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THE MIZRACHI ENTRANCE INTO THE
WZO EDUCATIONAL ENTERPRISE
IN THE DIASPORA!

Haim Skirball

The basic ambivalence of Mizrachi/Poalei Mizrachi toward institu-
tionalized Zionist education in the diaspora, which from the beginning of
the twentieth century was deemed to be primarily secular in nature,
evolved from a non-participatory stance to an active — even aggressive —
participation via what it termed “Jewish” or “Torah education,” which was
considered by them to be ipso facto true Zionist education. During the
initial three vyears of the State of Israel, Mizrachi/Poalei Mizrachi
exploited the political realities of both the state and the World Zionist
Organization in order to establish as a base its own separate WZO
Department of Torah Education and Culture for the Diaspora.

David Biale has described Zionism as “a continuation of the
Haskala’s revolt against the rabbis.”2 This not uncommon characteri-
zation of Zionism would seem to point to an interstitial position of
Mizrachi/Poale Mizrachi between the religious and the Zionist
worlds. Indeed, the movement’s motto “The land of Israel for the peo-
ple of Israel according to the Torah of Israel” could be construed by some
as a contradiction in terms, or at best an anomolous Zionism. Yet, while
admittedly religious Zionism was not that of Herzl or Ahad HaAm, it
was the product of Alkalai and Kalischer who preceded them and was
one of the key players alongside its sisters, political and cultural
Zionism.

While most streams of Zionism more or less looked forward, cutting
ties with the past, the religious Zionist movement was almost preoccu-
pied with the past, not only as the charter justifying the future, but as
the conditio sine qua non for the continued existence of the people. The
prerequisite and sole enabler for this was what was designated as
torah or, later on, chinuch torani — torah education. Moreover, the
major milestones in the history of Mizrachi intertwined with educa-
tion. The closest the 1897 Basel Program came to mentioning education
was “the strengthening and fostering of Jewish national sentiment and
national consciousness.” So there would be no misunderstanding, the
Second Zionist Congress articulated that religion was a personal mat-
ter beyond the scope of the World Zionist Organization (WZO). The
decision of the Fifth World Zionist Congress in 1901 to make education
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in the spirit of Jewish nationalism obligatory for every Zionist led the
following year to the birth of the Mizrachi party to ensure torah edu-
cation alongside of nationalist secular culture. That year also, at the
Conference of Russian Zionists at Minsk, two committees of education
were formed — a traditional nationalist and a progressive nationalist.
A scant decade later, the party split as a result of a resolution of the
Tenth Congress to introduce [secular] cultural work into the framework
of all Zionist activities. In 1920, after over a decade of establishing
Mizrachi schools in the Yishuv, the Zionist Executive recognized an
independent Mizrachi trend of schools. In 1949, the Knesset, in its com-
pulsory education law, designated the Mizrachi stream as one of the
four educational trends, and in 1951, Mizrachi brought down the gov-
ernment when Mapai announced a religious subtrend in the Labor school
network which would obviously be competition for the Mizrachi
schools.

Until the establishment of the State of Israel, the WZO’s major
attention in formal education was focused on Zionist-Jewish education
in the Yishuv. Subsequently, with this responsibility in the hands of
the fledgling government, the WZO turned its attention to the dias-
pora. While Mizrachi/Poale Mizrachi had a firm foothold in the Is-
raeli school system, its major diaspora institutions had been decimated
during the Holocaust, and thus it sought its place within the postwar
educational reconstruction activities of the WZO in the diaspora as
well as through the Settlement and Youth Aliya Departments, within
the state. This essay will briefly trace the entrance of Mizrachi into
the educational enterprise of the Jewish Agency for Israel
(JAFD/WZO.

While Zionist Executive portfolios were usually allocated directly
after a Congress, the structural arrangement following the 1946
Congress perforce had to be revised by the Vaad Hapoel in April 1948
directly prior to the establishment of the state. Mingled with the crit-
ical problems of Israel’s military and economic survival were also wor-
ries that the state should not swallow the Zionist movement. A number
of vital elements were retained by JAFI/WZO because it was felt that
the beleaguered infant state would be unable to take on responsibility
for them. Other areas were dictated by American tax laws and still
others were considered to be vital interests of the Zionist movement
where the internal configuration of the apportionment of power was
different from that of the state. One Zionist department was to be or-
ganization, information, propaganda and culture; another, education in
the diaspora.3 In the final arrangement, education and culture in the
diaspora were linked, more or less presaging that Zionist education
would be primarily a secular affair. It was at this point that Mizrachi
went on record that consideration would have to be given to a religious
division of the department.
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With the almost overpowering general problems of that summer,
nothing was implemented in this area and at the subsequent meeting of
the Vaad Hapoel in late August 1948, education and culture in the
diaspora and in Israel were once more discussed. Some had recom-
mended that education of Israel’s children also be in the hands of the
WZO in order to free precious government funds for defense, but this
was not accepted. Mizrachi, still ambivalent about the WZO becoming
involved with diaspora education, tried to have the subject postponed
to the next Congress. Rabbi Zev Gold, later to become the first head of
the WZO Department of Torah Education and Culture in the Diaspora,
said, “We must find a way to be united in the Zionist world and there is
nothing which can cause more factionalization than the question of ed-
ucation. This is the rock of disagreement in Israel and also in the Dias-
pora.”4 Rabbi Shimon Federbush said that Mizrachi was in favor of
WZO'’s involvement in culture, but not education, which would prove to
be prohibitively expensive, depleting funds which should be utilized
for aliya and klita. He continued, “Jewish education is religious
education. It is impossible to establish secular Jewish education de-
tached from Jewish tradition. The diaspora Jewish schools of the fu-
ture ‘are religious day schools (y'shivot k’tanot). Even in Israel the fu-
ture of Israel is with traditional Judaism.”5

Nevertheless, the Vaad Hapoel by a vote of 36 to 32 reaffirmed its
intention to establish as one of its twelve departments a Department of
Education (primarily for children) and Culture (primarily for adults)
in the Diaspora to be based in Jerusalem to “spread Hebrew and Zionist
values among the Jewish people in the diaspora,” being “carried out
with the agreement of the present educational streams within the
Zionist movement” (including Mizrachi) and being guided by a “council
of representatives of the established educational streams within the
movement” (again, of course, including Mizrachi).® The chairman of the
Vaad Hapoel Committee of Culture and Education, Professor Kaplan-
sky of the Technion, pointed out that educational elements were chosen
and left somewhat general so as not to exclude or compromise Mizrachi.
He felt they too would be interested in Hebrew language, history,
Zionism, Israel, pioneering and aliya.”

An interesting sidelight dealt with the emphasis on support of the
Hebrew University which, Rabbi Maimon pointed out, taught biblical
criticism and should at least be matched with WZO support for
yeshivot as well as support for Mossad HaRav Kook equal to that for
Mossad Bialik. This engendered a sharp response from Yitzchak
Gruenbaum who claimed that, were it not for the Haskalah and its
universities, Zionism would still be awaiting the coming of the Mes-
siah.8

A few days later, Hayim Greenberg was unanimously accepted by
the full Zionist Executive to head the new department.® This was
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mitigated, however, by a last minute plea from Rabbi Meir Berlin,
head of World Mizrachi, to postpone the decision until a committee
could carry out additional research, consultation and deliberation.1?
The committee was duly formed and a year was to pass before the de-
partment was activated.

During 1948-49, much attention was given by Mizrachi to strength-
ening their existing Israeli educational institutions and to establishing
additional ones for new olim. Their members on the Zionist Executive
— Shlomo Zalman Shragai, Yitzchak Raphael and Gold (who to-
gether controlled about 17 percent of the overall budget) — were help-
ful in these matters. At the May 1949 Vaad Hapoel meeting, Hayim
Greenberg enunciated his plans for the department. He set people’s
minds at rest by requesting a modest budget of IL100,000 ($400,000) and
emphasizing that the department would act primarily as an enabler,
activator and catalyzer, not itself building or taking over schools. It
would teach in both Hebrew and the vernacular, and serve supplemen-
tary as well as full-time schools. He promised new Hebrew textbooks
which would not, as he put it, prepare someone to become a waiter in
Tel Aviv, but which would include such terms as mitzvah, averah,
chet, tshuvah, hillulHaShem, kiddushHaShem, tzadik, rasha, etc.
He emphasized the need for a New York office, not only to suit his
personal needs, but also to keep in intimate touch with diaspora Jewish
education, since he felt people in Israel were isolated and insulated
from diaspora realities. The Vaad Hapoel decided on both a Jerusalem
and New York office with Greenberg serving in the latter.1

At the full Executive, Rabbi Aryeh Leon Gellman, head of U.S.
Mizrachi, still opposed the formation of the department, but the other
Mizrachi representatives agreed to it on condition that “a special
division will be established in the department for religious-tradi-
tional education” and this was the decision.’® A protracted negotiation
then began as to who would be the choosers and the chosen to be the re-
ligious education division heads in Jerusalem and New York, what
would be the budget, size of staff, etc. Greenberg insisted on giving final
approval following consultations with Mizrachi in New York and
Jerusalem. There was also some tension surrounding rank, salary and
line of responsibility.

Subsequently, a working agreement was reached which gave
autonomy within the content of the work, but required full administra-
tive integration and coordination within the department. The division
head was responsible to the department director-general (although his
counterpart in the Youth and Pioneer Department was responsible di-
rectly to the department head).!

During 1949-51, there were many instances of Orthodox immigrants,
especially Yemenites, being coerced to enroll their children in Labor
schools. This led to bitterness and mistrust on the side of Mizrachi
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