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Introduction

Catherine Evtuhov, Julia Lajus, David Moon

From the vantage point of his Californian exile, looking out over the San
Francisco Bay, the Polish poet  Czeslaw Milosz experienced mostly discomfort 
from his “forced confrontation with nature.” Th e inability to escape into a pri-
vate cocoon, protecting him from the “violated but always victorious expanse,” 
made him feel “stripped and destitute,” diminished and near-nauseous, having 
achieved nothing.1

Strangeness, indiff erence, eternal stone, stone-like eternity, and compared to 
it, I am a split second of tissue, nerve, pumping heart, and, worst of all, I 
am subject to the same incomprehensible law ruling what is here before me, 
which I see only as self-contained and opposed to all meaning.2

As a coastal California native, I remember well the shock I experienced in 
reading Milosz’s essay in the early 1980s. For me, equally subjectively, I can 
imagine no more calming experience than standing on the bluff , contem-
plating the vastness and majesty of the Pacifi c Ocean: if the bustle of human 
aff airs seems therefore diminished, this can only be a positive moment, and 
puts any troubles into their proper perspective. Th e point of this refl ection 
being: if indeed “I am here” (the opening words of Milosz’s book of essays), 
and this “here” involves nature, the “here” can be anywhere. Without making 
absurd claims that the Pacifi c Ocean, the Sahara Desert, the Siberian taiga 
are “the same,” it remains the case that the human encounter with nature 
is universal. When I am hiking in the Rocky Mountains, I experience the 
aspen groves, the wildfl owers, the pine trees, the fast-fl owing creeks and ma-
jestic crags quite as I did in the Altai Mountains—on the map the little pocket 
where Russia meets Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and China. Th is sort of interna-
tional wandering is of course a privilege of, say, a university professor with 
access to air travel. But the observation remains valid: everywhere there are 
humans, there is by defi nition “nature,” and it is only in interaction with their 
immediate surroundings that humans feed themselves, establish their habi-
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tations, and shape their own environment. So my perspective is unabashedly 
more optimistic than Milosz’s.

Th e Universal and the Particular in Environmental History

Russia’s history, whether in European or global context, has suff ered more than 
many from exceptionalism, prejudice, mystery, and misunderstanding. While 
the specialized fi eld of  Russian history is extremely sophisticated and has been 
highly developed for centuries, the ability to communicate (in part due to lin-
guistic issues) across disciplinary boundaries remains weak. It is our premise 
that environmental history—which has burgeoned for the geographical space 
of the former Russian Empire and the Soviet Union over the past two decades—
is uniquely positioned for this task of integration. Because forests, rivers, soils, 
and geological formations are universally comprehensible, a writing of history 
that focuses on humans in their interaction with these and many other natural 
factors has the advantage of general accessibility. We hope that the history of 
this space can, through the pursuit of environmental history, be liberated from 
tropes of “us and them,” “Russia versus the West,” a special penchant for autoc-
racy, paradigms of backwardness, and so forth. Th e chapters in this book take 
as their point of departure questions and situations that are readily recognizable 
to historians of absolutely any geographical location—the uses of natural re-
sources in the process of transforming nature into environment with all degra-
dation and pollution related to it, the manner in which industrial development 
was inscribed in local environments and aff ected by them, interactions between 
humans and nonhuman species, and eff orts to protect the environment from 
overexploitation and pollution. In studying this common human endeavor, we 
hope to present some aspects of society, governance, and economic develop-
ment in ways that make sense to readers outside the specialized Russian history 
fi eld and integrate this (until relatively recently) “blank spot” on the map into 
the larger landscape of environmental history.

Th ere is no question that the territory of the former Russian Empire and the 
Soviet Union has been the scene of major environmental disasters and wide-
spread environmental degradation that have been caused by the inhabitants 
and their governments. Nor is there any doubt that human and environmental 
health has been sacrifi ced to other priorities. What can be questioned is the 
extent to which these states were extreme outliers from the experience of other 
parts of the planet. Environmental historians have debated, and will continue 
to debate, the impact of diff erent political and economic systems on the en-
vironment. Were communist regimes especially harmful in comparison with 
capitalist regimes? Recently, Andy Bruno described the Soviet government’s 
dualistic approach toward nature, where conquest and assimilation went hand 
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Introduction 3

in hand, and proposed that damage wrought by the communist regime was 
comparable to that brought about in the capitalist world.3 But answering these 
questions fully will require further detailed comparative studies that draw on 
research by historians of all parts of the world.4 

Another angle from which to consider whether there is anything excep-
tional to Russian and Soviet environmental history is to consider the envi-
ronments of this part of the world. Th ere is a long tradition, dating back to at 
least the eighteenth century, of making a direct, causal connection between 
the relatively harsh natural environment of much of the center of the Russian 
state around Moscow and to the north, as well as Siberia to the east, and the 
authoritarian political systems and denials of individual freedoms that have 
characterized much of its history.5 In comparison with the lands to the west 
in Europe and far to the south and east in Asia, much of these lands have 
long, cold winters; short, hot summers; slightly lower rainfall; and infertile 
soils. Vast distances have been compounded by problems of transport, espe-
cially when autumn rains and spring thaws turn roads into seas of mud. Th e 
main rivers fl ow away from, rather than between, centers of population, and 
many mineral resources are located in remote regions. To extract a living from 
this environment, it is argued, the rulers, fi rst tsarist, then communist, con-
centrated power in their hands and imposed systems of forced labor, such as 
serfdom, collective and state farms, and labor camps, on sections of the popu-
lation. To acquire and hold on to lands with environments more favorable for 
human activities in the fertile steppes to the south and southeast and along the 
Baltic coast to the northwest, the regimes mobilized what resources they had 
and imposed further burdens on their populations in order to defeat militar-
ily powerful neighboring states, such as the Mongol, Ottoman, and Swedish 
Empires in tsarist times and Germany in the twentieth century. Th e tsarist and 
Soviet regimes also had, it is claimed, an especially harsh attitude to the natural 
environment that they exploited for short-term needs rather than longer-term 
sustainability. 

Such environmental-determinist arguments cannot be dismissed: in many 
but not all territories of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union the climate 
and conditions for agriculture are indeed harsher than in many other parts of 
world, and the regimes have ruthlessly exploited their populations. But to take 
such arguments too far denies human agency and capability to devise strate-
gies to sustain themselves and their states, and to develop rich cultures. It has 
been argued elsewhere that inhabitants of these lands have made their own 
histories and constructed their own identities in processes of interaction with 
the land and environment they have lived in.6 Th e cultures that have developed 
in the Russian and Soviet states have included innovative ways of understand-
ing the “natural” world, humans’ part in it, and interconnections between the 
component parts of the environment. 
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Environmental Th inking in Russia and about Russia

In turning our attention to human-natural interactions and environmental 
history, we inscribe our research in a long tradition of fascination or even ob-
session with the natural environment. Th e expanses of Russia and Siberia have 
historically been sparsely populated, arguably prompting an inevitable en-
counter with natural forces. As in many cultures, animals, trees, forest sprites, 
mineral fairies, and talking rivers are omnipresent in Russian literature, from 
the Igor Tale through  Aleksei Ivanov’s contemporary Urals adventures.

In the seventeenth century, cartographers produced a variety of local and 
regional maps and charted the state’s expanding domains;7 scientifi c descrip-
tion and detailed studies of nature over this vast territory burgeoned during 
the eighteenth century, when the imperial state invited European exlorers and 
naturalists to help it to learn its own geography and natural riches. Th e vast and 
diverse lands of Russia and Siberia needed to be mapped and described, their 
riches inventoried and classifi ed. Peter the Great’s curiosity whether or not the 
lands under his possession merged into the American continent prompted a 
program of exploration in the Pacifi c known as the  Kamchatka Expeditions. 
Siberian and other northern lands provoked special interest among European 
scientists who put them on maps and described exotic animals, including doc-
umenting the very fi rst known extinction.8 Under Catherine the Great, the ex-
peditions organized by the Imperial Academy of Sciences were also mostly by 
foreign naturalists like  Peter Simon Pallas (1741–1811) and  Johann Friedrich 
Gmelin (1748–1804), and these continued and deepened the inventarization 
of the territory that later on attracted such internationally known explorers 
as  Roderick Murchison and  Alexander von Humboldt. Murchison gave the 
name “Permian” (aft er the Urals province of Perm’) to the geological period 
in the stratigraphic system between the Carboniferous and Triassic periods. 
At this moment, naturalists from the Baltic provinces of the empire deepened 
the study of nature from the maritime and northern peripheries to the open 
ocean—an endeavor that gave a strong impetus to the development of natu-
ral sciences in Russia.  Adam Johann von Krusenstern (1779–1846),  Friedrich 
Benjamin Graf von Lütke (known in Russian as  Fedor Litke) (1797–1882), 
 Karl Ernst von Baer (1792–1876), and  Alexander von Middendorff  (1815–
1894), among others, laid the foundation for the understanding of nature of 
the empire as a part of the globe. At the same time, they played to imperial 
geopolitical and economic interests by describing new lands and resources 
and mapping them for their future exploitation by the state. It is important 
to remember this transnational origin of the study of nature in the Russian 
Empire when discussing the exceptionalism and universalism of its environ-
mental history. 
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Introduction 5

If anything, the intellectual and scientifi c focus on the environment only 
increased during the apex of the imperial period, in the nineteenth century. 
Suffi  ce it to note here two specifi c nature-focused intellectual orientations 
that can have much to contribute to the present-day writing of environmental 
history. Th e fi rst is philosophical: the infl uential philosophers  Vladimir Solo-
viev (1853–1900),  Nikolai Fedorov (1829–1903), and  Sergei Bulgakov (1871–
1944), in particular, evince a strong environmental strain in certain of their 
writings. Th eir concerns included a fear of erosion and encroaching sands 
from the East, eff orts to create artifi cial rain, and a general theory of economic 
life as contingent upon the relation between humanity and nature.9

Second, and of more immediate relevance to the present volume, are the 
environmental sciences of the nineteenth century, by which we mean soil 
science, agronomy, climatology, and chemistry. What are the ways in which 
these scientifi c endeavors qualify as “environmental”? Let us cite just three 
of the most important examples.  Vasilii Dokuchaev (1846–1903) is generally 
known as the founder of the discipline of soil science, along with  Eugene Hil-
gard (1833–1916), a German-born American scientist working in California. 
Th anks to Dokuchaev, the vocabulary of international soil science relies on 
Russian terms such as the chernozems (the fertile black earth), podzols (soils 
under coniferous forests), and solonchaks (saline soils).10 Dokuchaev made the 
crucial breakthrough of studying the soil as an organic system, in which not 
only the visible topsoil but the many layers of subsoils must be taken into ac-
count in their interaction in evaluating the viability of particular territories for 
agriculture and understanding their susceptibility to erosion. To Dokuchaev 
also belongs the now ubiquitous classifi cation of natural soil belts circling the 
globe, permitting, for example, a direct comparison and juxtaposition of the 
Eurasian steppes and the North American Great Plains.11 A second fi gure, 
extremely infl uential in his day but oddly underappreciated in our climate-
obsessed times, is the meteorologist Alexander Voeikov (1842–1916). Voei-
kov’s foundational Climates of the Earth (Klimaty zemnogo shara, 1884) and 
Winds of the Globe, sponsored by the Smithsonian Institute and published in 
English, established climatology as a discipline. A pathbreaking study investi-
gated the eff ects of the snow layer on soils, climate, and weather.12 Voeikov was 
also a pioneer of “wellness,” studying and participating in the creation of health 
resorts (Kurort) in the Caucasus and heading the St. Petersburg Society of Veg-
etarians. A far more familiar name is that of  Dmitrii Mendeleev (1834–1904). 
It is important to note that the periodic table itself emerged, like Dokuchaev’s 
soil science, from Mendeleev’s immersion in the manifold issues raised by 
the agricultural questions that followed upon the Great Reforms of the 1860s, 
and his subsequent work with the Russian Technical Society (Russkoe tekhni-
cheskoe obshchestvo, RTO).13 Th e deep roots of environmental thinking, into 
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the nineteenth century, created the milieu for by now better-known fi gures 
like  Konstantin Tsiolkovsky (1857–1935), a student of Fedorov, and  Vladimir 
Vernadsky (1863–1935), investigator of the noosphere.14

Th e “McNeill Gap” and How It Is Being Fixed (or Not)

Th is present volume in English shows how far “Russian environmental his-
tory” has come over the past couple of decades. In 2008, a collection of trans-
lations to Russian of classical works on various topics in environmental history 
was published by scholars at the European University in St. Petersburg and the 
Max Planck Institute of History in Germany. Th e volume, which included an 
introduction on “environmental history” (ekologicheskaia istoriia) by the edi-
tors, was intended to promote what was then a relatively new fi eld of history in 
Russia.15 Th e translated essays included a survey of the fi eld of environmental 
history globally by John McNeill that had been published in English in 2003. 
McNeill noted the underdeveloped state of research on Russia:

Historians of Russia (both Russians and foreigners) have yet to go far ex-
ploring environmental history approaches, which in Russian history off er 
tremendous possibilities. . . . Exploiting [the] . . . sources will be painstaking 
work, to be sure, but the rewards of bringing an environmental approach to 
Russian history should be suffi  ciently alluring. Th e sweep of Russian frontier 
expansion, the compressed drama of Stalinist industrialization, the grandi-
ose replumbing of Soviet Central Asia among other themes cry out (at least I 
can hear them) for the attention of environmental historians.16

In recent years, environmental historians—from outside Russia but also in 
growing numbers from Russia—have researched, analyzed, and debated the 
topics listed by McNeill and many more. A full survey of the growing fi eld 
of “Russian environmental history” is beyond the scope of this introduction, 
but a good sense can be gained from Julia Lajus’s comprehensive review pub-
lished in 2018, alongside a shorter review of a smaller fi eld by Andy Bruno a 
decade earlier.17 More recently, reviewing books on such diff erent subjects as 
a history of frozen earth (permafrost), an environmental history of the Car-
pathian Mountains in neighboring Ukraine, and a history of Russian national 
parks,18 Christopher Ely begins by echoing McNeill’s anxiety about the slow 
development of “Russian environmental history,” but then undermines it by 
asserting that “post-Soviet environmental history has achieved a reach and 
level of sophistication comparable to that of other regions.”19 Stressing “place” 
as the dominant organizing concept of a recent book of essays titled Place and 
Nature, which takes diff erent but complementary methodological approaches, 
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he uses the metaphor of a platypus, arguing that, nevertheless, “like the Aus-
tralian mammal [the book] still manages to function eff ectively.”20  Th ere has 
been a growing Russian-language literature on environmental history, repre-
sented in English in international journals such as Global Environment, Euro-
pean History Review, and Water History,21 in addition to journals in Russian 
and Soviet studies.22 Journals published in Russia have begun to include papers 
on environmental history, particularly as it enters into dialogue with other 
fi elds of history:  economic history, history of medicine, urban history.23 

Environmental historians of the Russian and Soviet lands are broadening 
the geographical scope of the fi eld by paying more attention to non-Russian 
territories that were once governed from St. Petersburg and Moscow, such as 
Ukraine and Central Asia. Further, environmental historians of this part of the 
world are taking transnational and comparative perspectives that challenge 
notions of its exceptionalism. Th ey are presenting more nuanced interpreta-
tions by comparing the development, application, and impact of technolo-
gies at a global level, along with Indigenous knowledge in colonial contexts, 
and analyzing intercontinental transfers and exchanges of people, biota, and 
knowledge.24 Our book off ers a contribution to this burgeoning fi eld by pre-
senting detailed research on what may be considered the “core” territories of 
the former Russian Empire and Soviet Union, including Siberia. Among the 
locations in our purview are not only the Russian North and Volga region but 
the Urals and Western Siberia that are less well-known to international audi-
ences than their global signifi cance merits. For example, the Khanty-Mansi 
National/ Autonomous Okrug—the regional focus of Evgenii Gololobov’s and, 
partly, Valentina Roxo’s chapters in this book—has been a major center of the 
booming Soviet and Russian oil industry since the 1970s, yet its name remains 
unfamiliar even to many historians, let alone readers of the media.25 

Despite these developments in Russian and Soviet environmental history, 
readers who seek to learn about them from works on global and world envi-
ronmental history written in English by specialists on other parts of the world 
would remain largely in ignorance. Many such works of synthesis have paid 
relatively little attention to the Russian and Soviet worlds, which is surpris-
ing since the tsarist, Soviet, and post-Soviet Russian states were, and are, the 
world’s largest by area, if not population. As McNeill indicated, moreover, 
they off er rich scope in research topics of global signifi cance. When consid-
ering Europe and Asia, global and world environmental histories have paid 
far more attention to Western Europe and the east and south of Asia rather 
than the center—or “heartland” to use Halford Mackinder’s term—of the en-
tire Eurasian continent.26 Th is is not to deny the importance of the Eurasian 
peripheries, of course, but to point out that an understanding of global or 
world environmental history is incomplete without due attention to conti-
nental interiors. 
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Th ere are various explanations for these emphases, or perhaps distortions, 
as well as for the relative neglect of Russian/Soviet environmental histories in 
Anglophone global or world histories. Most of the authors do not have the 
language skills to read primary sources or scholarly studies in the languages 
of the region. Th ey have tended to rely on oft en older works in English and 
other Western European languages. Th ey have been infl uenced, consciously or 
subconsciously, by negative stereotypes and prejudices about these lands and 
their people, that long predate the communist regime and stretch back into 
early modern Europe. Th ese can be readily tested by asking a random selec-
tion of people in the Western world for their instinctive reaction to the phrase 
“Russian environmental history.”27

When Anglophone works on global and world environmental history do 
consider the cases from the Russian Empire or the Soviet Union, they have 
tended to present a one-sided or distorted picture that uses them as examples 
largely of wholesale destruction and pollution of the environment. Th e envi-
ronmental history of this part of the world is presented in such works mainly 
as a list of anthropogenic disasters, such as: the desiccation of the Aral Sea as 
water from the rivers that feed it was diverted for irrigation; the Chernobyl’ 
nuclear power station explosion caused by design fl aws and human error; 
threats to the pristine waters of Lake Baikal from cellulose plants built on its 
shores. It could have been worse. A global environmental disaster was averted 
by a decision by the Soviet leadership in the late 1980s to cancel plans to divert 
rivers fl owing into the Arctic Ocean to arid regions in the south of the Soviet 
Union. Th ese are just the headline cases. Rapid industrialization in the Soviet 
Union from the late 1920s caused massive pollution of the environments the 
workers and wider population lived in. Free-fl owing rivers such as the Dnieper 
(Dnipro), Don, and Volga were converted to chains of stagnant lakes by dams 
to provide hydroelectric power and water for irrigation. Blame for this envi-
ronmental degradation is attributed to wasteful and ill-considered exploita-
tion of natural resources by authoritarian states, tsarist and Communist, that 
prioritized economic development and state needs over the health of their en-
vironments and populations. Th ese states compounded their sins by thwarting 
nascent environmental movements. Th e chapters in our book do not seek to 
deny this negative history but off er more nuanced interpretations that present 
the environmental history of this part of the world in similar terms to environ-
mental histories of other parts of the world. 

“Environment as History”: Humans in Nature

Like most environmental historians, the authors of the present volume share a 
concern not for the history of the environment as such but specifi cally, and in 
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Introduction 9

each particular instance, for the ways in which human behavior is imbricated 
in nature. To put it more simply, it is the ever-present interactions between 
“humans” and “nature” that interest us. Th is is not an empty statement, and 
it is indicative of one among many emerging new strands in Russian envi-
ronmental history. Two recent monographs approach such interactions from 
the angle of animals, water, and regions that were peripheral to the centers of 
political power in the Russian and Soviet states. Bathsheba Demuth’s Float-
ing Coast, which examines both the Siberian and Alaskan sides of the Bering 
Straits, takes up the perspective of the walruses and the whales and becomes, 
as Sophie Pinkham puts it, “history from the vantage point of the sea; polit-
ical treaties and trade agreements, monarchs and presidents fl ash by on the 
periphery, as if seen from far away.”28 In a diff erent example, Maya Peterson’s 
recent history of the Aral Sea basin in Central Asia argues that the ground-
work for its desiccation in the Soviet period was laid by the irrigation networks 
of the nineteenth century that diverted water from the rivers that fed it. Her 
book thus proposes continuities as well as ruptures in policies and attitudes 
toward the environment between the imperial and the Soviet regimes.29 In 
both Beringia and Central Asia, however, plans to manipulate environments 
devised in the imperial period were implemented so much more strongly and 
with so far greater consequences aft er 1917 as to make them an entirely diff er-
ent project. Both of these books off er revealing perspectives from politically 
peripheral regions of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union, where the envi-
ronments posed serious challenges to the designs of the central governments 
but were vulnerable to the consequences when such designs were realized. 
Th ese new approaches are welcome as “Russian environmental history” ex-
plores a variety of methodologies. Along this spectrum, our book comes down 
fi rmly on the side of human history. Each of the chapters in this book, which 
off er viewpoints from a wide range of regions and diff erent time periods, takes 
up a particular situation that has long been acknowledged as a signifi cant his-
torical question and explores the ways in which focus on the environment can 
illuminate new aspects.

Environmental historians are interested to understand how economic de-
velopment was inscribed in the environment, namely how it transformed “na-
ture” into “environment” through technology in the process of “environing.”30 
Th is methodology, which permits us to distinguish “nature” from “the envi-
ronment,” has been applied to the longue durée history of the Solovki Islands 
in the Russian North.31 Readers of this volume may fi nd that this methodology 
presents a framework to understand the developments analyzed. Th us, careful 
diff erentiation between “nature” that is perceived ahistorically in spiritual and 
scientifi c practices and the “environment” that is an actor and a result of his-
torical transformation by means of available technologies helps to build more 
nuanced multifaceted narratives of human relations with the planet and with 
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other forms of life. For Russian environmental history, the need for “deeper 
analysis of attempts to inventorize the considerable riches of its land, water 
and marine resources, and parallel initiatives directed towards gaining greater 
understanding of the inner workings of the natural world and associated pro-
cesses”32 has already been declared several times. It has been accompanied by a 
hope of understanding the “sophisticated system of natural resource manage-
ment embedded in the country’s regional and local economies.” Several of the 
chapters in this book will help to fulfi ll this task, but others serve to broaden 
the scope of research into less developed aspects than natural resources or 
pollution.

Rather than seeking something specifi c about the environmental history 
of the Russian and Soviet lands—either in the alleged malign infl uence of its 
harsh environment on the people and political regimes that have made their 
homes there or in the supposed equally malign infl uence on the environment 
of these people and their states—the overall tone of the chapters in this book 
taken as a body of scholarship suggest a multifaceted interrelationship between 
“nature” and “culture.” Together with many environmental historians of other 
parts of the globe, those working on the Russian/Soviet space have been mov-
ing away from a sharp distinction between the more-than-human and human 
worlds. Rather, they focus on entanglements between human societies and the 
environments of which they are a part and coevolution rather than humans 
being obstructed by or conquering and degrading the “natural world.”33

How Focusing on Environment Changes Historical Chronologies

An environmental perspective provides interesting new boundaries and chronol-
ogies for the practice of history. For example, the concept of the Anthropocene 
as a distinct period in geological time highlights the incipient exploitation of 
fossil fuels, beginning in the 1780s, as a decisive moment of change, in some 
ways coinciding with what global historians like to describe as the emergence 
of the modern world.34 Th e chapters in our volume explore the potential of 
these new chronological landmarks for the writing of history of the spaces of 
the former Russian Empire and part of the Soviet Union (mainly the territory 
of the Russian Soviet Socialist Republic), but even more for inscribing this 
history in the larger landscape of human-natural interactions. Th us, several 
of the chapters are concerned with mapping industrialization in these terri-
tories onto the better-known (in the English-language literature) scenarios 
of massive industrial production that followed the concerted exploitation of 
coal resources in the late eighteenth century and movements of protest against 
industrial pollution by the end of the nineteenth. Some historians date the 
beginning of the Anthropocene to the 1950s. Some further chapters can be 
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read in this context, focusing on the displacement of local fi shing and hunting 
industries by the unprecedented massive exploitation of oil and gas resources 
in the 1960s and 1970s, or eff orts by local activists to limit the degradation 
brought about by development of wetlands and large-scale drilling. Th e Soviet 
drive to use—and also to protect—natural resources corresponds in time to 
a parallel intensifi cation in other parts of the world, and can productively be 
juxtaposed in order to complete our picture of the special, intensive, aggressive 
assault on natural resources that characterizes the post–World War II era. In 
short, environmental history gives us the tools to move beyond exceptional-
isms and Sonderwegs, posing questions in a universal language that permits us 
to situate events and movements in a global context.

So far, the literature on Russian, Soviet, and Eurasian environmental history 
has largely focused on the late imperial and early Soviet periods. Our book 
expands this chronological scope, devoting attention to the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries as well as the late Soviet period and beyond. 

Environment and Social History

Our wish to integrate the environment into the historical narrative has impli-
cations for social history as well. How does focus on human-natural relations 
change our understanding of social interactions? Several of the pieces in the 
volume (Vinogradov, Mazanik, Bruisch, Roxo) allow us to shift  our focus from 
the familiar state-versus-society model to the specifi c strategies and negoti-
ations among local groups and forces. We needn’t wander around with our 
lighted torch in broad daylight, seeking evidence of “civil society,” as a previous 
generation of American (and German) social historians frequently did. In-
stead, looking at images of, and protests against, the pollution of the Volga in 
the late nineteenth century shows us in a manner completely devoid of ambi-
guity how local citizens formed associations, negotiated with factory owners, 
strategized and compromised, and ultimately shaped outcomes. What comes 
to the fore, then, is not an a priori opposition between state and society but the 
multiple interstices in which individuals and groups operate, and the confl icts 
and interactions of local powers at many diff erent levels.35

An important recent volume on Eurasian environmental history asserted, 
and we agree, that historians discover innovative professional tools and dif-
ferent types of sources when they include environment in their narratives.36 
Moreover, these new tools are instrumental not only for environmental history 
itself but for the deep, multilayered understanding of history in general. Th e 
central question of historical enterprise is a question of power; environmental 
history is not an exception. Th us, the authors of this book make a signifi cant 
contribution to ongoing discussions on imperial geographies37 and the “nature 
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of Soviet power.”38 As Douglas Weiner put it, “Appreciation of the saturation of 
history and knowledge with questions about power give us the most powerful 
tool to reconstitute the ‘environment’ as a central and prepossessing category 
of analysis.”39 If we agree that behind any confi guration of the environment is a 
social agenda—and we would like to note that the need for environmental his-
tory to be engaged more fully with social and political theory has already been 
declared40—then we should emphasize that through the studies of how envi-
ronment was constructed and perceived, of what kind of relations between 
human and nonhuman actors evolved in the history of Russia and the Soviet 
Union, we would much better understand the power relations, the economic 
successes and pitfalls and their costs, and the social and cultural transforma-
tions of society. It might even be said that this approach actually embodies the 
urge for the “greening” of social and labor history by incorporating environ-
mental issues and nonhuman actors into the historical narrative. 

Th e authors turn their attention to state authorities and experts, but also to 
less obvious and visible historical actors: monks, traders, workers of the chem-
ical industry, Indigenous people, peoples’ controllers who—some readers may 
be surprised to learn—were on the side of rational environmental policy in the 
1970s, and many others.

In addition, this type of history also highlights the unrealized scenarios, the 
possible futures that never became. What if camel breeding had continued to 
be a signifi cant part of Russian husbandry, if Indigenous fi shing and hunting 
activities had not become a victim of oil and gas production, or if this oil and 
gas economy had not fl ourished . . .

Th e Project and the Chapters

Th e volume we wish to present is just one piece of a multilayered long-term 
collective project involving the authors represented here but also many other 
participants. Our endeavor has been deliberately international, involving 
scholars from the Russian Federation and Ukraine; other parts of Europe, in-
cluding the United Kingdom; and the United States. Our collaboration began 
at international conferences devoted to environmental history41 and Russian, 
Eurasian, and East European area studies42 in Europe and North American 
over a decade and a half ago. We moved from presenting panels at confer-
ences to organizing our own meetings, for example at Georgetown University 
in 2009 and, in particular, at the European University and the Laboratory for 
Environmental and Technological History at the Higher School of Economics 
in St. Petersburg. Some of our meetings have been parts of larger projects, 
including an international network supported by the Leverhulme Trust in 
2013–16 that funded conferences, workshops, and fi eld trips in St. Petersburg, 
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Solovki, Irkutsk and Lake Baikal, Perm’, Ekaterinburg and other locations in 
the Urals, and Kyiv and Chernobyl’ in Ukraine. In the course of our work, we 
have broadened our circle of “Russian environmental historians” to include 
scholars who are or have been based at Elabuga in Tatarstan and Tiumen’ and 
Surgut in Western Siberia. Th e broad geographical backgrounds of our au-
thors and the wider group, both within and without the territories of the for-
mer Russian Empire and Soviet Union, is essential to our understanding of 
their environmental history. Our collaboration has led to a number of joint 
publications.43 Th is present volume complements another edited collection, 
Place and Nature,44 that focuses on the locality and the need for an integral 
approach to environment in a circumscribed space. Th is second book mirrors 
the fi rst by refl ecting more strongly the universalizing aspects of our endeavor, 
and provides some examples of ways in which the story of the Eurasian space 
may be “made familiar” to students of other geographical regions.

Th e chapters in this book are representative of the broad range of current 
work on the environmental history of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union. 
Th ey explore ways in which humans in this part of the world have conceived, 
managed, and sought to change their role in the wider environment. Th ey also 
refl ect the growing variety of subjects investigated by environmental histori-
ans. Th ere are chapters on important topics of long-standing interest, such as 
pollution and environmental movements. Th e use of natural resources features 
prominently. And attention is given to subjects that have attracted more notice 
in recent years, such as animals and wetlands. Th e environmental humanities 
are represented in a chapter on the impact of human activity on the environ-
ment through the eyes of a Russian artist. Readers can also compare the ap-
proach of a historical geographer with those of environmental historians. Th e 
scope of the chapters ranges from the vast territory of the former Russian Em-
pire and Soviet Union in its entirety to case studies of particular regions. Th e re-
gions investigated echo the diversity of the lands that have come under Russian 
and Soviet rule or domination, including the White Sea in the north, the Volga 
River and basin, the Ural Mountains, and Siberia. From the perspective of time, 
the chapters consider periods from the early modern era to the present day. 

How did management expertise contribute to the exploitation of natural 
resources in the Russian Far North in the early modern period? What was 
Russia’s role in early industrialization on the eve of the emergence of the 
fossil fuel economy? How was environmental degradation refl ected in nine-
teenth-century art? What role did pollution play, and what were responses, in 
late imperial Kazan’? What was the interaction between intensive oil and gas 
exploitation and Indigenous industries in the extraction centers of Western 
Siberia? How did camels become a factor in the agriculture of European Rus-
sia? What was the place of animals in the creation of a public health system 
in imperial Russia? What measures did the Soviets take to preserve wetlands, 

Thinking Russia's History Environmentally 
Edited by Catherine Evtuhov, Julia Lajus, and David Moon 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EvtuhovThinking 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EvtuhovThinking


14 Catherine Evtuhov, Julia Lajus, David Moon

and how did environmental protest accompany the oil industry in the 1970s? 
How does taking environmental factors into account contribute to our fram-
ing of empire? Finally, what can we learn about the Russian/Norwegian border 
through exploration of environmental issues and tourism?

Conclusion

One of the purposes of the present volume is to showcase a selection of recent 
studies by specialists on the region who have the requisite linguistic skills, ac-
cess to sources, and deep familiarity with its environment, history, and culture. 
It should be noted that the selection is not distorted to present only “negative” 
or “positive” stories. Th e chapters deliberately include detailed analyses of ex-
ploitation of natural resources and pollution, as well as cases of people show-
ing agency in articulating concerns about environmental degradation that are 
among a range of topics of interest to environmental historians of other parts 
of the globe. Th e better integration of the Russian and Soviet cases into world 
and global environmental history would allow scholars to test the recent as-
sertion by Pey-Yi Chu: “A growing body of scholarship is fi nding Soviet re-
lationships with the environment to be distinctive but not aberrant, grimly 
consistent with global trends rather than singularly destructive.”45

Finally, we note that our book brings together voices from a multiplicity 
of diff erent traditions, thereby literally embodying the international princi-
ple that characterizes our method. Our authors hail from St. Petersburg and 
Genoa; Washington, DC and New York City; Maine; Tiumen’; Surgut; Zapo-
rizhzhia; Moscow and London; Göttingen and Dublin; Ekaterinburg and 
Munich; Birmingham, UK; and Kirkenes at the northern tip of Scandinavia. 
While this sort of international collaboration and intensive travel have (we 
hope temporarily) faded into the past, we hope that our book may serve as a 
testament to the benefi ts of such cooperative adventures. We have sought to 
preserve individual voices while at the same time joining in a common task.

Catherine Evtuhov is professor of history at Columbia University in the City 
of New York.

Julia Lajus is visiting associate professor in the History Department, the Har-
riman Institute, and the Climate School at Columbia University. She was for-
merly associate professor and senior researcher at the Department of History 
and head of the Laboratory for Environmental and Technological History, Na-
tional Research University Higher School of Economics, St. Petersburg.
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