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one of the early attempts to create kibbutzim inside towns or cities

were successful. As we have seen, the traditional kibbutz combined
collective endeavor, communal living, and egalitarian principles with
the ideal of pioneering, physical labor, and the redemption of the soil of
the Jewish homeland. This fused into a compound that held together. In
addition, it was clearly more feasible to maintain a communal group in
comparative isolation. For these reasons, the urban communes in Israel
were far less successful than the conventional rural kibbutzim.

Three urban kibbutzim in the suburbs of Jerusalem, Haifa, and
Herzliya became ordinary kibbutzim that just happened to be located
near towns (although two of them are now set to become urban suburbs
again and make healthy profits in the bargain, as they are sitting on
prime building land). A fourth was Efal, near Tel Aviv, and lasted until
1951, when its members went their own private ways. It has since
become an education and research center of the United Kibbutz Move-
ment. The latest urban experiment to disintegrate, Kvutzat Shaal,
founded in 1968 by a group of eighteen graduates of the American
Habonim movement in the new town of Carmiel, near Haifa, lasted less
than four years before disbanding. However, four urban kibbutzim
have now existed for periods of between ten and twenty years, which
is a short time span in kibbutz terms but relatively long compared to
communes in other times and places.

Because the new urban experiments are largely the creations of
children of kibbutzim who have sought to correct what they see as flaws
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in the societies where they grew up, these urban experiments may have
a better chance of success than the earlier ones. In any event, they are
interesting as living critiques of the classical kibbutz. Reshit, which was
founded in Jerusalem in 1979, today has a population of around one
hundred; the other three are about half that size. Their members recall
the earliest days of Degania and the small kvutza. Certainly they con-
tend with the challenges of living together in harmony, cooperation, and
democracy in ways that modern kibbutz members do not even contem-
plate. At the same time, today’s urban kibbutzim are creations of their
time, contemporary not only in their locations, occupations, and struc-
tures but also in their communal ethic.

Not for them the sacrifice for the common cause, the subservience
of the individual to the group, the personal deprivation for the sake of
the superior communal goal. Today’s urban communards are almost
obsessed with their individual autonomy, their personal freedom, and
their civil rights. For them, the communal life is, more than anything
else, a means to greater personal freedom and fulfillment. It is not that
they are unaware of the society around them—quite the reverse: they are
making supreme efforts to reach out to the populations of the towns
where they live. Their involvement and interaction with Israeli society
at large for the most part preceded similar attempts by the conventional
kibbutzim, but where the traditional kibbutz aimed to lead the Zionist
enterprise, the modern urban kibbutz aspires to create a superior quality
of life for its members, while making a contribution to the quality of the
surrounding society.

Kibbutz Tamuz was founded twelve years ago in Beit Shemesh, a
small town near Jerusalem. Its name derives simply from the fact that
the first group settled there in the Hebrew month of Tamuz, which usu-
ally corresponds to June or July. A brief explanation of the decision-
making process at Tamuz, written by one of its members, Yiftah Gold-
man, throws considerable light on the purposes and aspirations of this
comparatively new creation: “Tamuz is a new type of community,” he
writes. “The freedom of man must be expressed in every moment of
communal life.”

He goes on to discuss the inherent tension between the individual
and society. Any social framework presents a problem for human free-
dom, he concedes, but a person cannot be free outside society, so he
must strive to create his community as a free society. Democracy is not
merely a question of the rights of the individual but involves his active
participation in running the community. The “democracy of participa-
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tion” does not cancel the rights of the individual, but it is not satisfied
merely with those rights. Tamuz does not have a formal structure but
makes decisions in various forums, almost never involving votes:

In Tamuz we see the general meeting as a creative framework, during
which the members express their views, discuss the views of others,
and change their minds during the course of the dialogue. The test of
the community 1s to what extent it can reduce confrontation in the gen-
eral meeting and create partnership.

At Tamuz the individual makes his own decisions about his per-
sonal life. In contrast to the traditional kibbutz, there are no commit-
tees making decisions for him. On the other hand, Tamuz does not
adopt the classical liberal approach that an individual is free to do as
he wants provided he does not harm others.

Quoting John Donne that “no man is an island,” Goldman argues
that every action that individuals take impacts on their fellow humans
and that this 18 even more the case in a communal society like Tamuz
than in society at large. The Tamuz principle states, “Everyone makes
his own decisions about his private life, despire the fact that these deci-
sions have a general effect.”

Tamuz, as a community, does not try to evade the complexities of
this situation. The fact that individuals make the final decision about
their own lives does not absolve them from discussing the matter with
their comrades, who are their colleagues, advisers, and partners in dis-
cussion:

The system at Tamuz is based on mutual trust. It is axiomatic that
every member wants what is best for the community, but it is also
assumed that the community aims to benefit the individual member,
The members believe that the two things are interdependent. This sort
of trust is not something that be taken for granted but has to be worked
for all the time.

The commune has deliberately refrained from establishing control
mechanisms, which are based on the assumption that people try to take
advantage of each other and must be prevented from doing so. The
Tamuz assumption is that, given the opportunity, people prefer a life
based on trust and partnership, than one based on exploitation and
deceit. In the absence of control mechanisms, continuous dialogue
between the members is maintained.
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The community holds weekly general meetings, both for practical
decision making and for discussion of principles and general problems.
Sometimes the general meeting is broken up into smaller discussion
groups. Votes are almost never taken, but decisions are not made by
consensus, either, which is regarded as a “relative majority.” Instead, the
members try to reach a sense of the feeling of the meeting.

Explaining why each voice is not necessarily equal, Goldman gives
the example of a group of actors putting on William Shakespeare’s Mac-
beth. The actress playing Lady Macbeth may ask her fellow actors
whether she should play her as a victim or a monster, and although she
may be influenced by their advice, she will make the ultimate decision,
as she is the one who is going to have to face the audience. So there is
nothing sacred about the majority. On the contrary, the opinion of the
person responsible for carrying out the decision has more weight than
the views of the other participants in the discussion.

There are also discussion groups on a range of topics, such as the
celebration of festivals or the children’s education. When personal prob-
lems are discussed, it is usually in these smaller frameworks. If, for
example, a member wants to go abroad and needs financial assistance
from the community, this will usually be discussed and approved by
three or four members, without the need for confirmation by the general
meeting.

In addition, Tamuz holds seminars every two months for longer dis-
cussions (up to ten hours) on general topics, such as Israeli society, cul-
ture and education in the community, and the connection between kib-
butz and town. Apart from giving the members the time to discuss these
more complex issues, the seminars are seen as a further opportunity for
personal contact among the members.

Goldman acknowledges that the Tamuz system places extraordi-
nary pressure on the members. In the absence of formal frameworks or
control mechanisms, the responsibility lies with the individual. Mem-
bers decide what tasks and duties to assume, and they are responsible
for a host of daily decisions that affect their fellow members. Because
of the pressure, it is accepted at Tamuz that a member may want to take
“time out” from the community, withdraw for a limited period from all
responsibilities, stop coming to meetings, and even avoid social contact
with others.

The danger that the Tamuz system will break down is frankly laid
out. Possibly they are trying for too much, admits Goldman. In an
aggressive, competitive society, the attempt to live by the principles of






























