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To our parents: Boris Shcharansky z”l (1904–1980)


Ida Milgrom Shcharansky z”l (1908–2002)


Elaine Gerson Troy z”l (1933–2020)


While wishing long life to Bernard Dov Troy


And to our grandchildren: Those born:


Eitan


Yehuda
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Avigail


Uri


Daniel


Ariel


and those yet to be born…


We are blessed to belong to this chain of transmission, from generation to generation, always trusting “that a new light will shine unto Zion, hoping that we all will be privileged to be enlightened from it.”
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INTRODUCTION


Living Life Backward


After living my life backward, the usual sequence seems overrated. Whenever I hear of friends separating after decades of marriage, I wonder, “Maybe they did it in the wrong order.” My wife, Avital, and I were separated one day after we married. We didn’t see each other for twelve years, then lived happily ever after.


I was circumcised when I was twenty-five years old, not eight days old. So, unlike most, I could give my consent. And, two days later, when I joined yet another Refusenik protest, the KGB imprisoned me for fifteen days. Thus, the Soviet secret police enabled me to commune quietly with Abraham, the first Jew, who circumcised himself at the age of ninety-nine, and soon hosted angels in his tent.


Years later, after some other freed Refuseniks and I founded an Israeli political party, we thought up a fitting slogan. Promising that “we are a different type of party, we go to prison first,” we won more seats than expected.


Finally, at the age of sixty-five, I had my bar mitzvah—fifty-two years late. The traditional Jewish rite of passage for boys is at thirteen. My belated ceremony was cost-efficient: I now had a squad of grandchildren to pick up the candy the guests would throw at me in celebration, so everything stayed in the family. Most importantly, I could better appreciate my Torah portion’s relevance and explain it to everyone without having my rabbi write my speech for me.


A year earlier, when I was sixty-four, one of my sons-in-law had been reminiscing about his bar mitzvah. I asked him what my Torah reading would have been. He looked it up, based on my birth date. I thought he was teasing when he answered a few minutes later: “It’s Parashat Bo,” at the beginning of Exodus.


Parashat Bo? When Moses tells Pharaoh, “Let my people go,” uttering those mighty words that became the slogan of our struggle for freedom in the Soviet Union?


“This cannot be a coincidence,” I thought. “I will have to have a bar mitzvah.” Sixty-five seemed like a perfectly good age—five times thirteen.


On the appointed day, I read the first two parts of the Torah portion, with the proper trope, the traditional cantillation. Fortunately, my two sons-in-law stepped in and read the other five parts and the accompanying biblical passage from Jeremiah 43—the Haftorah—which envisions the Jews being redeemed.


Yet the ordeal wasn’t over after the candies had been pelted and my young cleanup crew had arrived. I still had to make that speech. I analyzed Exodus 10:1 through Exodus 13:16, which peaks with the tenth plague, killing the firstborn Egyptians.


I asked, “What makes this plague different from all the other plagues the Egyptians endured?”


The first nine plagues seem like a Greek drama starring three protagonists: God, Moses, and Pharaoh. Aaron is a supporting player. The mass of Jewish slaves have no individuality. Their voices merge into one Greek chorus.


But for the big one, the tenth plague, every Israelite must act individually. Every adult in the community has to take a stand. Each Israelite first has to decide to be free, then act free. Each one rejects the Egyptian gods by slaughtering a lamb, an animal Egyptians worshipped. Then the Israelites publicly proclaim they no longer wish to live there, marking their doorposts with the lambs’ blood.


I explained that only by defying Egypt publicly could those slaves become free. And only through each individual declaration of independence could they join together in the national exodus. Real change occurs when each person stops being controlled by fear and starts acting independently.


All this paralleled the Refuseniks’ struggle against the Soviet system. Like Egyptian slavery, the Communist regime was designed to intimidate, to crush. Every Jew hoping to emigrate had to overcome overwhelming fear by soliciting an invitation from Israel, a Soviet enemy. Applying for a visa required seeking permission from each Soviet school and workplace that defined your life. Essentially, you shouted publicly, “I don’t accept your gods. I want to leave this country.”


And what was the payoff? In Exodus, God offers the Jewish people… the Jewish people. The Jews leave Egypt and seven weeks later receive the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai, accepting identity and freedom as a package deal. This would become one of our people’s main missions: balancing our right to belong and to be free.


Thirty-five hundred years later, I got the great payoff by joining that journey. Once I hopped aboard, I was never alone.


THREE PERSPECTIVES


Admittedly, this book reads like an autobiography coauthored with the American historian and Zionist activist Gil Troy. And the book traces my journey from nine years in Soviet prisons to nine years in Israeli politics, then nine years in Jewish communal leadership. But this book is not exactly a memoir. Immediately after my release from the Soviet Gulag in 1986, I wrote my prison memoir, Fear No Evil. As for my life in freedom, in Israel, I believe I am still too young to sum it all up. After all, I was only bar mitzvahed seven years ago.


This book tells the story of the most important conversation of my life: the ongoing dialogue between Israel and the Jewish people. I first backed into it on the streets of Moscow, when I joined the movement for Jewish emigration. It is an eternal, global, meaningful, and sometimes shrill conversation that saved my life decades ago. Today, it enriches both authors’ lives, as well as many others’, by confronting questions about the meaning of faith, community, identity, and freedom. We believe that only through this dialogue can we continue our journey together. And that’s why we believe it is a dialogue worth defending.


While wearing different titles during my subsequent journey—Refusenik, Soviet dissident, political prisoner, head of the new immigrants’ party in Israel, member of Knesset (Israel’s parliament), minister in four Israeli governments, human rights advocate, head of the Jewish Agency for Israel—I always remained comforted by a tremendous feeling of belonging to this ongoing conversation.


My technical drafting teacher in high school taught us that if you view any object from three dimensions—the front, top, and side—you can see its exterior fully and draw it accurately. Zeroing in from each angle highlights specific aspects of the spatial relationship. Having watched the relationship between Israel and other Jewish communities from three perspectives, I hope I can draw it accurately.


I first joined this dialogue from behind the Iron Curtain. I continued it behind prison bars. My contacts were restricted, my involvement sometimes purely imagined, but this dialogue always fortified me. Participating in it, I exercised my newly developed muscles—my newfound commitments to my people specifically and to freedom for all.


Later, as a member of the Israeli cabinet, I represented the Israeli side of the dialogue and saw Diaspora Jews as the Jewish state’s cherished partners. While enjoying that bridge-building work, I did find the adjustment from dissident prisoner to party politician frustrating.


Most recently, as the head of the Jewish Agency, the Jewish world’s largest nongovernmental organization, I switched perspectives again. I looked to Israel not only as the center of the Jewish world but as a tool for strengthening Jews across the globe.


When things worked well—or when we were under attack—we saw how much we had in common. But I did spend a lot of time defending Israel to Diaspora Jews and defending Diaspora Jewry to Israelis. These days, I often find myself defending the very idea of the need for the dialogue itself.


Dialogue is easy to call for but hard to pull off. To start listening and talking to one another, we don’t all need a full-blown, three-dimensional perspective. But we do need to see that the sum of our common concerns is greater than the sum of our many divisions.


MY TOUGHEST CHOICE


During my journey with the Jewish people this past half century, I had to make many difficult decisions. In choosing, again and again, to join a demonstration or organize a press conference, I wasn’t just planning my day or our movement’s strategy. I spent thirteen years constantly weighing how far to go in my confrontations with the KGB, knowing that my freedom and my life were at stake. I had to decide with my fiancée, Avital, if we should stay together in Moscow, or if I should watch her move to Israel the day after we married, separating us for who knew how long. I had to decide whether to combine my activism on behalf of Soviet Jews with my involvement in the general human rights movement, defying Israeli objections that the KGB would take revenge on Jews seeking exit visas. I had to decide whether to submit to the Soviet terms for my freedom or to prolong my imprisonment indefinitely.


Decades later, I had to decide whether to enter the harsh world of Israeli politics to serve as an insider helping new Russian immigrants, or to advance their interests as an outside activist staying above party politics. Once in the government, I had to decide many times whether to keep my hard-fought position as a minister serving my voters, or to resign on principle when the government moved in a direction I couldn’t accept.


Then, as the head of the Jewish Agency for Israel, I had to decide how to work with Israel’s government in strengthening Jewish communities worldwide and when to challenge that same government on behalf of those communities. At a few painful moments, I had to decide just how aggressively to confront my old friend, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, on behalf of Diaspora Jewry, after he had been my most reliable political partner in building bridges uniting the world Jewish community for thirty years.


Still, none of these decisions terrified me as much as my choice in 1973 to request a simple letter from my friendly boss, certifying where I worked. That was my first public step in applying for a visa to Israel. By taking it, I openly joined the Jewish dialogue.


To understand just how agonizing that act was, we have to return to the distant, chilling world that I was born into, behind the Iron Curtain, in the totalitarian void of Soviet Communism.














PART I


NINE YEARS IN PRISON
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LIFE WITHOUT FREEDOM, LIFE WITHOUT IDENTITY


My earliest memories are of visiting the countryside for summer vacation when I was three and four years old. I was born in 1948 in Stalino, Ukraine’s coal-mining and industrial center. When any of our city’s five hundred thousand inhabitants glanced toward the horizon, it looked like we were surrounded by mass-produced mountains. Up close, just blocks from my home and scattered throughout the city, we could see that these hills were mounds of garbage. These terrikons—cone-shaped coal waste dumps—looked like they were breathing as they pulsated with noxious gases. They so blended into the landscape that people often climbed the ones near the stadium to watch soccer games for free. Whenever we walked outside, our white shirts blackened with a thin dusting of soot from the pollution piles on the ground and the smoke that so many factories belched into the air.


For me and my older brother, Leonid, our country getaway was magical. This suited the village’s Russian name, Neskuchnoye, which means “not boring” or “delightful.” We didn’t have a dacha, a summer house. Only the elite of the elites enjoyed such luxuries. My parents scratched together a few extra rubles to rent one room in the small house of a peasant, who displaced his family to accommodate us. My parents took back-to-back vacations, with some overlap, so we kids could spend more time breathing freely, away from the city.


I loved every moment of this larger-than-life life. I delighted in waking up early and feeding the squawking chickens. I marveled as the cock started shouting mysteriously, sending the chickens diving under their coop for protection whenever a hawk hovered above, threatening to swoop down and snatch one of the brood. I enjoyed slurping down a cup of hot milk in the mornings, fresh from the cow the old lady had just milked, and, in the evenings, watching the cows return from pasture, wondering how each one knew precisely which stall to lumber into for the night. I loved drifting on a boat with my brother and parents, reaching over to tap the huge lily pads. I was fascinated, as the weeks went by, to see the apple trees bloom, and then, as the delicate flowers faded, to see the hearty, fragrant pieces of fruit appear.


LIFE WITHOUT FREEDOM


Yet, even in this romantic setting, as young as I was, as little as I understood, I sensed some sadness. Gradually, my parents’ occasional comments helped me realize what was happening. The peasants we rented from were among the tens of millions of Soviets living on a kolkhoz, one of the massive collective farms the Soviet Union created, violently, starting in 1928. The farmers were desperately poor and hopelessly unfree. When a calf was born, they had to decide whether to slaughter it for meat—and pay steep taxes on it—or give it to the kolkhoz, as each family was allowed only one cow. What looked to us like the lovely, pastoral sight of peasants dragging carts by hand—even when filled with backbreakingly heavy items—reflected the fact that the kolkhoz owned all the horses. Farmers needed special permission to use them. And as soon as those apple trees blossomed, the tax authorities arrived. The taxes reflected the peasants’ estimated crop output. Even if nature refused to cooperate and spoiled the harvest, they had to pay.


I vaguely remember a long, hushed conversation one summer, deep into the night, that ended with grim faces. Eventually, my father explained to me that our host had asked if my parents had the right connections to take his daughter to the city to serve as our nanny. It seemed to be her only shot at leaving their life of virtual slavery.


The biggest obstacle the teenager faced was getting access to her identity papers, which the kolkhoz held. Every Soviet citizen above the age of sixteen needed an identity certificate to travel. Without it, you couldn’t register once you reached your destination, which we all had to do whenever we visited anywhere—for business or pleasure, for a few days or a few months—or risk arrest.


In the cities, we always carried our internal passports. We faced other restrictions as well, such as not being able to relocate to a popular location like Moscow. The Soviet authorities understood that Moscow could not become the Communist showcase to the world—full of special goods—that they wanted it to be if they didn’t restrict access to most Soviet citizens. But the Soviet Union was big enough to offer us city folk alternatives. Members of these collective farms, which made up almost half the country, had no such options. Without easy access to their IDs, they were like serfs, bound to the kolkhoz.


My father, sympathetic but powerless, sighed, “Those poor people. We’re so much luckier than they are.” It’s always good to feel you have more freedom than someone else.


REWRITING HISTORY AGAIN AND AGAIN


Although the restrictions on physical movement varied, the restrictions on traveling through time—by learning history—were imposed uniformly. The Soviets collectivized the past, treating it as state property to be shaped at will.


I was born one hundred years after Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels published the Communist Manifesto in 1848, dreaming the socialist dream of mass equality imposed through class struggle, and thirty years after the October Revolution of 1917, when the Bolsheviks started implementing this Marxist dream mercilessly. My parents, Ida Milgrom and Boris Shcharansky, were born before the revolution—he in 1904, she in 1908. Married in 1929, they were childless when my father went to fight the Nazis for what ended up being four years of war, from 1941 to 1945. My older brother Leonid was born in 1946. I arrived two years later.


My father had a big library housing a few thousand books. Almost every payday he purchased another volume or two to squeeze into our small two-room apartment, hemming us in more and more. My mother never knew how expensive these books would be. Even with a father working as a journalist and a mother working as a senior economist, we ran out of money most months—as did almost everyone we knew.


Like most of the Russian intelligentsia, and especially the Russian Jewish intelligentsia, we enjoyed escaping into the Russian, French, German, and English classics the censors didn’t ban. These books allowed for more intellectual latitude, especially those that were written centuries before the Industrial and the Bolshevik Revolutions. My first favorites were Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels.


In addition to the proliferating classics, the beautifully bound, majestically dark-blue volumes of the second edition of The Great Soviet Encyclopedia began arriving in our home as early as I can remember.


The authorities touted this achievement loudly. From 1950 to 1958, fifty volumes, with one hundred thousand entries, would be published to “show the superiority of socialist culture over the culture of the capitalist world.” These big, thick volumes—our Encyclopaedia Britannica, or perhaps, for today’s readers, our Wikipedia—impressed me as a boy, brimming as they were with entries explaining history and geography, mathematics and science. I knew that if I was patient enough, eventually the right volumes would arrive and teach me everything I wanted to know. Meanwhile, I learned what I could while appreciating the books themselves. They were very fat and I was very short. I often used one or two volumes to prop myself up in my chair so I could reach our table to do my homework more comfortably.


Alas, the Soviet publishers—aware that the authorities used education to develop “the Communist morality, ideology, and Soviet patriotism” and “inspire unshakable love toward the Soviet fatherland, the Communist Party, and its leaders”—had a problem. In reducing history to propaganda, officials kept changing it to fit the ever-evolving party line. Overnight, leaders could be flipped from progressive socialists to sectarian lackeys of imperialism. People long dead could be boosted or downgraded, depending on the latest twist in some doctrinal debate. Whole branches of knowledge, from cybernetics to genetics, could go from illegal “bourgeois false sciences” to exemplary subjects with the flick of a bureaucrat’s pen—or the shift of an autocrat’s whim. Living politicians’ reputations, of course, were particularly volatile.


As the Communist leaders purged people and shifted tactics, the harried editors kept updating these printed bricks. Especially challenging were people whose last names began with letters early in the alphabet. As the encyclopedia’s production slowed, names further down the alphabetical order could have their roles in history changed numerous times without requiring any reprints.


One of the first corrections I remember came after 1953, when Nikita Khrushchev rose to power and purged Lavrentiy Beria, Stalin’s brutal head of the NKVD, the secret police. My father soon received a publisher’s letter addressed to every subscriber, instructing him to cut out the three-page article praising Beria in the B volume, destroy it, and replace it with some new B entries sent along to fill the space. My father smiled, shrugged, and followed the orders. Subsequently, as politicians rose or fell out of favor, as scientists were exiled or rehabilitated, every reader had to scramble to keep up with the shifting official line.


To those of us living in democracies today, the image of my father sitting at home and razor blading out a page to glue in the newly updated replacement might seem ridiculous. Officials were not going to knock on the door and check. Still, he figured, why take a chance?


Early on, my father taught us that “the walls have ears.” The secret police recruited millions of people as informers. Only after Communism fell did we realize just how extensive the network of informants was. During the never-ending winter of the Soviet regime, you never knew who might report you: it could be a neighbor in the cramped communal apartments, a jealous colleague, even a desperate friend. You didn’t know who might visit and open a volume mistakenly—or intentionally.


So, not wanting to take chances, my father played the role of true believer, treating history like putty.


LIFE IN SOVIET “PARADISE”


Beyond these fears were the irritations, big and small, of day-to-day life. We were one of three families sharing two rooms apiece in a communal apartment, each room no larger than fifteen square meters. Seventeen of us shared one kitchen uncomfortably. We waited in line endlessly for the one toilet. Each family was assigned one day for bathing. This weekly ritual included boiling water on the stove, then ferrying it quickly to the bathtub.


Squabbling about nonsense, from who cleaned what to who used that, was inevitable. Applying her organizational skills as the Ukrainian coal ministry’s senior economist, my mother created a chart distributing the errands proportionally. Then, predictably, arguments erupted over just how her schedule should be followed.


Outside our little home, there was plenty of waiting and frustration. The typical day began with one family member dashing out at 6 a.m. to wait in the first of many lines, this one for milk. Within the first hour, the day’s milk supply would vanish. We continued, often securing one consumer item at a time—eggs, cabbage, soap—from one endless line after another. Fashionable clothes or a baby carriage required elite connections. In this world of constant waiting, line management itself became a science.


Yet, despite the cramping, the quibbling, and the waiting, we knew we were in paradise—or at least we acted as if we knew that whenever anyone was watching. We grew up on perpetual official propaganda, in school and on the street. Party slogans, feeding us the lines we were supposed to mouth, were as ever present as the soot. We should “thank Comrade Stalin” for our happy childhoods. We were not just lucky but the luckiest people in history, to be born in the Soviet Union.


Then, under Joseph Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, the Communist Party Congress introduced fresh slogans boosting its “New Program” to accelerate the revolution. Now we parroted the line that we were the luckiest ever, because “THE CURRENT GENERATION OF SOVIET PEOPLE WILL LIVE UNDER COMMUNISM.” Posters proclaiming that slogan followed us everywhere, seemingly as tall as those toxic terrikons enveloping our city.


We were approaching the end of history, the party proclaimed, the culmination of humanity’s long struggle for justice and proletarian bliss. Communism was now ready to bring us to the final stage of the centuries-long class struggle, guaranteeing “from each according to his means, to each according to his needs.”


Communism was a mass-produced dream, a quick ticket to paradise that captured the imaginations of millions of people suffering as their ancestors had. The socialist promise of equality was seductive. But, unavoidably, Communism implemented this utopian idea heavy-handedly, from “the brotherhood of the people” to “the dictatorship of the proletariat”—at KGB gunpoint.


Although a peculiarly godless religion, Communism had its own apostles: Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin. We fused their sacred names together: MarxEngelsLeninStalin. Their four faces seemed to blur into one another in so many of the supersized propaganda posters surrounding us. It was as if all four were watching, all the time.


The romantic-sounding idea of mass equality and of Communism as the final stage of redemption came wrapped in a package of violence directly from Marx. Contrary to the false nostalgia surrounding him and his socialist ideas today, Marx emphasized that paradise had to be built using all means necessary, no matter how vile or violent. There “is only one way in which the murderous death agonies of the old society and the bloody birth throes of the new society can be shortened, simplified, and concentrated,” he wrote in 1848, “and that way is revolutionary terror.”


While Marx imagined the proletarian revolution that would create a classless society, Lenin and Stalin brought it to life—by putting people to death. For people to be equal, the state had to remove all differences, be they material, religious, or national. So the state squelched all individualism and creativity. It nationalized all property, controlled the economy, owned everything, and distributed it in a supposedly just way. The party mocked religion as the opiate of the masses as the state destroyed many churches, mosques, and synagogues, all while confiscating their property. The state prohibited any “deviant” nationalist expressions.


People naturally resisted. They wanted their own businesses and their own identities, both religious and national. In response, the machinery of repression blossomed. Lenin initially expected to kill a few hundred capitalists. The death toll escalated quickly to thousands, then millions.


When Stalin rose to power in the mid-1920s, the regime’s totalitarian assault on freedom intensified. It stripped some identities particularly brutally. Stalin insisted there could be no diversity, no individuality, no classes. He sought to turn everyone into the “New Soviet Man,” cleansed of any loyalties except to the Communist Party. Soviet citizens were expected to echo, with great pride, variations of Stalin’s favorite line about “how happy we are to serve as cogs in one big Communist machine.”


The town where I was born was abruptly renamed Stalino in the 1920s. In 1961, when I was thirteen, Khrushchev’s people purged the town’s name, just as abruptly, of any link to that mass murderer. We were told to call our town Donetsk.


By the time I was born, the Soviet dictatorship had asserted its absolute power over us. It had destroyed traditional institutions, having nationalized and collectivized them. It had mass murdered, imprisoned in the Gulag, or exiled to Siberia the bourgeoisie and other “class enemies,” along with those belonging to “reactionary nations” like Crimean Tatars or Chechens, by the millions. Industrialists, engineers, clerics, intellectuals, local politicians—anyone suspected of disloyalty or belonging to the wrong class or nation—had disappeared. Historians estimate that under Stalin as many as twenty-five million people were swallowed into the Gulag. This chilling word, the acronym for the Russian phrase “the main administration of camps,” described the Soviets’ suffocating web of forced-labor camps, prison camps, and prisons.


A repressive regime needs external enemies, not just internal traitors, to justify its control. The Soviet Union had a constantly evolving rationale for war: defending the proletariat from capitalist countries and advancing the worldwide Communist Revolution. Eventually, they called this “the struggle of progressive forces for peace” against the capitalist world, led by the United States of America.


I grew up knowing the United States as a big bad brute. A typical cartoon would show a power-hungry, greedy, grotesque Uncle Sam holding a baton in one hand (for beating African Americans) and grasping a handful of missiles in the other (for targeting progressive nations like North Korea, the People’s Republic of China, the East German Democratic Republic, and the Soviet motherland).


In this propagandistic Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States, the Soviet people living in “Communist paradise” had to be protected from capitalist influence. That’s why the authorities closed borders, prohibited immigration, banned contact with foreigners, and electronically jammed foreign radio broadcasts in Russian. The Iron Curtain divided the free world from the Communist world.


Dictators don’t need to use terror, purges, and mass murders forever. After seizing power, the regime’s main mission became keeping control. It turned life into a permanent loyalty test. You had to express your devotion constantly, loudly, and ostentatiously. Every speech that was scheduled, every parade organized, every class taken, every exam administered, and every conversation initiated provided an opportunity to prove your loyalty. Every state goody, large or small, was at stake. It could be an extra day off from your boss or a resort getaway provided by your union. Or it could be your career, your status, your future, or your freedom.


The KGB—the secret police—maintained control through fear. You feared deviating from the party line. You feared the mysterious network of informers. You feared not demonstrating enough loyalty. You feared something you believed might slip out. You feared hearing someone else’s slip of the tongue and being asked about it. You feared not showing up to the right meeting, not saying the right thing, not demonstrating the right amount of loyalty.


Fueling the fear was the unsettling awareness of a parallel world you could fall into instantly. Just say the wrong thing, discuss the wrong topic, make the wrong gesture, break the wrong rule, and you, too, could vanish, as people on our block had, as people in our family had.


We called it casually, even flippantly, mesta-nyestol-odalyonniye: “The place that is not too far.” You didn’t need to see anyone disappear or know victims personally. Like the smog hanging over the city, you just knew that the world of camps and prisons, though actually thousands of kilometers removed, was just one misstep away. You could find yourself there any minute, for any reason, without understanding why.


RAISED IN ANTI-SEMITISM: LIFE WITHOUT IDENTITY


Growing up Jewish in the Soviet Union offered nothing positive. No Jewish tradition. No Jewish institutions. No Jewish culture. No Jewish history. No Jewish holidays. No Jewish books. No circumcision. No bar mitzvah. No Jewish language. My parents sometimes used Yiddish as a secret code in front of the kids but never tried to teach us. The only real Jewish experience I had was facing anti-Semitism.


I could have had a Jewish name. My grandfather wanted me to be Natan, in memory of his father. But burdening a child with the Hebrew name of a biblical prophet at the height of Stalin’s anti-Semitism was too provocative. Instead, my parents gave me the neutral name Anatoly. Still, Grandpa Moshe called me Natanchik.


As good doublethinkers, my parents had made one big gesture to remind us and our relatives that we were Jewish. They possessed a one-and-a-half-foot-tall replica of Hermann Prell’s 1899 sculpture of David, standing triumphantly, with his slingshot in hand and one foot on Goliath’s severed head. (We recently discovered it’s often misnamed “Prometheus.”) 


This statue was far too large for our small apartment, far fancier than anything else we owned, and far too explicit for us as young boys. I woke up every morning to the sight of David’s nakedness.


My mother’s somewhat better-off sister had bought the sculpture in a local market and given it to us; we imagined it had been looted somewhere in Europe as World War II ended. In the 1440s, the original Donatello was the first freestanding bronze nude an artist had made since Greco-Roman days.


The embarrassing, lifeless relic represented my first exposure to Jewish history. My father tried. He told us stories of biblical heroes, saying, “You have nothing to be ashamed of—we are not cowards—but be careful, don’t talk much about it.”


I certainly didn’t, especially because the rare reminders that I was Jewish usually made me cringe. At school, when the teachers periodically had a formal roll call, they would read each pupil’s name, surname, date of birth, and nationality—that dreaded designation from the fifth line of our identity cards. True, cosmopolitan Communism at its purest dismissed nationality, but during World War II Stalin discovered that national pride was a useful motivator.


Most kids in the class were Russian or Ukrainian. Being Russian meant belonging to the most progressive nation. Russia united us all on the journey toward Communism. Russia’s heroic soldiers had defeated Hitler in the Great Patriotic War. Being Ukrainian meant having local pride and being the Russians’ closest brothers. In Ukraine, we were constantly toasting what the authorities insisted was a voluntary partnership with Russia, three centuries strong. If someone had told me that in six decades a brutal war would hit my hometown, I would have predicted a clash between Earth and Mars as more likely than one between Russia and Ukraine.


Other nationalities were rarely mentioned and usually overlooked—Armenians, Lithuanians, Kazakhs. But when the word “Jew” was uttered, after my name and that of two or three other students during roll call, it prompted an awkward silence, a grimace from the teacher, and a mean joke about sniveling Jews from the class clown. Occasionally a teacher might intervene, claiming, “We Soviets don’t discriminate.” But, usually, being outed as Jewish was like being diagnosed with some debilitating disease.


Similarly, we were most frequently the butt of the many ethnic jokes kids lobbed around the schoolyard. Russians might have been naive and drunk, but they were noble. Ukrainians might have been stupid and drunk, but they were sincere. Jews, while sober, were cunning, greedy, cowardly parasites. Even close friends sometimes remarked, “You’re such a good guy. It’s a pity you’re a Jew.”


All I got from being Jewish was discomfort and vulnerability, fed by the crude anti-Semitism of the street and the systemic anti-Semitism of the state. The street continued the old Russian prejudice against Jews as Christ killers and money-grubbers. The state superimposed onto that tradition a new Communist hatred of Jews as cosmopolites whose loyalty to the Soviet regime was always in question. We could not discuss the prejudice we faced because, in our worker’s paradise, anti-Semitism officially didn’t exist.


One of my earliest memories is proudly walking with my father, hand in hand, in the streets of our city. It’s Victory Day, celebrating the Soviets’ World War II triumph. I’m proud because my father’s chest is covered with the medals and decorations he earned during four years of fighting for the Red Army, from the Caucasus to Budapest to Vienna.


“Hey, kike, where did you buy those medals?” some passerby yells. “In Tashkent?” The meaning is clear, even to my five-year-old self: when we Russians were defending you against Hitler, you Jews were cowering behind our backs in safe faraway places like Uzbekistan.


“He’s only a drunk hooligan,” Dad says, squeezing my hand harder as we hurry away.


Not all the stereotypes about Jews were negative, although we always felt caricatured. Once, the father of a high school friend told me, “I often tell my son, ‘Stick to your Jewish classmates and their families.’” He explained, “Their fathers are not drunkards, they don’t beat their wives, and their kids study all the time.”


There was some truth there. On the evenings after paydays, which came twice a month, you saw many drunken men lying on park benches or snoring away on the sidewalks. Others hurried to drink as much vodka as they could on the way home, before their wives took the remaining cash for household necessities. The police ran extra patrols on those days, gathering many men to sleep it off in the drunk tank.


Of course, not all Jews were sober and not all non-Jews were drunk. But their tendency to exaggerate about us publicly fed our tendency to exaggerate about them privately.


Like most Jewish families we knew, the outside world’s pressures bonded us together. In our family we grew up missing many things, but certainly not love. Even the financial tensions, or the outbursts we hadn’t specifically expected but always kind of knew were coming, didn’t take away from the deep love filling our small apartment.


Although they never talked about it, my parents were grieving. The Nazis had killed many relatives and friends. The years of Stalin’s purges—when they went to sleep at night unsure whether they would wake up at home or on the way to prison—left their mark on my parents’ faces, although I only comprehended this years later.


All these silent scars only reinforced the central message: work doubly hard to succeed. People hear that today and think we were under pressure to make our parents look good. That wasn’t it. Succeeding professionally—especially in science—was the only possible protection against constant uncertainty. Political careers were impossible. Military careers were impossible. The Jewish path to respectability involved more objective subjects, like engineering and medicine.


My parents’ love didn’t depend on my performance. I was expected to excel, but I knew that love was guaranteed from them, regardless of how well I did.


PLAYING NEAR PROOF OF A HOLOCAUST THAT NEVER HAPPENED


In stripping away Jewish identity, Jewish history, and Jewish literacy, the state also deprived us of knowledge about the Holocaust, which had occurred only a few years before, precisely where we lived.


I was born two and a half years after the war ended, in the heart of one of the Germans’ main killing fields. From 1941 to 1944, Nazi Einsatzgruppen, working with their Ukrainian collaborators, murdered nearly one million Jews, usually by spraying them with machine-gun fire. Even though many of my relatives died in Kiev, Odessa, and right in our town, we never heard anything about it.


As children, signs of the Great Patriotic War were all around us. There were constant references at home, at school, on the radio, and on the street to the Soviet Union’s long, painful, bloody victory over Adolf Hitler and the Nazis. We often attended ceremonies celebrating Communism’s heroic 1945 defeat of fascism. We romped on abandoned, rusting tanks that hung around our town for many years. We constantly played war games, competing for the honor of “belonging” to the noble Red Army, the forces of light who defeated the Nazi forces of darkness. We often compared childish versions of our fathers’ war stories, arguing about who faced the greatest danger and who won the most medals.


Yet, while talking incessantly about the war, we couldn’t talk about the war against the Jews at all. Official documents mentioned Jews far down the long list of victims, after Soviet soldiers, Soviet partisans, Soviet prisoners of war, innocent Soviet civilians, and Romani. Only decades later did I discover that we were living—and playing—near monstrous proof of the Holocaust that officially never happened. Our playgrounds were some of the bloodiest sites in Jewish history—in human history.


Only a few miles from our apartment building was a shaft in the Rykovskaya mine. After Babi Yar, it is the second largest mass grave in Ukraine of civilians the Nazis murdered. At 365 meters deep and 15 meters wide, it may be the deepest pile of corpses the Nazis left behind.


The Nazis and their local sympathizers often marched people to that pit in groups, then shot them at the edge, so the bodies would fall in without the killers’ hands getting dirty. They threw most children into the pit alive—screaming and crying and dying a slow death as other bodies piled on and suffocated them. Many believe the majority of the seventy-five thousand civilians buried there were Jewish.


The Soviet Union, however, didn’t recognize the Nazis’ systematic slaughter of the Jews. Therefore, it didn’t exist, just like anti-Semitism itself. Our parents didn’t want to talk about all those friends and relatives who had disappeared. It was too painful to remember the truth, and too ridiculous to participate in the self-censorship the Soviets’ new Big Lie demanded.


In the same neighborhood where we played so innocently, seventy-five thousand people—possibly more—had been murdered most brutally. German soldiers had poured in caustic soda to disinfect, seal, and mask this pit of death just outside where we lived. The Nazis had made the corpses disappear, reducing their bodies to biomass. The Soviets furthered the cover-up, making the memories of who the victims were and why they died disappear too.


The cover-up was intentional. When the Red Army first freed territory from Nazi rule in 1943—after two years of cruel occupation—the victorious Soviets arrested Nazi collaborators, collected evidence, and brought several killers to justice. The initial trials were very emotional. Onlookers screamed in agony, and some fainted, as they heard witnesses’ incomprehensible tales of the Nazi hell that had incinerated their loved ones. Yet, even while prosecuting Nazis and their collaborators, the Soviets increasingly obscured the Jewish dimension of the Nazi war crimes.


Stalin blocked the publication of The Black Book of Soviet Jewry, filled with eyewitness testimonies, which Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman compiled in 1944. Their witnesses emphasized the Nazis’ anti-Jewish obsession. The KGB also seized archives detailing the war against the Jews, burying any related documents behind top-secret labels. Special community memorial books chronicling the Holocaust, town by town, were outlawed. Like Beria’s biography in our Soviet encyclopedia, the Holocaust had to be cut from the pages of history and replaced.


By the time I was frolicking in those killing fields, the totalitarian regime had nearly wiped the Nazi mass murder of Jews from the collective memory banks. The Soviet power to shape public opinion—or at least public conversation—was astonishing. Month after month, the government erected war monument after war monument. As a Young Pioneer, I regularly attended solemn ceremonies commemorating a partisan’s heroism, an officer’s sacrifice, this Nazi mass murder, that site of civilian suffering. Such plaques proliferated without mentioning the approximately 1.3 million Jews murdered in those same places throughout the Soviet Union.


What happened?


One day, Stalin decided it was the Jews’ turn to become the target. Historians argue about what motivated him. The global solidarity Jews felt as a people clearly infuriated him. Communist ideology belittled any ties beyond its version of intersectionality: that all workers shared similar stories of oppression and an overriding loyalty to the Soviet state.


Still, during the war, Stalin exploited Jews’ sense of peoplehood. Shortly after the Nazis invaded Russia in 1941, Stalin launched the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. He hoped that emphasizing Nazi atrocities against Jews would solidify his awkward new alliance with Western democracies. The committee’s success in raising more than $30 million, mostly from American and British Jews, ultimately made him suspicious. The committee’s chairman, the actor and director Solomon Mikhoels, addressed huge crowds in the West. He claimed the Soviet Union was not anti-Semitic, only to be murdered during Stalin’s anti-Semitic purge in 1948.


In October 1948, Stalin seethed when the Jews of Moscow shouted “Am Yisrael Chai”—the Jewish people live—in their euphoric welcome to the first ambassador from the new state of Israel, Golda Meyerson, later Golda Meir. Hostile to particularistic identities, committed to demolishing Jewish pride, and seeking to prove that the Jews were not a nation, Stalin set out to reduce Jewish “influence.” He deployed whatever pretexts he could. In a depressingly time-honored tale, he used Nazi propaganda while denazifying liberated areas. As a well-connected journalist, my father saw a Communist Party directive from higher-ups shortly after the war insisting that, because the Nazis had demonized the Soviet regime as Jew dominated, Jews should not return to powerful positions.


Especially after the winter of 1948–1949, Stalin targeted Jewish cultural leaders aggressively. As the government persecuted Jewish actors, writers, intellectuals, and doctors, mention of the Jewish dimension of the Holocaust became inconvenient. Officially, Stalin’s propaganda couldn’t target the Jews, because the Soviet Union was too progressive to be anti-Semitic. He simply attacked “rootless cosmopolitans” and “bourgeois nationalist Zionists,” Communist code for the Jews.


Anti-Semitism is the most plastic hatred—flexible, shapeable, but durable. Just as Jew-haters traditionally attacked Jews as Rothschilds and Marxists, capitalists and Communists, Stalin attacked Jews as universalistic and particularistic.


Stalin was a pioneer in using anti-Zionist rhetoric to spread anti-Semitism. When he and his propagandists attacked “Zionist agents,” Soviet citizens understood their Jewish neighbors were targeted, despite most Soviet Jews having no connection to Israel and no idea what Zionism meant. Fifty years later, as anti-Zionism went global, I would develop specific criteria distinguishing legitimate criticism of Israel from the kind of anti-Semitic shorthand Stalin’s modern successors used so cleverly.


When Joseph Stalin died in 1953, I was five. The seventy-four-year-old despot was at the peak of his anti-Semitic campaign, torturing Jewish physicians falsely accused of trying to assassinate Soviet leaders in the “Doctor’s Plot.” The resulting show trial was intended to launch a broader crusade, with some insiders proposing mass firings of Jews and even mass deportations from major cities.


We had no inkling of these plots. Nor did I know that the day Stalin died was already a Jewish holiday, Purim. Like many Jewish festivals, it celebrates our deliverance from an evil politician with mass murder on his mind, in this case Haman. My father would never mention a cosmic coincidence like that to me. Perhaps he didn’t know. Even if he had linked the two salvations, it wouldn’t have meant anything to me.


On that March day, out of any neighbor’s earshot, my father told my older brother and me, “Today is a great day that you should always remember. This is good news for us Jews. This man was very dangerous to us. Remember all your life that this miracle happened when we were endangered. But,” he added, “don’t tell this to anybody. Do what everybody else does.” In kindergarten the next day, as we sang songs honoring Stalin, “the hope of all the people,” and mourned his death, I had no idea how many children were crying sincerely, and how many were only following their fathers’ instructions.


DOUBLETHINK


The end of Stalin’s life, therefore, marked the beginning of my conscious life as a doublethinker. This round-the-clock public charade would define my life for the next fifteen years. That didn’t make me special. Most Soviet citizens eventually entered this deceptive order of doublethinkers.


My father’s main distraction from this double life was listening to Voice of America in Russian and other free world radio stations. The Soviets responded by trying to jam the frequency. In October 1956, he was listening so intensely to the radio—with his ear to the speaker and the volume high, but not so loud as to attract the neighbors’ attention—that he was practically inside the receiver.


He wasn’t listening to learn about Israel’s Sinai War against Egypt that month. He wanted to hear about Hungarians resisting Soviet power. “Ach,” he said, quietly. “If they could only succeed.” Later, when our neighbor came by, my father repeated, “Ach, if they could only succeed.” But the “they” my father now meant was the Soviet tanks.


In this web of lies, your main job is to fit in. At the age of ten you join the Pioneers, proclaiming your patriotism. Then you join the Komsomol, the All-Union Leninist Young Communist League, proclaiming your patriotism. You mouth their platitudes, you play the good citizen, to get ahead.


KHRUSHCHEV’S THAW


My father guessed correctly that the pressure would lessen after Stalin. By 1956, the new leader, Nikita Khrushchev, denounced the old dictator’s “cult of personality.” Launching the historical moment known as the Thaw, the new regime released prisoners. It rehabilitated the reputations of many executed innocents. It acknowledged historical “mistakes.” The level of fear declined.


Gradually, as the Thaw loosened tongues, some family secrets emerged. Names I had never heard before, pictures I had never seen, resurfaced. A surprising photograph of my grandfather with four sons, not three, introduced me to an uncle my father never mentioned who was living abroad. His older brother Shamai had moved to Palestine during the revolution’s early years, fulfilling my grandfather’s dream for all his children.


When his brother moved away, my father wasn’t buying the Zionist dream. Attracted by the promise of full equality, trusting that Communist universalism would eliminate anti-Semitism, he couldn’t imagine escaping from this newly welcoming Eastern European experiment into a Middle Eastern ghetto. Within a few years, however, my father had buried his illusions along with his purged friends. (When, in the late 1970s, my wife, Avital, was traveling the world to free me and finally met my uncle Shamai Sharon, he was proud of his nephew, the Zionist.)


As more memories flowed, things that had never made sense to me suddenly did. I discovered why my father had left his promising screenwriting career in an Odessa studio for an under-the-radar journalism job covering mining in a backwater town. When professional rivals placed an article in his hometown Odessa newspaper denouncing him as a petit-bourgeois intellectual with a Zionist brother, he feared being purged. I discovered that my mother’s unnaturally silent brother-in-law, Matvei Isaiahyevich, had spent a year in a KGB prison in 1937 and still couldn’t talk about what he had endured. I discovered that another uncle, my mother’s brother Munya, who died abruptly in 1953, had killed himself. Serving during the war on a troika (a special military tribunal that signed death sentences without due process) had left this once successful lawyer guilt ridden and despondent. My mother considered her brother yet another victim of Stalin and his purges. I even discovered relatives killed in the Holocaust, and relatives still suffering in the aftermath. The arrested uncle’s sister, Paulina, never recovered from seeing most of her family shot to death in front of her, having escaped their fate by sheer luck.


Like my parents telling our family secrets, many citizens started spilling the hidden truths of the Soviet Union. When leaders start speaking more openly about past abuses, it bubbles over. Suddenly, people start speaking more openly about present problems too. As self-censorship weakens, the desire to speak up grows.


The long-suppressed Russian intelligentsia stirred. Artists, poets, playwrights, novelists, journalists, and students tested the new boundaries of debate with particular zeal. Authorities quickly recognized the growing danger. Even if criticizing yesterday’s mistakes was OK, the regime could not tolerate public disagreement with the party line.


The most dangerous moment for any totalitarian regime is when the masses lose their fear and individuals cross from doublethinking privately to dissenting publicly. However, the terror lingered, and the authorities had no need to replicate Stalin’s mass repression. They simply reminded citizens that dissent would not be tolerated. Red lines remained in a post-Stalin, still-totalitarian Soviet Union.


The end of Stalin’s most violent anti-Jewish persecutions had tipped off my family that the Thaw was beginning, and in the same way we saw that the Thaw was ending through a Jewish lens. Had Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s 1961 poem, “Babi Yar,” stuck to the Nazis’ 1941 massacre of the Jews, the Soviet leaders probably would have tolerated his reintegrating Jews into the World War II story. But, emboldened to tell the truth, Yevtushenko condemned Russian anti-Semitism, from the czars to the Soviets. The poem begins bitterly: “No monument stands over Babi Yar.”


Only in a regime that could tolerate no criticism could a 311-word poem become so volatile and influential. Its honesty led many Jews to believe that, finally, the truth about anti-Semitism—and other truths—could be told. But its categorical rawness helped doom the Thaw. Within days, state flunkies wrote their own poems and journalistic lackeys wrote their own editorials, all defending Communism absolutely. Who are these cosmopolitan poets to teach us? the party hacks asked indignantly. How dare you accuse the great Soviet state of anti-Semitism? We defeated the anti-Semitic Nazis and saved the world!


So, just as some finally started speaking about the Holocaust in Jewish terms, the authorities panicked and counterattacked. They cracked down on Yevtushenko and other former doublethinkers who were inching down that inevitable highway toward free thought, free speech, and dissent. Honest history was too volatile; exposing the crimes of the past risked exposing the lies of the present.


By the time I was fifteen years old, the fear had returned. We were all doublethinking again. When the Soviets eventually erected a monument at Babi Yar, the word “Jew” still didn’t appear. Having tasted some freedom made this step backward especially embittering. We now felt our slavery more keenly. The more imprisoned you feel by totalitarian thought, the more you feel compelled to escape. But some effects of the Thaw lingered. The line had moved. Now to be targeted, you actually had to dissent, and, bit by bit, a dissident movement would emerge.


Even though Stalin’s harshest anti-Jewish persecutions had petered out, the regime’s baseline anti-Semitism persisted. By high school, I was excruciatingly familiar with the phrase “he has a fifth line problem.” It meant you were being discriminated against because that fifth line, defining nationality, on your Soviet identity papers identified you as a Jew—meaning traitorous, incorrigible, unassimilable, disloyal, other. It meant my brother Leonid could pass his written exams but hear in an interview, “Why are you so happy you passed? I won’t let Jews into my school.” Despite being stripped of our freedom and our identity, Jews remained the convenient scapegoats. Every dictatorship needs an enemy, and Jews were a favorite target.


The hatred, however, fostered Jewish solidarity. Many of us trusted one another with our deep secret: we hated the regime privately while loving it publicly. We rarely mentioned such matters outside of our inner circles; informers were everywhere. We would ask “Yid?” or “Nostrum est?” (Is he one of us?), our code for figuring out who was Jewish and possibly trustworthy. We used the Latin phrase so often I thought it was Yiddish.


“YOU ARE A JEW. YOU HAVE TO BE THE BEST”: SEEKING ESCAPE


The older I got, the more I confronted the sophisticated anti-Semitism of the system rather than the thuggish anti-Semitism of the street. Family discussions constantly turned to talk about discrimination, restrictions, insults, and unfair burdens. We learned where you could go to study, as well as which institutions never accepted Jews, no matter how qualified. We learned which positions were impossible for a Jew to get and which careers paths were possible. We learned about promotions earned by Jews, yet not granted, or promotions won by non-Jews, yet not deserved. I got the message: You are a Jew, so you have to be the best in physics, or mathematics, or chess, or whatever you do, to have a shot at succeeding in this system. And you will have to twist and turn in all kinds of ways just to survive.


Once a year, the newspaper published the list of laureates for the Stalin Prize, later called the Lenin Prize, for excellence in science, literature, arts, architecture, and technology. The whole family scrutinized the list. Whenever someone recognized a Jewish name, we cheered. It meant that one more Jew had succeeded despite all the discrimination. It encouraged us to work harder, because we, too, might progress. This is how we got used to surviving that disorder we were born with, the one called being Jewish.


When I was five, my mother taught me to play chess. “Here you can think freely,” she said. “In chess, you can fly.” I tried playing and fell in love immediately: thoughts soar, risks are taken, wits and courage are prized, not punished. Chess became my first passport into the world of free thought, my first great escape.


I loved the game because I could win, even defeating people who were much older or bigger than me. My theory was, the taller the guy, the quicker I beat him. I loved playing blind, without looking at the board. I loved playing simultaneously with many grown-ups. And I loved believing that I could one day be the world champion. In fact, when I understood, after competing on a national level, that I probably wouldn’t make it that far, I started looking for another career where I could shine—and that’s how I became a political prisoner.


But I’m jumping ahead of the story.


Growing up in the Soviet Union in the 1950s and 1960s, many non-Jewish Jews like me escaped into the chess world. We were stripped of our identities. We didn’t know what being Jewish meant, beyond offering another reason to fear the authorities and providing one more set of restrictions in this unfree world.


We had heard estimates that Jews were limited to 5 percent of the student body in a provincial university, no more than 2 percent in a place like Moscow, and barely 1 percent in the best universities. But in a chess club, it seemed the quotas limited non-Jews: 70, 80, 90 percent of the chess players were Jewish.


Only decades later did I realize how deeply programmed Jews were to love these chess clubs. I was already living in Israel when I first visited a yeshiva, a rabbinic seminary, with its massive bet midrash, or study hall. The room was filled with hundreds of chevrutot, pairs of students learning together, arguing together, trying to outwit one another, and mastering a system of thought, the Talmud and Jewish law.


As I heard the familiar buzzing throughout the bet midrash, I realized how similar the two institutions looked, with people paired up, debating back and forth. In competitive chess, there are few openings and endgames, but innumerable ways in between; the arguments never end. In the yeshiva world, there are 613 commandments and a few defining texts, but similarly innumerable interpretations, explanations, ambiguities, and positions, along with endless on-the-one-hands and on-the-other-hands.


In both worlds, as the duos compete against one another intensely, they also work together, seeking a chidush, a breakthrough, a new move, an innovative gambit. When the Soviet Union outlawed the traditional dialogue that energized Jews for centuries, we shifted gears. We started on-the-one-handing about chess instead of Halachah, Jewish law.


Alas, while chess could free my mind and sharpen my wits, it was only a game. It lacked Judaism’s depth and moral majesty. It offered no wisdom, no ideological worldview, no way of life, nothing greater than myself and my skills. It was a great diversion, freeing me from doublethink for a few hours every day, but it wasn’t real. It was an escape into a parallel black-and-white world of thirty-two pieces on an eight-by-eight board.


Science and mathematics seemed to promise a better escape from the smothering Soviet reality. While as objective and creative as chess, the scientific method illuminated the real world. A scientist applied whatever talents he had to understand how the universe worked.


Mastering these fields also seemed to offer the best path to a better life. To pass every exam, no matter how difficult, with the highest marks and to be accepted to one of the best universities, became my great ambition. It was the dream driving every Jewish mother.


When I was accepted to the MFTI, the Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, the Soviet MIT, in 1966, I felt like I had arrived. I had reached the doublethinker’s summit, the greatest success I could hope for. This world represented as far as I could go as a Jew. I was lucky; I was one of the last Jews accepted to study there.


Now, I could start enjoying the great payoff after years of beefing up my portfolio to prove myself academically capable and ideologically pure. In high school, I studied extra hard for test after test, overcompensating for my Jewish handicap. Drowning in problem sets, working around the clock to amass five out of fives in every subject I took during the last three years of high school, I won the Gold Medal in academics. For extracurricular activities, I participated in the math and physics olympics on the city, provincial, and “all-Union” levels, sharpening my skills while showing off to potential recruiters. I mastered chess, winning local and national championships. I also followed the script to get the character reference I needed from the local Komsomol authorities. I spouted the right slogans, participated in the right youth activities, and sang the right songs.


Finally, I was in. I had crossed “the Pale of Settlement.” I imagine that I experienced the same joy the rare, lucky Jews felt centuries earlier if they secured permission to live in Moscow, thereby escaping the massive half-million-square-mile western region that czarist Russia had turned into the world’s largest ghetto from 1791 to 1917.


Wandering around Moscow, a city of more than five million, I experienced my own personal thaw. By concentrating on science at the institute, I was now an insider on a fast track to success. I expected to be able to think about pure truth more, while playing the doublethinker’s demoralizing games less. Sampling life beyond our wunderkind hothouse, some of us students enjoyed exploring the booming metropolis, which was freer and edgier than our sleepy, suffocating hometowns.


Month after month, I ran through most of my living stipend buying tickets to shows in the three Moscow theaters, out of dozens, that gently but stubbornly tested Communism’s reimposed cultural and political boundaries. It was two years after Khrushchev’s fall, and some in the Soviet intelligentsia were still trying to preserve some hints of the Thaw’s short-lived openness. Sometimes the institute hosted great artists, profound poets, and leading intellectuals. Clever but cowed performers resisted subtly, indirectly. Their plays, poems, jokes, and songs often carried “a fig in the pocket”—the Russian equivalent of flipping the middle finger while seeming to salute.


Studying early versions of artificial intelligence, teaching what are now considered to be primitive computers to play endgames in chess, I dived into the republic of science. This world seemed insulated from the doublethink I had mastered at home. My world-famous professors were telling the students what we wanted to hear: With our smarts and our work habits, we could live a full intellectual life. We could succeed. All we had to do was stay focused on our orderly inner world of scientific theories and mathematical theorems. These world-class teachers urged us to ignore the ever-changing pseudo-truths of politics, which was full of ambiguities and deceptions. Stick to science’s eternal knowledge, they advised, and ignore the rest. The laws of Newton and Einstein, of Euclid and Galileo, are forever; today’s ideological winds are fickle.


We continued paying lip service to the Soviet gods, like everyone else. We kept taking tests on Marxist doctrine every semester, even when studying at the postdoctoral level. Decades later, I would be amused when, during my interrogations, I spied my KGB tormentors studying their Communist handbooks whenever they could, knowing that these never-ending trials kept tormenting them.


Encouraged by our professors, we brushed such annoyances aside. We were the elite, they kept telling us, racing toward a golden future. I felt particularly good, having overcome the extra obstacles of anti-Semitism. Now it was all worth it. I was luxuriating in the sanctuary of science, an asylum protected from the daily insanity the Soviets imposed on nearly everyone else. 


It didn’t take very long, however, before groundbreaking outside events shook my illusory internal fortress.
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DISCOVERING IDENTITY, DISCOVERING FREEDOM


The Six Day War broke out during my first round of final exams at the Institute in Moscow. Israel’s victory in June 1967—with the small, embattled Jewish state overcoming overwhelming odds—became a turning point for me, although it took time for me to realize it.


In Donetsk, Israel hadn’t been central to my life. It was there in the background, one of the conversation topics that bonded us as Jews. As people concerned about our Jewish problem, we were fans of the Jewish state. But demonstrating the solidarity of the suffering, we treated it like an all-Jewish soccer team, something to root for. It remained far less important and engaging than family life, friendships, and career worries. Living in enforced ignorance, we also knew little about this small country born the same year I was, in 1948. We only knew enough to feel burdened by the constant newspaper attacks against it.


Then, boom. Israel’s surprising military victory mocked months of Soviet propaganda predicting a historic victory of “progressive Arab nations” over the “lackeys of American imperialism,” the “bourgeois nationalist Zionist colonialists.” For many doublethinkers watching from afar, we were amused by how easily Israel had defeated these supposedly powerful Arab armies overstuffed with Soviet weapons and trained by Soviet officers. As Jews, we were extra glad. Our team had won.


As the authorities ranted in the media and convened meeting after meeting to condemn American and Zionist imperialism, I could feel strangers, colleagues, and friends looking at me differently. At first, I was taken aback. I was a loyal Soviet citizen just like them. Yet people who knew I had no connection to Israel nevertheless seemed to think I deserved credit for this lightning victory. Rather than asking “How did the Israelis pull it off?” people were asking “How did you guys do it?” Gradually, it dawned on me that friends and foes connected me to Israel far more than I associated myself with the Jewish state.


Even the anti-Semitic jokes changed. Jews were upgraded. We went from greedy, cowardly parasites to greedy, bullying hooligans—dangerous to neighbors and the world too. Ultimately, those who loved and hated us agreed on one thing: Israel was some kind of cowboy superstate.


“One morning,” jokesters giggled, “Prime Minister Levi Eshkol and Defense Minister Moshe Dayan woke up bored. ‘Let’s declare war on China!’ Eshkol proposed. ‘Then what will we do this evening?’ Dayan wondered.”


A mixed message was embedded in another joke, about a Jew in the telephone booth, hogging phone time, feeding two-kopek coins repeatedly into the slot, calling relatives all over Moscow. He has heard about Israel’s victories from Voice of America or BBC, despite the jamming, and he keeps reporting, “Our tanks have seized the Golan Heights.” Then, “Our soldiers are swimming in the Suez Canal!” Loyal citizens behind in line, expecting the Jew to know he should only make one short call because others are waiting, push him aside. The Jew sneers: “We didn’t interfere in your war. Don’t interfere in ours.”


There you had it. In one joke, the greedy, self-involved, manipulative Jew as the unassimilable other. The pathetic coward who cowered in Tashkent or elsewhere during the Soviets’ Great Patriotic War against Hitler is now boasting about heroics he never achieved, trying to take credit for others fighting the wrong war against the wrong enemy for the wrong reason.


Initially, most Jews didn’t know whether to be proud or worried or scared. As the abused victims of this Communist paradise, we wondered if a war 2,400 miles away would hurt our careers. Meanwhile, we wondered about this country, Israel, that, in the eyes of the people around us, was ours. I did what came naturally. I started reading more about the heritage being imposed on me.


It’s an old story. Jews often see themselves most clearly through non-Jewish eyes. Noticing how others connected me to Israel linked me to the Jewish state, and the Jewish people. Seeing how the word “Israel” became something that could boost us—not just diminish us—filled me with a pride and dignity I had never experienced. Realizing how little I knew about this country that so many people were now asking about made me hungry to learn more.


LIBERATED BY EXODUS



I saw the world through new eyes, like someone falling in love. My father’s Bible stories about Jewish heroes like David defeating Goliath, suddenly came alive; Israelis were replicating their feats in the Middle East, right now. Whenever possible, I turned Moscow’s art museums into my own Jewish museum or Israel museum. I first learned about the Jewish holiday of Purim by listening to the guide at the Pushkin Museum explain Rembrandt’s famous painting Ahasuerus and Haman at the Feast of Esther.


Starved by Communism’s decades-long cultural fast, I did whatever I could to learn about Israel and my Jewish heritage. Some of the reading was samizdat—outlawed, self-published literature, sometimes photocopied, sometimes printed crudely. These pamphlets were circulated only among trusted friends. Some were now dusty old books written in Russian and still found in libraries. Some were books a friend’s father had in his library. I kept visiting him even after he moved six hundred miles away from Moscow. The distance from any possible campus informers justified the trip.


One of the first Jewish-related books I read, in samizdat, was a Russian translation of Leon Uris’s historical novel retelling the founding of Israel, Exodus. Reading it today, it’s hard to believe how such a heavy-handed, sentimental novel could influence so many usually hard-nosed, cynical, Russian Jewish intellectuals. But the book was a revelation. It drew me into Jewish history, and Israel’s history, through my Russian roots. It helped me see myself as part of the story.


I hadn’t realized that many Russian Jews from my father’s generation—like my missing uncle—had shaped the Zionist movement and founded Israel. I was struck that in 1948, heroes my age established the country, making history instead of studying for exams. Looking at that famous picture, of the three soldiers who helped liberate the Western Wall in 1967, I realized they were my age too. It could have been me.


I flipped a switch in my mind. History was no longer distant and alienating. It was now mine. Instead of the short, bloody Soviet history, which began with the October Revolution in 1917 and went nowhere, I joined a story that harkened back to the exodus from Egypt, took me to Leon Uris’s Exodus, and would soon lead to my own exodus.


Uris’s novel was so popular, one family after another would borrow a copy and spend the whole night reading, passing the book around. The next day, they would hand it over to the next family in the long line of people waiting to read it. Then they’d feel embarrassed, breathing a sigh of relief. No one wanted such dangerous material hanging around the house.


A few years later, when I was a dissident spokesman, my friendships with diplomats and journalists made me a clearinghouse of sorts for activists. I distributed books and other material smuggled into Moscow via diplomatic pouch from American Jewish organizations. I sent one message to a New York contact, advising, “Send us one hundred Exoduses and we’ll have a Zionist Revolution here!”


Jewish tourists starting to visit us smuggled in other books. “Oh, your father is from Odessa. Mine is too,” some would say. “We could be in your place,” they sighed. “We are one family. How can we help?”


Now, “Nostrum est?” isn’t based just on all Jews being persecuted, but on us all being one family, from one global shtetl. Just a few years ago, the borders had been so daunting I hadn’t even heard about an uncle who moved away. Now, these travelers, and my allegiances, were crossing borders easily.


I felt a new sense of history, a warm feeling of family, and a tremendous gratitude for this state that, my reading taught me, defined one of its primary aims as helping me and people like me. More and more, I knew that this was the history, these were the people, that was the country, I wanted to belong to.


The more connected to this new parallel universe I became, the more clearly I could see the many ways my fellow Jews and I contorted ourselves to remain enslaved to the Communist world. The more I realized this, the less faith I had in the shelter I had long sought in the ivory tower of science, which kept me trapped in exhausting, demoralizing doublethink.


I was not only exposed to Jewish books. Samizdat and friendly smuggling introduced me to many classics that would shape my new worldview. My favorites included Boris Pasternak’s soaring homage to individualism and romance, Doctor Zhivago; Arthur Koestler’s sobering exposé of Stalin’s purges, Darkness at Noon; and, most especially, George Orwell’s suffocating evocations of Big Brother’s power, Animal Farm and 1984.


I remember being thunderstruck by Animal Farm. “My God,” I thought, “we understood the newspeak imposed on us. But how can this British writer from decades ago understand so well what we’re living through right here, right now, in Russia?” Orwell’s literary achievement in reducing the Communist revolutionaries to a series of farm animals was just the added bonus. Years later, I discovered that Orwell got a full taste of Communism when Stalin’s Soviet masterminds hijacked the Spanish Civil War, for which he and other idealists had naively volunteered.


It was getting harder to play the good Soviet citizen. After 1967, the Soviet Union broke diplomatic relations with Israel, and cracked down on Jews. For a Jew to be accepted into my institute became almost impossible. Even those of us discovering these exciting new links to Israel and our extended Jewish family still held on to the familiar: our ambitions to succeed.


A joke from those confusing days, probably improvised by a Jewish cynic, has Rabinowitch coming home depressed. The Communist Party has expelled him for not condemning Zionism and Israel. Falling asleep, he dreams that a superstrong Israel conquers the Soviet Union. Israel’s victorious one-eyed general, Moshe Dayan, and the legendary former Israeli ambassador to Moscow (on her way to becoming prime minister), Golda Meir, enter Red Square on white horses. They stand atop Lenin’s mausoleum as Jews from all over the Soviet Union gather below to celebrate.


“Jews of the Soviet Union,” Meir proclaims, “after years of persecution, here’s your opportunity to take revenge. What do you want as spoils of war? Should we send Russians to the Pale of Settlement, where they imprisoned us for so many years?” she asks. “No,” the Jews respond. “Should we put quotas on the Russians, limiting their university acceptances and jobs as they did to us?” General Dayan asks. “No,” the Jews yell.


“So what do you want?” Golda demands, surprised. All the Jews shout as one: “We want Rabinowitch back in the Communist Party!”


The growing government pressure kept testing Jews’ loyalty. In Donetsk, my favorite high school teacher, Yisrael Yaakovolevitch, a local legend who for decades prepared talented physics students to get accepted to the best institutions, received a petty, insulting command. The principal, a half-literate Communist career apparatchik, whose assignment to run our school probably represented a major demotion, targeted the teacher, whose name meant “Israel, son of Jacob.” “If you want to continue teaching, change your first name,” he was ordered. Apparently, it was disturbing for the principal to hear his students saying that word “Israel” with love and respect. Yisrael became Ilya.


My teacher’s surrender angered me at first. But hearing from mutual friends how he agonized about what to do, I softened. “It’s not worth the battle,” most advised. I understood. I, too, was Anatoly, not Natan.


“This illustrates our fate,” I thought. I was increasingly fed up with the accommodations he made, we made—the humiliations we absorbed. “He at least does it to continue teaching young students,” I sighed. “I’m just doing it for myself, for my precious career.”


Looking at him forced me to reexamine the adjustments I had made to stay afloat in this world without identity. I was realizing, intrusion by intrusion, that even as the authorities indulged us as wunderkinds, we students still felt scrutinized. It’s natural, in an advanced academic institute, to worry “Am I good enough?” and “Will I get thrown out for not keeping up?” It was unnatural, however, to also worry “Am I good enough at hiding my true thoughts?” and “Will I get thrown out for not staying loyal enough?”


Gradually, you realize that science cannot save you from your portable, permanent chamber of fear. You worry the authorities might doubt your loyalty or decide you sympathize with a dissident, or catch you reading something they deem political. Even if you aren’t arrested, you can be bounced from the institute or blocked in your career path—no doctorate, no postdoc, no job. Instead of a brilliant future, you could end up languishing. Living in fear, enslaved to your ambitions—and thus beholden to the masters who control your career—you remain mired in doublethink.


ANDREI SAKHAROV BURSTS MY SCIENTIFIC BUBBLE


Israel’s heroics in the June 1967 war helped me discover how much I was missing by living in a world without identity. A year later, one scientist’s bravery helped me realize how little freedom I would have, even if I excelled in the artificial bubble of superstar Soviet science I had fought so hard to enter.


My fellow students and I revered Andrei Sakharov. He was our role model, sitting at the peak of the pyramid each of us was trying to climb so single-mindedly. At thirty-two, he became the youngest person elected to the Soviet Academy of Sciences. A brilliant physicist, he helped develop the Soviets’ hydrogen bomb. He won numerous awards, including being named a “hero of socialist labor” three times—the state’s highest honor.


In May 1968, this celebrity scientist circulated a ten-thousand-word manifesto with a mild title that unleashed the second wrecking ball to smash my complacent life. “Reflections on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence, and Intellectual Freedom” warned from the very top that systemic Soviet repression threatened the state’s scientific advancement and the world’s survival. Essentially, he exposed the world I had built my life around as an illusion.


“Intellectual freedom is essential to human society,” Sakharov declared, demanding the “freedom to obtain and distribute information, freedom for open-minded and fearless debate, and freedom from pressure by officialdom and prejudices.” Exercising those freedoms, he bravely denounced official Soviet thought control, mocking “the ossified dogmatism of a bureaucratic oligarchy and its favorite weapon, ideological censorship.”


Some of my professors might have dismissed this political critique as another frivolous distraction from the pursuit of eternal scientific truths. But Sakharov warned that Soviet science was imperiled without “the search for truth.” Imaginie “two skiers racing through deep snow,” Sakharov suggested. While the Soviet skier had started catching up to the American one—who first “broke the snow”—our suffocating lack of freedom kept us “not only lagging behind but… also growing more slowly.” At the time, there were few who could understand the depths of this critique. The Soviet Union wasn’t just relying on its scientific wizards to develop nuclear weapons; we now know that the research ran in tandem with an elaborate spying operation that stole as many of America’s atomic secrets as it could.


The subversive essay started circulating in samizdat typewritten copies. Duplicated secretly, spread informally, read hungrily, Sakharov’s words skipped from house to house, from trusted skeptic to trusted skeptic, interrupted sporadically but fruitlessly, cat-and-mouse-like, by repeated KGB raids.


Before our eyes, the Soviet Union’s most decorated scientist was becoming its most prominent dissident. I read his unsettling yet liberating message as if it were addressed directly to me. “You want to run away from your life of doublethink and fear by making a scientific career,” I imagined him telling me, “but that’s impossible. It didn’t work for me, it won’t work for you. There’s no scientific breakthrough you can make that will free you, as long as you’re enslaved to this immoral doublethink. Knowing the truth while collaborating with the regime’s lies only produces bad science and broken souls. You will be handicapped as a scientist, forever following behind, like a second skier in the tracks of the trailblazer.”


Risking everything he had with no chance of success, Sakharov inspired and confused me with his bravery. He exposed my hopes of losing myself in science as naive. I realized that if even he, at his altitude, wasn’t settled, I was sunk. Just starting out, with no chance of reaching his heights, I could spend decades forever chasing the next advancement, the next summit. Then, after a lifetime of toil, I would discover that what he was saying and I was sensing was true: I would never be free. Sakharov was warning that life in a dictatorship offers two choices: either you overcome your fear and stand for truth, or you remain a slave to fear, no matter how fancy your titles, no matter how big your dacha. Ultimately, I couldn’t escape myself or my conscience.


Sakharov’s heroic manifesto spurred the growth of a dissident movement that was just budding in a post-Stalinist world, where speaking truth to power no longer all but guaranteed being shot down. Reading Sakharov taught me that obsessing about my career was a coping mechanism, a survival skill, but no way to live. Living in the moment, for myself, made it hard to believe there was anything bigger than my daily concerns, anything more lasting than my latest success, anything meaningful in this void. When getting ahead professionally is the most important thing in life, you become too willing to go along with everything. Why take any risks? Why buck the system?


Just as chess couldn’t give me the depth science was supposed to provide, science couldn’t give me the anchor I needed. To become free, to transcend doublethink, you must first overcome the fear that is always with you. There must be something more important than your career. But in a world without identity, such higher values hadn’t existed for me.


Book by book, revelation by revelation, encountering my identity, my history, my people, and my country, Israel, I scrutinized my psychological prison of Soviet survivalism. The more I learned about Israel, Judaism, and Jewish history, the more I realized I could be part of something bigger than myself, pursuing missions more important than getting the right grade or the great job.


Coinciding with Czechoslovakia’s rebellious Prague Spring, Sakharov’s words had some of us who longed for reform hoping that change was in the air. The leader of Czechoslovakia’s Communist Party, Alexander Dubček, was trying to reform from within, gradually and peacefully. His lighter vision of “socialism with a human face” paralleled Sakharov’s naive hopes at the time. But Dubček’s pluckiness triggered yet another shock. The violent Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 crushed our hopes, along with Dubček’s reforms. Now I felt ashamed to be a Soviet citizen.


Eight Soviet citizens who felt similarly ashamed went to Red Square to denounce the invasion and ended up in jail. Although I didn’t know them, I envied them. They had something even the privileged scientific superachievers lacked: the freedom to follow their conscience.


Nevertheless, I remained imprisoned by my fear. One MFTI student sympathized with the protesters publicly. Facing expulsion, he first had to endure being denounced at a Komsomol meeting. The Komsomol apparatchik pointedly invited me, even though I belonged to a different faculty. Clearly, he wanted to test my loyalty. Rather than taking a stand, and pointlessly giving them someone else to expel, I ducked, saying, “I’m ill.”


That act of cowardice made me feel truly sick. My doubts were growing. But I wasn’t yet ready to abandon my—and my parents’—dream of finding refuge in science. The longer I stayed paralyzed, the more self-respect I lost.


Every day, you wake up and you trudge along to the institute, but like an actor following an elaborate script, you always have to concentrate. You don’t want to violate the rules, but you don’t want to embrace the regime. Timing is critical. You feel constant internal pressure not to say the wrong thing—especially not to the wrong person at the wrong time. Luck helps too. You don’t want to be near someone who bashes the regime, because you might have to disagree more than you want to, or you might accidentally agree more than you should. You’re just never sure. Someone who agrees with you might nevertheless bristle at something you say, uncertain if you’re testing him, leaving you suspicious. After all, maybe he’s testing you.


TESTING THE BOUNDARIES


Despite all this pressure, I couldn’t help pushing the boundaries more and more, just like the singers, poets, and playwrights who were being similarly subversive during those performances I practically bankrupted myself attending. Night after night, I waited for the easily decoded lines mocking today’s regime in some French drawing-room comedy from yesteryear. In laughing together at these gibes, we in the audience exercised our critical thoughts secretly, safely, and spinelessly.


Sakharov kept crossing the lines. On November 4, 1970, he and two other dissidents established the Committee on Human Rights in the USSR. I heard about it on Voice of America, past the jamming. I knew that most students, fellow doublethinkers, heard the news too. But nobody dared discuss it at the institute. It would be like waking up one day and publicly confessing, “I secretly listen to bourgeois lies—and believe them,” which is what most of us did.


One morning that autumn, I was practicing my English as usual, this time by reading the Morning Star, the only British newspaper allowed in the Soviet Union. This Communist Party propaganda organ criticized Sakharov’s efforts. The condemnation broke the official silence. In the West, Communists had to denounce Sakharov; behind the Iron Curtain, they tried ignoring him.


Here was my chance to be mischievous. I could break the taboo gingerly. While staying within the law, I would publicize Sakharov’s next step in his flight from doublethink. I could admit we knew what we all knew, and discuss what we all wanted to discuss, without being accused of listening to what we all listened to. After painstakingly translating the article word for word, I posted it on our dormitory’s bulletin board and awaited the reaction.


Unable to tolerate such defiance or such subtleties, the system pushed back. The institute’s KGB representative summoned me to his office. Our encounter became my first interrogation. The legal niceties justifying my action did not interest him. He kept asking about my ties to Sakharov, how this subversive idea came to me, who helped me translate the article, who conspired with me in posting it. I didn’t know Sakharov then. I had nothing to admit. But the KGB never overlooked an opportunity to flip yet another Soviet citizen, using careerist worries and threats of professional humiliation to recruit informers.


Still, I was terrified. Looking back, my attempts to reassure the KGB officer of my loyalty leave me feeling ashamed. I was trying to assert my freedom and dignity while avoiding confrontation. I still wanted to study, still wanted to succeed.


Both the KGB department head and I achieved a certain clarity that day. After rounds of back and forth, the officer understood he couldn’t get any useful information from me. I had no future as an informer. But I also understood that I wasn’t going to get any further in my scientific career. I had no future in the scientific ivory tower the Soviets controlled.


During my rare visits home, every six months or so, my family discussed the new Zionist rumblings among Soviet Jews. The conversations usually focused around the age-old question, “Is this good for the Jews or bad for the Jews?” In this exciting, unnerving new phase, this meant, “Will it bring more restrictions or fewer, more pressure or less, more obstacles to escape through careerism or fewer?”


As I confessed my deepening fascination with the Jewish question, my parents seemed caught at the intersection of pride and fear. I sensed that they appreciated this twist in our lives. Home was one of the rare places where I could talk about my new discoveries: our history, our identity, our nation. I was connecting to the life from which they had been forced to disengage. They had run away from identity and pushed us toward professionalism, for our sakes. Now I was running away from professionalism, back to an identity they had never rejected voluntarily.


Ultimately, their fear spoke loudest. As I spoke about Jewish history, they asked if I was making it harder to advance at the institute. When I shared my dream of moving to Israel, they warned against new purges.


It escalated. The more involved in the movement I became, the more my parents worried. “You don’t remember Stalin,” my father would say. “You were too young. You have to be very careful. It’s so easy for them to make you disappear from this life.” Over the years, as I started thinking of emigrating to Israel, the negotiations became more practical and incremental. “We can’t give you permission to apply for a visa while we are still working,” they would say. “Wait till we both retire.” “Maybe not this season. Can you wait a bit longer?”


My father often warned me about the impact my activities would have on my mother’s health. But his heart reacted worse. He had a heart attack immediately after my arrest in 1977 and never recovered. I never saw him after that; he passed away in 1980. My mother would live to fight much longer: first with the KGB until the day of my release, then with me and my wife over the right way to educate her granddaughters. She lived with us happily until the age of ninety-four.


My first KGB interview was humiliating but liberating. I started feeling the Soviets no longer had the control, and I slowly freed myself from the leverage careerism had over me. I was wriggling out of the regime’s grip, tired of being handcuffed by fear. For nearly three years, I had been tasting a different reality and enjoying my new identity in that parallel world beyond the authorities’ reach. Totalitarians could dictate Soviet history, changing it as easily as switching encyclopedia pages. But the Jewish history I discovered was independent of them, making it—and soon me—no longer subject to their whims.


THE MOST DIFFICULT CHOICE I EVER MADE


Breaking the shackles is the hardest thing to do as a doublethinker. Once you do that, the released energy gives you a rush you’ve never experienced before. Step by liberating step, I was running toward freedom.


In 1973, I became a Refusenik, one who applied to emigrate to Israel and was refused. Two years later, I was an activist and the informal international spokesman for both the Refusenik movement and the human rights movement. By then, I was working closely with my new friend and mentor, Andrei Sakharov. We met during one of the many courthouse vigils he attended to attract the world’s attention to Soviet repression.


In 1976, I was one of the activists who launched the Moscow Helsinki Group, trying to mold various dissident organizations into one big battering ram against the Soviet empire. A year later, I was arrested for high treason and espionage—capital crimes—and was on my way to what ended up being nine years in prison. By then, I had learned that living a life of belonging and freedom involved constantly confronting dilemmas and forever making my own choices, rather than having Big Brother push me around.


No choice I made—or would make in the future—was anywhere near as difficult as my decision in 1973 to request a letter acknowledging my employment. It should have been nothing, something procedural that I, as a good careerist, had done many times in my life. All I had to do was walk down the very familiar hallway in the Institute of Oil and Gas, where I worked as a computer specialist, to speak to my boss, with whom I got along. But that move was so nerve-racking that I had to take a tranquilizer that morning, for the first and only time in my life.


Taking this minor bureaucratic step was so earth-shattering because I needed the letter to start the long, torturous process of applying for aliyah, that special Hebrew word that means “ascent,” to designate that emigrating to Israel is a spiritual step up. I was now saying I no longer belonged in the Soviets’ world, and committing career suicide within the Soviet system.


The bureaucracy forced me to get all kinds of signed documents from my workplace, residence, and family. That drip-by-drip process compelled me to keep admitting publicly I no longer wanted to be a loyal Soviet citizen, thereby subjecting me to the reactions of friends, colleagues, relatives, and bosses. I knew that, by doing this, my future employment would be limited to serving as a janitor here, a tutor there, or a hall monitor in an apartment building somewhere else.


That morning, I was so nervous that I didn’t go to work. I didn’t know which friends I was about to lose, what interrogations I was about to experience, what price I would have to pay, how long I would have to wait, or if I would ever make it out.


I had requested the meeting. My boss probably assumed it would be another routine conversation about our work. It was clear to me he was a doublethinker like me, and he rarely was assigned such well-trained scientists. We never spoke about it, but it seemed he understood that I had been stuck with a lesser job because of that fifth line on my identity card: Evrey, Jew.


My hands were shaking. My stomach was rumbling. I may have been a bit light-headed from the sedative my aunt had provided me the night before. “I know this will be unpleasant news for you, Maxim Maximovich,” I began, surprised by how hoarse my voice sounded. “But I wish to join my relatives in Israel. To apply for the exit visa, I need your letter certifying my employment.”


My boss’s hands started trembling like mine. He was so flummoxed, his voice grew hoarse too. My problem was his problem now. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know how the authorities would react. Neither did I.


At that moment, my life as a loyal Soviet citizen ended. My life as a doublethinker, which I had consciously begun at age five the day Stalin died, was over. The professional world I had built for myself, my castle of science, collapsed instantly. Now, I could say what I thought, do what I said, and say what I did. Finally—thirteen years before my release from prison and my move to a free, democratic Israel—I was liberated. Having made the most difficult choice, all the others that followed would feel easier.


TO BELONG AND TO BE FREE


I was lucky. In the Soviet Union, I grew up deprived of freedom and identity. Then, after 1967, I discovered them both. In embracing my Jewishness, I inherited a 3,900-year-old identity—the history, values, ideas, and country that would shape me. That breakthrough propelled me to end a life of doublethink—the constant juggling of maneuvers and lies just to survive, the push to get ahead without really going anywhere. Only by ending that sterile life could I speak freely. Once I was no longer afraid, I realized how enjoyable it was to be free.


Encountering these two deep human desires, to belong and to be free, taught me that they are interconnected. Having one would give me strength to fight for the other. In my prehistoric life, the highest value was physical survival, and the best tool for that was a successful professional career. I had no identity, no values, nothing to live for, nothing to die for. In joining the Jewish people, I discovered that when you have an identity, when you are part of something bigger than yourself, fear for your well-being no longer imprisons you. Putting myself back into my people’s history, into our community, freed me to fight for my rights, for the rights of my fellow Jews, and for the rights of all the people around me.


Subsequently, I was challenged again and again to choose between these two impulses: Is my first loyalty to my people or to my universal ideals of freedom? Today, the whole world seems divided between those who choose their identity first and those who choose their freedom first. That’s a false choice. Enjoying a free, meaningful life in accordance with our identities, while letting others do the same, should be our shared aim in the common pursuit of happiness.
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