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1. KNOWLEDGE AND CONNECTION TO THE FIELD
(relevance of the research question, research objective, literature review):

The urgency of the research topic is contextualized by the ongoing Russian war of aggression against
Ukraine, as its main frontline crosses the Ukrainian steppes in the south-eastern part of the country.
At the same time, the urgency of the conducted research does not compromise its novelty and a
refreshing theoretical perspective aiming to intertwine nationalist imaginaries and ecological
alarmism, often juxtaposed on the ideological axes. It re-imagines eco-nationalism from a subaltern
perspective as stemming from anti-imperial resistance.

The research question is innovative and relevant. The research objective defines the theoretical and
methodological program of the research, which cuts across several academic domains, bringing a new
angle to much disputed topics. Given the historical scope of the research, spanning across centuries,
and the research’s academic heterogeneity, a comprehensive literature review is hardly feasible. The
author uses relevant sources, even if some of them (like Serhii Plokhy’s The Cossack Myth and Bruno
Latour’s Down To Earth) would have enriched the analysis.

2. ANALYSIS
(methodology, argument, theoretical backing, appropriate work with sources):

The analysis is innovative and convincing. The author aptly puts together heterogenous sources:
ecological statistics, artistic works, historical sources, and philosophical reflexions. Rightly
mentioning the unavoidable speculative character of the research, they manage to build a coherent
argument that weaves together natural landscape, spatial imaginations of the polity, and narratives
built around human-nature interactions. One of the strongest parts of the argument is the exposure of
ecological strands of local resistance to imperial extractivism on the peripheries of the Russian
empire, on the one hand, and the steppe commonly imagined as an empty space in European imperial
historiographies, which precludes its preservation, on the other. Such positive re-coding of the steppe
and nomadic streams in European history presents a great example of alternative de-centered
epistemology elaborated on a peripheral (to European imperial centres) case-study.

3. CONCLUSIONS
(persuasiveness, link between data and conclusions, achievement of research objectives):

The conclusions mirror the research question and the overall structure of the work. They build onto
the threefold argument connecting the inception of the Ukrainian polity as inextricably connected
with the steppe (but not only — I’d be curious to read more about the interplay between rivers, black
earth, mountains, and steppes in this regard); anti-imperial resistance when the steppe becomes a safe
haven for rebellious peasants turning into warriors; present-day resistance to Russian aggression
when the steppe turns into a frontline, a site of devastation, but also a place of strength and hope.
These changing semantics of the steppe in national spatial projections, the “origin”, the “escape”, the
“frontline”, adds more depth and multi-dimensionality to the oft-circulated metaphor of the frontier.
The dimension of capitalist exploitation, promised in the introduction, remained underexplored,
which may be due to it being overshadowed by the realities of the full-scale war.

4. FORMAL ASPECTS AND LANGUAGE
(appropriate language, adherence to academic standards, citation style, layout):

The work is written in an exquisite academic style and vocabulary. The introduction and conclusion
stand out in their rigorous manifestations of the research design, its choice and limitations, and the
research findings. The thesis stands to the highest academic standards. Apart from minor misspellings




(mostly, concerning names), it is an enjoyable read, both in style and content. Visual illustrations
enforce this experience. In terms of language, I’d avoid the concept of national identity in favour of
spatial projections of the Ukrainian polity, which blends better with the ecological discourse. Yet, |
understand the author’s desire to underline the existential importance of the steppe for the self-
identification of people associating themselves with this landscape as their natural habitat.

5. SUMMARY ASSESSMENT
(strong and weak point of the dissertation, other issues)

It is excellent research, which is both innovative and rigorous. The author aptly combines
methodologies from heterogeneous academic domains, which is not an easy task even for experienced
researchers. Always keeping in focus the research objective, the author unfolds the main argument
that the steppe is the anchor of Ukrainian national identity, hence human suffering and ecological
devastation should be considered together. It brings the Ukrainian case in the rapidly developing
domains, where Eastern European contexts are usually ignored. It is consonant with the recent
academic trends of ecological humanities, human — natural interaction, and subaltern perspectives. It
opens avenues for further potentially fruitful research. Thus, I would move this perspective one step
further to expose the shifting meaning of the steppe, stimulated by the all-out war. Rather than
building a teleological perspective of the importance of the steppe for Ukrainian national identity and
reifying the latter as an allegedly coherent and perennial phenomenon, I’d encourage the author as
definitely a talented scholar to trace the importance of the steppe for various overlapping identities (a
bulk of them would be regional/local) and compare the role of various geographical metaphors in
spatial projections of the Ukrainian polity, where several nodal points could be identified: rivers (the
Dnieper as the main vein), forests (partisan resistance in the western parts after the end of World War
2), etc. This remark is a suggestion for future elaborations. As it is now, the work fits all the
requirements for the Master’s Thesis, and it deserves an excellent grade.
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Assessment criteria:

Excellent (A): ‘Outstanding performance with only minor errors’;

Very good (B): ‘Above the average standard but with some errors’;
Good (C): ‘Generally sound work but with a number of notable errors’;
Satisfactory (D): ‘Fair but with significant shortcomings’;

Sufficient (E): ‘Performance meets the minimum criteria’;

Fail: ‘Some/considerable more work required before the credit can be awarded’.




