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American ethnographer Roy Franklin Barton (1883-1947) spent most of the 1930s living and
working in the Soviet Union (Willard 2000). The U.S. State Department recently released documents
under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) that shed light on some of the dire political forces with
which Barton and other Americans living in the U.S.S.R. during this period had to contend. In Barton’s
case these documents establish that the NKVD (Peoples Commissariat of Internal Affairs—the KGB’s
institutional predecessor) pressured him to collect and report intelligence information. With time the
increasingly coercive nature of this relationship caused Barton to fear for his life and freedom and led
him to leave the U.S.S.R.

Barton was a gifted self-trained ethnographer who developed his own ethnographic style, using
autobiographical narratives to help build powerful representations of indigenous voices (1938). He first
worked as a teacher in the Philippine highlands in the early 1900s and in 1916 returned to the United
States to study dentistry at the University of California, Berkeley. His years there brought him within
intellectual circles that included Alfred Kroeber, T.T. Waterman, Robert Lowie, and Max and Paul
Radin—though the influences of these individuals on his work were mixed. While he did not get a
degree in anthropology, Barton wrote important ethnographies of Ifugao law and economics (1919;
1922). During the 1920s he practiced dentistry at various locations around the United States, in the
course of which he developed an interest in the Doukhobors and various worker collectives in the
United States (Kroeber 1949:92).

In 1930 Barton moved from the United States to the Soviet Union. He had long-standing
interests in collectivist and communal alternatives to American capitalism, but as Kroeber noted in
Barton’s obituary, his resettlement was at least in part “precipitated by an alimony judgment against
him which he considered exploitative and unjust” (Kroeber 1949:92). Although he arrived with the
hope of employment as ethnographer, during the first six months Barton served as a dentist in the clinic
of the Stomatological Institute in Leningrad. Subsequently, however, he became affiliated with the
Institute of Ethnology of the Russian Academy of Sciences, where he worked with Waldemar Bogoras
and other Soviet ethnographers, and later helped on the Leningrad Anti-Religious Exhibit, which
stressed the roots of religion in superstition, and its role as a mechanism of social control. While Barton
had a definite interest in Communist and Socialist movements, it is not clear whether he ever joined the
Communist Party. In his obituary, Kroeber argued against that possibility, suggesting that his
motivations had more to do with the professional opportunities than Marxism:

“[He] certainly was not an accepted Communist nor pretended to be nor passed as one: he kept
his American citizenship throughout, and later he showed some bitterness against the Russians,
when it seemed that they might not allow his wife and child to join him in America. Barton
was just too independent and ruggedly cross-grained ever to belong wholly to any one group.
The Russians appear to have recognized this and made wise allowances which they would not
have made for their own nationals”(1949:92).

Barton conducted ethnographic fieldwork in the Philippines in 1937 under combined American and
Soviet sponsorship. Upon the completion of this fieldwork he conducted additional research at the
British Museum and then retumed to his wife and daughter in Leningrad.




























































