Anthropologist:
History affects
villages’ plight

by Steve Pilkington

fog the Tindra Thnes

Cultural anthropologist Ann Fienup-
Riordan believes that  elthough
Toksook Bay and Alakanuk are only
ubout |50 miles apart, the differem
histories of the two Western Alaskin
villages have affected the way they
will weather Alaska’s cirrent
coonomic troubles

Riordan has been hiving and wirk
ing with the Yupiik Eskimos i the
twi wid ol and on since 1974, amd
e bt the changes in the two
communities during the *"Quality of
Life Symposium’' at the 18th Alaska
Arctic Science Conference last month

Al the symposium, which compared
both urban and rural areas, dramatic
differences between urban wod rural
hitestyles woere shown,

Riordun focused on roral Alaska
She sand that for the L Bive or <is
yeurs, there have been driastic Tederal
cutbacks in funding for Alakanuk
which have caused the employment
levels o drop over the past five years,

She nlso said thut after studying the
subsistence harvest patterns, the dil-
ficulties for Alakanuk's village hunters
have increased.

“The immediate vicinity is hunted
out of. small .7 she said, and
fishing on the Yukon River has been
increasingly hun?crnd by regulations
| the Alnska Department of
FEIE; & Game.

As a result there was no chum
season last year in Alakanuk where
chum is 0 major source of household
iricome, spid Riordan

These economic hardships are o
having social consequences in
Alakanuk and other villages in rural
Aluska.

“'A real welling sustistic is in the fact

that over the last 20 vears, the regional
suicide rate has from 5. 510 55.5
per every 100, e, she said,

Riordan said she did not begin stu-
dying the two villages in an attemm
to compare them.

"1 just be lndmnh these 1w
places that

The h:hturlu nnhunwn villages
ure the why two
similar v like Alakanuk and

Tohayl are rnm;mdiﬂ‘lm

ly, she
?_' o be that the two
' had histories of
mmmm

ahﬂ- the car-



e Traditional culture Iost In major epldemlcs

(Continued from Poge Cre)

Iy contact with Western civilization
which Alukanuk had because Toksook
Bay is gmgrn]Erll'ilouIy isolated on
Melson Island. This 1s a partial reason
why the traditional values of Toksook
Bay are sull intact, she said

The reason for this was thar
Toksook Bay did not hiave the
resources which Alakanuk had to at-
tract outside businesses. Alakanuk
began fishing and trading much carlier
than Toksook Bay.

Riordan also said that @ major par
of the traditional culture u% many
Yukon Delta villages was lost when
epidemics of influenza, tuberculosis
and measles decimated half of the
area’s population during the first half
of this century.

Dwuring and after the epidemics, the
children were removed to schools oui-
side the villages and did not have the
time to learn their Native lunguage or
the hunting skills needed make a sub-
nimnme living, she said.

““Many of the children in Alakanuk
no longer speak the language, Some
of the t.l.th undemtand it, but they
don't speak it,"* she said. As a result,
u?lh the Whl\'e people. »
w

Toksook Bay residents, however,
have not lost llllr l!w which is

un important reason why the traditions
are remaining intact

As u result, when money [rom the
oil boom began o flow into the two
rural villages, the situations were
huandled differently.

She said more money during the vl
hoom affected all of rural Alaska.

*‘But both of these pluces reacted
very differently,’” she said.

*'Because of their strong traditions,
Toksook Bay used that money to
broaden their strengths, There still is

i lot of sharing, fish and game are still
a very important piart of life mnd
employment often takes second place.
They are hunters first. "’

In Alakanuk, us in rural villages all
over the stite, the money was only a
short-term solution.

“‘Money given for capital projects
wits & kind of band-aid, and permanemnt
jobs were nol created. Now that the
short term capital pojects are done, the
rural economies are in trouble.’’

If the history of Alskanuk, taking in-
1o account its early contact with out-
side people, and its large epidemic
disruptions, Riordan believes that
some of the reasons for current pro-
blines become clear.

But Alakanuk's future is what is be-

ing faced by the village residents now,
she said.

‘Alakanuk is tak-
ing responsibility
for their problems.
They should be
commended.’
—Ann Fienup-Riordan

" Alnkanuk is twking responsibility
for their problems. They should be
commended.

Alnkanuk ‘s village corporation has
been trying to break into the fishing
induul a fish C48-

ryh}rﬁ:llhl:ﬁs ing incdustry is
u IEIII!’I"i-:uIt industry to break into, she
said.

Riordan believes that the current
economic trend in the villages has bot-
tomed out, And she has hopes for the
future of both villages.

Lee Gorsuch, a sociologist workin
with ruml Alaskan vi ¢ i
receéntly that he believes rural villages

are resilient enough 1o survive o bad
economy.

Riordan agrees with him, but said,
I don't think it’s of all clear that in-
dividuals will make it though.""

Riordan hopes that the cities
throughout Alasks, such as An-
chorage, will begin working with the

rural villages which are facing hard
economic times,

“Urban Aluska can't afford 1o ig-
nore their problems,'" she said, {*The
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