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1987-88 In May a group of Soviets 

experts on the West came through 
Ottawa to talk and to listen. At the 
top of everyone’s list of questions 
was the prospect for an American- 
Soviet nuclear arms treaty, the 
subject of this issue’s cover article 
by David Cox. What one of the 
Soviet experts, Henry Trofimenko, 
had to say on the subject was 
arresting not for what he said, but 
for how he said it.

I am not a professional student 
of the USSR and like most people 
I regard the recent avalanche of talk 
and writing about the place with a 
combination of curiosity, hopeful­
ness and fatigue - enough glasnost 
already. But unlike many people 
these conflicting feelings are 
leavened with the experience of 
two visits to the USSR in 1982 
during the dying days (literally) 
of the rule of Leonid Brezhnev.
I directed a film crew there for a 
few weeks - an intensely frustrat­
ing business because the bombast- 
to-substance ratio in the resulting 
interviews was enormous.

Based on my brief but intense 
exposure five years ago, Soviet 
society appeared to have a wide­
spread, institutionalized and in­
stinctive capacity for denying

reality. The phenomenon cropped 
up in almost every social exchange
- from Marshals in the Soviet 
Army to translators.

My favourite lunatic conversa­
tion was in a Moscow restaurant 
on the subject of mushrooms.
“Can I have some mushrooms 
with dinner.” “We don’t have any.” 
“You had some yesterday.” “No, 
we’ve never had them.” “Yes you 
did, I was here and I ate some.” 
“Impossible... you didn’t eat 
here.” In 1982 it was easier for a 
Soviet citizen to deny the existence 
of mushrooms or me than to admit 
that the Soviet central mushroom 
delivery apparatus had screwed-up.

And in 1988, what has changed 
in the manner of talk? When asked 
about the prospects for a US-Soviet 
agreement to cut nuclear arsenals 
Trofimenko answered with the 
kind of directness I never encoun­
tered in 1982. There would not be 
a treaty this year because there 
were lots of unsolved problems 
and because a new president would 
come to power very soon: “I expect 
that they would be positive - who­
ever might be the US president
- towards continuing this process. 
But probably any new president 
who would come to the White 
House in January 1989 would say

he would want a better deal than 
has been outlined in the previous 
negotiations...” In other words, 
the START talks would not suc­
ceed until next year not because 
Americans were the “enemies of 
all peace-loving people every­
where” (1982-style answer) but 
because that is the way of high 
bureaucratic politics.

If the new tone is a true measure 
of a maturation in Soviet political 
culture then maybe the super­
powers will get on with talking 
about what really matters.
■ In addition to Fen Hampson on 
the looming political crisis in the 
Western Alliance, Clyde Sanger’s 
novel approach to arctic sover­
eignty, and Geoffrey Pearson 
on how the West should view 
Mr. Gorbachev’s initiatives to 
reform Soviet society, Cary 
Hector assesses recent events 
in Haiti.

Mr. Hector is a professor of 
political science at Université du 
Québec à Montréal, and is on the 
editorial board of the periodical 
Collectif Paroles - published in 
Montreal. He returned to his native 
country for two months last year 
to follow the electoral campaign.
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