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§ 1. The aim of this paper
The study of reindeer breeding in the North Eurasian tundra from the point of view of
adaptation strategy is very important in the field of anthropological studies of the peoples of
the circumpolar region, because large-scale reindeer breeding is the final and best strategy
of the peoples of the inner tundra. Many researchers have studied various problems of reindeer breeding, such as the method of keeping large herds, migration patterns, the food supply of the breeders, the usage of reindeer for transportation,
and so on. Some researchers
have engaged in the problem of the establishment of large-scale breeding in the Siberian tundra.
However, their points of view were limited to the problems of adaptation to the natural
environment or survival strategies in the extremely cold climate. Most of them think the economic system of the tundra peoples self-sufficient. However, it is inadequate to think that the
reindeer breeders have lived only by herding deer or that their subsistence have been dependent only on the natural environment. Since the establishment of large-scale breeding (in the
second half of the 18th century), some of them have kept contact with sea mammal hunters
to exchange food and other materials, or others have traded with traders from Russia. The
military and economic power of the Russian empire and the Soviet Union also had great influence on their economic systems.
In this paper I would like to compare and analyze the political, economic, and social conditions of two representative
reindeer breeding groups in Siberia, the Nenets and the
Chukchi, and to construct a theoretical model of the conditions of establishment and survival
of large-scale reindeer breeding.
§ 2. Food
supply
of the reindeer
breeders
— Difference
between
the
Nenets
and the Chukchi
From the point of view of food supply, the importance of reindeer breeding is different
between the Nenets and the Chukchi. According to statistical data from the 1920s and 1930s,
the percentage of products of reindeer breeding (reindeer meat) in their overall food resources was about 30%for the Nenets and from 60% to 80% for the Chukchi (in average). On
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§3. The process
of the establishment
of large-scale
reindeer
breeding
in the North
Eurasian
tundra
It is the dominant theory now that reindeer breeding was begun along the border of the
forest-steppe zone in the first millennium B.C. and that it was transmitted by the Samoyed
peoples in Western Siberia and by the Tungus peoples in Eastern Siberia. In the primitive
stage of breeding, people kept a few reindeer to pack luggage on its back, and later they
learned to ride on their animal. When reindeer breeding was accepted by the peoples of the
tundra, the sledge was adopted for trasportation.
Until the 18th century the economic conditions of the reindeer breeders were still at the
level of hunter-gatheres.
Though the usage of the domesticated animal for transportation
stimulated their traditional economic activities, they did not live on animal husbandry itself.
The number of the reindeer was still small, e.g. from 10 to 50, even the rich possessed less
than 100 head, and it was very rare to kill their reindeer for food or fur. The domesticated
reindeer was a packing or riding animal and the herd was the wealth of hunter-gatherers.
Such conditions began to change in the middle of the 18th century. The change simultaneously took place at both ends of the North Eurasian tundra, among the European Nenets
in the west and among the Chukchi in the east, though they had no contact with each other.
According to a study by I. Krupnik, the simultaneous development of the reindeer breeding
of the Nenets and the Chukchi was enabled by the favorable natural and social conditions of
Siberia in the 18th century. The cooler it is in summer, the more comfortable it is for reindeer: the cool summer raises their reproductivity and lowers mortality. There were several
epochs of cold climate after 1000 A.D., which were advantageous for the increase of domesticated reindeer, and that of the 18th century was the best, because the society of the Siberian
peoples was stable under Russian control [Npyrim4K 1989:151-152].
In the cold climate of the 18th century, both wild and domesticated reindeer rapidly increased. Some breeders were said to possess some thousands of animals. However, even
such rich people did not live on their herd, because the number of wild deer was still so large
that it was not necessary to change their main food resources. It is said that the taste of the
meat of the wild deer is much better than that of the domesticated and even nowadays the
tundra people prefer the former to the latter. Regardless of the increase of the number of domesticated deer, the economic level of tundra people was still that of the hunting-gathering
economy. Large herd owners also starved in times of unsuccessful hunting
[ 3yeB 1947:68].
The favorable conditions of the cold climate ceased in the beginning of the 19th century
and at the same time the tundra people began to lose their main hunting game, because the
number of the wild reindeer decreased under the bad conditions of warm climate, rivalry
with domesticated reindeer, and over-hunting by human beings. Loss of the main hunting
game brought drastic change to the economic system of the tundra people; from the hunting-gathering
economy to the productive economy. They used the domesticated animal not
only for transportation
but also for food, fur, and other daily utensils and their life was
largely dependent on animal husbandry. The extinction of the wild reindeer began in the European north and the eastern end of Siberia in the end of 18th century, spread over the
Siberian tundra, and the new economic system has followed it.
The process of the establishment of the large scale reindeer breeding consists of 1) increase of domesticated deer, 2) appearance of large herd owners with some hundreds or
—
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in subduing

the resistance

of the

Chukchi or suppressing the struggles between the native peoples [MEG1992:172-181]. It is not
true that the society of the Siberian natives was stable under Russian rule in the 18th century. The invasion by the Russian Cossacks of Kamchatka and Chukotka stimulated the hostility between the native peoples and mutual plundering of reindeer escalated. The Koryaks
and the Yukagirs, who had been subject to the Russian administration,
were often attacked
by the Chukchi. Some researchers
have insisted that the increase of the number of the
Chukchi reindeer breeders was caused by the plundering of their hostile neighbors. According to archival materials, the number of the reindeer plundered by the Chukchi from 1725 to
1773 amounted to 240,000 head [MEEI1992:180].
The economic basis of the strong resistance of the Chukchi against the attacks of the
Russian Cossacks and the neighboring peoples was their large-scale reindeer breeding and
cooperation with the sea mammal hunters. Under the extraordinary
conditions, it was urgent for the tundra Chukchi to establish a new production system to supply food and other
daily utensils. Wild deer hunting, which had long been the main productive activity of the
tundra Chukchi, could not supply stable and sufficient food because it was dangerous to hunt
game at decided points in wartime. They raised their herds under the favorable condition of
the cold climate of the 18th century and deprived the hostile breeders of their reindeer. Already by the end of that century some Chukchi breeders possessed more than 10,000 head.
When the climate changed and wild deer began to become extinct from Chukotka in the beginning of the 19th century, they quickly switched their main productive activity from wild
deer hunting to large-scale reindeer breeding.
The cooperation with the sea mammal hunters of the coastal Chukchi and the Yupiks also assisted the resistance of the tundra Chukchi. They sent reinforcements
of skin boat
troops in the struggles with the Russian Cossacks and provided the tundra people with food
(meat of sea mammals) and fur in times of need [X ER1992:182]. As mentioned above, the
assistance of the sea mammal hunters was still indispensable for the tundra people in the
1920s. It is a matter of course that the tundra and coastal people were tied by kinship relations. The intimate relation and the economic cooperation with the sea mammal hunters prevented the Chukchi reindeer breeders from taking part in the Russian markets and monetary
economy. Although the policy of the Russian administration changed in the 19th century to
peaceful contact with insubordinate people, most of the Chukchi reindeer breeders did not
trust the Russians. Moreover it was not necessary for them to trade with foreign traders, because they had constructed a closed economic system with the sea mammal hunters to supply themselves sufficient food and other materials. The existence of such economic systems
gave rise to the situation that the Chukchi reindeer breeders were not familiar with the monetary economy even in the 1920s.
§ 4.Conclusion
Comparing the cases of the Nenets and the Chukchi, I have shown that there were two
types of large-scale reindeer breeding up to the 1920s. They can be named "commercialized
type" and "self-sufficient type". The former is the Nenets type of reindeer breeding which
was born under the strong influence of commercialism of the Komi and the Russian traders.
The latter is the type of the Chukchi reindeer breeding which was born under severe conditions of resistance against Russian rule and has survived with the assistance of and cooperation with the sea mammal hunters.
Under the policy of collectivization of the Soviet Union, reindeer breeding of the North
Eurasian tundra took a new step in the 1930s. The egalitarian policy of the socialist govern-
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