, where the local librarian, upon learning that
I was also interested in researching kin relationships in their village, handed me at our first
meeting Sergei Nikolaev’s ethnographic monograph, asserting that this volume contains
the most important data (NikoLAEV 1964). Aside from Nikolaev’s work, locals often
compared me to a Spanish ethnographer, Carmen Arnau Muro, who visited the village for
a week in 2002. The degree of awareness of ethnographic research is also indicated by
the fact that the head of the museum in Kiiliimniiiir asked me to acquire the ethnographic
work of Viktor Nikolaevich Vasilev (VasiLEv 1930) who conducted fieldwork here in the
1920s. I later sent him this thin volume in a photocopied version from Yakutsk.

The activities of museums and schools in these settlements are concerned not only
with collecting and systematizing ethnographic data but also with transmitting the local
ethnographic and historical knowledge amassed in these institutions to the locals. The
most common form of this is that museum staff are involved in school education, study
groups, and tutoring.

In addition, these museums have a special responsibility for supervising local students
for educational competitions, as the local pupils usually apply for regional and national
competitions with local research topics. The children preparing for the competitions are
not only getting assistance from their relatives in collecting the material and preparing
the proposal but are also tutored by one of the staff members of the museum. At the
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Figure 2. The ethnographic and local history section of a local conference. Aryktaakh, Yakutia,
2009. (Photo by Yuri Slepcov)

nationwide educational competition called “Step into the Future”,' all the villages I
knew were represented by children wanting to present ethnographic topics. In 2002
in Tarbaga, for example, I assisted in the preparation of an 11" grade student’s work
(which dealt with the construction history of the local church). The then 17-year-old
boy returned to Tarbaga in 2008, shortly after graduating from the History Department
of the Yakutsk State University, and he worked as the director of the museum for three
years. During my later fieldwork, I regularly contributed to the tutoring of students for
the educational competition, and from 2009 onwards, I have even been listed on a few
occasions as a supervisor. Participants of educational competitions regularly engaged in
local scientific conferences that had ethnographic and local history sections. I myself
participated in the work of such sessions as a member of the jury.

Thus, during my fieldwork, I had to face not only the fact that other local ethnographic
fieldworks have taken place in my host villages before my research activities but also
that parallel ethnographic studies were being conducted during my stay there. Naturally,
this also affected how the locals evaluated my fieldwork. The same kind of work was
expected of me, too (only at a higher level), as what their children and their tutors were
doing when writing their treatises. However, in terms of researching kinship, this proved
to be difficult because the methods of the local intellectuals and of Russian ethnographic
scholarship differed significantly from what I was trying to do in the field as a researcher.

10 The website of the competition is available here: http://www.step-into-the-future.ru/ (accessed
December 6, 2018)
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VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL ASPECTS OF KINSHIP RESEARCH

Russian ethnography, and within that kinship research, is still largely based on the methods
and approaches that leading scholars developed in the Soviet era. Kinship studies occupied
a central position not only in Anglo-Saxon anthropology but also in Soviet ethnography.
After all, this research topic was directly related to the issue of the transformation of
family forms and the formation of class societies (ToLstov 1946). In Soviet ethnography,
therefore, kinship research was primarily relevant in the description of certain levels of
social development and was thus essentially historical in orientation. Accordingly, in
Siberia, kinship research was contingent upon the general research topic related to the
development of primeval societies into tribal and clan societies (PErsHITZ 1980).

For the above reasons, Russian and Soviet ethnography relied heavily on Morgan’s
works on kinship and the evolution of ancient society (MorGaN 1961). Morgan’s view of
society and kinship, as mediated by Engels to Soviet ethnography (ENGELs 1975), fit the
ideology through which the Soviet state wanted to consider and handle its own minorities.
Consequently, Morgan was given a prominent role in Soviet ethnography. He and his
work garnered tremendous prestige (ZNaMeNskI 1995). This prestige was so significant
that any further kinship theory research was interpreted by Soviet ethnography in relation
to Morgan’s model of social development (DzieseL 2007:99). All this, however, was not
just a theoretical-methodological issue.

In Soviet ethnographic research on the Sakha, Morgan’s approach manifested in
the understanding of the development of tribal/clan society becoming the sole purpose
of kinship research. According to this approach, among the Sakha (who in Morgan’s
nomenclature were in the late stage of barbarism), it was the tribal/clan structure that
created the social inequalities and forms of exploitation that the Soviet system abolished
(Rascvetaev 1932). Ethnographic research in Yakutia in the period of repression
preceding the Second World War almost completely lacked fieldwork. Why would it
be needed? After all, the Soviet economic and social system sought to eliminate exactly
those traditional Sakha social formations (i.e., the hidden forms of exploitation) which
were based on kin relations.

Sergei Aleksandrovich Tokarev (1899-1985), one of the most important figures
of Soviet ethnography, based his research on the social organization of the Sakha
exclusively on 17"- and 18%-century archival sources (Tokarev 1945). Tokarev, in the
absence of fieldwork, defined authentic Sakha culture in a way that archival sources
would be sufficient for its exploration. Thus, to Tokarev, authenticity had meant the
assumed characteristics before contact with the Russians. Although defining authenticity
in this way was an entirely general anthropological process of creating a colonial Other,
the Soviet Union never considered itself a colonial empire. In the context of traditional
Sakha culture, they studied what “survival” remnants (perezhitky) of this culture might
be found in archival sources or in the works of late 19%-century exiles. The purpose of
research was to designate the place of 17"-century Sakhas in the general developmental
model of human societies with the help of an approach that viewed the description
and explanation of cultural and social phenomena as related to the examination of
the historicity and origins of the phenomena. Ethnographic research had become an
understanding of the historicity of ethnographic phenomena and of certain stages of
ethnogenesis (Tokarev 1950). In the Soviet ethnographic research of the time, therefore,
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“the historical ethnographic monograph gradually became the basic form of general
ethnographic works” (ToLazLov 1949:24).

Tokarev and his circle had a significant impact on ethnographic research in Yakutia —
and consequently on the research of kinship as well. The research methodology that
the exiled researchers followed (perforce) before the birth of the Soviet system, which
required long-term fieldwork, was abolished, and ethnographic research came to instead
rely on the exploration of archival resources and short-term extensive ethnographic
expeditions. The persistence of this research tradition is also indicated by the fact that
none of the nine scientific projects currently underway at the Yakutsk-based “Institute for
Humanities Research and Indigenous Studies of the North” require long-term fieldwork."!

In the research of kinship (as in other subjects), this particularly Soviet historical
orientation has developed an extensive fieldwork technique, mainly typical for the Soviet
Union, which still prevails in Russia and in most of its successor states. This fieldwork
method significantly deviated from the fieldwork techniques of contemporary Western
anthropological research. Soviet ethnographic expeditions, which were conducted mainly
in the summer, sought to cover as large an area as possible during collection, dedicating
only a short time to the research of a specific settlement. In the settlements investigated, the
collectors focused on highly knowledgeable key informants — that is, Soviet ethnographers
used not their eyes but rather their ears during fieldwork. As a result, interviewing and
interviews were over-represented in the fieldwork in comparison to observation.

This recording, collecting, data-oriented method reminded me of the first major
collective anthropological fieldwork in the Torres Islands (Dracabpze 1971) — and it
was far from the loneliness of a long-term stationed fieldwork which, after Malinowski,
considered participant observation a central information-acquiring process. I do not,
however, claim that Russian ethnology is wrong. I believe that the researchers in
Yakutia use different ways to achieve different results, from which a different kind of
ethnographic knowledge is built.

Being familiar with the methodology and the approach of Yakutian ethnographic
research, the teachers, museologists, and local historians working in Tarbaga and
Kiilimniiiir not only helped and interpreted but also influenced my fieldwork. My
interests and methods did not fit into the image they had of a truly professional researcher.
Three specific features of my fieldwork have caused confusion among the intellectuals
dealing with ethnographic issues in the village.

1. Why am I staying in the village for so long? How does this help my work?

2. Why am I asking certain people about the topic of kinship when others are more
knowledgeable?

3. Why is it important to inquire about today’s conditions in the village when past events
are much more interesting?

During my stay in the villages, I was already aware that this difference in parallel
perspectives was partly due to the differences between the ethnography of the Soviet
Union (and later Russia) and the Anglo-Saxon anthropological tradition. In the villages,

' http://www.igi.ysn.ru/index.php?page=nauchnaya (accessed October 6, 2016)
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however, I was primarily concerned with how I could understand the locals and how
we could create a common framework within which we would be able to interpret
each other’s actions and utterances. As a result, I was not inclined to understand more
deeply which scientific tradition would the approach to kinship studies that the local
ethnographers working in the villages advocated fit into.

Now, however, when interpreting the circumstances of my fieldwork in retrospect, it
is worth comparing these differing approaches. What could be said of my own interests
has already been said in my book published in 2013. I tried to interpret the phenomenon
of kinship in juxtaposition with neighborly and friendly relations in the context of
local power relations (MgszAros 2013). This interpretation fits well into the discourse
describing post-Soviet societies, which seeks to examine the role and functioning of
network resources in societies with a weak civil society and limited bridging social
capital. Accordingly, I focused primarily on horizontal relationships, that is, the quantity
and quality of social capital available at a given time.

By contrast, local researchers were interested in the vertical features of kinship.
First and foremost, they sought to reconstruct the ascending lineages of kinship groups
as precisely as possible (and at the same time permanently overriding inconsistent
alternative narratives preserved in oral tradition and local memory). A list of ancestors
is important not only to ethnographers; for Sakhas, it is also important to create
genealogical records about agnatic lineages. Therefore, in Tarbaga and Kiiliimniiiir, not
only local historians and ethnographers created genealogies. In many villages of Yakutia,
the narrative recording of the past and of ancestors has a significant tradition. However,
the kind of reconstruction that characterizes the activities of local ethnographers does
not correspond to the local approaches to history and kinship (which lacks the analytical
aspects of ethnography) which have been preserved in the prose narratives of the local
oral tradition.'”? The question then is how this local ethnographic interest focused on
genealogies and kinship can be placed in the history of international anthropology.

In the research of kinship, the pursuit of ascending lineages and their recording in a
single authentic form (and discrediting contentious genealogies at the same time) was
common during a specific period of anthropological research. In his 1871 work, “The
Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex”, Charles Darwin was the first to
argue in detail that man was also part of the selection process. The theory of evolution,
in addition to interpreting the previously culturally interpreted genealogical relations
as a natural phenomenon, also made it clear that the properties of ascending lineages
leave their mark on the descendants in an irrefutable and indelible way (ZErRUBAVEL
2012:39-41). While previously it was mainly structural similarities and correspondences
that determined the sociological interpretation of nature and human culture, now the
idea of a common origin and ancestry has become more and more dominant. Origin and
pedigree have become decisive issues in certain cultural phenomena, and especially so
in views on kinship and social organization (KenpALL 1888).

Atthe time when anthropological research was developing and when the first fieldwork
considered to be anthropological was being conducted, this genealogical approach was
one of the dominant theories that experts used to interpret cultural phenomena. William

12 T described the differences between the two approaches to the past and kinship in detail when
comparing family histories and genealogies: MEszAros 2007.
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Halse Rivers, who turned genealogical research into a method, played an important
role in the history of anthropology not only as a theoretician of kinship research but
also as the organizer and participant of the first serious anthropological expedition to
the Torres Islands. The genealogical method developed by Rivers (and perfected in
the course of successive fieldworks) has been the first attempt at developing a process
independent of culture that makes a community’s knowledge of kinship available in
making comparisons.'* A particular feature of this method is that it was not developed by
Rivers in an armchair but in the field, and therefore it includes the approach to kinship of
the Vella Lavella community he studied in the Torres Islands (BErG 2014:110). During
his research among the Todas in South India, Rivers further refined the method, and
sought to capture the totality of social life primarily through setting up genealogies. For
this reason, in his writing on the Todas, Rivers paid little attention to behavioral rules
(a total of three pages in his 1906 monograph) (Rivers 1906:498-501).

Thus, Rivers’ genealogical method is very similar to the method used by local
ethnographers today in Yakutia. Moreover, by expanding Rivers’ method, they focus not
only on the research of local communities but also on the complex societies of larger
political entities. In 2014, an independent fiscal institution was established in Yakutia for
setting up the family tree of Yakutia’s entire indigenous population. The institute, called
“The Institute for the Genealogy and Ethnology of the Northern Nations of Yakutia”,
seeks not only to create an online electronic genealogical database of the entire republic,
but also to train specialists who, using genealogical methods, would map the ancestors
of locals in certain settlements of Yakutia.'* By the end of 2015, the institute’s staff
were able to set up a family tree system covering 18,000 people (in some cases going
back two generations, in others thirteen generations). The institute is supported not
only by the government of the Sakha Republic but, through volunteers and data, the
local governments of each municipality as well. The first publications of this grandiose
research have already been printed, foreshadowing a detailed genealogical chart which,
treating kinship statically, creates a single legitimate genealogy system.

Based on this, I believe that the activities of local ethnographers can be integrated
into an epistemological and methodological tradition (in which Morgan’s and Rivers’
works are particularly determinative) that is ultimately part of the same anthropological
knowledge in which I myself am working. In other words, the local ethnographers are
not accumulating knowledge that is qualitatively different than mine, but one that is
based on a different approach to kinship.

13 Tt is important to note here that this is exactly the procedure that David Schneider criticized. Rivers
is only applying the ideas he formed of his own (i.e., English) kinship to the Todas, thus he only
understands what kinship means among the Todas based on consanguineal relationships (SCHNEIDER
1972:54).

'* For a brief description of the research and the institute: http://grants.oprf.ru/grants2014-3/zhurnal/
rec337/?order=DESC (accessed December 6, 2018)
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AN ETHNOGRAPHER-ANTHROPOLOGIST IN SIBERIA

My activity in Yakutia as an ethnographer (compared to the anthropological conduct I
had previously imagined) provided me with different kinds of rules of conduct and roles
in Siberia than I had expected. In the first few weeks of fieldwork, I wondered what to do
with the expectations of the local intellectuals in Tarbaga (and the set role they implied).
I think that participating in mutual language-game means not only understanding each
other’s goals, motivations, and utterances but also the effective implementation of related
actions in the course of the language-game. For this reason, I not only had to reflect upon
the role of ethnographer assigned to me, I had to (at least partially) fulfil it, too. In Tarbaga
and Kiilimniiiir, this specifically meant that I had to perform ethnographic research tasks
that were originally not part of my envisioned anthropological fieldwork. I did all this
so that my presence would be interpretable and meaningful to the locals as well. In the
closing paragraphs, I try to describe how [ worked as a Yakutian ethnographer in the field —
in addition to conducting anthropological fieldwork.

In Russia, ethnographers — especially those working in small settlements and who,
besides doing ethnographic research, also fulfil the role of local historian, librarian, or
cultural center manager — have other tasks besides research. Therefore, the moment
I as an anthropologist stepped into my role in the community as an ethnographer,
I was suddenly assigned a host of tasks that usually, in other situations, would rarely
be assigned to a researcher. However, as I felt that an important part of learning and
jointly developing the mutual language-game was to converge my own activities with
my local ethnographer’s role, I decided to fulfil these tasks according to my abilities and
capacities. Neither then, nor later did I think that this would be interfering in the life of an
intact community. I knew I would get some role in the community, and I also knew that
my presence could not be ignored from an epistemological point of view.

My role as ethnographer primarily included teaching, seeing that the majority of
local ethnographers work in rural schools. Because of this, besides supervising talented
pupils for educational competitions, I regularly taught at local schools in both villages
(I taught English and national culture). In addition, I held a summer camp for children
and attended school expeditions. An important task of ethnographers in Russia is to
provide decision-making bodies with expertize and opinions (Funk 2016). In 2013, I
wrote a report on the teaching of humanities in the school in Tarbaga to the head of the
regional educational department (an ethnographer-historian himself), arguing that turning
the school into an agricultural vocational school is not expedient because it provides a
high-quality education in the humanities.'® In Kiilimniiiir, the head of the village asked
me to report to him, after finishing my fieldwork, on the difficulties I saw in the village
as an ethnographer and the solutions I would propose for them. I even signed an official,
jointly sealed agreement of cooperation with the leadership of the village.

In addition to assisting in the schools, I also participated in the work of the local
museums in both settlements. In the museum of Tarbaga, 1 digitized handwritten
family histories and hand-sketched family trees, and in Kiilimniilir, where there was
no genealogical chart covering the entire population of the village, we created one with

15 In spite of all this, the school in Tarbaga was transformed in 2013 by regional management into a
school that provided agricultural vocational training as well.
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Ljubov Innokentivna Sedailsheva, the local history teacher. After four weeks of work,
using the method that William Halse Rivers introduced in anthropological research, the
local art teacher and I plotted the family tree and kin relationships of the people of the
village on huge sheets of papers. Unfortunately, I could not stay in Kiiliimniiiir to see
these charts colored by schoolchildren and displayed on the walls of the museum, but
the exhibition called “Urukku agha uustar, anygy ud’uordar”, or “Ancient Lineages,
Present Descendants”, was already fully prepared with the staff of the museum. I could
continue listing all the other activities with which I contributed to the work of the local
schools and local museums, but these few examples shall suffice to illustrate the way
in which I considered my fieldwork in the Yakutian villages authentic and meaningful.
I do not think a researcher can avoid intervening in a community’s life. This is
especially inconceivable to me when one stays there for extended periods of time and
keeps going back to visit his friends. However, since there is no way to avoid the effect of
the researcher’s (and human being’s) presence on the community, it may be right to reflect
upon it and participate in the life of the community in a way that seems meaningful to
both the locals and the researcher. There are no rules for what role a researcher shall play
in a community and how he shall fulfil that role. Everyone makes mistakes and stumbles
sometimes during fieldwork. But the more reflective the presence of the researcher and
the more it can be interpreted by the locals, the greater the chance that the anthropologist
will remain authentic throughout the fieldwork, both from the human and the research
point of view. When the man — and the researcher — is welcomed back by the locals, it is
perhaps a substantial indication that he did not make too many mistakes in his fieldwork.
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