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ABSTRACT
Although the notion of responsibility is often invoked by mass-media reports, 
activists and lay people when discussing alcoholism and suicides, anthropological 
discussions of this topic seem to deliberately avoid the notion. Based on the exam-
ple of the Taz Nenets of western Sibera, this paper* explores how cross-cultural dif-
ferences in the notion of responsibility, if approached in a non-moralising way, can 
enrich our understanding of several aspects of the drinking and suicidal behaviours 
of native northerners. The Nenets seem to believe that both positive and negative 
events in their lives happen more due to chance or for highly localised reasons that 
they do not control rather than being caused by their own informed and wilful 
actions (external locus of control). Particularly, acts of suicide and binge drinking 
episodes just happen to people and, therefore, people cannot be held responsible 
for them. This attitude can be a compensatory mechanism for the flat attribution 
style observed among Nenets in previous studies. It should be taken into account in 
programs of suicide prevention and the treatment of alcoholism.

KEYWORDS: alcoholism • suicide • locus of control • attribution style • Siberia • 
Nenets • responsibility taking

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Alcoholism and suicide represent enduring problems among the indigenous peoples 
of circumpolar regions (Arctic Human Development Report 2004). In the public discourse, 
particularly in the discourse prevalent in local and regional newspapers, TV and radio 
broadcasts, these problems are frequently discussed in moralistic terms and such top-
ics as (moral) responsibility, irresponsible behaviour and free will (or lack of it) on the 
part of individuals are often invoked. This stands in a sharp contrast to academic lit-
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erature, including anthropological literature, which, once it gets to alcoholism and sui-
cide, seems to carefully avoid the topic of individual responsibility, despite being quite 
willing to discuss it in other contexts. Indeed, this literature, which has proliferated 
significantly during last decades, points to a whole range of factors that can be blamed 
for the problems. These include political factors such as the sedentarisation policy (Pika 
1987), collectivisation and the breakup of family households (Bogoyavlenskiy and Pika 
1991; Klokov 1996); demographic factors such as urbanisation, the influx of newcomers 
(Kozlov et al. 2002), and the gender shift (Vitebsky and Wolfe 2001); economic factors 
such as poverty and economic insecurity (Pivneva 2005); social factors such as the lack 
of social mobility (Spillane and Smith 2007) and social disadaptation (Pivneva 2005); 
cultural factors such as a degradation of the traditional normative culture and of the tra-
ditional system of values (Abryutina 1999); even biomedical factors such as the alleged 
genetically based vulnerability of native northerners to alcoholism (Abryutina 1999; 
Pivneva 2005) to name just a few (and these are the factors discussed only in the context 
of Russian circumpolar regions). In these accounts, individuals are usually depicted as 
passive recipients of external influence, reacting to these factors by drinking or killing 
themselves. The question of their responsibility for their own behaviour is usually not 
discussed or even touched on.

This avoidance is completely understandable as far as discussion of responsibility is 
used (as this often happens in the popular mass-media discourse) as a context to make 
moral judgments about the behaviour of informants from the viewpoint of the author’s 
moral principles or those of the ‘universal society’. Indeed, such judgments would vio-
late one of the fundamental principles of anthropological research, the principle of cul-
tural relativity (and making moral judgments is in any case not the business of science). 
However, the notion of responsibility can be discussed in a number of other contexts 
even when the focus is on topics as sensitive and prone to moral judgement as alcohol-
ism and suicide. Furthermore, at a certain level of research, such a discussion becomes 
absolutely necessary. Indeed, native northerners are not marionettes whose behaviour 
is directly and completely determined by political, demographic, social or other forces, 
despite the fact that some of the studies mentioned above can leave such an impression. 
Their behaviour, including drinking and suicidal behaviour, is determined primarily 
by their beliefs about what is right and what is wrong as well as about what they can do 
and what they should do. Political, social, demographic and, probably, even biomedi-
cal forces can influence their behaviour only by altering these beliefs. Therefore, any 
account that relates drinking and suicide among native northerners to any set of exter-
nal factors should, at some point, provide a discussion of how these factors can cause 
specific behavioural patterns by influencing the notion of responsibility. Furthermore, 
an arguably better approach would be to start by describing the notion of responsibil-
ity among members of a particular group and only then speculate about how it can be 
related to drinking and suicidal behaviour on one hand and external forces on the other. 
Unfortunately few studies have utilised this approach so far. 

This paper aims to explore this approach in a study of alcoholism and suicide among 
the Nenets of northwestern Siberia. As everywhere in the circumpolar region, the num-
ber of suicides per 100,000 inhabitants in this region is much higher among Nenets 
in comparison to non-aboriginal newcomers (Arctic Human Development Report 2004). 
Among Nenets, this number is very close to the mean for native northerners in Russia 
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(101 per 100,000; Bogoyavlenskiy 2008), while among the non-aborigines it is in fact 
slightly lower than the mean for Russia in general (19 per 100,000, state statistical com-
mittee). Obtaining reliable data on alcoholism is more difficult, but there can be lit-
tle doubt that the rate among native northerners is high (Pivneva 2005). Research pre-
sented in this paper represents a continuation of the previously published study by the 
author (Istomin 2012) drawing on psychological theories and methods. In contrast to 
the previous study, however, the data and results presented and discussed in this paper 
deal more directly with the notion of responsibility and its implication in drinking and 
suicidal behaviour.

The empirical data for this paper has been collected over the course of an extensive 
fieldwork period performed by the author in Tazovsky district, Yamal-Nenets Autono-
mous Okrug (Area), Russia. Geographically, this region includes the Gydan peninsula 
and the lower part of the River Taz. The fieldwork period included six visits to the area 
between 2005 and 2012. During these visits, which lasted two to four months each, the 
author migrated over the southern part of the district with nomadic reindeer herders 
(mainly members of the Tazovsky herding enterprise) and lived with semi-nomadic 
Nenets fishermen in the river Taz delta. In 2010, the author performed a comparative 
quantitative study of the so-called attribution style. The samples compared consisted of 
Nenets children from the Tazovsky boarding school for children of reindeer herders on 
the one hand, and of non-aboriginal children attending Tazovsky secondary school on 
the other. The current article draws on this study as well as on qualitative fieldwork data.

The paper consists of three parts. The first part discusses the concept of responsibil-
ity as well as theories that can account for differences in it between individuals and 
groups. The second part presents and discusses field material on the topic collected 
among Taz Nenets. The final part of the article explores some theoretical implications 
of this material.

R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y :  A  T H E O R E T I C A L  A C C O U N T

As was stated by Aristotle, responsibility should be understood as the ability to be 
blamed or prized (see Brown 2009). In other words, someone can be named responsible 
for his or her actions, including mental actions, if it is appropriate to respond to these 
actions with blame or praise. Aristotle continues by stating two conditions that make 
such responses appropriate. First is the so-called control condition: in order for an agent 
to be blamed or praised for his or her actions, these actions must have their origin in this 
agent and the agent should be able to control them. Second is the condition of aware-
ness: it must be possible to expect the agent to be aware of the consequences of his or her 
actions that lead to blame or praise before the action itself is performed. This shows that 
only some agents can have responsibility and even these agents can be held responsible 
for only some of their actions (Eshleman 2014). The Aristotelian definition of responsi-
bility and the conditions for being responsible have been accepted by most subsequent 
philosophers. Indeed, a heated debate has been going on about what agents’ actions (if 
any) satisfy the control condition and what grounds (if any) are sufficient to expect an 
agent to satisfy the awareness condition (Woolfolk et al. 2008). However, the conditions 
themselves are not denied and those who argue that one or the other of them cannot be 
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satisfied usually conclude that people simply cannot be properly held responsible for 
their actions (Eshleman 2014).

It seems that the reason the Aristotelian account of responsibility is widely accepted 
by both scholars and lay people is that the philosopher has managed to describe a true 
cultural and psychological universal (Nichols and Knobe 2007). Indeed, there seems 
to be no culture in the world whose members would not be blamed by their fellows 
for some actions and praised for others. The phenomena of blame and praise make up 
the foundation of the social order everywhere. At the same time, in all cultures people 
would be blamed or praised only for those actions that they performed while able to 
refrain. This ability to refrain can be just an illusion as fatalists or adherents of mod-
ern neuroethics would argue, but still this illusion should be there, otherwise there is 
indeed nothing the actor could be praised or blamed for (ibid.). Similarly, everywhere 
in the world people are expected to foresee the direct consequences of their actions 
and are blamed if they fail to do something and instead perform an action despite fore-
seeable negative consequences. On the other hand, nowhere in the world are people 
expected to foresee all the consequences of their actions: it is widely accepted that there 
are consequences they cannot foresee and, therefore, for which he cannot be blamed.

On the other hand, just like professional philosophers, ordinary people also differ 
in their beliefs about what is foreseeable and what is not, and, more importantly, about 
how much control one has over one’s actions. The later beliefs are often implicit and 
they constitute an important aspect of personality. In cognitive and clinical psychology, 
there is a relatively long tradition of research on this aspect of personality. This research 
was pioneered by Julian Rotter (1966), who coined the term locus of control to refer to 
the extent to which individuals believe that they can control events affecting them. A 
personal locus of control is conceptualised as being either internal, meaning that the 
person believes he or she can control his/her behaviour and effect influence on his/her 
life, or external, meaning the person believes his/her decisions and life are controlled 
by environmental factors that he or she cannot influence, or by chance or fate (ibid.). 
However, Rotter has always stressed (1975; 1990) that externality and internality are 
not either–or categories. Rather they are the two poles of a continuum, with the loci of 
control of real people differing in how close they fall to one or the other of them. Rotter 
(1966) has also created the first instrument to measure the internality/externality of the 
locus of control in an individual. This instrument represents a questionnaire consist-
ing of 23 pairs of statements, with the individual choosing one of the statements in 
each pair. Other instruments were developed later, including the so-called ICI (Internal 
Control Index; see Duttweiler 1984), which is the most widely used instrument today. 
These instruments have been used to study differences in the locus of control between 
individuals and groups. One result of these studies, which is particularly relevant to 
our topic, has been the demonstration of differences in the locus of control that exist 
between representatives of different cultures (Berry et al. 2011). Thus several studies 
have demonstrated that white Americans on average have a more internal locus of 
control then Afro-Americans and several groups of Native Americans. Differences in 
the average locus of control have also been reported to exist between Americans and 
Mexicans (Dyal 1984). Therefore, culture is definitely an important factor influencing a 
person’s locus of control.

Locus of control studies were quite popular in the 1970s and in the first half of the 
1980s, but have almost stopped since the early 1990s. They have been replaced by stud-
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ies of the so-called attribution or explanatory style. This concept came from the so-
called learned helplessness theory of Martin Seligman (Peterson et al. 1993). Being itself 
a development of the locus of control theory, the learned helplessness theory focuses 
not on the extent to which a person believes he or she can control any kind of event, 
but rather on the extent he or she believes he can control events with a positive affect 
in comparison to those with a negative affect (Peterson and Seligman 1985; Robins and 
Hayes 1995). The reason for this switch of focus was the discovery made by Seligman in 
the middle of the 1970s that, in most people, beliefs about the extent of control exercised 
over positive and over negative events differ (Seligman 1978; Peterson and Seligman 
1985). Thus the majority of people believe that events that affect them positively occur 
more often due to their own behaviour and personality traits (i.e. for internal reasons). 
In contrast, negative events are more often attributed to external reasons beyond the 
actor’s control. This difference in attribution came to be known as “self-serving attribu-
tive bias” (Miller 1978; Miller and Ross 1975). Just as with the locus of control, this bias 
has been shown to differ in size between people and groups giving rise to differences in 
their so-called attribution (or explanatory) styles (Peterson et al. 1995). Thus, there are 
people who do not have this bias (or have zero bias, as theorists would put it), which 
means they believe that their ability to control positive and negative events occurring to 
them is equal. Such people have been termed “attribution realists” or people with “real-
istic attribution styles” (Robins and Hayes 1995). There are also people who have nega-
tive self-serving bias, which means that they believe that positive events more often 
occur to them due to chance, while negative events are more likely to be a result of their 
own actions and personality traits. These people are termed “attribution pessimists” 
(ibid.). Most people have the self-serving attribution bias to a certain extent: they are 
attribution optimists to different degrees. It should be added that in the most developed 
form of the learned helplessness theory, the attribution style is based not on the single 
dimension of internality/externality of control, but on three dimensions (Buchanan and 
Seligman 1995). 

Apart from the internality/externality dimension, there are stability and globality 
dimensions. Stability refers to the degree a person believes the same events, weather 
positive or negative, would happen again for the same reasons. Globality refers to 
the range of events that, as the person believes, can be caused by the same internal or 
external factor (Peterson et al. 1993; Bentall 2004). The so-called ASQ (Attribution Style 
Questionnaire; see Peterson et al. 1982), the main instrument psychologists use to assess 
personal attribution style, measures personal scores on all these three dimensions sepa-
rately for positive and negative events. Then the mean scores for the three dimensions 
are summed separately for positive and negative events and the combined score for 
negative events is subtracted from that for positive events. The size of the self-serving 
attribution bias obtained in this way has been found to be a good predictor of a range 
of important medical and social phenomena including the probability of clinical and 
sub-clinical depression (Peterson and Seligman 1985; Ruehlman et al. 1985; Robins 1988; 
Robins and Hayes 1995), the probability of cardiovascular disease (Peterson 1995), and, 
which is important, alcohol consumption (Dowd et al. 1986; Finn and Pihl 1987) and 
suicide (Peterson 1995). The attribution style, which also varies not only between people 
but also between cultural groups (Oettingen 1995), has been found to be a much better 
predictor of these disasters than the locus of control. Hence many modern researchers 
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believe that the locus of control theory is outdated and rarely invoke the concept when 
analysing their data.

R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  A N D  L O C U S  O F  C O N T R O L  A M O N G  T A Z  N E N E T S

In 2010, the author of this paper performed comparative research on attribution style 
among Russian, Nenets and Komi teenagers living in the town of Tazovsky, Yamal-
Nenets Autonomous Okrug, and in the city of Syktyvkar, Komi Republic. In that study, 
the Attribution Style Questionnaire was used to assess the attribution styles of the three 
groups of children aged between 14 and 15: a group of non-indigenous, Russian-speak-
ing and mainly Russian by identity children who attend the Tazovsky secondary school; 
a group of Nenets children who attend the Tazovsky boarding school for children from 
nomadic families; and a group of Komi children who live in two orphanages and one 
boarding school in the city of Syktyvkar. The details and the results of the study have 
been published in Russian (Istomin 2011) as well as in English (Istomin 2012). It would 
be enough to say here that Nenets children have been found to possess a significantly 
flatter attribution style (their mean self-serving bias was significantly lower) then both 
Russian and Komi children (Figure 1). This difference could not be explained by factors 
relating to the physical environment since these factors were similar for Russian and 
Nenets children. This difference could not be explained by factors relating to the imme-
diate social situation (for example living in a boarding school without parents, living 
in a new and strange cultural milieu, having a low social status) either. Indeed, Komi 
children were in a rather similar immediate social situation as the Nenets children, if 
not worse, since some of them were orphans – although essentially their attribution 
style did not differ from that of Russian children from Tazovsky. Therefore, cultural 
reasons for the attribution style differences had to be suspected. On the other hand, the 
flat attribution style is known to be associated with increased risks of alcoholism and 
suicide, which could explain the higher rate of these social disasters among the Nenets. 

However the comparative data collected in that study showed yet another differ-
ence between the Nenets children on one hand and Russian and Komi children on the 
other. This difference was not discussed in the publications, but can easily be seen in 
the same Figure 1 showing the combined scores – internality+stability+globality – of 
each of the three groups separately for positive and for negative events. On this graph, 
the lines connecting the positive events score with the negative events score for each 
group represent a good way to see the size of the self-serving attribution biases, i.e. the 
attribution styles of the group. For the three groups, the lines make slopes descending 
to the right, which shows that the groups have self-serving biases. It is easy to see that 
the slope of the Nenets is smaller (i.e. their attribution style is flatter) than those of the 
other two groups, a fact that has been presented in the publication as the main finding 
of the study. It is also easy to see, however, that the Nenets’ line is also situated much 
lower than the lines of the other two groups, which suggests that Nenets attribute fewer 
internal, fewer global and fewer stable reasons to all kinds of events that happen to 
them, irrespective of whether these are positive or negative. This conclusion is further 
supported by a comparative analysis of the dimensions: on all three dimensions, the 
mean scores of Nenets were from 1 to 1.5 points lower than those of Komi and Russians. 
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Figure 1. Attributional (explanatory) style of the three groups of children as revealed by the 2010 study 
(see Istomin 2011; 2012). The graphs represent the contaminant score (internality+stability+globality) for 
positive and negative events. Note that the graph of Nenets children is situated lower than the graphs of 
Komi and ‘Russian’ children. 
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From the viewpoint of attribution style theory, these findings are of little consequence 
because, as this theory suggests, it is only the self-serving bias, for example the differ-
ence between attributions made for positive and for negative events, which matters. 
However, from the viewpoint of the older locus of control theory these findings are 
completely essential because they obviously suggest that Nenets children have a more 
external locus of control in comparison to both Komi and Russian children. 

The main reason these findings were not properly discussed in previous publica-
tions was that it is rather unclear what they can mean in relation to alcohol/suicide stud-
ies. Indeed, as mentioned above, the locus of control turned out to be a rather poor pre-
dictor of behaviour or any significant personality characteristic. The single exception 
is reportedly the subjective feeling of self-efficiency: the more internal is one’s locus of 
control, the more one is inclined to believe that he or she can make a difference (Judge et 
al. 2002). However, as was argued in the previous paragraph of this paper, there should 
be a direct relationship between the locus of control and the notion of responsibility as 
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a cultural factor. Indeed, in order to hold someone, including oneself, responsible for 
any act or state of affairs, one should believe that this person has or had a certain degree 
of control over this act or state of affairs. Indeed, one possibility to explain the flat attri-
bution style among Nenets could have been a reference to a particularly acute sense 
of responsibility among Nenets. Indeed, it could have been suggested that the Nenets, 
whose way of life includes everyday struggle alone or in small groups with negative 
factors of the natural and social environment, should feel more personal responsibility 
for negative events happening to them or to their families. Hence the small self-serving 
bias that leads to alcoholism and suicide. This theory is very appealing, although unfor-
tunately the low scores of Nenets in all the three dimensions suggest a very different 
story. It can be noted, that the Nenets children’s scores for negative events are rather 
similar to those of Russian and Komi, in fact a little bit lower than theirs. Therefore Nen-
ets do not seem to be more inclined to take responsibility for negative events in com-
parison to the other groups. What makes Nenets really different is that they, it seems, 
do not praise themselves for the positive events that happen to them, but rather ascribe 
these events to chance or luck. However, the best way to interpret the data would be to 
conclude that Nenets take surprisingly little responsibility for both positive and nega-
tive events, ascribing them more to chance and situation and believing – as both logic 
and their low score on stability and globality suggest – that both negative and positive 
events rarely happen again for the same reasons and that reasons are usually specific 
and particular, causing few very particular events each. In our comparative study, this 
fatalistic attitude has just been more visible in the case of positive events due to the per-
sistent tendency of the other groups to give very internal, stable and global reasons to 
them. But the attitude itself is fairly general. 

Indeed, it seems that this fatalistic attitude and the refusal to take or ascribe respon-
sibility can, in fact, be observed among Nenets even directly, without any help of spe-
cific quantitative questionnaires. It could be sensed particularly strongly in Nenets 
informants when the author discussed the topics of alcoholism and suicide with them. 
The tendency to attribute the causes to alcohol-related events externally is so strong in 
fact, that it can be detected even on the level of language. Thus, when speaking Russian, 
Nenets clearly avoid the very famous and colourful Russian expression uyti v zapoy 
(‘to go into binge drinking’). Instead, they prefer passive constructions, among which 
the most popular is s nim sluchilsya zapoy (‘the binge drinking episode happened to 
him’) as well as a very strange expression mne vypilos’ (literally ‘it drunk to me’), which 
is profoundly ungrammatical even for Russian. When speaking about suicide, relying 
completely on the passive voice is difficult because this would not describe the essence 
of the event adequately. However, even in this case the Nenets have found a way. For 
Nenets, the usual way to describe a case of suicide in Russian would be yego pereklinilo 
i on strel’nul sebya. It is very difficult to translate this phrase adequately into English, 
particularly because, as the author suspects, the Nenets themselves would not be able 
to explain what the word pereklinilo would mean here. I suspect, that the sole function 
of this verb is to designate that in the following clause, for example ‘he shot himself 
down’, the actor did not have control over his actions and, therefore, cannot be blamed. 
In Nenets, the difference between active and passive voices, especially when one refers 
to the third person, is not quite clear, which, of course, makes the denial of control 
easier and less visible.
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The denial of control becomes even more obvious when we switch from the way of 
speaking to the actual things spoken. It should be mentioned first of all that the con-
cepts of good and bad lack, which, as often happens in cultures worldwide, are closely 
related to the concepts of sacral purity/impurity (see Douglas 1968), play very impor-
tant roles in the everyday life of the Nenets (Khomich 1995; Kharyuchi 2001). Thus 
diseases, loss of reindeer, bad lack in fishing and hunting as well as most other negative 
events are believed to happen to a person because of an accumulation of sa’mej, sacral 
impurity, which, according to some researchers represent the central concept of Nenets 
culture determining the everyday life of the people (Lyarskaya 2005: 324; see also Lyars-
kaya 1999). The sa’mej can be accumulated by breaching social norms and taboos, show-
ing disrespect of any sort towards the dead, misbehaving in sacred sites, being near a 
halmer (surface tomb of a dead person) during the night or after midday, having any 
kind of sexual intercourse, and by touching sa’mej substances, most notably menstrual 
blood and the flesh of a dead human, as well as anything that was in contact with these 
substances (for example the clothes a women wears during menstruation, women’s 
sledge, the clothes of a dead person, his or her sledge, hides that person was laying on, 
etc.). Although both people and material items can be cleansed of sa’mej by the means of 
special rituals, these rituals usually involve valuable and difficult-to-obtain substances 
(for example beaver hair and/or testicles) as well as taking time; therefore, they cannot 
be performed too often. Therefore, some accumulation of sa’mej is in practice unavoid-
able. Nenets seem to believe that the more sa’mej one accumulates, the less effective 
become one’s attempts to avoid negative events and create positive events in one’s life. 
Finally, with a certain accumulation of the sa’mej, negative events start to happen auto-
matically, irrespective of what one does to prevent them. On the other hand, a high 
degree of purity ensures positive events and good luck, which come by themselves, 
without much effort to attract them. 

In the light of this description, the attitude of the Nenets towards suicide and alco-
holism seems to be quite logical. Thus, Nenets prefer not to discuss the topic of suicide 
at all, which is rather understandable taking into account that death and all dead things 
are sa’mej. However, the refusal to discuss suicide goes even further then a simple aver-
sion to the topic of death. Thus Nenets informants uniformly refused to consider the 
reasons for a person’s suicide. Unfortunately, like probably any anthropologist who 
has worked among native northerners, the author has quite a history of being informed 
about people he knows committing suicide. On each occasion, his first reaction to the 
information was “Oh my god, why?”, which is, probably, quite natural for any non-
native. However, in every single case the reply the Nenets gave to this question was the 
same: Pereklinilo naverno, and they always tried to demonstrate that any further discus-
sion of the topic would be out of place as far as they are concerned. A proposal that 
the suicide could be a reaction to someone’s behaviour or attitude and, therefore, that 
someone could be responsible for it was usually rejected almost with disgust. 

Understandably, the topic of alcoholism was much easier to discuss and, therefore, 
the examples of fatalistic attitudes towards it are more numerous. “The weather is good, 
he will be back by the day after tomorrow if a binge drinking episode does not happen 
to him” (Pogoda khoroshaya, poslezavatra vernetsya, yesli yemu ne zap’yetsya) – this is what 
reindeer herders would often say about someone who has just left to a village or gone to 
a neighbouring brigade. “I was going to be back in one day, but suddenly a binge drink-
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ing episode happened to me” – that is how a herder would often start a story – usually 
a sad one – that has happened to him in a village. All these phrases and statements 
have a distinct scent of helplessness, the implication that a person lacks any control 
over his drinking behaviour, that drinking just happens to him. During the fieldwork 
I encountered only very few instances when someone was held responsible for his or 
her drinking behaviour, although even these instances usually only supported the rule. 
Thus, once the author was told a story about a herder who gave up drinking after being 
‘coded’ (treated for alcoholism by the means of hypnosis) in the village. After becoming 
a non-drinker, this herder became very greedy for money and started several business 
projects. One of them consisted in bringing vodka to the tundra and selling it to herders 
for inflated prices. However, a little bit later the herder was suddenly ‘de-coded’ and 
had a particularly long and heavy binge-drinking episode, which cost him a large part 
of his property. Thus during this episode he slaughtered most of his reindeer to give 
meat to his new friends – Russian businessmen – whom he asked to bring him vodka in 
return. The narrator said, that this drinking episode was just a punishment to the herder 
for his previous greed and particularly for his selling vodka in the tundra to other herd-
ers, which clearly was sa’mej. The herder brought this misfortune upon himself and, 
therefore, was responsible for it. This was a punishment the herder deserved but did 
not want – a fate he could not avoid. 

C O N C L U S I O N S :  L O C U S  O F  C O N T R O L  
A N D  T H E  A T T R I B U T I O N  S T Y L E

It would be appropriate to ask why this kind of strong fatalism – or the external locus 
of control – is present among Nenets. This question has not yet been addressed empiri-
cally and any attempt to give a reply to it would involve a certain degree of specula-
tion. There can be little doubt that the external locus of control is related to the system 
of beliefs about luck and sa’mej described briefly in the previous paragraph. However, 
the exact character of this relationship is not clear: although it is possible that the beliefs 
about luck and sa’mej contribute to the formation of the external locus of control, it is 
also possible that it is the external locus of control that gives rise to these beliefs. What 
is more likely, however, is that this relationship is mutual as is the case with many other 
cognitive phenomena: the beliefs in sa’mej contribute to the externalisation of the locus 
of control, while the more external locus of control contribute to the deepening and 
spread of sa’mej beliefs. In any case, however, since cultural phenomena cannot cause 
themselves, the specific beliefs can only be the proximate cause of the external locus of 
control, not the ultimate cause. 

It can be cautiously supposed that the highly external locus of control can be related 
to the flat attribution style that has been observed among Nenets (Istomin 2011; 2012). 
Indeed, the flat attribution style of Nenets actually means that the negative events cause 
more stress to them, which can easily lead them to hypodepression, and then to sub-
clinical and clinical depression, and cause higher risk of suicide and alcoholism. For 
anyone who has an attribution style of this kind, it can indeed be a good idea to keep the 
locus of control as external as possible. A tendency to attribute external, unstable and 
local reasons to both positive and negative events decrease the psychological effects of 
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all events and, therefore, mediates the impact of the small difference between positive 
and negative attributions. Therefore, the external locus of control can be a psychologi-
cal mechanism to compensate for the flat attribution style. The other possibility can be 
that the flat attribution style as observed in the study of 2010 (see Istomin 2011; 2012) 
can be a consequence of, rather than a reason for, the external locus of control. Indeed, 
given the general difference in the locus of control, the difference in the self-serving 
attribution bias between the groups can be a measurement artefact. To make it clearer, 
let’s take an analogue: the difference in size between, let’s say, an ant and a mouse is a 
dozen centimetres. The difference in size between a men and an elephant, on the other 
hand, amounts to several metres. Does this mean that the difference in size between 
a man and an elephant is bigger than that between an ant and a mouse? Yes if we are 
speaking about absolute numbers. No if we are speaking about relative sizes. In fact, the 
difference between the mouse and the ant is relatively larger. The same can be true here: 
although the self-serving biases of Komi and Russians are bigger in absolute numbers, 
the self-serving bias of the Nenets can be just as big if their general tendency to ascribe 
reasons to external factors is taken in consideration. Seligman, the author of the attribu-
tion style theory would decline this idea – he seems to believe that this is an absolute 
rather than a relative difference between the positive and the negative attributions that 
predicts the behavioural and psychological effects. However in fact there is nothing in 
his theory that would justify such a belief. Just the contrary in fact, it seems that the 
general design of the theory would suggest exactly the opposite: it should be the inter-
nality, stability and globality of positive attributions relative to the externality, stability 
and globality of the negative attribution that would predict learned helplessness. The 
smaller is the latter, the smaller the former can be and the smaller should be the differ-
ence between the two in order to lead to the same psychological effects.

Whatever the reasons are, the external locus of control is probably responsible for 
a number of phenomena in Nenets society – some of them are negative and others are 
positive. Thus it is intuitively obvious that the denial of personal responsibility greatly 
decreases the effectiveness of both personal and social moral control and motivation. 
Indeed, it hardly makes any sense to explain how alcoholism is morally disgusting 
and devastating for heath to someone who does not in fact believe that it is up to him 
or her to choose between drinking and not drinking. Of course, a society that believes 
alcoholism and suicides just happen to people would hardly press on its members to 
avoid these disasters. Finally, the low perceived self-effectiveness that is associated with 
external locus of control is generally not a good thing in modern society. On the other 
hand, there are positive aspects as well. The certain resistance to stress has already been 
mentioned. The other thing is sensitivity to external influences on health. People who 
believe that things just happen to them can also be easily assured that they can cease to 
happen. It can be supposed that the good effects of the anti-alcohol coding in the case of 
the Nenets can be somehow related to this fact.
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