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The Kibbutz Concept of Dlirect Democracy

Direct democracy as conceived and appiled in the kibbutz communitlies and
in the different organizations inside these communitles Is not limited to
direct particlipation in decislon making. it Is a much more comprehensive
conception of democracy that Is strongly iinked to other basic values of
the kibbutz and Its soclal and economic structure. Here are some of |Its

basic features:

1. Klibbutz democracy is percelved as an end in itself, promoiing equality
in the members’ Influence and strengthening their commitment to the
common good of the kibbutz.

2. Kibbutz democracy is not confined to the pollitical sphere but |s com-
prehensive as a basic principle in all areas of Iife, such as in eco-
nomic actlvity and organization and in education. The impliementation of
this principle might be more difficult in certain areas. e.g.. indus-
trial plants In comparisons with agricultural branches, but there is a

permanent effort at democratization.

3. Politlcal wactivity in the kibbutz s not confined to wvoting in
elections. In contrast to the separation between society and polity in
liberal democracy. and the dominance of the polity —-- the state -- in

totalitarlan democracy, poiltlical actlvity Is only one aspect of social

l{fe in the kibbutz and political particlpation is a part of everyday
life.

4. Democratic decision-making is perceived in the kibbutz mainly as a
process of problem—-soiving serving the common good and not as a mech-
anism for the distribution of scarce goods among competing permanent
Interest groups. Most of the Interest groups that exist in the kibbutz.
such as work branches, age groups, etc., are involved only occasionally
with the |Issues that are dliscussed at the general assembly. Due to
overlapping membership in various types of groups there are no basic
spilts between permanent groups.

5. Politicalt activity is exercised not oniy through direct participation

in the coilective decision—-making of the general assembiy and commit-

tees but aiso through participation 1In the management of different
areas of social |ife. Many adminlstrative functions are not full-time
jobs and are filied by committees. Managers in the economic sphere are
elected for |imited periods.

5. The maln motivation for polltical activity is not an instrumentai moti-
vation aimed at the protection and promotion of individual and group

rights and interests but as a mode of seif-expression and commitment to

the community and its values.
The patterns and mechanisms for the implementation of these theoretical
assumptions are realized in the general assembiy and in the network of com-

mittees, as wel! as In the rotation of office holders and the lack of priv-



ileges atforded them. The piebisclite, a central mechanisms of pseudo-direct
democracy. is contrary to the ethos of klbbutz participatory democracy,
which i3 based on personal relations and mutual persuasion. On the other

hand, decislon-maklng is based not only on consensus but also on majority

rule.

This conception of direct democracy Is quite ditferent from R. Dahl’s
"chinese box" conceptualization, that sees the form of democracy largeiy as
a function of the size and complexity of the society. While size and com-
plexity are surely Important for the impiementation of direct partic-
ipatlon_  there are other basic conditions that are not less important, such
as the degree of communality of interest and a social structure based on

feeling of sofidarity and friendship. From this point of view kibbutz de-

mocracy embodies many ot the principles stated by theorists of
har(icipatory gemociacy. its "ideai-type" {5 even close to J. Mansbhridges’s
ideal type of "unitary demcocracy" as opposed to "adversary democracy". The

kibbutz type of democracy is strongly related to the centrat! values of the
kibbutz communal society, to its economic collective structure and to its
sociatl structure that was intentionally pianned 1o create & modern
“"gemeinschafi”. As a resuit of the "gemeinschaft" type of social relations
it is not an abstract citizen that participailes in the political process,
but a whole person., bringing with him his personatity. his status and his
social relations. The decisions |n the assembiy are therefore In many

cases substantive. directed to a particular case in a particular social

context and nol to the establishing of a general rule. There are few writ-
ten rujes. in contradistinction to the muitiplication of laws. internal or-

dinances and reguilation in other self-managed systems.

Forma legal control is replaced by mutua! trust and by informal soclal
control through pubiic opinion In the framework of the commun(ty and its
diffterent subgroups, Serlous cases ot deviatlon from norms are dlscussed by
committees and by the community assembly, there are degrees of public opin-
ion pressure related to the severity of the deviation but there is no legal
system ot formal sanctlions beside of the wultimate sanction of expellling
trom the community. There is no clear-cut devislon between democratic deci-
sion making and professional expertise. Professional knowledge is highly-
valued in the kibbutz and whiie there Is a rather strict system of rotation
in managerial roles, there Is no such rotation for protesslional roles such
as engineers, teachers, accountants, etc. (In practice there are quite
flexible occupational carreers and most members have passed through differ-
ent occupations) the final decisions - also concerning technical matters.
will be taken by democrately elected commititees and in the assemblies of
work-branches of the communities. Usually professlionals are member of com—
mittees that prepare proposalis for decisions of assemblies. In matters such
as production investment and investments plans or specific investments and
developments. There is not always agreement between professionals of the
same Kkind, such as between engineers for example and even more rarely be-

tween experts from different professions, E.g. architects and economists



wili judge construction plans by different criteria and Is therefore not

possible to decide between such contradictory arguments on the basis of

professlonal hierarchy. it is also not sure that a young engineer lacking
oractical experience is more competent on technical production - problems
than an experienced worker without formal degrees. The discussions in the

committees and in the assemblies create opportunities for confrontation be-

tween different types of expertise and competence and the final declislon
wi I be taken through democratic procedures of persuaslon and if necessary
majority decision making. The connections and correlatlons among dlfferent

components of the theories of participatory democracy, such as a high de-
gree of value consensus and committment to the common goal, moral and in-
trinsic motivation to participate and to contribute, social cohesion and a
probtem - solving approach to decision maklng have been emplricaltly docu—
mented by research on the kibbutz., on the other hand, direct and
participatory democracy in the kibbutz are so closely related to other
basic values of kibbutz life such as equality. cooperationiand mutual re-—
sponsibility., voluntary membership, etc. and to its non—conventione! insti-
tutions., that it Is almost impossible to separate and isolate the political
ctfects of direct democracy from the effects of other aspects of this very

particular social system.

The Implementatioen of the concept and Ite econsequences

in spite of the many chanyes that occured both inside the kibbutz system
and In Its retationship with the environment, during the 75 vyears of Its
existence, the degree of democratic participation Is outstandingiy high
when compared with other communities and organizations. The scope of deci-
sion making concerning the numbers of issues avallable for particlipation Is
aimost uniimited. due to the fact that many lIssues that usually are declded

by the individuai and the family are matters of public interest.

Kibbutz members have the opportunity to participate in ali the possible
forms of participation — from passive assistance In assemblies to manage-
rial responsibility for implementation of declisions and in many different

settings. The main area where changes have occured Is extensivity of par-
ticipation and the most problematic development is the decrease in the at-
tendance at the weekly assembiy. But while In some kibbutzlm the decrease
in attendance might be critical and might even iead to a decrease in the
frequency of aszembl!ies, the maljority of members in the large majority of
kibbutzim participate in a large numbers of assemb!ies. When we add to this
the large number of members that partlicipate in the large network of com-
mittees and the different modes of participation In “the work-place the ex-—
tension of participation is quite unpusual, although [t fails short cf

kibbutz expectations.



The kibbutz might offer therefore the optimal opportunity to study the
effects of participation by comparing both individuais with different de-
grees of participation and communities and work-organlizations that are more

or less particlipatory. The high extensivity of particlpation arlises atlso

the question of its limits. Does the kibbutz [flustrate the dangers of
over—participation, when the socialist citizen i3 so busy with partic~-
I[pation In meetings that he looses not oniy the free tlme needed to pursue

other important interests and committments, but also the freedom to declde

himself about the use of this very important resource — time?

Concerning this last argument it is necessary to make an Important qual-

ification. This argument is based on the assumption that partlicipation In
declision making is identical with attendance at formal meetings. This Is
not true at least, in the kibbutz in which informal participation through

interpersonail communication and discussion is both very frequent and very
important in predicting outcomes. informal interpersonal encounters that
are quite effective forms of particlpation can occur not oniy in settings
directly related to the |Issue to be decided, such as the office of the of-
fice holder and the premises of the work—-place. Suggestions and initiatives
reiated (o the decision making process in the work place ¢.g. can be dls-
cussed informaliy when slttling together In the dining-room, when meeting in
the chiidren—houses, or on any other place and occasion (n the smafl commu-

nity where so many functions and areas of I[lfe are common. Partlclpation

can therefore occur during other activities and needs not always to be on

the expense of other activities.

This qualification does not contradict the assumption that participation
Is time-consuming, but it is a warning against exaggerrations in using this
argument. Because of the need to avold exaggerated waste of time in
meetings, the klbbutz In contradistinction from other organizations based
on direct democracy Is using majority rule. Such maJorI(y decisions are
usually taken after discussions in which attempts of mutual persuasion have

been made that have been (Imited in time.

Differences in propensiiy to invesi the time needed for democratic par-
ticipation 1Is one o1 the possible explanations of the correlations found
between participation In different areas of kibbutz J)fe. I't was generally
tound that the members that are the more actlve particlpants In the general
assembiles - speaking. asking question, making suggestions — also attend
such assemblles more freguently than other, They tend also to be more ac-
tive In committees and In the work place. In genera! the majorily of mem-
bers participate actively in the workplace and are members in commlittees
whiie only a minority are irequent speakers at assemblies and hold more
central offices in the community. Another rather smalier minority partic-
Ipates only In the framework of the workplace and abstains both from par-

ticipation in the community assembiy and in committiees.



Why do some members transfer participation form one setting to another,
from one issue to another, from one type of participation to another, while

others do not?

This is not a differentiation between “full-time’ office holders and

’

rank and file members that have to invest their ‘own’ time in meetings the
number of “full-time jobs’ for administrative functions is still very 1lim-
ited —— although It is sllightly expanding with the size and complexity of
the kibbutz. On the <contrary, the readiness to invest “free’ after work
time is one of the factor determining the readiness for office holding. But

then we come back to the question how to explain the difference In propen-

sity to invest ‘free time’?

1. Competing committments and interests are surely a part of the explana-
tion. The rising Importance of the fTamily is one examplie of such com-
peting committments and this committment is more strongly feit by women
and especlally by mothers of young children - In spite of the institu-

tion of coliective education.

Other such commitimenis and interests are rejated to the tvype of
work and work—-hours, to artistica!, cultural or sport interests, etc.
Bul the faclors attracting io poiitical participation are not less Im-

portant than those detracting from it. Among them the most important
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seem to be the degree of committment to the community or the relevant
organization and the strength of the need for influence.

in the discussion of the features of kibbutz democracy we already men-
tioned the assumptlon that particlpation wili strengthen member’s
committment to the ‘common good’. This assumptlon |s based on the ex-—
pectatlon that particlpation will enrlch the individual’s sense of com-
munity, so that he wlll give greater weight 1to interests that
transcend his personal advantage. Our research findings show that thls
relationship between participation and committment to the community |Is
not wuni-dlrectional. The degree of commlttment to the kibbutz is also
the most important predictor ot attendance In assembiies, of readiness

for office-holding, etc.

It seems even that one of the most important functions of the at-
tendance of the kibbutz assembiy is a symbollic one, as expression of
attachment to the community.

Strong correlations between offlce-holding. attendance and active par-
ticipation in assemblies and feeliing of personal Infiuence on what s
going on in the kKibbutz, seems {o point to the Importance of personal
efilcacy. Those that feel that they are capable of acting effectively
by infiuencing outcomes will be more eager 1o use these capacitily and
therefore io pariicipaie. On the other hand i{hose that participeate more
irequently, In more varled forms, feel that they have more Influence.

We have also to distinguish between two types of influence -- and



therefore ot political efficacy: Indlvidual and collectlve. Certaln
types of participation generate a feeling of one type only, while

other generate both types. E.g. there is no relationship between the
frequency and authority of workers assemblies in different klbbutz
plants and the average measures of |Indlvidual influence, while such
correlations were found with measures of collective influence of the
worker’s as a group. On the other hand, there are strong <correlations

between the degree of participation in work—-groups and both individual

and coliective influence. It seems that the main determinant of Indi-
viduatl influence s active interpersonal participation through dis-
cussion, suggestion and initiative-taking. Such participation is

possible only for few in the larger assemblies, whije smalier groups
offer opportunities for everyone and in them the rethoric abilities and
skilis that are important in assemblies. are not required.

The last but not ifeast important factor explaining diiterences in pro-
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pensitly to invest fTree time is the “need for influence’. We refer to
the need for Infiuence and not for power -- understood as non-
legitimated control -—- since in the kibbutz there are no means for
coercion. There are even no sanctions and material rewards avaiiabte
for the exercise of tegitimate authority through office-ho!ding. It is
only through persuasion. encouragement and inducement that it is possi-
bie to aftect intentionally the behavior of persons and groups In the

kibbutz or of the kibbutz community as a whoie, members’ diffier In

thelr readiness to take part In such processes of persuasion, but also

in their seif-image as to their abillty to succeed in influence-
attempts. In general we find that members asplre to have both more In-
dividual and collective inftuence than they perceilve they actually
have. But on the other hand their aspiratlions for Influence are on the
average iower than their aspliratlons for other opportunlitlies of self-
realization and actuallization, such as for interesting and challenging

work.

To conclude, It is quite difficult to distinguish beiween causes and
consequences of participation in the kibbutz dlrect democracy. but there
are strong relatlonshlps between participatlion, committment to communlty

and feeling of potitical efficacy.

The differences in degree of participation seems to be better explained

by differences in readiness to “invest’ in participation, when time is one

Important but not the single investment Inveolved than by differences in
prior learning of participation. Irn the overall participatlve culture o7
the kibbutz, with a high level of socializatlon for particlpation from
childhood., It s dlfficult to explaln differences In actus! participation

by differences in the degree of scclializatlion and prior particlpaiory expe-
rience. On the contrary, even some saturation eifects might be felt when
youngsters wused to Intensive particlipation from'chlidhood search 7or a

N

"Moratorium" period also in this area. Saturation efiects together with the
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Increasing strength of competing committments and interests might explalin

the decrease in assemblies attendance.

But while this saturation effect is felt for larger assemblies, where

the individual participant can not always get a feeling of personal poll-
tical efficacy. it seems less relevant for smaller work—-groups and communi-
tles.

Differences between kibbutz communities assemblies and piant assemblies

seems i{o point toward the Importance of the participatory setting in condi-

tionlng effects of participation.

Contextual conditiona of direct democracy

wWe stated above the difficulty in isolating the effects of direct democ-
racy in the kibbutz {rom ihe eifect of other non-conventiicnal eiemenis OfF
the kibbutz communitly., such as its collective economic system, its
egalitarian distributive justice and the ‘gemeinschaft’ like social struc—
ture. But s is possible to evaluate these effects by comparing between
kibbutz communities and work-organizations that differ in the degree of

impiementation of the princlples of kibbutz democracy. Unexpected differ-

ences have been found by comparing democracy in kibbutz communities with
that in industrial plants belonging to those communities. It is a tradi-
tlcnal assumption of participatory democracy theorists that factories are
the most appropriate place to start with, in the Introduction of this type
ot democracy. In the kibbutz, in spite of the fact that the factory 1is an
organic part of the community, the political effects of direct democracy in
the communlty are much mofe striking that those In the Industrial plant.
While frequency of particlpation in kibbutz assembiy Is signiflicantly cor—
rejated with teellng of personal influence {in the kibbutz and with
commitiment to the kibbutz, no simllar retationships were found for the in-

dustrial plant.

More astonishing, while participants in kibbutz-assembly were more sat-
tstied with the Infiuence ot the assembly, the paralle!l relationship In the

plant is negative.

We have tried to relate these dliferences (o more general dlfferences
beiween direct industrial democracy and direct communiily democracy while in
the faciory afil the members of the constituency are also members of an or-
gc~ zational structure in which there is an ordered (usually hierarchical)}
unequal disiribuiion of auihoritly., in the community only a small part of

the constituency are 2lso members of its organizational structure.




The role of the member in the plant assembly is more ambiguous than its
role in the kibbutz assembly. On the one hand, the assembly is the locus of
authority and decision making and the management elected by the assembly
has to impiement its decisions, on the other hand, In the daily-work proc-
ess most of the participants are subordinates. In the kibbutz assembly
there is no such "structural division™. The relationship between members is
as total persons, based on diffuse and encompassing social relations while
in the factory more specific role-relations such as between different hi-

erarchical position-holders are more prevalent,

While the comparison between participation in communitlies and in feacto-
ries points toward the existence of different types of pariicipation, the
differences between communities and between factories are more a matter of

degree.

In comparing between sets of kibbutzim that were matched on size and de-
gree of industrialization, but differed in the degree of attendance at the
kibbutz assembly, it was possible to expitore other faciors that might in-
ftuence the Implementation of direct democracy. Xibbutz communities with
higher average attendance on meetings seem to have an average high tevel of

education. Their members were more strongly committed both to democratic

values and to general kibbutz values. In the communities with lower at-
tendance there was more support for some atltributes of indirect or even
"adversary democracy” such as transfer of authority form the assembly to
16

committees, the introduction ot secret baliot and of more formal written
regulations This weakening of direct democracy was not related to bigger
size or compiexity since the kibbutzim were matched on the basis of these
variable. This finding at l|east does not confirm the "chinese box” hypoth-
esls. The Implementation of dlrect democracy related to value-orientations
and to social factors, such as the higher frequency ot conflicts of inter-

est In the less participative group and not to size and compiexity,

While member’s infiuence was higher in the more partlcipatory communi-
ties, no differences In the Influence of central office holder was found,
leading to the concluslion that the distribution of controi s non-zero-sum.
The Impact of participation on the distribution of control was studled more

in detaiil in studies comparing more and less participatory kibbutz plants.
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worker assemblles (that convene more frequently and are perceived as having
both a ltarger scope and more extenslive authority) the Influence of worker’s
is significantly greater. But always a discrepancy between the amount of
influence attributed 1o management and that atiributed to workers as a
group remains &and there is no ‘power-equallzation’. The findlng conforms
generally to the non-zero-sum model and the influence of management is not
smalier in the plants where workers have more Influence. These findings

seem to illustrate the assumption that in ‘unitary democracy’, when office

halders are elected by the members and there Is confidence that they will




not misuse their authority, there is no need for power-—-equallzatton. An-
other tinding that points Into this direction is the positive correlation
between the degree ot direct democracy (authority ot the worker assembly)
and the degree of trust and confidence in management. In a situatlion of co-
operation and commonality of interests more intluence of workers will lead
to more mutual trust, to better communication and therefore to a better
functioning of the system while effective members participation in assem—
blies <can lead to these effects on the system level. no similar direct ef—
tects were found on the individual level. As mentioned already the amount
ot personal influence perceived, as well as the strength of committment to
the crganization and the readiness to contribuie to its goais, were related
to the degree of participation in the smalier, tace to tace work—groups and
not in the larger assemblies. This type ot participation was also posi-
tively correlated with behavioral outcomes such as lack of zbstenteism and

with the economic efifectiveness of the firms.

Cenciunien

Direct democracy is a complex phenomena and in the kibbutz community it

is only one component c©f a more comprehensive concept of participatory de-

mocracy, closely linked to the basic values ot equallty and cooperation and

to the structures designed to impiement them.

While the benetits of direct democracy cannot easlly be Isolated from
those of other aspects of kibbutz democracy. the kibbutz experlende f1lus-
trates some ot its limits and problems. Problems of over participation and
saturation effects might arise and not always the expected positive learn-
lhg effects occur. Members differ In thelr readlness to use the opportu-
nities for decision-making open in ail the areas of kibbutz 1ife and on
different levels ot responsibillity. These differences cannot be expialined
by differences In class background, by dlfferences In education or by dlf-

ference in participation in the past.

Ditterence in readiness 1o particlpate seem to be related more tc the

Importance of other “"competing” committments, the committment to klbbutz

values and to the community as well as to the seif-image about the abilitly
to excerce personal influence.
The opportunitiles fTor the average member (o excerce persocna! influence

are beiter in smaller groups ihan in larger assembiies. This might explain
why participation in decision making in smaller groups seems to be more ef-
fective In producing the expected and desired motivationa! outcomes of dl-

rect democracy. Successfui implementation of direct democracy in assembiies



seems on the other hand, to enhance the collective infiuence of members and

to contribute to the mutual trust between members and office holders.

Even In the overall particlpatory system of the klbbutz there Is a need
for permanent efforts to implement dlrect democracy and it cannot be as-
sured by building institutions and creating formal regulations, alone. In
the kibbutz the degree of Iimplementation seems to be reitated to the degree
of social solidarity and committment to the ‘common good’ of the community.
The development of these conditions also in other socleties might be an Im-
portant factor In expanding such forms of dlrect democracy that could

produce the expected and desired effects.
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