Ab Imperio, 1/2020

*

Upon his return from the United States, where he had participated in
audience,1 published a book-length travelogue titled USA: People and Mor
als of America, in which he wrote:
Thirty years ago moving from the American East to the far West,
*
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round gray eyes. Several times, it positively seemed to me that I saw
booming and lively Russian speech, they emitted Anglo-Saxon sounds.
I fell silent and passed by.”2

Russian faces in America, a place he also loved and missed later, when he
his 1932 book skillfully depicted various American characters, from bil-
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relations. I mentioned in our meeting that I am gradually coming to the
”4
have considered emigrating to the United States at that time.5 While there
tion, his constant discontent with Soviet reality and the persistent politics
of comparison between the USSR and the United States are obvious in his
publications and personal correspondence of the time. In what follows, I
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sidered not so much leaving Soviet Russia for the United States but rather
introducing certain American ideas and practices in the USSR. Abbreviated
in this essay on the examples of three episodes from early Soviet ethnography.6 With the notable exception of several articles,7
in the modern history of anthropology. Thus, the three cases presented here
can help revisit the traditional narrative of the history of anthropology by
transcending the constraints of national borders and traditions.

the development of Russian and then Soviet ethnography of the North and
Siberia. As I have argued elsewhere, those collaborations profoundly shaped
and the later Soviet indigenous ethnohistories.
9

His biographer Elena Mikhailova argues that even the “Paleolithic novels”
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of the Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography and a
was “of fundamental
importance” for designing his research plan of the Jesup Expedition.11 The
Anthropogeographie and the Altaistic and Eurasianistic ideas of
Soviet ethnographers develop transnational models of ancient indigenous
migrations and “prove” the evolutionary “backwardness” of some groups.12
One of the main results of Russo-American collaboration involving the
“ethno-trio” was the formation of the historical anthropology discipline
in its Russian version, later known as etnogenez (ethnogenesis) and et
nicheskaia istoriia
historical method during preparations for the Jesup expedition, outlining its
conception as follows: “We must, so far as we can, reconstruct the actual
history of mankind, before we can hope to discover the laws underlying
that history.”13
culture” and the “Eskimo problem” in particular.14 This theoretical premise,
along with ethnographic, linguistic, and archaeological empirical knowledge
(i.e., exceptional attention focused on northern peoples) was converted into a
called “missionaries of a new way of life,” collected data about indigenous
languages, customs, and social relations as well as material artifacts, in
order to reconstruct their histories before they vanished without a trace as
11
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tasked with assisting the “backward peoples” to ascend to the new, socialist stage of historical progress and embrace the universal Soviet culture.15
This complex mission embraced by early Soviet ethnographers, along with
ethnography itself,16

-

which combined the personal research experience of the “ethno-trio” and
.

written correspondence soon after their mutual friend Waldemar Jochelson
emigrated to the United States in 1922. This correspondence was a breath
to update him about developments in American anthropology and science
years of isolation. He became a professor at Petrograd University (now St.
Petersburg State University) and laid the foundation for the new Soviet
ethnography. In a way, his academic success was the main obstacle to his
other initiatives: it pushed aside more practice-oriented plans, such as the
of the North as the staple of nationality policy there. He articulated this idea
Zhizn’
natsional’nostei
in the tundra and the forest, on the foothills and mountain spurs have to be
part of a special reserve [zakaznik
15
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and to be almost completely forbidden for the use and even entry of other
17

The speech be19

his idea in more cautious political language, as “A Proposal regarding the
20

rhetoric of nature preservation and ethnic group protection, his “proposal”
also used the Marxist notion of capital:
Aborigines [tuzemnye liudi
deer, shining soroki of sables and dens of foxes and arctic foxes. They
were all created by nature itself and have to be used by technology.21

Using the Russian term for natural reserve (zapovednik
panded its meaning and proposed that indigenous peoples of the Soviet
North be considered part of the nature that was protected in such reserves.
The Siberian ethnographer Petr E. Ostrovskikh, who commented on and
to North American Indian reservations.22
“reservation” in the opening part of the text, albeit downplaying any references to Native Americans:
okrainnye narody
should be based on a system of reservation territories [rezervatsii–za
kaznye territorii
to be large enough to accommodate each borderland nationality in accordance with its aboriginal way of life [iskonnyi byt i obraz zhizni
and prohibited from settlement by neighbors, both Russians and other
foreigners with stronger cultures.23
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The politically compromised term outweighed the accompanying prozapovedniki
ment of all its predatory exploits.”24
tion on reservations but still believed in their progressive role for the social
and cultural development of indigenous peoples of the North:
There are other spots on the map of America. For example, the socalled Indian reservations, where the last remnants of the indigenous
population live as if in a nature reserve [zapovednik
sistently dying out and only during the past quarter of a century had
begun mixing with whites and blacks and learning some agriculture and
various crafts, and had ceased dying out. During the past presidential
25

populist (narodnik) background, as this concern was characteristic of the anticolonial discourse of Siberian regionalists (oblastniki) of the second half of
the nineteenth century.26 His colleagues at the Geography Faculty of Petrograd
University shared this concern as applied to wild nature, and one of them,
propose establishing a network of zapovedniki in Soviet Russia modeled on
American national parks.27
to Petrograd naturalists both professionally and personally. After the death
zapovedniki
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One of the fundamental commonalities between social scientists and
naturalists at Petrograd University was their embrace of the notion of etalon
(standard sample, or model). Environmentalists spoke of models of “healthy
nature” representing some general types,29 and ethnographers perceived
ethnoses (narody, etnosy) as ideally demarcated groups, distinct from each
other.30 The concept of model natural environments led to one of the most
human groups eventually shaped “ethnic particularism” as the underlying
principle of Soviet nationalities policy.31

the social landscape of the Russian North and Siberia. It was not completely
years.32
promising means of preserving “traditional” cultures and protecting nature
that had been seriously damaged by Soviet economic policies.33

cal exploration of Arctic populations by adding a European part to the Asian
and American segments that had already been studied.34 With this goal in mind,
Thinking about a possible collaboration with Soviet ethnographers, he shared
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of the
Soviet North by Americans and Europeans. He shared his concern in a
private letter of December 12, 1926, to the secretary of the Academy of
Sciences, Sergey F. Oldenburg,36 and publicly in the Soviet press.37 On the
did not refuse to resume their scholarly collaboration.
result of that meeting: the decision to exchange graduate students. A graduate

the USSR to “examine the Soviet methods towards their aboriginal groups”
39
Apparently, in this
and American anthropologists.
York in 1929 and began her one-year course in anthropology under the
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particularism” overlapped with the Marxist doctrines that dominated Soviet
social sciences, which, at times, produced odd combinations.41 Although
sciences,42

oppressed national minorities [natsmen’shinstva
speaks for the fact that American science is bourgeois and reactionary (although it has collected rich materials, which will be sorted out
by the Marxist). This science draws backward from metaphysics and
eclectics, and not forward, along the path of the development of dialectical materialism.43
Approximately one month before the publication of this article, Averkieva

tions.” She nevertheless agreed with his criticism of Marxism when used
as a methodology for ethnographic studies:
If I rightly understand you, you accept it as marxism or materialism,
sic
that it is impossible all aspects of culture explain immidiatly [sic
economics, that all sides of life and of nature are in intimate relation
sic
phenomena he has to isolate it from the general mutual relations. It
is nessery [sic
when some particular case will be isolated. How do you think of that?44
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Depression and her personal involvement in Soviet academic politics made
Marxism the sole conceptual language acceptable to her.45 Moreover, a miliespecially from someone compromised by collaboration with “bourgeois
scholars” such as Averkieva after her American year.46
Whereas Averkieva was born to a family of Russian peasants on the
-

own way.”47
He also noticed that two supreme intellectual authorities dominated the
practical aspects of this new methodology. I suppose I shall continue to see
Russian life confusedly until I get my proletarian glasses.”
This was a very astute observation, as the Soviet ethnographers at the
time were indeed obsessed with combining the ideas of Morgan with the
acquired almost simultaneously, in 1936, the archive of Karl Marx in Paris
treated these documents as a material fetish of sorts (in the Marxist sense).
There were even plans to name the Institute of Ethnography of the Soviet
Academy of Sciences for Morgan.49
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Phinney was also absolutely right to expect that “proletarian glasses”
its support, based on the experience of the Institute of Northern Peoples in
50

remained alien and essentially irrelevant thinkers for him. His attempts to
become an earnest Marxist failed.51 Upon his arrival in the USSR, Phinney
having exactly this goal in mind. However, Phinney admitted in the same
letter that he was “not optimistic about the value of the Russian method as a
thing applicable to the US Indian reservations.”52 Very soon, the inadequacy
of the Marxist explanatory paradigm even in Soviet conditions became apI get, from what I read and from what is constantly told to me, too
many facts about the phenomenal development of native groups that
were from the beginning rather well constituted socially and economically and not enough facts about the social rehabilitation or regeneration
53

As U.S. policies toward national minorities began to change under the
new administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Phinney tended to see them as
where he observed this East Siberian autonomous region and its relations
Act). This “Indian New Deal” increased self-government and economic vivalues and practices, hence Phinney responded to it very enthusiastically.54
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Eventually, Phinney partially adopted Soviet Marxist methodologies or at
least their rhetoric, and “applied Marxian theories of capitalist development
55

Soviet ethnographic discussions of the time, so references to the precarious
position of indigenous groups under the Russian imperial regime can be
found in his published and unpublished papers.56 This seems to be the main
tween Soviet and American ethnographers of the younger generation, their
hopes were in vain. Despite the parallels and even the commonality of their
life experiences, it seems that Averkieva and Phinney did not get along well
and showed few common interests. Averkieva, who was three years younger,
sic
57

translations, giving lessons in sign language, conducting some ethnographic
common interests in the ethnography of minority groups allowed Averkieva
and Phinney to overcome their divergent concerns regarding Soviet and
American political situations and academic cultures.

As is typical of daydreams, most “American dreams” of early Soviet
ethnographers did not come true as envisioned. Still, they had profoundly
shaped the discipline of Soviet ethnography as a hybrid of evolutionism,
Marxism, and museum studies of material culture. Although the names of
postwar Soviet ethnography, their methodologies certainly were. To this
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extinction of languages and cultures and the need for their special care and
protection by the state and scholars, reman central for Russian ethnography
and anthropology. As was mentioned earlier, the idea of integrated nature
and culture reserves (reservations) resurfaces from time to time. Even some
tic and conceptual, persist in the contacts of Russian anthropologists and
ethnographers with their American and European counterparts. One way
to resolve these misunderstandings is to transcend national borders and
national academic traditions in reconstructing the history of anthropology.
SUMMARY
dreams” of Russian ethnography in the early twentieth century based on the
of this discipline not through the familiar narrative of gradual isolation but
as a story of sometimes problematic contacts and exchanges with American

such as “ethnogenesis” and “ethnic history,” were products of the debates

of establishing nature reserves-cum-reservations for the native peoples
of Siberia. These were to combine the prerevolutionary idea of nature reAmerican practice of Indian reservations. Finally, the third case compares
ently understood and deployed in the transnational context, and how this
testify to the importance of shifting the optics of the history of anthropology
from reconstructing national traditions and local genealogies toward tracing
dialogue and mutual borrowings.
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