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In the final analysis, it should be much easier, and even more productive, to introduce 
the Soviet-Jewish emigre to the social and cultural aspects of American-Jewish life rather 
than to the synagogue, Jewish theology or Jewish ritual life. For many immigrants, these 
latter aspects of Jewish life will never have great meaning. 

In the past few years more and more 
Jews emigrating from the Soviet Union 
have chosen to alter their final dest inat ion 
and have opted to c o m e to the West rather 
than to proceed to Israel for absorpt ion 
there. Most observers of the emigrat ion 
m o v e m e n t believe that this is not a passing 
p h e n o m e n o n and that whatever the total 
number of future emigrants , the percentage 
c h o o s i n g to c o m e to the United States or 
other Western countries will cont inue to 
increase. This conc lus ion is based on the 
premise that future waves of Sovie t -Jewish 
emigrants will be drawn from the families 
a n d a c q u a i n t a n c e s o f the m o s t recent 
emigrants and will c o m e in order to be 
reunited with their relatives and friends 
w h o have recently left the U S S R . Further
more , experts point out that g iven the most 
recent pattern of the emigrat ion m o v e 
ment, the future emigrant pool will be 
drawn from the "Heart land" of the Soviet 
U n i o n , that is, the Russ ian, Byeloruss ian, 
and Ukrainian republics rather than from 
o n e o f t h e B a l t i c r e p u b l i c s , S o v i e t 
Bessarabia or Soviet Georgia. Scholars of 
the Jewish experience in the U S S R note 
that this emigrant pool , l iving under c o n 
t inuous Soviet rule since 1917, is the most 
a s s i m i l a t e d J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y in the 
country and so is least likely to identify its 
o w n future with that of the Jewish c o m 
munity of Israel. In fact, emigrants c o m i n g 
from the "heartland" in the last five years 
have overwhelmingly chosen to g o to the 
West rather than to Israel. Themselves 
highly Westernized and c o s m o p o l i t a n in 

out look , and to a great extent products of 
the S o v i e t h i s tor ica l e x p e r i e n c e , these 
emigrants and would-be emigrants) seem 
to be more interested in settling in those 
countries where the exist ing way of life is 
more in keeping with their o w n general 
o r i e n t a t i o n s a n d v a l u e s y s t e m , e . g . , 
England, Canada, France and the United 
States. 

O n the a s s u m p t i o n that this appraisal is 
a correct one , and presuming that the 
American-Jewish c o m m u n i t y will cont inue 
to e x p e n d its energies and resources on 
behalf of Soviet Jewry, both in their right 
to leave the U S S R and in the task of 
integrating them into the Jewish c o m 
munity , it would be instructive to review 
the Jewish history of this poo l of Soviet 
Jews in order to del ineate the nature of that 
exper ience there prior to their departure 
for the West. This type of review and the 
informat ion generated by it should be 
especially helpful to those Jewish c o m 
munity agencies and their staff members 
currently engaged in the work of inte
grating Soviet Jews into the fabric of 
American-Jewish c o m m u n i t y life. Being 
aware of the historical range of Jewish 
experiences available to the immigrant, 
and the parameters of Jewish life under 
Soviet rule, the agency worker will be 
better informed as to the Jewish back
ground and even Jewish skills available to 
the newly arrived Soviet -Jewish emigre. In 
short, this review will stress the limited 
exposure that Soviet Jews have had to the 
full spectrum of Jewish life and Jewish 
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culture, as American Jews understand it, 
and hopeful ly , it will contribute to the 
format ion of strategies for the successful 
absorpt ion and integration of Soviet Jews 
into American-Jewish c o m m u n i t y life. 

II 

By the Revo lut ion of 1917, the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y of Russia had evolved a long a 
n u m b e r o f cu l tura l p a t h s . U n l i k e the 
e x p e r i e n c e o f W e s t e r n a n d C e n t r a l 
European Jewry, the secularization of East 
European Jews did not lead those c o m 
munit ies to b e c o m e acculturated within the 
d o m i n a n t cultural stream of the env iron
ment in which they found themselves . In 
fact, while the trend to Russif ication did 
exist and was o n the increase in the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, it was 
b e i n g c h a l l e n g e d q u i t e v i g o r o u s l y by 
alternative cultural m o d e l s , namely , the 
growth and deve lopment of both modern 
Yiddish-based, as well as Hebrew-based 
secular Jewish culture. By the Revo lu t ion 
then, Russia's Jews were in the process of 
b e c o m i n g more and more secular but not 
necessarily more and more Russ ian. C o m 
posed of religious Jews , atheists , Zionists , 
Social i s ts , workers as well as middle-class 
Jewish merchants , members of the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y spoke , wrote , and thought in 
Yiddish, Hebrew, Russian, and Po l i sh— 
m a n y of them heing versed in all four 
languages . C o m m o n to all groups and 
ideologies , though , was the adherence to an 
identity defined as Jewish; that being an 
identity on which accord was hard to reach, 
but nevertheless , an identity that could be 
jux taposed to the other national identities 
then in ex is tence within the mult i -nat ional 
empire of the Tsars. 

In i t s p r e - r e v o l u t i o n a r y p r o g r a m , 
Boshev i sm denied the ex is tence of a Jewish 
nat ional entity. In Lenin's view, the Jews 
were classified as part of the bourgeois ie , 
and as such, they were d o o m e d to dis
appear with the tr iumph of Soc ia l i sm. 
H e n c e , the v i c t o r y o f S o c i a l i s m over 

Capital ism w o u l d , in Lenin's presentat ion, 
resolve the Jewish Ques t ion and put an end 
to ant iSemi t i sm. Lenin and Stal in, the 
chief formulators of Bolshevik theory o n 
the Nat ional i ty Ques t ion , had arrived at 
their theoretical conc lus ions o n the Jews 
o n the basis of a number o f cons iderat ions . 
First and foremost , they were heirs to the 
Marxis t literature o n the ques t ion . For 
e x a m p l e , Karl Kautsky, one of the princi
pal i d e a l o g u e s o f the G e r m a n S o c i a l 
Democrat i c Party, had addressed himself, 
o n a number of occas ions , to the Jewish 
Q u e s t i o n ; he had c o n c l u d e d that the 
prob lem of ant iSemi t i sm wou ld disappear. 
Second ly , in deve lop ing his pos i t ion o n the 
quest ion of Party membersh ip and o n the 
structure of the Party, prior to the S e c o n d 
Congress of the Russ ian Social D e m o 
cratic Labor Party in 1903, Lenin had t o 
confront the stance a d o p t e d by the Jewish 
W o r k i n g m a n ' s P a r t y o f t h e R u s s i a n 
Empire , the Bund. That g r o u p advoca ted a 
federated party structure with a loose ly 
defined membersh ip , and it declared itself 
to be the representative of all Jewish labor 
everywhere within the Empire. For reasons 
of organizat ional structure, Lenin rejected 
this v iew of the Party, and he became 
engaged in a number of sharp polemica l 
e x c h a n g e s with the Bund. In order to m a k e 
his point , Lenin was forced t o re-assess the 
nature of the Jewish proletariat and its 
relat ionship to the Party as a who le . These 
factors led h im to cons ider even further the 
w h o l e quest ion of Jewish nat ional identity. 
In d e l i n e a t i n g the B o l s h e v i k v i e w o f 
nat ional self-determination and its appl ica
bility to exist ing ethnic or nat ional groups , 
Lenin was forced to cons ider the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y and its eligibility for nat ional 
se l f -determination as advoca ted by the 
B u n d . O n c e a g a i n , L e n i n a n d S t a l i n 
rejected Jewish claims to n a t i o n h o o d and 
t o any form of nat ional or cultural self-
determinat ion. Hence , the who le Bolshevik 
a p p r o a c h to the J e w i s h Q u e s t i o n w a s 
formulated o n the basis of the ideo log ica l 
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theories found within the Marxist tradition 
and on the immediate organizat ional or 
pol i t ical cons iderat ions confront ing the 
Bolshevik wing of the Party in its campaign 
against other party factions within the 
Russ ian revolut ionary movement . Lenin, 
l iving in Western Europe since the end of 
the n ineteenth century , and Sta l in , a 
G e o r g i a n , w i t h l i t t l e e x p o s u r e t o 
Ashkenaz i Jewish life within Russia , were 
actually unaware of the various deve lop
ments that had taken place within the 
Russian-Jewish c o m m u n i t y in the first 
decades of the twentieth century, and thus, 
their treatment of the Jewish Quest ion 
evolved independent of the unique deve lop
ment of Russia's Jewish communi ty . 

Ill 

In the fall of 1917, when the Bolsheviks 
seized power , Lenin found that his ideo
logical formulat ions o n the Jews of Russia 
were quite distant from the realities of the 
s i tuation: The Jews in the Russ ian Empire 
did indeed have all of the characteristics of 
a nat ional group with the very notable 
except ion of a geographical territory which 
they cou ld lay c la im to . Furthermore , 
residing o n the western border of the 
Russ ian state, a state still engaged in World 
War I at the t ime of the Revo lut ion , and 
very m u c h concentrated in urban areas 
with urban occupat ions , the Jews of Russia 
were an extremely important communi ty . 
In order to assure the success of the Soviet 
c o u p , Lenin would have to gain Jewish 
support or at least neutralize potential 
Jewish oppos i t ion to the Revo lut ion . Being 
an astute pol i t ic ian and seeking to attract 
Jewish support to the Bolshevik govern
ment Lenin quickly recognized political 
realities, and in January, 1918, he named 
S. D imanshta in to head the newly created 
Commissar iat for Jewish Affairs within the 
recently formed Minis try o f Nat iona l 
Affairs headed by Josef Stalin. 

Within the year, the Bolshevik party 
sanct ioned the creat ion of Jewish sect ions 

within the Party itself as a means of 
attracting Jews to Party work and thereby 
bringing the Revo lu t ion to the Jewish 
m a s s e s . These J e w i s h sec t ions , cal led 
Evsektsiia, s o o n formulated and executed 
the Jewish pol icy of the C o m m u n i s t Party 
o f the S o v i e t U n i o n . The Evsektsiia 
program, as analyzed by Professor Zvi 
Gi te lman of the University of Michigan, 
had two objectives. Firstly, it was intended 
to gain the support of the Jewish c o m 
muni ty for the R e v o l u t i o n and the new 
g o v e r n m e n t of the U S S R . Secondly , the 
leadership of Evsektsiia endeavored to 
create a new Jewish culture and ult imately 
a new Jewish man that would reflect the 
new realities of Sov ie t -Jewish life. In 
accord with the general Soviet cultural 
policies of the decade of the 1920's, this new 
Jewish culture was to be nationalist in form 
and socialist in content . 

In their determinat ion to perpetuate 
Jewish identity and culture, the leaders of 
Evsektsiia d i f fered m a r k e d l y in their 
a p p r o a c h from that pos i t ion deve loped by 
Lenin and Stal in in the pre-Revolut ionary 
era. Whereas Lenin and Stal in saw Jewish 
identity ult imately withering a w a y with the 
inst i tutional ization o f true Socia l i sm, the 
leadership of Evsektsiia worked for the 
preserva t ion and the c o n t i n u a t i o n of 
Jewish culture, but not that Jewish culture 
that had existed before the Revolut ion . In 
fact, the approach of the pol icy makers 
within the Evsektsiia to the quest ions of 
Jewish culture not only established the 
nature of that culture for the first decade of 
Bolshevik rule, it a l so established the 
parameters of Jewish culture that have 
cont inued to exist to this very day. 

These theoret i c ians wi thin Evsektsiia 
undermined and eventual ly eradicated the 
traditional bases of Jewish culture, such as 
the J e w i s h r e l i g i o n a n d the H e b r e w 
language, and replaced these with a whol ly 
secular Jewish culture, based only on the 
Yiddish language and its cultural d e v e l o p 
ment . T o this end, activists in Evsektsiia 
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attacked major aspects of Jewish religious 
life, including the synagogue and the ritual 
observances , such as the dietary laws and 
c ircumcis ion. In addi t ion , all aspects of 
J e w i s h cu l ture re lated t o t h e . H e b r e w 
language and its literature c a m e under 
ex treme pressure, and finally, these t o o , 
were declared to be illegal. Other Hebrew-
based Jewish cultural efforts were a lso 
e l iminated. Hebrew writing, Jewish educa
t i o n in the H e b r e w l a n g u a g e , H e b r e w 
theater and Zion i sm were all casualt ies of 
the effort by Evsektsiia to reorient Jewish 
culture a w a y from its traditional moor ings . 

As a replacement for the diverse and 
v a r i e d f o r m s o f J e w i s h e x p r e s s i o n , 
Evsektsiia substituted a rigid and uni-
d imens ional culture based on the Yiddish 
language . With the support of Evsektsiia, 
n u m e r o u s works , originally conce ived , as 
well as translat ions and reprints, were 
p u b l i s h e d and d i s seminated wi th in the 
U S S R . This first decade of Soviet rule thus 
witnessed the fo l lowing deve lopments : a 
Jewish schoo l sys tem in which Yiddish was 
the language of instruction, research insti
tu tes for Jewi sh scho lar ly e f forts , a n d 
courts in which the judicial proceedings 
were carried out in the Yiddish language. 
F r o m all external observat ions then, it 
wou ld appear that Jewish life within the 
U S S R in the decade of the 1920's was not 
only quite healthy, but that it was de
ve lop ing in both quantitative and quali
tative w a y s . H o w e v e r , in spite of the pro
liferation of b o o k s and periodicals , the 
future of Jewish culture was not at all 
bright, because , in reality, that culture was 
not a natural express ion of a people's 
heritage. Rather, it was a dogmat i c appl i 
ca t ion of theory to reality so as to m o l d a 
particular orientat ion and attitude. Most 
tel l ing of all, the who le enterprise was itself 
subject to the pol icy of the Party which 
itself had not yet decided when the R e v o l u 
t ion would c o m e out of its hold ing phase 
and erase the national ist deviat ions of the 
period. 

The dec i s ion to scrap the N e w E c o n o m i c 
Pol icy and to m o v e o n with the Revo lu t ion 
c a m e at the end of the first decade of 
Bolshevik rule. At that t ime, Josef Stal in, 
w h o had wrested control over both Party 
and State, initiated a wide-ranging pro
gram intended to bring about a full trans
format ion of Soviet society in all spheres. 
Stalin's Five Year Plan, introduced in 
1929, ended the pragmatic retreat which 
had been intended to give the country a 
breathing spell after the Civil War. That 
retreat had also permitted the e c o n o m y to 
return to the pre-World War I level and 
had a l lowed the Bolshevik Party to c o n 
sol idate its hold over the country. The 
jet t i soning of the pragmatic orientat ion 
and the a d o p t i o n of the ideologica l c o m 
m i t m e n t " t o b u i l d S o c i a l i s m in o n e 
country" brought with it a repudiat ion of 
the various nat ional i ty programs of the 
1920's, including of course , the program 
deve loped by Evsektsiia. In effect then, 
Evsektsiia, in the 1920's, had el iminated the 
traditional pillars of Jewish culture and 
had reduced Jewish national identity to a 
sterile and didact ic Yiddish-based pro
gram. A n d n o w , Stalin's Five Year Plan 
purged this r e m a i n i n g f o r m of Jewi sh 
e x p r e s s i o n , l e a v i n g the S o v i e t - J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y bereft of any Jewish cultural or 
nat ional express ion. 

We should not lament the demise of 
Evsektsiia t o o grievously . As Zvi Gite lman 
has conc luded in his study of that insti
tu t ion , the approach that Evsektsiia had 
deve loped was not attractive to the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y , and even if permitted to c o n 
t inue, it would not have been very success
ful in halt ing the growing ass imilat ionist 
trend a m o n g the younger generat ion of 
Soviet Jews . Gi te lman argues that the 
shorts ightedness of Yiddish i sm had be
c o m e apparent to the Jewish c o m m u n i t y 
even before 1929. Since mobi l i ty within 
Soviet society was directly related to the 
ind iv idua l ' s level of p r e p a r a t i o n for a 
technical ly-oriented society, m o s t parents 
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encouraged their children to pursue such 
training through the Russ ian school sys
tem, the only place where it was avai lable . 
Yiddish instruction was a dead end as far as 
career or a d v a n c e m e n t w i t h i n S o v i e t 
society were concerned. Secondly , because 
Yiddish culture was so narrowly defined 
and so didact ic , its overall appeal was 
l imited. Its practitioners interpreted the 
Jewish experience in so doctrinaire a way, 
that they made it irrelevant to the new 
g e n e r a t i o n w h i c h w i s h e d to fuse wi th 
Soviet society and not relive old disputes . 
Hence , the purge of Evsektsiia brought an 
end to this superficial form of Soviet -
Jewish culture developed in the aftermath 
of the Revolut ion . In fact though , b o o k s , 
periodicals , and schoo l s were not sorely 
m i s s e d by a n e w g e n e r a t i o n that had 
already tied its future to that of the Soviet 
state and the new world that the state was 
in the process of creating for them. 

The decade of the 1930's saw no public 
manifestat ions of Jewish culture within the 
U S S R . J e w i s h i d e n t i t y w a s f o r m a l l y 
declared to be a nat ional one , however , one 
empty of any real content . Jewish religious 
practices, Hebrew-based cultural activity, 
a n d Z i o n i s t - o r i e n t e d w o r k w e r e n o t 
t o l e r a t e d w i t h i n the S o v i e t U n i o n as 
legitimate express ions of Jewish life. On 
the o ther h a n d , that w h i c h had been 
acceptable , the Yiddish-based culture was 
no longer avai lable , even in the ideo 
logically constrained format developed in 
the 1920's. The first t w o decades of Soviet 
rule saw Jewish national identity made 
subject to the needs, political and e c o 
nomic , of the newly emerging Soviet state 
and society. Recognized and al lowed a 
certain a m o u n t of latitude in the first 
period, Jewish nat ional activity was totally 
suppressed in the second decade of Soviet 
rule. By 1939, the effect of these policies 
found the Jewish c o m m u n i t y of the U S S R 
iso lated b o t h phys ica l ly and cultural ly 
from the rest of the world Jewry. In every 
sense of the word, the Jews of the U S S R 

were in the p r o c e s s of b e c o m i n g d e 
racinated. 

The social and e c o n o m i c deve lopments 
within the general society contributed to 
this process as a steady f low of y o u n g Jews , 
especially those born in the waning years of 
tsarism or the first years of the Revo lut ion , 
entered into the mainstream of the new 
Soviet e c o n o m i c structure which had been 
opened to all m e n and w o m e n of talent. As 
engineers, accountants , plant managers , 
technicians, teachers, doctors , and even 
military leaders, m a n y y o u n g people of 
Jewish origin were assimilated into the 
rea l i ty o f S o v i e t e x i s t e n c e . F o r s u c h 
p e o p l e , and their ch i ldren , the Jewi sh 
world and Jewish life be longed to an age 
that either had no meaning or had no 
relationship to the values and attitudes 
which were n o w their own. It can be said 
t h a t th i s c a t e g o r y o f J e w s h a d b e e n 
effectively cut off from the world Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y and had, in fact, become Soviet 
Jews , Jews by def init ion but wi thout a 
Jewish historical consc iousness . The only 
encounter with things Jewish that this 
generat ion had was a negative one. In the 
course of the purge trials at the end of the 
decade , for e x a m p l e , the original Jewish 
surnames of those old Bolsheviks of Jewish 
origin w h o were on trial for treason against 
the Soviet state were indicated a longs ide 
their revolutionary names . This appeal to 
the latent ant iSemi t i sm that still existed 
within Russian culture should have been 
d iscomfort ing to the Soviet Jews. Through 
such hints , their o w n loyalt ies and c o m 
mitments were being chal lenged because of 
their Jewish origins. However , the pos 
sibilities of exp lor ing the full meaning of 
their o w n Jewish identity were not avail
able to them then, and became even less so 
in the ensuing period. 

T h e G e r m a n i n v a s i o n o f the S o v i e t 
U n i o n in June , 1941 and the systematic 
murder of the Jewish populat ion encircled 
by the Einsatzguppen dragnet in those 
w e s t e r n areas u n d e r G e r m a n mi l i tary 
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contro l destroyed the remnants of that 
older pre-Soviet Jewish life that had not yet 
b e c o m e "soviet ized" in the preceding years. 
T h e Naz i b l o w fell heaviest o n the territory 
k n o w n historical ly as the Pale of Sett le
ment , an area that housed over five mi l l ion 
J e w s at the d a w n of the twent ieth century. 
This area w a s , of course , d iv ided between 
the new Pol i sh and Baltic states as well as 
the U S S R after World War I. However , the 
who le of the former Pale was occupied by 
German forces from 1941 through most of 
1943. The Jewish residents of this zone 
included those older people w h o did not 
leave their h o m e s for the new opportunit ies 
created by the industrial ization drive of the 
1930's, the rel igious and tradit ional leaders 
that had survived the pressure tactics of 
Evsektsiia and the Stalinist regime, and the 
Zionist organizat ions that had either gone 
underground or had relocated themselves 
in the Baltic States and Eastern Po land. 

At the end of the World War II, the 
e p h e m e r a l w a r - t i m e c o n t a c t s b e t w e e n 
Sov ie t Jewry and the Jews in the West , 
c o n t a c t s in i t ia ted by the J e w i s h A n t i -
Fascist C o m m i t t e e , a Sov ie t front organi
zat ion intended to galvanize world Jewish 
support for the U S S R during the bleak 
days of 1942 and 1943, ended. Sov ie t pol icy 
after the War sought to re impose those 
s a m e i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t r o l s t h a t h a d 
governed Soviet life in the previous decade , 
and to "soviet ize" the new popu la t ion 
gained through the territorial e x p a n s i o n at 
the expense of Eastern Poland, the Baltic 
States , and R u m a n i a . This pol icy as so 
ciated with the Minister of Culture, A. A. 
Z h d a n o v , fell especial ly hard on those 
Jewish groups and individuals , such as the 
leadership of the Anti -Fascist Commit t ee , 
w h o had hoped that the post -War period 
w o u l d bring with it s o m e form of Jewish 
cultural revival, thereby giving credence to 
the des ignat ion of the Jews as one of the 
nat ional entit ies of the U S S R . The intense 
a n t i S e m i t i s m o f the w a r - t i m e p e r i o d , 
fostered by the Germans , and the cont inua

t ion o f post -war ant iSemi t i c incidents in 
the Ukraine and White Russia as well as in 
P o l a n d forced a J e w i s h i n t r o s p e c t i o n 
focus ing o n the nature of Jewish identity 
and on the causes behind the Naz i attack. 
These psycholog ica l needs c o u l d , at that 
t ime, be fulfilled in only one manner , an 
expres s ion of support for the n e w State of 
Israel, to which Soviet foreign pol icy had 
e x t e n d e d immeasurab le d i p l o m a t i c and 
military aid in 1947 /48 . Even in the face of 
w a r n i n g s aga ins t publ i c e x p r e s s i o n s o f 
s u p p o r t or o t h e r d e m o n s t r a t i o n s o f a 
posi t ive kind, M o s c o w Jewry gave Mrs . 
Golda Meir, Israel's first official repre
sentative to the Soviet U n i o n , a tumul
t u o u s w e l c o m e in O c t o b e r , 1948. T h e 
subsequent purge of Jewish literati and 
other war-t ime cultural and c o m m u n a l 
leaders during the so-cal led Black Years 
period and the preparat ion of yet another 
massive purge, to be touched off by the 
public trial of the Jewish doctors accused in 
1953 of po i son ing the Soviet leadership, 
marked the last five years of Stalin's rule. 
S t a l i n ' s d e a t h a n d t h e s u b s e q u e n t 
a n n o u n c e m e n t that the doc tors ' plot was a 
fabrication mercifully saved the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y from a full scale attack and 
possible ext inct ion. 

IV 

T h e t w e n t y - f i v e years s ince S ta l in ' s 
death have seen Soviet Jews grope for 
var ious forms of express ing their Jewish 
identity. In the eyes of the regime, the only 
legit imate express ions thereof are a s s o 
ciated with the program of the 1920's, 
Yiddishism and Birobidzhan. Thus , to any 
J e w w h o compla ins that Jewish nat ional -
cultural deve lopment is being suppressed, 
the regime is able to respond that the forms 
of Jewish culture must be in the Yiddish 
id iom, and that the proper place for these 
express ions is in the Jewish a u t o n o m o u s 
region, Birobidzhan. However , these re
sponses are not at all meaningful to those 
Jews w h o have been l iving and work ing in 
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the major cities of the country for more 
than forty years. In any case, the Yiddish 
language and its literature are total ly alien 
to them, since they have never been a part 
of their o w n world. For the same reason, 
the Hebrew-based Jewish cultural tradi
t ion is a l so al ien, and so , t o o , is the Jewish 
religious tradit ion. However , the latter two 
are s o m e w h a t more al luring. In the first 
place, they are a well k n o w n part of the 
historical Jewish past, and any search for 
roots must involve a turn to them at some 
point . Furthermore, because they are pro
scribed by the State, a State which is seen as 
persecutor and o p p o n e n t , they become 
more appeal ing and of greater interest. 
Thus , the State of Israel, where a Hebrew-
based J e w i s h life is p o s s i b l e , where a 
J e w i s h h i s tor i ca l c o n s c i o u s n e s s is the 
formative factor in nat ional identity, and 
where Jewish secular as well as religious 
forms of life are being developed daily, 
should be both attractive and magnet ic . In 
the final analysis , though , personal Jewish 
knowledge and Jewish experiences for the 
Soviet Jew are so l imited and so distant 
that the intense Jewish life in Israel is just 
t o o overpowering . A c o m m i t m e n t to what 
is perceived to be both a full and an 
authent ic Jewish life in the State of Israel is 
much t o o bold a leap into an u n k n o w n area 
for the Soviet Jew whose Jewish identity is 
at best, superficial. In short, while enticing 
in the Soviet Union , Jewish life is, in 
reality, much t o o alien and Israel too 
d i s t a n t a n d p a r o c h i a l for t h e s e c o s 
mopol i tes . 

On the other hand , for those Jews w h o 
became Soviet citizens only after World 
War II, Israel and a national Jewish life 
were meaningful opt ions u p o n emigrat ion. 
Unlike their brethren in the "heartland," 
the Jews of the western borderlands had 
not yet been fully separated from their 
historic Jewish moor ings . Furthermore, 
t h e J e w s o f S o v i e t G e o r g i a , a n o n -
Ashkenazi Jewish c o m m u n i t y , had not 
been affected by the Jewish policies of the 

Soviet regime in the 1920's and 1930's and 
so'their Jewish identities remained intact as 
they c o n t i n u e d t o o b s e r v e the J e w i s h 
religion, m a d e use of the Hebrew language , 
and reserved a place for the land of Israel in 
their Jewish value system. Thus , these 
groups , the first ones to speak out for the 
right of emigrat ion in the U S S R in the late 
1960's and the first to leave that country in 
the early 1970's naturally went to Israel 
when given that opportunity . And today , 
even after the Y o m Kippur War of 1973, 
and the military and e c o n o m i c insecurities 
associated with the State of Israel, the 
majority of emigrants from these Soviet 
areas cont inue to g o to Israel. Having 
Jewish identities which still retain Jewish 
content , they c h o o s e to settle in a Jewish 
environment rather than in countries where 
their J e w i s h n e s s wil l p e r p e t u a t e their 
minority status in society. 

In contrast , the Jews of the Russian, 
Byelorussian and Ukrainian republics find 
their o w n Jewish identit ies to be empty 
since there is no real opportunity in the 
Soviet Union for them to become informed 
Jews. As Jews though , they find themselves 
being identified as such by the state and 
because of that, they face a myriad of 
obstacles to comple te personal and pro
fessional fulfillment. In the Soviet Union , a 
Jewish identity is a negative one , leading to 
a tenuous form of second-class cit izenship, 
with one except ion . Jews have a better 
c h a n c e of e m i g r a t i n g f rom the S o v i e t 
Union if they are persistent enough and 
courageous e n o u g h to survive the harrass-
ment and the torment that is the lot of those 
w h o apply for an exit visa. Thus , these 
Soviet Jews are using the fact of their 
Jewish birth as a means of quitt ing the 
S o v i e t U n i o n . H o w e v e r , they are not 
prepared to go to Israel, and so , once out, 
they c o m e to the West , where the kind of 
life they aspire to , and have been trained 
for, is poss ible . In the Soviet Union they 
were typed as Jews . Once in the West, 
where that identity is voluntary, they are 
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chal lenged for the first time; they can 
a b a n d o n the yoke that they have lived 
under all of their lives, or they can begin the 
process of f inding out what true Jewish life 
is really all about . 

V 

American-Jewish agencies , in receiving 
Soviet Jews and helping them to integrate 
into Amer ican life, endeavor to make them 
a part of the American-Jewish c o m m u n i t y , 
t o o . In order to accompl i sh this objective 
successfully, the American-Jewish c o m 
munity agency workers should realize this 
very limited and confused Jewish back
ground with which Soviet Jews c o m e to 
them and should structure Jewish pro
grams accordingly . The Soviet Jews should 
n o t b e v i e w e d a s t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 
m a r r a n o s w h o h a v e fled the m o d e r n 
Inquis i t ion in order to lead a free Jewish 
life. Placing a prayer book or a Bible, even 
in Russian translations, into their hands 
will not d o much to Judaize them. Rather, 
the a g e n c i e s w o r k i n g wi th the S o v i e t 
Jews should a c k n o w l e d g e the fact that 
their c l ients' Jewish educat ion is nil, and 
that their att itude to their o w n Jewish 
identity is quite ambivalent . For all of their 
lives, Soviet Jews have been persecuted and 
d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t b e c a u s e o f that 
identity. Perhaps many of them worked 
out their o w n strategies for "passing" for a 
period of t ime. Yet, it was that Jewish 
identity that permitted them to leave the 
Soviet Union , and it is that Jewish identity 
that is being catered to here in the United 
States . Given the increased interest within 
the contemporary Soviet Union on origins 
and roots , a deve lopment , incidentally, 
which is not in the best interests of Soviet 
Jews there, since the strong ant iSemit ic 
tendencies of all c lasses of the popula t ion 
in the the pre-Soviet period are being and 
will cont inue to be revived, these Soviet 
Jews , products of Soviet culture, should 
also be interested in their o w n origins. 

In fac t , d r a w i n g o n a p e r s o n a l e x 

perience, I found that in a series of lectures 
o n modern Jewish history delivered to the 
local N e w Amer icans Club , the one that 
elicited the most exc i tement and generated 
the most interest was the one o n the history 
o f S o v i e t J e w r y . A l e c t u r e t h a t w a s 
originally intended to last one hour had to 
be broken into two one -hour sess ions in 
order to a c c o m m o d a t e all of the ques t ions 
and the d iscuss ions . A l s o , it was most 
revealing that in a generally wel l -educated 
group , varying in age from thirty through 
s ixty, there was comple te ignorance of 
Jewish deve lopments and of Soviet state 
policies directed toward the Jewish c o m 
munity in the period before the second 
W o r l d War . T h e a u d i e n c e w a s bet ter 
informed on the post -war period, but again 
less so than a comparab le audience of 
A m e r i c a n J e w s l i s t en ing t o a talk o n 
American-Jewish history since 1945. 

In t h e i r a p p r o a c h e s t h e n , a g e n c y 
workers should recognize these historical 
and psychologica l factors and make use of 
them. T o be cult ivated are the emigre's 
nascent interests in Jewish identity and 
Jewish culture. Furthermore , g iven the 
Soviet educat ion and background of the 
emigre , the hosti l i ty to religion, especial ly 
in its f o r m a l a n d s t r u c t u r e d m a n n e r , 
should a lso be taken into account when 
p l a n n i n g J e w i s h e x p e r i e n c e s . In th i s 
respect, it would a l so be beneficial to 
acquaint American-Jewish social agency 
personnel with the nature of Soviet society 
and its value system so that aspects of 
family life, general social relationships and 
ideological structures and beliefs which the 
emigres have g r o w n up with will be recog
nized by the case worker. 

In the final analysis , it should be much 
e a s i e r , a n d e v e n m o r e p r o d u c t i v e , t o 
introduce the Sov ie t -Jewish emigre to the 
social and cultural aspects of Amer ican-
Jewish life rather than to the synagogue , 
Jewish theo logy or Jewish ritual life. For 
m a n y immigrants , these latter aspects of 
Jewish life will never have great meaning . 
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In any case , whatever means are finally 
chosen , the emphas is must be o n personal 
contacts , indicating that Jewish life' in the 
U n i t e d S t a t e s is var ied , c o m p l e x a n d 
ultimately meaningful and satisfying for 
the individual and is a way of life that 
mil l ions of American Jews c h o o s e vo lun
tarily with great pride. 
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