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WITHIN the past few years, Mr.
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn has
gained a certain amount of notoriety in the United States, most obviously after his expulsion from
the Soviet Union and his wellpublicized confrontation with the
Russian government. Needless to
say, his literary reputation has
grown steadily in this country
with the publication in English of
such major works as The Cancer
Ward, August 1914, One Day in
the Life of Ivan Denisovith, The
First Circle, and most recently, The
Gulag Archipelago. It is generally
understood by Americans that
Solzhenitsyn has been a great
fighter for freedom in our time.
But the truth is that his importance in this regard is greatly undervalued in America - taken as
a matter of course, we might say.
Mr. Solzhenitsyn is in fact one of
the great libertarians of our time,
and the lessons he has for us are
not regional or narrowly historical. They are not intended for
Russians .alone. They are directed
not only at the Soviet government
and the Communist system, as it
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is convenient and pleasurable for
Americans to believe, but to all
people who value freedom and see
it slipping from their grasp.
To a certain extent Mr. Solzhenitsyn has been something of an
enigma to Americans. A great
many who read of his difficulties
with the Communist government
in Russia were not able to understand his desire to stay on his
native soil when he could easily
have accepted a comfortable asylum in any number of countries.
A great many could not understand his feeling of tragic loss at
having to leave his homeland when
it seemed so much simpler to wage
his fight from a distant position
of safety. (Actually there was
nothing at all strange about Solzhenitsyn's desire to stay in Russia; it was no more strange than
George Washington's desire to
stay in the United States when he
had to face up to the English
king's tax collector and garrison
troops.) And doubtless many
Americans were puzzled, if not injured, by Solzhenitsyn's dark hints
to the press that the United States
was not his idea of a libertarian's
paradise; that in spite of our his-
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tory we have tended to allow our
liberties to erode and decay; that
we are a decadent culture.
Solzhenitsyn's latest book to appear in the West, The Gulag
Archipelago, is the strongest statement thus far of his political beliefs and his most forceful condemnation of Communist totalitarianism. In the Western or non-Communist world we have been offered
over the years a number of books
exposing the horrors of the Stalinist regime, so it may seem natural for many people to accept the
book's conclusions more or less
routinely. Among certain intellectuals of the Communist world, on
the other hand, it must have come
as something of a shock. It is a
treatise, not a novel; its truths
are explicit not implicit. In recent
years Solzhenitsyn has been
praised both in Russia and in the
Satellite countries as one of the
great social/humanitarian novelists who accept the Communist
verities in their purity, but inveigh against the excesses of the
Stalinist era.
Spokesman for Communism?

Georg Lukas, for example, the
well-known Hungarian literary
critic and aesthetician wrote a
book on Solzhenitsyn several years
ago, in which one of his major
theses was that Solzhenitsyn is a
throwback to the literary tradition
of "social realism" of the twenties.
He speaks, so it. is said, for an untarnished Communism of a kind
that was beginning to be established in Russia before the rise of
Stalin. To thinkers like Lukas, the
Stalin era was a time of distortion
and corruption, and what we need
is a return to the simon-pure,
humanitarian Communism of Lenin and others of his stripe. Solzhenitsyn, according to this kind of
thinking, was just the sort of man
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to effect the return and the purification.
But to defenders of the faith
like Lukas, The Gulag Archipelago
must have hit like a bolt of lightning. For it appears that Solzhenitsyn is not their man at all. The
weight of the book does not support the theory that there ever
was a pure, humanitarian form of
Communism. It suggests instead
that from the very beginning
Communism was a corrupt political ideology, that it never served
humanitarian d'f' libertarian ends,
but was always autocratic, despotic, and totalitarian in spirit.
The lesson of the book seems to be
that if you want to find the truth
about any given political regime
you must pay attention to what it
actually does, not wha.t it says.
Outward ideology is a cipher, a
nothing, a vapor; it is actual political practice, the presence or absence of individual liberty, that
counts; this is the all, the everything, the alpha, the omega.
A Myth Dispelled

For many European intellectuals (and many Americans, too,
needless to say) it became a convenient myth that Communism
just needed to be put back on the
track, that the thirties was a decade of excess. What was necessary
was a corrective hand, a new Communist regime to correct the
abuses and restore the virtues of
democratic humanitarianism. The
thesis of The ·Gulag Archipelago
is that at no time -from the very
moment of the 1917 revolution to
the present- did the Communist
regime in Russia show the slightest concern for freedom and individual liberty, that the political
system of the Soviet government
was largely an extension, a renewal, even an intensification of
the kind of tyranny practiced for
centuries by the Tsarist regime.
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The Gulag Archipelago is a book
about prisons -prisons, interrogations, beatings, the general system whereby human life is ordered and systematically controlled in the Soviet Union. Gulag
is an acronym for Russian words
meaning Chief Administration of
Corrective Labor Camps. The archipelago is not a geographical
locale, a string of islands, as one
might immediately suspect, but a
string of prison camps, scattered,
says Solzhenitsyn, "from the Bering Strait almost to the Bosporus"- which is to say, across
the whole of Russia. During the
Stalin years these prisons, or
camps, held between twelve and
twenty million prisoners. The
point is, however, the prisons were
not an outgrowth of Stalin's
twisted, paranoic mind, but a longstanding system of control, developed in Russia under the Tsars
and welcomed by Lenin when he
came to power in 1917.
In a way, the system of prisons,
labor camps, night-time arrests whatever name we may give to it
as a whole - became a more essential and central part of the Communist regime than it had been at
any other time in Russian history,
perhaps the history of the world.
Terror became a branch of government, almost as we in America
speak of our executive, judicial,
legislative "branches"; namely, as
a functional, essential, necessary
way of operating. It was not just
a temporary expediency, an historical wrinkle; it was a foundation-stone of the system.
The Evidence is Clear

Very remarkably, and with
steady, relentless determination,
Solzhenitsyn makes his case that
the system of terror was not just
a wave in Soviet history, but the
whole ocean. The book is documented in great detail, although

it is the documentation of the
artist, the seer, that we see, not
mainly the documentation of the
rigorous historian; for Solzhenitsyn had to gather his evidence
as best he could, in bits and pieces,
from here and there. He was dealing, after all, with a system of
government that does not make
much information available to
critics and historians.
Still, the weight of the historical evidence is clear. Soviet history, of course, is hard to assemble, and the Russian people themselves as Mr. Solzhenitsyn remarks, have a tendency to remember "not what actually happened,
not history, but merely that hackneyed dotted line they have chosen
to drive into our memories by incessant hammering." Ask a Russian about public political trials.
He will remember one or two. "He
will remember those of Bukharin
and Zinoviev. And, knitting his
brow, that of the Promparty too.
And that's all. There were no
other public trials. Yet in actual
fact they began right after the
October Revolution. In 1918, quantities of them were taking place in
many different tribunals," 1 and
Solzhenitsyn supplies a whole
chapter full of them, showing unequivocally that all of the abuses
of the judicial system under Stalin
were present from the very early
days.
The book is full of superb ironies and devastating contrasts contrasts of the tyrannies of old
feudal Russia with those of the
twentieth century, and invariably
the modern, "humanitarian" Soviet system suffers by the contrast.
Prisons were better under Peter
the Great we find; torture was
used less often; indeed it would
seem that all the arts of oppression are more highly refined in
the twentieth century than in the
sixteenth.
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What had been acceptable under
Tsar Mikhailovich in the seventeenth
century, what had already been regarded as barbarism under Peter the
Great, what might have been used
against ten or twenty people in all
during the time of Biron in the mideighteenth century, what had already
been totally impossible under Catherine the Great, was all being practiced during the flowering of the
glorious twentieth centurx- in a society based on s~ialist 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
trained human beasts standing over
millions of defenseless victims.2
Solzhenitsyn's mood shifts from
irony to rage, but his indictment
is always the same: conditions of
life were actually more humane
under the Tsars. Reception at
prison camp?
They would assign the newcomers
brigade leaders from among the camp
veterans, who would quickly teach
them to live, to make do, to submit to
discipline, and to cheat. And from
their very first morning, they would
march off to work because the chimes
of the great Epoch were striking and
could not wait. The Soviet Union is
not, after all, some Tsarist hardlabor Akatui for you, where prisoners got three days' rest after they arrived.s
Treatment of peasants? Consider
the crime of six collective farmers
who were tried and executed as
plotters against the people.
After they had finished mowing the
collective farm with their own hands,
they had gone back and mowed a
second time along the hummocks to
get a little hay for their own cows.
The All-Russian Central Executive
Committee refused to pardon all six
of these peasants, and the sentence of
execution was ca1·ried out . ... What
cruel and evil Saltychikha, what utterly repulsive serf-owner would
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have killed six peasants for their
miserable little clippings of hay? If
one had dared to beat them with
birch switches even once, we would
know about it and read about it in
school and curse that name.4
Yes, tyranny never disappeared
in Russia, even in the early joyful
days of the Revolution. But why,
one wonders, would a political
movement, conceived in lofty humanitarian and democratic terms
choose the path of totalitarianism
and almost immediately find itself
devoted to practices that were as
bad or worse than anything found
in the regime it was displacing?
One might answer the question in
historical terms by pointing out
that Russia had no long tradition
of liberty behind it, that a new
government could not, after all, be
expected to differ very much from
one which had been entrenched
for a thousand years. Or one may
answer, in more philosophical
terms, that Marxist doctrine itself
never really had any libertarian
inclinations; that it was from the
start dogmatic, doctrinaire, intolerant, despotic, collectivist, totalitarian.
Either of these answers may be
true. But they are not of great interest to Mr. Solzhenitsyn who is
neither an historian nor a philosopher- just a dogged individualist and libertarian who calls things
as he sees them. His viewpoint is
always nothing but that of a man
who knows freedom when he sees
it, and refuses to countenance the
substitutes that use its name in
deceit.
Twisting the Language

This relabeling and obscuring
of things, the distorting and twisting of language is, of course, one
of the most salient characteristics
of modern Communism, as we in
the non-Communist world have
long been aware. George Orwell,

for example, one of the most powerful and incisive critics of totalitarian government in the twentieth century described it to perfection back in the 1930s during the
Spanish Civil War in his Homage
to Catalonia, and later in Animal
Farm and 1984. Political language,
Orwell perceived, was used to obscure political reality. If you torture somebody or slap somebody
in a cell, you find some euphemism
or abstract phraseology that somehow hides the fact and convinces
others that you are not really doing something bad after all. Needless to say, the Communists are
not the only offenders, but they
have probably been the most persistent and ingenious. Under this
system
poljtical language has to consist
largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness. Defenceless villages are bombarded from
the air, the inhabitants driven out
into the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with
incendiary bullets; this is called pacification. Millions of peasants are
robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no more than
they can carry: this is called transfer
of population or rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned for years
without trial, or shot in the back of
the neck or sent to die of Scurvy in
Arctic labor camps: this is called
elimination of unreliable elements.5
As a literary man, a man of
words, Solzhenitsyn takes pains to
document this tendency to rename
things - to obscure, to befuddle, to
confuse. Once again, of course,
the practice goes back historically
to the very roots of the Communist regime. During and immediately after the 1917 Revolution,
for example, there was a tendency
to rename everything that had to
be held over from the Tsarist regime. "Thus the death penalty
was rechristened 'the supreme
measure'- no longer a punish-
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ment, but a means of social defense." In 1927, the Russian Central Committee abolished capital
punishment except for crimes
against the state and army. One
such crime was "banditry,'' but in
time it was obvious that "every
armed nationalist who doesn't
agree with the central gov~rnment
is a 'bandit,' " and, similarly, "an~
participant in an urban rebellion
is also a 'bandit.' "6
Or consider prisons. In February 1917, all the political prisons
of the Tsar, both those used for
interrogation and for the serving
of sentences were emptied. But,
by December of that same year,
"it had already become clear that
it was altogether impossible to do
without prisons, that some people
simply couldn't be left anywhere
else except behind bars, because well, simply because there was no
place for them in the new society.''
All the same old institutions were
needed, nothing was really new;
but it had to b'e made to seem as
if everything were new.
Of course they proclaimed immediately that the horrors of the Tsarist
prisons would not be repeated; that
fatiguing correction would not be permitted; that there would be no compulsory silence in prison, no solitary
confinement, no separating the prisoners from one another during outdoor walks, no marching in step or
single file, not even any locked cells ....
What was really necessary, however,
was to repudiate all those old, besmirched words.•So now they called
them political isolators - political detention centers- demonstrating with
this phrase their view of the members of once revolutionary parties as
political enemies and stressing not
the punitive role of the bars but only
the necessity of isolating (and only
temporarily, it appeared) these oldfashioned revolutionaries from the
onward march of the new society.7
Solzhenitsyn lays much of the
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blame for the perversions of language on the great Lenin himself.
Stalin and his henchmen were
carrying on a tradition that went
back to the revolution and this
can be seen clearly manifested in
Lenin's letters and state papers.
Lenin is thus not the simon-pure
man of the people that Communist
visionaries have assumed him to
be· the truth is that he was every
bit as inclined to self-deception
and verbal trickery as any of the
apostles of terror who held sway
in the thirties and forties. As
early as 1917, Lenin called for the
"merciless suppression of attempts
at anarchy on the part of drunkards, hooligans, counterrevolutionaries, and other persons.'' 8 Later
on he came to see the enemies of
the workers in rather broader
terms, and in his essay of 1918,
"How to Organize the Competition," he proclaimed the common
purpose of "purging the land of
all kinds of harmful insects." This
classification of "insect" became a
remarkably large one:
Under the term insects he included
not only all class enemies but also
"workers malingering at their work"
-for example, the typesetters of the
Petrograd Party printing shops.
(That is what time does. It is difficult for us nowadays to understand
how workers who had just become
dictators were immediately inclined
to malinger at work they were doing
for themselves.)
The forms of insect-purging which
Lenin conceived of in this essay were
most varied: in some places they were
placed under arrest, in other places
set to cleaning latrines; in some,
"after having served their time in
punishment cells, they would be handed yellow tickets"; in others parasites
would be shot . ...

It is not possible for us at this time
to fully investigate exactly who fell
within the broad definition of insects;
the population of Russia was too heterogeneous and encompassed small,

special groups, entirely superfluous
and, today, forgotten. The people in
the local zemstvo self-governing bodies were, of course, insects. People in
the cooperative movement were also
insects, as were all owners of their
own homes. There were not a few insects among the teachers in the gymnasiums. The church parish councils
were made up almost exclusively of
insects, and it was insects of course
who sang in church choirs. All priests
were insects - and monks and nuns
were even more so.D
What ol Lenin?

What then must we conclude
about a man like Lenin and the
system of government he spawned?
Was Lenin a good man corrupted
by power? Was he a man whose
humanitarian ideals were lost
when faced with political reality
and the complexities of governmental administration? Actually
the biographical details are not
important; nor are the specific
historial reasons for the development of Russian Communism into
a form of totaliarianism. What is
more important is the more general lesson we learn from it all,
which is nothing other than the
fact that it is a characteristic of
political systems that they tend to
mask their power and true style
under some kind of smoke screen,
some kind of symbolic or mythical
legerdemain, some kind of verbal
deceit. Older forms of absolutism
-a monarchy, let us say- might
justify themselves by spinning out
myths about the relationship between the monarch and some kind
of diety; tyranny might be justified by drawing a parallel between
royal whim and divine law. Under
the Soviet system, where a great
pretense is made that the people
themselves are the rulers and proprietors, the techniques get a little
more sticky and much more ingenuity is called for. Everything
must go on behind some kind of

'

··~w

SOLZHENITSYN - LESSONS FOR AMERICANS

doctrinal smoke screen. While
there is the assumption that "the
people," or "the workers" are
sovereign and hold the reins of
government, we can see from passages like those above, that the
doctrine, the professed beliefs, are
nothing but elaborate charades.
Is there Liberty?

Ultimately the only kind of concrete reality in the political sphere
is individual liberty. It either exists or it doesn't exist, and no
reference to abstract vapors like
"the people," or "the workers"
makes any difference one way or
the other. In the case of the Soviet
system it is plain from the evidence offered by Mr. Solzhenitsyn
that the system never provided
anything but a continuation (in
fact, an intensification) of the
kind of tyranny that it pledged to
replace - all else was window
dressing, tissue-thin facade meant
to distract the attention of the
masses as a new set of rulers took
the helm.
Again it will be remarked that
all this may be obvious to large
numbers of Americans who have
never been slow to perceive the
lessons that can be learned from
other people's political systems.
But what is the relevance and application to American history of
the experiences of this, an altogether different kind of political
system? How can we compare, in
any way, our experience with that
of a regime which makes use of
political prisons, of torture, of
brutality, of secret police, and all
the other tools and techniques of
modern dictatorship?
At first blush no comparison
seems possible. But remember the
main lesson that Russian history
has to teach us. It is that no form
of political ideology or metaphysics can be entirely trusted ;
no system of government should
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catch us asleep. We must always
get around behind the outward
ideology and seek out the reality.
Is there individual liberty or is
there not? We Americans are sure
that we enjoy it ourselves because
we have institutions and traditions guaranteeing it, because it
is talked of everywhere, and because our political institutions
regularly trumpet the blessings
they confer. But remember that
the institutions and traditions are
abstractions, and when we look at
the philosophical abstractions in
a mind like Lenin's- with its full
complement of "workers," "insects," "hooligans," and so on we can see that any set of political
beliefs must be looked upon critically. Any given political leader
is wedded to and inseparable from
the set of political shibboleths and
platitudes in which his roots are
planted. Liberty, on the other
hand, is not tied to temporal dogmas; still, it is easy to forget because it is stern, hard and unglamorous; there is nothing soporific
about it. How easy it. is to forget
liberty and live instead in a world
of diverting and comforting abstractions which enable us to gain
power over others or force our will
on them.
And of course we Americans are
susceptible to our own set of political myths. While we have no torture chambers, no Gulag Archipelago, we, too, are manipulated
by candied ideologies, and our
freedom of action is far more
severely restricted than we care
to admit. And it is restricted by
means that are not very different
from those which are used to justify a police state in the Soviet
Union. We, too, tend to live in a
world of hazy political abstractions and bromides; we have faith·
in vague, misty, and poorly defined
notions - yes, "the people," for
example. It is always urged that

this or that political act is "for
the good of the people," even
though most politicians who abundantly use the term would be hard
put to explain what they mean by
it. (The fact that two such utterly
different political personalities as
George McGovern and George
Wallace both claim that their own
personal appeal is "to the people"
shows how nebulous and foolish
the idea is.) The concept of "people" is usually used very much like
the Communists use the concept
of "worker" or "proletarian" namely as a means of forestalling
the necessity to think or actually
grapple with reality.
Freedom of Speech?

Freedom of speech? It may
seem obvious that in America the
newspaperman can write whatever
he likes; the citizen can mount a
stump with impunity or publish a
tract against the government
without fear of winding up behind
bars. Nevertheless, freedom of
speech is not by any means as
widespread as one may think.
Anyone may speak freely, to be
sure, as long as he doesn't challenge the prevailing standardized
beliefs, the current mythology of
uplift and social reform; the nonconformist always faces the possibility of professional suicide,
social ostracism or oblivion. One
may speak freely within a certain
very carefully circumscribed
framework; outside of this framework freedom of speech is very
restricted indeed. It will be answered that all kinds of wild men
and eccentrics are allowed to speak
their minds, but usually this is
only after having been safely
labeled as wild men or eccentrics.
A George Lincoln Rockwell, for
example, would have little difficulty speaking on a university
campus, even though his neoN azism would be repellent to the
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vast majority of the community.
But then it must be remembered
that his views are so outrageous
- expressed almost entirely in bold
cartoon form- that he could be
admitted under the assumption
that he was innocuous and that his
views would not sway or mislead
his audience. He challenges nothing; he touches no raw nerves.
But consider the case of the Nobelprize winning physicist, William
Shockley, who was not permitted
to speak at Harvard and present
his unconventional and unpopular
views on genetics; indeed, he was
physically prevented from making
himself heard. True, freedom of
speech is guaranteed under our
constitution, but very often freedom from having to go to jail is
of little comfort to a person whose
ideas are unpopular and contrary
to present superstitutions. It is
thus often best to express ideas
that are conventional or in some
other way certified harmless to
the prevailing social stereotypes.
What of restriction by the government of individual freedom of
action? Well, to be sure, the government makes no large-scale attempt to control individual behavior, at least in the full Orwellian sense; but we can hardly say
that it makes no attempts at all.
Needless to say, the existence of
any government implies some limitations on individual freedom of
action since the state must, at the
very least, protect its citizens from
injury at the hands of other citizens. But the degree to which our
government looks after the "welfare" of its citizens today would
certainly be shocking to the
writers of our constitution.
(Strange it is that so many Americans fail to see that "looking after
somebody" is a form of control.)
The government is in the "regulation" business in a way that would
at one time not have been thought
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possible. It tells citizens in great
and patient detail what kinds of
drugs they can buy, what kinds of
schools and colleges they can attend and what kinds of things they
should expect to learn there, what
foreign countries they may visit,
who they must rent their houses
to, how they must equip their automobiles, and even what time they
must wake up on a cold winter
morning - all, to be sure, under
the guise of protecting the interests of "all the People."
A Bill of Grievances

When he wrote his bill of grievances against the English king in
the Declaration of Independence,
Thomas Jefferson noted that the
king had "erected a multitude of
new Offices, and sent hither
swarms of Officers to harrass our
People, and eat out their Substance.'' But today we have a multitude of offices and officers that
would have staggered the imagination of a Jefferson and sent it
reeling; the tax collector of the
federal government is much more
assiduous than anything that could
have been dreamed of by the Hanovers, and his methods of spying
and snooping are so sophisticated
that they would make the methods
of the Russian secret police look
like amateur triflings.
Remember, though, that this explosion of governmental "aids"
and "services" is called for by "the
people"; it is meant to answer to
perceived social needs. But this
brings us back once more to the
main point. The government acts
to meet the needs which are imagined to arise from some mythical
collective. Individual liberty or individual will is not its main concern, or even its secondary concern, or even its tertiary concern.
In fact, individual liberty or freedom of expression are hardly its
concern at all. The atmosphere in

which it moves is not one of concrete, tangible realities, but of
steamy vapors and myths, simplistic formulas, bromides and
shibboleths. Being closely immersed in this system it is not
easy to see how we may be deceived by it (as we can easily see
how the language of Marxism and
Leninism cozens the Russians),
but if we expect our liberties to
survive, we must be careful to see
that we do.
This, it seems to me, is the universal lesson Mr. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn has to teach. The twentieth century is the century of
massive government control of
individual liberty. Liberty is a
concrete entity, not very different
from a hat, a table, or a snow
shovel. One ought to be able to
recognize it when one sees it. But
it is no longer very much in evidence because we have so consistently been fed and nourished on
political myths -to the exclusion
of freedom. Most of us living in
the twentieth century have not
noticed the erosions of freedom
since our political leaders have
ingeniously directed our minfls to
myths by which they may most
easily control and direct our
destinies.
~
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Commentary

The Terrible Question of
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
Norman Podhoretz
o
seriously about
T Solzhenitsyn-to
immerse

Aleksandr
oneself in
his work, to contemplate the story of his life-is
such a hard thing to do, so unpleasant, so unsettling, that no one without a special reason is likely, once having started, to persist. The difficulty
begins with the sheer quantity of Solzhenitsyn's
work.. Even omitting books that remain untranslated, and skipping over minor works of verse and
drama, the English-language reader is still confronted with about five thousand pages, most of
them closely printed, and all of them written with
the kind of density that demands unflagging attention: if the mind wanders for so much as a few
seconds when reading Solzhenitsyn, the thread is
almost certain to be lost.
To compound the difficulty, Solzhenitsyn's very
subject matter is guaranteed to induce a wandering mind. If he is not describing imprisonment
under conditions of hunger, sleeplessness, and cold
(or heat) that one would have thought too harsh
to sustain life, let alone endless hours of grueling
labor, then he is writing about the horrors of the
battlefield, or the terrors of patients afflicted with
cancer, or the humiliations and anxieties of writers working under the eye of semiliterate censors
and KGB thugs. How is it possible to keep the
mind from wandering in search of relief from so
relentless an assault? And how, when it has rebelled by wandering, can it be brought back? The
Gulag Archipelago is one of the most famous
books ever written, but I know from asking that
very few people have managed to get all the way
through the six hundred pages of the first volume
and that hardly any at all have read the even
longer second and the only slightly shorter third.
As for Solzhenitsyn's novels, their readership, I
would guess, again from asking, has declined with
each succeeding one. The first (and the shortest),
One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, has been
very widely read, but The First Circle and Cancer
Ward have proved disappointing to many enthusiasts of Ivan Denisovich, while August 1914 and
Lenin in Zurich have, I believe, been more re-

viewed than read. Indeed, so far had the public
mind wandered from Solzhenitsyn by 1980 that
The Oak and the Calf, perhaps his most readable
book, was hardly noticed when it was published
in that year.
But of course by 1980 something had happened
to Solzhenitsyn which placed between him and
the Western reading public another and even
greater obstacle than the length, the density, and
the unpleasant subject matter of his books. He
had become, to use the usual euphemism, "controversial." And thereby hangs a tale.

THINK

NORMAN PoDHORETZ.
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editor of

his expulsion from the Soviet
Union in 1974, Solzhenitsyn had been
seen in the United States, and in the West generally, as one of the two greatest and most heroic
of the Soviet dissidents (the other being Andrei
Sakharov). As such, he was also taken to be a
"liberal"-which, in a certain sense and in the
context of Soviet society, he undoubtedly was. On
occasion he even called himself a liberal, meaning
by this that he was fighting against the censorship
of literature and the arts.
In those days, too, Solzhenitsyn was careful not
to overstep certain limits in his challenge to the
Soviet authorities. He had originally been arrested
toward the end of World War II, while still in
the army, when it was discovered that he had
made disparaging jokes about Stalin; for this he
had been sentenced to eight years in prison camps
and another three in internal exile. Yet neither
the fact that he was critical of Stalin, nor his
bitterness over being imprisoned, at first turned
Solzhenitsyn into an anti-Communist. He remained a Marxist and a Leninist in whose eyes
Stalin had betrayed the revolutionary heritage of
1917. It was only in the Gulag that he gradually
came to see Stalin and Stalinism not as the betrayal of Marxism and Leninism but as their
logical culmination and fulfillment.
Having arrived at this realization, however,
Solzhenitsyn prudently kept it to himself, even
after Stalin's death and Khrushchev's de-Stalinization campaign. By posing as a Leninist who, like
so many millions of other loyal Communists, had
suffered unjustly for his premature opposition to
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the "cult of personality," Solzhenitsyn not only
could aspire to rehabilitation as a Soviet citizen
but could even hope that he might get away with
a book that told the truth about Stalin's prison
camps.
The strategy worked. One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich was submitted to the leading Soviet literary journal, Navy Mir, itself edited by
just such a "liberal" Communist as Solzhenitsyn
pretended to be, Aleksandr Tvardovsky (who was
also Russia's most highly regarded living poet).
Thanks to Tvardovsky's maneuverings, publication of Ivan Denisovich was eventually authorized
by Nikita Khrushchev himself; and in November
196~, literally overnight, an unknown forty-fouryear-old ex-convict employed as an elementaryschool teacher of math and physics in a small
provincial town became one of the most celebrated writers on earth.
Nevertheless, after Ivan Denisovich and a couple of shorter pieces, Navy Mir rejected one manuscript after another by Solzhenitsyn-not because
Tvardovsky disliked them but because, things
having tightened up again, he feared that these
manuscripts would be stopped by the censors and
that the position of his magazine would thereby
be jeopardized. Yet the false dawn of liberalization under Khrushchev had left a trace: these
were the years when manuscripts, often copied in a
feverish rush, were beginning to circulate through
the clandestine network known as samizdat and
were also being smuggled out of the Soviet Union
and finding publishers in the West. It was via
such channels that Solzhenitsyn's books came to
light, simultaneously endangering him with the
Soviet authorities and protecting hi~ from their
wrath. Taking shrewd advantage of this situation,
Solzhenitsyn carried on a running battle with
the Writers' Union, demanding that it stand up
against the censorship of literature by insensitive
party functionaries and appealing for support in
getting his own novels published in the Soviet
Union.
All this time, Solzhenitsyn was thought in the
West (in the words of the appendix to the first
British edition of Cancer Ward in 1968) to be "a
loyal and patriotic Soviet citizen [whose] protests
were directed against the bureaucracy's excesses
and abuses, not against Soviet authority and the
Communist society [and whose] aim was to improve and perfect the Soviet system, not to destroy
it." And when, in 1970, Solzhenitsyn was awarded
the Nobel Prize for Literature, he was still the
darling (to quote the appendix to Cancer Ward
again) of "the liberal intellectuals of the West... the same people who had for years hoped for
the liberalization of the Soviet state and worked
hard for the reduction of East-West tensions."
About three years later, the KGB unearthed a
hidden copy of The Gulag Archipelago, and Solzhenitsyn was finally arrested. But instead of being returned to prison as he had expected, he was
stripped of his Soviet citizenship and deported to

Germany. Now that he was in the West and beyond the reach of the KGB, Solzhenitsyn had no
reason to continue posing as a good Communist
fighting for his rights under Soviet law; dissembling would in any event have been impossible
after the publication of The Gulag Archipelago,
in which the origins of Stalin's terror are traced
right back to Lenin himself and in which terror
in general is seen as the essence of the Bolshevik
Revolution. And in case his liberal admirers in
the West should somehow fail to grasp the point,
Solzhenitsyn proceeded to hammer it home in a
series of speeches, interviews, and essays that left
no room for doubt or ambiguity.
Evidently Solzhenitsyn's enemies in the Soviet
Union had been right in calling him anti-Soviet
and his apologists in the West had been wrong;
and if it was treason· for a Soviet citizen to be an
anti-Communist, then Solzhenitsyn was indeed a
traitor.
being guilty of treason would
necessarily have damaged Solzhenitsyn's reputation in the eyes of the liberal
intellectuals of the West. For one thing, many of
them-as witness their attitude toward Alger Hiss,
the Rosenbergs, Kim Philby, and Burgess-Maclean
-saw nothing overwhelmingly reprehensible in
treason. For another, the climate of opinion in
the 1970's was very favorably disposed toward any
individual defiance of authority in any country
for any reason; dissent was the order of the day,
never mind its content or direction. Angela Davis
here, Solzhenitsyn there: it was all the same.
But Solzhenitsyn here turned out to be another
story. For not only was he an anti-Communist, he
was anti-liberal; and not only was he anti-Soviet,
he was anti-detente; and not only was he both
anti-liberal and anti-detente, but he insisted on
bringing the two antipathies together into a scathing denunciation of the West for its failure of
nerve in the face of an ineluctable Communist
threat. Here was a species of treason that the liberal intellectuals of the West were not quite so
ready to forgive. "At one time," writes Michael
Scammell in his new biography of Solzhenitsyn, •
"one almost never heard a word against him; he
was lionized and idolized"; but now "he is more
often denounced as embittered or ignored as irrelevant."
Scammell disclaims any intention "to redress the
balance," but the response to his book suggests
that he has at least inaugurated a process of reconsideration. Not, to be sure, in all quarters. Thus
the late Carl R. Proffer, a specialist in Soviet
literature, in a review published in the New Republic just after his death, described Solzhenitsyn
from beyond the grave as "an old man with the
limited education of a convinced Soviet Leninist
and the limited life of a totalitarian prisoner," an
"amateur" whose work is marked by silliness and
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stupidity. It is all "claptrap," and yet "for two
decades right-wing Russians and others tremblingly call him a prophet." More surprisingly, on the
other hand, in such other liberal periodicals as
the Atlantic (Bernard Levin), the New York Review (Aileen Kelly), and the New York Times
(John Gross), Scammell's book has called forth
pieces in defense of Solzhenitsyn, none written by
"right-wing Russians" and all leaning heavily on
the word "prophet."
About Scammell's Solzhenitsyn: A Biography,
there is bad news and good news. The bad news
is that it adds yet another thousand pages to the
more than five thousand by Solzhenitsyn himself
that must be read by anyone wishing to think
seriously about him. The good news is that it is
a wonderful book, and not the least wondrous of
its qualities is that despite its daunting length it
makes a serious encounter with Solzhenitsyn easier
rather than harder to undertake.
There is a great deal of autobiographical material in Solzhenitsyn's own books, especially the
Gulag volumes and The Oak and the Calf, but it
is so disconnected and fragmentary that putting it
all together into a coherent account as one goes
along is almost impossible. Thus even if Scammell
had done nothing but this, his book would have
performed a major service to anyone trying to
think seriously about Solzhenitsyn.
But Scammell does much more than merely organize Solzhenitsyn's scattered revelations about
his own life into an intelligible story; he also
checks these occasionally tendentious and selfserving revelations wherever possible against other
sources. Further, in addition to subjecting Solzhenitsyn's version of events to critical scrutiny, Scammell is critical of Solzhenitsyn's political ideas
from his own unobtrusively expressed social-democratic point of view. Yet the last thing he wishes
to do is "expose" or debunk Solzhenitsyn. This is
a book written out of the deepest respect for its
subject, and it can be said of Scammell that as a
biographer he does what Matthew Arnold enjoined the critic to attempt to do in dealing with
a literary work: "To see the object as in itself it
really is."
Finally, Scammell is himself so good a writer
that his book is a pleasure to read. His prose is
lucid and elegant; his scholarship is scrupulous,
well-digested, and lightly carried; and his narrative pace is steady and sure.
if Scammell truly fulfills Matthew
B Arnold's
injunction in dealing with
UT

Solzhenitsyn the man, he does not in my opinion
do so well with Solzhenitsyn the writer, whom he
seems to regard as a major artist in the line of the
great 19th-century Russian novelists, in some respects resembling Tolstoy and in others Dostoevsky.
This view is very widely shared and is-or at
least used to be-the foundation of Solzhenitsyn's
enormous prestige. It was as a novelist that he

burst upon the Soviet scene, it was as a novelist
that he won the Nobel Prize, and it was as a novelist that 'the world held him in so high an esteem.
It was also primarily as a novelist that Solzhenitsyn saw (and sees) himself. Indeed, one of the
paradoxically surprising facts about Solzhenitsyn
that emerges from Scammell's book is that he was
always a literary man-surprising because when
Ivan Denisovich was published in the West the
impression was conveyed that its author was a
scientist who had tried his hand at a novel as the
best way to tell the world about Stalin's labor
camps.
In fact, however, Solzhenitsyn had entertained
literary ambitions all his life. "As a young child,"
says Scammell, "he had decided that he wanted to
become one of three things: a general, a priest, or
a writer." At the age of nine he was already writing stories, poems, and plays; at the age of thirteen
he kept a journal called The Literary Gazette;
and at the age of fifteen he wrote a novel. Even
before reaching eighteen, he had resolved to write
"a big novel about the Revolution" modeled on
Tolstoy's War and Peace, and he even drafted a
plan for it. All this time he was also immersing
himself in the classics of Russian literature, reading and rereading the works of Pushkin, Gogo!,
Gorky, and especially Tolstoy. Nevertheless he decided to study physics and mathematics at the
university rather than literature partly because it
would be easier to make a living as a teacher of
science.
Then, only days after his graduation, war broke
out and Solzhenitsyn joined the army, becoming
in due course an artillery officer. So much the
writer was he by now that not even combat could
stop him. While complaining in letters home that
the continuous fighting at the front was keeping
him from his "main work," he managed between
battles to write several stories, and when he sent a
batch of them off to two Soviet writers he admired, he announced to one of his friends that
"I'll tear my heart out of my breast, I'll stamp out
fifteen years of my life," if they should say that
he had no talent.
If war could not stop Solzhenitsyn from writing,
neither could imprisonment. In the Gulag, even
on those rare occasions when pen and paper were
available, to write was literally to risk one's life or
at the very least to court more severe conditions
and longer sentences. Yet even under those circumstances Solzhenitsyn went on writing, in his
head if not on paper, and in verse rather than
prose because verse was easier to memorize. In
eight years he committed tens of thousands of lines
to memory, and it was only after his release that
he was able to transcribe them and even then
only in secret.
A writer, then, from the very beginning and a
literary man through and through. The ambitions
of this writer, this literary man, moreover, knew
virtually no bounds. Not only did he make grandiose plans like the one for a multivolume epic
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about the Bolshevik Revolution that would be
nothing less than a successor to War and Peace;
he also dreamed of rescuing and reviving the
great traditions of Russian literature which were
in danger of being forgotten and lost as a result
of censorship and the state-imposed corruptions of
"Socialist Realism."
It is a measure of Solzhenitsyn's almost incomprehensible single-mindedness that he should actually have stuck with the first of these ambitions,
formed when he was only seventeen years old.
The original scheme involved a Communist hero,
and by the time he started work on the first
volume (published here in 1972 as August 1914),
he had undergone the revolution in his own
political perspective that reversed his attitude
both toward the Revolution (from positive to
negative) and toward the Russia of the Czars (from
negative to positive). Yet so little did this radical
change in point of view affect the overall design
that, according to Scammell, "he was able to incorporate some of the scenes written in Rostov
nearly thirty years beforehand virtually without
altering them."
Since August 1914 has now been followed by
several more volumes, of which only the excerpts
concerning Lenin have thus far been translated
into English (under the title Lenin in Zurich),
with more yet to come, it is perhaps unfair to
attempt a critical judgment. Nevertheless it can
already be said with confidence that if August
1914 is a fair sample, R-17 (as Solzhenitsyn calls
this entire work-in-progress) has nothing in common with War and Peace except the superficial
characteristics of length and theme.
War and Peace is about Russia during the
Napoleonic wars and August 1914 is about Russia
during World War I; both move back and forth
from the battlefield to the home front; and both
contain fictional characters and historical personages. There, however, the resemblances end. War
and Peace, one of the greatest of all novels, is
alive in every detail, and August 1914 is, to put it
plainly, dead from beginning to end. Neither the
fictional nor the historical personages are truly
realized, and though the combat scenes are scru. pulously rendered, they remain staged set-pieces
with no power to arouse the emotions or draw the
reader in. As for the narrative line, it is driven by
the grim energy of the author's will and not by
the inner compulsion through which the living
organism of a genuine work of novelistic art always unfolds itself.
In short, judging by August 1914, Solzhenitsyn's
epic of the Revolution fails utterly in its claim to
stand beside War and Peace. Beyond this, it bespeaks the collapse of the hope that Solzhenitsyn
would rescue and revive the great stifled tradition
of the 19th-century Russian novel.
this hope of a rebirth of Russian
literature that was aroused in Tvardovsky and his colleagues on the editorial staff of

I

T WAS

Nouy Mir when they read the manuscript of One
Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, with its audaciously realistic exploration of life in a forcedlabor camp. "They say that Russian literature's
been killed," Tvardovsky exclaimed in the course
of a drunken celebration over the anonymous
manuscript that had been submitted to them.
"Damn and blast it! It's in this folder .... " And
when, finally, Ivan Denisovich was published, millions of Russians responded in much the same
way. Scammell explains:
It is hard for Westerners to grasp just how bleak
and barren the Soviet literary scene is and was
(especially in the early 60's), how parched and
starving Soviet readers are for contemporary
literature of any quality .... Paradoxically, ...
although Ivan Denisovich was published in
Moscow for avowedly political reasons and was
received both there and abroad mainly as a
political sensation, it was one of the few Soviet
prose works since the war that could stand completely as a work of art and be discussed exclusively in terms of its aesthetic achievement,
quite apart from its political qualities. It was
a universal statement about the human condition, and it was for this reason that comparisons
were made with Tolstoy and Dostoevsky and
that hungry readers cherished the book.
Yet as Solzhenitsyn himself has often pointed
out, and approvingly, Russian readers differ from
Westerners in making little or no distinction between the aesthetic and the moral or spiritual dimensions of literature. Accordingly, it was not as
"a universal statement about the human condition" that Ivan Denisovich was read and revered
in the Soviet Union, but as a truthful rendering of
a particular experience undergone by the Russian
people.
This was naturally the case with former prisoners-zeks, to use the Russian term-who poured
out their thanks to Solzhenitsyn in hundreds and
even thousands of letters. Here are some examples: "My face was smothered in tears .... I didn't
wipe them away or feel ashamed, because all this
. . . was mine, intimately mine, mine for every
day of the fifteen years I spent in the camps." Or
again: "Although I wept as I read it, at last I felt
myself to be an equal citizen with the rest.... "
And again: "Thank you for your tremendous
achievement, thank you from the bottom of my
heart. I would give you anything, anything. Reading your story I remembered ... the frosts and the
blizzards, the insults and humiliations .... I wept
as I read-they were all familiar characters...."
Nor was it only former zeks who were grateful
to Solzhenitsyn for Ivan Denisovich. "I kiss your
golden hands," wrote one reader; "Thank you for
your truthfulness," wrote another; "Thank you
for your love and courage," said a third; and
speaking for them all, one correspondent declared:
"Thank goodness that you exist . . . look after
yourself. Your existence is our happiness."
With the help of Scammell's brilliant account
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of the context, and by the exercise of a little
imagination, a non-Russian can understand reactions such as these, even if he finds it impossible
to share in them. For while Ivan Denisovich is certainly a better novel than August 1914, it never
really rises to "a universal statement about the
human condition," and no more than August
1914 can it bear comparison with Tolstoy and
Dostoevsky.
Yet Tvardovsky, going even farther than mere
comparison, pronounced Ivan Denisovich superior
to Dostoevsky's House of the Dead because "there
we see the people through the eyes of an intellectual, whereas here the intellectuals are seen
through the eyes of the people." On this issue,
however, even many admirers of Ivan Denisovich
disagreed, asking why Solzhenitsyn had chosen to
write from the point of view of a simple peasant
instead of through the consciousness of an intellectual. Solzhenitsyn hotly defended himself against
this criticism:
Of course, it would have been simpler and
easier to write about an intellectual (doubtless
thinking of oneself all the while: "What a fine
fellow I am and how I suffered"). But ... having
been flung together with [Ivan Denisovich] Shukhov in the same sort of conditions, ... a complete nobody as.far as the others were concerned
and indistinguishable from the rest of them, ...
I had a chance to feel exactly the same as they.
Scammell, agreeing with Tvardovsky and Solzhenitsyn. against the critics, adds that "By making his
hero a common peasant, Solzhenitsyn was able
to seize the essence of the labor-camp experience
and universalize it. An intellectual hero would
have been less typical and more particular, diluting the story's power and impact."
Surely, however, the impact of the story is weakened, not strengthened, by being told through a
character whose life on the outside has been as
full of hardship and deprivation as Ivan Denisovich Shukhov's and who has therefore become so
accustomed to the kind of conditions he is forced
to endure in the labor camp that he can end a day
of unrelieved horror in a state of happiness over
all the luck he has had in not suffering even more
("They hadn't put him in the cooler. The gang
hadn't been chased out to work in the Socialist
Community Development. ... They hadn't found
that piece of steel in the frisk," etc.). Solzhenitsyn
intended this conclusion as a celebration of the
resiliency of the human spirit, and so it is. But at
the same time it makes identifying with Ivan
Denisovich Shukhov (or entering into his skin,
to use Solzhenitsyn's image) almost insuperably
difficult.
No such problem of identification is presented
by The First Circle, which is set in the least harsh
"island" of the Gulag, a prison (known as a
sharashka) housing scientists whose forced labor
takes the form of research on various projects useful to the state. Here, therefore, all the main
characters are intellectuals and they spend a good

deal of time arguing about philosophy, politics,
and the history of their country.
In moving from the "inferno," as it were, of
Ivan Denisovich to the sharashka, "the first cirde"
of this prison-camp Hell, Solzhenitsyn was trying
both to broaden and deepen his fictional exploration of the Gulag. The First Circle is thus very
much longer than Ivan Denisovich and includes
a much wider representation of Soviet society,
ranging from Stalin himself through various
levels of the party hierarchy and down to the
depths of the prison system and its inhabitants.
In Ivan Denisovich, we see Shukhov taking pride
in the physical labor he is forced to do, and in
The First Circle the prisoner-scientists are similarly fired up over a project that, if successfully completed, will enable the KGB to keep even closer
surveillance over the population. The difference
(tending to viodicate the critical view of Ivan
Denisovich) is that for some of the characters in
The First Circle this poses the kind of acute
moral dilemma that lies far beyond the range of
Shukhov's consciousness.
But if it is easier to identify with the characters
in The First Circle than with Ivan Denisovich
Shukhov, it is harder to sustain an interest in
them over the course of this very long novel. As
in August 1914-and as in Cancer Ward, another
long and thickly populated novel set in a hospital
for patients suffering from cancer-Solzhenitsyn
doggedly does all the things a novelist is supposed
to do. He constructs plots, he catalogues details of
scene and character, he transcribes conversations,
he sets up dramatic conflicts, he moves toward
resolutions. Yet all to no avail. Edmund Wilson
once said of F. Scott Fitzgerald that despite everything that was wrong with his novels they never
failed to live. The opposite can be said of Solzhenitsyn's novels: despite everything that is right
about them, they always fail to live.
however, that Solzheni·
tsyn is not a true novelist, let alone
another Tolstoy or Dostoevsky, I am far from suggesting that he is not a great writer. On the contrary, in my opinion his two major nonfiction
works, The Gulag Archipelago and The Oak and
the Calf, are among the very greatest books of the
age. Everything that he tries, and fails, to do in
his novels is magnificently accomplished in these
works. While the novels never come to life, there
is so much vitality in the three volumes of The
Gulag Archipelago that it threatens to overwhelm,
and undermine, the horrors of the material. For
never can such stories have been told with such
verve, such gusto, such animation, such high-spirited irony and sarcasm as Solzhenitsyn brings to
this "history of the Soviet prison system.
But to call The Gulag Archipelago a history is
a little like describing the Talmud as a legal
encyclopedia. The reason the Talmud is so hard
to describe to anyone unacquainted with it is that
there is nothing else quite like it to which it can
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be usefully compared. The same thing is true of
The Gulag Archipelago.
In the absence of archives or histories or other
published sources, Solzhenitsyn's research at first
consisted of collecting reports and stories from
former zeks-227 of them, to be exact-through
secret meetings and carefully concealed correspondence; only later did he have access to such
published materials as existed in restricted library
collections. Drawing on all these sources, and on
his own experience as well, Solzhenitsyn managed,
through concrete episodes, biographical and autobiographical detail, historical analysis, and an almost infinite variety of literary modes and devices,
to reconstruct the entire history of the Soviet
prison-camp system and to convey the experience
of the many millions (as many as 100 million all
told, he estimates) who lived and died on the
"islands" of the "archipelago." Writing this book,
especially under conditions of. enforced secrecy,
was a stupendous feat of mind, spirit, creative
originality, and stamina. It will stand forever as
one of the majestic achievements in the history of
literature.
Solzhenitsyn himself valued The Gulag Archipelago highly enough to resolve that, if his children were kidnapped and held hostage by the
KGB as a way of preventing him from authorizing its publication in the West, he would sacrifice them rather than permit the book to be suppressed. But to The Oak and the Calf (where we
learn about this "superhuman decision" to choose
The Gulag Archipelago over his own children) he
ascribed very little importance indeed. He called
it "secondary literature: literature on literature,
literature apropos of literature, lit~rature begotten by literature," and he apologized in a preface
for wasting the reader's time with such inferior
stuff: "So much has been written, and people have
less and less time for reading: should we, in all
conscience, be writing memoirs, and literary memoirs at that?"
The irony is that The Oak and the Calf is not
only far superior to any of Solzhenitsyn's "works
of primary literature" (by which he means his
novels), but even exceeds them in the very qualities that are usually thought of as novelistic. For
example, there is not a single character in Solzhenitsyn's novels as vividly and fully realized as the
character of Aleksandr Tvardovsky in The Oak
and the Calf. Nor do any of the novels carry the
dramatic force-the drive, the pace, the suspense-of The Oak and the Calf. Somehow, in
telling the story of his own literary career, Solzhenitsyn was able to make far better use of his
novelistic skills than he ever could in the writing
of actual novels. The result is a great work of
autobiography, and one of the most revealing
books ever written about life, and particularly
cultural life, in the Soviet Union.
Solzhenitsyn is not the only writer in our time
who has largely been valued both by himself and
the world as a novelist but whose best work has

been done in forms other than prose fiction. Norman Mailer and James Baldwin spring to mind
immediately as American examples of this phenomenon. It goes without saying that Solzhenitsyn
towers over writers like these, but he has in common with them a quasi-religious attitude toward
art in the traditional sense: to be a writer
means to compose novels, poems, or plays. These
are what make up-in Solzhenitsyn's own terms"primary literature"; everything else is "secondary." But whereas Mailer and Baldwin are merely writers who mistake the nature of their own
true talents (encouraged in this by a culture that
accords higher status to fiction than to nonfiction), Solzhenitsyn presents a more complicated
problem. And it is in trying to grapple with
that problem that we immediately run up
against the much-vexed issue of Solzhenitsyn the
prophet.
be no doubt that SolzheniT tsyn hascan come
in retrospect to regard
HERE

himself as an instrument of the will of God. As is
clear from many hints and suggestions in The Oak
and the Calf, he believes that, unbeknownst to himself, he was appointed to rescue from oblivion
"the millions done to death" in the Gulag. It was
for this purpose that he was sent to the Gulag
himself; it was for this purpose that he survived
the ordeal; and it was also for this purpose that
his life was spared once more after he developed
a cancerous tumor that had been diagnosed as
hopelessly fatal. Not only did God mark him out
and then spare him for this mission; God also
(though, again, he was unaware of it at the time
-there were no visions or voices from on high)
guided his steps in his struggles with the Soviet
authorities, enabling him, a lone individual, to
defy the awesome power of a totalitarian state
and live to tell the tale.
It is not necessary to accept Solzhenitsyn's interpretation of his own life, or even to share his belief in God, in order to understand how and why
he should have come to see himself as an instrument of the divine will. Indeed, one measure of
the greatness of The Oak and the Calf is that it
makes this conviction of Solzhenitsyn's seem at
the very least plausible and even a rationally irresistible conclusion from the clear evidence of his
life. In any case, whether or not one believes in
God, and whether or not one believes that Solzhenitsyn is an instrument of the divine will, his
belief has produced those "clear effects" to which
William James pointed as the "pragmatic" test of
a genuine religious experience.
The first, and the grossest, of those effects is to
have kept Solzhenitsyn alive when he might so
easily have succumbed to the hardships of his
years in the labor camps and then to his struggle
with cancer. He himself takes the view that "People can: live through hardship, but from hard
feelings they perish," and that "Cancer is the fate
of all who give themselves up to moods of bilious,
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corrosive resentment and depression." What saved
Solzhenitsyn from such mortally dangerous "hard
feelings" was his conviction that the millions done
to death in the Gulag depended on him to rescue
them from yet a second and in some ways an even
more terrible death-the death of oblivion. If he
weakened, if he faltered, if he himself were to die,
they would all sink unremembered, unrecorded,
into a silent pit.
Thus, reproaching himself for "the mistaken
sense of obligation" that led him to follow Tvardovsky's advice that he hold back for a while after
publication of Ivan Denisovich, Solzhenitsyn
writes:
Let me make myself clear. I did, of course, owe
something to Tvardovsky, but the debt was
purely personal. I had, however, no right to
look at things from a personal point of view
and to worry about what Novy Mir would think
of me. My point of departure should always
have been that I did not belong to myself alone,
that my literary destiny was not just my own,
but that of the millions who had not lived to
scrawl or gasp or croak the truth about their lot
as jail birds .... I, who had returned from the
world that never gives up its dead, had no right
to swear loyalty either to Novy Mir or to Tvardovsky ....
After the KGB had found and confiscated a
hidden archive of his manuscripts, he reproached
himself even more bitterly:
Just one slip of the foot, one careless move, and
my whole plan, my whole life's work, had come
to grief. And it was not only my life's work but
the dying wishes of the millions whose last
whisper, last moan, had been cut short on some
hut floor in some prison camp. I had not carried out their behests, I had betrayed them, had
shown myself unworthy of them. It had been
given to me, almost alone, to crawl to safety;
the hopes once held in all those skulls buried
now in common graves in the camps had been
set on me-and I had collapsed, and their hopes
had slipped from my hands.
In these and similar passages, we see the apparently contradictory combination of megalomania
and selflessness that come so miraculously together
in the making of a true prophet. Everything depends on him alone, and yet he himself is nothing: truly nothing, a mere vessel. In the case of
Solzhenitsyn, it is only keeping faith with the
dead that keeps him alive, and more than alive:
capable of feats of endurance, exertion, courage
that do indeed seem "superhuman." This is a
word he himself, as we have seen, uses in describ·
ing his decision to sacrifice his own children, if
need be, rather than suppress The Gulag Archipelago. But I for one do not hesitate to apply it to
the entire story of his life: to his survival, to his
capacity for work, and to his defiance of the Soviet
authorities. Nor, to repeat, is it necessary to see
the hand of God in all this in order to recognize
it as in some sense superhuman.

if one did see the hand of God
B ineven
Solzhenitsyn's life, I do not think
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one would see it in his novels. Reading War and
Peace or Anna Karenina one is hard put not toregard Tolstoy as superhuman; the young Maxim
Gorky, for example, atheist though he was, could
not help feeling that Tolstoy was more than a mere
human being. But as a novelist, Solzhenitsyn is,
one might say, all too human. In the making of
novels, he is driven by ordinary and quite conventional literary ambitions. He wants to be a great
artist and to write books worthy of the masters of
Russian literature. The subject matter of those
books is more or less the same as the subject matter of his nonfiction works, but the point, the
overriding point, of the novels is to use it for
the purposes of the author's artistic dreams and
aspirations. In the novels, he is serving himself,
he belongs to himself alone, his literary destiny is
just his own. How do I know this? I know it from
the simple fact that his novels are dead on the
page, denied the breath of life that the novelist is
only given the power to give when he is able to
transcend himself and enter into the experience,
the "skin," of others.
The opposite is true of Solzhenitsyn's nonfiction
works. Again the contrast with Tolstoy is instructive. Tolstoy, as we know from Henri Troyat's
great biography of him (a biography, incidentally,
from which Tolstoy emerges looking like a character out of Dostoevsky), was certainly a megalomaniac, whether writing fiction or religious tracts.
But it was only as a novelist that he became capable of selflessness as well; the theoretically impossible marriage of these two opposing qualities in
the writing of War and Peace and Anna Karenina
is what makes them seem superhuman. The Tolstoy who later wrote tracts and pamphlets was as
little capable of selflessness as most human beings,
even though it was this Tolstoy whom the world,
with its usual perspicacity, took for a saint and a
prophet.
With Solzhenitsyn the position is reversed. It is
in The Gulag Archipelago and The Oak and the
Calf that Solzhenitsyn's megalomania merges with
selflessness. Here he is serving something more
than the "purely personal." Here he does not belong to himself alone. Here his own "literary
destiny" is beside the point. Here he does become
a vessel through which "the millions who had not
lived to scrawl or gasp or croak the truth about
their lot" find voices and tongues and are at last
able to tell what they know. And therefore, it is
here, where he is true to his prophetic vocation,
and here alone, that he also becomes a great writer.
As such he succeeds in accomplishing what he only
imagines he is doing in and through his novels.
To the Russian people he is returning their stolen
or "amputated" national memory, reopening the
forcibly blocked channels of communication between the generations, between the past and the
present; and to other peoples in other parts of the
world he is offering "the condensed experience"
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of his own country "accurately and concisely and
with that perception and pain they would feel if
they had experienced it themselves." To what
end? Why, quite simply, to help them all avoid
making the same mistake themselves: the mistake
of submitting to Communism.
Here, then, we arrive at the very heart of Solzhenitsyn's prophetic mission: to preach against
the failure to understand the radical hostility
of Communism to mankind as a whole-the
failure to realize that Communism is irredeemable, that there exist no "better" variants of
Communism; that it is incapable of growing
"kinder," that it cannot survive as an ideology
without using terror, and that, consequently, to
coexist with Communism on the same planet is
impossible. Either it will spread, cancer-like, to
destroy mankind, or else mankind will have to
rid itself of Communism (and even then face
lengthy treatment for secondary tumors).
by preaching so radically anti-Communist a point of view-and in terms
allowing for no hope of negotiation or compromise and seeming to threaten another world war
-that Solzhenitsyn has made himself more and
more unpopular in the West. I am well aware
that Solzhenitsyn's Western critics also include a
number of staunch anti-Communists who oppose
him not because he is a "cold warrior" but because he espouses a species of Russian nationalism
that is explicitly anti-democratic and (so they
claim) implicitly anti-Semitic. Indeed, one such
critic has charged that the latest volume of R-17,
which has not yet been translated into English,
goes beyond implicit into open anti-Semitism in
its recounting of the assassination- of Stolypin,
Czar Nicholas II's prime minister, by a terrorist
of Jewish origin.
Others to whom I have spoken disagree, and
not having read the book in question, I cannot
make a first-hand judgment. But my own impression, based on an acquaintance with virtually
everything by Solzhenitsyn that has been translated into English, and confirmed by Scammell's
characteristically scrupulous examination of the
question, is that the charge of anti-Semitism rests
almost entirely on negative evidence. That is,
while there is no clear sign of positive hostility
toward Jews in Solzhenitsyn's books, neither is
there much sympathy. I can well imagine that in
his heart he holds it against the Jews that so many
of the old Bolsheviks, the makers of the Revolution that brought the curse of Communism to
Russia, were of Jewish origin; and in general he
also seems to ignore the mordant truth behind the
old quip (playing on the fact that Trotsky's real
name was Bronstein) that "the Trotskys make
the revolutions, the Bronsteins pay the bill." Still,
whatever there may be in his heart, there is no
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overt anti-Semitism in any of his translated works.
On the other hand, his speeches and pamphlets
are full of overt attacks on the democratic West,
whose loss of "civic courage" and whose capitula. tion to the "Spirit of Munich" ("concessions and
smiles to counterpose to the sudden renewed assault of bare-fanged barbarism") he blames on
secularism, materialism, and liberalism. It is this,
rather than any intimations of anti-Semitism, on
which Solzhenitsyn's liberal critics have fastened in
trying to write him off. And even to some of us
who agree with him about Communism and about
the "Spirit of Munich," Solzhenitsyn's brand of
Russian nationalism with its authoritarian coloration and its anti-Semitic potential presents the
most unpleasant and the most unsettling facet of
a serious encounter with his life and his work.
In my opinion, however, we who agree with
Solzhenitsyn about Communism would be making the worst of mistakes if we allowed ourselves
to join with his critics in dismissing him as a
crank or if we ourselves were to ignore him as an
embarrassment. His challenge to the Russian people is to liberate themselves from Communism by
means of their own spiritual resources and without the help of the West, but no matter how we
feel about the form of society he urges upon them
in the post-Communist Russia for which he prays,
our main business is with his challenge to us.
For here-it cannot be repeated too often-is a
lone individual who, by having successfully stood
up to the full power of the Soviet state, has made
himself into a living reproach to the West: a parable in action of the very courage in the face of
Communist totalitarianism that the West has been
unable or unwilling to summon in its own dealings with the Soviet state. Solzhenitsyn's terrible
and terrifying question to us is this: is it posslble
that courage like his own is all that we require to
escape from the fate he has come to warn us
against? Is it possible that the courage first to see
the truth about Communism and then the correlative courage to act upon it can guide our steps
to safety as his own courage guided Solzhenitsyn's,
that it can make the Soviet leaders back down
and ultimately, perhaps, even collapse, just as they
did when confronted by Solzhenitsyn himself?
Forcing us to face that terrible question, rubbing our noses in it, has been Solzhenitsyn's
prophetic mission to the West. To seize upon the
anti-democratic Slavophilia of his message to the
Russian people as an excuse for continuing to
evade the challenge of his life and his work would
only confirm the worst of his charges against usthe charge that we are cowards. And it would
bring us ever closer to the day when we too might
find ourselves plunged headlong into that pit out
of which Solzhenitsyn once clawed his way so that
the dead might be remembered and the living
might be saved.
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