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We dedicate this special issue to the memory of Maya Karin Peterson, who
passed away unexpectedly and tragically on June 16, 2021. We, the editors and
authors of this special issue, are still shocked and deeply saddened by this
terrible loss. We can only seek some small solace in the fact that her highly
original and relevant contribution on the Eurasian steppe was ready for pub-
lication when her life ended so abruptly. We are grateful to the editors of the
Slavic Review, who kindly agreed to publish her paper posthumously.

We have been fortunate to know Maya as a colleague, and some, as a
friend. To all, she was a kind, generous, inspiring person, with a keen sense
of humor; and a brilliant scholar, who produced research of the highest stan-
dard, making an extraordinary contribution to east European and Central
Asian studies. Her love of different natural environments, from the steppes to
the mountains, was truly inspirational, helping generate more awareness of
their value, and of their specificity in the historical disciplines. Her memory
will live on in our hearts and in our minds.

The steppe has many faces and many meanings. Depending on one’s view-
point or disciplinary perspective, it is perceived and depicted as a wide, free
space, a geographical unit, or a contact zone. It is also seen as a barren land
awaiting the transformation of humans and nature, a projection screen for
identities, and a space for self-realization.! The steppe is often associated with
certain climatic conditions, with a specific flora and fauna. As an object of
study, it is not only of interest to geographers, geologists, zoologists, or bota-
nists but also to historians, art historians, cultural studies experts, and many
others.

Productive historical research mostly focuses on the steppe in the pre-
revolutionary period; such scholarship hardly exists for the Soviet period.
Even if single studies from different disciplines exist, the Soviet steppe as
such has hardly ever become a topic of interdisciplinary research. This is
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surprising because the Soviet and post-Soviet periods saw multiple engage-
ments with the steppe of different groups of actors and in different spheres
such as agriculture or film. The transformative zeal of the socialist regime
reached into the steppe and led to large-scale attempts to change populations
and landscapes, often with far-reaching and long-lasting social, political,
and ecological consequences. It is the aim of this themed section to address
the Soviet steppe in an inter-disciplinary approach and stimulate further
research. In particular, geographic and environmental perspectives will be
combined with historical-political and literary-cinematic ones.

Biogeographically, the Soviet steppe belongs to the steppe belt of the
Eurasian continent, the largest steppe region in the world. It stretches from
central Europe to China, comprising parts of Ukraine, southern Russia,
Central Asia, Mongolia, and China. Its main characteristics are defined by
its treeless vegetation, a low amount of precipitation (200-400 mm per year),
with high seasonal and inter-annual differences, a temperate climate with
diurnal (hot days and cold nights), seasonal (hot summers and cold winters)
variations, and high solar radiation.? Such conditions are found not only in
Eurasia, but also on other continents, however, often bearing different terms:
most notably, the North American prairie, the South American pampas, and
temperate savannahs in Africa.

The Soviet steppe is also a product of the political, economic, and cul-
tural history of the Eurasian steppe belt. For millennia, the Eurasian steppe
has been the home of nomadic and semi-nomadic populations practicing ani-
mal husbandry. Practices of grazing, burning grasses, and agro-pastoralism
meant that the Eurasian steppe has been for a long time an anthropogenic
landscape: the key characteristics of the steppe listed above are not simply
“natural,” but considerably shaped by humans.? Throughout the millennia,
political and environmental changes engendered vast population movements
across the steppe. Pastoralists have always been closely connected to seden-
tary populations in oases or outside the steppe belt through commerce. In
particular, Eurasian nomads’ mobility patterns influentially shaped trade
along the networks of trade routes traditionally referred to as the “Silk Road.”
Nomadic pastoralists—in particular the Huns during the fourth and fifth cen-
turies, and the Mongols and Turks during the tenth and the fifteenth centu-
ries—also excelled in warfare and conquest, at times driven by the limitations
of the steppe ecology.” Migration, colonization, appropriation, and expulsion
have very much shaped the steppe’s history.°
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Two main approaches inform research on the Soviet steppe. The first
approach conceives of the steppe as “grasslands.” Grasslands denote, some-
what tautologically, “a habitat dominated by grass.”” This approach fore-
grounds the predominant vegetation cover of the steppe, but may also allude to
its flat topography by making an analogy to the ocean with expressions such as
“seas of grass.”® Through its focus on vegetation cover, this approach allows the
connection of the Soviet steppe to debates on other grasslands, including those
with different climatic and geographical conditions.’ The second approach con-
ceives of the Soviet steppe as “drylands” or “arid lands.”'® Putting it simply,
drylands are defined as areas where the potential water loss through evapora-
tion balances or exceeds the meager annual rainfall.!! Such an approach privi-
leges conceiving of the steppe as a climatological space characterized by a low
amount of precipitation with high seasonal and inter-annual variability and
high evapotranspiration. It connects the Soviet steppe to debates on other semi-
arid and arid spaces such as North Africa and the Middle East.!?

The presence of these two approaches to the Soviet steppe are partly a
result of the ecological diversity within the landscapes subsumed under the
term “steppe” in the former Soviet Union. The distinctly different prevailing
ecologies raise the question about the definition of the steppe as a biome in
the Russian empire and the Soviet Union. In other words: why is it that the
distinctly different ecological spaces of the fertile Ukrainian chernozem lands
with rain-fed agriculture and the parched loess plains with sparse vegetation
cover in Uzbekistan were classified under the very same category? There exists
a significant body of literature on the scientific bases of the Soviet classifica-
tion system for biomes.!®> However, establishing climatic, vegetation, and soil
taxonomies is hardly ever a purely scientific, but also a political exercise.'
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For Russian (imperial) and Soviet history, the steppe has always been
important. Tensions between settled Slavs and their nomadic neighbors
date back to early Russian history. In the sixteenth century, a distinct shift
occurred on the Eurasian steppe: the advent of Russian settlers and the spread
of agriculture. The Turko-Mongolic inhabitants of the steppe zones were often
perceived as a threat to Slavic settlement. In the early modern period, the
steppe zones in the south were regarded by Catherine the Great and other
Russian rulers as lands of economic possibilities and demographic engineer-
ing with the potential for agriculture, trade, and commerce. Ultimately, the
steppe became a symbol of Russia itself."®

The trend of settlers appropriating the steppe accelerated during the eigh-
teenth to the twentieth centuries not just on the Eurasian steppe, but also in
similar ecological zones across the globe, when farmers converted millions of
hectares of grasslands into fields of grain.!® This brought about fundamental
changes to the pastoral economies of the grasslands, with a series of inva-
sions in flora and fauna, the advent of new technologies such as trains or
hydrological engineering, but also rapid social change and displacement of
entire populations.”” The comparison of these processes on different conti-
nents remains to date little explored, with the exception of the connections
between the Russian steppe and the North American prairie.'®

Since the time of Catherine the Great at the latest, nomads’ way of liv-
ing was clearly regarded inferior to settlers’ by representatives of the imperial
political system and elites. Nevertheless, the Russian empire did not pursue
large-scale campaigns of sedentarization. Turning nomadic or semi-nomadic
groups into sedentary Soviet citizens became a major project under losif
Stalin. It is not by coincidence that several historiographic studies in different
languages have been devoted to the sedentarization campaign and the cata-
strophic famine in Kazakhstan in the (early) 1930s, as it was a blatant example
of how Stalin’s regime dealt with rural and nomadic populations.!®
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The Bolsheviks’ extreme efforts to transform people, society, land-
scapes and nature affected the steppe and desert regions in several respects.
Continuing pre-revolutionary, imperial practices and patterns of thought,
the “empty,” “barren” lands were regarded as ideal spaces for the erection
of modern worlds, of economic and infrastructure development, for the con-
struction of railways or irrigation canals, simultaneously aiming to modernize
populations perceived as “backward.” The non-productive, dull steppe lands
were to be turned into blossoming gardens, with the aim of cultivating certain
crops in ever growing amounts.?® Cotton was the “white gold” around which
some of the Soviet republics’ economies and politics centered. Cotton growing
demanded the expansion of irrigation systems that was most intensely pur-
sued beginning in the (late) 1950s. Irrigation construction, however, did not
always lead to full-scale infrastructural development as the building of roads
or settlements lagged behind. Drainage systems were much discussed but not
realized sufficiently so that ecological problems like groundwater rising and
waterlogging quickly became so serious that they damaged (agricultural) pro-
duction. The desiccation of the huge Aral Sea since the 1960s was in large part
a consequence of excessive irrigation.

The steppe-related imaginaries and discourses certainly became more crit-
ical from the 1970s on. However, the perception of steppe inhabitants (human
and non-human) as strange, the “othering,” or the persisting visions for large-
scale transformation remained, thereby exhibiting a strong continuity of pre-
Soviet and Soviet narratives. Irrigation construction, for example, went on until
the late Soviet period although due to its ecological and economic effects it was
heavily criticized by journalists, scholars, and writers.?! Other ecological prob-
lems were increasingly discussed in public in the late Soviet period.?? In 1989,
on the eve of the Soviet Union’s collapse, one of the first notable anti-nuclear
movements in the Soviet Union emerged in Kazakhstan. It was called “Nevada
Semipalatinsk” and was led by the author Olzhas Suleimenov. The movement’s
protests resulted in the closure of the nuclear test site at Semipalatinsk in 1991
where the Soviet state had conducted hundreds of nuclear weapons tests.?> The
national and social implications of ecological damage, the decline of biodiver-
sity and radiation need to be studied further.
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The articles within this thematic cluster speak to many of the themes
highlighted above. In her analysis of the steppe as a curative place, Maya
Peterson describes how exposure to its climate in conjunction with drink-
ing vast quantities of kumys, the famous fermented mare’s milk produced
by steppe herders, was understood to improve people’s health. Rather than
referring to the steppe as a capricious, unstable, and possibly hostile environ-
ment for humans, the “climate-kumys cure” (klimatokumysolechenie) in the
1920s Soviet Union propagated the climatic characteristics of the steppe as
beneficial for the human organism. Soviet doctors argued that exposing the
body to the large temperature differences between hot summer days and cool
temperatures at night would lead to zakalivanie (Russian for tempering). More
precisely, the body would be trained to be less affected by cold, better able
to resist infections and generally to protect itself. This tempering should be
particularly beneficial for patients suffering from tuberculosis, provided that
their bodies were not too weakened by the condition to endure the strain of
this process. The idea of zakalivanie involved physical activities and taking
advantage of the fresh air rather than letting the body rest only. It drew on the
presumed strengthening properties of the steppe environment, which also, in
condensed form, were contained in the kumys produced from sturdy mares
fed by steppe grasses. In this understanding, the harshness of the steppe thus
invigorated and cured humans.

Timm Schonfelder’s article points to the term melioratsiya, translated as
“melioration” or “amelioration.” Melioration refers to hydro-technical and
agricultural measures intended to “improve the land” by improving its water
and soil as well as climatic conditions. The main aim of these measures is to
enable or increase agricultural production, or to make possible the exploita-
tion of raw materials such as peat.?* While melioratsiya as a concept already
existed during the early Soviet Union, it gained particular traction during
the Brezhnev era. The science and practice of melioratsiya mainly developed
on the experimental fields of the Central Asian drylands and particularly in
the Turkmen SSR, with irrigation and drainage being its key measures. As
Schonfelder’s paper demonstrates, insights from Central Asia were trans-
ferred to the steppes of the North Caucasus without adaptations to the local
context. Through the lens of melioratsiya, the steppe was turned conceptu-
ally into a natural resource. In other words, the steppe was understood solely
through its useful properties for the Soviet economy—as potentially fertile
soil strata to increase the agricultural output of the land. This view of the
steppe was both instrumental and technical, and melioratsiya was a domain
of Soviet engineering. It resulted in grand plans to bring ever more water to
the Stavropol steppe to fix its presumed key deficit: sparse and unpredictable
rainfall. Such a perspective, however, ignored the steppe’s fragile ecosystem
and led to erosion and degradation.

Throughout the Soviet period, the steppe remained a challenge not just for
land reclamation and irrigation, but also for Soviet imagination. The Central
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Asian drylands defied easy integration into narratives of a collective Soviet
space. Soviet art was partly built on the heritage of the pre-revolutionary
Russian imperial culture. Clemens Giinther’s article explores the element of
strangeness in the case of Turkmenistan. Particularly insightful is his explora-
tion of Turkmenistan’slandscape in Russian and Soviet science fiction literature
and film. These works allude to Turkmenistan as being “alien” by connecting
it to outer space. In doing so, they undertake a literary exploration of a Marxist
political and economic utopia on Mars as in Alexander Bogdanov’s The Red
Star (1908) or Engineer Menni (1912),% suggesting that it could also come true
on Earth. In turn, they provide the ground for the biting critique of the Soviet
system in Georgii Danieliya’s film Kin-dza-dza (1986) with a built-in escape
route by claiming that the story was situated in outer space. Turkmenistan, it
seems, served as a “landscape analogue” in Soviet literature and film to simu-
late outer space. Such an interpretation expands the redefinition of the steppe
as new or virgin land by yet another dimension—the term also denotes spaces
beyond the Earth’s atmosphere. Yuri Gagarin, the Soviet cosmonaut and first
man in space, received among many other awards the Soviet medal “for the
conquest of virgin lands” (“za osvoenie tselinnykh zemel'”).?° The Soviet steppe
has been closely connected to Soviet spacefaring from its inception. Among
other reasons, the location of Baikonur spaceport was chosen because it had
the possibility of launching eastward or near-eastward over a “sparsely popu-
lated” area—the Kazakh steppe. Together with the agrarian modernity of the
Virgin Lands Campaign, the Kazakh steppe was chosen as the background of
Soviet space modernity and became both the landing ground for victorious
cosmonauts and the drop zone for rocket debris.?”
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