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Dedication

For my daughters, Mika and Romi




Epigraph


It is truly a cruel paradox that the more some citizens stand up in defense of other citizens, the more they are labeled with a word that in effect separates them from those “other citizens.”

—Václav Havel, “The Power of the Powerless”






Introduction

How Should We Behave?

I had a strange dream recently. I’m sitting on a chair in an empty room, just like in a thousand movies, squinting into a bright light, the skin of my bare feet touching the concrete floor. The reason why I’m there is murky. I may have been arrested at a protest, or been caught with a forbidden book, or spoken up against some cruelty, or just laughed too loudly at an inconvenient joke. In the dream all I know is that I’ve crossed some invisible line. And the interrogator has an ultimatum for me.

His face is hidden. But I can make out his voice, and he tells me that I will lose everything I care about, including possibly my life, if I don’t confess, ask forgiveness, identify my collaborators. There is nothing ambiguous about the stakes and no way to wiggle out of choosing. But just as I’m about to open my mouth, a curtain falls and the dream ends. I never find out what I would do. I’m almost ashamed to admit it.

It’s just a dream, I know, but I haven’t been able to shake the feeling it cracked open. What would I choose? And could I ever behave like Osip Mandelstam?

In 1933, the Soviet writer composed a poem in his head and left it there. He knew it was too dangerous to ever commit to paper. It was a terrifying time in the Soviet Union. Stalin’s paranoia was flaring and he was imagining “enemies of the people” around each corner.

Mandelstam was an impish man with deep-set black eyes and a perpetual smirk on his lips. He could sense that the atmosphere in Moscow was shifting, that Stalin had caused fear to ripple through every conversation and glance. And the poet’s head began to hum, as it always did when verses were forming. Beware, the hum told him, of “the Kremlin mountaineer,” with his fingers “ten thick worms” and “the huge laughing cockroaches on his top lip.” Mandelstam was crafting a portrait of an ogre, one who inflicts violence on his subjects, his decrees aimed at them like flung horseshoes, “one for the groin, one the forehead, temple, eye.” Under Stalin, Russians had lost their equilibrium—“our lives no longer feel ground under them.” He recited these lines only to a few friends, but they were too potent, too naughty, not to escape his control. They went viral.

After his arrest, his interrogator at the Lubyanka prison called the creation of the poem a “terrorist act.” And he wanted to know what had compelled Mandelstam to put these shameful words together, and then share them. What was his aim? The poet did not pause: He wrote it, he said, because he hated fascism, hated it more than anything else; it was as simple as that.

This is the moment that keeps repeating in my mind. Mandelstam refused to lie or invent an excuse. Just as in my dream, he was given a choice, and he could have easily shrugged the poem off as an errant thought or a dirty joke or even a game of Telephone gone awry—after all, it existed then only in his mind. But he owned it completely. I even sympathize a little with the interrogator, his fist pounding and voice raised, unable to understand Mandelstam’s refusal to save himself. The risks were so clear, and they would soon be borne out. Mandelstam’s life would end in a Siberian transit camp five years later, after imprisonment, exile, and mental collapse. All for a poem. Or, rather, for finding it impossible to deny the truth contained in that poem.

What should we think about Mandelstam, or, rather, how should we think of him? He was not a revolutionary. He was not looking to rally an army or even inspire his fellow citizens. His only objective was to express without fear or hesitation what the world looked like to him—as Václav Havel, the Czech playwright, would have put it, he was someone who lived “in truth.”

He was a dissident.

The term has been around for almost five hundred years and was used to describe the “dissident” or “dissenter” Christian sects, like the Puritans and the Quakers, who broke with the established church in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. But it gained its current meaning in the twentieth century as a label for the intellectuals who stood up to authoritarianism in the Soviet sphere. Today dissident most often refers to activists in places like Hong Kong or Venezuela who are demanding democratic reforms and have landed in prison as a result.

I prefer a more elemental definition. The word dissident comes from the Latin dissidens, the present participle of dissidere, which combines dis- (apart) and sedēre (to sit). So quite literally, to be a dissident means to sit apart.

The philosopher Hannah Arendt described what this sitting apart means in practice. In an essay she wrote two decades after the end of World War II, she tried to puzzle out why some Germans (very few) resisted collaboration of any sort with the Nazis. And she concluded that those who had a strict ethical code—say, religious people—actually folded quickly. They needed rules for living, and when the rules changed, from “Thou Shalt Not Kill” to “Thou Shalt Kill,” these people simply switched out one set of edicts for another. The dissidents, on the other hand, were the perpetual “doubters and skeptics” who took absolutely nothing for granted. They met every experience and gauged every action, not against some set notion of right or wrong, but with one instinctual question: Can I live with myself? As Arendt boiled it down: “They refused to murder, not so much because they still held fast to the command ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ but because they were unwilling to live together with a murderer—themselves.”

The incessant asking of this question—Can I live with myself?—is what makes a dissident a dissident. It is not a political stance. And it is not just about being outspoken, especially in an open society where this is allowed (an American president who loses an election and then calls himself a “proud political dissident” is missing the point). It is something much more profound. Being a dissident means trying to close the distance between what you believe and how you act. It means understanding the conditions that allow you to be yourself, and not accepting any violation of them. And it means doing all this when there are great risks involved. You feel you cannot do otherwise.

That famous unknown man in 1989 who stood in front of a line of armored tanks headed toward Tiananmen Square is a dissident. Everyone assumes this lone figure in his black pants and white shirt, carrying two shopping bags, is placing himself in the path of the tanks in order to block them from crushing the protests—and that may have been his intent. But when I look at this photo, I see something else: a man who is heading home to prepare dinner, who has a recipe in mind, who has been planning what music to listen to on his cassette player that night and remembering the details of a conversation with his wife, when four tanks suddenly appear in his path. They are blocking his path, not the other way around. And the dissident is the man who insists on continuing his journey home, who refuses to move out of the way.

Can one learn to live in truth? Honestly, I don’t know. And the (intended) irony of this book’s title is that there really is no instruction manual. “You do not become a ‘dissident’ just because you decide one day to take up this most unusual career,” Havel wrote. “You are thrown into it by your personal sense of responsibility, combined with a complex set of external circumstances. You are cast out of the existing structures and placed in a position of conflict with them.” You are cast out, forced to sit apart. In other words, a dissident doesn’t make himself—a dissident is made.

This might suggest that there is nothing to learn from the dissident’s experience, that you either have this moral impulse or you don’t, and that only a moment of testing can reveal it. But I don’t think this is true. Dissidents might react in ways that seem extreme—and this is what makes them often exasperating, self-righteous, or rude, not to mention possibly reckless about their own lives and the lives of those they love—but the values they fight to preserve, like individualism and freedom, apply to all of us. Human history with no dissidents would be a boring catalog of submission and uniformity, or stasis, at the very least. And so we shouldn’t just assume that their brand of stubbornness exists in a glass box. Especially not now.

Our way is blocked by a multitude of tanks. We live at a time of great political and societal and technological upheaval. The America I am writing from finds itself facing the threat of an authoritarian form of government for the first time in its history. You have to look back to the McCarthy era or the Jim Crow South to find the kind of fear and repression that seems to be hobbling civil society.

In the past year we’ve seen rich universities and influential law firms bow down before unconstitutional exercises of executive power. People have been deported for their political views; agencies serving the poor have been defunded, accused of not being in ideological lockstep with the government; book bans have been instituted; statisticians have been fired for not producing positive enough economic figures; senators have complained that they are scared to speak out. Bending, thinking twice, remaining silent. I really never thought these were American reflexes.

Of course, people in other countries—China, Russia, Iran—watch these developments with a sense of recognition. Authoritarianism is currently on the rise globally: 72 percent of the earth’s population now live under such rule.

And politics, of course, is not the only force in modern life where our sense of autonomy feels threatened. Digital technology that seemed to be so liberating when it first emerged has had this effect as well. Can we live with ourselves when algorithms reduce our choices to a narrowing set of feedback loops, when total surveillance robs us of privacy, or artificial intelligence thinks for us, eliminating idiosyncrasy and the ineffability of lived experience?

I could keep going, adding to the list the seemingly immovable realities of poverty, environmental degradation, and violent conflict. The world feels stuck. So how should we behave?

The only way I could even begin to answer this question was to enter the past’s vast storeroom of experience, drawing on moral philosophy and art, and listening to the actual stories of those who lived through far more trying times than our own. I reached for the biographies and memoirs of dissidents first as a kind of comfort, anxiously turning to them like worry beads in my pocket—brave poets now largely forgotten, atheists burned at the stake, exiled physicists turned human rights defenders, raving philosophers, and the many who sit in prison right now. And what I found was not the string of miseries you might assume, but rather a set of glittering qualities, as present in the agoras of ancient Greece as in the streets of Tehran today.

This, I realized, was how to be more like them: by unpacking these qualities. What is the dissident’s mindset? How does he act on his convictions? What makes him such an essential figure for society as a whole? These facets of the dissident, ten of them, became footholds for me, ways to climb out of apathy and the (understandable) insularity of self-care. We can’t all be like them, but I’m convinced we need to understand these role models, their arcs, from their first, uncertain moments of self-recognition to their often lasting, reality-shifting effect. They remind us what living a moral life looks like, especially because most days this feels so hard.

Nadezhda Mandelstam, Osip’s widow, suffered his ordeal with him, though she survived. In her seventies she looked back at that time, now four decades removed, and tried to resolve a quandary that was still troubling her: Is it better to face terror and suppression with silence or screaming? “I decided that it is better to scream,” she wrote. “This pitiful sound, which sometimes, goodness knows how, reaches into the remotest prison cell, is a concentrated expression of the last vestige of human dignity. It is a man’s way of leaving a trace, of telling people how he lived and died. By his screams he asserts his right to live, sends a message to the outside world demanding help and calling for resistance. If nothing else is left, one must scream.”

Put it that way, and all of us would want to choose screaming over silence, would want to call out the dictator’s murderousness, say out loud that we oppose fascism, even while sweating, terrified, under that interrogator’s light. I know I would. But is it really as simple as she makes it out to be? How do you know you’d be capable of screaming when so much else that feels natural and right—fears for your life, worries about your children, awareness of just how small you are—might keep you silent?

I had to start by thinking of dissidence differently, not as a distinct moment of action, not as a choice, but as a way of being.




Chapter 1

Be Alone

Face the discomfort and fear.

1

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn could easily be the patron saint of dissidents. The Soviet writer was a prisoner of the Gulag for nearly a decade until Stalin’s death in 1953. After he was released, he eventually published a two-thousand-page tome that exposed not just the vast penal system he had known but every aspect of his society that was endemically deceitful, corrupt, and cruel. In his prophetic prime, with his long wispy beard and mournful eyes, each word he uttered clanged with total moral certainty. He was austere and demanding. His parting advice to his fellow Soviet citizens when he was exiled in 1974 was as simple as it was impossible to follow: Don’t ever lie.

So I was surprised to discover that this same man was once considered a candidate for recruitment by the NKVD, the precursor to the KGB. He had no desire to sit apart. In his twenties, he rose to the rank of captain in the Red Army and led troops into battle in World War II. “We loved marches,” he wrote. When he entered the army as an officer, he felt the “happiness of simplification,” of being “a military man and not having to think things through; the happiness of being immersed in the life everyone else lived.”

What he’s expressing is shocking to hear only because it’s coming from one of the twentieth century’s most famous and uncompromising dissidents: He wanted to conform and was happy when he was able to. This is where we need to start.

2

This desire to conform sits deep in the psyche. Just how deep can be seen in the troubled sleep of liberal-minded Germans in the 1930s. A journalist named Charlotte Beradt wrote down the dreams of her friends and neighbors in Berlin as the Nazis consolidated power, and if I thought my own nightmare was alarming, it is child’s play compared to these surreal visions. A bedside lamp listens in on conversations. A stove speaks, disclosing secrets. A man holds a Hitler salute until his spine literally snaps.

But the most telling of the dreams in her collection are those that express not so much the pressures of the new, oppressive reality as the comfort that could come from bending to it. These were fantasies of conformity.

A business school student dreams she’s on a train where a group of passengers are singing political songs. Annoyed, she keeps moving seats. But then she has a thought: “Maybe if you’re singing along it isn’t so silly, so I sang along.” An older man dreams he is at the movies when Hermann Göring, Hitler’s second-in-command, shows up wearing a brown leather vest and firing arrows from a crossbow. At first, the man laughs at the ridiculous get-up. But then he looks down and sees he’s wearing the same outfit. A housewife dreams that she is kicked out of her friend’s home for criticizing people who perform the Hitler salute. When she boards a bus to leave, she faces the silently staring passengers, extends her arm, and says, “Heil Hitler!”

One of Beradt’s subjects offered just a single sentence: “I dreamed I said: ‘I don’t have to always say No anymore.’”

These people are not Nazi supporters. Even in their sleep they start off mocking the salutes, the songs, the uniforms, all of it. But a deeper wish reveals itself, to be released from responsibility. Analyzing these dreams led Beradt to one, unsettling conclusion: “Freedom is a burden, unfreedom comes as a relief.”

3

The question of why the chanting, goose-stepping, flag-waving crowd exerted so great a pull on millions of Germans became a kind of obsession for the intellectual class in the two decades that immediately followed World War II. The philosophers of the Frankfurt School even developed what they called an “F-scale” to measure a person’s fascistic tendencies, as if this could be determined as easily as sticking a thermometer in someone’s mouth. In 1961, a now-famous experiment got people to deliver electric shocks to strangers just by ordering them to do so. Ten years later, another study turned college students into sadistic prison guards overnight.

Much of this postwar theorizing about human nature was, unsurprisingly, carried out by European Jews like Hannah Arendt, who, having just barely escaped with their lives, were desperate to understand what the hell had happened to their societies. But after all the experiments and the thinking, could it actually all boil down to what Beradt discerned in those dreams?

Conformity comes very naturally to humans. This is how our species has survived for so long, because we tend to work well together. Within our tribes, we know how to tamp down objections and nagging questions. Conforming may sound like a pejorative way to put it, but it’s what’s required if a society is to find some level of stability and well-being.

Our sheep-like mentality is more than a subtle tendency. It’s pretty extreme. The psychologist Solomon Asch performed the classic experiment on conformity in the early 1950s. A group of people were shown a page with a line, and then three other lines. They were asked which of the three matched the length of the original one. The answer was blindingly obvious, and at first everyone responded correctly. But then a majority of the group—who were actually actors secretly planted by Asch—changed their answer to a wrong one. Immediately, a third of the unsuspecting real participants changed their answers as well, disregarding what their own eyes told them (“I didn’t want to look stupid,” one of them said afterward—someone whose parents apparently had never demanded to know what he would do if all his friends jumped off a bridge). This experiment has been replicated many times over the decades and always produces the same result: 33 to 38 percent of people are willing to abandon their sense of reality in order to align with others. One version in 2023 even offered money as an incentive for sticking with the correct answer; it made little difference.

Neuroscientists, also curious about the conforming brain, carried out the same test with people in MRI machines. They found that in those who changed their answers, the spatial awareness areas of their brains lit up, suggesting they were straining to see (or unsee, or re-see) the world in a way that would allow them to easily fit in with the majority. And, even more startling, in the brains of the resisters—those who stuck with their original answers—an entirely different region started to glow: the amygdala, normally triggered by anxiety and emotional conflict. The brain, it seems, wants what it wants, which is to conform.

4

At an instinctual level, we get this. In his 1960 book Crowds and Power, the writer Elias Canetti points to an intriguing paradox. People generally do not like to be touched by a stranger—a vestige, perhaps, of early human existence, when being surprised by an animal or an enemy was often bad news. But in a crowd, he writes, “man can become free of this fear.” The observation is unusual, but it, too, rings true. Canetti points out that in a crowd, all the distinctions and hierarchies collapse. You are equal with everyone else and your individuality evaporates. “In that density, where there is scarcely any space between, and body presses against body, each man is as near the other as he is to himself; and an immense feeling of relief ensues,” he writes. “It is for the sake of this blessed moment, when no one is greater or better than another, that people become a crowd.”

Personally, I’ve always felt both entranced and repulsed by crowds, and it’s hard for me to tell when I’ll have one reaction or another, which itself mystifies me. If you’ve ever been at a mass protest, you might know what I mean, the way it can transform from the ecstasy of people chanting together—what the sociologist Émile Durkheim called “collective effervescence”—to suddenly feeling like you’re drowning. This must be what happens when you are standing right on the border between two strong competing impulses: the overwhelming human desire to become one with others and the need to assert yourself in all your individuality. In those moments, what I feel is panic. I start searching for a side street, a way to escape, even if I don’t quite know where I’m going yet.

5

Every dissident I’ve spoken to or read about describes the same difficult birth. The resistance they feel comes at first from a place that doesn’t yet have a name—not even conscience or morality—just a vague sense that what they’re feeling puts them in sudden conflict with what appears to be everyone else. It’s a kind of vertigo. A set of nagging questions follows: Am I wrong? Am I crazy? Will I ruin
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