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UNDER THE NAME “YAKUT”:  

Pseudonymous Authorship, Settler Colonialism, 

and the Political Agency of Sakha Intellectuals  

in the Late Russian Empire*

During the late Russian Empire, the growth of print culture and the diver-
sification of authorship transformed the imperial public sphere into a more 
inclusive, though still unequal, arena of discourse.1 Periodicals published 
outside the capitals increasingly featured contributions from provincial au-
thors, who frequently used pseudonyms to evade censorship and to express 
collective identification rooted in territory, language, or ethnicity.2 Among 
the most common were topographic or ethnonymic pseudonyms such as 

* The authors acknowledge the anonymous reviewers for their comments and suggestions. 
1 See, for instance, Lutz Häfner. “The Temple of Idleness”: Associations and the Public 
Sphere in Provincial Russia // Susan McCaffray and Michael Melancon (Eds.). Russia in 
the European Context, 1789–1914: A Member of the Family. London, 2005. Pp. 141–160; 
Malte Rolf. “Approved by the Censor”: Tsarist Censorship and the Public Sphere in 
Imperial Russia and the Kingdom of Poland (1860–1914) // Jan Behrends and Thomas 
Lindenberger (Eds.). Underground Publishing and the Public Sphere: Transnational 
Perspectives. Vienna, 2014. Pp. 31–75; Timur Atnashev, Tat’iana Vaizer, and Mikhail 
Velizhev (Eds). Nesovershennaia publichnaia sfera: istoriia rezhimov publichnosti v 
Rossii. Moscow, 2021.
2 Melissa Frazier. Romantic Encounters: Writers, Readers, and the Library for Reading. 
Stanford, 2007.
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“Volzhanin” (Volga Man), “Uralets” (Ural Man), “Sibiryak” (Siberian), and 
“Ukrainets” (Ukrainian), each invoking a geographically defined imagined 
community.3 These pseudonyms did more than mark regional belonging; 
they voiced demands, frustrations, and aspirations in relation to a distant or 
dismissive imperial center. While many such pseudonyms entered already 
ongoing debates about law, education, or so-called regional questions, the 
figure of “Yakut” represented a different kind of intervention.4 Emerging 
in the early twentieth century in the nascent public sphere of the Yakut 
region, “Yakut” did not join a conversation – it constructed one. This fig-
ure sought to draw local, transregional, and imperial attention to the very 
existence of a Sakha (Yakut) public voice and to the specific challenges 
faced by the Indigenous majority of the region.

This article argues that “Yakut” did not directly reflect the collective 
self-description of the Sakha people but functioned instead as a deliber-
ately constructed discursive position through which a small group of local 
intellectuals articulated a regional, nation-oriented vision. Writing from 
the margins of the empire, these authors used the pseudonym “Yakut” to 
bring localized grievances about land, governance, legal status, and cultural 
representation into the public discourse. Yet, though cast as collective, this 
voice was also selective. It expressed those concerns that aligned with the 
priorities and reformist sensibilities of the intelligentsia itself. Therefore, 
“Yakut” represented not the full diversity of Sakha perspectives, but the 
emergence of a particular political language of self-description and Indig-
enous self-assertion, shaped by the interpretive tools of the educated elite. 
It is in this tension between the voice of the many and the position of the 
few that the discursive complexity of “Yakut” lies.

Though geographically remote and politically peripheral, the Yakut re-
gion was deeply intertwined with the institutions and contradictions of the 

3 Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism. London, 1991. In the Ukrainian context of the nineteenth century and 
beyond, many intellectuals, including Mykhailo Drahomanov, adopted the pseudonym 
“Ukrainian” as a form of collective self-identification. Similarly, within the Siberian 
regionalist movement, figures such as Nikolai Yadrintsev frequently signed themselves 
as “Siberian.” Brian Boeck. What’s in a Name? Semantic Separation and the Rise of 
the Ukrainian National Name // Harvard Ukrainian Studies. 2004–2005. Vol. 27. No. 
1–4. Pp. 33–65; Edith Clowes. Being a Sibiriak in Contemporary Siberia: Imagined 
Geography and Vocabularies of Identity in Regional Writing Culture // Region. 2013. 
Vol. 2. No. 2. Pp. 171–195.
4 Alexei Miller. Romanov Empire and Nationalism: Essays in the Methodology of His-
torical Research. Budapest, 2008. P. 16.
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late imperial state.5 Penal and political exile brought imperial actors into 
close contact with local communities, while educational reforms allowed 
wealthy Sakha families to send their children to Russian gymnasiums and 
sometimes even universities. These developments reflected the contradic-
tory nature of what scholars have called the “imperial situation,” a context 
in which diverse subordinate groups were simultaneously excluded from 
power and invited to participate in new forms of knowledge production and 
governance.6 From these conditions arose a group of Sakha intellectuals who 
combined local knowledge with imperial literacy to write under the name 
“Yakut”: Egor Nikolaev (1858–1888), Innokenty Govorov (1856–1925), 
Vasily Nikiforov-Kulumnur (1866–1928), and Pyotr Afanasyev (1868–
1925).7 Their writings, often unsigned or collectively attributed, blurred the 
boundaries of individual authorship, producing a voice that was both plural 
and consistent.8 The pseudonym “Yakut” operated as a kind of discursive 
condensation, concealing individual variation while amplifying shared 
concerns. The inability to assign specific texts to specific authors creates 
an analytical challenge but also constitutes part of the pseudonym’s histori-
cal significance: it functioned as a collective position that gained authority 
precisely by subsuming its internal diversity.

This article strives to contribute to the ongoing scholarship on pseud-
onymity, regional publics, and Indigenous representation in the late imperial 
period by shifting the focus from questions of authorship to the performa-
tive role of collective pseudonyms in shaping political discourse. Unlike 
existing studies, which often focus narrowly on identity-building or na-
tionalist mobilization, this analysis highlights the discursive practices and 
exclusions embedded in the very act of speaking as “Yakut.” It examines 
not simply who spoke, but how, and to what effect. Rather than presuming 
the coherence or representativeness of “Yakut,” this article interrogates 

5 Natalia Burnasheva. Vlast’ i upravlenie natsional’noi okrainoi: ekonomika Iakutii v 
XIX–pervoi treti XX veka: monografiia. Moscow, 2020.
6 Ilya Gerasimov, Sergey Glebov, Alexander Kaplunovski, Marina Mogilner, Alexander 
Semyonov. In Search of a New Imperial History // Ab Imperio. 2005. Vol. 6. No. 1. P. 35.
7 Nataliia D’iakonova. Iakutskaia intelligentsiia v natsional’noi istorii: sud’by i vremia 
(konets XIX v.–1917 g.). Novosibirsk, 2002.
8 Representing a literate, Russian-speaking Indigenous intelligentsia, these actors used 
Russian as their primary publication language, occasionally incorporating Sakha texts, 
to assert Yakutia’s place within the broader Siberian and imperial public discourse. In 
this context, Sakha intellectuals deliberately adopted “Yakut” as a pseudonym, drawing 
on the colonial designation of the region’s population, a term widely used both in Siberia 
and in the imperial centers.
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the discursive labor required to produce such a voice. It asks: How was 
“Yakut” constructed as a position of rhetorical and political authority in 
the imperial public sphere? What social and epistemic tensions shaped the 
kinds of claims it could make? Which aspects of Sakha experience were 
emphasized, and which were marginalized, in this collective discourse? 
And how did imperial officials, regional commentators, and political exiles 
respond to these interventions? Methodologically, the article treats “Yakut” 
not as a transparent expression of a collective voice, but as a situated textual 
project. Drawing on published articles and unpublished manuscripts from 
the 1880s to the 1910s, it reconstructs the rhetorical strategies, thematic 
patterns, and historical stakes of this pseudonymous voice. The analysis is 
organized into three thematic sections: historical narratives and the politics 
of social hierarchy; land use and settler colonialism; and debates around 
self-government and Indigenous autonomy.

Regional Voices and Imperial Margins: The Intellectual Origins of 
the “Yakut”

The Yakut region, located in eastern Siberia along the Lena River basin, 
has long occupied a marginal position within Russian imperial geography. 
Following its conquest and colonization in the seventeenth century, the region 
was integrated into the empire as an area of resource extraction, primarily 
of fur, and as a designated zone for both penal and political exile.9 During 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Yakutia attracted a steady stream 
of missionaries, scientists, and administrators, who sought to document, 
classify, and govern both the region’s environment and its Indigenous popu-
lations.10 From 1822 onward, the Statute Concerning the Administration of 
the Alien Peoples (inorodtsy) legally codified the status of the Sakha (Yakut) 
population as nomadic, despite their largely semisedentary way of life.11 This 

9 Alexander Etkind. Barrels of Fur: Natural Resources and the State in the Long History of 
Russia // Journal of Eurasian Studies. 2011. Vol. 2. No. 2. Pp. 164–171; Sarah Badcock. A 
Prison Without Walls? Eastern Siberian Exile in the Last Years of Tsarism. Oxford, 2016.
10 Yuri Slezkine. Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples of the North. Ithaca, NY, 
1994; Sergey Glebov. Siberian Middle Ground: Languages of Rule and Accommodation 
on the Siberian Frontier // Ilya Gerasimov, Jan Kusber, and Alexander Semyonov (Eds.). 
Empire Speaks Out: Languages of Rationalization and Self-Description in the Russian 
Empire. Leiden, 2009. Pp. 121–154; Pey-Yi Chu. The Life of Permafrost: A History of 
Frozen Earth in Russian and Soviet Science. Toronto, 2020.
11 Statute Concerning the Administration of the Alien Peoples (inorodtsy) // Ab Imperio. 
2024. Vol. 25. No. 4. Pp. 149–184.
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legal fiction reflected broader imperial practices of essentializing and man-
aging Indigenous groups.12 Meanwhile, Siberian regionalist thinkers such 
as Nikolai Yadrintsev and Grigory Potanin introduced new discourses that 
began to resonate with some Indigenous elites, offering a new vocabulary 
for reinterpreting their position in the imperial order.13 Despite these ideo-
logical developments, the Yakut region remained politically unrepresented 
and administratively isolated, with its native inhabitants absent from the 
spaces of imperial discussion and decision-making.

By the late nineteenth century, however, a small but active cohort 
of Sakha intellectuals had begun to emerge. A combination of imperial 
education, political exile, regionalist discourse, and missionary engage-
ment contributed to the emergence of this new social group in Yakutia.14 
While access to gymnasium and occasionally to university training was 
still limited to wealthy Sakha families, it enabled several Sakha individu-
als to become fluent in Russian and to engage with the languages of law, 
governance, and reform. This education created a dual orientation: on the 
one hand, toward participation in the imperial public sphere, and on the 
other, toward the modernization of local life. Disillusioned by the structural 
marginalization of the Sakha population and the neglect of the region by 
imperial authorities, these intellectuals began to formulate a shared cri-
tique of the existing order.15 They positioned themselves within overlap-
ping ideological frameworks: imperial hierarchies, regionalist critiques, 
and emergent nationalist visions. It was within this conjuncture that the 
pseudonym “Yakut” appeared, not merely as a rhetorical device but as a 
political strategy of Sakha actors adapting and navigating the constraints 
of imperial authorship. Writing in Russian under the name “Yakut” and 
addressing both the local and wider Siberian and imperial public, these 
intellectuals framed their interventions as simultaneously regional and 
universal: grounded in the particularities of the Yakut region, yet voiced 
in terms of justice, reform, and participation that aimed to resonate across 
the empire.

12 Ilya Gerasimov. An Impossible Notion: Conceptualizing Diversity in the Russian Em-
pire Through the Category of Inorodtsy // Ab Imperio. 2024. Vol. 25. No. 4. Pp. 35–37.
13 Alexey Malinov. Siberian Regionalism as a Phenomenon of Social Thought in Late 
Imperial Russia // Sibirica. 2024. Vol. 23. No. 2. Pp. 72–77.
14 Aleksandr Korobeinikov. Yakut Autonomy: The Postimperial Political Projects of the 
Sakha Intellectuals, 1905–1922 // European Review of History. 2023. Vol. 30. No. 6. 
Pp. 960–963.
15 D’iakonova. Iakutskaia intelligentsiia. P. 33.
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The intellectual and political activity of Sakha actors in the late impe-
rial period has received scholarly attention, particularly within the his-
toriographical tradition of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), where these 
figures are often seen as foundational to the development of the national 
narrative.16 A relatively well-developed body of literature includes works 
ranging from local biographical studies to more comprehensive accounts 
of the national intelligentsia’s contributions to the formation of the Yakut 
ASSR. Ekaterina Romanova, Egor Antonov, Albina D’yachkova, Nataliia 
D’iakonova, Sardaana Boyakova, and others have examined the political 
and cultural trajectories of Sakha actors in relation to late imperial trans-
formations, regional activities, and postrevolutionary nation-building.17 
These studies reveal the ideological pluralism of Sakha intellectual life, as 
well as the tensions between loyalty to the empire and aspirations for local 
autonomy. Yet, within this body of work, the figure of “Yakut” has typically 
remained peripheral. This pseudonym is often mentioned only briefly, as an 
anonymous signifier that reinforces arguments about the activities of Sakha 
individuals without being subjected to sustained analysis.

An exception is the recent article by Anna Moyakunova, who directly 
addresses the question of who was “Yakut” and who was behind this pseud-
onym. Drawing on archival and published materials, Moyakunova identifies 
three central figures – Innokentii Govorov, Vasilii Nikiforov-Kulumnur, 
and Petr Afanas’ev – as the main authors of texts published under the name 

16 See, for instance, A. N. Alekseev (Ed.). Istoria Iakutii: v 3 tomakh. Vol. 2. Novosibirsk, 
2021. In broader imperial or transimperial scholarship, the presence of Sakha intellectu-
als remains relatively underexplored, and their contributions are more often framed in 
terms of biography or institutional development than as part of a distinct intellectual or 
discursive formation.
17 On the historiography of the Sakha intellectuals, see, Egor Antonov. Intelligentsiia Ia-
kutii (1922–1938 gg.). Yakutsk, 1998; Al’bina D’iachkova. G. V. Ksenofontov: uchenyi i 
obshchestvenno-politicheskii deiatel’. Yakutsk, 2000; Sardaana Boyakova. Natsional’naia 
intelligentsiia i pereselencheskii vopros v Iakutii nachala XX veka // Ilin. 2000. Vol. 21. 
No. 2. Pp. 30–32; D’iakonova. Iakutskaia intelligentsiia v natsional’noi istorii; Ekaterina 
Romanova. G. V. Ksenofontov: mif o stranstvuiushchem geroe // Dmitry Tumarkin (Ed.). 
Repressirovannye etnografy. Moscow, 2003. Pp. 78–104; Egor Antonov. O pozitsii G. V. 
Ksenofontova po otnosheniiu k kul’turnomu naslediiu kolonializma // Iakutskii arkhiv. 
2012. No. 1. Pp. 25–37; Egor Antonov and Venera Antonova. Raznoglasiia Iakutii, 
Dal’nego Vostoka i tsentra po voprosu administrativno-territorial’nogo razgranicheniia 
v kontekste natsional’noi politiki // Ab Imperio. Vol. 20. No. 4. Pp. 97–139; Burnasheva. 
Vlast’ i upravlenie natsional’noi okrainoi; Aleksandr Korobeinikov and Egor Antonov. 
Toward a Postimperial Order? The Sakha Intellectuals and the Revolutionary Transfor-
mations in Late Imperial Russia, 1905–1917 // Sibirica. 2021. Vol. 20. No. 2. Pp. 27–59.
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“Yakut.”18 While this reconstruction is an important step toward situating 
the pseudonym historically, her analysis focuses solely on biographical 
attribution and the chronology of publications. Moyakunova does not 
engage with the content of the texts themselves, nor does she examine the 
rhetorical practices or political claims embedded in these publications. Her 
study also omits the figure of Egor Nikolaev, who played a formative role 
in early public interventions associated with the name “Yakut.”19 More 
broadly, the pseudonym is treated as a stable, representative voice, rather 
than a discursive construct that requires critical examination. Nevertheless, 
the biographical trajectories of the Sakha intellectuals behind “Yakut” are 
essential for understanding the diversity and evolution of its content. The 
educational, social, and cultural backgrounds of these authors shaped the 
range of themes they addressed, from local governance and land use to 
questions of ethnicity, social hierarchy, and imperial policy. Rather than 
viewing “Yakut” as a uniform or monolithic voice, these trajectories allow 
us to trace the internal plurality within the pseudonym and to contextual-
ize its interventions within the broader field of late imperial political and 
discursive production.

One of the earliest contributors was Egor Nikolaev, a teacher, translator, 
and journalist from the Baturusky ulus, who was active in the 1880s and 
sometimes signed his texts with the abbreviation “Yakut E. N.”20 His writ-
ings reveal a strong focus on education, Indigenous rights, and the cultural 
representation of the Sakha people. Other central figures included Innokentii 
Govorov (Borogonsky ulus), Vasilii Nikiforov-Kulumnur (Dyupsinsky 
ulus), and Petr Afanas’ev (Ust’-Aldansky ulus), all of whom were born 
in geographically adjacent areas in the central Lena River basin.21 These 

18 Anna Moiakunova. Iz istorii obshchestvennoi mysli na rubezhe XIX–XX vv.: k voprosu 
ob avtorstve psevdonima “Iakut” // Severo-Vostochnyi gumanitarnyi vestnik. 2020. Vol. 
33. No. 4. Pp. 58–64.
19 Aisena Nikolaeva. Zarozhdenie iakutskoi intelligentsii vo vtoroi polovine XIX v. 
Prosvetitel’skaia deiatel’nost’ E. D. Nikolaeva // Vlast’ i upravlenie na Vostoke Rossii. 
2010. Vol. 53. No. 4. Pp. 85–89.
20 Ulus is a Sakha (Yakut) term for a local community or territorial unit traditionally based 
on kinship and collective land use. In the early Soviet period, the term was retained as 
an official administrative category for rural districts in Yakutia.
21 Iraida Kliorina. Vasilii Nikiforov: Sobytiia. Sud’by. Vospominaniia. Yakutsk, 1994; 
Petr Troev. Egor Nikolaev i ego “Kratkaia zapiska o sovremennom polozhenii Iakutskogo 
kraia” 1883 g. // Ilin. 1997. No. 3–4. Pp. 26–33; Iraida Kliorina. Istoriia bez flera: posled-
nie desiatiletie v zhizni Kүlүmnүra (1918–1928 gg.). Yakutsk, 2000; Anna Moiakunova. 
Diupsinskii rod Afanas’evykh v istorii Iakutii. Yakutsk, 2021.
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uluses, while administratively distinct, were interconnected through kin-
ship networks, marriage alliances, and shared institutional trajectories. In 
fact, many of these intellectuals were related by blood or social affiliation, 
forming what could be described as a regional elite shaped by overlapping 
educational and political experiences. Their common background and their 
familiarity with both imperial institutions and local traditions, produced a 
convergence of perspectives that allowed “Yakut” to temporarily function 
as a unified voice within the Sakha intelligentsia. Yet this apparent unity 
masked significant internal differences in background, style, and empha-
sis. The collective pseudonym functioned as a discursive condensation 
of diverse voices, blurring personal distinctions while amplifying shared 
concerns. This tension between internal plurality and external coherence 
is what made “Yakut” such a powerful, yet analytically complex, vehicle 
of indigenous political expression. While individual differences certainly 
existed, the shared epistemic position of these authors helps explain the rela-
tive coherence in tone, argumentation, and political orientation that marked 
the writings attributed to “Yakut.”

The emergence of this collective voice was not a spontaneous event but 
built upon earlier practices of political expression and Indigenous mobiliza-
tion. As early as the second half of the nineteenth century, Sakha communi-
ties, particularly those from central uluses, started to submit petitions to the 
imperial authorities, requesting the protection of communal lands, fairer tax 
policies, and more representative forms of local governance.22 Authored 
or coordinated by early representatives of the Sakha intellectuals such as 
Mikhail and Petr Afanas’ev, these petitions established a regional tradition 
of written protest and civic engagement. These documents foreshadowed 
many of the rhetorical techniques and thematic concerns that would later 
define the pseudonymous writings of “Yakut.”23 In this context, the pseud-
onym emerged less as a rupture than as a consolidation of these practices, 
providing a broader, public platform for articulating Sakha-centered visions 
of social reform. The writings signed as “Yakut” did not merely respond to 
external misrepresentations; they sought to define key questions of gover-
nance, history, and social organization from within Yakutia, constructing 
a vision of regional interests that reflected the priorities and perspectives 
of Sakha intellectuals, while claiming to speak on behalf of the broader 
Indigenous population. The themes that recurred the most included the 

22 Istoria Iakutii. Pp. 152–154.
23 Boyakova. Natsional’naia intelligentsiia i pereselencheskii vopros; Moiakunova. Iz 
istorii obshchestvennoi mysli na rubezhe XIX–XX vv. P. 59.
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historical stratification of Sakha society, the impact of Russian colonization 
on Indigenous populations (both Sakha and non-Sakha), debates over land 
and resettlement, critiques of ethnographic representation, and the moral 
legitimacy of local governance.

The “Yakut”: Historical Narratives and Social Stratification in Yakutia

Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Sakha 
intellectuals viewed historical interpretation as a critical site of political 
struggle. To them, history was not only a matter of scholarly interest but also 
a means by which Indigenous society could be reclaimed from the distorting 
frameworks of imperial ethnography and administration. They believed that 
the dominant narratives, produced by imperial officials, missionaries, and 
exiled activists, misrepresented both the past of the Sakha people and the 
internal logic of their social institutions.24 In response, texts published under 
the pseudonym “Yakut” sought to reframe key elements of Sakha history, 
particularly the role of the toyon, the traditional leader in Sakha society. 
Official accounts had systematically depicted this figure as an authoritarian 
patriarch whose power was rooted in violence and arbitrary rule. A notable 
articulation of this perspective was published in the 1896 Memorial Book 
of the Yakut Region.25 The text described precolonial Sakha society as being 
characterized by endless internal conflicts, clan warfare, and the unchecked 
despotism of toyons. According to this narrative, it was only through the 
introduction of Russian legal norms that this disorder was brought under 
control and saved the Sakha people from “self-destruction.” Against this 
background, “Yakut” developed an alternative framework for understanding 
Sakha history and its internal social differentiation. Rather than erasing the 
figure of the toyon, Sakha intellectuals sought to reposition it: not as a relic 
of tribal despotism, but as a source of stability and collective governance 
within a resilient and adaptive Indigenous society.26

One key target of this historical revision was the widespread image of 
the toyon as an unchecked autocrat. In unpublished manuscripts such as 
“On the Yakut People, Land Use, and Self-Government,” “Yakut” advanced 

24 Egor Antonov. Iakutskii perevodcheskii komitet kak mezhkul’turnaia kommunikatsiia 
v seredine XIX veka–1917 godu // Khristianstvo na Blizhnem Vostoke. 2024. Vol. 8. 
No. 1. P. 99.
25 Iakutskii rod do i posle prikhoda russkikh // Pamiatnaia knizhka Iakutskoi oblasti na 
1896 g. Part 1. Yakutsk, 1896. Pp. 17–19.
26 Iakut. K voprosu o proiskhozhdenii toionata // Iakutskaia mysl’. 1909. No. 5. P. 2.
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a different vision.27 It was grounded in oral tradition and supported by the 
observations of the former political exile Lev Leventhal, who noted that 
“many toyons attempted to relinquish their positions on the pretext of ill-
ness,” suggesting that political power was often seen as a burden rather 
than a source of privilege.28 This rhetorical move served to challenge domi-
nant ethnographic assumptions, in which non-European hierarchies were 
framed as inherently violent or illegitimate. Yet this defense of traditional 
governance did not go uncontested. A known critic, Mikhail Shelomov, a 
toyon aligned with the movement Truly Russian Yakuts (istinno russkie 
iakuty), published counterstatements accusing Sakha intellectuals of 
falsely romanticizing toyon authority.29 In a letter to the governor’s office, 
Shelomov dismissed “Yakut” as a cover for anti-government agitation 
and defended the necessity of external (Russian) intervention in “pacify-
ing internal disputes.”30 These regional debates underscore the fact that 
“Yakut” did not speak for all elites, nor even for all Sakha. For “Yakut,” 
however, defending the legitimacy of past forms of Indigenous authority 
was not a matter of cultural pride, but part of a broader idea to claim that 
local governance traditions could support modern reforms.31 As we argue 
here, the toyon was deployed not as a static figure of lost sovereignty, but 
as a flexible symbol through which the Sakha intelligentsia negotiated their 
historical rootedness and political relevance.

The rewriting of Sakha history by “Yakut” extended beyond the figure of 
the toyon to a more systematic critique of imperial tropes, particularly those 
that depicted Indigenous societies as morally deficient or in need of civilizing 
intervention. Among the most frequently invoked accusations were those of 
ritual violence, including human and animal sacrifice, allegedly practiced 
during funeral rites.32 Drawing on earlier geographic and ethnographic 
works, including those of a German naturalist, Johann Georg Gmelin, im-
perial authors claimed that toyons were buried with slaves and horses, and 
that such practices ceased only under Russian rule.33 “Yakut” systematically 

27 National Archive of the Sakha (Iakutiia) Republic (henceforth NARS(Y)). F. 490i. Op. 
1. D. 113. L. 35. This article uses archival materials drawn from various collections of the 
NARS(Y) consisting of unpublished handwritten texts signed with the pseudonym “Yakut.”
28 Lev Levental. Podati, povinnosti i zemlia u iakutov (ot 1766 g.). N.p., 1896.
29 Eduard Iakovlev. M. S. Shelomov: iakutskii toionat i obshchestvennoe dvizhenie za 
vvedenie zemstva v Iakutskoi oblasti // Iakutskii arkhiv. 2003. No. 3–4. P. 19.
30 Russian State Historical Archive (henceforth RGIA). F. 1234. Op. 6. D. 77. L. 12.
31 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 35ob.
32 Iakut. Bor’ba za pravo zhizni iakutu // NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 111. L. 3.
33 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 63ob., 65–66.
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refuted these claims, arguing that they lacked empirical grounding and often 
stemmed from a confusion between metaphor and custom. For example, the 
belief that the spirit of a deceased leader might summon a companion into the 
afterlife was interpreted by outsiders as literal evidence of human sacrifice.34 
“Yakut” responded by referencing Indigenous legends in which a deceased 
toyon’s spirit was believed to summon a companion, often described as a 
stremiannoi koniukh (a loyal equerry), into the afterlife. These beliefs, they 
argued, were widely misinterpreted by imperial observers as evidence of 
literal human sacrifice. In fact, such rites reflected spiritual symbolism and 
were never documented as actual killings.35 “Yakut” countered that this 
narrative was shaped by selective interpretation, not factual observation. 
While Sakha society had indeed developed a symbolic vocabulary around 
death and continuity, these expressions were deeply moral in character and 
did not translate into acts of cruelty and wildness. Still, these rebuttals were 
not always accepted uncritically. Some Orthodox missionaries and imperial 
journalists continued to portray the Sakha as spiritually immature children of 
nature, drawing a direct link between their cosmology and their supposed in-
ability to govern themselves.36 In response to persistent mischaracterizations 
by ethnographers and officials, “Yakut” began adopting a more structured 
and evidence-based rhetorical style. Drawing on oral tradition, historical 
comparison, and critiques of imperial texts, Sakha intellectuals sought to 
challenge stereotypes not only through emotional appeals but by highlighting 
internal inconsistencies and selective use of evidence in colonial accounts.

The writings of “Yakut” engaged directly with contemporary interpreta-
tions of Sakha social stratification, particularly those advanced by politi-
cally exiled ethnographers. Leventhal’s Taxes, Duties, and Land Among 
the Yakuts became a frequent object of polemic. Leventhal described toyon 
households as quasi-feudal institutions, structured by domination, servi-
tude, and extended kinship hierarchies.37 These models, though intended 
as analytical, reinforced the notion that Sakha society had been stagnant 
and exploitative until disrupted by external “civilizational” reforms. “Ya-
kut” responded with both irony and rhetorical precision, suggesting that 
Leventhal’s account resembled more a caricature of European aristocracy 

34 Ibid. L. 44, 55ob., 59.
35 Ibid. L. 66ob., 67, 71–71ob.
36 Inna Iurganova. “Iakuty ochen’ naklonny i okhotlivy k slushaniiu Slova Bozh’ego”: 
putevye zhurnaly sviashchennikov-missionerov (vt. pol. XIX–nach. XX vv.) // Is-
toricheskii arkhiv. 2017. No. 5. P. 159.
37 Levental. Podati, povinnosti i zemlia u iakutov. P. 153.
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than an accurate depiction of Sakha life.38 In one text, intellectuals noted 
that if one substituted “Yakut” for “Englishman,” the description could pass 
for a prerevolutionary English manor, complete with “haughty lords” and 
“dependent households.”39 They added that such portrayals said more about 
the “feudal imagination” of the observer than about actual Sakha society, 
exposing the tendency of imperial writers to project familiar European 
hierarchies onto unfamiliar social forms. At the same time, “Yakut” did 
not deny the existence of inequality or concentration of authority. Rather, 
it framed these features as socially mediated, historically contingent, and 
subject to internal critique. Instances of abuse, intellectuals argued, were rare 
and typically met with communal disapproval or removal.40 This exchange 
reveals not simply a disagreement over facts, but a contest over the legiti-
macy of Indigenous social knowledge. While Leventhal’s analysis sought 
to explain Sakha society through external categories, “Yakut” reasserted 
the value of endogenous frameworks. In doing so, the authors behind the 
pseudonym positioned themselves as intellectual equals within the imperial 
discursive order, capable not only of producing knowledge, but of contesting 
the premises on which that knowledge had long been built.

Another major theme in “Yakut’s” historical writings was the rejection 
of the idea that slavery was a foundational institution in Sakha society. In 
contrast to imperial narratives that depicted Indigenous elites as despotic 
slaveowners, “Yakut” emphasized the ecological, logistical, and cultural 
implausibility of such structures, particularly in the early periods of Sakha 
settlement along the Lena River basin.41 Drawing on oral traditions and 
empirical reasoning, the authors argued that large-scale slaveholding was 
unfeasible in an economy based on subsistence and shaped by pastoral mobil-
ity, seasonal hunting, and harsh climatic conditions. The arduous migrations 
through dense taiga from southern to central Yakutia made the transport and 
subjugation of enslaved individuals not only inefficient but nearly impos-
sible. As the manuscript “On Cattle Breeding and Self-Government Among 
the Yakuts: On the Issue of Abuse of Power by Yakut Chiefs” phrased it, 
“In a land where survival depends on the strength of the herd and the cycle 
of seasons, coercion is a liability, not a system of governance.”42 Sakha 

38 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 25–26.
39 Ibid. L. 43.
40 Iakut. K voprosu o zaselenii russkikh krest’ian, skoptsov i ssyl’nykh v Iakutskuiu oblast’ 
i ob otnoshenii ikh s iakutskim narodom // NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 109. L. 22ob.
41 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108, L. 20ob., 21.
42 Ibid. L. 23ob., 24ob., 25ob., 26ob.
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intellectuals stressed that forms of labor and dependency in Sakha society, 
such as bonded kin or domestic assistants, were embedded in reciprocal 
obligations rather than in structures of domination. From this perspective, 
the term “slavery” was considered to have been retroactively imposed by 
ethnographers who misunderstood Indigenous relations through the lens 
of their own hierarchical assumptions. These critiques extended beyond 
factual corrections to challenge the analytical categories used in imperial 
ethnography, questioning the very epistemological grounds on which “ser-
vitude” was diagnosed.43

The historical narratives advanced by “Yakut” did not remain confined 
to abstract polemics with imperial ethnography or distant exile literature. 
They were embedded in ongoing regional debates, particularly those un-
folding in the press. For instance, in 1907, a local Orthodox priest accused 
a toyon of interfering in parish affairs amid a dispute over prosphora (holy 
bread) payments. In response, “Yakut” revealed the political motivations 
behind the accusation.44 He argued that it was part of a larger attempt to 
discredit Indigenous leaders by hiding behind religious criticism. A notable 
case was “Yakut’s” public response to accusations published in the regional 
newspaper Yakut Life (Iakutskaia zhizn’), which portrayed Sakha communal 
life as inherently manipulative and backward. The newspaper accused local 
toyons of orchestrating ulus assemblies for their own benefit, presenting 
elected representatives as mere puppets of the elite. In a series of articles 
and manuscripts, “Yakut” refuted these claims, asserting that the principle of 
communal landownership, while different from Russian models, was rooted 
in historically developed mechanisms of governance and accountability.45 
He rejected the notion that the Sakha population was a passive mass ma-
nipulated by a few powerful families, emphasizing instead the collective 
decision-making processes and the cultural legitimacy of elder leadership.46 
The text went further, accusing the paper of deliberately sowing division 
among Sakha intellectuals by promoting the idea of “mixed-origin intelli-
gentsia” (intelligenty-raznochintsy), which allegedly had no legitimate claim 
to represent the Indigenous population.47 This distinction was an Orientalist 
practice to delegitimize Indigenous agency by questioning the authenticity 

43 Ibid. L. 26ob., 27–27ob., 45ob.
44 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 31.
45 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 107. L. 47ob., 48.
46 Iakut. Proshloe i budushchee iakutskogo khoziaistva // Sibirskaia zhizn’. 1902. No. 
9. P. 2.
47 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 107. L. 71–71ob., 72ob., 73–74, 75ob., 76–76ob.
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of its spokespeople. Rather than engaging in abstract defense, intellectuals 
used these polemics to assert their right to participate in defining the moral 
and political order of the region. Their interventions were, in this sense, 
not merely defensive, but formative: they aimed to reshape the symbolic 
geography of power in Yakutia, positioning Sakha voices as central to the 
public discourse.

The historical writings signed as “Yakut” were part of a broader effort 
to articulate a coherent Indigenous perspective on power, legitimacy, and 
moral order in the late Russian Empire. Through the figure of the toyon, 
the critique of slavery, and the defense of Sakha ritual practices, these texts 
sought to establish an internal logic to Sakha society, one that could not be 
reduced to the binaries of civilization and savagery imposed by colonial 
discourse. The consistent deployment of legal analogies and comparative 
frameworks suggests that intellectuals were not only contesting specific 
ethnographic claims but also engaging in a broader redefinition of what 
counted as credible knowledge. They adopted discursive tools that were 
legible to imperial audiences, while simultaneously recentering Indigenous 
categories and histories. This dual address, local and imperial, traditional and 
modern, was central to “Yakut’s” rhetorical project. Rather than functioning 
as a transparent expression of collective memory, the pseudonym operated 
as a constructed discursive position: one that allowed Sakha intellectuals 
to speak authoritatively across discursive boundaries and to intervene in 
the political and epistemological ordering of the empire. The ability to 
speak with authority depended on the contradictory aspects of the imperial 
situation. The very structures that marginalized Sakha voices provided an 
opportunity to reenter the public sphere. Thus, the emergence of “Yakut” 
exemplifies how Indigenous groups can adopt imperial discursive norms to 
express their political ideas.

The “Yakut” on the Land Question

For Sakha intellectuals writing under the pseudonym “Yakut,” ques-
tions of land tenure, taxation, and subsistence were core components of a 
broader political and epistemic struggle. In response to imperial narratives 
that romanticized pastoral prosperity or justified colonization by accusing 
Indigenous peoples of mismanaging the land, “Yakut” positioned land as the 
site where ecological limits, administrative violence, and local agency col-
lided. Unlike in other Siberian regions, where land conflicts often involved 
the violent displacement of Indigenous peoples and the resettlement of Slavic 
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populations, the struggle in Yakutia largely took place in print.48 Through 
polemics, petitions, and reinterpreted statistics, the meaning of territory and 
economic life was redefined. In this regard, “Yakut” represented the voice 
of an oppressed population constructed by the Sakha intelligentsia, who 
sought to define the contours of national modernity on their own terms, 
and in doing so, sometimes muted alternative Indigenous perspectives or 
intracommunal disagreements.

One of the most pointed interventions by “Yakut” centered on debunk-
ing official accounts of Sakha cattle breeding and land use, particularly as 
articulated in the 1896 Memorial Book of the Yakut Region. In these texts, 
imperial authors nostalgically evoked an era of abundant herds, equating the 
decline of animal husbandry with Indigenous moral decay.49 “Yakut” rejected 
this narrative as both ahistorical and ideologically biased. He argued that 
these accounts ignored the ecological constraints of the region and imposed 
colonial expectations of productivity. Instead of portraying the decline of 
herding as a failure of civilization, “Yakut” emphasized the structural chal-
lenges that made large-scale pastoralism infeasible.50 These challenges in-
cluded short summers, harsh winters, inefficient technology, and punishing 
taxation. In this context, landownership was not a sign of elite exploitation 
or luxury, but a survival strategy that was constantly undermined by state 
extractivism. Some local commentators in the press, including those from 
True Russian Yakuts, accused Sakha actors of weaponizing subsistence nar-
ratives to preserve their own privileges, revealing a deeper dynamic: “Yakut” 
sought to reposition the Sakha people not as victims of backwardness, but 
as rational subjects constrained by the empire.

A particularly revealing case of discursive confrontation emerged in Ya-
kut Life. In an unpublished text titled “On Land Allocations in the First and 
Second Ospetsky Naslegs,” “Yakut” denounced these claims as “a mixture 
of slander and ignorance,” asserting that the communal land system had 
deep historical legitimacy and practical functionality.51 The article directly 
targeted a piece by a writer identified only as I. Z., who had portrayed elected 

48 For discussions on the colonization of late imperial Yakutia, see Aleksandr Koro-
beinikov. Questioning Russian Settler Colonialism: Resettlement Strategies and Indig-
enous Agency in the Post-imperial Sakha (Yakut) Region // Settler Colonial Studies. 
2025. Vol. 15. No. 2. Pp.  280–305.
49 K voprosu o skotovodstve u iakutov Iakutskogo okruga // Pamiatnaia knizhka Iakutskoi 
oblasti na 1896 god. No. 1. Yakutsk, 1895. P. 5.
50 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 12.
51 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 107. L. 109ob., 110–110ob.
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Sakha representatives as “puppets of the rich,” beholden to a narrow elite. 
In response, “Yakut” emphasized that landownership was not a privilege of 
the elite but a burden that came with significant tax responsibilities. Those 
who cultivated larger areas were regarded as “public benefactors” because 
they contributed more to the state treasury, not for personal enrichment, 
but out of communal duty.52 This idea reframed elite landownership not as 
exploitative but as a civic duty linked to tax responsibility. Still, “Yakut” 
did not idealize all traditional leaders. In “On Yakut Cattle Breeding and 
Self-Governance: On the Abuses of Yakut Clan Leaders,” Sakha intellec-
tuals sarcastically noted that imperial agents searched “even the remotest 
corners of the taiga for signs of despotism,” only to find “neither whips nor 
even birch rods.”53

In one of the central manuscripts, “On the Yakut People, Land Use, and 
Self-Government Before and After the Arrival of the Russians,” “Yakut” 
offered a sharp critique of administrative land policy and public figures who 
sought to legitimize the expropriation of “surplus” Indigenous lands.54 A fre-
quent target was Eduard Pekarsky, a former political exile and ethnographer, 
whose 1910 report to the Imperial Russian Geographical Society portrayed 
Sakha land use as inefficient and poorly developed. “Yakut” responded by 
accusing Pekarsky of ignoring the ecological and economic specificity of 
the region, noting that such arguments falsely presumed a European model 
of productivity. The manuscript warned that efforts to justify colonization 
through “scientific” arguments about land underuse ignored the environmen-
tal and cultural specificity of the region. Rather than engaging in personal 
attacks, “Yakut” critiqued the underlying assumptions behind such claims, 
especially the idea that Indigenous land systems should mirror European 
models of productivity. He emphasized that what settlers viewed as “idle” 
land was in fact essential to seasonal survival in Yakutia’s extreme climate. 
This response, blending ecological realism with political defiance, exem-
plifies how Sakha intellectuals turned the language of expertise against its 
imperial producers. By framing resource use as a matter of cultural knowl-
edge rather than legal efficiency, “Yakut” contested the very epistemological 
foundation of land reform proposals. His writings moved beyond abstract 
moral claims, directly challenging the material and intellectual infrastructure 
of Russian settler colonialism.

52 Ibid. L. 111, 111ob., 112.
53 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 48ob.
54 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 21.
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In his 1911 pamphlet On the Question of Resettlement in the Yakut Re-
gion (fig. 1), “Yakut” offered a powerful critique of imperial resettlement 

Fig. 1. Pamphlet On the Question of Resettlement in the Yakut Region 
(Moscow, 1911).
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policy by challenging assumptions regarding the economic rationality of 
Slavic agriculture in the region.55 Contradicting the views of figures like 
Yakutia’s governor Ivan Kraft and its vice-governor Alexander Vaschenko, 
“Yakut” contended that settler colonization ignored the region’s ecological 
constraints and misrepresented the adaptability of Slavic peasants. Intel-
lectuals argued that these settlers were unprepared for the region’s harsh 
climatic realities, lacking the knowledge systems, and survival strategies 
that the Sakha had developed over generations.56 While Sakha com-
munities had historically adapted to scarcity, sometimes subsisting on 
bark alone, Slavic settlers often succumbed to crop failure, hunger, and 
displacement. These failures, “Yakut” implied, were not merely practi-
cal but epistemological, reflecting a fundamental imperial misreading of 
the land itself. At the same time, his writing occasionally leaned toward 
ecological essentialism, portraying the Sakha as inherently attuned to the 
taiga. Although this trope effectively countered settler narratives, it risked 
reinforcing racialized ideas of natural belonging. The tension between 
political resistance and essentialist rhetoric, and between critique and 
complicity, became a hallmark of “Yakut’s” intellectual intervention into 
debates about land and settlement.

The pamphlet’s central critique of environmental ignorance of settlers 
masked as rational planning quickly drew the attention of both regional 
administrators and central imperial authorities. “Yakut” directly confronted 
the misleading use of land statistics, especially the frequently cited figure 
of “500 hectares per capita,” by showing that these averages hide impor-
tant environmental variations.57 He contended that land considered unoc-
cupied was ecologically unsuitable for agriculture due to factors such as 
permafrost, short growing seasons, and infertile soils. Instead of proving 
Indigenous inefficiency, such data revealed the imperial state’s disregard for 
local ecological knowledge. Nevertheless, officials like Kraft weaponized 
these statistics to argue that the Sakha were wasting the empire’s natural 
resources, thus justifying state intervention. “Yakut” rejected these claims as 
disingenuous and politically motivated. Intellectuals emphasized that much 
of this supposed abundance lay in climatically hostile zones, such as the 
Verkhoyansk region, where landholdings reached 9,000 hectares per person, 
but agriculture was virtually impossible. In this light, “Yakut” revealed how 

55 Iakut. K voprosu o pereselenii v Iakutskuiu oblast’. Moscow, 1911.
56 Ibid. P. 3.
57 Ibid. Pp. 16–18.
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data functioned not as neutral evidence but as ideological instruments used 
to rationalize dispossession. His intervention exposed the epistemological 
fissures of colonial governance and challenged the legitimacy of policies 
cloaked in the language of efficiency and productivity.

Expanding his critique further, “Yakut” addressed the broader discursive 
framework underlying colonization: the myth of Yakutia’s “natural wealth.” 
This trope, particularly prevalent in discussions of the Aldan River basin, 
presented the region as a potential solution to the economic and agrarian 
crises of the Russian Empire. Sakha intellectuals rejected this idea through 
empirical observation and geographic analysis. They described much of the 
taiga as “impassable swamps” in the summertime, choked by permafrost, 
saline depressions, and sterile, flood-prone soils. They also criticized the 
optimistic assessments of figures like Otto von Markgraf, who promoted 
colonization based on speculative resource extraction, and challenged the 
historical image of Yakutia presented by Pekarsky, who questioned the 
Sakha’s legitimacy by framing their own past migrations as grounds for 
dispossession.58 Alexei Kulakovsky, a prominent representative of the Sakha 
intellectual circle, wrote in his 1912 Letter to the Yakut Intelligentsia that 
this logic “retroactively criminalizes” the Indigenous presence while roman-
ticizing Russian conquest.59 Echoing this critique, “Yakut” wrote that “the 
discourse of abundance and unused land functions as a veil, behind which 
the extraction of wealth and the elimination of Indigenous presence proceed 
with legal sanction.”60 He also condemned specific policies, such as Vice-
Governor Vaschenko’s 1906 call for mass resettlement in the Lena basin, 
as cynical violations of both ecological knowledge and legal protections, 
including Articles 34 and 849 of the Statute on Inorodtsy.61 With rhetorical 
precision, “Yakut” compared the imposition of Tambov-style agriculture 
on Yakut land to “measuring the Arctic Ocean with a thermometer from 
Constantinople” and reframed geography, law, and statistics as tools of 
colonial power rather than objective facts.62 His writings thus functioned as 
political resistance and epistemological critique aimed at decolonizing the 
categories through which land and legitimacy were defined.

58 Iakut. K voprosu o pereselenii v Iakutskuiu oblast’ // Iakutskaia zhizn’. 1908. No. 4. 
Pp. 2–3.
59 A. E. Kulakovskii. Iakutskoi intelligentsii (varianty pis’ma) / Ed. Igor Vasil’ev. Ya-
kutsk, 2000. P. 44.
60 Iakut. K voprosu o pereselenii v Iakutskuiu oblast’. P. 11.
61 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 15–15ob., 16–17.
62 Ibid. L. 18.
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The Aldan region, which resettlement officials often promoted as 
a promising site for agricultural development and resource extraction, 
played an important role in the defensive discourse of “Yakut.” Drawing 
on ecological data and local observations, Sakha intellectuals dismantled 
the imperial fantasy of Aldan as an agrarian frontier. They described the 
region as “a swamp in summer and a glacier in winter,” citing the infertile 
soils, permafrost-laden ground, and frequent droughts that made sustained 
cultivation unfeasible.63 Even the spruce-covered river islands, once pro-
posed as suitable for grain production, were exposed as ecologically barren. 
“Yakut” mocked the idea of transforming the taiga into breadbasket terri-
tory, comparing it to “sowing grain into the snowbanks of the Lena.” These 
observations were not merely descriptive, but polemical: they targeted both 
bureaucrats like Markgraf, whose 1910 report estimated that Aldan could 
accommodate up to two million settlers, and local officials such as Leonid 
Knyazev, who promoted Aldan’s colonization without addressing its ecologi-
cal unsuitability. More strikingly, Sakha intellectuals identified a paradox 
at the heart of the imperial agrarian project: that the very harshness of the 
environment not only thwarted settler agriculture but also compelled many 
Slavic peasants to adopt Sakha survival strategies.64 “Far from civilizing 
the North,” one manuscript noted, “the settler learns to eat bark and fish 
like the Yakut, and marries into his household out of hunger, not kinship.”65 
“Yakut” thus reversed the colonizer-colonized binary, portraying the settler 
as the one assimilated, economically, culturally, and physically, into the In-
digenous world. This inversion offered more than a clever rhetorical twist. 
It underscored the failure of the state’s civilizational mission in Yakutia and 
implicitly questioned the legitimacy of continued territorial expansion.66 In 
the hands of Sakha intellectuals, the inhospitable landscape became not a 
barrier to progress, but a defense against imperial overreach, a natural ally 
in the struggle to preserve Indigenous autonomy.

The writings of “Yakut” on the land question constituted a direct inter-
vention into the political and administrative mechanisms of Russian settler 

63 S inorodcheskogo s”ezda // Iakutskaia okraina. 1912. September 11. No. 34. P. 4.
64 Vasilii Nikiforov-Kulumnur. Iakutskoe soveshchanie po voprosu o kolonizatsii kraia v 
sviazi s rabotami ekspeditsii Pereselencheskogo upravleniia // Iakutskaia okraina. 1912. 
July 15. No. 1. Pp. 3–4; Idem. K rabotam ekspeditsii pereselencheskogo upravleniia // 
Iakutskaia okraina. 1912. August 25. No. 23. Pp. 1–2.
65 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 22.
66 Willard Sunderland. Russians into Iakuts? “Going Native” and Problems of Russian 
National Identity in the Siberian North, 1870s–1914 // Slavic Review. 1996. Vol. 55. 
No. 4. Pp. 810–812.
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colonialism. Sakha intellectuals exposed how discourses of abundance and 
underutilization served to justify expropriation and displacement. At the 
same time, they proposed an alternative vision of development rooted in 
environmental realism and cultural continuity. Their texts repositioned the 
harsh northern ecology not as an obstacle to be conquered, but as a structural 
force that shaped, and in some ways protected, Indigenous modes of life. 
Rather than contesting the imperial narrative solely on legal or economic 
grounds, “Yakut” reframed the debate in moral and epistemological terms: 
Who had the right to define what counted as productive land, viable settle-
ment, or legitimate governance? He asserted not only territorial claims but 
also a claim to authorship over Yakutia’s political and ecological future. 
The pseudonym “Yakut,” in this context, became more than a collective 
voice: it operated as an intellectual way for reconfiguring the settler-native 
relationship on both symbolic and material grounds.

The “Yakut’s” View of Self-Government and Local Power

In the late nineteenth century, the introduction of the zemstvo system 
in Siberia catalyzed discussions on regional self-government, particularly 
among Siberian regionalists. While zemstvos provided limited administrative 
autonomy, they opened avenues for broader debates on regional autonomy. 
In Yakutia, these debates transitioned from theoretical discourse to practi-
cal considerations of implementing zemstvo governance in Indigenous 
regions. Sakha intellectuals, at the forefront of these discussions, not only 
advocated for the feasibility and necessity of self-government in Yakutia but 
also actively contested imperial narratives that portrayed self-governance 
as foreign to the Sakha people. Confronting Orientalist perceptions that 
depicted the Sakha as inherently “backward” and unfit for “civilized” gov-
ernance, “Yakut” refuted such claims. By referencing historical precedents 
and contemporary examples of local governance, they demonstrated that 
self-government was intrinsic to the Sakha political tradition. Through these 
efforts, Sakha intellectuals articulated the broader aspirations of the region’s 
ethnic majority, advocating for both the establishment of self-government 
and the consolidation of local political authority. The discourse on regional 
self-determination was an endeavor aimed at redefining Yakutia’s political 
status within the empire.

“Yakut” based his vision of regional self-government on the deep 
economic, social, and legal foundations of Sakha society. He argued that 
Indigenous self-rule was not a product of imperial benevolence but an 
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organic expression of communal life. In “On Cattle Breeding and Yakut 
Self-Government,” he emphasized the sedentary and labor-intensive nature 
of Sakha horse and cattle pastoralism, which demanded year-round haymak-
ing, fixed settlements, and intricate forms of intergenerational cooperation.67 
According to “Yakut,” this ecological context fostered a tradition of com-
munal deliberation and collective resource management that amounted 
to de facto self-governance. Similarly, more mobile groups, such as the 
Evenki, held regular assemblies to resolve disputes over grazing, hunting, 
and fishing.68 These practices further underscore that Indigenous societies 
were not politically inert. Building on this comparison, “Yakut” framed 
Sakha governance as an environmental adaptation rather than an imperial 
import, a position echoed by Wacław Sieroszewski, a former political exile 
turned ethnographer, who described Sakha assemblies as “governments of 
consent rather than coercion.”69 This ethnographic and legal continuity was 
epitomized in “Yakut’s” invocation of the Yakut Steppe Duma (1825–1838), 
which was a symbolically powerful institution for Sakha intellectuals. In 
“On the Yakut People, Land Use, and Self-Government Before and After the 
Arrival of the Russians,” “Yakut” recounted the Duma’s efforts to elevate 
itself within the administrative hierarchy by petitioning for the powers of 
the administrations of the alien people (inorodnye upravy), citing this act 
as evidence of a proactive Indigenous legal consciousness.70 He exempli-
fied this with the case of the Sakha prince Sofron Syranov, who sought to 
protect local communities from exploitative Russian traders by petitioning 
to remove merchants who violated imperial orders not to “rob or enslave 
the inorodtsy.”71 These actions were not framed as resistance but as legal 
self-defense. However, imperial officials often interpreted them as subver-
sive. As “Yakut” observed, “The prince who carried the Tsar’s charter was 
treated as a conspirator.”72 By reclaiming the Duma as a legal and political 
precedent, Sakha intellectuals positioned themselves as rightful participants 
in the constitutional development of the empire, asserting “the right to rule 
ourselves with laws we did not borrow.”73

67 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 38ob., 39–39ob.
68 Ibid. L. 40–40ob., 41–41ob., 42–42ob.
69 Wacław Sieroszewski. Iakuty: Opyt etnograficheskogo issledovaniia (1896). Moscow, 
1993. P. 489.
70 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 40.
71 Ibid. L. 40ob.
72 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 96ob., 97–97ob.
73 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 43–44.
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For “Yakut,” the dissolution of the Yakut Steppe Duma in 1838 marked 
not a failure of Indigenous governance, but a calculated imperial effort to 
suppress a growing legal consciousness. In “On the Yakut Clan Before and 
After the Arrival of the Russians,” he refuted official claims of administrative 
incompetence and corruption, noting that over thirty-five years, only four 
malfeasance cases had been recorded among elected leaders. “Is this what 
the empire calls endemic corruption?” he asked, further pointing out that 
the 1822 Statute allowed compensation for public service.74 Yet, in practice, 
Duma officials served without pay. “If they were truly parasites,” he asked 
rhetorically, “why did they serve without salary?”75 Rather than reflecting 
mismanagement, their unpaid service illustrated communal obligation. 
Meanwhile, the Duma faced greater scrutiny than more powerful institutions 
like the administrations of the alien people. “Yakut” concluded: “The state 
feared not our failures, but our successes.”76 Following the Duma’s closure, 
“On the Yakut People, Land Use, and Self-Government Before and After 
the Arrival of the Russians” depicted the expansion of zemstvo inspectors 
into Sakha territories as a continuation of this suppression. Although Article 
189 of the 1822 Statute prohibited such interference without a local sum-
mons, officials had entrenched themselves in the ulus by the 1890s. They 
disregarded customary autonomy and violated guarantees like Article 34, 
which secured communal land control. The attack was not only institutional 
but also ideological. A 1909 article in Siberian Problems (Sibirskie voprosy) 
decried Sakha elders as “obstacles to progress,” advocating for their full 
integration and the abolition of Indigenous protections. In response, “Yakut” 
invoked earlier imperial decrees, such as the 1728 directive of ambassador 
plenipotentiary to China, Sava Vladislavić Raguzinski, and the 1729 College 
of Foreign Affairs decree, which explicitly prohibited harming natives for 
colonial gain.77 He positioned resistance as fidelity to the original imperial 
agreements and contrasted the Sakha, who had maintained elected leadership 
and fiscal mechanisms, with groups such as the Aleuts and Yukaghirs.  The 
former political exile turned ethnographer Dmitrii Klements described these 
groups as lacking institutional self-rule.78 To “Yakut,” the encroachment of the 
zemstvo represented not modernization but colonial regression, dismantling 
a long-standing Indigenous polity under the guise of rational governance.

74 Ibid. L. 81ob.
75 Ibid. L. 87ob., 92, 101ob.
76 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 79–79ob., 80–80ob.
77 Ibid. L. 31–31ob.; NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 109. L. 27–28.
78 Ibid. L. 28; NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 46ob., 47–48.
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One of the most persistent challenges to Sakha self-government was the 
accusation of corruption, which was particularly aimed at the Yakut Steppe 
Duma and its elected leaders. In “On the Yakut People, Land Use, and 
Self-Government Before and After the Arrival of the Russians,” “Yakut” 
interpreted these allegations not as legitimate audits but as instruments of 
delegitimization.79 The most infamous charge – that unauthorized funds 
had been raised to send a delegation to St. Petersburg – was, according to 
“Yakut,” entirely baseless. Article 114 of the 1822 Statute explicitly forbade 
such practices, and no such collection had occurred.80 More revealing, he ar-
gued, was the structural contradiction in how Sakha officials were perceived. 
They were condemned both for being unpaid “amateurs” and for alleged 
financial misconduct. Duma members and toyons received no salaries yet 
performed their duties at their own expense. Historical records supported 
this defense: only four cases of official misconduct were documented over 
thirty-five years (1787–1822).81 Even the administrations of the alien people, 
wielding more authority, showed no pattern of abuse. Nevertheless, officials 
like Kraft and Vaschenko used these rumors to justify increased oversight, 
and pro-government newspapers such as Yakut Life amplified the image of 
Sakha leaders as obstructive elites. In one pointed comment, “Yakut” asked: 
“If the steppe duma is so incompetent, why does the district inspector need 
to infiltrate it rather than replace it?”82 The answer, he implied, was not in-
efficiency but a desire for control. This dynamic intensified after the 1905 
Revolution, when the press became an ideological battleground. Yakut Life 
launched a sustained attack on the toyons, accusing them of land hoarding 
and suppressing dissent. A case involving the teacher Ushnitsky, who was 
allegedly punished for exposing land abuses, became emblematic of this 
media narrative. “Yakut” responded in “On the Settlement of Russian Peas-
ants, Skoptsy, and Exiles in the Yakut Region,” denouncing the newspaper’s 
distortions and accusing it of turning self-government into a “caricature 
masquerading as concern.”83 Though he acknowledged that internal abuses 
existed, he stressed that settler anxieties, not objective governance failures, 
fueled such portrayals. Notably, the Sakha electorate was described by crit-
ics as a “mob of mute dependents” – a racialized dismissal of Indigenous 
political deliberation. In reply, “Yakut” wrote sarcastically: “The toyon is 

79 Ibid. L. 82–82ob.
80 Ibid. L. 87ob., 92, 101ob.
81 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 79–79 ob., 80–80ob.
82 Iakutsk, 24 avgusta // Iakutskaia zhizn’. 1908. No. 53. P. 1.
83 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 31ob.
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not feared for his greed, but for the possibility that he might speak at the 
Duma.”84 The struggle was not merely administrative but epistemological: a 
battle over who had the right to speak in the political language of the region.

To reinforce the legitimacy of Indigenous self-government, “Yakut” 
consistently invoked the institutional memory of the Yakut Steppe Duma, 
emphasizing that it was a foundational political structure that had been dis-
mantled not due to dysfunction but because it threatened imperial control. 
In “On the Yakut People, Land Use, and Self-Government Before and After 
the Arrival of the Russians,” he argued that the Duma was not a colonial 
implant but a formalization of preexisting Sakha governance traditions. He 
portrayed its 1831 delegation to St. Petersburg, which petitioned for oversight 
of the administrations of the alien people, not as rebellion, but as political 
maturity.85 However, instead of being recognized, Sakha leaders faced ad-
ministrative suppression in the form of accusations of mismanagement and 
the reclassification of the Sakha as “incompetent subjects.” Drawing on 
the 1822 Statute, “Yakut” cited Article 34 (land autonomy) and Article 167 
(self-administration) to reveal contradictions in imperial practice. “When 
our ancestors quoted the tsar’s own laws,” one manuscript states, “they were 
punished not for disobedience, but for memory.”86 This legalistic framing 
allowed Sakha intellectuals to reframe resistance as constitutional fidelity 
rather than subversion. However, “Yakut” did not present Sakha governance 
as unblemished. In “On the Abuses of Yakut Clan Leaders,” he acknowledged 
the dangers of power concentration within ulus assemblies and among toyons, 
writing: “Even a good law in a bad hand can become a whip.”87 Such admis-
sions disrupted romanticized depictions of Indigenous rule and challenged 
Orientalist binaries of either noble savages or corrupt elites. Instead, “Yakut” 
presented Sakha political life as a contested field of negotiation, both inter-
nally and externally. Critics like Shelomov accused the liberal intelligentsia 
of masking elite self-interest under the rhetoric of autonomy.88 Although 
“Yakut” dismissed Shelomov as aligned with imperial agendas, his critique 
underscored a key point: that the vision of a unified Indigenous polity was a 
rhetorical strategy shaped by colonial encroachment and internal fractures. 
The legitimacy of self-rule, in “Yakut’s” view, required not denial of internal 
conflict, but a willingness to confront and govern through it.

84 Iakutsk, 6 noiabria // Iakutskaia zhizn’. 1908. No. 74. P. 2.
85 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 81ob.
86 Ibid. L. 87 ob., 92, 101ob.
87 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 108. L. 48ob.
88 Iakovlev. M. S. Shelomov. P. 21.
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The introduction of the zemstvo system of self-government in Yakutia 
became a critical turning point in both imperial policy and Sakha intellectual 
discourse. “Yakut” did not portray the zemstvos as neutral administrative 
tools but as instruments of colonial surveillance. In a series of polemical 
responses to Yakut Life and Yakut Region (Iakutskii krai), “Yakut” argued 
that zemstvo structures, as seen across Siberia, disproportionately favored 
Russian settlers and Orthodox clergy while systematically excluding Indig-
enous voices.89 “Wherever zemstvo arrives,” he wrote, “it plants not justice, 
but another instrument of Russian surveillance.”90 Yet Sakha intellectuals 
did not reject zemstvos outright. Instead, “Yakut” proposed an alternative 
model rooted in ulus assemblies, where representation would be based on 
labor contributions and communal trust rather than property qualifications, 
which benefit colonial elites. This proposal sparked backlash from figures 
like Pekarsky, who dismissed Indigenous electoral customs as “symbolic 
but not serious.”91 In response, “Yakut” retorted that such attitudes “confuse 
literacy with wisdom and ballots with legitimacy,” shifting the debate from 
administrative efficiency to epistemological authority: Who gets to define 
what constitutes valid governance? This tension reached its peak by the 1910s, 
as imperial officials like Kraft and Vaschenko warned of the “disintegrative” 
threat posed by Sakha-led self-government. “Yakut” countered that the state’s 
true concern was not incompetence, but the possibility that self-rule could 
lead to broader political demands. This anxiety was rooted in demographic 
policy: in “On the Settlement of Russian Peasants, Skoptsy, and Exiles in the 
Yakut Region,” “Yakut” accused the empire of deliberately settling outsiders 
to dilute the Sakha political majority. “One cannot speak of self-government 
while drowning the native in a sea of outsiders,” he wrote.92 For “Yakut,” au-
tonomy was not exclusivity based on ethnicity, but a prerequisite for genuine 
participation in a multiethnic political order. His views aligned with those 
of Kulakovsky, who, in his Letter to the Yakut Intelligentsia, warned that, 
without land and representation, “our children will be tenants in the land 
of their ancestors.”93 Thus, the debate over self-government became a legal 
dispute and a referendum on the future of the Sakha people.

By the late 1910s, the debate over Sakha self-government had evolved 
into a comprehensive political project. Intellectuals writing under the name 

89 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 107. L. 149ob., 150.
90 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 109. L. 22.
91 Ibid. L. 23ob.; NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 109. L. 29.
92 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 109. L. 22ob.
93 Kulakovskii. Iakutskoi intelligentsii. P. 44.
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“Yakut” began asserting their role as the legitimate architects of regional 
administration. In “On the Yakut People, Land Use, and Self-Government 
Before and After the Arrival of the Russians,” “Yakut” outlined a vision of 
autonomy that merged historical precedent with institutional innovation. 
Contrary to imperial reformers who viewed zemstvo structures as tools of 
civilizing outreach, Sakha leaders treated them as opportunities to revive In-
digenous traditions of collective deliberation. A key rhetorical move was the 
reinterpretation of legal frameworks, especially the 1822 Statute, as formal 
acknowledgments of preexisting Sakha legal culture rather than as imperial 
thinking.94 This maneuver allowed Indigenous actors to operate within the 
language of empire while subtly undermining its centralizing logic. Predict-
ably, this strategy drew accusations of mimicry from state figures like Kraft, 
who claimed that Sakha intellectuals adopted imperial legal forms merely 
to mask nationalist ambitions. Yet for “Yakut,” this was precisely the point: 
to expose the contradictions of the imperial order using its own vocabulary. 
An anonymous piece in Yakut Thought (Iakutskaia mysl’) lamented, “These 
toyons now speak of rights and statutes as if they wrote them themselves.” 
This ambivalence, between constitutional loyalty and political subversion, 
defined the dual discourse strategy employed throughout “Yakut’s” writings. 
Simply demanding rights was not enough; one had to demonstrate fluency 
in the language of imperial legality to reveal how the state failed to honor 
its own principles. Thus, the Sakha struggle for self-government became a 
battle for autonomy and a profound critique of imperial modernity.

The writings of “Yakut” on self-government reveal a complex intel-
lectual project aimed at reclaiming Indigenous political legitimacy in a 
context of deepening colonial entrenchment. Far from offering a nostalgic 
celebration of precolonial governance, these texts deployed legal citations, 
ethnographic rebuttals, and historical analogies to argue that Sakha tradi-
tions of communal authority were not only viable but preferable to the 
bureaucratic overreach of imperial institutions. By engaging with various 
imperial officials and ethnographers and responding directly to attacks in 
Yakut Life, “Yakut” constructed an oppositional discourse that challenged 
both Orientalist dismissals of Sakha political capacity and internal skepti-
cism from within the region.95 At its core, “Yakut’s” intervention was not 
about defending a fixed model of governance, but about asserting the right 
to define what governance could look like in Yakutia. This was a claim to 

94 NARS(Y). F. 490i. Op. 1. D. 113. L. 15–15ob., 16–17.
95Iakutsk, 11 noiabria // Iakutskaia zhizn’. 1908. No. 75. Pp. 1–2.
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authorship, not only over land and law, but over the political future of the 
region. It is within this layered, contested terrain that “Yakut” must be read: 
as a project of intellectual sovereignty embedded in the imperial archive, and 
as a prelude to more radical articulations of autonomy in the revolutionary 
years to come.

*     *     *
This article demonstrates that the figure of “Yakut” should not be 

treated as a stable voice of Indigenous authenticity or as a simple reaction 
to colonial misrepresentation. Rather, “Yakut” functioned as a constructed 
political position, one that allowed a specific cohort of Sakha intellectuals 
to intervene in imperial discourses of history, land, and governance. By 
adopting the languages of ethnography, law, and political economy, these 
actors repositioned themselves not as passive subjects of imperial modern-
ization, but as producers of knowledge capable of reshaping the conceptual 
boundaries of the empire from within. Their rhetorical interventions were 
neither fully oppositional nor fully assimilated but occupied a deliberately 
ambivalent space that sought to reconfigure the terms on which Indigenous 
authority could be articulated. Crucially, this intervention was not without 
its exclusions. The writings of “Yakut,” while offering a powerful critique 
of imperial knowledge production, also silenced internal dissent and mar-
ginalized alternative Indigenous perspectives. By claiming to speak for the 
collective Sakha population, the pseudonym naturalized a particular vision 
of tradition and political legitimacy, one closely tied to the intellectual and 
social networks of toyons from central Yakutia. As we have shown, these 
texts often flattened historical complexity in order to contest imperial es-
sentialisms, constructing the Sakha past as coherent, moral, and politically 
mature in ways that mirrored the discursive expectations of the imperial 
center.

At the same time, “Yakut’s” writings must be understood as part of a 
broader genealogy of Indigenous petitioning, resistance, and intellectual 
formation in the late Russian Empire. From the petitions of the 1860s to 
the debates over zemstvo self-government and settler colonialism, Sakha 
intellectuals articulated a consistent demand for political inclusion on their 
own terms. Their arguments, grounded in environmental reasoning, legal 
precedent, and historical continuity, did not reject the imperial framework 
outright, but sought to reshape it from within, making claims to moral 
and administrative authority through the very mechanisms that had long 
been used to deny them. In this sense, “Yakut” was not only a response 
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to empire but a mode of authoring a future beyond it. Finally, the “Yakut” 
writing invites a broader rethinking of the relationship between Indigeneity, 
intellectual production, and empire. Rather than seeing Indigenous actors 
as responding to empire in reactive or derivative ways, we argue that they 
must be approached as co-constructors of imperial discourses, agents who 
engaged with and reconfigured dominant forms of knowledge from a posi-
tion of unequal, but not voiceless, participation.

SUMMARY

The article explores the strategic use of the pseudonym “Yakut” by a 
group of Sakha (Yakut) intellectuals in the late Russian Empire to assert their 
political voice against imperial authority and settler colonialism. Operating 
from the margins of the empire, this collective voice engaged in sophisticated 
public discourse that did not merely respond to imperial misrepresentation 
but actively constructed a political language of Indigenous self-assertion. 
The article systematically examines three key thematic areas in which the 
pseudonym was deployed: rewriting Sakha history to legitimize traditional 
governance, rigorously critiquing land policy and settler colonialism with 
environmental realism, and advocating for Indigenous self-government by 
repurposing imperial legal frameworks. Ultimately, the article argues that 
“Yakut” was a discursive position crafted by an educated elite to assert in-
tellectual sovereignty and redefine the terms of Sakha participation within 
a contradictory imperial system.

Резюме

В статье рассматривается стратегическое использование псевдони-
ма “Якут” группой саха (якутских) интеллектуалов в русскоязычной 
публичной сфере поздней Российской империи как способ утвердить 
свою политическую субъектность в оппозиции имперской власти и 
поселенческому колониализму. Этот коллективный голос не просто 
реагировал на имперские манипуляции, но и активно конструировал 
политический язык самоутверждения коренных народов. В статье рас-
сматриваются три основные сферы применения псевдонима: переписы-
вание истории саха для легитимации традиционных форм управления, 



108

Egor Antonov and Aleksandr Korobeinikov, Under the Name “Yakut”

жесткая критика земельной политики и поселенческого колониализма с 
позиций экологического реализма, а также отстаивание самоуправления 
коренных народов путем переосмысления имперских правовых рамок. 
В конечном счете, статья представляет “Якута” как дискурсивную 
позицию, сформулированную образованной элитой для утверждения 
интеллектуального суверенитета и переопределения условий участия 
саха в противоречивой имперской системе.

P.S. Блиц-интервью с авторами:

Ab Imperio: Как Вы пришли к идее написать о текстах, подписан-
ных псевдонимом “Якут”? Отличалась бы чем-то статья на эту тему, 
напиши Вы ее 7–10 лет назад?

Егор Антонов: К идее написания статьи сподвигли рукописи ин-
теллектуалов Якутии, обнаруженные в Национальном архиве Якутии. 
Они содержали ответы на ключевые вызовы XIX – начала XX вв., 
возникшие перед национальной интеллигенцией края. Многотомная 
рукопись группы ведущих интеллектуалов представляла собою про-
грамму формирования и развития нации в модерный период. Конечно, 
текст написанной по этой теме статьи 7–10 лет тому назад существенно 
отличался бы от нынешней работы, поскольку в последние годы в Рос-
сии выходит массив трудов по методологии колониального дискурса.

Александр Коробейников: Публикации и сохранившиеся в архиве 
рукописи под общим псевдонимом “Якут” прежде привлекали к себе 
внимание как биографическая загадка – очередной псевдоним, ожи-
дающий деанонимизации. Мы же увидели в этих текстах сконструи-
рованную позицию некоего коллективного высказывания. Функцией 
такого высказывания было вовлечение саха (якутов) в имперскую 
публичную сферу как полноценных ее участников. Оборотной сто-
роной обретения субъектности в рамках этой гегемонной структуры 
неизбежно оказывалось самоограничение, подстраивание под темы и 
регистры, допустимые с точки зрения российской образованной элиты. 
Мы сознательно смещаем фокус с вопроса “кто писал?” на “как это 
говорилось и какие эффекты имело?”, анализируя перформативную 
функцию коллективного псевдонима и тот “дискурсивный труд”, 
который производит авторитет говорящего.

Если бы мы писали этот текст 7–10 лет назад или еще раньше, ве-
роятно, он в большей степени ориентировался бы на идентичности и 
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атрибуцию авторства. Сегодня мы можем опираться на более зрелую 
историографию имперских и постколониальных исследований, публич-
ной сферы. Поэтому мы не идем за источником, а активно выстраиваем 
собственный нарратив вокруг трех основных тем (история/иерархии; 
земля/колонизация; самоуправление), реконструируя контекст, в кото-
ром “Якут” вырабатывал язык политической легитимности саха.

Ab Imperio: В какой степени позиция коллективного “Якута” реа-
лизовалась на практике в 1920-е годы? А после 1991 г.?

Егор Антонов: Позиция коллективного “якута” политически ре-
ализовалась в ходе автономного нациестроительства в 1920–1930 гг. 
Последующее развитие национальной идеи и идеи государственности 
воплотилось в ходе строительства суверенной Республики Саха (Яку-
тия) в 1990-е и нулевые годы. Здесь и были практически использованы 
теоретические достижения якутов-интеллектуалов.

Александр Коробейников: На мой взгляд, можно говорить о ча-
стичной реализации позиции коллективного “Якута” в 1920-е годы. 
Земля была признана коллективным ресурсом, саха получили по-
литическое представительство и формы местного самоуправления, 
появились исторические нарративы, созданные саха. Возвращение к 
старой программе в 1990-е проходило в новых правовых и политиче-
ских условиях. Тем не менее, я бы не стал категорично утверждать, 
что вопросы и проблемы, о которых говорил “Якут”, были полностью 
решены. Многие темы остаются до сих пор релевантными, независи-
мо от того, говорим ли мы о Республике Саха (Якутия) или о других 
национальных пространствах современной Сибири. Впрочем, это уже 
экстраполяция логики источников, рассмотренных в статье, а не ее 
документированный сюжет. “Якут” прежде всего сосредоточен на вы-
работке языка автономии, который и сегодня сохраняет политическую 
актуальность.

Ab Imperio: “Якут” выступал от имени коренного населения, что 
называется, “явочным порядком” – не имея формального мандата от 
людей, которых нельзя даже охарактеризовать как модерную нацию 
саха с единой культурой и интересами. Существовала ли дистанция 
между дискурсом интеллектуальной элиты саха и настроениями и 
стремлениями разных локальных групп? Если да, то как возможно 
изучение настроений людей, не оставивших письменных источников? 
Можно ли обнаружить какие-то “языки самоописания” и самовыраже-
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ния саха, не включенных в публичную сферу русскоязычной имперской 
общественности?

Егор Антонов: Якутские интеллектуалы оставили свое богатое 
наследие в ходе практической реализации своих планов по наци-
естроительству, в частности, в рамках национально-культурного, 
краеведческого и общественно-политического массового движения в 
Якутии. Местные интеллектуалы своей теоретической и практической 
деятельностью внесли огромный исторический вклад в консолидацию 
якутов и других народов региона.

Александр Коробейников: Дистанция, несомненно, существо-
вала, так как “Якут” – это дискурсивная позиция, сконструированная 
узким слоем русскоязычных саха-интеллектуалов. Они одновременно 
усиливали коллективный голос и сглаживали внутренние различия и 
несогласия.

Говоря о возможности изучения настроений людей, я бы пред-
ложил несколько подходов, которые вытекают из опыта работы над 
статьей: 1. Анализ письменных “верхних” жанров с низовыми следами 
участия. К ним относятся петиции общин и делегаций (традиция кол-
лективных прошений существовала с 1860-х гг.), протоколы улусных 
сборов, обращения к губернаторам, газетные полемики. Голоса “не-
мых” групп становятся различимы в этих документах как коллектив-
ные субъекты. 2. Изучение используемой “Якутом” устной традиции. 
“Якут” последовательно апеллирует к легендам, поверьям и расхожим 
представлениям о власти и справедливости как контраргументу по 
отношению к колониальным клише. Этот риторический прием по-
зволяет реконструировать локальные языки и моральные категории. 
3. Применение материалов миссионерских отчетов и этнографических 
описаний. Последовательная критика источника позволяет реконстру-
ировать через них механизмы самоописания коренного населения, не 
включенные в русскоязычную публичную сферу империи. В статье мы 
показываем, как “Якут” постоянно “переводит” эти языки в легалист-
ский и статистический регистры. За таким аналитическим прочтением, 
реконструкцией того, как саха интеллектуалы использовали локальные 
смыслы, может скрываться что-то большее, чем традиционная интел-
лектуальная история.

Ab Imperio: В настоящее время мы наблюдающем рост индигенных 
исследований. Какой бы вы предложили перевод на русский язык? В 
чем вы видите потенциал и возможные ограничения такого подхода?
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Егор Антонов: Магистральным путем сохранения и развития ин-
дигенных исследований является перевод этих текстов на якутский, 
русский и английский языки. Требуется открытие новых журналов для 
публикации статей и документов по данной тематике.

Александр Коробейников: По-русски я использую два эквивалент-
ных термина: “индигенные исследования” и “исследования коренных 
народов”. Первый точнее, второй более понятен. Потенциал этого 
подхода имеет три главных аспекта: а) децентрирование имперской 
эпистемологии и диверсификация голосов исторических акторов; б) 
восстановление ценности местного знания; в) этика соавторства и 
многоязычия, без чего мы рискуем вновь попасть в ловушку “говоре-
ния за других”. Примером реализации такой диалогической модели 
производства знания служит “Якут”, когда он переопределяет “до-
пустимое знание”, апеллируя к местному праву, укладу и обычаям и 
противопоставляя их колониальной статистике. Надо отметить и два 
ограничения: а) риск романтизации “своего” прошлого и вытеснения 
внутреннего разноголосия (тексты “Якута” иногда игнорируют суще-
ствование альтернативных перспектив внутри местного общества); б) 
риск трансформации исследовательского текста, который превращает 
представителей коренного населения в объекты современной мораль-
ной политики, а не в акторов со своей агентностью, идеями, рассуж-
дениями, а нередко и неудобными позициями.


