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NIGEL JACKSON

AN INDEPENDENT COMMENTARY ON NATIONAL AFFAIRS

~

SOLZHENITSYN: A SOUL IN EXILE

by Joseph Pearce
(Harper Collins, he 1999, pb 2000)

lexander Solzhenitsyn is a man who has

led a life of heroic witness first against
the Soviet communist tyranny and secondly
against the corruption of the Western world by
humanism, materialism and hedonistic con-
sumerism. For both reasons this important new
biography, insightful and succinct, is to be
heartily welcomed.

Early Life

Solzhenitsyn was a precocious boy whose
achievements at school were outstanding. His
youth was characterised by a conflict between
the secretive Orthodox Christianity of his fam-
ily and the Communist propaganda of his edu-
cation. This resulted in a temporary victory
for the state; however, the seeds of religious
faith had been well planted and did not die.

One of his earliest memories always caused
warmth and security: “the reassuring icon that
hung in one corner of his room”, whose holy
face “seemed to be gazing directly at him like
a true guardian angel”. His aunt Irina was a
major infleence. “She was a true mystic,
deriving sense and sustenance from the mys-
teries of the Gospels and the richness of the
Orthodox liturgy.” Irina believed that beauty
and truth were inseparable. She showed her
nephew “how the history of the church was
inextricably intertwined with the history of the
nation” and instilled “a patriotic love of the
past and a firm faith in the greatness and
sacred destiny of the Russian people”.

Despite this heritage, schooling and peer pres-
sure eventually made the young Solzhenitsyn
a dedicated Marxist; for “the Soviet education
system as part of its indoctrination strategy,
had virtually abolished the teaching of history
except in a highly selective and slanted way,
and had replaced it with propaganda and ideo-
logical thinking”. Years later Solzhenitsyn
looked back on his youth with shame and
grieved over “the astonishing swinishness of
egotistical youth”, for he and his friends had
had “no sense of living in the midst of a
plague, that people were dropping all around
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us”.
In April 1940 he married a fellow student,
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Natalya Reshetovskaya. In spring 1941 he
gained a brilliant first class honours degree
from Rostov University in mathematics and
physics. In 1942 he was accepted into the
army, scon becoming a first Lieutenant,

Army Experiences

Solzhenitsyn regarded his time in the Soviet
army as the first of three crucial defining phas-
es of his life. Between 1943 and 1945 he
fought bravely and took part in the advance on
Germany; but “all the time a metamorphosis
was taking place as a direct result of the suf-
fering he saw around him.”

Solzhenitsyn was repelled by Stalin’s
appalling message to his troops that “every-
thing was allowed” and vainly counselled his
own men on the need for moderation, self-
restraint and honourable behaviour towards a
vanquished foe. His grim impressions later
contributed to the realism of his magnificent
war novel August 1914 and to his narrative
poem Prussian Nights, whose narrator “begins
to perceive something metaphysically infernal
in the physical inferno all about him.” Gleb
Nerzhin in The First Circle echoes his author’s
memory: “The lower I sank in that inhumanly
ruthless world, in some strange way the more
I listened to those few who, even then, spoke
to my conscience.” Pearce comments that
Solzhenitsyn “was beginning to perceive that a
spirit of sacrifice was at the heart of marriage,
and of life, and that the selfish pursuit of need-
lessly created wants was an obstacle to true
happiness”.

Arrest and imprisonment

One of the greatest shocks of Solzhenitsyn’s
life came when, totally out of the blue, he was
arrested by the political police on 9th February
1945 and charged with committing anti-Soviet
propaganda and founding a hostile organiza-
tion. Solzhenitsyn was destined to serve out an
eight-year prison term at various locations and
regarded this experience as the second crucial
defining phase of his life. “It allowed me to
understand Soviet reality in its entirety and not
merely the one-sided view I had of it.” Prison
returned to him the Christian spirit of his
childhood and saved him from the emptiness
of atheistic humanism.
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One influence was a fellow dissident at
Butyrki Prison, Boris Gammerov, who
rebuked him for laughing at the “hypocrisy” of
President Roosevelt publicly praying
and asked: “Why do you not admit the possi-
bility that a political leader might sincerely
believe in God?” Taken aback, Solzhenitsyn
was forced to re-appraise his own apparent
certainty and “suddenly realised that his con-
demnation had been spoken not out of convic-
tion but as the result of a Pavlovian response
instilled by Soviet education”.

Pearce comments that inevitably Solzhenitsyn
was forced to question the meaning of life
itself. “It was the beginning of an ardent and
arduous search for truth which was to preoc-
cupy him throughout the long years and drudg-
ery of the labour camps..... He was beginning
to discern that a man's spirit was not
determined by his material circumstances but
could rise above them.”

Self-exploration

On July 9, 1947 he arrived at Marfino, a spe-
cial prison institute for scientific research,
which was to be the inspiration for Mavrino,
the major setting of his first novel, The First
Circle. Here he met Dimitri Panin ard Lev
Kopelev, models for the characters Dimitri
Sologdin and Lev Rubin. One was “the very
image of an idealised knight of Christendom”
and the other “a deeply committed Marxist,
loyal Party member, and staunch supporter of
the Soviet regime”. Kopelev’s downfall had
come when he opposed the looting, rape and
terror caused by the Soviet army. These
friendships were hugely influential. Pearce
describes the “triumvirate of truth-seekers
whose interminable arguments never became
quarrels” and comments that The First Circle
“at its highest level is a hymn of praise to the
pursuit of philosophical truth in the midst of
tribulation”.

At the same time Solzhenitsyn was seeing his
literary vocation more clearly. “With an iron
determination, he was resolved to tell the truth
— the full, unexpurgated truth — about life in
Stalin’s camps. He would, single-handedly if
necessary, break the conspiracy of silence.”

In August 1950 he was transferred to
Ekibastuv labour camp deep in the semi-arid
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genuflect before the altar of Western two-party
democracy”.

Pearce is eager, however, lo see Solzhenitsyn
understood as a democrat; and this may be a
weakness of the biographer’s own approach,
since the insights that his subject had won are
perhaps more compatible with traditional
political orders that are hierarchical and aristo-
cratic — something that Pearce never even
considers. Instead he approves Solzhenitsyn’s
admiration of the Swiss system “organized in
small local units, such as the village and the
canton” with an emphasis on “local self-deter-
mination and the active participation of the
entire population. The Swiss have such a high
sense of responsibility that there are no
attempts by groups to seize something for
themselves and elbow out the rest”.

Alas! That seems to belong to the past, after
the collapse in recent years of the Swiss peo-
ple before various demands made by Jewish
lobby groups, as a result of which, for exam-
Ple, a man of exceptional intelligence, industry
and integrity such as Jurgen Graf can be
gaoled for expressing dissident views of
Twentieth-Century history!

During his twenty years of exile in the West
Solzhenitsyn would make many perceptive
criticisms of modern society. On his first visit
to Britain in February 1976 he warned, during
a BBC interview, of the dangers inherent in the
retreat of the older generation who had yield-
ed their intellectual leadership.

In September Solzhenitsyn settled in
Cavendish, Vermont, USA, where he would
spend eighteen years. On June 8, 1978 he
delivered the commencement address at
Harvard University, in which he condemned
the Western world as being morally bankrupt:
“It is time, in the West, to defend not so much
human rights as human obligations.” He par-
ticularly attacked the mass media: “Hastiness
and superficiality — these are the psychic dis-
eases of the Twentieth Century and more than
anywhere else this is manifested in the press.”
The media had become “the greatest power
within the Western countries, exceeding that of
the legislature, the executive and the judici-
ary”. Yet its power was deeply undemocratic:
“According to what law has it been elected and
tv whom is it responsibie?”

Collapse of the USSR

During 1988 and 1989 the hardline communist
regime in the USSR collapsed. In July 1989
the Soviet Writers’ Union restored
Solzhenitsyn’s membership and urged the
USSR government to sanction Russian publi-
cation of The Gulag Archipelago. Fifteen
years earlier this had been aptly described by
George Kennan as “the most powerful single
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indictment of a political regime ever to be lev-
elled in modern times”, Part of it was now
published by Novy Mir in October. In 1990
and 1991 the political order of the USSR final-
ly collapsed after seventy-four years of com-
munism.

Solzhenitsyn was now more and more focus-
ing on Russian restoration. In January 1990 he
announced his plan to write a specialised glos-
sary of ancient Russian words and rare dialect
as a means of defending the beauty and purity
of the language against foreign intrusions. His
citizenship was restored on 16th August. Two
months later he published the important essay,
Rebuilding Russia.

In this manifesto Solzhenitsyn wamed that the
danger for the new Russia was of succumbing
to “the uncontrolled greed of unbridled mate-
rialism”.

In December he was awarded the Russian state
literature prize for The Gulag Archipelago. In
September 1991 the treason charges against
him were revoked and he completed his major
lifework, a cycle of novels called The Red
Wheel.

Return to Russia

Solzhenitsyn returned to Russia on May 27,
1994. He soon found it necessary to attack the
new corruption of the nation. In 1998 he pub-
lished Russia in the Abyss in which he con-
demned the theft of national resources “under
the guise of privatisation”. Russia was losing
its economic sovereignty and falling into the
power of the multinationals.

Interview with Pearce

In 1998 Pearce travelled to Russia for a long
personal interview with Solzhenitsyn and
reports on this extensively in his final chapter.
“Among educated people in the modern
world,” Solzhenitsyn observed, “politics occu-
pies far too great a proportion of time. All the
periodicals, all the newspapers are saturated
with politics, although many of the subjects
they are discussing are very transient and short
term.”

The misuse of the law appeared to be another
feature of modern life. *“Current modernity
boasts of the fact that everything is in accor-
dance with ‘the law’..... In truth, the iegai
measure, the juridical way of measuring, is
lower than the ethical.” In Biblical terms, such
an obsession with legality could be described

as pharisaism.

Solzhenitsyn has come to identify himself
very deeply with the traditional teachings and
liturgies of the Russian Orthodox church;
however, he is not foolishly rigid or fanatical.
“One cannot declare that only my faith is cor-
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rect and all the other faiths are not..... Every
religion that exists on earth represents some
face, some side of God.” He qualifies this uni-
versalism wisely by adding that “the depth of
understanding God and of applying his com-
mandments is different in different religions.”
Solzhenitsyn also supports reasonable church
reform.

Nationalism

The area of discussion in which Pearce
appears most notably to be seeking to avoid
the stigma of political incorrectness is
in his presentation of Solzhenitsyn’s
clear preference for nationalism over interna-
tionalism. Most of this presentation, however,
is valuable and interesting.

Solzhenitsyn’s support for Russian national-
ism could be seen as early as 1968 in his qual-
ified support for an essay by
Victor Chalmayev. “He was pleased by
Chalmayev'’s appeal to Russian, as opposed to
Soviet, patriotism; he was delighted by his
praise for the early Russian Church and
Russian saints and shared his reverence for the
uniqueness of Russian national tradition.” For
Solzhenitsyn, Pearce observes, “it was neces-
sary to reject the Revolution in the name of
national tradition”.

One Word of Truth, the Nobel lecture which
takes its name from a traditional Russian
proverb, contains important insights into
nationalism. “Literature becomes the living
memory of a nation. What has faded into his-
tory it thus keeps warm and preserves in a
form that defies distortion and falsehood. This
literature, together with language, preserves
and protects a nation’s soul.” Pearce states that
this concept of the national soul was a corner-
stone of Solzhenitsyn’s worldview.

Solzhenitsyn opposed the concept of world
government. Such a government would be
impossible under democracy, “for, given uni-
versal franchise, when and where would an
intellectual elite be elected to govern?
Consequently, any world government would
need to be imposed because it would never be
elected. It would constitute authoritarian
rule”. It may be, of course, that much of mod-

ern democracy is tarred with the same brush,
hut Pearce does not exnlore that nossihility.

And in Rebuilding Russia he quoted
Solovyev’s maxim that: “you must love all
other peoples as you love your own.” The spir-
it of decentralisation, moreover, “should go
beyond the rights of small nations to be free
from the yoke of internationalism or imperial-
ism. It should extend to the rights of small
communities, and even families, to be free
from the yoke of central state planning”.
















































