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Abstract

In this thesis, I will analyze a selection of Evgeny Zamiatin’s theoretical works,
addressing prominent themes, including the historical and political context of his works,
the future and purpose of literature, the role and responsibilities of writers in society,
people’s responsibilities toward each other as humans, who creates societal change, and
how they accomplish change. I will consider Zamiatin’s definitions of “revolutions”,
“heretics”, and “heresy” to demonstrate how they apply to his understanding of the role
of writers and the purpose of literature. I will apply the core ideas of these essays to an
analysis of how ideas from Zamiatin’s theoretical works manifest themselves in his novel
We, with an especial focus on how Zamiatin adhered to his own vision for a brave,
“heretical” writer. Through a semiotic perspective, I will explore some of the possible
meanings and interpretations of We to reveal the relevance of this work to a twenty-first
century audience.

All English translations of original Russian text are my own.
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1. Introduction

“Mowu et — MOM KHHTH; Ipyrux y MeHs Het.”/ “My children—my books; I have no

others.” -E.I. Zamiatin, “J{nst cOopHHKa ¢ KHUTE”

Twentieth-century Russian author Evgeny Zamiatin achieved global recognition for
his novel Mwui (We)—after his death. Zamiatin wrote We in 1920, but the work was not
published in Russia until 1989 due to Soviet censorship (Andrews et al. 99). Born in
1884, Zamiatin wrote during the late tsarist period, Russian revolutions and Civil War,
and early Soviet period. Peers and friends included Anna Akhmatova, Alexander Blok,
and Andrei Bely. Unlike many of his fellow writers, Zamiatin was not afraid of the
ramifications of writing his true opinions. Because the intelligentsia was not fulfilling
their moral obligation as writers, Zamiatin wrote encouraging them to disregard concern
for themselves and their safety and to prioritize writing according to their beliefs. In his
writings, Zamiatin advocates for a new standard among writers (and other artists), a
standard of bravery and truth: “IIpaBae—BOT 4ero B mepBYIO TOJIOBY HE XBaTaeT
ceronusmael muteparype” / “Truth—this is what is lacking most of all in today’s
literature” (“O ceronusimaem u coBpemeHHoMm” 270). In calling Soviet writers to write the
truth, he calls all writers of the world to follow these same principles.

Zamiatin has a rich, but less well-known collection of theoretical works that include
his reflections on global events, wars, and politics. These writings draw from his own
experiences with censorship, arrest, and forced migration. Zamiatin offers detailed

analyses of cataclysmic world events he lived through, including the Russian revolutions,



Russian Civil War, establishment of the Soviet Union, and other wars of the early
twentieth century. He reflects on censorship, oppression, financial difficulties, and other
challenges to writers, including the serious threats to writers’ lives within totalitarian
regimes. In the context of Russian history and Zamiatin’s literary works, in particular his
novel We, an analysis of Zamiatin’s theoretical works provides insights into the purpose
of literature and art for humanity, concepts of courage and character, what responsibilities
people have toward each other, and what (or who) is necessary to create societal change.

Zamiatin defines what makes a true writer and what makes true literature. He
understands the hardships of writing true literature in restrictive societies with harsh
consequences for speaking one’s mind, but he still forcefully promotes honesty and truth
in writing. He condemns the passive writer and argues that writers should be active in the
building of their societies and creation of cultural mores. He criticizes writers who write
with particular agendas for profit or governmental favor. Drawing upon the great legacy
of Russian literature as inspiration, Zamiatin addresses the Russian intelligentsia to
encourage them to write on behalf of humanity and freedom. He explores the roles and
responsibilities of writers and readers; his definitions of “revolutions”, “heretics”, and
“heresy”’; who shapes the ideas and values of a society; and what is necessary to effect
change.

Through his theoretical works, Zamiatin provides a model for his ideal writer and a
vision for the future of Russian and world literature. His ideal writer behaves with

bravery to the point of fearlessness. Zamiatin argues that a true writer ignores the status



quo to pursue the truth by writing according to one’s conscience. Zamiatin defines the
purpose of art and literature as the defense of humanity. Through his conviction that
writers have a serious responsibility toward the public, he implores his fellow members
of the Russian intelligentsia to defend humanity at any cost. Any threat, even that of
death, will not intimidate a true writer. Zamiatin holds himself to these high standards of
the true writer, fighting for the truth in the face of severe potential consequences during
the tsarist and Soviet regimes.

A key theme in these writings is Zamiatin’s faith in the ability of literature to create
sweeping societal change. In lieu of dwelling on an idealized past or lamenting the
problems of the present, his writings share a constant focus on the potential of the future,
referring frequently to “tomorrow”. Zamiatin applies his hopes for Russian literature,
politics, and society in a broader context to literature, philosophy, and ethics through
reflections applicable to any time and place. An analysis of these theoretical writings, in
the context of Zamiatin’s life and works, yields insights into world history, culture, and
literature. His ideas extend beyond his environment to encompass all governments,
places, and societies, making them relevant in any context.

Zamiatin’s unique definitions of “revolutions”, “heretics”, and “heresy” comprise a
vision for societal change and demonstrate the possible impact of literature on world
events. Zamiatin sees the world as a constant cycle of inevitable revolutions. New
ideologies, governments, and societies without fail replace older ones in time. Zamiatin

praises revolutions, heretics, and heresy for what he sees as their necessary challenges to



the principles and ideas of the present time. These definitions illustrate his lofty
expectations for writers to be brave, fearless individuals in spite of any challenges: true
heretics.

An application of ideas from Zamiatin’s theoretical works, including these crucial
definitions, to his novel We, reveals how he truly lived the principles he preached, writing
the truth no matter the consequences. His definitions of “heretics”, “heresy”, and
“revolutions” apply to the totalitarian regime of the One State. Character [-330
demonstrates fearlessness and therefore adheres to Zamiatin’s definition of a heretic, as
she accepts torture and ultimately death for her steadfast belief in the revolution against
the One State. Zamiatin promotes his definition of revolutions through conversations
between 1-330 and D-503 about the nature of revolutions and the possibility of a final
revolution. He argues that, as there is no final number, there can be no final revolution. In
the context of this totalitarian One State, he reflects on faith, dreams, and individuality
and makes unique conclusions on these oft debated subjects.

Zamiatin’s We generates a range of meanings and interpretations that keep this work
relevant to any society and time period. A semiotic analysis of We helps to discover some
of these meanings and understand the significance of the work for its possible meanings
and interpretations. In his theoretical works, Zamiatin outlines his high expectations for
readers. He defines reading as an active experience and expects readers to analyze the
different layers of his works. These ideas connect to Yuri Lotman and Umberto Eco’s

semiotic principles of the “text within the text” and the “role of the reader”.



From his book Culture and Explosion (1992), Lotman’s concept of texts within a text,
or multiple texts coalesced in one text to create deeper layers of meaning, applies
perfectly to Zamiatin’s We. We involves a series of complex texts within the larger text.
When analyzed together, these texts within the text produce the most profound meanings
of the work. These texts include texts devised by Zamiatin himself, such as the color text,
verbal text, numerical text, and mathematical text. They also include references and
allusions to other, previously written texts. For example, We contains myriad biblical
allusions that relate to key themes of the work, including the utter destruction totalitarian
regimes causes to society and to people’s minds, the natural human inclination toward
individuality against all odds, and the necessity of freedom for the human mind and heart.
Zamiatin develops the biblical text through characters, events, and holidays within the
larger text.

In his 1979 book The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts,
Eco’s understanding of the “role of the reader” states that every text generates infinite
meanings. Meanings are generated by the constant new interpretations of new readers
who have distinct backgrounds, educations, and cultural references. We provides a strong
example of Eco’s theories, as Zamiatin’s words proved prophetic, and he predicted global
events and phenomena well into the future. Lotman and Eco’s theories add to Zamiatin’s
notion of the exploding text and his understanding of “revolutions” and “heretics”.

An analysis of core themes of Zamiatin’s theoretical works; an examination of the

connections between his theoretical works and novel We, with particular attention to his



definitions of “revolutions”, “heretics”, and “heresy”’; and an application of the semiotic
concepts of Yuri Lotman’s “texts within a text” and Umberto Eco’s “role of the reader”
contribute to a nuanced view of Zamiatin and his role in the Russian and global literary

canons.



2. Chapter One: Role of the Writer According to Zamiatin (Theoretical Works)
2.1 Introduction

Zamiatin survived three distinct epochs of Russian history: the tsarist regime, the
bloody years of the revolutions and Civil War, and the founding years of the Soviet
Union. These experiences shaped his views as a writer and person. Zamiatin has a rich
range of theoretical works that explore complex topics, including the role of writers and
literature in society. He views literature as a means for social, cultural, and political
change. In his theoretical works, Zamiatin reflects on how his visions for writers and for
literature apply even during times of political instability, in the context of the years
during and after the Russian Civil War. While he specifically addresses Soviet writers
and fellow members of the Russian intelligentsia, he broadens the scope of these
reflections to include all writers in all societies and time periods.

These universal writings address challenges to writers and their freedom and what
obligations writers have despite or because of these challenges. They contemplate
censorship, which Zamiatin experienced under both the tsarist and Soviet regimes.
Zamiatin discusses the precariousness of a writer’s life within a totalitarian regime and
choices a writer has within such an environment. These struggles notwithstanding, he
promotes a deep sense of civic responsibility of the writer to himself, his country, and his
art. He denounces writers who cater to a regime in power through their writings for

personal profit, benefits, or even to save their own lives. He provides strong arguments



for the need to follow one’s conscience in the face of the utmost danger, which tie in with
the themes of bravery, heresy, and heretics in his works.

In this chapter, I will conduct a close reading of four of Zamiatin’s theoretical
works: “3aBtpa” (“Tomorrow”), “Ilens” (“Purpose”), “S 6otocy” (“I Fear”), and “O
Jluteparype, peBomonmii u sHTponuu’ (““‘About Literature, Revolution, and Entropy”). I
will explore Zamiatin’s ideas about the role of the writer and responsibilities of a writer
toward himself, society, and the world and set the foundation for an analysis of major
elements of We, specifically the topics of revolutions, heretics, heresy, dreams, faith, and
freedom. Other goals of this chapter are to establish the historical and cultural context of
Zamiatin’s writings in his own words, unpack Zamiatin’s reflections on the purpose and
future of art and literature, and outline his definition of “revolutions” in preparation for a
discussion of We.

2.2 “3asTpa” (1919-1920)

In a 1919-1920 essay “3aBtpa”, Zamiatin reacts to the tumultuous political and
literary climate of the early twentieth century with a call to arms of the Russian
intelligentsia. He inspires his audience to react to global events—the bloodshed and
confusion of the recent revolutions and of the tumultuous Civil War period and the many
global wars of the early twentieth century—by creating literature that will change the
world for the better: “In his 1919 essay ‘Tomorrow’, Zamyatin surveys the genealogical
violence infecting his Mother Russia: the Great War begetting the February and October

Revolutions which begat the Red Terror, which begat the Russian Civil War” (Eichholz



269). Zamiatin begins in broad historical terms, philosophizing about the relationship
between the past, present, and today and demonstrating individuality of thought. He
narrows his subject to contemporary Russia through an intense discussion of its politics
and literature: both a realistic evaluation of the situation and an idealistic vision for
improvement. Zamiatin addresses the Russian intelligentsia in particular. With an
insistence on their civic responsibility toward the Russian people and ability to influence
the future of their country and the world through their writing, Zamiatin compels other
members of the Russian intelligentsia to write against the death, totalitarianism, and war
in the world around them in defense of humanity and the individual.

Through a discussion of the concept of “today”, Zamiatin begins to establish
potential for positive action and change during a fraught time in Russian history: “Bcsikoe
CErOJIHS—OJHOBPEMECHHO U KOJIBIOEIb, U CaBaH: CaBaH—IIJIsl BUepPa, KOJIbIOSTb— IS
3aBtpa”/ “All of today—is at once a cradle and a shroud: a shroud- for yesterday, a
cradle—for tomorrow” (“3aBTpa” 246). This sentence establishes Zamiatin’s forward-
thinking mindset: “Zamyatin insists that the future rather than the present provides
criteria for the evaluation of experience, because the present is important only in so far as
it is a generating force of the future” (Rooney 680). He always has his eye on the future:
the next regime, the next revolution, the next society. Zamiatin evaluates the historical
epochs during which he lived with a similar focus on the future:

Mzrr MEPCIKUIIN MIOXY MOAABICHUA MACC; MbI IICPCIKUBACM 3110XY IMOJABJICHUA

JMYHOCTH BO MMs MAacC; 3aBTpa—TIIPUHECET OCBOOOKICHUE TNIHOCTH—BO MM YEIOBEKa
/ We have survived an epoch of suppression of the masses, we are surviving an epoch of



the suppression of the individual in the name of the masses; tomorrow—will bring
liberation of the individual—in the name of man (246).

This quote encompasses the extremes of autocracy and communism. In the aftermath of
the October Revolution, Zamiatin neither aligns with the Soviet Union nor wishes for a
return to the days of tsardom: “[We] has been widely admired in the West both as a
devastating critique of the political system which was emerging in the early years of
Bolshevik rule and as an outstanding example of literary modernism” (Barratt 344).
Zamiatin indicts both the tsarist regime and communist regime- the former for
“suppression of the masses” and the latter for “suppression of the individual in the name
of the masses™: “Zamyatin therefore does not object to Marxist ideology in itself but
rebels against the dogmatic form it took after the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia”
(Rooney 678). Zamiatin sustains his constant focus on the future, viewing today through
the lens of tomorrow. Despite his own harrowing experiences with totalitarianism and the
atmosphere of great violence and political and social instability in which he wrote,
Zamiatin has a positive prediction for what future revolutions and world orders will
achieve: “liberation of the individual—in the name of man” (‘“3aBtpa” 246). With a sense
of determined optimism, this bold statement conveys certainty in a positive future.
Zamiatin rises above the environment of death and destruction around him to envision
future worlds and demonstrate how they can be shaped by good literature: “Zamyatin

himself in his 1918 lecture on contemporary Russian literature suggests that every artist
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should also be an active participant in the social and historical life of his country and in
the creation of new values” (Rooney 675).

The constant wars of the early twentieth century added chaos to the world in
which Zamiatin lived and wrote. Critiquing both the former Russian Empire and
contemporary revolutionaries, Zamiatin identifies how frequent wars led to a devaluing
of human life: “BoitHa nmniepuanucTiaeckasi 1 BOiHA rpaKIaHCKas -- 00paTHiiu
YeJloBeKa B MaTepHual JJisl BOWHBI, B HyMmep, nudpy”/ “The imperialist war and civil
war—have turned man into material for war, into a number, a figure” (“3aBtpa” 246).
Zamiatin applies this observation to the totalitarian “Enunoe rocynapctBo” (“One State™)
in Mw1 (We). Citizens of the One State do not have names, but refer to one another with
ciphers; for example, We’s protagonist is named D-503. Zamiatin opposes war as a
solution to world problems. As an alternative, in his theoretical works, he implores
writers to improve the world around them with their writing: “EnuncTBernOe opyxue,
JIOCTOWHOE YeJI0BEeKa—3aBTpaIIHero yemoBeka—aTo cioBo.”/ “The only weapon, worthy
of a man—tomorrow’s man—is the word” (“3aBtpa” 246). Zamiatin untangles this idea
of “tomorrow’s man” by outlining distinct expectations for contemporary writers in the
context of the sociopolitical climate. He connects these expectations to writers in general,
making this work relevant far beyond the Soviet period.

In outlining his expectations for writers, Zamiatin addresses the Russian
intelligentsia with allusions to the impressive history of Russian literature: “CroBom

pyccKasi MHTEJUIUTEHIIMS, PyCcCKasl TUTepaTypa—7IecsITHIIETUS oApsT boposach 3a
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Benmkoe yenoBeueckoe 3aBTpa’’/ “The word of the Russian intelligentsia, Russian
literature- which for decades in a row has struggled for a great human tomorrow” (247).
He pays tribute to the past Russian literary canon and aligns it with a moral struggle, “3a
BEJIMKOE YesioBeueckoe 3aBTpa’”/ “for a great human tomorrow” to inspire contemporary
writers to continue this legacy. Zamiatin has a specific vision for how Soviet writers
should uphold the legacy of Russian literature: writing the truth, no matter the
consequences. Zamiatin conveys a sense of duty of writers and intellectuals to the
Russian people (and all of humanity): “Ha 3amuTy 4enoBeka u 4eIOBEYHOCTH 30BEM MBI
pycckyro uaTeumurennmio’/ “We call the Russian intelligentsia to defend man and
humanity” (“3aBtpa” 247). Zamiatin feels a profound sense of responsibility as a member
of the intelligentsia, an educated person, and a writer. He applies the language of war,
“defend”, to literature to emphasize its ability to evoke societal change. Zamiatin
effectively argues against war and in favor of literature as a means for societal change by
evoking such language in his discussion of writers and literature.

After calling upon the Russian intelligentsia, Zamiatin narrows his appeal to
exclude two groups: those who wish for a return to the tsarist regime and those who lack
the bravery to fight for human principles in an environment with societal turmoil and
censorship of writers: “Harmre oOpanieHne He K TeM, KTO HE IIPUEMIIET CETOIHS BO UM
BO3BpaTa K BUCpAIIHEMY; Hallle oOpallleHHe He K TeM, KTO OC3HaIC)KHO OTJIyIICH 1
ceropusiiauM JqHEeM”/ “Our appeal is not to those, who do not accept today in the name

of a return to yesterday; our appeal is not to those, who are hopelessly defeated by today”
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(247). This quote points to Zamiatin’s forward-thinking mindset, keeping thoughts of
yesterday and today in check in favor of a focus on the vast possibilities of tomorrow. To
fight for humanity requires bravery in the face of any outer challenges, a sense of the
impermanency of today, and trust in the promise of tomorrow. Through this broader
discussion of “man and humanity”, Zamiatin connects his reflections on Soviet literature
to the purpose of literature in a general sense that applies to all societies, rendering his
works relevant to any society.

Zamiatin maintains a distanced perspective mindful of the transience of human
institutions. He recognizes the impermanency of all governments, ever mindful of future
revolutions and world orders: “3aBTpa—rpuHEceT 0CBOOOXKICHUE THIHOCTH—BO UM
genoBeka’”/ “tomorrow—will bring liberation of the individual—in the name of man
(246). Zamiatin faced countless challenges under tsarist and Soviet leadership, including
multiple arrests and restrictions upon freedom of speech. In February of 1919, Zamiatin,
Ivanov-Razumnik, and Blok were arrested for their political beliefs (Andrews et al. 99-
100). In 1905 and 1911, Zamiatin endured exile for political activities (Bristol 451).
Obligatory migration played an important role in Zamiatin’s life and works. For his
personal safety, Zamiatin emigrated to France with his wife in 1931 (Andrews et al. 99).
They never had the chance to return to the Soviet Union before Zamiatin’s death in 1937
(Rooney 675). Zamiatin develops forced migration as a prominent theme in We. By
having a child despite her legal ineligibility, O-90 breaks the laws of the One State. She

flees the One State to avoid separation from her child and immediate execution. Despite
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the vast array of challenges he endured in his life, Zamiatin advocates for forward-
thinking literature.

Through his discussion of forward-thinking literature, Zamiatin stresses how the
future is dependent upon the bravery and integrity of writers and artists. Zamiatin
reminds his fellow writers that all people share a common humanity. He compels them to
fight for this principle through their writing: “Bpemsi KpuKHYTb: 4Y€TTOBEK YEIIOBEKY—
opart!”/ “Time to cry out: man to man—brother!” (“3aBtpa” 247). He believes that
writers have power to shape societal mores, so they should use their platforms to fight for
humanity. These concepts of a shared humanity and moral obligation to other people
make Zamiatin’s works timeless and accessible to new audiences. These ideas go beyond
writers and literature to lead all people to ponder their responsibilities toward others.

2.3 “Ilenn” (1920)

In this profound essay, Zamiatin discusses the purpose of literature and art. This
includes a discussion of his ideas of the responsibilities of writers and artists to
themselves, to their countries, and to society: “he saw himself not only as an artist but
also as an active ideologue, whose system of ideas constitutes a contribution to the
advancement of civilization” (Rooney 675). Zamiatin argues that wars lead to the moral
degradation of different elements of society, including literature. He identifies how war
cheapened the quality of twentieth century literature, because it spread hatred throughout
the world: “Y Hac moka Bcst muTepaTypa eie 3apakeHa sijgamMu BoHHbL. OHa CTpOUTCS Ha

Henasuct’’/ “Our literature is still infected with poisons of war. It is built on hatred”
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(“Ilenn” 248). Comparing war to a disease that infects every aspect of a society, Zamiatin
opposes the weapons of war. He promotes art and literature as a means to change and
improve the world without war. Zamiatin argues that writers have a moral obligation
toward their societies and countries: “Ilenb HCKycCTBa U IUTEpATypPHl B TOM YHUCTIE -- HE
OTpakaTh KU3Hb, & OPTaHU30BBIBATH €€, CTpouTh ee’’/ “The purpose of art and literature-
among others—is not to reflect life, but to organize it, to build it” (“Liens” 250). The
writer to Zamiatin cannot be passive, sitting back and reflecting life, but must play an
active role in society. Zamiatin contends that writers should participate in the political
and social atmosphere of their countries, “[organizing]” and “[building]” life, no matter
the personal dangers this could involve. Zamiatin’s demand that writers and those who
hope to change their society for the better must have bravery in all circumstances and
play an active role to achieve what they believe in is emphasized throughout his works,
especially in We: “A stinging critique of Soviet rule can be formulated by reading We in
dialogue with the author’s own contentious relationship with his government” (Eichholz
282).

Zamiatin held himself to the high standards of bravery and character that he
expected from all writers: “Brnpouem, kakoBo OyeT 3TO TpsyIIee -- 3aBUCUT OT Hac.”/
“However, what the future will be—depends on us” (“Llens” 248). Zamiatin does not
stop at preaching to others, but includes himself in his audience, “us”. In line with this
sense of moral responsibility, Zamiatin condemns the tendency of artists to compromise

their values for the sake of personal profit:
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D10 MpaBna: XyJ0KHUKH -- BCEX POJIOB OPYXKHSI -- B OOJIBIIMHCTBE BCETIa
CKENTHYECKH Pa3BpaleHbI, OECIIPUHIIUITHBI B OOJIBIIMHCTBE -- OHU BCET/1a ObUIH
JAHACKHEXTaMH, TPOJaBaid ce0sl TeM, KTO UM Xopotio matut’/ “It is true: artists— of
all kinds of weapons—in the majority have always been lansquenets, selling themselves,
to who pays them well (248-9).
Zamiatin makes this statement in the context of writers who betrayed their personal
values to write according to the values of the Soviet state, but applies this idea to all
writers by reflecting on the nature of artists throughout history. This is a prime example
of how Zamiatin’s works are constantly relevant beyond their context.

Despite Zamiatin’s personal experiences with the brutal consequences of
contradicting the government in power, he remains a staunch advocate for writing true to
one’s values. Zamiatin’s solution for the future of literature is love: “Tonpko TOra,
KOT/Ia MBbl BMECTO HEHABHCTH K YEJIOBEKY MOCTABUM JIFO00BB K YEIIOBEKY—IIPUIET
Hacrosmas gutepatypa’/ “Only when we replace hatred for man with love for man—
then real literature will come” (248). Zamiatin’s evaluation of the world is hopeful. As
the wars of the early twentieth century filled the world with hatred, like a disease, real
literature can awaken the world to a consciousness of the common humanity of all
people. Any negative situation, even one as dark as a totalitarian regime, will eventually,
inevitably be replaced with a new one: “Reality is inseparable from its epoch and artists
are required to be in tune with the ‘reality of the times.’ In this perspective, historical
change represents a constant shifting from one reality to the next” (Byford 143).

Through his life struggles, Zamiatin retains faith in humanity. This faith in

humanity provides the foundation for Zamiatin’s understanding of the ultimate purpose

16



of literature and art, the core idea of this essay: “Xya0XHHUK HOKEH TOBOPHUTH HE O
CpeICTBax, a O IeJIM—O BEJMKOU 11eJTH, K KOTOpo# uaeT uyenoBedecTBO” / “The artist
must talk not about the means, but about the goal—about the great goal, to which
humanity is moving” (“Llens” 251). Zamiatin’s perspective goes beyond the means—
petty motivations and smaller political goals—to highlight the goal of societal
improvement. Zamiatin sees all people, despite ostensible and outer differences, as one,
and inspires other artists to create art with the future of all humanity in mind.

2.4 “S1 6or0ch” (1921)

In the Soviet Union, writers faced intense scrutiny and often great personal
dangers, ranging from arrest to execution. Censorship ebbed and flowed over time,
according to political and social trends, as well as changes in leadership. Throughout the
1920s, the Soviet Union “[tightened] the cultural reins” (Bristol 458). Zamiatin wrote We
in 1920. Letters to his wife, Ludmila Nikolaevna, reveal Zamiatin’s high hopes for
having We published in Soviet Russia (Andrews et al. 99). Despite Zamiatin’s efforts and
appeals to editors, We was not published in Russia until 1989 due to censorship (Andrews
et al. 99). The stringency of Soviet censorship left writers with important moral choices
to make.

In his 1921 essay “S 6otocs”, Zamiatin offers a clear outline of the choices a
Soviet writer had during this period: to remain silent and not produce work; to continue
writing, but conform to Soviet ideology in the writing; or to behave with true bravery and

write according to one’s conscience and beliefs. This last option resulted in some of the
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most acclaimed Russian literature of today, for Bulgakov “turned to writing words for the
drawer which would not see publication for many years” (Bristol 458). Zamiatin presents
the third choice as the only moral one: “Jlyis nucarens, A mo3Ta HACTOSIIIETO -- BEIOOP
scen” / “For a writer, for a real poet—the choice is clear” (“S 6orocp” 255). Zamiatin
holds that “the choice is clear,” revealing a sense of honor as a writer. Although this
essay is (ironically) titled “I Fear”, Zamiatin demonstrates a lack of fear and steady
devotion to his conscience as a writer despite impending dangers. Alluding to the great
history of Russian literature, Zamiatin provides an ironic incentive for members of the
intelligentsia to write with courage: “SI 6010Ch, 4TO y PyCCKO# TUTEPATyPhI OAHO TOIHKO
oynymiee: ee mponutoe”/ “I fear, that Russian literature has just one future: its past” (“S
0orock” 255). Zamiatin says “I fear” with deep irony to inspire his fellow intellectuals to
behave with bravery in their writing and work toward the literature of the future, despite
the dangers of writing freely during this period.

This high expectation for bravery in writers does not mean that Zamiatin ignores
the plight of Soviet writers. Zamiatin understands this experience, because he lived it. He
goes into detail about more struggles of Soviet writers, in addition to the obvious
challenge of censorship. Financial challenges posed another problem for Soviet artists
during the years after the Civil War:

Ja, 3T0 0J1Ha U3 NPUYMH MOJIYAHUS [TOJJIMHHON IUTEpaTypsl. [Incarens, KOTOpBI

HE MOXKET CTaTh IOPKHUM, JIOJDKCH XOJHMTh Ha CIIyk)0y ¢ mopTdernem, €Clii OH XOUYET KHUTh.
B namm qHu -- B TeatpanbHbIi oTAeH ¢ moptdenem Oeran Ob1 ['orons; TypreHnes Bo
"Bcemupnoii JIutepatype", HecoMHEHHO, niepeBoua Obl banszaka u @nobepa.../ Yes,

this is one of the reasons for the silence of true literature. A writer, who cannot become
nimble, must go to work with a briefcase, if he wants to live. In our day—Gogol would
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run to the theater department with a briefcase; Turgenev in ‘World Literature’,
undoubtably, would translate Balzac and Flaubert... (“S 60toch” 254).
Zamiatin examines yet another cause of how he found early Soviet literature lacking. The
economic hardships of the 1920s meant that a writer could not support himself with
writing alone. Zamiatin lists celebrated Russian authors and gives them hypothetical
office jobs to demonstrate the added challenge of economic insecurity that impacted
writers. Although he understands this predicament, Zamiatin does not consider financial
challenges to be a reason for not writing according to one’s conscience in pursuit of the
truth. He does not allow himself or other writers to use this as an excuse. According to
Zamiatin, this set of challenges should not intimidate writers, but inspire them:
I'maBHOE B TOM, YTO HACTOSIIAS JTUTEPATYPa MOXKET OBITh TOJBKO TaM, IJIC €€ JICIal0T He
WCTIOJTHUTENIbHBIC U 0JIarOHAIC)KHBIC YHHOBHUKH, a O€3yMIIbI, OTHICITbHUKH, EPETHKH,
MeurtaTenu, OyHTapu, ckentuku/ The main thing is, that real literature can only be where

it is not made by executive and trustworthy officials, but by madmen, hermits, heretics,
dreamers, rebels, skeptics (“S 6orock” 255).

29 e

“Madmen”, “hermits”, “heretics”, “dreamers”, “rebels”, and “skeptics” exist on the
fringes of or in opposition to society: “For Zamyatin only Heretics represent the strong,
the artistic, the nonconformist part of mankind endowed with energy and above all with
the spirit of eternal rebellion” (Rooney 682). Zamiatin argues that real writers stand in
opposition to society, because they look beyond the present: forward toward potential
futures. This understanding of the role of the writer connects to the role of revolutionaries
and treasonous characters in the totalitarian One State in We. Zamiatin creates a

revolutionary group of characters who do not play it safe. These figures risk and
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ultimately lose their lives to public execution for the sake of principles in which they
strongly believe. Characters who stand in opposition to society in fact ironically hold the
best interest of society in their hearts, but this requires going against the draconian One
State and all established social norms within the One State. In “Ilens”, Zamiatin rejects
worldly concerns, namely money, and encourages writers to exist in a loftier, abstract
plane, with higher hopes for society than other people around them can even believe
possible.

2.5 “O Jlutepatype, peBoJouuii u 3HTponuu” (1923)

In this essay, Zamiatin discusses his vision for the future of literature, then segues
into a discussion of his definition of “revolutions” and the concept of entropy. This essay
reveals a core influence on Zamiatin’s mind and works: his background as an engineer
and mathematician: “Zamiatin’s preoccupation with the scientific method of reasoning,
his sympathy with relativism, and his denunciation of absolutism are also fundamental to
his understanding of truth” (Rooney 677). Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions” connects
to his definitions of “heresy” and “heretics”. These three definitions in tandem comprise
an important theme in his works, including We. These concepts influence the major
characters in We as they work to topple the authoritarian society in the work. In the novel,
1-330 portrays Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions”: “Many of the views expressed by I-
in the novel bear an unquestionable resemblance to opinions set forth elsewhere by
Zamyatin himself. Most significant in this respect is her argument about Energy and

Entropy, which virtually repeats the opening sections of the author’s most famous article,
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1999

‘O literature, revolyutsii I entropii”” (Barratt 353). This essay reveals other intriguing
elements of Zamiatin’s vision for writers and literature. Zamiatin’s focus on the
supremacy of tomorrow over past and present persists. He extends this argument to the
subject of literature itself in this essay by advocating for forward-thinking literature for
an ever-changing world.

Zamiatin argues on behalf of forward-thinking literature, adhering to the
aforementioned idea of the constant, ever changing, cycle of regimes, nations, and
empires that makes up the world: “YKuBas nmutepaTtypa *KUBET He 110 BUESPALTHUM Yacam, U
HE TI0 CETOIHSIIIHNM, a 1o 3aBTparmHuM’/ “Alive literature does not live by yesterday’s
clock, and not by today’s, but by tomorrow’s” (“O JlutepaTtype, peBOJIONHIA U
saTporuu’ 292). This focus on tomorrow is a unique vision for literature. It rejects
sentimentality and inspires writers to look toward the future, not dwell on the past, no
matter how positive a past might seem in hindsight. Zamiatin has a specific vision for
how writers should create such “alive literature”. According to Zamiatin, to devote
oneself to the truth in literature requires bravery to the degree of fearlessness. To be brave
means to act counter to the status quo in order to make a major impact on society, so
therefore necessitates the utmost challenge to established tradition: “revolutions”.

Informed by his background as an engineer, Zamiatin defines “revolutions” in a
unique way:

PeBomonnsi—Bcroy, BO BceM; OHa OECKOHEYHA, MOCIeHEH PEBOJIOIHI HET, HET

MOCJIeTHETO YKciia. PeBoIIOLNS COIMaIbHAsS—TOJIBKO OJTHO U3 OCCUHMCIICHHBIX YUCEIT:

3aKOH PEBOJIIOLUI HE COLUANIBbHBIN, a HEU3MEPUMO OOJIbIIIE—KOCMUYECKUH,
YHHMBEpCaJIbHbIN 3aKOH—TAaKOM e, KaK 3aKOH COXpaHEHUs SHEPTUH, BHIPOXKICHHE
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sneprun (3HTporun)/ Revolution—is everywhere, in everything; it is infinite, there is no
final revolution, no final number. The social revolution—is just one of an infinite
number: the law of revolution is not social, but immensely more—a cosmic, universal
law—Ilike those laws of the conservation of energy, of the distribution of energy
(entropy). (291).
In keeping with his educational background, Zamiatin’s theory of revolutions derives
from the mathematical reality of infinity in nature and universal scientific laws of energy
and entropy: “A clear indication of the importance of science to Zamyatin is his assertion
that ‘science and art—both project the world along the same coordinates’ (Rooney 678).
Zamiatin bases his idea of “no final revolution” in the argument that there is “no final
number” in mathematics. He considers the world and humanity from a comprehensive
perspective, removing himself from his particular time, place, and system of government
(“everywhere, in everything”). He refers to the Russian revolutions (“the social
revolution”), yet extends his reflections to the entire world, defining “revolutions” as a
“cosmic, universal law.” As a “law”, this understanding of revolutions is set in stone and
will never change. Zamiatin views world history as a constant, endless cycle of
revolutions: “For Zamjatin revolution is a process of revitalization which occurs over and
over. It means the birth of new life and, like any birth, involves a struggle. It is dynamic
and indicates the fluidity of nature” (Hoisington and Imbery 167). Zamiatin’s concept of
“no final revolution” contributes to the universality of his writings. No matter how

permanent a government or ideology seems, a new system will always replace the current

one:
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3T0 y)e myTh dBoonuH. [loka HOBast epech He B30PBET KOPY JAOTMEI U BCE
BO3BE/ICHHBIC Ha HEell npouHelre, kameHHelmume noctpoiiku/ This is already the path of
evolution. Until a new heresy explodes the crust of dogma and all the strongest, stoniest
buildings built upon it. (“O Jlureparype, peBomtoruii u suTponuu” 292).
This sense of the inevitability of revolutions adds an uncertainty, yet also a comfort, to
Zamiatin’s writings. Any system will eventually, without fail, be replaced by another.
Even societies steeped in tradition will change. Zamiatin chooses powerful words,
including “dogma” and “strongest”, to demonstrate how the most established of traditions
will inevitably be replaced with another. Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions” is further
unique in the scope of what it encompasses. The word “revolution” has connotations of
violent political coups and bloody struggles for power, but Zamiatin’s definition
incorporates other societal movements, including intellectual and cultural movements.
Zamiatin does not restrict his definition of “revolutions” to political revolutions:
“Zamyatin escapes such aporia by extending the revolutionary beyond the political
plane” (Eichholz 280). Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions” includes intellectual and
cultural events and movements; he “envisages revolutions as colossal universal
explosions, as pinnacles of the increasing creative vitality of mankind” (Rooney 679).
Zamiatin considers such events and movements to be “revolutions” if they break down
boundaries and defy established traditions in order to facilitate widespread societal
change. Zamiatin gives an example of an intellectual revolution through Lobachevsky’s
discovery of non-Euclidean geometry, subsequent publishing of his findings, and effects

of his work on the future world of mathematics:
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JloGaueBcKuit OJTHON KHUTOM pacKabIBa€T CTEHBI THICSUEIECTHETO DBKIINI0BA
MUPA, YTOOBI OTKPBITh IyTh B OECUUCIICHHBIE HEIBKIIMIOBBI IPOCTPAHCTBA—ITO
pesomoniust/ Lobachevsky through one book breaks down the walls of the thousands year
old Euclidean world, in order to open the path to countless non-Euclidean spaces—this is
a revolution (“O Jluteparype, peBomnronuid 1 sHTponun” 291).
Zamiatin demonstrates how intellectuals, not solely politicians, can create revolutions
through this example of Lobachevsky: “The heretic, in this description, is the archetypal
outsider, a person whose thoughts or creations are so innovative as to represent a radical
challenge to the status quo” (Barratt 353). Publishing a book in Lobachevsky’s case
constitutes a “revolution” according to Zamiatin’s definition, because Lobachevsky broke
down metaphorical walls (“packanbiBaet crensr”), defied thousands of years of tradition
(“reicaueneTHero OBkauaoBa Mupa’), and facilitated widespread societal change through
his profound influence on the future of mathematics in discovering non-Euclidean
geometry (“OTKpBITh MyTh B OeCUMCICHHBIC HEABKINAOBKI pocTpaHcTBa’). This

understanding of “revolutions” connects to elements of Zamiatin’s vision for the ideal

writer, through bravery, disregard for accepted social norms, and a focus on the future.
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3. Chapter Two: Zamiatin’s Novel We: Heresy, Revolutions, and Other Themes
3.1 Introduction

Zamiatin’s definitions of “revolutions”, “heretics”, and “heresy”, as explicated in
his theoretical works, become core themes in We. To determine who in society generates
revolutions, Zamiatin examines the difference between bravery, behaving with courage
through fear, and heresy, a total lack of fear. Zamiatin defines “heretics” in a unique way
that sheds light on his definition of “revolutions”. He describes how heretics initiate
revolutions and emphasizes how heretics are willing to suffer any consequence for their
beliefs. Zamiatin offers examples of heretics and how they changed the world, including
Jesus Christ, Copernicus, Lobachevsky, and Tolstoy. An analysis of Zamiatin’s
definitions of “heretic” and “heresy and how he applies them to We allows for a more
complete view of his argument with many examples to ponder. This contributes to a
discussion on revolutions and dreams in We and allows for a deep analysis of the One
State, the totalitarian regime in We, and what enduring insights We has to offer about
totalitarianism, revolutions, and humanity.

In this chapter, I will outline Zamiatin’s definitions of “heretics” and “heresy”
with attention to their connections to his aforementioned definition of “revolutions”. I
will connect Zamiatin’s definitions of “heretics” and “heresy” to his ideas for the future
and purpose of literature. I will address Zamiatin’s real life examples of heretics and why
they fit his definition. I will explore the consequences of being a heretic according to

Zamiatin, with real life and fictional examples. I will demonstrate how Zamiatin holds
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himself to the high standard he demands from all writers: a fearless heretic. Next, I will
examine Zamiatin’s fictional example of a heretic through the character 1-330 from We. |
will explore how Zamiatin contrasts [-330 and D-503 to argue that this contrast provides
the foundation of his discussion of heretics and critique of totalitarianism. Next, I will
examine the role of revolutions in We through this contrast between 1-330 and D-503.
This will contribute to my discussion of heretics and heresy by demonstrating how
revolutions necessitate true heretics in Zamiatin’s view. Next, [ will discuss dreams in
We, specifically their relationship to the totalitarian One State’s absolute control over
citizens and attempt to control their minds. I will examine this motif to consider
Zamiatin’s themes of the importance of freedom and individual thinking to the human
mind and soul. My goal in this chapter is to explicate on Zamiatin’s inextricably
connected ideas of revolutions, heretics, and heresy in order to examine his critique of
totalitarianism and promotion of individuality and freedom for the sake of the future of
humanity.

3.2 Heretics and Heresy in We

3.2.1 Zamiatin’s Definitions of “Heretics” and “Heresy”

Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions” is inextricably linked with his definitions of
“heretics” and “heresy”. Who in society instigates these revolutions? Zamiatin answers
that revolutions are started by people who behave in complete opposition to socially
accepted norms, beliefs, and values. Revolutions cannot be quiet or tentative, but have to

be a force that changes society in a sweeping way. To incite revolutions requires more
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than bravery in its generally accepted sense, the sense of undergoing certain actions by
pushing through existing fears, or bravery through fear. Zamiatin argues that true bravery
constitutes bravery to the point of heresy: a total lack of fear in the first place.

The border between bravery and fearlessness is where Zamiatin finds his
definition of “heretics”, separating brave people from true heretics. He expands the
definition of “heretics” to include, but also go beyond its commonly accepted religious
sense. By “heretics”, Zamiatin signifies figures who behave with total lack of fear to fight
for what they believe in, counter to established norms. This fearlessness is what sets
heretics apart from the crowd, apart from even the bravest of individuals. Fearlessness
makes people true heretics according to Zamiatin. Being “heretics” differentiates people
from entire generations and makes them extremely rare in society: “Such individuals are
encountered only very rarely” (Barratt 353). They are rare, but not obsolete. Zamiatin
provides a list of examples of heretics in his theoretical writings: “Zamyatin’s list
includes Galileo, Darwin, Babeuf, Schopenhauer, Dostoyevsky, Einstein, and Nietzsche”
(Barratt 353). Zamiatin creates a fictional example of a heretic through the character I-
330 in We. Revolutions according to Zamiatin demand true “heretics” and nothing less.
Infinite revolutions initiated by heretics facilitate Zamiatin’s version of an ever-changing
world and his focus on tomorrow.

Zamiatin maintains that the “mup xwuB Tonmpk0 epetukamu’/ “world is alive
through heretics alone” (“3aBTtpa” 246). He takes a commonly negative word, “heretics”,

and shows how “heretics” keep the world alive by effecting change and keeping the
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world in its natural progression always toward the next revolution. Each revolution
instigated by a heretic fundamentally reshapes the world and keeps it alive. As forward-
thinking literature keeps literature alive, forward-thinking people keep the world alive,
through literature and more. Heretics can change the world in a variety of ways:
intellectually, morally, politically, and many more. They usually change many of these
categories at once, because their ideas are so radically different from the accepted ideas
and values of their environment. Zamiatin gives examples of heretics who fundamentally
reshaped the ethical, intellectual, and political worlds around them. Their actions were so
revolutionary, that their revolutions have far-reaching results that extend to the current
world today.

For examples of heretics, Zamiatin provides “epernk Xpucroc” (“heretic Christ”),
“Konepuuk” (Copernicus) and “Toncroii” (Tolstoy) (“3aBtpa” 246). These disparate
examples relate in that each of these individuals defied centuries of tradition to propagate
their beliefs, which resulted in striking changes to their respective societies and the world
as a whole. Jesus Christ changed the cultural mores of his world by promoting a new
philosophy: forgiveness through the ethos of “turn the other cheek™ as opposed to the
accepted norm of justice, “an eye for an eye”. This revolution completely changed the
course of human events, as Christianity shaped Western civilization, and persists today.
Christ’s new ethos was so sweeping that it went beyond his society to affect the entire

world and the future, a true revolution. To illustrate the total fearlessness of heretics by
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his definition, Zamiatin examines the lengths heretics will go to in order to fight for their
beliefs through his discussion of revolutions and explosions, a prominent theme in We.

True heretics are willing to die for what they believe: “B3psiBei—Manoyno6Has
Belib. 1 moTomy B3phIBaTenell, epeTUKOB, CIIPABEIITMBO HCTPEOIISIFOT OTHEM, TOITIOPOM,
cinoBoM”/ “Explosions—are not very comfortable things. And so the exploders, the
heretics, are justifiably destroyed by fire, axes, words” (“O JlutepaType, peBOJIOIHIA U
sHTporuu’’ 292). Zamiatin perceives revolutions as such broad cultural resets that they
constitute “explosions”. Zamiatin challenges writers to be beyond brave, downright
heretical. He demands cultural and intellectual movements to change and challenge
society to the degree of explosions. These changes and challenges to society inevitably
upset many people, rendering explosions “not very comfortable things.” Heretics often
die for their beliefs, “are justifiably destroyed by fire, axes”, because they shock society
by challenging centuries of established social norms.

Zamiatin adds another possibility: the fact that heretics can also be destroyed by
“words”. This alludes to his previous example of author Lev Tolstoy as a heretic. For
challenging the established Orthodox theology in Russia through his writings, Tolstoy
was publicly excommunicated from the Russian Orthodox Church, despite his still being
a Christian in name (Bartlett 345). Tolstoy’s willingness to accept public censure and
exclusion from the Church associated with his own country demonstrates his heretical
fearlessness by Zamiatin’s definition. These examples show how heretics must accept

drastic consequences for their actions, but stand firm in their belief that they are
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promoting what is right for their society: “The heretic’s function is to inject into the
historical process the iconoclastic element without which the dialectic of progress would
fail to operate. For this he (or she) pay a heavy price” (Barratt 353-4). Heretics have such
conviction in their beliefs that criticism from outside forces cannot deter them. Under
Zamiatin’s definition, “heresy” becomes a positive force for the world and an ironic
source of “faith”.

Zamiatin takes his definition of “heresy” a step further in stating that “Ham
CUMBOII Bepel—epech’/ “our symbol of faith is heresy” (“3aBtpa” 246). The apparent
paradox of “Bepsr” (“faith) and “epecp” (“heresy’’) would seem a shocking word choice
to anybody with a Christian upbringing. Having grown up in Russia with an Orthodox
priest for a father, Zamiatin would understand the irregularity of this comparison—and
how a reader would take note of this line (Andrews et al.). This unusual association of
“faith” with “heresy” implies faith in the future and faith in the improvement of society
and the future of humanity. This turn of phrase suggests that those who speak out against
established tradition can uproot ethical systems to create new moral foundations for
society.

In the context of the tumultuous historical period in which he wrote, Zamiatin
holds himself and his peers to the ideal of the fearless, heretical writer who upholds his
beliefs at any cost:

HY)KHBI MMUCaTeiiv, KOTOPBIC HUYECTO HE 60HTCH -- TaK XX€, KaK
HUYETr0 He OOUTCS PEBOJIIOIMSI, HY KHBI TUCATEH, KOTOPbIC HE MIYT

CGFO[[HSIHIHeﬁ BBIT'OJIbI -- TaK K€, KaK HC UIICT 3TOr0 PEBOJIIOLA (He
AapoOM K€ OHA YUUT HAC KCPTBOBATH BCEM, JAKEC JKU3HBIO -- padu CHACTbA
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OyIyIINX MTOKOJEHUH -- B 3TOM €€ ITHKA); HyKHBI ITUCATEINN, B KOTOPBIX
PEBOJIONMS POAMUT HACTOsIIEE OpraHuyeckoe 3xo. IlycTs 310 5X0 B
Ka)XJIOM THcartese Oy/eT HHANBUIYaIbHO, yCTh IHCATENHN B paboTe He
co00pa3yroTcsi ¢ KAKUMH-TO Taparpagamu TaKux-To KOH(pepeHIH:
Ba)KHO, YTOOBI 3TO OBUTIO UCKPEHHO, BaXXHO, YTOOBI 3TO BEJIO YATATEICH
BIIEpE/I, @ HE Ha3aJl, BAXKHO, 4T00 3TO UX OECIOKOMIIO, a HE yCIIOKauBalo./
We need writers who are not afraid of anything—just like how the
revolution is not afraid of anything; we need writers who are not searching
for today’s benefits, just like how the revolution does not search for this (it
is not for nothing that it teaches us to sacrifice everything, even life—for
the happiness of future generations—to this is it’s ethics); we need writers
in whom the revolution will give birth to a real organic echo. Let this echo
in each writer be individual, let writers in work not conform to some
paragraphs of such and such conferences: it is important that to be sincere,
it is important, that it leads readers forward, not backward, it is important,
that this disturbs them, not calms them (“Liens” 249).

Zamiatin points out how the Russian revolution is a sweeping force that is “not afraid of
anything.” To combat such an all-consuming force, Zamiatin gives the blueprint for an
ideal writer who fears nothing and promotes good values and ideas for his country’s
literature. Zamiatin’s ideal writer would respond to tragedy and turmoil with action, a
“real organic echo.” Zamiatin neglects to specify how he envisions this “echo”. He wants
writers to be “individual” and decide for themselves. To be “real” and organic”, this
reaction has to be defined by each individual writer, not by Zamiatin or another figure or
group.

Zamiatin contends that literature has the power to shape and change the future of
the world, arguing that ideal literature “leads readers forward”. Writers have a duty to
facilitate this societal movement “forward” through their writings. This profound sense of

a writer’s responsibility to his readers, both present and future, gets to the heart of
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Zamiatin’s writings and provides grounds for contemplation on what responsibilities all
humans, beyond writers, have toward one another. He notes the necessity of reader
participation in contemplation and interpretation of literary works. He advocates for
works that “disturb” readers and does not “calm” them. This reveals the faith and trust
Zamiatin gives his readers, allowing them to become part of these intellectual
revolutions. He recognizes how reader participation is necessary if a writer hopes to
create revolutions. Zamiatin develops his ideas on revolutions, heretics, and heresy into a
major theme in We through the character of I-330, the only true heretic in the One State.
3.2.2 Heretics in We

Through her fearless revolutionary spirit, I-330 represents a fictional
manifestation of Zamiatin’s theories on heretics, heresy, and revolutions. 1-330 is a
member of a revolutionary group that works counter to the One State’s stringent
totalitarian rule. From the beginning of the work, [-330 exhibits rebellious tendencies by
the way she dresses, what she reads, how she spends her time, and where she goes. 1-330
disregards any potential consequences of these rebellions. Other characters immediately
notice her “HeoObruaiino 6enbie u ocTphie 3yOnr” / “uncommonly white and sharp teeth”,
which make her resemble a vampire (Zamiatin 551). There is also something intangibly
different about 1-330 that sets her apart from other members of their generic society, most
of whom accept the One State’s rulings without question and embrace their cruel,

barbaric traditions and punishments.
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For example, D-503 initially views this society without freedom as an ideal and
craves even less freedom than this society allows. The One State builds a machine called
“The Integral” with which to conquer the rest of the world: “As the Integral nears
completion, D-503 begins writing We with the intention of educating any ‘barbaric’ and
ignorant aliens encountered by the crew of the Integral of the benefits of the One State”
(Amey 24). When watching the sights and hearing the sounds of this machine being built,
D-503 finds such this sight beautiful and even poetic: “S Bapyr yBuIen BCio Kpacoty
3TOTO TPAHMO3HOTO MAIIMHHOTO 0aJeTa, 3aJIUTOTO JETKUM roiryOsiM coHmeM” / “1
suddenly saw all the beauty of this grandiose machine ballet, flooded in light blue sun”
(Zamiatin 550). This machine built with the intent to conquer and subjugate every society
in the world seems beautiful to D-503, revealing how deep the indoctrination of the One
State shapes his heart and mind: “From the very outset, [D-503] displays obvious
deficiencies of understanding” (Barratt 346). D-503 ponders why this sight touches him:
“U panpie — cam ¢ coboro: moueMy kpacuBo? [louemy Tanerr — kpacus? OTBeT:
MIOTOMY 4YTO 3TO HecBoOoaHOE ABMkeHne” / “And then- me to myself: why beautiful?
Why is this dance- beautiful? Answer: because it is unfree movement” (Zamiatin 550).
D-503 finds beauty because of, not despite, the lack of freedom in the One State. Even
once D-503 begins to turn rebellious, he does not become like [-330. She stands apart
even from other rebels as something different: “The external marks of D-503’s
transformation from loyal subject of the One State into Mephi’s revolutionary are

impressive, yet they remain, in the final reckoning, external marks only” (Barratt 348).
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In contrast, [-330 does not conform to the society of the One State and does
everything in her power to rebel against its rules, small and large. These actions in a
totalitarian state prove [-330’s bravery, but do not prove her total fearlessness, therefore
establishing her as a heretic—yet. [-330 proves herself as a true heretic toward the end of
We. Zamiatin states that heretics continue to promote the truth despite any outside
deterrent or challenge. Heretics are not outspoken during good times, but during all times.
Heretics can withstand anything, as extreme as physical torture and execution, while
staying true to their beliefs. Heretics will not allow anyone or anything to make them
doubt or question their beliefs and values.

After operating under the radar of the One State for much of the work, I-330 is
finally captured for her anti-One State activities toward the end of We. Under torture and
interrogation in front of a massive crowd, 1-330 refuses to expose the plans of her
revolutionary group, apologize for her crimes against the One State, or lie or make
excuses for her behaviors; she “Bce-taku He ckazana Hu cioBa” / “still did not say a
word” (Zamiatin 679). 1-330 is unapologetic and fearless and fits Zamiatin’s definition of
a “heretic” perfectly. Although she is tested to the limits, I-330 will not let slip any
information that will ruin the revolution, because, as a heretic, she sees the revolution as
her purpose. I-330 will let nothing deter her from doing everything possible to allow it to
continue. [-330 shows her true identity as a heretic when she fearlessly accepts torture,

and then a subsequent death sentence, for her activity counter to the state: “Like a true
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heretic, [-330 is quite prepared both for martyrdom, and for the fact that her heresy may
be the fount of tomorrow’s conservatism’ (Barratt 354).

As a heretic, 1-330 dies for the revolution, but never submits to the One State,
changes her ideas, or confesses to any crimes. She accepts any consequences for the
cause she believes in and the revolution she supports, epitomizing Zamiatin’s idea of the
ideal heretic’s mission to change and challenge established society at any cost. Even
among her fellow revolutionaries, [-330 stands out as a rare heretic: “/Ipyrue,
IMPUBCACHHBIC BMECTC C 3TOU )KeHHIHHOfI, OKa3aJINCh YECTHEC: MHOTHUC U3 HUX CTaJIU
roBoputhb” / “Others, brought together with this woman, turned out more honest: many of
them began to talk” (Zamiatin 679). This group of revolutionaries all committed
treasonous activities fully knowing the risks of torture and death. I-330 still stands apart
even from this radical, rebellious group. She exhibits fearlessness when it counts, under
the moment of torture. This is what makes her a true heretic and sets her apart from even
this group of brave, defiant individuals.

Zamiatin portrays the moment of [-330’s interrogation in a particularly poignant
way: through the eyes of D-503, after he has been lobotomized by the One State. Even
though he was in love with her a short time prior to this moment, D-503 no longer
recognizes [-330 during this scene of public torture. He notices her for her attractive
appearance, but thinks he is observing a strange, unknown woman. D-503 has lost all
feeling for I-330 and cannot access any memory of her (or the anti-One State ideas she

taught him): “f 3ameTw1, 9TO y HEll OCTpPBIEC M OUYEHB OeJIbIe 3yOBI M 94TO ATO KpacuBo™ / “1
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noticed, that she had sharp and very white teeth, and that this was beautiful” (Zamiatin
679). D-503 thinks he is noticing 1-330 for the first time, because his previous memories
were stolen from him by the One State.

The juxtaposition of D-503’s ignorance of his own memories and [-330’s fearless
acceptance of suffering and death provides a prime example of Zamiatin’s theory of
heretics. Heretics will sacrifice anything, even themselves, for the causes and beliefs that
they support. I-330 sacrifices herself for the sake of the revolution against the One State.
D-503’s complete regression to his earlier self and the negation of all his growth during
the novel emphasizes the utter danger of totalitarian regimes, revealing how valuable I-
330’s actions as a heretic are to the future of society. This advances Zamiatin’s argument
on the necessity of heretics for the future of the world and of humanity. As they are in his
theoretical writings, Zamiatin’s ideas of heretics and heresy are intertwined with his
reflections on revolutions in We.

3.3 Revolutions in We

With myriad connections to his aforementioned theoretical writings, Zamiatin’s
definition of “revolutions” proves a crucial theme in We. In a discussion of revolutions,
D-503 counters Zamiatin’s theory of revolutions to allow 1-330 the chance to argue on
behalf of and prove Zamiatin’s theory:

Henerno — nmotoMy 4To peBosonny He MOXKET ObITh. [loTOMyY 4TO Harma — 310
HE ThI, a sl TOBOPIO, — HaIlla PEBOJIIOIHS ObLTa TocienHei. M 0obIiie HUKakux
peBosronmii He MoxkeT ObITh. / Ridiculous—because a revolution there cannot be.

Because ours [our revolution]—it is not you, but I say—our revolution was the last. And
more revolutions there cannot be (645).
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When I-330 discloses to D-503 that she is part of a group planning a revolution, D-503,
despite not knowing any details about this supposed revolution, does not believe this
could ever be a possibility, calling this idea “ridiculous”. A revolution is so outside the
realm of possibility to D-503, because the One State portrays itself as the permanent
government with no future replacement. So great is his loyalty to the One State that D-
503 even speaks of the last revolution as if he participated in it, though he had not been
born when this occurred (“our revolution”). D-503 believes that there can be a final
revolution, the revolution that put the One State into power. Zamiatin provides this
counter argument through D-503 to create an opportunity to define his own theory on
revolutions.

1-330 advances her argument for infinite revolutions in terms D-330, as a career
mathematician, will feel comfortable working with by asking him to name the final
number: “Once she has him in her power, she sets out to convert him intellectually as
well. This second task is a matter not of coercion, but of education” (Barratt 348). Naive
about the purpose behind this questioning, D-330 quickly responds with the
mathematically sound response by protesting that there is no final number: “Ho, I, — 310
ke Henero. Pa3 dncio yncenr — OeCKOHEUHO, KaKoe e ThI X0uellb nociaenaee?”/ “But
I—this is ridiculous. The number of numbers—is infinite, which last one do you want?”
(Zamiatin 645). [-330 mimics his phrasing: “A kakyo e Thl XOU€Illb MOCJIECTHIOI0
peBomronmro? [locnenneit — Het, peBomonnn — Oeckoneynsr”/ “And which last

revolution do you want? Last—no, revolutions—are infinite” (645). I-330 condenses
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Zamiatin’s definition of “revolutions” into this passage: the lack of a final revolution and
infinite nature of revolutions, the impermanency of every ideology and government. By
establishing that numbers are infinite in nature, Zamiatin, through I-330, proves how
revolutions are infinite in the world.
3.4 Dreams in We
In the One State, the state dominates people’s minds and actions to the degree that
it becomes people’s religion. Freedom represents a feared, negative phenomenon to D-
503, and he finds what he calls “beauty” in the lack of freedom in his world. God has
become an antiquated concept attributed to the “Ancients”, how citizens of the One State
refer to those who lived before the existence of the One State. Other so-called antiquated
concepts include love. In addition to limiting freedom of movement and choice, the One
State forbids and tries to eliminate even freedom of thought and belief. With their
intellectual and emotional freedom limited to such an extreme, people as a rule no longer
dream in the One State. To his great shock, D-503 experiences his first dream in his
entire life as he slowly begins to develop consciousness about the abuses of the One
State:
ScHo: 6oneH. Panpiie st HUKOTAa HE BUEN CHOB. ['0BOPSAT, y IpEBHUX — 3TO
ObU10 caMoe 0OOBIKHOBEHHOE M HopMasibHOe — BUeTh cHBL. / Clearly: ill. I never before
had a dream. It is said, that the ancients had- it was very common and normal- the ability
to dream (Zamiatin 567).
D-503’s immediate conclusion after dreaming for the first time is that he is sick. He

struggles to stop dreaming, but of course cannot control whether he dreams or not. When
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this fails, D-503 tries to find a rational purpose for dreaming to adhere to the One State’s
ideas of perfect rationality:
VY IMBUTEIBHO: HEYXKEJN HEIb3s IPUAYMaTh HUKAKOTO CPEJICTBA, YTOOBI H3JICYHUTH ITY
CHOOOJIE3Hb WM C/IETIaTh €€ pa3yMHOM — MOXeT ObITbh, Aaxke Mmosie3Hoi. / Surprisingly: it
is really impossible to think up any remedy to cure this snobbery or to make it rational—
maybe, even useful (617).
With his background growing up in a world where the One State always ruled during his
lifetime, D-503 is in awe at discovering something that cannot be fixed with scientific
means or forced into a rational line of thinking. He demeans his own dreams, reducing
them to “snobbery”. What exactly is the problem with dreams? D-503 cannot find a way
in which they are “useful”. In the One State, everything must have a logical purpose;
nothing is done out of feeling or on a whim. To address his own dreams, D-503 resorts to
the One State’s stance on dreams.
Dreams signify illness and insanity in the One State: “Ho MbI-TO 3HaeM, 9TO CHBI
— 9TO cepbe3Has rncuxudeckas 6one3ns”/ “But we know, that dreams—they are a
serious mental illness” (567). D-503 does not question the validity of this idea that
dreams represent mental illness, even when it brings with it the implication that he
himself is mentally ill, because the One State teaches its citizens to never question
anything. D-503 still refers to himself in the collective “we”, as a citizen of the One State.
He feels comfortable leaning on the One State’s explanation for dreams, rather than
challenging if there is something more to the concept of dreams. Ideas of the One State

make up the extent of D-503’s knowledge until recently in the work.
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As the work progresses, D-503 continues to develop his individual thinking and
moral principles- a mind and a soul: “Paradoxically, while Zamyatin’s novel suggests
that surveillance in the hands of the state is a mechanism for regulating, and perhaps even
for destroying the individual, the novel also depicts the self-conscious, reflexive gaze as
fundamental to the identity of the protagonist” (Amey 22-3). D-503 has increasingly
vivid dreams throughout the work that address core images and ideas of We:

Bcro HOUB — KaKHe-TO KPBUIBS, U sl XOXKY U 3aKPBIBAIO TOJIOBY PyKaMH OT KPBLIbEB. A
oTOM — CTyJI. Ho Ty — He Har, TenepemHuii, a ApeBHero oopasia, u3 aepesa/All
night—some wings, and I go and cover my head from the wings with my hands. And
then- a chair. But a chair- not ours or current, but an ancient model, from wood (Zamiatin
617).
His dreams have ambiguous meanings, but involve similar motifs. These include wings,
“ancient” objects from the world prior to the establishment of the One State (““a chair- not
ours or current, but an ancient model, from wood”), and paralyzing fear or emotion.
These complex images point to D-503’s newfound emotions and their independence from
the One State’s emotionless world and entrenched set of behaviors. These images in D-
503’s abstract dreams parallel prominent images in his real life. Another major
character’s ears resemble wings, an observation D-503 makes almost every time he sees
him. D-503 visits the “Ancient House” frequently and sees many “ancient” objects there
that connect him to a pre-One State world, including a statue of the Buddha. D-503 feels
fear increasingly often as the novel progresses. He has conflicting emotions due to

discoveries that prompt him to challenge his beloved One State, which gives him a deep

sense of inner conflict. As D-503’s character develops, his inner conflict intensifies.
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This slow, yet significant, evolution of D-503’s character cannot save him in the
end from a dire fate. The One State strives to eradicate individual minds and souls
through “the Operation”, a new surgery that they advertise as the means to permanent
happiness. A key factor that leads to D-503’s increasing consciousness about the horrors
of the One State is his falling in love with the rebellious revolutionary, 1-330. Before D-
503 has to undergo this fateful Operation, I-330 remarks that the Operation will put an
end to D-503’s love for her: “A Teneps Oneparus — ¥ ThI U31eUnIbCS OT MeHs. U 31O
— npomaii.”’/ “And now the Operation—and you will be cured of me. And that is—
goodbye” (652). The Operation promises happiness (“cTromporeHTHoe cyacThe’/ “one-
hundred percent happiness’) by removing a person’s imagination, emotions, love, and
soul. Although the Operation is lauded in society, it becomes clear that this celebrated,
mysterious Operation is in reality a lobotomy. The first group of people who underwent
the operation appear at an assembly in the Auditorium meant to promote the Operation
and inspire other people to sign up for their own Operations:

MeI[J’IeHHa?[, rpy3Has KOJOHHA, YCJIOBCK NATHACCAT. BHpOLIGM, «YCJIOBCK» — 3TO
HE TO: HE HOT'M — a KaKUe-TO TSHKEIIbIC, CKOBAHHBIE, BOPOYAIOIIHECS OT HEBUIUMOTO
MIPHUBOJIA KOJIECa; HE JIIOJU — a KaKUe-TO YeJIOBEKOOOpa3Hble TPaKTophl. / A slow, heavy
column, of fifty people. However, ‘man”—this is not that: not legs—but some kind of
heavy, shackled, turning from the invisible drive of wheels; not people—but some kind
of humanoid tractors (654).

To eradicate all individuality and potential rebellion, the One State essentially kills its

people by performing these forced lobotomies. The Operation renders them inhuman in

D-503’s eyes. The people resemble tractors, machines, a development in line with the
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supposed perfect rationality of the One State. To promote the Operation to others, the
already lobotomized citizens attend this assembly. Because they can no longer read or
communicate, the advertisement for the Operation must be written by the One State on
signs above their heads: “«Mps1 mepBeie! Mb1 — yxe onepupoBansl! Bee 3a Hamu!y/ “We
are the first! We—already operated on! Everybody should follow us!” (654). The One
State proves determined to stamp out mental freedom as well as physical freedom.

While the Operation is allegedly optional at first, the One State soon mandates
Operations for all its citizens, printing a notice in the newspaper: “3aBTpa
MIPUOCTAHABIMBAIOTCS padOTHl — Bce HyMmepa siBatcs 1t Onepamun’/ “Work is
suspended tomorrow—all numbers will appear for the Operation” (657). In the last of the
forty diary entries that compose We, D-503 awakens after his Operation. His previous
passions, love, and emotions have disintegrated. D-503 reads from his diary his past
thirty-nine entries. Although he wrote them fairly recently about the most emotional
events of his life, D-503 reads these entries as if a stranger reading somebody else’s
diary. In regards to the entries, D-503 cannot believe or remember having such feelings:
“Heyxenu s, J[-503, Harmcan 3Ty ABECTH ABAANATH cTpaHull? Heysxenu s Kormaa-Huoy b
9yBCTBOBAJI — HJIM BOOOpaxkair, 4To 4yBcTBYI0 310?”/ “Did I, D-503, really write these
two hundred and twenty pages? Did I really sometime feel this—or imagine that I felt
this?” (679). D-503, again a model citizen of the One State after his lobotomy, cannot

conceive feeling emotion, falling in love, dreaming, or anything individual or not
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rational. The One State’s stance against dreams, love, and any form of individual thinking
connects to the warped perception of “faith” in the world of the One State.

D-503 provides his understanding of the word “faith”: “3nanue, abcomoTHO
YBEpEHHOE B TOM, UYTO OHO Oe30mmbouHo, — 310 Bepa”/ “Knowledge, absolutely certain
that something is unmistakable, that is faith” (582). The world of the One State leaves no
room for the true meaning of “faith”, believing in something without having proof for it.
The One State says that people have no need for God, because they will achieve
happiness for all people by removing freedom from society:

Boru cranm, Kak MbI: 3pro — MBI CTaIH, Kak 6oru. 1 kK BaMm, HEBeTOMbIE MOH
IUTAHETHBIC YUTATEIIH, K BAM MBI IIPHJIEM, YTOOBI CIIENIaTh Ballly KH3Hb 00’KECTBEHHO-
pa3yMHOU U TOYHOH, Kak Hama.../The gods have become, like us: ergo- we have become,
like gods. And to you, my unfamiliar planetary readers, to you we will come to make
your life divinely logical and exact, like ours (588).
D-503 thus expresses the goal of the One State: to conquer the entire world (here the
planet) and to bring all people under its oppressive thumb. D-503 so believes in the
rhetoric of the One State that he writes to future subjects of the One State with an
assumption that being conquered will benefit them. In a world without faith and against
faith, people become “gods”. The word “divinely” applies to logic and exactness, the
opposite of lofty ideals or anything heavenly or associated with the divine. The One State
aspires to make faith and all individuality of spirit extinct and replace them with total
deference to the One State, the Tablet of Hours, and all prescribed ideas.

Dreaming, individual thinking, and emotion have no place in the One State. After

exhibiting signs of dreaming and having genuine human emotions, D-503 goes to the
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doctor for a cure. The doctor gives his prognosis: “Ilnoxo Bamre neno! [lo-Bugumomy, y
Bac oOpaszoBanack ayma’”/ “Your case is bad! Apparently, you have formed a soul” (598).
Despite the One State’s best efforts to restrict people from thinking and feeling, D-503
has developed a soul. His reaction is one of absolute confusion, because “the soul” is an
obsolete concept in the One State: “/Iyma?”/ “A soul?” (598). The doctor begins to
explain the meanings of “soul” as it pertained to the pre-One State world: “3to
CTpaHHOE, IPEBHEE, TaBHO 3a0bITOE CJI0BO. MBI FOBOPHITM MHOTIA «IyIla B AYIIY»,
«PaBHOJYIIHOY, «JIymIery0», Ho mymra—"/ “It is a strange, ancient, long ago forgotten
word. We said sometimes ‘soul to soul’, ‘indifferently’, ‘murderer’, but the soul...”
(598). Zamiatin lists words that derive from and include the root of the word “soul”
(“mymra”) in Russian, «yma B Aynry», «paBHOAYITHOY, «aymeryo»/ ‘soul to soul’,
‘indifferently’, ‘murderer’. This litany of words and their profound moral connotations
emphasizes the strong cultural associations with the word “soul” and the terrifying nature
of a society without souls. Primed to be an ideal citizen of the One State, D-503 reacts to
this explanation with fear: “Oto... oueHs onacHo, — mponeneran s/ “It is... very
dangerous—I stammered” (598). The doctor explains to D-503 that, in the One State,
“the Operation” cures people from having souls. This ultimate destruction of the soul
reveals the utter destruction of the One State. Through “The Operation” and the ending of
We, Zamiatin’s reflections on totalitarianism, freedom, revolution, and heresy come
together to form a cohesive narrative full of many meanings and much potential for

interpretations.
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4. Chapter Three: Meanings and Interpretations of We: A Semiotic Perspective
4.1 Introduction

Zamiatin’s reflections on the role of the writer reveal a high standard for the
writer in society. Zamiatin outlines the moral and civic obligations of writers toward the
public, their countries, and the world. He reveals an expectation for absolute fearlessness,
called “heresy”, and condemns writers who behaved with fear or greed. Challenges as
severe as censorship, arrest, and execution should be ignored in favor of pursuing the
truth through writing. This aligns with his theory of revolutions, which addresses the
inevitability of societal change and transience of human institutions. Zamiatin’s
definitions of “revolutions”, “heretics”, and “heresy” prove major themes in We through
the character of I-330 and her ultimate demise. In We, Zamiatin addresses totalitarian
regimes and associated themes of faith, freedom, the soul, dreams, and individuality.
These theories, themes, and definitions provide a complex array of concepts for readers
to think about. These ideas require a deep level of thinking from the reader, making
reading this novel an active experience as opposed to a passive one.

An analysis of the “role of the reader” in Zamiatin’s We through the semiotic
theories of Yuri Lotman and Umberto Eco coupled with an analysis of Zamiatin’s own
expectations for readers reveals (some of) the many possible meanings of We and allows
for insight into the role of meanings and interpretations in literature in general. This
aligns with the prophetic nature of We, in which Zamiatin predicted many future global

events and phenomena with startling accuracy. An application of Lotman’s theory of the
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“texts within a text” to We helps to understand the many layers of text and meaning
created by Zamiatin with the intention that his reader absorb insights from all of them.
The biblical text of We provides a prime example of such a “text within a text” through
its many details and clear images. This text within the text contributes to the irony of the
text, its reflections on freedom and free will, its character development and rich imagery,
and many other important functions of We. In The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the
Semiotics of Texts, Eco outlines his theories about the generative nature of texts, arguing
that each text produces infinite meanings as new readers interpret and create new
meanings within the text.

A semiotic analysis of We with attention to the role of the reader, meanings and
interpretations, and the multi-layered text that is We provides insights into the novel
itself, Zamiatin as a thinker, and meanings and interpretations of literature in general. In
this chapter, I will draw on Lotman’s argument identifying the active role of the reader in
experiencing a text. Next, I will outline Eco’s main ideas about the generative nature of
texts and the “role of the reader” in interpreting texts and creating new meanings of texts.
I will connect these ideas to Zamiatin’s writings about the many meanings within one text
and ability of literature to influence society in a major way. Next, [ will provide a
summary of Lotman’s idea of the “text within a text” and demonstrate how it applies to
Zamiatin’s works. For an example of a text within a text written by Zamiatin, [ will
provide a discussion of the biblical text in We. My goal in this chapter is to define

semiotic principles of the generative nature of texts, existence of infinite meanings and
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interpretations of a single text, and ability of the reader to create such meanings and
interpretations and therefore influence the text and culture itself. Another goal is to
demonstrate today’s relevance of We through this discussion of its many potential
meanings and interpretations.

4.2 “Role of the Reader” in Zamiatin

As Zamiatin has high expectations for himself and other writers, he has
accordingly high expectations for readers. Zamiatin argues that quality literature gives
readers the opportunity to engage with the text and think for themselves (“Llens”). He
considers this opportunity a responsibility and demands of readers an active process of
interpretation and thought to parse out the many, complicated layers of his works.
Semiotician Yuri Lotman explores the relationship between writer and reader, or, as he
phrases them, addresser and addressee: “Every innovatory work of art is sui generis a
work in a language that is unknown to the audience and which has to be reconstructed
and mastered by its addressees” (“Three Functions of the Text” 16). Lotman identifies the
addressee’s, or reader’s, active role in experiencing a text and the individuality of this
role.

This idea implies that the millions of people who read Zamiatin’s works
experience them in a completely different way, and that each person’s reading experience
and individual interpretations hold distinct cultural importance. Zamiatin and Lotman’s
ideas here align, as Zamiatin argues that a text requires its readers to engage with it in an

intentional, dynamic way. Zamiatin challenges writers to challenge their readers,

47



imploring them to produce literature that “nx 6ecioxonno™/ “disturbs [their readers]
(“Ilens” 249). Zamiatin’s encouragement for writers to disturb their readers reveals a
great faith in the ability of literature to impact people’s minds and souls in a profound
way.

In a short essay on books, Zamiatin likens texts to dynamite to illustrate the many
meanings produced by one literary text and the ability of literature to change people’s
lives, minds, and hearts:

EcTh KHUTH TaKoro ke XMMUYECKOTO COCTaBa, Kak JMHaMUT. Pa3HHUIIa TOJBKO B
TOM, YTO OJIMH KYCOK JMHAMHTA B3pBIBACTCS OMH pa3, a OJHA KHUT'a—ThICSYM pa3’”/
“There are books with the same chemical composition as dynamite. The sole difference
between them is that one piece of dynamite explodes one time, but one book—thousands
of times” (“/lnst cOopHuka ¢ kHUTE”).
Zamiatin’s metaphor comparing books to dynamite parallels Eco’s ideas on the
generative process of a text, readers’ interpretations, and meanings. Eco argues that “the
reader as an active principal of interpretation is a part of the picture of the generative
process of the text” (Eco 41). Each new reader’s interpretation of the same text generates
new, infinite meanings of the text, as each reader brings different associations,
backgrounds, and perspectives to their reading experience. No two minds are the same, so
no two interpretations of a text are the same. After a writer publishes a novel, like
dynamite that explodes thousands of times, the novel produces infinite meanings due to

this variation in readership and reading experiences. Meanings of the text increase

exponentially over time as future readership produces new meanings.
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We is an exemplar of Eco’s theories of meanings and interpretations. Zamiatin
prophesized with eerie accuracy a range of global phenomena, including fascism,
Nazism, and the Holocaust (Zamiatin 593). He evaluated the world and current events
with keen insight into human nature, including the innate human desire for individuality
and freedom, that applies to any time period and place. The prophetic, insightful nature of
the novel keeps it highly relevant in the twenty-first century and into the future for
readers to continue to create countless new meanings. Adding to its uniqueness as a work,
controversy surrounds the genre of We. Theories abound as to whether We classifies as a
utopian novel, anti-utopian novel, science fiction novel, or example of another literary
genre. We takes an unusual format in a series of forty diary entries of varying length by
D-503: “Kaxos xaup Msi? CTporo roBops, 3T0 HE poMaH, a “psJ 3amuceit”’. 1o
JTHEBHUK IO caMoi cBoel Gopme ‘He3akoHdeHHBINH / “What genre is We? Strictly
speaking, it is not a novel, but a series of entries. This diary is in its form “unfinished’
(Andrews et al. 7). This idea of an “unfinished” diary lends itself well to Eco’s theories of
meanings. Eco is a proponent of the unfinished nature of every text. As an unfinished set
of diary entries, We provides grounds for endless new interpretations and creations of
new meanings from past, current, and future readers.
4.3 “Texts Within the Text”

According to Lotman’s theory of the “text within a text”, a single literary text

contains multiple texts. These texts create layers of meaning for each reader to parse and
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learn from at the same time. These texts can take the form of references and excerpts
from other texts in a new text:
[pocreiimmM ciydaeM sIBISETCS BKIIOYEHUE B TEKCT Y4acTKa, 3aKOUPOBAHHOTO
TEM K€ CaMbIM, HO yJIBOGHHBIM KOJIOM, YTO M BCE OCTAJIbHOE IPOCTPAHCTBO
pou3BeeHUs. DTO Oy IyT KapTHUHA B KapTUHE, TeaTp B Tearpe, GuiabM B (GriIbMe Win
pomaHn B pomane. / The simplest case is the inclusion in the text of a section, encoded
with the same, but doubled, code as all the remaining space of the work. This will be a
painting in a painting, theater within a theater, movie within a movie, or a novel within a
novel (“Tekcr B Tekcte” 112).
In We, this manifestation of “texts within a text” encompasses a range of literary
(Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoevsky) and biblical references. The idea of the “text within a text”
can also involve multiple texts created by the same author within the same text. We
contains a rich variety of such texts within a text created intentionally by Zamiatin to
challenge his readers, “including mathematical, numerical, verbal, and color texts”
(Andrews 353). For example, the color text associates specific characters with certain
colors. Yellow “symbolizes vitality, the presence of the life force associated with the sun
in the heroine 1-330, in the world of the past, and in the world beyond the Wall”
(Hoisington and Imbery 163). This text within the text points to the cultural influences of
Zamiatin’s works: “While Zamjatin’s interest in color reveals his indebtedness to the
Russian Symbolists, his use of color attests to his post-Symbolist tendencies and to his
primitivism, linking him with post-Impressionist painters like Gauguin and Van Gosh and
with the Fauves—most notably, Matisse” (160).

Lotman identifies the texts within a text, and more specifically the insights

gleaned from movement between these various texts, as an important source of meaning
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in a work: “The transfer from one system of semiotic realization of the text into another
across some kind of internal structural boundary becomes, in this instance, the starting
point for the generation of meaning” (Culture and Explosion 69). The comparison and
contrast of these distinct, layered texts creates the most crucial meanings of a work. We
“requires the reader to do the almost impossible- translate from one type of text to the
other as a means of increasing the value of the information encoded among and between
these seemingly ‘nontranslatable’ codes” (Andrews 352). It is the translation between
these “seemingly ‘nontranslatable’ codes” that creates the most relevant and most
complex meanings for readers. The texts within the text relate to one another, inspiring
this translation between them. With its many layers of complex texts, We fulfills
Zamiatin’s vision of the roles of the writer and the reader by providing a range of subjects
for readers’ active contemplation.

4.4 Biblical Text in We (Example of a Text Within a Text)

The intricate biblical text in We provides one strong example of how Lotman’s
theory of the “texts within a text” applies to Zamiatin’s works. We contains frequent
images from the Old and New Testament in a chronological order that parallels the
chronology of Zamiatin’s text. This chronology ends with a parallel between the Book of
Revelations and the final diary entries of We, which share an ominous set of trumpets
playing as the One State descends into further chaos (Zamiatin 670). Biblical images

correspond with characters, events, holidays, and vocabulary of the diary entries of D-
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503. The number of entries, forty, alludes to the forty days Jesus spent in the desert
facing temptations in the Bible.

Zamiatin makes clear connections between characters in We and biblical figures.
Zamiatin associates D-503 with Adam from the Book of Genesis (Andrews et al. 92). S-
4711, a prominent member of the One State’s secret police force who appears to threaten
D-503 at the beginning of the work, has many connections with angels in the Bible,
including uncommonly large ears that resemble angel wings:

Cnosa ‘anren’, ‘apxaHren’, ‘aHrej-XpaHUTENb , ‘XpaHUTENb , ‘KPBUIbSA-YLIN, ‘PO30BbIC
KPBUIbSI-yIIM’ MHOTOKPATHO YMOTPEOISIIOTCS B TEKCTE B CBsI3U ¢ S-4711. BemomuuM, uTo
bor, nuzrnaB Anama u EBy u3 Daemckoro pasi, IOoCTaBHII aHT€Jla-XepyBUMa C MEYOM B
DneMcKoM pato, uToObl OHU He Moriu BepHyThes/ The words ‘angel’, ‘archangel’,
‘guardian angel’, ‘Guardian’, ‘wings-ears’, ‘pink wings-ears’ are repeatedly used in the
text in connection with S-4711. Let us remember that God, having exiled Adam and Eve
from the garden of Eden, put a cherubic angel with a sword in the garden of Eden, so that
they could not return (92).
Zamiatin puts an ironic twist on the term “Guardian Angel” by calling the secret police
force of the One State “Guardian Angels” and the police station the “Bureau of Angels”
(“bropo xpanurenei”).

The most important holiday of the One State, the Day of One Voice (/leus
Enmnornacus), is an annual “re-election” of the same leader year after year:

Jenb exeroaubix BIOOpoB braronerens. 3aBTpa Mbl cHOBa BpyunuM biiaroaerento

KIIFOYHM OT He3bI0JIeMOoii TBEepAbIHY Hamero cuacThs. / Day of the annual election of the

Benefactor. Tomorrow we again will hand over to the Benefactor the keys to the
unbreakable stronghold of our happiness (Zamiatin 625).
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The people of the One State completely lack freedom of choice and vote for the same
leader every time. Traditional and religious holidays have been eliminated in favor of
only political holidays celebrating the government in power. D-503 juxtaposes the Day of
One Voice with Easter: “Mne kaxxeTcs, 1J1s1 HAC — 3TO HEYTO BPOJI€ TOTO, YTO JIJIS
npeBHuX Obuta ux «llacxay/ “It seems to me, that for us—it is something sort of like what

299

for the ancients was their ‘Easter’” (625). This comparison contributes to the biblical text
by demonstrating what is lost in a totalitarian state.
U camblie BEIOOPHI HIMEIOT 3HAYEHUE CKOPEE CHMBOJIUYECKOE: HATOMHHTD, YTO MBI
€IMHBII, MOTYYNi MUJZTHOHHOKJICTOYHBIA OPraHNU3M, YTO MBI — T'OBOPSI CJIOBAaMH
«EBanrenms» npesanx — eamnnas Llepkoss. /And the very elections have a rather
symbolic meaning: to remind, that we are a single, powerful, million-cell organism, that
we—in the words of the ancient ‘Gospel’—a single Church (625).
When a protest is staged at the Day of One Voice, one thousand people vote
against the leader’s re-election in an unprecedented show of rebellion. The newspapers
the next day acknowledge no such protest and instead laud the Benefactor for another win
at the polls:
B 48-ii pa3 enuHOTIIaCHO M30paH BCE TOT XK€, MHOTOKPATHO JJOKa3aBIINi CBOIO
HErokoneduMyIo MypocTh braronerens. / For the 48™ time, the same Benefactor was
unanimously elected, who has repeatedly proven his steadfast wisdom (631).
The press in the One State caters to the state and neglects to give the people the truth. The
biblical connections to the Day of One Voice make the portrayal of the totalitarian regime

more poignant. Biblical references and, more specifically, translating between them and

other layers of Zamiatin’s text, contribute to the irony and critique of the One State in
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We, helping to make We an effective critique of all totalitarian regimes, beyond merely a
critique of Zamiatin’s native Soviet Union.

In the One State, the State mandates each citizen to have and follow a tablet
(cxkpmxainb). These tablets resemble the biblical Ten Commandments in shape and in
format. By enforcing an obligatory, identical daily schedule on all citizens, the One State
controls almost every hour of each citizen’s life. Twice a day for one hour at a time,
citizens have free hours, the only semblance of free choice in their schedules:

Byny BmoiHe OTKpOBEHEH: a0COIIOTHO TOYHOTO PEIICHHS 3aJa4l CUACThsI HET €Ie U y
Hac JiBa pa3a B JeHb - OT 16 10 17 u oT 21 10 22 enuHbINA MOIIHBINA OpTraHU3M
pacchImmaeTcsi Ha OTAEIbHBIE KIETKU: 3TO YCTaHOBIeHHBIe CKproKanbio - JInaneie Yachr./

I am going to be completely honest with you: an absolutely accurate solution to the
problem of happiness we still do not yet have: two times per day- from 16 to 17 and from

21 to 22, a single powerful organism divides into separate cells: this is established by the

Tablet- Personal Hours (555).

Besides alluding to the Ten Commandments, these tablets resemble icons, a prominent
style of religious art in Eastern Christianity and a fixture in Russian life. D-503 treats the
Tablet like a sacred object, with awe and respect. These allusions to tangible
representations of faith emphasize the deep irony behind Zamiatin’s work. As
justification for their stringent control over people’s lives, the One State ostensibly seeks
a mathematical “solution to the problem of happiness”. Removing free choice from
people’s lives helps bring the One State closer to so-called “happiness”. Citizens of the

One State, as represented by D-503, begin to fear free choice and crave total

governmental control of their lives.
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D-503 views the One State as a single organism. People are not individuals, but
merely “separate cells”, parts of the state, and D-503 prefers it this way. D-503 laments
the inclusion of any free hours into the daily schedules and expresses the wish for these
hours to be eliminated in order to achieve total lack of individuality:

Ho s TBEp0 Bepio - MyCTh HA30BYT MEHS HICATHCTOM H (aHTA3EPOM - 5 BEpIO: paHbIIIe
WY TIO3KE - HO KOT/1a-HUOYAb ¥ JUISl THX YacOB MBI HaiiieM MecTo B o01eit hopmyore,
korna-Huoy a6 Bce 86 400 cexynn BoimyT B UacoByto Ckpmxkainb./ But I firmly believe-
let them call me an idealist and a dreamer- I believe: sooner or later- but someday for all
the hours we will find a place in the overall formula, someday all 86,400 seconds will
enter the Tablet of Hours (555).
D-503’s hopes and dreams are not individual, but align with those of the One State. He
writes with the collective “we” (“we will find”) in expressing his earnest hope that the
One State abolishes the remaining free hours. D-503 idealizes a total lack of freedom,
calling himself an “idealist” and a “dreamer” for wanting the One State to take further
control of their people’s lives. D-503 equates lack of freedom to happiness: “IloTomy uto
3TO OXpaHseT Hally HecBoOOIy — TO ecTh Hamie cuactbe’/ “Because it [the One State]
protects our lack of freedom- that is our happiness” (584). The biblical text in We
contributes to Zamiatin’s reflections on freedom by emphasizing the One State’s total
control of every element of each citizen’s life: from the sham day of voting for the same
leader year after year to control of the press to the Tablet of Hours that defines each
citizen’s day. The many biblical references allow for more layers to the text and inspire

new readers to bring their own backgrounds and associations to the text to generate new

meanings.
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5. Conclusion

Taken together, Zamiatin’s theoretical works, novel We, and key semiotic
concepts surrounding meanings and interpretations, including Yuri Lotman’s theory of
the “text within a text” and Umberto Eco’s discussion of the “role of the reader”, help to
puzzle out the brilliant and often prophetic ideas of an important twentieth century
Russian writer. Informed by a wide range of events, including the Russian revolutions
and Civil War, and stringent censorship under both the tsarist and Soviet regimes,
Zamiatin advocates in his theoretical works for writers who think in terms of the future,
guiding their society to the next stage of civilization. Core themes overlap and build upon
each other in these writings, including a writer and person’s responsibility to fellow
humans, the ability of literature to shape and change the values and ideas of a society, and
the need to pursue the truth. Zamiatin refuses to dwell on the past or present but
constantly jumps to tomorrow, the next world, the next government, the next work of art.
This connects to Zamiatin’s innovative theories on revolutions, heretics, heresy, and
explosions.

Societal change to Zamiatin requires revolutions instigated by heretics. Zamiatin’s
theory of revolutions argues that the world is a constant, unavoidable cycle of
revolutions, and nothing here is permanent. Revolutions can be political, intellectual,
ethical, or exist in a combination of many spheres. Zamiatin identifies heretics as those
who carry out revolutions, with total fearlessness for the often grave consequences in

favor of fighting for their beliefs. Despite his understanding of the gravity of censorship
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and speaking out against a regime in power, Zamiatin demands of writers total bravery to
the degree of heresy, even if this means facing certain death. Zamiatin truly lived the life
of the brave, heretical writer he idealizes in theory, fighting against Soviet censorship and
living in exile for the end of his life. His theories apply in fiction to We, through the bold
character of 1-330, who represents Zamiatin’s theories on revolutions, heretics, and
heresy.

A semiotic reading of We lends itself well to this analysis of Zamiatin’s life and
works by examining a range of meanings and interpretations of We, the role of a writer in
creating dynamic works, and the role of the reader in creating infinite new meanings of a
work of literature. Eco argues on behalf of the generative process of a text. Each text
generates infinite meanings as each new reader experiences the text. Eco’s reflections on
the role of readers in reconstructing and mastering a text, creating new interpretations of
a work, reveal the infinite possible interpretations and meanings of We. Lotman’s theory
of the “text within a text” allows for a nuanced reading of We by pointing out the many
complex layers of texts in the work and encouraging readers to find connections between
them. We includes an array of texts designed by Zamiatin in order to inspire readers to
move between them and reflect on them. The transition between these texts within a text
creates the most powerful meanings of the work. For example, the biblical text provides
many allusions to the Bible, which contribute to the core themes of the work, including

the importance of freedom, the danger of totalitarian regimes, and the need for individual
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thinking. The variety of texts, themes, and ideas in We prove this work to be a relevant

one that will endure for centuries more.
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