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Hunting and Property in Northern Siberia: An
Enduring Anthropological Issue in a Novel

Context

A matter of significance for socio-
cultural anthropologists, as well as ar-
chaeologists and physical anthropolo-
gists, has been the relationship between
big-game hunting by humans and devel-
opments in human social organization,
particularly parental investment and so-
cial complexity. Recent research on in-
digenous big-game hunters in Siberia
provides an opportunity to explore a
wide range of theoretically relevant hy-
potheses and to deal with related ques-
tions associated with land and resource
use, distribution of food and other goods,
and social entitlements.

Indigenous Artic communities in
Siberia have gone through rapid so-

cial and economic changes associated *

with the collapse of the Soviet Union.
For native Siberians, these changes
have meant the loss of employment in
a planned economy and development
of a mixed subsistence economy with
elements of a nascent market econ-
omy and dwindling government sub-
sidies and supports. The economic
isolation of native communities after
the implementation of democratic

and free market reforms in Russia pro-
vides an extreme example of unintended
socioeconomic and geographic differen-
tiation of the country’s population.

Property, and the access to resources
property facilitates, has gone through a
series of transformations in the former
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the
last decade. In many cases, the introduc-
tion of private property—arguably the
fundamental elements for a free market
society—has brought on unintended re-
sults and increased hardship for people
living in the region. For example, the pri-
vatization of domestic reindeer and pas-
ture in southwest Taimyr Region, facili-
tated the loss of reindeer, since young
people were no longer certain of eaming
a salary from former State Enterprises. In
addition, some people bartered their deer

in exchange for alcohol, and while these
people can still hunt and fish, they now de-
pend to a greater degree on their relatives
or state institutions for assistance.

A team of anthropologists at the Max
Planck Institute for Social Anthropology
has dealt with the issue of property in con-
temporary Eurasia. The interim results of
this comparative research are published in
a recent volume titled The Postsocialist
Agrarian Question (Lit Verlag 2003),
which focuses on property relations and the
rural condition. The fifteen chapters of the
book provide case studies on the results of
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privatization of property, going far beyond
changes in legal form. Dr. John Ziker, who
was part of this team, conducted research
with indigenous big-game hunters in Sibe-
ria. Dr. Ziker’s contribution to the volume
focuses on the development of the non-
market subsistence economy in terms of
the entitlements of different interest groups
to resources and the sustainability of tradi-
tional moralities of access to resources.

Research on food sharing by big-game
hunters in Siberia provides an opportunity
to test a range of hypotheses and contribute
to cutting edge research in human behav-
ioral ecology. The questions being ad-
dressed have a wide range of applications
and call to question dominant views on
how human nature is shaped by selfish in-
clinations.







