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SPEAKING TO A GROUP OF TEACHERS assembled in Palestine! in 1903,
Haim Nachman Bialik, the national poet of Zionism, declared that
“|W1hoever does not create all of his values from the land is half a man.”?
Indeed, the physically fit male body, “The Muscle Jew,” had become the
rhetorical idealization of Zionism’s quest to create a new Jew by “returning”
him to physical labor on the land.? Yet, if Zionism’s gender was so blatantly
male, how then were Jewish women to “return to the soil”? Hannah Meisel
responded to such calls to manliness by fashioning a new Jewish woman.
From her arrival in Palestine in 1909 as a farmer and teacher to her founding
of the first Agricultural School for Young Women in 1926,% Meisel's career
traces the course of a new feminine ideal and, in a wider perspective,
Zionism’s revaluation of gender after the Great War. It was a critical period.
Between Herzl’s death in 1903 through the Balfour Declaration’s proposal
of a Jewish “homeland” in Mandate Palestine at the end of the 1920s,
the Labor Party in Palestine came to dominate the international Zionist
movement and laid the foundations of the modern state of Israel in 1948.
Meisel’s work reflected the significant contribution of women to Zionism’s
idea of gender. From her stewardship of the first women’s agricultural
collective before the War to her world-wide quest after it for funding for
her school, her view of gender responded pragmatically to the exigencies of
time and place. By the end of the twenties her notion of gender flowed into
the mainstream of Zionist idealism; or more accurately, perhaps, Zionism’s
mainstream flowed toward her.

The story of Zionism’s gender shoves the academic historian into the
realm of public memory, an arena of great interest to early Zionists, who
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saw education in history as a way to revitalize Jewish culture. Though
never at the very center of the Zionist narrative,’ female voices constituted
asignificant partof it. This was particularly true during the formative years
of myth-making in the 19205 and 1930s, when educational institutions in
the Yishuv, the Jewish community of Palestine, created heroes to inspire
Jewish youth on “the Land” and in the Diaspora.® The Labor movement
in Palestine churned out accounts of settler life that extolled the virtues of
physical labor and presented the “pioneers” as modern versions of Biblical
heroes. The corpus of heroic literature included reminiscences of women.”
There is no better example than the collection of memoirs, created by
the Council of Women Workers, that appeared first in Hebrew in 1930
and in other languages ever since 1932. It is devoted exclusively to women
“pioneers” and contains detailed testimonies of endurance in the face
of hardships that, most significantly, includes those created by some of
the women’s male colleagues. They do not in the least shy away from
trenchant criticism of discriminatory hiring practiced by many of the
Yishuv’s institutions.® With the founding of various women’s groups just
after the Second World War, the female voice found expression through
the popular media, including a women’s magazine of distinction.® Early
Zionists were quite well aware of female perspectives in the 1920s, not
the least because women played a large role in forming those institutions.
Though not at the very top, women acted publicly and politically on the
Zionist stage—unlike Arabs, who were rarely spoken of and who rarely
thought of themselves as sharing any common goals with the Zionists.
Current scholarship might be said to be catching up. While Arabs do
not appear in Zionist myth, many Israeli scholars at work today consider
the Arab component of the Zionist narrative crucial to understanding
the Zionist enterprise as a whole. The issue has provoked a wide-ranging
historiographical controversy over the relevance of Zionism in modern
[sraeli society.!® Regarding women, the Zionist tradition of “engaged”
scholarship continues in force. The image of women portrayed in feminist
scholarship today assumes the same larger than life heroic qualities so
characteristic of the early Zionist hagiographies, though recent portraits
evoke sympathy for women as victims of their male-dominated environ-
ment rather than victors in their struggle for equality.!! While earlier
heroic portraits of Zionist women aimed at radical change within Zionist
assumptions, recent feminist scholarship intends to subvert the Zionist
claim of virtue altogether by declaring its historic advocacy of equality
between men and women a “bluff.”!2 The level of abstraction inherent in
such formulations, whether those of the early Zionists or those of current
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feminist historiography, cloud a complex process of myth-making as well
as the elusive character of social status and power in the lives of specific
people in specific places. As fruitful as many of these broad generalizations
might be as hypotheses, they rest on a weak foundation of fragmentary
evidence torn from temporal context.

Thus, a typical claim, that “in the building of the State of Israel”
men assigned women an “inferior status,” provides no historical evidence
and derives its authority from a chain of conjectures anchored in the oft-
cited work of Dafna Izraeli.!* For Izraeli, the rise of the women’s labor
organizations within the Zionist movement in Palestine of the 1920s is a
story of “the struggle against male oppression.” It was, in her view, a lost
cause." The trouble began in 1920, when the labor movement’s flagship
union, the Histadrut, diluted the power of women by refusing to put
forward a separate electoral list for them.' Izraeli’s account Hows unscep-
tically from a 1950s memoir of the renowned “radical feminist,” Ada
Fishman-Maimon,'® who proposed that, if refused representation on the
organization’s executive council, women should submit a separate electoral
list. In an odd turn of events, considering that Izraeli wants to attribute
a loss to the early feminists, “leading figures in the major parties” led the
Histadrut to accept Fishman-Maimon’s proposal and to allot two places
for women on the executive council.’” There are many ways one might
seek to explain the stunning move whereby the male dominated Histadrut
embraced a “radical feminist” program. lIzraeli, however, passes over it
without a word and instead continues with unsupported speculations about
why the women were so “co-optable”® and the men so “expedient.”'®
Though Izraeli recognizes the Histadrut’s moves to include women during
this period and to found and fund many feminist programs, she character-
izes these as mere “concessions” made by the male-dominated labor move-
ment as “the price” of gaining the women’s political support.?® At no
point does she offer evidence of the men’s motives—or, for that matter,
the women’s. It is passing strange that subsequent works quoting Izraeli
would similarly overlook the widespread acceptance of “radical” feminist
ideals by men in the labor establishment, or neglect to even entertain the
possibility that the Zionist movement’s actions might reflect substantial
agreement between laboring men and feminists about the role of women
in the new society under construction. Instead, current political com-
mitments and the quest for a single, all-encompassing theory obscure a
complex reality.

A notable exception to this form of “engaged” scholarship is Margalit
Shilo’s pioneering portrayal of the pre-World War I women’s collective at

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



138 ® ISRAEL STUDIES, VOLUME 6, NUMBER 3

Kinneret that laid the groundwork for the flowering of women’s groups and
programs after the War.?! I propose to expand her focus chronologically
by connecting Meisel’s pre-War experience with the development of a
new idea of gender equality that emerged full-blown within the Zionist
movement after the War, when the settlement of Palestine became the
chief aim of labor Zionism and when the sertlement movement became
the dominant component of the Zionist Organization. Meisel attempted
to adapt her views of gender to reach the many constituencies within
the Zionist movement from which she hoped to draw support. I set her
evolving gender ideas within the context of Zionism’s concept of manliness
and focus particularly on the pervasive image of the “muscle Jew.” After
elaborating her synthesis of the various strands of gender thinking, I then
show how the institutions of the Zionist movement, male and female,
in Palestine and abroad reacted to her request for funding. In an effort
to understand the attitudes toward gender of the Zionist movement as a
whole, I follow Meisel’s own conclusion that the clash between competing
ideas of gender was not between progressive women and dominant men,
but between men and women of the Zionist community in Palestine, on
one hand, and, on the other, Diaspora sympathizers and donors, both male
and female, who had no connection to physical labor.

MEISEL, MANLINESS, AND GENDER EQUALITY

The image of manliness in Zionism'’s call to the soil did not deter Meisel in
the least. Hannah Meisel took seriously the Zionist project of transforming
Jewish culture by educating a new generation that would be steeped in the
value of physical labor and closely bound to an agrarian life as an antidote
to the centuries of urban living that created what was deemed an effete
and ineffective culture of subservience and useless intellectualism. Physical
labor for women as well as men would restore the “natural” connection
between Nature and Jew and create a new polity, at once more just as
it was more healthy than the sickly Judaism of the Diaspora.?? Unlike
many others, Meisel arrived in Palestine uniquely prepared. She was the
only woman with an advanced degree in agronomy, having completed her
Doctor of Science thesis in France on the nurturing and germination of
vegetable seeds.?? Her initial task entailed a kind of paradox: how would
she become a laborer while having earned an advanced degree? Was she
not just the kind of Jew that Zionism scorned: an intellectual with little
purchase on the hard ground of reality? Meisel’s response shaped her entire
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career. She proposed a novel educational goal that would bring young
women and girls out of the kitchen and onto the land at the same time that
it would enhance, rather than reject, academic learning. Science would
fit the specific needs of small-scale collective agriculture and enable it to
survive and even flourish under difficult conditions. And science would be
the new Jewish woman’s domain, simultaneously saving the entire Zionist
agricultural project as it lifted esteem for women’s labor to a position
equal to that of men. The transformation to be accomplished was thus
both private and public. The personal change of each Diaspora woman in
Palestine would transform Jewish culture as a whole. Yet, cleansing the
Jewish soul of its Diaspora accretions never brought Meisel to emphasize
personal over public goals.?4 Meisel united the development of personality
with the larger civic goal of Jewish nationalism to build a modern state.
Her first project was her own transformation. How could she turn her
book-learning to “manly” labor on the land?

Meisel’s initiation into a life of labor began immediately upon her
arrival in Palestine in 1909 when she joined the training farm at Sejera,
considered by labor Zionists to be the cradle of the Zionist labor movement
and its most renowned social creation, the #ibbutz. She and her colleagues,
much influenced by the collective ideals of European socialism and Russian
Romanticism,?’ intended specifically to link physical labor to the liberation
of women. She and six other women formed a separate collective under
the tutelage of Eliyahu Krause, who welcomed the chance to promote
Meisel’s cause.?® At the outset, Meisel accepted the more “radical” idea
of gender equality, denying that physical differences between men and
women should exclude women from highly valued field labor. Thus, she
and her students partook of such “male” tasks as plowing with oxen. So
important did she consider “male” work that she concealed her advanced
agronomy degree from the authorities for fear of being reassigned to more
a more “feminine” job.?”

Like most of the socialist youth who came to Palestine in the decade
before the War, Meisel despised as effete decadents the carlier Jewish settlers
of the 1880s who employed others to labor, and she berated their daughters
who “sit at home bored while hoping for their fiancés to return from Paris
crowned with diplomas” in medicine and engineering. They would never
take their places alongside men in the building of the new nation. Her
dark view of previous attempts to create a new Jewish culture lent force to
her own desire to separate herself from them. Hard physical labor of the
“male” sort would do just that. It was, as well, an antidote to the intensely
intellectual preoccupations that beset many of her idealistic colleagues,
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and she sarcastically mimicked their endless theoretical discussions about
“things that have never happened on earth. . . ; the despair that lies
within renewal, and the renewal that lies within despair.”*® Instead, Meisel
adopted the radical pragmatism that became the controlling vision of her
career. Only doing counts. Ideas and ideology follow.

From her experience of doing “men’s” work at Sejera, however, Meisel
learned that women need not—even should not—do “men’s” work. When
she founded the women’s training farm at Kinneret in 1911 and became
active in the Women’s Worker Organization, she parted company with her
more radical colleagues and espoused a concept of women’s work based on
what was “suitable” for women. Gender equality would no longer depend
upon brute physical labor. Instead, she emphasized traditional work for
female farmers, but sought first, to infuse it with prestige by making
it scientific, and second, to re-value it by demonstrating its economic
importance. A female worker should not be “required to do work which is
not suited to her body” and to compete with men on the basis of physical
strength. Instead, they would “work at tasks which were suitable for
them”™ in the garden, the tree nursery, the barn, the chicken coop—all the
areas close to the home.?? While Meisel proposed a radical change in the
nature of women’s work which included physical labor, she maintained the
conventional connection between women and the domestic setting. The
home and its environs, now endowed with the cachet of science, belonged
to these new women, while men would roam the fields.

Meisel found encouragement and funds for her Kinneret training
farm from the men of the Zionist movement. By 1911, she had concrete
support from Otto Warburg, soon to become the President of the World
Zionist Organization, and Arthur Ruppin, who was about to assume
the leadership of its local office in Palestine. Ruppin became one of the
major figures of Zionism in Palestine and went on to found the Palestine
Land Development Office and the Jewish National Fund, which together
provided much of the tangible support for the entire Jewish settler move-
ment. Both men enthusiastically adopted Meisel’s plan to open a training
farm expressly for women that emphasized “modern” agricultural educa-
tion.>® From the very outset, the liberation of women from traditional
labor was the product of an alliance between Meisel and highly placed
men within the Zionist establishment.

Meisel’s training farm for women at Kinneret was not only the precur-
sor of her Agricultural School for Young Women at Nahalal, but the cradle
of a generation of influential women. Indeed, though only two dozen young
women joined Meisel’s training farm before the Great War, they include
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many of the legendary political and literary figures in the generation of
“founders” who became icons, first of the Labor movement and then of the
State of Israel.! From 1911 until the farm’s close in 1917, Hannah Meisel
and the women of Kinneret immersed themselves in an experimental
environment that extended even beyond Kinneret to the Palestinian Jewish
community at large, in which a widely varied crop of gender definitions
flourished. Though gender equality before the Great War was not a uni-
versally accepted idea among Jewish men or women generally, views
about gender cannot be characterized monolithically as “completely tradi-
tional.”3?

The shift to mixed farming in Palestine propelled Meisel’s plan for the
new Jewish woman. She argued that, if women used science to become the
managers of gardens, dairies, and nurseries, they would make communal
farms financially viable by reducing the communities’ need for scarce cash.
As the trend toward mixed agriculture increased the economic value and
prestige of gardening, the value of women’s work would rise and, with
it, the status of women.?? In acquiring science, women would acquire
equality.

Before the Great War, Meisel’s principal audience and source of
inspiration was the small but influential group of women, many of them
her students at Kinneret, who founded the Women Workers’ Movement
at a meeting in the spring of 1914.3* They tended to see their difficulties
as the consequences of decisions that women themselves made, not as the
result of the actions of men per se. In her report on the meeting, Meisel
explicitly acknowledged the comradely offer of the representative of the
predominantly male Organization of Galil Workers, Eliezer Yaffe, to help
women find positions as full members of the organization’s farming col-
lectives. This offer and others like it, according to Meisel, demonstrated
that it was not men who held them back, but the women’s own sense
of their limitations. The assembled women, therefore, made “internal
improvement” one of their goals®® and decided to set up farms and schools
to produce the new crop of women imbued with the values of physical
labor and science.

Two years later in 1916, Meisel’s detailed proposal for a permanent
agricultural school for women combined science with motherhood. At the
base of Meisel’s plea lies the view that it is the woman as mother who
creates culture. This echoed Ahad Ha-Am’s call for “enlightened Jewish
mothers” who would “fight for the existence of our people, its language
and its spirit.”*¢ It was as mothers that women would contribute mightily
to the nation. Just as her portrait of the new woman as a laborer imbued
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with science found favor among broad sectors of the Zionist establishment,
so too did her focus on motherhood.?” Yet, In Meisel’s expanded definition
of home, the new Jewish woman would leave the four walls of the house, not
for the fields, but for the garden. And she would bring science with her.

Altering women’s natures would lead them not only to an expanded
concept of home, but it might well lead them beyond marriage to “work
on their own,” a central theme in Meisel’s early publications. Though,
she was fond of recalling that many of her graduates from the Kinneret
farm took places alongside their husbands to ensure the financial stability
of their farms, she nevertheless emphasized repeatedly the number who
became independent producers and worked for themselves or as members
of agricultural collectives.?® The Great War closed her school at Kinneret
in 1917, but Meisel stood poised to resume her plan for a permanent school
at the carliest opportunity.

GENDER EQUALITY AND THE “MUSCLE JEW”

Notall Zionists warmed to Meisel’s plan for women. In Palestine, the older
generation of Jewish farmers looked askance at the young settlers who
questioned traditional notions of gender even in personal comportment,
as evinced by the fashion of cross-dressing among elite women.?> Among
many European Zionists, the “new woman” evoked outrage. Had Max
Nordau, until Herzl’s death in 1904 the second most influential man
in the Zionist movement, met Meisel, he would have described her as
a “degenerate.” According to his widely read diagnosis of Europe’s ills,
“degenerate” men dress like women, and “[w]omen who wish to please men
of this kind wear men’s dress, an eyeglass, boots with spurs and riding-
whip, and show themselves in the street with a cigar in their mouths.”#°
Nordau’s attack on modernity shaped to some degree the world-view of
the late nineteenth-century Zionist movement in Europe before its driving
force shifted to Palestine in the 1920s. His rejection of modern Europe
resonated even with many socialist Jewish immigrants to Palestine who
sought to throw off the European stereotype of Jews as “racially” weak.4!
His antidote was the “muscle Jew.” Unlike “coffeehouse Jews” of the
Diaspora, the new Jews would “rise early and . . . not weary before sunset,
. .. have clear heads, solid stomachs and hard muscles.”*? There was
little room left for women, who, he believed, were inherently “sexual and
instinctual.” Though he supported women’s right to vote, he granted to
women an utterly “conventional” place in politics.#?
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For those, unlike Nordau, who actually went to Palestine to become
farmers and who experimented with novel ideas about gender, his “muscle
Jews” rhetoric served to counter the image of subservience and weakness
that they associated with Diaspora Jewry, but, at the same time, it also
extolled precisely the traditional kind of manliness that seemed to require
a traditional image of women as passive and weak. This idea of women was
not the only one formed by the young Zionist settlers; the new sense of
manliness led them, as well, to prefer “earthiness over intellectualism.”#4
One of the principle architects of education for the Jewish community in
Palestine lamented the tendency of Jews in the Diaspora to “grow their
heads, already too big, even bigger, while shrinking their already small
bodies even smaller.” It was too bad, he noted that, while there were many
Jewish scholars, there were few Jewish wrestlers.#> So it was that the adop-
tion of conventional notions of manliness created both anti-intellectual
and anti-feminist tendencies even within the relatively progressive settler
community.4

A mixed reception awaited the young Jewish woman who arrived
into the Palestinian Jewish milieu in the decade before the Great War.
Although Meisel’s advanced degree was an unusual attainment, for either
a man or a woman, she represented a larger cohort of immigrants of which
women were at least as well, if not better, educated than their contemporary
male colleagues.?” In fact, since women were barred from traditionally
religious Jewish schools, they were far more likely than Jewish men to have
received the kind of secular, rather than religious, education that would
equip them for a modern economy. In 1912 in Russia, almost twice as many
Jewish girls as boys attended gymnasium.*® This represented a marked
departure from traditional Jewish patterns and accounts, in part, for the
hope that, in the making of the new society, women would participate as
men’s equals. It is not surprising, therefore, to hear of protests from Zionist
women who, once in Palestine, were relegated to such traditional jobs as
cooking and housekeeping.*

Their rising expectations of gender equality faced the Zionist rhetoric
of manliness head on. On one hand, the wave of Zionist settlers before
the Great War adopted fashionable socialist notions of gender equality.
On the other hand, Zionism also rejected the long-standing and pervasive
image of the “womanly” and “effete” Jew by exalting manliness. Just
as many settlers, both male and female, envisioned their new society as
gender equal, so too did they embrace Bialik’s and Nordau’s vision of
“muscle Jews” who rid themselves of internalized anti-Semitic stereotypes
and consequent self-hatred.>® Yet, if Jewish men were to be manly, in what
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sense were Jewish women to be womanly? For some women, Zionism’s
manly rhetoric presented no obstacle. If Jewish men were to become “muscle
Jews,” the women would become “muscle Jewesses.” Far from rejecting
Zionism’s masculine trope, they embraced it and behaved as though the
physical equality of women with men was based on strength, prowess,
and endurance.’' Yet, most women rejected the kind of gender equality
that denied the physical distinctiveness between men and women.5? Many
women chose to answer Ahad Ha-Am’s call for “enlightened Jewish moth-
ers” who saw bringing up children as a national good.>? Still others, such as
Meisel and her colleagues, went to Palestine to build an ideal society under
the flag of socialist Zionism. They had a wide range of gender choices
available to them, but, unlike their Diaspora cohorts, they had acted upon
their belief in physical culture as a personal and national cure, and so they
confronted the Zionist rhetoric of manliness quite directly.

One of the most significant creations of the their experiments in
Palestine was a novel image of men. A significant component of Meisel’s
socialist heritage presented an image of the male that contrasted radi-
cally with the idea of men as warriors, a popular trope among European
nationalists. The socialist generation of youth envisioned a new society
built on the ruins of bourgeois Europe and explicitly rejected nationalism’s
glorification of force in favor of reason and equality. Women, being equally
endowed with reason, would join men as equals in creating a more just
society. Equality with men no longer required women to be warriors like
men; indeed, they could preserve the prized aspects of traditional ideas of
domesticity, such as home and motherhood, and make them valuable in
the public sphere. The women’s suffrage movement adopted the view of
women as maternal and uniquely blessed with a women’s “peculiar gifts,”
which would benefit society as a whole. “Maternal influences” rather
than female politicians would tame the beastliness of Europe.®* So while
European socialists sought to revalue women’s labor, they preserved what
George Mosse has called “respectability,” the hallmark of middle-class
values that cherished the image of a nurturing woman. The results could
be quite radical. Even Marx and Engels, “while wanting to replace the
patriarchal family structure of their day with a family based on love and
greater equality, were careful to stay within the boundaries of respect-
ability.”*

This sort of “respectability” allowed Zionist settlers to blend socialist
and nationalist ideas without a sense of paradox. On one hand, they
proposed a radically new concept of Jewish culture; yet, on the other,
they relied on the “respectable” models of their middle-class upbringing.
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In Palestine, far from the settled patterns of European norms, the blend
suited the makeshift character of their lives. In the Diaspora, however,
Jewish nationalism assaulted the sense of respectability held by both Jewish
and non-Jewish Europeans of the liberal middle-class. For the great major-
ity of Enlightened Jews of Europe, identifying with a distinct and separate
Jewish nation blocked the way to respectability as full fledged citizens of
the European nations in which they lived. For European Jews who wished
to be citizens equal to all others, the Zionist “muscle Jew” who sets out
on his own to free himself of any desire to please was more than merely
embarrassing. It amounted to a direct affront to Jewish respectability.

MEISEL’S SYNTHESIS

Hannah Meisel embodied both the radical and the respectable. While the
strict house rules she established at her School in the 19205 calls to mind
conventional middle-class notions of order and gender, she herself rejected
her father’s entreaties to follow the “respectable” path for women and
avoid an academic career.>® Her academic achievements certainly reflect
the more “progressive” of middle-class sentiments of turn of the century
Europe, but her immigration to Palestine in 1909 to join the Zionist
settlers in hard physical labor was a radical departure from middle-class
Jewish norms. Similarly, Meisel pointed the way from the gender paradox
that combined manliness with gender equality. Her advocacy of women’s
appropriation of the “manly” realm of science accorded well with novel
environment of post-War Palestine when agricultural settlement became
the sina qua non of the Zionist movement. Even though the image of the
“muscle Jew” continued to pervade Zionist rhetoric, Meisel’s alliance with
the men of the Zionist elite such as Warburg and Ruppin, who enthusiasti-
cally supported her as far back as her 1910 experiment at Kinneret, signals a
broad transformation of Zionism’s gender after the Great War.

Although the women’s farm at Kinneret closed in 1917, Great Britain’s
recognition of a “national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine at the
end of the Great War ushered in a new era of optimism among Zionist set-
tlers that presented fertile ground for Meisel’s campaign for an agricultural
school for young women. The Zionist movement in Europe revived, and the
Women’s [nternational Zionist Organization [WIZO] formed in London.
Renewed emphasis on agricultural settlements, culminating with the cre-
ation of the kibbutz, led Zionists to search for ways to turn urban European
immigrants into collective farmers. But perhaps the most significant force
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that compelled a revaluation of gender during and after the Great War
was time itself. The young men and women who arrived unmarried in
their late teens before the War were now reaching an age when thoughts
of settling competed with radical ideals of social renewal. As Baruch Ben-
Avram describes the creation of the kibbutz, “groups of young wandering
bachelors” were gradually transformed in the 1920s into fixed settlements
with families.>” The more radical notion of independent females faded.
Instead, science would revalue women’s labor. A scientific educarion that
inculcates women with “a sense of worth” would give her a “feeling of
responsibility, initiative, and independent security.” As her scientifically
informed labor became economically valued, so her status in sociery would
improve, whether or not she became a mother. In 1922, this prescription®®
found support among local women connected with the labor movement.
What about men?

MEISEL'S MEN

How did Zionist men, the overwhelming majority of the Zionist move-
ment’s leadership in both Palestine and abroad, receive Meisel’s ideas
about the role of women? Manly rhetoric belied general support for gender
equality, even before the War. Pre-War funding and compensation bear
out a pattern of deeply held values about the new Jewish society and about
the place of women in it. The Zionist movement at its very top was run
by males who accepted Meisel’s concept of the Jewish women as scientifi-
cally trained in agriculture. Her ideas about women’s roles in society,
though fairly radical in terms of European tradition, nevertheless evoked
sympathetic responses not only at the level of the pioneering youth actu-
ally on the land in Palestine, but even at the level of the relatively staid
European leaders abroad such as Warburg, the president of the World
Zionist Organization. Other male leaders resident in Palestine, such as
Arthur Ruppin, Yitzhak Wilkansky, and Eliezer Yaffe, were distinctly
sympathetic and, even at times, vigorously devoted to women’s causes even
in this early period.*® And although many settler groups before the War did
not recognize women as independent, some training farms administered
by the local office of the Zionist Organization under Ruppin paid women
on the same scale as men. Sejera, where, between 1909 and 1911, Meisel
first experimented with agricultural labor for women, was one of them.
Women there earned what men did for comparable labor.%° While Meisel
recognized that some men were “satisfied with only Platonic support,”®!
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she was well aware of substantial material aid from such male allies as
Arthur Ruppin, who, as head of the Zionist movement’s settlement office
in Yafo, appealed persistently to the Jewish National Fund to fund Meisel’s
project at Kinneret in 1911. True, his request for 40,000 francs was met
with an offer of only 6,000 francs, but he did manage to get five acres of
land for the experimental farm for women.®? Thus, even at this very early
stage, the difficulties Meisel faced in implementing her plan for women’s
education did not entail a conflict between “progressive” women, on one
hand, and, on the other, a male leadership of the Zionist movement that
was sunk in traditional notions of gender. Rather, Meisel’s experience led
her to place the responsibility for the transformation of gender on women
themselves and to view men as potential allies in a wider quest for just
labor relations. After the War, a marked change brought the Yishuv closer
to Meisel’s outlook. Increasing numbers of men within the Yishuv were
not only sympathetic to change in women’s roles, but actively supportive.
Writing for the Yishuv’s moderate socialist newspaper in 1922, she observed
that “[n]ow, the situation is different . . . women workers who are experts
are willingly accepted in the majority of farms and find in them plenty
of work opportunities.” For Meisel, this amounted to a “a real change of
values.”¢?

She interpreted this change as evidence that an individual’s relation
to physical labor, rather than one’s gender, determines the way one values
women’s labor. Thus, men who actually engaged in agricultural work
tended to see women as productive workers, while the Zionist leadership
of the Diaspora, having “no personal relation” to the life of physical labor,
denigrated women’s labor. She complained to Menachem Ussishkin, the
head of the local Zionist Executive in Palestine, that opposition to her
educational programs for women arose precisely from those men who have
not yet shed the unhealthy values of the Diaspora in favor of a laboring life
on “the Land.”% For that reason, funds budgeted for women’s education
by the local Zionist Executive, which had close ties to the young settlers,
were “quickly deleted by the inspectorate . . . sent by the Zionist leadership
in London.”®> As Meisel never tired of pointing out to overseas visitors,
the further one gets from physical labor on “the Land,” the less apt one
is to understand the travails of laboring women. So Meisel reframed the
political problems besetting her plan for the scientific education of young
women in terms of a conflict berween Jews abroad who were alienated from
“the Land” and from labor upon it, and those who derived their suste-
nance—and consequently their values—from agricultural work. Recalling
Bialik’s admonition in 1903 that he who does not derive his values from
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the soil is “half a man,” it is clear that Meisel appropriated Bialik’s 1903
call to manliness and directed it toward the service of gender equality.
Since both men and women would work “the Land,” they would have
similar values, and their labor would be equally valued. In Meisel’s post-
War analysis, both men and women who could not derive their values
from physical labor would fail to appreciate the value of her novel form of
women’s education. On the other hand, men and women who did, would
support her. Men per se were not enemies.

No relation of Meisel’s highly placed male advocates would be com-
plete without referring again at greater length to the most influential
local voice in settlement policy, Arthur Ruppin.®¢ As the Director of the
Settlement Office of the local Zionist Executive before the War, he was
instrumental in the founding of Meisel’s collective at Kinneret back in
1908. He then became the Director of the Palestine Office and 2 member of
the Zionist Executive. Although a socialist in his youth, Ruppin developed
ablend of liberal social Darwinism with Zionism through which he sought
to overcome “capitalism and the acquisitive instinct.”®” After years of
work for the Zionist movement, however, his views became increasingly
pragmatic. He came to downplay ideology in favor of “[tJechnical and
managerial experience.”®® In Hannah Meisel, he met an ideal collaborator
in his quest to engineer the settlement of Jews on the land. Both shared
a vision of science as the tool of Jewish social and spiritual renovation.
Largely in recognition of his efforts on behalf of the Agricultural School
for Young Women, Ruppin became the chair of the School’s steering
committee in 1924.%° His active participation in Meisel’s projects both
before and after the War illustrates the extent to which Meisel enjoyed the
practical support of men within the local Zionist leadership.

Ruppin was not an isolated case. Meisel also brought to her side
the most respected voice of agricultural science in the Jewish community
of Palestine, Yitzhak Wilkansky. Arriving in Palestine in 1908 with a
degree in Agronomy from the University of Koningsberg, he established
an experimental farm which, by the end of the Great War, became a chief
source of local agricultural knowledge. Wilkansky’s primary concerns, as
were those of Meisel, focused on adapting European agricultural knowl-
edge to the local conditions in the Middle East and training immigrants in
self-sustaining techniques. As a member of the locally powerful Executive
Committee of the Zionist Organization in Palestine, he advised the World
Zionist Organization on agricultural settlement, founded The Hebrew
University’s agricultural branch at Rehovot, and edited one of the most
influential presses in Palestine.”® Wilkansky believed in Meisel’s vision of
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a novel role for women in the Zionist movement. Even before the War,
he had acquired the reputation as a figure of inspiration among women
settlers seeking technical education for their pursuit of gender equality.”!
Wilkansky went on to become an enthusiastic supporter of Meisel’s school
as the chair of its Preparatory Committee in 1924 and a member of its
Supervisory Committee in 1931.72

The list of Meisel’s male advocates lengthened after the War. If she
were to choose a committed ally with substantial influence within the
Zionist establishment itself, she could have chosen no better person than
Akiva Ettinger. Ettinger studied agronomy at the University of Bonn and
came to Palestine in 1914 as the manager of all Jewish National Fund
properties. After the War, he became the Director of the Department of
Agricultural Settlement. In his view, the new cooperative groups, later
to be known as kibbutzim, would succeed only if their own members
possessed the necessary agricultural knowledge to make them independent
of outside experts. Technical agricultural education therefore had to take
first place in the funding priorities of Zionism.”® Education was, of course,
also Meisel’s central focus, but Ettinger shared as well her understanding of
the special status, and consequently the special needs, of female workers.

At the close of the Great War, Ettinger sounded many of the themes
developed earlier by Meisel and her colleagues and sought to explain gender
differences as the products of European ghetto culture” According to
Ettinger, a woman had more difficulty than a man adjusting to pioneering
life in Palestine, because she was “more tied to traditional rules of domestic
living.” When she came to Palestine, therefore, it was the woman more
than the man who had to face the economic hardship of feeding a family.
In addition, because European Jewish women had often had servants to
do housework, they were unprepared for the rigors of life on the collec-
tive sectlements in Palestine. For these reasons, women confronted more
obstacles to becoming farmers in Palestine than did men. Nevertheless,
Ettinger did not see these obstacles as the result of the woman’s “natural”
character. He thought, as did Meisel, that personal characteristics arose
from mutable social culture. Nature could be altered and improved upon
by a new kind of education that emphasized agricultural labor combined
with professional qualifications. With this education, a woman need not
choose between home or profession; rather, a profession and domestic
responsibility might coincide so that a woman could, for example, be both
an “architect and a mother.” In that case, she would help build “the most
beaurtiful and warm part of our national home as well as being the best
qualified of architects.” Similarly, her duties as a farmer were not simply the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner:  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ISO * [ISRAEL STUDIES, VOLUME 6, NUMBER 3

passive beautification of the home, but the active management of the
dairy or the chickens. As Ettinger saw it, the woman’s managerial role
in the family farm required that her education cover not “merely” jam-
making, but financial accounting as well. And just as Meisel entertained the
possibility of women assuming careers outside the home as professionals,
Ettinger could envision woman as research agronomists at experimental
farms, in which case their education would be “very similar” to that for
men. He hoped to see single women living as farmers “on their own
accounts,” or as teachers and researchers who could travel easily to schools
and experimental stations as needed.

Ettinger’s advocacy of nearly all the gender reforms developed by
Meisel and her friends before the War made possible an effective alliance
between the local Zionist leadership and feminists within the Labor move-
ment. The Council of Women Workers urged Ettinger to establish women’s
training farms distinct from those of men. Since women “are not used to
free, independent production without dependence on others,” only in a
separate group would their “potential productive powers” be developed.
Then they could go out into mixed farms without “blurring” their “inde-
pendence.”” Throughout the 1920s, Ettinger championed the cause of
the Women Workers and established many training farms exclusively for
women in addition to accepting Meisel’s invitation to serve on the Board
of her Agricultural School for Young Women after its founding in 1926.
Shortly before the establishment of the state if Israel in 1948, he looked
back on the twenties and concluded that “. . . working agriculture would
not have been realized without the independent women workers farms.””¢
Yet even in the 1920s, and without the benefit of hindsight, Ettinger’s per-
sistence on behalf of Meisel’s educational projects reveal that the distance
between feminists and the local Zionist establishment within Palestine
was small. It is hardly surprising, despite the view of modern feminist
historiography, that the feminists’ “radical” proposals at the founding
conference of the Histadrut in 1920 found such overwhelming approval.””
Very much a part of the local “establishment,” Ettinger very publicly
excoriated opponents of women’s technical education’®: “Let us cease the
custom of blaming the Jewish women of Israel. . . ; the reasons for the
current problem lie in the dominant condition and in the lack of interest
on the part of the institutions of settlement.” Ettinger made Meisel’s
opponents appear as marginal malcontents. By the end of the 1920s, over
half a dozen training farms for young women had been founded.”

Meisel’s highly placed allies in the local Zionist elite indicate the
extent to which her novel ideas about women were embraced by the male

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Zionism’s Gender ¢ 151

leadership of the settler movement in Palestine, but beyond this small, if
influential, group, the question remains to what extent the Zionist move-
ment as a whole was receptive to her ideas. Meisel’s search for the funds
needed to found and operate her Agricultural School for Young Women
provides an ideal arena in which to gauge the popularity of her ideas,
for, in seeking support, she had to reach far beyond her local circle of
friends. Though their opinions carried great weight in Palestine, Ruppin,
Ettinger, and Wilkansky had very little power within the larger World
Zionist Organization and very limited financial resources directly under
their control. With their aid, Meisel sought to sell the plan for her school
to the moneyed men and women in the Zionist movements of Western
Europe and North America, a formidable task before the War and a
daunting one following it. Although the Zionist Organization decided to
focus on rural development in Palestine after the Balfour Declaration of
1917, the sources of financial support for such projects were disrupted
by the Great War. Donors all over Europe had to recreate or invent the
means of organized philanthropy. Even women’s groups abroad provided
no sure source of funding. The Women’s International Zionist Organiza-
tion, founded in London in 1920, became embroiled in a struggle with
the local Zionist Executive in Palestine over control of various projects.8°
Finding a way through the tangle of egos, political interests, and conflicting
ideologies of the Zionist movement was no mean task and one that Meisel
would master only with time and experience.

Her collaboration with men such as Ettinger, who was already inocu-
lated against the politics of voluntary organizations, proved a boon. Just
before the 1920 founding of WIZO in London, Meisel and Ettinger col-
laborated to draw up a prospective budget for her school. Since Meisel
had virtually no experience in accounting and financial administration,
Ettinger and his assistants filled the gap.8! As Chief of the Agricultural and
Settlement Department, Ectinger appealed directly to one of the founders
of WIZO in London for full financing of the school’s establishment and its
first year of operation. Initially Ettinger had promised that his Department
would provide for half the first year's operating expenses as well, buc within
a week of his staff’s determination of the school’s actual expenses, he
increased his Department’s offering to cover the entire operating expenses
of the first year.8? Shortly after Ettinger began his efforts on her behalf,
Meisel enlisted the aid of her old friend, Arthur Ruppin, who by then was
strategically placed on the Executive Committee of the Zionist organiza-
tion’s activities in all of Palestine. She suggested that he write to yet another
of WIZO’s founders in London. Two days later, Ruppin did exactly that®?
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In the bargaining that followed the initial requests, Ettinger continued to
act as Meisel’s advocate, pleading with WIZO to restore cuts in funding
and with groups in Europe to support various budget lines.®4 Squabbles
among and between donors on one side, and Ettinger and Meisel on the
other, continued right up to the founding of the school in 1926.8° Yert,
Meisel and her allies succeeded.

At the ceremony opening the Girl’s Agricultural School at Nahalal
in April 1926, Meisel found herself in the Zionist mainstream. Whatever
difficulties she had in raising money, the high and mighty of international
Zionism attended and blessed the proceedings.2®

MEISEL'S WOMEN

Although Meisel praised the women of WIZO who funded her school
and “saved the situation,”®” her rosy portrait of WIZO’s contribution
belies a deep distrust born of substantial disagreements throughout a long
relationship. Formed in London in 1920, WIZO reflected the views of
women who, as unpaid voluntary workers subsisting on their husbands’
incomes, did not generally conceive of women “on their own.”®# They were
attracted to Meisel’s emphasis on unique female abilities that precluded
heavy field work. Yet their notions of women’s work as bringing “cleanli-
ness and beauty” to rural life, “decorating the dining hall,” or avoiding
competition with men in areas of male power such as politics,®” represented
exactly the sort of Diaspora decadence that Meisel sought to overcome.
Nevertheless, these were the overseas audiences from whom Meisel sought
funding, and she subtly transformed her School to fit their preconceptions.
Unlike her plan of 1916, the 1920 proposal removed lengthy descriptions
of women who would work as farmers on their own and focused instead
on the educated woman who would “assist her husband in his farming.”*?
In a letter to one of the founders of the Women’s Zionist Organization in
London, Meisel presented the revised, indeed “respectable,” picture:

‘The aim of the school is to train young Jewish women for work in general and
to give them the necessary knowledge for managing the various branches of
rural activity which come within the special scope of women’s work. It will
also develop initiative and a sense of responsibility among young women in
their work so thar they may afterwards fulfill their duties as the wives of
working agriculturists or as independent workers (as members of Workmen'’s
or Young Women’s Groups, on a small holding of their own, or in some
other capacity).”!
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Responsibility and initiative still appear as the hallmarks of the new Jewish
woman, who was to move from passive to active roles as she created
the nation. Yet, women “on their own” appear as an afterthought. They
might be “independent workers” in groups of youngsters, but the option
of becoming farmers in their own right, an image elaborated at length in
1914 and 1916, is exiled to parentheses. Later, when addressing the New
York Women’s Committee in 1923, she pulled out all the stops. Leaving out
any mention of collective life, she lingered instead on the warmth of the
hearth as a refuge from the hardships that face the male worker:

If, at least, our young [male] settler would have by his side an efficient
woman, well-trained in those branches of farming usually managed by
women, this would be an invaluable asset to any farm. Such a woman knows
how to make a pleasant home and how to keep house with modest means;
she knows how to take care of her family’s health, and how to make the
best use of the farm’s produce; and sometimes her own expertly handled
branches of farming, such as dairy and poultry raising, yield a profit which
exceeds the proceeds of her husband’s work.”2

One can imagine the New York ladies so warming to the picture of
the home’s hearth as to glide right by the last phrase with barely a start.
The possibility of a woman’s economic value exceeding that of a man’s is
all that remains of Meisel’s earlier emphasis on financial independence, and
even that is softened by more conventional themes. It is difficult to say
what part of the various pictures she drew of the “new” Jewish women
expressed her own view, and what part she contrived specifically as a
marketing ploy aimed at relatively conservative Diaspora women. The call
to wide audiences, whether directed toward the socialist mothers of the
Yishuv in Palestine or toward the wealthy volunteers of liberal Diaspora
women’s organizations, was successful. One can best appreciate Meisel’s
variations on a theme of the liberated women as she did: a range of images
usefully employed for public ends. By 1924, WIZO had agreed to supply
the major part of the School’s operating budget.”?

Yet, if the battle for funds was won, the conflict with WIZO’s women
had just begun in earnest. In her struggle for gender equality, she came
to see the overseas women as much an obstacle as men. Far from casting
gender reform as a battle against an entrenched male elite, she saw opposi-
tion arising from the peculiarities of Diaspora Jews, both male and female.
Meisel acutely distinguished berween the Diaspora’s backward values and
the Yishuv’s progressive ones. Men of the “Zionist Leadership in London,”
the international seat of Zionism,had.no “personal relation” to agricultural
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work and so were miserly regarding women’s education. In the Yishuv,
however, men such as her friends Ruppin, Ettinger, and Wilkansky were
generous and sympathetic.’* Her friend, Nechama Shor, confirmed her
impression of Diaspora, as opposed to Yishuv, males. Writing from Vienna
in 1923, Shor extolled the women of Vienna for selling their jewels in order
to support Meisel’s work and reported that it was the male leadership in
London that forbade spending the money on “women’s issues.”® Clearly,
Diaspora men were very much unlike the Yishuv variety.

The same was true for Diaspora women. Not withstanding the noble
gesture of the bejeweled ladies of Vienna, Meisel focused on the corrupt-
ing affects of Diaspora culture upon women, especially those in WIZO.
Nowhere is the gap between Meisel and the overseas women of WIZO
more clearly revealed than in the “dirty boots” controversy that vexed her
for a decade. She smarted under a continual barrage of criticism launched
in the early 19205 by a visiting WIZO delegation from London who
complained about “disorder” in everything from small budget irregularities
to the students’ “dirty boots and clothing seen lying about” Nahalal.?¢
Meisel and her husband were among the founders of the legendary coopera-
tive farm of Nahalal.

Founded in 1920, Nahalal was struggling to establish itself as finan-
cially viable and was facing enormous problems associated with reclaiming
swampy land for agriculture. Nevertheless, the workers of Nahalal agreed
to host a few of Meisel’s students albeit under fairly primitive conditions
even before special facilities had been built and the school regularly funded.
Complaints from the middle-class ladies of London about conditions at
Nahalal only confirmed Meisel’s general idea that Diaspora philanthro-
pists, whether male of female, did not endorse the values of the new
Jewish homeland nor grasp the relation between the value of labor and
the transformation of gender identity. Although the WI1ZO agreed in 1924
to undertake the lion’s share of fiscal responsibility for the School, the
support provoked a round of dickering when the promised funds did not
arrive. The School’s Administrative Committee, chaired by Meisel’s friend,
Arthur Ruppin, went so far as to issue an ultimatum to WIZO’s leaders.
If funds were not produced as promised, the Committee would simply
disband.”” On top of this, WIZO seemed to place in doubt Meisel’s
competence to run the school she had fought so hard to create. She
complained bitterly to a friend that WIZO had taken away all the creative
control of her job as director of the school and turned her into a “mere
clerk.” She wondered if she could continue her work in the absence of
WIZO’s “mutual understanding or spiritual engagement.”® The funds,
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though less than promised, did arrive, but relations between Meisel and
the WIZO ladies abroad did not improve.

WIZO went so far as to question Meisel’s integrity when, in 1927, a
year after the school’s formal opening, the “dirty boots” controversy erupted
once again. After reviewing several years of the School’s account books,
WIZO found that, in response to their eatlier protest about “dirty boots,”
Meisel had bought new boots in Palestine and charged them to WIZO.
In the spirit of righteous propriety, the London ladies objected: . . .
we said that we would pay for clothing, and she [Meisel] should have sent
the shoe sizes to London so that we could send her the boots.”®® For Meisel,
no statement better captures WIZO’s misunderstanding of meaningful
reform, for it rejected Meisel’s entire argument that connected individuals,
male and female, to the culture they create through labor. If a “healthy”
culture was to thrive, the Jewish community in Palestine had to avoid
imports and produce what it consumed. Therefore, boots must be made and
bought locally. Unlike Diaspora Jewry, the Yishuv would have to depend
upon its own labor. As the Zionist economy grew self-sufficient, so would
the status of women in it be transformed. The conflict continued through
the decade, and by 1930, Meisel felt that WIZO’s persistent pettiness and its
ignorance of local conditions “robs me of all joy in my work.”1%¢

Perhaps it was Meisel’s experience with WIZO that encouraged her
to set women’s issues in the wider context of labor relations and to place
the labor movement, rather than women’s groups, at the center of her
loyalties.'®! In this sense, the ideal of physical labor and the political
success of the Labor Party subsumed her concerns about gender. Very
clearly she claimed that the School would “implement” the ideal of the labor
movement by enabling women to become productive workers who would
emerge “more useful and more devoted” to the principles of labor Zionism.
The primary principle to be learned was that all, including organizations,
should follow from the experience of labor. So it was that working women
themselves established the women’s farm at Kinneret and the School at
Nahalal. Only afterwards did donors arrive on the scene from abroad.
There could be no fund-raising, drawing up budgets, making plans, and
convening meetings before one experienced labor. Philanthropy could not
labor; only laborers could. It followed that those who labored should direct
the activities of those who raised money. Here, Meisel saw her efforts in the
mainstream of socialist Zionism in Palestine, which combined the classic
proletarian ideal with a cure for the degenerate life of Diaspora Jewry.
Work on the land would set free the worker and remake the Jew. It would
also create a modern Jewish woman.
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Only the Labor Movement and only physical labor on “the Land”
would free women as it would free the Jewish people. Jews who choose
to remain in the Diaspora, including the middle-class women of WIZO
in London and North America, could not hope to understand this larger
vision of Zionism. As long as they remained abroad beyond the experience
of labor, they would fall back upon a narrow conception of women’s issues
isolated from their proper place in the concerns of those who worked “the
Land.”102

The Zionist movement embodied “the most conscious and the most
intensive attempt to change the understanding of gender within the realm
of nationalist assumptions.”'®® Hannah Meisel’s revaluation of gender
was the result. She drew upon both the socialist and nationalist tenden-
cies within Zionism. Though male toughness, a mainstay of European
nationalist culture, remained a central trope of Zionist rhetoric, Meisel
adopted the socialist version of gender, which extolled physical labor as
a antidote for the injustices of class and race, and adapted it to women
who would manifest their toughness in collective labor and in agricultural
science. Meisel’s pre-War farming experience at Sejera and Kinneret, as
well as her post-War drive to raise funds from overseas donors, led her away
from the more “radical” vision of women doing “men’s work.” Instead of
heavy field work, women would become a repository of agricultural science
in the collective settlements of British Mandate Palestine. As scientific
knowledge increased the value of agricultural production, so the value of a
woman’s labor would rise and, with it, her social status.

Meisel did not see her struggle for gender equality as a battle against
atavist males. Rather, she found willing and even eager support from men
throughout the local Zionist establishment in Palestine. There can be little
doubt that Meisel felt far more comfortable with her male friends on
her School’s Administrative Committee—Ruppin, Ettinger, Wilkansky,
and Krause—than she felt in the company of Diaspora donors, male or
female. Her varied experience with WIZO led her to distrust overseas
organizations and to adopt the standard Labor Zionist view of Diaspora
culture as decadent. The culture of dispersion, not men, was the enemy of
Jewish renewal in general and of women’s liberation in particular. Living
on “the Land” and by “the Land” was the remedy. In this sense, physical
labor, not gender, was Meisel’s prime criterion of identity. She considered
herself a Jewish worker in the Jewish homeland and a female member of
the Zionist Labor movement. All else was the politics of finding donors.
By the time the Agricultural School for Young Women opened in 1926, the
Zionist mainstream had flowed toward her. Nearly a quarter of a century
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after Bialik had proclaimed that “[Wlhoever does not create all of his
values from the land is half a man,” Meisel and her students embodied
this transformed image.
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