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Ever  since  the  nineteenth  century,  a  Euro‐
pean government's treatment of Jews has been a
test of that state's level of "civility" and "enlighten‐
ment."  The idea of  progress  meant  that  nations
could and should judge each other's level of en‐
lightenment.  Therefore  a  nation  that  granted
rights  to  its  Jews  sat  on  a  higher,  enlightened
plane than those nations that did not grant such
rights. And although the treatment of minorities
(namely Jews) as a test of civility originated in the
Enlightenment,  the  idea  that  we  can  tell  some‐
thing about a nation by its treatment of its minori‐
ties has only strengthened with time. So it is no
wonder that the story of Soviet Jewish emigration
or the "plight of Soviet Jewry" has in recent years
played a similar role in international politics as
pogroms in Russia did at the turn of the century.
Politicians, diplomats,  Jewish groups, and others
have  used  the  treatment  of  Jews  in  the  Soviet
Union as a barometer for that country's "liberal‐
ization" or lack of it. 

Petrus Buwalda, the Dutch ambassador to the
Soviet  Union  from  1986  to  1990,  has  written  a
book  intended  to  situate  the  West's  fascination

with the Jews of the Soviet Union in its larger po‐
litical and diplomatic context. They Did Not Dwell
Alone is  a  detailed  account  of  the  political  and
diplomatic history of Jewish emigration from the
Soviet  Union  beginning  in  1967  and  ending  in
1990. The period under investigation here is not
chosen  haphazardly.  Buwalda  frames  his  story
with the period in which the Soviet Union and Is‐
rael did not have diplomatic relations. During this
period, the Dutch embassy represented Israeli in‐
terests  to  the  Soviet  Union in  Moscow.  It  is
through this lens that Buwalda shows us the twist‐
ed, complicated, politically fractious way in which
Jews emigrated from the Soviet Union, and more
importantly,  how  this  mass  emigration  was
shaped by political considerations. 

Buwalda argues that to understand the politi‐
cal context of Jewish emigration from the Soviet
Union we need to understand diplomacy and the
particular relationship between Israel (the prima‐
ry destination for Soviet Jewish emigres) and the
Soviet Union (from where the immigrants came).
Thus, he gives a very skeletal history of Jews in
Russia,  and  spends  more  time  discussing  the



shaky diplomatic relationship between the Soviet
Union and Israel. He alludes to the very low emi‐
gration levels in the 1950s when the government
simply was not granting exit visas. By the 1960s,
there was a slight increase in exit visas that coin‐
cided with Khrushchev's Thaw. This introductory
narrative culminates with the 1967 War, when the
Soviet Union broke off relations with Israel entire‐
ly for its supposed illegal occupation of Arab terri‐
tory. Israel then asked the Netherlands to repre‐
sent Israeli interests in the Soviet Union. Accord‐
ing to Buwalda, the Dutch agreed to this request,
in part, to do penance for their failure to do more
to protect Jews during World War II. 

Buwalda's  story,  then,  is  two  histories  -  the
history of the Dutch representation of Israel in the
Soviet Union (1967-1990) and of how the primary
diplomatic  issue  between  Israel  and  the  Soviet
Union, Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union,
was negotiated over time. His story really starts in
the late 1960s and early 1970s when the problem
of the "refusenik" (one who applies for and is de‐
nied an exit visa from the Soviet Union) became
an international  political  issue.  Buwalda  argues
that the first "refusenik" was Boris Kochubyevsky,
who was arrested and condemned to three years
imprisonment for "slander of the Soviet Union" in
1968.  The  Kochubyevsky  case  is  considered  the
first  "refusenik"  case,  because  until  1967  there
was:  1)  no  real  expectation that  Jews would  be
able to emigrate en masse, and 2) once the possi‐
bility was in the air, the state responded with re‐
pression. It is this simultaneous liberalization and
crackdown  that  set  the  terms  of  the refusenik
problem from 1967-1990. 

The  Jews  of  the  Soviet  Union  made  world
news  in  1970  during  the  "Leningrad  Trial,"  in
which 34 men and women (almost all Jews) were
accused of hijacking a plane at Leningrad airport,
and were tried for "betraying the fatherland." Ac‐
cording to  the prosecution,  these  Jews allegedly
hijacked  the  plane  to  emigrate  from the  Soviet
Union and gain media attention. In the end, two

of  those  indicted  were  sentenced  to  death.  The
severity of the sentences and the lack of evidence
against  those  prosecuted  generated  worldwide
outrage;  in  response,  the  state  lessened  the
charges and the sentences. This incident put Jew‐
ish emigration into the international political are‐
na. Thus, if the allegations of the Soviet authori‐
ties  were  correct,  the  accused  succeeded  in
achieving their goal of bringing attention to their
plight. 

Before 1970 there was almost no dialogue be‐
tween  Soviet  Jews  and  Jews  outside  the  Soviet
bloc. After the Leningrad Trial, some Jews in the
Soviet Union became more vocal about their de‐
sire  to  emigrate,  arousing  Israeli  and  American
interest. For most of the period under study, Jews
who were granted exit visas emigrated primarily
to Israel. For the state of Israel, Jewish immigra‐
tion was (and still is) a matter of ideological im‐
port and practical necessity. Ideologically, Zionism
is fundamentally a movement dedicated to bring‐
ing Jews from around the world to Israel, an in‐
gathering of the exiles. More practically, when it
was first  founded,  Israel's  demographic survival
depended on immigration. So the refusenik prob‐
lem was central to Israeli diplomacy, and since the
Dutch ambassador represented Israeli interests to
the Soviet Union, the Dutch were also at the fore‐
front  of  the  international  political  problem that
Jewish emigration became in the 1970s. 

In 1971, Soviet policy shifted again,  and the
emigration floodgates opened.  Buwalda explains
this  swing  in  emigration  policy  in  three  ways.
Since 1967 Jews had begun clamoring to leave the
country  en masse,  and the  Leningrad Trial  had
given  them  worldwide  media  attention.  In  the
early 1970s, Israel and the United States began ap‐
plying  political  pressure  on  the  Soviet  govern‐
ment to liberalize emigration, but most important
to the change in Soviet policy, he argues, was the
Soviet entrance into the process of detente with
the West. 
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This  type  of  analysis  exposes  the  strengths
and  weaknesses  of  Buwalda's  history  of  Soviet
Jewish emigration. On the one hand, Buwalda ar‐
gues convincingly that one cannot look at just ex‐
ternal  (international)  pressure  or  only  internal
(Soviet) politics that motivated changes in Soviet
policy  toward  Jewish  emigration.  He  coins  the
term "interaction theory"  to  explain the compli‐
cated  process  by  which  policy  changes  were
made. He holds that "external pressure did play a
large role in urging or even forcing Soviet leaders
to allow Jews to emigrate. But that foreign pres‐
sure  did  not  spring  up  by  itself;  it  had  to  be
evoked first by pressure from inside the country. 

The urgent desire of many Jews to emigrate
stood at the basis of their exodus. The constant re‐
fusal of the Soviet authorities to allow large-scale
emigration, the harassment of applicants, and the
maltreatment and persecution of those who were
refused  permission,  in  turn,  generated  pressure
from the West. Buwalda's conclusion is, however,
that  "this  pressure  proved  to  be  effective  only
when internal considerations induced the Soviet
leadership to accommodate it" (p. xvi). And he be‐
lieves  that  those  considerations  were  primarily
economic and secondarily diplomatic in nature. 

This interesting thesis about the various pres‐
sures and responses to those pressures suggests
that emigration is always a multivariable process.
But in making these claims, Buwalda also exposes
his focus on the Dutch/Israeli side of the problem,
and his lack of research into the Soviet side of em‐
igration. Buwalda did not use Russian archives for
this  book,  nor did he attempt to interview rele‐
vant political officials who might have told him a
different  story.  (Of  the  hundreds  of  interviews
Buwalda conducted, only three were with Soviet
politicians.)  Therefore  Buwalda  can  only  specu‐
late about the Soviet  state's  rationale behind its
decision making. He suggests that economic crises
were the main factors motivating a liberalization
in  Jewish  emigration.  However,  to  fully  under‐
stand the reasons for Soviet policy changes, one

would have to conduct research in the Russian ar‐
chives  and  with  the  people  who  were  making
those decisions -  the same type of research that
Buwalda conducted on the Dutch/Israeli side. 

After proposing some reasons for Soviet liber‐
alization in the early 1970s the reader is then tak‐
en on a tour of the labyrinthine process by which
a Jew (or any Soviet citizen) would attempt to em‐
igrate. This tortuous process involved negotiating
layers  of  overlapping bureaucracy and pleading
for visas from at least two different governments.
If  after  waiting  in  eternal  lines,  going  through
identity checks, and filling out mountains of pa‐
perwork, the applicant was granted an exit visa
from the Soviets and an entrance visa from the Is‐
raeli/Dutch,  then  s/he  had  to  acquire  sufficient
capital  to  pay  the  various  fees  and  taxes  that
sealed his/her emigration. Thus we are reminded
that the refusenik problem was just the tip of the
emigration  iceberg.  Refuseniks  were  those  who
had the willpower,  stamina,  and connections  to
make it through the grueling application process.
To be refused after all of this was the ultimate re‐
jection. But this group does not include the hun‐
dreds of thousands who gave up on the process
well before making it to the refusal stage. 

One question often overshadowed in this high
political narrative is a simple, but very poignant,
one.  Why did so  many Jews,  in  theory,  want  to
leave  the  Soviet  Union?  At  the  time,  Western
rhetoric about Soviet Jewish emigration stressed
state-sponsored anti-Semitism, repression of Jew‐
ish religious practices, and restrictions on Jewish
communal life. But Buwalda found that the Jews'
desire to leave the Soviet  Union was predicated
more on a general frustration with the Soviet sys‐
tem of rule than with anti-Semitism specifically,
although anti-Semitism was a manifestation of the
Soviet state's treatment of its citizens. 

This  explains  the  "push"  factors  driving the
Jews from the Soviet Union. As for the "pull" fac‐
tors,  initially  most  emigrants  were  ideologically
motivated individuals who wanted to go to Israel
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as an act  of  Jewish freedom. But most migrants
chose  to  leave  the  Soviet  Union  in  search  of  a
more liberal political system and better economic
opportunities  for themselves and their  children.
Thus most emigrants who had a choice of destina‐
tion chose the United States, which suggests that
the bulk of emigres were not ideologically moti‐
vated. In the end, according to Buwalda, "Inability
to  exercise  their  religion seems to  have  been a
motive  for  only  a  small  percentage  of  the  emi‐
grants" (p. 35). 

Throughout this history of emigration, Buwal‐
da bounces back and forth between the local his‐
tory of both the emigration process and the Dutch
role in facilitating emigration and the global histo‐
ry  of  the  international  politics  that  shaped  the
process. Most important of these issues in the ear‐
ly days of mass Soviet Jewish emigration was the
passage of the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, when
the United States legislatively linked foreign poli‐
cy  to  human  rights.  The  debates  around  this
amendment first introduced the politics of Soviet
Jewish emigration to the American Congress. The
amendment arose as a response to the extortion‐
ist "diploma tax" the Soviet government charged
to educated emigrants to "repay the government
for free higher education." The issue made world‐
wide news and plunged the plight of Soviet Jews
into the center of American politics and America's
relationship with the Soviet Union . The Jackson-
Vanik Amendment, which took three years to be‐
come law, stated that the U.S. government would
not  grant  most-favored nation status,  which ex‐
tends credits  and credit  guarantees to other na‐
tions,  if  any such country denies its citizens the
right to emigrate or imposes more than a nominal
tax on emigration. In this way, Jewish emigration
from the Soviet Union changed the nature of U.S.
foreign policy by adding an extra variable to the
diplomatic equation: human rights. 

The Jackson-Vanik Amendment did not have a
major effect on Soviet emigration policy. Or if it
had an immediate effect, it was the opposite of the

one intended. In 1973-1976, nearly the same years
that the amendment was debated, Jewish emigra‐
tion was quite low. This was probably a response
to  the Yom Kippur  war  and to  the  U.S.  debates
about Soviet treatment of its citizens,  which the
Soviet government saw as a question of domestic
policy and, thus, none of the United States' busi‐
ness. 

But from 1977 to 1980, emigration returned to
high levels, and it is during this period that indi‐
vidual refuseniks began to make major headlines
in the Western press.  Just  as  the Soviet  govern‐
ment granted new freedom to emigrate, it began a
simultaneous crackdown on the ever-growing So‐
viet  dissident  movement.  The  relationship  be‐
tween  Jewish  refuseniks  and  the  broader  dissi‐
dent movement, how each group overlapped and
assisted/used the other for its own political gain is
only briefly touched upon in this book, and is cer‐
tainly an area for further study. Dissidents want‐
ed to change the system and protest the govern‐
ment; refuseniks wanted to leave the system and
not  rock  the  boat.  For  those  who  found  them‐
selves in both groups, such as Natan Sharansky,
the most important question was whether the two
groups could find common ground. It was the fear
that  they  might  find  common  ground  that  ulti‐
mately drove the government to crack down on
those  very  people  who  were  creating  links  be‐
tween refuseniks and dissidents (p.70). 

The brief period of relatively free emigration
ended in 1980, as U.S.-Soviet. relations deteriorat‐
ed. By the time Gorbachev took the reigns of the
Soviet  government  in  1985,  Jewish  emigration
was  at  its  lowest  point  since  the  Dutch  began
keeping such statistics. Fewer than one thousand
Jews left  the country that year.  After describing
perestroika's  liberalizing effects  on Soviet  policy
and Jewish emigration, Buwalda turns his analy‐
sis to the Soviet bureaucracy's response to these
changes. He hints at a few internal debates within
the  Soviet  bureaucracy  primarily  between  the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MID), which tended to
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support more liberal emigration policies, and the
KGB,  which  did  not.  It  is  a  tantalizing  morsel
about internal Soviet politics but is not explored
and Buwalda leaves the question of internal Sovi‐
et debates unresolved. 

By  the  late  1980s  and  early  1990s,  the  re‐
fusenik issue was defused as more and more Jews
were  allowed  to  leave  the  country.  The  more
pressing political issue for emigrating Soviet Jews
now became which country to go to. In the late
1980s the United States liberalized its refugee poli‐
cy  and  began  granting  refugee  status  to  Soviet
Jews still in the Soviet Union. This undercut emi‐
gration  to  Israel  threatening  the  foundation  of
Zionist ideology and Israel's very purpose for exis‐
tence, and aggravated relations between the two
countries. In the end, however, the policy was re‐
voked and by 1990, Israel was once again the pri‐
mary destination of Soviet emigres. 

Buwalda ends his story in 1990, when Israeli-
Soviet  diplomatic  relations  were  reestablished.
Jews were free to leave the Soviet Union, and the
Israelis could talk directly to the Soviets. In 1990
alone, 212,000 Jews left the Soviet Union, most of
them to Israel. Buwalda does not claim to be writ‐
ing the definitive history of Soviet Jewish emigra‐
tion.  His expertise is  clearly in the political  and
diplomatic aspects of the emigration problem. In
that vein, some readers may find his explanation
of the geo-political context overly detailed, and at
times his discussion of certain treaty negotiations
overshadows the main story of the emigres. 

Finally, Buwalda's book is not a history of the
people involved in emigration, the emigre organi‐
zations in the Soviet Union, nor more generally of
social and cultural questions about Soviet Jewish
emigration. Personally,  I  would have liked more
discussion  of  the  refuseniks'  organizations,  cul‐
ture, and lives, or of the myriad groups in Ameri‐
ca, Israel, and Britain (not connected with govern‐
ments and official diplomacy) that devoted them‐
selves to the "refusenik" question. 

In Buwalda's well-written narrative the poli‐
tics of Jewish emigration is primarily a battle be‐
tween  nation-states  --on  one  side,  the  penitent
Dutch, who worked selflessly on behalf of the Is‐
raelis, and on the other side, the more self-inter‐
ested  Soviets,  whose  primary  motivation  for
changes in policy was to gain economic and diplo‐
matic advantages. The story ends when the Dutch
were no longer needed, when the Soviet govern‐
ment  began  to  implode,  and  when  emigration
from Russia became as massive a movement as it
was at the turn of the century. In both periods, al‐
though  individual  Jews  emigrated  for  personal
reasons,  Jewish  emigration  from  Russia  as  a
movement was always about bigger political and
economic issues.  And at both times, the Russian
response to international pressure was a test  of
the government's degree of enlightenment and ci‐
vility,  and  its  worthiness  of  membership  in  the
"liberal" Western world. 

Copyright  (c)  1999  by  H-Net,  all  rights  re‐
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thor and the list. For other permission, please con‐
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