
THE SOLZHENITSYN AFFAIR: 
A MINORITY VIEW 

Eight vears arfo ; in obscure algebra teacher. Alek- 
s a n t l c ~  Solzhenitsvn, wis  introduced to the Soviet 
ptibIic by tIic ptil)Iic;ition of his grippinp story of ’ 

life i n  ;t Staliiiist la\)or’c;iinpt OIIC ~ ( i ! /  i t 1  t l ~ c  Lifc of 
fciiri flctii.socic!i i n  AToci/ Mir Ne\\ \Vorld\. a dis- 
tinrruislietl li1icr;il 1iter;iry journd thcw cditccl l ~ v  the 

scl1s;ition;il \\Fork \vas pcrsonallv approved 1 ) ~  liotli 
tlic 1’;irty Central Cornmittee and former Premier , 1 l i  !,ita : S. Kliruslicliw. It follo\wd Klirushchc~~’s 

f;iinoris “Sc,cret Spc~cdi” \\,hicl> denounced the evils 
of t lw Stalinist rt.Cimc. m d  1~l;umcd tliem on “tlic 
cult of pcrson;ility.” For the brief pvriod of cultural 
tliil\v \\,hicl1 ;iccornp;inicd de-Stalinization. So\.ic.t 
\vi-itclrs \vert' ;il)lci to protest viqorously ;i~;iinst tlic 

] j i l t  i n  doinc so t1ic.v ine\~ital)lv tlrew either explicit 
o r  iniplicit 1i;iriillels Xvitli tlic contiiiuing problrms 
of soci;il injustice \vhich rcmained unsolved during 
t l i v  Khriisl~chcv era il1itl \vhich pcuist todav. A 
~ r o ~ i i i d  s\vc~ll of social protest \\’its set i n  motion 
\\rliicli appc~ i~ red  i r rc \wdi le  and irrepressible to 
optimists in  tlie \\’cist. sonic of \\~honi prematurcl!~ 
preclictctl tlie triumph of “1il)eralism at last.” A re- 
actiori \viis iiievitu\,le a n c l  \viis not long i n  coming. 
rI.lie lilicwl poet, Yc\rgclny .~ Ycvtushcnko, l i d  written 
i t  fainoils pocwi \wrning that dthougli thc dictator 
Iiimself \\’;IS tleutl. “Stalin’s Heirs” \vcre still wr \ .  
niiich alive :ind rcadv to revert to his totalitarian 
niethotls o f  control liy repression ;tnd terror. As if to 
prove Iiim riqlit, Klir~islicliev himself. in n long ;ind 
vitriolic Ii:tr;tnguc? to tlie Soviet l\’riters Conference 
i n  11;irch. lYG3, denoiinced the liberal trend in art 
i tn t l  literattire. \vhich he had himself encouraged; 
and calletl for ;i rcitrcat i~ncler tlie politicized slogiin, 
“ ‘ l l 1 ~ ~ r c ~  c;in he no peaceful coexistence- in the realm 
01 itlcologv.” .4 ne\v freeze was 011, and the pendulum 
has I i c ~ s n  s \ \ i i i ~ i i i ~  back ;incl forth e \ a  since--us in- 
deed i t  I i n d  tor VL‘;II’s Iicfore. I’hcre has heen ;I tentl- 
cwc\‘ to iiiterprc)t t h e  :iltc~nnting moves in the di- 
rcction of tolcrancc or repression in blitck and n~hi te  

poct. )\lclisnntler n i l l & ~ ~ s k l r .  ~ 1 1 e  re~easc of‘ this 

Iioliticd ~ i i i d  social iniiisticcs of the Stalinist ’ ‘IlllC. 

terms. as eitlier hnrbingers of a liberal spring or 
ominous signs of ii return to “Stnlinist totalitarian- 
ism.” That both interprc,tations owrstiite the CiiSc 
slioiiltl I)c obvious from a brief coinpiirison of the 
\v;tv i i i  \vliich the Soviet recime r tw ted  to the earlier 
Piis tcr nak il ff air. 

The rcwler will recall that in the fall of 1958, the 
Nol)cl prize for literature \\w offerecl to the late 
13oris Pasternak for his n o \ d .  Dr. Zliiwc!o. The fact 
tliiit Pastcrnak insisted on rejecting the prim was 
wiclcly intcrprctetl ;is due to official prcssiire. Vicious 
So\ ic t  criticism of Iioth the novel nnd its author \viis 
Iic.a\,ilv pul)licized abroad and was corintei,roductivc 
f rom ;I public rvlations stii11dpoint. 

I’ossiblv ;is ;I result of the neptitre image produced 
by  tlie repime’s hund l in~  of the I’nsternak affair, the 
ncxt two vears were chnrwterized by relative moder- 
ation in Parts control over Soviet writers. AutIior> 
\ \ r h o  l i a d  11ren castipated bv Klirushchev or bv Partv 
critics continucB(1 to lie puGlisl1ed (wit11 frequent &- 
lavs) in  the pnqes of Nooy Afir, which brought out 
tliice additional s~ior t  novels of ~ o ~ i e n i t s v n .  A,] 
1 t I cirl c t i  t [it K ret ch cif o ukn S t ri t io 1 1 .  A i d  r i p  t iri’s ’ Hotisc. 
ant1  or t/lc coo( /  of t ~ i e  ~ a z r s e .  Aleanhile. the re- 
Sirne found itself faced with t i  growing underground 
litcwturc of social protest. This class of literature 
( which includes poetrv, novels and even news 
sheets) is callc~l sotiiizdat. meaning literallv “self- 
piiblished.” Tvpe\vrittcn copies of works that editors 
rejected or \\&Id not dare to p~iblish began to cir- 
culate witlclv tlirouph informal channels. Two recent 
Solzhenitsyn nov~~ls ,  The Cnticcr \Vartl and The First 
Circlc. for \vhicIi he has been offered the Nobel 
prize. are knonw to the Soviet public onlv in this 
form. To add to the reqime’s problem. certain nu- 
tliors begait scntline works iIbroi1d for publication 
thnt could not be printed in the USSR. The most 
not:ilile case is that of Andrei Sininvskv ( Abram 
1 crtz ). \\diose liitinq satire on contcmporary Soviet 
litr., ~ / l c >  zri{ / /  B c g i i s ,  w a s  widely acclaimeh i n  the 
\\’est. A s  ;i result, early in 1966, Siniavsky anti ii co- 
cleirncinnt, lulii I)nniei, were condemneci to five ancl 
sc’\wi years hnrd labor respectively. Their trial itself 
Iiecnmc a critisc cilPbrc and w;is widely criticized, 
even bv Communist Party lenders abroad, as n trav- 
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esty of justice and a flagrant example of harsh re- 
pression. To further complicate the Solzhenitsyn 
case, in 1968-69, both his Cancer W ~ r d  and Thc 
First Circle were published abroad, apparently with- 
out his permission, based on sami;d(if tests smuggled 
out of the USSR. The  regime reacted severely. Solz- 
henitsyn was expelled from the IVriters’ Union and 
has been subject to continuous abuse by Party 
critics. His response to such pressure 1x1s f o h v e d  
the line which he set for himself in a letter addressed 
to the Fourth National Congress of So\iet IVriters in 
Alay, 1967: “hly work has thus been finally smoth- 
ered, gagged and slnndered. . . . No one can bar the 
road to truth, and to adwnce  its cnuse I am pre- 
pared to accept even death.” 

In contrast to the angry spate of abuse heaped on 
Pnsternak under similar circumstances, the present 
Soviet regime has been noticcably circumspect sincc 
the Nobel prize \vas offered to Solzhenitsyn i n  Oc- 
tober, 1970. The  official line is apparently one of “no 
comment,” and the author himself Iias been unavail- 
able.  This deep-freeze t reatment  is apparent ly  
designed to avoid the kind of unfnvorahle repercus- 
sions abroad of the Pasternuk affair. The  Eorniul,i, 
“neither acceptance nor rejcction,” which \viis ap- 
parently imposed on Solzhenitsyn, is reminiscent of 
Trotsky’s famous “neither \var nor peace” prior to 
the signing of the treaty of Rrest-Litovsk bv wliicli the 
USSR withdrew from the first \vorld war during thc 
fledgling days of the Soviet regime. In late Novcmber, 
i n  a lrtter to the Acndeniy mnde public by fricnds, 
Solzhenitsyn said lie would lie happy to i-vceiw the 
prizc i n  hlosco\v at  the, Sweclisli Enibnssy. 

The Soviet Government is undoubtedly emb‘ir- 
rassed by the Nobel prize award to an author who 
has been one of the most outspokcii and fearlcss 
voices of social protest in the USSR. Solzhenitsyn’s 
Cancer IVurd and The First Circle paint a grim but 
absorbing picture of tlie political and social order 
in Stalinist Russia. They nre written in the tradition 
of thc great ninetcentli-ceiit~I1.y no\rels of Turgencv. 
Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. But Solzhenitsyn is primar- 
i ly an artist and a humanist, not ii polemicist. He  is 
deeply concerned wit11 the moral problems of evil 
and suffering of which his gcncration s;iw so much 
during the Stalinist purges of the late 1930’s. Solz- 
lienitsyn probes deeply into the eternal questions of 
the human condition which have always fascinated 
the greatest of the Russim authors-man’s nlienation, 
and his search for inner freedom and pence in the 
midst of a harsh, oppressive environment. What  bet- 
ter setting could he find to probe the eternal ques- 
tions of man’s fate than a cancer ward or the first 
circle of Dante’s Inferno! 

Uiider these circumstnnccs his \York, from the re- 
gimc’s point of view, is necc.ssarily tcdcwtious. h i t  
I i c w  again, Solzlirnitsyn is in tlie best tradition of 
Riissimi social protest litcnturc, of tlie ninctecnth 
century. To\vard the end of Dcrrtl SOIIIS ,  Gogol rue- 
fully preclictetl that he would bc censured by so-  
cdlcd patriots \\rho make sure' of their o\vn futurc 
lit the cy>cnsc of otlicrs h i t  who, if ;i lmok appcws 
in wliicli sonic bittcr truth is told, i i i n  out of every 
corner like spiclcrs after ;i fly a n c l  raise an awful 
cl~lmor. 

Sol7lienitsyn \mites with such brilliance that the 
total csffcct is h;dlucinogcnic: only the past secms 
real LUKI the present il dream. His obsession, that the 
evils of tlie Stdinist past must never lie tolerated 
agnin, is ;i noble one, and certainly both in Russia 
mt l  clscwhere men should be reminded that eternal 
\.igilance is indispensable to tlie preservation of 
\vhatc\lcr freeclonis they have \van. 

Nevcrtlieless, the net effect on the \Vestern r e d e r  
of Solzhcnitsyn’s prcoccupiltion with tho evils of 
the past is pernicious. IVliile it lasts, the hallucino- 
genic effect of his writing is so po\verful that the 
r e a d t ~  is virtually compelled to perceive Soviet real- 
ity toclay through lenses clouded with the mist of 
terror which hung like a pall over Stalinist Russia. 
For tlie politically unsophisticated render the result 
is iui Iinconscioiis reinforcmient of “the worst pos- 
sible image” or “totalitnrian niodcl” of Soviet society, 
;i motlcl already deeply impressed on his subcon- 
scious mind by two decades of cold war propag,indn. 
An!~onc reatling The Firsf Circle must make a real 
effort of will to reulize that Stalin has been dead for 
sevcntecn y a r s ,  and that Soviet society today bears 
;IS little rest.mblance to Dante’s Inferno as does our 
own society to that of the hlcCarthy era. 

I t  has taken a decade of strenuous intellectual 
r<~iitfjustIl~ent on the part of Western shldents of the 
Soviet scene to abandon the totalitarian model ac- 



cording to which all political ancl social chiinge 
\vit l i in the USSII wis  interpreted ;is imposed from 
: i l ) o \ ~ .  \\’it11 rcyicct to forcign affairs, it h;is taken 
\\’!.stern political analysts :i similar effort to abandon 
the iiii:ige of ;I Soiriet Iciitl~r~liip predestined by its 
itlcwlogy t o  imposc evcrywhrrc an imaginary blric- 
print lor \Vorld Ilominiition by means of ;I mysteri- 
oils “( ) p o r i i t i o d  Cotlc of tlic I’olithro.” I f  it has 
t;ilicii scliol;irs ;I clcnide? to modify “the worst pos- 
sil)lc* iinagc” of t l i c  USSR (to which ii minority still 
cliiigs). t l i c l  i i i ; i n  ir i  tlic street c;in liartlly hc? cyc,ctecl 
to ~ l i a n t l o i i  t l i r .  friimcwork of cold w a r  stereotypes 
tlirortgli \\.liicli lie pcrccivcs the> Sovict scene, es- 
pc~ci : i l l~~  \vlicn tlicy ;ire continuall), reinforced b y  
s~icli  profouiitllv iiio\,ing mastcrpicccs ;is ‘Solzhenit- 
s\.n‘s First  (,’irclr. Kcw~rtlielc~ss, tlie effort must be 
1ii:itle. 

I I i ( w  is ;i growing C O I I S C ~ ~ S ~ I S  among such “re- 
vis i ( mi? t”  So\.ict c~spcr t s ;is \\’i 1 I iiun A1 ;indel, Pe t er 
\’icbrc>ck ; i i i t l  Hicli;ird I,o\vcwtli;il th;it thc prcscwt 
So\ficat rc.giriii. is I i o t l i  post-ri’\’oliitional.y and post- 
totditwiiiii in t l i v  sc’nsc’ that  ( to ciuote Lowenthal), 
“tlw prowss of p l : i n n c d  tr;insforin~ition of Soviet 
socichty, imposc4 on i t  from a l ) o v c ~  by the dict;itorinl 
k i r ty ,  Iias s p l i t  itself.” l ’ l i c  new. regime “still \vislics 
to coiitrol socieh. not i i i  t l iv tot;ilitari;in sviisc, of 
irnposiiig ;I prwoncci\wl pattcmi on it, but rntlirr ;is 
; i n  rwliglitcmd ;iutocr;icy seeking to linlance the 
i i c ~ x l  for, rvforni \\Tit11 its own instinct for self-prcser- 
\ t i i t  ioii.“ 

In thc rclvisionist vic\v, the prtsent So\*iet regime 
is iilso post-itlcologicnl i t i  t l ic  senso that tlie concept 
of ;I iitopian god-tlie Coinmimist milleniiiuni-lins 
h c ~ n  rq i l ; i ccd  ;is ;I guide to iiction by “belief i n  the 
i i i t l c f i i i i t c h  progrcw of productivity and the standard 
cif living. o f  scicwccx and generid education.” Although 
Iip-scm& is still p i c t  to ~~i i rs is t -~cninis t  doctrine, 
“tl ici  coinhination of mnteri;il inceiitivcs and patriotic 
prith1” is enough to keep the systcm moving along 
a i 1  u ~ ) \ \ ” d  spirnl of cconomic progress. But ;in un-  
sliiikiilili> faitli iii progress combined with materiul 
iiiccwtivcs ant1 patriotic pride ;ire basic tcnets of 
\\’clstern li l)cwlism. They ;ire precisely the dynamic 
torcvs ivhicli, \vitliin ;a democratic or pluralistic 
lrmie\\~ork, I i i i i ~  protluccd the affluent societies of 
the. \\‘est. As in othclr Russinn-\\’estc~rn rtlntionships 
sincc tlic timc of Peter t h c  Great, imitation has agiin 
proved t o  I)c tIic sinccm,st form of flattery. 

Faced uritli the iiitt~rrcl;ited problems of ;i disscnt- 
ing ;icaderny and ;I clii;isi-undcrgroiixicl movrment of 
social protest, t l ic  Soviet Iendmhip hns responded 
\\,it11 h:irassnicnt of sc1lcctcd intellectuals (a t  least 
four scic.ntist-riintli~,it~~iticians \vcre espelled from tlic 
I’iirty i n  19GS ), ant1 Iicii \~v-liand~~d burc>;iucratic cen- 
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sorship of its writers and artists. A few writers liii\le 

been c1etaini.d in mental institutions ancl  others huve 
bcxen jailed. A significant indicator of “the end of 
idcolog),” is the fact tlint dissident writcrs have not 
been charged with doctrinaire “revisionism.” Instcad, 
tliey have been attnckecl on practical grounds of 
undcmnining respect for authority and for esposing 
tlie sciinv sides of Soviet life-thus reinforcing the 
negative images already widely Iield abroad iis U re- 
sult of two t1ec:ides of cold w i r  propiigiinda rrin- 
forced by Kliruslicliev’s o\vn revel;itions of the crimes 
of the Stalinist era. I n  this regard, Lo\venthal points 
out  tha t  “even in the ciisc of Siniavsky and Daniel, 
the central clinrgc wis  not ideological anti-commu- 
nisin, h i t  ; in unpatriotic ‘fouling of their oivn nest.’ 
‘Tlic wliole campaign . . . has turned on the Party’s 
interest i n  lianisliing the trcatment of subjects con- 
sitlerctl dctrimentnl to national and social discipline.” 

Vie Sininvsky-Daniel sIio\v trial wis  such an ob- 
vious travesty of justice that it raised ;I storm of 
protest both at Iiome and ubroad. An unofficial tran- 
script \viis scwt abroad and publishrd ;IS a ‘,‘white 
Iiook.” This i n  t u r n  led to ;i second sho\v trial of 
Alc:ks;intlrr Cinshurg, Yuri Galanskov and two aides 
wlio w t w  cliiirgcd with \Iiarious subversi\.e activities, 
incliitling editing ;in underground magazine, Fcnix 
’66, i i n d  smuggling out the ”white book’’ previously 
in en t ionetl . ‘r he hi gl I-lian de cl manner in which the 
prosecutioli conrlucted both these trials resulted i n  
1iter;illy dozens of saniixftrt protests which were 
signed liy ‘prominent intellectuals and circulated in 
>Iosco\v und other major cities. Again, widespread 
rinfavoralile publicity abroad proved very damaging 
to thcl image of “Soviet legality,” and comparison was 
mxlc to the notorious show trials whicli. preccdecl 
tlie bloody 1937-38 piirges in  Stalinist Russia. As in 
the United StLites i i n d  other IVestern countries, each 
niisc;irriitgcb of justice further radicalizes the oppo- 
sition and swells the ranks of the Social Protest 
mo~~enient wl!icli, like the New Left in thc United 
Stiites, hiis b t ~ ~  spearhcded by a sli1iill but pro- 
phetic minority of intellectuals both on and of€ cam- 
p11s. 

As we have seen, the regime has responded by ii 

heavy-liandcd censorship across the board, combined 
\\,it11 the exemplary punishment of ;I few selected 
intc~llcctrials. I3ut like opcw terror (wliich Khnishchev 
l i d  dcmounced ;is ;i Stalinist crime), such repressive 
measures I i ; i \ ~ ~  their limits, and ultimately prove self- 
defciiting. Too many liullets put an end to all co- 
opcriition. Similiirly, artists and authors cannot fulfill 
their assigned tusks from jails or insane asylums. 
Some sort of compromise is called for and may take 
the d r c d y  estublishcd form .of what Spiro Agnew 



would label “creeping permissiveness” up to ;i point 
beyond which further damage to thc Soviet imagc 
is considered unacceptable. 

The USSR has obviousI~ made enormous scicntific 
ancl technological progress in the 1;ist two clec,ides. 
since lip service to dialc~tical materialism is no longcr 
rc~pirrt l  of Russian scientists. This is ;in encour;iging 
sign of growing intellectual honesty :incl maturity. 
and if tlie trend is extended to the humanities. tlic 
USSR may yct come of age and take its rightful 

placc anlong the truly ci\dizetl powers in  the sociixty 
o f  mitioils. Now that thcl Soviets h a w  c1cmonstr;itcd 
that they are no longer “back\vnrcl” in science nntl 

tcclinology. they may scrk to mntcli tlw \\’est i n  thr 
l i l x m l  arts and humnnities. A first step in this dirrc- 
tion \\mild be to she\\. cnou~li  sclf-confidcncc in 
thcir much-vnuntctl “ n t w  Soviet society” to permit 
tlw f r cc  dc.\.elopmcnt of ;I 1itc.raturt~ of social protcst. 
Olnkwlv tlic prvscant Soiict Icitdcrship Incsks this 
self-confidence. 
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Discussions at CRIA seminars and 
in these pages, while concerned 
with religion and intemational af- 
fairs, frequently assume the legit- 
imacy of the status quo and of the 
operational political criteria by 
which public decisions are gen- 
erally made. This seems to falsify 
the claim that the Western, bib- 
lically based religions are real 
partners in the dialogue, for the 
commitment implied in biblical 
faith challenges the values of any 
status quo in the political arena. 
Further. it tends to limit discus- 
sion to questions of tIie accuracy 
or adequacy of facts and the prac- 
tical feasibility of policies. 

This, of course, is not a special 
CRIA problem, but a more wide- 
spread problem of our society; we 
have taken the political teeth out 
of biblical faith. Charles C. West, 
in Ethics, Violoicc cintl Reoolu- 
tiori (CRIA Special Study No. 
208), has given a penetrating anal- 
ysis of the reason. On the one 

Dr. Hellwig is a member of the 
theology department at  George 
Washington University. 

Becomes Politically Dangerous 

hand, lie says, our culture has 
‘ippropriated the liingu,igc of rev- 
olution for the Eqtablislimcnt, and 
the language of the sacred for 
contingent events in our past his- 
tory. I n  consecluence, we Inck tlic 
conceptual or symbolic leverage 
that would :illow 11s to mnke ;i 

ladical criticpic of the stntris quo 
i n  tlie light of an ;ibsolute dc- 
mand. On the other h;ind, we in 
North America who theorizr ancl 
cliscuss tlicse niiitters h e  no tnic 
experience of social alien.ition 
from which to ;uticul,itcI this rndi- 
cal critique. \\’e lack cmpntliy for 
those who ;ire the living n t p t i o n  
of ill1 the good things of the or- 
dered society. 

These two asptcts of tlic prob- 
lem are not unconnected. Our lun- 

‘ guage formulates ‘our experience, 
but it also sli,ipes and screen5 tlic 
experiences w c ~  ciin have. If \vc 
speak of t lw American Revolution 
and of American democracy in 
more or less sacred terms--assum- 
ing that it w;is the great Excxius 
and that the oppressor has been 
Icft on the other side of the Atlan- 
tic while here, among us, Ameri- 
can democrilcy ;issures forever the 
inevitable progress towird the 
best of all possible worlds-that 
surely is so because we are formu- 
lating our own experience. Our 
privileged economic position 

l c ; i \ ~ ~ s  11s convinced tliiit God’s 
i n  His (eternally riiic1i;inging ) 
hc;1vi~n and all’s riglit \vi tli t l i ( ~  
( h i s  i cal I y 11 ncli ang i ng ) worl cl. On 
t hc  otllcr l l ; i ~ d ,  prccisch beciltIst? 
\vc* mnke  this typc of forind. ‘1 t’  1011. 

\vh i ch cv  1 I 1 at CY r cla t i IT progress 
;icliic~\wI i n  tlic piist with thc nlt i -  
m;itc and tlcfinitive goiil, UT set 

that c.ffc.c.tivcly scrccns out of Our 
cyvricwcc that \vIiich lies I,chintl 
t 1 1 ~  \uiccs of riidieiil i~lil~1iiiti(>n. 

E\w>* theology is witten out 
of tlic coiicr(’tc Iiistoriciil cspcri- 
cncc~ of  its iiuthor, ;is I ~ r i ~ w ~ n  A l ~ c s  
iiotcs i n  introdricing liis hook, 
l’orcnrtl Q T h d i ~ g ! j  i ~ \  I l rr i t i i r t i  
I10pi’. I n  tlie \vcalthy cnpitiilist 
“first” \i.orld, t1icvlogic.s arc writ- 
ten with ;i sense of comfort. ;ic- 
cepting :i nc,;it scp;iriition of 
rcligion (which \vc scc ;is intli- 
\ * i d r i a l  and priwtr and concc~rned 
Lvitli wliat ought to be) and poli- 
tics (wliicli is social aiid public 
;incl limits itself to what is feiisiblc 
i n  tvrms of vestcd interests ) .  Alvc3s 
dismisses this dicliotomy with tlic, 
unsli;tk;hlc~ iissririil>c<’ of his O\VII 
life experience ;IS a spokcxsm;iin for 
the “third” world He rediscovcrs 
tlie politicirl and public immerli- 
;icy of the biblical message for our 
time. In his reflections, the Bible 
becomes politicnlly tlangeroiis, as 
indeed it was intended to be-a 

111) il fr;ililc.\i.ork of cspcctations 
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