Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

ScienceDirect
Nothing goes to waste: sustainable practices of re-use
among indigenous groups in the Russian North
Laura Siragusa1 and Dmitry Arzyutov2,3
In the last few decades, the literature on waste has soared and
taken two main directions. Considering the assumption that
waste is a natural category, which we need to ‘dispose of’, the
scholarship on waste management and its sustainability offers
mainly problem-solving propositions (e.g., the 3Rs proposal—
re-cycling, re-using, and reducing—or ‘circular economy’). The
social scientific waste studies literature takes a more critical
stance from its outset and advances a relational account of
waste. We aim to bring those two main research streams into
dialogue through a presentation of two case studies among
indigenous communities in the Russian North. Not only we
disclose the hidden biases of the notion of circular economy
and other ‘innovative’ problem-solving practices in the waste
management literature, but we also propose to pay more
attention to non-hegemonic waste practices amongst
communities, which are often overlooked in both the waste
management and the social studies of waste literature.
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Introduction
Do the main inventions in current environmental sustainability practices always come from the metropolitan laboratories
or research centers? Could they also be of ‘non-Western’
www.sciencedirect.com

origin? In order to answer this question, we aim to observe the
literature on waste and waste management to identify particular biases, which we offer to analyze and challenge through a
short presentation of two case studies from indigenous communities in the Russian North. The recently published
literature on waste has mostly developed into two main
research streams, which we will indicate in our review, while
also signaling influential scholarship. These main streams
encompass, on the one hand, a developmental approach to
waste management and its sustainability and, on the other
hand, a critical and relational approach to waste. The contributors of the waste management literature tend to take
for granted that waste/trash/garbage is a natural category,
‘something to dispose of’, and consequently focus on problem-solving propositions. On the contrary, the social scientific
waste studies, also referred to as discard studies and critical
waste studies/waste theory, which originates in the 1966 seminal work by Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, do not accept waste as a
universally accepted category, a common sense [1]. Rather,
they propose a social, relational, and more critical stance
towards it. In her review, Sarah Moore [2] offers a similar
organization on the literature on waste, as she proposes a twoax schema (positivity-negativity and dualist-relational). In her
analysis, the first axis (positivity-negativity) construes waste as
‘imbued with meaning that may or may not be pre-given’, and
the second axis (dualist-relational) defines “the degree to
which waste is defined as something that is separate from
society”. The epistemic cross that Moore proposes in her
article aims to overcome dualisms in waste studies; however, it
still leads to a rather dualistically structured model. We have
opted for a simpler and more open-ended presentation of the
literature on waste, given that in certain instances the axes
overlap. While drawing from case studies from indigenous
groups in the Russian North, we aim to bring those two main
research streams into dialogue. In particular, we would like to
bring to attention non-hegemonic practices amongst the
communities of Veps (Siragusa) and Nenets (Arzyutov).
These practices have often been neglected in the literature
on waste and waste management. We would like to
reveal some of the hidden biases comprised in the waste
management literature, which due to its focus on innovation,
implicitly devalorizes the ‘traditional’, with its basis on improvisation and seemingly less structured practices. As a subobjective, we hope not only to incite a new dialogue on waste
(management practices) by including Russia, but also to
problematize the dominant perception that people and policies in this country are disengaged with environmental issues
and concerns. We combine our ethnographies—based on
long-term ethnographic fieldwork among Veps and Nenets
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since 2009—with the analysis of the vast literature on waste
and waste management. This approach shapes the structure
of our article, which is organized in three sections on waste
management, social studies of waste, and two (sub-)Arctic
case studies taken from a historical and anthropological
perspective.

Waste management and its sustainability
Within this research stream, waste is often taken for
granted, as a broad category, which encompasses materials we no longer need. It has also come to symbolize a
global ecological and social problem, given its
unprecedented growth worldwide. Colonization [3,4],
industrialization [5], and urbanization [e.g., 6,7] are often
accounted for its disproportionate accumulation. This is
particularly the case in large cities [8–12], where many
end up feeling disconnected from the production of
objects and materials to their disposal [15]. The alleged
‘waste generation’ is seen to be living in an era of ‘surplus’
and ‘excess’, and to have developed ‘quick to use and
quick to discard consumer habits’ [14–16]. Given its new
scale, many scholars within this research stream have
advocated for the need to intervene and find a solution.
Even though waste management has always existed
[5,13,14,17,18], it has gained a new (political) significance
‘in an era of environmental and economic crises’ [19].
Recent studies seem to suggest that at present waste
management needs to be addressed principally in poorer
countries, given that since the 1970s the ‘developed’ world
has promoted techniques and policies to tackle it [14]. Not
only the so-called ‘West’ has advanced innovative measures, but has also attached them to a higher morality, given
that these practices are often associated to green ideas and
care for the environment [20–22].1 This is the case of
Norway [14], Sweden [23], and the U.K. [24,25]. So-called
‘developed’ countries are often described at the forefront in
the implementation of policies, too [26]. With the clear
objective to become a recycling society [27], for example,
the European Union has been quite aggressively promoting
‘eco-innovation’ and ‘circular economy’ [28,29–32]. Such
an approach to waste management reveals hidden biases, as
the so-called ‘West’ continues to epitomize the beam of
innovation and progress, while other practices are civilly
overlooked.
Poorer countries continue to be depicted as ‘in need’ of
intervention, given their lower levels of engagement with
waste management. The causes for this are often attributed to gender [20,33], education and income [11], health
disparity [34], location [3,35–37], race [38,39], the lack
of state intervention in certain areas [40], a combination of
all of those [41], and is often rooted in a history of
colonization [42].
1

Littler [83]; however, indicates that many opt for a greater sense of
responsibility towards the environment out of a sense of guilt.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2020, 43:41–48

Colonial disparity in the literature on waste management
is assessed in many studies. For example, the lack of a
state system to take care of waste is found in the
literature about indigenous groups in North America
[26,43]. However, many scholars also focus on long-term
practices and knowledge, which they suggest to take
more into account in decision-making processes [44–47].
Even though indigenous groups might still be depicted
as ‘noble indigenous ecologists’ [48], who have been
rather good at waste management [49,50], due not only
to their ecological [51,52], but also symbolic, metaphorical, and economic knowledge [cf. 46], their ‘traditional’
practices are often belittled in decision-making procedures and public debates. For example, according to
Solomon et al. [53], the old use of ash and recycled
material to make the soil fertile among indigenous
groups in Liberia and Ghana, West Africa, has been
ignored [cf. 54]. Similarly, burning practices to dispose
of waste has long lasted among indigenous communities
in Saskatchewan [43], and in Labrador and Newfoundland [4]. Admittedly, the recent increase in plastic has
made this practice more dangerous [26]. Overall, there is
very little involvement and cultural recognition of indigenous groups practical knowledge in waste management
in the U.S. and Canada [55]. Rather, those groups are
advised to follow ‘best practices’ of waste management
developed elsewhere and that are provided, for example,
in such documents as the ‘Solid Waste Management for
Northern and Remote Communities: Planning and
Technical Guidance Document’. In line with what
bluntly stated by Goodman [56], we aim to acknowledge
and raise awareness of longstanding indigenous practices, instead of discarding them.
Despite its benefits, the attention towards waste management often goes hand in hand with a specific ideological
paradigm of progress that undermines a more discreet
practical knowledge, which has long existed, but is not
promoted as loudly and widely. We claim that the current
state-of-the-art on waste management and its sustainability reinforces a power imbalance by portraying alleged
‘western’, ‘developed’ countries as cutting edge, caring,
morally superior, whereas their innovative suggestions
and attitudes of care often reproduce similar long-term
practices among indigenous groups [on care and respect,
see 57]. This paper argues for a recognition of practices,
which have long endured and continue to be exercised
among groups, which often have limited access to decision-making mechanisms—such as many indigenous
groups—and, thus, its scope has also a decolonizing
breath [cf. 58,59].

Social studies of waste
Within social studies of waste, the notion of waste is not
taken for granted, as part of a ‘colonial’ monologue, which
ignores its numerous and varied definitions within indigenous (but not only) communities [58]. Rather, the
www.sciencedirect.com
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accepted idea that waste is the ‘material we fail to use’
[60], ‘stuff that no longer has a place’ [5], ‘a redundant
product’ [15], and ‘materials that [ . . . ] are economically
unusable’ [16] is under serious scrutiny as this kind of
definition is often representative of a dominant ‘Western’
notion. Since Mary Douglas’ 1966 groundbreaking work,
many scholars have questioned such an account of waste
by problematizing both its heterogeneous and relational
conceptualizations and social life cycle [1]. Even though
there is no unified field of waste studies—still a rather
recent discipline—the scholars within this research
stream are interested in the cultural understanding and
practices in and through which ‘waste’ is enacted and
defined. Instead of conceptualizing waste as materials
that over time have become obsolete and are consequently removed from people’s lives, the waste studies
scholars not only ask themselves, ‘what is waste?’, but also
‘whose waste?’.
Waste is constructed symbolically [1]. Indeed, as part of a
meshwork of relations, waste is often supplied with a
value and attributed a symbol, which evolve over time
and space [19,61,62]. Reno [63] refers to this
“interpretative and semiotic process” as “common sense
waste” within specific communities. Given this, it cannot
be classified as a universal category. Waste is constructed
politically [64]. Monsaingeon [64] notes that discarded
objects, such as those which get lost in the ocean and are
transported by currents, can make their way back into our
lives, as fragments of the unconscious of time. They
appear as material ghosts of modernity. Waste is constructed through socio-technical practices [e.g., 13,65]. As
indicated by Higgin [5] and Reno [13], ‘waste’, ‘garbage’,
‘trash’—all mass nouns—can become anonymous through
an often invisible structure of collection, storage, sorting,
burying and incineration, and thus let the multiple stories
of its individual components evanesce. To a certain
extent, the use of such mass terms alienates from local
nuances and practices and reinforces inequality through
processes of inconspicuousness and invisibility. In their
analysis of transboundary trade of waste, Moore et al. [65]
warn us of the development of local waste havens, which
may “compound vulnerability and risk for specific communities”. More than having a universal category of
waste, which can be applied everywhere, waste studies
scholars take into account multiple, localized and situated
conceptualizations of waste and consequent practices of
waste management.
With this rationale in mind, some academics have turned
to the study of indigenous notions of waste and waste
management practices in the attempt to subvert power
inequalities and continue to promote diversity. As noted
by Hawkins [66], a whole lot of different ‘moral economies’ should be considered when addressing traditional
logics of scarcity and frugality. Interestingly, the very
notion of ‘moral economy’ has entered academic debates
www.sciencedirect.com

through the work of Aleksander Chayanov on Russian
peasant everyday economy. If, according to Nigel Clark
[67], in the so-called ‘West’, waste is based on attempts to
forget (by getting rid of it), indigenous ontologies are
about remembering and sustaining, which means either
making use of the surplus or leaving it to others. Bell [68]
further challenges this dual perception of waste, which
depicts it as either ‘in’ or ‘out’ of our lives. Rather, she
claims that waste, as new material, is a ‘living’ object [68].2
In particular, when addressing indigenous communities,
she explains, “the very notion of ‘waste’ is problematic
since it is premised upon a human/non-human, person/
place divide that is rooted in Western modernism and
Enlightenment rationality” [68:117]. She concludes,
“only by rooting concepts and theories of waste within
these radically different contexts can we gain a deeper
understanding of the relationship between humans and
the waste they generate, repurpose and reimagine”
[68:117]. Among indigenous Nenets in the Russian Arctic,
for example, whatever can be creatively integrated in
material life cycles is not counted as ‘waste’ [Fieldnotes,
Arzyutov, 2018]. Nenets use the word xampol q, which is
semantically linked to the verbs ‘to shake, stir, and turn’.
This term is closer to the meaning of dust than to that of
waste. Given the plurality of ‘indigenous waste
relationships’, we invite further studies on how those
multiple connections and exchanges emerge, develop,
manifest, as well as how they are lived as embodied
practices [cf. 66:4].
While Hawkins [66] can be criticized for predominantly
embracing a global North—meaning dominant, so-called
‘Western’—perspective, Bell [68] can be similarly summoned for neglecting the plurality of practices and
voices that characterize the North, as she focuses on
the Global South. In this paper, we indeed would like to
surpass such a uniform perception about the North,
given the multiethnic component of this vast territory
from Alaska through Canada, Greenland, Iceland,
Fennoscandia, to Russia. We thus introduce conceptualizations of waste and consequent waste management
practices among indigenous people in the Russian
North. Not only Russia appears peripheral in such ecological debates, but there also exists an often shared
perception that the whole population of this country
does not engage in sustainable practices of waste management. Lessons that can be learnt from such an
analysis give ways to new perspectives of waste management as a highly important and rapidly growing field of
modern economy.

2
Waste as a ‘living’ object has the potential to be alive with stories
about the people who disposed of it, also among so-called ‘Western’
dwellers [5]. Discarded objects also appear to have agency when they
come back into our lives, such as those transported by oceans and waters
[64].
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Waste (management) in the Soviet Union and
Russian Federation
The Soviet Union and Russian Federation are scarcely
represented in debates concerning waste management
and its sustainability, in particular in the literature written
in English [8,15]. For this, Boltakova et al. [69] blame the
use of the Russian language rather than English in many
of the researches conducted in/about Russia. Yet, in our
search, we have not found much literature in the Russian
language either. Those papers published in English often
demand an intervention from the state [70–72], which
lacks an integrated concept of waste management and
seems to focus on the producer’s responsibility, rather
than its own [73]. Thus, they concur with the criticism
towards the state action frequently made about poorer
countries and indigenous groups. We problematize the
situation in Russia, by integrating an indigenous perspective on waste and waste management [cf. 74]. We also add
knowledge on the conduct of the Russian state by bringing to the fore more subtle interventions, which respond
to a different socio-economic ecology and emerge from a
recurrent condition of ‘scarcity’, rather than ‘surplus’.
The creative appropriation of old materials and objects
among Veps

Veps are an indigenous group, traditionally living in rural
areas in Northwest Russia and at present counting
5936 individuals. Like many others rural and often indigenous dwellers in Russia and elsewhere [see, 16], Vepsian
villagers have long engaged in creative and sustainable
practices of re-use. Recurrent periods of ‘scarcity’ (or
‘deficit’, as depicted in late-Soviet Russia [74]), and local
practical knowledge of respect and trust towards the environment [57] have pushed Veps, among others in Russia, to
engage in sustainable practices or reduce and re-use. Such a
behavior was supported by the Soviet state that, besides
inserting columns on how to assemble tools using old
materials in such magazines as Yunyy tekhnik (A Young
Technician) [since 1956] and Modelist-konstruktor [since
1962], also approved the DIY identity that many citizens
manifested to have [75]. It does not surprise, therefore, that
throughout the 1970s, an interest on sustainable practices
developed among a team of designers from Leningrad [76].
Such a support did not end with the collapse of the Soviet
Union, as a show called Ochen’ umelye/OchUmelye ruchki (Very
skillful/crazy hands) began to be broadcasted on the
national TV in 1992. On the one hand, the state regulates
its continuous condition of crisis by handing over the
responsibility for the environment and economy to its
citizens. On the other hand, it fulfills a demand from the
public, given long-term existing practices of re-use that
extend the life to old objects and materials, and thus
matches bottom-up initiatives.
Certain materials and objects, which have lost their initial
purpose, do not fall into the category of waste (murdod and
rujod in Vepsian); rather, they are creatively given a new life
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2020, 43:41–48
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Garden decorations made out of tires in Pondal, a central Vepsian
village (Siragusa, 2015).

and symbolism. For example, car tires are used to decorate
the gardens, oil barrels to collect the rain to irrigate the soil,
and plastic bottles as vases (Figure 1). Such a practical
knowledge is often founded on both care and respect for the
environment and things, and a way to deal with extended
periods of ‘scarcity’, according to which nothing goes to
waste, but rather it is creatively re-used and lived with.
Textile leftovers are often used to make carpets, pillows,
cloths, and dolls.3 These practices are common elsewhere,
as textile leftovers are often re-used. Among Veps, through
a process of appropriation, they have gained also a new
symbolism. These dolls have the unique trait of not being
painted on the face; what’s more, the remaining cotton
threads that are collected while making the dolls are burned
in a stove, in order to realize one’s wishes [Fieldnotes,
Siragusa, 2015] (Figure 2). The skill of making dolls,
counted as Vepsian dolls, is also passed on to the children
through master classes at school.
In line with global concerns of sustainability, the fashion
industry is currently investigating the circularity of textile
[77].4 While such initiatives respond to an economic and
environmental crisis of global scale, they also concur with
the idea that such waste management practices as
‘circular economy’ are cutting-edge and emerge from
the ‘developed’ countries. This way, long-term practices
of reduction and re-use among indigenous groups, such as
3
The re-use of textile is a practice, which has long been part of
household management. As indicated by Strasser [18], at a time of mass
industrialization, women used to re-use textile for quilts, rugs, covering
tables and chairs.
4
‘Circular design’ was first mentioned in McDonough and Braungart’s
The Hannover Principles in 1992.
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Figure 2

Figure 3
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A master-class on how to make Vepsian dolls at the school in Kuya
(Siragusa, 2013).

Collecting driftwood and plastic waste along the coastline. Kolguev
Island. 2010. Courtesy of Ivan Varnitsyn (Kolguev Island).

Veps, and the symbolism they have gained over time
continue to be put into shade.

meant searching for and/or creating containers where to
store the petrol. In the context of late Soviet ‘deficit’ crisis,
the Arctic seashores became ‘free shops’ where to find old
re-usable tools for the petrol. Many Nenets on the Kolguev
Island acknowledge going to a seashore ‘as if going
shopping’ [Fieldnotes, Arzyutov. 2018]. Here Nenets
appropriate and subvert a symbol of colonial disparity from
continental Russia, the ‘shops’. Collecting plastic waste
follows the logics of collecting driftwood. Arzyutov’s interlocutors on the Kolguev island explained that they have to
take into account the ‘ownership’ of particular parts of the
coastline. Nenets skilfully transform the materials,
which reach these northern shores, while maintaining
well-established economic and social practices of re-use
and exchange. Such practices of re-use remind us of the
famous notion of Bird-David [57], ‘giving environment’,
with the difference that instead of organic produce, Nenets
gather anthropogenic objects (Figure 4).

Waste on the sea shores: creatively engaging with
‘scarcity’ among Nenets

Given its distant location and extreme climate, the Russian
Arctic has always been an area that is hard to get to, and this has
challenged the authorities on how to solve the ‘scarcity’ of
produce and reinforce their colonial influence there. Yet, local
indigenous people have developed creative ways and knowledge on how to deal with the recurrent ‘scarcity’ of goods.
Such is the case of indigenous nomadic and semi-nomadic
Nenets in the high Russian Arctic, which count more than
44 000 individuals. For example, one way to counterbalance the lack of firewood has been the use of driftwood,
collected by Nenets families along the seashores [78].
Access to driftwood is regulated by kinship-based rules
and family/clan land ownership. The act of collecting
driftwood is deeply intertwined with gift-giving relations
that sustain nomadic economies. Historically speaking,
driftwood as a building material has significantly affected
the everyday life of Nenets, as it served the purpose to
construct sledges and tents, among other structures. The
collection of driftwood—a natural waste of the Arctic
Ocean—has recently been accompanied by the collection
of plastic (e.g., containers, nets, and ropes), which is
equally washed up onto the seashore (Figure 3) [cf. 64].
The plastic contamination of the ocean [79] has concurred
with a great technological change among indigenous people
in the Arctic, that is, the introduction of the snowmobile,
often referred to as ‘snowmobile revolution’. For many, this
www.sciencedirect.com

We are far from saying that colonial and power inequality
should not be addressed by national and international political bodies, since indigenous groups find ways not only to live,
but also to create something new with it. Just like demonstrated by Millar [80], where Brazilian scavengers are being
identified with waste [see also, 2,81,82], the practice of
collecting plastic among Nenets may equally put them in
a lower social position in spite of the acknowledged success
of their economic activities, as is the case for reindeer
herding, hunting and fishing. Our aim is to put in the
spotlight practices of re-use among indigenous groups in
North Russia to show how much they continue to be discredited as inferior and spurred out-of-need and not as
creative and noble endeavours. We consider this micro-level
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2020, 43:41–48
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