
Leaving Mother Russia 

By the 1960’s, little of Jewish substance remained in 
the Soviet Union. Jewishness was a negative identity, a 
reminder there were certain universities you could not 
attend, certain jobs you could not hope to get.  

Rumbuli 

Forest site about 7.5 miles southeast of Riga, Latvia 
where about 25,000 Jews were murdered by Nazi 
Einsatzgruppe and local Latvian collaborators in two 
days, November 30 and December 8, 1941. 

In 1963, a small group of young Riga Jews began 
gathering every Sunday at the forest site. Their 
objective: clean up the site and make it into a proper 
memorial ground. They placed a memorial plaque with 
an inscription in Yiddish on a pine in the Rumbula 
Forest and a large–size poster by artist Joseph 
Kuzkovsky. Both the memorial plaque and the poster 
were removed in 1964. But the project marked the 
beginning of an underground Zionist movement in Riga 
and Moscow. 

Samizdat (from Russian, “self publishing”) 

A form of dissent in the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe. Banned articles, pamphlets and books secretly 
copied, duplicated on typewriters and carbon paper and 
distributed by hand.  Possession of banned literature 
was grounds for arrest. 



Sources for Jewish samizdat: private libraries from 
before the war, Israeli embassy in Moscow, tourists 

Leon Uris’ “Exodus” (1958) a “blockbuster on the 
samizdat circuit”-gave Zionist movement a heroic and 
romantic color in the 1960’s 

In 1966, Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel, two Jewish 
writers who try to evade Soviet censorship by sending 
their work abroad, are put on trial. They are sentenced 
to seven and five years respectively. The harsh 
sentences spark a public protest.  

Six Day War 
June 1967- Victory of Israel over a coalition of Arab 
states in the Six Day War. The Soviet Union severs its 
diplomatic ties with Israel. The government launches an 
anti-Zionist, anti-Israeli media campaign in which, 
among other accusations, Jews and Israelis are 
compared to Nazis. 

Small Zionist groups start ulpanim and samizdat 
(including translated copies of “Exodus” and 
Jabotinsky’s writings ) in Leningrad, Moscow and Riga. 

TEXT: Boris Kochubievsky “Why I Am A Zionist”, 
samizdat, 1967 

“I am a Jew. I want to live in the Jewish state. That is 
my right, just as it is the right of a Ukrainian to live in 
the Ukraine, the right of a Russian to live in Russia, the 
right of a Georgian to live in Georgia. 



“I want to live in Israel. That is my dream, that is the 
goal not only of my life, but also of the lives of hundreds 
of generations that preceded me, of my ancestors who 
were expelled from their land. I want my children to 
study in the Hebrew language. I want to read Jewish 
papers. I want to attend a Jewish theater. What’s wrong 
with that? What is my crime”? 

1968: Invasion of Czechoslovakia  

Alexander Dubcek takes over leadership in January. 
Offers program of reforms including freedom of speech 
and religion, the abolition of censorship, an end to 
restrictions on travel, and major industrial and 
agricultural reforms. Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev 
warned Dubcek to halt his reforms. 

On August 20, nearly 200,000 Soviet, East German, 
Polish, Hungarian, and Bulgarian troops invaded 
Czechoslovakia in the largest deployment of military 
force in Europe since the end of World War II. 

•Negligible armed resistance 
•No major international action taken 
•Reformers replaced by hard liners, willing to follow 

Soviet line 
•Dubcek was later expelled from the Communist Party 

and made a forest inspector based in Bratislava 
•Increased repression of any cultural heterodoxy in 

USSR 
•Jewish sense of alienation intensified  

A number of Jews are put on trial in a series of high 
profile court cases. These include the May 1969 Kiev 



trial of Boris Kochubievsky who is sentenced to a labor 
camp for his openly Zionist beliefs. 

December 1970 "First Leningrad Trial,”: Eleven 
defendants, all but one Jewish, accused of planning to 
hijack a plane to fly from Leningrad to Sweden. Two, 
Mark Dymshits and Eduard Kuznetsov, are sentenced to 
death. Their sentences are later commuted to terms in a 
labor camp. Other trials include the Second Leningrad 
and Riga Trials, both in May 1971, involving Jewish 
activists from those cities. 

Refusniks 

Jews who applied to leave the Soviet Union for Israel 
and were refused permission to emigrate. After 
applying for an exit visa and being refused, refusniks 
were harassed by the KGB; dismissed from work or 
demotion to junior and menial jobs; often lost their 
apartments; and suffered from the discomfort and 
opprobrium to which their families, particularly their 
children, were subjected. 

Their most common form of group activity was the 
study of Hebrew. Small, organized language circles, 
which also devoted attention to Jewish history and 
culture, mushroomed in a number of cities toward the 
end of the 1960s. 

New leaders built the skeleton of an organization. Many 
were intellectuals and scientists, some eminent in their 
fields. They were accustomed to expressing themselves 
publicly and often had foreign contacts. Their 
professional achievements in the face of discrimination 
had proved their stamina and determination, and they 
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now applied their skills to exploiting the new 
circumstances to the utmost. A number of refusenik 
scientists conducted seminars to enable them to keep up 
with the latest scientific developments. Despite 
harassment—telephones were disconnected, foreign 
mail intercepted, and organizers arrested—these 
seminars persisted from the mid-1970s to the late 
1980s. 

In addition to scientific material, the refuseniks’ 
seminars also devoted attention to Jewish culture and 
history. Although mainstream refuseniks remained 
secular, they were attracted by Jewish tradition, 
especially by the festivals. Jewish history and the Bible, 
which they perceived as the basis of the Jewish national 
tradition, appeared more relevant to them in their 
current situation than Russian culture, a culture that 
frequently reflected and underscored their humiliation 
and discrimination. 

The Jackson-Vanik Ammendment (1974) is passed in 
the United States, linking most-favored nation trading 
status for "non-market economy countries" with 
liberalized emigration policies. 

The Soviet Union signs the Helsinki Accords in 1978, 
which state that all signatories will abide by the Charter 
of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. The Final Act of the Accords emphasizes 
the right of citizens to emigrate. 

For the most part, neither the policy of refusing exit 
permits to a number of would-be Jewish emigrants nor 
the dubious criteria for doing so changed substantially 
over the years. However, emigration did experience a 
decline in 1974, subsequently rising to unprecedented 



heights in 1978 and 1979, and shrinking once more in 
the 1980s, when it became increasingly difficult to 
obtain exit permits. 

The composition of the refusenik community changed 
radically once the majority sought to leave for the West 
rather than for Israel, that is, as of 1976–1977, although 
officially all applicants were obligated to request visas 
for the latter. The percentages of those who chose the 
West first exceeded 50 percent in 1977 and continued to 
comprise the majority until 1989. Most refuseniks in 
the 1980s were simply Jews who had filed applications 
to leave as of late 1979, when the clampdown began, and 
who desired primarily to leave the Soviet Union, rather 
than to reach a Jewish national home. 

In the 1980s, the number of refuseniks was far larger 
than in the previous decade, when there were probably 
never more than 2,000 at any given moment (at least 
until 1979). By 1986, there were two or three times as 
many—according to some accounts, more than 10,000.  

In the 1980’s, Jewish emigration begins to slow for a 
number of reasons, including the increasingly 
conservative policies of the aging administration. 
Because of the stagnating economy, the government 
cannot afford the loss of so many qualified people). 
Emigration no longer serves as a bargaining tool in 
Soviet-American relations which have begun to cool. 

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev becomes leader of the 
Soviet Union. The first year of his regime does not bring 
a marked change in policy towards the Jewish 
population or emigration. At the same time, as part of 
his policy of glasnost, all citizens gradually obtain more 



freedom to practice their culture and religion. The 
Jewish community experiences a cultural revival that 
continues throughout the late 1980s and 1990. 

1990-1991: Emigration again became the main focus of 
Jewish activity. This change was a consequence of 
several factors: 
•   the failure of Gorbachev’s reforms. 
•   liberalization gave greater scope to radical 

nationalist currents such as Pamiat, which had been 
unable to surface under the Soviet system,  

•   an increasingly acute economic crisis, leading 
ultimately to the disintegration of the Soviet state. 
Between late 1989 and the ultimate fall of the Soviet 
Union at the end of 1991, some 380,000 Jews 
departed. 

Emigration accelerates as close to 367,000 Jews leave 
the country in a two-year period. 

1992 

As previously agreed upon by Mikhail Gorbachev and 
Boris Yeltsin, the Soviet Union ceases to exist. 

The bottom line was, therefore, that Jews had no official 
status as a collective and were discriminated against as 
individuals. In this way, all their achievements 
notwithstanding, they basically remained the aliens 
they had been under the tsars.


