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Abstract 

During the period from the 1890s through to the 1920s, a social movement evolving 

from middle-class society emerged in the United States and was named “Progressivism” 

or the “Progressive movement.” Its main aim was to support the educational and 

economic advancement of the lower classes, mainly new immigrants. Members of the 

Jewish community were also influenced by these aims. 

Louis D. Brandeis (1856-1941), a lawyer and the first Jewish Associate Justice of 

the Supreme Court of the United States together with Henrietta Szold (1860-1945), who, 

in 1912, established the first American Zionist women’s organization called Hadassah, 

were both influenced by the “Progressive” ideology, and worked together during the First 

World War in supporting the idea of American Zionism. Their objectives were for Jews 

to have equal rights in the United States, and to help Jews of lower social class, who 

were mostly found in Palestine at that time. Their Zionist ideas, evolving from the 

American context, were, however, different from those of European Zionists at the time. 

This paper will present the Zionist ideas of Brandeis and Szold, comparing them 

with European Zionists, while also pointing out differences between Brandeis and Szold, 

who came from different American Jewish backgrounds. 
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1. Introduction 

It is generally understood that American Zionism finally started having an impact 

internationally during the First World War. Specifically, due to the outbreak of war in 

July 1914, it was not possible for the Executive Committee of the World Zionist 

Organization, located in Berlin, to summon members there. Therefore, the Provisional 

Executive Committee for General Zionist Affairs met in the United States as a temporary 

replacement of the above Executive Committee in Berlin, on August 30 of the same year. 

Louis D. Brandeis (1856-1941) was nominated to be Chairman of the Committee. 

Henrietta Szold (1860-1945), who founded Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization 

of America, at the Temple Emmanuel Reform synagogue in New York City on February 

24, 1912, was one of the members of this temporary Executive Committee. Hadassah 

possibly became the largest Zionist organization in 1930s in the United States.
1
 This 

women’s Zionist organization, however, was never a major focus of studies on American 

Zionism until the late 1990s (also from a perspective of historiography in Zionist 

studies).
2
 For instance, researchers Yonathan Shapiro (1971) and Ben Halpern (1979) 

excluded Hadassah from mainstream American Zionism
3
; instead they focused on the 

topic of political activity, which they described from the “nation-building” point of view, 

even though Halpern assessed Hadassah as being a major power in American Zionism, 

and in his book, A Clash of Heroes (1987) he described Hadassah as an organization 

engaged in Zionist activities from a unique perspective (that of women), and as one of 

the most successful cases in American Zionism.
4
 At the same time, Halpern also states 

in a different part of the same book that the success of Hadassah was due to support from 

Brandeis.
5
 Brandeis, who had already joined the Federation of American Zionists (FAZ) 

in 1912, was nominated Chairman of the Provisional Executive Committee for General 

Zionist Affairs in 1914, and he asked Szold to be a member of this Committee.
6
 

The analysis of historians such as Allon Gal and Erica B. Simmons shows that 

Brandeis and Szold were leading figures in American Zionist activities under the banner 

of the Progressive Era.
7
 At the end of the First World War, under Brandeis’ initiative in 

the FAZ, Hadassah, as the American Zionist Medical Unit (AZMU), accepted his request 

to send a forty-four member
8
 medical unit to Eretz Israel (Palestine) and to establish 

clinics and hospitals throughout Palestine,
9
 and the AZMU arrived in Eretz Israel 

(Palestine) in the summer 1918. The budget for transportation and some maintenance for 

one year was partly covered by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, in the 

amount of $250,000. The model for this project was the system of visiting nurses, which 

was set up by Lillian Wald (1867-1940)
10

 at Henry Street House. Their activities were 
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uniquely positioned within American Zionism. This can be also paraphrased as follows: 

American Zionism started having an international influence during the First World War, 

when it began to help residents of Eretz Israel (Palestine), especially Jews. 

The aim of this paper is to show the diversity of American Zionism during the 

1910s and 1920s. For this purpose, I focus on Louis D. Brandeis and Henrietta Szold, 

who were two of the Zionist leaders in establishing American Zionism as an active 

movement, prior to the establishment of the State of Israel. Previous research has 

interpreted their Zionist activities as being influenced by Progressivism. In particular, 

Melvin I. Urofsky wrote on Brandeis’ Zionism in his book of Louis D. Brandeis and the 

Progressive Tradition, which was based on Brandeis’ broad Progressive philosophy.
11

 

Indeed, they worked together during the First World War and had similar Zionist 

aspirations which were influenced by Progressivism, as will be shown; however, 

Brandeis and Szold did not share the same concept of American Zionism. In this paper, I 

wish to present a different view based on their diary entries and speeches. This paper 

re-examines their position and interpretation in previous research, by investigating 

Brandeis’ and Szold’s views of Eretz Israel (Palestine). 

 

 

2. American Zionism in the Progressive Era (1910s-1920s) 

2-1. What is Progressivism? 

From the 1890s through the 1920s there was a social reform movement in the 

United States called “Progressivism” or the “Progressive movement,” and it was a kind 

of social justice reform movement. Maureen A. Flanagan described it by saying “All 

individuals must assume responsibility for the structure of society and for the welfare of 

all people, especially those they did not know or understand. Americans, according to 

[Jane] Addams [she was a leading figure in the Progressive Era], had to realize that they 

had social, as well as political and individual, obligations.”
12

 The movement brought the 

idea of equal rights under the law for all people, as well as giving suffrage to, helping 

and developing social welfare for lower social classes of American society.
13

 The 

following sections will examine how Brandeis and Szold combined Zionism with 

Progressivism.
14

 

 

2-2. The Features of American Zionism 

The early American Zionist movement until 1914 was a minority group.
15

 For 

certain reasons, it was difficult for American Jews to adopt European Zionist ideas. 
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Firstly, American Jews hoped to assimilate themselves into American Society, i.e., they 

wanted to be U.S. citizens. Until the emergence of Brandeis, to “convert” to Zionism 

meant having “dual loyalty.”
16 

Secondly, many Orthodox and Reform Rabbis rejected 

Zionism’s secular roots.
17

 Thirdly, it was not attractive for many American Jews to 

emigrate to Palestine, which was not a developed country. 

Regarding Zionism in the diaspora, Chaim Weizmann (1874-1952) argues that 

American Jews made significant financial contributions to the Zionist movement.
18

 

Other researchers share his impression of American Zionism. American Zionism was 

referred to as charity activity, but despite this, its greatest interest was in realizing 

American democracy. In the words of Zohar Segev, “reinforcing the American version o f 

Zionism preserved Jewish unity and democracy, which they found lacking in the theory 

and practice of the philanthropic organizations of the German Jewish elite.”
19

 

In the second quarter of the 19
th

 century, German Jews emigrated to the United 

States to escape from discrimination and for economic reasons. By the time of the Civil 

War, there were about 150,000 Jews in the United States.
20

 While German Jews 

gradually adapted to American society, in the 1880s Eastern European Jews escaped 

from the wave of pogroms in Russia to the United States. Between 1881 and 1929, over 

2,300,000 Jews from Eastern European countries arrived at American ports. There were 

huge gaps between German Jews and Eastern European Jews in terms of financial 

circumstances, customs, religion and social status.
21

 Jonathan D. Sarna described the 

gap between them. He mentioned that Temple Emanu-El synagogue was a place where 

German Jews encountered Eastern European Jews, even though they were from different 

social classes.
22

 Temple Emanu-El synagogue was a center for settlement activities in 

1903. Szold summoned Jewish women there in 1912 to establish Hadassah.
23

 The 

following section explains how Brandeis became a Zionist.  

 

2-3. Louis D. Brandeis: Becoming a Zionist Leader 

Louis D. Brandeis was born in Lewisville, Kentucky in 1856. His father had 

escaped from the disorder during the Revolutions in the German States in 1848, and his 

mother came to the United States from Prague. Brandeis spent most of his life as a 

lawyer and a judge, and had not been raised in an environment in which Jewish religious 

education was provided.
24

 He was a secular Jew, and it can be considered that by 

spending time in Boston as lawyer he absorbed Puritan ideas.
25

 Before Brandeis became 

a Zionist, he was mostly interested in social issues. Brandeis was motivated by the idea 

of Progressivism and he worked hard as a lawyer in resolving workers’ employment 
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issues, which arose accompanying the industrialization at the end of the 19
th

 century. As 

Kiminobu Hashimoto states, “Brandeis was a typical and ideal American lawyer.”
26

 

Why did such a person take part in Zionist activities, which represented the 

distinctiveness of Jews? 

The direct factors which drove Brandeis to the Zionist movement can be 

summarized in the following three points: 1. Meeting Jacob de Haas,
27

 2. Support for the 

Palestine Jews, and 3. Anti-Semitism.
28

 He joined the FAZ, the forerunner to the Zionist 

Organization of America (ZOA), in 1912. In the following year, on August 30, 1914, at a 

meeting of the Provisional Executive Committee for General Zionist Affairs held in the 

United States, Brandeis was nominated Chairman of the Committee. He quickly became 

an efficient leader of American Zionism. Under the slogan of “Increase membership, 

raise money and create an organization,” Brandeis made full use of his political skills. 

For Brandeis, Zionism was for realizing Americanism: 

My approach to Zionism was through Americanism. […] Gradually it became 

clear to me that to be good Americans, we must be better Jews, and to be better 

Jews, we must become Zionists. 
29

 

In short, it was important for Brandeis to live in the United States as a Jew. Brandeis 

only visited Palestine once, in 1919. It can be seen that American Zionism did not have 

the aim of migration to Palestine. For Brandeis, the purpose of Zionism was to protect 

Jews in the United States as a minority. In the next section, we will see how Henrietta 

Szold became a Zionist Activist. 

 

2-4. Henrietta Szold: The turning point for becoming engaged in Zionist 

Activism 

Henrietta Szold was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1860. Both her parents came 

from Hungary, and her father was a Reform rabbi. Since his religious position was that of 

a pioneer in the conservative group when described in today’s terms, Szold was raised in 

an environment where she was provided with an education on the Torah and Jewish Texts 

as well as general subjects, despite the fact that she was a woman.
30

 

Szold’s Zionist activities before she moved to Palestine were solely holding study 

groups to remind participants of their Jewish identity, and delivering speeches at 

ceremonies such as those by Zionist groups in the United States. However, when Szold 

actually traveled to Palestine in 1909 and visited to a local girls’ school, she was shocked 
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by the extreme lack of hygiene there. These events impelled her to become an American 

Zionist activist for improving public hygiene in Palestine, and this change led her to 

found Hadassah. At the end of the First World War, doctors, nurses, and necessary 

resources were sent to Palestine through the Hadassah enterprise, and Szold moved there 

in 1920 as a senior supervisor. 

Researchers such as Gal and Simmons understand Szold’s activities in Hadassah as 

having a foundation influenced by Progressivism as defined by the idea of Jane Addams 

(1860-1935) and by the home nursing services of Lillian D. Wald (1867-1940).
31

 

Simmons’ interpretation of the paper written by Szold in 1903
32

 indicates that Szold 

noticed a social transformation occurring because of activists such as Addams in Chicago 

and Wald in New York, who performed welfare activities that formed the first operating 

model for Hadassah, which would be started in Palestine over 10 years later. The 

operating model of Hadassah is reminiscent of the activities carried out by Henry Street 

House, led by Wald, which provided medical consultation free of charge or for a 

relatively low cost, and which also provided home nursing services in response to 

requests from neighbors, regardless of their religion and ethnicity. 

Similarly Hadassah did not limit their medical activities in Palestine only to Jews, 

but also provided them to Arabs, having a spirit of not discriminating between religions 

and ethnicities.
33

 As indicated by Simmons, activities carried out by Hadassah in its 

initial stages after its foundation may have had a philosophy similar to that of Addams 

and Wald. 

The above is an overview of the background to Brandeis and Szold becoming 

Zionists. Aspects common to them were that both were born in the United States, they 

were both from non-Eastern European Jewish backgrounds, and belonged to the middle 

class, which had already become part of American society. Although Brandeis and Szold 

had different direct motivations in becoming Zionists, both did not want to make Aliyah 

(emigrate to Palestine), but their aspiration in their Zionism was for Jewish immigrants 

to the United States to be accepted in American society as Jews, and to help Jews in 

Eretz Israel (Palestine), such as in alleviating suffering from malaria and poverty. In 

short, it is obvious that the aim of American Zionism was to introduce knowledge and 

technologies from the United States to Palestine. The following section explores what 

was the foundation of the Zionist views of Brandeis and Szold by comparing their 

perspectives of Eretz Israel (Palestine). 
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3. Comparison of views towards Eretz Israel (Palestine)  

3-1. The Case of Brandeis 

As summarized by Melvin I. Urofsky and Hidesaburo Kusama,
34

 Brandeis 

recognized Eretz Israel (Palestine) of that time as an appropriate place for realizing an 

American democratic ideal. In other words, Brandeis considered a small society to be 

ideal for realizing social justice (i.e., American democracy). For Brandeis, building a 

nation by Jews in Eretz Israel (Palestine) was equivalent to realizing his belief of 

practicing American ideals and establishing equal rights.
35

 In his speech in July 1915, 

Brandeis said that his American ideals were “the development of the individual through 

liberty, and the attainment of the common good through democracy and social justice,”
36

 

and in a speech, entitled “American Aid” at the Convention of the FAZ held in Boston 

and Chelsea in June 1915, he was successful in combining American ideals with 

Zionism: 

The path of the Zionist in America, during this year of trial, has been relatively 

clear solely because the Zionist ideals, the highest Jewish ideals, are 

essentially the American ideals. Democracy is also a Zionist concept. Social 

justice is also a Zionist aim. Full and complete liberty is an essential of 

triumphant Zionism as it is the American ideal of the twentieth century.
37

  

As can be seen from these quotations, it seems that Brandeis overcame the dilemma 

of dual loyalty in both being an American and a Jew. He did not see any contradiction 

between participating in Zionist activities and living as an American. Rather, he 

developed a theory that in order to achieve American ideals, it is necessary to have a 

relationship with Palestine as a Jew.
38

 

As pointed out by Yukako Ikeda in her 2007 paper,
39

 Brandeis concluded that 

achieving the Americanization of Zionism required Jews in the United States to build a 

Jewish nation in order to be accepted as an ethnic group. This idea of creating a Jewish 

nation held by Brandeis is reflected in the action plan given at the ZOA annual 

conference held in Chicago on September 14, 1919. In this action plan, the following 

five items were proposed: 1. a campaign for exterminating malaria, 2. purchasing large 

tracts of land, 3. planting trees, 4. strong financial support for the establishment of the 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and 5. the implementation of research and 

supplementary study necessary for making progress in the development of agriculture, 

industry, and commerce.
40
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Brandeis was aiming to increase the number of Jewish people in Palestine, and was 

trying to make the situation in Palestine favorable for Jewish people. He proposed the 

theory that there would be a delay in introducing democracy until more Jews arrive.
41

 

However, the conflict between Arabs and Jews became yet more volatile due to the 

Western Wall incident in Jerusalem in August 1929. Brandeis insisted on making a slight 

modification to his theory, which made a great contribution to improving the Palestinian 

economy. He stated the following at “an Emergency Palestine Economic Conference”  in 

Washington D.C. on November 24, 1929: 

No one who has been in Palestine can doubt that the Arabs of Palestine, the 

Christian Arabs, of whom there are relatively few, and the Moslems who live 

there have been greatly benefited by what the Jews have done there.
42

 

Based on the above statement, it can be assumed that while Brandeis was aware of 

the existence of Arabs in Palestine, he did not deny the superiority of Jews there. 

Although Brandeis was trying to introduce American-style democracy to Palestine, he 

gave priority to Jews over other residents in Palestine and applied two contradictory 

ideas, i.e. despite working as a lawyer for people’s rights in the United States, he was 

promoting the maintenance of American Zionist power in Palestine. However, this 

contradiction might be interpreted as Brandeis being influenced by other  aspects of 

Progressivism. In short, Progressivism also included the “view of America as the 

dominant force for justice in the world community.”
43

 From the mid-1930s, Brandeis 

consistently maintained his attitude towards establishing a Jewish homeland. He formed 

a political alliance with the Labor Zionist leaders in Palestine, who were led by David 

Ben-Gurion.  

Szold did not agree with Brandeis’ attitude of insisting on the superiority of Jews in 

Palestine. The following section will investigate Szold’s views towards Eretz Israel 

(Palestine).  

 

3-2. The Case of Szold 

Szold’s speech gives a good indication of her views towards Eretz Israel (Palestine). 

It was delivered at the Baltimore branch of the National Council of Jewish Women 

(NCJW) on January 26, 1896. This speech is considered Szold’s first public support of 

Zionism. The main subject of the speech was on the historical role of the Hebrew 

language. The speech included the following part, which give a good indication of how 
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Szold understood Eretz Israel (Palestine). 

 […] I do not say to return to, but to establish themselves in Palestine. Its 

promoters advocate self-emancipation along with self-respect and 

self-knowledge. It is their belief that the Jew can be a dignified member of 

human society only if he has a stable center towards which the scattered of his 

nation shall gravitate in perilous times.
44

 

As can be seen from her speech, she did not support a form of Zionism which 

encourages leaving the United States and returning to Palestine. In this point, her idea of 

Zionism is similar to that of Brandeis. Her understanding was simply that Palestine is the 

most suitable place for a center for the Jewish diaspora due to its being the ancient 

Promised Land for Jews. The reason why Szold traveled to Palestine in 1920 was not 

because she wanted to return to the land, but because she was fulfilling her duties as a 

senior supervisor of the American Zionist Medical Unit- the Hadassah Medical 

Organization (AZMU-HMO).
45

 As indicated by Simmons, Hadassah’s activities of 

dispatching nurses throughout the 1910s and 1920s were inspired by the home nursing 

services provided by Jane Addams and Lillian Wald. However, even if this system may 

have been referred to, it cannot be overlooked that Szold herself at least did not intend to 

develop Hadassah solely based on philanthropic interests in the era of progressivism. 

This can be seen from the following anecdote.  

At the time of its foundation in 1913, Hadassah recruited non-Zionist women in 

order to expand their organization. In other words, they believed that it would be 

possible to get interest from non-Zionist women if Hadassah would be viewed as a 

charitable organization, conducting social welfare activities for women and children in 

Palestine. However, Szold was issuing warnings against recruiting non-Zionist women. 

The following is her response when she was asked at the Philadelphia branch whether 

she would admit non-Zionist women as members of Hadassah. Szold issued a warning 

that it is necessary to be cautious about the Hadassah organization losing its Zionist 

character: 

I ought to warn you against this non-Zionistic trend. It would be a mistake for 

us Zionists to let our fine idea become colorless […] Unless we insist upon the 

Zionist coloring, the result will be degeneration into flabby philanthropism.
46
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Based on the above statement, it can be interpreted that Szold understood the 

activities of Hadassah as Zionist ones, and viewed such activities as not equivalent to 

those of philanthropists. Szold always understood that Zionism was based on the 

intellectuality and discipline of Judaism. In her diary on the 3
rd

 January, 1918:  

[…]The real difficulty lies in the fact that Zionism, like Judaism in general, 

implies or presupposes a high grade of intelligence and mental disc ipline. Our 

people, used up by the struggle for existence, do not possess that. And they are 

disorganized besides.
47

 

The above is a quote from her diary written before she went to Palestine as a senior 

supervisor of the AZMU-HMO. This diary shows Szold’s unique attitude to the idea of 

Zionism. Although Szold initially found the lofty spirit of Judaism in Zionism, she 

recognized the difficulty of sharing these ideas with her people, who had emigrated to 

Palestine and were living there. The following section will explore an example in which 

Szold and Brandeis had different interpretations of Zionist activities. 

 

3-3. Promoting Medical Activities or Providing Educational Opportunities in 

Eretz Israel (Palestine)? (Disagreement in the 1920s) 

The present section explains an episode where Brandeis and Szold actually had 

different points of view towards Zionist activities in Palestine.  

In 1920, when Szold was 60 years old, she herself moved to Palestine as a senior 

adviser to the AZMU-HMO, and worked there for three years. Thereafter, from 1927 to 

1930, she was appointed to be the Minister of the Health Department and Education 

Department portfolios of the Palestine Executive of the World Zionist Organization, led 

by Ben-Gurion. Szold believed that what Palestine needed next was the improvement of 

education, and she also believed that having in these Portfolios in the Palestine 

Executive of the World Zionist Organization, would be the optimal position to provide 

improved education in Palestine. A diary entry written by Szold on July 31, 1921 in 

Jerusalem states that she was expecting medical activities by Hadassah to be managed by 

the central Zionist political body (in other words, she was expecting that the Histadrut, 

the General Federation of Labour, would manage them).
48

 

However, not only did Hadassah’s leaders disagree with her decision to take on 

these roles, but so did Brandeis. Within one of the plans of action for establishing a 

Jewish nation, which Brandeis mentioned at the ZOA conference held in September 1919, 
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he suggested providing strong financial support for the establishment of the Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem;
49

 however, he did not focus on cultural educational activities, 

particularly for women and children, in Palestine, as Szold did. Szold was not satisfied 

with the fact that Brandeis did not focus on activities related to culture and education for 

all people.
50

 

 

 

4. In Conclusion 

Existing studies have a shared understanding that Hadassah, in the context of 

American Zionism belonged to the Brandeis-Mack wing, led by Brandeis.
51

 Therefore, 

in the mid-1920s, when Lipsky (i.e. the Lipsky-Weizmann wing), who was a rival of 

Brandeis, won the position of leadership within American Zionism, Hadassah was given 

an independent position within American Zionism. The present paper explored an 

overview of American Zionism in the period where progressivism was flourishing, in 

other words, in the 1910s and 1920s, by focusing on Brandeis, one of the leaders of 

American Zionism, and Szold, the founder of Hadassah. They were assumed to have 

shared the same vision within American Zionism. 

Szold worked together with Brandeis under his instruction during the First World 

War and after that they differed in their views about Zionism, particularly about the idea 

of Eretz Israel (Palestine). At a meeting held in London on July 14, 1920, Brandeis 

stated, “We must be in a position to act in Palestine, and we have to be strong outside of 

Palestine”
52

 to representatives of the United States. Brandeis anticipated that saving 

Jews in Palestine and increasing the impact of American Jews within and outside it were 

the aims of Zionist activities. In other words, within Brandeis’ Zionism, there was no 

contradiction between realizing American ideals in Palestine and retaining certain power 

in Palestine. In fact, Brandeis, as an American Jew, provided support for public projects 

in Palestine, while he had little interest in those who were in Palestine at the bottom of 

the social hierarchy. Therefore, although he offered support  for establishing the Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem, he never showed much interest in providing educational 

opportunities to women and children in Palestine. Several statements quoted from 

Brandeis in the present paper clearly indicate that his attitude of fighting for the laboring 

classes while working as a lawyer, affected by the Progressive movement, disappeared 

during his Zionist activities. 

Meanwhile, unlike Brandeis, Szold believed that the central Zionist political body 

should be responsible for medical activities in Palestine from the 1920s, and that they 
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should not be led by Hadassah in relation to the idea that American Jews would build a 

certain power both within and outside Palestine. Szold had different opinions from 

Brandeis and other leaders of Hadassah in this aspect; however, the largest reason for 

this gap may be that Szold found the ideal of Judaism within Zionism. She 

accommodated the spirit of Reform Judaism in her Zionist activities. Realizing social 

justice and helping poor people, Szold’s concept of Zionism could also include the ideas 

of Progressivism. In other words, she took advantage of the knowledge of Progressivism 

and the visiting nurses service system to improve people’s lives in Palestine. Her concept 

of Zionism, however, was not necessarily based only on the ideal of Progressivism. 

Rather, it can be interpreted that she was more strongly influenced by Reform Judaism 

than Progressivism. 

Since the present paper focused on Brandeis and Szold, it could not look into the 

relationship with the Lipsky-Weizmann wing from the mid-1920s. This issue will be 

investigated in future. 
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