
The Nation Has Spoken
Washington Jewish Week

December 10, 1987

For weeks prior to the historic Freedom Sunday rally, calls had been
coming from the press. One question was a constant: How many peo-
ple are you expecting? Frankly, because none of the organizers could
be certain, we coyly asserted only that it would be the largest ever orga-
nized by the Jewish community in Washington. For normally inquisi-
tive reporters, it was surprising how few asked what the previous
record was. Had they inquired, they would have been shocked to learn
that the figure was a small one. Only 12-14,000 demonstrators greet-
ed Leonid Brezhnev in 1973. Based on reports from around the coun-
try of scheduled and chartered planes and buses, by the last week of
November we could more boldly respond that "tens of thousands"
were likely to attend.

Why were we so cautious? Obviously, we did not want to overesti-
mate numbers, then be proved wrong. But we also wondered how
much could be accomplished with only thirty-seven days' notice. And
the uncertainty of December weather concerned us. Moreover, lurking
in the back of everyone's mind was the hovering jinx of past poorly
attended Jewish demonstrations in the nation's capital. Finally, there
was the question of whether, in these politically complex times, people
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would understand both the opportunity of the moment and the urgency
of the situation. Might we be perceived as spoilers of the summit?
Could we successfully walk the tightrope between arms control and
human rights?

The answer is in. The response was beyond our wildest expecta-
tions—250,000 participants. There are several reasons, I believe, why
people came in such large numbers.

• First and foremost, the post-Holocaust legacy played a central
role. People again and again indicated that they wanted to demon-
strate their understanding of the lessons of history. They wanted
to be counted among those who acted, not among those who
stood by. And they wanted their children to be present, able to say
in ten or twenty years that they had been at the Washington rally.

• Many felt a special kinship with Jews from that great wellspring
of American Jewish life, Russia.

• Virtually every Jewish institution and leader sent out a clear and
constant call. Freedom Sunday was the Jewish obligation of the
year, perhaps of the decade. Countless rabbis, Jewish agencies,
and Anglo-Jewish newspapers (most notably the Washington
Jewish Week) reinforced this unmistakable message.

• People also participated because they felt that there truly might
be a chance to affect events in this period of improving Soviet-
American relations, notwithstanding the bilateral twists and
turns, given a bold Soviet leader in charge in Moscow. Today was
no longer the icy period of the early 1980s.

• The Washington area Jewish community, the key to a successful
event, responded magnificently to the mobilization, forever
putting to rest the notion that ours is an impossible community to
move.

Freedom Sunday—December 6, 1987—will enter the history books
as a remarkable demonstration of our collective concern for our broth-
ers and sisters, and of the extraordinary support that leaders of every
key sector of American life, many of whom graced the stage, have
given to this effort.

Will our voices be heard? In Soviet Jewish homes they already have,
thanks to live broadcasting of the demonstration by the Voice of
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America Russian Service. In Washington, the rally significantly
strengthens our country's position in human rights discussions with the
Soviets. And in the Kremlin? We will have to wait and see, but one
thing is certain. Silence has never proved a cure for a people in need.

"Did You Hear. . .?"
Washington Talk

The New York Times-
May 24, 1988

David A. Harris, Washington representative of the American Jewish
Committee, is doing his part to humor those traveling with President
Reagan to the Moscow summit. He has sent copies of his book, The
Jokes of Oppression: The Humor of Soviet Jews, to President Reagan,
Secretary of State George Shultz, and the principal correspondents
who will be accompanying the president.

The jokes were collected over a ten-year period by Mr. Harris and
his coauthor, Izrail Rabinovich, a Soviet emigre now with the Defense
Language Institute in Monterey, California, from Soviet Jews living in
the Soviet Union, Israel, the United States, and Western Europe.

President Reagan is known to collect jokes but he may not find these
suited to his meetings with Mikhail S. Gorbachev. Mr. Harris
expressed the hope that, if nothing else, the book will provide "some
appropriate light reading for a long plane ride."

Recent Soviet Jewish Emigres: Unpredictable Soviet Behavior
Restrains Others from Leaving

Washington Jewish Week
May 26, 1988

Earlier this month, I spent five days in Rome conducting individual
interviews with dozens of recently emigrated Soviet Jews en route to
new countries of resettlement. The information gathered was submit-
ted to the State Department, whose assistant secretary of state for
human rights had suggested the fact-finding visit. The interviewees
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came from Leningrad and Lvov, Riga and Ryazan, Moscow and
Minsk, and a half dozen other cities. Half had been refuseniks, the
other half first-time applicants.

The purpose of these meetings was to gain a better understanding
both of the nationwide emigration picture and the current state of
internal Jewish life under Gorbachev in the era of glasnost and pere-
stroika.

Clearly, the Soviet Jewish community increasingly is mindful of
recent steps to liberalize the emigration process, but uncertain whether
the changes are temporary or long-term. Many of those with whom I
spoke, fearful that the easing up would prove short-lived, had rushed to
submit their exit applications. But they reported that many friends, rel-
atives, and colleagues had hesitated to file an application for fear that
the Soviets suddenly would change the rules, thereby thrusting them
into the unsought role of refuseniks.

As they explained to me, this group is still traumatized by the 1979
experience. A record number of people emigrated that year, 51,000.
But less well known, a large number of refuseniks also emerged dur-
ing that period, only a small percentage of whom became activists.
People who applied late in the year became victims of bureaucratic
measures introduced to stem the tide of Jewish emigrants. This gener-
ation of refuseniks, turned down for such ambiguous yet catch-all rea-
sons as "no reason for you to leave," "absence of family reasons for
departure," and "state interests," was to be consigned to nearly a
decade of refusenik existence.

More recently, the Kremlin again turned the tables on would-be
emigrants. In the fall of 1987, OVIR, the Soviet agency handling exit
applications, finally began to interpret liberally the definition of fami-
ly reunification, thereby including not only those with parents, chil-
dren, siblings, and spouses abroad but also other relatives. However, in
January, they suddenly narrowed the definition, thus preventing many
from submitting applications. Yet, in February, OVIR once again
relaxed the definition of family reunification.

Time and again, my interviewees referred to this inconsistent and
unpredictable Soviet behavior as a force that restrained Soviet Jews
from trying to leave.
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People cited two other principal barriers to emigration: the contin-
ued denial of visas based on alleged possession of state secrets, and the
requirement that all applicants, regardless of age, receive formal per-
mission from their parents, including verification of the absence of out-
standing financial obligations between them. The latter sometimes is
used by parents, irrespective of financial realities, to prevent their chil-
dren's emigration.

With these important exceptions, the news on the emigration front
was moderately encouraging. In a seemingly remarkable transforma-
tion, officials of OVIR, known to hundreds of thousands of Soviet Jews
over the years for unmatched surliness and short tempers, now have
become correct, at times even cordial, in their dealings with Jewish
applicants. And vyzovs, the affidavits from Israel essential to initiate
the application process, are being delivered to Jewish homes with
greater frequency, a far cry from previous Soviet practice. Most Soviet
Jews also report that the very application procedure, hitherto replete
with endless documentation, is being simplified.

To be sure, the interviewees noted, Soviet practices continue to vary
from city to city. In Odessa, some families with draft-age sons have
encountered particular difficulties. In Tashkent, vyzovs reportedly were
being delivered irregularly and the processing time for applications
was three months or more. In Vilnius, on the other hand, applications
now take four to six weeks to be reviewed.

On the domestic front, virtually all the interviewees agreed on sev-
eral points:

(1) While glasnost and perestroika have brought an easing of
restraints on intellectual life, they have not led to any essential change
in official attitudes toward Jews. Jews continue to complain about dis-
crimination in employment, promotion practices, and admittance to
universities.

(2) Some superficial changes have occurred in the sphere of Jewish
cultural life—a play here, a musical ensemble there—but no funda-
mental shift has been noted in attitudes toward religion, culture, and
Hebrew language.

(3) Nearly universal concern was expressed about the emergence of
Pamyat, a highly nationalist, xenophobic, and anti-Semitic organiza-
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tion that has surfaced in the liberalized era of glasnost. Soviet Jews
likened Pamyat to the anti-Semitic Black Hundreds in czarist times,
and voiced fear about its potential for scapegoating and violence.
Moreover, Soviet Jews were skeptical of Kremlin claims that it is a pri-
vate organization, that is, simply an outgrowth of democratization. In
fact, the interviewees claimed that Pamyat could not function effec-
tively in Soviet society without an official wink and a nod.

(4) No one with whom I spoke was betting on Gorbachev's long-
term future. They cited too much resistance in the bureaucracy and too
much trampling on vested interests, and, as a result, argued that today's
window of opportunity for Jews and others to emigrate should be pur-
sued with the utmost vigor.

Just before I left Rome, one young Jew from Moscow wearing a but-
ton from the [December 6] Freedom Sunday for Soviet Jewry rally
approached me. "Were you at the demonstration [in Washington]?" he
asked, pointing to the button. "Yes," I replied. "I was with all of you in
spirit that day," he beamed, "and next time there's a march I'll be with
you in person."

A particularly nice thought on which to end my visit.

The "Dropout" Controversy: More Questions Than Answers
Forward

August 19, 1988

There are few more highly contentious—or more complex—issues
in Israel-Diaspora life than what has been termed the Soviet Jewry
dropout question. Over the years, this issue has aroused passionate
debate, rivaled only by the "Who is a Jew" issue. Recently, the debate
has intensified. Faced with a dropout rate of nearly 90 percent, the
Israeli government has developed a preliminary plan, not the first since
this problem initially erupted in the mid-1970s, to try and increase
Soviet Jewish aliyah. Israeli commentators, former refuseniks,
American Jewish spokesmen, U.S. columnists, and editorial boards
from Seattle to Philadelphia already have joined the debate.

Rumors concerning the plan and the future abound, but there are
many more questions than answers, and it is not yet certain whether
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any significant changes will, in the end, result. What is clear is that in
June the Israeli cabinet endorsed a "direct flight" option that would
seek to bypass Vienna and channel Soviet Jews to Israel through
Romania, the only East European country with full diplomatic ties
with Jerusalem. Such a plan would deny Soviet Jews the chance to fly
to Vienna and then "dropout."

Soviet cooperation is needed if the Israeli plan of bringing more
Soviet Jews to Israel is to work. The support of the U.S., Dutch,
Austrian, and Romanian governments, and assent from the American
Jewish community, are also required, not to speak of agreement from
Soviet Jews themselves who, after all, are the objects of these efforts.

It's worth looking briefly at each of these important players.
(1) Soviet Union: Will the Soviets go along with the Israeli move?

For the Israeli plan truly to succeed—and that means both an end to the
"abuse" of Israeli visas used as no more than exit documents, as well
as, much more importantly, an increase in immigration to Israel—
Moscow must cooperate in ensuring that Soviet Jews with Israeli doc-
uments fly either directly to Israel, which is currently impossible, or
via East Europe, where it presumably would be impossible to dropout.
As long as Moscow permits Soviet Jews to exit to a Western transit
point—i.e., Vienna—the dropout phenomenon will continue. But is it
in Moscow's interests to accede to the Israeli desire? The Kremlin
knows both that the United States supports freedom of choice and that
Arab nations are hostile to greater Soviet Jewish migration to Israel.
Some Soviet Jews have speculated that the Kremlin might agree to the
Israeli plan only if it determined that the end result would be fewer
Soviet Jews seeking to leave than under the current system.

Moscow's cooperation also is needed in another area: An Israeli
diplomatic team shortly will obtain entry visas and travel to Moscow,
thereby mirroring the presence since 1987 of a Soviet diplomatic con-
tingent in Israel. What will the Israelis' role be in Moscow? Will they
be permitted to replace the Dutch—Israel's representative in the USSR
since 1967—and issue visas? Soviet officials have stated that the
Israelis would not be allowed to do so. In that case, an arrangement
between Jerusalem and The Hague is needed. Such an agreement is
possible but not certain.
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(2) United States: The United States has traditionally supported
freedom of choice for Soviet Jews and therefore has opposed any
Israeli move to compromise that principle. But U.S. cooperation is
essential for the Israeli plan to work. For example, Israel's position
would be undermined if the United States broadly interpreted a pro-
posed change in regulations on asylum, drafted in April by the
Immigration and Naturalization Service. This change could have the
practical effect of redefining Soviet Jews arriving in Israel as eligible
for priority admittance to the United States as refugees. Such a step of
defining these Jews in the Jewish state as refugees would raise pro-
found moral and political questions. However, Secretary of State
Shultz has not yet indicated his views on such a regulations change. To
some degree, Shultz is likely to be guided on this and related issues by
the views of the American Jewish community.

The United States has still another option that would undermine the
Israeli position: The United States could press the Kremlin to permit
Soviet Jews to depart for Western transit points even if their documents
indicated Bucharest as the first destination point, and provide assur-
ances to, say, Austria that Soviet immigrants arriving in Vienna would
be offered resettlement in the United States.

Finally, the United States also could press the Kremlin for a genuine
two-track policy. Those who want to go to Israel would leave via
Bucharest; those seeking U.S. resettlement would apply for a visa at
the American embassy in Moscow. Indeed, the two-track concept is
often cited in the ongoing debate as a workable compromise, and well
it might be. But, if the Soviets were to relax further their emigration
policy and permit even those Jews without immediate family in the
United States to apply for an American visa, no increase in aliyah
would result.

(3) Netherlands: As noted earlier, unless the Israeli team in Moscow
is permitted to issue visas, the Dutch will continue to play a central
role. They have supported freedom of choice and have indicated some
displeasure with the Israeli plan to reroute emigrants through
Bucharest. If there is to be a shared diplomatic arrangement in
Moscow, will the Dutch fully cooperate to help implement the Israeli
plan? The issue was on the agenda for the bilateral talks that took place
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during the Dutch prime minister's recent visit to Israel, but nothing is

yet known of the outcome.
(4) Austria: From the Israeli viewpoint, Austria could play a spoil-

er's role. If the Kremlin should prove indifferent to transit points,
thereby permitting Soviet Jews to purchase tickets for Vienna, the way
station for the past twenty years, the Israeli goal would be sabotaged
once again. Austria has adamantly resisted past Israeli efforts to bring
more Soviet Jews to Israel via Vienna while denying them resettlement
opportunities elsewhere.

(5) Romania: Bucharest is the least of Israel's concerns. The icono-
clastic Warsaw Pact nation presumably would stand to benefit (finan-
cially) from the Israeli plan. And with an Israeli embassy in Bucharest
and direct air links between Bucharest and Tel Aviv, logistics would be
quite easy.

(6) American Jewry: The vast majority of American Jews have sup-
ported Soviet Jewish immigration to Israel as essential to the well-
being of the Jewish state, but most American Jews also have endorsed
the principle of freedom of choice. On June 8, eleven major national
Jewish agencies expressed support for the direct flights concept.
However, several, including the American Jewish Committee, based
this support on the existence of a genuine two-track policy that offers
Soviet Jews freedom of choice in Moscow. It is uncertain at this point
whether such a two-track policy is already in effect, even with the
recently announced resumption of the issuance of some U.S. entry
visas in Moscow. (The entry visas had been suspended due to a short-
age of funds.) Unlike the Armenians who have been leaving the Soviet
Union directly for the United States in large numbers, Jews who apply
for a U.S. visa are subjected to a strict interpretation of Soviet emigra-
tion policy concerning family reunification. Would American Jews
support the Israeli plan if Soviet Jews had only limited opportunity to
leave the USSR for the United States?

(7) Soviet Jews: Here lies the biggest question mark of all. No one
can accurately predict how Soviet Jews would react to an Israeli plan
to bring more of them to Israel. And if more do not land at Ben-Gurion
Airport with the intention of permanently resettling in Israel, then what
has been the point of the whole exercise? If it all only proves an effort
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to restore the dignity of the Israeli visa by ending its abuse, it certain-
ly will have come at a high price—tensions between Jerusalem,
Washington, and other governments; between Israel and segments of
American Jewry; and between Israel and those Soviet Jews who will
feel that Israel sought to deny them their freedom of choice. But, if the
net result is a significant boost in immigration, Israeli officials under-
standably will deem the effort a success.

The jury is still out on whether the plan will ever effectively be
implemented and, if so, if it actually will shift the emigration flow
toward Israel. What is not in doubt is that the future direction of Soviet
Jewish emigration is one of the most discussed and intriguing ques-
tions in Jewish life today.


