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FINAL REPORT 
 
Becoming Indigenous:  Diamond Mining, International Organizations and the Shaping of 
Indigenous Identity in Eastern Siberia 
 
I.   
 
This research was part of a broader study intended to explore the relationship between global 
discourses on indigeneity and recent articulations of indigenous identity among the Sakha, the 
dominant indigenous group of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), a province of Eastern Russia.  
Producing 25% of the world’s diamonds, this province has become a crucial site of contestation 
over both indigenous rights and natural resources.  The larger study, which will ultimately form 
the basis for my PhD dissertation in cultural anthropology, focuses on 1) the history of Sakha 
incorporation into the Soviet state; 2) the changing nature of Sakha engagement with the region’s 
lucrative diamond industry; and 3) the increasing presence in the region of international 
organizations, such as UNESCO and the Northern Forum. While the main bulk of research will 
be a more focused ethnographic study of one town (to be conducted in 2008), this phase was 
intended to explore more broadly the socio-political context in which these processes are 
unfolding. 
 
My objectives for this phase of the project were three-fold: 1) to understand the breadth of 
activities engaged in by international organizations and their role in promoting cultural 
revitalization and indigenous activism in the region, 2) to understand more concretely the range 
of ways Sakha interact with the diamond industry, and 3) to identify key ways in which 
organizations, industry representatives, and ordinary Sakha talk about indigeneity.  I intended to 
conduct research primarily in Yakutsk, the capital city of the Sakha Republic, with short trips to 
two smaller cities, Nyurba and Mirnii, which are more directly linked with the diamond industry.  
The primary means of data collection were to be interviews and conversations with government 
officials, diamond industry representatives and activists as well as a review of documents related 
to the topic more broadly. 
 
I was able to complete these objectives relatively fully, talking extensively with government 
officials and activists, observing numerous public events, and reviewing a wide variety of 
documents and news sources related to the topic more broadly.  I did not, however, take the 
planned trip to Mirnii (the central city of the region’s diamond industry) and I encountered 
substantial difficulties making direct contact with diamond industry representatives.  This was 
largely due to the fact that the diamond industry in Russia is not particularly receptive to inquiry, 
especially from foreign researchers.  Heeding the advice of friends and colleagues in the region, I 
have revised my original goals for the larger project, moving away from a direct focus on the 
diamond industry itself to work more on indirect consequences of diamond development in the 
region.  As such, I focused my attentions in the field (as they related to the diamond industry) on 
following press releases and news stories in local television and media, and having informal 
conversations with a wide range of individuals about their relationship to the industry.   
 
With regard to international organizations, only a very few have an established, active presence 
in the Republic. At the moment, all international organizations are required to establish ties 
through the Republic’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  I visited this ministry twice and had 
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conversations with two officials who were able to provide me with extensive information about 
international organizations in the Republic, something of which the Republic is particularly 
proud, since few other regions have the direct relationships that the Sakha Republic does.  The 
primary organizations that have established ties with the Ministry are: UNESCO, the Northern 
Forum, the Arctic Council, the European Council, and the Association of North-East Asia 
Regional Governments (NEAR).  Of these, UNESCO has had the most visible influence on local 
culture, even setting up a UNESCO department (kafedra) at Sakha State University, where 
students (and foreign researchers) can find information about UNESCO’s activities.   
 
As such, I focused much of my attention on UNESCO and its activities, reviewing the materials 
given me by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, additional materials from the Ministry of Culture, 
and talking with professors and students affiliated with the UNESCO department at Sakha State 
University.  First and foremost, UNESCO’s most visible activities have centered around the 
traditional Sakha epic poetry, the Olonkho, which was recently named to its list of the 
masterpieces of world intangible cultural heritage.  They have further sponsored numerous 
conferences, exhibitions, festivals and other events aimed at preserving and promoting Sakha 
culture, including an international “Day of the Sakha Republic,” in which attempts were made to 
introduce the region to peoples in other countries.  Likewise, UNESCO has sponsored numerous 
events in the Sakha Republic connected with the International Decade of Indigenous Peoples 
(1994-2004). They have also been active in supporting various educational initiatives, including 
the development of nomadic school models, methodologies for teaching native languages, and 
textbooks and other study-related materials.  Finally, ecology has also been central to the agenda 
of UNESCO, the organization supporting various initiatives to educate young people about the 
preservation of “biological resources,” connecting this to the preservation of “traditional spiritual 
culture.” 
 
 
With regard to the relationship between Sakha and the diamond industry, the short trip to Nyurba 
was particularly informative.  Nyurba, the administrative center of the Nyurba ulus (or county), 
is a smaller city with a population around 10,000, centrally located in Sakha territory.  A decade 
ago, diamonds were discovered in this ulus, although far from the city itself.  This has meant, 
though, that the city has become the new headquarters of ALROSA-Nyurba, a new branch of the 
state-owned diamond mining company that has been at the center of federal-regional power 
negotiations.  The company has financed the construction of a number of new buildings in the 
town, including a school, medical clinic, and of course, its own offices.  In addition, they have 
brought in cadres of specialists from western Russia and built new, multi-story homes and 
apartment buildings for them on the edge of the city.  Fortuitously, the weekend that I was in 
Nyurba was also the weekend of a city-wide celebration of the 10th anniversary of ALROSA-
Nyurba.  The company used the format of the traditional Sakha summer festival “ysyakh” to 
stage 2 days of festivities that included horse races, art exhibits, song and dance performances, 
and reenactments depicting both the founding of Nyurba by Sakha tribes and the first discovery 
of diamonds in Sakha territory 50 years prior.  The latter depicted the familiar story of Russian 
geologists trudging through the harsh tundra, finally aided in their quest by an eager Sakha 
hunter, echoing the constant refrain of “friendship between peoples” [druzhba narodov]. 
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This refrain was central to official discourses surrounding ethnicity in the Russian Federation.  
For instance, it was the dominant message of a conference I was able to attend in June, the 
Congress of the Peoples of Russia, dedicated to the 375th anniversary of the incorporation of 
Yakutia into the Russian State.  The notion of friendship between peoples appears to be 
resurrected from Soviet rhetoric with the intention of shoring up the unity and solidarity of the 
Russian Federation, a response to the regional declarations of sovereignty (that included 
Yakutia), and fragmentation of the 1990’s.  Nationalism is again anathema, and indeed Sakha 
people often expressed to me trepidation about even praising the former president, Mikhail 
Nikolaev, who had been a central figure of Sakha’s sovereignty struggle in the 1990s. 
 
Finally, with regard to discourses surrounding indigeneity, the most important finding was that 
discourses about “indigeneity” as such, are more or less confined to “the small numbered peoples 
of the north”, a category that the Sakha do not fit into.  Thus, when I asked questions about 
“indigenous peoples” or about the “international indigenous movement,” by and large people 
assumed I was referring to other minority groups in the Sakha Republic, such as the Evenk, 
Even, and Yukagir.  At the same time, much of the discourse surrounding the Sakha revival 
movement replicates the discourses of the international indigenous movement, i.e. that Sakha 
culture is one of the oldest cultures, well-adapted to its surroundings, intimately tied to nature, 
with a deep sense of spirituality.  And claims to sovereignty are based upon a notion of 
aboriginality.  They are not simply a minority ethnic group, but indeed have a prior historical 
claim to the present territory and land they occupy.  While I have not worked out all of the 
implications of this finding, it has obvious consequences for the way I will design my future 
research, i.e. I cannot ask directly about “indigeneity” as this term does not have the same weight 
for the Sakha that it does for other peoples.  At the same time, the power of international 
discourses of indigeneity has not been lost on Sakha activists and some have indeed advocated 
establishing more direct connections with the international movement. 
 
Ultimately, the research I conducted this summer will prove crucial to my overall project.  It has 
allowed me a basic and broad understanding of the processes I will be examining in more detail, 
which will inform the particularities of my research design.  In addition, I have kept detailed 
field notes of conversations and observations that will certainly provide material that I can return 
to as I engage in future analysis. 
 
 
II.  American Councils for International Education 
 
American Councils was extraordinary helpful in assisting my research.  With regard to pre-
departure preparations, they organized and booked all of my international travel arrangements, 
including visa, provided transportation to and from the airport in Moscow, connected me with 
Sakha State University in Yakutsk and provided me with extensive pre-departure information 
about Russia and traveling in the region.  Additionally, I was provided with an ample living 
stipend that covered all additional research expenses.  Working with contacts at Sakha State 
University, they were able to find a couple of options for a home-stay, which they presented me 
with in Moscow, and by the time I reached Yakutsk all preparations had been made and I was 
able to comfortably settle in with the family. 
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Due to my location in Yakutsk, far from the in-country offices of American Councils, most 
direct in-country support was provided by the Office of International Programs at Sakha State 
University.  Someone from the office was able to meet me at the airport, immediately provided 
me with an up-to-date map of the city, and helped me to settle in at my home-stay.  Additionally, 
they arranged interviews for me, provided contacts and even transportation at times to help me 
with my research, and also showed me museums and informed me of cultural events that were 
taking place in the city.  At one point, I did become sick and while my host family ended up 
arranging the needed medical care, the office representatives were very attentive and made it 
clear that they would be more than willing to help if necessary. 
 
Finally, I participate in the Combined Research and Language Training Program, studying both 
Sakha language and Russian, each for 5-hours a week, which the Office of International 
Programs arranged for me.  As it turned out, my host father was my Sakha language instructor, a 
situation that worked out very well as we were able to conduct classes at home.  He was 
extraordinarily enthusiastic about teaching me Sakha and worked hard to provide with a range of 
materials to help me learn.  When I wasn’t in class, he and his wife patiently spoke Sakha with 
me, helping me to get used to the spoken language in informal contexts as well.   
 
The Russian classes, on the other hand, were not so effective.  A number of circumstances 
combined to make them rather disappointing on the whole and I even considered dropping them 
altogether near the end as they were taking up valuable research time.  Initially the classes were 
fine, but after the first couple of weeks, a group of 6 other students joined my class, which 
previously had consisted of me and one other student.  The difference in language level among 
the new students was quite vast and the teacher found it necessary to simplify the lesson plan 
markedly.  After a few days, I did express my concerns to the Office of International Programs 
and they spoke with the teacher about my situation.  They asked me to try the classes again as 
otherwise they would have to find another teacher, which is apparently a rather difficult thing to 
do there.  I was given extra assignments to keep myself busy when I moved more quickly than 
the other students, but I was still doing assignments that did not challenge me and did little to 
advance my language abilities.  In retrospect, I should have gone back to them and asked them to 
find me another teacher, but I did not want to put them to the trouble and I was learning a lot 
outside of class as it was.  In the future, I would recommend requesting one-on-one language 
instruction or at least much smaller groups, particularly in contexts where Russian-as-a-foreign-
language is not particularly well-developed. 
 
III.  Future Plans 
 
As indicated above, this research formed a preliminary phase of my dissertation research, the 
primary phase of which will take place from January, 2008 to March, 2009.  During this time, I 
will be primarily living in Nyurba, conducting focused ethnographic research: semi-structured 
interviews, life-histories, and participant observation.  My intention is to defend the dissertation 
by May, 2010.  At this point, I would also like to have a good portion of the dissertation 
professionally translated into Russian so that I can share it with colleagues and consultants in the 
Sakha Republic. 
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Additionally, I am currently working on a paper using the findings from this summer that will be 
presented at the American Anthropological Association annual meeting in Washington DC this 
fall.  I am also hoping to produce an article that can be submitted for publication prior to my 
leaving for fieldwork in January.



 6 

 
SUPPLEMENTAL SURVEY TO FINAL REPORT 
 
1. On average, how much personal spending money do you feel is necessary per month in 
your city?  What advice on money can you give future program participants. 
 
On the whole, while living in the city of Yakutsk, very little personal spending money was 
necessary outside of room and board, which for me was almost entirely covered by my host 
family, using, presumably, the money that was given to them on my behalf ($1500 for almost 3 
months).  Additional expenses include: transportation around the city and the broader region 
(taxis and buses), museum entry fees, mobile phone purchase and use, communication with 
advisors at home (via internet and phone), small gifts for friends and informants, and the 
purchase of books and other research/study-related materials.  In all these additional living 
expenses probably amounted to around $400 a month. 
 
The only other major expense is travel within the Republic as travel there is extremely 
expensive.  I took one 5-day trip to Nyurba and flew there and back and spent 14000 rubles on 
the plane tickets (there and back), which amounts to $500.  It is considerably cheaper to take a 
taxi there (around 7000 rubles total), but it takes 24 very uncomfortable hours to drive one-way, 
making it more or less impractical for a short-trip, especially when you are in the region for less 
than 3 months and time is valuable. 
 
 
2.  Please comment on the monthly stipend award amounts.  Did your living, housing, and 
book stipends adequately allow you to conduct your research? 
 
Generally speaking, the stipend was more than adequate to conduct my research.  However, I did 
choose not to make an additional research trip to the city of Mirnii as I had initially intended.  I 
chose not to go largely because of time constraints, but had I gone, while financially feasible, it 
would have introduced significant budget constraints. 
 
 
3.  For participants on the Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training 
Program: How would you rate your improvement in your language abilities over the 
course of the program?  Please use the following scale: 
 

1 = no improvement, 2 = minimal improvement, 3 = some improvement,  
4 = a lot of improvement, 5 = maximum improvement 

 
[Note: I was taking both Sakha language classes and Russian language classes, so I will 
evaluate each separately] 
 
Russian 

Your comfort level with speaking the language:     4 
Your ability to speak grammatically correct the target language:  1 
Your ability to comprehend the spoken language:    4 
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Your ability to read the host-country language:    2 
Your ability to write grammatically correct:    2 
Your understanding of the host-country life and culture:  4 
Your overall command of the host-country language:   2 
 
[As an additional comment on my Russian language classes:  Most of my improvement largely 
had to do with living in Russia and interacting with people in Russian.  The classes began well, 
but I ended up being pretty disappointed on the whole and even considered dropping them 
altogether near the end as they were taking up valuable research time.  After the first couple of 
weeks, a group of 6 other students joined my class, which previously had consisted of me and 
one other student.  The difference in language level among the new students was quite vast and 
the teacher was forced to simplify the lesson plan markedly. I felt that these classes were almost 
useless for me.  After a few days, I did express my concerns to the office of international 
programs there and they made an attempt to accommodate my situation and asked me to try for 
another few days as otherwise they would have to find another teacher—which is a rather 
difficult thing to do there.  In retrospect, I should have gone back to them and asked them to find 
me another teacher, but I did not want to put them to the trouble.  I want to emphasize that the 
problem was not necessarily with the teacher or with the actions of the International programs 
office, but in an unfortunate situation, particularly in that I do not think Yakutsk State University 
is particularly well-equipped to provide advanced Russian-language instruction.  In the future, I 
would recommend requesting one-on-one language instruction or at least much smaller groups.] 
 
 
 Sakha 
Your comfort level with speaking the language:     3 
Your ability to speak grammatically correct the target language:  3 
Your ability to comprehend the spoken language:    3 
Your ability to read the host-country language:    4 
Your ability to write grammatically correct:    3 
Your understanding of the host-country life and culture:  3 
Your overall command of the host-country language:  3 
 
[My Sakha language classes were almost entirely one-on-one with the teacher and very good. It 
was difficult though to make as much improvement as I would have liked considering the 
difficulty of the language and the fact that everyone can speak Russian so it was difficult to 
practice.] 
 
4.  In what areas should American Councils strive for improvement? 
See above note on Russian language classes. 
 
5. What suggestions or advice can you provide for future program participants?   
Above all, I think that communication is essential, particularly with the people who are there to 
assist you.  For instance, for me, the office of international programs at Yakutsk State University 
was very helpful in most aspects of my research and very responsive to my concerns.  The only 
times when that broke down was when I did not communicate effectively with them.  The more 
specific I was about my goals and my concerns, the more they were able to help me. 
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6.  How would you rate your overall experience?  Why did you choose this rating?  Please 

use 1-5, with 5 as the highest. 
Rating: 4.  On the whole, it was a very good experience.  I had problems with my Russian 
language classes, as described above, and I also did not have the formal “advising” that I had 
expected.  In retrospect, however, I’m not sure how formal advising could have been arranged 
and I did have extensive informal advising.  In addition, all of the people that I worked with there 
were enormously helpful and worked very hard to make sure that my research was successful. 
 


