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The Urals-Kuznetsk Combine. View full image +
Stroim Uralo-Kuznetskii Kombinat: Albom stroitel’stva vrotoi

ugol’no-metallurgicheskoi bazy SSSR (Building Urals-

Kuznetsk Combine: The Album of Construction of the Second

Coal-Metallurgical Base of the USSR) (Sverdlovsk, 1932).

One of the iconic images of Soviet modernist architecture, Soviet reg ional geograp hy,
Ivan Leonidov’s utopian vision for Magnitogorsk, is a linear later known as
city proposed in the course of the polemics between the
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urbanists and the disurbanists, the two groups that debated
the future of the socialist city in 1929. Manfredo Tafuri and
Francesco Dal Co were the first to see it not only as the
avant-garde’s swan song on the verge of its extermination by
Stalinism, but as an outcome of the changes in Soviet
economic politics during the transition from the liberal New
Economic Policy (NEP) to forced industrialization (fig. 1).'
Ayala Levin convincingly compared disurbanism’s program
to other developmentalist projects that subverted the
narratives of urbanization, such as Patrick Geddes’ late
writings on urban planning in India and the 1970s plan for
Dodoma, the capital of independent Tanzania, both of which
embraced rural lifestyle and architecture.> Although
following its protagonists’ rhetoric, the Soviet polemic has
usually been viewed in the context of Marxist claims that the
distinction between the city and the country will disappear
under socialism (see the contribution of James Graham to
this project), its stakes were indeed broader both
geographically and intellectually: the debate belonged to the
ongoing international discussion on regional planning and
the related program known as regional geography. Referred
to as “constructive geography” in the Soviet Union since the
early 1960s to account for the ambition to shape, rather than
to merely describe, the surface of the globe, this form of
applied geography left the confines of the academy to become
an instrument in the expansion of a Soviet extraction-based
industry.® Its key concept, the region, was positioned at the
intersection of physical geography, economic planning, and
regional planning. Reexamining the urbanism/disurbanism
debate through the lens of the region demonstrates that the
stakes included not just the form of the socialist city, but also
the strategies of colonization and development of the vast
territories east of the East European plain.

“constructive geography,”
was a key counterpart to
regional planning during
the interwar period. The
concept of the region
underwent a radical shift
in scalability through the
program of Soviet regional
geography, scaling both
up, as the economic
concept of interregional
combine, and down, as the
urban planning concept of
socialist settlement.
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Fig.1.0SA (Association of Contemporary Architects)
[Alexandrov, Ermilov, Kuzmin, Kuzntsov, Kibirev, Leonidov,
Maximov, Pyankov, Samarin], Competition Project for the city
of Magnitogorsk, 1930.

Sovremennaia arkhitektura,no.3 (1930).

In his 1965 book The Constructive Geography of the Region:
The Foundations of Regional Planning, Ukrainian
economist and planner Daniil Bogorad explained:

The main goal of the regional plan is the planned
spatial arrangement of all kinds of industry and
construction in the region and the rational use of the
territory of the region in the interest of the maximal
increase in the productivity of social labor, the
reduction of construction and manufacturing costs;
social and hygienic improvement of the conditions of
labor, everyday life, and recreation of the
population.”

In the wake of Khrushchev’s turn to mass housing
construction, Bogorad’s book announced a renewed
attention to regional planning, synthesizing the discussions
of the previous decades and pointed to the key principles of
the discipline: rationalization, economic efficiency,
coordination of industry and settlement, and hygiene.

Regional planning had emerged in the early 1920s, first in
Great Britain and Germany, and then across the Atlantic,
changing the scale of planning to include parks,
transportation lines, and infrastructure networks



connecting urban centers and local industries.® From its
early days, it was closely intertwined with economic
planning. For both urban planners and economists, regional
planning seemed to offer an exciting opportunity to extend
the scope of their work in space and in time; while urban
planners dreamt about designing not towns but their entire
networks, economists hoped to coordinate the work of
different branches of industry and direct their development
in the decades to come. According to Stuart Chase, the
economist within the Regional Planning Association of
America, founded in 1923, “We were mildly socialist, though
not at all communist; liberal but willing to abandon large
areas of the free market in favor of a planned economy.”°

In Germany, regional planning had two centers: the Ruhr
region, where settlement since the eighteenth century had
followed the distribution of iron ore and coal used in its
processing (the Ruhr Housing Association, known as the
SVR, was founded in 1920; see Anna Vallye’s contribution in
this project) and the mid-German region, where beginning in
the late nineteenth century, new settlement patterns evolved
around brown coal, used in the rising chemical industry.
Merseburg, a town close to the industrial center of Halle,
became the seat of the Land Planning Association for the
Industrial Region of Mid-Germany (Landesplanungsverband
fiir den Mitteldeutschen Industriebezirk), founded in 1923.
Whereas the SVR was managed at the level of the state
(North Rhine-Westphalia, where it was located), the mid-
German association stretched across several states, lacking a
single source of funding and administration. It thus
functioned as an inter-regional consulting agency, dependent
on its industry sponsors and focusing on the development of
transportation and housing proposals for their needs.” Led
by Stephan Prager, a former German technical attaché in
New York, the association continued the move from thinking
about the regional plan in terms of infrastructure, greening,
and housing towards an economic vision of coordinated
interregional development. After the Bauhaus moved to
Dessau in 1925, the mid-German association’s meetings
sometimes took place in the school’s building, as Ludwig
Hilberseimer and Hannes Mayer (who would move to the
Soviet Union in 1930) introduced its vision of regional
planning to the Bauhaus pedagogy.® As will be shown below,
the same principles of transportation-based interregionality
occupied the minds of Soviet planners and architects, both
within and outside of the modernist networks.

Following its development in Germany, Britain, and the
United States, regional planning arrived in the Soviet Union
at the time when the Soviet government turned to



regionalization as the strategy of both affirmative national
politics and economic development: if the former was soon
abandoned, the latter persisted, leading to new forms of
settlement architecture and planning. Furthermore, in the
Soviet Union the region was scaled both up and down—this
scalability, linked to typification, was a principle of economic
rationalization. Scaled up, it resulted in the short-lived, but
influential, economic concept of the interregional combine.
Scaled down, it inspired the concept of the socialist
settlement, which was debated by the urbanists and the
disurbanists. Like the region, both the interregional combine
and the socialist settlement were based on transportation;
both were outcomes of the politics and ideology of
colonization.

Regionalism and Colonization

As Lenin noted in 1917, imperialism functioned by
extracting resources from the colonies while concentrating
production in the metropole.® In contrast, the Soviet Union,
formed in 1922 on the ruins of the Russian Empire, claimed
to overturn this model by promoting industrial development
and self-sufficiency in every region. Soviet regionalization
initially offered autonomy for national minorities, aiming to
account for differences in climate, nature, and culture (for
more on the national politics of the early Soviet state, see
James Graham’s contribution to this project).’® A 1924
government decree, issued at the height of the liberal New
Economic Policy, distinguished between exploitative
colonialism (kolonizatorstvo) and what it framed as
beneficial colonization (kolonizatsiia), defined as
agricultural and industrial advancement."" Colonization was
also differentiated from resettlement (pereselenie), defined
as an uncoordinated migration of agricultural settlers (for
instance, during the imperial-era settlement of Turkestan).'
Instead, Soviet planners envisioned rasselenie, a rational
distribution of the population aligned with economic
objectives. Emerging as a counterpart of economic planning,
colonization, in other words, made planned settlement a key
instrument of development.

The first Soviet plan of coordinated economic development
(GOELRO, 1920) distinguished eight major economic
regions. This work was developed by the State Planning
Committee (Gosplan), which proposed a new system of
twenty-one regions in 1921. According to the mastermind of
this system, economist Ivan Alexandrov, the region was “a
certain unique, economically complete (but not enclosed)



territory of a country, which, due to a certain combination of
natural conditions, capital values (i.e., cultural legacy of the
past) and population with its traditions and readiness for
productive and other economic activity would present a
certain potential for performing this or that function in the
general economic dynamics of the country.”’® The region was
a building block of the national economy, defined by natural
resources, population, and industry, and as such, possessed a
strong temporal orientation towards the future: it not
merely described the existing economic conditions but could
shape the conditions to come.

This vision later informed the first Soviet regional plan for
the Apsheron peninsula in Azerbaijan (1927-1930). Its
author was Alexander Ivanitsky, who had published on
urban and regional planning in Britain and the United
States.' Ivanitsky’s regional plan supported his city plan for
Baku, the main center of oil production in Europe at the
time, developed in collaboration with Constructivist
architects and brothers Alexander and Viktor Vesnin, who
designed workers’ housing in the city’s new districts. The
decentralized structure of the oil extraction industry
required dispersed settlement not unlike that in the Ruhr
and mid-Germany. Addressing a twenty-five year period, the
regional plan was supported by an extensive survey of the
peninsula’s topography, climate, and industry.

In 1928, the leading figure in Soviet literature, writer Maxim
Gorky, visited Baku and saw in it an evolutionist dialectics of
the local and the universal. In his account of the trip, he
recalled that Ivanitsky’s and the Vesnins’ typified houses
first appeared to him too monotonous, reminiscent of a
military camp. Upon a closer look, he realized that each
house was different. This made Gorky happy and he praised
the architects’ solution as “a variety of types.” The variety of
housing types, for Gorky, reflected the variety of human
types—and their unavoidable further typification into a
singular humanity: “In each village, a Turkic family lives
side by side with Russian families; children are brought up
together, and this raises hope that in a couple of decades
there will be no Turks and no Russians but just people
strongly united by the idea of the world’s brotherhood of the
workers.”'®

Gorky’s vision reflects the shift from autonomy to
centralization that defined Soviet regionalization politics
during the 1920s. Writing in 1930, the German economist
and Soviet Union expert Georg Cleinow argued that
regionalization was none other than a “horizontal
rationalization” of economy, a counterpart to the “vertical



rationalization” of industry, and as such, a key instrument of
what Cleinow denounced as “red imperialism.”'® The main
instrument of this rationalization, Cleinow continued, were
networks of transportation infrastructure. Hardly any story
elucidates this role of transportation infrastructure as
clearly as that of the White Sea-Baltic canal and its

successor, the White Sea-Baltic combine.

Located in Karelia, a northern region with a complex history
of Russian, Swedish, and Finnish colonization, the 140-mile-
long White Sea-Baltic canal was constructed by incarcerated
labor under unspeakably inhumane conditions between 1931
and 1933. Up to as many as fifty thousand of the quarter of a
million imprisoned workers died during construction (fig.
2)."” Linking the Atlantic and Arctic ocean basins, the canal
aimed to facilitate the export of timber from the region, as
well as the export of Siberian resources via the Arctic Sea
Route.® As the successor of the Murmansk Railway, which
had been built in 1915-1916 by prisoners of war for strategic
purposes and was in 1923 reorganized as “Murmansk
transportation-industrial and colonization combine
[kombinat],” the canal was endowed with the mission of the
region’s comprehensive industrial development based on
logging and timber export.'® This development was tied to
expanding the region’s population by attracting settlers,
primarily among the former prisoners, who were used to the
harsh environmental conditions in a region where “natives
of central, not to mention southern, regions, who have never
lived in the area, have no chance of successfully settling
down” (fig. 3).2°
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Fig.2.Journal cover devoted to the White-Sea-Baltic canal.
Photographs by Alexander Rodchenko.
USSR in Construction (German edition), No.12 (1933).
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Fig.3.Economic diagram of Murmansk Railway Combine.
G.V.Chirkin, Transportno-promyshlennyi kolonizatsionnyi
kombinat Murmanskoi zhel.dor. (Moscow-Leningrad:
Glavnauka, 1928).

In 1932, Gorky visited the White Sea-Baltic canal to laud its
completion. In his imagination, the construction of the canal
intended to transform both the “idle” nature and the
“criminal” incarcerated workers, marking “the beginning of
an orderly system of the socialist development of the
region.”?! Using cheap, locally sourced materials—the same
ones that, Gorky noted, “nature herself used for building the
territory of the Karelian republic”’—the workers were to
invent and construct low-tech but ingenious solutions for
dams and locks.?? “Cities, factories, settlements, highways
[would] emerge, they will cut forests, while cereals and
forage grasses will rustle on dried swamps, and brown-icy
waters of rivers will rush into the snails of turbines,” Gorky
professed; furthermore, the previously barren land would fill
with the signs of civilization—houses of culture, theaters,
and clubs.?® Even more so than the future canal, the
construction itself, and the workforce that it brought to the
allegedly empty region, was to generate this change.?*

After the canal was completed in 1933, the White Sea-Baltic
prison camp was reorganized as the White Sea-Baltic
Combine, which included not only the immediate area of the
canal but the entire northwest of European Russia. The
employees, most of them former prisoners of the camp, now
comprised a quarter of Karelia’s population. As in the case of
the Murmansk railway, the combine was not an
administrative but an economic unit that managed and
coordinated all industrial enterprises on its territory.>® Most
of the production facilities of the combine belonged to the
wood-processing industry. In the economists’ imagination,



this initial industrial activity would trigger urbanization,
attracting population and thereby stimulating other
industries.

Comparing the approach of the mid-German land-planning
association to the better-known central-place theory of
Walter Christaller (published in 1933), historian Harald
Kegler observed that while Christaller’s scheme was static,
focusing on the distribution of services, the mid-German
association’s approach was dynamic, concentrating on the
development of industry in time.?® The Soviet concept of the
combine was driven by an even stronger projective ethos,
aiming not only to coordinate, but to initiate regional
development. Moreover, it would soon embrace the mid-
German association’s other signature approach: inter-
regionalism, which aligned perfectly with the Gosplan
economist Alexandrov’s above-cited definition of the region
as being “economically complete” but not “enclosed.”

Scaling Up: The Interregional Combine

The roots of both town planning and regional planning go
back to human geography, a nineteenth-century field of
knowledge developed by Paul Vidal de la Blache in France
and Friedrich Ratzel (the author of the notorious term
Lebensraum) in Germany in the 1880s.?” Closely linked to
ethnography, human geography explored cultures as forms
of social adaptation to natural environments, understood
primarily in terms of economic resources. It informed the
approach of the leader of the regionalist school in Russian
agrarian economy, Alexander Chelintsev, who in 1910
suggested that regions differ by stages of evolutionary
development, measurable according to such indicators as the
density of population and the percentage of fallow land.?®

By the 1920s, German human geography acquired a new
leader, Alfred Hettner, who redefined geography as
chorology, the study of the spatial dimension of human
activity.® Its central category was the country (Land),
defined as spatially-organized human life in its cultural and
economic complexity.°° Hettner proposed a hierarchical
categorization of chorological knowledge: the smallest unit,
locality (Ortlichkeit), was followed by landscape (Landschaft,
which Hettner considered to be synonymous with the region,
Gegend), then the country, and finally the part of the world
(Erdteil), each higher order being a product of the
typification of the lower ones.®' Similarly, in 1925, Russian
geographer Leo Berg, who had started his career as an
ichthyologist, proposed a classification based on Linnaean



taxonomy: the region was an equivalent to the species, the
landscape to the genus, and the landscape zone to the family.
In 1922, Berg had published an anti-Darwinian treatise
Nomogenesis, or Evolution Determined by Law, whose
English edition appeared with an introduction by D’Arcy
Thompson.®? Arguing from a modified Lamarckian position,
Berg claimed that evolution resulted not from random
mutations, but is determined by both the structure of the
organism and the environment to which the species adapts.**
This theory was the scientific manifesto of what literature
scholar Patrick Sériot identified as the Russian and Soviet
school of evolutionism. Unlike the European tradition, which
focused on tracing lines of descent, this school, which
informed not only biology, but also cultural thought (here,
Gorky’s reflections about Vesnin’s buildings in Baku provide
another example), was based on “the idea of convergence of
cultures, peoples, and languages developing through
admixture as a result of geographical proximity.”3

In 1924, geographer Sergey Bernstein-Kogan (who happened
to be Berg’s second cousin) claimed to have established a
universal, triangular relationship between climate,
population, and the presence of mineral resources,
generalizing it within a system of nineteen global types of
regions.*® Bernstein-Kogan founded and headed the program
(kafedra) in economic geography at the Second Moscow State
University before being forced to refocus his work on the
geography of transportation. His ideas were developed by his
colleague at the program , Nikolay Baransky, a party
functionary who enjoyed a successful academic career
despite lacking an academic background, eventually gaining
recognition as the father of Soviet regional geography.
Baransky’s book The Economic Geography of the Soviet
Union: Review of Gosplan’s Regions was published in 1927,
attributing a distinct economic specialization to each region
and emphasizing the need to coordinate their economies (fig.
4).36
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Fig.4.Maps of “Bread Surplus and Shortage” (left) and
“Distribution of Industrial Workers” (right).

Nikolay Baransky, The Economic Geography of the Soviet Union:
Review of the State Planning Agency’s Regions (Moscow:
Gosizdat,1927).

Baransky viewed economic regions of the Soviet Union as
systems within the higher-order territorial system of the
national and international division of labor. His thinking
departed from Hettner’s, the translation of whose book
Geography: Its History, Essence, and Methods he edited in
1930. Baransky praised Hettner’s category of landscape
(which he collapsed with that of the country) for its
comprehensive character that accounted for diverse aspects
of human life.*” What landscape however lacked, according to
Baransky, was the economic dimension. By supplementing
Landschaft with the location theories of Johann Heinrich
von Thiinen and Alfred Weber, he arrived at his own base
category: the region.*® For Baransky, the region was shaped
by infrastructure and settlement: “As in geometry, where
contour lines and dots at their intersections give form to
areas, in economic geography, the main image of a country or
region is comprised of roads and cities.”*° The size and
location of cities depended on the availability of resources
and the needs of industry.

These ideas were revised as the foundation for the First Five-
Year Plan, announced in 1928, which divided the Soviet
Union into twenty-four regions. Industrialization was the
plan’s main goal, while moving both industry and the
population towards the sources of energy and mineral
resources—eastwards—was its key instrument. This
movement aimed not only to make industrial production
more efficient and safer in case of a military conflict in
Europe, but also to activate Siberia’s economic potential.*®
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Known as the “great break,” the transition from NEP to the
Five-Year-Plan shook not only Soviet economics, but also
Soviet geography. In geography, it was marked by the
polemics between the so-called industrial- (otraslevaia) and
regional schools. The industrial school argued that
industrialization should be managed by ministries, whereas
the regional school posited that it should be governed by
regional authorities. The leader of the industrial school and
the founder of economic geography in Russia, Vladimir
Dehn, accused the regionalists (led by Baransky and
Bernstein-Kogan) of Hettnerianism—of conflating natural
and social factors, leading to geographic determinism.*' In
1929, however, Baransky mounted a counterattack, accusing
Dehn of disregard for the natural environment.*? Although
short-lived, the regionalists’ victory would prove fateful.
This victory was cemented by the founding of the program in
economic geography at Moscow State University, which
Baransky would lead until his death in 1963.

The White Sea-Baltic combine was one of the outcomes of
the regionalists’ victory. As a novel form of economic
organization, it was preceded by the Murmansk Railway
combine and by the far more ambitious Urals-Kuznetsk
combine.”® Founded in 1929 and planned by Baransky’s
colleague Nikolay Kolosovsky, the Urals-Kuznetsk Combine
was based on the principle of the territorial division of labor.
It relied on a transportation artery—the “super-mainline”
(sverkhmagistral’)—a 1200 mile-long segment of the
Transsiberian railway, which the imperial government had
constructed in the early twentieth century.** The super-
mainline’s western point was the industrial center of
Chelyabinsk in the Ural Mountains, rich in metal deposits,
while its eastern end was the newly discovered coal deposits
in Siberia’s Stalinsk (today, Novokuznetsk). The railroad
united these two geographically distant regions into a single
production cycle—a “geographical conveyor belt”.*°
According to Kolosovsky, this combined production cycle
would enable a large increase in the metal-producing
capacity of the Urals (where industry had previously relied
on wood-burning), thus creating a new center of steel
manufacturing (fig. 5).%° The Urals-Kuznetsk combine was
the largest ever planned interregional complex. It
encompassed several branches of heavy industry located on
2.3 million square miles, a territory greater than the entire
European part of the Soviet Union. It included the Urals, the
Bashkir Republic, Western Siberia, and northern
Kazakhstan.” The Chelyabinsk-Stalinsk railroad segment
was to enable the development of industrialized agriculture
on the “giant industrially naked plain” that it crossed and
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thus the densification of the plain’s settlement, as smaller
lines would spin off the main railway thoroughfare.*® The
creation of steel plants on both ends of the railroad segment
in 1929—one in Magnitogorsk in the Urals and one in
Stalinsk—made these plans concrete.

Fig.5.The Urals-Kuznetsk Combine. The arrows mark the
movements of iron ore and coal.

Stroim Uralo-Kuznetskii Kombinat: Albom stroitel’stva vrotoi
ugol’no-metallurgicheskoibazy SSSR (Building Urals-Kuznetsk
Combine: The Album of Construction of the Second Coal-
Metallurgical Base of the USSR) (Sverdlovsk,1932).

If human geography, with its evolutionary hierarchy of
cultures, provided rationale for extractive colonialism, its
offspring, regional geography, served to support internal
colonization. Substituting economic analysis for the analysis
of culture, it similarly neglected indigenous populations,
moving from the concept of architectural type as adaptation
to the environment to the image of the exploitation and
transformation of the environment as the mechanism for
changing social and economic relationships. The debate
about the socialist city was an outcome of this shift.

Scaling Down: Socialist Settlement

In the minds of Soviet theorists, economic geography,
regional planning, urban planning, landscape architecture,
and finally, housing, all addressed the same problem—
regional development—on different scales. This scalability of
the region, which goes back to the scalability of Hettner’s
country, explains the remarkable politicization of the debate
about the type of socialist settlement. This debate ignited in
1929 at the moment of industrialization and the supporting
collectivization of agriculture, which led to the catastrophic
famine of 1932-1933.%° The grouping of villages around
machine-tractor stations, which were centers of technical
support as well as of state control, was seen as an enabling
factor for collectivization (on machine-tractor stations, and
on the urbanism-disurbanism debate, see the contribution of
James Graham to this collection). It promised to elevate
peasants, who were portrayed as backward and ignorant,
and to bring economic prosperity to villages. In this context,
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Soviet planners articulated the response to the Marxist
critique of the division between the city and the country in
terms of blending the programs of industrialization and
collectivization within the framework of regional
development.°

The political debate was as violent as its context. Leon
Trotsky, who had insisted on the program of
“superindustrialization,” was expelled from the Party in
1927. His radical position, however, was appropriated by
Stalin, who pushed out two other top politicians, Anatoly
Rykov and Nikolay Bukharin, the following year for calling
to slow down the pace of industrialization and to support the
peasantry.®' If in 1927 Chelintsev had hoped to employ his
earlier theory of regionalization for the needs of
collectivization, defining the region as “an evolutionary
stage,” by 1930 this definition was criticized by party
functionaries as being “based on the idea of foresight” rather
than on the principle of “engineered design.”
Regionalization, like Soviet economics, politics, and science,
was to become not merely projective, but “teleological”—
based on consciously setting goals for the future rather than
on observation and analysis.®?

The initiators of the debate about the type of socialist
settlement were not architects, but economists. The
urbanists were led by Leonid Sabsovich, who previously
headed the department of ferrous metallurgy at Gosplan.®®
His publications on urbanism appeared alongside his book
Soviet Union in Fifteen Years, which promoted Stalin’s great
acceleration.®* Sabsovich envisioned a network of mid-size
settlements (between forty and sixty thousand residents
each) for workers employed in industrialized agriculture and
other industries.®® The theorist of disurbanism was Mikhail
Okhitovich, a sociologist and politician who had earlier been
expelled from the Communist Party after publicly
supporting Trotsky, but who was later restored (he would,
however, eventually be executed for criticizing
collectivization).°® At the time when cooperation was seen as
the mechanism of collectivization and a solution to the
housing crisis, Okhitovich turned to it in search of a new
model of settlement. Citing the French theorist of economic
cooperation Charles Gide, Okhitovich proposed getting rid of
agglomeration centers altogether. Like those of the Spanish
planner Arturo Soria y Mata before him (and like the “band-
town” that Otto Konigsberger would later propose), his
settlements would instead stretch along transportation
lines.®” Both Sabsovich and Okhitovich thus saw social
change, industrialization, and territorial expansion as
intertwined. The difference between their programs is
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commonly articulated in terms of the housing model.
Sabsovich proposed to house people in phalanstery-like
“residential combines” of two to three thousand residents
(citing the Vesnins’ projects for house-communes as
examples); Okhitovich envisioned small individual living
modules with collectivized services.*® However, the debate’s
stakes were broader and concerned not only the microscale
of everyday life and social structure, but also the macroscale
of economic planning: whereas Sabsovich proposed a
network of development, Okhitovich envisioned a vector—a
scaled-down interregional combine.

Okhitovich’s key supporter among architects was the
collaborator of the Vesnins, the Constructivist Moisei
Ginzburg, who in 1921 had published a series of articles
analyzing the construction tradition of the Crimean Tatars,
emphasizing the organic connection between the
environment and the building type.*® After moving to
Moscow, Ginzburg joined the State Construction Committee
as the head of the Section of Typification and later of the
Section of Socialist Settlement, developing a series of
typified, prefabricated, and easily assemblable units to be
used in disurbanist settlements. The 1930 competition for
the masterplan of Magnitogorsk, which was chaired by
Gorky’s old associate Anatoly Lunacharsky, offered the
Constructivists an opportunity to explore disurbanism (fig.
6). The submission by the constructivist Association of
Contemporary Architects (OSA), among whose authors was
Ivan Leonidov, proposed a 15-mile-long line of settlement,
which, like the interregional combine, would stretch between
the industrial center on one side and the giant-scale
collective farm on the other.°® Reminiscent of the American
urban grid, the grid in this project acted as infrastructure for
a boundless expansion in space (fig. 1).°'
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Fig.6.Section of Socialist Settlement of the State Planning
Committee of the USSR (Moisei Ginzburg, Mikhail Okhitovich,
etal.). Dormitory type No.4.

Sovremennaya arkhitektura,No. 6 (1930).

In his own submission, developed with another group of
constructivist architects, Okhitovich went further, changing
the name, and with it, the scale of the project.®® The authors
addressed not the city, Magnitogorsk, but Magnitogorye, the
region that encompassed mines, factories, supporting
industries, and agriculture. The project envisioned a
hydroelectric power plant whose dam creates an artificial
lake, providing water for chemical and metalworking
factories (fig. 7). Perforated by mines, the Magnetic
Mountain, the source of iron ore, is the heart of the project.
Eight lines of settlement, each 15 miles long, radiate from it,
linking it to the agricultural and livestock production
regions. Housing consists of Ginzburg’s individual modules,
whose lines are interspersed with cultural and consumer
centers. Addressing the brief’s call for self-building and self-
funding solutions to housing construction, Okhitovich’s
team proposed using local leftover industrial materials such
as adobe and reed panels. Coupled with the freedom provided
by living in individual units, this self-sufficiency recalls not
only the GULag’s construction methods, but also anarchist
ideals.®® Indeed, as Okhitovich explained, territorially, his
solution was “almost identical” with Peter Kropotkin’s
anarchist vision; the difference lay in the fact that
Kropotkin’s settlement relied on craftsmanship, whereas his
was based on industrial production.®
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Fig.7.Mikhail Barshch, Vyacheslav Vladimirov, Mikhail
Okhitovich, and Nikolay Sokolov, with Georgy Vegman, Nina
Vorotyntseva, Alexander Pasternak et al., Magnitogorye
(competition project), 1930.

The debate attracted a great deal of attention from officials
and the public. The government rejected the radicalism of
Sabsovich and Okhitovich, suggesting to focus instead on the
more pressing issues of hygiene and cost-efficiency. Attended
by over one thousand people, the meeting at the Communist
Academy in May of 1930 was opened by Nikolay Milytin, the
minister of finance, who, as the head of the government
committee on the construction of new towns, was the vice-
chair of the jury in the Magnitogorsk competition. Milytin’s
book The Socialist City [Sotsgorod] delineated his version of
the linear city subordinated to the logic of the territorial
division of labor. Arguing for a model that is based on “the
functional-assembly-line system,” he envisioned an
industrial center where functional zones stretch in parallel
to the river, which supplies industry with water, and to the
transportation arteries linking production processes.®°
Concerning social organization, however, Milytin proposed
not a revolution (as advocated by Sabsovich), but an
evolution, reflecting the moderate position of his patron,
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Rykov, a critic of forced industrialization. In this, he sided
with Ginzburg, the architect of the residential block of the
ministry of finance (Narkomfin), where Milytin resided.
Both the Narkomfin and Milytin’s linear city were
envisioned as spaces of “a transitional type” for what was
termed “the transitional economic period.”®® Both were to
encourage—not force-residents to gradually move towards
more communal forms of everyday life. Cited by
Hilberseimer and other modernists, Milytin’s book was
translated into English in 1975, remaining the most
consequential outcome of the discussion.®” Its impact in
Russia, however, was short-lived: after the fall of Rykov and
Bukharin, Milytin lost his political influence and
subsequently retrained as an architect.

Meanwhile, Hettnerianism was banned from Soviet
geography, and with it, Baransky’s regionalism was
subjected to political critique. All non-materialist human
geography fields—a heterogeneous mix: geography of race,
demography, colonial geography, eugenics, and cultural
history among others—disappeared from teaching and
research, leaving economic geography as the sole survivor.
As Baransky later complained,

Having destroyed the old human geography, ‘the
new movements’ did not create anything in its place;
the section on population, where in old geographic
descriptions one could find substantial information
not only about the composition of the population, its
distribution, settlements, but also about character,
traditions, and culture, completely disappeared from
the new publications [...]. The human was
forgotten!!!®®

Yet Baransky himself had contributed to this crusade,
suggesting that geography should become a study of the
spatial distribution of economic activity.

The rejection of human and regional geography mirrored the
political rejection of comprehensive and coordinated regional
development. Once the first stage of industrialization was
completed, international trade declined, while the discovery
of the deposits of coal in the Urals and of iron ore in the
Kuznesk area rendered the interregional scale of the Urals-
Kuznetsk combine obsolete. The connections between
regions lost their importance. Far from empowering the
regions, however, this increase in autarchy had the opposite
effect: the constitution of 1936 returned national governance
to the centralized, industrial approach.

18



At the end of 1930, Okhitovich and Ginzburg made their last
attempt to save the work of the Section of Socialist
Settlement by adapting it to this new program.®® In their
report to the Presidium of Gosplan, published in the
Constructivist journal Sovremennaya arkhitektura
(Contemporary Architecture), they addressed not social or
geographic, but economic diversity, proposing to typify
models of regional development rather than buildings or
settlements. They no longer sought to overcome the
differences between the city and the country, but the
differences between agricultural, extractive, and industrial
economies. “Socialist settlement” now appeared not as a
type, but as the teleological end of regional planning, which,
unlike regional planning in the West, “views the particular
as an element of the general, and therefore, from the very
start, plans not cities, not villages, not towns for workers of
this or that enterprise or their combination, but the general
network of settlement of the entire economic region” (fig.
8).79 The first type of development addressed existing cities,
offering a linear model for dispersing their population. The
second was intended for industrial areas, proposing to de-
densify them by removing smaller industries to satellite
centers. The third, for agricultural and extractive regions,
intended to create a series of manufacturing centers. Finally,
the fourth type was for regions where industry and
agriculture had already merged, utilizing planning to
balance their distribution by creating an even network of
settlement. All housing in these settlements was to be built
according to Ginzburg’s typified modular projects, while the
role of regional specificity was now reduced to that of a cost-
saving strategy; as in Okhitovich’s project, the modules were

to be constructed of local or leftover industrial materials
(fig. 9).

19



VHEOJMHYIU BYHOIhHHVIAENT
-—

VEBOJMHYVL BYHIIhHALHINIY

VHEOJHHVIU BYNOThHALHITIV

YHBOdMHYVU BYHBMILIU!
1

20



Fig.8.Diagrams.

Moisei Ginzburg, Mikhail Okhitovich, et al., “Report of the
Section of Socialist Settlement of the State Planning
Commission,” Sovremennaya arkhitektura,No.6 (1930).
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Fig.9.Maps.

Moisei Ginzburg, Mikhail Okhitovich, et al., “Report of the
Section of Socialist Settlement of the State Planning
Commission,” Sovremennaya arkhitektura,No.6 (1930).

A similar move from typifying social function to typifying
development took place on a smaller scale: that of an urban
park. In 1931, Ginzburg envisioned his plan for the Park of
Culture and Leisure in Moscow as a series of functional zone
strips following, in Miliytin’s spirit, the curve of the river. In
1934, architects Militsa Prokhorova and Lyubov Zalesskaya
used regional development models to design a new public
park in Chelyabinsk, the western endpoint of the Urals-
Kuznetsk combine, which was allocated a giant territory of
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over seven square miles.”' Prokhorova and Zalesskaya
presented the project not as a design, but as a diagram of
growth types. The first growth type created a wedge that
widened towards the park’s periphery (fig. 10). The second
established several expanding circular cores. The third, or
“linear,” model proposed axes of growth extending in both
directions. Finally, the last model suggested creating smaller
“park-combines,” each providing the basic minimum of all
functions, in different parts of the park. Prokhorova and
Zalesskaia’s diagram for Chelyabinsk suggested combining
all of these models.”?

Fig.10.Four models of the growth of a park by Lyubov
Zalesskaya and Militsa Prokhorova (left). Scheme for the
prospective development of the Cheliabinsk park of culture
and leisure (right).

Arkhitektura SSSR,No.5 (1934).

The pre-World War II militarization of the economy required
a concentration of both material and human resources in the
construction and servicing of large factories. These factories’
workforce would be most conveniently settled in cities such
as the ones designed by Ernst May, the architect of New
Frankfurt, who would become the planner of Magnitogorsk.
May’s CIAM-esque dispersed planning, however, would soon
become obsolete and replaced by concentric urbanism. As the
White Sea Canal construction seemed to have proven, it was
the use of incarcerated labor that appeared as the ultimate
cost-saving solution. Not the networks or vectors of
settlements, but the “Gulag Archipelago,” which spread
throughout the country until the mid-1950s, was to provide
extraction and construction sites with labor.

Epilogue

Several key documents codifying the development of
international regional planning appeared in 1933:
Abercrombie’s Town and Country Planning in Britain; the
Tennessee Valley Authority act in the United States;
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Christaller’s Central Places in Southern Germany in
Germany; and CIAM’s Athens Charter, which postulated
that “The city must be studied within the whole of its region
of influence. A regional plan will replace the simple
municipal plan.””® Regional planning also remained present
in Soviet theory. Despite political assaults, it was discussed
in Gosplan’s collection of articles on urban planning, which
was published as a single volume the same year. Appearing
in this book, the programmatic article by M. N. Petrov drew
both a distinction and a connection between the regional or
municipal plan (planirovka) and centralized economic
planning (planirovanie):

Inasmuch as the plan of construction and building is
the means of achieving economic production plans,
planirovka is the first stage of fulfilling the plan of
people’s economy, [because it] provides enterprises
with a rational location and mutual connections.
Although planirovka organizes the territory in a
planned manner [planomerno], that is, according to
the demands of the plan of people’s economy, it is
different from planirovanie because it does not
create or direct the plan of people’s economy, serving
only to support planirovanie.”*

Addressing “quite long-term perspectives of the city’s
development,” planirovka had to include the functional
zoning system, an intra- and interregional transportation
scheme, schemes for the park and sewage systems,
residential areas, service centers, and defense.”® Despite
being subordinate to planirovanie, planirovka was seen as its
scaled-down version. Its basic “planning unit” was the
“economic (production) complex of settlement,” which
included the city and the agricultural zone economically
linked to it. It was followed by a hierarchy of higher-order
categories: the “planning complex” (planirovochnyi
kompleks), or economic region; an economic district
(ekonomicheskaia oblast’), a sum of economic regions; and
finally, the “planning scheme of the Union.” Since these
higher-order plans, Petrov explained, were still missing,
their development had to become Gosplan’s priority.”®

This focus on the bottom and top of the hierarchy—the
municipal and the economic plan—meant that, following the
demise of the horizontal connections between the regions,
the mesoscale of regional planning lost its in significance.
Yet, it did not disappear altogether. A government decree
from June 27, 1933 distinguished four cases in which it was
applicable: industrial regions, agricultural regions, resort
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regions, and suburban zones of big cities.”” With both
Leonidov and Zalesskaya on his team, Ginzburg returned to
Crimea in the 1930s to head the work on the regional plan
for the resort region of its southern shore.”® Ivanitsky,
serving as professor of urban planning at Moscow
Architectural Institute, continued to develop his concept of
regional planning throughout the 1930s and 40s. By 1935,
Baransky was active again, as an academic rather than as a
practitioner. In this role, he and his circle were instrumental
in training generations of Soviet geographers. Within the
same decade, Kolosovsky, by then a professor of economic
geography at Moscow State University, developed the
principles of the combine into the concept of the “territorial-
production complex,” which, synthesized with Ivanitsky’s
school of regional planning, would dominate Soviet urbanism
for the rest of the Cold War.”?

In the aftermath of decolonization, the promise of economic
development that this program of regionalization carried
would find resonance in India, Cuba, and beyond, channeled
by a set of associated principles and concerns including
productivism, system-thinking, decentralization,
standardization, and population distribution.®® Defined
based on natural conditions, population size, and above all,
economy, the region remained a fundamental category
within this school of development theory. And while the
horizontal rationalization of regionalism would never regain
its full importance in Soviet economic and regional planning,
the vertical rationalization of typification—an instrument of
scaling—would persist, deepen, and lead to new forms of
organization and control.
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