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Abstract. Natural disasters (earthquakes, fires, floods) have a transforming effect on
human culture, causing not only its change, population and animal migrations, but also
the development of new territories. In traditional culture, the indigenous peoples of the
Amur-Sakhalin region were less dependent on the effects of natural disasters because
they had no industry, urban infrastructure, roads and bridges, agricultural land, and power
plants. In the second half of the 20th — first quarter of the 21st centuries, they borrowed
many components of industrial civilisation, as a result of which they are no longer able to
eliminate the destruction after disasters on their own.

It seems relevant, based on the concept of anthropology of catastrophes, to trace the most
obvious examples of transformation of materiality, features of adaptation to negative natural
and social events. In order to collect ethnographic materials on the aftermath of the flood
in July 2023, field research was conducted in the city of Komsomolsk-on-Amur and in the
villages of Belgo and Verkhnyaya Ekon in Khabarovsk region. The vast majority of Amur
Nanais people affected by the floods did not break ties with their native culture, did not
change their places of residence, and retained their crafts, household activities, subsistence
technologies, arts and crafts, and musical folklore.

Synthesis of the collected materials showed that the impact of the natural disaster (floods
in 2013) has both negative and positive sides. The changes affected not only the sphere of
materiality, but also spiritual culture, historical memory in the form of a new ethnographic
museum, new mechanisms and opportunities for people’s real influence on various branches
of government.

Keywords: indigenous peoples of Amur and Sakhalin, natural disasters, changing materiality.

This work was supported by grant from the Russian Science Foundation (Project No. 23—
18-00637) “The Changing Materiality of the Arctic and Siberia: Technologies, Innovations,
Infrastructure” (supervised by V.N. Davydov). Source of funding MAE RAS.

Research area: ethnography; history.

© Siberian Federal University. All rights reserved
* Corresponding author E-mail address: svbereznitsky@yandex.ru

-792 -



Sergey V. Bereznitsky. Natural Disasters and the Changing Materiality of Indigenous Peoples of the Amur and Sakhalin

Citation: Bereznitsky S.V. Natural disasters and the changing materiality of indigenous
peoples of the Amur and Sakhalin. In: J. Sib. Fed. Univ. Humanit. soc. sci., 2024, 17(4),
792-800. EDN: OLIKNJ

Myseii aumpononozuu u smuocpaguu
umenu Ilempa Benuxozo (Kyncmrxamepa) PAH
Poccuiickaa @edepayus, Canxm-Ilemepoype

AnHoTanus1. [Ipuponusie karacTpodsl (3eMIETPSACEHHUS, TT0KAPBI, HABOJHEHNUS ) OKA3bIBAIOT
TpaHc(hopMHpyIOlIee BO3ACHCTBIE Ha KyIBTYpY JNIOACH, BBI3bIBASI HE TOJIBKO €& N3MEHEHHE,
MUTPAIUHU HACEICHUS U JKUBOTHBIX, HO U OCBOCHHE HOBBIX TEPPUTOpHiL. B TpaaununoHHoM
KyJIBTYpe KOPEHHbIE Hapo bl AMYpo-CaxaJMHCKOTO pEeruoHa OBUIM MEHEE 3aBUCUMBI
OT MOCNEICTBUI IPUPOTHBIX KaTaCTPO(d, TaK KaK HE UMENH IIPOMBIIUICHHOCTH, TOPOJICKON
HHOPACTPYKTYPHI, TOPOT U MOCTOB, CEIHCKOXO3SIMCTBEHHBIX YTOIUH, YHEPreTHIECKUX
ycTaHoBOK. Bo Bropoii nonosune XX — nepsoii uerseptu XXI BB. OHU 3aMMCTBOBAJIN
MHOTHE KOMIIOHEHTBI IIPOMBIIIIEHHON IUBUIIN3ALlUU, BCIEJCTBUE YETO CAMOCTOSATEIbHO
JIMKBUIUPOBATh Pa3pyIICHHs MOcIe KaTacTpo(d OHU yKe HE B COCTOSHHH.
IpencTaBnsieTcs akTyaaIbHBIM HAa OCHOBE KOHIIETIIIMY AHTPOIIONIOTUH KaTacTpo( MpOCIeUTh
caMble OYEBUAHBIC TPUMEPHI TPAHC(HOPMAIIUN MAaTEPHATBEHOCTH, 0COOCHHOCTH aIaNTaIluu
K HETaTUBHBIM IPUPOAHBIM U COIUANBHBIM COOBITUAM. [l cOOpa aTHOrpauIecKux
MarepuasoB O JUKBUAALUY nocaencTBuid HapogHeHus 2013 . B urose 2023 1. mpoOBOJUIUCH
IOJIEBBIE HccaenoBanus B I. KomcoMonbcke-Ha-AMype, B cenax benbro, Bepxuss DxkoHb
Xabaposckoro kpas. [Togasnsromiee OOIBITMHCTBO aMyPCKUX HaHANIIEB, ITIOCTPAIABIINX
OT HaBOJHEHM:, HE IIPEPBAJIM CBA3EH C pOAHOMU Ky/IBTYypOi, HE H3MEHWIN MECT IPOKUBAHUS,
COXPAHMIN MPOMBICIIBI, TOMAIITHUE 3aHATHS, TEXHOJIOTUH KU3HE00eCTICUEHNU S, IEKOPaTUBHO-
MIPUKIIAJHOC UCKYCCTBO, MY3bIKAIBHBIHN (DOIBKIIOP.

CuHTe3 cOOpaHHBIX MaTepHAaJIOB MOKa3al, YTO BO3ACHCTBHE MPUPOIHOM KaTacTpodsl
(maBomueHnust 2013 1) ©MeeT Kak HEeraTUBHbBIE, TAK U MO3UTHBHBIE CTOPOHBI. MI3MeHeHUs
KOCHYJIUCBH HE TOJIBKO C(hepbl MaTepHUATLHOCTH, HO M AYXOBHO KyJIbTypHhI, HCTOPHUYECKON
MaMsTH B BUJIC HOBOTO 3THOTPa(pUUECKOTO My3es, HOBBIX MEXaHH3MOB M BO3MOXKHOCTEH
pEaJIbHOIO BO3AEUCTBUS JIIO/IEH Ha PAa3/IM4HbIE BETBU BIIACTH.

KaroueBbie ciioBa: kopeHHBIE Hapoasl AMypa u CaxaiuHa, IPUPOAHBIC KaTaCTPOQBI,
M3MEHEHHE MaTepUaIbHOCTH.

Pabora BrImTosTHEHA 3a cueT rpanTa Poccuiickoro HayuHoro gonma (mpoekt Ne 23—18—
00637) «MeHnstoniascs MaTrepralibHOCTh ApKTUKH 1 CHOMPH: TEXHOJIOTHH, HMHHOBAIIHH,
uHppactpykrypa» (pyk. B. H. JlaBbiioB). Uctounuk ¢punancuposanus MAD PAH.

HayuHnas ciennaibHOCTB: 5.6.4 — THOJNOTHSA, aHTPOIIOJIOTHS M STHOTpadusl.
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Introduction

Materiality is understood as materiality,
subject matter, which occupy an important
place in the system of traditional and modern
life support system of indigenous peoples of
the southern Far East, in crafts, economy and
technological activities. All these components
of ethnic culture are constantly changing in
evolutionary and transformational senses.
Changes in food patterns, clothing, types of
dwellings and transport are associated with
the perception, introduction of new materials,
technologies for their production and use.

The scientific novelty and relevance of the
problem lies in the application of the method-
ology of anthropology of catastrophes to find
out the ethno-cultural specifics of adaptation to
natural and social cataclysms, to make practi-
cal decisions in the Far Eastern regions affected
by floods, earthquakes, fires.

The scientific problem is also in the sphere
of understanding the variability of materiality,
which is not only characterised by a high rate
of transformation after natural disasters, but
is gradually acquiring a global character. The
transformation of materiality entails changes in
the world of things, rural infrastructure in the
flooded area of Belgo, Bolon, and affects the
qualitative characteristics of human activity,
communication channels and social relations.

Theoretical framework

M. K. Mamardashvili’s concept of anthro-
pology of catastrophes was used as a method-
ological basis for the research (Mamardashvili,
2011: 7-8, 11-12, 36). According to this con-
cept, it is believed that the environment con-
stantly challenges people in the form of earth-
quakes, fires, volcanic eruptions, and floods.
Society must choose the most effective mech-
anisms to eliminate the negative consequenc-
es of a natural disaster, which may differ in
ethno-cultural, economic, political, social and
other contexts. New living conditions begin to
be realised in the local region, because full res-
toration of the former one is no longer possible

technologically, mentally, as a result of mass
deaths of people and animals.

Ethnologists have developed concepts
of adaptation of different communities to the
transformation of the ecological and social
environment after a natural disaster (Adapta-
tion of Peoples, 2010). Adaptation is a complex
mechanism of interaction between ethnoso-
cial and natural systems in the framework of
co-evolution and co-adaptation (Arutyunov,
2001: 10-17; 2011: 5-19; 1982: 8-21; Golovn-
yov, Belorussova, Kisser, 2020; Golovnyov,
Kukanov, Perevalova, 2018; Davydov, 2023:
82-99; Koptseva, Pashova, 2022: 280-293).
The complex system “nature-society”, devel-
ops, on the one hand, according to the laws of
evolution, on the other hand, with obligatory
consideration of ethno-cultural features of the
region, ethnic traditions and contacts (Tish-
kov, 2010: 5; Bondarev, Bolkhovitinova, 2019:
21-29; Bereznitsky, 1998: 23-31). A natural di-
saster leads to economic, social, ethno-cultural
damage, changes in the system of life support
and environmental safety (Shalikovsky, 2004;
Gavrilieva et al., 2017: 93-113; We and the
Amur floods, 2016). An important place in the
research of the problems of transformation of
the culture of indigenous peoples of the North,
Siberia, changes in their ethnicity, ethnic pro-
cesses in general, is occupied by the methods
of cultural anthropology (Koptseva, 2010:
554-562;2012: 89—104; Koptseva, Kirko, 2015:
217-224; Koptseva, Pimenova, 2020: 36—44;
Koptseva, Nagaeva, 2023: 1222-1239).

Statement of the problem

A field study was conducted in 2023
to investigate the ethno-cultural features of
the Amur Nanais people’s adaptation to the
global catastrophe in the places where they
live. Its specific purpose was to study the
consequences of the flooding on the Nanais
people’s livelihood system; to identify aspects
of the transformation of rural infrastructure in
the flooded territory of the villages of Belgo,
Bolon; and to study the impact of the flooding
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on the life support system of the Nanais
people. Belgo, Bolon; in studying the facts of
the emergence of new materiality and living
conditions of the Belgo Nanais in the cottage
settlement built on the artificial dam in 2014;
in finding out the suitability for economic life
of houses partially destroyed by flooding; in
analysing the positive consequences of the
global flooding in Belgo village: in identifying
the mechanism of solidarity and assistance
to the victims; in the study of the process of
establishing a school ethnographic museum
on the basis of new exhibits found and rescued
from the flood; in the study of the process of
helping the Nanais people of Verkhnyaya Ekon
village, Komsomolsk-on-Amur to help their
relatives who suffered from the flood. The
study of the global flood as a peculiar impetus
for the preservation and revival of traditional
Nanais culture.

Methods

To solve the problem we used practical
and theoretical methods of ethnography and
ethnology, social and cultural anthropology.
Practical methods are based on direct
observation, recording and primary analysis
of ethnographic materials collected during
expeditionary research on the Amur River;
analysis of local government documents,
scientific papers and periodicals about global
disasters in the Far East (tsunami in the Kurils
in 1952, forest fire in Khabarovsk region in
1976, earthquake in Sakhalin in 1995).

The main theoretical methods used were:
comparative-historical, which allowed us to
identify ethno-cultural features of adaptation
of indigenous peoples to natural disasters,
strategies for eliminating the consequences
of global flooding, the ratio of traditional
and modern components of culture in the life
support system. On the basis of anthropological
hermeneutics, archetypes and cultural codes of
mentality and worldview of people in critical
situations were studied.

The methods of legal anthropology were
used to study the problems of the Amur Nanais
of Belgo and Bolon villages related to the
allocation of plots of land for the construction
of cottages in the new settlement; and amount

of compensation for flood-affected farm
owners. Specialists in the field of legal and
anthropological research emphasise that even
at present the legal framework in the field of
protection of the rights of indigenous peoples
of the North, the correlation of the system of
traditional law, taking into account ethnic
and regional specifics, with the state branch
of legislation is very insufficiently developed
(Sushkova, 2017: 165-170; 2020: 33—47). The
relevance of using the above methods is due
to the need to introduce new materials and
hypotheses into the scientific turnover.

Discussion

The Russian Far East is notorious for
the most devastating natural disasters of the
second half of the 20th — first third of the 21st
centuries. For example, in November 1952, as
a result of an underwater earthquake in the
Pacific Ocean, huge waves over ten metres high
arose, which destroyed the town of Severo-
Kurilsk and several settlements (Onekotan,
Okeanskoye, Utesnoye, Levashovo, Kamenisty,
Galkino, Podgorny, etc., various structures on
the islands of Shumshu and Paramushir, in the
traditional territories of the Ainus people). The
tsunami reached Kamchatka and the coast of
Primorsky region. Several thousand people
died, but the exact details of the tragedy are
still classified. Eyewitnesses recalled that a
day before the catastrophe all nature in the
Northern Kurils suddenly became quiet. Old-
timers, who had spent their entire lives on
the Kuril Islands, somehow inexplicably felt
the tsunami and went to the tops of the hills,
where they managed to escape the giant waves.
Before the tsunami, people felt earth tremors
to which they had long been accustomed and
stayed in their homes. The more experienced,
primarily fishermen, noticed a strong sea tide.
This served as a signal to the men, who also
escaped on the uplands. They spent several
days in army dugouts, waiting for ships with
help from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky and
Vladivostok. Despite the general grief, there
were some people (both civilian and military)
who engaged in looting: they broke into safes
and took money, took away food, alcohol,
and belongings. The victims were taken to
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Vladivostok, Kamchatka, and other regions,
where they received monetary compensation,
clothes and shoes.

There was no information about the
tragedy in the Kuril Islands in the mass media
due to a ban by the authorities. Only after these
sad events was it decided to establish a tsunami
warning service at seismic and meteorological
stations in the Kuril Islands, Sakhalin and
Kamchatka (Piip, 2005: 37-43; Nikonov, 2006:
48-58).

The south of the Russian Far East, covered
with coniferous and deciduous forests, takes
one of the first places in the country in the
number of natural fires, which not only cause
great harm to flora, fauna, people, but also
become the cause of subsequent floods, as
moisture from melting snow, rain is not retained
in the mountains without plants and goes to the
valleys, to settlements (Beloserkovich, 2016:
381-385).

In October 1976, a cyclone from
Mongolia brought a sharp rise in temperature
to Khabarovsk region. As a result of dry
thunderstorms, the taiga caught fire, the fire
began to spread at a speed of 130 kilometres
per hour. The natural fire destroyed huge
areas of taiga, completely eleven and partially
nineteen settlements, affected military units,
infrastructure, railways, highways and bridges.
In particular, the villages of Toki and Duki
were completely destroyed, and many residents
of Vanino, Datta, and Zavety Ilyicha were left
homeless. Among the indigenous peoples, the
Nanais, Negidals, Orochis, Evenkis and others
suffered from this disaster. The catastrophe
was complicated by explosions of ammunition
at military warehouses. In Vanino, people
escaped in a bomb shelter built inside a cliff.
Smoke from the fire covered the entire Tatar
Strait, part of the Sea of Japan, Sakhalin, the
Kurils, reached north-east China and even
the coast of Alaska (Savchenko, 2006). The
consequences of this fire, the most destructive
in the Soviet Union in 1976, were dealt with
by a government commission that included the
highest civilian and military officials of the
time. Overall, this global disaster changed the
way of life of several generations of people in
the Far East region.

Several thousand people died as a result
of the earthquake in Neftegorsk in northern
Sakhalin in May 1995. According to experts, it
was the most powerful earthquake in the history
of geophysical observations in the area since
the early 20th century (Neftegorsk Earthquake,
1998). As in many other similar situations,
many casualties could have been avoided if
there had been a reliable system of seismic
stations, and if officials and relevant services
had started rescuing people immediately rather
than half a day later. The houses for the oil
workers were built in the 1960s with extremely
poor quality materials and without regard for
the seismicity of the region. The completely
destroyed settlement was not rebuilt, but a
memorial was created in its place in memory
of the victims.

In 2013, the Amur River in Khabarovsk
region experienced the largest flood in 100
years. The level of the Amur exceeded the
norm by nine metres and the Nanai villages of
Belgo and Bolon were completely flooded. The
villages of Belgo and Bolon were completely
flooded. In the Amur district of Khabarovsk
region, Lake Bolon — the “Nanais Sea” —
overflowed and flooded dozens of houses in the
village of Achan. The village of Bolon became
known as one of the heavily flood-affected
settlements.

Local Nanais people (more than 900
people) resolutely refused to move to a new
place of residence in the district centre of
Amursk, Elban and Ommi settlements. People
refused to move even though the settlement of
Bolon was initially mistakenly built in a flooded
place, in a low-lying area between the beds of
two rivers. 80 per cent of the dwellings were
flooded, the vast majority were deemed unfit
for further habitation, and some were subject to
major repairs. Only a small part of the flats were
privatised, and many houses had no documents
or owners. All this had a negative impact on the
legal basis for the final decision on assistance
to flood victims. All flood victims were paid
10,000 roubles each, and compensation for lost
property was 100,000 roubles. People were
afraid of the unknown, did not want to lose
their usual jobs on the railway, did not believe
the authorities, and succumbed to rumours and
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gossip when discussing options to move the
village two kilometres further along the Amur
River bank (Ko, 2013; Residents of Bolon
village, 2014).

A survey in Belgo village revealed that all
of its residents were Nanais and also refused
to move to another location (Author’s field
materials, 2023). The government decided
to build a new settlement (98 cottages) on a
rockfill dam. The people refused to leave the
area developed by their ancestors hundreds
of years ago, as the area is different in terms
of fishing and culture. The Nanais people fish
year-round in the Amur River and Belgo Lake,
and collect food, medicinal and technical wild
herbs in the taiga. Belgo is located fifteen
minutes by motorboat from Komsomolsk-on-
Amur, where the Nanais can buy all the things,
equipment, machinery, clothes, shoes, books,
gadgets necessary for fishing and everyday life,
visit museums and theatres, beauty salons and
stadiums.

The number of Nanais people in the village
of Belgo. As of 1 January 2023, there were 222
people in Belgo village (out of a total of 421).
However, only employees of the secondary
school, village administration, private shop,
medical and obstetric station, post office and
the Rural House of Culture had permanent
jobs. The rest of the Nanais seasonally worked
on a rotational basis at mining enterprises, at
various factories in Komsomolsk-on-Amur, and
as fishermen in commercial fishing companies
in the Amur Liman.

New cottages for flood-affected people
are equipped in accordance with all modern
requirements for a comfortable, full-fledged
life: they have power plants, central electricity,
mobile communications, individual heating
systems, powerful pumps extracting clean
drinking water from artesian wells, garden
plots, outbuildings, cellars, greenhouses etc.

Human casualties were avoided because
people were warned of the impending disaster
in advance, and all structures of the Ministry
of Emergency Situations and other relevant
special services were activated in time. After
the disaster, Nanais materiality and materiality
as important components of ethnic culture
changed and new meanings and possibilities

emerged. The functions of materiality acted as
a modelling sign system for receiving, storing
and transmitting information.

In particular, this was demonstrated by
the exhibits of Nanais culture found in attics of
houses when saving household belongings from
impending water and, as a result, forming a new
school ethnographic museum. This process of
creating new material objects, valuable things
containing historical memory, was a two-
way process: it was people who constructed
the things necessary for subsistence, but it
was the essence and functions of things that
had the strongest influence on ethnic culture,
on the emergence of innovations. Changes
in materiality, infrastructure, things, rural
buildings, materials, technologies of their
processing, tools, instruments, means of
transport had an impact on the nature of social
relations of the Amur Nanais, communications
between people and animals fisheries.

Thus, the flood caused not only negative
material losses, but became an impetus for
positive social consequences, for strengthening
social solidarity, for enhancing mobility,
for intensifying processes of ethno-cultural
adaptation, for improving various crisis
management tools.

In the context of the ongoing and current
consequences of the global flooding in the
Komsomolsky district of Khabarovsk region,
complex ethno-cultural, confessional, socio-
cultural processes, the correlation between
ethnicity, central and regional branches of
government has been most clearly revealed. This
aspect may become a relevant topic for further
research, both in theoretical and empirical
dimensions, including the dialogue between
ethnic communities and state elites. The ethno-
cultural potential of the Amur indigenous
peoples was most effectively realised not only
at the time of the natural disaster, but also
during its elimination and restoration of their
habitual way of life, trades, cultural traditions,
everyday life and materiality. After the flood,
the Amur Nanai’s subsistence system acquired
new components, often foreign cultural ones,
which simultaneously transformed and evolved
in food patterns, clothing, types of dwellings
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and transport, and the Amur Nanai’s materiality
began to acquire a changing character.

Conclusion

The above-mentioned fires, earthquakes
and tsunamis have caused numerous victims,
so they are a priori considered tragedies. The
2013 Amur flood as a global natural catastrophe
cannot be regarded with absolute certainty
as evil or good. The Amur river system was
naturally cleaned, lakes and swamps were filled
with fresh water, biodiversity increased, new
plants appeared on land and in water bodies
as a food resource for fish, which is a reliable
source of food for people.

The Nanais people of Belgo, Bolon, and
Achan showed their best side in the process
of overcoming negative natural factors,
as their ethnic leaders became active, and
public organisations and associations of small
indigenous minorities of the North began to
work. As a result, people were able to demand
from regional officials that the consequences of
the flooding be quickly eliminated, and from
the central authorities money and equipment
to overhaul the old logging road, which had
turned into a reliable dirt highway. After
learning about the flooding after a telethon on
federal channels, a huge number of Russians
responded and organised fundraising. The
people themselves, who had lost their homes,
furnishings, household appliances and objects
with the status of spiritual values, united and
remembered the best aspects of their ancient
culture and ethnic identity.

The specific results of the field research in
Belgo, Verkhnyaya Ekon, and Komsomolsk-
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