
EXCURSUS I 
Solzhenitsyn, DBtente, and Helsinki 

For those Americans.with ears to hear, Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn has performed a real service. Gerald 
Ford and Henry Kissinger belong to that consider- 
able group of people who are deaf to what he has 
to say. As a result they slipped and stumbled badly 
when they tried to sidestep the issues raised 
almost by his very presence in the United States. 
Other Americans need not follow their clumsy ex- 
ample. 

The White House first attempted to finesse a 
confronfation with Solzhenitsyn by saying that 
President Ford’s schedule did not allow time for 
him to see the world-renowned Russian exile. 
Given the people who do show up on his schedule, 
that’s as convincing as a statement by Joe 
Namath that he’s too busy to play football. That 
excuse was then upgraded to mean that the Presi- 
dent preferred “substantive” to “symbolic” meet- 
ings. Although that statement carried little more 
conviction than the first, it introduced into the 
sprawling discussion of a possible Ford- 
Solzhenitsyn meeting a distinction that should 
not be lost, a distinction that one can apply 
to detente. 

Behind all the obfuscating fog thrown up by the 
White House is a discernible figure of a Ford ad- 
visor saying: “Don’t do it.Don’t meet with him. It’ll 
just throw sand into the works.” Although the ad- 
vice was foolish, it was at least based on the 
recognition that symbolic actions can affect sub- 
stantive issues. And if detente were both as sig- 
nificant as its supporters assert and as fragile as 
many of its detractors agree, it might have been 
the course of wisdom for Ford to put Solzhenitsyn 
Off. 

But what are the solid, substantive issues that 
might thus be shunted off the tracks? The constant 
threat posed by nuclear weapons makes it advan- 
tageous to both the superpowers to try to diminish 
that threat. But what are the other significant is- 
sues on which the great powers and others feel 
that they can and should agree? The feeble results 
that emerged from the highly touted Helsinki con- 
ference confirm that they are very little. 

And in the meantime what has detente meant 
for Russia? Some minor restraint in South Asia, 
active intervention in both the Middle East and in 
Portugal, heightened repression within Russia ac- 
companied by Brezhnev’s clear implication that the 
USSR will brook no interference, increased im- 
ports of advanced technology, and intermittent 
demands on American grain. And for the U.S.? 

That shopping list is very short. 
What would a visit from Solzhenitsyn have 

threatened? Would some element important to U.S 
bargaining have been damaged? Would Brezhnev 
have been nasty to Kissinger? That is not to be 
believed. 

But Solzhenitsyn is an angular, discomforting 
person, and he has launched strong moral criti- 
cism against both the USSR and current Western 
democracies, including the United States. If the 
decision to shunt Solzhenitsyn aside. was based 
on his denunciation of Soviet policy and practice, it 
was simply a pusillanimous decision. Soviet lead- 
ers regularly receive and honor foreign visitors 
whose denunciation of the U.S. is standard ritual. 
For the U.S. to follow a completely different course 
is a mark not of consideration, political wisdom, 
and statesmanship, but of political blindness and 
incomplete perceptions. 

But it is in his criticism of the United States and 
other Western democracies that the Russian 
novelist might be most valuable for us. Solzhenit- 
syn is not indifferent to issues of national wealth 
and power, but one of the reasons that he unset- 
tles and disturbs many Americans (as well as Rus- 
sians) is that he speaks in terms that cannot easily 
be converted into immediate political currency. He 
often sounds as if he were from a previous genera- 
tion, hurling prophetic denunciation at the evils of 
the world. He is, in fact, speaking out of the Byzan- 
tine religious tradition that has not yet been com- 
pletely subdued in Russian civilization. .And what 
he is asserting (apart from particular political 
judgments, with which one can differ) is that the 
moral and ethical base on which all political action 
is grounded is _eroding in the West. What he 
poses, often in quasi-political terms, are funda- 
mental spiritual questions about the nature and 
destiny of humankind. 

It is no wonder that even many people who are 
busily preparing for the bicentennial year of this 
country do not want to listen to this Russian 
novelist. It is easier by far to dismiss his comments 
on South Vietnam and Chile as those of a blink- 
ered reactionary than to deal with the philosophi- 
cal thrust of his criticism. It is easier, even, to 
grapple with such complex and important ques- 
tions as economic growth, inflation, and unem- 
ployment than to respond to his questions about the 
ethical framework within which such problems 
should be considered. It is, of course, easier for 
the White House to deal with power brokers than 
with those who ask to what end that power is 
directed. It is easier even for us to follow the ex- 
ample of Ford’s advisors-but i t  would be at the 
expense of being as foolish as they. 
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