84 Translation / Traduction

Translation / Traduction



Canadian Jewish Studies / Etudes juives canadiennes, vol. 35, 2023

Joshua Tapper

Assist, Educate, Unite: New Canadians from
the Soviet Union and a Vision of Soviet Jewish
Community

85



Joshua Tapper / Assist, Educate, Unite:
86 New Canadians from the Soviet Union and a Vision of Soviet Jewish Community

Translator’s Introduction

At the end of 1975, the United Jewish Welfare Fund of Toronto disbanded its seven-
month-old Task Force on Russian Jews and handed over all responsibilities for the
absorption and integration of Soviet Jewish immigrants to the Jewish Immigrant
Aid Society (JIAS). In a matter of weeks, JIAS formed the Coordinating Committee
on Immigrant Services, and then a subcommittee tasked with guiding the social,
cultural, and religious integration of the city’s rapidly growing population of Soviet
Jews, which had surged from one in 1971 to 785 in 1975. By the end of the following
year, some 2,000 Soviet Jewish immigrants had settled in Toronto, backed by gov-
ernment rent subsidies and ESL classes sponsored by the Department of Manpower
and Immigration. At that point, the Coordinating Committee reckoned that “a sig-
nificant proportion” of the new immigrants had by and large “overcome” the basic
challenges confronting most newcomers to Canada: housing security, job placement,
and facility with English.! Having surmounted the initial hurdles of resettlement,
“Russian immigrants,” as they were known in the JIAS vernacular, had now swiv-
eled their focus to grassroots cultural programming rooted in Russian language and
culture. It was a development that if left unaddressed, JIAS feared, could very easily
parochialize the population, distancing it irrevocably from the mainstream rhythms
of Jewish social and cultural life in Toronto.

While JIAS would learn soon enough that standard absorption concerns remained
paramount for most new immigrants, its handwringing over the potential disassoci-
ation of Soviet Jews from communal life was not entirely unfounded. Rifts had been
developing between Soviet Jews and the city’s Jewish communal establishment since
the first arrivals in Toronto earlier in the decade—driven in large part by conflict-
ing expectations embedded on both sides of the relationship. Toronto Jewry, whose
political advocacy and communal dollars had contributed immensely to the global
cause of Soviet Jewish rights in the first half of the decade, was frustrated by new
immigrants’ apparent disinterest in accessing the community’s existing cultural-re-
ligious offerings—a sure-fire path, communal leaders believed, toward integration
into the Canadian Jewish firmament. Soviet Jews, for their part, found their com-
munal sponsors out of tune with the needs and desires of a highly educated, largely
secular, and culturally distinctive immigrant group far more preoccupied with, say,
professional training and childhood education in Russian than pettifogging lessons
on Jewish praxis. Similar contretemps simmered in most every North American
Jewish community that welcomed Soviet Jews in the 1970s and 1980s, with the pattern
continuing well into the 1990s.?

To its credit, JIAS, which bore much of the responsibility for Soviet Jewish reset-
tlement in Toronto in the late 1970s, recognized the inefficacies of local community
stewardship when it came to the “Russian immigrants.” The agency acknowledged
its struggle to comprehend the particular cultural grammar of Soviet Jewish immi-
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grants, fashioned in the delimited environs of a state hostile to independent Jewish
expression, and their general lack of religious affinity. And it admitted a tendency
to push programs and initiatives that failed to treat “Russian Jews as adults instead
of children” By the autumn of 1976, it had become clear to JIAS representatives that
both sides would benefit from an institution designed “to express and explain the
needs, hopes and aspirations of the Russian Jews.” And so, on December 1, JIAS con-
vened seven recent emigres—Boris Furman, Arkady Shafirovich, Gregory Volozhin,
Anna Mostovoy, Isaac Tsimberg, Mikhail Lefel, and Yuri Tsesis—to discuss the feasi-
bility of a formal organization set up to tackle the burdens of integration while serv-
ing as a conduit for immigrants’ “absorption into the broader Jewish community.” Or,
in the mildly exasperated words recorded in the minutes of that meeting: a “place
where Russians can go with their problems.”

Eleven days later, the first planning meeting of the “Association of Jews, Emigrants
from the USSR”—a placeholder name soon reworked as the Association of New Em -
igrants from the USSR—took place at Holy Blossom Temple, a midtown Reform
congregation. Lefel, Tsimberg, and Tsesis helmed the proceedings, unveiling a pro-
visional agenda that consisted of three broad goals: to develop cultural and educa-
tional programming “in the spirit of national Jewish traditions”; represent the voice
of Russian - speaking Jewish immigrants and seek cooperation “with the Jewish com-
munity of Canada”; and function as a sort of mutual aid society tasked with easing
the adaptation of Russian - speaking Jewish immigrants in Toronto and the thousands
expected to follow in the coming years, effectively resuscitating the landsmanshaft
model that by the 1970s had all but vanished into obsolescence. They pledged to
move quickly, and on February 6, 1977, at Beth Tzedec Congregation, a Conservative
synagogue just south of Holy Blossom, some 800 new immigrants turned out to rat-
ify the association’s programme and elect a forty-five-member executive commit -
tee.* The crowd represented a staggering 40 percent of Soviet Jews living in Toronto
at the time.

When it came time to cast ballots, the meeting, an otherwise staid, procedural af-
fair, exploded in rancour and petty bickering. Some participants argued that voters
had not been adequately briefed on those running for an executive seat. Others cast
aspersions on the integrity of candidates they had known back in the Soviet Union,
prior to their emigration. One G. Swirsky, incensed by the organizers’ decision to of-
fer up a precooked list of candidates, smeared the association as a KGB front.* But the
programme itself, outlined over the previous eight weeks with level-headed input
from Donald Schwartz, a political scientist at the University of Toronto and expert on
Soviet nationalities policy who led the Coordinating Committee, was irreproachable.

The document translated below—an invitation to that February 6 gathering—cap-
tures the association’s vision as it stood on the eve of its inauguration. The vision
proposed eight working groups focused on employment, housing, medical assistance,
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legal aid, cultural events, business development, youth programming, and allyship
with social organizations and local politicians. It promised good-faith collaboration
with local Jewish organizations. And it would be shaped not only by pre-existing
social relations and shared experience of language, culture, and traditions, but by an
impulse to pursue the practical work of building visible communal infrastructure
with all its bureaucratic and administrative entanglements as well.

While translating this document—one of about seventy that comprise the New Ca-
nadians from the Soviet Union Inc. collection at the Ontario Jewish Archives, in To-
ronto—my mind drifted frequently to what is perhaps the seminal work on late- and
post-Soviet Jewish immigration to North America, Fran Markowitz’s 1993 ethnog-
raphy A Community in Spite of Itself: Soviet Jewish Emigrés in New York. In that book,
Markowitz argued that despite the absence of formal organizations in the Soviet
Jewish émigré community—in her case the Brooklyn enclave of Brighton Beach—a
community formed nonetheless, cut in the abstract by its members’ affective simi-
larities, informal social relations, and a uniquely Soviet understanding of Jewish in-
ner being.® New Canadians from the Soviet Union—the third and final iteration
of the Toronto association’s name, registered in its September 1977 incorporation
filing—proposed an altogether different model of Soviet Jewish community for-
mation. While New Canadians’ rather conventional bearings drew inspiration from
the political scientist-cum-JIAS professional Schwartz, and were clearly intended
to add symmetry to the work of JIAS, Jewish Vocational Services, Jewish Family and
Child Services, and other agencies working on Soviet Jewish resettlement under the
purview of the Toronto Jewish Congress, they were ordered in service of a far loftier
purpose, “to unite all Jewish immigrants from the Soviet Union into a single com-
munity of people.”

In a review compiled on its one-year anniversary, in February 1978, New Canadians
asserted its pivotal role in the lightning transformation of Toronto’s Soviet Jewish
immigrants from a disjointed multitude into a coherent community within a com-
munity. The association, chaired in that first year by a Leningrad - born lawyer named
Yuri Lurye, boasted overwhelming success in all but one of its sections: forty-three
immigrants received pro bono legal aid; eighty children were placed in Jewish day
schools; thirty-four people found jobs through contacts assiduously cultivated by
the labour committee; and so on. There was even talk of taking the association na-
tional, recruiting new immigrants in Hamilton and Winnipeg ®

“At the beginning of our work we often encountered indifference, misunderstand -
ing, and sometimes opposition from the local community,” the association reported
in 1978. “Now, our organization is seen as equal to others.” That evaluation would
turn out to be premature, as the same internecine frictions present in the mid-1970s
persisted into the late 1980s and early 1990s, a period in which Russian-speaking
Jewry in Toronto grew more than 600 percent. New Canadians experienced dimin-
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ishing influence as the Russian-speaking community expanded —among the associ-
ation’s few lasting achievements was Orah, a Sunday school founded in 1978 and later
administered by the Toronto Board of Jewish Education. Nevertheless, the spirited
ambitions and determined, activist ardor contained in the document below capture
an extraordinary, if fleeting, moment in the history of sometimes conflictual rela-
tions between Soviet Jewish emigres and the Toronto Jewish community in which
they settled. Here, shattered expectations, the deep-rooted anxieties of integration,
and a peculiar admixture of humility and pride spurred this group of emigres from
a community “in spite of itself” into one self-empowered, self-possessed, and very
much intended.

Source: Accession 1979-9-28, File 2, New Canadians from the Soviet Union
Inc. collection, Ontario Jewish Archives, Toronto, ON.
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3 r. TopoHTO K Hedaay 1977 ITofa FMBET OKOJO IBYX THCAY SMEAI-
panToR B3 CCCP, npmOHEMNX CKla B CeMIIecsTHe I'OIH.

Beem HeM E3BECTHH MHOTOUHCJEHHHE TDHUHOCTE, ¢ KOTODHMA TPHIIOCE
CTOJKHYTECA B TepBOe BpemdA npeCuBsHES B HoRoll cTpaHe. MHOrHe npotnemu
BOSHEKaJA M BOSHEKSDT 0O CHX TOP B DESYJABTETE NELOCTAETOYHOCTH HEMNETO
OIHTa, CNa00r0 SHEHAA ASHKA M YCJNOBEY KMSHE B 2T0K CTDaHE, & TAKEE
E3-32 OTCYTCTDHA CHCTeMH B OCueHe mHIOpMELgreil. f |

Heconrerro, MeEmaysp ® JHVAC oxasusemtreM GOJNEIYD IOMOMEB. ONHAKO
padoTa 5TEX oprasmsauwEl moria Ou Ou1s Cosee sdfexTnBHO DpE aydmem |
SHaHME HamPX OCOGeHHOCTe#, Hy=m, cma ﬁ‘ﬂanocmawmn.

OGCYAEB ONNT NpOLVEX J€T, MAOrMe M3 HeC NLFIAM K EEBOLY O HEOGXO- | |
JEMOCTE COSNAHNs HOBO} OGUECTBEHHOH OPTaHE3SIEE - ACCOLEENEE /OCHEIHHE- |
HRs/ HoBwx Smurpaatos m3 CCCP, npuoummmx B KaHeny B NOCTENEEe TOmH. | |
Tarea Accormaiks, He IDOTHBONOCTEBIIL CEGA YR CYNECTBYLIMM Opramusa- . |
IAM TONOUE SMATPaHTaM, DadoTena O B JDYRECKOM KOHTEXTE ¢ HEME, He- |
RYOMEPYSA, & NONOJRSA X LEATEJIBHOCTS. : et 4|

Less Acconmairm — coxefiCTBNe N TONONB €€ WIEHaM M BHOBB NDHCHBAD-& |
mayn #3 CCCP B cammx pasimveNX acmeKTax. PedUs EmeT, B TEPEYD OUEDENE,

O comeficTREN B TPYNOYCTPONCTBE, & Takxe O TOMONE SMETDAaHTaM BO MHOTWX

HECYUEEX NMpodaenax: HHOOPMEIMA IO MEIFIWHCKEM BONDOCEM, WDRARYECKHE |
KOHCYJbTaIMH, NOMOWb B OBJANEHEN SSHKOM, OLTOEEE, KEJMOHHE M NeHCHOH- © |
BHEe BONPOCH, OPTaRM3almd LOCyTa, BONPOCE KYJBTYPE ¥ DEJRTER B MHOIDE | |
Apyroe. Proe 5 |
B TEX meJAX M TDENNONATGEM YSaKOHET COAXSHME ACCONEAINE ¥ mo- | |
JYMTH BOSNOKHOCTH O(MIKENBHO OGpemaTHCs B IIDARATENLCTREHHEE B IDYTHE | ;
VUpeRIeHnA I/ DemetA HancoNee DaEANX NpoGieM Hamell sMETpamEm. KpoMe 5
TOro, My mieeM BOSNOKHOCTH ECLONE20BETH COCCTBEHHKE! ONKT - CDEIM HEC |
€CTh I:Ba.m}m;_.gpoaaanue BL&YH, MHEEEEPH, KLECTH, CHJAOJOTE M MHOTEE LpYy- |
TEE CHenHasmCTH, npomenmne B Kaname xopomyp mxoay. Jx coBeT ¥ momoms | |
HaMHOT'0 OONerYaT TPYIHOCTE eNamTaipmH. ; 5 B

Dynym ofmupanbio¥l opreRmzanye’, ACCOIESLNS CMOKET B HCOCXONENHX |
CIyuafx 3amBLaTh NHTePECH CBOMX 4JNeHOB, €CJH OHN HADYNEHH. |

Pasymeercst, 8To He WouepnHBapumii TNEpeYeHb HamMX 3anad. My oxmmaeM I*
BalEX COBETOB M NpefJoxesmii, KOTOPHE NPOCHM HENPABJATH KAK MOKHO axopee |
Ha mug Acconrerpm Hopux Immrpaaton ma CCCP B Jmmac - (Lssociation i
of the new emigrants from tee USSR, {52 Beverley strect !
Toronto, M5T (Y5, W00s yuecTs mx B Hameli GyAymeli MeATeJBHOCTE.

Translation
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Anpec BpeMeHHHE; B JeJbHelmeM CyLeT pemeH BONPoc O COCCTEEHHOM
TNOMEmMEHER HJg AcCOLEAaIfH, |

B KavUecTEe HJUICTDPAIME DACOTH OPraHM3allFE Ipeljaraes OpHeHTH-
pomm& TPOEXT CEHMil, H3 KOTODHX OHa CGymLeT COCTOATE.

‘IPI.II.OBAH CEKIA /momoms B BOMpocax TPYROyCTpoiéicTna ¢ OpmeHTa-
me#t no mpodecczam/
2. MEIVIDHCKAA CEKIMA /cBaAsh ¢ Mel.yYDEXNEHESNMM, HalpapleHrNe B HEX
: HYEISDOEXCS B TIOMOWH/ &

91

3. YPHIMYECKAA CEKIMA /xOHCYJBTar¥H, CBASH C COOTEETCTBYLIMME Opra—

. HE3aIMAMH ¥ TD./
4. mmmo—mom CEHIMA /smiruHEe IeJa, npod.nemh me‘i IIGHOEOFHOI'O
BO3pacTa, BONPOCH ycTpolicTna Xeteil, paa-—
JEYHHE OHTOBHE BOTPOCH/
5. IU.EBTNPHOHPOGBEWLEIIH{AH n PEIVTHOZHAA CEKIMA /odyuenme aHDUmi- |

e ot

CKOMY ASHEY, ODreHm3aifs IOCyra, BOOPOCH | Lg
DEJMTHA B T.X./ {
6. CEKIMA PABOTH C MOJIOLEXER /pompock oOpa30BaHMs, CIODTEBHas [2CoTe

JeTHRe JIaTeps B T.TM./ .

7. CEKIHA B{FJPOCOB BEUEECA * /opueATalEs B OPr&HR3ALEE, CBA3E C yupe-
KIECHHAME I 9aCTHEMI JIUAMH, CHOCOCHEKH
OKE3aTh TIOMOWB M TDOHHE BONDOCH/

8. CEKIMA KOHTAK10B C OBIIIECTBEIﬂimH H TOCYILACYBEHHHMH OPI'AI-MEAIJ.EWH.

Hama Gmxaimas Somata — COBBATE KOHDEeDEHIED GYIYmAX WICHOB
OpraHn3anyy, YTREPNETH OCD220BSHEE ACCOLEALME, €e NDOTDEMMY, ¥ H3-
OpaTh OPrxOMHTET, KOTOPE: CyZeT NOJHOCTHE NOXOTYeTeH EAETOIHOA KOH-
GEPFHIVM WEHOB ACCOLIVAITNM.

ME npErzewaem Bac Bcex DPEHATE YYSCTHE B YupeNRETeNBHO# Komdepes: |

m#R Accougerey Hopux SwmrpadToR m3 CCCP.
Konpeperums cocToRTcH ©-To despans 1977r. B 3 4Yaca QIHA, IO
axpecy: I700 BaTepcT CTDHT. :
Mporpemua kordepeHIEN. idea
I. CoofmenEe 0 NpOEKTe COSHEHNA OPTaEESalNE.

2. CoofmeHEs 6 CTDYKTYDE, CeKIEAX H nx 387898X.
3. BemECH B UieHH ACCONIPAIFH.

4. BuGopk OpI<OMHTETS ¥ ARTHES ACCOLRAIME.

VERIEaTHBHAA TDYyIHA.

5. YyLOXECTDEHEH. REHOLEJBEM Ha DYCCKOM f3HKe. J
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DEAR COMPATRIOTS!

At the beginning of 1977, around 2,000 emigrants, who arrived here from
the USSR in the 1970s, are living in Toronto.

We are all aware of the many challenges we have had to face in the early
days of our sojourn in a new country. Many problems have arisen and continue to
arise as a result of our insufficient experience, poor knowledge of the language and
living conditions in this country, as well the lack of a system of information exchange.

Manpower and JIAS undoubtedly offer us a great deal of help.® However,
the work of these organizations could be more effective with better knowledge of
our peculiarities, needs, strengths, and deficits.

Considering the experience of years past, many of us arrived at the con-
clusion that it is necessary to create a new public organization, the Association
(Union) of New Emigrants from the USSR, who have arrived in Canada in recent
years. Without opposing existing organizations already helping emigrants, such an
association would work in friendly contact with them—not duplicating but rather
complementing their activities.

The purpose of the Association is the support and assistance of its members
and new arrivals from the USSR in a variety of ways. First and foremost, this means
assistance in securing employment, as well as helping emigrants with a range of
urgent problems: information on medical matters, legal consulting, assistance with
language proficiency, domestic concerns, housing and retirement issues, leisure ac-
tivities, cultural and religious matters, and many others.

To that end we intend to legalize the establishment of the Association and
be able to turn to governmental and other institutions for solutions to the most im-
portant problems of our emigration. In addition, we have an opportunity to use our
own experience —there are among us qualified doctors, engineers, lawyers, philolo-
gists, and many other specialists who have studied at a good school in Canada. Their
advice and assistance will greatly alleviate the challenges of adaptation.

Being an official organization, the Association will, in necessary cases, be
able to protect its members if their interests are violated.

It goes without saying that this is not an exhaustive list of our goals. We
expect our advice and suggestions, which we ask you to send as soon as possible to
the Association of New Emigrants from the USSR, at JIAS, so that we can take them
into consideration for our future activities. The address is temporary; the matter of
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the Association’s own facilities will be decided at a later time.

To illustrate the organization’s work, we present a preliminary plan of its
sections.

1. LABOUR (assistance in employment matters according to professional ori-
entation)

2. MEDICAL (communication with medication institutions, referrals for those
in need of assistance)

3. LEGAL (consultations, contacts with relevant organizations, etc.)

4. HOUSING-DOMESTIC (housing matters, problems of retirees, the ar-
rangement of children, various domestic issues)

5. CULTURAL-EDUCATIONAL AND RELIGIOUS (English-language classes,
leisure organizations, religious matters, etc.)

6. YOUTH (education issues, athletics, summer camps, etc.)

7. BUSINESS (understanding of organizations, connection with institutions
and individuals able to provide assistance, and other matters)

8. CONTACTS WITH PUBLIC AND GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS.

Our immediate goal is to convene a conference of future members of the
organization, approve the Association’s constitution, its agenda, and elect an or-
ganizing committee that will be fully accountable to an annual conference of the
Association’s members.

We invite you all to take part in the Founding Conference of the Association
of New Emigrants from the USSR.

The conference is taking place on February 6, 1977, at 3 pm. at 1700 Bathurst St.
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The conference program:

1. Report on the organization’s creation.

2. Report on structure, sections and their objectives.

3. Membership registration.

4. Elections of the Organizing Committee and Association’s leadership.

5. Russian film screening.

1

Minutes of Meeting of JIAS Co-Ordinating
Committee on Immigrant Services, November
9, 1976, File 2, New Canadians from the Soviet
Union Inc., accession 1979-9-28, Ontario
Jewish Archives [hereafter OJA], Toronto, ON.

2

The most comprehensive (if slightly
outdated) study of the Toronto case remains
Mindy Avrich-Skapinker, “Canadian Jewish
Involvement with Soviet Jewry, 1970-

1990: The Toronto Case Study,” (PhD diss.,
University of Toronto, 1993). See also
Larissa Remennick, Russian Jews on Three
Continents: Identity, Integration, and Conflict
(New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers,
2007), esp. 279-312.

3

Summary of Meeting of JIAS Sub-Committee
on Social, Cultural and Religious Integration of
Russian Immigrants, December 1, 1976, File
3, 1979-9-28, 0JA.

4

This figure is drawn from Russian-language
meeting minutes. Protokol sobraniia 6 fevraliia
1977, File 3, 1979-9-28, OJA. In its coverage of
the event, the Canadian Jewish News reported
400 people in attendance. Rochelle Carr,
“Russians Form Own Association,” Canadian
Jewish News, February 18, 1977.

5
Protokol sobraniia 6 fevraliia 1977, File 3,
1979-9-28, OJA.

Initiative Group.

6

Fran Markowitz, A Community in Spite of
Itself: Soviet Jewish Emigrés in New York
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 1993).

7
Report on one-year anniversary, February 19,
1978, File 3, 1979-9-28, OJA.

8

Only the medical section failed to deliver.
Report on one-year anniversary, February
19, 1978, File 3, 1979-9-28, OJA; Invitation to
discuss Canada-wide organization of Soviet
Jewish immigrant associations, undated, File
2, 1979-9-28, OJA.

9
Report on one-year anniversary, February 19,
1978, File 3, 1979-9-28, OJA.

10

The Department of Manpower and
Immigration, created in 1966, was
reconstituted as the Department of
Employment and Immigration in August 1977.

1

The film, screened while the newly elected
forty-five-member Executive Committee
(referred to in item four of the program as

the “Organizing Committee”) stepped out to
appoint a president, vice-president, secretary,
and treasurer, was Andrei Tartakovsky's World
War |l classic, Ivan’s Childhood (1962). Protokol
sobraniia 6 fevraliia 1977, File 3, 1979-9-28, OJA.



