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By Alexander Amerisov

M

INDS HAVE BEEN OPEN-

ed in Moscow, and
nothing can stop it
now." That's what a
high-ranking Soviet
. journalist visiting the U.S. told me recently.
The winds of freedom are blowing over the
entire Soviet Union, lifting up the dirt, the
decay, the lies.
The country is going through a process
of genuine renewal and self-searching. But
what should steadfast so-called "friends"
of the Soviet Union do when the country
undergoes a binge of self-flagellation? Not
only does the Soviet press write about
crime, drug and alcohol addiction,
gangsterism, the persecution of innocent
people, abuses of minorities, racial and sexual discrimination and a lack of "genuine
socialist democracy," but also that for all
these years the Soviet Union has engaged
in a massive cover-up campaign—it lied to
its friends.
One such friend in Czechoslovakia recently wrote a letter to that country's Communist Party daily, Rude Pravo, addressed
to Soviet journalist Yevgenii Chernov. Ostensibly asking for truth, the letter writer is begging for another lie: "Please tell me the truth
about what is going on in your country. I
have always thought that I knew about life
there. I never allowed myself to think that
the problems discussed at the 27th Congress
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(CPSU) were so deep and disturbing that it
should now be necessary for you to speak
openly about some kind of stagnation in society, bureaucratization, the need for urgent
measures in the economy and, more importantly, about psychological reeducation of the
Soviet people.
"What has happened and why?" the letter
continued. "Is it really all like that? And
even if this is true, why discuss your errors
and failures in front of the whole world?
Already in the West mouths have dropped
open with amazement and satisfaction.
'Look,' they say, 'the Russians themselves
are admitting that their system is incapable
of solving anything.' The situation in your
country is now also being widely discussed
in Czechoslovakia. We got used to reading
and hearing about Soviet achievements.
Your journalists also wrote about them.
How do you yourself come to terms with
what in your country is called a 'sharp
break'?"

The essence of the response was that open
self-criticism is necessary because "in the
Soviet Union there are a number of people
who want to leave things as they are." In
other words, there are plenty of such friends
not only in Czechoslovakia and other countries but also within the Soviet Union. And
it is to disarm them that Gorbachev is pushing for rapid expansion of the freedoms of
speech and criticism.
A more truthful answer to the Czech's
letter would have been that the Soviet
people are simply tired of living with a lie.
As Soviet author Vasil Bykov said in a May
14 interview in the Soviet literary weekly
Literaturnaya Gazeta, those who don't want
to hear the truth are "paper souls."
"In their opinion," Bykov said, literature
should function only according to specific
rules and within narrow confines. Life outside of these pre-set limits, with its diversity
and variety, is excluded because it is unpleasant, it is inconvenient and it plays into
the hands of a foe, not into the hands of a
friend. "When I have been reprimanded for
one or another war novel," he continued,
"they said 1 laid it on too thick, I stressed
some things too sharply, I distorted too
much—and I have asked, 'But isn't that how
it was?' I have gotten the answer, 'Yes. One
could even tell more horrible stories...but
why remember this now?'" But, Bykov insists, "the writer's position should come
down to one thing: to speak the truth."

One small step
This view is now widespread in the Soviet
Union. Indeed, the current campaign for
greater openness and honesty, begun last
April, is nothing but a poor cousin of future
campaigns that will come whether the present Soviet leadership wants it or not—campaigns for freedom of speech and conscience; for freedom from arbitrary arrest,
imprisonment and exile; for freedom of
political and economic association and the
release of all political prisoners; for resolution of the question of divided families, the
right of Soviet citizens to know about their
own government's operations and the right
to elect their own leadership. Still, the current campaign is a first step that is producing some remarkable results.
Controversial new plays have been
staged and ideological constraints on 50 theater companies have been abandoned.
Speeded up by the political embarrassment
following the Chernobyl tragedy, of natural
and man-made disasters—Tike the recent

sinking of the Soviet liner Admiral Nakhimov in the Black Sea—are being covered
by the media more promptly. Frank discussions unimaginable just a few years ago are
taking place at the highest levels of Soviet
leadership.
The reappraisal and publication of works
by many previously banned writers and
poets is taking place, including writings by
Boris Pasternak, Andrei Biely, Mikhail Bulgakov and MarinaTsvetaeva. Until recently,
some of these authors were available only
in Western reprints brought into the Soviet
Union clandestinely. Now there are even
demands—made public and printed in the
mass-circulation press—to make Pasternak
and Bulgakov required high-school reading.
One collection of poetry. Poetry Day,
1985, even carried a few pieces by Varlam
Shalamov, who died Jan. 17, 1982, in a
mental institution where he had been placed
three days before his death. Only a few of
his poems and none of his prose had previously been published in the Soviet Union.
In the West he is best known as the author
of The Kolyma Tales, a compendium of
short stories about life in the labor camps
under Stalin.
In any society, super-patriotism is the
safest and most convenient way for scoundrels to make a living. But the current rise
of freedom of expression has been accompanied by an attack on all those who earned
their literary livings by writing such claptrap.
Aleksandr Prokhanov is called the Soviet
Kipling in Moscow literary circles. His
passion is war. With help from the Ministry
of Defense he visited Cambodia, Nicaragua
and Afghanistan, and wrote novels after
every trip. The war novel has always been
the crown of "Socialist Realism"—the
"proper way of writing" for Soviet writers.
But recently Prokhanov came under attack from several liberal literary critics. Not
-only did they find no joy of victory in his
tasteless description of an Afghan corpse
"in turban and slippers" burning in boiling
hydrochloric acid who "suddenly begins to
convulse," they considered such passages
unworthy of anyone claiming to be a decent
human being.
Critic Natalya Ivanova blasted Prokhanov's heroes as "run-of-the-mill cardboard
forgeries" in the Febru,. y issue ofLiteraturnoye Oborsenie. Another Soviet critic finds
Prokhanov's heroes to be "lacking the ability to feel compassion or even simply to
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demonstrate normal feelings."
The new freedom of expression is piercing the armor of Prokhanov and other hacks.
Prokhanov's mode of thinking—"The future is connected with ideas of misfortune,
disaster, impending catastrophe"—which
causes him to opt for military civilization
rather than the "civilization of international
cooperation," or as he more sarcastically
puts it, "the civilization of convergence,"
is under attack. The duel between the
Prokhanovs and their critics is more than a
contrast between two different personal
modes of thought. Within the Soviet context, it reflects two opposing tendencies in
society, two diametrically opposed visions
of the future.
In May, filmmakers belonging to the Union
of Cinema Workers of the USSR took control of the election process and kicked out
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porbachov's new openness
(unleashes a popular torrent
iof debate and protest.
two-thirds of the union's established leadership. Nothing like this has ever happened.
Elm Klimov, a filmmaker who has seen
only a few of his movies officially released,
with the rest being safely kept in the censors' offices, was elected to the top union
position.
According to Newxweek (June 9), First
Secretary of the Cinema Workers Union Lev
Kulidzhanov opened the Union's Fifth Congress on May 13 with a standard measured
dose of "ritual self-criticism" about conditions within the Soviet film industry, over
which he himself had presided for the last
two decades. But the debate heated up when
the time came for Kulidzhanov and his
cronies to try for re-election. "When it was
over," wrote Newxweek reporters Joyce Barnathan and Steven Strasser, "a rebellious
faction of young filmmakers had toppled

g mission

cinema workers and the top leadership of
the Soviet Ministry of Defense and its main
political directorate. The so-called "representatives" from the artistic unions were
Aleksander Karaganov, who was not reelected as a secretary at the Union's Fifth
Congress, and Philip Ermash, chairman of
Goskino and the man largely blamed by the
Soviet press for the decline of the film industry. (He is also the film industry's main
censor.)

for bringing in 50,000 leaflets fell through,
so we abandoned the planned mailbox distribution.
By the time we got visas and arranged a
tour—one can go to the USSR only as part
of an arranged tour group—the August 6
anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima
was approaching. We would leave August
1 and return August 4.

ated in a special mental hospital and who to the park. David, Peggy and Nina's daughhad suffered severe beatings for her Trust ter followed shortly thereafter. We were held
Group participation.
for an hour.
The following morning we met Drs. Olga
Neither the cops nor the KGB, who arand Yuyi Medvedkov, recently fired from rived soon after, put much pressure on us.
their jobs for their Trust Group activities; They didn't know any English. They did
Benjamin, a Pentecostal; Yuri Kissilov, an bicker with Nina, however. Her tactic was
"invalid" and leading member of the unof- to put them on the spot.
ficial and repressed "differently-abled"
KGB: "This is an anti-Soviet action."
movement; and Yuri Medvedev, a world-faNina: "No, it's not. These are Western
mous mime who lost his position in the peace activists who are guests of honor. Are
prestigious Moscow Taganka Theater for you against the peace policies of the Soviet
protesting the arbitrary firing of his director. state?"
Unfortunately, we were unable to meet any
KGB: "This leaflet is unnecessary. Our
of the younger, counterculture crowd.
press has carried all necessary' informaFor our leafletting location, we chose the tion."
entrance to Gorky Park—a popular and
Nina: "No, it hasn't. There's information
crowded place. Some of the Trust Group in this leaflet that 1 haven't seen before. Are
agreed to accompany us. The logistics were you against people's health and safety?"
mapped out on paper and then ripped up and ...And so on. They took our names, and
discarded. Some conversations had to be held then let us go.
We considered the action to be an unqualout of the apartment for fear of wiretaps.
We left separately in teams and later re- ified success:
grouped at the park. Peggy, David, Anne• There was only slight repression.WestMarie and I began leafletting. We wore erners can engage in such actions with carebilingual picket signs that said, "Peace and
ful planning.
environmental safety for all. No more
• There was world press attention, and
Hiroshimas, no more Chernobyls."
the attention (as far as we've seen) has been
almost totally objective, not Cold War.
A fast arrest
• A message got across that there is a
We couldn't hand out our leaflets fast unity of like-minded peace and environmenenough. This was good because the police
tal activists from both East and West, and
that "detente from below" is an objective,
were close on our trail. They angrily nabbed
positive option.
I
us 5-to-10 minutes into the action and
For more information contact: Bob
brought Anne-Marie, myself and Nina
McGlynn, 5285thSt., Brooklyn, NY 11215.
Kovalenko into the police station adjacent

Smuggling leaflets
Of course. 1 jumped at the idea. A friend
agreed to be a part of the action. Passports
were obtained and we began a crash course
in Russian. But the trip soon became only
theoretical since we couldn't raise the
money we needed to travel to Moscow.
But then came Chernobyl. The Moscow
Trust Group deemed it imperative that
safety information—lacking in the official
media—be brought to the USSR. Our project would be to bring in educational leaflets describing radiation hazards and protection. We planned to stuff Moscow mail
boxes and dispense leaflets on a street
corner.
Anne-Marie Hendrickson, an American
and new member of the Trust Group Center
Abroad, agreed to go, as did two Britons
associated with the U.K. Trustbuilders:
David Barnsdale and Peggy Walford. A second team of Britons was scheduled for a
follow-up action within two weeks of ours.
We borrowed some money for the trip,
and got some donations. But our conduit

and even on The streets. It is a struggle for
socialist renewal and for a genuine democracy.
Small-scale strikes and work stoppages
are taking place. Conscripts from Soviet
Estonia were on the brink of mutiny when
they were sent to work cleaning up debris
from Chernobyl. On March 31, Moscow
cabbies protested gasoline rationing by
creating traffic jams in front of the mayor's
office; unsatisfied there, they moved in full
force to the city's Communist Party offices.
An intense debate is being waged by
Soviet economists over the course of future
economic development. In this area, the
ideological line between conservatives and
progressives is marked by the issue of
greater utilization of market mechanisms in

the union's leaders. Kulidzhanov was kicked out of power and two-thirds of the 213
leadership positions had fallen to the Young
Turks. Said one exultant artist: 'This is our
Poland, our Czechoslovakia.'"
The events of the Congress are even more
surprising considering that Kulidzhanov
had been re-elected as a candidate member
of the Central Committee at the 27th Congress of the CPSU only weeks before.
The new union leadership soon announced that they had set up a commission
to review all produced, but as yet unreleased, pictures. They also established a
permanent arbitration commission where
filmmakers could bring complaints about
censorship.
But the filmmakers' struggle is far from
over. On June 3, a meeting was held in
Moscow between representatives of the

The overall plan was simple: we would have
to smuggle the leaflets past Soviet customs,
check into the hotel and then meet with
Trust Group members.
So off we went. I must say, I finally got
scared as we landed in Moscow—"Oh my
God, it's Russia!" Facing customs officials
left many of us with sweaty palms. AnneMarie and I, the two longhairs of the crew,
were searched thoroughly.
From then on, things went smoothly. We
were free to do as we wished; there was no
pressure from the tour guide for us to stay
with the tour. We visited the home of a Trust
Group member and spent hours talking
while we admired the collection of Western
disarmament buttons and bumper stickers
that adorned the apartment. We agreed to
meet other Trust Group members the following night outside a Moscow synagogue, a
traditional weekly meeting place for Jews
and Moscow free thinkers.
From there, we went to the apartment of
Nina Kovalenko, an artist and Trust Group
member who had previously been incarcer-

For socialist democracy
The struggle for free expression is not only
taking place in the cultural arena, but also
in the pages of scholarly scientific journals
and among sociologists, economists and
party political scientists. It is conducted in
official publications, samizdat and smallcirculation publications, in private homes
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Continued on page 22
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EDITORIAL
THIS IS OUR t&foRT OKI V11CACA6UA'S

\T IS CHOCK-FUU OF

OF THE REST OF CENTRAL

ACCUSATIONS, DENUNCIATIONS-

AMP ON TOP OF THAT
/
YOU WANT EVIDENCE?/

Reagan and the empire's decline
As Ronald Reagan enters his last two
years in office, he has succeeded in leading a cravenly supportive media and a
majority of both nouses of Congress—
though not of the American people—to
endorse his view of Nicaragua and his atteThpt to overthrow its government by
force and violence. Ever since the CIA
created the contra army and the myth of
a civil war against the Sandinistas, the
Nicaraguan people have been subject to
an onslaught of destruction and murder
aimed at destabilizing the revolution and
preventing it from concentrating its energies on peaceful development and construction. .
This intervention has been justified by
the administration with a series of lies and
half-truths, most of which have been uncritically adopted and regurgitated by our
major newspapers and television networks. When even that bastion of "responsible" journalism, the New York Times
editorializes about "the Sandinista Road
to Stalinism," it is clear that Reagan has
won the hearts and minds, such as they
are, of the American corporate establishment.
But what about the left? Are we on the
left capable of a balanced view of the
revolution, one that neither gives in to the
-Jieaganoid propagandistic barrage nor to
the temptation to adopt a mirror-image
view? And are we clear about why we
oppose this intervention in the internal affairs of the Nicaraguan nation?
Understanding the nature of the Sandinista regime is important, but it is not
the basis of our opposition to administration policy. In our view, it is important to
have as accurate and honest an understanding of the revolution as possible in order
to be more effective in opposing the
Reagan onslaught on truth—and on the

people of the Third World. As citizens
of a democracy, we should be wary of
intervention in the internal affairs of other
nations regardless of the political character of their governments. And we should
adamantly oppose the fomenting of armed
insurrections as a violation of international law and of democratic principles.
But what, then, about South Africa?
What are legitimate government actions
against other nations of which the administration or the American people do not
approve? What principles should be
applied universally, and what are policy
questions that should be decided through
our political process of debate and elections?
South Africa is a good example because
everyone in public life agrees—at least
rhetorically—that the system of apartheid
is an abomination and that we must seek
the most effective way to destroy it. And
yet no one has pressed for military intervention, or for the covert organization of
a guerrilla army—or even for military aid
to the African National Congress, which
represents one side in what appears to be
a developing civil war.
The demand for sanctions, proposed by
the left and opposed by the Reagan administration, is a demand for actions that
clearly are within the legitimate rights of
all nations as sovereign states dealing with
one another. And sanctions would be effective precisely because there is a widespread opposition to the apartheid regime
by a large majority of the South African
people—an opposition that has become
more demonstrative and more coherently
organized in the past year or two.
But it is important to recognize that the
worldwide demands for sanctions against
South Africa's regime would not exist
without a widespread popular movement

within that nation. The apartheid regime
existed for many years without popular
concern or opposition to it in the United
States and Western Europe. The demands
for action now are in large part a result
of the actions of South African blacks in
defense of their own democratic aspirations—aspirations that strike a resonant
chord throughout the world.
In Nicaragua, by contrast, there is no
civil war. There is, of course, a core of
opposition to the revolution within the
country, as there always is when a revolu-

tion changes a society's class relations.
And in Nicaragua the opposition is more
vocal and visible than in most revolutionary situations because the Sandinistas
have been less repressive than most revolutionary regimes. True, they have censored and finally suppressed the leading—
but not the only—opposition newspaper.
But their allegedly more democratic neighbors, El Salvador and Guatemala, not only
do not allow any opposition publications,
but have routinely murdered people suspected of plotting to publish anything critical of their regimes.
The Sandinistas, on the other hand,
allow opposition parties and have held a
parliamentary election that by Central
American standards is exemplary. And the
regime's opponents are as vociferous as
ever. Yet Nicaragua is a one-party state
and it is likely to remain so for many
years. But so is Mexico, whose Institutional Revolutionary Party has held power
since it was formed. Mexico also has opposition parties that participate in regular
elections, but the Mexicans are more harsh
in their treatment of the opposition than
the Sandinistas. In short, by Central American standards—and, for that matter, Third
World standards—Nicaragua is no less,
and probably quite a bit more democratic
than most other nations.
And that is one reason why the Reagan
administration is so isolated internationally in its determination to destroy the
revolution in Nicaragua. As the recent
meeting of 101 non-aligned nations (see
Inside Story, page 2) made clear, and as
Nicaragua trade and aid programs in Western Europe and Canada affirm, the good
old days of colonialism are disappearing.
Reagan came into office determined to
stop what he viewed as the decline of
American empire. By putting Nicaragua
into the context of his Cold War rhetoric,
he has succeeded within the United States
to win support for a revival of Teddy
Roosevelt's Big Stick policy. But he cannot go back to those days and do what
Roosevelt, Taft, Wilson, Coolidge and
Hoover routinely did—he cannot send in
the Marines. And even at home he must
defend his neocolonialism with a campaign of lies that the majority of American
people do not buy.
Reagan has been able to cause the
Nicaraguan people untold anxiety and suffering. He has had his way with Congress
and the press. But the more enduring truth
is that his attempt to reverse the breakup
and decline of old-style imperialism is a
failure. That's what history will remember
of Ronald Reagan.
•

A cheer for Weinberger
It isn't often that we agree with something Secretary of Defense Caspar W.
Weinberger says, but in the course of a
speech to the American Legion on September 2, he made a point that should be
taken seriously. As Weinberger was berating Congress for cutting his military
budget, he said, quite accurately, that
these cuts were being made simply on the
basis of budget considerations—out of a
desire to keep the deficit within reasonable
limits. And he deplored this approach.
"When defense decisions are determined on the basis of a tidy balance
sheet," Weinberger said, "we are missing
the essence of the issue." Budgetary considerations are the wrong measure, he insisted. "Defense needs must determine defense dollars."
We, like Weinberger, wish that the debate on the military budget in Congress,
and in the media, centered on our true
defense needs. If it did, and if it were
honestly conducted, we are confident that
the military budget could be cut at least
by half. That is because we believe that
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the United States faces no military threats,
and that "defense" spending has two primary purposes: first, it is an ideologically
acceptable form of deficit spending, otherwise known as military Keynesianism,
without which we would not be deep in
a recession; and second, it is a way of
intimidating Third World nations, so as to
maintain Corporate America's neocolonial
empire.
Neither of these purposes has anything
to do with the defense of our nation. That
laudable goal would be better served by
using our tax dollars to improve our educational system, protect our environment,
institute a national health care system and
to improve, in general, living conditions
for all Americans. A national government
that pursued that end at home, and that
was content to allow other nations to
develop as they saw fit, would do infinitely more for our defense than the
Reagan administration or its recent predecessors. Caspar Weinberger probably
does not want a national dialogue on this
issue, but it is sorely needed.
•

