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REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis

May 13th, 2008 by Andre Soares

Laura BialisOwell-receiveddocumentaryRefusenik chroniclesthe thirty-year grassroots PR Mut 1T
movementto free Soviet Jews.(ReadElla Taylor Ogpositive N if soberingN review in BE SILENCED.
The Village Voice.)

Refusenik is told throughthe eyesof the activists,amongthemthosethenliving in the

SovietUnion N someof whom were punishedfor their efforts. Much of the materialusedin
the documentaryis exclusive,including first-ever filmed interviewswith severalRefusenikg
andcovertfilm footagesmuggledout of the SovietUnion.

FilmmakerLauraBialis haskindly agreedto answer(via e-mail) a few questionsabout
Refusenik. Seebelow. (Seealsothe LauraBialis-John Ealer g&a abouttheir documentary
View from the Bridge: Stories from Kosovo.)

Photos: © 2008 Foundationfor DocumentaryProjects

How did you come up with the idea of making a film about the Soviet

UnionOs Refuseniks? REFUSENIK

SOLIDARITY STRUCCLE LIBECRATION

I havealwaysbeeninterestedn issuesof humanrights and storiesaboutpeoplewho take
the necessaryisks to standup againsttotalitarianrule. In collegel wasa history major and
studiedboth the Holocaustand post-warEasternEurope.l readbooksby dissidentwriters andwrote papersaboutthe structureof
totalitarianand communistrule, so | had somefamiliarity with the subjectmatter.

Though!l comefrom a Jewishfamily, everyonein my family hadcometo Americaa long time beforethis periodN sol didnOtive
throughany of this. As a fourteen-year-old] remembergoing to my synagogudo hearNatan Sharansky speakafter his releaselt
musthavehada big impacton me, becausd canstill remembethis imageof what seemedike thousand®of peoplewho hadgathered
to hearhim. He is shortin stature but a giantin termsof his presencéE. | still havethat picturein my mind.

My first featuredocumentaryN TAK FOR ALT: Survival of a Human Spirit Dis aboutHolocaustsurvivor turnedCivil Rightsactivist
Judy Meisel. | madeit with two friendsduring film school,andthe film endedup beingshownon public televisionandis still used
all overthe US for Holocaustandtoleranceeducation During a screeningof thatfilm in OmahaNebraska) wasapproachedby two
membersof the OmahaJewishcommunity. They wantedto bring my attentionto anotheractivist N Shirley Goldstein. From
mereappearanceshirley appeardo be a normalMid-West JewishgrandmotherBut sheis one of the amazingactiviststhat ran this
movement.Sheactually helpedus with the first seedgrantand contactsto getthe projectgoing.
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Sol canOteally takecreditfor theideaE It wasbroughtto me. It justturnedout thatl hada backgroundn the subjectmatter.

Considering how radically different Czarist Russia and the Soviet Union were, why didnOt the laws change
in regard to the Jewish minority?

Thelawsin CzaristRussiaandthe SovietUnion weredrasticallydifferent regardingJews.Technically,anti-Semitismwas supposed
to be againstthe law in the SovietUnion. But the problemwasthat the SovietUnion didnOfollow its own laws. In fact, one of the
thingsthe activistsdid wasto provethatthe Sovietswere breakingtheir own laws with regardto someof the Refuseniksand
Prisonersof Conscience.

For example therewasno law statingthatit wasillegal to teachHebrew.But the Sovietswantedto arrestHebrewteachergo put an
endto whatit sawasa growingthreat.Sothe KGB found all kinds of otherreasondo arrestpeople.They planteddrugson Yuli
Edelstein, planteda gun on Ephraim Kholmiansky, and accusedevgeny Lein of attackinga policeman.Thesemen were all
innocentof thosecrimes,but they wereframedfor thesevariousoffensesso the Sovietswould havea reasonto arrestthemthatfell
within their own laws.

Refusenik focuseson the plight of the Jews under Soviet
Communism. Were they singled out by the authorities, or were
other national, ethnic, and/or religious minorities also
persecuted? In case they were singled out, what was the reason for
that?

[Photo: Refuseniksgatherin the Ovrashkiforrest outsideMoscow, 1970s.]
All religionswere persecutedinderthe SovietsystemN thatwentfor anyonethat

attemptedo really practicea religion. With Jewsit wasworsebecausedenying Z S
themreligious freedomalso deniedthemtheir cultural heritage. 3= ¢ 5 Vi =7

Therewere many nationalmovementsnside of the SovietUnion N movementdor the variouscountriesthat had beentakenover by
the SovietUnion N suchasthe Ukraine,Latvia, etc. But the issuewasthat thesepeoplehad nationalhomelandghat wereinside of
the SovietUnion. You could still be Ukrainian, live in the Ukraine,andbe a Sovietcitizen.

The problemwith the Jewswasthattheir nationalhomelandwaslsrael.| think it would be accurateto saythatwhile all of these
movementsveresuppressednd persecutedthe Jewshadit the hardestN they werereally beingdeniedtheir cultural and ethnic
heritage.

Thereweresomeotherhardcaseshowever.Therewasa largegroupof ethnicGermansvho hadgottenstuckin the SovietUnion and
couldnOget out. AnothergroupN PentecostaChristiansN were unableto practice,andat one point a group of themsoughtrefuge
at the AmericanEmbassyin Moscow. They lived therefor over a month. Secretaryof StateGeorge Shultz helpedto getthemout.
Sothereweredefinitely other casesput thesegroupsdidnOhavea large dedicatedgroupto fight for themoverseaslike the Soviet
Jewsdid.
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In Refusenik, you use damning archival footage shot inside the Soviet Union. How difficult was it to get a
hold of such material?

| satfor two weeksin the KrasnogorskStateArchivesin Russiawatchingprobablyover a hundredthousandeet of film. 1tOsamazing
what they havethere. Their newsreelfootageappeargo be obviouspropaganddootage,anditOsall available.This is nothing out of
the ordinary;it waswhatwasshownweekly to the Sovietpublic. On the otherhand,the KGB archives(which were openfor atime
afterthefall of the SovietUnion) arenow closed.This is just a symptomof the major crackdownon freedomof speechand
informationin Russiatoday.

In termsof footageshotby the activistsand[at the] newsarchivesN this wasan amazingchallenge put becameour missionfor this
projectN to collectthe bestfootagewe could find from everynewsarchiveandindividual. We dug things out of peopleObasements,
garagesandattics. Sometimed would hearthat someonemadea film twenty or thirty yearsagoaboutwhatwasthena current-event
storyN | would spendweekstrackingdownthe producer.

It turnedout to be interestingand fun, and we found somereal treasuresMy personalffavorite is Zev YaroslavskyOsshotof the
KGB caroutsidethe window. | simply couldnObelieveit whenl first sawit.

How did you find the Refuseniks themselves? Were they willing to discuss their experiences, or was it
hard to get them to reminisce about their difficult past?

Many of the Americanactivistsarestill in touchwith the Refuseniksand| reachedhemthrougha big networkof activistsN
ultimately, Enid Wurtman, an Americanactivist who emigratedto Israelduring the movementandwho remainedin contactwith
many of the Refusenikswvhenthey arrivedin Israel.

Almost everysingle Refusenikwaswilling to speakopenlyto me. Therewereonly a coupleof peoplewho refusedinterviews.In
generalthey wantedto discusstheir stories.For the most part, this was the main struggleof their lives. After arriving in Israel,
though,their strugglehasbeenlargely forgotten. Thereare thousandf heroesin Israel,and probablya million amazingstoriesof
how peoplecamethereN itOsanimmigrantsociety.Soin general,l found that peoplewerethrilled to be ableto tell their stories.
Someof themhadnObeeninterviewedin many, manyyears.
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Would you say that the international campaign to free Soviet Jews contributed to the eventual fall of the
Soviet Union?

| think thattherewere manyfactorsthatled to the downfall of the SovietUnion. But | believethatthe SovietJewsdefinitely playeda
role. They werethe first to realizethat the Sovietsactually caredaboutwhat othersin the internationalcommunitythoughtof them.
The Refuseniksusedthat hunchto their advantageThey helpedbring internationalattentionto Soviethumanrights abuses,
delegitimizingthe SovietUnion in the eyesof many Westerncountries.

The ensuingpressureby governmentsaroundthe world definitely had an effect. One canOalsoignore the effect of the passagef the
Jackson-VanikAmendment.This wasthe first time thatthe US passed law restrictingits relationshipwith a country becauseof
humanrights abusesThe fact that the Americanswerewilling to foregograin salesN somethingthe Sovietsdesperatelyneededo
keeptheir countryrunningN cannotbe underestimated.

Technorati Tags: Refusenik, Laura Bialis, Ella_Taylor, Soviet Union, Jewish emigration, Communism,
Anti-Semitism
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