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Review Article

N I K O L A I  S S O R I N - C H A I K O V

Reassembling history and anthropology 
in Russian anthropology: part I

This two- part overview of contemporary Russian anthropology focuses in detail on the work of several 
 scholars and situates it in the changing landscape of Russian academia. The main issue I address is debates 
about an academic identity of Russian anthropology as ‘historical science’. Given that in Western anthro-
pology, history has become one of the leading modes of anthropological analysis and that the turn to history 
marked a radical repositioning of anthropology’s very subject, it is important to explore how such configu-
rations of history and anthropology work in other anthropological traditions and what the reasons are for 
turning to history or, conversely, avoiding it, for specific national, continental and transnational anthropo-
logical schools. In this article, I explore these questions by focusing on anthropology in Russia with an aim of 
reassembling the relationship between anthropology and history from the point of view of the anthropology 
of time. I ask what temporal frameworks underscore the relationship between anthropology and history. I 
explore these understandings ethnographically, that is, through ethnographic interviews with Russian  scholars 
in addition to close readings of their works.
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I n  m e m o r y  o f  A l e x e i  N i k i s h e n k o v

This two- part article is a response to this journal’s call to account for a diversity of 
anthropological traditions in Europe ‘that often ran in parallel for decades, hardly 
even acknowledging one another across their epistemological and political divisions’ 
(Green and Laviolette 2015: 265). I focus below on anthropology in Russia, and spe-
cifically on the relationship of anthropology and history. In Western anthropology, 
roughly since the 1980s, history has become one of the leading modes of anthropo-
logical analysis. It marked a radical repositioning of anthropology’s very subject. 
Grounding the subject of anthropological research in modern and contemporary his-
tory implied that its classic structural- functionalist, relativist or evolutionary ontol-
ogies were no longer valid. What makes anthropology in Russia interesting from this 
point of view is that it has been a ‘historical science’ (istoricheskaia nauka) from the 
1930s onwards, identified in this way in the Soviet classification of academic discip-
lines. Russian equivalents of the BA and PhD in anthropology are formally degrees 
in history. Anthropology departments, such as those at Moscow and St Petersburg 
State Universities, are parts of faculties of history where undergraduates specialise in 
anthropology only after two years of history training. In turn, within these faculties, 
introduction to anthropology is a compulsory course for all history students no mat-
ter if they subsequently specialise in medieval or modern history, archaeology, history 
of art, etc.
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This historical identity is part of the early Soviet legacy when anthropology dis-
tanced itself from its ‘ahistoric’ and hence ‘imperialist’ Western counterparts (Slezkine 
1991). In and of itself, this distancing resonates with some of the reasons for turning to 
history in Western anthropology after the 1980s. From this point of view the range of 
approaches and genres of writing in the Soviet anthropology of the 1920s hardly looks 
dated (Ssorin- Chaikov 2009). But the subsequent results of this distancing in the Soviet 
Union included a kind of evolutionary historicism that was to be understood within 
this later Western context as being part of the problem rather than a solution. History 
was increasingly to mean Marxist theory of socio- economic formations, in which 
anthropology was allocated to prehistory (pervobytnaia istoriia). Furthermore, also in 
the 1930s and particularly after the Second World War, this perspective was modified to 
include a focus on ethnic history. Etnos (nation) ‘in its historical development’ (Bromlei 
1983) was eventually to become the defining subject matter for Soviet etnografiia, 
the Russian term for sociocultural anthropology until the 1990s. After the end of the 
USSR, there appeared some anthropology programmes that established themselves as 
 independent academic units, rather than as parts of faculties of history – for example, at 
the Russian University for the Humanities in Moscow and at the European University 
in St Petersburg. Many now think that anthropology should be understood as a social 
science, rather than as a form of history. But this view is not universally shared. The 
state administrative classification of academic subjects is notoriously hard to change, 
although there are some social anthropology departments created within the fac-
ulties of sociology, such as at St Petersburg State University where it coexists with the 
Department of Ethnology at the Faculty of History. This article reviews some of the 
contemporary anthropology in Russia which illustrates these discussions and divisions.

Reflection on this situation is for me a very situated task. I write this while working 
as an anthropologist in a Russian history department. I moved here, however, from a 
Western rather than a Russian institution; and this history department models itself on the 
University of Michigan’s Programme in Anthropology and History rather than on Soviet- 
era historical sciences. Much of the historical research conducted at the Higher School 
of Economics (HSE) in St Petersburg is on imperial, global, comparative and transna-
tional history. Thus my goal in this article is more than just to review some of the Russian 
anthropological scholarship. It is also to reimagine history’s interface with anthropology 
in a way that would, on the one hand, not reproduce Soviet legacies while, on the other, 
not simply repeat the already existing historical turn in Western anthropology.

I suggest that one possible way of doing so might be through the anthropology of 
time (Ssorin- Chaikov 2017). This implies not just historicising anthropology but also 
approaching its understandings of history anthropologically – particularly through 
understanding temporal categories that underpin meanings of history and historici-
sation. In doing so I draw upon Reinhart Koselleck’s (2002) concept of ‘temporalisa-
tion of history’. Koselleck argues that modern history as a discipline emerged in the 
context of modernity’s self- identity as ‘newtime’ (Neuzeit) – the present as an ‘open 
future’ (2002: 165) – that engendered a systematic classification (‘temporalisation’) of 
its subject matter in a form of periodisation of historical ages mapped on types of rel-
ative societal and temporal stability. By looking at several examples of contemporary 
Russian anthropological scholarship, I shall argue that this temporalisation is contin-
gent not merely on the temporal identity of the researcher but on the entire assemblage 
of research temporalities, such as the temporalities of ethnographic fieldwork (a year 
in the field or sequence of shorter visits, etc. [see Marcus 2003; Dalsgaard and Nielsen 
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2013]), scholars’ biographical temporalities (cf. Carsten et  al. 2018) and the tempo-
ralities of their institutional context. In what comes below my focus is on what I call 
this scholarship’s double temporal orientation: a temporal construction of its research 
subject matter interlinked with the temporality of research itself.

This article is therefore not intended as a comprehensive literature review (for such 
overviews see Sokolovskiy 2014, 2017). Rather, it proceeds in a manner of ethnographic 
case study of these different research temporalities detailing the work of several scholars 
on the basis of my interviews with them as well as their published work. In Part I of this 
essay, I consider the temporality of constitutive events in the history of Russian/Soviet 
anthropology in the work of Sergei Alymov; the temporality of biopolitics of new med-
ical and religious practices as they are explored by Anna Ozhiganova; and the relation-
ship of time and narrative in Olga Khristoforova’s study of witchcraft. Part II broadens 
the focus of this case study to include ways in which anthropological research practices 
and identities are not merely debated within the discipline but also claimed by other 
social scientists in Russia. Here I use the examples of Alexandra Arkhipova and Simon 
Kordonsky. In this part I also contextualise these claims in the academic institutional 
landscape in transition and conclude by summing up the focus on time as a point of reas-
sembling history and anthropology. My choice of the authors whom I discuss below is 
primarily determined by my attention to different concepts of time that their research 
illustrates. Additionally, Alymov, Ozhiganova and Khristoforova, as well as myself, are 
also united by a common undergraduate supervisor, Alexei Alexeievich Nikishenkov 
(1949–2013), whose main interest was in the history of anthropology. By focusing on 
the work of these scholars I also aim at highlighting the legacy of Nikishenkov’s under-
standing of the history of anthropology in shaping their research interests.

Russian/Soviet anthropology and the Nikishenkov school

Temporalisation is relevant not just for understanding debates within Russian anthro-
pology but also for ways in which this scholarship has been engaged from the outside. 
So far, Russian and other regional work has been conspicuously absent in English- 
language reviews of the anthropology of post- socialism, Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet space (Wolfe 2000; Rogers 2010). When such reviews state that ‘anthro-
pology is still a comparative newcomer’ to the study of this region (Rogers 2010: 
2), anthropology is understood as largely comprised by the US, British and French 
schools. Local scholarship is footnoted (Rogers 2010) or acknowledged as a historical 
influence in such classic fields as peasant studies (Halpern and Kideckel 1983) and 
evolutionary theory (Gellner 1988). Katherine Verdery’s substantial engagement with 
East European thought in her theorisation of state socialism (Verdery 1991, 1996) is a 
notable exception that however proves the rule, as it is an engagement with economic 
sociology and political philosophy, rather than ethnology.

In Western scholarship, Russian anthropology does nonetheless figure promi-
nently, but as a tem poralised Other, that is, as an object of study – a part of the history 
of Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. It has been read from the point of view of its 
origins in the 19th- century ‘science of nationalities’ (Knight 1995), rooted in Romantic 
nationalist concerns with authenticity and the imperial management of cultural diver-
sity. These idioms are approached as underpinning Russian anthropology’s imperial 
beginnings as well as its institutional establishment during the Soviet era, despite or 
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perhaps indeed because of a distinctly Soviet Marxist idiom for socialist culture as 
‘proletarian by content and national by form’ (Stalin 1952: 138). As ethnography 
has been seen as fitting well with the state agenda of national policies and develop-
ment, it is hardly surprising that these were precisely the links that scholars explored 
(Cvetkovski and Hofmeister 2014; Hirsch 1997, 2005; Knight 1995, 1998; Mühlfried 
and Sokolovskiy 2011; Slezkine 1991, 1994; Mogilner 2013). But I find that this per-
spective privileges the past over the present, as well as homogenises both, thus over-
looking more complex and critical projects that go beyond the default field of ethnic 
and evolutionary studies (but see Vermeulen 2015).

One of the complexities that makes this perspective limited is that anthropol-
ogy in Russia is not just about Russia or the former Soviet space (see below Alymov 
on Soviet anthropology of Soviet outer borders, Ozhiganova’s interests in India and 
Khristoforova’s in the Caribbean). Also, it is not an isolated entity. Just as was the case 
during the late imperial and early Soviet periods, today there is considerable personal 
and research traffic between Russian and Western anthropology. There is a visible 
number of anthropologists from Russia who work in Western academic institutions 
(e.g. Alexey Yurchak, Anna Bernstein, Sergei Ouschakine). My own career had been 
also largely Western in between my postgraduate work, which started in 1990, and 
2015 when I took up a post at HSE St Petersburg. Additionally, at times when such 
contacts were not possible, they existed in other forms, such as, for example, those of 
Soviet studies of Western approaches which were officially critical and even dismissive 
of the latter but in actual practice they were dialogical and often imitative (Tokarev 
1978; Averkieva 1979).

As a student at Moscow State University in the 1980s, I studied Western anthro-
pology with Alexei Nikishenkov. Nikishenkov worked on the history of anthropology 
and in particular on Malinowski and Radcliffe- Brown. He was a remarkably inspiring 
figure who taught generations of students from the early 1980s until his untimely death 
in 2013. It was at his memorial conference in 2014 that it became apparent how many of 
his students consider themselves a part of the ‘Nikishenkov school’. In Soviet times his 
lectures and seminars were a classic case of Soviet double- speak. He taught politically 
correct Marxist courses such as the history of primitive society. However, his actual 
research and teaching was about the constitution of modern anthropological optics. 
He wrote on the history of the British school through the lens of Thomas Kuhn’s 
(1962) concepts of paradigm and the structure of scientific revolutions. Nikishenkov’s 
research took place independently but conceptually in parallel with the reflexive writ-
ing culture perspective that emerged at the same time, with his and this school’s key 
publications appearing contemporaneously (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and 
Fisher 1986; Nikishenkov 1986). He later joked in personal conversations that if for 
the writing culture school this turn was reflexive with regard to this scholarship of the 
‘anthropological self’, for him it remained a classic problematic of the distant ‘other’ of 
Western anthropology that at that time had minimal interactions with the Soviet school 
and seemed to be driven by very different intellectual concerns.

Sergei Alymov: anthropology of anthropology

Let me start with the work of Sergei Alymov (b. 1977) as the closest to a kind of 
historiographic optics that he and many others learned from Nikishenkov. Alymov 
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specialises in the history of Russian anthropology. I begin with his work as it exem-
plifies one line of contemporary anthropological research in Russia while providing 
historical background for the other cases I consider further below. Also I have selected 
his scholarship because, for me, it clearly stands out from more familiar ways in which 
the history of Russian anthropology has been written. What makes Alymov’s scholar-
ship distinct is that he demonstrates the constitutive role of an ethnographic gaze that 
was oriented not just inwards but outwards – not merely at the internal composition 
of Russia and the Soviet Union but towards its western outer borders. Alymov argues 
that this focus was important for the institutionalisation of the Soviet paradigm of 
ethnicity.

When we sat down for a talk in a suburban Moscow park, we discussed his research 
on the making of the flagship ethnological institution in Russia: the Nikolai Nikolaevich 
Miklouho- Maclay Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian Academy 
of Sciences (thereafter ‘Institute of Ethnology’, or ‘Institute of Ethnography’ as it was 
called before the 1990s). The Institute comprised regional ‘sectors’ (divisions) such 
as those for Siberia, Western Europe, Central Asia, America, Australia and Oceania, 
etc. Each division is in turn staffed by scholars specialising in these regions’ ‘peoples’ 
(ethnic groups). In our conversation Alymov focused on the military demands both 
during the Second World War and during the 1940–1960s, when the composition of 
the Institute was solidified, as he put it, as an ‘institutional replica of a global publica-
tion project’, namely the Soviet encyclopaedic ethnographic series, The Peoples of the 
World (1954–1966).

In describing this, he connected several threads of his research and recent publica-
tions. ‘I wanted to do a history of fieldwork in Soviet anthropology’, he explained, ‘sim-
ilar to what Nikishenkov did for the British school, but for all kinds of epistemological 
reasons I got involved in biographical research.’ After finishing his undergradu ate studies 
in 1999, he got a job at the Institute of Ethnology via Daniil Tumarkin’s ‘repressed ethnog-
raphy’ project, which resulted in a two- volume set of biographies of Soviet anthropolo-
gists who were purged under Stalin (Tumarkin 1999, 2002). There, Alymov co- authored 
a chapter on Boris Kuftin, the ethnographer of Russian material culture who became 
the archaeologist of Georgia after his purge and subsequent exile to Tbilisi (Alymov 
and Reshetov 2003; see also Alymov 2013). Before turning to Soviet history, Tumarkin 
himself specialised in Oceania and wrote on Nikolai Mikluho- Maclay, the 19th- century 
Russian explorer of Papua New Guinea (Putilov and Tumarkin 1985). After the success 
of the repressed ethnography project, Tumarkin moved on to a biographical study of 
Russian anthropology’s key figures (Tumarkin and Tishkov 2004). As a part of this proj-
ect, Alymov wrote a dissertation and a book on Pavel Kushner (1889–1968), a specialist 
on theory of prehistory, ethnicity and Soviet rural collectives. Yet, in describing how 
and why he did this, Alymov voiced caution about such a biographical genre. As he 
put it, such a genre runs a danger of becoming ‘Whig history’ – a hero- based and self- 
congratulatory narrative about the greatness of ancestors. In contrast, Kushner’s biog-
raphy was, for Alymov, a way to explore what he calls Soviet ethnography’s conceptual 
history – albeit ‘in a Skinner, rather than Koselleck mode’, that is, one that situates con-
cepts and categories within their institutional and social context.

In 1944, Kushner joined the Institute for Ethnography as the head of the newly 
established Division of Ethnic Statistics and Cartography, and even earlier he ‘de facto 
directed a research project that became central for Soviet ethnographers in 1943–1945’ 
(Alymov 2006: 43). As part of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, the Institute was 
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historically continuous with the Imperial Academy and Peter- the- Great’s Kunstkamera 
– the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography in St Petersburg/Leningrad. In 1942, 
the Institute’s central headquarters were relocated from besieged Leningrad to Moscow, 
where its members embarked on a study of ethnic groups and boundaries in liaison 
with the military cartography department of the Red Army. ‘This department dealt 
with aircraft mapping and tank terrain passability’, Alymov explains, ‘and ethnic car-
tography emerged from brief statistical supplements on frontline population, quickly 
evolving into a large- scale area studies project.’ The initial research group was formed 
in 1943 with German, Danube and Turkish ‘ethnographic brigades’. It was quickly 
enlarged to provide information not just for the Red Army but also the Commission of 
the Peace Treaties and Post- War Settlement at the People’s Commissariat for Foreign 
Affairs (Foreign Ministry), which looked after, among other things, Soviet- led ethnic 
territorial partition from Trieste to Koenigsberg (Kaliningrad). Alymov has written on 
how this research gave Soviet ethnographers a sense of clear purpose and contribution 
in the war effort, and, in the words of one of its participants, Sergei Tokarev, the feeling 
of having ‘influence on world events’ (Alymov 2006: 45).

As he sums this up in our conversation, 1944 marked an important milestone:

Kushner, who leads this cartography project, produces the most famous case 
study within it, the one on Lithuania. (He defends it in 1945 as a dissertation 
‘The Western Part of the Lithuanian Ethnographic Territory’.) Also in 1944 the 
Institute of Ethnography director Sergei Tolstov makes a presentation of The 
Peoples of the World publication project around which the Institute’s research 
was subsequently consolidated, making each Institute’s division responsible 
both for a volume in this series and its respective world area. Tolstov thought 
they would manage to complete this series in a few years, but the first volume, 
Peoples of Africa, came out only in 1954. This volume in particular has a Cold- 
War era feel about it. It was a critique of ahistoricism of Western anthropology 
– of its functionalist and, especially, culture and personality schools. From the 
Soviet point of view, these schools refused to grant the peoples of the world pos-
sibilities of historical development.

‘So what is your kind of anthropology here; what is your project?’, I asked. He replied:

In the work that I have done I am closer to microhistory than to the structural 
sociology of the contemporary processes. What I explore is of course histor-
ically grounded. In my research into the history of ethnographic knowledge I 
investigate how this knowledge is embedded in power relations. Social sciences 
are prone to hasty and over- generalised conclusions, while I like the descriptive 
ethos of history.

When I asked him what kind of history this is, he replied that in his case this is not 
just conceptual history but also the history of the Soviet everyday. He linked the latter 
with his interest in what Kushner did later in the 1940s and the 1950s when he became 
a leading figure in the ethnography of Soviet collective farms. Kushner’s case studies 
have become exemplary of village- based research on social change – on the everyday 
life of these collectives as well as of the predicaments of Soviet language of progress 
that this research both articulated and impeded. Alymov (2011, 2012) conducted field-
work in one of the villages explored by Kushner, linking the archive of Kushner’s study 
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with his own oral history and ethnography of local memory of this collective farm and 
of Kushner’s collective farm research.

Anna Ozhiganova: biopolitics

Colleagues in the Division [of Foreign Asia] were all very kind, but they admit-
ted that they were not really in a position to supervise me. ‘How did you man-
age to infiltrate them?’ and ‘Did you visit a psychiatrist afterwards?’ were the 
only two questions I had during my predefence [discussion of dissertation at the 
Institute of Ethnology’s Division that cleared it to go to the dissertation council 
for the viva]. No substantive engagement with the content of what I was saying; 
no critical reading of the text. I worked in an intellectual vacuum. I would go 
back in tears to Nikishenkov, asking what to do and if I needed to change my 
supervisor. His advice was that changing supervisor would make no difference, 
and I needed simply to make my argument on my own.

This is from my conversation with Anna Ozhiganova (b. 1969), whose dissertation 
and the subsequent research publications were on new religious movements in Russia 
(Ozhiganova 2000; Ozhiganova and Filippov 2006). Her dissertation focused on ori-
entalist spiritualist practices. This very topic was one of the reasons for the above- 
mentioned concerns about the post- fieldwork visit to a psychiatrist. Yet behind these 
questions from her colleagues was an overall indifference seen through a mild surprise 
at Malinowskian long- term fieldwork that she managed to conduct. Her undergradu-
ate research was on Auroville, India (Ozhiganova 1993). She was interested in new reli-
gions and globalisation, and recalled another piece of Nikishenkov’s advice that helped 
her to formulate her postgraduate interests in the early 1990s: ‘Why do you need to go 
to India if India has already come here? Just walk out of the University onto the streets 
of Moscow and start fieldwork.’ So she did. But the Institute of Ethnology classified 
her as a specialist on foreign Asia, and she was duly assigned to the respective division 
that dealt with this region. She felt out of place both there and, more generally, in an 
institution that partitioned research interests along ethnic and regional lines.

Ozhiganova conducted research in urban settings, focusing primarily on post- 
Soviet religious practices as well as the emergent markets of ritual healing. The people 
that Ozhiganova studied were syncretic; they took part in different religious networks 
and communities simultaneously, moving freely from Hare Krishna to shamanistic and 
Christian ones. In this flux from community to community and from religion to reli-
gion, neither fixed ethnic nor religious markers applied. She continues to be interested 
in religiosity; she teaches on the anthropology of religion and has conducted research 
on new religious education in one of Moscow’s secondary schools as she feels a need to 
confront growing clerical influences there (Ozhiganova 2015b, 2016). But her trajec-
tory of research interests led elsewhere.

The practices that she examined were from the start more about health than belief. 
She felt that the theoretical language she needed was in the field of medical anthropol-
ogy, rather than the anthropology of religion. As she puts this in our conversation in a 
Moscow cafe, for this transformation of both her research interests and the very reality 
she examined, an epigraph from Baudrillard would be apt: ‘He noted that the body has 
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replaced the soul as the site of salvation.’ That is, she explains, it is not the afterlife that 
becomes the focal point of these new religious practices ‘but bodily, healthy and happy 
existence in this living world’. She is interested in contemporary Russian dukhovnost’ 
– an overused category for spirituality or soul- searching that is historically linked with 
the religious and intelligentsia’s imaginaries but is now reinvented within middle- class 
sensibilities of material success and bodily health. In this field, she identifies three areas 
of research, partially completed but mostly continuing.

The first is her recent ethnography of a new age colony ‘Grace’ (Blagodat’), which is 
part of the traditionalist and naturalist Anastasia movement of the followers of Vladimir 
Megre’s pedagogical fictional book series, The ringing cedars of Russia. Ozhiganova’s 
article on this movement, ‘The children of the new age’ (2015a), focuses on ideologies 
and practices of home birth. Second, she contextualises these practices in the genealogy 
of non- hospital birth in late- Soviet medicine, looking at physician Igor Charkovski’s 
doctrines of birth in water. One of this school of medicine’s key categories, ‘children- 
dolphins’, indicates health advantages of learning to swim before learning to walk. 
Third, she researches the Society of Orthodox Physicians, a medical NGO that enjoys 
the official blessing of the Russian Orthodox Church. She ident ifies this as a biopoliti-
cal field and argues that the research on contemporary biopower has privileged secular 
contexts and does not account for the currently resurgent interlinkages of the church 
and the state in Russia, and of religiosity and governmentality more globally that may 
be described as broadly diffused political as well as economic theology of economy (cf. 
Agamben 2011). Russian Orthodoxy is interesting in this regard, she points out, as the 
Church is simultaneously expanding to new arenas of professional medical care while 
also proselytising abstinence from medicine altogether in various forms of self-  and 
god- reliance. This is a kind of (dis)engagement with medicine where, as she puts this, 
‘the opposition to the use of contraceptives is a mere tip of the iceberg’. In one of our 
conversations we mused at how well this fits the neoliberal economy of contemporary 
Russia, where funding has been cut for state welfare system and social services, and 
medical care increasingly outsourced. The Society of Orthodox Physicians and pros-
elytising abstinence from medicine is thus a kind of solution to the growing medical 
problems that is both, as she put this, ‘authentic and cheap’ (cf. Ozhiganova 2017).

It is then that I probe my question about what kind of anthropology this is – if 
it is a historical or social science. Ozhiganova is adamant that the subordination of 
anthropology to history has been an impediment. Bad enough is the legacy in which 
ethnography is linked with an ethnicity- centred essentialist worldview. There is also a 
relegation of anthropology to ethnography as history’s ‘auxiliary science’ (vspomoga-
tel’naia nauka) that provides a mere description. What has been consistently lacking 
throughout Ozhiganova’s career – and what was one of the main reasons for her intel-
lectual solitude to which she kept returning in our discussions – was Russian anthro-
pologists’ engagement with social and critical theory.

Yet she also agreed with me when I put it to her that the social and critical the-
ory that she finds inspiring is actually historical. Baudrillard’s point about the body 
replacing the soul as the site of salvation describes a historical change – as is Foucault’s 
theory of biopower and Agamben’s theology of economy. The very scope of these 
theoretical perspectives is not universalist or culturally comparative but historically 
particularistic. Their blueprint is the temporality of Western modernity. Reassembling 
Russian anthropology as a social science by drawing on this social theory would imply 
reassembling it as a historical theory of modernity constituted by Western exemplary 
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cases of knowledge and power (Foucault), sovereignty (Agamden) and signification 
(Baudrillard).

We did not really argue about this. Ozhiganova was willing to accept my point; 
I also did not have to use much ammunition to get this point across, as the examples 
I could have deployed were part of our shared knowledge. For instance, this was the 
work on Foucault and epidemiology in late imperial and early Soviet Russia by the 
historian of medicine Dmitrii Mikhel (1999, 2008, 2012; Mikhel et al. 2004). Mikhel 
has been crucial for the formation of the vibrant network of medical anthropologists 
in Russia that emerged over the last 20 years and in which Ozhiganova is an active par-
ticipant. ‘But what was important for me’, she stressed, ‘was something quite specific: 
not just the general temporal horizon of social theory but anthropological case stud-
ies – such as those of midwifery in the United States, e.g. by Robbie Devis- Floyd and 
Christa Craven.’ But she adds that if reproductive rights were the issue there, Russia, 
with its different ‘historical [sic!] trajectories’ of relationship between the church and 
the state, foregrounds reproductive obligations.

Olga Khristoforova: time of the narrative

Olga Khristoforova (b. 1970) conducts research on the anthropology of witchcraft and 
spirit possession, an interest she has pursued since her undergraduate thesis on Haitian 
voodoo. She was able to come back to ethnographic interests in the Caribbean only 
recently as a participant in a research project in Cuba. Her undergraduate dissertation 
was literature- based; the start of her postgraduate studies in 1993 coincided with such 
a dramatic contraction of academic funding in Russia that research as such, let alone 
fieldwork, required serious personal dedication. She received her postgraduate degree 
in 1997 from the Russian State University for the Humanities, where she has worked 
since, and this is where we talked during breaks between her classes. She now com-
bines teaching there with a research post at a new Centre for Advanced Studies in the 
Humanities at the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public 
Administration (RANEPA).

Khristoforova’s ethnography comes from field research that she did from 1999 
through the 2010s among the Russian Orthodox old believers of the upper- Kama 
river area between the Volga and the Urals (Khristoforova 2010, 2016). This is a clas-
sic remote location of a kind that was important not just for British anthropology 
that Nikishenkov studied but also for Soviet- era ethnography. This spatial focus came 
with its own temporalisation. Ethnography of this genre was in the Soviet times a 
retrospect ive reconstruction of pre- Soviet practices and cultural idioms. But this ret-
rospective interest had its own subtle yet fundamentally critical presentism. These tra-
ditions were seen as capable of surviving at the margins as well as in the cracks of the 
Soviet order, both indicating this order’s failures and casting doubt on its legitimacy. 
In contrast with Western anthropology, where similar traditional interests after the 
1960s were increasingly seen as problematic legacies of the imperial gaze, in the Soviet 
context this genre had the value of an understated yet powerful critique of ‘empire’, as 
Khristoforova called the Soviet Union several times in our conversations.

Interestingly, in the post- Soviet period Khristoforova’s ethnography of surviving 
religious traditions became disruptive of not just the Soviet narratives of modernity but 
also of late-  and post- Soviet narratives of tradition. Witchcraft among old believers was 
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contrary to the vision of these communities as a source of Orthodox purity. In her first 
field trips Khristoforova joined the expeditions of the Archaeography Laboratory at 
Moscow’s Faculty of History. The laboratory was organised by Irina Pozdeieva, and 
it was this lab’s expedition that academically ‘discovered’ the upper- Kama old- believer 
communities. Researchers of this lab, were, on the one hand, members of the 1960s 
generation who in Brezhnev’s years ‘superimposed’, as Khristoforova puts this, ‘their 
own escapism and internal exile upon the territorial escapism of old believers’. On the 
other hand, Pozdeieva et al. were also adamantly against everything that did not fit 
what they called drevleparavoslavie: ‘ancient and rooted Orthodoxy’ (Pozdeieva 1982, 
1998, 2001; Smilianskaia 2013; Nikitina 1993). Khristoforova adds that

this is fundamentally a matter of optics; if you see all as shades of blue, and then 
switch to yellow, then you stop seeing blue even if it is in your face. They saw old 
believers through the lens of the Orthodox piety, as pure communities where the 
very word ‘witch’ cannot be uttered aloud, where one cannot speak of witchcraft 
and thus where witchcraft does not exist. They did not register witchcraft when 
they saw it.

The same concerns, Olga also explained, applied to other ‘obsessive’ forms of belief 
such as spirit possession as well as latent institutions of polygyny. After Olga started to 
publish her findings, she attracted these religious scholars’ critical ‘hype’, but this was 
mostly oral, except one book review (Bogdanov 2012). ‘But Olga’, I asked, ‘what about 
your own anthropological optics? You state in many of your publications that yours is 
a secular perspective. How do you deal with a classical anthropological problem that 
witchcraft itself gives a totalising and believable language of causality?’ – ‘It certainly 
does’, she replied, ‘but not as totalising as fear’:

When I started research there, I could see myself thinking in these terms – giving 
in to its logic. But I told myself to stop. And I did not have fear. I was different 
in this regard from the researchers of the 1960s generation who saw these people 
as a priori brothers- in- arms in their own protest against empire. So my claim to 
objectivity is that this language of fear is something that I found there, rather 
than what I brought with me. In the village, it was I who for them was a source 
of danger. They themselves held fig signs against me [hand gesture showing a 
thumb put between two fingers] as a way of warding off the evil; in turn, they 
warned me off going over and talking to certain people. But I did not have this 
constitutive fear, and I did talk to these people and observed all I needed without 
ever being harmed [by witchcraft].

As we talked, a very interesting meaning of time seems to have emerged. The causal 
links that Khristoforova explored are the narratives from the point of view of the 
witchcraft victims, and not those of the witches as perpetrators. In fact, she argues, 
witchcraft ‘does not exist just as shamanism doesn’t, that is, as a reified cultural prac-
tice’. Equally importantly, Khristoforova doubted if it existed as a system of intended 
action. It was, rather, an attribution of causality after the fact of identified harm or 
illness. The issue of agency and intent in these diagnostic links is a matter of retro-
spective narratives – of history and temporality, in other words – that reconstruct the 
point of harm that was done in the past and that in turn construe prospective narra-
tives about what should be avoided in the future. This retrospective reconstruction is 



330     N IKOLA I  SSORIN -  CHA IKOV

© 2019 European Association of Social Anthropologists.

different from the ethnographic retrospective reconstructions of traditional lifestyles. 
Khristoforova’s is the analysis of history as a matter of manufacturing relatedness in 
the present, ‘drawing boundaries for inclusion, exclusion, fencing it in and out’, as 
she puts this. From this point of view, these stories take the form of not just individ-
ual retrospective explanation but collective memory: ‘Such a fact by virtue of being 
interpreted acquires a symbolic cover or cloth, so to speak, as if of a book of historical 
memory and that is then put on the shelf of collective local knowledge.’

To put this in other words, Khristoforova’s own optics is situated within an ethno-
graphic tradition that privileges the past as a repository of value but that she rethinks 
from the point of view of history as memory about the past as a repository of harm. 
This reassembling becomes a narrative time in a double sense of Ricoeur (1980) – of 
narrative organisation of time as a sequence of events and of the timing of the very act 
of narration. We can see this double move when she describes memory as a ‘book being 
shelved’ as local knowledge at the very same time as it draws borders of exclusion and 
inclusion. The notion of optics (optika) is key here as these practices are about the 
avoidance of the evil eye, being themselves forms of eying this eye, and in doing so, 
bounding ‘eye’ and ‘I’ as ‘us’.

***

Khristoforova is quite indifferent to the question of whether anthropology should 
be a historical or social science. In turn, Alymov prefers emphasising historical identity 
for his own anthropology. Interestingly, in this context it is Ozhiganova’s argument for 
anthropology as social science that is most contingent on a very straightforward and 
linear historical temporality of biopolitical transformations and medicalised modern-
ity. In Alymov’s anthropology as conceptual history, this historical time appears very 
complex. He argues that while Soviet anthropology’s ethnic format has a long- term 
genealogy of Russia, the particular institutional arrangements from the 1940s until the 
1960s that was constitutive of ethnicity as a paradigmatic subject of Soviet anthropol-
ogy was not a matter of continuous institutional time but emerged through the punctu-
ated temporality of ruptures and particular constitutive events. In turn, Khristoforova’s 
retrospective temporality echoes Paul Ricoeur’s analysis of time and narrative. Yet 
Khristoforova and others discussed these different temporalities with me in the context 
of my interest in the temporality of their research biographies. What they said in the 
interviews was often different in terms of conceptual framings from the very written 
work that they described. This is, on the one hand, a matter of difference of context in 
which they wrote and that of our conversations. But, on the other hand, this is also a 
matter of their biographical time – of a difference in their construction of valid refer-
ence points at the time of our conversation about their work versus the time of writing 
the work we discussed. These temporalities as well as these scholars as persons are 
dividuals (Strathern 1988) or Bakhtinian dialogic imaginaries rather than Foucauldian 
subjects for whom truth and biographical time are finite singularities. My conversation 
with Khristoforova is particularly interesting in this regard as this temporal difference 
overlaps with ways in which she positioned herself simultaneously in multiple geneal-
ogies of knowledge, which I outline in this part’s conclusion.

The Russian State University for the Humanities emerged in the 1990s as a 
vibrant post- Soviet centre for alternative education and research. Created by groups 
of  scholars of the ‘1960s generation’ (shestidesiatniki), or ‘the children of Khruschev’s 
thaw’, and led by historian Yuri Afanasiav, it quickly established itself as leading in 
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areas where late- Soviet scholarship gained an international reputation. One such area 
of strength was semiotics and comparative literary studies, including theoretical folk-
lore research stemming from the work of Vladimir Propp and other philologists. When 
I sent this text to Khristoforova for comments, she specified these ‘other philologists’ 
were Alexander Veselovskii, Petr Bogatyrev and Victor Zhirmunsky. While I was keen 
to point out how this field was invigorated by Propp’s exchanges with Lévi- Strauss 
and the Tartu semiotic school of Yuri Lotman, Khristoforova stressed the Moscow 
side of this semiotics tradition. Her postgraduate research was supervised by Elena 
Novik, who specialised in Siberian shamanism (Novik 1984) but worked within the 
latter intellectual tradition acknowledging her supervisor Eleazar Meletinskii as well as 
Meletinskii’s teacher Victor Zhirmunsky (Novik 1984: 7).

This tradition is primarily about narrative structures. But it implies structural 
relatedness of narratives and social institutions, particularly ritual. It also has a strong 
interest in history beyond classic questions of origins of myth and literary genres. This 
was history as structuralist ‘deep time’ of the drift of mythological motifs that Lévi- 
Strauss charted for the pre- colonial Americas and that Eleazar Meletinskii extended to 
Peleoasiatic Siberia in his influential study of the raven cycle in the mythology in the 
Pacific North (Meletinskii 1979).

Soviet semiotics generated a number of ethnographic projects of its own. These 
ranged from the semiotics of material culture (Baiburin 1983) to the 1962 Ket 
expedition when key proponents of this emerging school, including Meletinskii, 
embarked on a field project among Siberian indigenous Ket. This project focused on 
Ket traditional culture which semioticians, like Soviet ethnographers, understood as 
being remnants of the pre- Soviet past. But the anthropological significance of semi-
otics was broader politically as well as intellectually. Soviet semiotics was a clearly 
understood alternative to Marxism as a regime of truth in which the signification 
system was the autonomous base of societal reality rather than a dependant super-
structure. Semiotics was also an important venue for the importation of other kinds 
of structuralism to Russia, including the Soviet- era Russian translation of Victor 
Turner’s Symbol and ritual (1983). This, as well as Evans- Pritchard’s Nuer (1985), 
also published in Russian, influenced Khristoforova’s research in addition to her 
reading, under Nikishenkov’s supervision, of Evans- Pritchard’s Witchcraft, oracles 
and magic among the Azande (1937), the impact of which is visible in her interpre-
tation of the temporality of witchcraft.
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Rassembler l’histoire et l’anthropologie dans 
l’anthropologie russe. Partie I
Cette vue d’ensemble de l’anthropologie russe contemporaine est en deux parties. Elle se con-
centre sur les travaux de plusieurs chercheurs et les situe dans le paysage changeant du monde 
universitaire russe. Le sujet principal que je traite est le débat sur l’identité académique de l’an-
thropologie russe depuis les années 1930 en tant que « science historique ». Étant donné qu’en 
anthropologie occidentale, l’histoire est devenue l’un des principaux modes d’analyse anthro-
pologique et que le passage à l’histoire a marqué un repositionnement radical du sujet même 
de l’anthropologie, il est important d’explorer comment de telles configurations d’histoire et 
d’anthropologie fonctionnent dans d’autres traditions anthropologiques. Et de s’interroger sur 
les raisons pour lesquelles on se tourne vers l’histoire ou, au contraire, l’évite, pour des écoles 
anthropologiques nationales, continentales et transnationales spécifiques. Dans cette première 
partie, j’explore ces questions en mettant l’accent sur l’anthropologie en Russie dans le but de 
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rassembler les relations entre anthropologie et histoire du point de vue de l’anthropologie du 
temps. Je demande quels cadres temporels soulignent la relation entre anthropologie et his-
toire. Enfin, j’explore ethnographiquement ces conceptions, c’est- à- dire à travers des entretiens 
 ethnographiques avec des érudits russes, en plus de lectures attentives de leurs travaux.

Mots-clés  Russie, anthropologie, histoire, anthropologies du monde, temps et temporalité


