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SETTLEMENT NENETS ON THE YAMAL
PENINSULA: WHO ARE THEY?

Elena V. Liarskaya

Abstract: The article is devoted to the present situation on the Yamal Penin-
sula. At the beginning of the 20th century the majority of Nenets living on
Yamal were nomads. Over the last decades, settlement component has become
a part of Nenets culture; failure to recognize this component while describing
the present state of Nenets culture leads to serious distortions. For a present-
day Nenets, life in a settlement is a possible alternative to life in the tundra,
whereas the spheres of two ways of life existing in Nenets culture, namely, a
tundra life and a settlement life, are spatially separated. It is considered nor-
mal when a Nenets belonging to a younger generation possesses both alterna-
tives of culture simultaneously, knows the rules determining the choice of the
lifestyle, can effectively perform the switch from one lifestyle to another, and
can use both.

Key words: Nenets of Yamal, tundra and settlement lives in the Nenets cul-
ture.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the majority of Nenets living on the
Yamal Peninsula were nomads; only a very small portion of population was
compelled to lead a sedentary way of life which was seen as a breach of the
normal order of things. To cite the words of the Nenets anthropologist Galina
Khariuchi,

Each professional hunter “sitting on one place” (ngamdioda) and not
having the freedom to roam from place to place, tried to “raise on rein-
deer herding – that is, to increase deer livestock, to become a reindeer
herder and to live nenei ilngana (lit. ‘the real life’). (Khariuchi 2001: 12)

Although situations when even herd owners who possessed thousands of rein-
deer would lose all their animals, for instance as a result of epizootic, were not
at all uncommon on Yamal, in the majority of cases these people were able to
continue their usual nomadic way of life and had a chance to restore their
herds. What made this possible was a special system of “insurance” and “cred-
iting” in the Nenets culture (for a detailed description of this system, see Evladov
1992: 168–173).1

      http://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol41/liarskaya.pdf
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In the 20th century a number of drastic and abrupt changes were taking
place on the Yamal Peninsula, as well as all over the North. As everywhere,
the Soviet power was established on Yamal, collectivization was conducted,
kolkhozes (and later sovkhozes) were created; at the end of the 1950s the
general compulsory school education was introduced, and the politics of
sedentarization was under implementation. All these processes could not fail
to exert their influence upon the structure of Nenets population. Which par-
ticular changes took place?

On the one hand, the number of tundra nomads did not decrease (which
was rather unexpected), and at the beginning of the 21st century the nomadic
population was even slightly higher than in the 1930s, before the start of ac-
tive transformation.2 Even more, nomadism on Yamal preserved its family
character and all age groups of population were represented in the tundra:
people in the working age, the elderly, and children. Thus in general the quan-
tity and the structure of the tundra population did not undergo serious changes.
Moreover, the traditional way of life is still seen as something rather prestig-
ious. Yamal is virtually the only region which has not experienced difficulties
with young reindeer herders, and the Nenets language on Yamal is probably
the only northern language that has retained its firm position (Vakhtin 2001).
Therefore, if one considers the situation from the point of view of absolute
numbers, then the tundra population of Yamal has not changed in comparison
to what it was in the 1930s. Yet, percentage-wise the number of people living
in the tundra has decreased by 50%.

During the last 70 years the indigenous population on Yamal has doubled:
while in 1935 only 4,645 Nenets lived here (Krupnik 2000: 145), in 2001 (data
collected by the District Committee of Statistics for the state on January 1,
2001) there were 10,052 indigenous people living in the Yamal region (EU-
Yamal-2001).3 This happened due to a combination of many factors, and, first
of all, due to the improvement of the availability of medical care for the Nenets
population and a decrease in mortality rate (Krupnik 2000: 145) against the
background of the traditional orientation towards high birth rate.

Thus at the beginning of the 21st century approximately a half of Yamal
Nenets continued to live according to the traditional way of life. While leading
a tundra (nomadic) life, they are engaged in traditional Nenets economy, live
in chums, usually wear ethnic clothes, speak mostly the Nenets language, and
their life organization and customs do not essentially differ from those de-
scribed in the 1920s–1930s.4

The second half of the Nenets live in settlements rather than the tundra,
and are usually engaged in branches of economy new for the Nenets culture.
At the beginning of the 21st century, these were people usually born and raised
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in the tundra, yet later they moved to settlements whether at their own will or
owing to various circumstances. Children living in settlements since birth rep-
resent a small group of the population. A settlement (sedentary) life implies
activities that have been formerly absent in the Nenets culture; in settlements
people live permanently in houses, wear mostly European clothes, more often
use Russian for communication, and abide by the norms and rules sometimes
very different, if not even contradictory, to those accepted in the tundra.

Settlement life has emerged comparatively recently, as a result of interac-
tion with the Russian culture and under duress of the Soviet power and its
propaganda of sedentarization and “overcoming cultural backwardness”. A simi-
lar shift towards a sedentary way of life among the representatives of nomadic
peoples and their concentration in settlements has been taking place in other
regions of the Far North over the last 70–80 years.

Many authors – writers from the North, scholars, and journalists – discuss
the course of this process and its consequences. As a rule, these authors em-
phasize the intermediary position of this category of population who broke
away from traditional culture and occupations, lost ties with people living in
the tundra, forgot or are forgetting their language and customs – without, at
the same time, becoming “Russian”, and thus stay between the two cultures.
Residential school system, which the entire population of the region had to go
through starting with the second half of the 1950s, is seen as the major reason
behind this situation. Already in the 1970s ethnographers in their reports ob-
served that

[y]outh do not go to work in this branch of economy [reindeer husbandry]
because they break away from tundra life during the eight years of their
stay in a residential school. Young people attempt to stay in settlements,
taking up secondary jobs (Lebedev et al. 1974: 36).

After 20 years, the situation is the same: those who stay in settlements occupy
themselves with “non-creative, and, as a rule, secondary and supplementary
jobs, and have passive orientation towards activity” (Golovnev 1993: 101–102).

Thus the indigenous population who shifted towards the sedentary way of
life is seen mostly as a marginal layer, and this attitude, within the frames of
the traditional ethnographic orientation to the study of the “traditional” way of
life and thought, results in the fact that Nenets living in settlements and towns
do not, as a rule, attract research interest. Even if such people fall into the
area of researchers’ attention, they are not considered “real Nenets,” fully
sharing in the traditional Nenets culture. It seems that our field data and
published materials allow to slightly correct this attitude and more precisely
define the positioning of this group in the Nenets culture.5
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SETTLEMENT NENETS

From the point of view of Nenets culture there are two theoretically possible
attitudes to Nenets living in a non-traditional milieu.

The first attitude is to stop considering them Nenets because they have left
the “jurisdiction” of their culture and live according to different rules that have
nothing to do with the Nenets culture.

The second attitude is to incorporate the settlement life and its norms into
Nenets culture as a possible alternative; to start seeing it not as something
imposed on the people from outside, but as a quite possible and admissible
variant of “one’s own”.

To put it differently, in one case culture distances its people, in the other it
includes new cultural norms and realities into itself. In our opinion, Yamal
represents the second variant of development.

There are several observations that support this assumption.

1. Life in settlement seems to have become one of the admissible variants in
the development of life scenario, in contrast to the past when life in the tundra
was the only norm for a Nenets. There have been sedentary Nenets for a long
time, long before the Soviet time. But, as already mentioned, everybody in
these times saw this as a clear deviation from the norm.

When a tundra reindeer herder had lost his herd and was forced to sub-
sist on forest and tundra trade, he, nevertheless, thought of his situa-
tion as a temporary one and tried to accumulate reindeer and return
back to tundra. (Golovnev 1995: 52)

The major distinguishing feature of settlement Nenets today is that many of
them do have an opportunity to roam the tundra (their families have reindeer
and pasture them), and they do not consider their presence in settlements as
something “temporary and forced”, but as “permanent and voluntary”.

Today the possibility of such life scenario, in which a person who has grown
up in tundra stays to live in a settlement, is not excluded either by the young
or by the older generation. It is indicative that even the parents who would
prefer their children to live in the tundra, not only recognize their right to live
in the settlement but often try to create conditions that would provide for the
possibly most successful life in the settlement for their children (of which there
are quite many examples).6

2. If life in a settlement is one of the possible life scenarios for the contempo-
rary Nenets, what are the reasons determining which place one will choose for
dwelling – the tundra or settlement? Widely-spread scholarly and societal no-
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tions about the role that residential schools play in bringing the young genera-
tion away from  the traditional values and way of life led me to assume that the
higher the degree of education, the smaller are the chances that the youth will
return to the tundra. The level of schooling of people living in the tundra
should be much lower compared to those living in settlements.

This hypothesis did not find confirmation upon its verification. Data col-
lected during our expeditions to Yamal (EU-Yamal 1998, 2001) showed that
there is no substantial difference in the level of education between tundra and
settlement Nenets: people born in the same decade have roughly the same
level of education, regardless of whether they live in tundra or in a settlement.
Thus, among people born between 1950 and 1970, 78 per cent of tundra dwell-
ers and 84 per cent of people living in settlements have completed 9 grades of
school (including secondary educational institutions). The difference is not as
big as one might have expected. Thus, the choice between tundra and settle-
ment as the place of dwelling does not directly depend on the level of educa-
tion.

However, the analysis of statistical materials, interviews and literature al-
lowed me to assume that for a Nenets the choice between tundra and settle-
ment does not only depend upon his/her personal wish. It seems that there
exists a certain set of rules determining the possibility of such a choice.

As is well known, a Nenets household is strictly divided into male and fe-
male sphere of activity, and can effectively function only when both of them
are present. The lack of a man or a woman makes reindeer herders’ life in
tundra extremely difficult and may be one of the reasons for moving to a set-
tlement. To preclude this, there exist certain unwritten rules, the essence of
which can be reduced to the following:

- If anything happens to the father (mother) in the tundra, he/she should
be helped or substituted by the oldest son/daughter.

- This system is not rigid, as, for instance, the law of primogeniture, but
is rather flexible: if the oldest brother wishes to continue his education,
but there is a younger brother who is already capable of helping their
parents, then he may go to the tundra instead of the oldest brother. The
same rule applies to girls. Tundra families are large: families of 7–9
children are not rare. While the youngest siblings are still growing up,
their elder brothers and sisters often have families of their own, and
sometimes even their own households so that it is the younger children
who stay with parents to help them.

In accordance with the system described, if nothing goes wrong, parents in the
tundra should have at least the same number of children. Within the frame-
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work of such system, the choice of the place of dwelling is the most regulated
for the oldest and youngest children, whereas the “middle” children enjoy more
freedom. This principle is obvious for Nenets themselves, and they clearly
emphasize it in interviews. For instance, a Nenets woman born in 1932 said
that when her father had to give one of his children away to school, he chose
her, because her position in the family was “in the middle and the least signifi-
cant for tundra life.”

Thus not only Nenets started to consider life in a settlement as a normal
way of life, but there emerged a set of rules influencing the distribution of
population between tundra and settlements.

3. While analyzing the material collected, I tried to separate data related to
the tundra people from the data concerning settlement dwellers. Quite unex-
pectedly, it turned out that in approximately one third of all the 300 cases
under analysis it was impossible to draw the division line. It became clear that
the rule assuming a division between “those who live in tundra and belong to
tundra culture” and “those who live in a settlement and do not belong to tun-
dra culture” has too many exceptions to it. Apart from the two simplest vari-
ants: (1) a person who was born and spent his/her whole life in tundra (or in a
settlement), or (2) a person who stayed in a settlement after school (army) and
did not return to his/her parents, there exist a multitude of intermediary pos-
sibilities. For example:

- A person or a family had lived in tundra, and then for some reason (hav-
ing grown older, having lost a spouse, or having quarreled with rela-
tives, etc.) permanently moved to a settlement. With all that, they could
have lived in the tundra for quite a long period of time, sometimes for
several decades.

- A person or a family had lived in a settlement for a long time, worked
according to their specialization, and then left to live in the tundra.

- Often there are cases when people who are permanently living and work-
ing in a settlement regularly go to the tundra (sometimes for a consider-
able period of time), where they work as much as the tundra people,
helping them to herd reindeer and keep the household.

- Apart from this, there is a category of people who change their place of
dwelling depending on the season: for example, in summer they live in
the tundra and fish, in winter they live in the settlement and do some
kind of permanent work.

In many cases it is very difficult to determine whether a person belongs to the
tundra or the settlement culture judging simply by the place of residence. For
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instance, students of residential schools live most of their life in a settlement,
yet are considered to be the tundra people both by those who live in settle-
ments, and by the people living in tundra themselves.

All this confirms the fact that the ties between the settlement and tundra
parts of the indigenous population are not disrupted, that there are regular
and intense contacts between them, and that one and the same person may
move from the tundra to a settlement and back several times during his/her
life.

All the above means that the Nenets community may not be divided, as it is
usually done, into only tundra and only settlement dwellers, because such
division fails to fully reflect the existing reality. In a sense, there is no clear
borderline between tundra and settlement Nenets, precisely because of the
existence of all the intermediary categories and the provisional character of
attachment to the tundra or to the settlement. The Nenets’ society may be
represented as a certain continuum, the one pole of which is occupied by those
not very numerous Nenets whose contacts with “civilization” are rendered
minimal, and by a small group of people who have virtually lost connection
with the tundra culture. In-between one finds the categories of people who
maintain close relations with a different side, or, in general, act either as tun-
dra dwellers or inhabitants of settlements.

4. The idea of division between tundra and settlement Nenets has not emerged
out of nothing; this is not an abstraction, introduced by researchers, but a
reality created by the consciousness by the Yamal people themselves. One can
surmise that this idea was called forth by the fact that life in the tundra and in
the settlement are very distinctive and opposed to each other in the conscious-
ness of both the Nenets and people arriving from other places. In the tundra
and in settlements people live under different conditions and to different
rhythms, according to widely different laws and norms, wear different clothes,
engage themselves in different activities, and usually speak different languages.

Each variant of culture, fostered both in the tundra and in settlements,
have its own set of ideas, norms and rules, which often differ and even contra-
dict each other. Yet with all that there are ideas, norms and rules that are
common to both cultural variants. For instance, the system of Nenets’ per-
sonal names is the same for both variants, as well as the set of notions and
practices connected with the concept sia´´mej (particular impurity) that func-
tion both in the tundra and in settlements. The majority of Nenets wear eth-
nic clothes, remain loyal to ethnic dishes (first of all, to raw meat and blood,
which have recently started to turn into symbols of the Nenets culture). All
this unites them as well, and allows them to regard tundra and settlement
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variants not as isolated, but as two constitutive parts of one culture – notwith-
standing all their differences.

The borderlines between the spheres where this or that variant of culture
is used are clearly understood by the Nenets. They know that settlement life
is constructed according to laws different from that in tundra. Yet apart from
this opposition, one can discern a tendency to regard both types of behavior, in
tundra and in a settlement, as “correct”.

We have recorded a series of stories told by Nenets women about how they
came to the residential school and had to go to the bathhouse for the first time
between 1940 and the 1990s (EU-Yamal 1998, 2001). While describing this epi-
sode, the majority of girls and women recalled that the bathhouse instilled
fear in them – not because they had to wash themselves but because they had
to get undressed and wash in front of everybody, which went against the tun-
dra ideas and norms. The children’s fear was totally incomprehensible for Rus-
sian female teachers. However, what is interesting is that recently Nenets
female teachers have started to participate in the process of washing; these
are women, who, although they understand the children’s feelings, consider
washing in the bathhouse a necessary element of settlement life. (In other
words, from the point of view of tundra people, they behave as Russians. This
attitude finds its expression in children’s language. All female teachers and
nurses, irrespective of their ethnic background, are called luchene, lit. ‘Rus-
sian woman’). Quite accidentally, there was a tundra family among our inform-
ants; their mother had worked in a residential school in her youth, and, conse-
quently, was a luchene, and took part in the bathhouse ordeal. Later she mar-
ried a reindeer herder and moved to the tundra. It is very indicative that the
stories about the first washing in the bathhouse recorded from her children do
not in any way differ from other stories about her: having moved to the tun-
dra, she raised her children not as luchene (i.e., according to settlement rules),
but in accordance with tundra customs.

Thus we arrive at a conclusion that if a person can move from the tundra to
the settlement and back for several times, and each move is accompanied with
the change of cultural norms, then one and the same person can represent
both tundra and settlement ways of life in the Nenets culture.

5. We have already mentioned that life in a settlement is constructed accord-
ing to one set of rules, and life in the tundra complies with another, and that
the borderline between the two spheres is very well distinguished by the Nenets.
The crossing of this border never remains unnoticed and is always marked,
e.g., by the change of clothes, and, in many cases, by the language of commu-
nication.
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For example, the contemporary Nenets wear two types of clothing: ethnic
and European.7 Furthermore, they have developed a tendency to differentiate
them by using ethnic clothes predominantly in the tundra, and European cloth-
ing mostly in settlements. Ethnic clothes have started to symbolize belonging
to the tundra Nenets culture. Thus, by putting on European clothes, a Nenets
manifests that at this point he/she should be regarded as a member of settle-
ment culture. Often this is done consciously: for instance, now, sending chil-
dren to school, Nenets parents dress them in European clothes, thereby em-
phasizing the change in their status.8 According to one female informant, her
parents tried to change clothes even for a short trip to the settlement, so that
everybody around could see that they are not tundra people and would not
think that they will fall victim to fraud (for example, at a store).

A contrary situation might occur as well, when a Nenets puts on ethnic
clothes in a town or a settlement, in order to stand out from people around and
to stress his/her belonging to Nenets culture. One of my Nenets interviewees,
upon my suggestion to take her picture in Salekhard, purposefully put on a
jagushka (a type of Nenets female ethnic clothing) and agreed to take picture
only while wearing it. The motivation was that she is a Nenets woman and
wants people looking at the picture be reminded of it.9

According to Galina Khariuchi, young Nenets tundra people have Euro-
pean outfits which they put on when coming to a settlement. At the same
time, the majority of Nenets, irrespective of the place of their dwelling, not
only possess ethnic clothes, but wear them when they go to the tundra. Thus
in the Nenets consciousness each type of clothing is a marker of a certain
cultural variant. As a result, it is normal to change one variant of culture
when moving from the tundra to a settlement, for example, by changing into a
different type of clothes.

Such correlation between the type of clothing and the variant of culture “in
use” may be observed in other regions as well. An article by Charles W. Hobart
(1970) compares the Yamal Nenets and the situation of Canadian Eskimos in
the 1960s. The author argues that children returning from residential schools
to their settlements refused to wear ethnic Eskimo clothes and footwear and
preferred wearing European clothes, although it did not sufficiently protect
them from cold, and this resulted in several tragic accidents. This was a testi-
mony that children refused to see themselves as the same Eskimos as their
parents, that they wanted to contrast themselves to them. The author says
that this was motivated by the fact that children felt more educated and more
cultural in comparison to their parents (Hobart 1970: 131–135). Children wanted
to emphasize their sharing in the ‘white world’, which, from their point of
view, was more prestigious, whereas their return to tundra was seen as a ‘step
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back.’ Both on Yamal and in Canadian Arctic clothes of certain kind serve as
the marker of belonging to a specific type of culture. The difference in the use
of markers reflects the difference in cultural situations. While the relation-
ships described by Hobart were clearly hierarchical, and the ‘white’ culture
enjoyed a privileged status, the ease in changing clothes on the Yamal Penin-
sula suggests a certain equality of both cultural variants existing there.

Another example is connected with the use of the Nenets language.10 This
language is widely-spread and effectively functions in the Yamal tundra. This
is the language used in discussions of household activities, in talks with the
visiting neighbors, and in sharing the news – this is the language taught to
children. Yet it would seem that in the Nenets consciousness (among both
tundra and settlement dwellers), their language is tightly connected with one’s
place of habitation, and the Nenets language is seen first of all as the language
of people living in the tundra. Usually, the Nenets who have a good command
of both languages use Russian in settlements more often than in the tundra.
Frequently parents born in the tundra and living in a settlement or a town
explain their children’s lack of command of the Nenets language by the fact
that the children do not live in the tundra, and consequently, have no chance of
knowing it,

One can learn [to speak] the Nenets language very well, but only in the
situation of roaming in the tundra! In the tundra one can certainly learn
to speak one’s own language within a month. But in the Russian house
it is impossible! (EU-Yamal 1998, VNN).

An interesting situation can be observed in those families which used to live in
a settlement and then moved to the tundra. There are two descriptions of such
cases in our materials. In both accounts, the language of communication was
Russian while the family lived in the settlement. When the family moved to
the tundra, this language started to change, and quite fast at that:

When I was small, I spoke Russian. When we moved to tundra, this was
in 1989 […] me, my sister and Vera, we always kept silence, we couldn’t
speak the Nenets language.11 Later we got used to [a different language].
(EU-Yamal 1998, resident school pupil, born in 1982)

The change of language seems to have been rather drastic and had disturbed
normal family communication for a certain period of time; had that been dif-
ferent, and had the Russian language retained any place in the new milieu, the
following situation would not have had any chances to occur:

Only my sister Vera [the younger sister of the narrator] she […] Once
our mother thought she became dumb, she always kept silent, yet it turned
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out that she gradually, to herself, probably studied the Nenets language.
And [she] started to speak the Nenets… (EU-Yamal 1998, resident school
pupil, born in 1982)

Thus the transition from one sphere or world to another is usually accompa-
nied by the change of language of communication, clothing, and norms regu-
lating everyday life (with one reservation: this pertains only to the genera-
tions of Nenets under 60 and is not valid to people older than that). The lack of
changes during the transition from tundra to a settlement/town and back is
seen as a breach of the existing cultural rules.

To conclude it can be said that over the last decades settlement component
became a part of Nenets culture; failure to recognize this component while
describing the present state of Nenets culture leads to serious distortions.

For a present-day Nenets life in a settlement is a possible alternative to life
in the tundra, whereas the spheres of two ways of life existing in Nenets cul-
ture, namely, a tundra life and a settlement life, are spatially separated. The
choice between living in the tundra and in the settlement is not directly con-
nected with the level of education, and depends on personal preference, though
it is still in accordance with established rules. With all that, (1) the choice
between tundra and settlement is not final, and may be made several times
during one’s life course, and (2) the same people may represent both variants
of culture. The tundra and settlement ways of life are constitutive parts of a
single culture. Both ways of life are more or less equal, yet their mutual rela-
tions are quite complex. The tundra and the settlement ways of life are clearly
separated from each other and counterpoised in the Nenets consciousness. Yet
this does not preclude regarding both ways of life as reciprocally connected.

Firstly, because there are notions equally relevant for the Nenets living
both in tundra and in settlements. Secondly, because apart from the two ways
of life themselves, there are rules determining the choice between them and
the use of a particular way of life in a particular situation. The switch from one
way of life to another is often accompanied by the switch of language and
clothing; the latter is probably the clearest marker of the whole situation change.
It is considered normal when a Nenets, belonging to a younger generation,
possesses both alternatives of culture simultaneously, knows the rules deter-
mining the choice of the lifestyle, and can effectively perform the switch from
one lifestyle to another.

Accordingly, the notions of Nenets themselves as to who today may be con-
sidered a real Nenets, include elements of both variants.

A real Nenets must be a procurer. […] A real Nenets […] he should be
able to drive a snowmobile, to ride a reindeer, not to get lost in blizzard.
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That’s what I think. All aspects. He should be […] should know how to
do both field and tundra work, that’s how I understand it […] Yes, and
[…] [he] should know how to put on a malitsa12 and to go […], let’s say, to
help relatives, and to go by the first call. (EU-Yamal-2001, SLH)

Similar accounts are given by Galina Khariuchi. For example, a Nenets who is
living in town said:

In the town I feel myself Russian, because I do not differ from them in
clothes, I drive my own car, have my own house. In the tundra I ride on
reindeer, skillfully manage them and feel myself a Nenets. (Khariuchi
2001: 169)

According to data provided by Galina Khariuchi, which find support in our own
field materials, “there has not yet formed a sufficiently representative group of
Nenets ethnos that would be completely broken off of their relatives – rein-
deer herders, fishers, hunters – and would not experience necessity in con-
stant contacts with them” (Khariuchi 2001: 194). Apart from cultural ties, the
unity between these groups is maintained by close economic and social con-
tacts, as well as by various forms of mutual help and cooperation.

The data presented in this article may not be extrapolated upon cultural
processes taking place in other territories of the Far North, because each par-
ticular region has its own specific situation.

Translated by A. N. Kushkova
European University at St Petersburg

NOTES

1  On this system see also Khariuchi 2001: 12–13; Yadne 1995: 201–202.

2  According to data provided by Igor I. Krupnik there were 4,645 Nenets on Yamal in
1935 (Krupnik 2000: 145). According to data collected by the Yamal District Com-
mittee of Statistics for January 1, 2001, the indigenous nomadic population of Yamal
amounted to 5,407.

3  In citations of field materials the following abbreviations have been used: EU –
archive of the European University at St. Petersburg, followed by the place and year
of recording, and, occasionally, initials of informants.

4  See, for example, archives of the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, Russian
Academy of Sciences, Fund 2 (G. D. Verbov); Evladov 1992.

5  The article is based on the results of two expeditions to Yamalo-Nenets National
Okrug in 1998 and 2001. The expeditions were supported by the European Univer-
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sity at St Petersburg. The research included participant observation in a residential
school, settlements, and the tundra as well as informal interviews that were con-
ducted with the people who belong to several generations of Nenets.

6  To give only one example: A Nenets woman, whose family possesses a large reindeer
herd and who spent her whole life roaming the tundra, explained that they also have
an apartment in case their son would like to live in the settlement. While both she
and her husband are hoping that their boy will stay in tundra and become a reindeer
herder, the possibility of his own independent choice is not ruled out. Moreover, the
parents take steps in order to provide for better starting opportunities for their son
in case he makes this choice.

7  Mostly outdoor clothes and footwear.

8  In the past the change of clothes in the school was done against the will of the child
and his/her parents (EU-Yamal 1998, 2001).

9  Another example is the celebration of the Reindeer Herder’s Day. In everyday settle-
ment life, the Nenets usually do not put on traditional clothes. Yet judging by the
stories collected, during the annual Reindeer Herder’s Day everybody is trying to put
on their best Nenets clothes, thus stressing their sharing in the Nenets culture.

10 For a short review of the situation of the Nenets language and the varying degrees of
the use of the native language as a language of instruction in school and in education
generally, see e.g. Vakhtin 2001, Liarskaya 2003, Vakhtin & Liarskaya 2004.

11 An explanation should be provided here. The family switched to the Nenets language
not because it is prohibited to pronounce Russian words in the tundra, but because
the usual language of people’s communication in the tundra is Nenets. In both cases
mentioned, the family did not have its own separate chum in the beginning, and had
to live together with acquaintances who naturally spoke the Nenets language among
themselves.

12 A type of male clothing of the ethnic Nenets.
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