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A NOTE ON THE SOVIET UNION/RUSSIA PROBLEM



Most writers who deal with the Soviet Union and Russia run up against the same word problem. Sometimes you mean one, sometimes you mean the other, sometimes you mean both. The most frequent solution I’ve seen is to just use “Russia” all the time. Since Russia was the most politically and culturally dominant part of the Soviet Union, and since half the time people called the Soviet Union Russia anyway, this works reasonably well, even if it’s a little misleading.


But it doesn’t work for me (except in the title of this book). I am referring so specifically to the Soviet Union or modern-day Russia, or both, over and over again, that the only approach I can find is to specify each time exactly which I mean. This is clumsy, and will likely drive you a little crazy, as it does me.




















INTRODUCTION



America fought a long and hard Cold War against the Soviet Union, primarily because they were communist, atheist, and politically repressive.


We, of course, were the exact opposite.


So that all made sense.


Then the Soviet Union collapsed. In short order, Russia embraced capitalism, and Orthodox Christianity reemerged as a fundamental, state-approved component of Russian identity. The government remained politically repressive, but much less so than the Soviet party/state. Although these changes were fraught and enormously complicated, our fantasy of Russia transforming into a country more like ours was, to a substantial degree, realized.


Our relationship should have improved dramatically at that point, and for a few years it did. But then the United States and Russia slid fairly rapidly into a second cold war. Maybe it started with the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, maybe it started with the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2014. More likely, it didn’t start on a specific date at all. But we have at this point spent a number of years in this new cold war. It is an angry, dangerous confrontation, and it has done a surprising amount of damage. We have wreaked havoc on Russia’s economy. They have played a significant role in undermining our democratic process, and perhaps our society as a whole. It’s not going well for anyone.


This book makes the case against our new cold war with Russia. It suggests that we are fighting an enemy with whom we have few if any serious conflicts of interest. It argues that we are fighting with ineffective and dangerous tools. And most of all, it aims to demonstrate that our approach is not working.


What we need is a whole new way of thinking about Russia, a completely new paradigm that will get us out of this conflict. I call this new way of thinking a “self-aware politics.” I know those two words fit together awkwardly. “Self-aware” comes from the world of psychology, and has a whiff of New Agey-ness. It can be used judgmentally, implying some people “are” and some people “aren’t.” It is, undeniably, fuzzy. The word “politics” is weightier, more practical. Even when used conceptually, it’s anything but fuzzy. As a word, “politics” doesn’t want to be anywhere near “self-aware.”


But the phrase “self-aware politics” has the advantage of being precise. It is what it says it is—a politics based on greater self-awareness. We usually ignore the psychological roots and dimensions of our personal politics. We think what we think, and we feel what we feel. In a self-aware politics, the focus is on how our psychology produces our beliefs and ideas. As we understand ourselves better, we understand our enemies better too.


I am nowhere near the pinnacle of self-awareness myself, as will no doubt be clear when you read this book. In fact, for someone who strives a lot—who is constantly trying to be better and do better—it has been its own challenge for me simply to accept that self-awareness is not another goal with a finish line, another thing to achieve. Nor is it primarily a spectrum, on which some are more self-aware and some less self-aware (though it is this to a degree). Mostly, self-awareness is an effort, a plan. I am trying not to call it a journey for the same reason the phrase “self-aware politics” rubs me half the wrong way, but let’s face it, it’s a journey.


The further I travel on the self-aware road—the more I come to understand how I was shaped, why I behave the way I do, how I feel and why—the more my politics shift, though not in a left or right direction. A self-aware politics leads to less judgment and more acceptance of people who believe different things. It makes it easier to let people and events take their course. Because after all, neither we as individuals, nor we collectively as a country, are responsible for the destiny of everyone and everything in the world.


This book, then, lies at the intersection of psychology—mine and yours—with history and politics. Mine and yours? I don’t even know you. And yet I’m going to take a lot of what I’ve figured out about myself and extrapolate it onto you. That’s because what I’ve discovered about myself, I believe, applies to many (or at least some) others too. I was a product of a common type of political upbringing in America, influenced both inside and outside of the home to believe we were the undisputed greatest country in the world—in fact, in all of history. We had flaws, but they were minor compared to those of other countries. Combined with certain aspects of my own psychology and family environment, this turned me into a hard-boiled cold warrior, a black-and-white thinker who saw the Soviet Union as the dangerous, tyrannical enemy of freedom, and the United States as the virtuous guardian of democracy and goodness. They were the bad guys, we were the good guys.


If you never saw the world this way, this book isn’t really about you personally. But it is, I believe, still about “us.” The black-and-white view of the Soviet Union that I had during the Cold War was shared by many, including most of those with political power at the time, and lay at the root of American foreign policy.


It seems to me that nearly identical ideas and beliefs about political good and political evil still guide our policy, such as it is, toward modern-day Russia. The key to ending the second cold war is to challenge these nuance-free, absolutist assumptions about who we are, and who the Russians are. I will not challenge them by declaring that every last piece of the old orthodoxy was wrong. I am not trying to hammer home a new set of facts, designed to convince you that I am now right (and was wrong before). Instead, I hope to add nuance to the old assumptions, hopefully enough to undermine the binary thinking that produced the original Cold War and is now fueling a second one.


I will attempt to accomplish this by moving somewhat freely back and forth between the story of my own personal journey and a fairly wonky reassessment of Soviet history and Russian politics. I will likewise focus at times on the psychological and emotional underpinnings of my, and our, national prejudices against the Soviet Union and Russia, while at other times focusing on the facts and logic I used to fortify and justify my own animus. Eventually, I’ll make a series of (sometimes) concrete suggestions for altering the national attitudes that have contributed to our disastrous relationship first with the Soviet Union, and now with Russia. These different angles on the problem are not independent. In fact, integrating these different ways of approaching the problem is intended to produce—to be—a self-aware politics.















HOW I GOT THIS WAY
















HOME



I grew up in a liberal family on Chicago’s North Side, not far from Wrigley Field. My parents were both active in local politics, and frequently hosted meetings at our house. These meetings took place after my bedtime, but I wanted to be close to the action instead of alone in my room, so I would crawl down the green-carpeted stairs and perch on the bottom steps, listening to the grown-ups talk. I didn’t understand what they were saying, but I was pretty sure it was boring.


Although I didn’t quite know what politics was, I had a vague sense that my mother’s involvement in it was emotional, and revolved around envelopes and staying up late with friends, whereas my father’s involvement was logical, and included going upstairs to bed while everyone else was still drinking coffee downstairs.


Politics—was it my parents’ hobby? It seemed bigger than that. Almost a war they were fighting, against an enemy with strange, hard names like “Alderman Vrdolyak.” It was also somehow connected with the pile of magazines on the window ledge of the bathroom I shared with my father. I started thumbing through these magazines when I was six or seven years old—Commentary, The New Republic, and The New York Review of Books (not exactly a magazine, but a thick, squat newspaper). I liked Commentary best because it had a heavy, almost sandpaper-like cover, with geometric shapes surrounding the article titles. The New York Review of Books, on the other hand, was difficult to open, close, and fold properly, and seemed to be sending the message that it was too busy with the subject matter inside to be bothered with fancy binding.


The large house we lived in was overrun with books. Certain rooms were essentially wallpapered with them, books jammed tightly into wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Some of the bookcases in the house were beautiful antiques, some were white particleboard. The bookcases were all full, but the books kept coming in, and never going out. My father would go to the yearly book sale at my school and come back with ten cardboard boxes brimming with books. My mother, usually not irritable, would complain bitterly as he hauled these boxes into the house, asking the question we were all wondering—where was he going to put them? But my father knew more than us about the elasticity of bookshelves.


When we traveled, in America or abroad, we always saw the sights and monuments, but none were more important than a local used bookstore. Wherever we were, traveling or not, if we passed a used bookstore, my father peeled off and went in. My brother and I were expected to follow. My mother did not hold a veto, but was allowed to go shopping until we were done. My father came out of these bookstores with books, every time.


Was he a book hoarder? He didn’t seem tense or neurotic when buying or reading books—he seemed happy. He didn’t take drugs, or gamble, or spend the family fortune on… new books. He just wanted to read.


And yet I wanted to grab him, to shake him and say, “Stop reading!” I felt like there was a pile of books separating us. (Is it any wonder I’m writing a book?)


The world of books and the world of politics were linked—they were not quite the same thing, but not quite different things either. Both were about words, and thinking, and were fundamentally boring. Although barely older than me, I knew my brother was not bored by politics and books. He was of that world. He read, it seemed to me, constantly. He spoke up during the never ending political conversations at the dinner table, where he had ideas and knew things.


I, on the other hand, wanted to watch television. They wanted to watch PBS, sometimes. When I was seven, and my brother eight, the three of them huddled together night after night in front of the Watergate hearings, which not only didn’t count as television, but was an unfair monopolization of the TV set by people who didn’t even like television.


My father, in fact, hated television. He gave my brother and me copies of an article written by his friend George Anastaplo, titled “Television Is More Dangerous Than the Atom Bomb.” Anastaplo was a brilliant law professor who had been denied entry to the Illinois Bar in the 1950s when he refused to answer a question about whether he was a communist (which no one really suspected him of). When the bar tried to rectify its error and admit him years later, he refused as a matter of principle and was never able to practice law. This made him almost a version of my father, slightly improved by making a great sacrifice for integrity. A true hero for the Weisberg family. In any case, the article my father gave us, probably published in some bulletin of the University of Chicago, argued that, whereas an atom bomb might or might not be dropped on us one day, television was surely rotting the minds of Americans every day, particularly the young and impressionable. (My brother, often right in these matters, is dubious this ever happened, and wonders if instead my father once made an offhand comment about television being worse than the atom bomb. If my memory somehow conflated such a comment with the figure of George Anastaplo, good for it.)


If television was worse than the atom bomb, my father’s firm rule that we were only allowed to watch two hours a week was both eminently reasonable and also a magnanimous concession to the unhealthy desires of young children. There was an exception for Masterpiece Theatre, which did not count against your time. I understood perfectly well that Masterpiece Theatre was a book in disguise, and as with the Watergate hearings, I only peeked in occasionally while my parents and brother watched.


For me, having to cobble together a two-hour block out of Fantasy Island, The Love Boat, Charlie’s Angels, CHiPs, M*A*S*H, and Good Times was agony, repeated every week. In fact, I couldn’t do it. I usually watched three or even three and a half hours of television a week, feeling I had betrayed my father in a deep and irredeemable way.


I thought I could get away with it because I didn’t see any signs I was being monitored. So I was surprised one day when my father flew into a rage—almost the only time I ever saw him lose his temper—about the amount of television I was watching (which I think he intuited more than tracked). He unplugged the TV, wrapped the cord around the antenna, and carried it down to the basement. He then put a padlock on the basement door. I remember my mother standing there, trying to balance amusement with some compassion for me. Later, she would open the lock for me, and I would go down, plug in the TV, and stand watching it in the dark. What he had done turned out to be too much even for my father, and a few weeks later the TV came back upstairs.


My father was not severe, though. He was kind and gentle, which was why this outburst had a ridiculous element that I could detect. It didn’t fit well with who he was. He enjoyed the world, despite certain private sufferings, and was both decent and full of compassion. All of this was evident in his relationships with his children, but also in how he spoke about his views and beliefs. He was an advocate for civic and civil rights, a part-time lawyer for the ACLU, an opponent of capital punishment. He had one conservative streak, the same one many other liberal Jews had—he thought the Soviet Union was a cruel and tyrannical country, and that America had to fight hard against it.


I became marginally more interested in what he was saying about the Soviet Union as I got older. There was something about Russia that tugged at me. My father, like many parents, read aloud to my brother and me, but not surprisingly, he had his own ideas about what to read us. We were indulged with fairy tales and children’s literature until I was about five, and then he switched to the classics of world literature. Although there were some nods to accessibility—we read a lot of Dickens—he was open about the fact that his choices primarily reflected books he wanted to read. This included a healthy dose of Chekhov, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, and Gogol. And so a Russian world existed in my imagination from a very young age. This world was imperial, and romantic, and sometimes a little bit swashbuckling. Of all the books he read us, the ones by Russians were my favorites.


My own reading lagged. While my brother could be found, age ten, lying in bed with a Henry James novel, I did not move beyond comic books. This was the one kind of reading without merit. I loved Batman, Aquaman, the Fantastic Four, the Green Lantern. Some part of me understood this was a piece of childhood I had a right to.


Would I start reading on my own? It was a contest of wills. On the one side, my father, his love flowing through books, rarely pushing me directly, but his entire way of moving through the universe a never-ending pressure for me to once and for all start reading books. On the other side, four-foot-eight, big head of strawberry-blond curls, lonely, lover of television—I was less a complete underdog than a legitimate dark-horse contender, thanks to a deep and natural stubbornness that might win the day.


My long, slow defeat began at age twelve, when I picked up From Russia with Love at my school’s yearly book fair. Its red cover, with both a gun and the word “love,” stirred something in me. It went into the headboard bookcase behind my twin bed, previously occupied exclusively by knickknacks and joke books. One fateful night, I started to read it.


I say my long, slow defeat, because it wasn’t a hundred percent clear this counted as reading. And Fleming was all I read for more than a year, Bond after Bond. I do not know how or where I then got the gray paperback of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, but that did it. It was obviously less titillating than Bond, but le Carré’s stories felt real, and opened up an entire fantasy world that I sensed I belonged in. It was also obvious that, if my father were to read this, it would pass muster. It was a real book.


I was entering my teen years. My political consciousness remained blurry. But at Sunday school, there was frequent talk about Jews in the Soviet Union, and the violent and dangerous communist colossus on the other side of the world that was crushing them. There was something like complete agreement between my synagogue, Ian Fleming, and John le Carré—strong evil forces were afoot in the world, and good people had to stop them.


According to le Carré, the most likely hero to stop them was… my father? Was it my father? George Smiley was an introverted intellectual. He was a version of my father. But didn’t that mean he was also a version of me, me in the future? It turned out I had been groomed for this dirty but necessary work. It would be better to be James Bond, but that wasn’t really a thing. George Smiley was a real thing.


By the time I started high school in the late 1970s, I’d developed a more overt political consciousness, centered on Israel, with the Soviet Union lurking in the background. This was partly the work of Sunday school and was aided by a trip to Israel, which might as well have been a summer at a Chinese reeducation camp. I do not mean that the conditions were harsh, or that any of us on the trip were forced to go there—although I suppose the familial and religious structures of our lives did force us, in a way. I mean that the real mission of the rabbis and group leaders and sexy young Israelis shuttling us around the country was to inculcate us with strong pro-Zionist beliefs. Their plan was to teach us Jewish history and Israeli passion, and send us home prouder of our heritage than we’d been before, ready to fight (or at least argue) for Israel as the historical and emotional embodiment of that heritage.


Back home, a junior in high school now, the Soviets and the Arabs were Devil #1 and Devil #2 for me. Although I couldn’t exactly decide which was worse. Jews were in danger in Israel, where they needed more Jews. Jews were suffering inside the Soviet Union, which wouldn’t let them (or not many of them) leave to go to Israel, where they could have been free and made the Jews already there safer. It was a vicious circle.


One day, my friend Anthony suggested to me that the Israelis were mistreating the Palestinians. I delivered a twelve-point lecture to him on the history of the Middle East, trying to prove so conclusively that he was wrong that he eventually just shrugged and walked off down the hallway.















AWAY



I headed off to college shortly before Ronald Reagan started his second term as president. He called the Soviet Union an evil empire. He said that suppressing people was wrong. Better yet, he said these great injustices had to and would end. It was a little unclear if they would end on their own, because they were so morally wrong, or if he would end them. Either way, I admired his willingness to speak a clear, simple truth that I thought others shied away from.


As a freshman at Yale, I planned to major in English, because I liked writing. Then I took a class in the history of the international communist movement with Ivo Banac. We studied Yugoslavia, Hungary, Czechoslovakia—the problems, the suffering, the tanks crushing people’s dreams were almost glamorous to me. It was like George Anastaplo facing off against the McCarthyites, but in this case, the bad guys had tanks.


I decided to major in history.


My sophomore year, I took a popular lecture course in Soviet history with Professor Wolfgang Leonhard. Wolfgang was born in Germany, and his mother was a communist. When Nazi persecution of communists in Germany increased before the war, they fled to the Soviet Union. Wolfgang attended school there, and later worked for the Communist Party. He was eventually sent to East Germany as part of a group the Soviets put together to help administer the country after the war.


Wolfgang was magnetic, unpretentious, and had a wry, cheerful disposition. This man’s mother had been a prisoner in the Gulag, he had gone from communist believer to decidedly not, but there was no trace of anger in his personality. His attitude felt like an act of politics itself, a statement that no matter how much suffering, injustice, and terror took place in the world, one could look at it and learn from it, without falling into the trap of bitterness.


Wolfgang was also the real thing, an actual apparatchik who’d escaped from behind the Iron Curtain and showed us what it was really like there. In his class, I loved the feeling of my political instincts acquiring a factual and intellectual basis. It was exciting to think and debate about whether Stalin turned the USSR into a brutal and violent country, or if Lenin had started them down that road. The best part was, there was no disputing that it had happened, that the Soviet Union had gone wrong. Even if Khrushchev had started to bring the country back toward some sort of normalcy, he was kicked out and the repression returned (if not to its former level).


The story was endlessly fascinating, deeply moving, but ultimately simple. There were good guys and bad guys. And the bad guys had run the Soviet Union for most of its history. That is what I heard. I remain unsure if Wolfgang led me in that direction—he was hard to pigeonhole, and not really the type to recruit people to his side.


I was eventually invited to join a small group of mostly graduate students who regularly visited Wolfgang in his rooms at the Davenport residential college. I’d smoke cigarettes while he smoked a pipe, and we’d talk about politics and the world. I felt grown-up, and a bit European. I was finding an identity as a student who smoked in my professor’s room and had increasingly strong feelings about the politics of the Soviet Union.


I had something serious to do with my brain now. I was a person with ideas, and if there are stages in the development of an absolutist thinker, here is where those ideas became fixed. I desperately needed to combine all the old things I knew with all the new things I was learning, and to mix them in with passion and conviction, so that I could form myself, so that I could grow up.


As for my peers, I don’t recall any who had positive feelings about the Soviet Union, but everyone I knew objected strenuously to Ronald Reagan. I kept fairly quiet about my feelings, and when I did talk about them, I emphasized that it was only Reagan’s foreign policy I agreed with. In truth, I was living and thinking a bit behind Reagan. It was the mid-’80s, and my anti-Soviet fires were burning brightest just as his were calming down a bit. In all fairness, he said and did a lot of contradictory things, and it’s somewhat clearer now than it was back then that he was softening.


In any case, the particulars of what was actually happening were not as important to me as believing what I needed to believe. Reagan said the Soviet Union was an evil empire. The details of when he said it, and when he backed off a bit, hardly mattered. I was animated—my body and soul were being animated, like never before—by the idea that there was an evil and dangerous empire out there, and we had to fight it. I had to fight it.


The summer after my sophomore year, I returned home to Chicago, where a friend reported to me that there was a rumor going around that I had turned into a racist. I had no idea if this rumor was widespread or not, or if anyone even believed it. But it was obviously upsetting, and bewildering. Why would anyone think that? After talking to a few people, I figured it out—I had been vocal about supporting Reagan’s foreign policy. This meant, to some people, that I supported Reagan’s social and economic policies, which were damaging to poor people and minority groups. And that meant I was a racist. I had no idea what to do about this. I didn’t support those other Reagan policies. But I also wasn’t focused on them. Overall, I realized I would have to fortify myself against what other people thought, if I was going to think what I thought.


During my junior year (according to my memory), the Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko did a reading on campus. I’d never seen anything like the way he read his poems, declaimed them, in a loud and dramatic way, full of passion and sexuality. I was both attracted to and repelled by his performance. But instead of really hearing the poetry, I was mostly interested in whether or not Yevtushenko was compromising himself, collaborating with the Soviet authorities to secure perks and privileges, like the right to travel abroad and speak to American college students.


My judgments were not kind to Yevtushenko. I was in a constant search for who was good and who was bad, who was moral and who was not, who was being firm and who was compromising. I didn’t have to face any of those choices in my life, but I had no sympathy for those who did.


Later that year, in a meeting during office hours with one of my writing teachers, with whom I had a friendly but fairly formal relationship, she suddenly blurted out, “You can be such an asshole.” I was stunned. I was a friendly and polite young man, and had decent social skills. I was pretty sure people liked me, in a kind of general way. I had thought this teacher liked me. What was she talking about?


That same year, during parents’ weekend, my father came with me to visit Wolfgang in his rooms. As the three of us talked, my father mentioned Lenin’s famous quote about how the capitalists should be given enough rope to hang themselves. Wolfgang replied that Lenin had never actually said this. He was matter-of-fact about it, not at all rude or condescending. But my father placed great value on knowing things, and now he was wrong about a simple fact, in front of me and my professor. Because of how we were, we didn’t talk about it later. But I sensed something tender in him, and felt badly. (My father, whom I know better now than I did when he was alive, was actually more curious than sensitive, and I doubt he minded Wolfgang correcting him.)


In my senior year, when the Soviet Union was starting to open up under Gorbachev, People magazine ran a cover story on what life was really like in the Soviet Union. They’d gotten access to a number of ordinary Russians, not party/government plants, and photographed their apartments. I thought the article was very good, and showed a side of life in the Soviet Union you didn’t usually get to see. I felt nervous bringing the article to Wolfgang, because I didn’t think anyone took People magazine seriously. But he returned the magazine to me a few days later and said he thought they’d done a very good job. He couldn’t have cared less that it was People.


Wolfgang and another professor, Firuz Kazemzadeh, served as advisers on my senior thesis. The topic was “Popular Attitudes in the Soviet Union Towards Their Government” (I should have made that “Their System and Leadership”). I studied the issue by looking at the opinions of four different groups—dissidents, Western journalists, émigrés, and academics specializing in Soviet affairs. After reviewing what members of each of these groups thought, I concluded that I couldn’t be sure how the Soviet populace felt. But I tended to lean in the direction of Wolfgang Leonhard, who thought about 15 percent supported the government, corresponding roughly to (though somewhat exceeding) the percentage of the Soviet population that belonged to the Communist Party.


Wolfgang told me the professor who served as the outside reviewer had let him know he didn’t know what to make of my paper, but Wolfgang told him both he and Kazemzadeh liked it, so he gave me an A–. I didn’t mind that the outside reader didn’t get it—it was arguably not a piece of historical research (the basic requirement for the paper). I felt understood by my two advisers, which was enough for me. (I wonder if, to a certain degree, I am just rewriting this same paper almost thirty-five years later.)


After I graduated from college, I moved to Portland, Oregon, where I waited tables and studied Russian part-time at Portland State University. Several times a week, I’d get a glossy manila envelope in the mail from Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, stuffed with research packets on Soviet current events. I’d sit in the kitchenette of my studio apartment poring over this endless stream of papers, the desire to do something about Soviet repression getting stronger and stronger. This desire didn’t coalesce into an actual plan, but my moral outrage, my anger, my indignation weren’t satisfied by just learning and talking. Even if I couldn’t verbalize it, I felt like I was a man of action. Not just a talker and a thinker.


After a year in Oregon, I spent a few months back home in Chicago, then went to Leningrad to study Russian for the summer. A few weeks after I got there, I went to meet with a man I’ll call Ilya (not to protect his identity, but because I don’t remember his name). Ilya was a refusenik—a Jew who had applied to emigrate from the Soviet Union, resigned from his job (required to apply for an exit visa), and then been refused permission to leave (thus, refusenik). I’d gotten his name and address from a Jewish relief organization in Chicago.


I knew that, after losing their jobs, some refuseniks had to stoke boilers in the basements of buildings to make a living. For many, this was a big step down, since they had been doctors, engineers, or university professors before applying to emigrate. Conflating some of these ideas, I was expecting to find Ilya living in something that resembled a boiler room. I was confused when his apartment was, in fact, fairly nice.


The relief organization had given me a Seiko watch for Ilya, explaining that he could sell it on the black market and then live on the proceeds for more than a year. As soon as we sat down, I handed the watch over. Ilya disappeared with it into a back room, then came back and started to tell me about his life in the Soviet Union.


As he talked, and I ate the cream puffs he’d laid out, Ilya casually mentioned that someone abroad had sent him a subscription to Newsweek. I knew you couldn’t read Western periodicals in the Soviet Union, and I asked him if he’d gotten into trouble because of the subscription. Ilya seemed a little surprised by the question. He explained that every week he received a notice from the post office that the magazine had arrived. The notice would give an appointment time. He’d go to the post office at that time, and they’d let him into a special room where he could sit and read his Newsweek. As he explained this to me, it was clear there were no repercussions for any of this. The KGB didn’t follow him home afterward. It sounded like no one cared.


This was confusing. The Soviet Union I had studied—the one I had traveled across the world to see—supposedly did everything it could to block Western books and magazines from getting into the country. If you got your hands on forbidden material, and of course especially if you circulated it, you could be sent to prison, or a psychiatric institution.


Of course, there were plenty of possible explanations for why Ilya was allowed to read Newsweek, and to live so comfortably:


It was 1988—Gorbachev was changing things.


Ilya was just one refusenik—a tiny sample size. He didn’t necessarily represent the majority of refuseniks. (As one of the limited number receiving financial help from abroad through visitors like me, his material conditions were without a doubt vastly better than those of the average refusenik.)


Or maybe the wily KGB let Ilya live differently from other refuseniks in order to mislead visiting Westerners. He was a kind of Potemkin refusenik.


All of this occurred to me. But as I sat across from this smart, likeable man in his living room, a little bell was going off in my head—something wasn’t adding up. I pushed whatever was bothering me into a dark corner of my brain, where it remained for almost twenty years.


After my trip, I moved back to Chicago, and got a job helping Soviet émigrés find jobs. I was restless and bored, and since what I’d actually wanted all along was to fight—to destroy the Soviet Union—I called the CIA and asked for a job application. A year and a half later, after a long series of tests, interviews, and then waiting for a security clearance, I moved to Washington and started my new job.


A few months after I arrived, I was taking a walk one night along an empty road running through the woods at the agency’s semi-secret training base. The enormous compound was fenced and guarded, and I felt completely safe. That is what I thought—that no one could mug me or attack me there. I had joined something special, and being a part of it meant I would be protected.


Part of the CIA training program was a series of “interim” assignments in various parts of the agency. For my first one, I asked to be put in the division that spied on the Soviet Union. I wasn’t sure a trainee would be let into this inner sanctum of an organization that was itself one giant inner sanctum. But it turned out that all the trainees got the assignments they asked for. Once you were in, you were in.


This was why I had come to the CIA, to take on the Soviet menace. And there I was, taking it on. Around a conference table my first day, my new supervisor told a group of us about his recent trip to the Soviet Union. The concrete in front of the Kremlin had been all torn up, and apparently had been that way for years. He said that he and his friends would have been able to fix it with a few hours and a quick trip to Home Depot. We all understood this did not bode well for the Soviet Union.


It was late 1990, and the Soviet Union was on its last legs. But it wasn’t entirely clear at the time that the country was about to fall, especially if your job depended on fighting it. One afternoon, I overheard a group of senior officers in the hallway arguing about whether the agency should try to destroy the KGB while it had the chance. They were not all in agreement.


Later, in one of the training segments, I was driving through a small American city, an instructor next to me in the car. My job was to spot surveillance. I used the techniques I had been taught, and I identified the surveillant following me. I also recognized the driver, one of our instructors. Over the radio, thinking I was especially smart to pick up this level of detail, I said his name as I called out the surveillance. The instructor in my car scowled and rebuked me for saying someone’s true name over the radio. No one had ever taught me not to do this, but it was supposed to have been obvious.


Another interim assignment—the group managing the CIA’s covert war in Afghanistan. There was something rough about the officers here, some of whom had grown beards in the field, ridden horses, even worn traditional Afghan robes while on the horses. This was, essentially, what we all wanted to do. I was afraid of horses, but whatever. The Soviets had actually left Afghanistan by the time I worked in this office, so I was a little fuzzy on why we were still so active there, but I kept my questions to myself, and even more from myself.


During these office assignments, I would take a break and wander the floors of the two headquarters buildings, going from vending machine to vending machine until I found one with Hostess Snoballs in it. A friend who knew I did this would sometimes call me on a secure line—it was easier to call on a secure line than a regular one—and tell me if he’d spotted Snoballs on a particular floor of one of the buildings. This same friend and I saw an announcement on a bulletin board for a “Security Awareness Poster Competition,” and we entered. Our submission was a Letterman-inspired “Top 10 List of Reasons to Be Security Aware,” with entries like “Spies Are Everywhere” and “It’s Fun to Be Security Aware.” We thought there was an outside chance we would be fired. Instead, we received an Honorable Mention, which came with a surprisingly elaborate certificate, bound in white linen. We eventually realized that everyone who entered got the same award.


A little over a year after I joined the CIA, the Soviet Union collapsed. I had joined the CIA with the express purpose of helping to make this happen, so… now what?


At the training program graduation ceremony, I sat next to the agency’s head of Human Resources. He told me most of my instructors had never actually recruited an agent. I wasn’t sure what to make of this—was recruiting even harder than it seemed? Or maybe my instructors weren’t good at it, even though they’d just spent all this time teaching me how to do it? Or maybe the head of Human Resources, who wasn’t part of the operational side of the agency, didn’t know what he was talking about. I couldn’t figure it out. The instructors were almost cleanly divided between eager fast-trackers and tired-looking middle-aged men and women nearing the ends of what you could tell were disappointing careers. All the ones I liked were in the second category.


Back at headquarters, I received my first assignment abroad. I had a stack of books on my desk about the history and politics of the country I was going to. Another officer made fun of me for all the books, and said I was missing the point of what we actually did at the CIA. He wasn’t unkind, and his jokes had a trace of respect for someone who would read so much. I knew he was wrong, that you would obviously do this job better if you knew more about the environment you were working in. But I didn’t see any other desks with stacks of books on them.


I never went on my first assignment. I took a year off to take care of my father, who was dying, then came back and soon resigned. I didn’t want to live abroad anymore, or maybe just didn’t want to do the job. In a small white room, I had my exit interview. But there was no interview at my exit interview. Just papers slid across the desk for me to sign, including the original secrecy agreement from when I’d joined. It turned out there was another place to sign again just below the original signature, for when you left.


I drove out of the massive parking lot, knowing I would never, ever be back. It was a place that, once you left, you were not allowed to come back to (this turned out not to be true, but seemed completely obvious to me at the time).















THERAPY



A few years later, I stumbled into therapy. I say “stumbled,” because since  the death of my father, my life had taken on an odd sleepwalking quality. I still got out of bed in the mornings, I was still active and productive. But I was less vibrant than I had been before, less interested in things. My jokes were infrequent and sour.


Over the next few years, I learned about grief, and then the rest of the feelings and emotions. I’d known the words before—happy, sad, angry, anxious, elated, furious, lost, devastated, joyful, crushed, broken—I remember early on in therapy saying, “My father died. I’m sad. Isn’t that what I’m supposed to feel? Sad? Well, I’m sad.” But then I asked my therapist if there was something missing. He asked if I thought there was. I said I had a feeling there was.


It turned out grief wasn’t about adjectives. It wasn’t about words at all, and that was my only area of competence. Grief was about moments, experiences—watching a videotape with my father of the Marx brothers’ A Night at the Opera that he’d asked me to rent, and seeing him go through the whole movie without laughing once. Days after his final chemotherapy session, when the doctor had said we’d have to wait and see, sitting next to him on the bed when he rolled onto his side, and seeing a tennis ball–sized lump protruding from his back. Touching the lump, then telling him about it, and the pause before he said, “Okay, we’ll tell the doctor tomorrow.” Grief was the strange sensation of being wholly re-created as soon as he died, and not knowing or liking the new me (who was made almost entirely out of grief). Some of this you could express in words, but you couldn’t start there.


I was unprepared for this. Boy, had I been raised a thinker, and not so much a feeler. I had learned to motor through the world fueled by thoughts and ideas. I easily absorbed the basic rules of thinking—you had to be clear, you had to be honest, you had to listen to other ideas you didn’t agree with. The biggest rule was that knowing more was good, and allowed you to be right. Being right was very important, maybe the most important thing of all. Decency, integrity, all the things you needed to make your way through the world (and that I experienced almost as feelings) required being right.


This need to be right is both a replacement for feelings and a killer of nuance and complexity. If your main need is to sort out which side you are on, to help you determine right from wrong, true from false, no matter how involved your thinking is, it can end up binary.


Where did my feelings go, exactly? In some cases, I was literally told not to have them—negative feelings were dismissed as bad, something to grow out of. All kinds of passions coursed through their subterranean worlds and came out as strongly felt ideas, often about books and politics (once I gave in and started reading). Some morphed into nervous, OCD-like habits, repetitive counting and tapping, carefully hidden (their remnants still alive today). Ask me how I felt, and you’d get “Good.” Ask me how I felt after my father died, and I said, “Sad.”


The quashing of my feelings, even though I wasn’t aware of it, gave me a tremendous sympathy with others whose ability to express themselves was repressed. Specifically, I took the victims of repression in the Soviet Union—a country full of people not allowed to speak freely—and unconsciously turned them into versions of myself. They were suffering a similar fate, they were also being silenced. I was naturally sympathetic to the great mass of Soviet citizens silenced by their government because I was an American, and Americans particularly don’t like that. But for me, it became a double sympathy. My anger about the repression in my own house was neatly displaced onto the Soviet leadership that was busy choking off the free expression of these other victims half a world away.


After all, I couldn’t go to war against my parents. But I could go to war against the Soviet Union. We were already at war against them. They were my enemies, and I was prepared to destroy them. It was oddly comforting to have an enemy, to have my fears, resentments, and desire for change coalesce around something external. As long as my problems were reimagined outside of myself, I knew what to do—what to read, what to say, what to think—how, in my own way, to fight.


There were other ways in which my childhood blossomed into my anti-Soviet politics. For example, my family buoyed itself up with an unspoken and mostly unconscious sense of superiority. If we didn’t get bogged down in the wild world of emotions, this was because we had more stability and balance than other families. Other families were screaming, yelling, divorcing. Letting their kids take drugs and watch as much television as they wanted. They were often, as a family, watching television during dinner.


We were different. We were not swept away by unruly and dangerous emotions. We were morally sound, even unassailable. This sense of superiority fit with, and for me was sometimes indistinguishable from, the American sense of superiority in the world. This political superiority came naturally to me, since I knew it at home too.


As I stepped into adulthood, it made perfect sense for me to join the CIA. With my feelings unknown and inaccessible to me—kept secret from myself—I was naturally disposed toward a secret life. A secret organization, in fact, turned these traits into virtues. The more experienced you were at keeping secrets—the better you were at secrecy—the more valued and successful you were in an intelligence organization. The CIA was a beautiful and perfect metaphor for the hidden life I lived anyway.


This is, of course, all a story I’m telling myself, about myself. It isn’t true or false. Or rather, its basic truth for me lies in the pieces of life I remember that the story is built out of. And also in its utility, its success at helping me understand my life and my world. This understanding came from a long series of insights, which are both ideas that turn themselves into feelings, and also way-stations on the path of change. The process of working with these insights led me to feel more deeply—it worked alongside the relationship with my therapist, which functioned as both a real and a practice relationship for building human connection—really I need a whole book here. I’m trying to focus on therapy as it related to my politics, and it’s not allowing me to give therapy its due. But anyway, all of this led me to feel more deeply, which led to feeling better.


This is not a book about therapy (per se), but I’ll describe my experience one other way, or really, borrow my friend John’s description. When he said this, I wasn’t sure if he was talking about me, him, us, or lots of people, but he said the process of growth and change is like having an exoskeleton that keeps your unformed, gelatinous self inside. Keeps it from spilling out. And then you build for yourself—you learn to grow—a regular skeleton. Your insides start firming up around it. Eventually, your new skeleton lets you stand up without needing the exoskeleton anymore.


As I cracked open bit by bit—as my exoskeleton fell away (slowly, never entirely), the impression of its ribs on my skin a permanent reminder of who I am—I felt better. I left behind the extreme secrecy I’d lived with not just at the CIA, but my entire life. I also started to slide away from the iron-clad political certainties of my youth, as I had moved away from other certainties about my family and myself.


Discovering the complexity of my own feelings also led me to the complexity of human feelings in general. If I was like this, so was everyone, in one way or another. We were all driven by a universe of feeling, all sometimes caught in tangles of our emotions with our thoughts and ideas. In this rich and complex universe, binary thinking lost its utility. It obscured the world instead of illuminating it.


It’s hard to say more precisely how therapy affected my politics. My political views did not particularly flip or flop. But I came to understand that politics was emotionally based. That people’s beliefs came from somewhere, and that it was all flawed, like everything else. I became a little less judgmental, a little less certain. (Was it this judgmentalism and overcertainty that my college professor had picked up on when she called me an asshole? Had she said what my friend Anthony was too kind to say a few years earlier?)


One day, midway through his illness, I was pushing my father through the grocery store in a wheelchair. It was a big trip for him, he rarely had the energy to go out. He seemed entranced by the symmetry and color of the products, and he commented on how beautifully the cereal boxes stretched out down the aisles. This was not his usual talk.


He asked me to slow down. Tired, irritable, in a hurry to go see my friends, I started passive-aggressively pushing the wheelchair so slowly that we were barely even moving forward. After a few moments, my father got the message and said, “Okay, okay, we can go now.” I feel sad about this, sad that I did it, but I don’t feel guilty. I do not hold myself responsible. What the fuck did I know? I was lost in my own tunnel of misery, struggling through a sorrow I couldn’t name or discuss, or fully feel. When your own world is obscured like that, you behave in strange ways. You do nasty things. You don’t have the tools to do anything else.


This is all relevant here. A self-aware politics aims to arrest our strange behavior before it happens. Or at least shortly thereafter. Knowing what you are feeling is a tool for living a full life, but do not sell it short as a tool for altering your behavior. For making it less weird.


Somehow despite all the new insights and feelings I got in therapy, despite my new appreciation for how my anti-Soviet views had formed, my monolithic view of the monolithic Soviet state remained intact. Part of this was, probably, the result of a partial turning away from the issue, of the Soviet Union no longer occupying a central place in my daily life and thoughts (not to mention no longer existing). There may also have been a certain laziness—having rethought so much, did I have to rethink this too? But most of all, I had spent so much time, so much life, earning my knowledge and beliefs about the Soviet Union—I did not want to let them go.















CHERKASHIN



Then, in 2004, a former KGB officer named Victor Cherkashin published a memoir called Spy Handler. Cherkashin had run two of the most devastating moles in the history of U.S. intelligence, CIA officer Aldrich Ames and FBI agent Robert Hanssen. It wasn’t the stories in the book about Ames and Hanssen that grabbed me, though. It was Cherkashin’s description of his KGB colleagues.


Many of these Soviet intelligence officers sounded just like me and my friends from the CIA. They were patriotic, loyal, and believed in their country. They had a high degree of integrity. They liked their work. And many, like Cherkashin, were friendly, social guys you’d want to have lunch with.


The CIA actually hired for this specific attribute, because outgoing, social types supposedly made for the kind of intelligence officer best suited to recruiting foreign agents. My friends and I at the agency were mostly gregarious, glad-handing, and extremely comfortable in social situations. People liked us, people wanted to be our friends. Our training program was almost a competition to out-outgoing each other. And yet it was genuine. We really were a positive, cheerful bunch.


So it made sense that the KGB also hired in part for these social qualities, since they also needed officers who would be able to go out and get foreigners to like and trust them, officers who could use their personalities to recruit spies. But the way Cherkashin described his colleagues still shocked me, because I’d assumed the KGB was looking for other qualities in its officers, like blind loyalty to the state and a capacity to be cruel. Although I had read serious accounts of the KGB and its activities, my sense of KGB officers themselves had been formed by reading James Bond books and perhaps even more by watching the Bond movies. The one who really stuck with me was Jaws, the giant, metal-toothed villain from The Spy Who Loved Me. Jaws wasn’t actually in the KGB itself, but I remembered him that way, and I think it was this childhood vision that I internalized, slightly modified by a certain amount of more realistic information (I didn’t think KGB officers were giants with metal teeth). Le Carré’s villains were less overblown, but still rapacious and serving the dark cause. They were even more dangerous models for me, since they seemed so realistic.


By the time I joined the CIA, I knew to pay lip service to the idea that we had certain human qualities in common with KGB officers—they could also love their children—but I also knew they worked tirelessly against humanity, thus making them inhuman. For me, KGB officers never emerged as individuals in any way separate from the evil things their organization did.


In Spy Handler, they emerged. They became real people. Even the cynicism and careerism Cherkashin described, which seemed to affect a wider swath of KGB officers than CIA officers (though there are certainly cynical and careerist CIA officers), felt familiar, and human.


As I struggled with the new and discordant information in Cherkashin’s book, I found myself thinking back to my meeting with Ilya in Leningrad, at this point almost twenty years earlier. I remembered his subscription to Newsweek, and how it had surprised me. Now other things about the scene started to bother me too.


Why was a twenty-two-year-old American being sent to smuggle gifts (the black-market Seiko, which I’d been instructed to hide carefully in my luggage) into the Soviet Union? Why was I being asked to face off against the dreaded KGB? And why was the KGB, for its part, so utterly uninterested in me? For that matter, why did the Soviet state allow me to meet with a refusenik in the first place?


All these years later, I finally understood what those warning bells had been trying to alert me to. I had seen with my own eyes that the post-Stalin Soviet Union was different from my own dark vision of it. It was a more open country than I realized, and repression there was not as pervasive and systemic as it was portrayed in the West.


Much of what I thought about the Soviet Union still seemed true. They had imprisoned people for their political convictions, put dissidents in mental institutions, tortured people who wouldn’t recant their anti-state views (or views that weren’t even anti-state, but simply pro–human rights).


None of this cruel and inhumane treatment of any portion of the population was morally defensible. But my sense of the Soviet Union as a country where everyone was miserable, suffering, repressed, and hostile to the political system now seemed off-base. That meant the fundamental formulation I’d used for labeling and understanding the Soviet Union—that it was an evil empire—just wasn’t right.















EVIL EMPIRE



My deeply held conviction that the Soviet Union was an evil empire was a two-legged stool that eventually fell over. Still, the fact that it stood for so long on just two legs is a testament to the stubborn strength of those legs. One leg was built out of complex psychological forces, the other out of facts and logic. I have, and will continue to, ping-pong between these two sources of my conviction in an effort to demonstrate how they worked together to create something as powerful as an absolutist belief system.


Here, I’ll focus on the psychological leg of the stool again, how my black-and-white vision of the Soviet Union sprang out of two specific issues in my personality. One, I was imbued with a sense of my own (and America’s) superiority, which made me a more self-righteous, less empathetic person. And two, I had a desperate need to have enemies, bitter political foes I could fight with and could look down upon as the embodiment of everything I wasn’t.


Let’s start with my sense of superiority. I’ve already described the sense of superiority in my family, how our remove from our feelings made us believe we were better than people who were controlled by their emotions. It was important for us to be better than other people in this way because we thought you couldn’t navigate the world while screaming, crying, and losing sight of reason.


Superiority, then, was necessary for survival in a complicated world. But you couldn’t say you were superior, and more important you couldn’t think it. That would be arrogant. So my own sense of superiority manifested as a belief that the United States was superior, that it was good and the Soviet Union was bad. (I was an American, so if America was better, so was I.)


I could easily prove this American superiority, because I saw the whole world through the lens of American virtues—freedom of expression, freedom of religion, democracy, all of our strengths. If those were the points of comparison, we beat the Soviets by a landslide. I wasn’t exactly unaware of the extreme poverty in the richest country in the world, or of our murder rates, but I didn’t count them in this particular debate.


I simplified the Soviet Union in the same way, but in reverse. I saw only its bad sides, while ignoring all of its good sides. I literally had no sense of any Soviet good sides. When Soviets themselves enumerated them, I believed they were either lying or deluded. So in the moral contest between the United States and the Soviet Union, the deck was stacked—it was our good sides versus their bad sides.


My relationship to the Soviet Union, then, was judger to judged. I was good (America was good). The Soviets were bad. I needed them to be bad in order to understand that I was good.


Mix all of that together, and I had an enemy. Something to hate. Something to define myself against. My need to make and retain enemies didn’t just help me feel like a good and moral person, though. I also needed an enemy in order to feel passion, in order to have something to fight against. This gave my life clarity and purpose.


The whole thing fell apart if the enemy wasn’t really, truly bad—if they had even a few fully human or relatable qualities. The enemy had to be evil. So I also dehumanized the Soviets (see earlier discussion of my intractable perception of KGB officers as something close to killer robots).


Where was my empathy? Where was my ability to relate to other human beings? They were wholly reserved for my enemy’s victims.
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I don’t think my own psychology and worldview have any greater political significance. Unless—meaningless cog though I am, I represent a fairly substantial number of other cogs. I suspect this is, at least to some degree, true: that my own sense of superiority, and my need to make enemies, were both fairly common. Only the reader can say if they, too, were motivated by these factors, but I doubt I was alone. And I think these tendencies, in a collective way, helped to fuel the Cold War.


After all, the Cold War was a competition about who was better, us or them. As a nation, in word and policy, we systematically focused on Soviet failings and were blind to their virtues. President after president defined “them” as the enemy and used their flaws as a way to reflect American virtues back to us.


Is there a case to be made that this overpowering rejection of the Soviet Union was simply reality, that they actually were that awful, while we were that good? Is there any possibility our sense of superiority was justified? I used to justify it by focusing on the tremendous internal political repression in the Soviet Union, an area where we shone. We didn’t have that kind of repression.


But did this really make us better than the Soviet Union, or just different? At least in the twentieth century, patterns of violence suggest that some countries tend to take their anger and aggression out on their own people, and some countries take it out on others. The Soviets had the Great Purge and the Gulag; we had Vietnam and a long list of other foreign countries that were devastated by our actions and policies. Although there were significant counterexamples for both the United States and the Soviet Union, the general pattern was that the Soviets tended to let their violence loose on their own citizens via significant internal repression, and we let ours out on other countries through foreign wars and military actions.


Was the scale of Soviet atrocities somehow bigger than the scale of American atrocities? Is this what justified our sense of superiority? How can you decide which was bigger, which was worse, between slavery and the Gulag? Between collectivization and the near-extermination of Native Americans? Between Afghanistan and Vietnam?


Still, wouldn’t it have been better for the Soviets if their country had been a liberal democracy? Wouldn’t a free press and the right to speak one’s mind without risking prison have been obviously better? They could have asked the same about us. Wouldn’t a Marxist America have avoided the catastrophe of slavery or, later on, embraced civil rights sooner and more fully?


If you still think we were “better” than the Soviet Union, I’d suggest that some of our own moral failings are simply on a different timeline from Russia’s. Look at slavery compared to Stalin’s atrocities against his own people, roughly a hundred years later (counting from the end of slavery). Or discrimination against gays in the United States decades ago versus discrimination against the LGBTQ community in Russia today. It’s odd that we would be so judgmental, and consider them so awful, when we’ve been there too.


Neither country was innocent. But our constant judging of the Soviet Union, our need to declare ourselves the obvious winner in a moral competition, made us believe we were better. And this blinded many of us to our own flaws and weaknesses. All our judging actually made it harder to see ourselves. To understand that we were flawed and human too.
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