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Radical Political Irbutz”

in Israel

David Mandel

The concept of urban collectives has floated around Zionist
circles for a long time, and history records a few failures.
Discussion has resurfaced recently, with the development of
an independent radical Zionist movement, whose members are
dedicated to their own self-realization through communal life
in Israel and to serious socioeconomic changes in the Tsraeli
structure. Also, the Sha’al group in Israel has received wide
publicity since its establishment three years ago as a “kibbutz”
of professionals who chose an urban setting. In all due respect
to the Sha'al group, which has seriously pioneered a life style
that looks as though it may succeed, we should differentiate
between them and what we shall call the “political irbutz.”
This concept has been proposed as not only a life style, though
certainly the stability of such communes as permanent homes
is crucial. The “political irbutz” is seen primarily as a means

to effect political, economic, and social change in Israeli
society. '

*“Irbutz” is a contraction of the Hebrew words for city and kibbutz,
connoting an urban collective settlement.

David Mandel has been a long-time activist in the New Left. After return-
ing from a year in Israel, in Fall 1969, he organized the Hebrew House at
Oberlin College and became active in the Radical Zionist Alliance in Ohio,
and was elected National Chairman of the R.ZA. in February, 1971, This
article is reprinted by permission of the author.
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The Kibbutz

Let us begin with a look at the history of the kibbutzim.
Recent research has shown that the communal institutions of
the early kibbutzim were not, as had been widely assumed,
arrived at haphazardly. They were, to a large extent, calcu-
lated attempts at solving what was seen by the founding
Socialist-Zionists as. the crucial problem that needed to be
solved in order to create any sound Jewish national existence
—a base for the national economy. This meant that there
had to be an organized Jewish working class, a widespread
Jewish presence on the land itself, and, if the economy was to
be a socialist one, ownership of these newly-created means of
production by the Jewish workers themselves. The subsequent
creation of the collectivist movements of different shades, and
of the large Histadrut union, were the fruition of these inten-
tions. But also on the cultural level, the work ethic that
permeated the kibbutz society, its valuing of group spirit, and
its nationalism, became the models for the whole society.
These group-oriented values created the national conditions
of production that are still the foundation of the state, and
its values and goals.

The kibbutz was certainly a revolutionary vanguard move-
ment of its time, aimed at solving the problems necessary to
achieve Jewish national existence with a socialist bent. It
achieved a great deal, but fell far short of bringing complete
socialism to Israel, and seems unable to effectively continue
the struggle today, at least on its own. In fact, socialism as a
value and a goal seems lately to be less and less important and
even less popular to all of Israeli society. Why?

First, there was created out of the early kibbutzim and labor
movement an incredibly powerful Socialist-Zionist elite, still
holding a great deal of power. For many of them, political and
social reality is the same as it was fifty years ago, and a na-
tural resentment has built up among aspiring younger leaders,
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:;3;;11‘;1:1] fmtll-ulic?ologlc‘al“ Spirit among the young public. Private

WIership has increased, but the largest private owner by far
remains this gigantic labor unijon conﬁplex, and the fact iaythat
it has become, to large portions of the population, opprc‘ssivc.

The Urban Problem

X I?tke, for mszfmce, a scenario from one of the proper devel-
I.J ent towns, created around 1960 for the masses of immi-
glantI,J{?ws _from backward Asian and African countries, The
E;Jjﬂ;;:;gg 1:030231 95 If?rccnl Moroccan and Tunisian, total-
l’agilitjm = .p.wp e. The poor educational and cultural
: 5 and overcrowded housing are given factors as is
the cultural gap between these citizens and many Eu}:) eans
Qf the large cities and kibbutzim. In addition, the tcwn":presi-
denrz§ are trapped in poverty: Professional services are u‘suall
provided by outsiders who often do not live in T.I;C tO‘-‘:’I‘; Ex)j
cept for the minority who own or work in small businesses or
trades, the vast majority of the labor force are relativel un-
;k:llcd workers in one of two large basic industries il?: the
town. And here’s the catch: These industries are al;nost al
Ways owned by the Histadrut, the union supposedly re r*sent:
Ing the workers it hires. There is an obvious cointra[:iirb:lio
Furlhen?mre, the Histadrut bureaucracy is controlled tota!?.
by qutmders, and relatively little has been tried in (] J
unskilled factories in the way of worker partici ation]e'se
managf;ment. Needless to say, there are few strikeep in them
industries. Another obvious result: There is a good deal S?
resentment—when elections come around the on%y uﬁti-Hiﬂg
drul‘ Opposition is the chauvinist right-wing and reliﬂi.ou-
partics; and they receive large support in these towns in {hs
absence of any ‘effective Joft Opposition. This only hurts lh:

cha:_']ccs _of these towns receiving new investments from bureau
cratic Histadrut decision-makers, -
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Kibbutz-Town Interaction

And the kibbutzim? Often a development town like the
typical one described above is literally surrounded by kib-
butzim. And usually the social contact is zilch. If anything,
the kibbutzim hire some workers from the town, not the best
example of socialism at work. The standard of living on the
kibbutz is way above that of the town. And the kibbutz move-
ment is the backbone of the labor bureaucracy that ostensibly
prevents the development of these “development towns.” In
terms of the modern social and economic problems of Israel,
the kibbutz is removed from the struggle for socialism, no
longer in the vanguard, in fact, and is a social and economic
elite. The younger kibbutz members, if they stay on the
kibbutz, are less concerned about the general struggle for
socialism, taking even the life style more or less for granted.
The kibbutz succeeded in its revolutionary purpose of creating
an organized Jewish working class, and, in fact, the present
state and its institutions, but is not geared to solving the
problems of today, found in the development towns and in
sections of the large cities. The kibbutz is still valuable as an
example of communal life style, and even as an economic in-
stitution; and there is a potential for the kibbutzim assuming
once more an active role in the large struggle. But something
will have to stimulate this from the outside.

A more active struggle towards true socialism will come
about with the development of a movement of lower-class
workers in the cities and towns; a movement of organized
leftist labor against the Histadrut bureaucracy, either from
within or without the existing organizations. Progressives of
the old left parties and intellectuals may support such a move-
ment, but it will somehow have to gencrate a momentum of
its own. The recent Israeli Black Panther incidents were cer-
tainly a hopeful sign, even though only a small faction of the
movement talks in terms of class conflict as well as struggle
for ethnic equality.
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Problems of Urban Collectives

Here enters the idea of the radical irbutz, aimed at agitatin
for such a socialist movement by actually involving itself irgt
the urban setting with its problems. They are obvious im-
mediate problems in creating an urban commune that will
aiucc:*ecd merely to exist, let alone build a revolution. The
Sha’al group has always been in danger of falling aparr. com-
munally. Let us analyze why this difficulty exists: The isola-
tion of the kibbutz, with its obvious political disadvantapes
does, however, create a ready-made setting for a succe‘;%ﬁ:tl’
community—owning its own means of przduction workin
and consuming together, and apart from others. A’ny urba§
group Is many times less isolated, making it very difficult to
just stick together. Furthermore, a group like Sha’al, which
neither owns its own means of produztinn nor works tf;ncl'her
has only the social bonds holding it together. Fronf[hebmw;ez
this has been recognized as the majorhproblcm to the grou
and for three years the chaverim/ot have claimed to heg}cog-‘
ing for_a project which could involve the work of a large
proportion of the members. This may be impossible, since most
of the members joined specifically for their own personal
occupational reasons; many even work outside the town in
which they live. It remains to be seen whether such a group
held together only by strong social bonds, will succeed,

Two Possible Solutions

_ Two possible solutions to this problem of lack of an important
bmduTg force in an urban collective had been proposed. Both
are aimed directly at- affecting politically the surrounding
community and the country. (Some Sha’al members are some.
what politically involved in the town, but the group as a
whole hfis chosen not to involve itself). A4

One idea has been to have a group enter a town or city
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and, from the very start, own and work at its own means
of production, a factory of sorts. One such proposal now in
the planning stages is for a print shop that could serve as the
nucleus for information and education for a national radical
movement and serve the community at the same time. Of
course the group would actively involve itself in the politics
of the surrounding community. Problems and advantages of this
approach include the following: Owning such separate means
of production as a group would somewhat isolate the group
from the surrounding workers but would serve very well to
keep the group itself together and dedicated to its goals, Es-
tablishing such a project would be difficult, however, requiring
capital at the very beginning, and if successful, immediate
expansion, Help would have to come from somewhere on the
outside, and the question is where? Probably not the Jewish
Agency-Histadrut establishment that usually helps immigrants’
enterprises.

A second idea is for a group whose primary motivation is
the political one to live in a town, and all find jobs in the
town, with many, if not all, as laborers in the factories. This
would involve little initial capital and has the advantage of
providing close and real proximity with the workers, the most
advantageous situation for agitation. There is no common
economic enterprise to hold the group together other than
consumption, but common political action could play such
a role to some extent. If a basic requirement in the establish-
ment of the group is primacy of political motivations over
personal and professional ones, then there is something con-
crete on which to build the community. This plan could also
bring in new members very easily, even from the town itself.
It has been a question of considerable debate whether such
a commune should include professionals or only laborers.
Most, however, are willing to include professionals to a certain
extent: A majority of the members should be non-professional,
and those who are should work within the town itself, and as
radicals in their profession, thus serving the town in an im-
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g::;agt w_agi. T.he crucial requirement would be that all mem-
i[nport{;?}il 1?11:1 [:h; rg;)ht:_cal Ipurposc of the community more
1po) a essional and personal aspiratio i
: ns (hi
priority to a successful and happy communitl; is assun(ledg)h

The Need for Garinim*

fu]]lExpc:_r_lrnc:nt's along these lines will have to be planned care-
’Kjay,[ gllonecrmg the_devclt‘}pment of communal institutions
;ngel;:hi 2 (E:) Jtoﬂurl')tfln life—strong enough to hold the groups
_ exible enough to allow the ary i i
with the surroundin i blesdti i
community. The biggest ¢
however, is that ither 2 oL
: neither idea has yet be ’
and more radical Zionist civing in el o
§ are arriving in Israel all the ti
: i arriving he time,
I::-c;elmrgre af‘lebecolmmg active i movements outside of
s%ble g : 0 gT”W” oriented strongly toward these or other pos
plans have been formed, though i
* plans 1 °n ; many people are dis-
cussing the ideas. Disillusi : o o
sing « Disillusionment often sets i i
arrives in Israel and sees that 1i  done e
_ : at little has been
like him are also floating around. fone, ety
mane;Io;sdgroundwork would be laid by those in Israel al
» and contacts should be made wij i )
ly, : ith Israelis read
participate in such projects. And i i gl
: . And in America and ot
tries, more serious eff. o
S, orts need be mad {
e L e to form groups
I‘;raela[[id Steot tlilzgsc:h@uals——groups that will arrive togeﬁicr ii)n
s : eir communities. These groups |
come into being, often because e Aot EOLEl
_ ; se there were not I
mitted people in one plac T s o
: place to form a real group. In spi
; . In spite o
;::Euilcl[sa?o\;?]?lages_lofdlack of personal comact? perha[;)s wé
mail-order garinim,; gathering
o ;8 gs can be held,
mmers spent together, and perhaps a year either in America

*.Literally, the Hebrew word for “s
tively leave for Israel to settle there.

eeds”—groups of people who collec-
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or Israel before the foundation of the community, We are
spread out, and in spite of some growth, are not becoming
a mass movement. No one will know if these nice ideas can
work until we try, and that means serious commitment and
organization of garinim.




