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A history of the peoples of Siberia is the first ethnohistory of Siberia to appear in
English, analysing ethnographic and linguistic features of the native peoples
and tracing their history from the Russian conquest onwards. James Forsyth
assesses the impact of Russian exploration and settlement, and looks at
Siberian relations with Kazakstan, Mongolia and China. He shows how Rus-
sian occupation generated warfare, tribute-exaction and exploitation to such
an extent that many doubted the capacity of the Siberian peoples to survive.

After the 1917 Revolution and the vicissitudes of civil war (not to mention
the growth of Altai, Buryat and Yakut separatist movements) the new Soviet
regime brought ‘autonomy’, medical services and education. However, the
policies of the Stalinist era — collectivisation, denomadisation, amalgamation of
settlements, Russification and the destructive environmental effects of Russian
industrial development — further undermined the native communities, as did
conscription during the Second World War. Their critical situation in the
post-war period, revealed to outsiders as a result of Gorbachev’s policy of
glasnost, is viewed as the inevitable outcome of Leninist ‘nationalities policy’,
and gave rise in the 1980s to a notable ‘native rights’ movement. James Forsyth
compares the Siberian experience with those of Indians and Eskimos in
Canada and the USA, and the book as a whole will provide anglophone
readers with a vast corpus of ethnographic information previously inaccessible
to Western scholars.
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Symbols of colonial empire from the atlas of Siberia compiled for Peter the Great by
S. Remezov, showing, below the double-headed eagle of the Russian Empire with
allegorical figures, angels supporting the arms of Siberia: two sables trapped in a
bow, and two crossed arrows. The kneeling figures are a Russian Siberian (sibirets)
with an anchor, representing the river-borne exploration of Siberia, and three sub-
missive natives offering fur tribute: a Tatar (here tartarinets) identifiable by his bow-
case and quiver, a Samoyed with characteristic knife, and an obdarinets or Ostyak of
the river Ob in typical head-dress.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

A HISTORY OF THE
PEOPLES OF SIBERIA

RUSSTIA’S NORTH ASIAN COLONY
1581-1990

JAMES FORSYTH

Reader in and Head of the
Department of Russian, University of Aberdeen

=5 CAMBRIDGE
J UNIVERSITY PRESS

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, Sdo Paulo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521403115

© Cambridge University Press 1992

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 1992
First paperback edition 1994
Reprinted 1996, 1998, 2000

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Forsyth, James, 1928—
A history of the peoples of Siberia: Russia’s north
Asian colony.
1581-1990/James Forsyth.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
ISBN 0 521 40311 1

1. Ethnology — Russian S.F.S.R. — Siberia.

2. Siberia (RSFSR) Social life and customs.

3. Siberia (RSFSR) — Discovery and exploration.
4. Siberia (RSFSR) — History. L. Title.
DK758.F67 1992
957.004—dc20 91-8137 CIP

ISBN-13 978-0-521-40311-5 hardback
ISBN-10 0-521-40311-1 hardback

ISBN-13 978-0-521-47771-0 paperback
ISBN-10 0-521-47771-9 paperback

Transferred to digital printing 2006

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

To Jo and Marion

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990

James Forsyth
Frontmatter
More information

CONTENTS

List of illustrations

List of maps

Preface

Acknowledgements

Note on spellings and terms

I SIBERIA ‘DISCOVERED’

Sixteenth-century Russia and the advance to the Urals
The geographical background

The Khantys and Mansis of Western Siberia

The Samoyeds of the tundra

The Selkups and Kets

The Siberian Turks

The Tatar khanate of Sibir

2 SIBERIA INVADED: THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

The Russian conquest of the Urals and the Siberian Tatar

khanate
Russian penetration into Western Siberia
The fur trade and tribute
Russian colonial settlers in Western Siberia

3 CENTRAL AND NORTH-EAST SIBERIA IN THE
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

The Tungus

The Yakut nation of the Lena

The conquest of Central Siberia

Yakuts and Tungus under Russian rule

North-eastern Siberia: Eskimos, Chukchis and Yukagirs
The Russian conquest of North-eastern Siberia begins

ix

page

g By

28
35

42

48
55

57
61

75

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

CONTENTS

4 THE MONGOLIAN AND CHINESE FRONTIER IN THE
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Lake Baikal and the Buryat Mongols 84
The Russian conquest of the western Buryats 87
Mongolia and Manchuria in the seventeenth century 92
The eastern Buryats and Mongols between Russia and China g5
The Russians reach the Amur 100
The Russo-Chinese border, 1689 107
5 Russia’s NORTH ASIAN COLONY
The conquest of Siberia in Russian history 109
Russian administrators and merchants I1I
Russian peasants and industrial serfs 113

6 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

The Siberia—Urals steppe frontier 117
The Tatars of Western Siberia 119
The Altai-Sayan borderlands of Mongolia 123
Dzungaria 125
Russo-Chinese confrontation in the Altai 129

7 ExPaNs1ON IN THE NORTH Paciric

Kamchatka and the Russian conquest 131
Russian voyages of discovery 136
Itelmens and Ainus under the Russian yoke 140
The Koraks and Chukchis under attack 143
The Aleutian Islands and Alaska 151
8 SIBERIA IN THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE: THE NINETEENTH
CENTURY
Russian religious and administrative policies 154
The Siberian natives in decline 158
The Yakuts, 1700-1907 163
The Buryat Mongols, 1700-1907 168
Northern and Eastern Siberia: movements of peoples 174
South-western Siberia and the Altai, 1800-1860 180
Russian colonisation and Altai nationalism 185

0] COLONIAL SETTLERS IN SIBERIA: THE NINETEENTH

CENTURY
The opening of Siberia to mass settlement 190
Exiles and political prisoners in Siberia 193
The Russians of Siberia 196

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990

James Forsyth
Frontmatter

More information

CONTENTS

10 THE FAR EAST IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands

The Amur borderlands of Manchuria

The indigenous peoples of the Amur and Sakhalin

The Nivkh, Ulchi and other peoples of the lower Amur

The Udeghes and Nanais

Russian colonisation of the Far East

The effects of Russian and Chinese colonisation on the
native peoples

The ‘yellow peoples’ in the Russian Far East

China’s Mongolian borderlands

Russia and Tuva up to 1914

11 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION AND CIVIL WAR IN
SIBERIA

Political forces in Siberia, 1917-1918
Civil War and foreign intervention in Siberia, 1918-1925

12 THE NATIVE PEOPLES, 1917-1929Q

The peoples of Northern Siberia
The Ugrians and Samoyeds

The Tungus

Yakutia

The Far North-east

The peoples of the Far North-east
The peoples of the Amur-Ussuri region
The Buryat-Mongols

The Altai-Sayan peoples

Tuva and Mongolia

The Leninist empire

13 SOVIET SIBERIA IN THE 19308

National autonomy and ‘enlightenment’
Anti-shamanist measures

Collectivisation in Siberia

Collectivisation of Siberian native communities
The clan system and nomadism under attack
The Turkic peoples of Western Siberia

The Selkups and Kets

The Khanty and Mansi peoples

The Nenets, Nganasans and Dolgans

The Ewenki Tungus

Yakutia in the 1930s

201
203
206
207
211
214

216
219
223
226

229
232

241
248
249
253
260
265
268
271
276
279
282

283
287
290
293
296
299
303
306
308
311
315

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

CONTENTS

14 SovVIET RUssia’s FAR EAST IN THE 1930S

International and internal politics 321
The Soviet Chinese and Koreans 323
Jews in the Soviet Far East 325
Native peoples of the lower Amur and Sakhalin 326
The Buryat-Mongols, 1930-1940 330
Ewens and Koraks 335
Chukchis and Eskimos 338
The Kolyma Trust and Dalstroy 340
Dalstroy and the indigenous population 343

I5 SOVIET SIBERIA AFTER IQ41

The Second World War and the Siberian peoples 347
The war in the Far East 352
Soviet Russian expansion in Inner Asia 355
The Chinese frontier 358
Russian industrial development in Siberia 359
16 THE NATIVE PEOPLES OF SIBERIA AFTER 1045 362
The Far North-east 366
The peoples of the lower Amur 369
Tuva in the Soviet Union 372
Buryatia 375
The Yakuts 379
The Ewens and Ewenkis 381
The western Arctic 385
The Khanty-Mansi National Region 389
17 SIBERIA IN THE 1980S

Russian Siberia 393
Native Siberia under Soviet nationalities policy 396
National cultures at risk 403

A native rights movement? 409
Reconstruction and indigenous Siberia 414
Bibliography 418
Index 437

xii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

L~ UL W N -

—
[e )

-
N

13
14
15

ILLUSTRATIONS

Symbols of colonial empire

Khantys (Ostyaks) of the North

Yermak defeats Kuchum’s Tatars

Ewen (Lamut) family

Buryat Mongols

A shaman of the Tuva people

Chukchi couple

A Yakut driving to the kumys festival
Nanais of the Amur

A Khanty woman and grandchild

Yakut revolutionaries

Chukchis trading with an American ship
The triumph of Enlightenment over Superstition
An Ewenki hunter

Buryat-Mongolian martial tradition
Aniko of the Nogo clan

frontispiece
page 14
32

65

88

126

148

166

213
246

257

265

290

313
353
404

Acknowledgements for illustrations: frontis. by permission of the Houghton
Library, Harvard University; 3, 8 by courtesy of Department Library Servi-
ces, American Museum of Natural History; 2 Library of the Academy of
Sciences of the USSR; 5 Hamburgisches Museum fir Vélkerkunde; 7, 11
Izdatelstvo ‘Khudozhnik RSFSR’; g Izdatelstvo ‘Russkiy yazyk’. Every effort
has been made to contact copyright holders, but if any have been overlooked
the publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangement at the first
opportunity.

xiii

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter
More information
MAPS
page
1 Natural features of Siberia 4
2 Peoples of Northern Asia c. 1600 AD 17
3 Russia and Siberia in the sixteenth century 24
4 Western Siberia in the seventeenth century 39
5 Central Siberia in the seventeeth century 54
6 The Russian conquest of Siberia 102
7 North-east Siberia in the seventeenth century 134
8 The Far East in the nineteenth century 205
9 The native peoples of Siberia during the Russian Civil War,
1918-1923 236
ro National territories in Siberia and eastern Russia in 1934 285
11 The Russian economy and its effects on the peoples of
Siberia 364
12 The peoples of Siberia c. 1980 387
xiv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521477719
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521477719 - A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony 1581-1990
James Forsyth

Frontmatter

More information

PREFACE

MY reason for writing this book was that, as a consumer of histories of Russia
(although not a professional historian) I could find no book in English which
narrated and interpreted the stages in the conquest and exploitation of
Siberia and the place of this process in Russian and world history. As
Siberia, which is another name for northern Asia (roughly everything lying
east of 60°E and north of 50°N) occupies almost one-third of the land mass
of Asia — an area larger than the United States or Australia — this seems
hardly a negligible matter. Quite a number of books and articles in European
languages have been published in recent years dealing with Siberia as one of
the regions of the Soviet Union occupying an important place in the state
economy, and its relationship to other parts of the world in terms of strategy
and economic resources to be developed in the service of a late twentieth-
century style of prosperity. From this point of view Siberia is usually con-
sidered to be simply an extension and integral part of Russia — her eastern
treasure-house of mineral wealth awaiting exploitation. And of course it is
true that the great majority of Siberia’s inhabitants are now Russians, just as
the overwhelming majority of people in North and South America are the
descendants of settlers from Europe. Up to the eighteenth century, however,
this was not the case. As in the Americas, the colonists shared the territory
with a large number of native tribes whose presence long predated theirs.
This is the aspect which has attracted least attention — the role of the
native peoples: who they are, how they lived before the Russian invasion, the
effects of the latter on their lives, their present state and future prospects. As
the indigenous peoples of Siberia — Buryat Mongols, Yakuts, Tatars,
Samoyeds, Tunguses, Chukchis and others — have been under Russian rule
for 350 years or more (Yermak’s expedition beyond the Urals began in 1581)
several obvious questions arise. In the first place — have they been as well
treated by the Russians as the picture presented by Soviet propaganda would
have us believe? Their numbers are small: in 1989 some 1.6 million among
the total of 32 million inhabitants of Siberia. Are they therefore so insignifi-

XV
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PREFACE

cant numerically as to warrant no more than a footnote in the history of
Russia? Have they now lost their cultural identity, swallowed up by the great
mass of Russian and other incomers? Are the thirty or so indigenous com-
munities of Siberia — the largest numbering only 350,000, the smallest 350 —
destined to disappear altogether? In considering these questions it is natural
to think also of the aboriginal inhabitants of the Americas. Has the fate of the
Siberian natives been similar to that of the Indians and Eskimos of North
America? Is there a parallel with the Indians of the South American forest
who face extinction as a result of the ruthless commercialism of the
dominant whites? This question leads inevitably to the related problem of
the natural environment, as the original habitat of the native peoples is
threatened by the inexorable destruction of forest and tundra.

Such were the general concerns underlying my investigation of what has
been written, mainly in Russian, about the past and present of Siberia. The
literature is enormous, if not always revealing, and the sources I have used
are diverse, including: printed collections of early documents, scholarly
surveys based on unpublished documents, Russian-language histories of
Siberia, both nineteenth-century and Soviet, works on aspects of Siberian
history published in the West, ethnographic accounts of native peoples, their
traditions and religion, works about the ethnic history of northern Asia,
recent Soviet sociological studies, books on the languages of Siberia, cen-
suses of the USSR, geographical descriptions, travellers’ accounts, literary
works by Siberian authors, and popular propagandist narratives — material
which has been utilised only to a relatively small extent in English-language
publications. What I have put together from these sources has, I hope,
resulted in a many-sided account of the peoples who live in Siberia — not
entirely neglecting the Russians — and what happened to them in the course
of the four centuries of their recorded history. (Archaeological evidence goes
back much farther than this, but the speculation about the prehistory of
Siberia which arises from it falls beyond the scope of this book.)

My aim has in fact been to write in the genre that some recent North
American writers have called ethnohistory — ‘a common-law marriage of
history and anthropology’ (J. Axtell, The European and the Indian: Essays in the
Ethnohistory of Colonial North America, Oxford, 1981, p. vil) — in which an
account of the way of life of the different aboriginal communities is presen-
ted in its changing (and reciprocal) relationship with the society and national
history of the Russian incomers. My book does not set out to be a history of
Russian Siberia as such — the visitors and settlers of many kinds who carried
Russian life and culture eastward into northern Asia and established this as
the dominant element in the colony. That would require a study of the
military conquerors and administrators, the growth of towns, of agriculture
and of trade, the origins of the rank-and-file settlers, the exile and prison
system, and so on. None of this — which has been and no doubt will be the
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PREFACE

subject of works by other writers — can be more than sketched in a book
which concentrates on the indigenous peoples and their problems as the
subjects of their Russian rulers. My venturing into this field of historical and
ethnographic specialisms is perhaps somewhat rash, but as the time is ripe
for a general history of the peoples of Siberia to be attempted, I take the risk
in the hope that what I have written may be a useful contribution to the study
of a vast area of human activity which has been largely neglected by
historians willing to dismiss pre-conquest Siberia as an ‘empty land’
inhabited by only ‘thinly scattered natives’.

As any work on Siberian history must take into account the many works
published in Russia between the 1920s and the 198os, the Soviet Marxist
formulations continually repeated therein offer the main body of historical
interpretation which the investigator has to confront. It is with reference to
such ideological commonplaces, and their echoes in some Western works,
that at various points I focus attention on some of the larger misconceptions
which have been presented as unquestioned dogma in the Soviet Union until
very recently. Such are, for instance, the assertions that the occupation of
Siberia by the Russians was on the whole a peaceful process, that incorpora-
tion into Russia was of more benefit than harm to the native peoples because
it brought them into contact with a ‘higher culture’, and that there was no
resemblance between Russian rule and other colonial régimes under which
native peoples were cruelly exploited. Distortion and the hushing-up of facts
reached a preposterous level in Soviet writings about the post-revolutionary
period: while on the one hand it is asserted that ‘Leninist nationalities policy’
led the world in humanity and justice in dealing with minority peoples,
including those of Siberia, the facts of the actual suffering they underwent
during enforced acculturation to Soviet Russian social and political institu-
tions — in particular collectivisation, denomadisation and the destruction of
traditional cultures and occupations — have been almost totally suppressed.
Glasnost under the aegis of Mikhail Gorbachev has begun to open up such
questions, but much of the truth about the twentieth-century history of the
peoples of Siberia still has to be revealed before a comprehensive account
can be written.

My own, far from complete, account will inevitably be superficial or
inaccurate in places, either through shortcomings in the sources I have used
or through my own errors, and I take full responsibility for them.

xvii
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NOTE ON SPELLINGS AND TERMS

RUSSIAN words and names are transliterated according to the widely
accepted British system, with ya, yu for a, 310 (i.e. Yakut, lya not lakut, lia)
and ye, yo for e, € initially and after vowels, but ¢ after consonants (i.e.
Yenisey, Khrushchev not Enisey, Khrushchov). The essential difference
between the vowel u and the semivowel it is conveyed by 7 and y respect-
ively (e.g. moy ‘my’ singular and moi ‘my’ plural), and y is also used for st
(pronounced approximately as i in ‘give’), e.g. Irtysh. The soft sign s, often
rendered by ', is ignored throughout as its occurrence is obvious to those
who speak Russian and it adds little for those who do not (e.g. Ob, Ilmen not
Ob’, II'men’).

In the case of many names which are not Russian but belong to other
languages of Siberia or to Mongolian, Tatar, Arabic, etc., spelling conven-
tions appropriate to these are used. Thus such spellings as Altai, Baikal (not
Altay, Baykal) are used, as are yasak, yasyr (not iasak, iasyr). Russified spell-
ings such as dzk for j as in ‘jar’ have been eschewed (e.g. not Selemdzha,
Dzhugdzhur but Selemja, Jugjur), as has the Russian obsession with
palatalisation which gives to e.g. Vilui, Korak the unnecessarily clumsy
appearance Vilyuy, Koryak. In, for example, Turkic names the Russian
spellings =, 10, ¢ have been rendered as &, i, ¢ where appropriate. As
English has the bilabial consonant » which Russian lacks, it has been used in
names which contain it in the original language, e.g. Ewen, Ewenki. Other
Russian, as opposed to indigenous, spellings have been avoided in e.g.
Ulaan-Ude, Orgéo (in Russian Ulan-Uda, Urgu). Similarly, Polish names
retain their native form: Czersky not Cherskiy. For Chinese words tradi-
tional spellings or the Wade-Giles romanisation is used, not Pinyin, e.g.
Sinkiang, Ch'ing, Hsing-an.

In naming administrative territories the following equivalents have been
used: guberniya, oblast — ‘province’, kray — ‘territory’, okrug — ‘region’, rayon —
‘district’.
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