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L. Melikishvili
ETHNOGRAPHY OR ETHNOLOGY?

The scientific discipline known in the former Soviet Union
as ethnography was, in fact, analogous to social and cultural
anthropology. At that time the state had no need of
ethnography, since back in the 1930s it had been officially
denounced as a “‘bourgeois pseudo-science” and thus actually
forbidden. So, ethnography was practically reduced to
empirical description of the population’s traditional culture
and the way of life. There were also political reasons:
prohibition of ethnology automatically banned theoretical
research in this area.

Thus, the term ethnography came to imply systematized
description of ficld data. Everything concerning issues of
nationality and ethnicity became the domain of specialists in
Marxism-Leninism and experts in the history of the communist
party. This was a convenient way of developing Soviet
ideology without let or hindrance and served the idea of the
formation of a united Soviet People. Soviet ethnography
became a branch of historic research, so it is small wonder
that it could not advance theories of its own, which could
have been instrumental in carrying out reforms in society that
was in transition to the new way of life. It was totally
inadequate to the task of addressing the problems of national
ideology. Lenin’s theory on nation, which was not an
independent concept, but, in fact, another step in the
development the class theory, contained the idea of mankind
as a totality without subdivision into separate nationalities.
Influenced by Marx, Lenin predicted disappearance of ethnicity
and formation of one world nation. Today it is abundantly
clear that the Marxist ideas of Lenin have petered out.
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The idea of merging nations with one another or ethnic
assimilation was the basic concept of socialism, which was
expected to necessarily turn into reality without any difficulties
after the “liberation of nations*. But during the period of
Lenin’s rule, the state, its policy-makers and functionaries had
no time for “profound analysis and practical actions* in this
area: the young Soviet state was fighting against its enemies
inside and outside the country and it was only on its way to
formation.

However, Stalin was a supporter of the nations being
distinguished from one another. He turned national distinctions
into a means of political manipulations. From the 1930ies
ethnology was not only forbidden, but practically carried out
the “correction* of national tasks. Many schools of the ethnic
groups without status were closed, as ethnic deportations had
begun.

Soviet ideologists started implementing Stalin’s policy of
Russification or rather the rhetoric of “the elder and the
younger brothers®, that in practice promoted chauvinism. This
ideology was based on ethnicity. The Russians were the “elder
brother* and all the other peoples of the Soviet Union were
the “younger” ones. They all were understood as being of the
same age, like twins, and were, therefore, subjected to equal
pressure. But among them the peoples without status, i.e. small
ethnic groups and ethnic minorities were in the worst
conditions.

Stalin’s national policy was continued by Nikita
Khrushchev, who passed this idea of assimilation of the
country’s entire population under the term of “the Soviet
People over to Leonid Brezhnev. But the Soviet ideology
gradually lost its strength and in the “epoch of developed
socialism” dropped the idea of ethnoassimilation, excluding
it from the concept of the “Soviet People” which now had
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come to mean only unification of working classes under the
umbrella of common property, economy, socio-political and
cultural Marxist-Leninist ideology and ideas of communism. It
was a system of international unity of socialist nations which by
the means of forced assimilation was expected to eliminate ethnicity
as such and to form a new “Soviet People* without ethnicity,
though the Russians retained their leadingrole in it.

Understandably, the 70 years of relentless communist rule
produced a peculiar Soviet culture, with its own festivals,
symbols, etc., and formed the so-called “Homo Sovieticus®,
with its definite and yet indefinite ideology - the Soviet culture
as a traditional culture was an antiethnic, anti-traditional
culture devoid of any sense.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union it become clear
that ethnicity is quite a serious and sometimes a hazardous
phenomenon. The fathers of the Soviet ideology tried their
best to avoid ethnic tension or suppress it. But, of course, it
cannot be avoided by artificial interference, enforcement of
assimilation, unification and formation of a united nation
fraught with contradictions.

The years of suppression of ethnic identity or, rather,
national ideology generated the opposite process. With the
collapse of the Soviet Union ethnic self-awareness became
stronger with every passing day and took a nationalist form.
Now ethnicity came to the fore and became a predominant
factor which was largely used by a variety of nationalist leaders
who manipulated national ideas to their advantage. An interesting
fact is, that even historians, philologists and ethnographers became
involved in ethnoconflicts among politicians. And small wonder,
because they, as professionals, were much better versed in the
values of national culture. But their political immaturity lead their
movements from slogansto open conflicts.
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Creation of an international state still remained only at the
level of slogans, because it lacked the main basis: democracy
and civil society. Such state ideology and science created situations
that dispelled many romantic myths. Search for scientifically
founded ways of rescuing nations, ethnic groups and minorities
was of little help. On the contrary, many ethnic groups, especially
the so-called small nations were pushed on the way of degradation:
they abandoned some markers of their culture, first of all - their
native language. So the friendship of all the peoples of the USSR
and their brotherly union under the conditions of socialism actually
turned into disunion and gave ground to escalation of ethnic
conflicts.

In the Soviet Union ethnography became a branch of
historical sciences whose theoretical basis was the historical
materialism advanced by Marx and Engels. As the Soviet
ethnography was a branch of historical science, it is not
surprising that it was stunned and devoid of any possibility to
put forward and advance its own theories that could be useful
for carrying out reforms in a society undergoing a transition
to a new way of life. Research into the contemporary way of
life was fragmentary. Its method was only descriptive, that in
some measure impeded the development of theoretical
thought. There were also no conditions to analyse objectively
the described events. In those years scientists had to obey
orders from the “higher* governmental structures and were
forced to write about the contemporary events under the
pressure of the “partocracy*, while true analyses were made
only among friends and were popularly described as “orations
in the kitchen”.

Ethnographic analysis of contemporary processes had
several stages. First it concentrated on the cultural aspects of life
of the people under study. In the 1920-30ies the Bolshevik
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party set practical tasks “to form a communist order* and “the
backward* Soviet people began to study modernity. Then in the
1940ies the aim was to study the way workers and peasants
lived. This trend gained momentum in the1950ies and the early
1960ies.

From the1930ies on, studies of the new socialist culture
also began in Georgia. This task was mainly carried out in
one village, a collective farm (kolkhoz), an industrial
organization or a factory as an example. The data were
analysed under the guiding principle to denounce everything
old and traditional and to promote the “new traditions* as an
embodiment of the victory of the socialist way of life. For
example, it was said that collective farming changed the old
interests of the parties in marriage, the expenses incurred by
the wedding, etc. The change of the role of women was
considered in the light of the equality of rights of women and
men in the public, economic and family life, etc.

Accordingly, ethnographic data were recorded and
studied (strange as it may seem today) using a collective farm
team as a unit based on the industrial principle, mainly united
neighbours. This unit rested not only on working relations,
but also on those of everyday life. The researchers, however,
concluded that it was a case of unification on the collective
farm work principle and kinship played no role in its
formation.

Modern material culture (clothes, houses, etc.) was also
an object of studies of Soviet ethnographers. Everything
progressive (for example, a wide spread of the trend to wear
European clothing) was considered as an achievement of
socialism, while the natural way of development was totally
ignored, as if the replacement of the traditional national
costume by European attire, or the modemization of houses were
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the processes that took place only in the Soviet Union.

This situation was caused by the Soviet ideological
programme, which was dictated from the centre and the main
idea of which was the formation of a new society - that of the
Soviet people. At the same time, the existence of specific
ethnic features with some peoples was also considered.

Georgian ethnographers succeeded, to a greater or lesser
degree, to dodge these directives. They tried to study together
with the traditional ways of life, exercising a historic approach
to account for the changes in the life style of the people in
and their culture.

After the 1960ies, less attention was paid to the modern
life style in Georgia. A new wave of studies was initiated by
the November 24, 1975 Resolution of the Central Committee
of the Communist Party of Georgia “Strengthening The Fight
against Pernicious Traditions and Rites®“. This decision
activated studies of the part traditions play in modemn life.
Various recommendations were considered against the so-
called “harmful survivals* in the process of socialist
development and at the same time the place of progressive
folk traditions in the new socialist-minded person was
analysed. But before the scientists had time to study the
problem, the government took several measures against the
so called “pernicious traditions* with a view to saving good
old traditions and forming new ones that would be suitable to
the norms of the new society. The rites that did not conform
to the Soviet socialist life style were considered as harmful
and were to be exterminated. In spite of this directive, the
Georgian ethnographers in the works published in the series
“Tradition and Our Time* presented serious ethnological
research concerning theoretical challenges in the study of people’s
traditional way of life and stated that the ethnic features,
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conditioned by the historical, economic and social traditions and
the character of the Georgian pcople had not been taken into
consideration in the legislation of the Republic.

All the above does not mean that this was the first attempt
to carry out profound and scrupulous ethnological research
in Georgia. There had been numerous earlier works whose
theoretical level was on a par with that of the world
ethnological science. But sometimes the “Soviet
Ethnography* journal published absurd material whose
authors alleged that in the regions outside Russia proper there
was a regrettable shortage of good scientists, their works
were only of descriptive character and therefore it was
advisable to hand the field data collected in outlying regions
of the USSR over to Russian “great scientists for making
theoretical conclusions®.

Some representatives of the leaders of the former Soviet
(Russian) ethnographical school bore others a grudge and
would not admit that the conflicts on the territory of Soviet
Union partly were caused by such scientists as they were. The
times when the centre - Moscow issued peremptory directives
without considering that the social or political processes in
each Soviet Republic were, rather, the subject of research
for local scientists living and working in those regions, were
gone. It was necessary now to reform the whole discipline.

In the beginning of the century Georgian ethnographic
school was formed on the principle of commonly accepted
ethnology, but the process of its development was interrupted.

Times changed in the former Russian Empire. Ethnology
was not allowed to develop by the Bolshevik rule for the
reasons we have already explained. Under such circumstances
1t was convenient to develop the Soviet ideology without let or
hindrance which also served the idea of the formation of a united
Soviet People.
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Sixty years in isolation behind the iron curtain was enough to
turn ethnology into the Soviet ethnography.

For the above reasons ethnography as a branch of science
in the Soviet understanding of the term could not form a theory
of reconstruction of society. It looks utterly helpless in its
attempts to answer the questions of national ideology.
Therefore, after the collapse of the Soviet Union it is difficult
for the newly formed states to develop without excesses.

Ethnology, cultural and social anthropology now have as
their main goal to study the history of development of cultures,
the changes in this process, describe man in whole. Addressing
these problems will necessarily involve study of the other
problems, too. This science has been developing for a long
time. General ethnography was also very important. The
theoretical analysis and the results of the research made by
foreign scientists are useful not only for the understanding
the processes of further development of societies, but also
for the needs of the state. Thus every ethnologist, every
cultural and social anthropologist is now on the state service.
Georgia has no need of Soviet ethnography that is no longer
considered as a prestigious science.

It is time not only to change the name of the discipline -
ethnography for ethnology -, but in fact to give our ethnology
a sound scientific foundation. Especially so, where these
branches are considered as close but not equal ones.

Currently Georgian scientists are trying to merge
ethnography with ethnology and thus to give this discipline a
practical meaning. A new social mentality is called upon to
form such a theoretical and practical basis, that will lead
society from social disarray to social order.
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