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Anti-Semitism and Its Effect on
Emigration Potential of Ukrainian Jews

Alexander Benifand and Tanya Basok

Several Western analysts have argued
that Jews are no longer interested in
emigrating from Ukraine because the
era of state policy of anti-Semitism is
over and now Ukrainian Jews can en-
gage freely in reviving their culture.
However, it appears that this view is
too optimistic. In reality, the signifi-
cant reduction in state anti-Semitism
has been more than compensated by
grassroots anti-Semitic incidents
which the state at the present time is
unable and unwilling to curb.

The Jewish community is experienc-
ing serious difficulties in trying to re-

vive its culture. As a result, most Jews -

continue considering emigration. For
many residence in Western countries
has become nothing more than a
dream because of the difficulties in
obtaining visas to gothere. Atthe same
time, hardship experienced by recent
arrivals to Israel and the persisting
political instability there have lowered
the interest of selecting aliah as a viable
alternative. While some have chosen
Israel as their new home, many are still
waiting to see if the situation in this
country will improve before they emi-
grate.

Anti-Semitism in the Ukraine has
roots that are several centuries old.
Ukrainian Jews are well acquainted
withbloody pogroms and persecution.
Ukraine President Leonid Kravchuk
attributes anti-Semitismin the Ukraine
to Russian and Soviet policies of di-
vide-and-rule. Whether or not it was a
deliberate policy of Moscow, in many
respects, Ukrainian anti-Semitism is
now stronger than in Russia..

Prior to Gorbachev’s reforms, the
Ukraine state’s anti-Semitic policy was
more thorough than Russia’s (Chertok
1993). However, in Ukraine, as in
many other Eastern European coun-
tries, ex-Communists have “reformed
themselves,” into nationalists

(Kovrigin 1993). Grassroots anti-
Semitism has penetrated all spheres of
life and is unlikely to disappear for
some time. According to Sheldon
Kirshner,
State anti-Semitism has vanished
since the advent of Ukrainian inde-
pendence, yet grassroots anti-
Semitism is far from dead (Kirshner
1993).
In his recent testimony to the Human
Rights Committee of the House of Rep-
resentatives of the US Congress,
Semyon Gluzman, Director of the
Ukrainian Bureau on Human Rights,
noted that according to a recent
survey:

18 percent of Ukrainians blame Jews
for the catastrophe caused by the
1917 Revolution; 38 percent believe
that, for Jews, money and profit are
much more important than human
relations; and 10 percent consider
Jews responsible for the present ills
suffered by other people
(Informatzionnii Bulleten AARE 1993).

Given these opinions, it is hardly
surprising that anti-Semitic incidents
are occurring. In December 1992, the
Ukrainian National Party held a dem-
onstration outside the Odessa Televi-
sion Centre protesting the large
number of Jews employed in the TV
industry (Dobrivker 1993). On March
21, 1993, a group of young men burst
into the Lviv City Centre for Jewish
Culture, shouting anti-Semitic slogans
and threatening to use violence
(Arolovich 1993). After Dmitry
Dvorkis, of Jewish origin, was elected
mayor of Vinnitsa, a protest was or-
ganized by the Ukrainian National
Assembly during which anti-Semitic
slogans were sung (Khazan 1993).

Examples of anti-Semitic vandalism
abound. On the night of November 10,
1992, a plaque of Jewish writer,
Sholom-Aleikhem, was splashed with
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paint: (Yatsyuk 1992, November 12).
On November 21, 1992, a sculpture to
the memory of the victims of Babi-Yar
received the same fate (Kievskie
Vedomosti 1992).

In Kiev, unknown assailants placed
explosives in the city’s oldest function-
ing synagogue and posters of the
Lubavitcher rebbe were defaced. In
Kharkov, a severed pig’'s head was
dumped in front of the city’s only syna-
gogue. In Dnepropetrosk, a swastika
was scrawled on a wall of the syna-
gogue (Kirshner 1993).

Anti-Semitic newspapers are sold
freely, and anti-Semitic posters are vir-
tually unopposed in Kiev (Evreiskie
Vesti 1992). The newspaper, Nova
Ukraing, published an article accusing
Constantinople Jews of conspiring
with Spanish Jews to take over Spain
(Antonov 1992). Another newspaper,
Za Vilnu Ukrainu, published by the
Ukrainian Nationalist Assembly,
printed an article by Pavel Chemeris,
in which he put the blame for the “So-
cialist experiment” on Jews (Mirsky
1993).

The political atmosphere for Jews in
the Ukraine became particularly tense
during the trial of Ivan Demyanyuk in
Israel, on the suspicion that he worked
inaNazicamp as a guard. Nationalists
promised that if he was convicted,
there would be reprisals against Jews
in the Ukraine (Milner 1993). The ex-
amples of Western countries show that
grassroots racism usually persistslong
after official declarations of anti-racist
policies. In those countries where anti-
racist hate literature is not illegal, hu-
man rights legislation does not exist,
and commissions or boards in charge
of hearing and adjudicating charges of
racism are absent, one cannot expect
racist acts to vanish; this, unfortu-
nately, is the case in the Ukraine. The
activities of ultra-right organizations
are not prosecuted, and no one initi-
ates investigations into the origin of
anti-Semitic flyers (Schedrina 1992).

There are also numerous examples

of vandalism which go unpunished. In
Evpatoria, for instance, a group of peo-
ple vandalized a plaque commemorat-
ing a massacre of Jews which took

place on November 24, 1941. One of
those who drew a swastika and wrote
anti-Semitic graffiti on the plaque was
caught, yet the District Attorney or-
dered him released (Lyustin 1992;
Sholom 1992). As a result of such am-
nesties, neo-Nazi organizations such
as the “Legion of New Order” and
“Skhidnii Khrest” are becoming more
openly anti-Semitic. On October 24,
1992, 40 members of these organiza-

* tions publicly burned Jewish newspa-

pers and the Star of David. The
participants promised that in the fu-
ture, such acts would be more frequent
(Yatsyuk 1992, November 5).

It seems that as long as no one is
lynched, these and other openly illegal
acts of ethnic hatred are perceived as
“political pluralism” (Kapelyushnii
1992). Even when acts of violence
against people are committed, the po-
lice remain unmoved. In one instance,
anapartment of aJewish writer was set
on fire and anti-Semitic graffiti written
on the wall. Only several days later did
the police arrive to take evidence. The
graffiti included as evidence only at
the insistence of one of the victims
(Sneider 1992; Arkadyev 1992). Police
brought no action in another reported
incident in which a Jewish man was
beaten by two Russians (Monitor 1993).

Some critics trace the inability and
unwillingness to protect the rights of
Jews to the Ukraine government itself.
According to Simon Wiesenthal, head
of the Jewish Documentation Centrein
Vienna, Ukrainian authorities are re-
naming streets after former pogrom-
ists, such as Simon Petlura. Wiesenthal
sent a letter to President Kravchuk,
reminding him that Petlura’s fighters
killed 80,000 Jews in 1918-20.! The
President replied through the Austrian
Embassy, explaining that renaming
streets is a prerogative of local govern-
ment bodies, not the central govern-
ment (Kovrigin 1993, 16,17). That did
not appease Wiesenthal however, and
when the Ukrainian Deputy Prime
Minister invited him to a memorial for
the victims of Babi-Yar, he declined,
explaining:

[The] Germans whoinvaded an alien

territory didn’t know how to find

Jews and Communists. They would
havebeen unable tokill so many peo-
ple if not for the help rendered them
by local hangmen. This must not be
forgotten. This is precisely why I de-
clined the invitation. I can’t afford
taking part in falsifying history. To-
day they don’t want to remember
about the collaboration of the

Ukrainian police with fascists. Such

people can’t be rehabilitated (ibid.).
There have also been examples of anti-
Semitic statements made by People’s
Deputies. Shkuratiuk, for instance,
stated publicly at a session of the re-
gional Soviet in Rovno on December
14, 1992, that he was proud that
“Ukrainians took part in the execution
of Jews in Babi-Yar.” He accused Jews
of being active in the security agencies
which persecuted Ukrainians in the
1930s (Arolovich 1993). In February
1993, the paper Golos Ukraini (Voice of
Ukraine) published an article by
Kalinets, People’s Deputy, in which he
accused Jews of “constant complain-
ing of bad treatment by Ukrainians
during World War II,” which, accord-
ing to the author, “was not true”
(Milner 1993).

According to Gregory Marianov-
sky, Chair of the Human Rights Com-
mission of the Kharkov City Council,
the state does not officially support
anti-Semitism. However, there are
anti-Semitic groups, evenin Rukh.2 An
openly anti-Semitic and militant na-
tionalist organization, Ukrainskaya
Samooborona (Ukrainian Defence), en-
joys the support of the Head of Re-
gional Militia. There is provision in the
Criminal Code against the incitement
of ethnic hatred, but the Attorney Gen-
eral, citing freedom of the press did not
invoke this provision even for such
openly anti-Semitic newspapers as
Novaya Ukraina, which clearly incite
ethnichatred. Marianovsky concluded
that:

Today, [Ukrainian authorities] are

inciting hatred even in the City

Council, and our Commission can-

not do anything about it. And they

keep on writing atrocious articles

about ‘kikes’ and ‘masons.”
Frustration over the state’s failure to
curb anti-Semitism was also expressed
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by Semyon Gluzman in his testimony
to the U.S. Congress:
In cases of barbaric anti-Semitic ac-
tions, as a rule, special services (Mili-
tia) of the Ukraine cannot (or do not
want) to find those who are guilty
(Arolovich 1993).
Some analysts have argued that the
Jewish community is experiencing a
revival in the Ukraine, but this seems
overly optimistic. Jewish culture in the
Ukraine is virtually dead. There is no
Jewish community with its own lan-
guage, traditions, religion and schools.
There are only a few synagogues and
no indigenous rabbis. In the last few
years, Jewish organizations, syna-
gogues and schools have received offi-
cial titles to some buildings, but the
high costs of their maintenance has
made it extremely difficult to keep
them (ibid.; Kirshner 1993). A Jewish
doctor from Donetsk writes:

In spite of some revival of Jewish life,
the situation in the city is complicated
and even dangerous. The growing
anti-Semitism among the population
and the full negligence on the part of
the authorities really scares us. We are
constantly in fear. We have been di-
rectly threatened on many occasions
because of our activism in the Jewish
community (Monitor 1993).

The Departrnetit of Demography of
the Jerusalem University estimates
that there are 350,000 Jews in the

Ukraine today, less than one-third of

the Jewish population in 1926. Even in
1979, there were still 634,154 Jews, and
in 1989, they numbered 487,307.
Ninety percent of Jews residing in the
Ukraine consider Russian their native
tongue, and the remaining ten percent
are elderly people (Arolovich 1993).
Rather than arevival of Jewish culture,
the collapse of Communist rule has led
to a revival of anti-Semitism. Unfortu-
nately, the present economic and
political uncertainty in the Ukraine is
likely to contribute to this revival. Per-
sistent anti-Semitism, alienation from
the Ukrainian culture, and failure of
the Jewish community to rebuild itself
would likely to encourage many
Ukrainian Jews to consider emigration
as an alternative. @

Notes

1. In1926, Petlura was shot by a young Ukrain-
ian Jew in Paris. Petlura’s assassin was ac-
quitted when it was discovered that 15
members of his family had fallen victim to
Petlura’s pogroms. When Germans occupied
Lviv in 1941, they gave complete freedom to
Ukrainian nationalists who then killed 8,000
Jews in a matter of a days.

2. There was a recent attempt to separate Rukh
Kharkov from the All-Union Rukh underthe
motto “All Non-Ukrainians Must Leave.”
The situation in Kharkov Rukh has since sta-
bilized and those holding anti-Semitic views
have been expelled (Gluzman).

3. Gregory Marianovsky, telephone interview,
March 10, 1993.
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