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Ideas of Species and Personhood
The  Category  of Person
In the world of the Yukaghirs, as we have seen, everything—human, ani- mal, and inanimate object—is said to have an ayibii, or what we would call a soul or life essence. For the Yukaghirs, the whole world is thus ani- mated by living souls in the sense of Tylorian animism. Although every- thing is understood to be alive, people do nevertheless differentiate between conscious and unconscious beings. On a conceptual level this distinction corresponds, at least roughly, to our categories of the animate and inanimate. An elderly Yukaghir hunter, Vasili Shalugin, told me that animals, trees, and rivers are “people like us” (Rus. lyudi kak my) because they move, grow, and breathe, but they are distinct from inanimate objects such as stones, skis, and food products, which, he claimed, are alive but immovable. He continued by saying that things that are static are not people because they have only one soul, the shadow-ayibii, whereas things that are active are considered to be people because they have two more souls in addition to their shadows: the heart-ayibii, which makes them “move” and “grow,” and the head-ayibii, which  makes them “breathe.” He ended by saying, “Only things that can move come to us [in dreams] and give us presents,” implying that hunters only engage in social relationships of sharing with animate entities that they consider to be persons.
It is important to realize, however, that Shalugin’s distinction between things that are “alive” and those that are both “alive” and also “persons” is far from rigid. Although the category of person recognized by hunters is by no means limited to humans (it includes various animate beings), there are nevertheless certain points at which this continuum of personhood breaks down (Descola 1996: 324). First, the status of person is not ascribed equally to all animate beings. Hunters generally seem to reserve this classification for the principal species of prey, including the elk  and  reindeer,  as  well  as  for  the  predatory  mammals,  including  the bear, wolf, wolverine, and fox. Certain species of birds, most notably the raven, may also be thought of as persons. Other kinds of animate beings, including insects, fish, and plants, are hardly ever spoken of as conscious beings  with  powers  of  language  and  intentionality,  and  are  in  general seen to lead a mechanical, inconsequential existence. Therefore “nature,” as we understand it, may indeed exist for the Yukaghirs, but instead of being perceived as a unified realm, it is a randomly occurring series of ruptures  to  be  encountered  here  and  there  within  an  otherwise  highly personified world (Pedersen 2001: 416).
Moreover, although some animals are considered to be persons, there is nevertheless a difference between the ways in which human and animal personhood are conceived. As Ingold has pointed out, whereas northern hunters tend to refer to humans by their proper name, conferring upon them a unique identity, the animal is regarded more as a type of its species than as an individual, and “it is the type rather than its manifestations that is personified” (1986a: 247; emphasis in the original). We see this revealed in the Yukaghir mythology, in which animals tend to bear the name of their species,  sometimes  with  the  suffix  “man”  or  “woman,”  such  as  “bear- man,”  “hare-man,”  and  “fox-woman,”  in  contrast  to  mythical  human characters, who tend to have individual names. Ingold has suggested that this indicates  that  northern  hunting  peoples  do  not  regard  the  animals themselves  but  only  their  higher-ranked  spiritual  owners  as  persons (1986a: 247). His argument, however, does not hold for the Yukaghirs. Although hunters do not usually distinguish between an animal and its associated spiritual being, the hunters I spoke to always insisted that ani- mals do not simply derive their personhood from their master-spirits, but that both are persons  in  their  own  right.  In his classic  study  of  the Yukaghirs, Jochelson also seems to have observed this. He writes, “In the opinion of the Yukaghir, a lucky hunt depends on the good-will of the ani- mal’s guardian-spirit but also on that of the animal itself. Thus they say: ‘tolo’w xanice e’rietum el kude’deti’—that is: ‘if the reindeer does not like the hunter, he will not be able to kill it’” (1926: 146).
It is therefore not simply that an animal’s personhood is an extension of its master-spirit’s personhood. Rather, animals are themselves persons. I suggest in the next chapter that this particular Yukaghir conception of the animal’s personhood—as a type for its species rather than as an individual attribute—derives in large part from the particular manner in which hunters tend to engage with their prey through mimetic practice.
It is important to point out that with the exception of the category of human, the status of an entity as a person is neither finite nor fixed. In the everyday life of hunters entities move in and out of personhood depending on the circumstances. This is true even of the large mammals, which next to humans are considered animate beings par excellence. I once unintentionally gave offense when, during an interview in the village, I asked Old Spiridon if the elk, bear, and reindeer were persons. At first he reflected a long while as if he did not really understand my question, then he looked extremely insulted and replied, “What do you take me for, a child?” In another situation, however, when I was out hunting with him, we came across a fresh elk track. I pointed at it and said, “Look. It won’t take us long to run down the animal and kill it.” He hit me hard with the staff of his ski pole: “Don’t say such things,” he said in a grave voice. “They [the elk] talk with one another. If one of them has heard what you said, it will tell the rest and they will all move away.”
