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Abstract

Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We stands as a landmark in dystopian literature, offering a thought-provoking portrayal of a
society under totalitarian control. This research paper delves into the narrative techniques employed by Zamyatin
to construct a disconcerting and immersive portrayal of a dehumanizing regime. By analyzing the first-person
journal format, juxtaposition of personal and collective narratives, mathematical precision, deliberate
contradictions, fragmentation, visual symbolism, and the role of unreliable narration, this paper unravels the
intricacies of Zamyatin’s narrative approach and its profound impact on the themes of individuality, surveillance,
and resistance within the novel.
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1. Introduction

Yevgeny Zamyatin’s dystopian novel We is a groundbreaking work of speculative fiction that employs
innovative narrative techniques to construct a chilling portrayal of a totalitarian society. Published in
1924, the novel explores themes of individualism, freedom, and the dehumanizing effects of an all-
encompassing state. Zamyatin’s narrative choices contribute to the distinct and impactful nature of the
novel, making it a precursor to the dystopian genre and a masterful example of literary experimentation.

2. First-Person Journal Format

The utilization of the first-person journal format in We allows readers to inhabit D-503’s mind as if they
were experiencing his thoughts in real-time. By adopting this format, Zamyatin grants readers direct
access to the protagonist’s innermost feelings and struggles. This intimacy generates a profound
connection between readers and D-503, enhancing their understanding of the internal conflict he
experiences as he grapples with his growing individuality. D-503’s journal entries chronicle his journey
from a staunch supporter of the One State’s regimented society to a fervent advocate for personal
freedom and individuality. The first-person format magnifies the impact of this transformation, as
readers are privy to D-503’s gradual awakening. His inner dialogue, doubts, and gradual questioning of
authority are conveyed in real-time, allowing readers to witness the gradual erosion of his conformity.
The first-person narrative format fosters empathy and emotional resonance in readers. As D-503
experiences doubt, fear, and curiosity, readers share in his emotional turmoil. This emotional connection
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compels readers to root for his personal growth and liberation. By witnessing the protagonist’s
vulnerability and struggles, readers become emotionally invested in his journey, creating a bridge
between the fictional world and their own experiences. Through the first-person journal entries,
Zamyatin exposes the limitations and contradictions of the One State’s rigid ideology. As D-503’s inner
thoughts diverge from the prescribed norms, readers witness the inherent cracks in the facade of a
utopian society. This subversion of the state’s control is magnified by the personal nature of the
narrative, as readers observe the protagonist’s increasing resistance to the suppressive regime. The first-
person journal format heightens the psychological tension within the narrative. D-503’s internal
conflicts, doubts, and growing awareness create a suspenseful atmosphere that unfolds within his mind.
Readers become captivated by the unfolding drama of his internal struggle, making them active
participants in his journey of self-discovery.

3. Personal and Collective Narratives

We intricately weaves together personal and collective narratives, providing readers with a multifaceted
perspective on the dehumanizing effects of a totalitarian society. Through the juxtaposition of individual
experiences with the communal voice, Zamyatin crafts a narrative that examines the tension between
personal identity and conformity, ultimately highlighting the profound impact of collective narratives
on individual lives.

In We, Zamyatin explores the dichotomy between individual identity and collective identity. The
protagonist, D-503, narrates his personal experiences and thoughts through his journal entries, offering
readers insight into his evolving sense of self. This individual narrative clashes with the society’s
collective We perspective, which aims to eradicate individualism and enforce uniformity. The contrast
between these two narrative styles underscores the conflict between personal identity and societal norms.
The personal narrative emerges through D-503’s journal entries. These entries allow readers to
intimately engage with his inner thoughts, emotions, and conflicts. D-503’s narrative charts his
transformation from a loyal conformist to a dissenter, as he grapples with emerging individuality and a
growing desire for freedom. His personal account serves as a lens through which readers witness the
tension between his evolving self and the oppressive society. In stark contrast to D-503’s personal
narrative, the novel employs a collective perspective referred to as the We. This narrative voice
represents the uniformity enforced by the One State, where individuality is suppressed in favor of the
communal identity. The collective We serves as a constant reminder of the society’s dominance over
individual thought and expression, emphasizing the extent to which conformity permeates every aspect
of life. The interplay between personal and collective narratives highlights the struggle for authenticity
and autonomy within a controlled society. As D-503’s personal narrative diverges from the collective
We, readers witness his internal conflict and the challenges he faces in asserting his individuality. This
struggle exemplifies the tension between the innate human desire for self-expression and the pressure
to conform. The collective narrative illustrates the dehumanizing effects of conformity. Through the We
perspective, Zamyatin depicts a society in which human experiences are homogenized, emotions are
suppressed, and individuality is extinguished. This portrayal highlights the profound cost of erasing
personal narratives in the pursuit of absolute control. D-503’s personal narrative becomes an act of
resistance against the homogenizing force of the collective society. Through his journal, he reclaims
agency over his thoughts and emotions, challenging the norms of the One State. His individual narrative
becomes a tool for asserting his humanity and sparking a sense of agency within a stifling environment.

4. Mathematical Precision

We employs mathematical precision as a narrative technique to craft a mechanistic portrayal of a society
controlled by rigid order and conformity. Set in a future where individuality is suppressed and society
operates under the principle of absolute mathematical precision, Zamyatin’s narrative choice reflects the
dehumanizing effects of a regime that reduces humanity to mathematical calculations. This paper
explores the significance of mathematical precision as a narrative device, its impact on the novel’s
themes, and its role in symbolizing the mechanistic nature of the society depicted in We. Zamyatin’s use
of mathematical precision is evident throughout the novel, particularly in the protagonist D-503’s
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descriptions, comparisons, and expressions. His narrative voice is infused with mathematical language
and concepts, highlighting his background as a mathematician and reflecting the all-encompassing
nature of mathematical thinking in the society. This technique serves to immerse readers in the mindset
of the characters and underscores the dominance of a mechanistic worldview. Mathematical precision
symbolizes the extent to which the society in We has subjugated individuality to the demands of
conformity. The One State’s obsession with mathematical order mirrors its desire to eliminate all
variability and uniqueness among its citizens. This symbolism extends to the architectural descriptions
of the city, where the buildings are characterized by sharp angles and geometric shapes, reinforcing the
mechanical nature of the society. The society’s reliance on mathematical precision contributes to the
depersonalization of individuals. People are referred to by numbers, their emotions are suppressed, and
relationships are devoid of intimacy. The use of numbers as identifiers strips individuals of their
humanity, reducing them to mere cogs in a mechanical system. This depersonalization is mirrored in the
narrative’s mathematical language, emphasizing the society’s dehumanizing effects. Mathematical
precision also serves as a tool of control and surveillance within the society. The characters’ adherence
to a strict schedule and their monitoring by the Benefactor reflect the society’s desire to regulate every
aspect of individuals’ lives down to the minutest detail. The mathematical language in the narrative
reinforces this control, emphasizing the omnipresence of the state’s surveillance and manipulation. The
emphasis on mathematical precision reflects the ideology of the regime itself. The society’s leaders
believe that mathematical order is the ultimate truth and that deviations from this order must be
eradicated. This belief parallels the regime’s pursuit of absolute control and its suppression of any
individual expression that challenges the established norms. The narrative’s mathematical precision
underscores the dehumanization that results from the regime’s efforts to eliminate individuality.
However, it also serves as a point of resistance. D-503’s gradual departure from mathematical language
and his embrace of emotional language mark his rebellion against the mechanistic order. This shift in
narrative style symbolizes his growing awareness of his own humanity and his desire to reclaim his
individuality.

5. Use of Contradictions

The presence of contradictions within the narrative is a deliberate literary device employed by Zamyatin.
Contradictions introduce tension, ambiguity, and complexity into the narrative, challenging readers to
grapple with multiple interpretations and perspectives. This technique encourages readers to critically
engage with the text and consider the underlying truths beneath the surface contradictions. The One
State presents itself as a highly ordered and uniform society, yet contradictions disrupt this facade. By
juxtaposing contradictory elements, Zamyatin reveals the cracks in the regime’s control over language,
thought, and behavior. Contradictions become markers of the repressed individuality and dissent that
persist beneath the surface of the conformist society. Deliberate contradictions mirror the internal
conflict and cognitive dissonance experienced by characters within the novel. The protagonist D-503,
for example, oscillates between admiration for the Benefactor and skepticism about the efficacy of the
system. These contradictions exemplify the struggle between compliance and emerging awareness,
reflecting the dissonance inherent in living within a rigidly controlled society. Contradictions serve as
subversive elements that challenge the regime’s control over language and thought. By allowing
contradictions to emerge, Zamyatin introduces a form of resistance against the society’s attempt to
eradicate all dissenting voices. The contradictions within the narrative become acts of defiance, allowing
characters to subtly question the norms imposed upon them. The presence of contradictions contributes
to multi-dimensional characterizations. Characters who exhibit conflicting emotions, beliefs, and actions
are rendered more realistic and relatable. The contradictions in their behavior and thoughts make them
complex and human, defying the regime’s efforts to mold them into uniform entities. The use of
contradictions resonates with the broader themes of oppression and rebellion in We. The contradictions
mirror the tension between conformity and individuality, control and resistance. By highlighting these
tensions, Zamyatin underscores the struggle for autonomy and self-expression within a society that
demands submission. The presence of contradictions in We reflects the inherent complexity of human
nature. Contradictions are emblematic of the simultaneous coexistence of conflicting emotions, beliefs,
and desires within individuals. Zamyatin’s use of contradictions acknowledges the intricate and often
contradictory nature of human thoughts and actions.
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6. Fragmentation and Disruption

Fragmentation within the narrative mirrors the fragmented state of characters’ psyches in a society that
suppresses individuality. Characters such as D-503 experience internal conflicts between their ingrained
conformity and their emerging desire for freedom. These conflicting emotions and desires are mirrored
in fragmented passages that underscore the internal disarray experienced by the characters. Zamyatin
disrupts the linear narrative structure with irregularities, jumps in time, and disjointed thoughts. This
disruption mirrors the chaotic thought processes of characters as they navigate their awakening
consciousness. The disruptions challenge the linear flow of time and thought, reflecting the internal
upheaval that accompanies the pursuit of individuality. The fragmented and disrupted narrative
heightens the psychological tension within the novel. Readers are immersed in the disorienting
experiences of characters as they confront the contradictions between the norms of the society and their
emerging sense of self. This technique engages readers on a visceral level, inviting them to experience
the internal chaos alongside the characters. Fragmented passages and disruptions symbolize the process
of breaking free from conformity. As characters resist the oppressive constraints of the One State, their
thoughts and emations fragment, reflecting the inner turmoil associated with challenging established
norms. The disjuncture mirrors the characters’ struggle to reconcile their emerging individuality with
the society’s demand for uniformity. The fragmented narrative is parallel to the architecture of the city
itself, described as a series of sharp angles and geometric shapes. Just as the buildings of the city lack
organic curves, the narrative lacks smooth continuity. This parallel emphasizes the mechanistic nature
of the society and underscores the dehumanizing effects of conformity. The fragmented and disrupted
narrative aligns with the characters’ quest for individuality and liberation. D-503’s experiences of
disorientation, confusion, and cognitive dissonance reflect his evolving consciousness. As the characters
navigate the fragmented landscape of their thoughts and emotions, they strive to piece together a
coherent identity that defies the regime’s control. Fragmentation and disruption ultimately reflect the
triumph of human agency over oppressive systems. As characters overcome the disorienting effects of
breaking free from conformity, they embrace their individuality and reclaim their humanity. The
narrative technique serves as a metaphor for the human spirit’s resilience and its ability to shatter the
constraints of mechanistic control.

7. Visual and Symbolic Elements

Zamyatin uses detailed architectural descriptions to symbolize the oppressive nature of the society in
We. The buildings in the city are characterized by sharp angles, geometric shapes, and a lack of curves.
These architectural choices mirror the regime’s control over every aspect of citizens’ lives, reinforcing
the mechanistic and conformist nature of the society. The buildings become symbols of the suffocating
control exerted by the One State. The recurring use of geometric shapes in the novel symbolizes the
rigid conformity enforced by the society. The use of shapes such as squares, triangles, and circles
reinforces the idea of uniformity and order, mirroring the society’s suppression of individuality. The
obsession with geometric shapes becomes emblematic of the regime’s desire to eliminate any form of
deviance from the established norms. The "green wall" is a recurring symbol throughout the novel,
representing the boundary that separates the society from the unknown and uncontrolled world beyond.
The wall serves as both a physical and psychological barrier, reinforcing the isolation of the citizens and
the surveillance that keeps them contained. The wall symbolizes the boundaries imposed by the regime
to maintain its control. Mirrors appear as symbolic elements in the novel, representing self-reflection
and the potential for individuality. D-503 encounters a mirror for the first time and notes the way it
reflects his image back at him. The mirror symbolizes his growing awareness of his own individuality
and his desire to reclaim his sense of self. Mirrors serve as a representation of the characters’ internal
struggles and their quest for autonomy. The visual and symbolic elements in We collectively contribute
to the language of oppression and control. Zamyatin creates an oppressive visual landscape that mirrors
the psychological and emotional oppression experienced by the characters. The visual elements serve as
a constant reminder of the regime’s dominance and the suffocating atmosphere that pervades every
aspect of life in the society. While the society attempts to manipulate symbols and visual elements to
enforce conformity, these symbols can also be subverted to represent resistance and individuality. The
architectural descriptions, for example, can also be interpreted as indicators of characters’ attempts to

© 2021 JLLS and the Authors - Published by JLLS.



3570 Dr. K. Shanmuga/ Journal of Language and Linguistic Studies, 17(4) (2021) 3566-3570

break free from the confines of the society. By subverting these symbols, characters express their desire
to transcend the regime’s control and embrace their humanity.

8. Unreliable Narration

Unreliable narration in We emerges from the subjectivity of D-503’s consciousness. The narrative is
filtered through his perceptions, emotions, and evolving beliefs, rendering his perspective inherently
biased. This subjectivity introduces ambiguity, forcing readers to navigate a narrative world where truth
becomes malleable and open to interpretation. D-503’s unreliable narration mirrors his internal conflict
and cognitive dissonance. As he grapples with his emerging individuality and growing desire for
freedom, his thoughts and emotions are in constant flux. This internal struggle manifests as
contradictions in his narrative, reflecting his inability to reconcile the regime’s ideology with his
evolving consciousness. The Benefactor’s influence over D-503’s thoughts and emotions amplifies the
unreliability of the narration. D-503’s initial reverence for the Benefactor colors his perceptions, leading
him to interpret events and individuals through a lens of loyalty. This manipulation of his consciousness
underscores the extent to which the regime controls even the protagonist’s internal world. Unreliable
narration reflects the suppression and subsequent rebellion of individual consciousness within the
society. As D-503’s inner thoughts deviate from the prescribed norms, his unreliable narration serves as
an act of resistance. His growing awareness and questioning of authority find expression in his narrative,
challenging the official version of events. D-503’s unreliable narration is a manifestation of his evolving
consciousness. As he experiences moments of doubt, curiosity, and emotional connection, his narrative
reflects these shifts. The unreliable nature of his narration becomes a conduit for his journey toward
liberation, as he questions the regime’s control over his thoughts. Unreliable narration invites readers to
actively participate in the interpretation of the narrative. Readers are prompted to question the accuracy
of D-503’s observations, consider the implications of his shifting perceptions, and ultimately engage
critically with the text. This engagement aligns with the broader theme of individual agency and
resistance against conformity.

9. Conclusion

Zamyatin’s narrative techniques in We transcend mere storytelling, serving as integral components of
the novel’s thematic exploration. Through the first-person journal format, contradictory elements,
mathematical precision, and other techniques, Zamyatin constructs a narrative that delves into the
psychology of individuals trapped in a dehumanizing society. The novel’s innovative narrative choices
contribute to its enduring relevance and its position as a pioneering work in the dystopian genre.
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