Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Identity Theft

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Identity, a life of commitment, is essential because it satisfies a human longing to become part of something bigger than oneself. It adds layers of meaning to our lives and deepens the human experience. Democracy asserts the value of freedom; identity gives a reason for freedom. Identity gives freedom purpose…”
Natan Sharansky

Decades ago, many of us remember wearing bracelets and t-shirts with the names of Soviet dissidents and attending rallies, parades and protests. We had a cause, and our cause had faces. For me, I woke up every morning in high school to a poster with Anatoly Sharansky’s face on it, and I remember the moment I took the poster down because a childhood hero was finally granted freedom. In the decades following, Natan Sharansky has become a powerful advocate not only for human freedoms but for what we do with those freedoms.


In his latest book, Defending Identity, Sharansky takes the democracy he so prized while in prison and couples it with the search for a strong identity. Sharansky reminds us how little we understand the mind of the fundamentalist who lives without democracy but has a strong identity and is willing to die for his beliefs. But democracy without strong identity is a recipe for other dangers.

Democracy offers a vision of opportunity, self-determination, and peace. But without a particular way of life and a set of commitments to live for, the democratic vision inevitably loses force, becoming empty and abstract. Without identity, a democracy becomes incapable of defending even the values it holds most dear.


Freedom gives us the capacity to choose the kind of live we want to lead without having anyone choose it for us. Nevertheless, to many this freedom is almost too expansive; it is freighted with so much possibility, so many choices about how to live, that we often make poor choices or few good choices. We do not always choose a life of purpose which gives our personal freedom meaning and significance. Democracy should not be a cause for identity theft; it should create the opportunity for deepening identity.

Sharansky takes on the challenge of modernity that has made democracy its own religion and yet not replaced religion with anything of substance. More troubling than this is the way in which democracy has flattened individual purpose. Sharansky describes not only how identity gives democracy meaning but how his very survival in prison was dependent on an unbreakable commitment to something larger than survival. “Identity gave me the strength to become free, and I used this freedom to strengthen my identity still further.”

For Sharansky, this struggle also involved a battle between the particular forces of his commitment to Judaism and Zionism and the universal fight for humanitarian freedoms. Again, he discovered that only by embracing his own identity could he truly “stand with others.” In his own words: 

Far from negating freedom, identity gave me both inner freedom and the strength to help others. When Jews abandon identity in pursuit of universal freedom, they end up with neither. Yet when they embrace identity in the name of freedom, as Soviet Jews did in the 1970s, they end up securing both. When freedom and identity are separated, both are weakened.
Sharansky’s book is an important wake-up call to those who value democracy to value strong identity. An identity that is powerfully informed by particularism also generates the passion to join universal causes and connects us to the world at large. 

Sharansky’s prayers in prison gave him the strength to resist betrayal and have made him one of our generation’s most articulate voices for human freedom and a freedom of meaning. Daily, he offered these words: “Give me the strength, integrity, intelligence, fortune and patience to go out from this prison to go to Israel, in a way that is honest and worthy.” And God answered him.
Shabbat Shalom

