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Mark Harrison, One Day We Will Live Without Fear: Everyday Lives Under
the Soviet Police State, Hoover Institution Press Publication, Stanford,
California, 2016. xxii+280 pp.

In this riveting book, Mark Harrison, Professor of Economics at the University
of Warwick and Research Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford Univer-
sity, explores a rather recent manner of looking at historical development,
namely that of looking at the ordinary people, whose identities were obscured
by events considered much more significant than the ones that framed their
lives. In the author’s own words, “famous people step in and out of my stories,
but the central characters are people whose names will have been remembered
only within their families” [Preface]. Based on historical records uncovered in
the Library & Archives of the Hoover Institution, Harrison’s stories range from
tragic to amusing and reflect the most ludicrous aspects of Soviet life from the
1930s to the 1970s, while also highlighting the changes that the Soviet state
and its secret police underwent during this period of time.

Each of the book’s seven chapters chronicles a gripping human story, told
through interrogation summaries, witness statements, and reported or inter-
cepted private conversations. Harrison provides seven principles on which
the Soviet police state operated: your enemy is hiding (first principle), start
from the usual suspect (second principle), study the young (third principle), stop
the laughing (fourth principle), rebellion spreads like wildfire (fifth principle),
stamp out every spark (sixth principle), order is created by appearance (seventh
principle). We find them at work in every story as they are the ones that never
change; if the Soviet police state transformed from one decade to the next, its
preventive mission remained the same. While, at first sight, the stories do not
appear to be connected, by the end of the book, the reader will realize that
they are, in fact, as such. Not only did each of the individuals captured in
the stories become the target of the secret police, due to more or less bizarre
circumstances, but their entire existence was encompassed within the limits of
the aforementioned principles. They had, thus, to learn how to function in a
brutal system, by using the very same rules that it imposed on them.

The first chapter of the book, entitled “The Mill”, tells the story of Stanislav
Bronikovsky, a building engineer, who was tried and sentenced to death on
April 24, 1943. Victim and object of a deadly game played by bored officers,
Bronikovsky never learnt the truth about the events that led to his death and he
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died without knowing what he was guilty of. Stanislav’s fate only came to light in
1956, but his exoneration remained in the shadows for the whole duration of the
Soviet state. The last chapter, “One Day We Will Live Without Fear,” captures
the story of Leila, an Israeli citizen who returns to Soviet Lithuania for a family
reunion in 1966. The KGB is mobilized and determined to find a conspiracy.
Files are opened, telephones tapped, informers called up, and mail intercepted;
Leila’s brother became the target of the police due to an allegedly tainted past.
The KGB soon realized that it was targeting ordinary people, who had nothing
to hide. Enormous resources were wasted, in order to cover the harmless visit of
awoman to her relatives, but the reader learns something about the purposes of
surveillance. After all, the enemy is hiding (first principle), and even the smallest
spark that is overlooked can spread like wildfire (sixth principle).

Five other stories are packed in between the ones of Stanislav Bronikovsky
and Leila. Chapter two (“Truth Hurts”) tells the story of a woman censor who
hastily approves the publication of a “dubious political cartoon,” a decision that
would have catastrophic consequences for her and others involved. The year
was 1937. The third chapter (“Heretics”) deals with the relationship between
academics and the state, highlighting the changing policies of the Soviet state, but
not its underlying principles. Not mentioning Stalin’s name amongst the leading
scholars in agricultural science could lead to a death sentence or the Gulag in
the 1930s, but it concluded with a warning in the late 1940s. However, the
preventive mission of the state was still at work—what if the enemy was hiding
in the form of an academic? The fourth chapter (“The Mafia”) tells the story of
Nikolaenko, a persistent old man from Uzbekistan, who writes numerous letters
to the authorities in Moscow, in order to complain about the abuses committed
at the local collective farm. Framed by the farm and party chairs, and even by
the local KGB, the old man is sent to a psychiatric hospital and loses everything,.
When his letters are uncovered by an investigator from Moscow, however, he
becomes a threat for those who did him harm. The fifth chapter (“You Have
Been Warned”) discusses the “preventive” warning and its efficiency, dwelling on
the Kaunas riots of 1972, a moment that marked the failure of the secret police.
The young people had to be warned (third principle), because if only one of
them had the courage to do or say something unusual, be it even a joke (fourth
principle), it could cause a spark (sixth principle), and others could realise that
they were not alone. Profilaktika thus created the appearance of order in society
(seventh principle)-and who could have the courage to speak against the system,
when everything seemed to be in order? The sixth chapter (“The Grand Tour”)
chronicles a group of Soviet tourists who travel to North America in 1970, and
Harrison is careful to point out that, for a Soviet citizen, “to travel abroad was
a privilege, not a right” [page 163]. Describing the dangers and restrictions of
a trip abroad, the chapter also highlights the extended net of the KGB, which
far exceeded the boundaries of USSR.



Book Review 225

One of the main strengths of the book is that Harrison manages to reveal
important aspects of everyday life in Soviet Union by putting every story into
its historical context. By focusing on ordinary people, Harrison’s book resem-
bles Sheila Fitzpatrick’s “Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary
Times. Soviet Russia in the 1930s.” Similarly to Fitzpatrick, Harrison also
talks about the extraordinary character of the everydayness, about the survival
strategies of those for whom living a normal life was a luxury they could not
afford. As Mark Harrison states in the preface to the book, one of the targets
of his stories is “the human tendency to see the past as more comfortable
than the present.” His book becomes an argument against nostalgia, against
forgetting, resembling, in this regard, Igor Casu’s book “Class Enemy. Polit-
ical Repressions, Violence and Resistance in Moldavian (A)SSR, 1924-1956.”
Both Harrison and Cagu follow the fate of various characters, in an attempt
to prevent the forgetting of a not too distant past, when one had “to beware
of friends and even loved ones; to live in fear of the betrayal of innermost
thoughts; to dread the knock on the door, the car that pulls up beside us, or
the polite invitation to visit with the security police” [page 226].

Harrison concludes with a short afterword, in which he talks about the facts
and fantasies in Soviet records. While he questions the reliability of a KGB
document, and introduces the concept of “truthiness,” defined as the “quality
of something that is felt to be true” [page 229], Harrison only briefly touches
upon the issue of secret police archives and their fictions, including those of the
documents he worked with. While for academics the fact that the secret police
fabricated information and that its archives are unreliable without being placed
in the proper context is a well-known aspect, for general readers, whom the
book also addresses, this might not be too obvious and represents information
that the author could have insisted on in his conclusions.

“One Day We Will Leave Without Fear: Everyday Lives Under the Soviet
Police State” is a riveting book, deeply researched and intelligently written.
Harrison’s book brings to light the changing and sometimes conflicting ways
in which the Soviet state and its secret police functioned. Focusing on the
ordinary, “lictle” people, as opposed to the “great” ones, Mark Harrison tells
their sometimes amusing, other times tragic stories, as a reminder that their
lives were quite miserable. In an effort to correct the human tendency of glam-
orising the past, he draws attention to the fact that there was a time when
normality was a luxury, and what can nowadays be considered a right was once
a privilege. For this reason, the book appeals to readers across a wide spectrum,
as every story, as well as Harrison’s thoughtful manner of exposition, can be
appreciated by anyone.

Iuliana Cindrea-Nagy
PhD Student, University College Cork.






Notes on the contributors

Mihai Stelian Rusu holds a PhD in Sociology and is currently lecturer at
“Lucian Blaga” University in Sibiu. His main area of research is politics of
memory. Other research interests are: sociology of death, toponymy. His most
recent publication is: Rusu, M. S. (2022). Gendering Urban Namescapes: The
Gender DPolitics of Street Names in an Eastern European City. Names: A Journal
of Onomastics, 70(2).

e-mail: mihai.rusu@ulbsibiu.ro

Corneliu Pintilescu holds a PhD in History and is currently researcher at the
“George Baritiu” Institute of History in Cluj-Napoca, Romanian Academy. His
main area of research is post-war Romania. Other research interests: emergency
powers and authoritarianism in the twentieth century, national minorities in
Eastern Europe, politics of memory in post-socialist Romania. His most recent
publications are: ,State of Siege and the Holocaust in Romania: An Incursion
into the Origins of the Legal Framework for the Operation of the Camps under
the Antonescu Regime”, Holocaust — Studii i cercetiiri, vol. 13, no. 1 (2022);
» Ihe Reverberations of the October 1917 Revolution and the State of Siege in
Interwar Romania” in Gerhard Besier, Katarzyna Stoklosa (eds.), 1917 and the
Consequences, Routledge, London, 2020.

e-mail: corneliu.pintilescu@academia-cj.ro

Svetlana Dimitrova was trained in Bulgaria and France and holds a PhD from
EHESS, Paris. She currently teaches social sciences at the Institute of Social
Work (IRTS) of the University of Paris North. Her research focus on the
understanding of the “post-socialist” period in the light of the socio-historical
transformations during the Cold War. Recent publications: « Mémoire et
histoire de la période 1944-1989. Controverses scientifiques en Bulgarie »,
La vie de lesprit. Europe centrale et orientale aprés 1945, collectif, Paris,
Cerf, 2021 ; « Géographies philanthropiques, dynamiques académiques et
politiques », Relations internationales, n° 180, 2019 ; « De quoi la “nostalgie
post-communiste” est-elle le nom ? », Psibologia Sociala, Polirom, n° 40, 2017.
e-mail: svetdi@yahoo.fr.


mailto:mihai.rusu@ulbsibiu.ro
mailto:corneliu.pintilescu@academia-cj.ro
mailto:svetdi@yahoo.fr

228 Notes on the contributors

Luciana M. Jinga — holds a PhD in History from Al. I. Cuza University, lasi
si Université d’Angers, 2011. Her main area of research is the evolution and
characteristics of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe with
a clear focus on gender and traumatic childhood. Other research interests:
History of science. Most recent publications: “Science et politique pendant la
Guerre Froide : la sexologie dans la Roumanie communiste”, Le rideau déchiré:
La sexologie a 'heure de la guerre froide, Sylvie Chaperon, Carla Nagels, et
al (eds.), Sextant, Bruxelles, 2021; “The never forgotten Romanian children:
Biopolitics, Humanitarian Aid and International Adoption”, Child Migration
and Biopolitics. Old and New Experiences in Europe, Beatrice Scutaru, Simone
Paoli (eds.), Routledge, 2020.

e-mail: luciana.jinga@iiccmer.ro

Andrea Carstea holds a PhD in Communication Sciences from the University
in Bucharest. She is an oral history scholar. Her research interest are History
of Communism, Communication and Discourse Studies, Post-communism.
Her latest publications include Borbely Ernd, Academia politici de la Aiud.
Detinuti politici in Romdnia anilor ‘80 [The Political Academy in Aiud. Political
Prisoners in the ‘80s in Romania], editors, introductory study and annotations:
Dalia Bithory and Andreea Cérstea, Polirom Publishing House, Iasi, 2019.
e-mail: eacarstea@gmail.com

Lotte Thaa is PhD student at the History Department of the Freie Universitit
Berlin. Lotte Thaa analyzes different forms of musealization of the GDR, focus-
sing on the early nineties. She studied History and Social Sciences in Berlin,
Paris and Irvine, with a focus on politics of memory and critical theory. During
her studies, she was involved in various exhibitions and research projects, such
as a study of Home Museums or an exhibition about a 300 million year old
fossil. Her latest exhibition on the East Berlin LGBT-scene in the eighties and
nineties was shown in 2021 at the Schwules Museum Berlin. Furthermore,
Lotte Thaa is active as a tour guide, in the real as well as in the digital world.
e-mail: lotte_thaa@hotmail.de

Gabija Purlyte is a PhD student at University of Strasbourg. She holds an MA
in History of Art, at University Paris 1 — Pantheon-Sorbonne. Her main area of
research is History of Contemporary Art. Other research interests: Post-soviet
studies, East European Studies, Geneder Studies. Her most recent publication
is: “Ciurlionis : 'homme orchestre”, L'Objet d'art Hors série, N°124, avril 2018.
e-mail: purlyteg@tcd.ie.

Davjola Ndoja holds an MA in Holocaust Studies at Victoria University.
Her research interests are transitional justice in postsocialist countries and
history of communism, World War II, the Holocaust. Her latest publication is


mailto:luciana.jinga@iiccmer.ro
mailto:eacarstea@gmail.com
mailto:lotte_thaa@hotmail.de
mailto:purlyteg@tcd.ie

Notes on the contributors 229

Woodcock, Shannon, Life is War: Surviving Dictatorship in Communist Albania
— “Jeta éshté lufté £'1 mbijetosh diktaturés né Shqipériné Komuniste” (transla-
tion), pikapasipérfaqe, 2019.

e-mail: davjolandoja@uvic.ca

Dalia Bathory holds a PhD in International Relations and European Studies
from Babes-Bolyai University. Her research interests are memory studies, history
and memory of socialist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, history of the
Hungarian minority in socialist and postsocialist Romania, history and memory
of the Holocaust. Her latest publication is: “Maghiarii din Romania in comu-
nism: intre internationalism i nationalismul romanesc” [Hungarians in Romania
during Communism: between Internationalism and Romanian Nationalism],
in Liliana Corobca (editor), Panorama comunismului in Romdinia, Polirom,
Tasi 2020.

e-mail: dalia.bathory@iiccmer.ro

DTP: Teodor Borsa


mailto:davjolandoja@uvic.ca
mailto:dalia.bathory@iiccmer.ro

