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Recollection and Relocation in Immigration: Russian-Jewish Immigrants “Normalize”  Their Anti-Semitic Experiences
Abstract
The study conceptualizes the relationship between recollection of the past and relocation in the context of immigration. Combining symbolic interactionist and narrative paradigms, it explores how immigrants’ representations of past experiences informs their identity construction and the process of entering the host society. Our interpretative analysis of personal narratives related spontaneously by 89 Russian-Jewish immigrants in Israel and Germany reveals that they choose to “normalize” their anti-Semitic experiences by representing them as secondary, expected and “normal.” They do so via using four narrating tactics of normalization — obscuring, self-exclusion, vindication and essentializing stigma. Each tactic devalues the cultural depiction (grand narrative) of anti-Semitic experiences as transformative and traumatic. By normalizing their past, the immigrants deconstruct and resist the authority and moral commands of the national narrative they encounter in both societies. Putting forward normalization as an alternative interpretation, the immigrants claim ownership of their biography and cultural identity.

Recollection and Relocation in Immigration: Russian-Jewish Immigrants “Normalize” Their Anti-Semitic Experiences 
The aim of this paper is to conceptualize and explore the relationship between recollection and relocation in the context of immigration. We consider how immigrants’ representation of past experiences informs their process of entering a new society and of identity construction in the host society. We study this issue by looking closely at how 89 Russian-Jewish	Immigrants from the former Soviet Union and the Israeli public use the terms “Russia” and “the USSR” interchangeably when discussing their life in the former Soviet Union. The terms “Russia,” “Russian Jews” and “the USSR” will be used throughout this paper to refer to the former Soviet Union. immigrants, who arrived in Israel or Germany at the beginning of the 1990s,	Immigration to Israel and to Germany of the 1990s differs considerably in scope. By the end of 1999, the wave of immigration that began in 1989 had brought about 980,000 Russian-Jewish immigrants to Israel, thus increasing its total population by approximately 15% of the Jewish population (Israel Statistical Yearbook 1994). Germany, on the other hand, had witnessed the arrival of 91,000 Jewish immigrants from the USSR between 1989-1997, a negligible percentage of the total non-Jewish population, but almost tripling the size of the Jewish community there. In Israel, the Russian immigrants are considered homecomers; they are granted citizenship upon their arrival and are ideologically expected to become Israelis. In Germany, the social and political system that grants Jews special privileges is concerned primarily with their institutional integration. The welfare privileges granted to Jewish newcomers, mediated by the Jewish community, are considered evidence of the German democracy (Roger Cohen, Ha’aretz, August 10, 2000).  recollect their anti-Semitic experiences in their native land. 
The immigrants’ recollections were clearly dominated by a voice portraying their past anti-Semitic experiences as relatively insignificant, secondary events that have few repercussions in their later lives. In effect, they compose an unexpected “normalized” version of the narrative that deconstructs the essence of the national narrative of anti-Semitism they confront in both societies, which portrays anti-Semitism as bearing permanent traumatic consequences. . 
Normalization, as a counter symbolic action, is at the crux of our study. It develops the conceptualization of normalization as a recollection practice that serves the group’s politics of identity. We suggest that by using normalization as a counter narrative of anti-Semitism, the immigrants claim ownership of their biography and cultural identity while situating themselves in the host societies (see also Heider and Rapoport 1999). 
“Memory Kit” and Personal Narration in Immigration 
Movement in space, and certainly immigration as cross-cultural movement, disrupts the spontaneous experience of time; such movement raises a “problem” of continuity for the individual-immigrant who seeks a “solution” for linking the past, present and future (Mead 1981). Immigrants find a “solution” through choosing what to make of their past experiences and how to remember and represent them. The disruption of temporality by movement drives their need to deal with the past and widens their space for maneuvering and selecting recollections. 
In selecting recollections, immigrants bring into play their “memory kit” (see Swidler 1986) — a reservoir of private and collective memories that contains versatile, resourceful interpretative models and cultural schemes. It is the coexistence of versions of memory, that facilitates the attribution of flexible meaning. Using the term “memory kit,” we mean to stress agency and the practical, flexible features of memory as a means of identity construction. 
The immigrants travel with their memory kit to the host society, where they encounter new cultural, national models. These national models maintain a certain idea of the immigrants in their native land before they arrived — their culture and identity, how they lived and why they left. The immigrants are largely expected, and sometimes even required, to embrace these national conceptions about themselves. In reality, however, the immigrants are free to adopt or reject them, conform to or defy them (Lomsky Feder and Rapoport 2001). 
The encounter with the new models opens the immigrants’ “natural” manner of perceiving their past to new consideration and interpretation. As the taken-for-granted is disturbed and the new reality is far from familiar, the immigrant’s interpretation is less committed and more flexible, both in comparison to the time before immigration and to the interpretation of the indigenous (Schuetz 1944). Relatively free of the collective narratives here and there, the immigrants thus enjoy the leeway to reconstruct the meaning of their experienced past, remaking it for present purposes and interests (Olick and Robbins 1998). This conception of the immigrant’s recollection follows Mead’s (1929, 1959) theory that the interpretation of the past always evolves out of emerging and projected needs.
The composition of a personal story as an interpretative device enables the immigrants to establish their subjective sense of self by locating it both in a temporal and spatial order, and in the social world (Ezzy 1998; Scott and Lyman 1968). The narrator chooses what to represent, as well as the rhetorical means to articulate her experiences (Bruner 1987; Crapanzano 1984; Denzin 1989). When the personal narrative represents experiences that bear strong collective significance, like anti-Semitism, the encounter between the personal and the collective is particularly intensified. 

Anti-Semitism as a Grand Narrative
Anti-Semitism is the epitome of an imposing grand narrative; a constitutive story that underlies national identity, constructs collective identity and memory, and guides the nation’s morality.  Like any narrative that seeks to manage memory and representation, the narrative on anti-Semitism is absolute, conclusive and fixed: it identifies categorically the victim and the persecutor, never tolerating understanding, justification or consideration, reconciliation or pardon. It does not allow victims to lay blame on themselves or claim personal responsibility for their suffering. Furthermore, it always addresses any manifestation of anti-Semitism as the result of groundless stigmas and stereotypes. This narrative assumes that experiencing anti-Semitism, regardless of historical period or Diasporan context, bears permanent traumatic consequences on both personal and collective levels. Anti-Semitism is inseparable from the meta-narrative of Jewish history that refers to the never-ending and recurring cycle of persecution, redemption and salvation (Handelman and Katz 1991).
Being morally charged and authoritative, the national narrative of anti-Semitism is forceful and commanding in both Israel and Germany. The unequivocal cultural assumption that anti-Semitic experiences have everlasting, devastating effects on the victim has dominated academic and lay discourse, particularly psychological models (Kidron 1999; Olick 1999:343-345). This narrative of anti-Semitism portrays Jewish immigrants as escaping a gloomy and depressing past, victims of trauma who need to be rescued and assisted so that they can establish a new life, free of persecution. Jewish immigrants who arrived in Israel and Germany in the last decade cannot escape hearing and reading this narrative, as both societies explicitly declare that they open their gates to Russian-Jewish immigrants in order to rescue them from persecution and humiliation. The narrative expects them not to forget their tormented past and to represent it as such.
The cultural discourse that aims at preserving a living memory of anti-Semitism renders unbounded significance to personal testimonies of newcomers who endured anti-Semitism in their native land. It is they who retain the shared past (Halbwachs, 1980) while recalling it in the present. The animated memory of the newcomer/victim is believed to prevent forgetting and trivialization and to nurture collective memory.	The importance of maintaining the animated memory of victims to prevent collective disremembering and misremembering is demonstrated in the Jewish Film Archive and Holocaust Filmography Project, financed by the renowned director Steven Spielberg, as well as in the important place given to the individual voice in the Jewish Museum in Washington.  By normalizing and neutralizing their past anti-Semitic experiences, immigrants act against and even invalidate this expectation.
Normalization as a Recollection Practice 
The idea of normalization as a form of individual symbolic action has been developed by symbolic interactionists, especially those working in the fields of medical sociology and social deviance. This concept denotes a personal, psychological practice employed in social interaction that people utilize to cope with personal problematic experiences or crises, as well as by “deviants” who are constructed as “morally defective”. As a strategy or technique of neutralization, normalization is assumed to help individuals avoid pain and escape stigmas and other difficult situations that threaten the self, by lessening the disruptive effects of past situations (Scott and Lyman 1968). This strategy is believed to serve the integration and continuity of the self, support positive social values, preserve relations between people, and re-establish the social order of a group when the taken-for-granted is violated. Rhetorical maneuvers, such as accounts and justifications, impression management, passing, disassociation, vindication and presenting a normal, non-deviant front or self, are regarded as useful communicative acts in such situations (Curry 1993; Davis 1963; Staske 1998).
Studies in medical sociology and social deviance have contributed much to the understanding of how individuals use the technique of normalization in establishing their sense of identity. A recent study that combines symbolic interactionist and narrative approaches (Jarvinen forthcoming) shows how alcoholics with drinking careers, when accounting for their troubles, use neutralization strategies in the process of self-representation and the creation of an alternative identity. Jarvinen sees neutralization as an interpretative practice that negates commonplace therapeutic- psychological models aimed at shaping and even determining the manner in which individuals (alcoholics) construct their biography and personal identity. 
Similarly, the current study combines symbolic interactionist and narrative paradigms in studying processes of identity construction. We, too, see normalization as allowing for the representation of an alternative identity that challenges, negates and even reverses common cultural models which regard a certain experience as bearing formative, traumatic implications (being an alcoholic or suffering from anti-Semitism; see also Lomsky-Feder 1995). Like Jarvinen, we emphasize the active role taken by individuals in shaping their identity while contending with cultural models. Yet, while she focuses on the psychological-therapeutic model that manages the individual’s history, identity and mental well-being, we are interested in the imposition of and reaction to a grand narrative — a cultural model that constructs collective history and identity and controls national boundaries. 
Our conceptualization of normalization differs from Jarvinen in other important respects as well. Unlike her study, as well as “traditional” symbolic interaction studies of normalization, we do not focus on how normalization is employed in helping individuals to cope with the stigma attached to them because of their non-normative personal behavior or physical and psychological condition. Rather, we look at the employment of normalization by “ordinary” people whose stigmatization has nothing to do (at any stage) with their autobiography and behavior. We do not assume that these people truly or necessarily suffer, but rather that their suffering is constructed by a national model. At the same time, we by no means reject or deny the possible — at times traumatic — imprints and consequences of anti-Semitic experiences on the individual. Moreover, while Jarvinen, as a psychologist, sees normalization as a practice that expresses individual needs and interest, we perceive it as a practice employed to advance the politics of identity on the collective level. 
Our focus is on the manner in which immigrants use normalization in the realms of collective identity and politics and relocation. As such, this practice holds for them, as a group, a liberating potential (Benmayor and Skotnes 1994:16). Our approach substantiates a more general postulation contending that immigrants are dynamic participants paving their way and negotiating their place in the new society. In this context, normalization is seen as the manifestation of a voice expressed by a group engaged in a struggle for its identity and place. 
Tellers and Tales
In this research, we collated and probed personal narratives of anti-Semitism of Russian-Jewish immigrants that were gleaned from in-depth interviews. In both countries the interviews were conducted by local research teams (all women) that coordinated their research approach. The Israeli team included two native-born Israelis and one researcher who herself was a Russian-Jewish immigrant. The German team included two German-born interviewers. The interviewees were asked to freely tell their immigration story and were encouraged to give detailed descriptions of events and personal encounters. The interviews were conducted in Hebrew or German; all students had a good command of the local tongue. Most interviews required more than one meeting, with each session lasting one and a half to three hours. All personal narratives were recorded and transcribed in the local language.
Telling their immigration stories, the Russian Jews spontaneously recalled their anti-Semitic experiences, especially when describing their childhood and adolescence; we did not guide them to provide such stories. 
We collected immigration stories from 89 Russian Jews: 43 in Israel and 46 in Germany — all of them university students, half of them women. The snowball technique was employed to solicit participants in the study, and no fee was offered. The students who were approached were told we were conducting a sociological research on immigration and that we were interested to hear their “immigration story.” Respondents were willing to take part in the research; in fact, only two percent of those approached chose not to participate.
All the students had completed their secondary education in various republics of the former Soviet Union (50% grew up in big cities, i.e., Moscow and St. Petersburg). Their mean age when interviewed was 23. Eighty five percent were born to parents with a post-secondary education. All defined themselves as belonging to the Russian-Jewish “intelligentsia” (referring to cultural capital).	“Intelligensia” is a slippery concept that has assumed various meanings since it was first introduced into the Russian language in Tsarist Russia in the mid-19th century to denote the social stratum of the intellectual and cultural elite (Bauman 1995; Berlin 1983; Gella, 1976; Gessen 1997; Malia, 1960). In its most general, classical usage, it designates being well-educated and opposed, alienated from the regime. In recent decades, in the context of Russian Jews, the term connotes “a very heterogeneous group including, first and foremost, writers, poets, artists and journalists, but also scientists and professionals with an ongoing interest in the arts, such as art, literature and philosophy” (Lissak and Leshem 1995:25). The interviews took place in 1995-1996, roughly five years after the immigrants arrived in Israel and Germany. At the time of the interviews, the immigrants had studied three to four years in an institute of higher education (mostly university, but also a music academy, a technical college, and a nursing college).
All interviewees experienced the disintegration of the USSR and its dramatic “identity crisis” (Pilkington 1994). Similar to other Russian-Jewish immigrants in Israel and Germany, their immigration was triggered primarily by the social and economic insecurity consequent to the breakup of the Soviet Union. Immigrants to both host societies said that their main motivation for leaving their native land was the desire for a new beginning, concern for their children’s future, and attempts to improve their (and their family’s) living conditions. Israel and Germany were not necessarily their first choice. The immigrants in both societies expressed a strong feeling of Jewishness (see Gitelman 1995; for a similar result in the U.S., see Gold 1995), as well as a strong adherence to Russian culture. They never presented anti-Semitism as the primary reason for immigrating (for more details on subjects in this study, see Rapoport and Heider 2000; for Russian Jews in Israel and Germany in general, see Al-Haj and Leshem 2000 and Schuetze 1997, respectively).
The recollections of anti-Semitism were jointly read by the Israeli and German teams. The reading focused on the meanings the narrators gave to the anti-Semitic events, especially how they evaluated and explained them — i.e., as meaningful, serious and transformative or as insignificant and minor. In this interpretative process, we examined the narrative style of the story (direct-circular; continuous-interrupted; clear-vague; report-like - illustrative; long-short account); its symbolic means (metaphors, analogies, images); and the narrator’s rhetorical style (e.g., emotional-reserved; involved-detached). 
Our interpretation of the immigrants’ voices is the product of an ongoing hermeneutic negotiation between different viewpoints: between the Russian-Jewish immigrants and the Israeli-born or German-born researchers.
Anti-Semitism in Context
In accounting for the memories of the Russian-Jewish immigrants, we must consider the manner in which anti-Semitism was present in their lives in the Soviet Union. Memory, as Schwartz teaches us, travels back and forth: it is anchored in the past and, at the same time, is constructed by newly emergent needs and interests. The significance of past events is located not only in the observer’s standpoint, but also in the nature of the events themselves (Schwartz 1982:396). The present exploits the past selectively, and the past is not literally constructed. In other words, the present (and future) attends what is recollected whilst the past (anti-Semitic experiences) has a structuring effect on the present (Schwartz 1991, 1996).
According to the literature, anti-Semitic persecution of the Jewish minority in the Soviet Union elicited two divergent avenues of inculcating and constructing identity — “acculturation” and “Jewish identification”. The first was manifested in adopting Russian culture to the point of assimilation: disconnection from the Jewish community, alienation and self-hatred (Friedgut 1980; Wiesel 1966). As part of their journey toward Russian identity, acculturated Jews minimized the importance of events that highlighted their otherness. In contrast, the Jewish identification response to anti-Semitism was to establish and nurture the Jewish national identity and national consciousness as unique and different. Those who took this stance were determined to highlight Jewish heroism and/or Jewish cultural-religious worth (Bland-Spitz 1980; Isakova 2000). The adoption of Jewish values and Zionist principles became integral to the formation of their Jewish identity. While both groups adhered to the Russian culture, the “identifiers” brought their Jewishness to “front stage”, looking to obtain rewards (individual and collective) from belonging to the group, while the “acculturated” chose to push their particularism (Jewishness) to the “back stage” (Goffman, 1959).
As might be expected, the two identity models activate different narratives of anti-Semitism on both individual and collective levels (Webber 1994). The “acculturated” bypass the issue of anti-Semitism; if they do, in fact, fight it, they do so in the name of internationalism (Tsigelman 1991). In contrast, those who celebrate their Jewishness emphasize the suffering and trauma caused by it.	Such emphasis can be found in autobiographical testimonies of assaults and suffering that have been narrated by Russian-Jewish cultural protagonists (e.g., Gilbert 1984; Scharansky 1988). These testimonies are marshaled to respond to the Jewish collective moral precept of remembrance (Yerushalmi 1980) by transforming the narrator’s voice into a living, walking memorial (Schudson 1997).
While both versions of interpreting anti-Semitism — acculturation and Jewish identification — have co-existed in the memory kit of the Jews in the Soviet Union, their salience in Jewish identity and power to construct a Russian-Jewish identity has changed over time and across social contexts. Renewed possibilities of restructuring the memory kit and nurturing a Jewish identity emerged with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the opportunity to immigrate.
The conception of the immutable consequences of anti-Semitism has cultivated and mobilized the politics of identity and constituted the collective memory in both Israel and Germany, as well as the relationships between them (Bar-On 1989, 1994; Olick and Levy 1997; Rapaport 1997; Segev 1993; Young 1993). The moral command of “never again” drives both societies to open their gates to Russian-Jewish immigrants. The experience and fear of anti-Semitism, as well as the aspiration for a new beginning, are perceived by these societies as major driving forces for migrating (for Germany, see Doomernik 1994; Mertens 1993; Runge 1993; Schoeps 1996; for Israel, see Gitelman 1995; Lissak 1995). Indeed, the aim of rescuing Jews from anti-Semitism lies at the core of the policies concerning the acceptance of Russian-Jewish immigrants in the last decade. 
The issue here is the version of anti-Semitism the immigrants choose to present while confronting the national narrative in the host society. This is not at all obvious, as the memory kit that the immigrants carry with them is comprised of versatile ready-to-use narratives that renders them freedom to maneuver between different interpretations of anti-Semitism (see Buckser 1999; Reinharz 1987). 
Key Stories
In our reading, anti-Semitism surfaced from the outset as distinct events, portrayed as secondary, side tales within the larger story of immigration. The anti-Semitism story could seldom be read as a core narrative, and the style used to present anti-Semitic experiences did not shape the other chapters in the immigration story. It was related with casual rhetoric in a journalistic reporting style and an offhand manner. These stories differed greatly from the manner in which the immigrants depicted events and experiences in the present, as well as how they talked about other events in their past. For instance, their flattening of emotional expression in the anti-Semitism story contrasted sharply with the loaded expressive articulation used to represent offensive and degrading encounters with the indigenous (Israelis or Germans), or to excitedly depict visits back to their native home (Lomsky-Feder and Rapoport 2000).
During the process of listening to the students’ evaluation of their experiences, we gleaned four key stories of anti-Semitism for a more detailed analysis. One story reproduces the message of the grand narrative about the strong impact of anti-Semitism and its role in driving the Jews out of Russia. We intentionally begin by listening to this counter voice, so as to clarify and highlight the group’s dominant or collective voice (see Mitchell 1983). 
The dominant voice is expressed in the other three key anti-Semitic tales we chose to present — one related by an immigrant who immigrated directly to Israel, another by someone who immigrated to Israel via Germany and finally the narrative of a student that immigrated directly to Germany. While these tales, as we shall see, differ in their content, reflexivity and emotional loadedness, each demonstrates, in its own way, how the grand narrative is symbolically deconstructed. 
In order to convey the individual voice that is always richer, more intricate and often inconsistent than that which we represent as the dominant voice (Benmayor and Skotnes 1994:14-15), we present key stories. Reading the thick accounts enables the reader to listen to the narrator’s authentic evaluation of the events he or she experienced, and to be attentive to the symbolic means and rhetorical style of the teller. 
Reproducing the Grand Narrative 
Aaron’s story should be read as a negative mirror image of the other stories, highlighting their non-transformative tone. Composing a dramatic anti-Semitic story that originates from a critical turning point, his version of the story clearly and purposefully describes how his anti-Semitic experiences in the past changed his life. 
Aaron was one of the few who reflexively linked his past and present lives, thus consciously constructing a story around his experiences of anti-Semitism that emphasizes its strong impact on the Jews and its role in driving the Jews out of Russia. By highlighting the “positive” transformative impact anti-Semitism has had on his and his family’s life, Aaron gives it a constructive value. 
Aharon: “The anti-Semitic event changed my life for the better”
My sister and I, I believe, were the only Jews in the class. Up to age 13, I did not feel my Jewishness. Until age 13 ... my last name was the only thing that indicated something different in my origin, because I have a Slavic face and blue eyes and everything, and at age 13 it happened. [But] I did feel something strange; my father’s last name was strange. I believe that, since my childhood, this affected me somehow. I felt a little out of place because of my last name. People sometimes allowed themselves to laugh at it. I felt like something was wrong with me.... The teachers almost did not pay attention [to his being Jewish], except for a few insulting remarks that I sometimes heard here and there, expressions that humiliate Jews like: “Are you like Jews who don’t understand the Russian language?” or anecdotes and jokes about Jews. Even then, I felt something was wrong, but it [life] moved on somehow. Also, personally, I did not consider myself a Jew.... 
The first time I was reminded of it concretely, and once is enough, was at age 13. I had several good friends, really good, and I entered the class and one of these friends, who is also the son of the teacher, shouted at me something like “Jew tra-la-la.” I dropped some money and he said, “Come on, you Jew face, don’t you see where your money dropped?” Well, I reacted as I could, so I smashed his face, bashed his face in, it was almost an automatic reaction and that’s it. The story continues, because his friends caught up with me afterwards in a disco, and I caught him another time, and later it evolved into a conflict with his mother, who was our class teacher and our chemistry teacher, and she kicked me out of class. And chemistry was the only subject I did not understand that well, and I had to sit at home and learn it on my own. My father brought two thick books from the university library and I studied, and studied, and studied and when I was allowed to return to class I was already smart, I knew chemistry better than all the others. This is in fact an interesting story. It proves that we never know who actually does us good and who does bad. In fact, this teacher, who intended bad things, did two wonderful things to me: she forced me to fall in love with chemistry and today I love chemistry ... [and] from that time I started to feel [Jewish] and started to read articles about Israel and pick up any information that was possible from all sorts of anti-Zionist books. Because of these stories I transferred to a school with a specialization in chemistry. ... My parents did not want to emphasize our Jewishness, but when it burst out, both my father and mother stood by me. And each time I used to come home with the story of “a Jew” or “Jew face,” and getting beaten, my father said, “you did not give him enough.”...
I never talked to them [those who beat me], I did not try to understand their feelings towards me, what they feel, why I suddenly became an outcast. I fought, but I did not feel deprived. I changed schools and there I already changed my nationality to Jewish ... and there I did not feel anything, they all knew and maybe this calmed them down; even in the most unpleasant occasions for me, I never heard or felt it [anti-Semitism]. Again, I should thank this chemistry teacher who was anti-Semitic and returned me to the faith, one never knows what works — in one’s favor or against one. ... Then I was accepted to Leningrad University, that was an achievement. ...The story had a certain influence on the family, my parents understood that their children have no future in Russia, and I think this was one of the reasons that drove them to leave. 
Aharon presents a narrative of reversal. He first describes in very general terms the irrelevancy of Judaism for him and his family until he was thirteen. He felt something in the air, he knew that somehow he was different, but not exactly how or why. Then, all at once, everything changed. In school, people he knew made him aware of his Jewishness. From this point on, he elaborates upon what had happened, the critical anti-Semitic event that drastically transformed his life: it aroused his and his family’s Jewish identity and interest in Zionism, and even motivated them eventually to “make Aliya” — “ascend” to Israel.
According to Aharon, the anti-Semitic assaults he encountered at a relatively young age fortified his Jewish identification and dictated his life course as an adolescent in Russia. These assaults motivated him to immigrate to Israel and later affected his passage as a young adult to Israeli society. In connecting anti-Semitism, Jewishness and Zionism, Aharon voices and reproduces the Israeli national narrative that unites all three cultural models: Zionism, the only solution to anti-Semitism, preserves the Jewish identity. In fact, he argues hypothetically with his compatriots in Israel who refrain from assigning significance to their anti-Semitic experiences and choose instead to emphasize their Russianness. Celebrating his Jewishness, he tends to devalue the importance of the “intelligentsia,” but at the same time re-emphasizes his love of and the importance of acquiring academic knowledge. 
Aharon deconstructs the traumatic, crisis-laden events he endured by drawing the pain out of his experience. He interprets the anti-Semitism he suffered at age thirteen as a rite de passage that transformed his life for the better. Aharon’s recurrent reference to age 13 should be read in the context of the importance and meaning of this age in Jewish tradition. At this age Jewish boys are supposed to celebrate the ritual of the Bar Mitzvah that signifies transition to adulthood and joining the textual community of men. 
Re-emphasizing the constructive impact of anti-Semitism on his life, Aharon regards it as a “positive trauma” that enabled him to see the light of Judaism, to discover and disclose his intellectual abilities and to find out who he really is. His identity shift coincided with his intellectual shift as well as his family’s transformation. Aharon emphasizes how the dramatic anti-Semitic experiences encountered in his early adolescence drove him to excel in his studies and to become an ambitious and proud Jewish student. Indeed, Aharon received his M.A. in chemistry at an elitist academic institution in Israel and is presently pursuing a Ph.D. in a top American university. The knowledge that granted him a sense of control and superiority in his native land serves him well in the new society. 
Deconstructing the Grand Narrative 
The following three tales of anti-Semitism represent these experiences as relatively secondary life events. The narrators do not portray anti-Semitic experiences as crisis-laden or transformative events that have shaped their life course and identity. They do not express anger, frustration or other particularly strong or negative feelings. In fact, they use indirect language in evaluating the events: their evaluation is veiled and elusive, rather than direct and clear. 
Volodja — I hope nobody experiences what I did, but I can’t complain
Well, when I was little, well, not exactly very little, in my childhood, from 7-10 to 13-14 years old, then I experienced such things [anti-Semitic assaults], which I wouldn’t wish on anyone. In the neighborhood where I lived, there were two and a half Jews. Well, and the people were not exactly kind to the Jews, particularly not to me, probably, probably because I, because I never, I always said that I was a Jew and that’s why I always got so much of it. Well, they smashed windows in the flat and sometimes they beat me up and so on.... When children are little, they listen to what their parents tell them. When they are told in the family that Jews are shit, to put it simply, then they think that Jews are shit. And when their father says something at home, the child comes to school and says that he knows that this one is a Jew, well, when the father says that the Jews are bad, then it has to be true, so I will show the Jew what is coming to him. ...Well, they gave it to me. ... There was a teacher who, I can still remember her well, and she did, she was a real anti-Semite, so if, if there had been a National Socialist party in the Ukraine, she would certainly be a leader or something. Well, there were, there were such things, though, though, I can, yes, I cannot complain that life there consisted only of pure anti-Semitism, we were not exactly the poorest and I could get what I wanted, which I can’t get here [in Germany].
Like Aharon, Volodja experienced intense anti-Semitism in different arenas in his childhood. In the Ukrainian town where he grew up, he had an anti-Semitic teacher and was physically attacked by children from his neighborhood. Volodja clearly communicates the great pain he suffered as a result of these events; “I would not wish these experiences on anyone,” he said. Yet, he expresses little anger at the children who tormented him. In fact, he tries to put himself in their position and understand the reasons that led them to hurt him. He chooses to draw on a universal explanation of parent-child relations, suggesting that children are not autonomous human beings and are always strongly influenced by what their parents tell them. As children in general do not act autonomously, they cannot be blamed, he reasoned while telling his story.
Volodja further tempers the effect of anti-Semitic experiences on his life by retrospectively depicting his childhood as a satisfying period. He qualifies the pain by highlighting the material rewards he received from his parents as a child. These material goods are paradoxically unattainable as a grownup in affluent Germany, where he now lives.
Ofer — The kids beat me up, but I had a childhood without problems
Anti-Semitism was in every corner [in Kiev]. Yes ... there [in contrast to Germany, where he lived for several years before immigrating to Israel], it was anti-Semitism all right ... because I was not a stranger there. Look, in my school, it was less, but I know people who suffered there [in school] a lot. I almost didn’t suffer, because, as I told you, it was a special school, that is, for physics and I was the only Jew in the class. But all those around me were very intelligent. I believe there were [in my class] anti-Semites, but they kept it deep inside, and in other classes there were anti-Semites who did not keep it inside and let their sense [of anti-Semitism] burst out. ... They beat me up, it was really ... In every class in the former USSR, the last page in the class register has written information on every pupil: last name, first name and nationality or religion, whatever, so everyone knew I was a Jew, there was no question of it. Everyone could take the class register and see who in the class is a Jew and who is not. I could not hide that I am a Jew. Well, OK, K. [his family name] is a last name that some Ukrainians have, too. It is not like Rapoport [the last name of the interviewer] that it is clearly Jewish ... and look, and I also have curly hair. It is a fact they thought was so [that he was a Jew]. So, in my class there were anti-Semites, I was very surprised, but the fact is that people were not anti-Semites, at least they did not show it. And even though most people there were children of USSR army officers and this is the highest degree of anti-Semitism in the state, they [the fathers] were not regular officers that ride in tanks but lecturers who taught in military colleges of all kinds, and we also had a very good, very pleasant atmosphere in the class, and therefore when someone attacked me or gave me trouble, then people who were big and strong, the Muziks, I used to tell them, and they beat up those who beat me up or wanted to beat me up, and in return I let them copy [my homework]. This is what friends do, little favors, not big things. They protected me and I always let them copy. … I can’t say it used to happen daily, but I remember occasions, but it does not mean that I felt [persecuted]. I was also influenced by all the stories my father told me when I was a child. He told me many things about how they would not let us [the Jews] advance at work, and I also [heard about anti-Semitism] from my uncle, only because they [the uncle and father] were Jews. 
Ofer emigrated from Kiev to Germany with his parents in adolescence. After a few years he decided to immigrate to Israel. Narrating the pervasiveness of anti-Semitism in Russia, he compares it to the hatred of foreigners in general, and not particularly to the hatred of Jews, that he encounters while living in Germany. In contemporary Germany there is no anti-Semitism, he implies; hatred is not particularly directed towards Jews. In Russia, anti-Semitism is blatant: he was identified as a Jew by the other students in the class who noticed his Jewish last name in the class register. Yet, although he directly experienced anti-Semitism at school (he was beaten), Ofer says he did not suffer from it. Emphasizing his exceptionally good luck as a Jew who managed to escape suffering from anti-Semitism, Ofer drew on the “protection money” he paid to the big and strong kids in his class (they protected him and he let them copy his homework), on the intelligence of the students in his special class, and on the elite socialization they received, to account for his belief that he “almost didn’t suffer” from anti-Semitism.
Ofer’s narrative is brimming with illusive, amorphous and contradictory claims. He points simultaneously to the presence and absence of anti-Semitic experiences, his encounters with and avoidance of anti-Semitism. In fact he confuses the reader by using criss-cross narrating practices: every time he refers to anti-Semitism, he draws back, thereby qualifying his description. According to Ofer, there was anti-Semitism in Russia, but not in his school; there were anti-Semites in his school, but not in his class; there was anti-Semitism in his class, but they held it “inside”; many students were children of officers in the Russian army (known for their anti-Semitism), but they were special officers.
When Ofer recalls his childhood he does not allow the anti-Semitism he experienced to cloud it. He chooses instead to persuade the listener that anti-Semitism did not affect his happy childhood or any of his decisions. When asked by the interviewer to suggest a title for a book he would hypothetically write that would best communicate the essence of his life in the USSR, Ofer responds without hesitation: “Excellent childhood without problems.”
Ela — I suffered terribly being Jewish, but didn’t encounter strong anti-Semitism
In Russia, in Leningrad, it was very, very difficult to be accepted into the university with my face and all the other features I carry with me, and my last name is very, very Jewish. Therefore I did not even try to get into the university, because I knew they would not let me. ... So over the years I developed a kind of stigma that those who succeeded in studying there are people who have much better qualities than me. I thought I would never succeed, even here [in Israel I did not think about trying]. ... Maybe those who succeeded had a lot of proteksia [Israeli slang for connections that involve special benefits or favors] or enough money to pay. I had neither, so I studied [in Russia] to be a dentist’s assistant and it was a Jewish profession, very Jewish. 
In our faculty many Jews studied, but I never wished to be a Jew, let’s put it that way, because I remember I always suffered terribly from looking so very Jewish. ... I suffered mentally. That doesn’t mean that they always called me a Jew and pointed at me and all that, but if you remember [she said to the interviewer, who also migrated from Leningrad], the situation in Russia was such that people suddenly started to talk, for instance, about pogroms and nobody knew what kind of a pogrom it would be, and the Jews naturally were scared to death that there would be a pogrom against Jews. So really nobody knew what was going to happen and how it would be, and they really started to talk. And I remember that once I took the elevator and suddenly I see next to my door a sign like a swastika, so I told my mother “you see, they even marked our door.” It was an unpleasant situation; in the end, nothing happened. But the situation [for Jews] was not secure. Jews said all the time that it was a good idea to leave.... 
And, at my workplace, there were also several Jews, and among them one who looked very Jewish, with a big nose, slim, and suddenly I heard him telling me “you know, there is one thing I am happy about that happened to me in my life, that I was born a Jew.” And I told him, “I would be rather happy if I would not have been born a Jew” ... and I remember telling him that I am not happy about it at all, and being a Jew doesn’t give me anything, and that I would be happy not to be born a Jew, and that I would never get married to a Jew. I prefer to marry someone from Georgia and then, because of my nose, everybody would consider me a Georgian, and then I would change my last name, and that’s it. I would forget about that [Judaism] and never be a Jew again....
I did not want to be different from all the other people I lived with. … I conceived of it [being a Jew] as a negative difference. Because of my looks, my nose, I knew I was different, and when people told me “you came from Georgia,” I thought it was better that they think this way and do not tell me other things. ... The attitude toward Jews was not good among the Russians, although they never said anything to me, I did not encounter strong anti-Semitism.
In contrast to Aharon, Ela does not link her suffering to anti-Semitism, to her Jewishness or to her immigration. When explaining her reasons for leaving Leningrad, she assigns similar weight to anti-Semitic experiences as to standing in line to buy onions, lack of opportunities to travel, polluted water and not being able to study what she wanted.
In her story, she clearly describes how she was tormented by her Jewishness, suffering greatly from her stereotypical Jewish body, particularly from her Jewish nose. In her phenomenology, it was not anti-Semitism that shaped her suffering, but rather it was inflicted from the inside, by her own body. Thus, she suggests a natural, culture-free model for accounting for her tormented soul and low self-image. Using the psychological mechanisms of “self-hatred,” Ela rejects herself rather than the persecutor. According to Gilman (1986:1), this form of rationalization is “a specific mode of self-abnegation that has existed among Jews throughout their history.” 
Drawing on a culture-free interpretive scheme, Ela naturalizes the impact of anti-Semitism on her life. Even when she recalls how her life and body were in real danger (when she noticed a swastika on her door), she qualifies the significance of this event and downplays its importance: “it was an unpleasant situation.” In her narrative, Ela pronounces the word “anti-Semitism” only once, when she summarizes her insignificant anti-Semitic experiences: “I did not encounter strong anti-Semitism,” she said, hypothetically comparing her experiences to common knowledge about the traumatic impact of “real” intense experiences of anti-Semitism.
Ela also qualifies her anti-Semitic experiences when she refers to the institutional barriers barring Jews from Russian universities. Again, she interprets external obstructions as being her fault. Blaming herself for giving up her ambition, she developed an inferiority complex regarding her intellectual capacities. In Israel, at the time of the interview, Ela studied art history and sociology at the Hebrew University. When she had the opportunity to study what she really wanted, she left her previous occupation (dental assistant). 
In Israel, Ela recreated herself, replacing her inferiority complex and self-hatred with a love of Judaism. She developed a strong Jewish affinity and joined, together with her husband, the national-religious collective — a collective that emphasizes Jewish commitment to live in Israel as the one and only safe place for Jews to pursue their beliefs. Nonetheless, when recalling her past, Ela suggested an alternative interpretation to the traumatic impact of anti-Semitism by disconnecting it from Judaism, divorcing her past from her present. Moreover, even though she allowed the threat of a pogrom, the epitome of anti-Semitism in Russia, to surface within her narrative, she nonetheless insisted that this threat did not trigger her immigration. 
Tactics of Normalization 
In normalizing experiences that are socially considered crisis-laden and traumatic, the subjects use four narrating tactics. These tactics devalue past experiences defined culturally as traumatic by altering, deviating from and even reversing the normative meaning of a cultural model that prescribes suffering and distress. The four narrating tools are inter-related, and a narrator may use more than one.
Obscuring – “I am not sure you can call it anti-Semitism”
This narrating tactic entails the attempt to disguise and blur the occurrence and meaning of anti-Semitism, composing a disrupted, circular or obscure tale laden with contradictions, meandering and elusiveness. In employing it, the narrator casts doubts and expresses hesitation as to whether what was experienced could or should be conceived as anti-Semitism. This tactic surfaces in particular when the immigrants represent the general sense of danger they experienced, disconnected from time, space or context, but always lurking in the background. As Grisha explained, “one could feel it in the air”, or as Shurik said, “I sensed it, I can’t give you an example, but it was in the air”. 
Ofer is a clear example of those who employ the practice of obstruction, using contradictory claims in his representation of anti-Semitic experiences (see his key story, above). Other instances can be found in stories questioning whether the inability to attend university or failing in studies is a result of a discriminatory act or objective, universal criteria. For example, Mark, who did not pass an important mathematics exam required to enter the university, was unsure of who should be blamed: himself (for not being good enough) or the teacher (for discriminating against him). Unable to decide, he concluded: “It’s difficult to judge whether the teacher was just a nasty person or an anti-Semite.” Relating the story of a student who treated her differently (adopting a negative attitude) after finding out she was Jewish, Sasha said: “That was my only experience of anti-Semitism, if you can call that anti-Semitism.” 
This tactic of casting doubt upon whether a certain occurrence can and should be identified as anti-Semitism minimizes the decisive and conclusive meaning collectively attached to it. Hesitation and wavering deconstruct the fixed and uncompromising significance of anti-Semitism in the national narrative. 
Self-Exclusion – “It happened to others and not to me”
This narrating tactic entails comparing one’s own experiences with those of others in different circumstances — other generations, places, times, regions — and thereby evaluating one’s experiences as relatively less severe and less meaningful. “My parents were affected much more,” said Anja, drawing a generational comparison. “In the worst neighborhoods of Moscow ... and in small cities, it [anti-Semitism] was terrible, but I was lucky with my friends,” said Maja, making a comparison based on place to convey her good fortune. Bogdan contradicts her in his belief that sayings like “You Jewish pig” were more prevalent in big cities than in his city of Samara. Other comparisons referred to historical time (e.g., in Stalin’s time it was worse, after Perestroika it was not as bad). As we can see, the narrators point to their improved situation and good fortune; they were able to escape assaults suffered by others.
Pointing out exceptions is another strategy with which one may diminish the relevance of one’s own experiences. “My friends [Russians] were an exception to the rule,” emphasized Ela, “they [in contrast to ‘someone from the street’] knew I was Jewish, but they acted normal.... Actually, it never happened to me personally that someone said ‘fucking Jew’ or anything like that to me.” 
This tactic helps the narrator to disengage from the experience and to exclude herself from the category of victim. Using self-exclusion, the narrator renders anti-Semitism a context-specific meaning, thereby casting doubt on its unconditional, categorical nature in the grand narrative. 
Vindication — “They do not know any better”
The narrating tactic of vindication refers to an attempt to understand the aggressors, by taking the other’s point of view (Mead 1959:184-185). The narrators often rationalize the aggressors’ actions by suggesting psycho-social causes, especially a deprived family background or poor socialization. Positing an explanation helps victims to cope retrospectively with the arbitrariness and irrationality of the attack, as well as with their sense of loss of control.
Volodja and Ofer (see key stories, above) attribute the nastiness of their peers to internalization of stereotypes learned in their families and in school. Referring to his anti-Semitic experience in school, Andrej explains the event by referring to the deprived background of the kids in his class: “They were children of common laborers who weren’t all that happy because their parents were drunk, drunk like the devil. The kids were beaten from childhood on and did not see anything good, and their meanness just comes from all that.” Andrej draws upon a socializatory explanation to account for the attack; the immaturity of the attackers (“he was just a kid”) or their level of intelligence are other reasons suggested for their behavior. Liza, who said she experienced “a little” anti-Semitism, reflects upon possible conclusions she might draw from the event. At the time, she said, “I thought they are just silly Soviet children who said ‘You’re fat,’ ‘You’re small’ and ‘You’re a Jew.’ I never drew any conclusions. I thought that there are idiots in every society.” By invalidating the children’s sense of judgement and intelligence, Liza utilizes a psycho-social explanation to diminish the significance of their behavior. 
Looking back into their past, the immigrants can afford to excuse the nasty girls and boys for their behavior by patronizing them; their Jewish families and education were better on all accounts (Rapoport and Lomsky-Feder 2001). By liberating the attacker of moral responsibility, or of malevolent intentions, the interviewee curtails the possible emotional ramifications of the event.
Whereas the tactic of self-exclusion separates the perpetrator from the potential victim, vindication obscures the categorical distinction altogether. It undermines the fundamental decree never to tolerate or justify the perpetrator and resists the precept in the grand narrative that forbids understanding the perpetrator under any condition. 
Essentializing Stigma – “I carry my face with me”
In this narrating tactic, the teller disassociates the “stigma symbol” from the social and cultural practice of marking out, aimed by an outsider at debasing one’s identity. Removing the social and cultural roots of the stigma, narrators regard themselves as the source of their suffering. 
Ela (see key story, above) normalizes anti-Semitism by disconnecting the high personal price she paid from the persecution directed towards her as a Jew and at Jews in general. Her body inflicts pain upon her independent of concrete encounters with anti-Semitism. Toying with the idea she could escape her fate as a Jew by assimilating — “I never wished to be a Jew” — she is well aware that she will never pass as a non-Jew because the stigma symbol is engraved on her body.
In stories like Ela’s, the narrators expressed a strong belief that the stigma symbol gave them away; they had no chance to escape from the “fate” dictated by their bodies. Assuming culpability for their suffering to the point of self-negation and self-hatred, they objectify the stigma symbol, constructing a straightforward link between their “natural” qualities (e.g., bodily characteristics, name) and their suffering. 
Narrators who essentialize stigma invalidate the cultural belief that anti-Semitism is always the result of groundless stigmas and stereotypes. Laying blame on themselves and claiming responsibility for their own suffering, the narrators refuse to see the role of the perpetrator in causing it. Moreover, they reject the assumption that any manifestation of anti-Semitism is rooted in culture.
Immigrants Claim Ownership of Their Biography 
Employing four narrating tactics of normalization — obscuring, self-exclusion, vindication and essentializing stigma — the Russian-Jewish immigrants in Israel and Germany neutralize and deactivate the significance of anti-Semitism. They use these tactics of normalization as a recollection practice to resist the national narrative which each new society mobilizes to claim ownership over the immigrants’ past and their autobiographical memory. 
Being a definitive, all-inclusive story, the grand narrative leaves the immigrants little leeway to locate themselves outside it. The narrative of anti-Semitism that depicts the immigrants’ past in terms of suffering and humiliation is particularly imposing. Such a narrative entrusts the host society with the role of liberator, portraying the immigrant as someone who needs to be rescued from the past and supported in the present. Thus, the immigrant is expected to be grateful and compliant. 
The practice of normalization defies the immigrants’ construction in the new society as vulnerable, rootless Jews who should be eager to integrate and discard their former identity. The immigrants deconstruct and invalidate the inner logic of the national narrative on anti-Semitism, whose very constitutive power rests upon the existence of formative and transformative trauma. 
The possibility that individuals or groups might de-traumatize anti-Semitic experiences has rarely been considered. An exception is the historical study of “everyday” anti-Semitism in the Weimar Republic by Bergmann and Wetzel (1998). They conclude that Jews at that time took for granted a certain extent of daily anti-Semitism and perceived it as “normal”. Like our own study, their research questions the cultural model that connects anti-Semitic experience to suffering. Yet, while they, as historians, use normalization to learn about what happened in the past, we use it to learn about the immigrants’ politics of identity as they pave their way in the new society.
In recollecting their past and negotiating their place and identity in the present as newcomers, the immigrants demand ownership of their biography and cultural identity. By employing normalization as a practice of recollection and identity construction, they refuse to play the role of the suffering protagonist. Rather, they wish to establish a relationship with their past in their own terms. The employment of normalization frees the taken-for-granted ties assumed by the national narrative between experiencing anti-Semitism and its expected repercussions on identity construction and the life course.
Commonly a subtle resistance, normalization among the immigrants (particularly those in the Israeli group) sometimes takes the form of direct criticism of the national narrative, particularly the questioning of the narrative’s recurrent moral and historical dictates. Thus, Olga, for example, refuses to regard even the Holocaust (Shoa) as a sacred cow. Saying she is sick and tired of the endless talk about World War II, the Shoa and anti-Semitism, she explains dramatically to her Israeli interviewer: 
In Russia I knew about the Shoa certainly, but it is not a subject that interests me, I do not want to talk about that. [...] Listen, in Russia too, there was plenty of propaganda on World War II, they used to talk about it all the time in school, so I simply vomit from it. ... I do not like the subject [the Shoa, anti-Semitism], I vomit from talking about it. ... I’ve never been to Yad Va’shem [the Israeli museum of the Holocaust] and I will not go.
In denouncing the Israeli moral precept to remember and not to forget, Olga refuses to cultivate the collective memory of a traumatic past. Well aware of preoccupation in Israel with anti-Semitism and the Shoa, she pointedly chooses to disregard it. This autonomous, alternative personal interpretation threatens Israeli society, as anti-Semitism is a key building block of the Israeli/Jewish collective discourse and identity. 
While the immigrants in Israel challenge the collective identity they felt to be imposed upon them by the Israeli nation, the Russian-Jewish immigrants in Germany criticize the identity politics of the Jewish community, which largely coincides with the German national narrative on anti-Semitism.	Until the wave of Russian-Jewish immigrants in the 1990s, the Jewish community in Germany had been largely dominated and led by Holocaust survivors, who accentuated the collective memory of the Shoa and anti-Semitism (Rapaport 1997). The “veteran” German Jews claim that the Russian Jews are not really Jewish (because they are unfamiliar with Jewish customs and tradition) and that they mar the image of the Jewish community (Eliyahu Selpeter, Ha’aretz, July 19, 2000). The “new” Russian-Jewish immigrants in Germany struggle to distinguish themselves from the “veteran” Jews, who perceive themselves as guardians of the memory of destruction and living reminders of the evil past and who look down upon their “uncultured” Russian-Jewish “brothers and sisters” (Amichai Alferovitz, Ha’aretz, June 26, 2001). Similar to their compatriots in Israel, they aspire to be identified as Russian Jews and to maintain their distinct Russian cultural identity. Their representation suggests that they do not want to be identified as a new link in the long chain of victims of anti-Semitism. Asked about the Shoa and anti-Semitism in Germany, Feldman, a publisher of Russian newspapers who immigrated to Germany in 1991, responded: “The Shoa belongs to the past, you cannot live all the time with the idea that people in the street are related to that craziness” (Roger Cohen, Ha’aretz, August 10, 2000).
When they recall their anti-Semitic experiences, the immigrants in both societies tackle and counter their portrayal in each society as victims of anti-Semitism. The lack of difference we found between the two groups’ reactions to each national narrative of anti-Semitism is explained by the similarity between the societies in the dominance of that national narrative. The immigrants’ common interest to pave a place for themselves by composing a counter narrative overrides the difference between the two groups in their life experiences after immigration.
As a marginal group undermining the authority of the national narrative, the immigrants challenge the power relations between the society and the newcomer, thus suggesting a new form of inclusion that does not blur their differentness. In both societies they put forward their Russianness together with their Jewishness. This self-presentation should not be explained by a weak or minimal Jewish identity, but rather by their need to maintain a distinct Jewish identity vis-a-vis other Jewish groups. Like other immigrants in Israel and Germany from the Soviet Union, those in our study define themselves first and foremost as Russian Jews (i.e., Jews from the USSR) (see Al-Haj and Leshem 2000). Russian culture and belonging to the intelligentsia is the main symbolic capital they use in negotiating their identity and new social position.	For similar employment of “intelligentsia” as cultural capital by immigrants to the U.S., see Gold (1995) and Markowitz (1993).  They are well aware that, in the new societies, their Russian cultural identity might be debased, degraded or pushed into the margins as a subculture. Facing this threat, they hold fast to their cultural capital brought from the old home, which they relocate “inside” themselves. In negotiating their place in multiple arenas (economic, political and cultural), self-identification as belonging to the Jewish-Russian intelligentsia comes to the fore (Epstein 2000; Lissak and Leshem 1995; Nudelman 1998; Zilberg 1995).
Being a Russian Jew of the intelligentsia has always meant questioning grand narratives and resisting any attempt to dictate identity (Rapoport and Lomsky-Feder 2001). Their marginal position in the native land encouraged them to develop an autonomous voice, which they now use in the host societies. They view any effort to challenge or change their identity as social oppression.
This does not necessarily mean that Russian-Jewish immigrants always resist or subvert the national narrative; they can also comply with it. For example, Russian Jews who immigrated to Israel or the U.S. in the 1970s represented their immigration as an escape from anti-Semitism (Markowitz 1993). Those who came to Israel emphasized their wish to realize the Zionist dream, thereby complying with the grand narrative that presents Zionism as the only protection against anti-Semitism. The Russian Jews who came to the U.S. at the same time, many of whom were dissidents, complied with the American-Western national narrative, which saw the immigrants as victims of human rights violations. The process of relocation of these Jews in the U.S. is probably shaped by their being the protagonists of this narrative.
The alternative voice of the immigrants in this study removes the fundamental link between being a Jew and suffering, suggesting a less exigent, burdensome existence. This perspective on being a Jew is not unusual in either Israel or Germany of the 1990s; in fact, it reverberates with the contemporary critical, sometimes heated discourse on memory, past and national identity. In this sense, the immigrants’ alternative voice extends the meaning of the Diaspora and of Jewish identity (see Lomsky-Feder and Rapoport 2001). Moreover, the immigrants’ resistance is reflective of a certain public readiness in both societies to appreciate the immigrants’ portrayal of the past. It also points to the limitations of the grand narrative. While the national narrative of anti-Semitism establishes a symbolic linkage between the host society and the immigrant, the counter narrative of the immigrant subverts and destabilizes this linkage.
The practice of normalizing the past is by no means the only one that minority groups put forward in constructing their identity vis-a-vis national dominant narratives. In fact, as the literature on the politics of identity teaches, some groups harness suffering and their traumatic past for this very purpose (Schwartz 1995), while others romanticize the past and construct nostalgia (Davies 1979). Preoccupied with suffering and nostalgia, this literature has neglected to consider the possibility that deactivating the past can also serve as a practice of identity construction. 
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