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Abstract: 

(Russia, Dostoevsky, Solzhenitsyn) 

This thesis examines the changing conditions between Russian labor camps from the 

Tsarist to Soviet regime.  Shifts in labor condtions, quality of life and role of 

relationships within labor camps are illustrated through critical analysis of The House of 

the Dead by Fyodor Dostoevsky and The Gulag Archieplago by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.  

In the scope of this thesis, descriptions in The House of the Dead epitimize Tsarist rule up 

to 1917 and descriptions in The Gulag Archipelago span the Soviet Era from 1918-1956. 

This thesis includes the literary significance and cultural impact of each novel as a 

foundation for discussion of the political and social consequences of labor camps in 

Russia during Tsarist and Soviet rule.   
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I. Introduction 

Russian labor camp literature gives a voice to the millions of convicts, political prisoners and 

innocent citizens that were silenced by their own country.  In Tsarist times, Siberian prison 

camps titled “katorga” (каторга) were the final destination of criminals excommunicated from 

society and sentenced to hard labor (Scammell 276).  As time passed and condtions developed in 

camps, so did the vernacular.  The term “GULAG” (ГУЛАГ) referenced the Soviet labor camps, 

which operated under subhuman conditions and increased labor to meet Russia’s demand for 

rapid industrialization.  Despite the challenges of political censure in authoritarian regimes, The 

House of the Dead by Fyodor Dostoevsky and The Gulag Archipelago by Aleksandr 

Solzhenitsyn offer the public a startling depth of perspective on life in labor camps before and 

under Soviet leadership.  Dosteovsky was the first author in Russia to write about labor camp life 

based on personal experience, which gave Russia the perspective of camp from the eyes of a 

prisoner.  Since 1861, numerous authors, such as Varlaam Shalamov and Evgeniia Ginzburg, 

have made significant contributions to labor camp literature.  However, analysis of The House of 

the Dead and The Gulag Archieplago illustrate the transformation of the labor camp institution 

and camp literature across a 112 year span from tsarist to Soviet rule.  Dostoevsky’s inception of 

the labor camp novel in Russia and Solzhenitsyn’s revolutionary approach to camp exposé 

renders The House of the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago important literary and historic 

landmarks.   

Works of the labor camp movement are difficult to compare on a technical level due to 

influence from genres such as short story, essay, novel, and autobiography.  Labor camp authors 

have subjective recall clouded by time combined with varying degrees of psychological analysis 

and acceptance of the extraordinary circumstances they endured.  Therefore, this thesis presents 
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abbreviated literary critique and focuses primarily on cultural insight derived from descriptions 

within the texts.  Structure and form are analyzed to the extent to which they enhance thematic 

development and authorial voice.  Although labor camps served different functions in Tsarist and 

Soviet Russia, the comparison of Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn’s texts show the common 

experience of prisoners cast to the fringes of society.  Parts II through V of this thesis provide 

textual comparison of the representation of labor camps and their social context in The House of 

the Dead and Gulag Archipelago.  Part VI underscores the lasting cultural influence of these 

works in Russia and beyond.  For the purpose of this thesis, “Russia” references territory ruled 

by the Tsar.  During Soviet times, “Russia” refers to the Soviet Union exluding the satellite 

states.  Ultimately, this thesis concludes that the literary accounts of Dostoevsky in The House of 

the Dead and Solzhenitsyn in The Gulag Archipelago reveal degradation of labor camp 

conditions, oppression of prisoners and tyranny of authority resulting from the corruption of 

political power from the Tsarist to Soviet regime. 

II. Structural Analysis of The House of the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago  

Authors’ Biography 

Born in Moscow in 1821, Dostoevsky grew up inspired by the Russian spirit of Pushkin’s poetry, 

Gogol’s prose and the works of French and German romanticists (Reading Dostoevsky 14).  

Dostoevsky attended a military university for engineering but also expanded his literary acumen.  

Influenced by the style and contemporary works of Gogol, Dostoevsky published his first novel 

Poor Folk at the age of 24.  In an age of romanticism, Dostoevsky’s realism and fixation on 

social issues impressed Russian critics and gave unique voice to his works (Reading Dostoevsky 

35).  Dostoevsky’s life took its biggest turn in 1848, when he was arrested for subversion and 
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involvement in a reactionary discussion group of intellectuals known as the “Petrashevsky 

Circle”.  He was sentenced to firing squad execution, but was reassigned four years labor camp 

exile in Siberia just minutes before his scheduled death (A History of Russian Literature 270).  

This fateful moment ignited a philosophic fire in Dostoevsky that molded him into the survivor, 

writer and thinker that authored the first commentary on life in Russian labor camps.  His 

seventh major work, The House of the Dead was published in 1861 and detailed the Tsarist 

prison camp experience while echoing Dostoevsky’s refined understanding of suffering (Lantz 

285). 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918 and raised in Kislovodsk, a southern city in the 

Caucasus Mountains (Scammell 25).  Solzhenitsyn cultivated his passion for writing while 

studying mathematics and physics at Rostov University.  He channeled classical realists of 

earlier generations, favoring Tolstoy, and admired the poetry of Esenin and Tvardovsky 

(Scammell 249).  Influenced by the exemplary lifestyle of his Komsomol Soviet youth, 

Solzhenitsyn praised the thrift, work ethic and accountability of Marxist and Leninist teaching.  

However, Stalin’s power struggle and unbridled egotism, despite the terror of purges, sparked the 

skepticism that first led Solzhenitsyn to question the legality of government trials and the 

direction of the Soviet Party (Scammell 73).  War broke out against Germany in 1941 and 

Solzhenitsyn joined a small battalion where he spent much of his time developing his writing 

skills.  In February 1945, Solzhenitsyn was arrested on the warfront for penning heretical 

opinions about Stalin.  Imprisonment without trial and eight years in labor camps revealed the 

deception rooted in Soviet doctrine and compelled Solzhenitsyn to publish his first labor camp 

novel One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in 1963.  However, it was the distribution of The 

Gulag Archipelago in Russia in 1973 that solidified Solzhenitsyn’s identity as a champion for 
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human rights in the Soviet Union.  The first Russian copies were published abroad, smuggled in 

and secretly circulated, but impact of The Gulag Archipelago soon reached far beyond its 

humble beginnings.  This massive compilation of documented government abuses spanning from 

Lenin to Khrushchev led Solzhenitsyn to exile, a Nobel Peace Prize, and international acclaim 

(Scammel 94,111).   

Genre 

As a movement, labor camp literature is identified through setting instead of narrative voice or 

form.  This flexibility limits critique on basis of comparison but also adds meaning through 

creative stylistic expression.  This thesis defines The House of the Dead and The Gulag 

Archipelago as novels, in alignment with the definition of a novel as distinguishable by length, 

varied genre and “no obligatorty structure, style of subject matter” (Baldick 234).  In each novel, 

narration and plot structure enhance authorial motive through emotional emphasis.  

Symbolically, the shift from fiction narrative in The House of the Dead to autobiographical 

exposé in The Gulag Archipelago emphasizes the changing role of labor camp literature as a tool 

of social reform in Soviet Russia.  

The fictional narrator frees Dostoevsky from direct association with the controversial 

character sketches and living conditions outlined in The House of the Dead.  Literary critics 

attribute the use of fiction to “allow Dostoevsky himself more freedom vis-à-vis the censor but 

also to add to the work’s objectivity.  Relative to the dramatic and exaggerated romanticism 

which defined Dostoevsky’s era, The House of the Dead is successful in remaining poignant yet 

grouded in reality.  The narrator “tells his story in a calm and dispassionate manner and, through 

not dwelling on the horrors of prison life, manages to evoke them even more vividly” (Lantz 
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286).  Dostoevsky uses narrative framing as a personal ameliorant and as an effective literary 

device. Troubled by his experiences in camp, the narrator and frame story create distance 

between himself and the emotionally and spiritually drained characters of The House of the 

Dead.  Within the text, the frame story validates the strength of Goyanchikov, the second tier 

narrator, as a trustworthy navigator during the labor camp narrative.  The first tier of the 

narrative is directed by an unnamed narrator who contextualizes Goryanchikov as a kind, 

respected, and educated citizen with a mysterious past.  This assurance of character from an 

impartial source in the first tier gives Goryanchikov more credibility and influence as a narrator 

in the second tier accounts of labor camp life.  This enables readers to engage more emotionally 

with Goryanchikov’s impressions and develop alongside the narrator as he “slowly overcomes 

his prejudices and preconceptions, of a new understanding of the intense humanity and particular 

moral quality of those he had a first regarded only with loathing and dismay” (Frank 221).  

Dostoevsky uses the frame story in this sense to influence but not force the conclusions readers 

draw about life in labor camps. 

 

In his fiction, Dostoevsky creates an environment full of robust and interactive characters 

which guide and inspire the narrator’s philosophic development.  Although based in his 

observations from life in prison camp, these characters lead lives that are more engaging and 

stimulating than those of the average criminal in prison during Dostoevsky’s era.  Descriptions 

of Isay Fomitch border on caricature.  He is understood by the narrator as “a comical mixture of 

naiveté, stupidity, craft, impudence, good-nature, timidity, boastfulness and insolence” 

(Dostoevsky 117), the only Jewish man in camp, and a fierce bargainer.  Structurally, 

psychological profiling gives way to active descriptions which leave the reader subtly noticing 
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that “the personality of the narrator, quite prominent in the perspective of earlier chapters, fades 

into the background as he merges into the everyday life of the community” (Frank 221).  The 

switch from Part One to Part Two in The House of the Dead complements the narrator’s 

transition from observer to participant in labor camp lifestyle.  In Part One, the narrator focuses 

on individualistic features and members of the camps as indicated by chapter headings such as 

“Petrov” and “Isay Fomitch”.  However, Part Two reveals a narrator that increasingly relates 

through the identity of the group and describes overarching themes such as “Summer” and 

“Comrades” (Frank 221).  The disjointed plot and use of flashbacks add realistic quality to the 

reflection by mimicking patterns of natural thought and validating The House of the Dead as a 

prison memoir.   

  

Unliked Dostoevsky’s narrator, Solzhenitsyn maintains direct narrative voice throughout 

the non-fiction style in Gulag Archipelago.  Various accounts of labor camp injustice are 

supplemented with his personal experiences and reflections, strengthened by the use of personal 

pronouns, addressing “I” and “you.”  The preface explicitly states Solzhenitsyn’s intent to 

narrate and broadcast the most detailed exposition of labor camp conditions, culture, and 

historical context.  The function of this candid narrator is to dissolve the anonymity and inaction 

that allowed labor camp conditions to worsen since Tsarist rule.  As Ericson denotes, “This voice 

is the glue which holds together the huge and disparate text, in which masses of facts are 

presented with a running commentary….The constantly shifting tone disturbs, challenges, or 

startles readers, making it difficult for them to preserve the stance of uninvolved observers in the 

face of the facts and images marshaled by the author” (110).  Solzhenitsyn’s changing tones 

associated with his various roles as historian, journalist and philosopher in The Gulag 
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Archipelago are unified by the reverent detail given to the personal stories which stand as a  

“collective monument to all those who were tortured and murdered” (Solzhenitsyn VI xi).  

However, the narrator’s critique of the government made publication impossible within the 

Soviet Union.  Copies were smuggled abroad on microfilm in pieces and circulated in Europe 

before reaching the Russian public (Thomas 446).   

Structurally, The Gulag Archipelago is an encyclopedic collection that spans three 

volumes.  Intended as a reference resource, The Gulag Archipelago contains headings, indices, 

and footnotes.  In redefining labor camp literature, Solzhenitsyn creates the acronym GULAG 

(ГУЛАГ), derived from Glavno Upravleni Lagerii, or Main Administration of the Camps, as a 

label for Soviet labor camps.  Critic D.M Thomas validates Solzhenitsyn’s inception of a new 

term to differentiate the cultural significance of Soviet labor camps from the prison katorga of 

The House of the Dead.  The Gulag Archipelago revolutionized labor camp literature by 

presenting camp narrative through “journalistic reports, analytic commentaries, feuilletons, 

essays, confessions, exegeses and adventure stories” (Toker 112).  The diversity of content and 

presentation illustrates the all-encompassing social menace that labor camps placed on Russian 

society.  In the Preface, Solzhenitsyn admits, “This book could never have been created by one 

person alone…material for this book was given me in reports, memoirs, and letters by 227 

witnesses…” (Solzhenitsyn VII xi).  Differing from Dostoevsky’s individualistic approach, 

Solzhenitsyn views the labor camp novel as a platform for acknowledging the experience of a 

multitude of individuals.  Solzhenitsyn uses the barrage of intense and graphic depictions to 

manipulate the reader’s response to “lose emotional intensity, eventually leading to a 

reenactment of the callousness of the unconcerned bystanders described in the text” (Toker 87).  
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By highlighting this effect, Solzhenitsyn solidifies a heightened sense of awareness and 

obligation in his audience.   

III. Philosophical Impact of the Labor Camp Experience on Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn 

Lack of Faith in the Justice System 

After imprisonment, Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn realized to what extent the government 

perpetuated false perceptions of justice to the public.  The Russian government touted labor 

camps as an institution designed to detain and reform those that pose a threat to the well-being of 

society.  However, the reality of prisoner treatment ranged from neglect during Tsarist times in 

The House of the Dead to abuse in Soviet times in The Gulag Archipelago.  This witness of 

corruption at the government level prompted Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn to challenge and 

explore the theme of justice throughout the rest of their lives.    

Dostoevsky was alarmed by the streamlined manner in which the Tsarist government 

planned to reform the varied attitudes and transgressions of convicts sent to labor camps.  

Criminals with differing motives ranging from self-defense to greed to bloodlust were given 

equal weight and punishment for their crime.  The narrator of The House of the Dead vocalizes 

Dostoevsky’s concern that the Tsarist solution of modifying sentence length is minimally 

effective in addressing the unique nature and circumstances of crime.  In addition, the universal 

sentence of hard labor in katorgas had varying degrees of psychological impact.  Certain 

convicts felt the added burden of conscience, while others relished the relative ease and 

consistency of labor camp life.  Shocked by the Tsar’s simplistic management of the complex 

issue of crime in Russia, the narrator of The House of the Dead states, “It seems that crime 

cannot be comprehended from a fixed point of view, its philosophy is rather more difficult than 
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is supposed…..Prison and penal servitude do not, of course, reform the criminal; they only 

punish him and secure society against his further attempt on its space” (Dostoevsky 25).  After 

completing their labor, convicts returned to camp to continue the drinking, stealing and bullying 

which characterized many of their former lives.  While these activities were not condoned by the 

prison guards, efforts were not in place to rehabilitate the convict’s socially undesirable 

behavior.   

Without resistance from the public or government renovation, the labor camps continued 

to operate as forced labor machines long into the Soviet era.  The narrator of The Gulag 

Archipelago builds upon a theme introduced in The House of the Dead almost one hundred years 

prior.  He states, “The whole raison d'etre of serfdom and the Archipelago is one and the same: 

these are the social structures for the ruthless enforced utilization of the free-of-cost work of 

millions of slaves” (Solzhenitsyn V1 157).  Statistical analysis reveals around 12 million deaths 

within labor camps but overall suggests up to sixty six million deaths spanning 1917-1953 

resulting from Soviet neglect and abuses such as famine, torture and reckless war efforts 

(Thomas 440).  Soviet political justification assured that the Soviet Premier made all decisions 

for the betterment of society: “Even though we use compulsion, we are nonetheless correcting 

(and also, as it turns out, via suffering!) – except it is not known exactly from what” 

(Solzhenitsyn V2 145).  Solzhenitsyn questions how prison can continue to exist even as a 

symbolic institution of reform when “out of one hundred native—five are thieves…[who] have 

nothing to repent…another five stole on a big scale…and so far another 85% for the natives were 

concerned—they have never committed any crimes what-ever” (Solzhenitsyn V2 588).  The 

influx of subjectively sentenced “political prisoners,” who were arrested on charges of treason, 

correlated with the Russian public’s increasing disillusionment with Soviet justice.  The 
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prisoners that survived the labor camps show the clearest example of the fallacy of reformation.  

After completing their sentences, convicts were confronted with a “dumb and unwelcoming 

expanse of ‘freedom’” (Solzhenitsyn V3 154).  Marked as a criminal and exiled from society for 

years, these convicts could not re-enter society as rehabilitated citizens.  

 

Source of Evil 

 

The mix of criminals and government corruption in labor camps created an environment that was 

untouched by traditional standards of morality.  The capacity for evil on the part of criminal and 

political sources left both authors with a changed sense of the nature of good and bad in 

humanity. For Dostoevsky, life in labor camp confirms that evil is an inherent trait that is merely 

enhanced by circumstance and influence.  However, in The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn 

argues that the corrupt Soviet System bred an evil in its people which manifested itself in harsher 

labor camp conditions than in Tsarist times.  

 

In prison, Dostoevsky realized the potential for evil inherent in all of mankind.  The 

narrator of The House of the Dead witnessed docile inmates suddenly become violent and irate in 

the stifling labor camp environment.  Seeing the violent and selfish acts fellow prisoners commit 

when given the opportunity, the narrator concludes, “it is high time we gave up apathetic 

complaints of being corrupted by our environment.  It is true no doubt that it does destroy a great 

deal in us, but not everything, and often a crafty and knowing rogue, especially if he is an 

eloquent speaker or writer, will cover up not simply weakness but often real business, justifying 

it by the influence of environment” (Dostoevsky 142).  Evil occurs as inmates abandoned self-
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control, therefore revealing once societal pressures to behave are lifted, men return to an 

animalistic state.  Once placed in an environment where convicts are already cast as menaces to 

society, the human tendency towards evil can be embraced and scapegoated as a product of 

environment.  The narrator of The House of the Dead reports that rational, calm convicts at 

random violently lashed out at guards and intellectuals would attack other convicts over small 

possessions.  Furthermore, Dostoevsky believes that corruption is based in the human inability to 

overcome the temptation to abuse power in authoritarian situations.  After observing the 

manifestation of evil in guards, prisoners and even the Tsarist government itself, the narrator 

concludes, “the mind and the heart are tolerant of the most abnormal things, till at last they come 

to relish them.  The man and the citizen is lost forever in the tyrant, and the return to human 

dignity, to repentance and regeneration becomes almost impossible” (Dostoevsky 142).  Rather 

than attacking the Tsarist system, Dostoevsky warns society to be mindful of the moral 

intoxication associated with positions that grant ultimate power.  As evidenced by the character 

descriptions in The House of the Dead, Dostoevsky felt that an environment was only significant 

in reference to how it influenced the development of characters.  Unlike The Gulag Archipelago, 

The House of the Dead was not a social outcry for reformation, but instead an empirical 

dissection of the effects of such neglectful circumstances on the human soul. 

Conversely, Solzhenitsyn’s imprisonment and research for The Gulag Archipelago led 

him to conclude that evil was a product of the Soviet environment.  The philosophic analysis of 

The Gulag Archipelago is a direct examination of how the ideological lies and abuse of Soviet 

principles turned men evil and infected Russian society.  Later in life, a chance meeting with a 

young Russian secret police officer gave Solzhenitsyn the understanding that “he was not a bad 

young fellow.  It was simply his training, his surroundings and the company he kept all conspired 
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to convince him that the labor camp prisoners were a…virtually subhuman race who…responded 

only to compulsion or force (Scammell 428)  Solzhenitsyn places blame not on the nature of 

humans, but on the cruel and selfish influence of the Communist Party.  He narrates in The 

Gulag Archipelago, “Thanks to ideology, the twentieth century was fated to experience evildoing 

on a scale calculated in the millions.  This cannot be denied, nor passed over, nor 

suppressed…Without evildoers there would have been no Archipelago.” (Solzhenitsyn VI 174)  

As opposed to The House of the Dead, The Gulag Archipelago does not include character 

development that is not critically tied into exposing political evil.  As evidence of his argument, 

Solzhenitsyn compared the Tsarist labor camp experience to the Soviet conditions and 

determined that, in this age of progress, only something purely evil could cripple the Russian 

public into submission.  Solzhenitsyn reflected from a historical perspective, “What had been 

acceptable under Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich in the seventh century, what had already been 

regarded as barbarism under Peter the Great…was all being practiced during the flowering of the 

glorious twentieth century—in a society based on socialist principles, and at a time when 

airplanes were flying and the radio and talking films had already appeared—not by one 

scoundrel alone in one secret place only, but by tens of thousands of specially human beasts 

standing over millions of defenseless victims” (Solzhenitsyn VI 94).  The Gulag Archipelago 

was Solzhenitsyn’s first major public renunciation of socialism and the immense international 

impact it had upon publication turned Solzhenitsyn into a crusader for freedom and, eventually, a 

political exile.  From The Gulag Archipelago onward, Solzhenitsyn’s literary popularity became 

based in his didactic style and the voice he gave to the common class.   

 

Reflection 
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The labor camp experience left Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn with burdensome philosophic 

challenges, yet a deeper cultural understanding of Russian people.  Haunted by the extent to 

which labor camps impacted Russian society, these authors felt compelled to confront their own 

emotional complexities and suppressed memories in order to present the public with a full 

disclosure chronicle of labor camp reality.  

Dostoevsky lived in an era defined by economic and social class lines.  Although outcast 

as an intellectual in prison, Dostoevsky marveled at the unique customs and demeanor of the 

peasant class prisoners.  This exposure to the “most gifted and strongest of our people” 

(Dostoevsky 302) changed how Dostoevsky viewed Russia’s cultural identity.  Given a bible to 

read during imprisonment, he reflected on his time served as a struggle rewarded by social and 

spiritual awakening.  The labor camp experience introduced Dostoevsky to the peasant class 

which was inhabited the majority of Russia, but was barely understood by the Moscow 

intellectuals.  Taken outside of his literary circles, Dostoevsky realized the psychological 

complexities of those faced with true hardships in and out of prison camp.   After leaving 

Siberia, Dostoevsky wrote to his brother, “All my future and everything that I am going to do 

seems to be present before my eyes.  I am content with my life” (Mochulsky 155).  The renewed 

sense of purpose as an author that Dostoevsky found after life in labor camps was, to him, worth 

the emotional and physical hardship of penal servitude.  

After detailing the magnitude of abuse endured in Soviet GULAGs, Solzhenitsyn 

concludes that the labor camps offer the unique reward of truth: a rarity in Soviet politics.  

Extreme censorship of news, literature and politics blinded many to the consequences of Soviet 

control.  Upon arrest for disputing Stalin’s capability to lead Russia into war, Solzhenitsyn 

remarked, “I smiled in pride that I had been arrested not for stealing, or for treason, or desertion, 
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but because with the power of reason I had penetrated Stalin’s evil secrets” (Scammell 146).  

Solzhenitsyn believed that the great influx of political arrests for anti-Soviet sentiment confirmed 

the weakness of Stalin’s ability to maintain authority without force.  Noting the convicts’ 

determination to survive, Solzhenitsyn observes a beauty in the core Russian spirit of 

perseverance.  In the preface to the horrors in The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn admits, “I 

have absorbed into myself my own eleven years there not as something shameful nor as a 

nightmare to be cursed:  I have come almost to love that monstrous world…” (Solzhenitsyn V1 

x).  This first-hand look into labor camps exposed the State sponsored torture of its own people 

and provided the resource for Solzhenitsyn to dedicate his life and career to labor camp 

literature. 

IV. Differing Conditions between Tsarist and Soviet Labor Camps 

Labor Conditions 

Labor is the main tenet of life in prison and also the greatest influence on quality of life.  

Prisoners in The House of the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago must quickly adjust to the long 

workdays, harsh climate of the Siberian tundra, and the strain of continuous physical exertion.  

The escalation of labor demands from Tsarist to Soviet times provides a foundation for analysis 

of the Russian government’s management of labor camps.   

The lighter work conditions in The House of the Dead led to physical strengthening, but a 

deadened emotional sense of purpose.  Workers were stifled but not crippled by the monotony 

and superfluous nature of their work.  The Tsarist labor camps upheld the philosophy of 

practicality over production.  Prisoners were matched with jobs that reflected their ability and 

efficiency.  Since prisoners were given assignments that provided achievable challenges, 
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production level remained satisfactory.  One contented prisoner remarked, “Each of us took a 

heavy mallet, filled himself a special box of alabaster, and set to work to pound it.  This was 

delightful work.  The brittle alabaster…crumbled so well and so easily” (Dostoevsky 101).  In 

Tsarist Russia, labor was used as a tool to forge prisoners into contributing members of society, 

not as a torture method.  Work assignments were logically assigned and it was viewed as “simple 

justice” to give intellectuals reduced hard labor sentences.  An inmate affirms, “It would be 

strange to expect from a man of half the strength and no experience of manual labor the same 

amount of work as the ordinary workman had by regulation to get through” (Dostoevsky 101).  

Scheduled working hours were based on a quota system which incentivized prisoners to 

complete their task quickly.  After finishing early, the narrator reports that the convicts returned 

to camp “tired but quite contented, though they had only saved half their working day” 

(Dostoevsky 95).  Reduced labor hours were also granted for new inmates and during the 

freezing winter months.  Although the prisoners resented Tsar mandated labor, this sense of 

leniency maintained compliance and helped prevent uprising.  

Because conditions were more humanitarian in Tsarist times, prisoners struggled with the 

lack of fulfillment inherent in forced labor.  In The House of the Dead, the narrator concludes 

that the difficulty and monotony of work is less burdensome than the constant obligation to 

uninspiring goals.  The narrator catalogues this special disconnect felt from convicts that had 

been under equally demanding work conditions in freedom.  Before imprisonment, the peasant 

“is working for himself, he is working with a rational object, and it makes it much easier for him 

than for the convict working at forced labor which is completely useless to himself” (Dostoevsky 

27).  For the convicts of The House of the Dead, it was draining to perform menial manual labor 

that never manifested into a greater purpose.  This boredom and complacency was a new feeling 
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to the criminal class which had spent life in freedom working endlessly to better their 

circumstances.  The narrator in The House of the Dead defends this notion and reaffirms,  “The 

idea has occurred to me that if one wanted to…inflict on him the most terrible of punishments so 

that the most ferocious murderer would shudder at it and dread it beforehand, one need only give 

him work of an absolutely, completely useless and irrational character.” (Dostoevsky 26)  The 

narrator witnessed groups of strong men, who were given simple assignments, become 

despondent and lazy due to the lack of pride and purpose invested in the work.  However, 

convicts were able to force a sense of focus in the physical improvement resulting from constant 

laboring.  The narrator, an intellectual, had limited experience with manual labor and reasoned, 

“Work might be the saving of me, might strengthen my physical frame and my health” 

(Dostoevsky 100).  Those who thrived in camp, such as the narrator and Akim Akimitch, 

assigned significance to labor sentences and took the opportunity to learn new trades or 

strengthen physically. 

  Solzhenitsyn acknowledges in The Gulag Archipelago that prisoners of the Soviet 

GULAG were given labor assignment without regard to skill or tolerance. This stemmed from 

the Soviet ideology that, through their unlawful actions, prisoners revoked their place in society 

and were made beneficial again through their sacrifices to industrialization in labor camps.  

However, The Gulag Archipelago reveals that this ideology masked the Soviet government’s 

abuse of criminals as a resource of free and renewable labor.  Nuns, imprisoned for their 

religious opposition to Soviet mandated atheism, were forced to harvest hay in mosquito-ridden 

swamps (Solzhenitsyn V2 419). Labor conditions and work hours became unregulated and 

stretched to meet the unrealistic quotas.  The labor divisions of The House of the Dead became a 

luxury of the past.  Solzhenitsyn mocks the struggle of Tsarist prisoners, saying, “As for 
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Dostoevsky’s hard labor in Omsk, it is clear that in general they simply loafed about” 

(Solzhenitsyn VII 200).  Convicts were sent to the mines where “silicate dust from the ore there 

floated about in clouds, and there were no masks, and in four months [the convicts] were sent off 

to die of irreversible silicosis” (Solzhenitsyn VII 580).  Twelve hour work days, coupled with 

dangerous and debilitating work environments, quickly destroyed prisoners physically and 

emotionally.  Soviet labor camp prisoners were instructed to work until they reached exhaustion, 

without the sense of control and completion that motivated Tsarist prisoners.  The Gulag 

Archipelago gives voices to the prisoners who witnessed the Soviet government reattribute the 

cause of death for fellow inmates who perished due to overexertion.  Russian professor and 

statistician Ivan Kurganov and Solzhenitsyn were the first to shock the public with recalculated 

figures of millions of deaths caused directly by Soviet neglect of prisons: up to 1% of entire 

labor camp populations died off per day (Solzhenitsyn VII 98).  Forced to work long days in 

inclement weather, Solzhenitsyn explains that the camp hospital “wrote off those who froze to 

death on such cold days on some other basis.  And the ones who were left could no longer 

walk…the convoy simply shot, so that they wouldn’t escape before they could come back to get 

them” (Solzhenitsyn VII 201).  Records in The Gulag Archipelago show that one hundred 

thousand prisoners, forced to work despite lethal environmental threats, perished in winter from 

1931-1932 (Solzhenitsyn VII 98).  Convicts were treated as property of the government and once 

their ability to work expired, so did their significance.     

  The Gulag Archipelago paints a much grimmer picture of convict self-worth in Soviet 

labor camps.  Prisoners struggle to meet basic needs and the concept of fulfillment devolves from 

emotional edification to rudimentary physical requirements.  By suppressing the human nature of 

thought, imagination and hope, prisoners learn to accept the “330 days you stomp out to line-up 
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in a drizzling, slushy rain and in a piercing blizzard” along with “330 days you work away at 

hateful, alien work with you mind unoccupied” (Solzhenitsyn V2 597) year in and year out.  

Despite the overbearing labor assignments and strenuous living conditions in labor camps, the 

majority of prisoners in The Gulag Archipelago do not view suicide as route to freedom.  

Although robbed of personal expression and free choice, the convicts declare: “We are only 

given one life! We must make the best of it!  As long as we get food and drink, why part with 

life?” (Solzhenitsyn V3 94).  Riots, escapes and protests resulted in expedited death and dissident 

efforts were unappreciated.  The consensus among convicts was that activism within prison only 

“makes the task of the authorities easier” (Solzhenitsyn V3 94).  Instead, inmates derived 

confidence and purpose from protecting their life and striving for the future, no matter how 

uncertain.  Fulfillment in labor also took a different tone in The Gulag Archipelago.  

Solzhenitsyn simply states that the convicts understand work as “something designed to suck 

their whole lives from them” (510).  Solzhenitsyn scoffs at the labor contracts in The House of 

the Dead, asserting that the ability of Tsarist prisoners to enjoy relaxation after the workday 

indicates the leniency of work assignments.  For the prisoners incarcerated in Soviet times, each 

workday presented a threat to their life and a reminder of their uncertain futures.  

 Camp Conditions 

The availability of resources such as food and money influenced the development of prison 

societies.  As illustrated in The House of the Dead, freedom to move about and fraternize within 

the camp supported growth of an economic system which fostered a sense of motivation and 

purpose for the prisoners that was lost in the desperation characterizing the stories of convicts in 

The Gulag Archipelago.  The conditions described by Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn have been 
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validated through compilations of records and interviews.  Researcher Jacques Rossi records 

Table 1 in The Gulag Handbook: 

Table 1 

Comparative Table of Tsarist and Socialist Penal Servitude1 

Tsarist Penal Servitude Socialist Penal Servitude 

a. Daily food norm idenitifcal for all, regardless of output 

Bread, rye 81g 

Meat 106g 

Lard Fillet 21.6g 

Groats 50g 

a. Daily food norm for 90-100 percent production task 

fulfillment 

    Bread 750g 

    Meat 21g 

    Oil, vegetable 9g 

    Porridge 80g 

 

b. Day off: All Sundays and all orthodox holidays, about 80 

days per year 

b. No days off; 365 work days per year 

c. Work day duration: summer 11 hours, winter 7 hours (with a 

2-hour break for dinner and school) 

c. 11.5 hours per day year round 

d. During non-working hours, penal servitude inmates were 

locked up and in fetters 

d. Same, but without fetters 

e. After having served part of their punishment, inmates may 

petition for the right to move about freely during the day 

e. Under socialism, inmates in penal servitude have no way of 

easing their conditions 

f. In penal servitude, a medic was available.  A doctor is called 

in case of emergency 

f. Under socialism, inmates are not given any treatment at all.  

Pregnant women undergo involuntary abortion 

g. Correspondence is monitored, but there is no limit on 

amount 

g.  Any contact with outside world is prohibited 

h. Reduced term due to good behavior h. Social penal servitude does not envision any leniency at all 

i. penal servitude inmates in the Nerchinsk mines extracted 50 

kilograms (110lbs of metal per shift) 

i. In socialist penal servitude, the shift norm is 1.5 tones of ore 

 

These statistics are reflected the disparity between Dosteovsky and Solzhenitsyn’s prison 

experience.  The numbers reveal what Solzhenitysn explains: prisoners of the Soviet era are 

being worked and neglected far beyond the capacity of convicts with similar sentences 50 years 

prior.   

The camp environment in The House of the Dead reflected that of a small, enclosed 

township.  Separate buildings for barracks, mealtime and guard quarter were arranged in sectors.  

Tsarist convicts were criminals that occasionally enjoyed the consistent housing and food they 

were granted in prison.  Some prisoners viewed imprisonment as an opportunity at a new life.  

                                                           
1
 Jacques, Rossi. The Gulag Handbook: An Encyclopedia Dictionary of Soviet Penitentiary Institutions and Terms Related to the Forced Labor 

Camps. New York: Paragon House, 1989. 526-527. Print. 
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Reflecting the sentiments of numerous inmates, one prisoner confesses, “In prison the work was 

lighter than at home, there is bread in plenty and of better quality…and on holidays there is beef; 

then there are alms and there is a chance of earning something” (Dostoevsky 54).  As a 

community, the labor camps would indulge in support from neighboring towns and government 

contracted food allotments.  On Christmas, convicts and guards would dissolve prejudice and 

interact cordially.  Special treatment was given to prisoners in holiday spirit and, during the 

Christmas celebration, “nearly a pound of beef for each prisoner had been put into [the soup] in 

honour of the occasion” (Dostoevsky 139).  The dependable and adequate source of food enabled 

prisoners to pursue higher level needs such as emotional fulfillment and intellectual stimulation. 

  In The Gulag Archipelago, the torturous interrogations set the tone for life in labor 

camps.  Prisoners were degraded and beaten until they admitted to falsified crimes.  Solitary 

confinement, humiliation and restriction of food and water were among many techniques used to 

force submission.  Prisoners of the Soviet labor camps learn to abandon expectations.  

Solzhenitsyn observes, “If the intellectuals in the plays of Chekhov who spent all their time 

guessing what would happen in twenty, thirty or forty years had been told that in forty years 

interrogation by torture would be practiced in Russia…not one of Chekhov’s plays would have 

gotten to its end because all the heroes would have gone off to insane asylums.” (Solzhenitsyn 

V1 93)  For Solzhenitsyn and other Soviet citizens it was shocking that, in the years of progress 

since Chekhov’s time, the state supported such uncivilized practices.  Soviet authorities made 

clear that food and water were privileges not guaranteed to prisoners.  Weather conditions also 

provided a punishment unrealized in Tsarist labor camps.  In order to accommodate industrial 

production needs around the expanse of Russia, labor camps were established in uninhabitable 

regions of Siberia.  Likened to a cancerous growth, the labor camps were invading tundra and 
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permafrost as “the malignant cells kept on creeping and creeping…all the paths to the east 

through the Russian North lay open and unobstructed.” (Solzhenitsyn V2 72)  Prisoners and 

authorities were unsure how to handle the freezing winters and limited supplies.  In Soviet 

Russia, camps were opened on short notice and without proper amenities for the sole purpose of 

accelerated labor production. 

V. Changes in Labor Camp Society under Tsarist and Soviet Rule 

Relationship with the Outside World 

The mix of foreigners, criminals and intellectuals created a challenging and new culture within 

labor camps.  The shared circumstances and need to adapt to the unusual conditions of prison life 

placed authority and prisoners in new societal roles.  In addition, the Russian public developed 

various perceptions of labor camps throughout the decades between Tsarist and Soviet rule.  The 

prisoners in The House of the Dead still feel a connection to the outside free world.  Prisoners 

expect favorable interactions with the peasant class and are viewed by society as unfortunate 

souls.  However, The Gulag Archipelago describes a shift towards public hostility towards 

prisoners.  Any help given to those deemed traitors by the Soviet System is an act of treason in 

itself.  

In The House of the Dead, the Russian lower class empathized with the oppression and 

meager living conditions of the labor camp prisoners.  On special occasions it became customary 

for the poor to give alms, regardless of how little they could provide.  The narrator reports, 

“These were the gifts of the poor to the poor, and all they had to give.  All were accepted with 

equal gratitude without distinction of gifts and givers.  The convicts took off their caps as the 

received them, bowed, gave their Christmas greetings and took the offerings into the kitchen.” 
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(Dostoevsky 138)  In this act of kindness, the prisoners feel kinship with the outside world and 

display unspoken unity and respect.  The poor and middle class donated gifts “in the form of 

bread, fancy loaves and rolls, far more rarely in money…The alms were divided with religious 

exactitude among the convicts” (Dostoevsky 24).  For these moments, rivalry and competition 

became secondary focus and all convicts were compelled to recognize common humility.  Gifts 

often supplemented their food rations and both bread and money had trade value in the prison 

economy.  Economic competition was sacred to the prisoners who fostered the opinion: “the 

world convict means nothing else but a man with no will of his own, and in spending money he 

is showing will of his own” (Dostoevsky 83).  The narrator of The House of the Dead observes 

the trade value of everything from scraps of fabric to vodka.  Certain prisoners, such as Osip the 

cook, we reported to gain relative importance and financial status among others within the camps 

through trading goods or loaning money.  Therefore, economic activity in camps provided a 

comforting sense of perceived control over a convict’s fate. 

  Solzhenitsyn attributes the rise of inhumane labor camp conditions to the alteration of 

public opinion towards prisons during Soviet times.  Without sympathy and support from the 

middle and lower class, labor camps became more isolated and misunderstood.  The Soviet 

government minimized opposition or activism through a reign of fear.  Police threaten a woman 

on the street who is offering prisoners crumbs out of pity.  Immediately she stops and considers, 

“After all, they’ll up and haul me in just like that and put me in prison!” (Solzhenitsyn V2 651). 

Beyond charity, the Russian public was scared into submission to the extent that denunciations 

of friends and family were reported.  Bonds of blood, brotherhood and birthplace were 

systematically destroyed and those denounced were considered enemies of the people.  Those 

fortunate enough to survive prison were unwelcome even in the free world because the 
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“population was afraid to help escapers, or even betrayed them, for mercenary or ideological 

reasons” (Solzhenitsyn V3 97).  In reality, government enforced collectivism under communism 

resulted in a heightened sense of indivdual preservation which isolated convicts and exiles from 

public assistance. 

Relationships inside Labor Camps 

Prisoners and guards form a complex web of relationships within prison camps.  The prisoners in 

The House of the Dead find solace in the rigid structure and consistent expectations from 

authority. However, Solzhenitsyn proposes that the Tsarist regime was crippled by the delegation 

of power to labor camp supervisors and interrogators.  The stories of The Gulag Archipelago 

echo that true power in Soviet society was held by the party and authorities in labor camps were 

merely tools for enforcing Soviet law.  Amongst themselves, prisoners in The House of the Dead 

formed friendships while prisoners in The Gulag Archipelago exhibited the same mistrust that 

plagued society outside of the camps. 

United under common circumstances, prisoners in The House of the Dead recognized the 

shared difficulty of compulsory labor and regulated lifestyles.  Friendship took on a new 

meaning, and as the narrator describes, “general friendliness…was quite out of the question, I 

mean the personal affection of one convict for another” (Dostoevsky 136).  Convicts found 

solace in forming groupings of shared identity.  Groups of Poles, Circassians, and Jews “formed 

a family apart” from the majority of Russian-born prisoners (Dostoevsky 68).  Despite 

nationality, intellectuals had the hardest time assimilating into a culture reigned by peasant class 

criminals.  Friendships fulfilled needs for attention, networking and assistance.  The narrator and 

a Tatar named Aley exchange basic amenities, offer each other specialized services such as 
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language instruction and carpentry, and foster mutual respect as confidants (Dostoevsky 67).  In 

special situations, prisoners would unite for the greater good against labor camp authority.  If a 

drunken prisoner was “noisy and unmanageable,” then his fellow convicts would “quickly 

restrain him and tie him up” (Dostoevsky 44) to prevent intervention from the guards.  In The 

House of the Dead, prisoners felt directly repressed by prison authority rather than Tsarist law.  

This proximity to the source of power cultivated reassurance of control and transparency.  

Convicts understood the causes of disciplinary action and feared guards to the extent that they 

could remove the few luxuries available, such as money and free time.  In addition, convicts did 

not personally relate to guards and respect the hierarchy established.  The narrator observed that 

prisoners felt their punishments were validated by legitimate authority and, therefore, “the 

convicts like their commanding officers to have decoration, they like him to be strict and 

important and just, and they like him to keep up his dignity” (Dostoevsky 115).  As evidenced, 

the labor camp social sphere is structured and predictable which reduces the stress of incoming 

camp inmates who are unfamiliar with this isolated environment. 

The Gulag Archipelago exhibits that life in common does not lead to emotional 

connection or friendship in Soviet prison camps.  The GULAG attitude of “you die today and I 

will die tomorrow” removed value from long-term relationships or aspirations.  Prisoners did not 

seek interpersonal relationships and, at most, acknowledged the plight of fellow zeks: members 

of the bleak labor camp culture.  Recognizable by dress, speech and physical features, the zek 

identity sourced from the dissolution of individual expression among the diverse prisoners 

entering labor camps.  However, the shared culture did not foster the social unity of Tsarist labor 

camps.  The closest sense of brotherhood was shared by the most feared class of theives, or self 

proclaimed blatniye (блатные).  Loyal only to criminal law, these theives formed a gang known 



26 

 

to murder and steal from other prisoners.  Blatniye were considered “aristocrats of the criminal 

world” (Baldick 26) due to their exclusivity and comparatively light sentences. Although 

infamous for terrorizing other prisoners through murder and theft, these blatniye were considered 

petty criminals by the state and were given 2-3 year sentences in labor camps for their crimes 

(Solzhenitsyn V2 394).  Although still regarded as undesirable, the thieves enjoyed a more 

respected position in camp and society than the political prisoners.  Recently imprisoned Soviet 

citizens, who were conditioned to view prisoners as heretics, “displayed the same contempt and 

haughty indifference toward the camp community as they had toward the general population 

before incarceration” (Pontuso 32).  The distrust among prisoners prefaced the hostile 

relationship between convicts and authority.  Prisoners resented guards for their arbitrary 

positions of power and rationalized that “only because of the way things worked out that they 

were the executioners and we weren’t” (Solzhenitsyn V1 168).  The foundation of respect that 

stabilized interactions with authority in Tsarist camps no longer existed.  Zelensky, a prisoner 

transitioning from life under Tsarist to Soviet rule, highlights this horror when describes that he 

“was whipped with ramrods with his pants pulled down like a small boy” and cried out: “My 

tsarist interrogator didn’t even dare address me rudely” (Solzhenitsyn V1 132).  The Soviet 

government used coercion as a main tactic for compliance and just as prisoners were at the 

mercy of camp authority, guards were subject to the whim of higher ranking political officials.  

This unpredictable climate cultivated an attitude of desperation and self-preservation that 

resonated through guard and prisoner alike. 

VI.   Reactions to the Publication of The House of the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago 

Reception 
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Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn shocked the public with their personal and exhaustive accounts of 

prisoner life in Russian labor camps.  Dostoevsky paved the way for Solzhenitsyn’s epic exposé 

of the degradation of quality of life in labor camps and the oppression of the Soviet system.  

Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn published their labor camp novels during tumultuous times when 

truth and courage was most needed.  The lessons revealed regarding the sanctity of the human 

spirit and justice in the penal system still find relevance in modern day battles against abuse and 

tyranny. 

 More lenient censorship laws enhanced by Dostoevsky’s prior literary reputation and 

clever use of fiction, allowed fortunate ease of publication of The House of the Dead.  In a letter 

to his brother, Dostoevsky announced that this novel came at a critical time of change in Russia 

and contemporary literary critics agree that “the response was not only to a powerful and moving 

literary work but also to a social document that contributed to a lengthy public debate about 

prison reform and the criminal justice system” (285 Lantz).  The House of the Dead appealed to 

the public of Dostoevsky’s time because it was one of the few analyses of Russian culture as 

seen through the eyes and heart of a born Russian.  He was perceived as a reliable source and 

fair, moral judge of the labor camp institution whose “whole existence was known but whose 

inner workings had remained a dark mystery” (285 Lantz).  The proud Russian public was 

prepared to confront the previously cloaked injustices that were brought upon by the 

unchallenged reign of the Tsar.  Although not considered one of Dostoevsky’s most seminal 

works by contemporary critics, The House of the Dead helped solidify his reputation for crafting 

robust characters who emulate the moral and social challenges of Russian people. 

Solzhenitsyn faced greater opposition when trying to publish The Gulag Archipelago 

under Soviet rule.  Censorship forbade him from distributing copies in the Soviet Union until 
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1989.  However, French and English translations quickly circulated and two million paperback 

copies were published in English alone by 1975 (Thomas 446).  Literary critics commented on 

Solzhenitsyn’s holistic approach: “The Gulag Archipelago appeared early in 1974.  It is a 

downright attack, not just on Stalinism, but on the basic premises underlying the Soviet State, not 

just on the camps, but on the whole system of terror inaugurated by Lenin in 1918”  (Freeborn 

128).  The Gulag Archipelago was persuasive due to Solzhenitsyn’s exhaustive research 

involving the source of oppression and the political systems that were enablers for continued 

abuse of Russian citizens.  Just as Dostoevsky accomplished for Tsarist Russia, Solzhenitsyn 

sought to simply “uncover and record the facts about Soviet life which were hidden and 

suppressed for so long, to submit these facts to a careful analysis and to draw conclusions” 

(Freeborn 139) Through risky circulation of illegal copies imported from abroad, the Soviet 

underground literary scene immediately embraced The Gulag Archipelago as a beacon for hope 

and lauded Solzhenitsyn as a warrior for truth.  Author Leona Toker expresses that, thanks in 

part to Solzhenitsyn’s effort, “the actual daily experience of a prisoner…has only recently 

stopped being regarded as a shameful interim episode of a personal past and has turned into 

subject matter significant in its own right” (Toker 84).  Without The Gulag Archipelago, the 

world would have remained blind to the cost of human life in the rise of Russia to become an 

industrial superpower.  Solzhenitsyn’s ability to employ statistics, history and logic built 

credibility that permeated beyond literary circles.  In 1976, during the rise of the communist 

party in Europe, French communists were compelled to denounce the Soviet use of labor camps 

and address the ideological inconsistencies inherent in their own political agendas.  The Gulag 

Archipelago incited heavy criticism of communism from the west and became “the moral force 

which finally shattered the influence of Sartre and the French left on their home ground” 
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(Thomas 449).  Solzhenitsyn states directly, “This book was published to last for all of eternity, 

so that future generations would read it and be astounded” (Solzhenitsyn V2 81).  The greatest 

success of The Gulag Archipelago was to warn future generations of the pattern of destruction 

that allowed Russia to perpetuate torture of its own citizens throughout two centuries. 

VII. Conclusion 

 Although having lost some of the cultural spotlight in the modern era, The House of the 

Dead and The Gulag Archipelago are still important focuses in studies on labor camp literature.  

These novels continue to educate the public about a topic which was at first only accessible to 

those who lived through the prison camps.  The first volume of The Gulag Archipelago has sold 

over ten million copies and has been translated to countless languages from German to Japanese 

(Scammell 428).  Abridged publications have made it more accessible to students and televised 

documentaries renew public interest.  In 2009, the Ministry of Education in Russia mandated The 

Gulag Archipelago required reading in high schools (Izvestia).  Whereas the Russian 

government has not addressed reparations for the families affected by the camps, all proceeds 

from The Gulag Archipelago have been charitably donated to efforts memorializing those killed 

in the GULAGs.  Dostoevsky’s legacy lives on through the impact The House of the Dead had 

on his future career.  Character profiles from The House of the Dead have been connected with 

the personalities in his most famous works.  Prominent literary critic Victor Terras suggests that 

Il’insky, the prisoner convicted for parricide, reflects the paternal struggle experienced by 

Dmitry Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov; that Aristov, a convict that preys on the trust 

and goodness of others, becomes the Svidrigailov , the manipulative suitor in Crime and 

Punishment; and Petrov, who was “capable of anything” (hod 105), developed into the hitman 

convict Fedka in The Possessed (Reading Dostoevsky 35).  Ultimately, The House of the Dead 
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and The Gulag Archieplago are champions for freedom and fairness for all.  Unfortunately, some 

Russians see these lessons slipping away in the 2012 elections for Russian President.  Although 

based in democracy, Vladimir Putin is accused of influencing elections to secure his third term as 

President and fourth term in a key political position.  Despite historic atrocities, the Communist 

Party took second place with 17.9% of the public vote -- a shocking statistic which illustrates the 

necessity of The House of the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago as reminders of the consequence 

of authoritarian regimes. 

Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn confront their own prison experiences while exposing the 

conditions, relationships and lifestyle in labor camps to the public.  This analysis of The House of 

the Dead and The Gulag Archipelago exhibits the cultural development of labor camps from 

Tsarist to Soviet rule and reveals the devolution of quality of life for both prisoners and citizens.   
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