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Document A: “Party and Politics in Israel”, Rael Jean Isaac 
(1981) 

 
It was the kibbutz, as political scientist Alan Arian has noted, that embodied 
the ideology of labor-Zionism. The kibbutz was not the product of a socialist 
blueprint but developed more or less inadvertently in response to 
conditions in Turkish Palestine. Nonetheless, it quickly came to represent 
the ideal societal form. It was ideal first of all because it offered a method of 
working the land, of restoring Jews in the Land of Israel to their historical 
way of life as an agricultural people.  
 
But the kibbutz was also ideal because it was a pure socialist form. Land 
was owned collectively; there was no exploitation of the labor of others 
because there was no hired labor; all major decisions were determined 
democratically by the membership. Each gave according to his ability and 
received according to his needs – within the limits of the kibbutz to meet 
those needs. The interests of the group were at all times uppermost: 
Members worked, ate, and shared their leisure time together; and their 
children were brought up together in children’s houses. In the perspective 
of labor-Zionists, the “chaver” (member) of the kibbutz was the elite of the 
new social order, the pioneer not merely in the sense that he had restored 
swamp or desert to fertile farmland but also in that he had created the 
foundation of a new moral and social order. In his book The Israeli Worker 
Ferdynand Zweig has noted one aspect of life in the kibbutz that was 
especially important in making it exemplary: This was a life without money. 
The Jews, whose rights to land ownership had been severely limited in 
much of Europe for many centuries, had of necessity developed an 
economic culture in which trade – and thus money – became central. The 
labor settlers in Palestine were in revolt against this way of life, and in the 
kibbutz they found a mode of existence where what had been central could 
be dispensed with altogether in daily life. The kibbutz, then, represented a 
cultural as well as a social and economic revolution. Israeli socialism 
became a kibbutz socialism, concerned with the moral regeneration of the 
Jewish people. 
 
 
 
Source: Party and Politics in Israel: Three Visions of a Jewish State, Rael Jean Isaac, 
Longman Inc., New York, 1981, p. 92. 
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Document B: “The Kibbutz: Venture in Utopia”, Melvin E. 
Spiro (1956) 

 
The chalutzim [pioneers] believed that man could best realize his 
potentialities (hagshama atzmit) in a society in which property was 
collectively owned; where social equality was guaranteed by preventing the 
rise of invidious distinctions based on wealth, kinship, or power; where 
exploitation was precluded by prohibiting the use of hired labor, so that all 
the work in the community was to be performed by the members 
themselves (avodah atzmit); where the members were to live and work on 
the land and, as far as possible, produce all that was necessary for the 
satisfaction of their economic needs. Finally, in common with these utopian 
communities, the early kibbutz was a sectarian community – a community, 
that is, based on opposition to the “world” and membership in which 
demanded a voluntaristic commitment to the all-important ideals of the 
group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Kibbutz: Venture in Utopia, Melvin E. Spiro, Schocken Books, New York, 
1970 (First Published, 1956), p. 169. 



SOCIALIST ZIONISM PART 2/ ZIONISM 101 3 

 

Document C: “The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia”, 
Daniel Gavron (2008) 

 
When the founders of Degania, ten young men and two young women, 
some of them teenagers, arrived there in 1910, it was a forlorn spot. The 
hamlet of Umm Juni was previously owned by a Persian family, and the 
land was worked by twenty families of Arab tenant farmers who lived in 
mud huts and dug channels from the Jordan for irrigation. From a distance 
the village was invisible, as the dwellings were the same color as the 
surrounding soil. Apart from the rushes and some palm trees, there was 
little vegetation. 
 
The founders of Degania were Jewish immigrants from Russia and Eastern 
Europe who arrived in Palestine in response to the Zionist challenge. … 
 
The Jewish immigrants arriving in Palestine from Russia and Eastern 
Europe after the turn of the century were not merely nationalists. They were 
also influenced by revolutionary and socialist ideas in their countries of 
origin. They were disgusted by the recently established villages, with their 
Jewish overseers, Arab peasant laborers, and Bedouin guards. They 
aspired to what they called the “conquest of labor,” believing that only by 
Jewish physical work could the land be redeemed and a Jewish nation 
reestablished. They also insisted that the Jews must undertake their own 
self-defense.  
 
They looked for work in the older villages, but the Arab laborers were more 
experienced and prepared to work for lower wages. In one famous incident, 
Jewish workers uprooted and replanted a forest in memory of Theodor 
Herzl because it had originally been planted by Arabs. The struggle for 
Jewish Labor was bitter, and in a move to assist the newcomers, the 
Zionist Settlement Office established several agricultural training farms, 
one of them at Kinneret, on the shore of the lake. It was not long before the 
young Jewish pioneers who worked there quarreled with the Russian 
agronomist appointed to run the farm and went on strike to demand his 
dismissal.  
 
It was their good fortune that the settlement office was run by Dr. Arthur 
Ruppin, a German Jewish sociologist of faith and vision. Ruppin did not 
accede to their demands for the agronomist to be fired, but he did give a 
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carefully selected group a chance to work the land of nearby Umm Juni on 
their own. … 
 
The ten men and two women of the commune knew how to work – they 
had proved that in the farms around Hadera – but they had no capital. 
Consequently, they signed an agreement with the settlement office 
undertaking to work the land at Umm Juni “until after the grain harvest.” In 
return they would each receive fifty francs per month wages and half of any 
profits accruing at the end of the period. The Office supplied them with 
mules, horses, and plows and advanced them the money to buy seeds and 
other requirements. … 
 
Despite the strict equality among its members, the small group contained 
several prominent personalities who assumed positions of leadership: 
Yosef Baratz and Miriam Ostrovsky, the only regular couple; Tanhum 
Tanpilov, the strongest worker; and Yosef Bussel, at nineteen the youngest 
member, who was also the acknowledged intellectual leader. … 
 
They had no ideology at the outset, except a desire to create a new Jewish 
society and a determination to work the land independently, without 
supervisors and bosses. Tanpilov declared, “On the basis of my own 
experience, a Jewish worker can make a living in Palestine from the fruits 
of his own labors.” Bussel aspired to create “a system that will truly give the 
worker individual freedom, without his having to exploit the work of others.” 
Baratz recalled, “We wanted to work for ourselves and to do it not for 
wages but for the satisfaction of helping each other and of tilling the soil.” 
… 
 
When the members of the kvutza moved into their permanent buildings, 
they resolved to call their village Degania, both after dagan, Hebrew for the 
cereals they were growing, and after degania, the cornflowers that grew in 
the area.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia, Daniel Gavron, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Maryland, 2000, p. 17-23. 
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Document D: “People and Labor ”, A.D. Gordon (1911) 
 
The Jewish people has been completely cut off from nature and imprisoned 
within city walls for two thousand years. We have been accustomed to 
every form of life, except a life of labor – of labor done at our behalf and for 
its own sake. It will require the greatest effort of will for such a people to 
become normal again. We lack the principal ingredient for national life. We 
lack the habit of labor… for it is labor which binds a people to its soil and to 
its national culture, which in its turn is an outgrowth of the people's toil and 
the people's labor. ... We, the Jews, were the first in history to say: ‘For all 
the nations shall go each in the name of its God’ and ‘Nations shall not lift 
up sword against nation’ – and then we proceed to cease being a nation 
ourselves.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Jewish World in the Modern Age, Jon Bloomberg, Ktav Publishing, New 
York, 2004, p. 175.  
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Document E: “The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia”, 
Daniel Gavron (2008) 

 
When we come to consider the relative failure of the kibbutz to perpetuate 
its values among its progeny, the matter of the woman member must be 
addressed. Many of the young people who left their kibbutzim (including, as 
we have seen, those in Los Angeles) were aware of their parents’ 
dissatisfaction with the way of life but particularly felt the unhappiness of 
their mothers. This is significant when we realize that it was the women 
members, as mothers, child care workers, teachers, and nurses, who bore 
the brunt of kibbutz education. The child care workers and nurses were 
almost all female, and a majority of the teachers, particularly of the younger 
children, were women. The failure of the kibbutz to provide a satisfactory 
life for the havera (female kibbutz member) is well known and also well 
documented.  
 
By far the most comprehensive study is by Lionel Tiger and Joseph 
Shepher, Women in the Kibbutz. The researchers found that the kibbutz 
succeeded in its economic, social, ideological, and political aims – the book 
was published in 1975 – but in the division of labor, the failure was 
“pervasive and overwhelming.”  
 

As social scientists, we have claimed the kibbutz to be what its 
founders and citizens as utopians claim it to be: an experiment that 
affirms possibilities for radical change in social forms and in people’s 
commitments to one another. We have found that the aspect of the 
experiment involving major changes in women’s lives was 
substantially less successful than the others.  

 
Their wide-ranging study, which involved several thousand kibbutz women, 
found that in the early kibbutzim more than half of the women worked in 
production for a considerable time; this was followed by a gradual but 
continuous polarization, until only some 20 percent of kibbutz women were 
employed in productive occupations. There was the paradox of women 
working in child care but caring for other women’s children. Working in the 
communal kitchen and dining hall, in the laundry and the clothing store, and 
running these services for the entire community, they were nonetheless 
deprived of their traditional role as homemakers for their own families.  
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Moreover, despite the formal equality, women were far less involved in 
running the kibbutz. They were less active in the kibbutz general meetings. 
Although they were overrepresented in the committees dealing with social 
and cultural matters, they were seriously underrepresented in committees 
dealing with economy, work, security, and general policy. Despite the fact 
that the women members had slightly more years of education than their 
male counterparts, only 14 percent held the highest leadership positions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia, Daniel Gavron, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Maryland, 2000, p. 184-185. 
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Document F: “The Kibbutz Movement: A History”, Henry 
Near (1997) 

 
In 1950 [Ben-Gurion] demanded that, instead of aiming at a self-sufficient 
economy, the kibbutzim should help to solve the problem of absorption by 
employing new immigrants. How could it be, he asked at a meeting at Ein 
Harod, that thousands were living in camps at public expense while the 
kibbutzim, so desperately short of working hands, refused to provide 
employment for them? He compared the opposition to hired labour to the 
Jewish prohibition of work on the Sabbath. During the war the rabbinate 
had given permission to fight on the Sabbath, and even to eat on Yom 
Kippur because of the state of emergency. Was the kibbutz movement to 
be more rigid than the Orthodox establishment?  
 
On the ideological level this demand was fiercely opposed by almost all the 
leaders of the kibbutz movements, of every political complexion. Both the 
Kibbutz Me’uhad and the Kibbutz Artzi saw Ben-Gurion’s demands as an 
attempt to weaken the kibbutz, and undermine the socialist character of the 
new state. Nor were the leaders of Hever Hakvutzot any more enthusiastic, 
they feared that by becoming employers kibbutz members would undergo a 
process of moral degeneration, and lose any hope of influencing the 
surrounding society to adopt egalitarian values.  
 
Economic realities proved to be too strong for these misgivings. 
Encouraged by the government’s policy of granting loans and other forms 
of help to kibbutzim which employed new immigrants, the number of 
kibbutzim which took on hired labour, particularly in industry and building 
work grew apace. … 
 
By 1951 the kibbutzim were employing some 1,400 hired workers. By 1958 
this number had reached 7,500, and by 1965 almost 10,000 – about 19 per 
cent of the total labour force. By this time, the leaders of the kibbutz 
movements were extremely alarmed: even those who had agreed that the 
kibbutzim should become employers as a response to the challenge of the 
first years of the state had not envisaged that this would turn into a 
permanent situation.  
 
Source: The Kibbutz Movement: A History Vol 2: Crisis and Achievement 1939-1995, 
Henry Near, The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, UK, 1997 p. 244-245. 
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Document G: “Party and Politics in Israel”, Rael Jean Isaac 
(1981) 

 
The problem came to a head between 1949 and 1951. In kibbutzim that 
had a clear majority, sympathetic to either Mapai or Mapam, the minority 
moved out to join another kibbutz. But in kibbutzim that were almost equally 
divided, normal life virtually ground to a halt. A member of Kibbutz Givat 
Hashlosha recalled what happened: Members ceased to care for gardens 
and fields; the sewage rose; walls were erected in the dining room to divide 
the hostile groups; even the weekly movie had to be viewed separately. 
When the two groups eventually formed separate kibbutzim, they fought 
over every cow, every shed, every implement. When eventually the burial 
ground of the original kibbutz had to be removed, even the dead were 
divided. For the kibbutzim that divided, which included Ein Harod, the 
parent kibbutz of the Hameuchad movement, the experience was terrible. 
And the self-confidence of the kibbutz movement as a whole was affected. 
The kibbutz saw itself as a role model for the nation, indeed for all 
humanity. The unedifying spectacle of internal warfare within the ideal 
society could only cast doubt upon the pretensions of the kibbutz 
movement to offer the definitive social arrangement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Party and Politics in Israel: Three Visions of a Jewish State, Rael Jean Isaac, 
Longman Inc., New York, 1981, p. 96-97. 
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Document H: “The Kibbutz at One Hundred”, Michal Palgi 
and Shulamit Reinharz (2011) 

 
The transformations in Israeli society, together with the economic crisis in 
the mid-1980s, led kibbutz communities to introduce changes that eroded 
their basic values. At the same time, the weakening collective ideology of 
the younger generations and newcomers to the kibbutz made the kibbutz 
more amenable to change. Taken as a whole, these changes represent an 
erosion of the barrier between society at large and the “other” society of the 
kibbutz. New internal regulations in five areas served to lower the barrier 
between the kibbutz and the surrounding society:  
 

1. Kibbutz societies legitimated paid hired labor in both production 
and education, thus forfeiting the value of self-labor. 

2. Kibbutz societies opened the children’s houses to non-kibbutz 
children, thus diluting one of the most important channels for 
passing on kibbutz values to the next generation. 

3. Kibbutz societies legitimated and encouraged members to work 
outside the kibbutz in order to increase the cash flow. 

4. Kibbutz societies partnered with non-kibbutz investors in kibbutz 
enterprises, that is, investors with a different set of values.  

5. Kibbutz societies rented kibbutz apartments to nonmembers and 
built residential neighborhoods adjacent to the kibbutz, 
neighborhoods that do not follow the kibbutz way of life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: One Hundred Years of Kibbutz Life, eds. Michal Palgi, Shulamit Reinharz, 
Transaction Publishers, New Jersey, 2011, p. 20. 
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Document I: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar (1976) 
 
By 1965 the nation’s 229 kibbutzim supported a population of 78,000… 
And despite its loss of proportional strength in the countryside, the kibbutz, 
too, was dramatically improving its productivity and profitability. … 
 
In some degree, also, the kibbutz maintained its tradition of public 
leadership. By 1967, 30 percent of the air force pilots and 22 percent of the 
army officers were its products. Among the representatives of the three 
Labor parties in the Knesset, 25 percent (sixteen of sixty-three) were 
kibbutz members.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. Sachar, 
Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p.518.  
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Document J: “The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia”, 
Daniel Gavron (2008) 

 
So many kibbutz children settled in Los Angeles that they became the 
subject of a study by Tel Aviv sociologist Naama Sabar, Kibbutz L.A.  
 
Obviously, all exiles have their own personal story, but certain themes 
recur. Their parents were cool and distant or, alternatively, suffocatingly 
close. The communal life was too intense; there was too little privacy and 
no encouragement of individual striving for attainment. Many were acutely 
aware of their parents’ frustration with kibbutz life, and a number felt that 
they were indirectly encouraged to leave by their parents. They themselves 
also felt limited by the communal structure. … 
 
“It’s a different atmosphere here,” said a former member who once ran the 
main farming branch of his kibbutz. “There are no obligations. I meet 
whoever I want to meet. I have privacy, freedom, and above all 
independence.”  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia, Daniel Gavron, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Maryland, 2000, p. 181-182. 
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 Document K: “The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia”, 
Daniel Gavron (2008) 

 
If [the kibbutzim] had invested in new farming branches, factories, and 
businesses that earned money and enabled them to pay back what they 
had borrowed, it would have been perfectly acceptable behavior. 
Unfortunately, most of the money was invested in measures to improve the 
living standards of the kibbutz members. … 
 
In the early 1980s, inflation in Israel passed 400 percent and threatened to 
escalate even higher. In 1985, the government resolved on drastic action to 
bring it under control. This it achieved by implementing a one-time 15 
percent devaluation of the Israeli currency and introducing a freeze on 
wages and prices, while leaving interest rates excessively high. Although 
the tactic worked and the inflation rate plummeted, hundreds of businesses 
went bankrupt. 
 
The first reaction of the kibbutz movements compounded their basic 
mistakes: they asked the banks to reschedule the loans. This request 
would have made sense if they possessed the means to pay them back 
over the longer period, but for the most part, these means did not exist. 
Furthermore, as interest rates were sky-high, the collective kibbutz debt 
quickly escalated to between $5 and $6 billion. There was no way it could 
ever be paid back. … 
 
Suddenly kibbutz members, who had regarded themselves as partners in a 
more or less flourishing enterprise, discovered that in reality they had 
nothing. They had no old age pension, no social security, no house, no 
property of any kind, no rights of bequest – and in most cases not very 
much to bequeath. Kibbutzniks, who had felt themselves to be the most 
secure individuals on the planet, instead found themselves abandoned, 
naked, and buffeted by a savage storm. The trauma was extreme; the loss 
of confidence, crippling.  
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Kibbutz: Awakening from Utopia, Daniel Gavron, Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Maryland, 2000, p. 145-156. 
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Document L: “The Renewal of the Kibbutz”, Raymond 
Russell, Robert Hanneman, Howard Getz (1976) 

 
The perception that the kibbutz was failing to appeal to the younger 
generation, and that they were losing many of their most promising 
workers, lent urgency to calls for reform. By the late 1980s, reforms were 
being urged by voices both outside and inside the movement. Discussions 
about which reforms the kibbutzim should or should not adopt quickly 
became ideologically charged and hotly contested, both within individual 
kibbutzim and in the kibbutz federations. 
 
In 1988, Yehuda Harel issued a call for a “new kibbutz,” while serving as 
the head of the Takam Federation’s archive and publication center at Yad 
Tabenkin (Harel 1988). Harel’s new kibbutz was to be a much freer, more 
individualistic, and more economically rational entity than the previous one. 
Each factory or other entity would be autonomous from the Kibbutz General 
Assembly and would have control over its own labor and capital inputs. The 
centralized distribution of goods would almost completely disappear. The 
incomes provided to members by the kibbutz would continue to be based 
on need rather than work, but members would be free to spend those 
allotments however and wherever they wished.  
 
Harel’s views were quickly taken up by other influential spokespersons, but 
they also aroused strong opposition. Leaders of the major kibbutz 
federations gave the new kibbutz a cold reception, and influential theorists 
like Menchem Rosner (1988) denounced it. Other faculty at Yad Tabenkin 
were so offended by Harel’s new kibbutz model, that he was forced to give 
up his position. Harel appealed to the rank and file of the United Kibbutz 
Movement for support, but was soundly defeated in a bid to become the 
leader of Takam. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Renewal of the Kibbutz: From Reform to Transformation. Raymond 
Russell, Robert Hanneman, & Shlomo Getz, New Jersey, 2013, p.42.  

 


