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“Explosion” as National Identity:
The Influence of Jury Lotman on Russian Postmodernist Theory

NORIMATSU Kyohei

This paper examines the influence of Jury Lotman (1922-93), the leader of Soviet
semiotics, on Russian postmodernist theory in the 1990s and 2000s. In spite of their mutual
indifference, Lotman and Western postmodernists share a common interest in quantum mechanics,
especially the measurement problem and chaos theory. In terms of chaos theory, Lotman proposes
the notion of “explosion” within a semiotic system, which is triggered by contact with another
system. “Explosion” is defined as freedom from the determinant order, which readers at the time
easily identified with the Soviet regime. This notion was revived by Russian postmodern theorists
in the 2000s, when they attempted to define the specificity of Russian postmodernism (or Russian
culture at large). The conflict between systems and the inclination towards freedom are regarded as
national traits in disputable ways. Despite the repressive atmosphere in the Putin era, no
monolithic “grand narrative” exists in contemporary Russia. In this situation, an “explosion,”
which is supposed to liberate a person from a system, can paradoxically function to reconstruct
Russia’s national identity. By analyzing Lotman’s influence, we can scrutinize the struggle of
Russian postmodernists in applying Western theory to their national history and in conceptualizing

freedom as the principle with which to organize society.
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