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I began my activities in human rights starting in 1972/1973 for the Committee of Concerned 

Scientists (CCS) as Vice-Chair for Computer Science. I have continued as vice-chair of the CCS 

up to this time and plan to continue my work with the CCS.  My efforts in human rights have 

been primarily with respect to scientists involved with computers, although I have also supported 

petitions for other scientists. The largest portion of my activities have been with respect to 

refuseniks in the Soviet Union. I have also had affiliations and worked with the Washington 

Committee for Soviet Jewry (WCSJ), the Union of Councils for Soviet Jewry (UCSJ), the 

Scientists for Sakharov, Orlov and Shcharansky (SOS), and the Association for Computing 

Machinery (ACM), where I was Vice-Chair of the Committee on Scientific Freedom and Human 

Rights (CSFHR). It has been a pleasure to work with all of these organizations who have done so 

much to support the human rights of all individuals. 

 

Beginnings 

I first became involved with the CCS in either 1972 or 1973. My late wife, Rita, worked at the 

National Institutes of Health (NIH) in the Division of Computer Research and Technology as a 

computer professional, where Dr. Jack Cohen worked as a medical researcher.  Jack was a vice-

chair of the CCS.  The organization started in 1972 or 1973 with Dr. Melvin Pomerantz, a 

physicist at Lawrence Livermore Laboratory and Dr. Fred Pollak, a Professor at Brooklyn 

College, as co-chairs. Jack knew that I was a Professor of Computer Science at the University of 

Maryland, and asked Rita if I would consider working as vice-chair for computer science with 

the CCS. I accepted his invitation, since the Committee of Concerned Scientists was an 

independent organization of scientists, physicians and engineers dedicated to the protection and 

advancement of the human rights and scientific freedom of colleagues throughout the world. A 

list of areas covered by the CCS and the current vice-chairs is: 

 

 Astronomy                Arno Penzias (Nobel Laureate), Lucent Technologies 

 Chemistry                 Zafra Lerman, Columbia College of Chicago 

 Computer Science   Jack Minker, University of Maryland 
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 Engineering              Philip Sarachick, Polytechnic University of New York 

 Mathematics             Simon Levin, Princeton University 

 Medical Sciences     J. J. Blum, Duke University 

 Physics                     Joseph Birman, City College of New York 

 

The current co-chairs are:  

Joel L. Lebowitz, a mathematician at Rutgers University  

Paul H. Plotz, a medical researcher at the National Institute of Health, and Walter H. 

Reich, a psychiatrist at George Washington Univeristy. 

 

The CCS has meetings once a year where the chairs, vice-chairs, the executive director, 

interested individuals and invited guests meet, discuss their activities and future efforts.  The 

vice-chairs coordinate and initiate activities in their own discipline and have the freedom to 

decide what to do. The vice-chairs receive support for their efforts from the executive director 

who coordinates, as necessary, with the chairs and vice-chairs.  

 

The first significant activity I had in human rights with the CCS was in 1974. It involved a well-

known refusenik, Professor Alexander Lerner. Below I discuss my activities in attempting to 

permit Lerner and other Soviet refuseniks to participate or to attend a conference in the USSR. In 

other submissions I will discuss other efforts in which I have been involved. 

 

Professor Alexander Lerner and the 4th International Joint Conference on Artificial 

Intelligence in the USSR in 1975 

 

Attempts to Move IJCAI4 from the Soviet Union 

Alexander Lerner was perhaps the first scientist of international renown who decided to request 

an exit visa from the USSR, and was therefore a refusenik. His field was cybernetics, the 

interdisciplinary study of the structure of complex systems, especially communication processes, 

control mechanisms and feedback principles. My expertise is in artificial intelligence (AI) and 

data bases.  
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Generally, AI is the field of study that attempts to approximate human reasoning by organizing 

and manipulating factual and heuristic knowledge with the use of computers. Instances of AI 

applications are the development of intelligent robots, or the development of expert systems to 

diagnose diseases. 

 

Every two years the AI community organizes an International Joint Conference on Artificial 

Intelligence (IJCAI). In 1974 it was announced that the 4th such conference was to be held in the 

USSR in 1975. My reaction was to question why the conference should be held in the USSR. 

There were excellent reasons why the conference should not be held there: 

1. Work in the USSR on AI at that time was relatively weak in contrast to countries like 

the US, Canada, Japan, Germany, France and others. 

2. A large number of US scientists would not be able to attend, as they would if the 

location were closer to the US. 

3. Israel had no relations with the USSR and at other international conferences in the 

USSR, Israeli scientists did not receive visas to participate in these conferences. 

4. USSR scientists, who were refuseniks, would also be barred from the conference, as 

had occurred at other conferences in the USSR. 

Because of these reasons I wrote to the AI magazine of the Special Interest Group on AI 

(SIGART), asking that the organizing committee reconsider their decision. Letters by me and 

others supporting my position and against my position appeared in the magazines issues. It was 

clear, however, and not unanticipated, that the decision would not be reconsidered. 

 

Contacting Lerner to be a Panelist at IJCAI4 

I decided that it was essential that the conference live up to international standards to assure it 

was open to all scientists. Thus, it would be necessary to assure refusenik and Israeli scientists 

who wished to attend or to participate in the conference could do so.  As I was not a member of 

the program committee, I could not assure that papers submitted that were judged to be 

appropriate would be accepted.  In addition, I did not know any refuseniks whose expertise was 

in AI and who might write a paper for the conference. Even if they wrote a paper, it might have 

been rejected on scientific grounds, as all non-invited papers had to be reviewed. However, 

conferences generally have panel sessions where experts discuss specific topics and are invited 
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to be members of a panel. Panel sessions had to be approved by the program committee. I 

thought that a discussion of the topics of cybernetics and artificial intelligence would be 

appropriate for the conference.  I therefore tried to enlist Alexander Lerner to join me on a panel 

discussion with others to discuss the relationships between cybernetics and AI, assuming it might 

be approved by the IJCAI4 program committee. I had not known Lerner at the time and he was 

unaware of me. Attempts to contact him by phone in Moscow were unsuccessful.  Working with 

Lilli Chertoff, executive director of the CCS, we could not find anyone going to the USSR at the 

time. 

  

Since I knew of the WCSJ, I phoned Irene Manekofsky, President of the WCSJ, and asked if she 

knew anyone going to the USSR. Irene informed me that there was a congressional delegation 

going, spoke to her congressional contacts, and found that Congressman Hamilton Fish II, was 

leaving shortly.  The Congressman informed Irene he would deliver my letter to Lerner. Letters 

sent through the mail to refuseniks usually did not reach them. Upon returning from his trip, the 

congressman had a letter to me from Lerner in which he agreed to participate in the panel 

discussion. 

 

IJCAI4 Program Committee Authorizes Panel Discussion  

I phoned two key individuals in AI, Professor John McCarthy head of the Stanford AI 

laboratory, the coiner of the term AI, and the leading researcher in the field, and Dr. Bertram 

Raphael of Stanford Research Institute, one of the world leaders in robotics. Both agreed to be on 

the panel with me. McCarthy had not supported the USSR for the conference site, while Raphael 

had supported it. I then phoned the IJCAI4 program chair, Professor Patrick Henry Winston of 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) who was not happy with the idea of the panel 

as it had not been discussed with him prior to my getting people to be on such a panel. I could 

understand his concerns, since he had not been on the committee that decided the location and 

now had to be faced with a human rights issue to add to his responsibilities. He said he would 

discuss it with his committee and would get back to me. 

 

When we next spoke, he was very positive and said the program committee agreed to have a 

panel session as I had described. He said the Soviets were coming and he would make sure that 
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they, too, would approve the panel. After meeting with the Soviets, he said that they agreed to 

have the panel with Lerner as a panelist, but were uncomfortable with Minker being the session 

chair because of his known positions about the site of the conference and they would be 

embarrassed by his presence as panel chair. He said that they proposed McCarthy as panel chair 

and asked my reaction to the proposed change. I told him I would agree to step down provided 

that he personally wrote a letter to Lerner inviting him to be on the panel. I said that Lerner 

needed an official written invitation to assure that he would be permitted to attend, and that a 

letter sent through the mail would undoubtedly not reach him. Winston agreed and sent the letter 

to me for transmittal to Lerner.  Between the CCS and the WCSJ, someone was found who was 

going to the USSR and who delivered the invitation for him to participate in the panel.     

 

Lerner Denied Permission to go to IJCAI in Tbilisi 

When Lerner received the letter, he went to the KGB and asked for permission to go from 

Moscow to Tbilisi where the conference was to be held. A few weeks after I had sent the letter, I 

read a news article in the New York Times, written by Christopher Wren, stating that Lerner had 

been told by the KGB that he would not be permitted to attend, and that he could tell this to his 

friends in the West. I phoned Winston with this news and he was upset that the USSR IJCAI4 

program committee members had not lived up to their agreement. The IJCAI4 organizing 

committee contacted the USSR members who said that the newspaper article was wrong. 

However, Lerner verified its accuracy to me. The organizing committee then decided that they 

would go to the USSR and, if Lerner were unable to attend, they would then decide either to 

move the conference to Sweden, to boycott the conference or to have a major demonstration at 

the conference. 

 

I spoke to Winston and asked him if he or the organizing committee would be upset if I wrote to 

the AI community to inform them what happened and ask them to boycott the meeting. I told 

him I would send the letter to him to see if there was anything objectionable in the letter. Neither 

Winston, McCarthy nor Sandewall had an objection to my proposal or to the letter I wrote. I 

asked permission to get the list of members of SIGART and their addresses from the ACM.  

SIGART authorized my request, and it was paid for by the CCS. The mailing included a postal 

card where the individual could vote for a boycott of the conference, a change of venue or for 
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holding the conference. Lilli Chertoff handled the mailing and the tabulation. She also alerted 

journalists, such as Christopher Wren of the New York Times, so that they may report any 

problems. Throughout all my efforts on this activity, Lilli was an effective and valuable partner. 

 

Within two weeks we received returned postal cards. In a period when many members were on 

vacation, there was a tremendous response by the membership of SIGART. A total of 2,700 

letters were mailed.  The final vote was 315 members supported moving the conference from the 

Soviet Union and if held there, they supported a boycott; 85 supported moving the conference 

from the Soviet Union, but did not say they would boycott if it were held there; and 6 supported 

holding the conference in Tbilisi. The responses came from a variety of countries: Great Britain, 

Canada, the Netherlands, West Germany, Japan, South Africa, Israel, Puerto Rico and the United 

States. I sent the results to McCarthy in the event it might be useful for negotiations with the 

Soviets.  

 

Lerner Meets With McCarthy and Winston in Moscow 

McCarthy and Winston met with Lerner at his home and discussed the panel session with him 

and that there could not be any comments that were not associated with the topic. Lerner, 

naturally agreed, and said he had no intention of doing so. Indeed, I had cautioned him about this 

point in an earlier letter. He was able to go to Tbilisi, but KGB agents trailed him to the airport 

and entered the plane with him. McCarthy also followed Lerner to the airport to assure he was 

allowed to go to Tbilisi. I did not go to the conference for two reasons: I was boycotting the 

conference and my wife was ill and was worried about what might happen to me in the USSR 

and I did not want to cause her further stress. 

 

IJCAI4 Panel Session Events in Tbilisi 

When McCarthy, Winston, and the conference chair, Dr. Erik Sandewall of Sweden met with the 

USSR organizing committee members, the Soviets said that Lerner could not come because he 

was not a member of the Soviet delegation. To be a member of the Soviet delegation one had to 

have permission from their employer. The other members of the organizing committee informed 

them that there were no delegations at IJJAI4 conferences, but individuals interested in the 

subject, that they had agreed to Lerner as a member of the panel and that the authority to have 
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him was given by the program chair, Winston, who had full authority to do so. The Soviets then 

had a rationale to see that Lerner could participate in the panel, namely that there were no 

delegations and that the program chair had invited Lerner to be part of a panel discussion. In 

addition, one Israeli who had a paper accepted for the conference did not receive a visa. The 

organizing committee was disturbed and informed the Soviets that it was not acceptable. The 

Soviets offered to phone the Israeli, and they would assure that if he came through Vienna, he 

would have his visa approved. The Soviets made the phone call, but the Israeli believed that 

going to Vienna and not having a visa there would have been a great inconvenience for him. He 

had expected a visa in San Francisco where he was working, told that he would have one in New 

York and, when he arrived in New York, there was no visa. He therefore went to Israel to visit 

his parents before returning to California. His apprehension about not having a visa in Vienna, 

was clearly realistic. 

 

I received a telegram from McCarthy after the panel was completed and Lerner had participated 

in it, informing me that all went well. The CCS had also paid the entrance fee to the conference 

for several refuseniks: Dr. Viktor Brailovsky who lived in Moscow, but decided not to apply to 

travel to Tbilisi. Dr. Ovsei Gelman, who lived in Tbilisi, had worked for the Soviet Local 

Arrangement Chairman, Dr. V.V. Chavchanidze, Director of Cybernetics Institute, Academy of 

Sciences of Georgian SSR, was given an exit visa before the start of the conference and 

speculated that this might have happened not to embarass Chavchanidze.  The brothers Drs. 

Grigory and Isai Goldstein, who lived in Tbilisi attended the conference. 

 

One of the Goldsteins asked a question at the panel session and prior to asking the question he 

stated his name and that he was an Israeli citizen. The Soviets took offense to this and the KGB 

removed the two brothers from the conference site. Bert Raphael intervened and they were able 

to attend the remainder of the conference. 

 

Epilogue 

The results of all of the above efforts could not have been accomplished without the support of 

the Program Chair, Winston; the Conference Chair, Sandewall and McCarthy. Although Lerner 

and several refuseniks were able to attend the conference, the Israeli was not able to attend. It 
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was clear that the Soviet members had to be pressed hard to achieve even this partial success. 

Their assurances did not have the approval of their government and hence were worthless.  

 

One of Lerner’s colleagues, the famous mathematician, Dr. Ilya Piatetsky-Shapiro, visited me at 

my home when he received his exit visa some time after IJCAI4. I asked him what the refuseniks 

thought about the conference and he said with a broad smile on his face and a strong Russian 

accent, “Was big victory over KGB, big victory!” 

 

For my efforts to assure a conference was held according to international standards I was called a 

‘well-known international agitator.’ When my daughter heard this, she was thrilled to have her 

father be known as a well-known international agitator. The individual who made the statement 

eventually became someone who supported the refusenik cause.  One of the Soviets in a personal 

hand-written description in Russian of the conference, referred to the CCS as a ‘demagogic’ 

organization. Since I was the only one representing the CCS, I took it as a personal compliment. 


