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Rivals to Zionism Lesson Plan  
  

Central Historical Question:  
Who were Zionism’s ideological rivals? 

 

Materials:   

• Rivals to Zionism PowerPoint 

• Rivals to Zionism Video 

• Copies of Documents A, B, C, D, E, F. 

 

Plan of Instruction:  

  
The PowerPoint, video and supporting documents reinforce lesson content 
through purposeful repetition and the gradual addition of new material. 
 

1. Pass out Documents A, B C, D, E and F. 

 

2. Mini-lecture with PowerPoint:  

  

• Slide: Zionism: When Theodor Herzl called for a Jewish State in 1896 and 

held a Zionist Congress a year later, he enjoyed instant success. The 

Jewish masses of Russia and Eastern Europe who suffered under the 

Tsarist regime were captivated by his personality and character. As Dr. 

Chaim Weizmann, then a young student in Berlin who would go on to lead 

the Zionist movement after Herzl, said, “The effect produced by ‘The 

Jewish State’ was profound .. the personality which stood behind it 

appealed to us. Here was daring, clarity, and energy. The very fact that 

this Westerner came to us unencumbered by our own preconceptions had 

its appeal.” Nonetheless, not all were drawn to Herzl and Zionism. Zionism 

had strong rivals for the hearts and minds of Jews. 

 

• Slide: Assimilation: The most appealing rival for Western Jews was 

assimilation. In Western Europe, beginning in the late 1700s with the 

French Revolution, and even before, social, legal and other restrictions on 

Jews were gradually lifted. Jews left the ghettos and entered the larger 

society, becoming a successful minority. This process of assimilation was 

in full flower in the late 1800s. And it appeared to be working. By the late 

1800s, there were no longer restrictions on where Jews could live. 

Universities and professions were open to them. And there were virtually 

no limits on participation in political, literary, industrial and commercial 

activity.  

 
• Slide: Reform Movement: Assimilation took several forms. The Reform 

movement in Germany, was a religious undertaking by rabbis who didn’t 

want to jettison Judaism, but to redefine it and bring it up-to-date. Reform’s 

leaders sought to remove Judaism’s distinctly nationalistic elements. In 
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their view, Jews belonged to a particular faith, not a particular nation. For 

this reason, one of the main pillars of Judaism – the Messianic return of 

the Jews to their ancient land – was rejected in the Reform movement’s 

founding program of 1843. It’s third plank read: “A Messiah who is to lead 

back the Israelites to the land of Palestine is neither expected nor desired 

by us: We know no fatherland except that to which we belong by birth or 

citizenship.” 

 
• Slide: Conversion: Many Jews simply converted. In the 1800s an 

estimated quarter of a million Jews converted to Christianity. Many did this 

not for religious reasons but to get ahead professionally in a Christian 

world. Many more Jews opted not for conversion or reform, but quietly 

melted into the larger populations among whom they lived.  

 

• Slide: Assimilation v. Zionism: It is little wonder that when Herzl came out 

in 1896 arguing for a Jewish state that he was met with hostility by 

assimilated Western Jews. He undermined their argument that Jews were 

a separate nation deserving of a separate homeland. Herzl argued that 

Jews would never be accepted into Europe because of antisemitism and 

efforts at assimilation were doomed to failure. Assimilationists were aware 

of anti-Semitism which had picked up in Herzl’s time, but downplayed it as 

a passing phenomenon. Assimilationists of various stripes would actively, 

and often successfully, hamper Zionism’s progress. 

 
• Slide: Socialism: In Eastern Europe, where Jews had not been 

emancipated to any great degree, Zionism faced a different rival. Jews 

were still oppressed in the East. Many suffered in dire poverty. The worst 

off were in Czarist Russia, where they remained trapped in the Pale of 

Settlement, an area of Russia where they were forced to live. Socialism, 

with its promise of equality for all, was most appealing to young Jews.  

 
• Slide: The Bund: On October 7, 1897, five and a half weeks after the first 

Zionist Congress in Basle, the Bund was formed. This was a Jewish 

Revolutionary Socialist party which sought equal rights for the Jews in 

Russia and Poland as part of a new socialist order. To many the Bund – 

the word simply means “association” – offered a more attractive solution to 

that of Zionism for a number of reasons. First, it seemed more practical. 

Jews didn’t need to go off to a faraway land that was undeveloped. They 

could stay where they were and fight for a new society. The Bund in 

Poland even developed a dogma called "do-ig-keit” (here-ness) which 

claimed that Jews would best develop their culture in the countries in 

which they were rooted. As one Bund leader said, “We believe our home is 

here, in Poland, in Russia, Lithuania, Ukraine, and the United States. Here 

we live, here we struggle, here we build, here we hope for a better future.” 
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What’s more they had the help of hundreds of thousands of Russians, who 

also hated the Czar. Instead of disengaging from their surroundings, as 

Zionism required them to do, Bundists felt themselves part of a universal 

struggle that would benefit all humanity. 

 

• Slide: Bund v. Zionism: The Bund’s attitude to Zionism was one of 

unrelieved hostility. A leader of the Bund explained his opposition: “The 

answer is simple: because we are socialists … and between the Zionist 

activity and the Socialist there is a basic deep chasm and across that 

chasm there is no bridge.”  

 
• Slide: Socialist Zionism: Noteworthy is that some socialists became 

Zionists and vice versa, fusing the two competing philosophies into an 

uneasy intellectual union. An early Zionist party, “Poalei Tzion” (Workers of 

Zion) argued that the new state of the Jews must be a socialist state. 

Socialist Zionism would become the dominant force for many decades in 

Israel and most of the country’s early leaders were socialist Zionists, from 

David Ben-Gurion to Golda Meir.  
 

• Slide: Orthodoxy: For centuries, religious Jews had made their way to the 

Holy Land, motivated by their belief that they belonged in the Promised 

Land. Waves of religiously observant immigrants came to Israel during 

periods where it was believed the Messianic age was at hand. There were 

messianic movements of the 16th and 17th centuries led by Solomon 

Molcho, David Hareuveni, and most famously Shabtai Tzvi. These 

movements, particularly the last, ended in disaster. Religious Jews had a 

change of heart. They retreated from the idea that they could bring about 

the Messiah through their own actions. They decided that the Messiah 

would only come through Divine Will and rejected an active involvement in 

seeking a return. Wary of false messiahs,  Jewish religious leaders in 

Eastern Europe hadn’t forgotten these earlier failed efforts when Zionism 

emerged. Adding to their suspicion was the secular nature of the 

movement.  This led Orthodox leaders to fear that secular nationalism 

would replace the Jewish faith.  

 
• Slide: Orthodoxy v. Zionism: The Orthodox Jewish leadership fought off 

Zionism as much as they could.  As one rabbi argued: “The people of 

Israel should take care not to join a venture that threatens their souls, to 

destroy religion, and is a stumbling block to the House of Israel.”  

 
• Slide: Religious Zionists. However Zionism did have some Orthodox 

support. Early Zionists who pre-dated Herzl included Rabbis Yehuda 

Alkalai and Zvi Hirsch Kalischer. Later on, Rabbi Samuel Mohilever 

founded an Orthodox Zionist party called Mizrachi. They, too, were 

attacked by extreme Orthodox Jews . In March 1902, the founding 
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conference of the Mizrachi movement took place in Vilna, headed by 

Rabbi Yitzhak Jacob Reines (1839-1915). There were 42 participants and 

they said they were carrying out the vision of Kalischer and Alkalai.  

Hundreds attended the first world conference of Mizrachi the next year, 

1903, in Pressburg, Hungary. Mizrachi is an abbreviation for Mercaz 

Ruhani (spiritual center).  

 

• Slide: Fate of the Rivals: Unfortunately, the base of support for Zionism’s 

rivals was eliminated.  When World War II arrived, many who might have 

been saved if their rabbis had encouraged them to go to Palestine were 

killed in the Holocaust. Bundists were also destroyed in the Holocaust, or 

eliminated by the Bolsheviks. It turned out that the Orthodox and Socialist 

(Bundist) diagnosis for the Jewish question – staying in place – proved 

fatal. Though Zionism might not have appeared as the most practical 

ideology at the time of its appearance, it won out over its rivals. 
 

3. Play video: Rivals to Zionism 

  

Introduce inquiry question: Who were Zionism’s ideological rivals?  

 

4. Whole class discussion:  

   

• Given the competition Zionism faced in the realm of ideas, are you 

surprised it succeeded? 

• Of Zionism’s rivals, Orthodoxy, Socialism, and Assimilation, which 

do you think had the best arguments against Zionism and why? 

• Can you explain Zionism’s success – what did it have going for it 

that the other ideologies did not? 

• Does Zionism have any ideological rivals today?  

 

5.  Hand out Review Questions (may be used as end of class Quiz). 
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Document A: “The Solution of the Jewish 
Question”, Theodor Herzl (January 17, 1896) 

 

We have honestly striven everywhere to merge with the communities 
in the midst of which we dwell and to preserve only the faith of our 
fathers. We have not been permitted to do so. In vain are we loyal 
patriots, in some places to an excessive degree; in vain do we make 
the same sacrifices of life and property as our fellow citizens; in vain 
do we strive to increase the fame of our fatherlands in the arts and 
sciences, or their wealth through trade and commerce. In our native 
countries, in which we, too, have lived for centuries, we are cried 
down as strangers, often by people whose ancestors had not yet 
come when the Jews’ sighs were already heard in the land. … If only 
we were left in peace. …. 
 
But I believe that we shall not be left in peace. Anti-Semitism will 
continue and grow, because its causes have not been removed and, 
indeed, are not removable.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: “Zionist Writings, Essays and Address. Volume 1”, 1896-1898, by 
Theodor Herzl, Herzl Press, New York, 1973, p. 23-25. 
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Document B: “Theodor Herzl”, Alex Bein (1941) 
 
 

The general German press, to the extent that it did not completely 
ignore the work [The Jewish State], or interpret it in an anti-Semitic 
spirit, took a negative attitude; and this was especially true of that part 
of the press which was under Jewish influence. The journalists made 
their little jokes about the “escaping Maccabees”, and about the 
Jewish Jules Verne, the crackpot and adventurer who wanted to 
become the Prime Minister or King of the Jews. The publishers of the 
Neue Freie Presse sought until the last moment, by a mixture of 
threats and promises, to prevent the publication of the pamphlet. 
When it actually appeared, they broke the promise they had made 
Herzl at the time of his refusal of Badeni’s offer, and no mention of 
Der Judenstaat ever appeared in their paper. Levysohn of the 
Berliner Tageblatt was determinedly opposed to the ideas expressed 
in Der Judenstaat. The Wiener Allgemeine Zeitung, for which Herzl 
had worked at brief intervals in 1887 and again in 1889, declared 
Zionism to be the madness born of despair. “Away with such 
chimeras!” The Munchener Allgemeine Zeitung turned the book over 
to the literary historian Anton Bettelheim, who described it as the 
“prospectus, poor in ideas, rich in imbecilities, of a company for the 
creation of a Jewish Switzerland,” and “the fantastic dream of a 
feuilletonist whose mind had been unhinged by Jewish enthusiasm.” 
The worthy patriot then burst out as follows: “But we, who have been 
brought up in equal and heartfelt devotion to our family memories and 
our homeland, we who remain faithful to the teachers and leaders of 
our childhood and adult years, do not for an instant hesitate to 
declare that we reject Herzl’s Judenstaat with greater distaste than 
the meanest anti-Semitic pamphlet.”  
 
 
                                                                                                    

Vocabulary   

Feuilletonist: a newspaper writer devoted to light literature, fiction, 
criticism, etc. 

 
 
Source: “Theodor Herzl”, Alex Bein, The Jewish Publication Society of America, 
Philadelphia, 1941, p. 180. 
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Document C: “Program of a Declaration of German 
Israelites” (1843) 

 
 

A Messiah who is to lead back the Israelites to the land of Palestine is 
neither expected nor desired by us: We know no fatherland except 
that to which we belong by birth or citizenship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: “The Reform Movement in Judaism. IV. The Frankfort Society of the 
Friends of Reform”, David Philipson, The Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 17, No. 2 
(January, 1905), p. 307-353. 
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Document D: Vladimir Medem, Bund leader 
(July 2, 1920) 

   
[The Zionists] speak of a national home in Eretz Israel, but our 
organization and work oppose this thinking absolutely. We believe 
our home is here, in Poland, in Russia, Lithuania, Ukraine, and the 
United States. Here we live, here we struggle, here we build, here we 
hope for a better future. We do not live here as aliens. Here we are at 
home! It is on this principle that our survival depends! If this principle 
fails, then all our work is illogical and ineffective. 
 
If my home is ‘there,’ it means that every drop of my sweat that falls 
here, in a foreign land, is in vain…. Therefore, one can understand 
why the Zionists rage at us and slander us, saying that we wish to 
turn Jewish blood ‘into the fluid that will grease other countries’ 
revolutions.’ All the great revolutions of Europe are alien to the 
Zionists because their home is in Asia, not here. 
 
A national home in Eretz Israel will not eliminate the Diaspora. This 
attitude is tantamount to rejecting the Diaspora practically and 
spiritually. If the national home in Eretz Israel actually comes into 
being and liquidates the Diaspora, the Zionist movement will have 
attained its goal. But they abandoned this dream long ago! The 
ingathering of millions of Jewish exiles to Eretz Israel is not even on 
the agenda. Despite all efforts and assuming optimal conditions, only 
a tenth of world Jewry at the most — after several decades — would 
be able to settle in Eretz Israel! The Diaspora will continue to exist as 
before! Only one thing will change: the masses of Jews residing in 
the Diaspora will lose their faith in a better future! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Neyer Velt, Vladimir Medem, July 2, 1920, p. 12. 
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Document E: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

  
The early Jewish Socialists were powerfully attracted by Russian 
Socialism and its leaders. Chernyshevsky’s What is to be done, a 
novel in praise of Utopian Socialism, not only shaped the outlook of 
several generations of Russian and east European Socialists up to 
the time of Lenin and Georgi Dimitrov; it was in the eyes of many 
young Jews ‘one of the holy works of mankind, together with the Bible 
and the Koran’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: “A History of Zionism,” Walter Laqueur, Shocken Books, New York, 1989 
(First Published 1972) p. 270-272. 
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Document F: Rabbi Hayyim Soloveichik 
  (1898) 
 

Regarding the ‘Zionist sect,’ which has now banded and united 
together by force. ... Have they not a bad reputation in their own 
places, and is not their purpose to uproot the fundaments of [our] 
religion – and to this end also to take control of all the Jewish 
communities? ... The people of Israel should take care not to join a 
venture that threatens their souls, to destroy religion, and is a 
stumbling block to the House of Israel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                    

Vocabulary   

Sect: a group regarded as heretical or as deviating from a generally 
accepted religious tradition. 

Fundament: a base or basic principle; underlying part; foundation. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: “Messianism, Zionism and Jewish Religious Radicalism,” Aviezer 
Ravitzky, The University of Chicago Press, 1996. p. 13.  
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Guiding Questions          Name_______________  

  
 

1. Why did assimilationists consider Zionism a threat? 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Why did the Reform movement feel it necessary to reject the Messianic idea? 

  

 
 
 
 
  
3. What was the Bund? 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  

In the space below, use information from all four documents to answer the question:  

Who were the ideological rivals to Zionism?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
  
  
  
  
 


