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Abstract

This paper examines the building of the Irkutsk Hydroelectric dam and the human-induced,
hydroelectric flooding of Siberia’s Lake Baikal that began in the mid-1950s and transformed
the water systems, fish and human ecologies, energy flows, and cultural practices (especially
religious) of the diverse peoples of the region. The building of the hydroelectric dam
resulted in a rise in water depth of more than 4 meters around the lake. Whole communities
found their villages drowned, water transport infrastructure disappeared, the shoreline was
irrevocably changed, and the spawning grounds for the lake's endemic (and iconic) fish, the
omul, were destroyed. The Shamanist Buriat communities found religious sites dropped
underwater and struggled to prevent (and then culturally to absorb) the loss of these sacred
sites. This paper explores the ways that hydrological and geological factors merged with
economic and technological ones to generate interest in dam building in the area; the
extensive efforts to prepare the lands that would be flooded by the dam; the rise of new
ways of thinking about and using the lake after the dam began to work; and finally the
impact the dam had on the omul population (and the fishing industry that was based on it).
Throughout, the paper puts human-caused, “permanent” flooding into the larger context of
the history of the regular, cyclical floods on the river and lake. It is also attentive to placing
the Baikal story in the larger context of global hydroelectric development.
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