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Three Zionist Visions Socialist Zionism Lesson Plan  
  

Central Historical Question: What did Socialist Zionists believe 
and why were they so successful in assuming leadership of the 

Yishuv? 
 
Materials:   

• Socialist Zionism PowerPoint 

• Socialist Zionism Video 

• Copies of Documents A-P. 

 

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-P.  

 

2. Mini-lecture with PowerPoint:  

  

• Slide: Socialism’s Appeal: Socialism, in the late 19th Century, is the most 

potent force among young Jewish intellectuals and will become the 

dominant ideology in Palestine. Some found it attractive for its biblical-like 

promise of a “just society.” Others were driven to socialism by anti-

Semitism, coming to believe that only a really new society could insure 

“life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Still others viewed it as an 

escape from Judaism altogether, replacing it with an alternate faith in the 

“brotherhood of man.” Whatever the reason socialism was all the rage 

during that period for Jews and non-Jews. As one historian says, “In that 

generation it was almost de rigueur to be a Socialist and a revolutionary...” 

 

• Slide: A Natural Antipathy: Socialist theory was hostile to Zionism because 

socialism viewed nationalism as superfluous. What mattered was the 

struggle between the working class and the ownership class, or the 

proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Socialism, which its proponents saw as 

historically inevitable, would wrest the means of production from the 

private sector and place it in public hands. This would lead to a worker’s 

paradise which would transcend national identities. Anti-Semitism, too, 

would be solved by eliminating conflicts that socialism blamed on 

capitalism. There was thus no need for Zionism, which in the socialist view 

involved creating another nation state, was a movement that went against 

the tide of history.  

 

• Slide: Merging Ideologies: At first glance, it would seem impossible to 

reconcile Socialism and Zionism. But that is just what happened as some 
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Jewish intellectuals began to doubt that socialism could solve the Jewish 

problem. They argued that: 1) until socialism is realized Jews should carry 

out their own politics and this can best be done in their own Jewish state; 

2) Jews could make the maximum contribution to socialism by building a 

Jewish state.  

  

• Slide: Nachman Syrkin: Efforts at combining socialism and Zionism had 

been made earlier by Moses Hess, and then Bernard Lazare, but with little 

impact. The first to combine both ideologies and find a following is 

Nachman Syrkin. Raised in a traditional Orthodox setting in Mohilev, a city 

then in western Russia, now Belarus, he rebels and moves to the West to 

go to university. In an 1898 pamphlet titled ‘The Jewish Problem and the 

Socialist-Jewish State,’ Syrkin argues: “The economic structure of the 

Jewish people, its lack of political rights, and its peculiar position in society 

combine to place it in a singular situation which cannot be improved, at 

present, through the socialist struggle.” The Jews must first create a state 

of their own. That state, he takes for granted, will be socialist.  

 

• Slide: Ber Borochov: Even for those Jewish Socialists who accept Syrkin’s 

reasoning, the question still remains: Why Palestine? Young Socialist 

Jews may have been secular, and in rebellion against their pious parents, 

but most still retained an emotional attachment to the Land of Israel.  

 
To these socialists, Marxist thinker Ber Borochov, born in 1881 in Poltava 

in southwestern Russia, now central Ukraine, offers an answer.  Marxism, 

considered the highest form of socialism because it is considered 

“scientific,” appears to be unswervingly against Zionism, as in the words of 

one historian, “it pronounced nationalism to be, like religion, an opiate of 

the masses, a force being used by the capitalists to divert the proletariat 

from its true interests.” Borochov uses Marxist arguments to “prove” that 

the Jewish masses would be pulled to Palestine by spontaneous forces. 

He founds Poale Tzion, the early socialist-Zionist group of which David 

Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, is a member. In the words of one 

historian, “After his death he [Borochov] became the patron saint of the 

left-wing Socialist groups within the Zionist movement, the discoverer of 

the ‘synthesis.”  

 
• Slide: Worship of Labor: One way Socialist-Zionists rebel against their 

parents is by rejecting the ideal of the shtetl – a life devoted to Jewish 

study – and substituting a life of hard labor instead. In the shtetl, people 

who live by labor are considered crude. In Eretz Israel, Socialist-Zionists 

worship “crude” labor. Aaron David Gordon invents the term “religion of 

labor” and argues that the Jews must return to manual labor to again 

become a ‘normal’ nation. He writes: “Agricultural labor is not merely the 
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factor which establishes man’s contact with the land and his claim to the 

land; it is also the principle force in the building of a national civilization. 

We need fanatics of labor in the most exalted sense of the word.” Although 

he arrives to Palestine at the age of 47, far older than most Second Aliyah 

immigrants and is unaccustomed to physical work, he insists on going into 

the fields. He is looked up to as a kind of saint by the young Jewish 

workers.  

 
• Slide: Political Parties: As soon as socialist-Zionists arrive in the Land of 

Israel they start organizing political parties, chief among them Hapoel 

HaTzair and Poalei Tzion. Poalei Tzion is the more rigid and Marxist of the 

two. But the parties will overcome their differences to merge and become 

the single party Achdut Ha’Avodah (Labor Unity) in 1919. The process of 

creating political parties and unifying them gives socialist-Zionists a head 

start over non-socialist political streams and partially explains their later 

success. 

 
• Slide: The Kibbutz: Socialist-Zionists create unique institutions to reflect 

their beliefs. The most important is the Kibbutz, an agricultural settlement 

in which all property is owned by the collective and all labor is performed 

by its members. The first is established in 1909. It is viewed as a new way 

of life and spreads quickly after 1918. By 1922, the kibbutz population 

numbers 700. Five years later that number had risen to 4,000. It 

quadruples in the next 10 years. By 1939, 25,000 call the kibbutz home, 5 

percent of the total Jewish population in Palestine. The kibbutzim serve as 

a base of support for socialist-Zionist ideas. As one leader puts it: “It is the 

outpost on the front lines of the whole national and class battlefield." 

Kibbutz members play a major role in building the state and in leading it. 

Kibbutz members are for a time looked up to by all walks of Israeli society 

as the ideal Israeli.  

 

• Slide: The Histadrut: Another novel institution created by socialist-Zionists 

is the Histadrut, a workers trade union founded in 1920. It supplies all of 

the workers’ needs – from clothing to housing to education to 

entertainment.  It starts with 4,400 members and by 1927 has 25,000.  

Ben-Gurion, who leads it from 1921, views it as a tool to build a future 

Jewish State and it does become a kind of state-within-a-state. Normally a 

trade union represents only employees. But  in Palestine  most industry 

has yet to be created, so the Histadrut goes about creating it,  becoming 

an employer as well. One of its biggest creations is the construction 

company Solel Boneh. It also sets up a bank, agricultural marketing 

company, an insurance company, health care services and countless 

medium-sized enterprises. The Histadrut becomes a major power base for 

socialist-Zionists. 
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• Slide: Berl Katznelson: One of the most influential socialist-Zionists is Berl 

Katznelson. He becomes the first editor of the Histadrut's newspaper 

Davar and argues for many of the Histadrut’s important roles, including a 

workers' bank and workers' sick fund.  He’s credited with preventing 

socialist-Zionists from sinking into ideological arguments and debates, a 

tendency of such movements. As Golda Meir writes: "He was the one man 

whom all of us, including Ben-Gurion, deeply revered and who served us 

all as an unquestioned and much loved moral authority. Nothing was done, 

no decision of any importance to the labor movement in particular, or the 

Yishuv in general, taken without Berl's opinion being sought first."  

 

• Slide: Self-Promotion: Another reason Socialist-Zionism was so successful 

– one that is sometimes overlooked – is that they documented, broadcast 

and celebrated their achievements, creating an aura around themselves 

as the builders of the state. As one historian notes, “The pioneers, then, 

made pioneer history and historiography and created the myth of 

halutziyyut through labor, defense, paving roads, building settlements, and 

also by writing innumerable letters, personal diaries, collective diaries, 

memorial books, and works of poetry, fiction, and memoir.” 

 
• Slide: Mapai: Thanks to Berl Katznelson, Ben-Gurion and others the 

various labor political parties unite by 1930 to form Mapai, “The Palestinian 

Workers Party.” Mapai goes on to control all the major institutions in the 

Yishuv and leads Israel virtually unchallenged for decades. Its power only 

declines after its leadership comes into question following the 1973 Yom 

Kippur War. 

 
3. Play video: Socialist Zionism 

 

Introduce inquiry question: What did Socialist Zionists believe and why 

were they so successful in assuming leadership of the Yishuv? 
 

4. Whole class discussion:  

   

• Was Zionism or socialism more appealing to Jews in the 19th 

century?  

• Given socialism’s popularity at the time of Zionism’s founding, do 

you think that Zionism needed socialism in order to attract 

followers?  

• Socialist-Zionist youth who made Aliyah to the Land of Israel 

rejected some of their parents’ ideas but kept other parts. Do you 

think that they needed to do this in order to build a state?  
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• Do you think it is a positive or a negative that the Socialist brand of 

Zionism is the one that came to dominate the State of Israel for so 

many years? 

 

5.  Hand out Review Questions (may be used as end of class Quiz). 
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Document A: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

 
When the first Zionist congress met in Basle in 1897 there was no 
mention of Socialism. Most of those present would have angrily 
rejected any attempt to adulterate Zionism with Socialist ideas. But 
only a few years later Zionist-Socialist parties had become an integral 
part of the movement for a Jewish national renaissance, and within 
little more than three decades Labour Zionism emerged as its 
strongest political force. Its growth and the impact of its ideas were of 
decisive importance, for it shaped the character of the Zionist 
movement, and subsequently of the state of Israel, to a greater extent 
than any other group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Holt, Rinehart & Winston, New 
York, 1972, p. 270. 
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Document B: “The Poison of Nationalism”, Brendan 
Mee (1973) 

 
In the struggle to win the minds of the working class Socialists have 
to contend not, on the whole, with rational critiques of the Socialist 
position but with deeply held and unquestioned values. A few of 
these, for example, might be religion, "human nature", "a fair day's 
wage for a fair day's work" or the association of Socialism with 
Russia. One of the strongest of these sacred beliefs, and one of the 
biggest obstacles to the establishment of Socialism, is nationalism ― 
the loyalty felt by many members of the working class to "their 
country", the political unit in which they happen to reside. 
 
Socialists hold that the only real divisions which exist in the world are 
horizontal ones, between different social and economic groups. In 
advanced capitalist countries this consists in a division between the 
capitalist class, which owns and controls the means of production, 
and the working class, which owns none of them and which has to 
sell its mental and physical labour-power to the capitalist class in 
order to live. Feelings of loyalty to a nation-State are purely 
subjective, having no basis in reality; the working class in Britain has 
more in common with the workers in other countries than it has with 
the British capitalist class. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Poison of Nationalism, Brendan Mee, Socialist Standard, 1973, 
(Reprinted in www.worldsocialism.org), Web URL: 
https://www.worldsocialism.org/spgb/socialist-standard/1970s/1973/no-823-
march-1973/poison-nationalism 
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Document C: “Socialist Zionism”, Jewish Virtual 
Library (2017) 

 
Socialist Zionism (or Labor Zionism) strove to achieve Jewish 
national and social redemption by fusing Zionism with Socialism. Its 
founder was Nachman Syrkin, who promulgated this view shortly 
before the third Zionist Congress (1899). 
 
Its philosophy was based on the assumption that the problem of 
Diaspora Jewry would remain unsolved even after the Socialist 
revolution, and that the solution to the anomaly of Jewish existence 
was the emigration of Jews to, and their concentration in, a territorial 
base. Dov Ber Borochov, a prominent advocate of Socialist Zionism, 
argued that the development of capitalism would inevitably prompt 
Jews to immigrate to Palestine, and that only there could the 
economic structure of the Jewish people be reconstituted as a base 
for the class struggle of the Jewish proletariat. Zionism, he asserted, 
is a historic-economic necessity for the Jewish people and the historic 
role of spearheading the Jewish national liberation process is 
reserved for the Jewish proletariat. … 
 
The Socialist Zionist idea gave rise to many pioneering youth 
movements, such as Hashomer Hatz'air and Hehalutz. The leaders of 
Socialist Zionist parties were among the most prominent in the pre-
independence Palestine community and the State of Israel; David 
Ben-Gurion, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi and Berl Katznelson are but three 
examples. Socialist Zionism is the progenitor of most of Israel's 
settlement movements and the Israel Labor Party, one of Israel's two 
main political parties. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Socialism, Jewish Virtual Library, 2017, Web URL: 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/socialist-zionism 
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Document D: “The Jewish Problem and the Socialist-
Jewish State”, Nahman Syrkin (1898) 

 
A classless society and national sovereignty are the only means of 
solving the Jewish problem completely. The social revolution and 
cessation of the class struggle will also normalize the relationship of 
the Jew and his environment. The Jew must, therefore, join the ranks 
of the proletariat, the only element which is striving to make an end of 
the class struggle and to redistribute power on the basis of justice. … 
 
The form of the Jewish state is the only debatable issue involved in 
Zionism. Zionism must be responsive to the opinion of the Jewish 
masses, for, without them, the movement will be stillborn. The wheels 
of the Jewish state cannot be turned without the strong arms of the 
Jewish workers. Zionism must take into consideration the socialist 
bent of the middle class and intelligentsia. Zionism must of necessity 
fuse with socialism, for socialism is in complete harmony with the 
wishes and hopes of the Jewish masses. Sociological and technical 
factors make any other form of Jewish state impossible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Zionist Idea: A Historical Analysis and Reader, Arthur Hertzberg, 
The Jewish Publication Society of America, Philadelphia, 1997, p. 340-348. 



L e s s o n  2 7 / S o c i a l i s t  Z i o n i s m  | 10 

 

 ZIONISM 101 SERIES | ZIONISMU.COM | Socialist Zionism 

Document E: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

  
[Ber] Borokhov, the founder and leading ideologist of Poale Zion … 
tried to show that Zionism and Marxism were by no means 
incompatible, but that, on the contrary, a synthesis between the two 
was perfectly logical. His position was not easy, for the Zionists at the 
time were mostly anti-Marxist, whereas the Marxists were anti-Zionist 
almost without exception, so that at first his efforts did not arouse 
sympathy on either side.  
 
Borokhov invested a great deal of analytical skill in justifying Zionism 
in Marxist terms. … He was an adept in manipulating the tools of 
Marxist analysis, much to the chagrin of his ideological adversaries, 
who had been accustomed to disputations about Zionism with 
enthusiasts arguing in romantic-Utopian terms. … 
 
Borokhovism was an interesting attempt to combine and coordinate 
the two ideologies which, more than any others, attracted the young 
Jewish intelligentsia of the day. It became a kind of rationalized 
religion, giving spiritual comfort and confidence to thousands of 
young men who were uneasy about the claim of orthodox Marxists 
that Zionism and revolutionary Socialism were incompatible. In that 
generation it was almost de rigueur to be a Socialist and a 
revolutionary, to believe in historical materialism and the revolutionary 
mission of the industrial proletariat.  
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

De rigueur: required by etiquette or current fashion. 

 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Schocken Books, New York, 2011, 
p. 1989 (First Printed 1972) p. 274-277.  
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 Document F: “Land and Desire in Early Zionism”, 
Boaz Neumann (2011) 

  
A pioneer who arrived in 1907 wrote shortly afterward that in coming, 
he was not doing God’s will, since he did not believe in God. Rather, 
he was simply doing what was morally right and in practive absolutely 
necessary. In a letter form the early 1920s, Berl Katznelson described 
a period of severe unemployment as one of the low points of the 
pioneer period. Yet he remained optimistic because “there is a father 
in heaven, or the Land of Israel – mother.” The pioneer desire for the 
Land belonged to the era after God’s death. It was desire for the 
Promised Land in the absence of He who promised it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Land and Desire in Early Zionism, Boaz Neumann, Brandeis University 
Press, Massachusetts, 2011, p. 19.  
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Document G: “Land and Desire in Early Zionism”, 
Boaz Neumann (2011) 

  
As Zionist leader Yitzhak Tabenkin noted, the Bible connected the 
pioneers to the Land and enabled them to recognize and grasp it 
through the associations between places it mentioned and those the 
halutzim encountered as they lived, worked, and walked around the 
Land. The Bible, he wrote, was a kind of “birth certificate” that helped 
remove the barrier between the pioneers and their land and helped 
them feel they were in “the homeland.” When Ya’akov Meir arrived in 
the Galilee, he saw the same sight his forefathers had seen 
thousands of years before, when they had come to build the 
homeland of the Hebrew nation. The landscape, he wrote, was “like a 
Bible open before you.” During his trips around the Land, Yitzhak 
Ben-Zvi held his Bible open before him as if to breathe life into every 
artifact and ruin. “We thirstily inhaled the fragrance of the homeland,” 
wrote his traveling companion Rachel Yanait, “the primal fragrance of 
our land.” When David Ben-Gurion came to Kinneret, he gazed at the 
Gilead Mountains on the east side of the Jordan River and saw in 
their gullies and folds the time “that had interred within them eternal 
secrets and primeval memories.” Over them “hovers the spirit of the 
hero of old, Yiftach the Gileadite.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Halutzim: pioneers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Land and Desire in Early Zionism, Boaz Neumann, Brandeis University 
Press, Massachusetts, 2011, p. 69-70.  
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 Document H: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

 
A.D. Gordon … exerted considerable influence on the men and 
women of the second aliya. Gordon was born in Podolia in 1856. 
When he came to Eretz Israel he was almost fifty and had no 
experience of heavy manual work. He became an agricultural 
labourer, first in the Jewish colonies near Jaffa, later on at Degania, 
the first collective settlement. For the next eighteen years – Gordon 
died in 1922 – he worked during the day in the fields and citrus 
groves with great, almost religious devotion, writing his essays at 
night. Gordon did not believe that the class struggle and a Socialist 
revolution would produce a better and more just society. Nor did he 
expect that man would be greatly improved as a result of the radical 
overthrow of institutions. Society would not change unless the 
individual changed, and since man was deteriorating in the same 
measure that he became alienated from nature, and since the Jews 
had been afflicted more than any other people in this respect, Gordon 
concluded that a real national revival was conditional on a return to 
normal life, with work as the great remedy against all the evils of 
Jewish life in the diaspora. Man, nature, work – these were the key 
concepts in Gordon’s thought. He also stressed the importance of 
agricultural work as a means for man to regain his sanity and to 
become one again with the cosmos of which he was a part. Gordon’s 
impact on his contemporaries cannot be stressed solely in terms of 
his writings. The old man in his Russian tunic with his enormous 
beard influenced them as much by his personal example, his 
simplicity, his fanatical devotion to work, as by his theories: he carried 
out in his own life what Tolstoy had merely preached. The weak old 
man, undefeated by heavy labour, by illness and the many other 
afflictions accompanying the painful process of growing new roots, 
was a source of inspiration and encouragement to those younger in 
years and stronger in body in their hours of doubt and despair.  
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Schocken Books, New York, 2011, 
p. 1989 (First Printed 1972) p. 285-286.  
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Document I: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

 
The pioneers of 1905 were the strangest workers the world had ever 
seen. Manual labour for them was not a necessary evil but an 
absolute moral value, a remedy to cure the Jewish people of its social 
and national ills. They shared the admiration of the Russian Populists 
for the muzhik, while at the same time, with the Marxists, they 
regarded the class-conscious industrial worker as an ideal figure. 
Those who for various reasons could not do manual work felt 
themselves inferior to their comrades and discriminated against. They 
were immensely proud of their independence. Any help from home 
was rejected, and even accepting an invitation to a meal from a 
Jewish farmer was frowned upon. When one such farmer paid his 
Jewish workers eight piastres instead of the seven agreed upon as 
their daily wage, they angrily sent their wage packet back, accepting 
it grudgingly only after having been assured that they were paid more 
not because they were Jews but because they had been doing 
outstanding work. They also insisted on being hired labourers. The 
establishment of agricultural settlements of their own was ruled out 
because they did not want to become farmers and in doing so turn 
their back on the working class.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Muzhik: a Russian peasant. 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Holt, Rinehart & Winston, New 
York, 1972, p. 281. 
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Document J: “Ben Gurion: The Burning Ground 1886-
1948”, Shabtai Teveth (1987) 

 
Scarcely had David Gruen [Ben-Gurion] set foot outside the customs 
shed when he encountered the party war among the Zionists in 
Palestine. Poale Zion faithful tore him away from [his friend] Shlomo 
Zemach, who, in turn, was grabbed by members of his own group, 
Ha-Poel ha-Tzair, and the two groups went their separate ways to 
Chaim Baruch’s Inn. There, waiting for them, brandy glass in hand, 
stood Israel Shochat, a Poale Zion leader who made it his business 
to inspect each batch of newcomers. He was proud of his legendary 
ability to size up a man at a glance, and after only a few words, 
Shochat invited David to stay with him in Jaffa for a few days.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion The Burning Ground 1886-1948, Shabtai Teveth, Houghton 
Mifflin Company, Boston 1987, p. 39. 
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Document K: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar, 

(1976) 
 
The Histadrut’s function was by no means limited to that of a 
bargaining agent for workers. Its trade union purposes were 
combined both with the Zionist ideal of rebuilding the country and with 
the Socialist aim of “establishing a Jewish workers’ society in 
Palestine.” In fulfilling these goals, the Histadrut in 1923 established a 
central economic corporation, the Chevrat Ovdim (Workers’ 
Association), to serve as a holding company for a wide variety of 
independent undertakings. Among these was HaMashbir HaMerkazi, 
revived in the mid-1920s as a cooperative wholesale society to buy 
the products of the kibbutzim and moshavim and, in turn, through its 
chain of retail stores, to sell these farm villages foodstuffs, clothing, 
and industrial goods. In 1926 the Chevrat Ovdim organized a 
marketing outlet, Tnuva, for kibbutz and moshav dairy products; then 
a workers’ bank (Bank HaPoalim) as its major credit instrument for 
the farming company, Shikun, provided workers with flats at the 
lowest, nonprofit rentals; even as a wide network of cooperative 
endeavors – fully a thousand of them by 1939 – was established in 
other areas, ranging from bus transportation to hotels and 
restaurants.  
 
In forestalling the worst of the Yishuv’s economic inequalities, 
however, and in minimizing cutthroat competition, one of the 
Histadrut’s most important innovations undoubtedly was its program 
of universal medical coverage. Known as Kupat Cholim (Sick Fund)… 
 
Finally, to broaden the employment market by any and all means, the 
workers’ federation launched a number of its own industrial 
companies. 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Yishuv: a term for the Jewish community in Palestine.  

 
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. 
Sachar, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p.157-158.  



L e s s o n  2 7 / S o c i a l i s t  Z i o n i s m  | 17 

 

 ZIONISM 101 SERIES | ZIONISMU.COM | Socialist Zionism 

Document L: “My Life, Golda Meir” (1975) 
 
We all were paid a fixed basic living wage, which varied only 
according to actual seniority and the number of dependents in each 
family, and there were no exceptions to this rule. I know that today 
people in Israel and elsewhere regard this kind of egalitarianism not 
only as old-fashioned but as downright unworkable. Perhaps it is, but 
I myself approved it and have always approved of it. I still think that it 
made good sound socialist sense – which usually means good sound 
common sense – for the janitor of the Histadrut building in Tel Aviv, 
who had nine children to support, to get a considerably fatter pay 
envelope than I, who had only two children. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: My Life, Golda Meir, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1975, p. 143. 
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Document M: “Berl: The Biography of a Socialist 
Zionist”, Anita Shapira (1984) 

 
Berl’s emergence as the leader of the Second Aliyah is shrouded in 
obscurity, and contains something of the element of revelation, as in 
the case of certain charismatic leaders. When he arrived in Palestine, 
he was known to few people. But soon afterwards an unknown 
laborer recounted that he had entered into conversation with Berl, 
and became convinced that the drudgery in which he was engaged 
had some significance. [Y.H.] Brenner singled him out from all the 
others. One moonlit night, on the shores of Lake Galilee, the young 
[Shai] Agnon came – permanently – under his spell, as did Zalman 
Rubashov, on a visit to Palestine. Berl was not distinguished by the 
quality of his work, by courage or by any heroic qualities. Yet he 
emerged – enigmatically – at the end of the First World War as the 
acknowledged leader of that group of stubborn hopefuls, the 
remnants of the Second Aliyah, to whom he preached his vision in 
‘Facing the Days Ahead’.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Berl: The Biography of a Socialist Zionist, Anita Shapira, Cambridge 
University Press, 1984, p. 346.  
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Document N: “My Life, Golda Meir” (1975) 
 
Above all, there was Berl Katznelson. He died in 1944 and so never 
saw the State of Israel, though I have often wondered what he would 
have thought of it – and of us. I have no doubt that many things would 
have been different – and better – had Berl been with us over the 
past thirty years. The labor movement, whose undisputed spiritual 
leader and guide he was, would have remained, I am sure, more loyal 
to itself and its stated principles than it has, and maybe we would 
have achieved a society blessed by greater equality. Berl played a 
unique role in the movement, although he held few official posts in it, 
and I am ashamed of the fact that despite the twelve volumes of his 
essays and speeches that have been published, no one has yet 
written a real biography of him. I am certainly no historian, and I 
cannot (and will not) presume to try to analyze or assess the extent of 
Berl’s influence on all of us. But at least I can do something to 
introduce his name to the world outside Israel’s borders, for he was 
the one man whom all of us, including Ben-Gurion, deeply revered 
and who served us all as an unquestioned and much loved moral 
authority.  
 
Berl was not at all physically impressive. He was small; his hair was 
always untidy; his clothes always looked rumpled. But his lovely smile 
lit up his face, and his eyes – always a little sad – looked right 
through you, so that no one who ever talked to Berl forgot him. I think 
of him as I saw him, hundreds of times, buried in a shabby old 
armchair in one of the two book-lined rooms in which he lived in the 
heart of Tel Aviv, where everyone came to see him and where he 
worked (because he hated going to an office). “Berl would like you to 
stop by” was like a command that no one disobeyed. Not that he held 
court or ever gave orders, but nothing was done, no decision of any 
importance to the labor movement in particular, or the yishuv in 
general, taken without Berl’s opinion being sought first.  
 
 
 
 
 
Source: My Life, Golda Meir, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1975, p. 124-125. 
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Document O: “Land and Desire in Early Zionism”, 
Boaz Neumann (2011) 

 
The pioneers, then, made pioneer history and historiography and 
created the myth of halutziyyut through labor, defense, paving roads, 
building settlements, and also by writing innumerable letters, personal 
diaries, collective diaries, memorial books, and works of poetry, 
fiction, and memoir. We can see this praxis of language in action 
when we recall the claim that the labor movement’s hegemony during 
the period of the Yishuv and the state, at least until the 1970s, 
derived (among other factors) from its dominance not just in deed but 
also in documenting the deed, especially by comparison with the 
paucity of self-documentation by the revisionist Zionist right. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Halutziyyut: pioneerism. 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: Land and Desire in Early Zionism, Boaz Neumann, Brandeis University 
Press, Massachusetts, 2011, p. 177.  
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Document P: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar, 
(1976) 

 
The leaders of Achdut HaAvodah, Ben-Gurion and Ben-Zvi, and of 
HaPoel HaZair, Yosef Sprinzak and Chaim (Victor) Arlosoroff, sensed 
that the issues uniting the two labor factions were more important 
than those dividing them. In January 1930, therefore, the membership 
of both groups voted approval for a merger. The ensuing united party 
was known thenceforth as Mapai (Mifleget Poalei Eretz Israel), the 
Land of Israel Workers’ party. In large measure the guiding spirit of 
the new body was Berl Katznelson, an authentic giant of the 
Palestine labor movement. A ruggedly built, tousle-headed man, a 
veteran of the Second Aliyah, Katznelson founded the newspaper 
Davar in 1925 as the organ of the Histadrut and remained its editor 
until his death in 1944. From the mid-1920s, the entire cultural 
program and doctrinal orientation of Jewish labor strongly reflected 
his influence. It was chiefly Katznelson’s genius that steered Mapai 
away from the traditional theorizing complexities of Zionist politics 
and concentrated instead on pragmatic gains for Jewish workingmen 
and the Jewish National Home.  
 
By 1933, as a result, this judicious blend of nationalist idealism and 
Socialist gradualism ensured Mapai control not only of the Histadrut 
(the reservoir of its strength in all future years), but also of the 
National Assembly and of the Jewish Agency’s political department. 
From then on it was Mapai that led the Yishuv through the mandatory 
period, and that eventually became the largest single party in Zionist 
Congresses.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. 
Sachar, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p. 159.  
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Guiding Questions          Name_______________ 

 

 

 

1. Why was socialism so attractive to Jews in the 19th century?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Why was manual labor so important to socialist Zionists? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What was the Histadrut?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the space below answer the following: What did Socialist Zionists believe and why 

were they so successful in assuming leadership of the Yishuv? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


