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Jews and the Russian Revolution
Backstory
Allan Levine

I

n the fall of 1917, near the end of his brief
and problematic term as prime minister
of the Russian Provisional Government,
Alexander Kerenksy – who months earlier was perceived as Russia’s saviour following the abdication of Czar Nicholas II
– was under attack by Bolshevik radicals
who derided his controversial decision to
keep Russia in World War I.
Many of his most vocal critics didn’t like
Jews, either. As one confused protester
scrawled on a wall near the Winter Palace
in St. Petersburg: “Down with the Jew Kerensky. Long live Trotsky!” Kerensky, however, was not Jewish, but Bolshevik leader
Leon Trotsky was.
Kerensky, who was 35 years old in
1917, was forced to flee into exile after
the Bolsheviks seized power. He had, in
fact, supported wiping away centuries of
anti-Semitic czarist legislation – including the crippling restrictions that had

forced Jews to live and work in the Pale
of Settlement since the time of Catherine
the Great. While there were few attacks
against Jews at the beginning of 1917,
they increased by the summer, and were
carried out by both left- and right-wing
extremists. The latter included members
of the ultra-nationalist Black Hundreds,
who desecrated several churches and
grave sites in Kiev and then pinned the
blame for those acts on the Jews. They
also fabricated so-called “blood libel,”
or ritual murder, charges against several
Jewish people.
The vast majority of Russia’s 3.5-million
Jews had welcomed and participated in
the revolutionary upheaval of 1917 that
ultimately brought Vladimir Lenin and
the communists to power. The promises
of equality and religious and national
freedom were hailed as “the deliverance of
the people,” and as “a miracle … that will
be recorded as one of the greatest events
in the history of Israel.” Though the Bolsheviks had initially pledged that Russia’s
various nationalities would be accorded
the right of self-determination, this is not
what Lenin, Trotsky and Joseph Stalin had
in mind.

Lenin, in particular, resented the Jewish labour party, the Bund, as well as the
more popular Zionist parties and organizations. A Jewish “nationality,” the
Bolshevik leader had argued more than
a decade before his conquest of Russia,
“runs counter to the interests of the Jewish proletariat, for it fosters among them,
directly or indirectly, a spirit hostile to
assimilation, the spirit of the ‘ghetto’.”
As for Zionism, Lenin and every Soviet
leader who followed him dismissed it
as a dangerous bourgeoisie movement.
In Stalin’s opinion, there was a question
as to whether Jews were even a “nation.”
“What … national cohesion can there be
… between the Georgian, Daghestanian,
Russian and American Jew?” he asked in
a 1913 essay. “If there is anything common to them left, it is their religion, their
common origin and certain relics of national character.”
This was a view that was to have dramatic and devastating ramifications in the
dark years ahead. During the Russian Civil
War of 1918-20 that broke out in the wake
of the revolution, an estimated 100,000,
and possibly even 200,000, Jews were
killed, leaving more than 60,000 children

as orphans. A few hundred later came to
Canada in a campaign promoted by Ottawa Zionist leader Lillian Freiman. This
act of charity was sincere, but its impact
was barely noticeable in addressing the
devastation of the Russian Jewish community.
Once the conflict ended, and the communists came out on top, Lenin and
then Stalin targeted Jewish cultural and
religious institutions. In 1924, massive
arrests and secret trials of prominent
Zionists were carried out for “counterrevolutionary acts,” in which guilty verdicts
were more or less determined before the
proceedings began – a soon-to-be familiar feature of the Soviet regime. Hebrew
schools were closed. Lenin’s war on Russia’s churches and synagogues began almost from the start of his reign. Property
was seized and any resistance was met
with force. In the four-year period from
1921 to 1926, close to 800 synagogues
were shut and Judaism was publicly
denounced. n
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Creating a more compassionate world, one page at a time

Cindy Davis

L

ast month, internationally renowned
educational psychologist Michele
Borba was brought to Montreal by the
organization Ometz, to speak about her
newest book, Unselfie: Why Empathetic
Kids Succeed in Our All-About-Me World.
Borba has spent years researching why
there has been a drastic drop in empathy levels in kids and teens over the
past few decades and why empathy is
essential to the overall success of an
individual. She addressed several ways
in which we can combat this phenomenon and instil a sense of kindness and
generosity in our children, despite the
“me, me, me” culture, in which we live
today.
It was an insightful talk, but there was
one point in particular that Borba made
that the Jewish Public Library (JPL) has
been emphasizing for years: a key way of

encouraging empathy is through reading
fiction. It’s an assertion that’s backed by
science.
“There is an empirically established
link between empathy and reading
fiction. Empathy is at the root of tikkun olam. Tikkun olam is at the root of
philanthropy,” says Michael Crelinsten,
executive director of the JPL. “The fact
is, therefore, supported by rigorous
research, that reading fiction enhances
empathy and, thus, is a key component
of sustaining our community.”
Study after study has shown that reading character-driven novels helps readers
– both children and adults – put themselves in the shoes of the character, by
making their brains feel as though they
are part of the story.
In one study conducted in 2014, researchers at Carnegie Mellon University
determined through MRI scans that the
brains of individuals reading a chapter
from Harry Potter reacted in the same
way they would if they were watching
the actual events take place. The same
study was able to identify “specific parts
of the brain which are responsible for
such sub-processing as the relationships

between characters, parsing sentences
and determining the usage and meaning
of individual words.”
Reading good fiction enables a reader
to be exposed to characters and situations that he or she would not normally
face in the real world, thus broadening
that person’s sense of compassion and
understanding. In the case of children,
books can teach valuable lessons early in
life, using both relatable and far-fetched
situations, such as living in another part
of the world, or a different period in
history.

“Look for books that deal with things
that children may encounter in everyday social life, like bullying or divorce,”
says Talya Pardo, director of the Norman
Berman Children’s Library at the JPL. “But
reading has such a broad appeal that it
can also work in a lot of different situations that put kids in the first person, enabling them to experience different lives.”
Another highly publicized study,
conducted by the New School of Social
Research in 2013, randomly assigned
1,000 participants with reading material
ranging from Danielle Steele novels, to
work by Anton Chekhov. The study concluded that those reading literary fiction,
as opposed to non-fiction or popular
fiction, could better identify emotions in
others.
The key, therefore, is to expose yourself and your children to a variety of
high-quality literature. Not only is reading good fiction important for building
literacy and study acumen – which are
important skills in and of themselves – it
also plays a large part in creating a community of caring, generous and compassionate people. The key is choosing the
right books. Happy reading. n

