Introduction

Mira Katzburg-Yungman

his book is a historiographic attempt, the first of its kind, to draw a

comprehensive worldwide historical picture of women in the Jewish
national movement named Zionism. These women, like their male coun-
terparts, were active, albeit in a different way, in the efforts to “establish
a national home in Palestine [Erefz Yisrael] for the Jewish people....”!
Their narrative is addressed here for the period between the First Zionist
Congress in 1897, which officially founded the movement, and the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel in 1948.

Throughout this book, the terms Eretz Yisrael, the Land of Israel, and
Palestine are used interchangeably as synonyms. Note, however, that
“Palestine” refers to Ottoman and British Mandatory Palestine.

Zionism, an international movement, originated in late nineteenth-
century Europe, where a large part of the Jewish people lived. It differed
from other national movements in Europe and other parts of the world as
it faced a combination of unusual circumstances—among them: having
no territory, with its population being dispersed throughout the world,
and with no common spoken language. In addition it faced antisemitism
in various versions and at differing levels of intensity. Initially, Zionism
did not seek emancipation from a conqueror, nor did it have a territorial
center in which most of its people were living—as was the case with the
Czechs, Irish, Indians, and others. Even on the eve of the establishment
of Israel, when the Yishuv (the pre-State Jewish community in Palestine)
was demographically at its height, it consisted of only 650,000 Jews out of
a total worldwide Jewish population of 11,373,350.

As a result, the women active in this worldwide movement were scat-
tered, with no common territory, language, or culture. Deep divisions of
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background, mentality, and education existed between them. Judaism, a
common historical memory, ethnic ties, and a sense of Jewish solidarity
were their only common denominators.

Zionist history has been studied intensively for a few generations
from many aspects, within various schools of thought, and from differ-
ing viewpoints. However, general comprehensive studies on Zionism
have, up to now, scarcely addressed women Zionists; some examples
are David Vital’s classic three-volume history of the Zionist Movement
(1975-87),% the Hebrew collection of articles Hatsiyonut Le’azoria (pub-
lished 2010), which included twenty-five articles by the best-established
historians of the time, yet scarcely mentioned women. Surprisingly,
almost the same is true for the recently published Routledge Handbook on
Zionism (2024), which contains thirty-five articles by leading contempo-
rary researchers on the subject. Indeed, it does contain three articles in a
section on “Women in Zion,” but there is nothing about women outside
of Eretz Yisrael * The same is true as for other remarkable scholarly works
published during the previous and current decades.®

It is a lacuna in Zionist historiography reflected in the paucity of
scholarship exploring Zionist women, apart from two centers, albeit
very important ones: the Yishuv and the United States. Such scholarship
is essential for understanding important ideological approaches and
practices, as well as other elements that can create a more complex and
comprehensive Zionist narrative, differing from the current one.

The study of women'’s history and gender during the last few decades
has encouraged the study of the topic in the Yishuv and Israel.® A smaller
research focus addressed American women Zionists and led to studies
about Hadassah, the Mizrachi Women's Organization of America (now
AMIT), and other Zionist women’s organizations.” In addition, there
are studies of prominent individual women Zionists such as Henrietta
Szold, Ada Fishman Maimon, Hannah (Mania) Maisel-Shochat, Vera
Weizmann,® and a few Austrian Zionist women.” Many of the individual
women featured in these studies were from the Yishuv; while those from
the Diaspora have received much less attention, often focused on their
various activities during the Holocaust. Examples are Gizi Fleischman
of WIZO Czechoslovakia, ! and Héléne Cazeés Ben-Attar in Morocco.!l A
number of studies explored women Zionists in Germany,!? and there is an
outdated study about women Zionists in Galicia (a historical area whose
Western part is now in Poland and the eastern part in Ukraine), but none
about those in the Russian Empire.!®> About 5 million Jews were living in
the vast area of the Pale of Settlement* —the largest single segment of the
Jewish people at the inception of Zionism.!
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In general, though, there is little research about the women’s role
in the Zionist movement outside Palestine and the United States. The
activities, sources of influence and inspiration, types of organization,
ideologists, and strategies of women Zionists in other countries have
been neglected by Zionist historians.’

As a result of this state of the field, we know little about women
Zionists in the major Jewish centers in Europe —the Russian and Austro-
Hungarian Empires—in which most of world Jewry was living at the
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries. The
same is true for Poland, which had the largest Jewish community in
Europe during the interwar period. Nor has there been an extensive
examination of women’s Zionist activities in non-European regions,
such as South America, North Africa, and the Union of South Africa.l®

Women Zionists in most areas of the world, then, are either not
included in the Zionist historiographical narrative or have barely been
studied and are therefore largely unknown. As women comprised a
significant and active part of the Zionist movement, their absence from
current Zionist historiography presents an incomplete and unbalanced
historical picture.

We therefore seek to widen the Zionist narrative to include some
of the unknown or at least lesser-known parts played by women, and
thus present a broader, more complex and comprehensive view of what
Zionism was all about.

The thirteen chapters of this volume address Zionist women and
women’s Zionist organizations from the inception of Zionism in the final
quarter of the nineteenth century up to the founding of Israel in 1948.
They deal both with those women who were central to Zionist activity,
such as those active in the Russian and the Polish Zionist movements,
those that lived in countries in which Zionism was weaker, and those
functioning in the Middle East and North Africa, which were considered
marginal by the Zionist movement up to the middle of World War II.
Although the chapters concentrate on separate Zionist arenas, many of
their conclusions are relevant for the entire Zionist movement. Thus,
they shed a new light on the ensemble of ideological and practical influ-
ences that impacted on the Zionist movement, such as feminism and
the inclusion of strategies used by other women’s organizations, both
Jewish and non-Jewish.

Was there a “women’s Zionism” in the sense that there was “social-
ist Zionism” and “religious Zionism”? Did women develop special
Zionist ideologies that differed from male led Zionism? What influenced
them outside of the male-led Zionist movement? Were they engaged
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in activities that differed from those of Zionist men? How did women
Zionists view their role in the movement and the Zionist project, and did
they perceive their roles as different from those of their male counter-
parts? In what areas did women not take part, and why? In what ways
did their activities complement those of male Zionists, and/or did they
compete with them? What were the strategies by which women strug-
gled to pave their own paths in the male-led Zionist movement in order
to gain influence and power?!” These are some of the salient questions
that we pose throughout this collected volume.

Women's Zionist organizations in the Diaspora, founded as a strategy
to increase their power within the Zionist movement, represented the
major collective effort of Zionist women outside the Yishuv. Apart from
discussing young women in youth movements and Zionist women in
the Russian Empire, the volume focuses on women’s organizations but
does not discuss women who were active in male-led Zionist organiza-
tions. This is a subject for other studies that will hopefully emerge. As a
rule, women’s individual Zionist activity, although addressed in a few
cases is not the topic of the current volume.

Most of the major Zionist women’s organizations developed out of
women’s local associations that sprang up worldwide, including in the
Middle East and North Africa, after the First Zionist Congress (1897).
The two leading organizations were WIZO, the world’s largest women’s
Zionist organization on the eve of World War II, and the slightly smaller
Hadassah, operating in the United States. Both are discussed in depth
in three chapters (WIZO, chapter 7, and Hadassah, chapters 9 and 10).
As an international Zionist organization with federations worldwide,
WIZO is discussed in other chapters as well.

Other little-known women’s Zionist organizations are also examined.
A major question that arises is the influence of the growing feminist
movements, particularly in Europe, on women’s Zionist activism.
European feminist activism intensified in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century, and even more so in the aftermath of World War L. It was
very influential not only in Western and Central Europe but also within
the multinational Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires, in which
national and ethnic groups strove for independence, attracting women
activists to the various national movements.

Hence, this volume is innovative as it explores women Zionists, a
theme that has been scarcely researched outside the Yishuv and the
United States. In addition, there is no other work that encompasses
such broad geographic areas or varied Jewish communities (Ashkenazi*,
Sephardi*, and others). The panoramic outcome not only allows us to
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increase our understanding on one Zionist group or another, but gives a
broad comparative dimension which provides the opportunity to draw
comprehensive conclusions regarding the women participating in the
Zionist movement and for the Zionist movement in general.

Methodology

The book is comparative by nature, inasmuch as its chapters deal with
different groups of Zionist women in various Jewish communities
throughout the world. It is written primarily from the historical view-
point, utilizing worldwide archival and other historical primary sources,
as well as women'’s life stories found in autobiographies, memoirs, dia-
ries, letters, and interviews.

As itis imperative to understand the context before analyzing the text,
both this introduction and the various chapters include brief historical
backgrounds, particularly in the more peripheral centers of the Zionist
movement such as Argentina, the Middle East, and North Africa.

As the Zionist movement was international, its study requiring a
broad knowledge of history, cultures, and languages of vastly differing
regions, no single author can write such a book alone. Nine different
scholars (three of whom have contributed more than one chapter) are
specialists on a particular Jewish community. Some are specialists of
women’s and gender studies of the particular region addressed in their
chapter.

The uniqueness of this book is therefore not only in its content, but
also the fact that it is the work of researchers who ourselves represent a
variety of cultural outlooks. We include Israelis, an American (originally
from Argentina), a French scholar, and two Germans. This diversity
enriches the variety of viewpoints.

The volume is also an attempt to address a field that has been stud-
ied very little thus far—women in (Diaspora) Zionism— although it
does not pretend to encompass the whole Jewish world. It discusses
major Jewish communities spread worldwide, but specifically within the
Russian Empire, Galicia, Poland, Germany, France, the United States,
Argentina, Iraq, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia.

As previously noted, the period under discussion is from 1897, the
year in which the Zionist movement was formally established, until the
founding of the State of Israel in 1948. The Israeli period began a new
era in the history of Zionism and therefore deserves a separate volume.
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Structure

Chapters are arranged according to geographic areas and divided into
four regions: Eastern Europe, Central and Western Europe, the Americas,
and Middle East and North Africa.

The largest number of Zionist supporters up to World War I lived in
Eastern Europe, within the Russian Empire and the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. The two empires had swallowed up historical Polish-Lithuanian
Jewry since the three partitions of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
at the end of the eighteenth century. The largest Jewish population at
the time, and the largest in the modern era, lived in the Russian Empire,
which according to an official Russian population census in 1897 num-
bered 5.2 million Jews.!® European ideas, among them nationalist ideas,
penetrated Jewish society. The major Zionist ideologists lived in the
Russian Empire as well."?

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the multinational and trans-
national Austro-Hungarian Empire boasted a very substantial Jewish
population of more than 2 million.? In the areas of Galicia, Bukovina
(today divided between Romania and Ukraine), Bohemia, Moravia,
and Hungary, Jews lived among Ukrainians, Poles, Czechs, and others.
National groups in these areas crystallized as nations and demanded
national rights within the multinational empire.

With the collapse of those empires after World War I, Jews became
residents of national states that were rebuilt on their ruins.

Part I of the book is devoted to this highly important area for Zionism.
It contains five chapters discussing various aspects of women’s Zionism
there from the end of the nineteenth century. The first two chapters, written
by historian Tamar Shechter, are pioneering chapters that address a very
important Zionist group at the beginning of the movement; her insights
are vital for understanding women Zionists in the Russian Empire in gen-
eral, as well as a very important pioneering Zionist women’s group. The
two chapters explore the inner world of these women through the lenses
of memoirs written or recorded many years later. The reconstruction
uncovers their Jewish and family backgrounds, including gender aspects,
their paths to Zionism, and their Zionist and feminist convictions. It also
examines the ideological elements, particularly Russian revolutionary
ideas, which strongly influenced the nature of their Zionism.

A very robust Zionist movement with particular characteristics devel-
oped in Galicia (today, southeastern Poland and northwestern Ukraine),
then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1910, this area num-
bered 872,000 Jews, the majority of whom were in Eastern Galicia (now
Ukraine).?! The Jewish community was mainly made up of Hasidim* and
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the intelligentsia.?? At the same time, Jews there faced harsh antisemitism
and witnessed the growing Ukrainian and Polish national movements.
All these factors combined to inspire a strong Zionist movement, espe-
cially in Eastern Galicia.

The largest Jewish community in Eastern Galicia lived in the city of
Lwoéw (German: Lemberg; today, L'viv, Ukraine) and constituted about
one-third of the city’s population. In 1908, the Jewish Women’s Circle
(Koto Kobiet Zydowskich, KKZ), one of the oldest and longest-lasting
women’s Zionist organization in Eastern Europe, was founded there
and was active until the end of 1930s. The third chapter, by Angelique
Leszczawski-Schwerk, a historian of Galician women’s groups, is devoted
to this organization up to World War L.

With the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire after the war,
Galicia was annexed to independent Poland. The largest Jewish com-
munity in Europe now lived in the Second Polish Republic, enjoying
unprecedented political and cultural growth. The Zionist movement in
Poland, born out of its two preceding Zionist movements in the mul-
tinational Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires, developed unique
characteristics during the interwar period, particularly heterogeneity and
separatism. No other Zionist movement was as pluralistic or divided as
that in Poland.?

Following her chapter on Galicia, Leszczawski-Schwerk’s further
study of the Jewish Women’s Circle in Lwéw in the interwar period
(Chapter 4), addresses the enormous changes that occurred during its
Polish period. The author also broadens our understanding of other
Jewish women’s organizations, Zionist and non-Zionist, which collabo-
rated with the KKZ in Lwéw and its surroundings. She also traces the
developments in Polish Zionist women'’s activities in general, pointing to
feminist and other influences.

A number of chapters in this volume focus on girls and young women
in Zionist youth movements, which had great importance within the
movement as a whole. Zionist youth movements, mainly in Eastern
Europe, were a mass and significant phenomenon. There is no way to
know exactly, but it is estimated that they had hundreds of thousands of
members. The first of these movements was Hashomer Hatsa ir*, founded
in Galicia before World War I (in 1913).2*

The youth movements were a result and a response to the radical
changes that the Jewish communities in Eastern Europe underwent after
the Bolshevik Revolution and the emergence of the new nation-states on
the ruins of the great empires after World War I. During the interwar
period East European Jews had undergone accelerated modernization
processes which uprooted the life patterns, traditions, and customs of
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many generations. These changes happened in one generation as opposed
to other European societies in which such changes took place over a few
generations. All this happened against a background of the deteriorating
situation of the Jews in the new nation-states, which was more severe
than before the war. As a result, deep tensions and rifts were created
between the youth and their parents.?

The youth movements offered psychological escape from the gloomy
reality of daily life. The society of equals, the songs, dances, and other
activities as well as the utopian socialist vision provided meaning to the
lives of the members. Pluralism and the wide variety of Zionist youth
movements and organizations reflected the influences of many ideo-
logical currents. The movements were also a tool for modernization in
remote areas.?

From Eastern Europe the Zionist youth movements expanded to
regions outside of Europe; among them was Iraq, where an attempt was
made by teachers from Erefz Yisrael to found a Zionist youth movement.
In the 1940s this phenomenon was intensified. At the same time, and into
the 1950s, Zionist youth movements operated in North Africa as well.

The discussions of the youth movements enable us to explore the roles
of young women in mixed-gender Zionist organizations. The authors
ask, among other concerns, whether Zionist girls and young women
encountered limitations placed on them by their parents, by Jewish soci-
ety as a whole, or by their male counterparts. Other discussions center
on the influence of the youth movements upon the interrelations within
the activists’ families, as well as whether the Zionist youth movements
served as agents of modernization and for social mobility. Polish Jewish
historian Ela Bauer’s chapter is the first of these. She discusses the role
of young women in He-Haluts ha-Tsa 'ir (the Young Pioneer) youth move-
ment and its impact on their personal and family lives. This chapter
explores what historian Joan Scott called “the history of the oppressed,”
as most of the movement’s branches were located in the periphery, in the
shtetls*, and its human capital was not valued by its mother movement,
He-Haluts*.

Part II of the book, Central and Western Europe, begins with a study of
the German Zionist women’s movement from the First Zionist Congress
in 1897 up to the Nazi ban of the German Zionist Federation in 1938.
Tamara Or discusses (Chapter 6) Zionist women’s involvement in a large
variety of activities within the German women’s Zionist organizations.
Focusing on the extension of gender boundaries the author discusses
sport, considered inappropriate for women in Imperial Germany,
showing that in this and other issues, German Zionist women ignored
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gender boundaries. Or also analyzes the inception of women’s practical
Zionist activity in Palestine initiated by the first international Zionist
women’s organization, the Association of Jewish Women for Cultural
Work in Palestine (Verband Jiidischer Frauen fiir Kulturarbeit in Palistina)
in 1907. Here we see for the first time what was to become a common
pattern—involvement with practical projects in Palestine as a distinctive
characteristic as well as some other elements typical to women Zionist
organizations worldwide. The final section of this chapter discusses the
end of women'’s Zionist activity in Germany, and is the first of a number
of discussions on women Zionists confronting the Nazi regime.

The next chapter (seven) is devoted to the Women’s International
Zionist Organization (WIZO), the largest Zionist women’s organization
on the eve of World War II, having been founded in 1920 in England.
The chapter explores the fundamentals essential for understanding this
important organization, including its ideology, strategies, influences,
and sources of inspiration, and shows how it became a large, worldwide
organization. The impact of the ideological and practical influences of
European feminism on women Zionists organizations is best reflected in
WIZO, most of whose pre-1948 members were European or immigrants
from Europe to other countries. A further concern is to show how WIZO
was affected by World War II and its aftermath, changing its activi-
ties from purely Zionist to providing relief and rescue, particularly in
Europe.

Most research claims that French Zionism was marginal within the
movement up to World War II. It had few members, mostly immigrants
from Eastern Europe. In Chapter 8, Nelly Las, a scholar of French Zionism
and women’s and gender studies, explores the very interesting develop-
ment of Jewish women within French Zionism. Very significant is her
suggestion that, unlike the male-led associations, the women Zionists
succeeded in establishing a unified organization.

Part III, the Americas, focuses on Zionist women’s organizations in
North and South America. The first two chapters discuss women Zionists
in the United States whose patterns of ideology and practice differed
considerably from those adopted by their European counterparts.

Was there an “American model” of women’s Zionist organizations?
Mira Katzburg-Yungman's first chapter in this part looks at the two major
American organizations, Hadassah and Mizrachi Women’s Organization
of America. Her study suggests that there was indeed such a model,
manifested in four major features: a) an extraordinary response to the
needs of the American Jewish woman as a Jew, as an American and as
a woman; b) uniting women for Zionist, rather than woman-focused
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activity in Palestine; c) operating practically only in Palestine, and d) not
combining activities there with others in their local Jewish communities.
The uniqueness of Hadassah in the arena of women’s Zionist organiza-
tions outside of Palestine was in importing American models into its pro-
jects in Palestine, acting for the benefit of the entire Jewish population,
versus operating only for segments of the population as other women’s
Zionist organizations did. Finally, but not less importantly, it entered
into the political arena of the (world) Zionist Organization —in contrast
to other women’s organizations.

The second chapter of the American part discusses the sensitive topic
of the response of Zionist women'’s organizations to the Holocaust, and
the factors that led to that response. The tension between American
patriotism and support for the Zionist cause, as well as concern for
the possible decline in membership, are two of the factors discussed.
Youth Aliyah* was the practical response to the Holocaust by the major
American women’s Zionist organizations. The chapter discusses the
special roles, including political and diplomatic, that American Zionist
women played in rescuing and caring for children and youth during
wartime (and for many years after).

Argentina was, and remains, the largest Jewish community in South
America, with an estimated 100,000 Jews in 1915 and 350,000 in 1945.7
The discussion in this volume, focused thus far on Ashkenazi Jewish
communities, broadens its scope in Adriana Brodsky’s chapter to encom-
pass not only another part of the world, but also non-Ashkenazi Zionist
women. It exposes, among other findings, an unexplored phenomenon
of Zionist women’s organizations: the dichotomy between the Ashkenazi
and Sephardi communities in the same country.

Part IV of the book, Middle East and North Africa, written by Esther
Meir-Glitzenstein (Iraq) and Haim Saadoun (Morocco, Tunisia, and
Algeria), further expands the scope of the discussion geographically, cul-
turally, and ethnically. Those Jewish communities that were far from the
Zionist centers geographically and culturally, remained marginal to the
Zionist movement up to the middle of World War II. At the time, there
were approximately 520,000 Jews in these countries.”® During the first
part of the twentieth century, those countries were under colonial rule
(British Mandate in the case of Iraq; French and Italian colonial rule in the
various countries of North Africa), with local Jews undergoing various
stages of modernization.

As World War II raged, the Zionist movement, hampered by the
destruction of the major Zionist reservoir of manpower in Europe, real-
ized the importance of Jews in those countries to Zionism. North African
and Middle Eastern Jews were seen then as essential for the realization
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of Zionism. Emissaries were sent from Palestine to raise their Zionist
consciousness and draw on their potential. Intensive Zionist youth activ-
ity, including that of young women is described and analyzed in these
two chapters.

This part of the book substantially broadens the study to include non-
European women Zionists. Both of its chapters discuss, among others,
women, young women, and girls within the Zionist youth movements.
As with Ela Bauer’s chapter on Poland, these chapters ask, among other
questions, how Zionist activity affected relations within families, and
whether, and to what extent, the Zionist movements in those Islamic
countries were a springboard to social change and mobility.

The final chapter discusses some of the significant conclusions arising
from this collection of studies both with regards to the women Zionists
and to the Zionist movement as a whole.

Mira Katzburg-Yungman, PhD, Department of History, the Open
University of Israel (retired), is a scholar of American Jewish history,
focusing on the history of American women’s Zionist organizations, as
well as others worldwide. She is the author of Hadassah: American Women
Zionists and the Rebirth of Israel (Oxford: the Littman Library of Jewish
Civilization, 2012), a National Jewish Book Award finalist in 2012. Dr.
Katzburg-Yungman is the author and editor of numerous publications
on American Jewish history (mainly in Hebrew). Notable among them is
the three-volume bilingual anthology Hahavaya Hayehudit Ha-amerikanit
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board of the Shalvi/Hyman Encyclopedia of Jewish Women (2021 edition),
and a Spiegel Fellow at the Finkler Institute of Holocaust Research, Bar-
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