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Introduct ion 

As a caseworker in the Resett lement 
Service of the Jewish Fami ly Service of 
Detroi t , I work most ly with Soviet immi
grants. M a n y are over sixty years old. 
A l m o s t wi thout except ion , elderly immi
grants left the U S S R to a c c o m p a n y or to 
rejoin children and grandchildren. 

Elderly immigrants often undergo severe 
losses , d i sappointments and hardships in 
the wake of the m o v e to the goldene land. 
Issues that c o m e up repeatedly in talks with 
elderly clients are grief and guilt over 
separation from children, grandchildren 
and others remaining in the U S S R ; dis
appo in tment at not being able to find 
work , with a resultant drop in self-esteem; 
frustration with regard to American medical 
care, which frequently c a n n o t help the 
client realize his fantasy of being cured of 
all sorts of health problems , and sorrow 
and anger over a l ienat ion from chi ldren— 
themselves recent immigrant s—who may 
not have the resources or the incl ination to 
help the elderly parents. A l s o apparent are 
the anxie ty of those w h o are dependent o n 
publ ic assistance for their survival and 
depress ion over the loss of old friends and 
fami l iar s u r r o u n d i n g s . O c c a s i o n a l l y , I 
encounter ambivalence over having emi
grated, and ideal izat ion of the lost h o m e 
land, rife though it is with ant i -Semit ism. 
M o s t c o m m o n are compla ints of loneliness 
and isolat ion, which are c o m p o u n d e d by 
the lack of g o o d public transportat ion in 
Detroit (and many other cities.) In short, 
elderly clients w h o are especial ly i solated, 
or w h o s e relationships with their children 
are troubled, can present a c o m p e n d i u m of 
stresses, losses, d i sappointments and hard
ship. In response to the need such clients 
have for supportive contact with the agency 
and with o ther i m m i g r a n t s , a s u p p o r t 

group for elderly Russ ian immigrants was 
organized in my agency. M y co-workers 
and I anticipated that elderly, isolated, 
needy clients would respond posit ively to 
the opportuni ty to share their experiences 
and feelings with others. 

The group has met weekly for a lmost 
t w o years. Meet ings are held at the agency 
for one-and-a-hal f hours each week, on a 
day that the cl ients d o not attend the 
E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e p r o g r a m for e lder ly 
Russ ians which is offered at the local 
Jewish C o m m u n i t y Center. I conduct the 
g r o u p in Russ ian , but a fair a m o u n t of 
Yiddish is exchanged . Transportat ion is 
provided by the agency. 

Purpose and Membersh ip 

Membersh ip was intended for clients 
w h o s e need was judged greatest by their 
social workers. I contacted elderly clients 
w h o appeared especially isolated, depressed 
or troubled, or w h o s e adjustment was 
c o m p l i c a t e d by p a r t i c u l a r d i f f i cu l t i e s . 
Clients w h o were sufficiently open , c o m 
municat ive and low in manifest anxiety to 
be able to funct ion in a group sett ing were 
considered for membership . Membersh ip 
was not intended for immigrants w h o had 
just arrived, for such clients must confront 
a host of immediate , concrete tasks. T h o s e 
contacted for group membersh ip had been 
in Detroit for four m o n t h s to two years. 
The backgrounds of t w o members are 
illustrative: 

Mrs. A, a widow, unexpectedly underwent a 
serious operation shortly after arrival. As a 
result of the operation, she was unable to get 
about for weeks and still has limited func
tioning. For lonely, dispirited Mrs. A, whose 
only relative in the area is a niece, the group 
provides an important source of contact and 
rapport with others. 
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Another member, Mrs. K, while in better 
physical health than Mrs. A, is so anxious and 
dependent that she will not often venture out 
of her rented room. When Mrs. K's elderly 
landlady is hospitalized or out of town, as is 
frequently the case, Mrs. K lives in near-total 
isolation. She is the group's least communi
cative and open member, but its most regular 
one. 

The group started with four people and 
gradual ly c a m e to include about fifteen 
regular members . A b o u t half of the clients 
I contacted elected not to c o m e , or dropped 
out after be tween one and five sess ions. At 
present , all the members have at tended 
quite regularly for at least six months . 
A b o u t eight m e m b e r s — t w o couples and 
four w i d o w s — h a v e a t tended regularly 
since the group was begun. 

In their article about a prenatal group 
for Sov ie t immigrants , C u n n i n g h a m and 
D o r f po inted out that "the concept of 
group as a therapeutic agent as k n o w n in 
Amer ica is unheard of in the Sov ie t Union . 
Groups . . . in the U S S R are usually 
informat ional and instructional in which 
an authoritarian leader lectures to the 
a u d i e n c e . . . "' O n e r e a s o n w h y o u r 
support group became cohes ive and e x 
pressive is that few specific expectations 
were made of the members, other than that 
they conduct themselves in a reasonably 
orderly manner and that they notify me of 
forseeable absences . Members were told 
that the purpose of the group was "to talk 
about your new lives in America ." That 
was a sufficient ra t iona le—one which did 
not arouse suspicion, feel threatening, or 
create anx ie ty . I stressed to the members 
that "the agency is interested in h o w y o u 
feel about your lives in Detro i t ." A n open , 
uncomplicated, deliberately vague approach 
apparent ly worked well with these clients. 
T h o s e w h o elected t o c o m e , the clients w h o 
have needs met by the group , did not offer 
resistance to the s imple-sounding purpose I 

1 Marina Cunningham and Nina Dorf, "Prenatal 
Group for Soviet Immigrants," Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service, Vol. LVI, No. 1 (1979), pp. 73-76. 

set forth. Rather, the a m o u n t of material 
that poured out practically engulfed me 
before the clients themselves decided which 
themes and issues were m o s t important . 

There was , and is , n o shortage of input 
from the group members . Dur ing s o m e 
meet ings , I have imagined that I a m a baker 
w h o has been presented wi th a mass of rich 
d o u g h , which could be shaped into bread, 
or rolls, or a torte! In short, I a m surprised 
at h o w the idea of a group t o o k hold 
without pressure from me, and the intensity 
with which members present material . I 
have seen the group members c o m e to 
m e a n a great deal t o each other as they 
provide each other wi th needed support 
and rapport. Furthermore , I have seen the 
members 'a t t i tudes toward the agency and 
their caseworkers undergo radical changes . 
Because the group was organized with the 
members as its focus , they have c o m e to 
feel more es teemed by the agency than they 
did during the initial , often rocky, weeks 
after arrival. 

Organizat ion 

Transportat ion was of vital importance 
t o o r g a n i z i n g the g r o u p , s ince e lder ly 
immigrants are unable to provide their o w n 
transportat ion. The agency driver picks up 
and takes h o m e a bo ut five group members , 
and I use the agency's stat ion w a g o n to 
transport the others. The clients appear 
gratified at receiving transportat ion; it is 
e x p e r i e n c e d as s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n . F o r 
e x a m p l e , a member w h o lives a bo ut five 
miles from the agency, said to me repeatedly, 
"Are y o u sure y o u can really c o m e get m e , 
all the way out here?" The a tmosphere in 
the car quickly b e c o m e s convivial . A n d , 
because the cl ients must sit so c lose to each 
o t h e r , there is a m p l e o p p o r t u n i t y for 
flirting! 

A n attractive, quiet r o o m which conta ins 
a l o n g table was selected for the meet ings . I 
think the r o o m has a certain a tmosphere; 
a l though windowless , it is cozy and inviting, 
decorated with bright-colored bean bags. 
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Chairs are placed close together around the 
long table. 

M o d e s t refreshments and , occas ional ly , 
a bouquet of f lowers are provided. This 
pleases the cl ients, w h o place importance 
o n hospital i ty. The refreshments and the 
f lowers are small but important e lements of 
the undertaking. They serve to put the 
group members at ease and to m a k e them 
feel we l comed and encouraged . "It's g o o d 
here," said Mrs. K. the first t ime refresh
ments were served. Mr. P c o m m e n t e d , 
"These c o o k i e s cost m o n e y . " On a very' 
small scale, the c o o k i e s symbol ize invest
ment in the cl ients, and respect, from the 
agency. 

Over the first few months , I called the 
group members each week to remind them 
of the meet ing, and of when and where to 
be ready for the driver. Eventually, it 
became unnecessary for me to call the 
members; they learned to call me in advance 
if they could not c o m e . That change is one 
e lement of a process whereby the clients 
learned h o w to funct ion as members of a 
support group. 

Major Themes and Issues 

A n u m b e r of m a j o r t h e m e s surface 
repeatedly. What it is like to have been a 
w i d o w for ten, twenty or thirty years c o m e s 
up again and again. The widows all express 
a desire to remarry, but for decades , they 
have had to c o p e with the tragic fact that so 
m a n y eligible m e n were lost in World War 
11. The w i d o w s are able to offer each other 
m u c h solace . At the same t ime, they have 
not a b a n d o n e d hopes of f inding a mate . 
For example , Mrs. I spotted a gent leman at 
the agency w h o interests her and she c o n 
trives to be given a ride h o m e by h im! The 
w i d o w s talk animatedly of a singles club 
for e lderly R u s s i a n i m m i g r a n t s in the 
Russ ian c o m m u n i t y in Brighton "Beach, 
N e w York. Members of the c lub reportedly 
"go out on the beach together in their 
swimsui t s ." There was heady talk when a 
somet ime group member actually did marry 

an elderly American . But most of the 
w i d o w s remain lonesome . S o m e of them, 
w idowed in their twenties , have had to cope 
with being a lone over most of their adult 
lives. The theme of lonel iness , and the 
hardship faced by the w i d o w s while they 
raised children wi thout a husband , c o m e s 
up again and again in our discussions. 
R a r e l y is there se l f -p i ty , but i n s t e a d , 
res ignat ion, and a tenac ious hope that in 
America , romance will b lo s som again. 

The cl ients' exper iences during World 
War II and the impact the war had on their 
families and att itudes are perennial sub
jects . "If y o u could X-ray us inside," Mr. P 
said to me, "you wou ld see the d a m a g e 
wrought by World War I I ."The m e n in the 
group all served in the Red Army during 
the war. S o m e were seriously injured and 
later rece ived d i s a b i l i t y benef i t s . It is 
difficult for Russian veterans to accept that 
here, the recognit ion and special privileges 
they formerly received are not forthcoming. 
The veterans maintain that the Red Army 
saved A m e r i c a f r o m a Naz i i n v a s i o n : 
without the Eastern front, the Germans 
wou ld have vanquished Europe , and then 
America . (Therefore, says Mr. S, once in 
the United States, Soviet veterans of World 
War II certainly deserve public assistance!) 
The men in the group share a formidable 
b o n d in that they fought at the front, but 
the w o m e n also can be considered veterans. 
S o m e lost husbands , chi ldren or parents; 
others , brothers, sisters and aunts . S o m e 
a lmos t starved to death during the siege of 
Leningrad or after being evacuated to far 
regions of the Soviet Union. S o m e managed 
to find their loved ones aga in after the war, 
but others' lives were broken. 

World War II was a traumatic , funda
m e n t a l e x p e r i e n c e f o r a l l the g r o u p 
members , one which shaped their attitudes 
as well as their destinies. I conc lude that 
much of the resourcefulness, the resilience 
a n d the c lo se f a m i l y t ies these c l ients 
e v i d e n c e are b o u n d up wi th the gr im 
w a r t i m e e x p e r i e n c e s they m a n a g e d t o 
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surmount . Visitors to the group and 1 are 
struck by h o w the group members return 
aga in and aga in to their experiences during 
W o r l d W a r II. In the S o v i e t U n i o n , 
m e m o r i e s of the war are kept al ive. D o i n g 
so suits official purposes related to heavy 
emphas i s o n spending for defense rather 
than for c o n s u m e r g o o d s . However , the 
group members ' wartime experiences at the 
front, in transit and after evacuat ion remain 
s o charged with meaning , s o traumatic and 
indelible that, for them, 1945 is virtually 
like yesterday. Mrs. M recalls h o w she went 
h u n g r y a n d b e c a m e b o n y after b e i n g 
evacuated to Siberia. Mrs S recalls h o w her 
aunt , with w h o m Mrs. S resided, was 
"blasted to bi ts" in a b o m b i n g raid. Mrs. S 
a l so talks a b o u t the long train ride to 
Kazakhstan, and safety, she made with her 
baby. Mrs. A's hair turned gray suddenly 
after she received word that m o s t of her 
family had perished at the hands of the 
Nazis . Mrs. Z tells h o w her husband hid 
f rom her the letters that told of her family's 
annihi lat ion . Mr. S has not forgotten the 
sight of others d r o w n i n g around h im as his 
unit was forced into a river. He speaks of 
cross ing the Elbe into Berlin, where he 
greeted an American Soldier with shalom. 
Mr. S recalls, t o o , h o w a German prisoner 
lunged at him when Mr. S revealed he was a 
Jew. Mrs. P remembers searching for her 
husband after the war and finally locat ing 
h im in a remote hospital , with the help of 
someth ing like a c learinghouse for the 
seekers and the sought which was organized 
after the war. Mrs. M survived the siege of 
Leningrad, when starving, freezing people 
tried to stave off death by eat ing dirt. Mrs. I 
recalls h o w her two brothers "got o n a train 
for the front and were never heard from 
aga in ." The remembrances g o on and on , 
but the clients cannot express e n o u g h of 
w h a t t h e y r e m e m b e r . R e c o l l e c t i o n s of 
wart ime experiences are a lways c lose to the 
surface. They are ineradicable. The clients 
a p p r e c i a t e a n o p p o r t u n i t y to e x p r e s s 
themselves to the agency about the trau

mat ic experiences they barely survived. 
They d o indeed deserve special apprecia
t ion of those parts of the past. 

T h e g r o u p process reveals that s o m e of 
the cl ients' current att i tudes and behaviors 
are plainly rooted in wart ime experiences . 
Mrs . F, for e x a m p l e , c a n n o t bear to be 
apart from her husband , even for an after
n o o n ! If one of the Fs g o e s t o the doc tor , 
the other one goes t o o , and if one of the Fs 
must stay h o m e to wait for a repairman, the 
other one waits a longs ide . I cons ider that 
Mrs . F's deathly dread o f separat ion (she 
will cry if faced with the prospect of even a 
few hours by herself) has to d o with the 
mass ive losses she suffered during the war, 
w h e n b o t h she and Mr. F lost their entire 
families of origin, e ighteen people in all. 

As one might suspect , the war left these 
survivors acutely consc ious of being Jews . 
In addi t ion to living in terror for their lives 
and los ing so m a n y loved ones to the Naz i s , 
the group members endured barrages of 
ant i -Semit i sm. For e x a m p l e , the major 
Russ ian cities were bombarded not just 
with b o m b s , but a l so with tons of ant i -
Semit ic leaflets to the effect that the war 
w a s the fault of the Jews. Members of the 
g r o u p still have not forgot ten the sight of 
those leaflets dropp ing o n them from the 
skies. 

O n occas ion , the group has broken into a 
Yiddish song. Because of past encounters 
with ant i -Semit i sm, both during World 
W a r II a n d a f t e r w a r d , the m e m b e r s ' 
awareness of being Jews in a g r o u p is very 
s trong, and calls forth a host of powerful , 
m o v i n g assoc iat ions . The cl ients express 
j o y at b e i n g a b l e t o re l ive c h i l d h o o d 
experiences such as at tending a Purim 
party. Even attending a synagogue service 
was overwhe lming to Mr. S, w h o had not 
easi ly d o n e so for fifty years. N o r sur
prisingly, the g r o u p members , like so m a n y 
Russ ian Jews , want to k n o w right away 
whether or not s o m e o n e is a Jew. They 
d o u b t they can trust a n y o n e w h o is not 
Jewish . A pol i t ic ian is d e e m e d g o o d if he is 
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a Jew, suspect if he is not. What is more , the 
pre-war, post-war, and wartime experiences 
the clients have lived through could , to 
their way of thinking, happen again . For 
example , Mrs. M said that "the Atlanta 
child killer had better not be a Jew, because 
if he is, there will be a p o g r o m . " 

Like wartime experiences , encounters 
with Soviet prejudice have had noticeable 
impact on these cl ients' thinking. The group 
members wonder whether they might be 
denied some forms of public assistance 
because they are Jews . That fear is ground
less in the present, but it is indicative of 
these people's past, when being a Jew 
m e a n t be ing disqual i f ied f rom var ious 
s t ra ta o f S o v i e t s o c i e t y . O r b a c h h a s 
remarked: " A s J e w s . . . they [ f o u n d ] 
themselves . . . identified as such by the 
state and because of that . . . [ faced] a 
myriad of obstacles to comple te personal 
and professional fulfillment. In the Soviet 
U n i o n , a Jewish identity is a negative one , 
leading to a t enuous form of second class 
c i t izenship ." 2 Therefore, it is not surprising 
that group members have voiced worries 
that they might not receive a specific benefit 
such as H U D rental subsidy a l lowance 
because , as Mrs. Z said, "nobody is making 
noise for t h e m . " In other words , no one is 
deploy ing connect ions , bribes and favors 
o n the ir b e h a l f — a sine qua non for 
r e c e i v i n g l ike b e n e f i t s , e s p e c i a l l y by 
second-class cit izens, in the Soviet Union . I 
often point out to group members that they 
are still thinking "Soviet-style ." One of the 
group's major funct ions is to examine h o w 
some members ' att itudes, obvious ly the 
result of years of dismal and frustrating 
interaction with the Soviet system, no 
longer are appropriate . However , it is no 
easy matter for any of these elderly people 
to change his thinking and att itudes. The 
increased rigidity which accompanies aging 

2 Alexander Orbach, "The Jewishness of Soviet-
Jewish Culture: Historical Considerations," Journal 
of Jewish Communal Service, Vol. LVII, No. 2 
(1980), pp. 145-153. 

d o e s not make for ready adjustment to the 
radically different values and attitudes the 
clients presently encounter . For e x a m p l e , I 
frequently remind the group members that 
in the United States , social welfare pro
grams are at least intended to be equitable: 
"noise making ,"br ibes and the like will not 
result in an increase in one's food s tamp 
al lotment . 

The group members , like many immi
grants , are unsure h o w to proceed when 
they have a grievance against an agency or 
an ins t i tu t ion . In the g r o u p , m e m b e r s 
d i s c u s s the ir g r i e v a n c e s a n d e x a m i n e 
p o s s i b l e r e s p o n s e s . T y p i c a l g r i e v a n c e s 
include disparities in a m o u n t s of public 
ass istance, and perceived differences in 
quality of medical care. On occas ion , the 
group has recommended that a member 
t a k e a c t i o n a b o u t h i s g r i e v a n c e , f o r 
e x a m p l e , by s e e i n g his w o r k e r at the 
D e p a r t m e n t of S o c i a l S e r v i c e s , or by 
writing a letter to a newspaper. 

Another major area of discuss ion in the 
group concerns the fact that for a large 
number of elderly immigrants , emigrat ion 
entai led the loss of a son or daughter 
remaining in the U S S R . The group shared 
the j o y of Mrs. I, w h o s e vyzov ( invitat ion) 
to her s o n brought results , and the pain of 
the Ps and the Fs, w h o s e mail never brings 
the n e w s they a w a i t . W i t h reports o f 
growing ant i -Semit ism and worsening food 
shortages in the U S S R , the parents ' sense 
of bereavement is c o m p o u n d e d by guilt 
and anxiety . It is pathetic for the parents of 
a refusenik to have to face the fact that 
there is noth ing to d o except m o u r n and 
hope . I consider that group discussion 
helps members to cope with such a situation. 
I shall never forget h o w t w o parents of 
refuseniks, Mrs. F a n d Mrs. P, strangers at 
the outset , found each other within minutes 
after Mrs. F first c a m e to the group, and 
comforted each other as best they could. 

In s o m e c a s e s , e m i g r a t i o n l e a d s t o 
d isappointment in the son or daughter w h o 
c a n n o t seem to m a k e g o o d here, or w h o is 
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not in a pos i t ion to help the elderly parents. 
Mr. and Mrs. Z, for example , can hardly 
bear to speak of their younger son , w h o is 
in Detroit . He remains a janitor, and single, 
a l though he is past forty. The Zs voice 
anger at the agency "for not giving our son 
the training he needed ." Having, as Mr. Z 
says , " a son w h o is neither fish nor meat" 
wou ld be painful to any parents, but the 
matter is doubly d isappoint ing in view of 
the Z s ' separat ion from their other son , 
w h o remains in the U S S R with their only 
grandchi ldren. He has been denied an exit 
visa. In a similar ve in , Mrs. K deals with de 
facto separat ion from her only son , w h o 
l ives in Detro i t . His wife is not o n speaking 
terms with the old lady. Mrs . K worries 
a b o u t what will happen when her current 
landlady m o v e s to Florida. For Mrs. K, the 
u n k n o w n l o o m s like an iceberg in a course 
that is barely navigable at present, and 
stress renders her near-suicidal. The other 
members have tended to distance themselves 
from Mrs. K by not express ing interest in 
her, and by ignoring her when she talks. 
The others ' att i tudes have not brought 
a b o u t m u c h change in Mrs. K's manner of 
relating, at least not yet. However , she has 
m a d e g o o d use of the group in terms of 
lessening her severe i so lat ion. She has 
formed friendships with t w o other ladies, 
w h o m she sees frequently outside the group. 

T r o u b l e d l i v i n g s i t u a t i o n s are n o t 
unusual for elderly immigrants , and group 
discussions reflect that fact. Elderly couples 
w h o are s o f o r t u n a t e as t o h a v e a n 
apartment worry about meet ing the rent, 
which usual ly absorbs most of their income 
f r o m p u b l i c a s s i s t a n c e . S ing l e p e o p l e , 
mos t ly w i d o w s , face the vagaries of being a 
roomer in someone's house , unsure whether 
it is permissible to use the paprika or turn 
o n the televis ion. Clients w h o live with 
their chi ldren generally must c o p e with a 
variety of family conflicts and with "just 
having a cot in the living r o o m . " 

H o w e v e r , f a m i l y t ies are of u t m o s t 
importance to most elderly immigrants . 

G r o u p members w h o s e chi ldren are u n 
married or chi ldless commiserate o n that 
score. S o m e t i m e s immigrants dream that 
be ing in America will alter such a d i s 
appo in t ing s i tuat ion. For e x a m p l e , Mr. Z. 
told me he was "sure that in Amer ica , m y 
son wou ld finally get married." Mr. Z. 
cont inues to hope . 

All of the a b o v e issues enter into the 
m a n y g r o u p d iscuss ions a b o u t the losses 
versus the gains of emigrat ion . F o r e m o s t 
a m o n g the losses are those of family left 
b e h i n d , p e r h a p s never to be re jo ined . 
Beyond that, there is the loss of one's o ld , 
familiar identity, whether of a worker, or a 
veteran, or a retired person with m a n y 
friends, and one's old environs . There is the 
loss of familiarity with the language and 
the system. One's savings , possess ions and 
old friends have fallen away. With the 
m o v e to America , the group members ' l ives 
suddenly became comparat ive ly cloistered 
and bounded . 

The group members a l so have to face the 
ironic fact that a l though they have little 
purchasing power , everything, for the first 
t ime in their l ives, is here for the buying! 
F o o d , c lothing, furniture, etc. are all here 
to a previously unimaginable extent . H o w 
ever, the clients are dependent o n other 
peop le or agencies to provide for them. 
Sadly , the clients are far more dependent 
on others than they used to be. The group 
members are able to e x a m i n e h o w and why 
they n o w are so dependent , and can offer 
each other useful informat ion on h o w to 
lessen dependency . For e x a m p l e , everyone 
in the group is faced with insufficient 
i n c o m e to afford services such as trans
portat ion, visits to hairdressers, and dry 
c leaning. The group members provide each 
other with in format ion a b o u t all sorts of 
d i scounts available to them. I myself was 
aware that elderly immigrants can get 
d i scounts o n their electricity rates, but I 
was surprised to learn that special d iscounts 
are avai lable to the elderly at s o m e dry 
cleaning plants! Group members constant ly 
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exchange information about food prices at 
various supermarkets; such information is 
v i t a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o t h e m . B r o a d l y 
s p e a k i n g , c o m i n g t o the g r o u p ass i s t s 
m e m b e r s to be u p - t o - d a t e c o n c e r n i n g 
prices, programs and benefits, no easy task 
for people w h o cannot read the newspapers 
or understand the radio. Members en
courage each other to be as self-sufficient 
as possible. 

We have had m a n y talks about de 
pendency. As Goldberg has remarked, "the 
trauma of resettlement in an utterly strange 
culture is further c o m p o u n d e d by having to 
deal with material needs to the exc lus ion of 
all else. The earliest contacts with Jewish 
agencies revolve a lmost exclus ively around 
main tenance ." 3 The group contact is no 
longer an early one, but m a n y issues related 
to maintenance still are paramount . Clients 
have c o m e right out and said that it is 
"awful" to be so dependent o n the agency 
and the welfare system for their survival. 
One lady admitted to "lying in bed and 
sweat ing" in fear that she might lose her 
income from public assistance. The un
certainties of the future—will their incomes 
be decreased; will the H U D subsidy pro 
gram be e l iminated—obsess and frighten 
these dependent anx ious people . A major 
e lement of their dependency has to d o with 
wanting to be separate from their children; 
the clients d o not want to have to ask their 
chi ldren for anything. D o i n g so is acutely 
uncomfor tab le , and , as these cl ients say in 
chorus from time to t ime, "my child has it 
hard himself ." Once , I posed the quest ion: 
"When y o u need a pair of shoes , and y o u 
cannot afford to buy them, what d o y o u 
d o ? " Mrs. Z replied, "We c o m e to y o u [our 
social worker] , our mamochka." Her reply 
led us to discuss the c l ients 'dependency o n 
their social workers at the agency and on 
other perceived providers and mother-
figures. The extreme nature of these cl ients' 

3 Simcha R. Goldberg, "Jewish Acculturation and 
the Soviet Immigrant," Journal of Jewish Communal 
Service, Vol. LVII, No. 2 (1980), pp. 154-163. 

dependency has tended to confound reset
t lement workers w h o initial ly d o not 
understand that in the Soviet U n i o n , being 
d e p e n d e n t of ten brings payoffs . "The 
Soviet government discourages a u t o n o m y 
and encourages dependence . . . Once in 
America , the Soviet individual tries to cope 
with life . . . by using m e t h o d s of relating 
deve loped within the Soviet family and 
culture ." 4 

Chief a m o n g the gains of emigrat ion is, 
as one group m e m b e r said, "not l iving in 
fear." P o g r o m s are a thing of the past, but 
rising ant i -Semi t i sm in the U S S R is a sign 
of the present. Here, the clients can speak 
Yiddish as much as they like, wi thout fear 
of humil iat ion or punishment . A l so para
m o u n t a m o n t the gains is seeing their 
children and grandchildren carve out a 
future. In the U S S R , there is no g o o d 
future in sight. 

I a m pleased to say that discuss ions 
a b o u t the pros and cons of emigrat ion 
a lmost invariably end o n a favorable note . 
" N o b o d y starves here," says one lady. 
N o b o d y ' s Yiddishkeit is starved, either. 
Desp i te all the difficulties they face, the 
clients never weary of talking about the 
plenti tude and the decency life in America 
offers them. These people d o not have to 
forage and bribe any more to obtain 
necessit ies, but that is not really their point. 
They have traded in their old ways , the old 
familiarity with the system and their former 
identities for the opportunity to live without 
constraints , even though they might be 
seventy-five years o ld. 

Sharing and Acceptance 

I a m surprised at h o w the idea of c o m i n g 
to a group t o o k hold a m o n g the cl ients. I 
encountered at least as much eagerness to 
c o m e and "try o u t " the sess ions as I did 
resistance and reticence. The clients w h o 
elected to c o m e regularly have d e m o n -

4 Phillis Hulewat, "Dynamics of the Soviet Jewish 
Family: Its Impact on Clinical Practice for the Jewish 
Family Agency," Journal of Jewish Communal 
Service, Vol. LVIII, No. 1 (1981), pp. 53-60. 
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strated considerable openness . I consider 
that the group members have truly c o m e to 
k n o w , and understand, each other over the 
m o n t h s of c o m i n g together. Adversity has 
created c lose b o n d s between s o m e — f o r 
e x a m p l e , between parents of refuseniks. 
T h e w i d o w s have shared a host of painful 
recol lect ions, and tenacious hopes about 
the future. T h o s e with chi ldren c o m p a r e 
and contrast their past and present rela
t ionships with their sons and daughters . 
Bitter memories of the Soviet system, and 
the indelible imprint of wartime experiences 
create indissoluble b o n d s a m o n g the group 
members . I consider that after often sharing 
so m a n y experiences and e m o t i o n s , the 
g r o u p m e m b e r s are far more accept ing of 
each other than they were at the outset . 
Even g l o o m y Mrs. K has been warmly 
w e l c o m e d back by the others after an 
absence caused by illness. N o w , a lmost two 
years after the group was formed, the 
m e m b e r s take increased interest in each 
other's affairs. T h e y cry out of j o y as Mrs. 
F reveals that her daughter will leave the 
U S S R , and commiserate with Mrs. Z when 
she says she will never again see her son and 
grandson . By sharing each other's j o y s and 
tribulations, their o w n troubles recede a bit. 

Conclusion 
The primary purpose of the group was t o 

lessen members ' severe isolat ion. That goal 
has been achieved. Other goals centered 
around examin ing m e m b e r s ' o ld "Soviet-
style" att i tudes and values in relation to the 
present, and discussing the confl icts , hard
ships and rewards the members encounter 

as they carve out new lives in America . 
Att i tudes toward the agency have been 
e x a m i n e d , and have b e c o m e more posit ive 
as the clients have aired feelings and gained 
understanding. 

I cons ider the group m e t h o d in this case 
to be a g o o d use of agency resources. 
A b o u t fifteen cl ients are seen weeky. Other 
resett lement workers told me thay referred 
their most dependent cl ients to the group , 
with a not iceable decrease in dependency 
evident after a t ime, in s o m e cases . Highly 
d e p e n d e n t g r o u p m e m b e r s t e n d e d t o 
b e c o m e less so as the meet ings progressed 
for the reason that their level of anx ie ty 
concerning the agency fell off sharply. 
Those clients cou ld be certain that the 
agency was in touch wi th them, that they 
w o u l d actual ly be at the agency o n c e a 
week, that general interest wou ld be ex 
pressed in them, and that they wou ld have 
an opportuni ty to talk. Desp i t e the fact 
that the focus of g r o u p d i scuss ion w a s not 
o n m e m b e r s ' i n d i v i d u a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
except as relevant to issues concerning 
other members , the group m e t h o d set up a 
dynamic—regular at tendance , d iscuss ion 
and interchange—that encouraged , and 
permitted, substantial reduct ion of anxie ty 
concern ing members ' individual relat ion
ships with the agency. 

L o o k i n g at the group members , 1 think 
of a f lock of elderly birds, a bit ragged and 
d u s t y , the ir f ea thers w o r n , w h o h a v e 
endured pro longed battering s torms, and 
are finally drying off together in a sheltered 
cove . 
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