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WHEN DISSENT BECOMES 
THE CRIMINALITY OF 

How much criticism can the govemment of a 
stable society tolerate? Is there a point beyond 
which criticisni is a crime and dissent is treason? 
Can a government allow its authority to be ques- 
tioned and therefore weakened by propaganda 
and demonstration? 

For the Soviet Union these questions were 
gi\ren a fairlv definite answer last month when 
two writers: ‘ Andrei Siwravsky and Yuli Daniel, 
were tried and sentenced to years of hard labor. 
Under the pseudonynis of Abram Tertz and Niko- 
lai Arshak, these hvo writers produced nianu- 
scripts which, thev judged, could not be pub- 
lished in the preseit political and cultural climate 
of Russia. The manuscripts were smuggled out 
of the countr). and published abroad. After a 
public campaign against the hvo \vriters, thev 
were tried under a section of the Soviet code tl& 
niakes it a crime to engage in “agitation or prop- 
aganda . . . for the purpose of weakening or sub- 
verting Soviet authority. . . .” 

Since the “open” trial escluded foreign news- 
men, knowledge of what actually took place dur- 
ing the trial has been derived mostly from the 
acrimonious reports in the Soviet press and radio, 
and comments in Russian literary journals. The 
charges were estraordinary, for the authors were 
accused of grand treason, theft (of literary tech- 
niques), betrayal, anti-Semitism, etc. The trial 
has obLious similarities to other Soviet trials, and 
those who have, over the years, maintained their 
skepticism about Soviet justice will feel justified 
for some )rears more. 

But there were oblious differences from years 
past. Neither Sinyavsky nor Daniel \vere forced 
to recant or apologiz-c for their“crinies,” and 
among the many figures of stature who criticized 
and repudiated the triol as unjust were a number 
of foreign Communist writers and editors. Loiiis 
hagon ,  the noted French poet and long-time 
Communist, attacked the trial for establishing 
“criminality of opinion, a precedent more in- 
jurious to the interests of socialism than the 
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\vorks of Sin).a\rsky illid Duiiiel could be. I t  is to 
he feared, indeed, that this type of proccdurc is 
inlicrcnt in the nature of coiiiniunism. . . .” Italian, 
British, Scandinn\kin and Austrian Piirtv mein- 
bers also rejected the terms of the trial. 1 I t  niav 
bc Lvortli noting tliilt Herbert Apthcker, i1 Coni- 
munist theoretician and one of ii trio that niadc a 
trip to l’ietnani recently, sided with the prose- 

American Communists have not‘been known for 
originality or independence. ) 

The trial nnd conviction answer some qiics- 
tions that lvere being asked with a note of cii11- 
tious optimism in recent years. It is now quite 
clear that de-Stalinization has i t s  limits, that not 
e\*eri~thing can be said or Lvritten about the So- 
\piet ‘Union by those subject to its control, that 
political orthodoxy prcscribes orthodoxy in all 
other fields, including the artistic. 

c1ltors. But OIIC should‘1)robnbly illso riote that 
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It  is also clear, howe\*er, that in mi111v of its 
aspects the trial was n loss for the Soviet‘ Union. 
Although the trial \vas conducted in semi- 
secret!', it was nevertheless held and its judg- 
ments piiblicized. Because of this publicity one 
of the points made by  the prosecution has been 
thoroughly discredited. For the task of the prose- 
cution \\.& to hold the tiyo writers up as exam- 
ples, but as isolated esnmples of writers who had 
neither sympathetic fellow-writers nor readers. 
And in this the trial completely failed, both in 
the Soviet Unioii where friendly witnesses i i p -  

penred, and in other countries where critics mid 
readers came to the defense of the \vriters. The 
trial also showed that the present Soviet regime 
jf‘i1s willing to return to some of the most p h -  
licized and discredited practices of Stalinism. It 
supports the \.ien.s of those who ha\re argried 
that the Communist regime has built into its vcn- 

artistic, intellectual and‘political freedom. .c 

Yet there are important dlfferences behvcen 
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the Russia of Stalin and the Russia of Kosygin. 
The former was contemptuous of public opinion 
tvliether domestic or foreign and cared little for 
popularity and international marks for ood con- 

lvily back to those dark days. 
\\.‘lien one views the injustice and the foolish- 

iicss of Soviet action in a case such as this, one 
can gain a greater appreciation for the tradition 
of dissent that exists in this country. I t  often 
seems to be a spindly, harsh and prickly plant, 
hut then i t  has had to survive some rather bad 
native weather. In this country dissent has often 
bcen-to change the metaphor-a noisy, ineffi- 
cient, disorganized process. But it has kept open 
posdAities of thought and action that would 
otlienvise have been foreclosed; it has awakened 
consciences to moral issues that some of us hard- 
Ir .  kiew existed; it has indicated goals that have 
$meed from utopian dreams, to unlikely possi- 
bilities, to practical necessities. 

A time of crisis-and Vietnam is surely a crisis 
€or the American people-tests the value of dis- 
sent. But it tests equally well those values, atti- 
tudes and actions which dissent calls into ques- 
tion. \!‘hen mere dissent becomes criminal, it is 
the state that has been convicted. 

duct. The Russia of today cannot go a/ B the long 

SOME STARTLING FIGURES 

According to Joseph Alsop, who writes from 
Ivashington, “some pretty peculiar reporting 
from Vietnam plus a lot of flabby thinking in 
Washington have combined to produce a mood 
of defeatism in many quarters of this city.” As a 
remedy he recommended looking at the record. 

A tabulation of all the reports from the head- 
quarters of General Westmoreland, he said, leads 
to some startling figures. From January 1 through 
hfarch 7, accordin to Alsop’s figures, total 
enemy losses of all knds must be numbered in 
the “tens of thousands,” enough to allow the 
judgment that there has been an “astonishing 
transformation of the war.” . 

In the New York Times Ma azine of March 6, 
Bernard Fall also did some guring. With the 
additional authorization for the current fiscal 
year “the per capita expenditure for every cap- 
tured or killed Viet Cong in 1965 will have come 
to a substantial $365,111.” . 

We don’t intend to comment. We simply note 
that the record does provide some rather startling 
figures. 

J. F. 

A December Commentary article by Theodore 
Dri~pcr-noted in this column in January-which crit- 
icized U.S. policy in the Dominican coup of last 
April, Ius stimulated debate in the pages of the 
National Rcoiew, and additional comments by 
Draper himself have appeared in The New Republic 
and The New Leadcr. 

In  the first of two National Reuiew articles in the 
February 8 issue, the editor of Latin Am&n Re- 
port, a former U.S. diplomat in Havana who covered 
thc Dominican crisis, marks the original Draper re- 
port “a bitchy, nit-picking performance.” This writer, 
Paul D. Bethel, presents evidence to support the 
validity of press and official statements about the 
nnture and effects of the Dominican coup which 
Draper had called into question. And he replies to 
Draper’s assertion that there  vas little substance to 
the Johnson Administration’s charge of Communist 
manipulation of the revolt. 

hlr. Bethel finds ”the scream from the left-Liberal 

comer over U.S. intervention in the Dominican Re- 
public,” both ”interesting and sigdicant. Most of 
Mr. Draper’s sources” of information, he says, ”me 
wedded to the proposition that the so-called ‘demo- 
cratic Left’ in Latin America is the answer to Com- 
munist subversion, and to right-wing pressures.” But 
the very fact of ”Communist manipulation of the 
Dominican revolt,” which Bethel is able to establish 
to his satisfaction, “proves that the ‘democratic Left’ 
in that country, at least, is politically ineffective.” 

‘The preponderance of evidence is that Juan 
Bosch. and his Dominican Revolutionary Party PRD] 
turned to the Communists, voluntarily, to provide 
the bone and sinew which the PRD sadly lacked. 
This truth, for our Liberals, is ‘unthinkable,”’ Bethel 
contends. ”Therefore the Draper reconstruction.” 
0 

In the second National Rc&w article, J. B. Bender 
(“pen name of an expert in Latin American affairs”), 
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