
Lenin's Jewish Question: Abigail Rutherford's
Investigation into Historical Antisemitism and
State Suppression

The Jewish Question has been a contentious issue throughout history, with
varying degrees of antisemitism and persecution. In the early 20th century,
Russian revolutionary leader Vladimir Lenin penned a controversial
pamphlet titled "The Jewish Question" (1913),offering his perspective on
the subject. However, this pamphlet remained largely unknown until
recently, when it was discovered and translated into English by Abigail
Rutherford.
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Rutherford's work has sparked renewed interest in Lenin's views on
Judaism and has raised questions about the role of antisemitism in the
Soviet Union. This article will delve into the contents of "The Jewish
Question," examining Lenin's arguments, their historical context, and the
implications for understanding the nature of antisemitism and state
suppression.

Lenin's Arguments in "The Jewish Question"

In "The Jewish Question," Lenin argued that antisemitism was a product of
capitalism and class struggle. He viewed Jews as an oppressed minority
exploited by the bourgeoisie and used as scapegoats to deflect class
tensions. Lenin believed that the only way to eradicate antisemitism was to
overthrow capitalism and establish a socialist society.

Lenin also distinguished between two types of antisemitism: "reactionary
antisemitism," which he condemned as irrational and backward, and
"progressive antisemitism," which he saw as a legitimate criticism of the
bourgeoisie's use of Jews to oppress the working class. This distinction,
however, has been criticized for being overly simplistic and potentially
justifying antisemitic rhetoric.
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Historical Context and Antisemitism in the Russian Empire

To understand Lenin's views on Judaism, it is essential to consider the
historical context of the Russian Empire. Antisemitism was widespread in
Russia, with Jews facing legal and social discrimination, pogroms, and
other forms of persecution. The Russian Orthodox Church played a
significant role in fostering anti-Jewish sentiment, portraying Jews as
Christ-killers and outsiders.

Lenin's critique of antisemitism was influenced by his socialist ideology and
his opposition to the Tsarist regime. However, some scholars argue that his
analysis was incomplete, as he did not fully address the deep-rooted
religious and ethnic prejudices that fueled antisemitism in Russian society.

The Suppression of "The Jewish Question" and Soviet Antisemitism

"The Jewish Question" was initially published in a limited edition in 1913
and largely forgotten until it was rediscovered and translated into English
by Abigail Rutherford in 2016. This suppression suggests that the Soviet
regime sought to distance itself from Lenin's views on antisemitism, which
could have undermined their official policy of internationalism and equality.

Despite the suppression of "The Jewish Question," antisemitism persisted
in the Soviet Union. Soviet policies, such as the establishment of Jewish
autonomous regions and the promotion of Yiddish culture, aimed to
address Jewish concerns but did not eliminate the underlying anti-Jewish
attitudes within the population.

Abigail Rutherford's Contribution and Implications

Abigail Rutherford's translation and analysis of "The Jewish Question" has
shed new light on Lenin's views on antisemitism and the complexities of



Soviet history. Her work has prompted scholars to re-examine the nature of
antisemitism and the role of the state in suppressing uncomfortable
narratives.

Furthermore, Rutherford's research highlights the importance of confronting
historical antisemitism and its lingering effects. By bringing Lenin's
pamphlet to a wider audience, she has contributed to a broader
understanding of the challenges and complexities of combating hatred and
discrimination.

Lenin's "The Jewish Question," rediscovered and translated by Abigail
Rutherford, offers valuable insights into the historical antisemitism in the
Russian Empire and the complexities of Soviet policy. While Lenin's
analysis may be flawed in some respects, it nevertheless sheds light on the
deep-rooted prejudices that continue to plague societies today.

Abigail Rutherford's work serves as a reminder of the importance of
confronting uncomfortable historical narratives and the ongoing struggle
against antisemitism and other forms of discrimination. Through her
meticulous research and translation, she has contributed to a deeper
understanding of one of history's most enduring and pernicious problems.
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