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Once we have taken up the word, it is thereafter impossible to turn away: A

\ . Writer is no detached judge of his countrymen and contemporaries; he is an

accomplice to all the evil committed in his country or by his people. And if
the tanks of his fatherland have bloodied the pavement of a foreign capital
then rust-coloted stains have forever bespattered the writer’s fuce. And if or;
some fateful night a trusting Friend is strangled in his sleep—then the palms
of the writer bear the bruises from that rope. And if his youthful fellow citi-
zens nonchalantly proclaim the advantages of debauchery over humble toil
1f thiley abandon themselves to drugs, or seize hostages—then this stench toc;
is mingled with the breath of the writer. Have we the insolence to declare
that we do not answer for the evils of today’s world? . ..

The simple act of an ordinary brave man is not to participate in lies, not
to support false actions! His rule: Let that come into the world, let it ’even
reign supreme—only not through me. But it is within the power of writers
and artists to do much more: to defeat the lie! For in the struggle with lies
art has always triumphed and shall always triumphl Visibly, irrefutabl for
alll Lies can prevail against much in this world, but never ag,ainst art. y ;

One word of truth shall outweigh the whole world.

—From t.he speech delivered by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
to the Swedish Academy on the occasion of his acceptance
of the Nobel Prize for Literature
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First, you defend your homeland against the Nazis, serving as a
tyvice-decorated soldier on the Eastern front in the criminally ill-
prepared Soviet Red Army. Then, you're arrested, humiliated,

stripped of your military rank, charged under the auspices of the
a]l-purpose(grticle 58)with the dissemination of “anti-Soviet prop-
aganda,” and dragged off to Moscow’s infamous Lubyanka prison.
‘There, through the bars of your cell, you watch your beloved coun-
try celebrating its victory in the Great Patriotic War. Then you're
sentenced, in absentia, to eight years of hard labor (but you got away
easy; it wasn't so long afterward that people in your position were
awarded a “tenner”—and then a quarter of a century!). And fate isn’t
finished with you, yet—not by any means. You develop a deadly can-
cer in the camp, endure the exile imposed on you after your impris-
onment ends, and pass very close to death.

Despite all this, you hold your head high. You refuse to turn
against man or God, although you have every reason to do so. You
write, instead, secretly, at night, documenting your terrible ex-
periences. You craft a personal memoir—a single day in the labor
camps—and, miracle of miracles! The clouds part! The sun shines
through! Your book is published, and in your own country! It meets
with unparalleled acclaim, nationally and internationally. But the sky
darkens, once again, and the sun disappears. The repression returns.
You become (once again) a “non-person.” The secret police—the
dread KGB—seize the manuscript of your next book. It sees the light
of day, nonetheless; but only in the West. There, your reputation

?

grows beyond the wildest of imaginings. The Nobel Committee it-

self bestows upon you its highest literary honor.

The Soviet authorities, stripped of their camouflage, are en-
raged. They order the secret police to poison you. You pass (once
again) near death. But you continue to write: driven, solitary, intol-
erably inspired. Your The Gulag Archipelago documents the absolute
and utter corruption of the dogmas and doctrines of your state,
your empire, your leaders—and yourself. And then: that is printed,
too! Not in your own country, but in the West—once again—from
copies oh-so-dangerously hidden, and smuggled across the borders.
And your great book bursts with unparalleled and dreadful force
into the still-naive and unexpecting literary and intellectual world.
You are expelled from the Soviet Union, stripped of your citizen-
ship, forced to take residency in a society both strange to you and
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resistant, in its own way, to your prophetic words. But the power

’\/ of your stories and the strength of your morals demolish any re-
maining claims to ethical and philosophical credibility still made
by the defenders of the collectivist system that gave rise to all that
you witnessed.

Years pass (but not so many, from the perspective of history).
Then? Another miracle! The Soviet Union collapses! You return
home. Your citizenship is restored. You write and speak in your re-
claimed homeland until death claims you, in 2008. A year later The
Gulag Archipelago is deemed mandatory reading by those responsible
for establishing the national school curriculum of your home coun-
try. Your impossible victory is complete.

The three volumes of The Gulag Archipelago—one continuous, ex-
tended scream of outrage—are, paradoxically, brilliant, bitter, disbe-
lieving, and infused with awe: awe at the strength characterizing the
best among us, in thé worst of all situations. In that monumental
text, published iny 1973\ Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn conducted “an ex-
periment in literaty—sdestigation”—a hybrid of journalism, histo-
ry, and biography, unlike anything ever written before or since. In
lmestowed his approval upon Edward E. Ericson, Jr’s
single-volume abridgement—republished here, on the fiftieth anni-
e versary of the completion of the full three-volume editiomarcen—
te%'ﬁ'%f the author’s birth—and sold some thirty million copies, in
thirty-five languages. Between the pages of Solzhenitsyn’s book—
apart from the documentation of the horrors of the legions of the
dead, counted and uncounted, and the masses whose lives were torn
asunder—are the innumerable soul-chilling personal stories, careful-
ly preserved, making the tragedy of mass betrayal, torture and death
not the mere statistic Stalin so disdainfully described but individual,
real and terrible.
It is a matter of pure historical fact that The Gplag Archipelago
4/ played a primary role in bringing the Soviet Empire to its knees. Al-
though cconomically unsustainable, ruled in the most corrupt man-
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4 ner imaginable, and reliant on the slavery and enforced deceit of its
w citizens, the Soviet system managed to stumble forward through far
A too many decades before being cut to the quick. The courageous

X leaders of the labor unions in Poland, the great Pope John Paul II and
the American President Ronald Reagan, with his blunt insistence
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¢ newspaper Red Terror, November 1, 1918: “We are not fight-
ing against single individuals. We are exterminating the bourgeoi-
sie as a class. It is not necessary during the interrogation to look for
evidence proving that the accused opposed the Soviets by word or
action. The first question you should ask him is what class does he
belong to, what is his origin, his education and his profession. These
are the questions that will determine the fate of the accused. Such
is the sense and essence of red terror.” It is necessary to think when
ou read such a thing, to meditate long and hard on the message. It
is necessary to recognize, for example, that the writer believed that
it would be better to execute ten thousand potentially innocent indi-
viduals than to allow one poisonous member of the oppressor class
to remain free. It is equally necessary to pose the question: “Who, pre-
cisely, belonged to that hypothetical entity, ‘the bourgeoisie’?” It is
not as if the boundaries of such a category are self-evident, there for
the mere perceiving. They must be drawn. But whete exactly? And,
more importantly, by whom—or by what? If it
lines, instead of love, they will inevitably be dra o that the lowest,
meanest, most cruel and useless of the conceptual geographers will
be justified in manifesting the greatest possible evil, and producing
the greatest possible misery.

Members of the bourgeoisie? Beyond all redemption! They had
to go, as a matter of course! What of their wives? Children? Even—
their grandchildren? Off with their heads, too! All were incorrigi-
bly corrupted by their class identity, and their destruction therefore
ethically necessitated. How convenient, that the darkest and direst
of all possible motivations could be granted the highest of moral
standings! That was a true marriage of Hell and of Heaven. What
values, what philosophical presumptions, truly dominated, under
such circumstances? Was it desire for brotherhood, dignity; and free-
dom from want? Not in the least—not given the outcome. It was
instead and obviously the murderous rage of hundreds of thousands
of biblical Cains, each looking to torture, destroy and sacrifice their
own private Abels. There is simply no other manner of accounting
for the corpses.

What can be concluded in the deepest, most permanent sense,
from Solzhenitsyn’s anguished Gulag narrative? First, we learn what
is indisputable—what we all should have learned by now (what we
have nonetheless failed to learn): that the Left, like the Right, can go too
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fur; that the Left has, in the past, gone much too far. SecondT we leafrn
what is far more subtle and difficult—how and why that going too far

i insi the line
occurs. We learn, as Solzhenitsyn so profoundly insists, that ;

dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every.human bgnlg__ —
And we learn, as well, that we all are, each of u1s, simultaneously
gpprcssor and oppressed. Thus, we coﬁr'nc = lﬁrnf.é tEa.t f-ﬁe”twm ‘2
(TCPoTIcs of —guilty oppressor” and justice-seeking victim caflin
be made endlessly inclusive. This is not least because we all benebt
unfairly (and are equally victimized) by our thrownness, ouf:1 arn d
itrary placement in the flow of time. We all. accrue undeservfeb'a L
somewhat random privilege from the vagaries f)f our place of birt d’_
our inequitably distributed talents, our ethnicity, race, culuire and
sex. We all belong to a group—some group—that has begn.e evate
in comparative status, through no effort of our own. This is true in
some manner, along some dimension of group category, for every
solitary individual, except for the single most lowly of all.. At some
time and in some manner we all may in consequence be justly tar-
peted as oppressors, and may all, equally, seek justice-ormeveRgE
as victims. Even if the initiators of the revolution hsfd, the?efore, }in
their most pure moments, been driven by a holy desire to lift up 1'2 e
downtrodden, was it not guaranteed that they would jbe overtaken
by those motivated primariily by envy, hate and the desire to destroy
as the revolution progressed?

g theImIence the estab%ishment of the hungrily growing and most of-
ten fatal list of class enemies, right from the very first moments of the
Communist revolution. The demolition was airnt?d ﬁ.rst atthe stude;rll.ts,
the religious believers and the socialists (continuing, under Stalin,
with the old revolutionaries themselves), and was followed 500
after by the annihilation of the sucaj,ssful peasant farmer. ku
And this appetite for destruction wasn't of the type to be satiated
the bodies of the perpetrators themselve's. As Solzhenltsyfn v;n}tles,
“they burned out whole nests, whole families, ﬁgm the start; and they
watched jealously to be sure that none of the c.hﬂdren—fourteerz ten,
even six years old—got away: to the last scrapings, all haf:l to go down
the same road, to the same common destruction. This was drwep
by the perceived—even self-perceived—guilt of all. How el.sl?. was 1;
possible for the hundreds of thousands or per.haps even m1b1ons o
informants, prosecutors, betrayers and unforgivably mute o Servers
to spring so rapidly into being in the tumult of the Red Terror?

laks.”
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Thus the doctrine of group identity inevitably ends with every-
one identified as a class enemy, an oppressor; with everyone unclean-
sibly contaminated by wﬂ unfairly enjoying the
benefits bequeathed by the vagaries of history; with eireryone pros-
ecuted, without respite, for that corruption and injustice. “No mercy
for the oppressor!” And no punishment too severe for the crime of
exploitation! Expiation becomes impossible because there is no indi-
vidual guilt, no individual responsibility, and therefore no manner in
which the criffie of arbitrary birth cah be individually accounted for.
And all the misery that can be generated as a consequence of such
an accusation is the true reason for the accusation. When everyone
ﬁm guilty; all that serves justice is the punishment of everyong: when

|| the guilt extends to the existence of the worlds misery itself, only the
fatal punishment will suffice. ’
o It is much more preferable, instead—and much more likely
AL) ‘J to preserve us all from metastasizing hells—to state forthrightly:
3 I am infieed thrown arbitrarily into history. I therefore choose to
{ ~ voluntarily shoulder the responsibility of my advantages and the
N burden of my disadvantages—like every other individual. I am mor-
ally bound to pay for my advantages with my responsibility. I am
morally bound to accept my disadvantages as the price I pay for
: : being. I will therefore strive not to descend into bitterness and then
seek vengeance because I have less to my credit and a greater burden
~ to stumble forward with than others.”
Is this not a or even the essential point of difference between the
- West, for all its faults, and the brutal, terrible “egalitarian” systems

generated by the pathologi munist doctrine? The great and
good fra1.ners of the American republiywere, for example, anything
but utopian. They too S full measure of ineradicable

human imperfection. They held modest goals, derived not least
from the profoundly cautious common-law tradition of England.
They endeavored to establish a system the corrupt and ignorant
fools we all are could not damage too fatally. That’s humility. That’s
clear-headed knowledge of the limitations of human machination
and good intention.

But the Communists, the revolutionaries? They aimed
grandly and admirably, at least in theory, at a much more heavj
enly vision—and they began their pursuit with the hypothetical-
ly straightforward and oh-so-morally-justifiable enforcement of
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cconomic equality. Wealth, however, was not so easily generated.
The poor could not so simply become rich. But the riches of those
who had anything more than the greatest pauper (no matter how
pitiful that “more” was)? That could be “redistributed”—or, at least,
destroyed. That’s equality, too. That’s sacrifice, in the name of
IHeaven on Earth. And redistribution was not enough—with all its
theft, betrayal and death. Mere economic engineering was insuffi-
cient. What emerged, as well, was the overarching and truly total-
itarian desire to remake man and woman, as such—the longing to
restructure the human spifit in the very image of the Communist
preconceptions. Attributing to themselves this divine ability, this
transcendent wisdom—and with unshakable belief in the glow-
ing but ever-receding future—the newly-minted Soviets tortured,
thieved, imprisoned, lied and betrayed, all the while masking their
great evil with virtue. It was Solzhenitsyn and The Gulag Archipel-
(lg_uhar tore off the mask, and exposed the feral cowardice, envy,
deceit, resentment, and hatred for the individual and Tor existence
itself that pulsed beneath.

Others had made the attempt. Malcolm Muggeridge reported
on the horrors of “dekulakization”—the forced collectivization of
the all-too-recently successful peasantry of the Ukraine and else-
where that preceded the horrifying famines of the 1930s. In the
same decade, and in the following years, George Orwell risked his v
ideological commitments and his reputation to tell us all what was
truly occurring in the Soviet Union in the name of egalitarianism
and brotherhood. Bt it was Solzhenitsyn who truly shamed the
radical leftists, forcing them underground (where they have fes-
tered and plotted for the last forty years, failing unforgivably to have
learned what all reasonable people should have learned from the
cataclysm of the twentieth century and its egalitarian utopianism).
And today, despite everything, and under their sway—almost three
decades since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the apparent collapse
of Communism—we are doing everything we can to forget what
Solzhenitsyn so clearly demonstrated, to our great and richly de-
served peril. Why don’t all our children read The Gulag Archipela-
go in our high schools, as they now do in Russia? Why don’t our
teachers feel compelled to read the book aloud? Did we not win the
Cold War? Were the bodies not piled high enough? (How high, then,
would be enough?)
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Why, for example, isit still acceptable—and in polite company—
to profess the philosophy of a Communist or, if not that, to at least
admire the work of Marx? Why isit still acceptable to regard the Marx-
ist doctrine as essentially accurate in its diagnosis of the hypothetical
evils of the free-market, democratic West; to still consider that doc-
trine “progressive,” and fit for the compassionate and proper think-

million in Mao’s China (and an all-too-likely return to -auto-
cratic oppression in that country in the near future). The horrors of
Cambodia’s Killing Fields, with their two million corpses. The barely
animate body politic of Cuba, where people struggle even now to
feed themselves. Venezuela, where it has now been made illegal to
attribute a child’s death in hospital to starvation. No political experi-
ment has ever been tried so widely, with so many disparate people, in
so many different countries (with such different histories) and failed
so absolutely and so catastrophically. Is it mere ignorance (albeit of
the most inexcusable kind) that allows today’s Marxists to flaunt their
continued allegiance—to present it as compassion and care? Or is
t, instead, envy of the successful, in near-infinite proportions? Or
something akin to W How much proof do
we need? Why do we still avert our eyes from the truth?

Perhaps we simply lack sophistication. Perhaps we just can’t
understand. Perhaps our tendency toward compassion is so power-
fully necessary in the intimacy of our families and friendships that
we cannot contemplate its limitations, its inability to scale, and its
propensity to mutate into hatred of the oppressor, rather than alle-
giance with the oppressedmmm
ftations and dangers of the Gtopian vision given our definite need to
contemplate and to strive for a better tomorrow. We certainly don’t
seem to imagine, for example, that the hypothesis of some state of
future perfection—for example, the truly egalitarian and permanent
brotherhood of man—can be used to justify any and all sacrifices
whatsoever (the pristine and heavenly end making all conceivable
means not only acceptable but morally required). There is simply
reat to pay in pursuit of the ultimate utopia. (Thi
is particularly true I ¢lse who foots the bill.) And it
is clearly the case that we require a future toward which to orient
ourselves—to provide meaning in our life, psychologically speaking.

ing person? Twenty-five million dead through internal repression in
the Soviet Union (according to The Black Book of Communism). Sixty
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It is for that reason we see the same need expressed collectively, on
a much larger scale, in the Judeo-Christian vision of the Promised
land, and the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth. And it is also clearly
the case that sacrifice is necessary to bring that desired end state
into being. That’s the discovery of the future itself: the necessity to
forego instantaneous gratification in the present, to delay, to bargain
with fate so that the future can be better; twinned with the necessity
to let go, to burn off, to separate wheat from chaff, and to sacrifice
what is presently unworthy, so that tomorrow can be better than
today. But limits need to be placed around who or what is deemed
dispensable.

And it is exactly the necessity for interminable sacrifice that
constitutes the terrible counterpart of the utopian vision. “Heave
is worth any price”—but who pays? Christianity solved that problem
by insisting on the sacrifice of the self, insisting that the suffering and
malevolence of the world 1s the responsibility of each individual; in-
sisting that each of us sacrifice what is unworthy and unnecessary and

resentful and deadly in our characters (despite the pain of such sac- @ '

rifice) so that we could stumble properly uphill under our respective

and voluntarily-shouldered existential burdens. wd.js thef, ~

opinion of the materialist utopians that someone CW, so
thiat Heaven itself might be attained; SOTIE perpetrator, or victimiz-
er, or oppressor, or member of a privileged group. A cynic migh.t 1?e
forgiven, in consequence, for asking: “Is it the City of God that is in
fact the aim? Or is the true aim the desire to make a burning sacrificial
pyre of everyone and everything, and the hypothesis of the coming
brotherhood of man merely the Wr—
S 1055 precisely THe-oTTor th

BW 72 GiTor that is the pomt, and not the utopia. It

" is far from obvious in such situations just wg;;u'.s-ha;se.z.ud what is
cart. It is precisely in the aftermath of thw

£

or more that such dark questions must be asked. And we should also / }

note that the utopian vision, dressed as it is inevitably in compassion

is a temptation particularly difficult to resist, and may therefore ’o(if'e by

a particularly subtle and insidious W

Here’s some thoughts—no, some facts. Every social system
produces inequality, at present, and every social system has done s0,
since the beginning of time. The poor have been with us—and will

be with us—always. Analysis of the content of individual Paleolithic
gravesites provides evidence for the existence of substantive variance
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in the distribution of ability, privilege, and wealth, even in our distant
past. The more illustrious of our ancestors were buried with great
possessions, hoards of precious metals, weaponry, jewelry, and cos-
tuming. The majority, however, struggled through their lives, and
were buried with nothing. Inequality is the iron rule, even among
animals, with their intense competition for quality living space
and reproductive opportunity—even among plants, and cities—
even among the stellar lights that dot the cosmos themselves, where
a minority of privileged and oppressive heavenly bodies contain the
mass of thousands, millions or even billions of average, dispossessed
planets. Inequality is the deepest of problems, built into the struc-
ture of reality itself, and will not be solved by the presumptuous,
ideology-inspired retooling of the rare free, stable and productive
democracies of the world. The only systems that have produced
some modicum of wealth, along with the inevitable inequality and
its attendant suffering, are those that evolved in the West, with their
roots in the Judeo-Christian tradition; precisely those systems that
emphasize above all the essential dignity, divinity and ultimate re-
sponsibility of the individual. In consequence, any attempt to attrib-
ute the existence of inequality to the functioning of the productive
institutions we have managed to create and protect so recently in
what is still accurately regarded as the Free World will hurt those
who are weakest and most vulnerable first. The radicals who con-
flate the activities of the West with the oppression of the downtrod-
den therefore do nothing to aid those whom they purport to prize
and plenty to harm them. The claims they make to act under the
inspiration of pure compassion must therefore come to be regarded
with the deepest suspicion—not least by those who dare to make
such claims themselves.

The dangers of the utopian vision have been laid bare, even if
the reasons those dangers exist have not yet been fully and acceptably
articulated. If there was any excuse to be a Marxist in 1917 (and both
Dostoevsky and Nietzsche prophesied well before then that there
would be hell to pay for that doctrine) there is absolutely and finally no
excuse now. And we know that mostly because of Aleksandr Solzhen-
itsyn and The Gulag Archipelago. Thank Heaven for that great author’s
outrage, courage, and unquenchable thirst for justice and truth. It was
Solzhenitsyn who warned us that the catastrophes of the Soviet state
were inextricably and causally linked to the deceitful blandishments
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of the Marxist utopian vision. It was Solzhenitsyn who careful}y
documented the price paid in suffering for the dreadful cgmmun1st
experiment, and who distilled from that suffering 'Fhe WlSd.OmAWC
must all heed so that such catastrophe does not visit us again. Fer=
haps we could take from his writing the umilityjthat would. allow
s 1o understand that our mere good intelTons are not sufficient to
make us good men and women. Perhaps we could come to under-
«tand that such intentions are instead all too often the consequence
of our unpardonable historical ignorance, our utter willful blindness,
and our voracious hidden appetite for vengeance, terror and destruc-
tion. Perhaps we could come to remember and to learn from the
intolerable trials endured by all those who passed through the fiery
chambers of the Marxist collectivist ideology. Perhaps we could de-
vive from that remembering and learning the wisdom necessary to
take personal responsibility for the suffering and malevolence that
still so terribly and unforgivably characterizes the wo_rld. We ha\./e
been provided with the means to transform ourselves. in due humil-
ity by the literary and moral genius of this great Russian agthor-. We
should all pray most devoutly to whatever deity guides us implicitly

or explicitly for the desire and the will to learn from what we have-

&

been offered. May God Himself eternally fail to forgive us if in the 5

painstakingly-revealed aftermath of such bloodshed, torture and an-
;,vui;h we remain stiff-necked, incautious, and unchanged.

Jordan B. Peterson
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