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Editor’s note 
 

We are happy to present the second volume of the Journal of Central and Inner 

Asian Dialogue (JCIAD).  The journal does not have much to boast of strict observance 

of periodicity.  For this we apologize and look forward to publishing the next 

volume by December 2016.  Nevertheless, judging by the manuscripts in the editor’s 

hand and by responses of our readers, the JCIAD has already evoked interest among 

community members, colleagues and students from beyond Central and Inner Asia. 

On December 8, 2014, Uzbekistan declared year 2015 as the “Year of Respect 

for the Elders.”  Already, before the announcement was made by the government, 

JCIAD’s editors planned on dedicating a special issue to the topic of elders at some 

point in the future.  Uzbekistan’s declaration, however, inspired this volume to pick 

up the theme and be devoted to the elders of the region. 

Discussions about elders are commonly associated with middlebrow 

conversations as well as with scholarly literature with the phenomena of a tradition 

whether it be ritual, folklore, etc.  By tradition, we also include the knowledge of 

genealogy (i.e. what the elders store and hand down from generation to generation 

intact) and the traditions of respect given for these ritual and folklore experts, and 

above all, the respect for the elders.  In fact, it is the main leitmotif of the texts 

published in this volume of the journal.  There is little exaggeration that the elders 

are often the custodians of unique knowledge, and respect for them—in the form of 

edification—has clearly been seen in folklore and ethnographic materials collected 

from various ethnic groups of this vast region for centuries.  

At the same time, it should not be left unmentioned that there is a margin of 

overestimation in this edification.  More precisely, over-trust in the articulated 

"norm" (for different reasons and under different circumstances) together with an 

apparent lack of attention to cultural details compels us to see reality less varnished 
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and more lively, more complex, and as a result, more real.  “Tradition,” a seemingly 

simple and generally comprehensible term, is commonly accepted as something that 

is handed down from generation to generation, adding complexity to an analysis on 

the topic.  A closer look at this phenomenon, however, forces us to accept the point 

of view of Pascal Boyer, who wrote twenty years ago with obvious sarcasm:  “In the 

anthropological literature the characterisation of tradition is generally considered 

both self-evident (everyone knows what a tradition is) and immaterial (the way you 

understand it has no empirical consequences).”1   

The research of Nicholai Pluzhnikov, an early graduate student of mine now a 

Ph.D. candidate in Anthropology, comes to mind.  Initially, I found great difficulty 

in defending his wish  to pursue a dissertation topic about what he first collected as 

curiosities, as anomalies—namely non-ethnic borrowings evidenced in Siberian 

shamanism—in front of the Department of the North at the Institute of Ethnology 

and Anthropology of the Russian Academy of Sciences in the mid-1990’s.  In the 

end, it turned out that some of the random samples he gathered compiled a 

comprehensive set of facts that gave rise to a discussion about them as the norm.  

These exceptions to the rule were seen to have largely enabled shamanism to 

maintain itself for centuries.  Shamanism is certainly traditional, but the reason why 

it is still alive, it can be argued, is the fact that the tradition in these cases did not 

require "ethnic purity.” 

Like in all the cultures known to me, Central Asian as well as North Asian 

shamans—regardless of the presence or absence of any official world religion—

enjoyed special respect in society.  However, one has only to peer closely to 

immediately find bright folk narratives that portray a society given to punishing a 

negligent shaman.  It would be wrong to attribute this phenomenon only to Soviet-

induced transformations.  This is simply because the memories of subjects observed 

recall a pre-Soviet period at the beginning of the twentieth century, and at times lead 

away into ancient times.  A mythological story, for instance, tries to make reason of 
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the disappearance of shamans among the Teleut Tumat clan.  The head of the clan, 

Choloy, once beat a shaman—an act strictly prohibited by tradition—resulting, 

consequently, in a bereft clan forsaken by its shamanic gift.2  The narrative’s survival 

and continued transmission indicate that the practice of punishing shamans did in 

fact exist, and the subsequent stories about such cases only confirm it!  Should it not 

be worthwhile then to investigate how the rules of any tradition relate to and impact 

people’s daily practices?  

We often forget that, for example, shamans and storytellers—with an 

incredible abundance of similar characteristics;3 and clearly visible piety (especially 

with regard to epic storytellers)4—as a rule differed radically in their cosmological 

ideas and at times did not endure the presence of each other even within the same 

ulus (Altai materials confirm this well). 

An important characteristic of any epic storyteller, as well as of any shaman, 

is his ancestry:  At the beginning of the ritual when summoning the spirits, the 

shaman is required to call the names of several generations of ancestors (or the 

names of those shamans, whose spirits he received in one way or another). The 

narrator, at the beginning of the performance, always has to tell from whom he took 

over this tale, thus, in advance preparing the listeners for the traditionalism and, 

therefore, for the truth of his words.  One of the characteristics used to display (both 

- emic and etic) traditional Asian cultures is, in general, conveying knowledge of 

one’s own ancestry. 

However, there is one important fact that anthropologists have begun to pay 

attention to only in the past half century.  In the case of genealogical beliefs, one 

should consider several cultural layers at the same time.  It is not only the 

demonstration of their legitimacy expected by society (both of a shaman and a 

storyteller), but it is also the belief of a particular person in their closeness5 and 

frequently changing social relations in society that inevitably reflect the list of names 
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in a particular ancestry.  In other words, the use of kinship and genealogical lines 

serve as a socio-economic resource6 and at times as a defense mechanism, or vice 

versa as a conscious act of commemoration, evidencing the proximity of social ties in 

relation to a specific person.7  And finally, genealogy can be considered as a genre of 

folklore in and of itself, and folklore materials, as we know, must be treated very 

carefully for they are not sufficient as historical chronicles. 

I hope that, as with any discussions on traditions, we take into account the 

above mentioned approaches, as well as keep in mind that much of what we now 

mean by traditions, what we consider as such are, in fact, more or less recent 

inventions.  On the same token, we are given to accepting antiquity, as a kind of 

"mandatory" characteristic of an authentic tradition, not as a rule.8  Romantic 

essentialism, naturally, is easier to understand, but equally its concepts are easier to 

be used for the manipulation of people.  In any case, a detailed analysis for any 

social phenomenon is much more preferred.  I hope that the volume of our journal, 

presented at the moment, will give all interested readers extensive food for thought 

about the nature of traditions in general and, in particular, about the phenomenon of 

traditional respect for the elders. 

 JCIAD thanks everyone from the various regions of the world who have made 

this special volume possible.  The support and commitment we have received from 

the Russian, East European and Central Asian Studies Program of the Jackson School 

of International Studies at the University of Washington and the Department of 

Ethnology at Moscow State University have allowed JCIAD to continue as the only 

journal in the world devoted exclusively to the literatures, languages, and histories 

of Central and Inner Asian Turks, Mongols and Tungus.   

I hope you will enjoy reading the Journal of Central and Inner Asian Dialogue. 

Dmitry Funk 
Senior Editor 
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