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Abstract—An overview of trends in Russian academic ethnology over the past three decades is provided. This
is an analysis of the state of the discipline from the inside, from the point of view of the author, who has been
at the center of the scientific and public life of the country for all these years and who, as the director of the
RAS Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, influenced academic strategy and institutional changes. This
is also a view on Russian national ethnology in the context of epistemological shifts and disciplinary changes
that have taken place in world sociocultural anthropology and ethnology. The main provisions of this article
concern intradisciplinary inertia and the difficult revision of the Soviet legacy; the restrictive impact of dom-
inant public practices on the choice of metatheoretical constructs such as social constructivism in culturally
complex societies; the influence of the ideology and practice of ethno-nationalism on the scientific commu-
nity and the resultant “postcolonial” or aboriginal anthropology; and the combination of ethnographic tra-
dition and new directions in the search for cultural similarities as the antithesis to the traditional obsession
with establishing differences. The article analyzes the nation-building project based on a multiethnic civil
nation as one of the prospects for the anthropological vision of Russia and the place of scientists in this proj-
ect. The author evaluates the post-Soviet period as one of the most fruitful in the history of Russian ethnology
in terms of the formation of new trends, thematic repertoire, and geography of research.
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REFERENCE POINTS

In early 2019, a book edited by the Norwegian
anthropologist T.H. Eriksen and the Czech ethnolo-
gist M. Jacoubek was published [1], dedicated to the
50th anniversary of the publication of the famous col-
lection of articles edited by F. Barth Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Differ-
ence [2]. Both publications are remarkable for the his-
tory of world ethnology and social/cultural anthropol-
ogy: one of them has had a powerful and versatile
influence, among other things, on the study of the
phenomenon of ethnicity, while the other is an
attempt of leading researchers in Europe and America
to comprehend the half-century evolution of one of
the central topics of our discipline—the topic of eth-
nicity. As one of the authors of a book on the legacy of
the Barth concept and as a veteran of the ethnological
guild, I take the opportunity to present some overview

provisions and provide some conclusions about the
development of world and Russian ethnographic/eth-
nological science in the recent past and its possible
prospects. Without claiming to be a complete review,
the article is, as its title emphasizes, a “personal view”
of the issues under discussion.

Since the book edited by Barth and the concept
contained in it reached the Russian-speaking reader
with a huge delay [3], we can say definitely: the late
Soviet ethnography of the era of Yu.V. Bromley and
Western anthropological and ethnological studies fol-
lowed almost nonintersecting courses, at least from
the point of view of their theoretical and methodolog-
ical arsenal. By the way, the American anthropologist
K. Verdery wrote about this, recalling the history of
joint Soviet–American symposia in Tallinn and New
Orleans in the 1980s. These forums were initiated by
Gorbachev’s perestroika and were coordinated from
the Soviet side by Bromley and from the American
side by S. Mintz within the framework of interaca-
demic exchanges of our countries. Here is how Verd-
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ery describes her impressions of this “meeting” of two
schools and ideologies [4, p. 40]:

Although I did not quite realize it at the time—I
simply saw the Soviet scholars as theoretically antedi-
luvian, in contrast to us up-to-date young Bartho–
Marxists with our situationalism, self-ascription, and
political economy—I was encountering one of the
great conundrums of social science work: the prob-
lematic connection between theory and social ideol-
ogy.… But now I was facing an interlocutor [that is
Yu.V. Bromley—V.T.] … offering a theoretical explana-
tion (his concept of ethnos) that was manifestly under-
pinning an ideology central to holding the Soviet
Union together.

“Where did ethnic theory end and ideology
begin?” Verdery asked herself. Then she did not have
an answer, and only after some time did she see “the
clash at that conference as more than simply good vs.
bad theory” [4, p. 40].

As a participant in the aforementioned meetings,
I was also shocked at one time when I heard from my
Western colleagues that “ethnoses do not exist” and
that not only ethnicity but even race are social con-
structions. Even more I was thrown into confusion by
the stinging remark of the famous anthropologist
E. Wolf after I had read the report of Bromley on con-
temporary ethnic processes at the International Con-
gress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences in
Zagreb in 1988: “Thank you for the lecture on social
racism.” I have not experienced greater shame in my
life. The reaction to all these external influences
(Western books and approaches, quite friendly discus-
sions with American colleagues) was my conviction
that primordialism and sociobiological evolutionism,
which f lourished in Soviet ethnography, testified to a
crisis rather than to triumphant advance of our sci-
ence. To this was added the influence of the British
anthropologist E. Gellner, whose benevolent interest
in Soviet social science [5, 6] did not prevent a critical
assessment of the theoretical basis of Soviet ethnogra-
phy.

For all my interest in the then Western approaches
to the study of ethnicity, it was clear that the postulates
of social constructivism would be difficult to assert
themselves on Russian soil, if at all they could be
included in the theoretical and methodological arse-
nal. Even more difficult was the task of separating
“national” and “ethnic,” especially the revision of the
category nation in favor of its civil-political meaning,
or at least asserting the possibility of a double interpre-
tation of such a well-known category. My experience
of studying the “national question” in Canada [7–9],
where the concepts of the common Canadian,
regional-ethnic Quebec, and aboriginal nations com-
peted (it was in those years that the movement of “first
nations” emerged), also suggested the need to revise
one of the fundamental postulates of Soviet social sci-
ence.

Now, from a distance of almost three decades, we
can say that the main obstacle to the modernization of
domestic ethnology was not even the “antediluvian
primordialism” and evolutionism of ethnos theory but
the sociopolitical reality based entirely on the concept
of ethno-national state-building under the existing
and supremely controlled ethnic nationalism. In a
society where ethnic differences play a fundamental
role, special practices, factors, arguments, and emo-
tions come into play. Here, special patterns emerge in
the behavior of different communities, their elites, and
individuals. Here researchers themselves are faced
with the temptation to choose between new theories
and dominant practice.

This side in the interpretation of the ethnic phe-
nomenon, ignored by theorists of social constructiv-
ism, was also noted by Verdery, who studied the con-
nection between ethnicity and nation-building using
the example of socialist Romania, which is close to us
in terms of experience [10]. Indeed, Barth and his col-
leagues played an important role in substantiating the
interpretation of ethnic identity as a plastic matter, as
a tool for organizing social relations, and not as a
“innate patriotic feeling.” However, as soon as these
identities acquire ideological forms, especially in the
course of nation-building, the formation of a nation-
state, the whole nature of the study and interpretation
of ethnicity changes. “In particular, a huge edifice—
The Nation—now stands over our relations with our
interlocutors, and they expect us to take it as seriously
as they do…. Anger and hurt are the consequence if we
continue to view this edifice as ‘mere data,’” Verdery
wrote [4, р. 41]. Indeed, as soon as ethnicity acquires
some semblance of statist forms, and even more so
when it is interpreted in the category of national state-
hood, as it was in the Soviet Union and is partly pre-
served to this day in Russia and in a number of other
countries, the mobility and permeability of ethnic
group boundaries turn into a rigid and insurmountable
frame. This rigidity forces the bearers of the “ethno-
national” to radical defensive or aggressive actions, up
to ethnic violence or self-immolation, as did the
Udmurt ethno-activist A.A. Razin in August 2019.
Verdery makes an important conclusion, which is also
relevant for Russian reality [4, р. 41]:

Both interethnic interactions and the theories gen-
erated about them occur in the “situation” of pro-
cesses forming and maintaining nation-states, pro-
cesses not reducible to localized interactions across
boundaries…. To study ethnic groups and boundaries
means to study not just situational strategizing but the
formation of ethno-national ideologies, along with the
sentiments and affects that accompany them.

It was in connection with this amendment to the
theory of social constructivism and B. Anderson’s
concept of the nation as an “imaginary community,”
which appeared at the same time, that, since the
beginning of my directorship at the Institute of
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Ethnography of the USSR Academy of Sciences in
1989, efforts have been made to criticize “ethnos the-
ory” and to modernize domestic ethnology, including
its name, subject matter, and status. Later, the title of
the book was born, Requiem for Ethnos, which meant,
of course, theory and not ethnic reality itself [11]. It
makes no sense to cover the late Soviet period in the
development of ethnographic science since enough
has been written about it [12–15], and I will only men-
tion still another reference point of our review. Thirty
years ago, the journal Soviet Ethnography published
my article “On New Approaches to the Theory and
Practice of Interethnic Relations” [16], which pro-
posed some revisionist theses: the categorical arsenal
used by Soviet ethnography in relation to the popula-
tion of the country and the world is inadequate and
politicized; the concept of ethnos is vulnerable and
does not ref lect the complexity of ethnic reality, both
in the historical aspect and in the modern one; the
understanding of “national statehood” as a form of
self-determination of an ethnonation is unrealizable
and conflict prone; and for a polyethnic state such a
policy of nation-building poses a serious risk. Yet the
most important thing in terms of the urgent changes
for me then was the problem of overcoming the disci-
plinary crisis, about which I wrote in the article
“Soviet Ethnography: Overcoming the Crisis” [17].

The further development of events is the subject of
this article. I consider it appropriate to recall what
S.V. Sokolovskii wrote about the insurmountable pre-
determination of the positions of any author when it
comes to assessing the state of the discipline: “Either
the time is nervous today, or the ashes of old fights
have not cooled down yet, but it turns out that we
almost never meet unbiased attempts to describe the
situation in the discipline outside the biased position
of the author himself, which is the position of a pre-
senter” [18, p. 144]. I suspect that I will also fail to be
impartial due to my deep involvement in the affairs of
national ethnology/anthropology.

A NEW BIRTH OF THE DISCIPLINE 
OR THE BIRTH OF A NEW DISCIPLINE?

In the late 1980s, I did not have enough outlook
and like-minded people to talk about our science as a
sociocultural anthropology, but the task of restoring
domestic ethnology repressed in the 1930s was formu-
lated quite definitely. The proposed renaming of the
Institute of Ethnography of the USSR Academy of
Sciences aroused discussions and objections of tradi-
tionalists (A.I. Pershits, V.I. Basilov, V.V. Pimenov
opposed this), and V.P. Alekseev suggested limiting
the new name to ethnology only. “I will develop
anthropology at my Institute of Archaeology,” he told
me. “But I would rather leave the word anthropology in
the name rather than ethnology,” I said. Ultimately,
Alekseev, as a member of the Presidium of the USSR
Academy of Sciences, supported the new name—

Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, and in 1990
the Presidium approved it. This was an important step
in the development of our science on the eve of the
birth of a new country—the Russian Federation.

It was from that moment when the difficult stage of
establishing the new name and the formation of a new
understanding of the discipline began. Its completion
was evidenced, among other things, by the renaming
of our national professional organization four years
ago into the Association of Anthropologists and Eth-
nologists of Russia. Let me remind you that the com-
munity, created in 1993, initially received a name
more familiar for the then Russian ethnographers and
physical anthropologists: The Association of Ethnog-
raphers and Anthropologists of Russia. The associa-
tion today is a radically new community of profession-
als. Its first congress in Ryazan’ in 1993 gathered only
80 participants, while at the XIII Congress of Anthro-
pologists and Ethnologists of Russia in Kazan’ in 2019
there were already more than 1000 of them, because
researchers and even amateurs of all kinds—from tra-
ditional healers to social workers—started aligning
themselves with our guild. The programs of the recent
congresses of the association convincingly testify that,
over a quarter of a century, our science has been devel-
oping within its modern subject–problem boundaries
and that our general disciplinary identity has been
established in many respects precisely as anthropolo-
gists and ethnologists. The subject matter and inter-
ests, as well as the methodology and language of mod-
ern science, have radically changed. Less than half of
the reports presented in Kazan’ can conditionally be
attributed to ethnology, and the rest relate to different
areas of social, cultural, and physical (biological)
anthropology [19].

There have been significant changes in the guild
foundation of the discipline—field research based on
the ethnographic method. There are no longer collec-
tive ethnographic expeditions, which gave rise to their
own professional ethos and even folklore, not to men-
tion the inclusive summer ethnography of field
detachments. The last, perhaps, were the group trips
of the employees of the Department of the Russian
People, who studied the Russians of the Ryazan’
region [20]. Ethnography as such persists but has
become more sophisticated, and it does not always
focus on the collection of empirical data or artifacts. In
recent years, field materials (primarily diaries) have
ceased to come to the institute’s archive. A kind of
monument to this type of ethnographic data was
Z.P. Sokolova’s publication of her collection of field
materials and memoranda [21].

An important moment in the formation of the new
discipline was the opening in some Russian universi-
ties in 2011 of an independent field of study—Anthro-
pology and Ethnology [22]. Following the Russian
State University for the Humanities, where the Edu-
cational and Scientific Center of Social Anthropology
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has been operating for 20 years, 11 higher educational
institutions of the country received a license to open a
new program. Among them are the Far East Federal
(Vladivostok), Kazan’ Federal, Omsk, Orel, Tomsk,
and St. Petersburg state universities. Educational pro-
grams in anthropology and ethnology are being imple-
mented in these universities within specially created
subdivisions or at preexisting departments, the name
of which contains the term ethnology (or ethnography).
The curriculum of the Department of Ethnology of
Moscow State University, although it remains part of
the Faculty of History and does not have accreditation
in our field, is anthropological according to accepted
international standards.

On the way to establishing a specialty so necessary
for polyethnic Russia, problems suddenly arose, both
subjective (classical history departments do not want
to part with ethnography/ethnology, considering it an
auxiliary discipline) and of an organizational and
bureaucratic nature (the recent campaign of merging
departments, faculties, and even universities), making
the creation of new departments and, even more so,
faculties of anthropology and ethnology practically
impossible. Even the existing departments of ethnol-
ogy were abolished—for example, at Ural Federal
University (Yekaterinburg). Of course, it is difficult to
consider the formation of the discipline completed
without its approval as an independent branch of sci-
ence with the awarding of the academic degrees of
candidate and doctor of anthropology and not histor-
ical or biological sciences, as it is today. This seems to
be a challenge for the next generation of anthropolo-
gists and ethnologists.

Institutional changes include the emergence of
more than a dozen new periodicals, as well as the ren-
ovation of old scientific journals. Etnograficheskoe
Obozrenie has changed its profile significantly and reg-
ularly introduces innovative topics and approaches in
the field of ethnology and social/cultural anthropol-
ogy. Moreover, nonethnic anthropological topics have
dominated in recent years, and ethnic themes are dis-
tinguished by nonclassical perspectives. Let us recall
some of the topics in the issues of the journal after it
was indexed in the Scopus database in 2011: multicul-
turalism in the Baltic countries, traditions and tradi-
tionality in Russia, aboriginal cultures in the circum-
polar North and Siberia in the context of urbanization,
identity and conflicts in situations of intraethnic inter-
actions, and race and ethnicity in population censuses.
In fact, the journal has moved away from mono-
graphic consideration of ethnic groups, updated the
language and format of the scientific text, and
expanded the geography of authors, including foreign
colleagues. The bilingual Anthropological Forum, pub-
lished since 2004 in St. Petersburg, has gained a good
international rating. Although its editor-in-chief pre-
fers the no less worthy word ethnography to the word
ethnology, ethnological topics of a theoretical nature,
not to mention such priority topics as language and

language policy, folklore and mythology, and the
study of religion, are present on its pages. The profile
of the new journal Vestnik Anthropologii appears more
traditionalist, although it attempts (in my opinion, not
very successfully) to highlight the topic of “experi-
mental anthropology.”

We do not have statistics on the distribution of eth-
nologists/anthropologists by areas of scientific inter-
est, but Sokolovskii, proceeding from a quantitative
analysis of the topics of publications and mutual cita-
tions, has concluded that today the majority of Rus-
sian anthropologists work in two weakly connected
problem fields. The first is the study of national poli-
tics (including the study of conflicts, tolerance, vio-
lence, interethnic relations, nationalism and nation-
building, identity politics, ethnic categorization, legis-
lative regulation of national policy, etc.), and the sec-
ond is the study of customs, rituals, mythology, tradi-
tional ideas, modern and classical genres of folklore,
etc., which is more familiar to ethnography. If we con-
sider the discipline as a single epistemic community,
then, according to Sokolovskii, “one can postulate a
deep split … disintegration into essentially two inde-
pendent disciplines: applied political ethnology, on
the one hand, and ethnographic folklore studies, on
the other” [18, pp. 163, 164]. It is difficult to argue
with this conclusion, because from the point of view of
“fields of concentration” and journal citations, this is
apparently the case, but behind these large fields there
are many not so large “meadows” where our col-
leagues are successfully working.

However, it is probably premature to talk about the
full integration of Russian anthropology/ethnology
into the world community. After the collapse of the
Soviet Union, ethnographers in the post-Soviet states,
most of whom received education and degrees in Mos-
cow and Leningrad/St. Petersburg, created indepen-
dent scientific communities, established ties with
Western anthropologists, and changed research prior-
ities, although they largely retained their primordialist
and ethnonationalist orientations. The added power-
ful tilt towards postcolonialist discourse has become a
significant obstacle to maintaining the once close sci-
entific and personal ties with Russian colleagues. Over
the same years, a generation of researchers who have
gone through school in Western universities has grown
up in the post-Soviet space. In addition, foreign
anthropologists began to work more actively in the
new sovereign states, except for the Republic of
Belarus and the countries of Central Asia (the latter
reflect the deep tradition of the Khwarazm expedition,
which studied the most ancient cultures and civiliza-
tions of the region [23]), while Russian anthropolo-
gists practically curtailed their projects. Today, per-
haps, only in the Baltic and Transcaucasian states can
one speak of the presence, in addition to ethnology, of
modern sociocultural anthropology as a form of pro-
fessional identity; young sociocultural anthropologists
also appear in Kazakhstan. Naturally, physical
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anthropology is preserved everywhere, and it is also
strengthened by modern bio–population–genetic
research, in which all modern ethnonationalists have a
special interest.

The isolation of Russian anthropologists and eth-
nologists is evidenced by their weak presence at inter-
national scientific events and in world scientific peri-
odicals. Russia has lost its representation in the gov-
erning bodies of the International Union of
Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, and Rus-
sian nationals are poorly represented at international
congresses. Thus, at the Intercongress in Poznan in
August 2019, there were fewer than 20 scientists from
our country. The Association of Anthropologists and
Ethnologists of Russia at this recent forum proposed
to hold the next congress in St. Petersburg. The orga-
nization of international scientific forums in our
country will have a positive effect on the state of the
discipline, as our cooperation with American and
European anthropologists once proved useful in the
1970s–1980s.

CONTENT TRANSFORMATIONS

What can be said about the substantive transforma-
tion of our discipline, which, in my opinion, lagged
behind institutional changes but nevertheless panned
out, although not without relapses of past approaches
and with obvious metastases of ethnos theory in sev-
eral other humanities (and not them alone!)? First, the
“big theory”—so-called ethnos theory—has become a
thing of the past, and with it the reducibility of the dis-
cipline exclusively to the study of ethnicity (remember
the beginning of all beginnings: “The subject of Soviet
ethnography is the study of ethnoses”). Russian
anthropologists have escaped from the bounds of eth-
nicity, discovering areas and subdisciplines such as
urban, legal, medical, and gender anthropology; the
study of subcultures and other culturally distinctive
communities; ethological research; etc.

Another “shrine” began to crumble, ethnogenesis,
but this is only the beginning of the process, the out-
come of which is unclear: the textbook of Alekseev
Ethnogenesis is absent in the educational mainstream,
but Ethnogenesis and the Biosphere of the Earth by
L.N. Gumilev is still on the shelves of bookstores
among bestsellers and gift editions, and the concept
itself is actively used by archaeologists, physical
anthropologists, and even more often by the authors of
parascientific works and nationalists of all kinds. By
the way, the Internet portal etnogenez.ru, headed by
the passionate orthodox S.V. Drobyshevskii, is very
popular with the Russian public, which is reminiscent
of the American fascination with the books of Carlos
Castaneda 40 years ago, to the great displeasure of
professional scientists.

The method of historicism, which S.A. Tokarev
called the main one for Soviet ethnography [24], is not

very honored today, although all volumes of the “Peo-
ples and Cultures” series are full of “ethnic history”
and “ethnogenesis,” and I as the editor of the series
failed to reduce or narrow the ethnogenetic claims of
the authors, especially from among “aboriginal” eth-
nologists. Thus, historical ethnography (S.V. Lur’e
and Ya.V. Chesnov even gave it a new name, “histori-
cal ethnology” [25, 26]) survived, although the vul-
nerability of the “history of ethnoses” (or ethnic his-
tory) was becoming increasingly more obvious. By an
incomprehensible irony, medievalists have become its
zealous admirers, continuing to stretch ethnic conti-
nuity from ancient times to the present day, arguing
about the “great migration of peoples,” “extinct ethnic
groups,” and “ethnopolitical history” instead of ana-
lyzing the drift of ethnonyms and identities. In a recent
educational publication on the history of the peoples
of Russia, the authors, V.Ya. Petrukhin and
D.S. Raevskii, defend with polemical fervor the ethnic
basis of the historical process: tribes are called ethnoses
(in fact, they are most often vassals, druzhinniks [mili-
tia—Tr.], or local settlement formations without artic-
ulated ethnic-group characteristics, that is, culturally
distinctive self-awareness) [27, p. 12]:

Since ancient times, every person has certainly felt
like a member of a certain set of people who perceive
each other as having a common origin and at the same
time distinguish themselves from those who belong to
other similar sets. Such aggregates are called ethnoses
or ethnic communities. Any ethnic community is
characterized by a number of both objective and sub-
jective characteristics, and the study of such commu-
nities is the realm of ethnology.

The text is also about biological continuity and
genetic relationships in ethnic processes. Note that
this text with references to the creators of ethnos the-
ory and ethnogenesis, Bromley and Alekseev, was
published as a textbook in 2018!

I have considered the bizarre metastases of ethnos
theory to other humanities in a recent article [28], and
here there is no need to refer to this topic. However,
not everything is so gloomy, and one can cite the
remarks of another medievalist, P.S. Stefanovich. He
writes about a methodological turn in modern medie-
val studies [29]:

There is a corresponding renewal of the conceptual
apparatus: instead of political structures and class or
estate self-awareness, they speak more about identity
and identification strategies; instead of “tribes,” eth-
noses, and nations, about ethnicity; instead of ideol-
ogy and social thought, about discourse and cultural
memory …. Historians should be interested not in eth-
nos … but in ethnicity, that is, first of all, in discourses
about ethnicity, reflecting the consciousness of ethnic
differences and distinctions.

These are belated insights of not so much ethnolo-
gists‒anthropologists as of their colleagues in the his-
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tory department and other humanities, including phi-
losophers [30].

Yet, the birth of a new ethnology or the new birth
of ethnology in Russia? Most likely, both, but on con-
dition that “ethnorehabilitation” does not happen,
which will be discussed below. A new birth because
Russia already had ethnology, which was repressed in
the early 1930s, including the abolition of the ethno-
logical faculty of Moscow State University and the
execution of its dean P.F. Preobrazhenskii [31, 32].
The Stalinist Cerberuses believed that historical mate-
rialism was concerned with the theory of human evo-
lution and that it was not “logos” (knowledge) that
was better suited to ethno- but “grapho” (description).
It is the birth of a new discipline because over the past
30 years, not only has sociocultural anthropology
appeared, but ethnology has also changed. So-called
ethnosociology [33] and some other subdisciplines
with the constant prefix ethno- (“ethnodemography,”
“ethnoecology,” “ethnopedagogy,” “ethnoarcheol-
ogy,” etc.) can be considered the limit of innovations
in late Soviet ethnography. In one of the last ambitious
projects of Soviet ethnography—the Code of Ethno-
graphic Concepts and Terms (Vol. 2: Ethnography and
Related Disciplines: Ethnographic Subdisciplines:
Schools and Trends: Methods)—there were 17 such
“ethnocentaurs,” up to “ethnozoology” and “eth-
noart studies” [34].

In the post-Soviet period, so-called traditional eth-
nography has survived, in particular, in the form of a
monographic description of ethnic groups (peoples).
Here the series “Peoples and Cultures” appears most
worthy, within which 36 volumes were published with
a historical and ethnographic description of more than
70 large and small ethnic communities in the Russian
Federation and other countries of the former Soviet
Union (with the exception of Latvians, Lithuanians,
Estonians; this was prevented by political and ideolog-
ical factors, as well as the actual disappearance of clas-
sical ethnography/ethnology in these countries). The
old schools of ethnography and connections between
scientists preserved in the post-Soviet space made it
possible to prepare these works jointly, despite new
serious differences in approaches to such topics as the
interpretation of the imperial period in the history of a
particular people, the assessment of the Soviet legacy,
and some territorial status issues. Over time, these
conceptual differences have increased, and today it
would hardly be possible to create common texts in
volumes such as Georgians or Ukrainians. A distinctive
feature of this series is that the volumes were prepared
mainly by scientists representing the respective peo-
ples and the leading research teams represented by
academic institutions acting as coorganizers of these
publications. This was impossible in the old days,
because in the Soviet “province” had no sufficiently
trained personnel, and Moscow–Leningrad ethnog-
raphers fully dominated the production of scientific
results. For example, the prototype of this series—the

18-volume book Peoples of the World—in the 1950s–
1960s was written entirely by authors from the “cen-
tral” institute (the Kunstkamera was then the Lenin-
grad branch of the Institute of Ethnography of the
USSR Academy of Sciences).

In the last quarter of the 20th century, cooperation
within the framework of the Peoples and Cultures
project was completely equal, without Moscow regu-
lations, except for the necessary professional require-
ments for the quality of texts. Methodologically, the
volumes are in line with the mainstream of moderate
primordialism, as well as academic (liberal) ethnona-
tionalism, which throughout the world distinguishes
both “domestic” anthropology (“anthropology of the
fatherland”) and “aboriginal” (native anthropology,
anthropology on behalf of minority groups). As the
leader of the series (it was initiated by the late
Yu.B. Simchenko, who suggested at one time to write
a 100-volume series about the peoples of the Soviet
Union), I was unable to implement a more modernist
version of the texts, presenting, say, peoples as “social
constructs” and “nations” as “metaphors” (which was
permissible in my own publications). However, the
fact that the texts very briefly set out historical and
anthropological data (unfortunately, “ethnogenom-
ics” slipped through in some volumes), presented
complete descriptions of material and spiritual cul-
ture, and also included sections on identity and the
ethnopolitical situation can be considered a signifi-
cant achievement. These collective works will repre-
sent for a long time the most complete collection of
historical and ethnographic knowledge about ethnic
communities on the territory of the former Soviet
Union. It must honestly be said that the RAS Institute
of Ethnology and Anthropology received a very pres-
tigious dividend thanks to this project from the work of
several hundred Russian and foreign scientists who
were not on its payroll. It can be said that this cooper-
ation revealed an indirect recognition of the special
role (in the past and perhaps in the present) of the
leading academic institute.

At the same time, the new generation of anthropol-
ogists/ethnologists, in the conditions of the opened
society, took the initiative and received noticeable
results in a number of areas, which, in my opinion,
surpass the achievements of late Soviet ethnography in
many respects.

One of these innovative trends in post-Soviet Rus-
sian ethnology was associated with “rebellious ethnic-
ity” and with what came to be called national move-
ments, interethnic relations, and conflicts. The topic of
conflict ethnicity (unless it was a foreign topic) was
not on the agenda of Soviet ethnography, because, as
the party documents said, “the Soviet Union has
resolved the national question in the form it got from
the tsarist regime.” In this area, only “nonantagonistic
contradictions” were recognized. M.N. Guboglo ini-
tiated a series of publications on the so-called civil
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movements in the Soviet republics and in the republics
of the Russian Federation, and this series resulted in
multivolume publications of documents and studies
on ethnonational movements [35]. In parallel with this
and in collaboration with American sociologists and
political scientists (T. Colton from Harvard, D. Laitin
from Berkeley, J. Hough from Duke University),
large-scale sociological studies were carried out in
Russian polyethnic regions.

My early North American studies and practical
experience of participation in the political process,
including my work as Minister of National Affairs,
contributed to addressing this topic and creating a net-
work community, which included many Russian
social scientists, not only ethnographers but also
sociologists, political scientists, and psychologists,
and which in 1993 was formalized as the Ethnological
Monitoring and Early Warning of Conflict Network
(EAWARN is an abbreviation that I coined on the
basis of early warning). Even a university discipline
“ethnoconflictology” with hastily made manuals and
an association of conflictologists appeared. The eth-
nopolitical conflict was on the real agenda of the post-
Soviet reality. Almost all open armed clashes, includ-
ing separatist and pogrom types, took place in a short
historical period and did not receive a proper expert
explanation. All of them had an ethnic component and
were largely nourished by the Soviet ideology of
“national (i.e., ethnic) self-determination.” In Rus-
sian Chechnya, with the external support of interna-
tional terrorist forces, a territory of armed separatism
not controlled by the central government arose. For
domestic ethnology, this was a very alarming challenge
requiring an answer. It is not by chance that, at some
point in time, the positions of the adviser to the presi-
dent of the country on interethnic relations and the
head of the federal department for nationalities were
occupied by the RAS IEA employees. Ethnologists
were at the center of the conflict events in Nagorno-
Karabakh, Abkhazia, and Chechnya.

Foreign examination of ethnopolitical conflicts
contained double meanings and had an ambiguous
impact. Major scholars, such as D. Horowitz,
M. Olcott, M. Balzer and H. Balzer, W. Young,
S. Smuha, and E. Yang, as well as conflict manage-
ment and peacekeeping organizations, such as the
Harvard Conflict Resolution Group or the London
International Alert sought to understand the post-
Soviet reality and assist in resolving conflict situations.
In 1993, a small group of experts, including Horowitz
and myself, prepared a practice-oriented theoretical
treatise on the nature and resolution of conflicts. The
document was developed in the town of Kona on the
Big Island of Hawaii and was called the Kona State-
ment. Its first lines clearly state the authors’ method-
ological position [36]:

Modern science evidences that ethnic or
“national” identity is usually a product of a commu-

nity’s political, cultural, religious, and linguistic his-
tory, traditions, and conventions—and sometimes
inventions—rather than a product of “common ori-
gin.” Ethnic identity and the struggle for ethnic self-
determination have played two quite different roles in
modern history: (a) a major force in the decline of
imperialism, totalitarianism, and the expansion of
human rights and freedoms, and (b) the source of
destructive conflicts, leading to the deaths of millions
of people and to huge material losses and serving as a
justification for violations of human rights “in the
name of the nation” and the imposition of oppressive
regimes.

These lines reflect the moderate primordialism of
Horowitz [37, 38] and mine as the main authors of the
text. Two of my books were written from similar posi-
tions and published in Western publishing houses [39,
40], as well as collective works on the topic of nation-
alism and conflict [41, 42]. There was no scent of mil-
itant constructivism in these works, and the situation
itself did not allow this either.

In a positive vein, I can note the cooperation within
the framework of the Carnegie Moscow Center, where
for several years Olcott coordinated with me regular
seminars of specialists on ethnic conflicts and inter-
ethnic relations. In the 1990s, Professor of George-
town University M. Balzer helped Yakut ethnologists
with foreign internships and began publishing the
journal Anthropology and Archeology of Eurasia: A
Journal of Translation, which published dozens of arti-
cles by Russian ethnologists over two decades,
undoubtedly raising their qualifications and prestige. I
am writing about this to correct the unfair and oppor-
tunistic denial by the current propagandists of the use-
fulness of the then ties with Western science, including
grant support.

However, there was an impact of another kind.
After 1991, not all Cold War warriors resigned and not
all got rid of the ideology of anti-Sovietism with a core
Russophobia. The disintegration of the Soviet Union
itself along the lines of ethnoterritorial autonomies
(union republics) was perceived and justified as a pro-
cess of the inevitable collapse of empires and as a tri-
umph of self-determination of nations. “Nations
speak out” [43] was a popular Western metaphor for
defining the then sociopolitical climate in our country.
Some Western anthropologists and political scientists
from the standpoint of perfect primordialism wel-
comed and justified radical ethnic nationalism and
armed separatism in the Soviet Union and in new Rus-
sia if only it was directed against the status quo and the
central government. The actions of armed terrorists in
Chechnya were interpreted as an uprising of a “pri-
mordial nation” and were compared with the behavior
of ancient heroes (“Antaeuses with grenade launch-
ers” [44]). These were difficult moments of our dia-
logue with foreign colleagues, and perhaps this was the
beginning of mutual alienation, which continues to
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this day. In addition, the camp of deniers of Russia and
everything connected with it has been replenished
with “new Europeans,” claiming to be interpreters of
Russian realities, including the humanities-related
studies of Russians. In the European intellectual com-
munity, Poles and Balts are the soloists in this part,
followed by Ukrainians. Restoring normal scientific
interaction and reducing the level of Russophobia are
tasks of Russian anthropologists.

Over the past two decades, Russian ethnologists
have done a lot of research on ethnopolitics, including
the regional and local level, and have written many
works. Particularly noteworthy are the collective pub-
lications based on the results of ethnological monitor-
ing by EAWARN and analytical developments of the
Distributed Scientific Center for Interethnic Relations
and Religious Issues [45–47]. This topic has become a
priority in the Russian republics as well. In this area,
we sometimes manage to cooperate with experts from
neighboring states [48].

In the same problem field, the study of the classic
theme of nation and nationalism, including the so-
called nation-building and various manifestations of
extremist ideology, has developed. Here the main task
was to revise the old Soviet definition of nationalism as
a form of justifying the domination of one nation over
another, that is, an unambiguously negative phenom-
enon opposite to internationalism (nationalism was
called bourgeois, and internationalism was called
socialist). One of the ethnological dictionaries of the
1990s gave a more “moderate” definition but linked
this category to ethnicity: “Nationalism is a wide-
spread concept that denotes people’s commitment to
the interests of their nation (ethnos), its cultural val-
ues, etc.” [49]. By this time, books on nationalism by
E. Gellner [50] and E. Hobsbawm [51] had already
been translated into Russian, but the translation of
B. Anderson’s book [52] saw the light of day with a
delay of 30 years! Rehabilitation of nationalism as one
of the most powerful social theories and practices; rec-
ognition of its significance in the history of the forma-
tion of modern states, as well as of new states after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia; deci-
phering its two hypostases—ethnic and civil; and
explanation of country and regional variants, conflict-
ing goals and consequences—all this was a difficult
intellectual task, the solution of which was undertaken
not by historians or political scientists but by ethnolo-
gists. Many of my own articles [53–56] and a collec-
tive work on nation and nationalism [57] played a role
in these revisions, although in the sociopolitical dis-
course, nationalism remains more a curse than a pos-
itive assessment.

A particularly important contribution to the criti-
cism of various forms and complex vicissitudes of eth-
nic nationalism and radical ideologies was made by
V.A. Shnirel’man [58–63], whose fundamental works
aroused the very “anger and resentment” (up to law-

suits) of ethnonational activists, about whom Verdery
writes. By the way, Shnirel’man, along with me, was
included in the list of “100 enemies of the Russian
people” compiled by Russian radical nationalists, and
Dugin’s Eurasian Youth Union staged a picket at the
main building of the Russian Academy of Sciences,
where our institute is located, against V.A. Tishkov as
an “American spy” who deserves a “10 to 20” prison
sentence.

Another important area of modern ethnological
research is the study of the phenomenon of identity, or
what was previously called self-awareness. Ethnic
identity—its content, dynamics, relationship with
other forms of identity—has become one of the trade-
marks of our discipline. The influence of the global
research context was also noticeable here. Since the
1990s, much has been done by different authors in dif-
ferent countries on the topic of identification bound-
aries. The American anthropologist E. Cohen showed
that cultural boundaries in which identities drift are
unexpressed; they are a kind of “gray zones” [64]. The
Swede U. Hannerz drew attention to the phenomenon
of creolization, when in the process of modern urban-
ization and global interactions there is a mixing and
replacement of cultures [65, 66]. Director of the Max
Planck Institute for the study of religious and ethnic
diversity S. Vertovec put forward the concept of super-
diversity, drawing attention to situations where diver-
sity is generally not reducible to group identities,
because it is impossible to define even the groups
themselves [67]. The concepts of hybridity, bricolage,
and cultures-in-between have become fashionable in
the world literature, especially in the study of cultural
f lows and migration influences. All these ideas in one
way or another also entered the arsenal of Russian sci-
entists. The works of E.I. Filippova on French anthro-
pology and her translations of French authors were
also of great help [68–70]. Notable were joint publica-
tions with Belarusian ethnologists on issues of identity
and cultural boundaries [71], as well as with Spanish
colleagues (mainly from the Basque Country [72]) on
regional and cultural identities.

The old concept of “transitional groups” or “mar-
ginality” (this is about those who, as it were, made the
transition from one ethnic group to another) no longer
satisfied Russian researchers. Interest has arisen in
complex identities and in culturally complex societies,
when complexity is understood not as trivial multina-
tionality and not as some kind of anomaly but as one
of the norms of modern human collectives. A difficult
turn toward considering the nation as a culturally
complex phenomenon is taking place in Russian social
studies. This also applies to the interpretation of the
Russian people as a polyethnic civil nation [73, 74]. The
current diversity of research on identity in Russian
ethnology is partly reflected in the 600-page publica-
tion of the materials of the scientific conference on the
ethnocultural identity of the peoples of Siberia and
adjacent territories [75].

1
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DIFFICULT FATES OF SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCTIVISM

To replace historicism as a scientific approach and
historical materialism as a social philosophy, social
constructivism has been making its way in Russian
social science with great difficulty for three decades.
For a long time, it (together with postmodernism) was
perceived by many colleagues and ethnoactivists as a
disease, as a Western infection, contrary to the state
interests of Russia (see S.E. Rybakov’s articles in
Etnograficheskoe Obozrenie in the 1990s and his book
on “ethnos philosophy” [76]). As one of the officials
of the Federal Agency for Ethnic Affairs of the Russian
Federation (by the way, a former employee of the RAS
IEA) said recently, “Tishkov and his team are con-
structivists, and we need primordialists in govern-
ment.” This was said after the brilliant scientific works
published over the past 20 years on the problems of
ethnicity, on the history of the Soviet project of con-
structing socialist nations and nationalities and
“nation-building”! Suffice it to mention the books
and articles translated into Russian by authors such as
R. Suny, T. Martin, F. Hirsch, J. Cadio, Y. Slezkine,
and K. Humphrey, who could not but influence the
understanding of the history of the “national ques-
tion” in the Soviet Union. I wrote about the complex
vicissitudes of parting with ethnos and establishing the
constructivist paradigm in Russia in a book dedicated
to the 50th anniversary of Barth’s collection Ethnic
Groups and Boundaries… [77].

However, little by little, the concept of identity and
its complex mobile nature is displacing ethnos and its
carriers (“ethnophores”) in Russian ethnology. Since
the 2000s, the concepts of “imaginary communities”
and “ethnicity without groups” have appeared in sci-
entific texts at least at the level of ritual references.
However, groupism itself, as R. Brubaker outlined it
[78], has not been overcome, and it still f lourishes,
especially in “regional” science and among our neigh-
bors in the former Soviet Union. By the way, criticism
of ethnos theory and movement beyond the narrowly
defined subject of ethnography/ethnology faced stub-
born resistance not only among Russian provincials.
Leading professors at Moscow State University
(Pimenov, Yu.P. Polyakov, and others) held the old
position for a very long time, which was recorded even
in the “Soros” version of the university textbook
Ethnology, and even the enlightened A.A. Nikishen-
kov, Head of the Department of Ethnology in 2006–
2013, was powerless to resist them. In St. Petersburg,
L.R. Pavlinskaya and other employees of the Kunst-
kamera continued to glorify Gumilev’s passionarity
and superethnicity and other Eurasian civilizational
dust, while the philosopher and culturologist
I.L. Nabok, who fostered students from among the
small people groups of the North, for a good decade
gathered noisy conferences at St. Petersburg State
University under the provocative name “Reality of

Ethnos.” In Novosibirsk, “ethnophilosophers”
Yu.V. Popkov and E.A. Tyugashev published a period-
ical on the ethnography of the peoples of Siberia, the
pathos of which was aimed at defending ethnos theory
and condemning constructivism. Ethnophilosophers
and, of course, ethnonationalists especially rejected
the concept of a civil nation, because they presented it
not as a form of identity consolidating cocitizenship
but as a collective body with a set of objective charac-
teristics and cultural homogeneity. In the newest
Novosibirsk edition on ethnocultural identity, we read
the following [79, p. 14]:

The idea of the Russian nation as a legislative basis
for the state ethnic policy cannot act as a consolidating
principle for Russian society, a conceptual basis for
the formation of civil unity …. It should be admitted
that the constructivist position in the understanding of
the nation, which is defended by V.A. Tishkov, is lim-
ited.

The author, along with other supporters of the
interpretation of the nation exclusively in the ethnic
sense, at the same time unpretentiously refers to
R. Brubaker and even S. Huntington—to work under a
quite clear title, Who Are We?: The Challenges to Amer-
ica’s National Identity. That is, the heterogeneous
American people, torn apart by ethnoracial problems,
has a national identity, while the Russian people can-
not have it: we only have “multinationality” and
“friendship of peoples.” This intellectual collision of
the dispute about “what a nation is” seems to me to be
the main theoretical and methodological challenge for
Russian social science.

Sometimes the opinion is expressed that, under my
influence, constructivism has been aggressively estab-
lished in our science over the last quarter of a century.
This is not at all the case, because the constructivist
vision of ethnicity was not at all dominant in the RAS
IEA in conditions of academic freedom. In contrast to
the 1980s, when almost every article in the journal
Sovetskaya Etnografiya began with a reference to
Bromley’s books, the main feature of the last three
decades has been the encouragement and approval of
methodological pluralism. This attitude has justified
itself, turning into a whole library of fundamental
works, and it must be preserved in the future. How-
ever, there are also “red lines” in our scientific debate
that should be mentioned.

Relapses of the organistic vision of ethnogroups
with uncritical obeisances to the “founders of the eth-
nos” and supporters of fundamental group differences
can still be found today. Even among seemingly well-
educated colleagues, there is, if not nostalgia for the
past “big theory,” then at least a desire to get it out of
criticism. Thus, D.V. Arzyutov and S.S. Alymov,
together with D. Anderson and other coauthors, out-
wardly dispassionately outlined in a recently published
book the essence of the idea and theory of ethnos,
revealing the “true roots” of this idea and theory back
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in the second half of the 19th–early 20th centuries in
the works of such champions of Little Russian
(Ukrainian) ethnodistinctiveness as N.M. Mogily-
anskii and F.K. Volkov (the first wrote only a couple of
weak articles, and the second was engaged only in eth-
nic cartography). The authors see the objective of their
book in “trying to show, on the basis of archival
sources and ethnographic examples, how physiologi-
cal and symbolic arguments are combined within the
framework of ethnos theory” in the hope of “estab-
lishing the 'foundation' of ethnos theory, setting forth
the long and detailed history of social conditions that
predetermined the birth and growth of this idea” [80,
pp. 3, 4]. It seems to me that it is not very correct to
link the emergence of the concept of “ethnos” with
the sociopolitical history of the Russian Empire, or to
connect the Sino–Manchu subjects to the argumenta-
tion. In addition, the fundamentality of the theory
itself is exaggerated by the authors. In fact, the ethnic
version of nationalism and “folklore” developments
had deeper roots, especially in Eastern Europe, and
Mogilyanskii and Volkov are random figures here.
Ethnonationalism made itself felt in the era of the Xin-
hai Revolution, on the banner of which six stars were
depicted—the symbols of the main ethnic cultures
(communities), but this had nothing to do with ethnos
theory and the deeds of its supporters from the circle
of S.M. Shirokogorov. Vestnik Anthropologii already
published a critical response [81] about the fake attri-
bution to Shirokogorov of an active political role in the
revolutionary events in the Far East at the beginning of
the 20th century, and even more so during the period
of emigration to China.

In principle, attempts to rehabilitate ethnos—even
the president of the country has now begun to use this
word in Russia—could be considered innocent, if not
for some “buts”: is there a risk of embedding ethno-
logical thought in the general conservative turn with its
obsession with seeking the norm in the past and aban-
doning innovative responses to today’s challenges? Is
there a risk of preserving the primacy of cultural norms
(for example, the “spiritual and moral heritage of the
peoples of Russia”) to the detriment of the principles
of cultural freedom and cultural complexity? The lat-
ter (the phenomenon of cultural complexity) is gener-
ally beyond the bounds of “ethnothinking,” because
this thinking is involved in types and norms in their
pure form: after all, in ethnos theory, there is no place
for a Russian Jew or a Tatar–Bashkir, and if there is,
then as a “transitional” state and antinorm.

COLLISIONS IN WORLD ANTHROPOLOGY 
AND RUSSIA

What can anthropologists and ethnologists do in
the second quarter of the 21st century and who can be
expected to request the result of these sessions? These
questions should be answered from two positions: (a)
evolution and prospects of world anthropological

knowledge, of which Russian science is a part, and
(b) the situation in Russian society and its dynamics,
including the top and bottom influences experienced
by scientists in their own country.

What content has filled the last 30 years of foreign
anthropology? The trajectories of its development
were significantly different from those of Russia,
despite the seeming opening of borders and free con-
tacts since the late 1980s. This is how D. Comaroff
describes this period in his article “The End of
Anthropology, Again: On the Future of an In/Disci-
pline?” [82, p. 82]:

…the 1960s and 1970s brought an end to the hege-
mony of British structural functionalism and U.S. cul-
ture and personality, the two enduring orthodoxies of
twentieth-century anthropology. Both decomposed
under the cumulative insurgency of colonial and post-
colonial literary theory, early feminist anthropology,
anthropological hermeneutics, various species of
Marxism, Derridean deconstruction, and Foucauld-
ian poststructuralism.

Of all the influences, colonial criticism was the
most destructive for the old theories, because it pro-
ceeded from the fact that the whole structure of
anthropological knowledge with its adherence to
closed systems and homeostatic models, with its inter-
pretation of the social by analogy with the biological,
with its emphasis on reproductive processes and not to
dialectics with its innate idealism, was initially vicious.
As for the United States, Comaroff believes that here
the situation was worsened by the fact that [82, p. 83]

…its ahistorical, apolitical concept of culture were
all said to be corollaries of the racialization of differ-
ence, not to mention of the radical “othering” … at the
dark heart of the discipline.… It called for a new kind
of praxis, another metanarrative to replace the liberal
idealism that had entrapped anthropology.

Comaroff believes that a demand for critical the-
ory, for contextuality was formed in world anthropol-
ogy at that time: less hermeneutics and more material-
ism, less description and more explanation. However,
the debate about the crisis of the discipline gave impe-
tus to a variety of reflections, including those that were
associated precisely with the rise of neoliberalism at
the turn of the century. This began with the famous
Writing Culture [83], which spawned anti-metanarra-
tive, anti-authoritative, and ultimately anti-explana-
tion attitudes. The criticism of “ethnographic real-
ism” by G. Marcus, J. Clifford, and other authors who
participated in the writing of this book gave rise to a
request for “experimental forms of representation”
without a big theory. Postmodernism and deconstruc-
tivism replaced the old schemes. This scientific pas-
sion (which is often called the “writing culture move-
ment”) lasted for about two decades and had a contro-
versial impact on world anthropology. Criticism of the
profession from inside and the rejection of the princi-
ple of realism paralyzed the production of primary
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anthropological knowledge. K.-H. Kohl wrote in the
“Introduction” to The End of Anthropology?: “Eth-
nographers became so intimidated by their own hid-
den prejudices that nothing seemed more difficult
than writing down a simple ethnographic sentence”
[84, p. 5]. Comaroff pointed out the characteristic fea-
tures of anthropology, which began to proceed from
Geertz’s approach to the interpretation of “culture as
text” [85, 86]. First of all, the discipline loses its brand:
the ethnographic method with its root basis—the con-
cept of culture, as well as the spatial field contained in
it and the comparative analysis of different communi-
ties. The loss of the brand was also associated with the
destruction of the theoretical arsenal. Representatives
of many disciplines (sociologists, political scientists,
social psychologists, economists, etc.) showed interest
in using the methods of cultural anthropology and
began to declare that they also “did ethnography” and
field research. The erosion of the concept of culture
began, acquiring an all-consuming nature. There was
a tendency to reorient cultural anthropology from
solving the seemingly outdated colonial tasks to new
ones related to business and management in general.
Corporate cultures, subcultures, sports culture,
media, communications, etc., have become separate
research domains. Humanities scholars also desig-
nated the field of national culture as the culture of
state-political communities as opposed to the culture
of particular (ethno)communities, which is customary
for anthropologists. In the most recent years, the con-
cept of cultural complexity and superdiversity has
emerged.

To what extent did all this affect Russian anthro-
pology/ethnology? I think, to the smallest extent,
because the translation of C. Geertz’s book The Inter-
pretation of Cultures appeared in Russia only 30 years
after it had been written, and the book Writing Culture
was not translated into Russian at all. Only a few
authors have discussed and used these concepts at the
level of journal articles in Antropologicheskii Forum and
Etnograficheskoe Obozrenie. As for the cultural diver-
sity of Russia, the traditional view remained here, and
the most debated problems were the adequate fixation
of ethnicity in the course of population censuses and a
more nuanced presentation of the ethnic and cultural
mosaic of the country’s population [87, 88].

Another challenge emerged in world anthropology
at the turn of the century. This is an attempt to usurp
the right to interpret culture by aboriginal communi-
ties—supposedly, bearers of certain archetypes, exclu-
sive “owners” of indigenous cultural brands, holders
of patents for the status of “living cultural heritage.”
The fact is that, sensing the financial and political per-
spective of the topic, a considerable number of scien-
tists in the world (Russia is no exception) began to
work recklessly on the “legal” and “moral” concept of
indigenousness. “Indigenousness” has become a no
less influential concept than “minorities” or “ethnos”
when it comes to the space of the former Soviet Union.

Indigenousness is given a universal status at the level of
the United Nations and other international organiza-
tions. Claims for uniqueness and selfhood and, on this
basis, demands for appropriate compensation from
the state, put forward by the “aborigines” themselves,
are trif les compared to the avalanche of studies, pub-
lications, and government and intergovernmental
decisions that construct indigenousness and some-
times even indigenous racism. Despite the great and
glorious tradition of studying the aboriginal peoples of
the North, for Russian ethnology/anthropology, the
concept of indigenousness/aboriginality, often under-
stood as the granting of great rights to the “indige-
nous” in comparison with the “nonindigenous,” is a
new topic in the emerging “legal anthropology” [89–
92] and a new serious social and political challenge.

WHAT IS ON THE HORIZON?

The current crisis in anthropology (more precisely,
talk about a crisis) has little to do with the subject of
study—culturally distinctive phenomena and commu-
nities with their quite successful variants of combining
tradition and modernization, which in classical
anthropology were often perceived as antipodes. The
crisis is rooted within the discipline. Here is what
K.-H. Kohl wrote in the introduction to the book on
the future of anthropology [84, p. 4]:

Following the so-called “writing culture debate,”
anthropology’s customary approaches and forms of
representation have been subjected to a trenchant cri-
tique that destabilized the field’s very foundations.
What we have come to refer to as ‘othering’ today is
viewed as the field’s great fall from grace. With their
critiques of their predecessors’ authoritative styles,
today’s anthropologists have also undermined their
own authority.

Let us also add that postcolonial discourse further
contributed to the undermining of classical anthropol-
ogy.

In conclusion, I would also like to recall one
remark of B. Malinovskii: when he came to anthropol-
ogy, the main attention was paid to differences
between people, and scientists neglected the study of
basic similarities. I have also repeatedly expressed
doubts about ethnologists' obsession with establishing
cultural differences to the detriment of seeking and
analyzing similarities. Comparisons are important in
our science, but they should focus on similarities, not
oppositions. Observing ordinary human communities
in theater halls or sports arenas, professional groups,
or street gatherings, I am convinced that they are all
part of the same Russian people, and they have an
order of magnitude more in common than differences.
The ethnos of Russian anthropologists (this is where
this Greek word denoting any living or dead commu-
nity belongs!) is no exception. However, its represen-
tatives prefer to see and classify compatriots in the plu-
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ral—as the “peoples of Russia” and to talk more about
“friendship of peoples” and not about a “friendly peo-
ple.” A. Kuper rightly sees the perspective for future
anthropology in shifting attention from the plural to
the singular (without denying complexity) [93, p. 75]:

Ethnographers should engage ethnocentric social
scientists in discussions about the less familiar social
processes and views of the world they have studied.
Perhaps as we come to know others better, as people
with similar capacities, forming societies of a compa-
rable sort, faced with common dilemmas, we may also
understand more about ourselves.

This attitude towards comparative explanations
based on the same “included observation” seems to be
no less promising than the so-called multisited ethnog-
raphy, which, according to some colleagues, is better
suited for analyzing the current world-system reality,
the global market, state, and the media. Recall that
multisited ethnography, as it was understood by Mar-
cus back in the 1990s, is an interdisciplinary approach
that includes media studies, the study of technology,
the use of natural sciences, cultural approaches, etc.
However, for all the sympathy for free choice of ethno-
graphic sites, the threat of diluting the disciplinary
profile and diminishing professionalism should be
avoided. In my opinion, interdisciplinarity is possible
only with strong disciplinarity; otherwise, we will end
up with nondisciplinarity, which is already creeping
out of the cracks of the house of humanities-related
knowledge in Russia.

If we take modern Russian ethnology/anthropol-
ogy as a whole, my general diagnosis will be more pos-
itive than the conclusions of Sokolovskii about the
“illusion of well-being” [94, 95], although much of his
criticism is quite justified. It is impossible to agree with
his conclusion about the disintegration of the scien-
tific community into two independent disciplines:
applied political ethnology and ethnographic folklore
studies, with their own research networks, journals,
and centers. Both projects, from his point of view, are
outdated and lead to a theoretical dead end, dragging
anthropology from the world of actual human prac-
tices to the intellectually sponsored worlds of “archaic
modernity” practices, “with which to enter the post-
modern economy of knowledge is an insoluble task”
[96, p. 179]:

[The first], in its essence and history of its develop-
ment, is an imperial project that goes back ideologi-
cally to the project of creating the Soviet people or, in
modern terminology, the Russian nation. The desig-
nation of this project as imperial does not imply criti-
cism in this case but only emphasizes its universalist
and anti-communitarian content. The second project,
by placing culture (or rather cultures with their special
rituals, customs, symbols, folklore) in the focus of
their interests, remains the politically most important
resource for local nationalisms and is historically

rooted in romantic nationalism of the 19th century (in
the Russian case, into the ideology of Narodism).

The author believes that proximity to the ideologies
of empire- or nation-building also causes epistemo-
logical damage to our mostly descriptive discipline,
since it erodes its very foundation, in which facts are
endowed with high value. “The inevitable ideological
pressure given such closeness draws disciplinary fac-
tography into a kaleidoscope of politically biased
interpretations, where facts turn into ‘facts’ or ‘so-
called facts,’ and the status of fact itself is devalued”
[96, p. 180].

Let us face it, this is more than a conclusion, it is a
verdict, which, however, I would like to appeal. First,
studies of conflicts and tolerance, interethnic relations
and methods of their regulation, nation-building and
local nationalisms, and the role of power in the orga-
nization of culturally complex societies have always
been in the focus of sociocultural anthropology and
ethnology. For many years, specialized commissions
have been operating under the International Union of
Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences; all major
scientific centers and universities have research and
educational programs on all these topics. In Russia,
this scientific topic has been mastered and is also
developing under the influence of public demand, of
which there is no need to recall. If this were a dead-end
scientific pursuit, then it is unlikely two of my mono-
graphs on nationalism and conflicts would have been
translated and published in prestigious Western pub-
lishing houses, and three in China. The books by
Shnirel’man on the problems of tolerance and local
conflicts, characterized by stunning and reliable fact-
fulness, have been translated and are in demand in
Western countries and Japan.

Second, nation-building in the form of a polyeth-
nic civil nation is not an imperial project but, on the
contrary, opposes it. Even an imperial project could
never have taken place without the participation and
assistance of ethnologists/anthropologists. The scien-
tific careers of such luminaries of world anthropology
as Malinovskii, F. Boas, Mead, and others, including
the Russians N.N. Miklukho-Maclai, A.E. Snesareva,
and Ch.Ch. Valikhanov, were most directly associated
with empire-building in their own homelands. This
did not do any special epistemological damage to the
scientific pursuits of anthropologists of past genera-
tions. There was no such damage to Soviet ethnogra-
phy, which compiled empirically verified ethno-
graphic maps and developed the basis for categorizing
the population for general censuses or cultural and
educational policies. I do not think that modern eth-
nology (including applied and urgent tasks, which
were also born in Russia in the last two decades) is
defective due to cooperation with the authorities or
with civil society institutions.

It is difficult for me to understand what the “post-
modern knowledge economy” is, in which, according
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to Sokolovskii, there may be no place for today’s Rus-
sian ethnology with its “outdated theoretical back-
ground”; but I can agree that this background requires
constant updating. At least, when the Russian author-
ities turned to ethnologists, they received useful advice
on the preservation and protection of the ethnic and
cultural diversity of the Russian people and the settle-
ment of ethnopolitical conflicts.
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