
ALEXANDER SOLZHENITSYN, ALEXANDER DUGIN AND 'THE RUSSIAN QUESTION' PART TWO: CONFRONTING THE SOVIET REGIME

A MORAL APPEAL TO THE SOVIET LEADERSHIP

The near unanimous support which Solzhenitsyn had among those who were not supporters of the Soviet regime began to break up about the time of his expulsion with the publication of his Letter to the Soviet Leaders.
 Previous to this, Solzhenitsyn was known as a novelist, short story writer, playwright, poet, causing offence because he specialised in exposing the dark aspects of Soviet life.  His novels - especially The First Circle - were full of political ideas, but these were expressed by his characters and if Solzhenitsyn's own sympathies were clear enough, they didn't amount to a political programme. His more direct political interventions were mainly demands for more freedom in Soviet literature. The publication of the Letter to the Soviet Leaders coincided with the publication in Paris of The Gulag Archipelago, but even this was simply an accumulation of facts. Given the devastating nature of those facts one might reasonably conclude that such a  monstrous system should be overthrown, by whatever means might be necessary. But no policy recommendations are made. Policy recommendations were made in the Letter. But they were not quite what one might have expected.

For a start, Solzhenitsyn is not calling for an overthrow of the regime:

'Having proposed a dialogue on the basis of realism, I too must confess that from my experience of Russian history I have become an opponent of all revolutions and all armed convulsions, including future ones - both those you crave (not in our country) and those you fear (in  our country). Intensive study has convinced me that bloody mass revolutions are always disastrous for the people in whose midst they occur. And in our present-day society I am by no means alone in that conviction. The sudden upheaval of any hastily carried out change of the present leadership (the whole pyramid) might provoke only a new and destructive struggle and would certainly lead to only a very dubious gain in the quality of the leadership.'

One might think that this is a reasonable precaution given that Solzhenitsyn was still living in the Soviet Union and had no intention of leaving it. But we have every reason to believe that his opposition to a revolutionary overthrow of the regime was more than just a tactical adaptation, or a realistic assessment of the likelihood of achieving it. Solzhenitsyn's study of the revolution of February 1917 had indeed left him with a horror of revolution of any kind. Solzhenitsyn never to my knowledge expressed admiration for Thomas Hobbes, but he seems to have shared Hobbes' basic idea - that any state is better than no state.

His recommendations to the Soviet leaders are made on the assumption that they would continue to be the leaders - indeed, although he hardly conceals the contempt he feels for them, the letter seems to have been seriously intended. It was not in the first instance an open letter. Solzhenitsyn did not publish it (in Samizdat)) until it was clear that he wouldn't have a reply. And here is a second surprising thing about it, calculated to offend those who might have expected to be his supporters. He doesn't suggest to the Soviet leaders that they should introduce 'democracy' - at least not at the sovereign, national level. He defends the principle of 'authoritarian' government. Ideally he argues that this authoritarian government should have a moral character but it is still clear that, in the first instance at least, he expects the authoritarian government to be exercised by the people he is addressing, the people he regards with contempt, people who, we can be sure, possess not the slightest shred of moral authority:

'Here in Russia, for sheer lack of practice, democracy survived for only eight months - from February to October 1917. The émigré groups of Constitutional Democrats and Social Democrats still pride themselves on it to this very day and say that outside forces brought about its collapse. But in reality that democracy was their disgrace: they invoked it and promised it so arrogantly, and then created a chaotic caricature of democracy, because first of all they turned out to be ill-prepared for it themselves, and then Russia was worse prepared still. Over the last half-century Russia's preparedness for democracy, for a multi-party parliamentary system, could only have diminished. I am inclined to think that its sudden reintroduction now would merely be a melancholy repetition of 1917 ...

'So should we not perhaps acknowledge that for Russia this path was either false or premature? That for the foreseeable future, perhaps, whether we like it or not, Russia is nevertheless destined to have an authoritarian order? Perhaps this is all that she is ripe for today?

'Everything depend upon what sort of authoritarian order lies in store for us in the future. It is not authoritarianism itself that is intolerable, but the ideological lies that are daily foisted upon us. Not so much authoritarianism as arbitrariness and illegality, the sheer illegality of having a single overlord in each district, each province and each sphere, often ignorant and brutal, whose will alone decides all things ...

'The considerations which guide our country must be these: to encourage the inner, the moral, the healthy development of the people: to liberate women from the forced labour of money-earning - especially from the crowbar and the shovel: to improve schooling and children's upbringing; to save the soil and the waters and all of Russian nature: to re-establish healthy cities and complete the conquest of the North-East. Let us hear no more about outer space and the cosmos, no more historic victories of universal significance, and no more dreaming up of international missions ...

'What have you to fear? Is the idea really so terrible? You will still have absolute and impregnable power, a separate, strong and exclusive party, the army, the police force, industry, transport, communications, mineral wealth, a monopoly of foreign trade, an artificial rate of exchange for the rouble - let the people breathe, let them think and develop!' 

Solzhenitsyn's central political idea could be summed up in a single, albeit hyphenated, word - 'self-limitation', which he regards as inseparable from the need to renounce 'ideology', specifically of course the world embracing, world conquering ideology of Marxism.

Ideology obliges the leaders to waste enormous resources on military adventures overseas, on policing the near abroad (Eastern Europe), on the grandiose prestige-building trips into outer space, on a fruitless confrontation, which he sees as entirely ideologically driven, with China. At the same time the simple means by which life could be enhanced - an emphasis on agriculture, small towns and villages on a human scale - are disregarded. And here again we may be surprised and understand how shocking this might have been to people who would otherwise have been his supporters. Behind Marxism, Solzhenitsyn sees the whole ideology of 'progress', going back through the 'Enlightenment' to the 'Renaissance':

'They [the 'progressive publicists'] hounded the men who said that it was perfectly feasible for a colossus like Russia, with all its spiritual peculiarities and folk traditions, to find its own particular path; and that it could not be that the whole of mankind should follow a single, absolutely identical pattern of development.

'No, we had to be dragged along the whole of the Western bourgeois-industrial and Marxist path in order to discover, at the end of the twentieth century, and again from progressive Western scholars, what any village greybeard in the Ukraine or Russia had understood from time immemorial and could have explained to the progressive commentators ages ago, had the commentators ever found time in that dizzy fever of theirs to consult them: that a dozen maggots can't go on and on gnawing the same apple forever: that if the earth is a finite object, then its expanses and resources are finite also, and the endless, infinite progress dinned into our heads by the dreamers of the Enlightenment cannot be accomplished on it ... 

'Society must cease to look upon 'progress' as something desirable. 'Eternal progress' is a nonsensical myth. What must be implemented is not a 'steadily expanding economy' but a zero growth economy, a stable economy. Economic growth is not only unnecessary but ruinous. We must set ourselves the aim not of increasing natural resources but of conserving them. We must renounce, as a matter of urgency, the gigantic scale of modern technology in industry, agriculture and urban development (the cities of today are cancerous tumours). The chief aim of technology will now be to eradicate the lamentable results of previous technologies. The 'Third World' which has not yet started on the fatal path of Western civilisation, can only be saved by 'small scale technology' which requires an increase, not a reduction, in manual labour, uses the simplest of machinery and is based purely on local materials.'  

In all this, of course, Solzhenitsyn - while insisting that he is addressing the Soviet leaders as 'realists' - is also appealing to their better natures: 'I am writing this letter on the supposition that you too are swayed by this primary concern ['the good and salvation of our people, to which all of you - and I myself belong'], that you are not alien to your origins, to your fathers, grandfathers and great grandfathers, to the expanse of your homeland; and that you are conscious of your nationality. If I am mistaken, there is no point in your reading the rest of this letter.'

PANIN AND SOLZHENITSYN ON THE RUSSIAN WORKING CLASS

This becomes the central point of contestation in a polemic launched against Solzhenitsyn by his old friend Dmitri Panin - the 'Sologdin' of Solzhenitsyn's novel The First Circle. I have already said some words about Sologdin/Panin's religious view of the world in my article in the last Church and State. In Soljénitsyne et la réalité
 (I don't think it exists in an English translation) Panin insists that the Soviet leadership is irredeemably evil and incapable of reform. The only possible option is revolution. Who will conduct this revolution? Well, one of the possible candidates is ... the working class:

'If the intellectuals have lost the habit of conversing with simple mortals at the bottom of the pyramid I would suggest they go to the Moscow metro around Volkhonka-ZIL ['new working class area in the Moscow suburbs' - footnote] at the time when the workers are going to work or returning home. You just have to look at their faces to see their embittered, if not malevolent, looks, to listen carefully to the sort of gross language they use, to understand this new type of man. They have no illusions; they see the rottenness of the regime, they know what the Soviet con-trick is worth. Their soul is well seasoned, their thought is dynamic and their judgements sound. Anyone who can win their trust will quickly learn that they dream of a popular revolution which will give power to their own representatives and that they despise any arrangements made with the leaders above their heads ...' (pp.106-7)

I quote that because one of the most striking things about the collapse of the Soviet system, and of the Communist governments in Eastern Europe, and indeed the reforms introduced in China, has been the apparent absence of the working class. After all, the whole structure was premised on the idea that the working class was the ruling class and that the state existed to serve their interests. Yet elements easily identifiable as working class seem to have played hardly any role either in demanding reform of the system or in defending it. An obvious exception was 'Solidarity' in Poland. Yet the end result of Solidarity's action as an independent union with a powerful working class base in the Gdansk shipyard was (as the Communist government warned them it would be) the closure of the Gdansk shipyard.

In one of the few scenes in the four volumes of Solzhenitsyn's account of the February revolution - Mars 17 (also not available in English translation) - which feature the working class en masse, Alexander Guchkov, almost immediately after receiving the abdication of the Tsar, goes to address a meeting of workers in Petrograd - St Petersburg was renamed during the war because of the German sounding 'burg'. Guchkov was the leader in the Duma of the Octobrists, the tendency that supported and wanted to give substance to the 'October Manifesto' signed reluctantly by Nicholas II in the wake of the 1905 revolution. The manifesto established a representative parliament - the Duma - and marked the beginnings of a constitutional monarchy. Guchkov had been largely instrumental in the reorganisation of the armaments industry that restored Russian fortunes after the failure in the early stages of the war of the invasion of East Prussia (the subject of Solzhenitsyn's August 1914). He had planned to oblige the abdication of Nicholas in 1916 - one of the themes of November 1916. Solzhenitsyn on the whole likes him but felt that by 1917, when he became Minister of War in the Provisional Government, he was too ill and tired to bring about the reform of the army that he had long wanted. His visit to the Petrograd workers is described as a descent into Hell:

'In the enormous shed with its glass roof, metallic, barred, a huge black crowd of workers was gathered certainly not for the purpose of working - no work was being done these days. A locomotive should have been there being repaired but it wasn't, it had been removed. All that was left was a platform, very high up, narrow with a projecting angle obviously meant for the repair of the engine's superstructure. And that was where Guchkov saw himself constrained to climb. The ladder had no steps, only rounded metal bars, absolutely unsuited for feet wearing rubber soled shoes, above all with a bad leg and hands clutching dirty railings, sticky with tar. Not to mention Guchkov's enormous overcoat which trailed over the steps and twice slid under his feet - the effect must have been comical.

'The platform was very narrow and Guchkov was afraid of falling - happily he was closed in by a little steel bar balustrade. But the sight of the dark, murmuring crowd below him was all the more disagreeable. Everyone was chattering with everyone else but it all blended together and rose like a menacing sea. This crowd pressed together with its uncontrolable machine-like roaring, forced upon him the conviction that the revolution had broken through. Too late! He had obtained the abdication too late. He had prevented nothing. This mass, whose awakening he had always feared, was now well and truly awake.'

Guchkov expects to be invited to speak but instead finds that one of the men who has climbed up with him, has taken the stage:

'And who, comrades, have they put in the new government? Now, when the tide of the people's anger beats more and more furiously against the palace walls, do you think they've called a representative of the working people? ...

'Prince Lvov! His lands are scattered through at least ten provinces. A prince! And the other Lvov is a prince, him too, might be his cousin. And the textile king, Konovalov! He has half the textile industry in his pocket and behold, he's going to be the minister of the whole of industry ... And the Finance Minister is none other than Mr Tereshchenko! Well, who is this Tereshchenko, anyone here know him? Everyone knows him in Ukraine. He's very big in the sugar business, owns about twenty refineries and thousands of acres of land ...'

And so it goes on. How is Guchkov going to address them? 'Gentlemen'? Can he possibly say 'comrades'? He settles for 'fellow citizens' which doesn't go down very well. He announces the Tsar's abdication but immediately spoils any effect that might have had by adding that he has abdicated in favour of his brother Michael. He narrowly escapes with his life.
 
In another scene featuring workers en masse, Timothy Kirpichnikov, the NCO whose refusal to fire on unarmed demonstrators was one of the sparks that lit the February revolution, sees a demonstration of armed workers supporting the Bolsheviks:

'A black crowd, not less than a thousand strong, carrying red flags and placards, some with only one pole, others with two - still impossible to read the inscriptions - with, leading them, several rows of workers armed with rifles and, flanking the column, marshals, also armed. Even before they had come close enough to see why they were marching, Kirpichnikov, spitting on the ground, whispered to Martov:

'"That's where they've gone, our rifles. All this time we haven't had them and headquarters wouldn't supply them. No-one has the right to be carrying rifles except the army" ...

'In the front row and at the sides the armed men were displaying their bayonets to great effect but those in the middle were marching peaceably, advancing like soldiers ding their job, and some of them were waving their caps at the public without it being very clear if they meant "hurrah" or "down with ...". They watched them pass: not very gay, their bearing, they'd been working since morning, they were already tired, their faces were dirty, covered with black dust or soot, their clothes stained and greasy.

'Timothy went up to them:

'"Who are you?"

'"We're from the New Lessner factory, Vyborg quarter.

'"Who else is with you?"

'" All the factories are marching behind us. And the bourgeoisie won't stop us!"

'The whole length of the procession there were women, very excited, and teenagers. They raised their fists and, when the band was a long way off, one could hear:

'"Down with the Provisional Government! Down with that pig, Miliukov. Down with the fat cat bourgeoisie, bloodsuckers!"

'Kirpichnikov certainly resented the workers for demanding an eight hour day [in wartime - PB] and not wanting to produce the shells the army needed - but their life wasn't easy, you could see that, and this Lessner, he was certainly one of those fat cat bourgeois ...'
 
The point here is that this is a world that is alien to Solzhenitsyn despite his own experience in the camps. It is a class of people he feels, in his dislike of large scale industry, ought not to exist and who live outside the exchange of ideas which is his delight and the strength of his novels, a delight in ideas that embraces even the Social Democrats. Yet, as he well knows, it was the existence of this world, and the ability of Social Democrats to move in it, that largely accounts for the continual leftward pull that is a main theme of The Red Wheel.
Two examples from the recently published biography of Stalin by Stephen Kotkin
 :

'The Georgian branch of the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party assigned him to Chiatura, a hellhole in western Georgia where hundreds of small companies employed a combined 3,700 miners and sorters to extract and haul manganese ore. Witte’s father, the midlevel tsarist official, had opened Chiatura’s manganese deposits around the middle of the nineteenth century. By 1905, thanks to Sergei Witte’s integration of Russia into the new world economy, the artisanal, privately held mines had come to account for no less than 50 percent of global manganese output. Tall piles of the excavated ore dominated the “skyline,” waiting to be washed, mostly by women and children, before being exported for use in the production of German and British steel. With wages averaging a meager 40 to 80 kopecks per day, rations doused in manganese dust, and “housing” under the open sky (in winter workers slept in the mines), Chiatura was, in the words of one observer, “real penal labor (katorga)”—but the laborers had not been convicted of anything. Even by tsarist Russia standards, the injustices in Chiatura stood out. When the workers rebelled, however, the regime summoned imperial troops as well as right-wing vigilantes, who called themselves Holy Brigades but were christened Black Hundreds. In response to the physical attacks, Jughashvili helped transform Social Democratic agitation “circles” into red combat brigades called Red Hundreds. By December 1905, the worker Red Hundreds, assisted by young radical thugs, seized control of Chiatura and thus of half of global manganese output.' (p.76)

'the waves of militancy that Durnovó and Stolypin had crushed erupted again in a remote swath of deep Siberian forest in late February 1912. More than 1,000 miles north and east of Irkutsk on the Lena River—the source of Lenin’s pseudonym from his Siberian exile days—gold-mine workers struck against the fifteen-to-sixteen-hour workdays, meager salaries (which were often garnished [sic - PB] for “fines”), watery mines (miners were soaked to the bone), trauma (around 700 incidents per 1,000 miners), and the high cost and low quality of their food. Rancid horse penises, sold as meat at the company store, triggered the walkout. The authorities refused the miners’ demands and a stalemate ensued. In April, as the strike went into its fifth week, government troops subsidized by the gold mine arrived and arrested the elected strike committee leaders (political exiles who, ironically, wished to end the strike). This prompted not the strike’s dissipation but a determined march for the captives’ release. Confronted by a peaceful crowd of perhaps 2,500 gold miners, a line of 90 or so soldiers opened fire at their officer’s command, killing at least 150 workers and wounding more than 100, many shot in the back trying to flee. The image of workers’ lives extinguished for capitalist gold proved especially potent: among the British and Russian shareholders were banking clans, former prime minister Sergei Witte, and the dowager empress. Word of the Lena goldfields massacre spread via domestic newspaper accounts—overwhelming, in Russia, news of the Titanic’s contemporaneous sinking—and spurred empirewide job actions encompassing 300,000 workers on and after May Day 1912. The vast strikes caught the beaten-down socialist parties largely by surprise. “The Lena shots broke the ice of silence, and the river of popular resentment is flowing again,” Jughashvili noted in the newspaper. “The ice has broken. It has started!” The okhranka [internal intelligence] concurred, reporting: “Such a heightened atmosphere has not occurred for a long time. … Many are saying that the Lena shooting is reminiscent of the January 9 [1905] shooting” (Bloody Sunday). Conservatives lashed out at the government for the massacre, as well as at the gold company’s Jewish director and foreign shareholders. A Duma commission on the goldfields massacre deepened the public anger, thanks to the colourful reports provided by the commission chairman, a leftist Duma deputy and lawyer named Alexander Kerensky.' (p.125) 
PANIN AND SOLZHENITSYN ON KHRUSHCHEV

But to return to Solzhentisyn's Letter. Panin, hoping for a working class revolution against the Soviet regime, mocks a passage in which Solzhenitsyn says:

'My proposals are of course made with a hope that is infinitesimally small but not entirely non-existent. What gives me some reason for hope is, for example, the 'Khrushchevian miracle' of the years 1955-1956, that unforeseen, unbelievable miracle of the liberation of millions of prisoners, together with the miserable beginnings of a humane system of law ... This sudden initiative of Khrushchev's went beyond the level of political acts he couldn't avoid doing, it was, unquestionably, a movement of the heart ...'

The passage as it happens does not appear in the English translation of the Letter - all that we have is the remark: 'Look back and contemplate the horror: from 1918 to 1954 and from 1958 to the present day not one person has been released from imprisonment as a result of a humane impulse.' Which does imply that 'a humane impulse' was at work between 1954 and 1958. Panin, however, insists that, far from being a movement of Khrushchev's heart or a humane impulse, Khrushchev's actions were indeed imposed on him:

'Solzhenitsyn doubtless hasn't understood what caused the events he refers to. In reality, from 1952 to 1955, a wave of insurrections broke out in the camps. There were many places in which real, organised battles took place: the authorities brought in tanks. The regime was no longer able to impose forced labour on 15 million prisoners and keeping order would have required entire regiments of soldiers in each camp. Not even Stalin could have allowed himself such a luxury. That is precisely why the population of the archipelago around 1957 was reduced to approximately one tenth of what it had been. From 1917 to 1957 in the "Workers' and Peasants' state", only the class of party bureaucrats, above all the upper crust, benefitted from all the dwelling apartments that had been built. The sudden appearance of thirteen million newly freed prisoners demanded a quick solution for their support and lodging.'

It should be said that the third volume of The Gulag Archipelago does  give a history of the revolts in the camps. The first English translation of this, done by Solzhenitsyn's favoured translator, Harry Wiletts, appeared in 1978. I am not clear when it was published in Russian but a copyright for the Russian edition is dated 1976, after the publication of Panin's book in Russian in 1975 (in French translation in 1976).

Panin goes on to make a passionate case against Khrushchev:

'Each action of Khrushchev's was conditioned by circumstance and above all, after Stalin's death, by the menace posed by millions of men [presumably the insurrectionaries in the labour camps - PB]. In his personal struggle for power, Khrushchev had to take account of the needs of the ruling class. That is how all the noisy propaganda about Khrushchev's liberalism took off in a market place full of dupes.

'The "unquestionable movement of Khrushchev's heart" was a movement towards the violent persecution of religion. Precisely during his period in office over 10,000 churches and nearly all the monasteries were closed. The church was undermined from within by the system of "twenties": from then onwards each parish was ruled by twenty lay representatives appointed by the government.

'The cordial Khrushchev ordered the slaughter of all the cattle belonging to people living in the suburbs. In the kolkhozes and sovkhoses he hugely reduced the area set aside for individual pasturing and by the same token reduced the stocks of hay for the winter. So the kolkhozians were forced to slaughter the animals they could no longer feed. Listening to "his great heart" he reduced in a catastrophic manner the bits of land that were attached to the houses of kolkhoz members and he covered them ruthlessly with insane plantations of maize.'

He concludes: 'That is why Khrushchev is hated by the people at least as much as Stalin. In the West it wasn't by chance that the idea of the supposed liberalism of Khrushchev putting an end to Stalinism was spread about. But for someone who himself has had experience of the regime, these false ideological paths traced out artificially for the Westerners are all the more unforgivable.' 

REVOLUTION OR MORAL TRANSFORMATION?

Solzhenitsyn, as I mentioned in my first article, was highly critical of what he called the 'third emigration' - those who, wanting to escape the Soviet Union, took advantage of the permission given to Jews to emigrate to Israel and who then didn't go to, or stay in, Israel but took advantage of their exile to denounce the country they had abandoned. Panin of course almost exactly fitted this description (though Solzhenitsyn does make something an exception for those who, like Panin, had done time in the camps). He managed to leave because his wife was Jewish, though she converted to Roman Catholicism. He explains, incidentally, that the permission to emigrate to Israel was the price extracted by the US Congress for giving the USSR 'most favoured nation' trading status.
 
Solzhenitsyn was furious at his own expulsion. His whole strategy was based on remaining in the Soviet Union and using his international position - which he thought would be unassailable once the Gulag Archipelago had been published in English - to speak freely. His last major essay before the expulsion was Live not by lies, calling on ordinary Soviet citizens, even if they could not speak out as freely as he could, to at least refrain from saying things as writers, endorsing them in votes at public meetings, what they knew to be false. The call to refuse 'lies', the attack on ideology, the call for 'repentance', combined with an acceptance that the regime would continue in existence, were all based on an idea that a distinction could be drawn between the people - in this case even including the leaders - and the ideology. And that in turn was based on the central idea expressed in one of the most often quoted passages in the Gulag Archipelago, that the line between good and evil does not run between particular categories of people but through the heart of each individual person. The human person was always a mixture of good and bad impulses. The ideology was an unmixed evil.

For Panin, all this was an impossible and unreasonable demand. He quotes what he says was one of the 'commandments' necessary to survival in the camps: 'be a slave on the outside and a warrior in your heart'. It was very necessary that people who knew what life was like in the Soviet Union should be present in the West to correct Western misapprehensions and it was right and proper to take advantage of whatever opportunities presented themselves for doing it. . Solzhenitsyn himself, he observes, after treating the Soviet leaders in his Letter as people who could be reasoned with, had insisted in speeches condemning the policy of détente that they were not people who could be reasoned with. To call on the Soviet leaders to separate themselves from their ideology was like asking them to cut off the branch on which they were all sitting, or to go to the dentist to have their teeth drawn. As for not living by lies as a sufficient tactic for confronting the regime: 'The oppressing class can only thank Solzhenitsyn. Naive seekers after the truth are not dangerous and nothing is easier than to chuck them into a psychiatric home.'

How Panin hoped to achieve his revolution, however, remains unclear to me. The clearest statement I could find in Soljénitsyne et la réalité was this:

'In the first place the people must be prepared. The whole truth must be revealed to them - the crimes of the regime, life in the free world, they must be shown the perspectives that would be opened to them after the ruling class was removed from power. Little by little the people would feel its strength, gain confidence, be definitively persuaded of its rights. And it is in the microfraternities that the forces of liberation will rise that will start the revolution and conduct it to victory over the tyrants.'

The 'microfraternities' - existing in clandestinity and on the surface conforming to the lie. In Panin's view it was only after the overthrow of the regime that the moral transformation wanted by Solzhenitsyn could take place.

There is a dialogue in In The first circle in which Sologdin (Panin) mocks Nerzhin's (Solzhenitsyn's) desire to read the complete works of Lenin in order to understand the Revolution (basically part of Solzhenitsyn's lifelong ambition finally realised at least partially in The Red Wheel). Sologdin says it would be a total waste of time. As far as he is concerned Lenin is evil and that is all that needs to be said about him - his thoughts, his ideology are neither here nor there.
 From the point of view of achieving a revolution, Sologdin/Panin may be right - as the Bolsheviks were hardly interested in the inner thoughts and feelings of the bourgeoisie. But Panin could never have written The  Red Wheel, or even the First Circle.

Panin died in 1987 so he didn't witness the collapse of the Soviet Union - neither the moral transformation wanted by Solzhenitsyn, nor the revolution wanted by Panin, though there were perhaps elements of both. It started with a change of heart, or at least of policy, in the regime and it produced the sort of chaos that Solzhenitsyn on the basis of his studies of February 1917 had feared. I hope to say something about this in the next article.
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