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Abstract

Research on cardinal directions in Sakha has predominantly concentrated on the
linguistic and folkloristic dimensions of these concepts. This article aims to elucidate
the complex meanings of cardinal directions by integrating fundamental aspects
of local environmental perceptions, orientational systems, and metageographies.
Drawing on local narrative knowledge collected during fieldwork conducted
in Central Yakutia from 2002 to 2015, the author examines the representation
of cardinal directions in Sakha narratives. The study addresses a gap in existing
scholarship: while the etymology and ritual uses of directional terms have been
thoroughly studied, the stratified and interconnected nature of their conceptualization
— encompassing egocentric, intrinsic, and absolute orientational systems alongside
emic metageography — has received insufficient attention. The methodology
combines linguistic anthropology, cognitive approaches to spatial orientation, and the
analysis of local narrative practices. Field materials include interviews, mental maps
drawn by interlocutors, and associative dictionary data. The author contends that the
characteristics of the permafrost landscape and the presence of an archipelago of
alaas meadows in the boreal forest contribute to a distinctively Sakha environmental
perception, emphasizing the importance of both egocentric and allocentric navigation
in the Central Yakutian Lowland. Furthermore, cardinal directions not only locate
and contextualize the immediate environments of villages in Central Yakutia, but
also contribute to stereotyped images of landscapes and residents in distinct regions.
Both the ethnic affiliation and the major character traits of those who dwell in a
particular landscape can be stereotypically defined in this system. The results show
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that in Sakha environmental perception, cardinal directions are not neutral: south
(soghuruu) and east (ilin) carry positive values and are associated with the Sakha
homeland and the alaas landscape, while north (khotu) and west (arghaa) are linked
to frost, evil spirits, and the territories of Evenki peoples. The study demonstrates
how a linguistic system — specifically the concepts describing cardinal directions —
is interwoven with environmental perception, lifestyle, and ethnic traditions. The
findings contribute to comparative folklore studies, linguistic anthropology, and
research on Sakha metageography, and suggest directions for further fieldwork in
Northern Yakutia and the Vilyuy River region.
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AHHOTaNUSA

HccnenoBanms CTOPOH CBETa B IKyTCKOM SI3bIKE M KYJIBTYPE JI0 CHX TIOp OBUIH cocpe-
JOTOYCHBI TPEUMYIICCTBEHHO Ha IMHTBUCTUYECKHUX U (DOIBKIIOPHBIX ACHIEKTaX ITUX
noHsATUH. HacTosiast cTaTbs CTaBUT LEJIbI0 PACKPBITH CIOKHBIE 3HAYEHHUSI CTOPOH
cBera 4yepe3 oObeanHeHHE (DYyHIAMEHTAIBHBIX aCHEKTOB JIOKAJHHOTO BOCIIPUSTHS
OKpYXKalollel Cpeabl, CUCTEM OpHeHTaluuu u Metareorpaduu. Onupasich Ha JO-
KaJbHOE HAappaTHBHOE 3HaHUE, COOpAaHHOE B XOJ€ M0JIeBOi padoTh! B LleHTpanbpHOM
Axytun B 2002-2015 rogax, aBTOp paccMaTpUBAaEeT PENPE3EHTALMI0 CTOPOH CBETa
B SIKyTCKHMX HapparuBax. MccienoBanre BOCIOIHIET IPOOET B CyIICCTBYIOIICH Ha-
YKE: €CII 3TUMOJIOTUS U PUTYAJIbHOE YHOTpeOIeHNE TEPMUHOB CTOPOH CBETA M3Yy4e-
HBI IOCTaTOYHO MOAPOOHO, TO CTPaTU(GHULUHUPOBAHHBIA M B3aUMOCBS3aHHBIN Xapak-
Tep MX KOHLENTYaJNu3alu1 — OXBaThIBAIOLINH ATOLEHTPHUUECKYI0, HHTPUHCUBHYIO U
aOCOJIIOTHYIO CUCTEMBl OPUEHTALIMM Hapsy C SMHUYECKON Merareorpagueii — ocra-
BaJICsl HEJJOCTATOYHO HMCCIIENOBAHHBIM. METOMONIOTHS COYEeTaeT JTMHIBUCTHYECKYIO
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AHTPOTIOIOTHIO, KOTHUTHBHBIE TIOAXO/IBI K TPOCTPAHCTBEHHOW OPUEHTAIINH 1 aHAIIN3
JIOKAJIbHBIX HApPaTWBHBIX MpakTHK. [lomeBbie MaTepuanbl BKIIOYAIOT WHTEPBBIO,
MEHTaJbHbIE KapThl, HAPHCOBAaHHBIE MH(POPMAHTAMH, W JaHHbIE ACCOIHMATHBHOTO
ciioBapsi. ABTOp yTBEPIKIAeT, 4YTO OCOOCHHOCTH MEP3JIOTHOTO JaHmadTa 1 Halli-
qrie apXHIienara ajjacHbIX JYroB B OOpealibHOM Jiecy (JOPMHUPYIOT 0C000€ SIKYTCKOE
BOCIIPUATHE OKPYKAIOIMICH CPEabl, B KOTOPOM BaXXHYIO POJIb UTPAIOT KaK dTOICH-
TpUYECKas, TaK U aJJIOLleHTpUuUecKas HaBurauus B LleHTpanbHO-AKyTCKOM HU3MEH-
Hoctu. KpoMe Toro, CTOpoHBI cBeTa HE TOJIBKO JOKAIU3YIOT U KOHTEKCTYalU3UPy-
IOT HEMOCPEACTBEHHOE OKpyxkeHue cell LlenTpanbHoit SIKyTUH, HO U y4acTBYIOT B
(hopMUpOBaHUH CTEPEOTUITHBIX 00Pa30B JIAHIIIA(DTOB U UX KUTEIEH B OTACIBHBIX
peruoHax. B 3Toli cucTeMe CTepeOTHITHO OINPEIEIIIIOTC KaK dTHUYECKasl IPUHAJI-
JIS)KHOCTh, TaK U OCHOBHBIC YEPTHI XapaKTepa TeX, KTO HacelseT TOT WJIA WHON
nmaamadT. Pe3ynprarsl MOKa3bIBalOT, YTO B SIKYTCKOM BOCIIPHSITHH OKPYXKAroIIen
CpeIbl CTOPOHBI CBETa HEe HEUTPANBHEIL: 10T (COBYpyy) U BOCTOK (wiui) HaICICHBI TI0-
JIOKUTEITFHBIMU 3HAYCHUSMH U CBSI3aHBI C IKyTCKOM POANHON M aTaCHBIM JTaHmad-
TOM, TOTJIa KaK ceBep (xomy) W 3aman (apsaa) acCOMMUPYIOTCS C MOPO30M, 3JIBIMU
IyXaMd U TEPPUTOPHSIMHU IBEHKHMCKUX HapomoB. VcciemoBannue IEMOHCTPUPYET,
KaK SI3BIKOBAsI CUCTEMa — B YaCTHOCTH, MTOHSITHS, ONTUCHIBAIOIINE CTOPOHBI CBETA, —
MEPEIICTACTCS C BOCIPUSITHEM OKPYIKAIOIICH CPEJibl, 00pa30M KHU3HU U STHHUYECKU-
MU TpaaunusMu. [lomydeHHbIe pe3yabTaThl BHOCSAT BKJIJ] B CPaBHUTENBHOE (DOJIb-
KJIOPUCTHUYECKOE HU3YyYCHHE, JUHTBUCTUUYECKYIO AHTPOIOJOTHUIO U HCCICHOBAHUSA
SIKYTCKOW MeTareorpaguu, a Takke HaMe4yaroT HallpaBJICHUs JallbHEHIIEH oIeBon
pabotel B CeBepHoii SIkyTuu u B paifoHe pexu Buitroii.

KuaroueBbie coBa: CTOpOHBI CBeTa, Merareorpadusi, OpHEeHTaIus, anac, Perruo-
HaJIM3M, KOTHUTHUBHBIE KapThl, SKYTCKUAN S3BIK, BOCTIPUATHE OKPYXKAIOIIEH Cpeibl,
JIUHTBUCTUYECKAsI aHTPOIONOTHS, SIKyTHs

Jas uuruposanusi: Mecaporn Y. CHOMpPCKUA apXHIIesiar: BOCTIPHATHE OKPYKAFOIICH
Cpebl M CTOPOHBI CBETa B DKOHOMHUKE anacoB Skytuu. Apxmuxa XXI eex. 2026;14(3):
102—119 (na anrn.). DOI: https://doi.org/10.25587/3034-7378-2026-14-3-102-119

Introduction

Cardinal directions and the Sakha orientational systems

Linguistic studies on the Sakha language and ethnographic research
exploring how elements of the Sakha worldview imbue linguistic expressions
have been extensively addressed by Sakha ethnographers and linguists [1]. In
line with this research interest, the question of how the Sakha people perceive
and conceptualize cardinal directions has also been thoroughly studied [2].
These works have extensively examined issues concerning the etymology
and usage of terms for cardinal directions [3], as well as their importance
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in the Sakha worldview, rituals [4], heroic epics [5], and religious systems
[6]. The question arises as to how one may contribute to these studies and
enrich an already productive scholarly discourse. The primary aim of the
present study is not to refute or reframe existing research findings but to
introduce a perspective that has received relatively little scholarly attention:
the complexity and stratified nature of the conceptualization of cardinal
directions.

As proponents of linguistic anthropology have argued [7; 8], one
established mode of usage is that cardinal directions serve as a tool for
orientation, guiding local hunters, herders, and travelers, or anyone
moving between settlements, in their daily activities and in navigating their
environment. Anthropological literature extensively discusses the role of
cardinal directions and how specific environmental features influence their
usage and orientational significance [9]. Cardinal directions play a specific
role in the conceptualization of movements and locations of objects and
living entities.

However, there is a variety in how vocabulary can be used to describe
spatial relations. As Levinson and Wilkins describe [10], there are three
major ways of conceptualizing these relations. The first one relies on the ego
perspective and the primary experience of the structure of the human body.
For every human, it is an obvious choice to locate items in the physical world
according to their location in relation to ego’s human body. In the human-
centered space, the eye is the origo, and the four main directions are forward
/ front, backward / back, and left and right.

In addition, there exists a further orientation system derived from the
egocentric perspective, termed as the ‘intrinsic’ system by the two authors.
This system associates the location of an item with its position relative to
other items. In essence, speakers perceive individual objects, landscapes,
and living beings similarly to humans, suggesting that these entities possess
physicality comparable to that of human beings. This perception is evident
in the case of vehicles such as cars or trucks, and several structures such as
houses. However, understanding how the Sakha attribute intrinsic human-like
aspects to geographical entities such as meadows, hayfields, or mountains is
more challenging and requires a more thorough analysis [11]. Concurrently,
numerous entities, such as plants, typically lack intrinsic aspects.

The final orientation system available to human societies is an absolute
system of cardinal directions, wherein the Sun’s daily movement typically
delineates the primary directions. In numerous languages, such as Sakha, the
East is aligned with the front, while the West corresponds to the direction of the
Sun’s setting, which is associated with the back of the human body. Notably,

— 105 —



Mecapom Y. CHOMpCKHIT apXuIernar: BOCIPUITHE OKPYKAIOIIEel Cpebl X CTOPOHBI CBETa B YKOHOMHUKE aIacoB
SxyTun

2026;14(3):102-119

in Yakutia, particularly in the northern region, the Sun’s daily trajectory is
challenging to describe by simply indicating the geographical East and West
as the directions of sunrise and sunset.

Thus, cardinal directions are integrated into a multifaceted system of
orientation and navigation, where various layers — egocentric, intrinsic, and
absolute systems — not only coexist but also interact with each other. This
complexity is evident in the Sakha language itself. In Sakha, the egocentric
frame of reference significantly influences both the intrinsic and absolute
orientational systems. The term “arghaa” denotes both “west” and “behind”,
while “ilin” signifies “east” and “front”. Additionally, the word “kelin” is used
in Sakha to describe an object located behind the speaker, either temporally
or spatially; however, as noted by E.K. Pekarsky in his dictionary, the word
“kelin” could also be interpreted as “west” [12].

In contrast, the opposition between north and south does not align with
the egocentric distinction between the right and the left. Instead, the terms
“soghuru” and “khotu” correspond to the binary opposition of “above” and
“below”. Although it could be argued that these terms also relate cardinal
directions to the human body by referring to the spatial position of objects
above and below the body, this distinction is more accurately represented in
Sakha by the contrast between “iiéhee / iirdiik” and “allara”.

Materials and methods: metageographies and hierarchies

Cardinal directions serve not only as components of a system of
reference to localize the spatial positions of various entities to one another or
to assist in navigation and pathfinding activities but also to construct a spatial
organization of the world that facilitates orientation and self-identification in
a broader sense. The global consideration of human affairs deploys various
“metageographies”, which are usually defined as a set of spatial structures
through which people order their knowledge of the world [13]. This system
also contributes to the creation of hierarchies and attaches certain values
to a given location. These metageographies, although they may be widely
accepted as objective, natural facts for members of a given community, they
are actually historically constructed, ideologically driven, and in many cases
largely unethical.

Until recent decades, the conceptual frameworks and epistemological
approaches of European knowledge centers — including those related to
the emergence of anthropology — were often presented as universal in
methodological literature and historiography of science, despite being shaped
by their own historical and social contexts. As Dipesh Chakrabarty puts it,
“There was a time when translating the many forms, practices and meanings
of life into universalistic political-theoretical categories of deeply European
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origin seemed to most social scientists an unproblematic proposition”
[14, p. 17].

These deeply colonial simplistic binary oppositions present in global
metageographies do not only create unjust hierarchies, but reduce the variety
of local metageographies into a few categories. Historically, a number
of divisions have been utilized to falsely link the West with reason and
progress while associating the East with stagnation [15; 16; 17; 18]. It is
also increasingly obvious that the North-South binary is as reductive and
misleading as the East-West opposition [19].

Anthropological research has been pivotal in advancing contemporary
discussions on cardinal directions by illustrating the historical and
geographical variability of dominant metageographies and advocating for
the recognition of alternative, equally complex geographical systems that
assign culture-specific values to cardinal directions. The scholarly focus on
large and dominant metageographical systems arises from their substantial
impact — often on a global scale — on our understanding of the relationships
between various peoples and regions. Nevertheless, examining how various
communities construct their worldviews within their unique historical and
geographical contexts is equally instructive. A crucial aspect of this worldview
is the community’s internal, emic metageography, which encompasses value
judgments regarding the cardinal directions. These judgments are profoundly
embedded in the community’s language, lifestyle, and historical experiences.

As the major and stable poles of objective orientation, cardinal
directions are especially well suited to transposing the language and concepts
of the orientational system onto a metasystem with relatively stable values.
In this way through the lens of cardinal directions Sakha actively imbue
their spatial experience with cultural context. Thus, cardinal directions do
not only facilitate the movement or immediate sensory orientation but also
enable community members to situate themselves, and their self-identity
constructions within the world that surrounds them.

The uniquely Sakha metageography appears in folklore texts, such as
olongkhos, and historical legends, as well as in shorter genres like riddles
and proverbs. Although this broader orientational context has been analyzed
from a folkloristic perspective — with particularly detailed research findings
available regarding the importance of cardinal directions in heroic epic
tradition of the Sakha, olongkhos [5], the interconnectedness, situated nature
and inherent logic of the Sakha orientational system and metageography has
been insufficiently researched, although beyond well-formed folklore genres
cardinal directions contribute to composing everyday narratives, and locating
the speaker in the broader framework of Yakutia (and beyond). During
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fieldwork, anthropologists often rely on such local narratives. The inclusion
of narratives in anthropological description serves a purpose beyond merely
illustrating argumentation. Firstly, they underscore that a significant portion
of the experience anthropologists acquire is embedded in shared practices and
events, such as hunting, fishing, and poaching, which consist of a sequence
of events with a more or less defined beginning and end. Consequently, when
anthropological knowledge is derived from them, it naturally morphs into
narratives [20]. Therefore, fieldnotes (on which anthropological knowledge
production partly relies) often take on narrative forms. Secondly, when
anthropologists prioritize immersion in everyday practices over focused
data collection through precise methodologies within a well-defined topic,
the “explanations” they obtain often manifest as narratives. Rather than
constructing arguments and explanations, individuals frequently resort to
telling life events. Consequently, ethnographic fieldwork is replete with
narratives [21]. This is not to suggest that anthropologists compile a well-
defined corpus of comprehensive oral performances, but rather that they engage
continuously with “more or less” narratives, encompassing both polished
accounts and more disordered, co-constructed narrative practices [22].

An additional significant aspect of local narrative knowledge is the
storytellers’ frequent reliance on the local spatial and temporal deictic context.
They situate their narrative plots in time and space using personal memories
as well as the local system of orientation and metageography. Within this
system, cardinal directions often play a crucial role in positioning the self
and imbuing the narrative with culturally embedded values. In what follows
I intend to provide a concise introduction into some of the fieldwork notes
based on subsequent field trips I carried out in Yakutia between 2002 and
2015. But before doing so, it is important to give a concise introduction to
the structure of local environmental perception of villages in Central-Yakutia.

Cardinal directions and alaas meadows

In sedentary societies, environmental perception often leads to a
fragmented understanding of the environment. The Sakha of northeastern
Siberia employ a sophisticated system for navigation and self-location.
Drawing on linguistic data, folklore texts, and empirical data collected
through fieldwork, I contend that the assessment of cardinal directions today
is relatively uniform in Sakha environmental perception, despite the vast area
of over 3,000,000 square kilometers inhabited by Sakha communities and
the highly diverse landscapes they occupy. This suggests that Sakha national
culture is not an artificial amalgamation of various cultural phenomena created
by local intelligentsia, but rather an organic system rooted in traditional Sakha
culture, consistent across different Sakha communities. Furthermore, I argue
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that the Sakha system of orientation significantly diverges from European
systems.

Sakha often hold the beliefthat alaases (meadows formed in thermokarst
depressions) are unique to Yakutia and are predominantly occupied by Sakha
[11]. In Central Yakutia, it is commonly asserted that real alaases are not
characteristic of the entire territory of Yakutia but are primarily found between
the Lena and Aldan Rivers. As the alaas landscape is closely associated with
the Sakha, territories and peoples beyond the alaas-rich lowlands of central
Yakutia are frequently perceived as distinct from the Sakha homeland.

During my initial field research in Central Yakutia in 2002 and
2003, I concentrated in part on local environmental perceptions. As part
of this project, I requested some of my interlocutors to draw maps of the
village’s surroundings. It soon became evident that individuals born after
the centralization, which refers to the establishment of the village, possessed
only limited knowledge of the placenames and landscapes surrounding the
village. Conversely, those born prior to centralization also exhibited uneven
knowledge of the village’s environment. The level of detail in the mental
maps was not correlated with the distance from the village but rather with
the direction and location of roads. Additionally, it became apparent that
placenames were recounted sequentially, akin to beads on a string, with one
following another as if traversing a path from one known location to the next.
From 2002 onwards, I consistently asked local Sakha to draw maps for me
and to introduce the local landscapes.

These instances were not isolated in my encounters with the use of
local mental maps. In Kebeeji region, where I conducted research in 2009
and 2010, wolves were frequently observed near the village. Horse breeders
regularly communicated by phone each evening to discuss sightings of wolf
tracks, horses, and the presumed locations of stallions. They also exchanged
information regarding the composition of herds. In essence, horse owners
shared their mental maps daily to update one another on the movements of
horses and wolves. During these exchanges, placenames were referenced,
along with their spatial relationships and access routes. These mental maps
did not depict a natural space but rather a network of locations interconnected
by tracks, roads, and creeks.

Drawing from these and other fieldwork experiences, I developed an
interest in understanding how local individuals perceive and conceptualize
their environment. Specifically, I sought to discern the fundamental mental
representation of Yakutia’s landscape. As evidenced by the maps, my
interlocutors did not employ an egocentric navigation approach, which
involves a dynamic representation of the environment from the perspective
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of an individual traversing a path. This approach differs from what is currently
referred to as Google “street view”. Additionally, these maps are not real-
time depictions, as they may include elements that no longer exist. Instead,
they offer a partially allocentric navigation system, characterized by a bird’s-
eye-view representation of the environment. This method of environmental
representation necessitates mental rotation and the projection of egocentric
maps, enabling fishermen, hunters, and herdsmen to convert actual journeys
into a static image [23].

Allocentric maps are characterized by their discontinuity, comprising
names and discrete locations that are typically not contiguous. The presence
of a name signifies existence; without a name, an entity is deemed irrelevant.
Conversely, if an entity is recognized, it should possess a name. Entities not
perceived as such remain unnamed and unrepresented on the map. The Sakha
people conceptualize and depict their environment as a collection of discrete
entities interconnected by roads and waterways. While egocentric navigation
is subjectively oriented, allocentric navigation, as depicted in these maps,
is intersubjectively oriented, relying on complex, diverse, and historically
embedded socio-natural relationships. Consequently, some place names may
refer to the same location, highlighting different facets of the same entity.

These maps depict an archipelago of living entities with relatively
distinct boundaries coexisting within the boreal forest. Sakha mental maps
are not derived from path-finding activities or walking; rather, they are rooted
in social relations. Similar to how the “space” of social actions comprises
society, consisting of discrete entities (individuals), Sakha mental maps
resemble sociograms that enumerate encountered living entities. Consequently,
movement within the boreal forest is not characterized by continuous spatial
motion but by a sequence of encounters, akin to transitioning from one island
or place to another within the expanse of the boreal forest.

This uniquely Sakha perception of the permafrost landscape as an
archipelago of alaas meadows also contributes to the development of concepts
related to cardinal directions. For the Sakha, these concepts serve not merely
as instruments of absolute orientation but also as integral components of
metageography. The necessity for coherent allocentric navigation reinforces
and enriches the everyday use of the metageographical dimensions of these
directional terms.

Results: values and directions

In Sakha environmental perception, cardinal directions are not neutral.
Traditionally, east and south are connoted with positive values, whereas
north and west are endowed with negative meanings [1; 24]. The word south
(soghuruu) originally meant upward in Sakha (reflecting the fact that major
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rivers usually flow from south to north in Yakutia). South is regarded as the
homeland of warm weather, summertime, and the migrating birds in Central-
Yakutia. The migration of birds is very important for local people, since hunting
in the village focuses almost exclusively on ducks and geese. Although there
are two hunting seasons (the spring migration in late April and May, and the
autumn migration in September), it is especially the spring migration that
attracts hunters in central Yakutia to visit their alaases and lakes, since the
autumn hunting season is much colder. Springtime birds migrate from the
south to the north, and in Central Yakutia, some of my hunter interlocutors
joked that the best ducks and geese have already been killed by the people
living in the south.

The cardinal direction of south is strongly bound to the idea of the Sakha
homeland, which is reinforced by public education, popular science books,
and oral legends. Sakha refer to the south as a homeland, khoro or the khoro
land (khoro dojdu). This land, according to Sakha, is the area from where
they originate. One of the three legendary ancestors of Sakha, the forefather
of the khoro tribe, is called Uluu Khoro (Mighty Khoro). According to oral
tradition, Uluu Khoro moved on an ox to central Yakutia from the south
along the Aldan River [29; 7]. Khoro people from the south not only form a
separate group of Sakha, but they relate to the gods of the upper world with
a special language, khoro. The connection between south and the gods of the
upper world is also based on the assumption that south means ‘upwards’.
Sakha shamans use a language called k#oro during rituals to communicate
with supernatural beings. Yakutia’s position in the local metageography
emphasizes the importance of the South. The idea of the south has also been
associated with the idea of centrality. Senior citizens especially use the term
soghuruu for centre. If someone says: “I am going to the south” (soghuruu
bardym) it actually means that he or she intends to visit the regional centre,
regardless of its actual direction geographically speaking. Therefore, the idea
of kuorat (city) might be a common association to the concept of south [25].

The cardinal direction north (khotu) is also richly connoted with
meanings. The original meaning of the word “khotu” is downward or
downstream, and phrases in modern Sakha reflect this; iirekh khotu means
‘down the river’, and stitiriik khotu can be translated as ‘downstream’. North
is the homeland of frost and evil spirits. They show up either at the coldest
time of the year (siiliikiin), or come from the north (kuhagan tyyn).

Northern territories are characterized by mountains, and the mountainous
landscape north of Aldan is called d 'aangy, which means ‘mountain ridge’.
This region, according to the Sakha in Central Yakutia, along with the treeless
tundra, lacks fertile hayfields and does not exactly fit the Sakha livelihood and
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economy. As a result, these landscapes evoke the idea of winter and frost,
as well as the presence of hunters, and reindeer breeders. Although Sakha
occupy today the coldest area in the northern hemisphere, north is never
associated with the idea of the Sakha homeland. North is rather associated
with the homeland of fongus peoples (a general denotation of Evenkis, Evens
in Sakha). In line with my fieldwork notes, it is important to mention, that
the associative dictionary also demonstrates that, for the concept of faba
(reindeer) fuundara (tundra), tongus (Evenki or Even) chukcha (Chukchi),
ebeen (Even) khaja (mountain) used as a stimulus, the reaction was often the
idea of north (khotu).

Whereas south evokes the idea of center, north is traditionally connected
with the idea of peripheries. This might explain why, from a Central Yakutian
perspective, territories occupied by Evenkis are automatically associated
with the idea of north. Furthermore, northern Sakha are thought to have
some of the stereotypical character traits of northern people. The north is not
only associated with virgin, untouched landscapes, but with industrialized
environments as well. The Central-Yakutia perspective on northern Yakutia
gradually changed with the Soviet-era modernization and the Cultural
Revolution in the north.

“East” (ilin) is of eminent importance in Sakha environmental
perception. The word “ilin” also means ‘frontal’ and ‘future’. The entrance
of the traditional Sakha house (balaghan) is normally oriented to the east,
the windows facing to the south, and a barn is attached to the north side.
According to oral history, as represented in major collections of legends and
myths, east is the direction where good-willing gods reside, and therefore this
direction evokes positive feelings among Sakha [1; 26].

In central Yakutia, particularly the region between the Lena and Aldan
rivers, the east is associated with the concept of homeland. This area not only
serves as a residence for the Sakha but is also home to the alaases. Central
Yakutia, characterized by its alaas landscape, is referred to as the Eastern Side
({lin Enger) in Sakha. Historical legends and educational narratives suggest
that Ilin Enger was among the initial territories settled by Sakha migrating
from the south [27]. It is believed that all other Sakha residing in the northern
and western regions of Yakutia and beyond originated from the Lena river
valley or Ilin Enger. Consequently, among the Sakha in central Yakutia,
Ilin Enger is esteemed as the birthplace of authentic Sakha culture and
economy, and a region exclusively inhabited by Sakha.

As the historical homeland of the Sakha, this area is also termed the
central land (kiin dojdu) in Sakha, and its inhabitants are referred to as the
central or navel Sakha (kiin sakhalar). Thus, the notion of the east is also linked
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with centrality. Moreover, centrality implies superiority. According to residents
of central Yakutia, the alaases in this region yield hay of superior nutritive
quality compared to other areas in Yakutia. Along the Tanda river valley, while
people acknowledge the fertility of their alaases, they consider the alaases
of the Churapchy region, located at the heart of //in Enger, to be even more
productive. Nikolai Savvich, a native of Churapchy, noted that the alaases there
are particularly dry, allowing not only grass but also a variety of flowers to
flourish, which enhances the sweetness and intensity of Churapchy milk and
butter. In the main market of Yakutsk, beef is marketed to consumers with the
assertion that it originates from either Ust’-Aldan or Churapchy. It is no surprise,
therefore, that one of the first associations with the concept of //in Enger in the
associative dictionary of the Sakha language [25] is the word alaas.

The region of //in Enger in Yakutia has historically not been a focal point
for Soviet modernization and industrialization. Consequently, in comparison
to other areas in Yakutia, the rivers and meadows in this region experienced
less pollution during the Soviet era. With the increasing dissemination of
environmental knowledge through public education and mass communication,
the residents of Central Yakutia have become increasingly aware of the unique
climate and environment of //in Enger. The villagers take pride in the fact
that winters at the eastern part of Central-Yakutia are consistently harsher
than those in Yakutsk, often characterizing their homeland as a land of severe
nature (tyjys ajylghalaakh dojdu). The cold and permafrost conditions are
now viewed positively in the village, as these features inhibit the proliferation
of various parasites in Yakutia. Locally known insects such as mosquitoes
and midges are considered less harmful and less feared than ticks, which are
prevalent in most regions of Russia. Additionally, there is an awareness that
locally processed food in Central Yakutia is often considered by locals as
ecologically clean and superior in taste to imported food.

The symbolic meaning of the cardinal direction “west” (arghaa) is
probably the most problematic in Sakha. Arghaa, in accordance with the
orientation of the balaghan, means ‘rearward, posterior, and the territory
behind the house’; as an outdated meaning, it may mean the back of a human
being. According to mythological ideas, now present only in the school
books on Sakha literature and national culture, arghaa is the homeland of
evil creatures (abaahy) and cold winds. Western winds are also called black
western wind (khara saappaas), indicating that it is harmful for horses and
cattle. The color black normally indicates destructive and dangerous qualities
connected with the evil spirit of the lower world.

However, nowadays in Yakutia’s framework the west is usually
associated with the group of Sakha residing at the Vilyuy River (Biiliiii).
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There are two competing explanations about the origin of Sakha at the
Vilyuy River. One of them argues that Vilyuy Sakha migrated to their current
settlements from central Yakutia after the arrival of the Russians to Yakutia
[28]. However, based on oral poetry collected at the Vilyuy River, other
researchers argue that Vilyuy Sakha reached the river by migrating from the
south, independently from the Sakha of central Yakutia [29]. In their opinion,
Vilyuy Sakha represent a separate group of Sakha. The idea that the western
cardinal direction can be associated with alterity is also mirrored in the Sakha
associative dictionary, where the concept of west can be a reaction to the
stimulus of the word foreigner (omuk).

Although the Vilyuy Sakha economy is very similar to that of central
Yakutia, based on cattle and horse breeding and annual hay production, the
people of Central Yakutia think it is not identical. For them, the landscape of
the Vilyuy area is not associated with large hayfields and alaases, but rather
with forests. Consequently, one of the names for Sakha inhabited areas along
the Vilyuy River is western forest (arghaa tya) in Central Yakutia. Labelling
the valley of the Vilyuy River as a forest makes some people in Central
Yakutia associate it with the idea that this landscape is not completely suitable
for Sakha economy. Although western Yakutia is called the sya Biiliiii ‘fat
Vilyuy’ or biitej Biiliiii ‘fence Vilyuy’ in Central Yakutia, pointing out the fact
that people living there actually do collect hay and breed cattle, residents of
the Vilyuy River may be also denoted as fishermen of the Vilyuy River (Biiliiii
balyksyttara).

Ulus mentality, Sakha metageography in action

In Sakha, cardinal directions not only locate and contextualize the
immediate environments of villages in Yakutia, but also contribute to
stereotyped images of landscapes and residents in distinct regions. Both
the ethnic affiliation and the major character traits of those who dwell in
a particular landscape are stereotypically defined. Landscape types like
forests, ploughlands, and alaases, as well as cardinal directions, are not only
compared, but are ranked as well. In Central Yakutia the centrality of east and
the alaases are associated with the presence of Sakha, whereas north points
to the periphery and to the Evenkis. Alaases are perceived in the frame of the
environment that villagers regularly interact with; they provide a landmark of
self-identification in the macro frame of Yakutia.

Perhaps this characterization is interrelated with the phenomenon of
Sakha regional characters (u/us mentality) first described by Mandelstam
Balzer [30, p. 243-244]. Ulus mentality is shorthand for stereotypical behavior
and demarcates conflicting groups of Sakha from one another. Separation
and opposition between Sakha of various regions is called uluustaahyn in
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Sakha and is structured by cardinal directions and landscape types. At the
same time, neither u/us mentalities nor environmental perception constitute
an unchangeable system. Generations perceive and interact differently with
dissimilar landscapes and associate different resident groups and character
traits with cardinal directions.

A wide variety of stereotypical behavioral patterns and attitudinal
differences are associated with the native inhabitants of specific uluses.
Those in their social environment generally claim to recognize and identify
these traits in individuals originating from a given ulus. This is particularly
true for certain uluses, whose residents are proverbially attributed unique,
stereotypical personality traits. These personality traits are also discernible in
contemporary folklore (e.g., in jokes).

Discussion

One of my interlocutors, born in 1947 — prior to centralization — in
I Bayagantay nasleg, provided a detailed account of how dwellings were
situated on the alaas meadow. This account illustrates how various orientational
systems intertwine within traditional Sakha thought and worldview. In an
interview conducted in 2003, he described the immediate surroundings of his
natal alaas meadow and dwelling in the following manner:

“Our balaghan was set down on the southern part of the alaas meadow.
To me, the northern part of the alaas generally seemed like a mysterious,
sometimes dangerous place, especially the part that bumped right up against
the woods surrounding the meadow. The barn was on the north side of the
balaghan, so whenever we sat outside in the afternoon, we’d always be on
the south or the east side of the balaghan. In my child’s mind, the area out
behind the balaghan, out west, just didn't feel as homey to me as the east or
the south side did. The western part was also darker, that was the direction
where the sun set, and the northern part did not see the Sun as often as the
southern part. The windows and doors all opened up to the east and the south.
Somehow, that was just the way the world opened up for us.

1 often thought about that balaghan as if it were a living creature. Its
face and mouth looking out to the east, and its right side turned facing the
south. I would often imagine that the west and the north were somehow more
dangerous than the south and east. The road that skirted the edge of the alaas
ran along the east side of the meadow, too. My father always told us that you
must never build in a place that’s too close to the road, or on a spot where an
old road used to run. From our nasleg, the Tanda River flowed northwards
right into the Aldan. And as for whatever lay north of the Aldan River, well,
that was a completely alien world. We didn't even hear about it. That was
where the world as we knew it simply came to an end.”
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This example illustrates the interconnectedness of human egocentric,
intrinsic, and absolute orientational systems and metageography not only
for analytical research purposes but also within the cognitive processes and
everyday practices of local inhabitants. In the selection of dwelling sites,
particularly before the era of centralization, culturally embedded values and
meanings played a crucial role in shaping human lived-in space, facilitating
movements within it, and guiding everyday activities [31].

The primary objective of this article was to present a linguistic system
(the concepts describing cardinal directions) in conjunction with their cultural
contexts. Although there is extensive literature within anthropological and
linguistic scholarship on various orientational systems and, separately, on
different metageographical systems, these two research areas have seldom
intersected. In other words, the literature has rarely explored the connections
between orientational and metageographical systems. One possible reason
for this is that anthropological research on orientational systems has
predominantly focused on communities and lifestyles (such as hunter or
pastoral communities), where navigation is a crucial and challenging aspect
of daily life. Consequently, research on orientational systems has largely
been limited to smaller, closed communities. In contrast, literature on large-
scale metageographical systems has concentrated more on dominant mental
constructs spanning vast territories (even entire continents), primarily aiming
to understand them in terms of how they generate inequalities among various
regions, states, and communities.

The Sakha case illustrates — as argued in this study — that these two
systems can be examined together; indeed, analyzing them relationally
can effectively reveal the fundamental characteristics of a community’s
environmental perception. Since the majority of my research was conducted
in the central regions of Yakutia, characterized by alaas meadows, my
insights are primarily limited to how orientational and metageographical
systems intertwine in the minds of my Central Yakutian interlocutors.
Further research in Northern Yakutia (e. g. in the Kolyma or Verkhoyansk
region) or along the Vilyuy River may reveal somewhat different systems.
Just as it is valuable to situate the metageography rooted in the Sakha
language and way of life alongside numerous other metageographies, it may
also be instructive to demonstrate how its dialects differ from one another.
Answering this question will require future research and ethnographic
fieldwork, which may help broaden the scope of both comparative folklore
[32] and linguistic research [33].
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