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As waves crash against the shore in the opening scene of Grigorii Chukhrai’s
1956 film The Forty-First, an anonymous narrator invites us to “return to those tur-
bulent (burnye) and beautiful years—the first years of the revolution,” a time that
has “forever left us and remains with us forever.” The film then cuts to a detach-
ment of the Red Army struggling to survive amidst a sandstorm in the Karakum
desert: a turbulent nature far removed from the sea. The opening image—the sea
crashing against the shore—is a clear allusion to the opening of Sergei Eisenstein’s
Battleship Potemkin, suggesting a continuous history between the two films. It is as
though, through the magic of offscreen space and the maritime circulation of
struggle, the sailors of the 1905 Potemkin mutiny are prepared to come ashore
again, now on the banks of the Aral Sea, where The Forty-First is set, and reassert
their challenge to the inland structures of power. But somehow, somewhere out at
sea, the terrain of the battle has shifted: It is no longer about sailor self-organiza-
tion, a cosmopolitan port, and the seizure of an industrial battleship; it has
become, instead, a battle of sea against desert and “Man” against “Nature” on the
Asian periphery. 

Chukhrai’s appropriation of the revolutionary narrative, from a social to an
environmental history, ultimately tells the story of human exceptionalism that
we know too well: the victory of Man over Nature that corresponds to the materi-
al history of the Aral Sea within the Soviet ecology.1 In 1957, a year after the
release of Chukhrai’s film, this victory yielded an incredible bounty: It provided
forty-eight thousand metric tons of fish for domestic consumption, one-sixth of
the total fish consumed in one-sixth of the world.2 In 1980—in a long process

1. “Ever since the Enlightenment, Western philosophers have shown us a Nature that is
grand and universal but also passive and mechanical. Nature was a backdrop and resource for the
moral intentionality of Man, which could tame and master Nature,” writes Anna Tsing in Mushroom
at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2015), p. vii. The conceptual role of “human exceptionalism” in more-than-human relations
compels Donna Haraway to retain the term “Anthropocene” despite its shortcomings (mainly that it
reproduces such exceptionalism). See Donna Haraway, “Tentacular Thinking,” in Staying with the
Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016).

2. Philip P. Micklin, “Desiccation of the Aral Sea: A Water Management Disaster in the Soviet
Union,” Science 241, no. 4870 (September 1988), p. 1172.
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that can be traced back to the imperial period but that began in earnest during
Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan—the Aral Sea gave the Soviet Union a yield of six bil-
lion pounds of cotton, making it the world’s second-largest producer that year,
behind only China.3 The victory of Man over Nature, however, was short-lived; by
1981, the Aral was mostly desiccated, and the salinity of what remained made it
nearly impossible for fish to reproduce in its waters.4 Nowadays, the cotton and
fish industries continue to eke out an existence, while the hostile winds of a
nature that the Soviet ecology momentarily conquered have grown stronger and
more frequent, blowing toxic salt from the dried bottom of what used to be a sea
to farms nearly two hundred and fifty miles away.5

The desiccation of the Aral Sea stands as a monument to the negative
effects of anthropogenic activity on global environments. In his preface to
Molecular Red (2015), Marxist media and environmental theorist McKenzie Wark
begins his depiction of the Anthropocene with the “Martian landscape” of the
Aral, which he dubs “one of the Seven Wonders of the World in Negative.” In
Wark’s account of the Anthropocene, the collapse of the Soviet system, exempli-
fied by the Aral Sea, prefigures the imminent collapse of the American system.6
The failure of the Soviet ecology on the shores of the Aral represents for him
one of “a series of metabolic rifts, where one molecule after another is extracted
by labor and technique to make things for humans, but the waste products don’t
return so that the cycle can renew itself,” that constitute the Anthropocene.7 In a
curious move, Wark, who has no formal training in Russian literature or lan-
guage, turns to Alexander Bogdanov and Andrei Platonov, two Soviet writers
who offered alternative Marxist ecologies, to develop a “low theory for the
Anthropocene” that requires the cybernetic organization of the more-than-
human from what he calls the labor point of view. Acknowledging the impor-
tance of developing a theory for how nature is to be reorganized in what comes
after the Anthropocene, I return in this article to the Aral Sea and to the “turbu-
lent and beautiful years” of the October Revolution in order to look toward the
construction of a Soviet ecology on the banks of the Aral Sea. And like Wark, I
do so through the lens of cultural production. I look principally at two films:
Chukhrai’s The Forty-First and Viktor Turin’s Turksib, a 1929 documentary about
the construction of a railway that would connect the Soviet cotton industry in
the Aral region to a vast Soviet rail network, undertaken during Stalin’s first Five-
Year Plan. What these films demonstrate, entangled as they are with the material

3. Zhores Medvedev, Soviet Agriculture (New York: Norton, 1987). Cited in Sven Beckert, Cotton
Empire (New York: Knopf, 2015), p. 435.

4. Z. K. Ermakhanov et al., “Changes in the Aral Sea Ichthyofauna and Fishery During the
Period of Ecological Crisis,” Lakes & Reservoirs: Research and Management 17, no. 1 (March 2012), p. 6.

5. Micklin, “Desiccation of the Aral Sea,” p. 1172. Michael H. Glantz, “Aral Sea Basin: A Sea
Dies, a Sea Also Rises,” Ambio 36, no. 4 (2007), p. 323.

6. McKenzie Wark, Molecular Red: Theory for the Anthropocene (Brooklyn: Verso, 2015), pp. xii–xiii.

7. Ibid., p. iv.



history of the Aral Sea in the Soviet ecology, is that the foundations of the Soviet
ecology—as with most of the Anthropocene, I argue—can be traced to cyclical
acts of primitive accumulation and to the alienation of producers from land.
Turning to a third film in the conclusion, Rashid Nugmanov’s The Needle (1988),
I argue for the urgency of restoring land and other means of production to their
producers from an ecological point of view. 

Anthropocene, Capitalocene, or Anglocene: The Case of the Soviet Union

In their influential article “Defining the Anthropocene,” ecologist Simon
Lewis and climatologist Mark Maslin traced the origins of the Anthropocene to the
long sixteenth century, which resulted in a dip in carbon-dioxide levels in the
Earth system caused by enormous waves of primitive accumulation and the deaths
of approximately sixty million Indigenous people in the Americas. Lewis and
Maslin posit this dip as a necessary precondition for the exponential rise in carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the nineteenth century that many scholars
cite as the starting point of the Anthropocene. Maslin and Lewis also point to the
geological significance of the so-called Columbian Exchange and globalization,
directing us to world-systems theory as a model for understanding the social struc-
tures of the Anthropocene.8 I suggest that this model represents a promising and
as yet underdeveloped line of inquiry for those looking to place the Anthropocene
within a Marxist ecological and economic framework that remains legitimate with-
in the scientific community. 

World-systems ecologist Jason Moore, too, traces the origins of the
Anthropocene—which he follows Andreas Malm in calling the “Capitalocene”—
to what Marx termed “primitive accumulation.” Moore refers to such accretion
as “accumulation by appropriation” because it is ongoing; the capitalist world
ecology, he argues, is in constant need of “human and other natures,” and
“primitive” would suggest otherwise. The term also allows him to include cultur-
al factors behind these waves of appropriation: “Accumulation by appropriation,”
Moore writes, “involves those extra-economic processes—perhaps directly coer-
cive, but also cultural and calculative.” It encompasses not only the violent
means of expropriation, more common in the English system, but also “cultural
hegemonies and scientific technical repertoires that allow for unpaid [nature] to
be mobilized, on a sustained but not sustainable basis.”9 While acknowledging
the very real and very violent histories of accumulation, my focus in this paper
remains on those “extra-economic processes” of accumulation by appropriation
as they reveal themselves in The Forty-First and Turksib, and their entanglements
with violent histories of dispossession.

8. Simon L. Lewis and Mark A. Maslin, “Defining the Anthropocene,” Nature 519 (March 12,
2015), p. 175 and 179, fn. 89.

9. Jason W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (New York:
Verso, 2015), p. 95. Emphasis in the original.
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In thinking about the relationship between ecology, geology, and globaliza-
tion, I find it convenient to modify Moore’s account by alluding to what fellow
world-systems theorist Giovanni Arrighi calls “the dialectic of territorialism and
capitalism” associated with the English-dominated world economy.10 The underly-
ing notion behind the dialectic of territorialism and capitalism is the unceasing
appetite for land to stimulate the circulation of capital. Its central distinguishing
mechanism for aggregating territories into capitalist networks, in Arrighi’s formu-
lation, is settler colonialism.11 Unlike the preceding Dutch system, in which the
focus was almost exclusively on the global movement of capital, the English system
relied both on the movement of capital and on sedentary, quasi-permanent rela-
tionships with territories that spanned the globe.12 In other words, capitalism as a
method not just of circulating capital but also of organizing nature on a geological
scale begins with a world ecology dominated by English capitalists. It is primitive
accumulation, but it is also more than that.13

What distinguished the English in the quest for global supremacy was not
only the mastery of land (other European powers, especially the French, also
engaged in settler colonialism); it was their mastery of the sea. As Arrighi put it,
England became “a powerful island through a two-centuries-long and painful
process of ‘learning’ how to turn a fundamental geopolitical handicap in the con-
tinental power struggle vis-à-vis France and Spain into a decisive competitive
advantage in the struggle for world commercial supremacy.”14

The mastery of the sea, likewise for Lewis and Maslin, is one of the defining
features of the Anthropocene. They argue that “the cross-continental movement
of dozens of food species, domesticated animals, and human commensals, plus
accidental transfers contributed to a swift, ongoing, radical reorganization of life
on Earth without geological precedent.”15 Those who mastered the sea, in other
words, effectively brought continents together for the circulation of capital and
the distribution of often coerced labor. 

Given English (and later American) dominance, “Capitalocene” or even
“Anglocene”16 would seem to be the socially useful name for the epoch, telling

10. Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origin of Our Times, 2nd
ed. (New York: Verso, 2010), pp. 48–59; 179–200.

11. Ibid., p. 50.

12. Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide
Research 8, no. 4 (December 2006), p. 395.

13. For more on the connection between primitive accumulation and settler colonialism, see
Glen Coulthard’s introduction to his Red Face, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).  

14. Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century, p. 52.

15. Lewis and Maslin, “Defining the Anthropocene,” p. 174.

16. “The Anthropocene Is an Anglocene,” Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, The
Shock of the Anthropocene, trans. David Fernbach (New York: Verso, 2016), p. 119. The term also has cer-
tain pitfalls, namely, that it apportions blame to nation-states rather than to economic systems.
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us which processes and which humans are responsible. Neither of those terms,
of course, seems to apply to the Soviet Union. Why, then, should I give such a
prominent place in the Anthropocene to the Soviet ecology? Certainly I do not
mean to argue that the Soviet Union should assume primary responsibility for
the Anthropocene, nor do I intend to downplay the responsibility of the capital-
ist world system for the devastation wrought on the planet over the past three
hundred years. Instead, my purpose is to identify the fundamental similarities
between the two projects—English and Soviet—from an ecological and econom-
ic point of view.

Other anti-capitalist ecologists have tried to position the Soviet Union in the
Anthropocene: Andreas Malm, for example, distinguishes the Soviet system from
the British one by conceiving of a “fossil Stalinism” that is similar to yet distinct
from “fossil capitalism” and shares considerably less of the blame.17 This fails, how-
ever, to address fundamental similarities between the two systems. Christophe
Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz argue that both systems based their growth “on
a gigantic draining of mineral and renewable resources.” However, Bonneuil and
Fressoz’s overemphasis on geopolitical boundaries undermines the essential simi-
larity between the two systems.18 In contrast, I believe that the Soviet system funda-
mentally failed to distinguish itself from the capitalist world ecology. Following
C.L.R. James and Raya Dunayevskaya, I believe that questions of public or private
ownership of land are secondary to the restoration of land to the producers.19 This
sort of alienation—of land from producers and vice versa—is at the heart, I would
argue, of Marx’s concept of a metabolic rift, which Jonathan Bellamy Foster has
made into a central concept in Marxist ecology and which Ian Angus has intro-
duced into Anthropocene discourse. Foster directs us to the importance of Marx’s
observation that the “alienation of human labor was connected to an understand-
ing of the alienation of human beings from nature. It was [a] twofold
alienation.”20 While Angus points to the accelerations of capitalist production, the

17. Andreas Malm, “Who Lit This Fire? Approaching the History of the Fossil Economy,” Critical
History Studies 3, no. 2 (2016), p. 239, fn. 78.

18. A good deal of the confusion rests on the fact that they do not perceive colonialism in Asia
operating within Soviet borders: “The basic ecological difference between the Communist and capitalist
systems lay in the fact that the Communist camp, for its development, exploited and degraded its own
environment above all, whereas the Western countries built their own growth on a gigantic draining of
mineral and renewable resources from the rest of the non-Communist world, emptying this of its high-
quality energy and materials.” From a materialist perspective, the notion of the Communist system’s
“own” energy and materials is baseless. Bonneuil and Fressoz, The Shock of the Anthropocene, p. 246, 238.

19. John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature (New York: Monthly Review Press,
2000), p. 9. Dunayevskaya: “The determining factor in analyzing the class nature of a society is not
whether the means of production are the private property of the capitalist class or are state-owned, but
whether the means of production are capital, that is whether they are monopolized and alienated from the
direct producers.” Quoted in M. C. Howard and J. E. Kind, “State Capitalism in the Soviet Union,” History
of Economics Review 34, no. 1 (2001), p. 115. Emphasis added.

20. Foster, Marx’s Ecology, p. 9.
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“metabolic rift” central to Foster’s ecologically oriented reading of Marx seems to
rest on the foundations of precisely this “two-fold alienation” of humans from land
and producers from the means of production.21 For Wark, the concept of the
metabolic rift demands the large-scale cybernetic organization of the more-than-
human from a labor point of view as a necessary response. Taking Foster’s “two-
fold alienation” as the foundation of the metabolic rift, I suggest, rather, that the
urgencies of the Anthropocene can only be addressed by de-alienating producers
from the means of production, however cybernetic or de-accelerated a postcapital-
ist ecology might look. 

The Forty-First: A Soviet Robinsonade

The image of the sea crashing against the shoreline in Eisenstein’s Battleship
Potemkin and Chukhrai’s The Forty-First contains a mix of figurative, allegorical, and
literal meanings. In both, the sea is figurative: stormy seas for stormy times. And in

21. Ian Angus, Facing the Anthropocene: Fossil Capitalism and the Crisis of the Earth System (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 2016). 
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both, the crash is allegorical: Nature’s dialectic between sea and land has the same
stormy attributes as the historical dialectic between the ruling class and an insur-
rectionary proletariat. But the parallels between the two pictures stop there. For
Eisenstein, the shoreline is that place where sailor self-organization—“hydrarchy
from below”22—clashes with the stagnant, oppressive, and inland forces of empire.
The clash between odd and even, light and dark, left and right, the ruling and the
oppressed, the maritime and the inland will be fought between the Cossacks and
the sailors of the Potemkin on the Odessa steps; this is, for Eisenstein, the semiotic
material for a dialectics of film form. As Rosalind Krauss explains, in her essay “A
Dialectical Approach to Film Form” Eisenstein “attempted to tie film—from its
most rudimentary physical basis, namely the creation of an impression of move-
ment, to its capacity for the most subtle kind of historical analysis—back into the
revolution of consciousness that was dialectical materialism.”23

For Chukhrai, by contrast, the dialectic between sea and land is not a human
geography but a biogeography; the analysis of power has been all but evacuated
from the cinematic history of revolution, as it becomes a history of Man against
Nature or even, in Elizabeth Povinelli’s terms, “Life against Nonlife,” rather than
the proletariat against the owners of the means of production. What emerges is a

22. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: The Hidden History of the
Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000), p. 143. 

23. Rosalind Krauss, “Montage October: Dialectic of the Shot,” October 162 (Fall 2017), p. 134.
Sergei Eisenstein, “A Dialectic Approach to Film Form,” in Essays in Film Form, ed. and trans. Jay Leyda
(New York: Harcourt Brace and Jovanovich, 1949), pp. 64–71. In a separate essay, Eisenstein deploys a
similar auto-analysis of Battleship Potemkin, offering a sketch of how the dialectical method was deployed
to alter revolutionary consciousness in that film. See Sergei Eisenstein, “‘E’–O chistote kinoiazyke”
(“‘Eh’–On the Purity of Cinelanguage”), in Izbrannye proizvedeniia v 6 t. (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1964), t. 2;
available from: http://teatr-lib.ru/Library/Eisenstein/Select_2/#_Toc319420493.
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Soviet ecology distinct in
terms of its semiotic struc-
ture, but materially and
functionally the same as the
capitalist world ecology it
purports to replace.           

How is the Soviet ecol-
ogy produced in The Forty-
First? The cut from the sea to
desert reveals a dialectic of
nature’s sublime: from
stormy sea to stormy desert.
After Evsiukov’s detachment
weathers the storm, the sol-
diers cross paths with a cara-
van transporting a White
Army officer, Govorukha-
Otrok. The chance meeting
bears fruit, and after a brief battle, the brigade has earned a pack of camels and
the White Army officer as a prisoner of war. Govorukha-Otrok, a member of the
nobility, is to be kept under the guard of a peasant, Bolshevik sniper Mariuta—
foregrounding the possibility of their love story. Yet if the gain of camels and a
prisoner of war seems promising, the victory is fleeting: The camels are stolen back
overnight, and the desert seems to promise certain death once again. According to
Elizabeth Povinelli, the figure of the desert “dramatizes the possibility that Life is
always at threat from the creeping, desiccating sands of Nonlife.” Silhouettes back-
lit by the desert sun cast shadows on its bleached sands; this provides the visual
dialectics for the battle between Life and Nonlife, Man versus an abiotic Nature.
Far removed from the battle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie and void
of class analysis, the biopower of the Anthropocene pits human life against an
inhospitable nature.24

Then suddenly—after traveling across the Karakum Desert for over three
hundred miles from the Caspian Sea—from the summit of yet another sand dune,
a soldier cries: “Aral!” The elation that the sudden discovery of the sea evokes
appears as an inversion of Noah’s postdiluvian discovery of land. The Soviet inver-
sion tells us that in the story of modern nature, just as it was in Noah’s time, the
discovery of land was less about land as such and more about a dialectic of water
and land, without which human life is impossible. 

The Soviet discovery narrative, however, is modern not biblical. In the 1924
story by Boris Lavrenev upon which Chukhrai’s film is based, the myth evoked is

24. Elizabeth A. Povinelli, Geontologies: A Requiem for Late Liberalism (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2016), pp. 16–17.
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that of Columbus. The narrative of Columbus’s discovery is, of course, colonial,
but it is also biological. Indeed, it was the biogeographer Alfred Crosby who first
proposed that Columbus’s discovery precipitated a biological exchange, coining
the term “Columbian Exchange” in 1972. Alongside the agricultural revolution,
the industrial revolution, and the Great Acceleration of the postwar period,
“Columbian Exchange” has become one of the four plausible beginnings of the
Anthropocene proposed by the Anthropocene Working Group within the
International Union of Geological Sciences. The Columbian Exchange argument,
promoted above all by Lewis and Maslin, is based on the observation of “species
assemblages [that] have been altered worldwide by geologically unprecedented
transglobal species invasions and changes associated with farming and fishing, per-
manently reconfiguring Earth’s biological trajectory.”25 The Columbian discovery
of land, in this interpretation of the Anthropocene, is a structure that effectively
brings continents together over time in the service of capital accumulation. In
Lavrenev’s realization of the narrative of Columbus’s discovery in the Soviet con-
text, the Holocene Sea will disappear too in the service of capital, only not
through a geology of transoceanic migrations but through the synthesis of land
and sea that will produce cotton, a synthesis at the heart of Viktor Turin’s Turksib,
as we will see below. 

The Columbian narrative, however, is only present in Chukhrai’s 1957 adap-
tation by implication. In the film, the fundamental narrative framing of
Evsiukov’s discovery of the Aral, as an etiological myth for the Soviet ecology,
comes neither from Columbus nor Noah but from Robinson Crusoe, itself an etio-
logical myth for the capitalist world ecology. In the process of escorting
Govorukha-Otrok across the Aral Sea to Kazalinsk, Mariuta and two other soldiers
from Evsiukov’s detachment are caught in a storm. This storm takes the lives of
the two other soldiers—in the battle against Nature there will be victims—and as
a result, we are left with Mariuta (peasant, Red Army soldier) and Govorukha-
Otrok (nobleman, White Army officer). The educated Govorukha-Otrok gives the
story its appropriate narrative framing: This, he tells us, is “Robinson Crusoe
under the guard (v soprovozhdenii) of Friday.” The Soviet Robinsonade is present-
ed again as an inversion of the English original, reversing the power dynamics
between Crusoe, the slave trader, and Friday, a native upon whose labor Crusoe’s
survival depends: In the Soviet version, Friday/Mariuta possesses the firearm.
This reversal celebrates the dialectics of social class in Soviet mythology, but by
de-racializing that reversal and not accounting for indigenous relations with the
Aral Sea, it leaves intact the geographic and systemic structure of Crusoe-the-set-
tler and Friday-the-native in The Forty-First.26 The islands of the Aral Sea remain a

25. Colin Waters et al., “The Anthropocene is Functionally and Stratigraphically Distinct from
the Holocene,” Science 351, vol. 6269 (January 2016), p. aad2622–1.

26. “Robinson Crusoe is a central mythic expression of the modern system, of its call to young men
to go out and expand empire.” Martin Greene, Dreams of Adventure, Deeds of Empire (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1980), p. 83.
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locus for an expansive, territorialist ecological system, in other words, because of
the racial and geographic dynamics of settler colonialism, beyond the limited
scope of Mariuta and Govorukha-Otrok’s encounter.

The de-racialized aspect of the Soviet Robinsonade in The Forty-First legiti-
mates and motivates the expansion of a European system into the Aral Sea, just as
Robinson Crusoe legitimates and inspires the expansion of the English system across
the globe. This is accomplished, in part, through the expression of the settler-colo-
nial logic of elimination in discursive if not material forms.27 The European body,
in other words, will replace the native’s through representative devices, with the
material goal of accumulating that nature into a territorialist, European ecology. It
is, in the film, principally through the blue-eyed, blond-haired, and white-skinned
body of Govorukha-Otrok that the Aral Sea becomes entangled with white bodies.
His physical aspect is conveyed in Lavrenev’s original story mainly through his
blue eyes. They are referred to as “blue” (sinie) by the narrator fourteen times and
as ultramarine (ul’tramarinovye) an additional seven times. The implication of the
word “ultramarine,” of course, is that his eyes are especially sea-like: a semiotic and
material association between the sea and his eyes that is intensified when the nar-
rator describes the color of Govorukha-Otrok’s eyes as “sea-blue” (sin’-voda). The
insistent repetition, which leaves no ambiguity regarding the connection between
the White officer’s eyes and the Aral Sea, is a literary technique that Chukhrai is
able to effectively translate in the adaptation of a single scene into color film:

Mariuta: The water . . . pure and blue. You can’t even compare it, can
you?

Govorukha-Otrok: Yes, the blue in it is exceptional. 

Mariuta: Oh mother! Your eyes are the exact same sea-blue!

This dialogue emphasizes what the image of his blue eyes on the blue sea has
already told us: The blue of his eyes is uniquely suited to the Aral Sea. The medi-
ation of Govorukha-Otrok’s eyes and the Aral Sea through color film enacts a
logic of elimination and replacement that substitutes European relations with
land and sea in place of native ones. Indeed, we can infer that the ability to
deploy color film to enable this logic of replacement is likely one factor in the
decision to adapt Lavrenev’s story after Yakov Protazanov had already done so in
1927 in black and white. 

In Josephine Woll’s assessment of the film, “the isolation of island existence
permits revolutionary loyalty to take a back seat to love. ‘Red soldier’ and ‘White
officer,’ ‘escort’ and ‘prisoner’ become simply He and She, Adam and Eve.” On the

27. “I contend that, though the two have converged—which is to say, the settler-colonial logic of
elimination has manifested as genocidal—they should be distinguished. Settler colonialism is inherent-
ly eliminatory but not invariably genocidal.” Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the
Native,” p. 387.  
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island, “golden sand and golden skin, the turquoise sea and Govorukha-Otrok’s
azure eyes form a visual alliance of nature and love.” “Less remarked at the time,”
she adds, “was the loving, almost caressing homage Urusevskii’s camera pays to the
human body.”28 The golden skin on the golden sand, of course, forms a visual but
also material alliance of European bodies on Asian land—a key aspect of this film
from an ecological and colonial perspective that Woll’s analysis misses. The “Adam-
and-Eve” story becomes an etiological myth for the expansion of an intensive capi-
talist ecology on the Aral Sea. The logic of settler colonialism is thus expressed not
only through the body of the settler but through Urusevskii’s camera and
Chukhrai’s choice of color film.  

Govorukha-Otrok’s social position as an educated and socialized member of
the European aristocracy is also deployed to legitimate the European presence on
the Aral Sea. In Lavrenev’s original, this is often flagged through his scientific
knowledge of, for example, “hydrography,” which gives him unique knowledge of
and access to the Aral. In the film, however, it is his knowledge of stories and his
ability to deploy them in ecological entanglements with the Aral Sea that are
stressed. The need to tell stories about a new nature in the European world system
is signaled in the film’s own narrative, and it emerges specifically from a synthesis
of Mariuta’s elemental (stikhiinii), untrained love of literature and Govorukha-
Otrok’s educated but outmoded training in the arts. After finding the Aral Sea—
and a Kazakh fishing village that will take them in—the two have their first real
conversation, one that establishes her love for, and his expertise in, poetry and lays
the foundations for a dialectical approach to the storied production of Soviet
nature. Assuming her to be mostly illiterate, Govorukha-Otrok condescendingly
offers to help Mariuta with her writing. He is shocked to find out that she is not
only writing on her own but composing verse:

Govorukha-Otrok: Surely this isn’t the time for verse.

Mariuta: This is the exact time for verse! Only, I’m struggling with this
one.

Govorukha-Otrok: You should read it to me! I have an understanding
of poetry. 

Mariuta: You won’t understand! The blood in your veins is aristocratic.
You need to write about flowers and a floozy (baba), but for me it’s all
about the poor, all about the revolution. 

Mariuta’s social position gives her a unique appreciation of poetry’s urgency
in a time of revolutionary re-formation. But her skills are untrained; they must be
honed to bring new worlds into existence. Govorukha-Otrok, with his education, is
suited to address that shortcoming. This is close to the formal dialectics of Socialist

28. Josephine Woll, Real Images: Soviet Cinema and the Thaw (New York: IB Taurus, 2000), pp. 40–
41. Sergei Urusevskii is the director of photography, and one of the central figures of Thaw cinema.  
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Realism. In Katerina Clark’s characterization of the Socialist Realist master plot,
there often includes a journey of an elemental (stikhiinii) and spontaneous hero,
who must seek out the help of an elder to achieve “consciousness” in order to
overcome some obstacle. The allegorical meaning of the master narrative repre-
sents the social structure of the revolution: The spontaneity of the hero represents
the potential of the working class to become agents of social change, while con-
sciousness is associated with the Party. In the dialectical structure of the Socialist
Realist plot, consciousness is embodied by an intellectual, who must assist a mem-
ber of the working class in realizing revolution.29 The allegorical essence of the
Socialist Realist master plot is somewhat altered in Chukhrai’s adaptation and
Lavrenev’s 1924 original, and it becomes clear what the revolutionary role of con-
sciousness is to become: Through Govorukha-Otrok, the intellectual legacy of con-
sciousness comes from the English-dominated European world system. It thus con-
stitutes yet another example of Chukhrai’s versatile disarming of dialectics for the
construction of a Soviet Anthropocene. 

As Ian Watt remarked long ago, “Crusoe’s ‘original sin’ is the dynamic ten-
dency of capitalism itself.”30 Overemphasis on trade as the essential capitalist activi-
ty has often clouded the debate on the extent to which Robinson Crusoe provides an
etiological myth for English capitalism, but recognizing the territorialist and eco-
logical aspects of capitalism clarifies the situation.31 Robinson Crusoe is a story for
the organization of nature in English capitalism, principally its accumulation
through the erasure of the native on land and through mastery of the sea. It is this
aspect that is so effectively translated into The Forty-First in the guise of revolution-
ary dialectics, which are now almost unrecognizable when compared to
Eisenstein’s deployment in the years following the revolution or even the dialecti-
cal methods of Socialist Realism. There is a smaller scale that also tells the story of
the English organization of nature in Defoe’s novel. In order to survive and ulti-
mately command nature, Crusoe needs more than guns: He needs charts, ink, and
books to register his position in it and—fundamentally—to abstract time and
space into universal principles with European origins. But whereas the abstraction
of space and time is peripheral to The Forty-First, it is of central concern to Viktor
Turin’s Turksib.

29. Katerina Clark, Soviet Novel, 2nd ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1985), pp. 162–73.

30. Ian Watt, The Rise of the Modern Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1957), p. 89.

31. “When we read [Crusoe’s] admission that ‘trade was none of my element,’ our view of
Crusoe as homo economicus must be severely qualified.” J. A. Downie, “Defoe, Imperialism, and the
Travel Books Reconsidered,” in Critical Essays on Daniel Defoe, ed. Roger D. Lund (New York: GK Hall,
1997), p. 86.
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Turksib: Organizing and Circulating Nature

Turksib is a documentary in five reels. The first two lay out the problem: Most
of the year the land is parched, and the watering of the earth is too seasonal, too
restricted to mountain runoff in the spring. Images of Holocene life—of parched
land, and of inactive machines, humans, and animals—alternate with intertitles
that tell us that this more-than-human assemblage is waiting: waiting for water
and, we can infer, also waiting for work
as a direct consequence of the absence
of water. The equivocation between the
human, machine, and animal through
montage suggests a radical ontology that
de-centers the human. 

Much as in Dziga Vertov’s Man with
a Movie Camera, which came out earlier
the same year, Soviet montage techniques
animate a broad ontology of man,
machine, and nature. Also as in Vertov’s
film, the inanimate is brought to life so
that it can be put to work. In Vertov’s
case, however, cinema, labor, and tech-
nology are enough to accomplish the
task; the need to accumulate nature’s
bounty and “put it to work” is erased.32

Turin’s radical departure from a
Vertovian ontology was to recognize that
while cinematic modernity could animate
the inanimate, life was bound neverthe-
less to the dialectic of land and water.33

And it is through this dialectic of land
and water, over the final three reels, that
nature will be put to work and ultimately
circulated, in alienated form, over vast
expanses. Like in The Forty-First, this will
entail distorting and disarming the revo-

32. “Putting nature to work” is another
important formulation from Jason Moore. See his
“Putting Nature to Work,” in Supramarkt: A Micro-
toolkit for Disobedient Consumers, or How to Frack the
Fatal Forces of the Capitalocene, ed. Cecilia Wee,
Janneke Schonenbach, and Olaf Arndt
(Gothenburg: Irene Books, 2015), pp. 69–117.

33. Vertov’s attention to the ecological basis
of production was more apparent in The Eleventh
Year. See John McKay, “Film Energy: Process and
Metanarrative in Dziga Vertov’s ‘The Eleventh
Year,’” October 121 (July 2007), pp. 41–78.
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lutionary dialectics of film form espoused by Eisenstein, creating instead a dialectics
that pits Man against Nature, and Nature, ultimately, against itself. 

The primary challenge presented to the Soviet ecology in Turksib, to follow
Andreas Malm in his appraisal of the organization of nature in England in the
nineteenth century, is to take concrete time and space and make it abstract.34 It
is only after space and time are abstracted from the particular that nature can be
effectively circulated over the expanses of a large-scale market economy. The
problem of concrete space is thus presented on two scales in the film. On a small
scale, the land is ideally suited—once water can be mastered—for the produc-
tion of cotton. The problem for the Soviet system, as presented in Turksib, is that
too much cotton-ready land is being used for the subsistence of the local popula-
tion; the particularities of subsistence relations, which keep nature local, must
be overcome. On a large scale, trade over vast expanses is hampered by inhos-
pitable nature: Attempts to trade cotton with Siberian wheat farmers by camel
are fundamentally slow and thwarted in the film by a sandstorm, not unlike the
sandstorms of The Forty-First. In the Soviet ecology, concrete nature must be flat-
tened, synthesized, before it can be circulated on a large scale. 

The central act of abstraction arises in the encounter between the forces of a
colonial world-ecology, represented by a Bolshevik team of surveyors, and the
forces of a subsistence world-ecology, represented by the native Kazakhs. In the
center of the frame, the native is idiomatically represented as shirtless—the
naked torso suggesting an alliance between “Man” and “Nature” that will be
reversed, in the course of the film, only when his body is replaced on the Kazakh
landscape by the shirtless torsos of Russian workers who have since come to mas-
ter it. For now, the colonial body of the Russian is represented by Bolsheviks,
thoroughly clad in leather. In the contrast between the two shots of the
Bolshevik surveyors and the Kazakhs, all of whom are facing to the right, the
dialectic of film form is isolated to their costuming, emphasizing its relevance to
the film’s discourse. Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks arrive—a dozen years after
Evsiukov’s fictional detachment in The Forty-First—not by foot through the desert
but across the steppe by automobile. The arrival of the automobile, and its abili-
ty to “annihilate space through time,” already suggests Soviet mastery of the
steppe. The automobile even mediates their way of seeing the land—through
their driving goggles—as a prelude to their ability to abstract nature into univer-

34. Malm is drawing on Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991 [1974]). He devotes two chapters to the steam engine and the
abstraction of space and time. See Andreas Malm, Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam-Power and the Roots of
Global Warming (London: Verso, 2016), pp. 121–93. Autonomist Marxist George Caffentzis also insisted
on the fundamental need to abstract time, attributing this as an intellectual practice to the time of
Isaac Newton: “Medieval production time was circular and the pacing of work and ‘rest’ fixed by ‘eter-
nal’ seasonal and diurnal dichotomies. Summer and days could not be stretched; winter and nights
could not be shrunk at will. Newton and his fellow ‘century of genius’ planners had to create a nonter-
restrial work-time that would be the same in winter and summer, in the night as in the day, on earth as
it is in heaven.” George Caffentzis, “The Work/Energy Crisis and the Apocalypse,” in In Letters of Blood
and Fire (Oakland: PM Press, 2013 [1985]), p. 13. 
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sal structures that do away with the particularity of an indigenous landscape. The
application of the universal, rationalizing gaze, embodied by the modern
European, is realized further through the surveyors’ level. The landscape is liter-
ally turned on its head as it becomes abstracted into a totalizing gaze that flat-
tens the height, width, and length of Kazakh land. 

The flattening out of a landscape is a precondition for the subsumption of
the particular into the figure of the globe. The globe itself, as Kenneth Olwig
has pointed out, is a geometrical abstraction of the Earth’s actual shape, which is

in its concrete form “irregularly shaped and
its physical landscapes are both highly varie-
gated and covered by seas of water and
atmosphere moving in chaotically complex
and changing ways.”35 By flattening variegat-
ed landscapes and imposing an abstract and
universal geometry of the grid upon the
Earth, it subsumes the entire planet, on a
progressive basis, into a global ecology. The
Anthropocene, Olwig adds in a half-joking
aside, is also a “Euclidocene.”36 The flatten-
ing of the particular in Turksib accomplishes
two tasks that correspond to the two scales
of a Euclidocene: It puts nature to work, by
integrating it with an irrigation system that

will supply the dry land and its workers with water to grow cotton, and it circu-
lates nature over global expanses in the fastest way possible, beginning on the
eponymous railway.37

35. Kenneth Olwig, “The Earth Is Not a Globe: Landscape versus the ‘Globalist’ Agenda,”
Landscape Research 36, no. 4 (2011), p. 404.

36. Donna Haraway, Noboru Ishikawa, Scott F. Gilbert, Kenneth Olwig, Anna L. Tsing, and Nils
Bubandt, “Anthropologists Are Talking—About the Anthropocene,” Ethnos 81, no. 3 (2016), p. 25.

37. As faster methods of transportation become available to the circulation of nature, the main
shortcoming of the “Euclidocene” becomes apparent: It fails to recognize how contingent Euclidean
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As Turksib also makes clear, the flattening of the Earth is an act of violence
against Holocene ecological relations, a “war on the centuries-old primitive”
(“voina vekovomu primitivu”). The content of this war on the primitive and what it
says about hegemonic Soviet attitudes to the Kazakh has generated rather divided
opinions about the film’s main thrust and whether or not it is, at its root, racist.
Matthew Payne argues that the film, with its “exotic locale and the battle of moder-
nity against the primitive,” frequently referenced in positive reviews of the film,
generates “a matrix of Orientalist disdain for the other.”38 Emma Widdis, to the
contrary, argues that “there is little emphasis on the need to homogenize and
assimilate the Kazakhs to a model of Sovietness that extends from a dominant cen-
ter. Instead, these films [including Turksib] demonstrated the rhetorical emphasis
on connection and integration that was central to infrastructural projects of the
period.”39 The history of the Anthropocene, however, clarifies the discrepancy
between the two perspectives: The “war on the primitive” is not so much a war on
the native as it is a war on an indigenous ecological system that must be rendered
obsolete in the face of a capitalist, colonial one. Scenes that show Kazakhs receiv-
ing an education in the new farming technology, working on the rail line, and dri-
ving tractors emphasize that this war is not a war on the native per se. Instead, this
war is against the ecological relations between the native and the land (or the
native and the sea), which must be replaced by a new system for the organization
of nature. Widdis is quite correct is asserting that the railway in Turksib “has
become part of a new vision of nature.” She is wrong, however, in suggesting that
the Soviet model was meaningfully “different from the ‘colonization’ of imperial
and capitalist rail expansion and celebrated as part of a broader project of integra-
tion.”40 The imperial and Soviet models, viewed as ecological systems, demonstrate
an essential similarity and their basis in so-called primitive accumulation: New
land, outside the reach of capital, must be subsumed into the Anthropocene orga-
nization of nature. 

Like in The Forty-First, dialectics in film form are also used in Turksib to mask
the material similarities between Soviet and English ecologies. The war on indige-
nous ecological relations in Turksib illustrates some of the key differences between
the discursive structures of the English world ecology, based primarily on settler
colonialism and the mastery of the sea, and the Soviet ecology. The “war on the
centuries-old primitive” begins in the film with the violence of primarily Russian
workers taking pickaxes, from left to right and right to left, to the earth and a bar-

geometry has been in the epoch. The straight lines of the railroad were merely the fastest path from A
to B available to capital’s technological infrastructure at the time; as that infrastructure becomes more
complex in an era of algorithmic shipping, the geometric organization of nature begins to look more
and more “non-Euclidean.” 

38. Matthew Payne, “Viktor Turin’s Turksib (1929) and Soviet Orientalism,” Historical Journal of
Film, Radio and Television 21, no. 1 (2001), pp. 52 and 56.

39. Emma Widdis, Visions of a New Land: Soviet Film from the Revolution to the Second World War
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 105.

40. Ibid., p. 106.
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rage of jackhammers, excavators, and dyna-
mite explosions that lay bare the violent
nature of the earth’s flattening. As Katharine
Holt has observed, the exposed torsos of the
Russian workers are in sharp contrast to their
now thoroughly clad Kazakh counterparts.41

As an inversion of the previous scene, when
the Bolshevik surveyors encounter the native
wearing all leather, it is the European
Russian’s body that is now intimately entan-
gled with the land as it undergoes the process
of being transformed into the Euclidean
geometries of the Anthropocene.     

The conversion of the Kazakh landscape
into the abstract space of the Anthropocene is
suggestively framed in terms of geological
rather than historical time. “The weight of
thousands of years,” an intertitle tells us, “is
lifted.”42 In its characterization of the
Holocene landscape as heavy, Turksib demon-
strates a remarkable ability to recognize the
geological scope of European, fundamentally
capitalist, ecological relations. It also provides
a crucial awareness of the quality that light-
ness plays in the Anthropocene—the lightness
of the abstract as a rational, immaterial con-
struct, and the lightness of the earth once abstracted. 

On a discursive level, that lightness is first achieved through the geometric
abstraction of the earth. It is also, in a way that distinguishes the Soviet ecology on
the discursive level alone, achieved through the dialectics of nature and film form.
The fifth and final reel (entitled “From North to South and from South to
North”—itself a dialectic of disparate biomes that will be synthesized by the rail-
way) begins with images of wind in the desert, moving across the frame left to
right, then right to left: a dialectic of nature that must be synthesized. In the
North, we are told, frost is the enemy—an explicitly seasonal impediment to the
victory of the Soviet ecology that must put nature to work year-round. Water, too,
trickles in opposing directions—another example of the dialectics of film form
merged with the dialectics of nature in Turksib. Eventually scenes of construction
and demolition return to the screen as “civilization breaks through” with a flurry
of dynamite, and native Kazakhs are now depicted on tractors, which mediate their

41. Katharine Holt, “The Rise of the Insider Iconography: Visions of Soviet Turkmenia in
Russian-Language Literature and Film, 1921–1935” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2013), pp. 97–98.

42. This particular idea resonates more with Wark than with Moore or Malm. Wark talks about
the forces of the Anthropocene as a “Carbon Liberation Front.” Wark, Molecular Red, p. xiv.
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relationship to the earth just as the automobile operated for the Bolshevik survey-
ors earlier in the film did. Close-ups of the tractor’s ploughs at work confirm that a
new nature will emerge through the dialectic of soil and mechanized labor. Scenes
of the construction of irrigation canals lead to shots of water, now coming in tor-
rents rather than trickles. “The war on the centuries-old primitive” is announced
amidst the fast-moving water and the images of dynamite explosions—a new orga-
nization of nature is to be achieved through a dialectical practice that never
accounts for a materialist perspective on ecological relations. 

Finally, the frantic pace of the dialectical war on the primitive gives way to
the synthesis in the form of the lightweight and illuminated cotton plant: “The
vanquished earth,” reads the intertitle,
“reveals its bounty.” Suddenly, the quick, con-
trastive shots of exploding earth and the tor-
rents of dammed water change to the slow,
almost still images of cotton. We have enough
time to observe the lightness of the natural
synthesis: We can see how a light wind blows
through the cotton fields, and once again we
see a backlit halo around each cotton fluff still
on the boll. 

Busy workers cannot pluck this light-
weight bounty quickly enough. The worker
and the land, which waited for water and work
at the outset of the film, need wait no
longer—they have both in abundance. Bags of cotton are then effortlessly piled
one on top of the other, completing the subsumption of Aral nature into the vast
networks of the Soviet ecology. Lightness—the central quality of cotton—it turns
out, is one of the driving impulses behind the film’s overall narrative. Inasmuch as
heaviness is emphasized at the beginning of the film, that heaviness is lifted in the
construction of the railbed and the damming and irrigation of water, and light-
ness is fully realized in the material form of cotton. Abstracting nature through
the surveyor’s level gives way to the possibility of putting human and other natures
to work with the construction of an irrigation system, and that work can then final-
ly be circulated in the lightweight commodity form of cotton over vast expanses as
quickly as possible.  

The Needle: The Desertification of the Soviet Ecology

A single scene from Rashid Nugmanov’s The Needle (1988) completes a trip-
tych of the Soviet ecology on the banks of the Aral Sea: from paradise to land of
plenty and then finally to hellscape. Moro (a mob enforcer played by the late
Soviet rock star Viktor Tsoi) and Dina are sitting outside a house on what used to
be the shore of the Aral Sea, where Moro has brought Dina to help her kick her
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heroin addiction. Dina invites Moro to take a dip with her in the sea. “Mmhmm,”
responds Moro, cynically, looking offscreen into the distance. Then there is an
eyeline match to what’s left of the Aral Sea: nothing but desert and, off in the dis-
tance, an abandoned, rusting fishing vessel. As they run toward the vessel, two con-
verging lines in the sand lead the way: This is the visual theme of the needle, a
visual leitmotif in a film mostly about social decay associated with urban drug
addiction, here functionally uniting the body of the late Soviet subject with the
desiccated Aral Sea, and city with country. 

The image of the needle arises in the film as a way of associating the
decrepit human body with equally decrepit urban infrastructure. What is most

remarkable, perhaps, in Nugmanov’s deployment of this motif on the Aral Sea is
the connection he makes between the body-and-landscape of decay in the city
and that of the countryside: It is a system of biological and geographic decay that
systematically connects center to periphery. In some sense, it is a more-than-
human geography of “second nature,”43 where the city and the country are inex-
tricably linked in a single ecological system. Nugamov has, at the end of the
Soviet project, depicted the failure of a system in which city is entangled with
country, center with periphery, and “Nature” with the human body. The desic-
cated landscape of the Aral is associated specifically with Dina, the white heroin
addict, but it is also, in a different sense, connected to Moro, played by Tsoi. By
placing Tsoi, who as a half-Korean and who in another scene performs an
homage to Bruce Lee, on Kazakh land, Nugmanov suggests a film language that
returns Asian bodies to Asian land (however broadly he deploys the category of

43. Originally Hegel’s concept for a nature that includes human modifications; William Cronon
deployed “second nature” to describe the city within an ecological system in Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago
and the Great West (New York: Norton, 1991). 
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“Asian”). And if it was the needle that destroyed the Soviet, Russian body of Dina
and with it the Aral Sea, the restoration of the Asian body to Asian land will
bring about collective, more-than-human recuperation.   

With a little work, Nugmanov’s film can thus be read as a message of hope
after the devastating effects of human actions that fall under the umbrella of the
Anthropocene, as I have described it here. Others, too, report signs of hope.
Philip Micklin, for example, who has long studied water management in the Aral
and Central Asia, reminds us that “the natural environment is remarkably
resilient.”44 And while most fish species have died out, one species of flounder-
gloss, introduced from the Sea of Azov, has continued to spawn in the saline
remains of the Aral.45 Left alone and, admittedly, with the help of another large-
scale dam project, the Aral—now divided between four residual lakes—is making a
comeback. For Micklin and others, however, this is a story not of nature’s
resilience but of the temporary resilience of a fundamentally capitalist ecology.
The capitalist world ecology will continue to put nature to work as long as it has
work to give, right down to the last drop. To go on this way is merely to continu-
ously organize nature in the very same way that has led to nature’s sublime refusal
to be put to work. But I do believe in the possibility of hope amidst these ruins.
The failure of the Soviet project, I have argued, arises in part from the failure of
the Soviet ecology to distinguish itself from the capitalist ecology that begins with
the English mastery of land and sea and ends in crisis. Reflecting now on the first
years of the revolution, we need not be resigned to the systematic degradation of
the more-than-human in the Soviet ecology. More than ever, we must return to
and reevaluate those possibilities so that the capitalist organization of nature in
the Anthropocene can be unmade by means of a powerful alliance between
humans and with the other-than-human. Returning to the first scene of The Forty-
First, we must return to the first, beautiful years of the revolution on the shores of
the Aral, but with a different communism that insists upon the restoration of land
to producers. 

44. Philip Micklin, “The Future Aral Sea: Hope and Despair,” Environmental Earth Sciences 75,
no. 9 (May 2016), p. 844.

45. Ermakhanov, “Changes in the Aral Sea Ichthyofauna and Fishery,” p. 7. 
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