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Historical Background

The history of Russian-speaking Jews (RSJs) in America has captured the attention of many scholars in the last few decades. Indeed, their social and cultural background is different from other Western Jewish communities. Their peculiarity resulted from their life experience in the Soviet Union for almost seven decades, from the early 1920s to the early 1990s. RSJs, or as some researchers prefer Former-Soviet Jews (FSU Jews), developed unique and shared values that comprise Russian culture, fear of socialism, a distinct sense of humor, and a particular Jewish identity that is also known as Russian Jewish "thin" culture (Gitelman 2016;Yaakov Roi, 2014).

It is critical to briefly recall their history before and after the establishment of the Soviet Union to understand the development of a particular and distinct Jewish identity. For many years, Jews living in the Russian empire were allowed to settle almost exclusively in the Pale of Settlement, consisting of the modern territories of Ukraine, Belorussia, Lithuania, some parts of Poland, and some areas of Russia and Moldova. In addition, Jews experienced social and political discrimination and could not choose their careers or obtain academic education like other non-Jewish citizens. The life of Jewish communities in the Russian empire became rampant, especially in the late 19 th century and early 20 th century, because of the assaults they suffered from, known as the pogroms. The Tsarist regime officially supported the attacks against the Jews. During that period, a mass migration of Jews from Eastern Europe to America occurred, with around 1.5 million Jews from the Russian Empire. Despite the difficulties they experienced, the Jews of the Russian empire remained firmly attached to their religious tradition. The shtetels, the small towns in Eastern Europe where most Jews lived, became a symbol of Jewish life in the Russian empire, where they openly practiced their traditions and remained attached to their language, the Yiddish. Overall, Jews of the Russian empire were defined by religion and expected to stay attached to it. Ironically, the Tsarist regime supported an official religious affiliation of Jews (Jonathan Sarna, 2019).

Upon the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and the destruction of the Russian Empire, Jews started to experience many changes and upheavals that continued until the Second World War. The most significant change concerned the secular reforms introduced by the Soviet government, first under Vladimir Lenin (1917Lenin ( -1924) ) and later under Josef Stalin (1924Stalin ( -1953)). Jews and other ethnic minorities of the Soviet Union were coerced into abandoning their religious traditions. However, for the first time since the collapse of the Russian empire, Jews were allowed to settle in large urban centers outside of the Pale of Settlement, and they could enroll at universities and choose their professions. Those changes significantly impacted their cultural, social, and spiritual character. Even though the Yiddish language remained prevalent among many Jews in the early years of the Soviet Union, it became instrumental in spreading Soviet propaganda, deprived of its religious and Jewish context. In addition, assimilation among Jews started, consisting of privileging the Russian language and mixed marriages. Jews became intensely involved in the social, cultural, and political life of the Soviet Union. They thrived thanks to the opportunities they were given and were officially considered an ethnic minority with equal rights until the Second World War.

After the tragic years of the Holocaust, and with the loss of more than 2.5 million Soviet Jews, their demographic, social, cultural, and spiritual situation deteriorated dramatically. Stalin's government changed its approach and started to discriminate against Soviet Jews. First, shortly after the war, the Soviet government strove to conceal the crimes at the hands of the Nazis against the Soviet Jewish population. In addition, antisemitic statements were heard and implicitly supported by the government. Soviet Jews were accused of being cosmopolitan and Zionists, questioning their allegiance to the Soviet Union. It was a new type of antisemitism that did not necessarily consist of violence but mainly of social discrimination. This social discrimination was illustrated by circumscribing Jews to academic fields and staving them off some political, military, and scientific job opportunities. In addition, the Soviet government constrained the Jewish culture, tried to obliterate it, and prohibited publications in Yiddish for more than ten years. Jewish authors, writers, and theatre actors were reviled; some even were persecuted in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The discrimination against the Jews continued at different levels until the late 1980s, after Mikhail Gorbachev (1985)(1986)(1987)(1988)(1989)(1990)(1991) came to power. It officially disappeared with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s.

Immigration to the West

Until the early 1970s, a scarce number of Jews could leave the Soviet Union. From the 1970s to the 1980s, around 291,000 Soviet Jews and their non-Jewish relatives left the Soviet Union.

This first migration wave resulted from changes in the emigration policy of Leonid Brezhnev (1964)(1965)(1966)(1967)(1968)(1969)(1970)(1971)(1972)(1973)(1974)(1975)(1976)(1977)(1978)(1979)(1980)(1981)(1982), who allowed Jews and some other ethnic minorities to emigrate. The Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the Trade Act of 1974, along with the efforts of the Soviet Jewish movement, had contributed significantly to opening the doors for Soviet Jews to the West.

However, it was from the late 1980s and during the 1990s that a substantial mass migration of FSU Jews to the West took place, with Israel, the United States, and Germany as main destinations.

From the 1990s to the late 2000s, around 1. 2020), there are about 750,000 RSJs immigrants and their American-born children in the United

States. They comprise around 10 % of the American Jewish.

Russian Culture and Jewish "Thin" Identity "Thin" culture is a term that denotes a diluted form of culture compared to a "thick" culture that has a distinct language, religion, dress, and even cuisine. Several studies on Soviet Jewry and FSU Jewish immigration contend that those Jews developed Russian-Jewish "thin" culture influenced and shaped by the Soviet government and society. This culture remains deprived of a solid connection to Jewish tradition and customs, with tenuous knowledge about Judaism.

Notwithstanding, Soviet Jews did consider themselves Jews, but in their own way. Their thin culture contained specific values related to education, fear of socialism, and a distinct sense of humor. They also developed a feeling of solidarity because of the social disparities they experienced and felt great pride in the scientific and academic achievements of Jews. At the same time, they kept on talking in Russian, watching Russian movies and theatre, and reading Russian literature. The subtle expression of this culture consisted of physical appearance and behavior, a psyche without Jewish religious content2 .

Russian-speaking Jewish-American Writers in the Academic Literature

Since the 2000s, the appearance of novels written by RSJ English authors in America has captured the attention of scholars. Those scholars have introduced further analysis and theories regarding the RSJs acculturation process and transnational identity.

Andrew Furman, in The Russification of Jewish American Fiction (2008), highlights the contribution of RSJ writers to American literature. He argues that Jewish writers in America have contributed to the literary scene by deploying their distinct immigrant sensibility of marginality and alienation during the 20 th century. He refers to the new generation of RSJ writers as children biding their time while their parents struggled to adjust economically and socially in America. Furman describes those authors as "the sons and daughters of a benighted generation of Russian immigrants" who have emerged to occupy the center of Jewish-American literary culture in recent years.

Adrian Wanner, in Russian Jews as American Writers: A New Paradigm for Jewish Multiculturalism? (2012) underlines the complexity of RSJ authors' identity as Jewish, Russian, and American. He looks into the multicultural status they wield and how their Jewishness coexists with the other components of their identity. According to Wanner, there is a disconnect (or even a cleavage) between American Jewish institutions and RSJ immigrants' self-image regarding Jewishness, illustrated in the works of many RSJ writers.

In the article, Scenes of Encounter: The Soviet Jew in Fiction by Russian Jewish Writers in America, written in 2015 by Sasha Senderovich, the author analyzes the concept of "Soviet Jew" not just as a reference to a Jewish person from the USSR but rather to the discourse created by American Jews. He suggests that Soviet-born Jewish writers can either comply with or reject the model of the Soviet Jew that their American Jewish interlocutors have constructed. Having been created initially by Western writers such as Eli Wiesel, the Soviet Jew model considered that those Jews' lack of religious knowledge should alert their Western brethren about their precarious spiritual conditions. Thus, the Soviet Jews were marked by insufficient Jewish life, and their experience was spoken up by visiting Jews from the West. However, Soviet Jews could not call out their opinion and resorted to letting outsiders talk on their behalf. When the newer generation of Soviet-born Jewish authors began to write, they engaged with the discourse of the "Soviet Jew" created partly with the contribution of earlier texts, like The Jews of Silence (Elie Wiesel, 1966). Their contribution to the development of the "Soviet Jew" is substantial.

Those English émigré writers can access the "Soviet Jew" discourse on their own terms and produce another knowledge of its norms. The mentioned scholars based their conclusions on the works of some of the prominent RSJ writers in America, such as Gary Shteyngart, Anya Ulinicht, Boris Fishman, Ellem Litman, and David Bezmozgis. Along with those writers, numerous Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant authors, like Ludmila Shtern, Michael Matlis, and Vladimir Matlis, remained attached to their native language.

The Russian Debutant's Handbook -Gary Shteyngart

Published in 2002 and winning awards like "The National Best Seller" and being named Best Book of the Year by the Washington Post, this book is fundamental to the study and analysis of RSJ authors in America. Shteyngart depicts the adventures of Vladimir Grishin, a Jewish immigrant from Leningrad who lives in New York. There are many common points between the author and his protagonist: both were born in Leningrad and came to America at an early age, and both live in New York. Shteyngart builds his fiction using various stereotypes of American Jews and Russian immigrants in the United States.

Furthermore, through the novel, Shteyngart conveys his outlook on the identity of RSJs in America and its transitional dynamism. His vivid linguistic vocabulary illustrates this dynamism with a mix of English words with Russian suffixes. In addition, Vladimir Grishin and his family's quandary about their identity denotes this transnational cultural and social aspect when saying, it's hard for us Russians to make friends here (in reference to America) …

or when Vladimir's grandmother says We are Jewish aren't we? Sure, we eat pork sometimes because that's what is in the refrigerator…".

Shteyngart also underlines the gap between how RSJs may define themselves and how the host said. We are the ones that put him up there in the first place… When he returned to the United States, Vladimir seemed to have completed his integration. During his passport control, the security commandant at Prava's airport asked him if he was American when looking at his passport. For Vladimir, it was more of a statement than a question.

society
Although Shteyngart's novel is fictive, it does seem to contribute to a better understanding of the post-Soviet Jewish immigration to America. It also supports some theories about RSJs, such as their thin Russian Jewish culture and their transnational identity. That being said, Shteyngart denied being a Jewish writer in the past, but he admitted that he had written about Jewish themes.

Anatoly also highlights the achievements of some RSJ immigrants in America and their contribution to the cultural and social life in the United States. Although Anatoly did not become an observant Jew, he seems attached to some Jewish traditions. He has visited synagogues worldwide and felt great pride and joy when his children got married in a Jewish religious ceremony in America. He considers this a triumph against Soviet antisemitism.

Conclusion

Overall, novels and fiction written by immigrants from the Soviet Union have contributed to the studies about RSJs in America. They have provided additional analysis of their acculturation process in America and insights into their transnational identity and its evolvement.

Indeed, RSJ's identity has been dynamic in America, as well as in Israel. According to my work on-site and the collaboration with Dr. Sheskin from the University of Miami, Russian-speaking Jewish identity has become more assertive in recent years. In the article "A Comparison of FSU Jews and non-FSU Jews in the United States" (Ira M. Sheskin, Daniel Etienne Altman, Harriet Hartman, 2023), there is a comparison between the two groups that show many similarities that we have not seen before. That illustrates the significant changes in theories related to Jewish immigrants from the Former Soviet Union to America.

Finally,

  Anna Katsnelson, in her 2019 article Transnationalism in Contemporary Post-Soviet North American Literature, highlights the contribution of RSJ writers in North America to the concept of transnationalism. Katsnelson explains that, on the surface, their work recalls early 20th-century North American Jewish immigrant literature because it focuses on the traditional immigrant experiences of assimilation to North American communities in the United States and Canada. However, at the same time, they engage in different forms of transnationalism, creating new material and transnational intellectual practices.

  perceives them: One of Vladimir's girlfriends reminds him about his origins when saying: Do you know why I like you...because you are a small, embarrassed Jew…foreigner with an accent…Vladimir's self-inquiry about his identity leads him to leave New York and travel to Prava, an imaginary post-Soviet city in Eastern Europe. But the hero gets involved with the local Russian mob, putting his life at stake. Vladimir constantly tries to conceal his Jewish identity and remains attached to his Russian background. Likewise, his mother, aware of his Jewish appearance and behavior, strives to teach her son to walk correctly, unlike a Jew: She sighed deeply, an alarming sign…the sign of preparing for a battle. Vladimir, she said, you walk like a Jew…like an old Jew from the shtetl…. His Jewish walk illustrates the concept of the Russian Jewish thin culture, a culture that remains implicit to outsiders but more explicit to RSJs.

Eventually, Shteyngart's hero accepts his Jewishness and refuses to cross himself when constrained by his Russian gangster colleague Kostia: Jews don't cross themselves, Vladimir
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ZviGitleman (2016); Yaakov Roi (2014). The remarks are also based on my in-depth interview with Yaakov Roi in June 2021.

Anatoly Glazer Sausage Emigration

Anatoly Glazer was born in 1952 in Ukraine and came to America in 1987 with his wife and two children. He has been working for many years in the real estate business, and in parallel, he developed a writing career. Anatoly was the founder and editor of the New Florida Journal in the Russian language for more than ten years. He published his works in different journals in the United States, Canada, Germany, Ukraine, and Israel.

Written in Russian, his book Sausage Emigration was published in 2014. He reveals his story as a refusenik 3 and his struggle to leave the Soviet Union during the 1980s. In addition, Anatoly explains that the title refers to Russian antisemitic propaganda, according to which Soviet Jews emigrated to America because they thought they would have more sausage there, i.e., they would have better economic perspectives. However, in his book, he debunks this idea, arguing that many Soviet Jews did not choose to live because of deficiencies. Instead, it was mainly the antisemitism of that period that predisposed their decision to leave.

In his straightforward style, Anatoly provides his reader with essential information about Soviet Jewish history without the stereotypes we find in some novels of RSJ writers.

After settling in New York, Anatoly discovered the active Jewish life and enrolled his children in a Yeshiva, an orthodox Jewish school. However, shortly after, he decided to send them to public school, arguing that his kids would not learn enough mathematics in the Yeshiva.

He also talks about how the Russian language impacts his identity. He is considered a Russian Jew in America, and not necessarily as just a Jew. He resorted to using Russian but doesn't think RSJs need to maintain this language in the future. Even after becoming an American citizen and integrating professionally, the environment sees him first as Russian, and he eventually accepts it. Nonetheless, his Russian identity sometimes takes over his Jewish or American identity. When it concerns child education, Anatoly argues that we Russians can handle our children in our own straightforward way, compared to American parents 4 .

3 Refusenik is a term that refers to a Soviet citizen who applied for emigration and was denied an exit visa. During the 1970s and 1980s, many Soviet Jews became refuseniks and had to wait several years before being able to leave the country. In addition, after applying for an exit visa, a person had to resign and give up his apartment, which usually belonged to the government.