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The theme proposed for this discussion is 'Mother Russia. What it about Russia that enables it to resist liberalism?' And I've been asked to talk specifically about 'contemporary thinkers who oppose the liberal outlook' - perhaps with particular reference to Alexander Dugin and Alexander Solzhenitsyn.

This of course immediately poses the question 'What is meant by "liberalism"? In an article in the journal Labour Affairs, referring to the situation as it was in 2015 before Jeremy Corbyn became leader of the Labour Party, Chris Winch offered what might be a useful guide. He doesn't quite define liberalism but he outlines one of the necessary conditions for its success in government - the existence of a coherent governing élite. Discussing why parliamentary democracy suits it without being one of it necessary characteristics, he says:

'A parliamentary democracy is invariably run for and on behalf of an elite often through competition through sub-elites of the dominant oligarchic group, bound together by wealth, thus satisfying classical liberal aspirations for the maximum freedom in public and private life, for that elite. The advantages of organisation, incumbency, family connection, wealth and political know-how all make this possible and relatively plain sailing' {Labour Affairs, May 2015).

He continues:

'the dominance of both social and economic liberalism, which privileges on the one hand the unrestrained development of individualism and on the other, the market mechanism as the means of securing and preserving the wealth of elites, the stealthy privatisation of public services such as health and education, the narrowness of opinion that is tolerated as acceptable in the commercial and state media and the grinding down of the legal right to take industrial action. The market tends to favour those with connections and insider knowledge and thus tends to reinforce privilege, something liberals have always deemed indispensable for themselves.

'All the main political parties support this agenda and that is why we call them all liberal parties. They are all the product of the dominance of an elite and exist to promote the agenda of that elite, albeit with small differences of emphasis. They are able to ensure that the parliamentary system that had been developed through class struggle to open up some alternatives to the liberal view and liberal practices can be turned to the advantage of the liberal agenda.

'One other point, liberalism has always flourished on the basis of exploitation. The UK is a master of this, not only domestically, but in the way in which it continues to hoover up wealth from all over the world, sustaining the domestic population way beyond its own productive capacities. That is almost a defining characteristic of liberalism. Without this ability it would wither and die.'
The idea here - essentially that liberalism is rule by an oligarchical élite big enough to generate sub-élites - seems to me to correspond rather well to what Russia is at the present time. As I understand it, the Soviet Union was based on a very large but tightly disciplined élite whose power was not based on the possession of property. They did possess property but that was a consequence, not a cause, of their possessing power. In the 1990s that system exploded resulting in a free-for-all and the emergence of a new but utterly anarchic oligarchy whose power was now firmly based on the possession of property. Putin's achievement, and it is admirable, was to impose some discipline on the situation - to oblige the élite to behave more like a class, or caste, thus preventing, or at least inhibiting, the intrusion of foreign élites. What the free-for-all would be like without the discipline can be see in Ukraine.

ALEXANDER DUGIN

Alexander Dugin has sometimes been seen as the eminence gris behind Vladimir Putin. He is indeed closely associated with two important ideas that Putin has taken up - the 'multipolar world', as opposed to a 'unipolar world' in which the US is the sole hegemonic power, and 'Eurasia' as one of the poles, centred on Russia. I will look at these shortly. But first, an idea which, I think, hasn't been taken up by Putin, on the subject of élites. Putin's élite still seems to be an oligarchy of wealth on the British liberal model. What Putin has done in relation to disciplining a property based élite could be compared with what Robert Walpole did in forming the 'Whig oligarchy' in the early eighteenth century. In both cases a great deal of bribery and corruption was involved. What Dugin is aiming for in this situation is, however, an oligarchy based not on the possession of wealth but on spiritual superiority.

What would be the ideas on which such an élite would be formed? Dugin offers three:

1) the 'traditionalism' of René Guénon

2) the 'new beginning' of Martin Heidegger

3) Russian Orthodoxy.

It may be that the first two (Guénon and Heidegger) are specifically for the élite while the third (Russian Orthodoxy - or Roman Catholicism, or Islam, or Buddhism, or Shamanism, or whatever) simply provides the necessary link between the élite and the populace at large.

I need hardly say that neither Guénon nor Heidegger are Russian but they are very important to understanding Dugin (as is the English founder of geopolitics, Halford Mackinder, whom we shall meet again later on).

RENÉ GUÉNON (AND JULIUS EVOLA)

Guénon's basic argument is that society should be constructed on the basis of a religious idea. All the great religions as we encounter them are 'exoteric' forms of a hidden 'esoteric' teaching known only to an élite which learns it not through book learning but through a process of initiation. In the West this idea has been almost completely lost and, through the effects of Western influence, it is fast disappearing in the East as well. In France (Guénon was French) the authentic exoteric forms are Roman Catholicism and, in some of its branches, Freemasonry. Guénon himself lived in Cairo and was initiated into a Muslim Sufi order. His own writings, however, are very orientated towards Hinduism. His English admirers include the Orthodox theorist Philip Sherrard and the Buddhist Marco Pallis. They were both involved in the formation of an inter-religious discussion group, the Temenos Academy, under the patronage of Prince Charles.

It isn't immediately obvious how all this translates into politics. Guénon wrote two powerful and influential polemics against modernism - La Crise du monde moderne and La Règne de la quantité. But by 'modernism' Guénon means everything - the whole of industrial society. He wants a return to a society based on agriculture and manual crafts. In laying out this ideal he is not concerned with practical politics. He is simply declaring the principle, the truth as he sees it, and measuring how far removed from this truth our society is.

Dugin, however, is concerned with practical politics. He wants Russia to be a great power that can defy the American 'liberal' Empire. But it is impossible to imagine how one can be a great military power without being a great industrial power.

It happens, though, that there is something of a bridge between Guénon and practical politics in the person of the Italian, Julius Evola. The sub-title of Dugin's book, Putin v Putin - 'Putin viewed from the right' echoes the title of Evola's book Fascism viewed from the Right. Evola translated some of Guenon's writings into Italian and visited him in Cairo but it seems to me improbable that Guénon was very aware of his political activities. The main thing Evola was known for in Italy was trying (unsuccessfully) to persuade Mussolini to suppress the Roman Catholic Church, which, we remember, Guénon saw as an authentic exoteric religious form, and re-establish Roman paganism (which I think goes largely unremarked in Guénon's writings). But for me the complete disconnect between Evola's position and Guénon's is revealed in the fact that he supported the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, flagrantly a case of a 'modern' society destroying one of the very few societies left in the world that Guénon might have regarded as 'traditional'.

I see very little of Guénon in Dugin apart from the polemic against modernism which, since it is not a polemic against industrial production, seems to me to be largely rhetorical.

AND MARTIN HEIDEGGER

As with Guénon I don't see that Heidegger translates easily into practical politics (and, also as with Guénon, since there is more to life than practical politics this doesn't particularly bother me). Heidegger of course famously joined the Nazi Party when Hitler came to power in 1933. In the first issue of the Heidegger Review, John Minahane gave what seems to me to be a very convincing account of what Heidegger might have hoped from the Nazis at least in their early days in power:

'The un-happened history of Martin Heidegger was this: the German intellectual elite, including the Nazi elite, were gripped by his [Heidegger's] thinking with the force of a new revelation; the Germans came to accept that their national resurrection required them to take up where the ancient Greeks had left off; without “dis-inventing” or forgetting anything, the Germans ceased to allow the uncontrolled spread of technology regardless of its social effects, and so they saved the German rural communities (the heart of the nation), with the flight from the land being stemmed and actually reversed; there was no World War II (and therefore, of course, no Holocaust), but the spiritual force of the German revival affected Russia, so much so that in due course the grotesque, production-fixated, hyper-liberal Bolshevik dictatorship collapsed and Russia became Russia again.'
Given that saving German rural communities and disciplining the growth of industry was a large part of Hitler's programme outlined in Mein Kampf such hopes were not wholly unreasonable. But again we can see the paradox. Hitler believed that saving the German peasant and restraining the growth of urban life required more land, therefore an expansion eastward. Which required a military capability. Which required industrialisation. Heidegger, like Guénon, had to accept that his role was to assert a principle and an initiative which remained individual without being able to reduce it to practical politics.

RUSSIAN ORTHODOXY

The third support for Dugin's spiritual/political élite - Orthodoxy - is, at least apparently, much more substantial and of course much more 'Russian'. It has the great advantage that it already exists as a collective phenomenon. But from what I would think was Dugin's point of view it has at least one major disadvantage. It already has an élite of its own and that élite does not at all resemble the natural ruler Dugin has in mind.

This élite should not be confused with the hierarchy of the Church (maybe Patriarch Kirill and his supporters would be closer to Dugin's ideal). The élite is made up of the Saints, who may or may not be priests and bishops but who, as an anthropological type are almost the polar opposite of Dugin's idea of what an élite should be. I want to illustrate this with a story you may feel is frivolous but I think it illustrates what is truly great in the Russian Orthodox - and therefore the Russian - tradition, indeed what ultimately will stand against the dehumanisation which is what we really have in mind when we criticise 'liberalism'.

The story comes from a book called Everyday Saints by Archimandrite (now Bishop) Tikhon (Shevkunov) concerning life in the Pskov Caves monastery. This was the only monastery in Russia that was never closed throughout the whole Soviet period. It is on the border with Estonia and was actually in Estonia and therefore out of the Soviet grasp until 1940, but it also managed to resist the persecution unleashed in the 1960s when Khrushchev boasted that he would live to see the last priest recant his profession on TV.

Everyday Saints is a very popular book in modern Russia. This particular story concerns a Bishop, Vladimir Rodzianko, son of Michael Rodzianko who was President of the State Duma at the time of the February 1917 Revolution.  As such Michael Rodzianko features prominently - and rather unkindly - in Solzhenitsyn's great account of the Revolution - March 1917. His son Vladimir was brought up in exile, first in Yugoslavia (as was) then in the US. He became a priest and then, after his wife died, he was persuaded to become a monk, and a Bishop. In the Orthodox Church a married man can become a priest but a priest cannot marry. Priests are either single - monks - or married. Only monks can become Bishops.

The 'Anthony of Sourozh; referred to in this story was a very well known figure in Orthodoxy in London. I had the privilege of hearing him preach towards the end of his life in the 1990s and of attending his funeral.

'However, right before taking the monastic vows, the future monk asked his spiritual father, Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh, an unexpected yet heartfelt question. “Well, Your Grace, I will now receive the monastic vows from you. I will undertake for the Lord God and His Holy Church the great monastic vows gladly. As for the vow of chastity, I totally understand what it means. I fully accept the vow of poverty as well. All the vows related to prayer are also perfectly clear and acceptable to me. But as for the vow of obedience—here I can’t understand anything!” “What are you talking about?” Metropolitan Anthony was very surprised. “Well, I mean,” Father Vladimir reasoned, “instead of starting me out as a simple monk, you’re immediately making me a bishop. In other words, instead of being a novice and obeying the commands of others, my job will mean that I’m the one who will have to command and make decisions. How then do I fulfil the vow of obedience? To whom will I be a novice? Whom will I obey?” Metropolitan Anthony grew thoughtful for a moment, and then said: “You will be in obedience to everyone and anyone whom you meet on your journey through life. As long as that person’s request will be within your power to grant it, and not in contradiction with the Scriptures.”

'Father Vladimir was very pleased by this commandment. But later it turned out that people who made the acquaintance of the bishop did not have an easy time of it all in dealing with his constant willingness to carry out his decisive and unequivocal fulfilment of this monastic vow. Partly I’m referring to myself. Sometimes, the bishop’s understanding of his holy vow of obedience would prove to be quite a trial for me. For example, we might be walking together through the streets of Moscow—on a miserable day, through the pouring rain. And we are in a hurry to get somewhere. And suddenly an old babushka with an old string shopping bag called an avoska (“perhaps bag” [Soviet citizens used to carry a bag with them in case something unexpected, a pair of shoes or something like that, appeared in a shop window - PB]) stops us. “Father!” She quavers in the voice of an old woman, not realising of course that she’s speaking not just to a simple priest, but to a bishop, no less—and what’s more, a bishop from America! “Father! Please can’t you help me? Please, bless my room! This is the third year that I’ve been asking our Father Ivan, and he still hasn’t come. Maybe you’ll take pity on me? Will you come?” I hadn’t even managed to open my mouth, and the bishop was already expressing his most passionate willingness to carry out her request, as if his whole life long he had only been waiting for the chance to bless Grandmother’s little room somewhere. “But your Grace,” I say desperately. “You don’t even have the slightest idea where this room of hers might be. Grandma, where are we going?” “Oh, not far at all. Just the other side of town—in Orekhovo-Borisovo. It’s only forty minutes by bus from the last stop on the Metro. Really—it’s not that far,” she warbles joyfully. And the bishop, cancelling all our important plans (since it was impossible to contradict him in such situations), would first traipse headlong all the way to the other end of Moscow, the largest city in Europe, to a church where a friend of his gave him the necessary vestments and utensils needed for a house blessing. (Of course, I tagged along with him.) All the while Grandma, beside herself with joy (Lord only knows where she got her strength) and unable to contain her happiness, ceaselessly told the bishop all about her children and grandchildren who never visit her anymore . . . Then, after the expedition to the church, off we went in the other direction, jam-packed like sardines in the crowded Moscow Metro at rush hour, standing all the way and with several long walks to change train lines through the jam-packed corridors, and then standing that way as we rode all the way to the end of the line, on the very outskirts of Moscow. From there, just as Grandma had promised, it was a forty-minute bone-rattling ride in a dusty old bus, also crammed full to overflowing. But finally the bishop blessed and consecrated Grandma’s little room, all eight meters square, on the ninth floor walk-up of some hideous Communist project housing. And he did it with sincerest prayer, majestically, and triumphantly, just the way he always performs any divine services. Then he sat down with the ecstatic Grandma (actually, both of them were ecstatic about each other) and praised to the skies her humble offerings—little Russian pretzels called sushki, and tea over-sugared with sickly-sweet cherry jam, full of pits . . . Then, with immense gratitude, he accepted as an honour and did not refuse the crumpled one rouble note that she stealthily handed to her “Father” as she said goodbye. “May the Lord save you!” she called out to the bishop! “Now it will be sweet for me to die in this little room!”'
DUGIN AND EVOLA ON THE ÉLITE

I've given you what you may think is a very ordinary story at such length because the atmosphere of it is so radically different from what we find in Dugin. In his book Putin v Putin, Dugin says of his spiritual élite:

'Naturally, the best way to create an adequate political elite is through revolutions and wars. In such cases the strongest, the aristocracy, come to power. A time of peace is usually the time of mediocre leaders or 'sub-passionaries'. According to Gumilev [Lev Gumilev, geographer, son of the poet Anna Akhmatova - PB], there are a hundred sub-passionaries per one true passionary. They are different from the masses in that they want something but cannot achieve it, and they make up a class of the ‘sub-elite’. There is a popular Eurasian slogan: ‘career or revolution’. If one can get a career, he will get on in life. If not, he will opt for a revolution. The only thing that will not be tolerated is obedience. A man of the elite, a man of a ruling type, is not ready to tolerate the rule of someone worse than him. And he will not tolerate it. He will either be integrated into this power and improve it or he will destroy it. No society can exist without an elite class. If a society does not have its own elite, its place will be taken by a foreign one. If we cannot rule by ourselves, somebody else will rule us. Eurasianists believe that a country should be ruled by the best representatives of the society. The basis of Eurasian method of selection is the aristocracy, the passionaries.'
He envisages this élite being formed through a military religious order, perhaps resembling the Templars or Hospitallers of mediaeval Christendom:

'the Italian sociologist Wilfredo Pareto proved that the establishment of entities similar to the oprichnina [the private army formed by Ivan the Terrible with a view to suppressing the power of the feudal aristocracy - PB] is a classic motif in political history. When the ruling elites ‘freeze up’ and are shut down, the important process of elite rotation comes to a halt. In order to bring new blood into the ruling class, it is sometimes essential to create parallel hierarchies. These hierarchies are based on personal qualities, energy, courage, passion, and ideological convictions — in short, on energetic idealism, as opposed to previous hierarchies where noble origin, wealth and clan connections guarantee a high position in the political-administrative system. Therefore, the Russian oprichnina is a textbook example of the law of elite rotation: a cadre revolution from above. The parallel hierarchy is usually created on the basis of special ideologies or even cults. Hence the chivalric orders, mystical Islamic orders (tariqas), Indian Tantric sects, Taoist and Buddhist sects in China and Japan, and so on. Every parallel hierarchy has its sacrality, its symbols, and its charismatic pole located in the centre of the entire structure as the organising element. 

[...] 

'The centre of oprichnina sacrality was the figure of Ivan Vasilievich the Terrible himself and the symbolism of death that constantly occupied his mind and his imagination. It is known that Ivan personally prepared three Orthodox canons, one of which was dedicated to the Angel of Death, the terrible Angel (and this canon is still widely used by Old Believers). Therefore, the oprichnina was a parallel hierarchy with its own specific symbolism, rituals and purposes. But the oprichnina theorist Ivan Peresvetov (some authors dispute his existence and even claim that ‘Peresvetov’ was a pseudonym for Ivan the Terrible himself) was significantly influenced by Turkish Janissaries, the militant Sufis of the Sublime Porte, another secret order with its own symbolism and rituals.'

At the end of this he complains that 'even Putin himself, contrary to the wailings of his opponents, does not have anything in common with an authoritarian, charismatic dictator. So, only an Order can save the day , along with everything that it entails.'
None of that, despite the appeal to Russian history, has anything to do with Orthodoxy. But it is rather reminiscent of what Evola (Notes on the Third Reich) evokes as the course of action available to Hitler but which he failed to take:

'the idea that could have served as a corrective to Hitlerism was that the state should be based, not so much on a single party, as on something similar to an ‘Order.’ A fundamental task in the Third Reich was the creation of cadres trained by means of a systematic formation of an elite, conceived as the main ‘bearer’ of the idea of a new state and its corresponding worldview. The difference from the earlier, ancient tradition was that in Germany, in addition to qualities of character, physical requirements were taken into consideration, among them the ‘race’ factor, with special emphasis on the ‘Nordic’ type. There were two principal initiatives taken by the Third Reich in this direction. The first initiative was the constitution, backed by the party, of three Ordensburgen, that is, three ‘Order castles.’ It was a question of complexes with edifices of an architecture that was inspired by the ancient Nordic-Germanic style, with large grounds annexed, including woods, fields and lakes, where, after an initial selection, young people were welcomed for a military, physical, moral and intellectual education including ‘worldview.’ Special attention was paid to courage and resolve with rather dangerous tests. Among other things, judicial proceedings were sometimes held in these castles with aspirants, or Junker, who followed the progress of the trial as an audience. Cases were chosen where honour and other ethical values played a role, to test the moral sensibility and natural faculties of judgment of the aspirants in the discussions that followed. Rosenberg supervised all the Ordensburgen and so his ideas served as the principal basis for the indoctrination, which, given the reservations we expressed concerning them, introduced a problematic factor into the system. While the young men were in these institutions, they led a life of a ‘society of single men,’ almost isolated from the rest. When they left, they would be in possession of a special preferential qualification to hold political offices and obtain positions of responsibility in the Third Reich or, it is better to say, in what the Third Reich was supposed to become. Of far greater importance was the initiative represented by the SS' 

[...]

'The true organiser of the SS was Heinrich Himmler, who was nominated Reichsführer SS or Führer of the Reich for the SS. Himmler was of Bavarian origin and had a Catholic education. When he was studying agriculture in 1919, he joined a corps of volunteers that fought the Communists. His political tendencies were philo-monarchist and Right-wing conservative, inherited from his father who had been the loyalist instructor of Heinrich, hereditary prince of Bavaria. He was especially fascinated by the ideal of the Order of Teutonic Knights, which we spoke of earlier. He wanted to make the SS a corps that would perform the same function of the state’s central nucleus that the nobility had played with its unquestioning loyalty to the regime, but in a new form. For the formation of a man of the SS, he considered a blend of Spartan spirit and Prussian discipline. But he also had in view the order of Jesuits (Hitler jokingly used to call Himmler 'my Ignatius of Loyola) ....'
After all that, liberalism, I think, begins to look quite attractive.

THE 'EURASIAN' PROJECT

Dugin envisages a great future for Russia as the centre of a new 'Empire' - he isn't afraid to use the word, though he also calls it a 'great space': 'Eurasia'. Eurasia broadly corresponds to what used to be the Russian Empire and then became the Soviet Union and then the Commonwealth of Independent States. And Vladimir Putin has been trying to reconstitute it as the 'Eurasian Union.' Interestingly one of the main political advocates of the Eurasian Union has been Nursultan Nazarbayev, President of Kazakhstan. Dugin is able to point to a substantial body of theory supporting the Eurasian idea, going back to a group of emigrés in the 1920s centred round the linguistic theorist Nicholas Trubetskoy. Trubetskoy had in mind a Russia facing East and recovering its Asiatic or 'Turanian' character in opposition to the European or Romano-Germanic influence which he saw as disastrous, and which included Marxism (in England, Oswald Mosley and others saw Marxism as an 'oriental' tendency!).

But the Eurasian project also includes the possibility of an alliance between Germany and Russia, bringing the whole Eurasian land mass into a unity in opposition to the 'transatlantic' US and UK. This conflict between land and sea, Rome and Carthage, had been announced in England by Halford Mackinder, supporter of the sea, and was taken up in Germany by Carl Schmitt, supporter of the land. In both Germany and the Soviet Union there were those - they included Heidegger - who saw the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact not as an unnatural short term tactical manoeuvre but as the first stage in changing the geopolitical shape of the world. So far as I can see the slogan 'From Vladivostok to Dublin' was coined by Jean Thiriart, a Belgian political theorist, closely associated with Dugin. During the Second World War Thiriart advocated a European Great Space centred on the German Third Reich. He complained that the project had been ruined by Hitler's narrow German nationalism. From Vladivostok to Dublin was the title of a book he planned to publish in 1987, advocating a union between Europe and the Soviet Union. He expected the initiative to come from the Soviet Union and indeed I remember thinking at the time that Gorbachev's reforms were being conducted with a view to detaching Germany from the West and orientating it more to the East. This perspective was. of course, overtaken by events. 

SOLZHENITSYN'S ALTERNATIVE VIEW

Dugin's view is that given Russia's geographical position in what Halford Mackinder called 'the heartland' of the Eurasian continent, it has no choice but to be 'great', to engage in a great project, in this case the reconstruction of a post-Soviet Great Space with itself as the centre. Otherwise it will finish as a peripheral part of the transatlantic Great Space (which is how many commentators on the BBC, stressing Russia's weakness, its pretensions above its status, like to see it). Solzhenitsyn on the other hand, while still wanting to defend Russia against Western influence, economic and moral, wanted a renunciation of great adventures. He reckoned that Russia had enough on its hands recovering from the great adventure of International Communism.

It has to be said that a very large amount of Solzhenitsyn's work still hasn't been published in English translation. This includes his last major work - Two Centuries Together - a two volume history of relations between Russians and Jews in the period following the seventeenth and eighteenth century incorporation into the Russian Empire of parts of what had been Poland (including Ukraine and Byelorussia) with their substantial Jewish populations. Most importantly there are still five volumes to go of his major life's work, The Red Wheel, his history of the Revolution, the continuation of August 1914 and November 1916. Four volumes dealing with March 1917 (the first of these has recently been published in English) and two with April 1917 - dealing with the 'February Revolution' (February in the Julian calendar still in use at the time in Russia. Following the Gregorian calendar the 'October Revolution' took place in November.) It is only quite recently that the original version of The First Circle was made available in English - the version most people have read was a bowdlerised version Solzhenitsyn prepared in hopes of getting it published in the Soviet Union. I think that even the definitive version the Gulag Archipelago still isn't available in English. The version we know was based on material he had been able to obtain under very difficult circumstances in the Soviet Union. But it was reworked since, incorporating material that had come his way in exile.

There are reasons for this collapse of interest in the man who in the sixties and early seventies was being hailed as the greatest living writer and they are to some extent told in two volumes of autobiography (only one of them available in English translation) that recount the time of his exile, given the title The Little Grain Managed to Land Between Two Millstones - the millstones being the Soviet machine and the somewhat more nebulous US left-liberal media.

As Solzhenitsyn tells it, during the Soviet period he had a mighty enemy, the Soviet machine, but he still felt that everything else - the whole dissident community, the whole world outside the Soviet sphere of influence - was behind him. In the early days of his exile, however, he began to realise that this was based on a misunderstanding. It was a very fortuitous misunderstanding because this solidarity was the perfect tactic for the struggle against the Soviet machine. Nonetheless many of those he thought were supporting him or who, indeed, themselves thought they were supporting him, were in fact his natural enemies. The issue that divided them was, in the first instance, Russia - the extent to which what Solzhenitsyn and his allies both regarded as the Soviet tyranny could be identified as a Russian tyranny. But there was also the question of revolution since Solzhenitsyn had come to the conclusion that he did not want a revolutionary overthrow of the existing regime.  

This began to emerge as an issue with the publication in the Soviet Union of his Letter to the Soviet leaders. It was a genuine letter, sent privately and not released publicly (ie to the underground samizdat) until it was clear that he wasn't going to receive a reply. It was sent in September 1973 and 'published' about the time of his exile in February 1974. Although his contempt for the Soviet leaders comes over very clearly he is nonetheless recommending policies that presuppose they will continue in power. He recommends that certain positions of authority should be open to non-Party members, but he isn't calling for democracy. Neither here not anywhere else does he call for a popular uprising. His last public appeal before his exile - Live not by lies - is, as the title suggests, simply a call to refuse to perpetuate a false ideology. His quarrel is with the policies of the government not with the principle of authoritarian government as such. 

Solzhenitsyn describes how in the course of writing The Red Wheel he came to believe that the real revolution was not in October but in February - that is, the 'liberal' revolution. He had intended to bring his story through to 1922 which, at the rate he was going, would have been impossible, but the decision to stop in April 1917 (actually 18th May with summary account of later events) was not - or at least not just - a matter of running out of steam. He felt that by then Russian liberalism had lost all power of initiative and that power was there for the taking by anyone sufficiently ruthless and determined (and who was there other than Lenin?). And this was the possibility that worried him when he contemplated the possible collapse of the Soviet Union. And of course it is what he saw when the Soviet system did collapse, resulting in his book Russia in collapse, published in 1998.

NO GREAT ADVENTURES

But to return to Alexander Dugin's theme of Russia's need for a great mission in the world, this ambition is precisely one of the aspects of Soviet policy criticised in the Letter to the Soviet Leadership. And in The Problem of Russia at the end of the twentieth century, written in 1994 just before his return to Russia, he criticises the empire building projects of the Tsars. Indeed he has little time for the Eurasian theorists of the 1920s, nor for the 'National Bolsheviks' - also admired by Alexander Dugin, founder with the novelist Eduard Limonov in the 1990s, of the 'National Bolshevik Party'. The National Bolsheviks hoped that they could return to Russia and come to terms with the Bolsheviks - that the Bolsheviks were working for Russian greatness, that, in the words of one of the leading representatives (who of course ended up being shot in the Gulag) Nikolai Ustrialov, Bolshevism was like a radish - red on the outside, white (Great Russian patriotic) on the inside. In Russia in Collapse, Solzhenitsyn calls the Eurasians 'nothing but a decadent aspiration and sign of moral weakness.' If put into practise, the 'Russian specificity' would be lost in a Muslim majority. Later in the same book he attacks the journal Vetche (Assembly), launched by Vladimir Osipov as an organ of militant Russian nationalism: 'These new theorists of misfortune are united in trying to find how to save Russia through "eurasianism" or how to rid themselves of Christianity through Neo-Paganism.' He almost certainly has Dugin in mind.

Solzhenitsyn's project was the very modest one of simply restoring a decent life in Russia which involved in his view first of all reducing the territory as far as possible to the Slav Orthodox heartland. He would have wanted to include Ukraine in this Slav heartland but recognised their right to secede if that is what they wanted (in practice this question of secession became more complicated because of the large numbers of Russians living in the seceding entities). The main task was to rebuild Russia from the bottom up, not worrying about democracy at the national level, with the formation and conflict of political parties which he saw as an entirely pointless division of the national effort, but establishing at local level the equivalent of the nineteenth century zemstvos, or even - he wasn't afraid to use the word - 'soviets', provided that these soviets would be in reality what the old soviets were on paper - organs through which decisions could be made at local level by representatives elected as individuals not as members of a party. He greatly admired the local level democracy that he saw in the cantons in Switzerland, but also in the US. Above all, he wanted to restore the interest in and commitment to rural life, to restore the taste the people once had for working the earth, a taste destroyed first by collectivisation then by a rationalisation of the kolkhoz (collective farm) system introduced by Khrushchev, gathering them together into ever larger units.

All this is obviously much less exciting, and perhaps less apparently relevant to our own preoccupation with finding a force that can confront the Anglo American aggression that weighs on the world at the present time but I tend to see it as much more positive than Dugin's great geopolitical project. If it is happening. But I don't know if it is happening or not. What is happening rather confirms Dugin's view that Russia has no choice - it has to have an ambitious foreign policy. The aggression of NATO in Georgia and in Ukraine, the prospect of losing Crimea as a base for the Black Sea fleet, have compelled Russia into adopting a more 'aggressive' stance towards the world, as the US-UK-France-Turkey-Qatar-United Arab Emirates-Saudi aggression in neighbouring Syria eventually forced a very reluctant Vladimir Putin to intervene there.

But on a perhaps more positive note something that is happening within Russia and that I do regard as very positive is the renewal of the life of the Church and in particular of the monasteries, the mood that is reflected in the passage I quoted earlier from Everyday Saints. Whatever the politics of the society, whether they are liberal or authoritarian, a society that encourages the monastic life and regards the Saint as the highest human type is a society that is radically different from the sort of society we are living in. And that is, it seems to me, how 'Mother Russia' can best resist the debilitating force which, for the purposes of the present discussion, we are calling 'liberalism.'

More material on the issues raised in this essay - in particular on Dugin, Heidegger and Solzhenitsyn - can be found in the 'Politics and Theology' section of my website - www.peterbrooke.org 
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