The Mizrachi Movement in America:
A Belated but Sturdy Offshoot

by Yosef Salmon

The two volumes of Shivat Zion, edited by the journalist author
Abraham Jacob Slucki, were first published in Warsaw in 1891 and
reissued in 1899 without significant changes. It consisted of rabbini-
cal letters from all over Russia and Poland (in particular from Lithua-
nia), advocating the Zionist idea as expressed in the Hibbat Zion
Movement (also known as Hovevei Zion). The publication, sup-
ported by the Odessa Committee founded in 1890 to further Hov-
evei Zion settlement in Palestine, was motivated by the need to
bolster the dwindling support for the movement in the traditional
circles of Russo-Polish Jewry. The threat of secularism—the move-
ment’s leaders and many of the immigrants to Eretz-Israel in the
1890s were nonobservant—was eating away at the initial support
of the traditionalists. By the end of the century many of them were
leaving the new Zionist organization* The publication of Shivat
Zion represented an attempt to prove that traditional religion and
Zjonism could coexist fruitfully.

The third edition of Shivat Zion was published in New York by the
American Mizrachi Movement in 1916. It was not an exact replica
of the European editions—many of the original rabbinical letters
were omitted and new ones were added —but it, too, was published
in the new American context for propaganda purposes. The late
date of the American publication reflects the tardy evolution of reli-
gious Zionism in America. It took time for the founding assump-
tions of European Zionism to become accommodated to the American
social context. The Orthodox Jews who emigrated from eastern Eu-
rope to America had to face the challenge, new to them, of cooper-
ating with the Reform Jews of western Europe who were already
established in the United States.

These factors delayed the establishment of the Mizrachi Move-
ment in America and led to differences in its historical develop-
ment.
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Certain features of the Zionist movement in the United States set
it apart from its counterpart movements in Europe. Founded while
the Hovevei Zion Movement was still active in Europe, it is fre-
quently treated in the literature as largely an import by the eastern
European immigrants?> However, it eventually grew to include the
leadership elite of all sections of American Jewry, including the Re-
form Movement. At a relatively early stage it incorporated figures
who had not come from eastern Europe: Germans such as Bernard
Felsenthal and Gustav Gottheil; central Europeans such as Max
Heller and Stephen Wise; and also English jews.* Early American
Zijonism was surprisingly reminiscent of the European Zionism of
the 1860s and 1870s in its search for Jewish self-identity.” Although
the American Zionists were not threatened by a sense of physical
danger, they were sharply aware of their Diaspora status and of the
difficulties, at least in the first and second generations, of adapting
to the American way of life* The fact that many local Zionist soci-
eties also functioned as landsmanschaften indicates that their mem-
bers sought to create their own intimate social milieu because they
felt alienated from their New World environment.”

Orthodox Zionists in the United States faced special difficulties in
carving out their place in the Zionist federation. The term “ortho-
doxy” is problematic in the American context, up to the second
decade of the twentieth century everything that was not explicitly
“Reform” was considered “Orthodox.” The distinctions between Re-
form, Conservative, and Orthodox, which were well defined in Ger-
manyby the mid-nineteenth century, took at least another half century
to gain currency in the United States?® As with German Jewry, Ameri-
can Reform Judaism was largely hostile to the developing Jewish na-
tionalist movement. In Europe, the leadership of the Hibbat Zion
Movement was drawn mainly from east European Jewish intellec-
tuals, who were not religiously observant, and traditional rabbis
who were receptive to a modern way of life. As the Zionist move-
ment evolved, the east European leadership of Hibbat Zion was in-
creasingly replaced in the World Zionist Organization by central and
western European Jews. In America, however, by the 189os the origi-
nal eastern European leadership was already being challenged by a
vocal minority of Reform rabbis (Gustav Gottheil, 1827-1903; Bern-
hard Felsenthal, 1822-1908; and Max Heller, 1860-1929), as well as by
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- Orthodox and Conservative rabbis, both Sephardic and Ashkenazic
(Henry Pereira Mendes, 1852-1937; Sabato Morais, 1823-1897; Alexander
Kohut, 1842-1894; Bernard Drachman, 1861-1945; and Marcus Jas-
trow 1829-1903).

Whereas Zionism, for the east European immigrants, provided an
escape from alienation, the western and central European Jews
viewed it as a means to avoid disappearance in the great American
melting pot. It was therefore questionable whether such different
social aims could achieve satisfaction within a single Zionist move-
ment; years passed before the two factions learned to live with each
other within the Zionist Federation of America.

During the Hovevei Zion period, the leaders of the east European
wing of the movement were Dr. J. I. Bluestone, editor of the Hibbat
Zion Yiddish paper, Shulamit, and Wolf Schur, who edited the He-
brew Zionist journal, Ha-Pisgah. Bluestone represented modern
orthodoxy (known in the historical literature as the “Orthodox
maskilim”?), then in the process of organization, while Schur voiced
the views of the radical Russian intellectuals. In Bluestone’s opinion
(supported by the publisher Kazriel Sarasohn and prominent Rabbis
Jacob Joseph, Dr. Hillel Philip Klein, Zvi Hirsch Masliansky, Moses
Zebulun Margolis, Henry Pereira Mendes, and Bernard Drachman),
Eretz-Tsrael would provide a physical refuge for persecuted Jews
and a spiritual safeguard against assimilation in America’® For Schur
and his supporters (especially the author Alexander Harkavy, the
former Biluite Dr. Moses Mintz, and the journalist Leon Zolotkoff),
Zionism filled the role of providing a sense of national identity for
secular Jews. Despite their divergent world views, the groups that
formed around Bluestone and Schur were able to cooperate, and to
form a common front against the central Europeans, who were mainly
Reform or Conservative Jews.

The first American Jews to respond to Theodor Herzl’s call were
members of Hovevei Zion: Zev Wolf (William) Schur, Rabbi Meir
Kupstein, the journalist Michael Singer, among others. They
founded the Zentralverein der Amerikanische Zionisten™ Support
soon came also from the Central European group of Reform lead-
ers: Felsenthal, Gustav and Richard Gottheil, Benjamin Szold, and
Stephen Wise. Though several American Jews came to the First
Zionist Congress (1897, not one of them represented an American
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Zionist organization. Shortly after the congress, various Zionist soci-
eties were formed, mainly in New York and its environs. These soci-
eties quickly coalesced into two competing organizations: the
Federation of Zionist Societies of Greater New York and Vicinity,
led by Richard Gottheil, and the League of Zionists of the United
States of North America, headed by Philip ‘Klein and Michael
Singer.

Although the two organizations united, after a single year, to estab-
lish the Federation of American Zionists (FAZ, 1898), internal conflict
continued to influence the early history of American Zionism. The
executive committee in Vienna, headed by Herzl, made every effort
to deal evenhandedly with both groups, in keeping with its prefer-
ence for avoiding involvement in the internal politics of local organi-
zations. A delegate from each organization turned up at the Second
Zionist Congress; both were elected to the Zionist executive commit-
tee: Gottheil representing the federation, and Klein the league.

The dispute was neither over trifling matters nor was it, in the
main, a question of personal animosities. The mutual mistrust
stemmed from profound cultural and ideological differences: the
tensions between the western European “uptown” Jews and the
eastern European “downtown” Jews found strong expression in the
Zionist arena. The eastern Europeans refused to recognize their
central European brethren—especially those identified with the Re-
form Movement—as “authentic,” “national” Jews; Jewish national-
ism and reform, they believed, were mutually exclusiveX* All of the
east Europeans, whether Orthodox or radical maskilim, voiced this
distrust again and again in their correspondence with the executive
committee in Vienna. The westerners, for their part, did not believe
in the east Europeans’ organizational ability or public standing.
The developments in the Zionist Movement in the United States
were similar to those in the European Zionist Organization: in both
cases, the masses of east European Zionists demanded the leader-
ship, and the westerners finally gave in.**

The conflictual milieu of the American melting pot goes far to ex-
plain why the Mizrachi Movement was established so much later in
America than it was in Europe. Splinter group after splinter group
formed and dissolved along the lines of the double chiasma: eastern
and central European Jews/western European Jews and halachically
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observant Jews/nonobservant Jews. Among those who refused to
join the FAZ were the Zionist societies of Cincinnati and Minneapo-
lis, and the Chicago “Knights of Zion,” which was founded in Octo-
ber 1898. In addition, Bluestone, though a member of the New York
federation, founded the “Free Sons of Zion,” an independent Zionist
order, in the face of FAZ opposition. In the succeeding years, vari-
ous attempts were made to establish a second American federation,
composed entirely of east European Jews: for example, the “United
Zionists of Greater New York and Vicinity,” under the leadership of
Bluestone, Klein, Adam Rosenberg, Moses Mintz, and Rabbi Joseph
Zeff

When Herzl finally chose to favor Gottheil over Klein, the latter
dropped out of Zionist activity for a while. In 1902, Bluestone was
recognized by the Zionist Executive as the legitimate representative
of the league (now called the United Zionists, as a federation dis-
tinct from that headed by Gottheil) to the Sixth Zionist Congress.”
In December 1903, an American branch of the Mizrachi Movement
(established within the Zionist Organization in 1902) was founded
in order to oppose the League.” Klein agreed to cooperate with the
new Mizrachi organization and even headed it, but this did not calm
the troubled waters. Some secular east European Zionists were un-
willing to identify with an Orthodox organization or to be subordi-
nated to a federation controlled by central European Jews. When the
United Zionist Movement fell apart in 1905, so did the American
Mizrachi® Only in 1913, long after the Mizrachi World Organiza-
tion was founded at the Pressburg Conference in 1904, did the re-
vival of the American Mizrachi Movement begin.

In 1936, the American Mizrachi Movement published a jubilee
volume to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of its founding.’ Why
did Mizrachi reckon its existence in the United States from 1911, while
in actual fact it was not formally established until 1914? Was the or-
ganization simply trying to add three years to its seniority? It is true
that there was a loose American organization associated with
Mizrachi as early as 1912. After the American visit of the artist Her-
mann Struck (1911) an attempt was made, in June 1912, to establish
a Mizrachi center in Saint Louis, under Rabbi Dov Baer Abramowitz.*

However, only on the eve of the Eleventh Zionist Congress (1913)
were demands to organize Mizrachi societies voiced in America.
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Although a national organization of Mizrachi representatives was
indeed established in the summer of 1913, and delegates were sent
to the Congress and to the Mizrachi Conference followed it** this
organijzation seems to have been ignored by the organizers of the Na-
tional Mizrachi Conference took place in Cincinnati one year later. It is
from the latter that the Mizrachi Organization of America began to
count its conferences.

The Cincinnati conference of May 1914, which “officially” estab-
lished the Mizrachi Organization of America, was attended by seventy-
three delegates from about thirty local organizations who united
under the Mizrachi banner. After an agreement between the Amer-
ican Mizrachi delegates to the Eleventh Congress (with the sanction
of FAZ) and the Mizrachi World Organization was concluded in Sep-
tember 1913 to set up a branch of the organization in the United
States, Rabbi Berlin,?* the secretary of the parent organization was
invited to America to promote the establishment of the new branch.
His speaking tour from November 1913 to June 1914 gave tremen-
dous impetus to the movement, due to his prestige as the son of the
revered “Netziv” of Volozhin and to his exceptional rhetorical and
organizational abilities. Berlin did not find the objections to Zion-
ism among the ultra-Orthodox in America that he had found in
eastern Europe. Even the self-same rabbis who had been opposed
took up a different position upon emigration. They apparently real-
ized that ultra-Orthodoxy had no future in America and were thus
able to “anticipate only one hope—to return to the land of the fa-
thers!” 4

Rabbi Berlin gave various reasons, overt and covert, for the choice
of Cincinnati as the venue for the conference. Overtly, the city was
centrally located on the North American continent: between east and
west, between north and south. Moreover, Cincinnati could boast a
strong Mizrachi society, which included experienced organizers and
wealthy members, such as Professor Nathan Isaacs, the society’s
chairman, and Rabbi Abraham Jacob Gershon Lesser, head of the
strong Orthodox community, who was considered the dean of Or-
thodox rabbis of that period. The covert reason was the desire to
combat Reform Judaism on its home grounds, in Berlin’s words: “to
establish a spiritual center (Hebrew: MerkaZ RuCHanl = Mizrachi),
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which might prove a rallying point between the Ultra-Orthodox
and Reform Jewry of America”?

By the time that the central Mizrachi organization was founded
in America, various Zionist societies in New York, Pittsburgh, and
Saint Louis had already identified themselves with the Mizrachi mode
of Zionism and practical work, such as the purchase of land in Eretz
-Israel, had been undertaken. As a purely East European move-
ment, the American Mizrachi was inclined to active involvement in
settlement and education rather than to the “spiritual” issues of the
Ahad-Ha'am type.®

Despite the existence of Mizrachi societies in New York and
Pittsburgh, the center of activity shifted to the Midwest. Meir Berlin
had been received with particular warmth there; even non-
Orthodox groups, such as the Chicago Knights of Zion, had opened
their doors to him. Most of the delegates at the first Mizrachi con-
ference in Cincinnati came from the Midwest (Chicago, Detroit,
Cleveland, Saint Louis, Cincinnati, and Toledo); only a few arrived
from New York, Pittsburgh, and Baltimore. Rabbi Abramowitz of
Saint Louis was elected as president (he had been serving in that
capacity since the Saint Louis conference of the previous year), and
the majority of delegates elected to the central committee were
midwesterners.

The delay in the establishment of the Mizrachi Movement, which
some scholars (i.e., Friesel) attribute to weaknesses within the Or-
thodox camp,? can better be explained by the independent stance
of the religious Zionists. Even before the official founding of the
Mizrachi Movement, the Mizrachi societies remained aloof from the
American Zionist leadership, which was western or central European
and non-observant. Although the American Mizrachi agreed to co-
operate with the FAZ, it insisted on its right to act as an autonomous
body; the Cincinnati conference passed a resolution not to join the
FAZ. The FAZ leadership, which had assisted in the founding of the
Mizrachi Movement of America, thus felt misled.?® The protracted
conflict simmered between the two groups impeded the Mizrachi
organizational process. They were reignited by the election of Bran-
deis as president and by the return of Jacob de Haas (who had ear-
lier been vehement in his attempts to suppress the nonconforming
United Zionist) to the secretariat**Even when the leadership of the
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FAZ came into east European hands, with the appointment of Louis
Lipsky, Mizrachi fears were not allayed.

However, as the center of Mizrachi activity shifted progressively
from the Midwest to New York, cooperation with the FAZ increased.
At the Second Mizrachi Conference, held in New York in May 1915, a
decision was made to transfer the movement’s organization depart-
ment—headed by Berlin—to New York. Although the central office
remained for the time being in Saint Louis, a shift in the orientation
of the Mizrachi organization began to be felt. Once the central of-
fice was also moved to New York, after the Third Conference (1916),
a chapter in the history of the American Mizrachi came to an end.
The midwestern leadership was replaced by leaders who had re-
cently emigrated from Europe: Berlin was elected president, and
Rabbi Judah Leib Fishman (later known as Rabbi Maimon) became
a member of the central committee. Berlin clearly annunciated his
conception of the American Mizrachi as an integral part of the
World Zionist Organization and a member of the Mizrachi World
Organization, ready to cooperate with any element within the Zion-
ist camp: “One should not force any Jew out of the organization for
the building of Eretz-Israel.”*°

Although the East Coast representatives, who favored coopera-
tion with the FAZ, now took a more prominent place in the
Mizrachi leadership, the relations with the FAZ remained strained
for many years. On the one hand, the organization was aware that
its grassroots support came from east European Jews who were
suspicious of the federation. On the other hand, the leadership of the
FAZ feared that Mizrachi might trespass upon its turf. In addition,
the Mizrachi Movement was reluctant to subordinate its educa-
tional and public activities to the authority of the Zionist Organiza-
tion of America (established in 1918) or to the Zionist Provisional
Committee. The independence of the American Mizrachi had al-
ready exacted a heavy cost when, at the outbreak of the First World
War, the FAZ leadership tried to block the return of Rabbi Berlin to
the United States. "

More than any other Zionist organization, Mizrachi was concerned
with the difficulty of maintaining a Jewish, particularly an Orthodox,
identity in America. Mizrachi members in the United States were
convinced that the Zionist movement was duty-bound to establish a
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state in Eretz-Israel to which all Jews, including American Jews
(and especially Orthodox Jews), should immigrate. A resolution to
that effect was adopted at the First Mizrachi Conference in Cincin-
nati: “Mizrachi’s major goal is to establish a safe life for the Jewish
people in Eretz-Israel, based on Torah and Judaism,"?*and each delegate
received, along with his voting card, the slogan: “To the East, to the
East!... Only there does my soul seek its fulfillment!” Such senti-
ments went far beyond the scope of the debate as reflected in the
pages of Shivat Zion, in the days just before the First World War.

However, by the time of the Third Mizrachi Conference, held in
Chicago in 1916, two rival approaches had emerged. The first de-
manded a concentration on practical work in Eretz-Israel, while the
second advocated greater involvement in the contemporary Amer-
ican Jewish scene, for the preservation of Jewish religious life. The

- latter won the day, determining the character of the Mizrachi Move-
ment in America for many years.* Mizrachi fought, for instance for
a five-day work week, which would make Sabbath observance pos-
sible. The slogan “work in the present” in America set the American
Mizrachi Movement off from its movement in Europe. Whereas the
European movement was mostly concerned with the salvation of
Jews, the Mizrachi in the United States had engraved the salvation
of Judaism on its banner.>*

The outbreak of the First World War, which caused the cessation
of Mizrachi activity in Germany, and the strong leadership of Rabbi
Meir Berlin brought the American Mizrachi to the center of the World
Mizrachi Movement. During the war years, the headquarters of the
Mizrachi World Organization, as well as those of the “Temporary
Zionist Executive,” were established in New York. Mizrachi took a
prominent part in the intensive Zionist activities of those years: the
founding of the “Joint”; the organization of aid to the communities of
eastern Europe; the establishment of the American Jewish Congress;*
and the establishment of the Anglo-American Inter-Allied Mizrachi
Bureau, which served as the base for international postwar Mizrachi
activity?® The American Mizrachi Movement also grew to an impres-
sive size, boasting thousands of members in the more than one
hundred societies scattered throughout the United States and Canada?’
In the four years between the First (Cincinnati) and Fifth (Philadelphia)
Mizrachi Conferences, membership increased several hundred per-
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cent, an increase that paralleled that of the FAZ. By the time of the
first meeting of the American Jewish Congress, in December 1918, the
American Mizrachi had become one of the most 1mportant of the
Zionist organizations in the United States.?®

At the Second Mizrachi Conference in New York (May 1916), it was
agreed that Danie] Rosenthal publish an American edition of Shivat
Zion. In his introduction, Rosenthal explained that the original edi-
~_tion was out of print, and that Slucki himself had transferred the
publication rights to the Mizrachi organization in 1913.° In its re-
published version, the book was undoubtedly designed to serve as
propaganda for the Mizrachi organization. Its distribution in the
New York branches of Mizrachi and the inclusion of the resolution of
~ the Third Mizrachi Conference (Chicago, 1916) at the head of the volume
point in this direction. That resolution bore the stamp of practical
Zionism—emphasis on concrete activities in Eretz-Israel (settlement,
education, and aid to new immigrants)—characterized the Ameri-
can Mizrachi Movement. The main supporter of the republication
of Shivat Zion was apparently Rabbi Judah Leib Fishman, who ar-
rived in America after having been expelled (together with other
leaders of the Yishuv) from Palestine by the Turkish authorities. Until
his return to Eretz-Israel after the war, Rabbi Fishman was very ac-
tive in the American Mizrachi Movement.

The Mizrachi leadership elected at the New York conference of May
1915 authorized Rosenthal to republish Shivat Zion as a series of pam-
philets.*® However, because of a lack of funds, the intention to print all
of the letters had appeared in the original anthology never material-
ized. We may assume that Rosenthal consulted Fishman in the selec-
tion of letters for publication#* Clearly a deliberate choice was made
not to publish the letters of Rabbi Samuel Mohilever, who had
headed the traditional sector of the Habbat Zion Movement, and of
Rabbi I. J. Reines, the founder and first leader of Mizrachi. On the other
hand an article by Rabbi Fishman was added. Whereas the letters of
Rabbis Kalischer and Guttmacher were chosen because of their authors’
roles in the pioneering stages of Zionist activity, those of Berlin, Elias-
berg, Malbim, Trunk, Spektor, and Levin of Dinaburg were chosen
more for their authors’ prestige in east European traditional society
than for their contents. Indeed, the editor explained that he had in-
tended to hold over the letters of Malbim, Trunk, Spektor, and Levin for
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the second pamphlet, but their brevity allowed him to find space for
them in the first. The letters were accompanied, for the most part, by
biographical annotations by Rosenthal, assisted by Rabbi Fishman.

The article by Rabbi Fishman, which was specially added to this
edition, deserves attention. Judah Leib Fishman was born in Bessara-
bia in 1875 and officiated as rabbi of the town of Ungeni. His career
spanned three generations of religious Zionism; he participated per-
sonally in the movement from the time of Hibbat Zion to the found-
ing of the state of Israel. A scholarly figure who knew how to combine
his literary work with political activity, his contribution to Zionist
thought and to the organization of religious Zionism on an interna-
tional level was most impressive. Only one personality in religious
Zionism, Rabbi Meir Berlin (Bar-llan), may bé compared to him.
However, the latter— inasmuch as he died in 1949—had no influ-
ence upon the development of the state of Israel. Fishman’s article
in Shivat Zion, which had previously appeared in the Mizrachi Ha-
Ivri, gives his impression of the religious life of the pioneers in the
moshavot in Eretz-Israel. His purpose was obviously to counteract
the rumors that the pioneers were secularizing the Holy Land, which
had induced doubts about whether religious Zionists should sup-
port the settlers.

Although Fishman’s article in Shivat Zion contributed nothing es-
sentially new to religious Zionist thought, another article, which he
also wrote in America and published three years later as a pamphlet
in Hebrew and Yiddish, was destined to become the ideological
program of the Mizrachi World Organization. Here Fishman went
beyond the bounds of religious Zionist thinking in his insistence
that Jewish identity was primarily national rather than religious#
Rabbi Fishman’s personal courage and spiritual boldness, evident
throughout his years of Zionist activity, enabled him to deliver a
clear-cut denunciation of the Agudat Israel opposition to Zionism. His
extreme view, however, was never accepted by the Mizrachi Move-
ment as a whole. Nevertheless, we may view Fishman’s assertion that
the Torah was nonexistent unless the Jewish people living in home-
land as an extension of the revolutionary article by Mohilever opened
the European editions of Shivat Zion. Mohilever there expressed
preference for nonobservant Jews living in Eretz-Israel over the ob-
servant Jews of the Diaspora.
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The American edition of Shivat Zion thus became the official man-
ifesto of the Mizrachi Movement in the United States* and may be
held responsible, at least in part, for the impressive increase in
Mizrachi membership during and after the First World War. Whereas
thirty Mizrachi societies sent delegates to the First Mizrachi Confer-
ence in Cincinnati, two hundred and thirty participated in the
Eighth Conference.* The Mizrachi Movement took over the leader-
ship of the Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States and Canada,
which laid the foundations of modern Orthodoxy in America.#’
Mizrachi made great contributions to Jewish life and education in
both America and in the settlement in Eretz-Israel.*® Indeed more
American Mizrachi members fulfilled their Zionist ideology by actual
settlement in Eretz-Israel than did members of any other American
Zionist group.

Yosef Salmon is an Associate Professor at the Ben Gurion University of the
Negev, Israel.
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