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RUSN 363: Environmental Literature and the History of Science and Ecocide in the USSR 
             Walsh-Ellett 210  1:30 – 2:45 pm 
  Dr. Susanna Weygandt (Russian) 
 Office Hours: Zoom on Wednesdays 7:00-7:30 pm  https://sewanee-edu.zoom.us/j/92657473980 
             Meeting ID  926 5747 3980  and also Mondays: Gailor 220 11 am -12:30 pm. Office hours are also  
  available by appointment! Email: esweygan@sewanee.edu 

                                      
Course Description 
This course is designed to introduce students to the history of science and engineering in the context 
of the Soviet Union, from the Industrial Revolution through the Cold War and post-Cold War 
period. A major component of the course will focus on the historical personalities, experiments,  
images (photographs and films), writings, and institutions that were involved in the successes and 
failures of the Soviet Union as a modern scientific and technological superpower. After the Russian 
Revolution there was a research boom in visionary biology characteristic of “big science.” Research 
was focused on revolutionary engineering, pathological changes, including metabolism, 
reproduction, nervous and endocrine regulation, cell division, psychology, immunity, and heredity. 
This course will study the innovations in Soviet science against its socio-historical background. From 
the Soviet atomic bomb and the design of warfare submarines to utopian ideas of growing summer 
crops in the winter, from importing Ford tractors to cloning IBM computers and the co-founding of 
Google by Sergey Brin, the Soviet Union placed science and technology at the forefront of its vision 
of human progress.          

Deep Questions and Critical Issues our course engages 
Home to many technological achievements – and infamous ecological disasters – the Soviet Union 
was a place where the deeds, words and images of technological utopianism had transformative 
power over nature and society. Some of the questions we will ask while learning about the planning 
and realization of technological megaprojects by the Soviet state: 

• How do the inventions, experiments, and scientific processes in the Soviet Union compare 
and contrast with Western ideals and ethics concerning science and human control over the 
environment? 

• What has Western science learned from the successes and failures of Soviet science and vice 
versa? 

• How can we use approaches from Environmental Studies to shed a new light on Russian 
classical texts by Turgenev and Russian Silver Age poets? 
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• How can innovation (creative ideas that help humans in their everyday lives) be combined 
with technology? In a Covid and post-Covid world, students are interested in how skills 
from class can lead to their careers. Reading, discussing, and formulating ideas about 
innovation in class will help students move along the path of innovation in their careers. 

Additional Objectives: 

• Become equipped with skills to interpret primary sources; 
• Gain analytic skills when reading, discussing, presenting, and writing about secondary and 

primary sources; 
• Improve writing skills; 
• Undertake a research essay inspired by academic inquiry and personal interest; 
• Learn to interpret non-text media including film and visual art exhibitions. 

The language of instruction in this course is English. Both primary historical sources as well as 
secondary sources will be studied. Several of the works will be available for Russian language 
students to read in the original. Organized around different themes and methodologies, our 
readings include important works by anthropologists, sociologists, and philosophers, as well as by 
historians of science and technology. Historical questions about the great experiments of the 20th-
century will be paramount, while aesthetic and epistemological problems will also be engaged. 

                          
Recommended but not required reading: 
David Joravsky: Soviet Marxism and Natural Science, 1917-1932. New York: Columbia UP, 1961 
 
Required readings and viewings: 
Embedded Selections (PDFs/Links) by: 
Joravsky 
Karpova 
Weygandt 
Gasparov 
Roll-Hansen 
Lewenstein 
Lakhtikova 
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Books: 
Svetlana Aleksievich, Voices of Chernobyl, selections. This book is available at the Book Store and in 
the library. 
Mikhail Bulgakov, Heart of a Dog.  This book is available at the Book Store and in the library. 
 
Films:  
Andrei Tarkovsky (Dir.), Stalker - Kanopy Link 
The Saint (Phillip Noyce, 1997) 
Amphibian Man (1962, filmed in Cuba, directed by Vladimir Chebotaryov and Gennadi Kazansky). 
Vitaly Mansky’s Pipeline (2013) 
Andrey Zvyagintsev: Leviathan (2014)  available here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8li16lqdKBM&t=3785s&has_verified=1 
                                 
Key Dates: 

Assignments Due Dates (all written work due 
printed out at my office shelf, 
Gailor 220 by 5pm). 

Film Analysis brief written response Tuesday 2/23 

Film Analysis essay  Tuesday 4/27 

Two summaries of reviews of scientific books Tuesday 3/2 and Thursday 3/11 

Presentations - each student will give a 5-6 minute 
presentation 

Thursday 3/4   or Tuesday 3/9 

Debates Thursday March 4th and Tuesday 
March 9th 

Cover Letter Tuesday 5/4 (May 4th) 

Final writing project May 18th by 5pm to 
esweygan@sewanee.edu 

                                      
Your final grade will be calculated using these percentages: 
 
 
Some guidelines about participation: 

Participation: 10% 
Attendance: 10% 
Writing response about 19th c. environmental writing 10% 
Presentation from assigned readings: 5% 
Debates: 10% 
Summaries of book reviews: 10% each (so 20% total) 
Written response (short) to film Amphibian Man: 5% 
Film response essay (using film Leviathan): 10% 
Final research paper or review essay: 15% 
Cover letter: 5% 
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The participation mark is primarily based on in-class discussion of lecture materials and readings. 
The reason why there is one grade for participation and one for attendance is that “class 
participation” is meant to encourage (and reward) not mere presence but rather demonstrated 
engagement with the course content and active involvement in promoting a positive learning 
environment. Your participation grade is based on the thoughtfulness of your comments, questions, 
and observations, and your engagement with the course materials and with your classmates. There 
are many times to speak during class and contribute to class discussion.  Those who respectfully 
listen to their peers and build upon their peers’ comments with thoughtful comments receive a good 
participation grade. If you are shy about speaking in class, talk to me, and we will think of ways that 
your opinion about the reading can be heard. 
 
This course has a G4 general education requirement, and also counts as a course leading to the 
History Major. 
The G4 learning goal is: 
Curiosity about society and its institutions is central to the engaged life. In addition, informed 
citizens should have an understanding of individual and collective behavior in the past and present. 
To address the challenges facing the world today, citizens must understand how these challenges 
arise and the roles that individuals, communities, countries, and international organizations play in 
addressing them. Learning how to pose appropriate questions, how to read and interpret historical 
documents, and how to use methods of analysis to study social interaction prepares students to 
comprehend the dynamics within and among societies. These skills enable students to examine the 
world around them and to make historically, theoretically, and empirically informed judgments about 
social phenomena. 
 
Some guidelines about attendance: 
Attendance during class helps you to achieve the G4 learning outcome by posing appropriate 
questions, reading and interpreting historical documents, and using methods of analysis to study 
social interaction. 
If you don’t feel well, please tell me, and your absence will be excused. Excused absences include 
illness, family gatherings, medical leave, emergency, and religious reasons. Not coming to class for 
no reason is an unexcused absence. Please note that for every four unexcused absences, your final 
grade will be lowered by half a grade. So if you were to get a B+, but had 4 unexcused absences, 
then your final grade will be a B. Habitual absence does need to be reported so that the student can 
be reminded about the expectation of attending class, and if there is an underlying issue at stake, 
various offices may be in a position to intervene.  
 
Some guidelines on the presentations: March 4th and March 9th 
The presentation should focus on the analysis of the reading, rather than the summary of the text. 
The presentation will be between 5-6 minutes. Each student will be assigned the writing exercise of 
identifying one word, phrase, or sentence from an item on the reading list that encapsulates an 
essential idea of that reading item. In one short paragraph, explain why you chose the quote.  In 
your  paragraph, please try to touch on these questions: How does this document fit into your 
understanding of a particular historical topic, event, or person? This exercise will help you synthesize 
your thoughts about the reading. Always strive for elegance and clarity in your writing and in 
presenting your paragraph. You are welcome to write your paragraph about secondary literature or 
primary literature from the week’s reading list. The presenter should type his/her paragraph on a 
sheet of paper and print it out to give to me after the presentation. I will give informal feedback 
about your writing. 
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       Themes discussed by students and professor:       Reading to be completed by start of class:                          
2/2 Course introduction. 

https://www.facebook.com/jinkolesnikov/ 
videos/10221707850578172 
 
Vignettes of nature by the most profound 19th 
century Russian writer, Ivan Turgenev 

Reading due first day of class: 
PDF. Read short story “Lgov” by Ivan Turgenev 

2/4 Continued exploration into the art of 18th 
century prose with emphasis on peasants and 
nature in Turgenev’s short story. Primary and 
secondary literature. 
 

PDF. Read Turgenev short stories, “Byezhin 
Prairie” and “Raspberry Spring” from Sketches of a 
Hunters Album; In Russian, записки охотника: 
 http://az.lib.ru/t/turgenew_i_s/text_0080.shtml 
 
Jane Costlow,  Chapter 1: Walking into the 
Woodland with Turgenev in Heart Pine Russia: 
Walking and Writing the 19th Century Forest. 

2/9 Environmental literature and Russia’s Golden 
Age and Silver Age poetry.  Please read PDFs 
to prepare for participation in class. 

PDF of poems by Sergei Esenin, “I don’t pity, 
don’t call, don’t cry” and “White Birch under my 
window”;  
Aleksandr Blok, “On the Field of Kulikovo” 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/125905?seq=4#met
adata_info_tab_contents ; 
Pushkin, “Demons” 
https://thevalueofsparrows.wordpress.com/2014
/10/08/poetry-the-demons-by-alexander-
pushkin/  ; 
Russian students are welcome to read these poems 
in the original (also as PDFs on Brightspace):  
Пушкин, “Бесы.” 
https://rvb.ru/pushkin/01text/01versus/0423_36
/1830/0535.htm  
Блок, “На поле Куликовом.” 
Есенин, "Белая берёза под моим окном" 
“Не жалею, не зову, не плачу.” 

2/11 Soviet science: a brief introduction about the 
boom in Big Science after the Revolution. 
Discussion of first 5 chapters of Heart of a Dog 

Writing response to 19th-c environmental 
writing due. 
 
Read first 5 chapters of Heart of a Dog by Mikhail 
Bulgakov. Russian students are welcome to read in 
the original, and a link will be sent out about it. 
Russian copy of novel available in library on 
reserves.  

2/16 Discussion of last half of Heart of a Dog Complete reading Heart of a Dog by Mikhail 
Bulgakov. 

2/18 Discussion of Amphibian Man, which is based 
on the 1924 eponymous short story 

Please watch the entire film of Amphibian Man, 
which is based on the 1924 eponymous short 
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story.  If you would like to read a brief summary 
of this story before watching the film, check out: 
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/124379
9.The_Amphibian 
If you would like to read a brief summary of this 
story before watching the film, check out: 
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/124379
9.The_Amphibian 
(the full book is also located on reserves at the 
library, but this is not required reading).   

2/23 Historical background about Soviet science and 
techno utopia.   

PDF. Leon Trotsky, Problems of Everyday Life (PDF 
excerpts only). 
Short film analysis of Amphibian Man due. 

2/25 Discussion of Daniel P. Todes, “Ivan Pavlov’s  
Physiological Factory,” Isis 88 (1997): 205–246 
and discussion of the section for reading by 
David Joravsky, Russian Psychology 
 

Daniel P. Todes, “Ivan Pavlov’s Physiological  
Factory,” Isis 88 (1997): 205–246 
 
David Joravsky, Russian Psychology: A Critical 
History (excerpts). 

3/2 Discussion of Gasparov and Roll-Hansen 
readings, followed by 5-7-minute presentations 
by 5 students. Instructions will be provided 
regarding the goals of the presentations. 
 

Summary of the Daniel Tode’s book review 
due. You will summarize a book review, which 
teaches you to write a book review.  
 
Gasparov, Boris, “Development or Rebuilding: 
Views of Academician T.D. Lysenko in the 
Context of the Late Avant-Garde.” In Laboratory of 
Dreams, Eds. John Bowlt and Olga Matich, 
Stanford: Stanford UP. Pp. 133-152. 
Nils Roll-Hansen, “Wishful Science: The 
Persistence of T. D. Lysenko’s Agrobiology in the 
Politics of Science,” Osiris 23 (2008): 166-188. 

3/4 Discussion of Oushakine and Naiman readings, 
followed by 5-6-minute presentations by 5 
students; then 5-6 minute presentations by 
5 students 

PDF  Serguei Oushakine, “The Flexible and the 
Pliant: Disturbed Organisms of Soviet 
Modernity;” Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 19, Issue 3, 
p. 392–428. 
 
Eric Naiman, Chapter 1: “Creation of the 
Collective Body” pp 28-78 in Sex in Public (1997) 

3/9 5-6 minute presentations by 7 students 
  
 

PDF. Susanna Weygandt, “The Plastic Bodies of 
Konstantin Stanislavsky, Trofim Lysenko, and 
Aron Zalkind in the Era of Soviet Behaviorism.” 
Russian version of article, “Пластические тела в 
научных работах Трофима Лысенко, Арона 
Залкинда и в искусстве Константина 
Станиславского в эпоху советского 
бихевиоризма” (Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2021) 
available for language students to read: 
https://www.nlobooks.ru/magazines/novoe_liter
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aturnoe_obozrenie/167_nlo_1_2021/article/2314
4/ 

3/11 
 
 
 

Discussion of Yulia Karpova, “Environmental 
Design Pedagogy in Leningrad.” Models of 
Sewanee spaces in the tent 
 

Summary of book review due.  Book review is 
of David Joravsky, Russian Psychology: A 
Critical History. 
 
PDF. Yulia Karpova, “Environmental Design 
Pedagogy in Leningrad,” Kjetil Fallan, ed. The Culture 
of Nature in the History of Design (Routledge), 2019. 

3/16 Guest lecturer: Alexey Golubev 
2020-21 Joy Foundation Fellow, Radcliffe 
Institute for Advanced Studies, Harvard Univ. 
Assistant Professor of Russian history and 
digital humanities History Department, 
University of Houston. 

Read Introduction and Chapter 1 of Golubev’s 
The Things of Life: Materiality in Late Soviet Russia. 

Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2020.  
3/18 Discussion of Soviet cuisine and growing food 

for the Soviet State.  
 

“Cold War Cuisine: Notes from the CCCP 
Cookbook” The Calvert Journal (2017) 
https://calvertjournal.com/features/show/4745/s
oviet-food-stories-cold-war-cuisine-cccp-
cookbook 
 
“How Russia’s Shared Kitchens Helped Shape 
Soviet Politics,” NPR Public Broadcasting (20 May 
2014) 
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2014/05/2
0/314054405/how-russias-shared-kitchens-
helped-shape-soviet-politics 

3/23 SSSR food at home and in camps. Chapter selections from Food, Gender, and the 
Everyday through the Looking Glass of Socialist 
Experience --Introductory Chapter: “Introduction: 
Food, Gender, and the Everyday Through the 
Looking Glass of Socialist Experience” (pages 1 – 
30) and Chapters 9 “Our only hope was in these 
Plants: Irina Ratushinskaya and the Manipulation 
of Foodways in a Late Soviet Labor Camp.” 
(pages 247 – 270).  

3/30 Svetlana Aleksievich (2015 Novel Prize Laureate),  
Voices from Chernobyl (1997). 
Video clips of nuclear disaster: 

Read through page 138 Svetlana Aleksievich (2015 
Novel Prize Laureate), Voices from Chernobyl (1997). 
Russian copy of novel available as pdf. 

4/1 Svetlana Aleksievich (2015 Novel Prize 
Laureate). 

Complete reading Svetlana Aleksievich, (2015 
Novel Prize Laureate). 

4/6 Andrei Tarkovsky (Dir.), Stalker - (Part I)  
 

Complete viewing part 1 of Andrei Tarkovsky 
(Dir.), Stalker  
Kanopy Link 
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4/8 Andrei Tarkovsky (Dir.), Stalker - (Part II)  
 
 

Complete viewing part 2 of Andrei Tarkovsky 
(Dir.), Stalker  
Kanopy Link 

4/13 Discussion of cold fusion Bruce Lewenstein, “Cold Fusion and Hot History,” 
Osiris, Vol. 7 (1992): 135-163. 
 
Discussion of video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JrGeuIe17MA 
“Putin Cold Fusion in Russia Ahead of the World,” 
Atom Ecology (2017) 
http://atom-
ecology.russgeorge.net/2015/03/19/putin-cold-
fusion-in-russia/ 

4/15 The Saint (film, 1997 dir. Phillip Noyce) Watch the film The Saint (film, 1997 dir. Phillip 
Noyce) 

4/20 Earth Day! 
Andrey Zvyagintsev: Leviathan (2014. film)  
 

Watch first hour of Andrey Zvyagintsev: Leviathan 
(2014. film) available here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8li16lqdKB
M&t=3785s&has_verified=1 

 
4/22 Complete discussing film Leviathan (2014. film) Complete the film Andrey Zvyagintsev: Leviathan 

(2014. film) available here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8li16lqdKB
M&t=3785s&has_verified=1 

4/27 Debates: Students, in small groups, will debate 
an environmental topic. Please draw from the 
readings. Instructions will be provided. 

Film essay about Andrey Zvyagintsev’s 
Leviathan due. Prepare for debates. Instructions 
will be provide. 

4/29 Debates continued.  Prepare for debates. 

5/4 Writing workshop 
I will weave into class formal instruction about 
writing.  

Cover letter due. Instructions will be provided, 
but essentially you will write a short cover letter to 
a peer in class explaining the main topic of your 
final paper or review essay and the claim or 
argument that you are making. 

5/6 Discussion of the documentary film, 
Mansky’s Pipeline 
 
Writing workshop and cover letter in class. 

Watch documentary of Vitaly Mansky’s film, 
Pipeline. 
 
Bring cover letter to class today, too. 

5/11 Discussion of article in New York Times journal 
Course wrap up and concluding remarks and 
reflections by students and professor. 

“How Russia Wins the Climate Crisis” 
Please read NYTimes Article here: 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/12/16/ma
gazine/russia-climate-migration-
crisis.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgty
pe=Homepage 

 Final Paper or Review Essay Due: 05/18 @ 
5PM esweygan@sewanee.edu 
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Final Writing Assignment 
Students will complete three written assignments: 1) A final research paper based on a topic from 
the course reading that excites you (8-10 pages). The research essay should utilize at least two 
secondary sources. OR a final book review essay (6-8 pages) on up to three recently published books 
of choice (thus allowing students to explore books that match their own research inquiry). Historical 
Studies in the Natural Sciences journal runs long, thematic reviews of several books each—that’s what I 
have in mind.  I will provide further instructions about this in class. 
In preparation for the final assignment (whether it is a long research paper or a long book 
review essay), students will submit a cover letter by May 4th.  The cover letter should include 
an essay title, a short paragraph outlining both the thesis and the research methodology, and 
an abbreviated bibliography of the principal primary and secondary sources being used. If they wish, 
students may submit drafts of their research essays before the deadline for comments and advice, 
but must do so no later than 2 days before the official deadline.  
 

                                        
 
 


