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Essay #4
 
Preliminary step to farming:  Choosing a moshav.
 
    Note:  As stated in the introductory essay, the author is an anthropologist who has been in Ganei Tal only from the beginning of June 2005.  These essays are organized versions of preliminary anthropological field notes and are subject to change on the basis of more detailed information.  They are being shared in this preliminary form at the request of Moti Sender, the webmaster of Katif.Net.   This is a revised version of Essay #4 that was first posted.  
 
 
    Overview of the agricultural system.  In the preceding essay I listed 12 major problems which any agricultural system has to solve.   The long term analytical goal is to describe the special manner in which these problems are solved in the farming system of Gush Katif.  The essential technological backbone and defining characteristic of this system is an  ingenious combination of hothouses and drip irrigation.  By virtue of this system, the intensified agricultural production achieved on one acre (about five dunams) of barren sands exceeds what would be produced on five acres of organically rich soil using conventional open-field agricultural technology.   (This figure comes from local farmer estimates.  It may be conservative.  There are more precise statistics available on these matters, statistics to which I have no access at the moment here in Ganei Tal.)    
 
      Individual acquisition of land.    Let us revert to the second-person-singular ethnographic mode.   As pointed out in a preceding essay, the government of Israel, in this region, limited Jewish farming to uninhabited sand dunes, leaving a small number of pre-existing fruit orchards (on littoral stretches with high water tables) under the control of their Arab owners.   But how do you, the individual farmer, get access to land surface on which to build hothouses and irrigation installations?   
 
(1)    Step one:  Decide to try farming.  The first element in the process is for you to make the decision to undertake farming. Let us revert to the mid 1970s when the plans were first made.   If you were like the current farmers of Ganei Tal, you were living in a city, were gainfully (and perhaps even comfortably) employed, were dissatisfied with some aspects of city life (concern for the environment in which your children were raised has been mentioned as a factor by many) , and you were willing to try out something else.   Strangely enough, you learned about the possibility of becoming a farmer in through an official advertisement by the government of Israel in the newspaper.   
 
It is important to realize that the extension of the Israeli agricultural frontier was not done by individual free-wheeling settlers acting on their own or even in autonomous groups.  The entire process was organized by the government of Israel itself in the mid 1970’s.   Invitations to undertake farming in the region were published by the government of Israel and the Jewish Agency in the mass media.   Several of the farmers in Ganei Tal who have shared their histories with me learned of the movement through official advertisements in local newspapers.   Let’s assume that that is how you learned of it as well.   
 
(2)    Step two:  Join a moshav.     But you cannot go as an individual free-wheeler.  To become part of the process you have to join either a kibbutz or a moshav.   That is, you will go as a member of a self-selected group of farmers all of who share a basic vision of how they want to live and who agree to set and follow rules in that respect.  I have discussed in an earlier essay the decline of the collective kibbutz, the rise of the individualized moshav, and the emergence of the hybrid moshav shitufi, cooperative moshav,.   If you are young and have just made aliyah from abroad, you will be inclined to some collectivist option – a kibbutz or cooperative moshav (where homes are private, families live together, but the agriculture or other economic pursuit is collectivized).   
 
But if you are a sabra, born in Israel, you know well that collectivization often spells disaster.   Let the young foreigners fool around with that nonsense.  Most of them will leave in a few years; the mortality rate of new kibbutzim, and the desertion rate of kibbutznikim,  is high.    You, as a sabra,  know better and will prefer a moshav, a setting where you live in community with others who see the world as you do, but you are your own boss, with your own house, farm, and vehicles. . 
 
You will want to join a moshav that is compatible with your own world view.   Perhaps your main choice is between a îåùá çéìåîé and a îåùá ãúé, i.e. a secular moshav and a religious moshav.   There are a small number of moshavim in Gush Katif that are secular.  Men go bareheaded and Shabbat observances are minimal.  But most of the people who answered the call of the government of Israel to come to this regions were of one or another religious persuasion.   For some people a driving force behind the decision to leave the city and attempt farming on sand dunes was the desire to be in a community where Judaism would be publicly practiced, where Shabbat would be kept publicly – no driving, no radios, no cigarettes --, where men would have their heads covered, and where your children would be educated in religious schools.   
 
If you applied to the moshav of Ganei Tal, some demonstrated commitment to traditional Judaism would be an important criterion of acceptance, particularly the agreement to avoid public violations of Shabbat and (for men) the requirement to keep one’s head covered.   (The public head covering for married women was and is, for reasons that will not be discussed here, less strictly required.)   A basic minimum is required – the items mentioned above.   In principle you would also be (if you are a man) in shul three times a day.  But nobody is keeping track.   (Daily Shacharit at 6:45 A.M. draws at least 25 and I have seen daily Maariv draws closer to 70 or 80.)   What you do in the privacy of the home or off the moshav is your own business.    The charedi world insists on different dress codes and, in many cases, exclusion of television from the home.  
 
This distinction between charedim and nationalist religious bears discussion.  Even even in the world of the ãúééí in Israel, the religious,  a major distinction exists between the çøãéí,  the strictly observant who (if they are Ashkenazim) wear East-European style black clothes., black kippot, and black hats or shtreimls), and tsitsit worn outside the pants.  (There are numerous internal distinctions among different subgroups of charedim.The major “opposing” category is that of the ãúééí ìàåîééí,. the “nationalist religious”, whose hallmark is the lighter colored knitted kippot, ordinary street or work clothes for davening during the week,  white short sleeve shirts and dark pants  (rather than coats, ties, and hats)  for Shabbat,   At least half of the men will be clean-shaven, and with some minor exceptions those with beards will have short beards.  None of the married women will have sheitels (wigs) and only about half of them will have their heads covered with a hat or a kerchief / veil in public.  The women will sing at the Shabbat table, even though male guests are present.  
 
A major difference between the two worlds is the attitude toward joining the army.  The knitted-kippah world in Gush Katif insists on army service for the males as an obligation and mark of pride.  The charedi world on the whole does not.  (I was told that a charedi youth who does army service is henceforth viewed with suspicion.  I heard this from the knitted kippah world and do not know if the charedim would agree.  There have been changes in this regard, as some  charedi youth now do join the army or engage in volunteer work.  But the avoidance of military service and the criticism of those members of the community who did join the army were traditional practices.  Let it be said, by the way, that at least some – but not all -- “knitted kippah” men whom I interviewed in Ganei Tal on the matter had no objections to full time Torah study as an alternative to military service.  However even those sympathetic to the idea criticized the abuses, when somebody claims to be studying Torah full time but can be seen driving or otherwise moving around engaged in some income-generating business pursuit.)   The women of the nationalist-religious world, for reasons of modesty,  do not on the whole do military service.   They do however perform a prolonged period of ùøåú ìàåîéú, national volunteer service in hospitals, old age homes, schools, etc.   
 
Another major dividing point between the two worlds appears to be the presence or absence of a television in the home.  The charedi world tends to view the T.V. as a pernicious influence and ban it from their homes.  Some even ban the computer, because of the dangers from the internet.   In Ganei Tal, in contrast, despite the high level of religiosity (as measured by regular synagogue attendance and Sabbath obsevance) and of personal àîåðä,  trust in God, as measured by reaction to the impending expulsion,  the typical home in Ganei Tal  (judging from the dozen or so that I have been invited to enter) has both a T.V. and a computer.   
 
The men and women of Ganei Tal want to observe basic halachah, but do not want extra-halachic chumras such as anti-T.V. restrictions enforced, and their choice of a moshav rabbi reflects this.  The rav is of the nationalist religious camp, with his smicha (certificate of ordination) from Keren Beyavne, the first of the hesder yeshivas, the religious schools whose students, by agreement with the government, combine religious studies with army service.  The vast majority of religious people in the yishuvim are of this “religious nationalist” orientation, though the external religious practices on some yishuvim – longer beards,  tsitsis outside the pants --  make people call them éùåáéí çøãéí,  charedi yishuvim.  .  
 
In short, to get access to land and to become a farmer in the region you must be admitted to a moshav.   If you are like the majority here, you will choose a moshav of the religious-nationalist tradition.  
 
 
 
     Sociopolitical context.  In a future essay I will discuss the evolution of land tenure in the region.   But first, it would, of course, be a distortion to discuss the moshavim of Gush Katif, along with the agricultural system that sustains them, without allusion to their impending demise, i.e. to the governmentally mandated destruction of moshav houses and confiscation – with only partial compensation -- of moshav hothouses and irrigation systems, and the forced expulsion of the moshav residents who have built and managed these systems for three decades.  The compensation currently planned sounds like a pittance to those targeted for expulsion but outrageously high to many Israelis hostile to  the Gush Katif residents.   Figures keep shifting, but if their homes warrant it, they may be offered a million shekels (which is about a quarter of a million dollars) for the destruction of their homes and will receive in addition a percentage of the value of their productive assets.   (I have heard figures oscillating between 40% and 60%).  If they want more, they have to fight it in court.   
 
    I have heard several Israelis, including some religious Israelis, make statements to the effect that the Gush Katif residents are simply holding out for more money.   This accusation may be a case of projecting onto others the motivations that move oneself.   When deciding to move to Gush Katif, the residents did not make a decision based principally on economic factors.  Their unwillingness to move is also based on factors that far transcend monetary cost/benefit calculations. 
 
     As for their motives in coming, as pointed out in an earlier essay, many came here already mevusasim,  with a solid economic base.  They may have sold assets in Jerusalem or Tel Aviv or Bnei Braq to move here.   Their motives were complex, but entailed a desire to escape urban chaos, a desire to be economically independent (the agricultural moshav for many is a symbol of independence), a desire to be in a reasonably observant religious environment for their children, free from public Shabbat desecration and vices on the one hand, and free from some of the problems which they had encountered with the stringent and occasionally judgmental requirements of the charedi world view on the other.  The earliest residents had (unlike the typical charedi, all served in the army, were proud of it, wanted their sons to serve in the army, did not want the dress codes or judgmental conversion of dress or other customs into religious law, and the lower level of concern for medinat Israel, that they perceived (correctly or incorrectly, justly or unjustly) in the charedi community, and in general they wanted a better place for their children to live.    
 
     They were told, and believed as well, that they were also performing in some way a patriotic service to Israel (with the theological component downplayed). .   They did not, it must be emphasized, come pushed by a fervent religious desire to rescue God’s holy land from Arabs, to replace Arabs with Jews.   They came to establish a Jewish presence on a stretch of land on which no humans were living.  They came to uninhabited sand dunes, respecting the small amount of Palestinian agriculture that was practiced and, as pointed out in an earlier essay, enjoyed in the beginning cordial commercial and employer/employee relations with Arabic speaking residents of the nearby towns.    .  
 
   In short they were neither the money-grubbing opportunists nor the extremist religious ideologues that are unfortunately favorite caricatures promoted by some journalists. 
 
   If they are forced to leave they will do so with great reluctance, pain, and a sense of betrayal.  Are they indifferent to money?  Of course not.  They will push for the highest compensation possible.   But they are not simply “holding out” for more money, playing a clever cat-and-mouse game.   They are refusing, on the whole, to sign onto to the expulsion plan hoping that there will be a “nullification of the decree”.     Given the heterogeneity of the population – some are farmers, some have now other professions, some are doing well economically, some are not doing as well --  platitudinous generalizations on my part would be out of place.   But it seems absolutely certain that the typical resident wants to continue his/her life as is.  They want income from their farms or their other pursuits, not income from governmental payoffs.   They have spent a quarter of a century fighting (and beating) the sand dunes, planting not only hothouses but also trees, grass, and flowers around their houses as weapons against the invading  sand.    They have built a self-selected community that is now glued together with quasi-kinship bonds.    Quite interestingly, one of the major concerns is that if, “chas vechalilah, the expulsion takes place…” they will be separated from each other.   They want, at all costs, to stay together as a community. 
 
    These observations will, I am certain, fall on many skeptical or indifferent ears.   I belong to the majority urban Western population where (1) you buy and sell houses and move every few years, (2) you have probably never planted even grass, never mind the trees that stand on your property, (3) you may not even know your neighbors or if you do, you met them recently and would feel no pain in relocating and saying goodbye to them for good, and (4) your social status is largely dependent on your income.   
 
     People in such a world will have a hard time empathizing with another type of human existence in which (1 you) have slowly, over years,  transformed a tiny starter house into a house that can accommodate five or six children, (2) have proudly planted and watched trees and grass slowly slowly replace the sand dunes, (3) you are a member of a closely knit community whose men meet, pray, and chat three times a day in synagogue, whose women engage in multiple joint activities, and  whose children grow up with each other and in which you have long-standing neighbor and friendship bonds that are stronger than the bonds you have with your own consanguineal kin, and (4) where neighbors with economic difficulties are gently cushioned by neighbors in non-offensive ways and there is an aura of public egalitarianism in the synagogue, the major focal point of much community life.     
 
     Outside observers, especially those hostile to “the religious fanatic settlers”, will be unsympathetic to the dilemmas created by the expulsion, and will assume that (a) everything can be handled with the right amount of money, (b) those fanatical ideologues are already being offered more than what they’re really entitled to, (c)  since I’ve moved three times in the last ten years, what are those people griping about.  Pack your bags and move.  Big deal.   Right?  
 
    Wrong.  A special human subculture,  in this case a religious Jewish subculture, has evolved on the sand dunes, a subculture that is very different from the personal rootlessness and shallower, fragile, non-localized social networks that characterize much modern life, not only in Israel, but in much of the world.   The monetary compensation being offered not only falls below what is economically viable for a new startup in Israel today.  It cannot compensate for the non-monetary losses that this forced expulsion entails. 
    
      Some 1,500 houses are currently slated for demolition, and some 40,000 to 50,000 dunams (ca. 8,000 to 10, 000 acres) of productive desert hothouses are slated for confiscation and transfer to Palestinian ownership. . . Multilateral and bilateral international agencies are lining up to help organize the “transfer of assets”, as the process is blandly labeled.   The World Bank, though calculations with which I am uinfamiliar, put a figure of $80 million dollars on this complex – i.e. the round figure of $20,000 per dunam, or about $100,000 per acre.  
 
    I am in the process of eliciting cost/benefit information from farmers, a very difficult task given the internal heterogeneity of the region.  I know of one farmer who has made enormous investments in improved water systems and computer systems,  and who with his intensified agriculture can easily gross in a good year $10,000 per year per dunam or $50,000 per acre.  This may actually be a very conservative figure. .  Not all farmers achieve this financial output.  Market fluctuations and other factors lead some farmers to lose money.  But by dint of nearly three decades of experimentation and investment in improved infrastructure and water systems, the above mentioned farmer can generate a per-acre gross that is far above what can be achieved in conventional open field agriculture.  But his currently slated “compensation” package of a “cool million” shekels – as the pro disengagement media cynically label it -- will not even cover the construction of an equivalent home in may parts of Israel let alone the investment which he made in his hothouses and the income which he is forfeiting, perhaps permanently, as his longstanding overseas buyers will turn to other suppliers.   The precise compensation package is still being negotiated and discussed.    But what is currently on the table is highly unattractive and unconvincing. 
 
    A lifetime of work is being legally confiscated from him and his fellow farmers..   And to add salt to the wound, this agricultural infrastructure may now to be turned over to those who are currently lobbing lethal mortars at these same hothouses from the protected human shield of nearby civilian population centers.   (News reports indicate that Hamas is already demanding from the Palestinian Authority access to the confiscated assets.  Predators are already lining up and fighting with each other before the  signal is even given to launch the looting.)    
 
    The Religious Moshav and the Myth of the “Right Wing Fanatics”    What is anthropologically revealing is that sectors of the Israeli media  anticipate the expulsion with glee.  Many sectors of the media are portraying these people, not as victims being abused by their government, but as villains, as right-wing religious extremists and fanatics who should never have “invaded”Gaza and who are finally getting what they have long deserved.  “They should never have gone their in the first place.  They should get out.”  One would understand that stance in Al Jazeera.   But why the Israeli media?    
 
    A partial answer – and I do emphasize partial -- is to be found in the tensions between the religious and non-religious sectors of Israeli society. .  The Arab-vs.-Jew conflict pales in intensity beside the multiple Jew-vs.-Jew battles that rage in Israel.    In my brief stay here in Ganei Tal,  I have found myself in a community that would be classed as highly religious by most normal indicators – synagogue attendance, Sabbath observance, and kashrut (adherence to ritual dietary laws) being perhaps the most highly visible.   However because of the factors mentioned above – they have televisions and computers, many married women go about with uncovered heads, there is insistence on army service for men and volunteer service for women --  the level of the religiosity of the people would be considered suspect or defective in certain Jewish religious circles.   They are not “charedim”.  They are not “extremists” (whatever that term means).  Their sons serve in the army, their daughters do national service, and both sons and daughters study secular topics at Israeli universities.  This is not a religiously doctrinaire population.  The attitude toward each other and to Israel in general is to live and let live within some basic parameters  of Sabbath observance and decent dress codes.   
 
     But if you decide to join a religious moshav like Ganei Tal,  no matter how low-keyed your level of religiosity,  please be aware that you will automatically be labeled by the press as a “right wing religious fanatic.”  You will be joining a group that has been demonized by inaccurate, vituperative labeling.  (I expect to be labeled by some fellow anthropologists as a “reactionary apologist for  right wing religious extremists” by my very attempt to give an empirical description of life here.)     Stereotyping, stigmatizing, and inaccurate, vituperative public labeling are linguistic weapons in the more general arsenal of those Israelis who, for their own reasons, intensely dislike this world of religious Jewish farmers. 
 
    Just as the residents of  Gush Katif should not be stereotyped as militant religious extremists, so also Israelis in favor of disengagement can emphatically not be dismissed as as a band of anti-religious zealots.   The dislike of the religious is strong in some sectors but only a partial answer.  
 
   What about concern for Palestinians?  Are not some pro-eviction Israeli forces perhaps moved by sorrow for the plight of unfortunate Palestinians?   There undoubtedly are.  But I have been told on several occasions by Israelis who support the disengagement that they are less concerned with Palestinians than with Israel itself.   There is an expectation that this could be the first step to peace, a hope that, after the voluntary “disengagement”, Hamas will suddenly and gratefully cease lobbing mortars and rockets, and cease sending suicide bombers,  toward Israeli population centers.  Maybe Hamas and Islamic Jihad will become peace-loving Islamic civic organizations that march hand in hand with their Jewish neighbors  toward a world filled with fraternal love and peace.   This scenario is far-fetched.   Hamas is lobbing mortars at Gush Katif and Sderot only because their weaponry cannot yet reach more densely populated Jewish centers.   I believe that most Israelis would agree with that assessment, that this is nor really a step toward peace.  
 
    So then why the support for disengagement?  The answer – or at least one of the answers – is frighteningly simpler.  The Prime Minister, under the momentary and hopefully transient impact of multiple pressures and some very very bad advice from a trusted subordinate, invented the plan for “disengagement” from Gaza.   But for at least some of the Israeli public, the moving force behind support for settler expulsion is plain-and-simple dislike of this subset of religious Jews.   The knitted-kippah religious farmers of Southwestern Gaza have momentarily replaced the black-hat charedim as the epitome of the Evil Ones in certain secular Israeli eyes.  I am not stating that all opposition to the engagement is due to anti-religious animus.  But some of it is.  The proximity of Gush Katif residents to a million Arab-speakers living in poverty permits those– Israeli and non-Israeli --  who dislike religiously motivated settlers, to propagate the caricature and flawed causal model that the prosperity of the Jewish farmers is by some twisted logic the cause of local Arab poverty or local Arab anger.  
 
     To set the record straight:  local Arab poverty in Gaza would be substantially greater, not lesser, had there been no Jewish farmers in the Gaza Strip.  And local Arab territorial aspirations focus on the recapture of Jerusalem, Haifa, Ashkelon, Be’er-Sheva, and the Arab village that was emptied and destroyed to make way for the University of Tel Aviv– not on the barren sand dunes of Southwestern Gaza that nobody wanted in the first place.   Had they the proper technology, Hamas would be launching artillery shells at Jerusalem, not Ganei Tal.  It might make much more historical sense – and be a much greater contribution to the Arab cause – to dismantle the University of Tel Aviv and return the land to its former village owners, than to dismantle the hothouses of Gush Katif from sand dunes on which Palestinians never set foot residentially or economically.  
 
    But such speculations miss the point.   The “disengagement” is not in its origin and essence a “Jewish vs. Arab thing”.  It is rather a phase in the evolving internal struggles among Jews themselves.   As so many people in Ganei Tal have accurately warned me:  the most significant battle lines in Israel are not between Arab and Jew, but between Jew and Jew.     
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