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JL His WAS A MOMENTOUS YEAR for the entire Communist world, as
most of the East Europe states moved toward the abandonment of Communism, and
the oldest Communist state, the USSR, underwent radical change. Mikhail Gorba-
chev's policy of glasnost, or openness, opened many past and present issues to public
scrutiny and debate. Economic, cultural, political, and social issues were widely
discussed and thoroughly debated. Jamming of foreign broadcasts virtually ceased,
and foreign non-Communist newspapers became more widely available. Several
constituent republics of the USSR made moves toward dissociation from the federa-
tion; spontaneous political activity spread across the country; the first meaningful
elections since the revolution were held; a new legislative body convened and en-
thralled the public with the kind of open discussions almost never heard before; and
the leadership continued its attempts to reform the economic system. Thus, joint
ventures with foreign entrepreneurs and firms continued to grow in number, as did
cooperatives. The legislature granted farmers the right to lease land for long terms.

On the other hand, the USSR suffered the consequences of a poor harvest in 1988,
and there was no visible improvement in the standard of living. In the summer there
were strikes of coal miners in Siberia and Ukraine, which forced government officials
to negotiate with the strikers, something they had never done in the past. The
government later passed a law permitting strikes, hitherto illegal, under certain
circumstances.

A Congress of People's Deputies was established as a new legislative body to
which there would be partially competitive elections, the Communist party retaining
control of at least a third of the seats. In the March elections, many party function-
aries were defeated, including the party secretaries of the Leningrad, Kiev, and Lvov
regions. Boris Yeltsin, who emerged as Gorbachev's political rival, won 89 percent
of the vote to an at-large seat in Moscow, after attempts to keep him off the ballot
failed. In Lithuania, the Sajudis national movement captured 32 of the 42 seats
allotted to that Baltic republic. In May, as the attention of the public was riveted
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on the proceedings of the legislature for the first time since the revolution, Mikhail
Gorbachev was elected by the congress to the new office of president, winning 96
percent of the vote. However, conservatives managed to elect a much more conserv-
ative Supreme Soviet, the legislative body which ultimately shapes legislation.

In the elections to the Congress of People's Deputies, about 12 Jews were chosen.
While none ran on a platform of representing Jewish concerns, some joined in an
informal grouping after the elections with the aim of looking out for some basic
Jewish interests. None of the eight Jews who had been elected to the Supreme Soviet
in 1984 was reelected.

The second session of the Congress of People's Deputies met in December and
voted an economic reform package which delayed price reforms, seen by many as
crucial to any effective reform. The same session, acting on a report from a commis-
sion headed by Alexander Yakovlev, voted to condemn the Nazi-Soviet treaty of
August 1939 which, in secret protocols, had divided Poland between the two nations
and had assigned the Baltic republics to the Soviet sphere of influence. The media
discussed the possibility that article six of the Soviet constitution, which grants the
Communist party a monopoly of power, would be revised, paving the way for a
multiparty system.

Some of the republics did not wait for such revision. In December the Baltic
republics of Latvia and Lithuania legalized multiple parties. This was only one
element in the growing separation of some republics from Soviet norms. Though the
Supreme Soviet granted economic autonomy to the republics in July, this did not
satisfy them, and they pushed for greater political autonomy.

The nationalities problem continued to be one of the most troublesome. Clashes
between Armenians and Azerbaijanis forced the government to administer the
disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region directly from Moscow, as of January, though
later in the year it was assigned to Azerbaijan's jurisdiction, arousing the ire of
Armenians. In Ukraine, the second most important republic, a national Ukrainian
movement, Rukh, was founded. In Moldavia, the three Baltic republics, and Tajik-
stan, the languages of the respective indigenous majorities were declared the official
languages of the republics. Russians in Estonia and Moldavia responded by demon-
strating in protest, as did Gagauz in Moldavia. In Georgia, Soviet troops killed at
least 20 peaceful nationalist demonstrators in April, using a poison gas and shovel
handles.

Nationalist demands were couched in more political terms in the Baltic. In May
the Lithuanian parliament unanimously passed a constitutional amendment grant-
ing Lithuania the right to veto Soviet laws and to control migration to Lithuania.
After the Yakovlev commission reported on the secret protocols to the 1939 Ger-
man-Soviet pact, a million people formed a human chain stretching through the
Baltic republics as a symbolic protest against what they saw as the illegal annexation
of their countries by the USSR. In December the Lithuanian Communist party
congress voted to declare independence of the Communist party of the Soviet Union.
This was unprecedented and broke the strict hierarchical party discipline that had
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always been a counterweight to the federal structure of the state. Lithuanian party
leader Algirdas Brazauskas went further when he declared the Lithuanian party's
intention to "establish an independent Lithuanian state."

Foreign Affairs

The Soviet Union continued to move toward understandings with rivals, with
Gorbachev successfully projecting an image of a benign Soviet Union. He an-
nounced that the military budget would be cut by 14 percent and the armed forces
reduced by half a million men and 10,000 tanks. When Poland elected a non-
Communist government, the Soviet Union took no steps against that country.
Gorbachev repeatedly assured East Europeans and the world that the USSR would
not interfere in internal developments in the countries of the region and surprised
many by keeping his word. Gorbachev visited Beijing in May in an attempt to
improve relations with China. He tried to do the same with Japan. At the end of
the year he met in Malta with President George Bush of the United States. Few
concrete agreements were reached, but the atmosphere generated by the meeting set
the stage for arms control and other agreements between the two countries; the
meeting also seemed to establish a good personal relationship between the two
leaders.

This was the most politically exciting year in memory. It ended with the Soviet
population watching anxiously as the East European states pulled out of the Com-
munist camp, and as their own political institutions and personalities were being
revamped and reshuffled with unprecedented speed.

Relations with Israel

As part of its effort to improve relations with the West, the Soviet Union took
steps toward a better relationship with Israel. In January an Israeli basketball team
played in Moscow for the first time in 21 years, and 175 Israeli fans were permitted
to attend. A large number of Soviet Jews cheered the Israelis on. In the following
month, Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze met with his Israeli counter-
part, Moshe Arens, in Cairo, just after Shevardnadze had met with PLO chief Yasir
Arafat. Israel received good publicity in the USSR for its assistance on the spot to
the victims of the December 1988 earthquake in Armenia. Later, about 60 Armeni-
ans were brought to Israel for medical treatment in a project funded by the Ameri-
can Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. Armenians and Israelis spoke of establish-
ing ties between the two peoples and their respective states.

In August a commercial agreement was signed between the Israeli Ministry of
Agriculture and the Soviet Academy of Sciences. In the United Nations, for the first
time, the Soviet Union did not vote with the Arab states to deny Israel a seat at the
General Assembly session. This was seen as a symbol of the Soviet desire to normal-
ize relations with Israel. In a development that was bound to influence immigration
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to Israel, about 25,000 Soviet citizens—most of them presumably Jews—traveled to
Israel as tourists; they were provided with Russian-speaking guides and met with
family and friends who had previously settled in the Jewish state.

In August a prominent Soviet journalist, Alexander Bovin, wrote an article in
Izvestia which called on the USSR to extend full diplomatic recognition to Israel.
Shortly thereafter, another Soviet writer, A. Smirnov, published an article in the
same newspaper arguing against immediate recognition. This illustrated the plural-
ism that had come to Soviet public life and probably reflected debates within the
policy-making elite.

Anti-Semitism

As political controls relaxed and ethnic tensions grew, there were increasingly
visible signs of anti-Semitism at the grass-roots level. The government no longer
seemed to churn out as much anti-Zionist and anti-Judaism propaganda as it had,
but individuals and groups were openly expressing their hatred of Jews. Writers in
Leningrad complained that Jews dominated the publishing houses and literary
journals. Igor Shafarevich, a distinguished scientist, published an article entitled
"Russophobia," in which he charged that the Jews, a "lesser people," live in their
"own intellectual and spiritual world, detached from the people at large. . . an elitist
group whose essential beliefs are antithetical to those of the people as a whole." He
warned that if the " 'Lesser People' ideology were to succeed, it would spell the final
destruction of the religious and national foundations of life." (Nash Sovremennik,
no. 6, June 1989)

In the spring, rumors of pogroms spread in Ukraine and were discussed in the
press. Such rumors were so widespread in Moscow, Kursk, and Odessa that in each
case the authorities used the media to reassure the population that the rumors were
unfounded. No pogroms materialized, but anxiety and even panic spread among
Jews in several parts of the country.

Over 350 Jewish delegates to the Vaad congress in Moscow in December (see
below) were surveyed on their perceptions of anti-Semitism. While 94 percent of
those from Leningrad and 72 percent of those from Moscow thought an upsurge
of anti-Semitism was possible, only 21 percent of those from the Caucasus and 29
percent of the delegates from Central Asia thought so. In areas in which, histori-
cally, anti-Semitism had been virulent—Ukraine, Lithuania, Moldavia—the na-
tional movements were at pains to reassure the Jews that they would be protected,
and that in future independent or autonomous states they would enjoy complete
equality. Indeed, the national movements supported efforts to revive Jewish culture.
It was in Russia itself that the most anti-Semitic groups seemed to be operating.
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Demography

A national census was taken in January 1989, the first in ten years. Only prelimi-
nary results were released during the year. They showed the number of Jews who
had reported themselves as such to the census taker as 1,449,167. This was a decline
of nearly 20 percent from the 1979 census, compared with the previous intercensal
period's decline of 16 percent. Only 11.1 percent of the Jews gave a Jewish language
as their "mother tongue," down from 14 percent in the previous census. Thus,
long-term tendencies of emigration, low fertility, high mortality, and assimilation
seemed to be accelerating. For the first time, the Jewish population was divided into
subethnic groups. Nearly 20,000 "Mountain Jews" ("Tats") were listed, as were
16,123 Georgian Jews, and 36,568 Central Asian ("Bukharan") Jews. The rest were
Ashkenazim.

The republic with the most Jews was the Russian (550,422), followed by the
Ukrainian (485,975). In Birobidzhan, designated as the "Jewish Autonomous
Oblast," there were only 8,887 Jews; they constituted less than 10 percent of the
oblast's population.

The new figures revealed the greatest intercensal decline in the number of Jews
since 1959. During the year, the number declined still further as a result of massive
emigration of Soviet Jews.

Emigration

The year 1989 saw the largest emigration of Soviet Jews since the 1920s. Whereas
in 1988 about 20,000 had left, according to HIAS, 70,508 Jews left in 1989, of whom
17 percent went to Israel and the rest came mainly to the United States. However,
owing to a change in U.S. policy, by December, 41 percent of the emigres went to
Israel. In September, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir predicted that a million
Soviet Jews would emigrate and argued that they should come primarily to Israel.
At the same time, organizations of Soviet immigrants in Israel and the Soviet Jewry
Zionist Forum, headed by Natan (Anatoly) Sharansky, criticized the Israeli govern-
ment as being unprepared to absorb large numbers of immigrants.

In October a prominent Lithuanian Jewish writer and deputy to the Congress of
People's Deputies, Grigory Kanovich, published an article in the Lithuanian Com-
munist youth organization newspaper which suggested that Jews were in imminent
danger in the USSR, where anti-Semitism was highly visible, and that they had no
future in the country.

In the same month, the U.S. government announced plans to limit the granting
of refugee status to those who had first-degree relatives in the United States and to
bring them directly to America. This would permit closing the transit stations in
Vienna and the suburbs of Rome which, in fiscal year 1989, cost about $35 million
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to maintain. Israeli officials welcomed the announcement and said they were eager
to receive the bulk of the emigres. Until September 1988, Soviet Jews were almost
automatically granted refugee status by the American Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service, but at that point emigres began to be interviewed more rigorously to
determine whether they met the necessary criteria. Over the course of the next year,
nearly 20 percent were denied refugee status. Under heavy criticism by American
Jewish organizations, the American government admitted that its motivation was
largely financial, claiming that it cost about $7,000 to transport and resettle each
immigrant and that the budget could not stand such expenditures.

Early in the year, the Soviet refugee quota was raised by taking slots away from
potential Asian immigrants. The organized American Jewish community was un-
comfortable with that arrangement and successfully pressed for raising the Soviet
quota without reducing others. By the end of 1989, the administration had raised
the quota to 43,000, and an additional $75 million had been allocated to refugee
resettlement. Some 14,000 Soviet Jews in Italy were to be the first admitted.

The National Conference on Soviet Jewry recommended in June that the Jackson-
Vanik Amendment be waived for one year if President Bush were given certain
Soviet assurances: that there would be sustained high levels of emigration; that
long-term refuseniks would be allowed to leave; that access to state secrets would
not be used widely as an excuse for preventing emigration; and that the problem of
"poor relatives" (people prevented from leaving by relatives' claims) would be
solved. In May, President Bush had said in a speech that he would consider a
Jackson-Vanik waiver if the Soviets would codify new emigration laws and "faith-
fully implement" them.

The United Jewish Appeal launched a "Passage to Freedom" campaign to raise
$75 million to facilitate immigration both to Israel and the United States. American
philanthropist Joseph Gruss announced a contribution of $20 million to the Soviet
Jewry Zionist Forum to provide housing mortgages to Soviet immigrants in Israel.
Israel asked the American government to provide $400-million worth of loan guar-
antees to finance construction of housing, in the expectation that 100,000 immi-
grants would arrive in the following three years. Israel estimated the need as 30,000
housing units at an average cost of $65,000 per unit. Israel planned to pay $2 billion
of the resettlement costs from its own resources and raise $600 million abroad.

Communal Affairs

The new atmosphere of political freedom and growing acceptance of ethnic
assertiveness allowed Jews to begin to organize themselves. As a first step in creating
needed communal structures for the third largest Jewish community in the world,
a meeting was held in the spring of representatives of Jewish cultural organizations
around the country. It was attended by 185 representatives of 48 cultural organiza-
tions in 27 towns and cities and by foreign observers, including Israelis. A decision
was taken to form a national Jewish umbrella body.
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That was accomplished in Moscow in December. In an atmosphere of great
excitement and expectation, about 750 delegates representing 250 cultural associa-
tions or communities gathered in a large hall in central Moscow and established the
"Vaad" (Committee) as a national coordinating body to carry out several functions:
facilitate Jewish cultural and religious life, represent Soviet Jewry to world Jewry
and to the Soviet government, assist in emigration to Israel, and defend against
anti-Semitism. There was considerable debate on whether to focus on Soviet Jewish
life or to assist in the emigration of Jews, primarily to Israel. If the former, the
question was whether secular Yiddish culture, Hebrew-Zionist goals, or religion
should be the top priority. It was as if the debates of a century ago were being
rehearsed by the descendants of the Zionists, Bundists, the religious, and others who
had established and represented the major Jewish movements of modern times.
After much discussion, it was decided to assist aliyah as well as to nurture cultural
and religious development within the USSR, much as an earlier generation of
Russian Zionists had resolved in their meeting in Helsinki in 1906.

A presidium was elected, consisting of Dr. Mikhail Chlenov of Moscow, Iosif
Zissels of Ukraine, and Samuil Zilberg of Latvia. Chlenov, an anthropologist, was
a longtime Hebrew teacher in Moscow, a talented linguist, and a leader in the
renaissance of Jewish scholarship. Zissels, active in the Ukrainian dissident move-
ment, represented those who came to Jewish activity through involvement in the
human-rights movement. Zilberg represented the Baltic perspective, more militant
and nationalistic than that of most other delegates from the rest of the USSR.

The meetings encountered demonstrations outside the hall by Pamiat, the anti-
Semitic organization, and pro-Arab, anti-Zionist demonstrators. Rukh, the Ukrain-
ian national movement, provided security for the meetings, along with Soviet police,
symbolizing a historic realignment of forces and alliances. The meetings were cov-
ered by the foreign press but were not mentioned in the Soviet media. Nor was Vaad
registered by the Soviet authorities. Israeli officials regarded Vaad warily but were
pleased by its commitment to assist aliyah.

Two months earlier, an All-Union Society of Soviet Jewish Culture had been
established by Aron Vergelis, editor of Sovetish Haimland, and other "establishment
Jews," but they were largely ignored by the Soviet and foreign publics.

The Politburo's special commission on Stalinist repressions published a decree
ordering the release of materials belonging to the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee.
Though the committee had been "rehabilitated" in 1955, its files remained inaccessi-
ble. The same commission posthumously reinstated to Communist party member-
ship Jewish cultural figures V.A. Shimiliovich and David N. Hofshtain, who had
been murdered in Stalin's purges.

Culture and Religion

In the 1960s and 1970s, Soviet Jews actively involved in Jewish culture generally
were of two types: those who followed the Communist party line and participated
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in the few officially approved publications and organizations, and those who were
independent and, almost by definition, dissident. In 1989 a third type of cultural
activist emerged into prominence: people who were neither politically conformist
nor dissident but who took advantage of the new freedoms of expression and
organization to establish Jewish cultural associations. Some of the latter were closer
to the establishment and emphasized secular Yiddish culture, while others were
more inclined toward Hebrew, Zionism, tradition, and Israel. In addition, foreign
organizations were allowed for the first time to sponsor ongoing Jewish cultural
activities in the USSR.

Jewish cultural associations were established in over 200 locales, including Do-
netsk, Kiev, Kherson, Kharkov, Lvov, and Zaporozhe in Ukraine; Minsk, Bobruisk,
and Vitebsk in Belorussia; Kaunas, Klaipeda, and Vilnius in Lithuania; Riga and
Daugavpils in Latvia; Kishinev in Moldavia; Penza, Ufa, and Leningrad in the
RSFSR; and Tashkent in Uzbekistan. The "Jewish Cultural Society of the Mol-
davian SSR," in Kishinev, was typical. Founded under the aegis of the Moldavian
division of the USSR Cultural Fund, it had sections for history, literature and
linguistics, youth, and amateur arts. Cochairmen of the society were a composer and
a Yiddish writer. The Aleph Society of Donetsk was reported to have historical,
"philosophical-religious," and theatrical sections. Sections were planned for sports,
youth, and war veterans. Aleph suffered from a lack of teachers, curricular materi-
als, and a permanent meeting place.

Yiddish language courses were opened at the Moscow Steel Institute as well as
in Vilnius, Vitebsk, Chernovtsy, Kishinev, and Kharkov, among others. Yiddish
theater groups were formed or revived in Vilnius, Kiev, and Kishinev. Reports from
Birobidzhan spoke of plans for a Jewish Sunday school and a bilingual (Yiddish and
Russian) professional theater. Some of these groups encountered difficulties in ob-
taining official recognition, but most found ways to operate. For example, in Tash-
kent, when the municipal authorities refused to register the new Jewish cultural
association, the group rented space from a cooperative and operated openly. All the
associations were hampered by a lack of books and other materials and by a paucity
of qualified teachers and lecturers.

Birobidzhaner Shtern, the Yiddish newspaper, announced in June that in the
following academic year, Yiddish would be taught in three schools in Moscow. In
addition, Yiddish circles would be established in youth organizations and institu-
tions in the capital. Meanwhile, Bar-Ilan University in Israel brought 57 Soviet
Yiddish teachers from 17 cities to its campus for an intensive three-week seminar.

Not surprisingly, it was in the Baltic states that cultural activity was most intense.
In Vilnius, Lithuanian radio began monthly Yiddish broadcasts. In March, 500
delegates and several hundred guests attended the founding meeting of the Jewish
Cultural Association of Lithuania. Thirty teachers began studying Yiddish
pedagogy in preparation for the opening of a Yiddish school. The Vilnius city
government restored two Jewish street names, Jews' Street and Ga'on Street, in the
heart of the old ghetto. Jewish organizations, including the Maccabee sports club
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and the Tekumah Zionist movement, were founded. The first Jewish all-day school,
encompassing ten grades, opened in Riga, Latvia. According to Sovetish Haimland,
there were 404 applicants for 286 places. The school was headed by veteran Commu-
nist and Yiddishist Khone Bregman, and there were disputes about whether the
curriculum should have a more Zionist and Hebrew orientation.

A professionally produced Jewish newspaper in Russian made its first appearance
in April. It was sponsored by the Association of Activists of Soviet Jewish Culture,
a group representing old-line party supporters. The Herald of Jewish Soviet Culture
(VESK) was edited by Viktor Magidson, a member of the Anti-Zionist Committee
of the Soviet Public. After the committee published a statement of its own in one
issue, the editorial board dissociated itself from it as "totally unacceptable." Magid-
son was replaced by Tankred Golenpolsky, a journalist and businessman. Mean-
while, several of the cultural associations began publishing newspapers, mostly in
Russian, with some in Yiddish or Ukrainian.

In January B'nai Brith International opened a 38-member lodge in Moscow. The
Maccabee sports organization opened branches in several cities. The most publicized
event of the year was the opening of the Solomon Mikhoels Cultural Center in
Moscow. Named after the Yiddish actor and director who was killed on Stalin's
orders in 1948, the center was hailed as the first officially recognized facility of its
kind. Australian Isi Leibler, a vice-president of the World Jewish Congress (WJC),
was the moving force behind the effort to open it. Edgar Bronfman, president of the
WJC, writer Elie Wiesel, representatives of the Jewish Agency, and the ambassadors
of several Western countries attended the opening in February, along with former
refusenik Yuli Edelshtein—who returned to the USSR 19 months after his release
from prison and immigration to Israel—and Soviet Jewish activists, including Yuli
Kosharovsky.

Despite all the fanfare, for much of the time after its gala opening, the center was
closed. Director Mikhail Gluz attributed this to "technical reasons" and complained
privately that the Western sponsors were not coming through with funds. They, in
turn, charged that the center was hewing too closely to official lines. For example,
a visiting Israeli lecturer, Prof. Yaacov Ro'i, was initially denied permission to
lecture, then finally allowed to speak, but in a small room in the building. Moscow
Hebrew teachers boycotted the center, refusing to hold their classes in an institution
they felt was hostile or indifferent to Israel and Zionism. By year's end, the publicity
surrounding the center had faded, and its activities were eclipsed by those of the
Vaad and the cultural and religious groups around the country.

Also in February, the first independent yeshivah since the revolution opened its
doors in Moscow. In the late 1950s a yeshivah had been opened in the Moscow
Choral Synagogue, but it operated only sporadically and was considered to be
"official." The new yeshivah was under the aegis of the Academy of World Civiliza-
tions, a new institution backed by prominent Soviet scientists such as Evgenyi
Velikhov and Roald Sagdeev. Plans called for the academy to have branches for
Judaism, Islam, Christianity, and science and technology. The yeshivah was super-
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vised by Israeli scholar Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz and staffed largely by teachers from
Israel and the West. It opened with 35 students selected from over 150 applicants.

In March, Moscow's Taganka Theater and the Israeli Habimah Theater, which
originated in the Soviet Union in 1917, signed an agreement to exchange perform-
ances.

Rabbi Adolf Shayevich of Moscow's Choral Synagogue attended a meeting of the
Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture in Stockholm, the first time a Soviet Jew
participated as a full member rather than as an observer. The Memorial Foundation
granted several fellowships for Jewish scholarship and training to Soviet Jews.

Several concerts featuring cantors from Israel and North America attracted large
and enthusiastic audiences during the year. The Joint Distribution Committee
sponsored a training seminar for ten Soviet cantors from six communities. The
seminar was led by New York's Cantor Joseph Malovany and was designed to be
a forerunner to an academy for synagogue professionals.

Some synagogues became more active as a result of the upsurge in cultural
activity, especially in towns in which they were the only Jewish sites. Although the
new cultural societies generally rented other types of premises, in some towns
synagogues became the focal point of Jewish formal and informal meetings. In
addition, local religious groups, often stimulated by foreign emissaries, began to
invigorate local synagogues. In Lvov and Kharkov the Jewish communities asked
local authorities for permission to return to synagogue buildings which had been
seized and converted to other uses.

Personalia

American-born Abe Stolar, a refusenik for 14 years, finally left for Tel Aviv with
his family in March. Stolar, 77, had been brought to the USSR by his parents in
1931.

Daniil Alexandrovich Granin, a well-known writer, received the honor of Hero
of Socialist Labor with Order of Lenin and Hammer and Sickle Gold Medal "for
great services in the development of Soviet literature and for valuable public ser-
vice."

Yuli Daniel, son of a Yiddish writer and one of the early voices of dissent in the
1960s, died on December 30, 1988. His joint trial with fellow writer Andrei Si-
nyavsky, in 1966, set off a series of repressive measures. Yiddish writer Motl Gruv-
man, born in Nemirov in 1916, died on December 31, 1988. A lieutenant-colonel
during World War II, he was a poet and worked in publishing. Yiddish prose writer
Elie Gordon and literary critic and publicist Uran Guralnik passed away [n.d.].

ZVI GlTELMAN



Eastern European Countries

-L HIS WAS THE MOST IMPORTANT year in East European history since
the end of World War II. By the end of 1989, all the East European states except
Albania had changed their governments, and almost all had left the Communist
camp. This collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe generated enormous excite-
ment the world over. Remarkably, it was accomplished with almost no violence—
except in Romania—and with no Soviet intervention.

There were about 100,000-150,000 Jews in the region. Most looked upon the
dramatic changes with a mixture of fear and hope. Fear was engendered by the
possibility that anti-Semitism, traditional in some areas and espoused by some
pre-World War II parties and movements, would reemerge as political and social
restraints were removed and tensions heightened in societies seeking to redefine
themselves and solve serious economic and social problems. Moreover, since Jews
were associated in the minds of many East Europeans with the hated Communist
regimes, it was feared that "revenge" would be taken on Jews for "having brought
godless Communism to us." On the other hand, the reform or destruction of
Communist regimes could portend new religious and cultural freedoms, better
relations with Israel, and opportunities for emigration. In fact, Israel's trade with
Eastern Europe rose 30 percent over 1988 and reached a volume of $250 million.

Poland

Poland and Hungary led the way from Communism. Strikes in Poland in the
spring and summer of 1988 and the ongoing deterioration of the Polish economy
forced the government to recognize the outlawed opposition Solidarity movement
and begin discussions on a new form of government. The talks, held from February
to April, resulted in the legalization of Solidarity and its participation in elections.
In the spring elections, Solidarity won every seat for which it could compete in the
lower house of the Sejm and all but one of the 100 seats in the newly reconstituted
Senate. When the Communists failed to form a coalition government, Lech Walesa,
longtime Solidarity leader, brokered the first non-Communist government since
1947, headed by Catholic journalist and Solidarity adviser, Tadeusz Mazowiecki.
After the Mazowiecki government took office in September, the decline of the
Communist party was hastened, though its former head, Gen. Wojciech Jaruzelski,
retained the presidency of the country. Solidarity and the Catholic Church struggled
to redefine their roles in public life.

In December Israeli vice premier and finance minister Shimon Peres spent four
days in Poland, where he was assured that Poland would reestablish full diplomatic
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relations with Israel, severed since 1967. Peres discussed commercial relations be-
tween the two countries and the preservation of Jewish sites in Poland.

JEWISH COMMUNITY

Poland's Jewish population was generally assumed to number 5,000-10,000, only
a minority of whom were actively identified with either the religious community or
the secular Society for Jewish Culture.

In May the first rabbi to serve in Poland since the late 1950s took up his post in
the only synagogue in Warsaw, a city once home to over 300,000 Jews. Rabbi
Pinchas Menachem Yoskovich, 65 years old and a survivor of the Lodz ghetto and
Auschwitz, came from Israel where he had been a businessman. He appeared on
Polish television and radio and was treated as a leader of Polish Jewry.

The major public issue of the year was the convent of Carmelite nuns established
at the site of the Auschwitz death camp. In 1987, Catholic leaders had agreed with
Jewish groups to move the convent; the deadline had been set for February 22,1989.
Jewish groups had agreed to support the construction of an interfaith center of
information, education, and prayer not far from the death camp. Though the
Primate of France announced in January that the convent would be moved "soon,"
the February deadline was not met. Instead, a new 20-foot cross was put up at the
convent. In July, when American rabbi Avraham Weiss and a small group of
supporters demonstrated at the convent, they were physically attacked by Polish
workers at the site. Later the same month, about 100 Jews representing four Jewish
student organizations in Western Europe demonstrated at the site and demanded
the removal of the convent. Local Poles were divided in their reactions to the
demonstrations, some shouting "Go back to Palestine," while others tried to con-
vince the demonstrators that the nuns were praying for all victims of the camp. The
Communist media condemned the Jewish protests, while the Solidarity newspaper
reported the incidents factually.

At a mass at the shrine in Czestochowa, in August, the Primate of Poland,
Cardinal Jozef Glemp, warned Jews not to "talk to us from the position of people
raised above all others and do not dictate conditions that are impossible to fill." He
charged that Jews controlled the mass media "in many countries" and warned that
"the feelings of all Poles" were under attack. A front-page editorial in the Solidarity
newspaper denounced the cardinal, as did many Jewish groups. A month earlier,
Cardinal Franciszek Macharski, Pope John Paul IPs successor as archbishop of
Krakow, had said that the Church would not honor the 1987 agreement in the face
of "aggressive" Jewish demands. Cardinal Glemp called the agreement "offensive"
and criticized Macharski for having signed it in the first place. However, three other
non-Polish cardinals who had been signatories, along with Macharski, to the origi-
nal agreement, affirmed the validity of the agreement. Pope John Paul II was
reluctant to get involved in the issue and made no public statements about it.
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Rabbi Yoskovich refused to participate in a prayer service marking the start of
World War II that was to be held in Warsaw, as a way of protesting Cardinal
Glemp's remarks. The Polish-born prime minister of Israel, Yitzhak Shamir, re-
marked that Poles "suck in anti-Semitism with their mother's blood"; Polish presi-
dent Jaruzelski countered that Shamir's observation contradicted "the long tradi-
tion of Polish-Jewish co-existence in Poland." Cardinal Glemp canceled a visit to
the United States, where demonstrations were threatened by Jewish groups. On the
other hand, Lech Walesa did visit the United States in November and was greeted
effusively by Jewish groups, though they were put off by his failure to condemn
Cardinal Glemp's statement as anything more than badly formulated and unfortu-
nate. Walesa also condemned the tendency to see all Poles as anti-Semitic. Finally,
Cardinal Glemp wrote to a British Jewish leader in late September and affirmed the
recommendation of a special Polish Church commission to move the convent. Prime
Minister Mazowiecki and the Polish ambassador to London, Zbigniew Gertych, had
urged Glemp to do so.

Hungary

Following the ouster of Communist party leader Janos Kadar in 1988, the Hun-
garian government was challenged by a deteriorating economy and the proliferation
of anti-Communist political groups. The Communist party was split on the question
of the pace of reform. It temporized by electing a four-man presidium in June, but
by October the membership had voted to replace the party with a new entity calling
itself the Hungarian Socialist party rather than the Hungarian Socialist Workers'
party. The new party lost in a referendum on the timing of presidential elections,
and national elections were scheduled for March 1990, to be followed by presidential
elections. In foreign policy, Hungary moved away from its traditional support of
Soviet positions. It established diplomatic relations with Israel and South Korea;
liberalized travel and emigration policies; permitted Radio Free Europe to open an
office in Budapest; and opened its border with Austria.

In January, Israel and Hungary signed an agricultural agreement involving trade,
joint enterprises, and the exchange of technology and know-how. An Israeli-Hun-
garian Friendship Society was active, and there were regular nights between Israel
and Budapest. By September, Hungary had become the first Communist country to
restore full diplomatic relations with Israel, following the 1967 rupture. Hungary
expected that Israel would help Hungary expand its economic ties to the West,
though some Hungarian officials had already expressed disappointment in the fail-
ure of Israel to mobilize massive Jewish investments in Hungary. Foreign Minister
Gyula Horn said, "The reestablishment of diplomatic ties with Israel. . . means that
Hungary is getting rid of its past mistakes and is proof of its new way of thinking."
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JEWISH COMMUNITY

The largest Jewish population in Eastern Europe, estimated at between 40,000
and 100,000, was in Hungary. In addition to the religious community, long recog-
nized by Communist authorities, a Federation to Maintain Jewish Culture in Hun-
gary was formed in 1989 by younger Jews, mostly of mixed Jewish and Gentile
ancestry. Its aim was to broaden the concept of Jewishness to an ethnic one, thereby
bringing in nonreligious Hungarian Jews to the community. Six months after its
founding it claimed a membership of a thousand. A new Jewish journal, Mult es Jovo
(Past and Future), began publication in 1989. It featured historical essays, poetry
and prose, memoirs, interviews, translations, and photo essays. Within the first year
that tourism to Israel was widely permitted, over 7,000 Hungarian citizens visited
the Jewish state. Some 30,000 Israelis visited Hungary in 1988.

The emergence of new political groups raised some concerns among Hungarian
Jews. The Democratic Forum, the largest opposition party, was suspected of em-
bracing anti-Semitic elements and ideas, though spokesmen for the Forum denied
that it was anti-Semitic, while admitting that individual anti-Semites might be found
in its ranks.

Czechoslovakia

In Czechoslovakia, ruled by a conservative Communist party since the failure of
reform attempts in 1968, the police brutally suppressed a student demonstration on
November 17. The Communist party presidium and secretariat resigned a week
later, and the party lost its constitutionally guaranteed leading role. In what came
to be called "the velvet revolution," a new government was formed in December
which, for the first time in 40 years, did not have a Communist majority. Alexander
Dubcek, the reformist leader of 1968, was elected chairman of the legislature, and
Vaclav Havel, a dissident playwright who had been imprisoned by the Communists
several times, emerged as the leading candidate for the presidency, a post left vacant
by Gustav Husak's resignation. Following the change in government in December,
the new Czechoslovak foreign minister, Jiri Dienstbier, said in his first news confer-
ence that diplomatic relations with Israel would be considered soon. The Israeli
representative in Warsaw, Mordechai Paltzur, visited Prague to discuss new forms
of contact between Israel and Czechoslovakia.

Also, in the fall, the government made a few conciliatory gestures toward Israel
and the Jewish community. Czechoslovak officials said they would welcome a visit
by Edgar Bronfman, president of the World Jewish Congress. The State Jewish
Museum in Prague was negotiating an exhibit of its rich collections at the Israel
Museum in Jerusalem.
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JEWISH COMMUNITY

Like the regime under which it operated, the Czechoslovak Jewish community
was dominated by politically conservative leaders who sought to limit its contacts
with Jews abroad and especially with the State of Israel. Twenty-five young activists
of the Jewish community, said to number about 5,000, sent a letter to the commu-
nity's leadership, asking them to discuss a loosening of restrictions on cultural life,
but the signers were denounced by the people to whom the letter was addressed.

Following the change in government in December, the Jewish community began
planning its reorganization, including a change in its leadership.

Romania

Romania, which under Nicolae Ceausescu had opposed Gorbachev's reforms
consistently, became more isolated as reforms spread in Eastern Europe. It was also
increasingly criticized in the West for human-rights violations. In March, six Com-
munist party veterans wrote an open letter to Ceausescu protesting human-rights
violations and mismanagement of the economy. But it was not until protests erupted
against the harassment of a Hungarian clergyman, Laszlo Tokes, in Timisoara, that
a spontaneous movement against the regime began. Ceausescu called a rally in
Bucharest on December 21, which turned into a demonstration of solidarity with
Timisoara and against Ceausescu. Following violent clashes in both Bucharest and
Timisoara, Ceausescu was forced to flee but was caught and executed, together with
his wife, Elena, on December 25. A "Front of National Salvation" headed by Ion
Iliescu took power. Most of the leaders of the front were former Communist officials
who had fallen from grace under Ceausescu.

In December, Israel sent six tons of medical supplies to Romania, praised the
post-Ceausescu regime, and condemned what appeared to be violent attempts to
overthrow the new government.

JEWISH COMMUNITY

Romania's Jewish community, which continued to shrink through emigration
and attrition, numbered about 20,000. Following the fall of the Ceausescu regime,
there was much speculation about the future of the Jewish community and Israeli
relations with Romania, the only Communist country which did not break relations
with Israel following the June 1967 war. Since the relatively privileged position of
Romanian Jewry within the country and its ability to emigrate had seemed to
depend largely on understandings reached between Ceausescu and Chief Rabbi
Moses David Rosen, there was also speculation on the rabbi's future and that of the
community as a whole.

In late December the Israeli newspaper Yediot Aharonot reported that Ceausescu
had made between $50 and $60 million by extracting a ransom of $5,000 to $7,000
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from Israel for every Romanian Jew who was permitted to emigrate. The money
had actually come from American Jewish organizations. This report was in line with
earlier allegations, some made by Romanian defectors who had served in the Securi-
tate, the secret police.

Yugoslavia

Once in the forefront of reform, Yugoslavia appeared to lag behind her neighbors
in 1989. Relations between Serbs and Albanians deteriorated further over the issue
of Kossovo, inhabited largely by Albanians but of historic importance to Serbs.
Political relations between Serbia and its demagogic and authoritarian leader, Slobo-
dan Milosevic, and the more developed republic of Slovenia, headed by the liberal
Milan Kucan, also worsened. Traditional tensions betweeen Serbs and Croats also
escalated. An inflation rate of nearly 2,000 percent and many strikes plagued the
economy and led Prime Minister Ante Markovic to announce a far-reaching eco-
nomic reform program in December.

JEWISH COMMUNITY

The Belgrade city council voted $2 million for the restoration and repair of the
only synagogue in the country's capital. Some Yugoslav Jews—who were said to
number about 6,000—were fearful that heightened tensions among the nationalities
would catch them in a variety of ethnic crossfires. The largest Jewish communities
were in the Serbian city of Belgrade; the capital of Croatia, Zagreb; and the Bosnian
capital, Sarajevo.

Zvi GUELMAN




